
GENEVA: Journalists attend a briefing at the United Nations Offices on the opening day of Syrian peace talks yes-
terday in Geneva. — AFP
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Uganda brings maids
home from Saudi after

abuse complaints
KAMPALA: Ugandan officials are helping to bring back about 24
women working as domestic staff in Saudi Arabia after com-
plaints about abuse that prompted a ban on sending Ugandans
as housemaids to the Gulf state, a spokesman said yesterday.

Seven women have returned to Uganda so far this week after
the Ugandan Embassy in Saudi Arabia intervened when they left
their employers complaining about abuse and mistreatment and
moved into Saudi detention centres waiting to go home. Sheikh
Rashid Yahya Ssemuddu, the Ugandan ambassador to Saudi
Arabia, said the women were staying at a shelter operated by the
Saudi Ministry of Labor and Social Affairs.

The Ugandan government last week announced a ban on
sending housemaids to Saudi Arabia after a barrage of com-
plaints about workers being treated inhumanely and said the ban
would remain until working conditions were “deemed fitting”.

Ssemuddu said about 24 Ugandan women were at the shel-
ter, some needing paperwork and airline tickets after complain-
ing they had been held as slaves and their passports taken away.

“We are in daily contact with them and efforts are underway
to have the rest of the women return home in the coming few
days,” he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. The Saudi
Embassy in Uganda did not respond to requests for comments. It
is the second time that Uganda had banned the movement of
domestic staff to Saudia Arabia after a similar move in 2014.

But the two nations signed a five-year deal last July allowing
college graduates to seek jobs as domestic workers and in other
fields in oil-rich Saudi Arabia which was seen as a way of address-
ing high unemployment among young people in Uganda.

At the time Uganda’s Labour Minister Muruli Mukasa said the
agreement was intended to protect the rights and welfare of
immigrant workers by setting a minimum wage and stopping
labour companies from taking money off applicants’ salaries.
Ssemuddu said the embassy has received word from the Saudi
Ministry of Labour that it now wants to schedule a meeting to dis-
cuss this bilateral agreement between the two trade partners.

“Our people should remain calm because we have known all
the problems and their sources and we are going to deal with
them,” he said. Anti-slavery campaigners have called for Ugandan
officials to be more vigilant to stop the trafficking of women to
the Gulf states, many of whom are targeted by private, unautho-
rised recruitment agencies. 

Rehema Babirye, one of the women who returned this week,
said she was deceived by a local recruitment company who
promised her a job in sales in Saudi Arabia. Once she arrived she
was taken to work as a maid with no days off. — Reuters

GENEVA: The biggest push to date to end
Syria’s bloody civil war looked in trouble yes-
terday with key opposition members staying
away from the scheduled start of peace talks
with President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime in
Switzerland. The planned UN-mediated talks
in Geneva are aimed at ending a nearly five-
year-old conflict that has killed more than
260,000 people and facilitated the meteoric
rise of the extremist Islamic State (IS) group.

The highly complex war has also destabi-
lized the already restive Middle East and
drawn in not only regional powers like Saudi
Arabia, Iran and Turkey but also the United
States and Russia.

It has also forced millions of Syrians from
their homes, many of them into neighboring
states and further afield, causing a major
political headache for the European Union
which received around a million migrants in
2015. The UN Syria envoy, Staffan de Mistura,
issued on Thursday a video message to the
Syrian people saying that after a string of
previous failed initiatives, this new round of
talks “cannot fail”.

“Five years of this conflict have been too
much. The horror is in front of everyone’s
eyes,” de Mistura said. “You must know also
that we count on you to raise your voice to
say ‘khalas’ (‘stop’ in Arabic).”

Vienna Process 
The Geneva negotiations, if they happen,

would not be a face-to-face conversation
between the regime and its opponents.
Instead they are “proximity talks” when go-
betweens shuttle between the different par-
ticipants. They are part of an ambitious plan
launched in Vienna in November by a raft of
key actors including Russia, the United
States, Gulf states, Iran and Turkey that fore-
sees elections within 18 months.

In December, the main Syrian political
opposition and armed factions, excluding
Kurdish groups, formed the umbrella opposi-
tion group known as the High Negotiations

Committee (HNC) in Riyadh. But despite
Western pressure, the HNC on Thursday
refused to show up in Switzerland before an
agreement is reached on aid reaching hun-
dreds of thousands of people stuck in
besieged towns. “(On Friday) we won’t be in
Geneva. We could go there, but we will not
enter the negotiating room if our demands
aren’t met,” HNC coordinator Riad Hijab told
Al-Arabiya television.

