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His own Republican party still controls both the
House and Senate, but in January the House comes
under Democratic control.

Governor Ralph Northam of Virginia - a state bor-
dering the US Capitol that is home to many federal
workers - urged Trump in a letter yesterday to push
immediate action to end the shutdown, saying it “inflicts
real harm” on workers. “I share your desire for strong
economic growth throughout the United States, but the
current partial government shutdown makes it harder to
achieve this goal,” the Democratic governor said.

About three-quarters of the government, including
the military and the Department of Health and Human
Services, is fully funded until the end of Sept 2019,
leaving 25 percent unfunded as of yesterday. Most
NASA employees will be sent home, as will Commerce
Department workers and many at the Departments of
Homeland Security, Justice, Agriculture and State. “It’s
up to the Democrats whether or not we have a shut-
down tonight,” Trump said earlier Friday, blaming his
political opponents for the crisis. “I hope we don’t,” the
president added, but “we’re totally prepared for a very

long shutdown.”
Should they eventually strike a deal, it could swiftly

clear Congress and reach the president’s desk, said
Senate Republican Bob Corker. One focus of discussion
was the $1.6 billion in border security funding that was
a part of pending Senate legislation, number two
Senate Republican John Cornyn told AFP. But conser-
vatives in the House would likely balk at that figure.
“There’s no agreement,” congressman Mark Meadows,
chairman of the House Freedom Caucus of ultraconser-
vatives, told reporters as he left a closed-door meeting
on the Capitol’s Senate side. “There’s a whole lot of
numbers being thrown around,” but a maximum $1.6
billion for border security “is not acceptable”.

Trump reversed course Thursday and rejected a
measure that had unanimously passed the Senate and
was under House consideration. It would have extended
government funding until Feb 8, but contained no mon-
ey for a border wall, a pet project Trump has fought for
since his presidential campaign. Democrats painted
Trump as the Grinch who stole the year-end deal. With
lawmakers like Meadows and prominent conservative
commentators demanding that the president stick to his
campaign promises, Trump would not budge on his
wall. The House swiftly passed a bill that fulfilled the
president’s demands. It included $5.7 billion in wall
funding, and $7.8 billion in disaster relief. But it stalled
at the first hurdle in the Senate. 

Trump was scheduled to fly to Florida Friday for his
Christmas break, but he postponed the trip.  —  AFP 
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Anand Sharma told reporters, flanked by politicians
from many opposition parties. “We collectively oppose it
because this gives unlimited powers to all these agencies

to monitor every information, to intercept and complete
surveillance which is unacceptable in our democracy.”

The Supreme Court last year recognized the right to
privacy as a fundamental right, and in September it
reined in a government push to make a biometric identity
system known as Aadhar mandatory for such things as
banking and telecom services. “The ministry has taken a
regressive step by delegating powers to different agen-
cies. This is dangerous because there is no independent
oversight of the way interception is carried out,” lawyer
and privacy activist Raman Chima said. — Reuters

India empowers 
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Potentially restarting tourism has been one of the most
talked about parts of new Prime Minister Imran Khan’s
push to create an Islamic welfare state in Pakistan, but visi-
tors to the country often complain of an arduous visa
process. Former Real Madrid soccer stars Kaka of Brazil
and Portuguese playmaker Luis Figo were  recently denied
visas to the country for a promotional visit, Chaudhry said,
highlighting the nation’s laborious visa process. “We
refused a visa to Kaka and Figo. Can you believe that? I
called the section officer and he never heard of ... Kaka,”
Chaudhry said, laughing. “I spoke to the interior secretary

yesterday and gave him a piece of my mind.”
Pakistan was last a prominent tourist destination in the

1970s when the “hippie trail” brought Western travellers
through the apricot and walnut orchards of the Swat Valley
and Kashmir on their way to India and Nepal. Since then, a
deteriorating security situation and the imposition of a
harsh interpretation of Islamic laws has chipped away at
the number of visitors.

Following Pakistan’s participation in the US-led war in
Afghanistan after the Sept 11, 2001 attacks in New York
and Washington, the country was rocked by a decade of
regular large-scale militant attacks. Security has since
improved dramatically, with militant attacks down sharply
in the mainly Muslim country of 208 million people.
British Airways on Tuesday announced it would resume
flights to Pakistan next year after a 10-year absence that
followed a major hotel bombing, becoming the first
Western airline to restart such flights.  —  Reuters 

Pakistan plans
to relax visa...

