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Iran seen as winner after Iraq’s 
Kurds lose referendum gamble

Fall of Kirkuk deepens Kurdish rifts; Iran to exploit fallout
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News in brief

‘Brush teeth with feces’
SAN ANTONIO: Investigators say a San Antonio-area
couple punished their three young children by forcing
one to brush her teeth with cat feces, using a shock col-
lar as punishment and beating them with a thorny switch.
Thirty-two-year-old James Chalkley and 22-year-old
Cheyanne Chalkley were being held yesterday on
charges of injury to a child. James Chalkley is the father
of a 3-year-old boy and two girls who are 5 and 10.
Cheyanne Chalkley is their stepmother. Arrest warrants
show a teacher noticed bruising on the 5-year-old in
September. Investigators say interviews with child-pro-
tective workers revealed the extent of their punishments. 

Nigeria’s war victims 
ABUJA: Nigeria has agreed to pay compensation to
victims of the country’s civil war, 47 years after it end-
ed, and clear former conflict zones of abandoned
bombs and landmines. Court papers made available on
Monday showed the government had accepted to 88
billion naira ($245 million, 210 million euros) in damages.
Of that, 50 billion naira will be paid to victims in 11 states
in the southeast, south and north central region, which
were the epicenter of the conflict. The remainder will go
towards clearing land of ordnance and the construction
of schools, courts, churches and mosques. The deal was
brokered by the Community Court of Justice of the
Economic Community of West African States (ECOW-
AS). More than one million people died, most of them
from the effects of war, starvation and disease, in the 30-
month conflict that began in 1967. 

200 dead in tunnel 
TOKYO: More than 200 people are feared to have
died when a tunnel caved in at North Korea’s nuclear
test site after its latest detonation, a Japanese news
report said yesterday. A tunnel collapsed at Punggye-ri
in early September, days after North Korea conducted
its sixth and largest underground nuclear test on
September 3, TV Asahi said, quoting unnamed North
Korean sources. Some 100 workers were involved in an
initial collapse. Another cave-in occurred during rescue
operations, leaving at least 200 people feared dead in
total, the Japanese broadcaster said. The accident was
triggered by the test, TV Asahi added. Experts have
warned that the underground tests could cause the
mountain to collapse and leak radiation into the atmos-
phere near China’s border. 

12 killed in east Libya 
BENGHAZI: At least 12 people have been killed in an
air strike in Libya’s besieged eastern jihadist stronghold
of Derna, a medical source said yesterday. Most of the
victims, including women and children, are from the
same family, the source at the Harish hospital said,
adding that three people were left critically wounded
by the bombing conducted Monday evening. It was not
immediately clear who carried out the strike. The attack
has not been claimed by forces loyal to strongman
Khalifa Haftar, which have been besieging Derna for
months and regularly conduct air strikes against the
eastern city.  Derna, some 900 kilometers east of
Tripoli, was known for being a bastion of jihadists even
before the 2011 uprising that toppled and killed long-
time dictator Mummar Gaddafi. Haftar’s forces are
waging a campaign against jihadist groups, including
efforts to capture the city from the “Revolutionary
Shura Council of Derna”, a coalition of militias close to
Al-Qaeda. 

ERBIL: There are no winners among Iraq’s Kurds, just
weeks after Kurdish president Masoud Barzani gambled
away his people’s autonomy in a defiant independence ref-
erendum. The losing bet has come at a steep price for
everyone involved. Barzani has had to give up the presi-
dency, his Kurdish political foes have angered their popu-
lar base, and the Kurdish people, who overwhelmingly vot-
ed to break away from Iraq, feel further than ever from
their lifelong dream of independence.  

The ultimate winner, analysts say, is Iran, widely
believed to have
backed and orchestrat-
ed Iraqi Prime Minister
Haider al-Abadi in his
Oct 16 offensive to
recapture Kurdish
held-areas, including
the oil-rich city of
Kirkuk.  “The Iranians
outwitted the
Americans; they were
the driving force
behind the deal to hand
over Kirkuk,” said
Hassan Shaaban, a
political commentator and rights activist in Baghdad.

The balance of power has been transformed in the
north of Iraq, exposing the limited hand the Kurds have to
play in future negotiations. It has also exposed the domi-
nant role Iran played in transforming the fate of the
Kurdish region. Iran is poised to exploit the political after-
math, pushing to move the centre of power from the
regional capital Erbil, where the Barzanis and the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) have dominated, to its
Kurdish allies in the city of Sulaimaniya.

“Iran was always one step ahead on the referendum,”
said Renad Mansour, an Iraq expert at the Chatham House
think-tank. They knew Barzani was never going to post-
pone the vote, he said, adding: “The US was left scram-
bling while the Iranians were plotting.” A senior Iranian
official said Tehran had advised Barzani against the refer-
endum but he would not listen. “We tried to stop this ref-
erendum because it was not in their interest. But unfortu-
nately Mr Barzani miscalculated his social base among

Kurds and went ahead with the vote,” Ali Shamkhani, sec-
retary of Iran’s National Security Council, was quoted as
saying by Mehr news agency on Tuesday.

