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The Observatory also reported regime shelling on the
Aubin camp for displaced people in Latakia in northwest
Syria, in the second such case in as many days.

A source close to the HNC said that the group was
sending 17 negotiators and 25 others to the Swiss city. A
16-member delegation representing Assad’s govern-
ment arrived on Friday. Backed by external powers
embroiled in Syria’s war, the talks are seeking to end a
conflict that has killed more than 260,000 people and
fuelled the meteoric rise of the extremist Islamic State
group. Millions of those fleeing the conflict have sought
refuge in neighboring countries and hundreds of thou-
sands have risked their lives to reach Europe, causing
political tensions there. 

Yesterday, dozens of migrant men, women and chil-
dren, including Syrians, drowned when their boat sank
off of Turkey - joining the almost 4,000 who died trying
to reach Europe by sea in 2015. But the complexities of
the Syrian conflict, involving a tangled web of moderate
rebels, Islamist fighters, Kurds, jihadists and regime
forces backed by Moscow and Iran, pose a huge chal-
lenge to the talks, experts say. “There is every reason to
be pessimistic, and there is no realistic scenario in which
a breakthrough would be reached,” said Karim Bitar, an
analyst at the Paris-based Institute of International and
Strategic Relations.

The future of Assad, emboldened by recent territorial
gains against rebels thanks to Russian support, in any
peace deal remains uncertain. Attacks claimed by IS in
Paris, Lebanon, Indonesia and the downing of a Russian
airliner over Egypt last year have led Western powers to
moderate their demands for him to go, seeing him as
the lesser evil, experts say. 

For now, no face-to-face talks between the opposi-
tion and the regime are expected. Instead “proximity
talks” are envisioned whereby UN envoy Staffan de
Mistura will shuttle between the participants. The UN
envoy was to meet with HNC delegates “perhaps tomor-
row (Sunday)”, HNC spokesman Makhous said. In a con-
troversial move, the alliance has named Mohammed
Alloush, member of the Army of Islam rebel group, as its
chief negotiator, but sources hinted he was not among
those travelling to Geneva. 

Excluded meanwhile, in the initial stages of the talks
at least, are Kurdish representatives, with Saudi Arabia
and in particular Turkey vehemently opposed to their
participation. Kurdish figures -including Saleh Muslim,
head of the powerful Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union
Party (PYD) - hoping to be included have left the Swiss
city after not receiving invitations to negotiations,
sources told AFP yesterday. The PYD has been one of the

most successful fighting forces against the extremist
Islamic State group, clearing jihadists out of swathes of
territory in northern Syria. “Without us, this process will
have the same fate as the last round of Geneva talks” in
2014, a PYD source told AFP. 

Several dozen more residents of Madaya are in “dan-
ger of death” because of severe malnutrition, MSF has
warned, adding the real toll could be even higher. “MSF
has clear medical reporting for 46 starvation deaths
since December 1,” the group said in a statement to AFP.
“The real number is almost certainly higher, as MSF is
aware of reports of people dying of starvation in their
homes.”

Located in Damascus province, Madaya is under gov-
ernment siege, and is one of four towns included in a
rare deal last year that was intended to halt fighting and
allow the entry of humanitarian aid. But despite the
deal, the UN and other aid groups have had only limited
access to Madaya, along with rebel-held Zabadani, and
the government-held towns of Fuaa and Kafraya, which
are under opposition siege. Conditions in Madaya have
reportedly been among the worst, with about 42,000
civilians there surrounded by government troops who
have laid mines around the town to prevent people
leaving.

While the government has some ability to airdrop
supplies to Fuaa and Kafraya, the opposition has no simi-
lar capacity, and aid groups have regularly urged contin-
uous aid access to all four towns. They have also called
for the evacuation of those suffering malnutrition or sick
with other illnesses. Citing medics it supports in the
town, MSF said there were at least 320 cases of malnutri-
tion in the town, including 33 that were so severe that
the individuals could die without prompt treatment.

“It is totally unacceptable that people continue to die
from starvation, and that critical medical cases remain in
the town when they should have been evacuated weeks
ago,” said MSF’s director of operations Brice de le Vingne.
“The warring parties responsible for these besiegement
strategies need to allow unhindered medical and
humanitarian access immediately,” he added. After the
September deal for the four towns, an initial aid delivery
was made, but no subsequent assistance was allowed in
until Jan 11, after reports of deaths in Madaya.

