
RIYADH: German Chancellor Angela Merkel
arrived yesterday in Saudi Arabia where she is
expected to press royals on a number of sensi-
tive issues, including taking in refugees, while
also boosting important business ties in her first
visit to the country in seven years.

Merkel met King Salman in the Red Sea city
of Jiddah and is scheduled to visit the United
Arab Emirates today. Saudi Arabia and the UAE
are Germany’s largest trading partners in the
Middle East.

During her talks with Gulf leaders, Merkel is
expected to press them to do more to take in
refugees and provide humanitarian relief for
those fleeing conflict in Muslim-majority coun-
tries. Her country has provided refuge to hun-
dreds of thousands of people from Syria, Iraq
and Afghanistan in recent years.

Merkel is also expected to raise the issue of

Saudi Arabia’s funding for religious institutions
including in countries such as Mali and Niger,
said senior German officials who spoke on cus-
tomary conditions of anonymity.

Saudi Arabia recently closed several institu-
tional establishments in Germany following
pressure from Berlin, including the private King
Fahd Academy in the southern suburbs of Bonn.
German authorities had previously expressed
concern the school might be used to spread fun-
damentalist ideology.

Niqab issue
Like other high-profile female visitors, Merkel

did not cover her hair or wear a traditional flow-
ing black robe upon arrival in the kingdom. She
is expected to meet Saudi businesswomen dur-
ing her two-day visit in a sign of support for
women’s rights. Merkel herself backs a ban in

Germany on civil servants wearing face veils and
on the face cover being worn in public schools,
courts and while driving. Most Saudi women
wear the full face veil, known as the niqab, in
line with the kingdom’s conservative Wahhabi
interpretation of Islam.

Merkel is traveling with a business delegation
that includes CEOs of major German companies.
The kingdom is seeking to attract investment
and diversify its economy away from oil, the
backbone of its economy.

The official Saudi Press Agency reported the
two sides signed a number of memorandums
to enhance cooperation in the fields of tech-
nology, energy, business and security. Despite
a drop in oil prices that has forced the king-
dom to curb spending, Saudi Arabia remains
among the world’s top spenders on defense
equipment. — AP

LAKE ASSAD, Syria: As US-backed fighters
advance on the Islamic State group’s de fac-
to Syrian stronghold Raqa, a waterway “cor-
ridor” has become a key supply line, and an
escape route for displaced civilians. An AFP
team accompanied fighters from the Syrian
Democratic Forces, a  Kurdish-Arab alliance
that is fighting to capture the strategic
town of Tabqa, some 55 kilometers (35
miles) west of Raqa. Their direct land route
from the territory they hold in the north is
blocked by the Tabqa dam, which remains
under IS control. 

So instead, they are running supplies
across Lake Assad, an enormous reservoir
created by the dam, as well as ferrying civil-
ians fleeing Tabqa back across to safety. The
main means of transport is a makeshift fer-
ry, made out of a piece of floating bridge
that has been lashed to four small boats,
two on each side. The boats, borrowed from
local fishermen and attached with orange
rope, drive the “ferry” and its occupants
across the lake multiple times a day on an
hour-long journey.

On Saturday, several dozen civilians
waited on the northern side of the lake,
hours after crossing to safety, as fighters
loaded up the floating bridge moored near
the Jaabar Castle, a local historical site.

A woman in her thirties, her face loosely
wrapped in a beige headscarf, distributed
bread to her children in the back of a pick-
up truck. Nearby, a child and his father
stood by the water’s edge, washing their
faces after an exhausting trip. A rusty boat
bobbed by them in the shallows.

Many of the arrivals looked exhausted,
and some still seemed afraid, wary of their
new surroundings.

‘A water corridor’ 
“We were besieged in Tabqa. The

humanitarian situation was really bad,” said
Ismail Mohamed, 39, who had arrived hours
earlier with his family. “People are hungry
and tired. Everyone is psychologically shat-
tered, crushed,” he told AFP. “When we got
on the water, riding the boat, we truly

couldn’t believe it,  we were so happy.”
As the arrivals waited for permission to

move north into SDF-held territory, fighters
loaded vehicles with food and other sup-
plies and drove them onto the makeshift
ferry. “The... dam is not safe yet, we don’t
control it fully, there are still some merce-
naries there, so we can’t move civilians
through,” an SDF commander told AFP,
referring to IS fighters.