Iranian meddling
Iranian Major-General Qassem Soleimani has for years

been allied to the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK), the
main rival of Barzani’s KDP. But the referendum has drawn
the powerful Iranian commander even closer to Kurdish
politics, and shown how far Iran’s reach has extended

beyond the central govern-
ment in Baghdad. Ahead of
the vote, Soleimani warned
Kurdish leaders in northern
Iraq to withdraw their forces
from Kirkuk or face a “fiery”
onslaught by Iraqi forces and
Iranian-backed fighters,
according to Kurdish and
Iraqi officials.

The warning prompted
Kurdish Peshmerga fighters
to withdraw from most areas,
and deepened the split
between Barzani’s power

base in Erbil, and the rival Talabani clan in Sulaimaniya,
long allied with Iran. Iraqi politicians have voiced concern
about the growing influence of Iran, despite praising Abadi
for reining in Kurdish ambitions. “We feel worried seeing
the octopus arms stretching deeper in the north,” said
Ahmed Asi al-Obeidi, a Sunni tribal sheikh and a member
of Kirkuk’s tribal council. 

“We all have seen the problems Iranian meddling has
caused in other parts of Iraq, including mainly Sunni areas,
and if the same amount of interference is repeated in
Kurdish areas, then the worst is coming and instability will
prevail.” Addressing his people, demoralized by humiliat-
ing territorial defeats, Barzani said on Sunday that he
would step down, just one month after the vote he champi-
oned in the face of regional and international opposition.
He accused his enemies of committing “high treason” in
surrendering Kirkuk to Iraqi forces without a fight, while
his rivals have directed the same accusation against him
for holding the referendum in the first place.

Uneasy succession
The vote and its ensuing political and military retribu-

tion from Baghdad - backed by Iran and Turkey - demol-
ished the position of relative strength the Kurds had
enjoyed for years. The blame has been placed on Barzani’s
shoulders, both by his political opponents, notably the rival
Talabani clan allied to Iran, and his Western allies, who
were angered by his insistence on holding the vote against
their advice. On Sunday, Kurdish lawmakers agreed to

divide Barzani’s presidential powers between parliament,
the judiciary and the government, in the absence of immi-
nent presidential elections and a named successor.

Barzani remains head of the KDP, which dominates par-
liament and government, and will still sit on the High
Political Council, an opaque non-governmental body which
emerged after the referendum. He will thus retain his abili-
ty to influence policy. Barzani could therefore mitigate the
mounting political chaos. —Reuters

Barzani resigns,
accuses rivals 

of high treason

FISHKHABUR, Iraq: Iraqi forces gather at their camp on the front line in the northwestern town
of Fishkhabur, near the borders with Syria and Turkey. Since mid-October, Iraqi forces have
reclaimed the entire oil-rich province of Kirkuk, stripping the Kurds of a major chunk of their oil
revenues and dealing a crippling blow to their hopes of independence. —AFP 

Tensions rise after 
Israel blows up 
Gaza tunnel 
GAZA: Tensions rose yesterday after an Israeli operation
to blow up a tunnel from the Gaza Strip killed seven
Palestinian militants in one of the deadliest incidents since
a devastating 2014 war. The seven men, from the armed
wings of Gaza’s rulers Hamas and allied group Islamic
Jihad, were killed Monday when Israel blew up the tunnel
it said had crossed into its territory and was intended for
attacks. They were being buried yesterday in their respec-
tive neighborhoods in the Gaza Strip.

Hamas leader Ismail Haniya appeared at a funeral in
central Gaza attended by a few thousand people, witness-
es said, while senior Hamas figure Khalil Al-Hayya spoke at
one in the southern part of the strip. “(Hamas) knows how
to manage the conflict with the enemy and how to get
revenge and strike at the time and place that hurts the
enemy,” Hayya said, according to a statement. Hamas and
Israel have fought three wars since 2008 and the last con-
flict in 2014 was waged in part over tunnels from Gaza that
were used to carry out attacks.  

Israel said it had been monitoring the digging of the
tunnel for an unspecified length of time and was forced to
act after “the grave and unacceptable violation of Israeli
sovereignty.”It said the operation was carried out on the
Israeli side of the border and stressed it was not seeking a
further escalation. No tunnel opening had been found on
the Israeli side of the border. It had come from the vicinity
of the city of Khan Younis in the Gaza Strip, Israeli’s mili-
tary said. Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said
yesterday his country would “not tolerate any attacks on
our sovereignty, on our people, on our land, whether from
the air, from the sea, from the ground, or below the
ground,” he said. “We attack those who seek to attack us.”

Sensitive moment
The operation comes at a sensitive time, with rival

Palestinian factions Fatah and Hamas pursuing a reconcili-
ation accord aimed at ending their 10-year rift. Hamas is
due to hand over control of the enclave’s borders to the
Palestinian Authority yesterday under the deal mediated
by Egypt and signed on October 12. It is due to return the
Gaza Strip to full PA control by December 1. Both Haniya
and Palestinian prime minister Rami Hamdallah spoke of
ensuring the reconciliation pact remains on track. “The
response to this massacre... is to move forward towards
the restoration of national unity because the enemy real-
izes our strength is our unity,” Haniya said. Senior PA offi-

cial Mustafa Barghouti accused Israel of trying to disrupt
the reconciliation bid.

