
With Islamic State near defeat in Syria, Damascus is setting
its sights on territory held by Kurdish-led forces including
eastern oilfields, risking a new confrontation that could draw
the United States in more deeply and complicate Russian
diplomacy. President Bashar Al-Assad and his Iranian allies
appear to have been emboldened by events in Iraq, where
Kurdish authorities have suffered a major blow since region-
al states mobilized against their independence referendum,
analysts say.

Rivalry between the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), supported by the United States, and the
Syrian government backed by Iran and Russia is emerging
as a fault line with their
common enemy - Islamic
State - close to collapse
in Syria. Syria’s main
Kurdish groups hope for
a new phase of negotia-
tions that will shore up
their autonomy in north-
ern Syria. Assad’s gov-
ernment, however, is
asserting its claim to
areas captured by the
SDF from the jihadist
group, known in Arabic
by its enemies as Daesh,
in more forceful terms. 

On Sunday, Damascus declared Islamic State’s former
capital at Raqqa would be considered “occupied” until the
Syrian army took control - a challenge to Washington which
helped the SDF capture the city in months of fighting. And
the eastern oilfields seized by the SDF in October, including
Syria’s largest, will be a target for the government as it tries
to recover resources needed for reconstructing areas it con-
trols, according to a Syrian official and a non-Syrian com-
mander in the alliance fighting in support of Assad.

“The message is very clear to the SDF militants and their
backers in the coalition, headed by America: the lands they
took from Daesh are rightfully the Syrian state’s,” said the
non-Syrian commander, who requested that his name and
nationality be withheld. “Regarding the resources of the
Syrian people in the east - oil and so on - we will not allow

anyone to continue to control the country’s resources and to
create cantons or to think about self government,” added the
commander, who is part of a military alliance that includes
numerous Iran-backed Shiite militias from across the region.

The Syrian official said the SDF could not keep control
of oil resources. “We won’t permit it,” said the official,
speaking to Reuters on condition of anonymity as he was
giving a personal view. The United States has not spelt out
how military support for the SDF will evolve after Islamic
State’s defeat, a sensitive point due to the concerns of its
NATO ally Turkey. Ankara regards Syrian Kurdish power
as a threat its national security as its forces are fighting

Kurdish PKK rebels over the
border in Turkey. 

The US-led coalition,
which has established several
military bases in northern
Syria, has been helping the
SDF shore up control of the
recently captured Al-
Omar oil field in Deir
al-Zor province. “Many
people will say that will
help them with (politi-
cal) negotiations, but only
if the United States
remains with them,

otherwise they are going to get clobbered,” said Joshua
Landis, an expert on Syria and head of the Center for
Middle East Studies at the University of Oklahoma. “I
think the Syrian government is going to push on some of
these oil wells, in the same way as Iraq just pushed to get
Kirkuk oil, and in the same way the Iraqi push is going to
embolden the Syrian army,” he said. 

Kirkuk ‘Lesson’
Iraqi Kurds took control of large areas outside

their autonomous region during the fight against
Islamic State.  However, last month’s independence ref-
erendum prompted Western opposition and fierce
resistance from Baghdad, Ankara and Assad’s Iranian
allies, and the Kurdish authorities have since lost
much territory to Baghdad, including oil producing

areas around the city of Kirkuk. The Syrian official said this
should serve “as a lesson for the Kurds in Syria, so they
think about the future”.

Regional sources say the US unwillingness to stop Iraqi
government forces, backed by Shiite militias, from recaptur-
ing Kirkuk sent an encouraging message to Assad and his
Iranian allies to retake the SDF-held oil areas in Syria. With
critical military support from Russia and the Iran-backed
militias, Assad has recovered swathes of central and eastern
Syria from Islamic State this year, having defeated many
anti-Assad rebel factions in western Syria.

The Kurdish YPG militia, the dominant force in the SDF,
controls the second largest chunk of Syrian territory -
around a quarter of the country. Syrian Kurdish leaders say
they are not seeking secession. The YPG and Damascus
have mostly avoided conflict during the Syrian civil war, set-
ting aside historic enmity to fight shared foes. Kurdish-led
regions of northern Syria have meanwhile focused on estab-

lishing an autonomous government which they aim to
safeguard. Moscow has called for a new

“congress” of Syrian groups that may
start work on a new constitution. The
Russian Foreign Ministry published on
Tuesday a list of 33 groups and political

parties invited to a meeting in the
Black Sea resort of Sochi on Nov
18. A Syrian Kurdish official told