Additional convoys of food and medicine entered
Madaya, Fuaa and Kafraya on Jan 14, and then all four
towns on Jan 19, but aid groups have said the piece-
meal deliveries are insufficient. The UN estimates
around 486,700 Syrians are living under sieges imposed
by the regime, rebels or the Islamic State group. The
UN’s aid chief said this week that 75 percent of its
requests for aid deliveries in Syria went unanswered by
the government. — Agencies 

16 more starve to death in Syria’s besieged...
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The capsized boat was visible around 50 m from the
shore, where divers from the coastguard were still
searching for the missing.  Military police in green
berets placed bodies in bags to be taken to a morgue.
Life jackets and other refugees’ belongings were seen
dotted across the beach. The drownings continue a
grim trend that accelerated last year when nearly 4,000
people died trying to reach Europe by sea, according to
the International Organization for Migration (IOM). The
influx, which has been fuelled by Syria’s civil war, has
continued throughout the winter. 

During the first 28 days of 2016, a further 244
migrants died at sea, with at least a dozen more dying
on land, the IOM said Friday. Turkey, which is hosting at
least 2.5 million refugees from Syria’s civil war, has

become the main launchpad for migrants fleeing war,
persecution and poverty to Europe. The Turkish govern-
ment struck a deal with the EU in November to halt the
outflow of refugees, in return for Ä3 billion ($3.2 billion)
in financial assistance, but the agreement has failed to
check the migrant tide.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel said Friday that
with 2,000 new asylum seekers entering the Balkans on
their journey to northern Europe every day the EU
“urgently” needed to implement its side of the agree-
ment. Italy has however questioned how much of the
money should come from the EU budget, and how
much control the bloc will have over how Ankara
spends the funds. Turkey’s minister for EU affairs Volkan
Bozkir Saturday dismissed any problems with Italy
about the release of the EU money and said the funds
would be released in February. — AFP 

Nearly 40 migrants drown off Turkey

ANKARA: Iran has cancelled a London conference
where it was set to introduce new oil and gas con-
tracts to investors, the Seda weekly reported yesterday
citing a senior Iranian official who blamed a delay in
getting visas. Postponed five times amid uncertainty
over international sanctions against Iran which were
lifted this month, the conference had been set for Feb
22-24. Foreign companies will now be invited in May
to bid for the new Iran Petroleum Contracts (IPCs), Ali
Kardor, deputy head of the National Iranian Oil Co.
(NIOC), told the weekly.

“ The London conference has been canceled
because the British embassy in Tehran could not issue
visas for representatives of Iranian companies as its
visa section has yet to become active,” Kardor said.
“There will be bids in May for new contracts ... There
will be no need to hold a conference abroad after the
bids,” he said. To bolster its economy, Iran is sweeten-
ing the terms of its oil development contracts to lure
back international companies. Some 135 firms, includ-
ing BP, France’s Total , Italy’s Eni and Spain’s Repsol
attended a conference in Tehran in November to hear
about the IPC.

Hardline rivals of pragmatist President Hassan
Rouhani have criticized the new contracts, however.
The Tasnim news agency said police dispersed a group

of 50 protesters, who gathered in front of the Oil
Ministry building in Tehran yesterday to protest
against “Rouhani’s adopted oil policies and the new oil
contracts”. The protesters chanted “Cancel the IPC con-
tracts,” Tasnim reported. Kardor told Seda: “We are in
talks with critics to hear their points and to resolve
problems when needed.”

Some analysts say Rouhani’s government is deter-
mined to resolve the dispute through diplomacy. “The
oil ministry and the government want a political con-
sensus over this issue ...in a public statement, the gov-
ernment has asked all the experts to express their
views,” said Tehran-based senior energy analyst Reza
Zandi. International sanctions on Iran were lifted this
month as part of a nuclear deal reached with six major
powers in 2015 in exchange for curbing Tehran’s dis-
puted nuclear work. OPEC producer Iran has said it
now plans to increase its output by 500,000 barrels per
day (bpd) and soon by another 500,000 bpd.

A draft of the IPC was approved by the government
in September, but the official said the new contract
still required approval by the NIOC board of governors.
The IPC would end a more-than-two-decade-old buy-
back system that banned foreign companies from
booking reserves or taking equity stakes in Iranian
companies. — Reuters 
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A thoroughbred Arabian horse runs in a paddock at the Al-Dhafra Equestrian Club in the desert, near the city of Madinat Zayed, 150 km west of Abu Dhabi, before competing yesterday. — AFP 