A senior delegate for the HNC, which was
meeting in Riyadh for a fourth day Friday,
told AFP however that it may still decide later
in the day to travel to the negotiations. The
HNC, which named Mohammed Alloush of
the Islamist rebel group Army of Islam as its
chief negotiator, has also asked for “clarifica-
tions” after the UN issued invitations to other
opposition figures.

Individual invitations were reportedly
issued to a list of figures opposed to the
regime but who are thought to have closer
ties to Moscow and have limited influence
on the ground. Randa Kassis, a member of
that list, told AFP in Geneva yesterday that
despite the uncertainty on who would
attend, “something has to start. We have to
think of the Syrian people.”

The HNC and its Saudi and Turkish back-
ers have also objected to the participation of
Syrian Kurdish groups that have made key
advances against IS in northern Syria in
recent months. 

Russia, however, says Kurdish involve-
ment is essential. The HNC also wants assur-
ances from the international community that
it will move to end regime attacks on civilians
and allow humanitarian aid.

‘Inflexible’ Assad 
The Syrian government delegation, head-

ed by Syria’s envoy to the UN Bashar Al-
Jaafari, was expected in Geneva around mid-
day (1100 GMT), the UN had said Thursday,
and other opposition figures not part of the
HNC said they would be present. UN

spokesman Ahmad Fawzi said Friday that the
talks “will start as planned... in the afternoon.”
But Haytham Manna, a longstanding opposi-
tion figure who is co-chair of the political
wing of a Kurdish-Arab alliance, told AFP in
Geneva he did not expect the discussions to
begin until Monday.

France-based Middle East analyst Agnes
Levallois said the opposition was growing
increasingly frustrated that the question of
Assad’s fate, a key stumbling block in previ-
ous talks, was being put off. — AFP

‘Must not fail’ Syria 
peace talks uncertain
Key opposition members keep away from talks

LONDON: An EgyptAir mechanic whose cousin joined
Islamic State in Syria is suspected of planting a bomb
on a Russian passenger plane that was blown out of
Egypt’s skies in late October, according to sources
familiar with the matter. So far Egypt has publicly said it
has found no evidence that the MetroJet flight, which
crashed in the Sinai Peninsula after takeoff from Sharm
El-Sheikh airport, killing all 224 people on board, was
brought down by terrorism. A senior security official at
the airline denied that any of its employees had been
arrested or were under suspicion, and an Interior
Ministry official also said there had been no arrests. But
the sources, who declined to be identified because of
the sensitivity of the ongoing investigation, said the
mechanic had been detained, along with two airport
policemen and a baggage handler suspected of help-
ing him put the bomb on board.

“After learning that one of its members had a rela-
tive that worked at the airport, Islamic State delivered a
bomb in a handbag to that person,” said one of the
sources, adding the suspect’s cousin joined Islamic
State in Syria a year and a half ago. “He was told to not
ask any questions and get the bomb on the plane.”

Another source said of the other suspects: “Two
policemen are suspected of playing a role by turning a
blind eye to the operation at a security checkpoint. But

there is a possibility that they were just not doing their
jobs properly.” None of the four have been prosecuted
so far, the sources told Reuters. The crash has called
into question Egypt’s drive to eradicate Islamist mili-
tancy and hurt its tourism industry, a cornerstone of
the economy. Islamic State’s Egypt affiliate is waging
an insurgency in parts of the Sinai, although mostly far
from the tourist resorts along its Red Sea coast.

Russia and Western countries have long said that
they believe the flight was brought down by a bomb
smuggled on board.  Egypt however has so far publicly
said it has not found any evidence of foul play.

Any formal charges or official Egyptian confirma-
tion that a bomb brought down the Airbus A321 could
potentially expose Egypt to compensation payments
to the families of the victims. The EgyptAir senior secu-
rity official said state security police had investigated all
workers at Sharm el-Sheikh airport without finding any
evidence implicating any of them.

The official said state security traced the family
connections of all the employees and they were
cleared. “Any employee who shows sympathy to mili-
tants is prevented from going to work in any airport,”
he told Reuters. An Interior Ministry source also said
no one had been arrested in connection with the
crash. — Reuters

EgyptAir mechanic suspected 
in Russian plane crash