Reuters the administration in north-
ern Syria had been invited to the con-

gress. Kurdish officials said they dis-
cussed their political demands with the

Russians as recently as last month.
A senior Kurdish politician said govern-

ment statements directed at the Kurdish-led
regions of northern Syria were contradictory,

noting that the Syrian foreign minister had said in
September that Kurdish autonomy demands

were negotiable. “One day they say
we are willing to negotiate and then

someone else denies this or puts out
an opposing statement,” Fawza Youssef

said in a telephone interview with
Reuters. —Reuters
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A work trip to Britain was the opportunity of a lifetime for
Mary - finally a chance to escape slavery in Saudi Arabia.
Traumatized by abuse and beatings dished out over six
years by her Saudi bosses, Mary, a 37-year-old domestic
worker from the Philippines, seized the moment and ran.
Yet in the four years since, she has lived in fear.
Undocumented and unable to stay legally in Britain, Mary
works as a cleaner, sending her pay to relatives back home. 

The new family does not hurt her, but subjects her
to long days for little pay. She is glad to earn 400
pounds ($530) a week, though rarely gets a good
night’s sleep. “Every time there is a knock on the door, I
can’t help but feel scared,” Mary told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation at a support group for foreign
domestic workers in London. “At night, I don’t sleep so
good. I feel traumatized - I don’t want to be detained
or deported like other people I know,” added Mary,
who asked to remain anonymous because of her status.

More than 17,000 domestic workers such as Mary
are brought to Britain each year - mainly by wealthy
families visiting from Gulf countries - and many com-
plain of being exploited by employers who lock them
up, abuse them and withhold pay.

Abuse and fear
Their plight has worsened since April 2012 when the

British government introduced tied visas for domestic
workers - removing their right to change employer,
bring family members with them or stay longer than
half a year, according to several charities. Britain last
year made reforms, allowing domestic workers to
change employers within six months of arriving in the
country, vowing to better inform workers of their
rights, and granting visas of up to two years for those
found to be enslaved.

Yet campaigners say very few workers are aware of
their new rights, that six months is too short to move
jobs, and much of the abuse they suffer - from starva-
tion to rape - is not considered slavery to the govern-
ment. With a rising number of overseas domestic work-
ers - about 19,000 visas were granted last year against
15,000 in 2014 - charities fear more women will be
exploited behind closed doors. Many of these workers
choose to endure any abuse, rather than flee and lose a
visa, paycheck and place to live.

Those who escape tend to find themselves in even
greater peril - often alone, undocumented, and scared
to seek help. “They go into other abusive situations,
without passport or visa, or any knowledge, and are
too afraid to speak out or come forward for fear of
being deported,” said Marissa Begonia, founder of
campaign group The Voice of Domestic Workers.

‘Brainwashed’
The government’s reform of tied visas has not less-

ened the abuse and violence inflicted upon foreign
domestic workers, according to Avril Sharp of the
charity Kalayaan. Of the workers who entered Britain
on the new visa, left their employers then visited the
charity for support, 85 percent said they suffered psy-
chological abuse, about two in three were denied regu-
lar food or a day off, and a quarter had been beaten.
“There has been little to no impact since the changes ...
we are still seeing the same or even higher levels of
abuse towards domestic workers,” said Sharp, a policy
officer at Kalayaan.

The Home Office, Britain’s interior ministry, said last
year it would introduce voluntary information sessions
to educate domestic workers and abusive employers,
yet activists say there has been no update on when or
how they will be implemented. “In most cases, workers
have been heavily conditioned ...  brainwashed into
believing they are people who have no rights,” said
Emily-Anna Gibbs, a lawyer for the Anti Trafficking and
Labour Exploitation Unit (ATLEU), a London-based
charity. “Domestic workers are threatened and led to
believe that their employers are highly powerful peo-
ple,” Gibbs added.  “Changing such beliefs is going to
be difficult and take time.”

A Home Office spokesman said the government was
developing pilot information sessions as part of wider
reforms to better protect workers from abuse and slav-
ery. “We will not tolerate modern slavery or criminals
seeking to exploit the vulnerable, which is why we have
taken world-leading action through the Modern
Slavery Act,” the spokesman said. Britain passed the
landmark law in 2015 to crack down on traffickers,
make business check supply chains for forced labour,
and protect people at risk of enslavement. At least
13,000 people across Britain are estimated by the gov-
ernment to be victims of modern slavery - police say
the true figure is likely to be tens of thousands higher.