“So we have opened a water corridor to
rescue civilians, including via small boats
and this ferry,” he said. Fighters offered civil-
ians loaves of flat bread as they waited. The
makeshift craft relies on local fishermen
who have lent the SDF their boats.

They fish in the morning, but their boats
spend the rest of the day serving as motors
to get the floating bridge back and forth.
The hour-long trip to the southern shore,
where more civilians are waiting to escape,
is a sharp contrast with the fierce fighting
that awaits SDF forces in Tabqa.

The US-backed force now controls more
than 50 percent of the town, but has faced
fierce resistance from IS, with the jihadists
deploying suicide attackers, car bombs and
weaponised drones. Capturing Tabqa will
be a key step towards the advance on Raqa,
which the SDF is seeking to encircle before
beginning a final assault.

Sipping tea, taking photos 
On the water though, there is little

sound except the engines of the boats and
the thump of two US-led coalition helicop-
ters overhead, helping secure the corridor.
One SDF fighter heads to the edge of the
makeshift craft and closes his eyes for a
moment, inhaling deeply and then sighing.

“How beautiful the water is, when you
stand and look into the distance and all
you see is water.” As the craft moved for-
ward, the sun began to set,  with the
almost-still water reflecting the orange
rays. Relaxed fighters, men and women,
sipped tea and took photos, some looking
towards the smoke rising from Tabqa in
the distance. — AFP

A waterway lifeline for 
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ISTANBUL: President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yester-
day said Ankara was “seriously saddened” by footage
showing American military vehicles operating close
to the border with Syrian Kurdish fighters Turkey
sees as a terror group. The Syrian Kurdish Peoples’
Protection Units (YPG) are seen by Washington as
the most effective fighting force in the battle against
jihadists in Syria.

Ankara says the fighters of the YPG are merely the
Syrian branch of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
who have waged an insurgency since 1984 inside
Turkey that has left tens of thousands dead.

Turkish forces last week carried out air strikes on
YPG positions in Syria, angering the United States
and sparking days of border clashes with the Kurdish
fighters. The US sent military vehicles with American
flags to the Syrian side of the frontier accompanied
by YPG fighters to carry out patrols, in an apparent
bid to prevent further fighting.

“Unfortunately... the presence of an American flag
along with the (insignia) of a terror organization
called YPG in a convoy has seriously saddened us,”
Erdogan told reporters in Istanbul before heading on
a trip to India. The difference of opinion over the YPG
has cast a shadow over US-Turkish relations for some
time and Erdogan is hoping for a drastic change in

US policy when he meets President Donald Trump
next month. “We will bring this up when we meet Mr
President on May 16,” said Erdogan. He expressed
regret that the US-YPG cooperation-which began
under the  former Barack Obama administration-was
being continued under the new president. “This
needs to be stopped right now,” said Erdogan.
“Otherwise it will continue to be a bother in the
region and for us.”

“It will also bother us as two NATO countries and
strategic partners,” he said. Erdogan reaffirmed that
Turkey could again bomb the YPG positions at any
time it wanted. “I said yesterday: ‘We can come unex-
pectedly in the night’. I really meant that. We are not
going to tip off the terror groups and the Turkish
Armed Forces could come at any moment.”

Further strikes
Erdogan said his country may take further action

against Kurdish militants in Iraq and Syria and insist-
ed US support for such groups “must come to an
end.” The US moved troops and armored vehicles
through several Syrian cities and towns on Friday
and Saturday in a show of force apparently intended
to dissuade Turkey and Syrian Kurdish forces from
attacking each other.

Kurdish officials described the US troop move-
ment as a “buffer” between them and Turkey. The
US has provided air cover and other support to
Kurdish forces battling the Islamic State group in

Syria and Iraq. In Syria, it is working with the Syrian
Democratic Forces, which is dominated by the
Kurdish People’s Protection Units, or YPG, but also
includes Arab fighters. — Agencies

RIYADH: A handout picture provided by the Saudi Royal Palace yesterday shows German Chancellor Angela Merkel (left) sitting next to
Saudi Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud (right) during a meeting in Riyadh. — AFP

Merkel to press Saudi 
on refugees and rights 

German Chancellor to visit UAE today

TRIPOLI: Libya has seized two foreign-flagged oil
tankers and detained their crews for allegedly
smuggling fuel after an hours-long gunbattle off
the west coast, authorities said. Oil is Libya’s main
natural resource, with reserves estimated at 48
billion barrels, the largest in Africa.