Separately in the West Bank yesterday, Israeli forces
opened fire on a “suspect” vehicle, killing one Palestinian
and wounding another, Israel’s army and the Palestinian
health ministry said. There did not appear to be any con-
nection. Hamas forces have used tunnels in the past to
enter Israel and carry out attacks, but discoveries of those
stretching into Israeli territory since the end of the 2014
war have been rare. In April 2016, Israel’s military said it
had located and destroyed a tunnel extending from the
Gaza Strip into Israel in the first such discovery since the
2014 conflict.

First test of unity
An army spokesman said Monday that Israel used

advanced technology to locate the tunnel but declined to
elaborate. The army has been seeking to build an under-
ground wall surrounding Gaza that would block such tun-
nels, among other methods it has been developing.  Israeli
leaders have been keen to show they are addressing the

threat of tunnels from the Gaza Strip. A state inquiry in
February accused Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and
top army brass of being unprepared for the tunnels used
by Hamas during the 2014 conflict. Hamas has ruled Gaza
since a near civil war with Fatah, based in the occupied
West Bank, in 2007. Since then the Islamists have fought
three wars with Israel, while Gaza’s two million citizens
have suffered as Israel has blockaded the strip.  Egypt’s
border with the enclave has also remained largely closed
in recent years.

Today’s scheduled handover of the border crossings is
a first key test of the Hamas-Fatah reconciliation deal.
Israel has said it will reject any unity government that
includes Hamas if the Islamist group does not disarm and
recognize the country, among other demands.  During the
2014 war, 32 tunnels were discovered, including 14 that
extended into Israel, according to a UN report on the con-
flict. The devastating conflict killed 2,251 Palestinians, while
more than 10,000 were wounded and 100,000 were left
homeless. On the Israeli side, 74 people were killed, all but
six of them soldiers._ AFP 

Assad wins ground, 
but political fights 
BEIRUT: Syria’s President Bashar Al-Assad has regained
the upper hand after six years of conflict, but his regime
faces a tough diplomatic fight against international isola-
tion and negotiations with newly powerful Kurds. “The
regime has indeed militarily regained control of large
swathes of Syrian territory, but speaking of a political and
diplomatic victory would be exaggerated and premature,”
said Karim Bitar of the Paris-based Institute of
International and Strategic Affairs.

Bolstered by a military intervention by ally Russia that
began in 2015, Assad’s government now controls 52 per-
cent of the country.  The area held by the regime is home
to two-thirds of the country’s current population of 17 mil-
lion, according to Syria expert and geographer Fabrice
Balanche. The rest of the country remains carved up
between rebel factions, the Islamic State group and

Kurdish forces. The advances, paired with the weakness of
moderate rebels against more extremist elements in the
opposition, have left Assad’s regime back on top. “There is
no question that the regime has won the strategic war,”
said Hassan Hassan, an expert at the US-based Tahrir
Institute for Middle East Policy.

‘Tables turned’ 
“Nobody wants the regime to go... Some of the opposi-

tion backers actually want the regime to stay,” he said.
“The tables have turned in that sense.” But Hassan said the
prospects for enduring peace in Syria were still slim for
now. “I think there will be some sort of insurgency that will
continue for many years-jihadists or non-jihadists,” he
said. Syria’s war has proved stubbornly immune to interna-
tional efforts to resolve it since it began with anti-regime
protests in March 2011. More than 330,000 people have
been killed in the violence since then, and successive
rounds of peace talks overseen by three different UN
envoys have yet to bear fruit.

The latest round of talks between the government and
opposition is scheduled for November 28 in Geneva, but it

remains unclear how much the track can achieve. It has
been largely overshadowed by a separate so-called Astana
track, organized by government allies Russia and Iran
along with rebel backer Turkey.  The Astana talks, which
resumed on Monday for two days, have produced so-
called “de-escalation zones” where violence has subsided.

West’s new mood
Negotiations have long been hamstrung by the funda-

mental disagreement between the regime and the opposi-
tion over Assad’s fate. The opposition has consistently
demanded that he step aside, over adamant regime
refusals. US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said last
week, after a UN report blamed the April sarin gas mas-
sacre in Khan Sheikhun on the regime, that “the reign of
the Assad family is coming to an end”. But “the mood in
Europe has changed considerably in the past few years”,
said Bitar. “Many important actors-intelligence services,
counter-terrorism professionals, right-wing parties, eco-
nomic interests, groups afraid of Islamic immigration-have
already opened up to the regime and are lobbying for the
normalization of relations.” —AFP

GAZA: Fighters from the Islamic Jihad Movement in Palestine attend the funeral of com-
rades killed in an Israeli operation to blow up a tunnel stretching from the Gaza Strip into
Israel yesterday. —AFP 