No way home
At a weekly Sunday session held by The Voice of

Domestic Workers, founder Begonia smiled as she
watched dozens of women mingle, gossip and enjoy a
rare day off from domestic drudgery. The group pro-
vides its 1,500-odd members with counselling, legal
advice, English lessons and computer courses, and even
rescues abused domestic workers who reach out for
help. “We are a family, we are sisters and we encourage
domestic workers to speak out about their suffering to
raise awareness,” said Begonia, who arrived in Britain in
2004 to work as a maid. —Reuters

Limbo land for 
UK maids: Slavery 
or deportation 

Fewer tuk-tuks, 
more hardhats: 
Lanka tackles 
labor crisis
Asitha Udaya Priyantha has found the
dream job: the 22-year-old is already his
own boss, cruising Sri Lanka’s streets in his
autorickshaw, earning good money on his
own time. But this is not what the island
government wants its young people doing
as one million jobs in booming sectors such
as construction go unfilled, and businesses
look abroad for laborers to get work done.
It is a puzzling scenario for Sri Lanka,
which for decades has exported labor to
the Middle East and reaped the foreign
exchange flowing back to an island impov-
erished from years of war.

But now, amid an economic upswing,
the government is trying to lure them
back, offering competitive wages and
other sweeteners to get workers into
blue-collar jobs at home where they are
needed. Policymakers are also being
urged to tap another source of underuti-
lized labor: The glut of tuk-tuk drivers on
Sri Lanka’s roads.

There are 1.2 million auto drivers in Sri
Lanka - far more than is needed for a small
island of 21 million, says the union repre-
senting tuk-tuk drivers. The United Three
Wheel Drivers and Industry Association
says most of the newcomers swelling the
already oversaturated ranks are young men

keen to make a quick buck. “The trend is
for young people to start driving a three-
wheeler no sooner they get a licence,” said
Rohana Perera, association secretary of the
national United Three Wheel Drivers and
Industry Association. “If we continue like
this we will not have young people to do
any other job in the country.”

School leavers only need 50,000
rupees ($333) for a down payment on a
three-wheeler, money they can raise easily
in loans from family, he added. Priyantha
was attracted to the profession after grow-
ing tired of the low pay and long hours at
his regular job in a photo studio. “I saved
some money and bought a three wheeler
and now I am my own boss,” Priyantha told
AFP. “I have more freedom and I earn
twice as much.”

Radical changes 
The union wants the government to

increase the minimum working age for rick-
shaw drivers from 18 to 35 to curb the flow
of new recruits flooding the overcrowded
roads. There have also been calls for an
import ban on trishaws from neighboring
India to curtail supply. The Professional
Three Wheel Drivers’ Association blames
Sri Lanka’s lack of vocational training for
young graduates getting behind the wheel
instead of taking up better paying jobs in
under filled sectors.

“Unless there are radical changes to
prepare school leavers for gainful employ-
ment, they will take a short cut and start
driving three wheelers,” the association’s
Nishantha Perera told AFP. The drain of
young workers into tuk-tuks compounds a
labour crisis for the government, which has
overseen robust economic growth since
the 37-year civil war ended in 2009.

The construction industry, undergoing
an unprecedented post-war boom, has
been forced to turn to India, Bangladesh
and Nepal for the 400,000 workers it
needs to build the hotels and condomini-
ums springing up in Sri Lanka’s cities.
Advertisements aimed at Nepali workers
placed in industry magazines promote
$450-a-month salaries plus annual return
airfares and health and accident insurance.
Some construction companies are giving
away motorcycles and small cars as incen-
tives to retain skilled workers who commit
to two to five years of service.

The government meanwhile hopes rising
wages and economic optimism will encour-
age some of the estimated two million Sri
Lankan workers abroad to return home
and enjoy the good times. “Already in the
construction industry, the wages are com-

parable with what is offered in Middle
Eastern countries,” said Mangala
Samaraweera, Sri Lanka’s finance minister.
“I am sure many will prefer to return
because they will be closer to their families
and working conditions are much better
here (in Sri Lanka).”

They will be sorely needed. The govern-
ment expects to create more than a million
new jobs within three years as major
investments, especially in a new financial
zone in the capital Colombo, begin to take
shape. Prime Minister Ranil
Wickremesinghe wants Sri Lankans -
whether at home or abroad - filling those
vacancies. “I am not asking for a large
number of foreign workers to come in, but
there should be a way of attracting our
own Sri Lankans back here with higher
incomes,” he said. —AFP 

Move risks 
new Syria 

conflict

Assad sets sights on Kurdish areas

In this photograph taken on July 7, 2017, an autorickshaw drives past a
row of parked three-wheel taxis on a road in Colombo.  —AFP 