Libya had an output capacity of about 1.6 mil-
lion barrels per day before  the 2011 armed upris-
ing, but production has since slumped as rival
forces battle for control of its oil facilities. The
coastguard spotted the vessels on Thursday night
two kilometres (1.2 miles) off Sidi Said near

Zuwara, a town on the central coast, the authori-
ties said. “The Libyan coastguard boarded the two
tankers, one flying the Ukrainian flag, the Ruta,
and the other, the Stark, flying the Congolese
flag,” said General Ayoub Qassem.

“The coastguards had monitored them from
afar and waited until Friday morning to act,” he
told AFP. Qassem said the oil traffickers were
heavily armed and were supported by small
boats. They had put up fierce resistance, but the
tankers were eventually seized by the Libyan
authorities, “after more than three hours of
exchange of fire”. On several occasions, “boats
with armed men were returned... and opened fire
on the coastguards” using Kalashnikovs and
heavy machineguns, he said.

After they were overpowered, the two tankers
and their crews were taken back to the capital
Tripoli. Among them were 14 Ukrainians from the
Ruta and four Turks and two Georgians who were
on the Stark, said Qassem. Another three crew
members from the Stark were in Zuwara, he said,
without giving their nationality. At the time of the
seizure, the Ruta had around 3,330 tons of oil in
its tanks, while the Stark, which can carry 1,236
tons, was about to be loaded with fuel when the
coastguard arrived. — AFP

Libya seizes oil tankers and 
crew after shootout at seaARAKS, Armenia: Shortly before mid-

night outside a poorly-lit barn in south-
ern Armenia, Sevak Mouradyan is fun-
nelling gallons of petrol into plastic canis-
ters and humming a traditional Yazidi
anthem to himself.  He pauses for a
moment, squints through the darkness
towards a group of men drinking tea and
begins to shout orders.

His eight sons swiftly form a produc-
tion line from the barn through a field.
Tyres are passed methodically between
them, rolled uphill and stacked in a pile at
the top. “We are preparing a fire to show
unity with our brothers on Mount Sinjar,”
said Mouradyan, hauling the fuel onto his
back. “For the Yazidi people, light signifies
solidarity. Maybe they will see the fire far
away in the distance and know that we are
thinking of them.” Mouradyan is one of
around 35,000 Armenian Yazidis who have
been settled in Armenia in the southern
Caucasus for more than a century. They
have recently been joined by Yazidi fami-
lies who have fled the Islamic State offen-
sive in northern Iraq.

In August 2014, Islamic State militants
began an assault on the Yazidi religious
community’s heartland in Sinjar, northern

Iraq, home to around 400,000 Yazidis.  The
insurgents systematically killed, captured
and enslaved thousands of Yazidis, whose
beliefs combine elements of several
ancient Middle Eastern religions and are
regarded by Islamic State as infidels.

UN investigators estimate more than
5,000 Yazidis have been rounded up and
slaughtered and some 7,000 women and
girls forced into sex slavery.  Those who
could fled to the refugee camps of
Lebanon, Jordan and elsewhere in the
region. Around 50 Yazidi families made the
arduous journey by road to Armenia, seek-
ing refuge among their fellow Yazidis in
rural communities like the village of Araks.

But Armenian Yazidis believe that their
ethnic kin from Sinjar have been influ-
enced by the Islamic traditions of the Iraqi
majority. “Our way of life is too different
from theirs. They are all Muslims now,”
Mouradyan said. “We fear that they will
bring instability and terror to our homes.”
In the village of Akna Lich, an hour’s drive
away, Ara, one of the new arrivals, has just
returned home after a long day cultivat-
ing the land outside his home. He and his
wife moved to the mostly Yazidi village
late last year. — Reuters

After long trek to Armenia, Iraq’s 
Yazidi families struggle to fit in

RAQA: Members of the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), made up of an alliance of Arab and
Kurdish fighters, patrol on a boat at the Lake Assad, an enormous reservoir created by the Tabqa dam,
on Saturday as part of their battle for the Islamic State’s (IS) stronghold in nearby Raqa. — AFP

Erdogan says ‘saddened’ by US flags with Syrian YPG 

A Kurdish fighter of the People’s Protection Units (YPG) standing guards as US forces
take up positions in the northern village of Darbasiyah, Syria. — AP

TRIPOLI: The Ruta oil tanker flying the Ukranian flag is seen at the Tripoli seaport on
Saturday after it was seized by the Libyan Navy off the coastal city of Zuwara about 160 km
west of Tripoli. — AFP