EGYPT: A camel walks past the pyramid of Khafre (also known as Chephren) at the Giza pyramids necropolis on the outskirts of the Egyptian capital Cairo on Friday.  —  AFP 

ISTANBUL/BEIRUT: Turkey will take over
the fight against Islamic State militants in Syria
as the United States withdraws its troops,
President Tayyip Erdogan said on Friday, in
the latest upheaval wrought by Washington’s
abrupt policy shift. The surprise announce-
ment by US President Donald Trump this week
that he would withdraw roughly 2,000 troops
has felled a pillar of American policy in the
Middle East. Critics say Trump’s decision will
make it harder to find a diplomatic solution to
Syria’s seven-year-old conflict.

For Turkey, the step removes a source of
friction with the United States. Erdogan has
long castigated his NATO ally over its support
for Syrian Kurdish YPG fighters against
Islamic State. Turkey considers the YPG a ter-
rorist group and an offshoot of the armed
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), fighting for
Kurdish autonomy across the border on
Turkish soil. In a speech in Istanbul, Erdogan
said Turkey would mobilize to fight remaining
Islamic State forces in Syria and temporarily
delay plans to attack Kurdish fighters in the
northeast of Syria - shifts both precipitated by
the American decision to withdraw.

The news was less welcome for other US
allies. Both France and Germany warned that
the US change of course risked damaging the
campaign against Islamic State, the jihadists
who seized big swathes of Iraq and Syria in
2014-15 but have now been beaten back to a
sliver of Syrian territory. Likewise, the US-
backed militia spearheaded by the YPG said a
Turkish attack would force it to divert fighters
from the battle against Islamic State to protect
its territory.

A US official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said American troops may continue
to operate against Islamic State in Syria. The
Pentagon is considering using Special
Operation teams based in Iraq to target mili-
tants in Syria, the official said. The official
emphasized that using special operators on the
ground was one of many options being con-
sidered, was still in the planning stages and

that no final decision had been made. Islamic
State launched an attack on Friday in Syria’s
southeast against the US-backed SDF militia,
employing car bombs and dozens of militants.

“We will be working on our operational
plans to eliminate ISIS (Islamic State) ele-
ments, which are said to remain intact in Syria,
in line with our conversation with President
Trump,” Erdogan said. The Turkish president
had announced plans last week to start an
operation east of the Euphrates River in north-
ern Syria to oust the YPG from the area that it
largely controls. This week, he said the cam-
paign could come at any moment. But on
Friday, he cited the talk with Trump as a rea-
son to wait.

“Our phone call with President Trump,
along with contacts between our diplomats
and security officials and statements by the
United States, have led us to wait a little
longer,” he said. “We have postponed our mili-
tary operation against the east of the
Euphrates River until we see on the ground the
result of America’s decision to withdraw from
Syria.” Erdogan said, however, that this was
not an “open-ended waiting period” and that,
due to past “negative experiences”, Ankara
welcomed the United States’ statements with
an equal amount of pleasure and caution.

Turkey has repeatedly voiced frustration
over what it says is the slow implementation of
a deal with Washington to pull YPG fighters
out of Manbij, a town in mainly Arab territory
west of the Euphrates in northern Syria. The
United States will probably end its air cam-
paign against IS in Syria when it pulls out
troops, US officials have said. Erdogan’s for-
eign minister said the withdrawal plan would
be discussed by the two countries in
Washington in January.

Trump maintained that IS had been wiped
out, a view not shared by key allies, that
Washington had been doing the work of other
countries and it was “time for others to finally
fight”. His defense secretary, Jim Mattis,
opposed the decision and abruptly announced

on Thursday he was resigning after meeting
with the president. In a candid letter to Trump,
the retired Marine general emphasized the
importance of “showing respect” to allies that
have voiced surprise and concern about the
president’s decision.

Russia said on Friday it did not understand
what the United States’ next steps in Syria
would be, adding that chaotic and unpre-
dictable decision-making in Washington was
creating discomfort in international affairs.
Several of Trump’s fellow Republicans in
Congress, joined by opposition Democrats,
urged the president to reverse course, saying
the withdrawal would strengthen the hand of
Russia and Iran in Syria and enable a resur-
gence of Islamic State.

Trump has given no sign of changing his
mind. He promised to remove forces from
Syria during his 2016 election campaign. The
roughly 2,000 US troops in Syria, many of
them special forces, were ostensibly helping to
combat Islamic State but were also seen as a
possible bulwark against Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad, who has retaken much of the
country from his foes in the multi-sided civil
war, with military help from Iran and Russia.

IS declared a caliphate in 2014 after seizing
parts of Syria and Iraq. The ultra-hardline mil-
itants established their de facto capital in the
Syrian city of Raqqa, using it as a base to plot
attacks in Europe. A senior US official last
week said Islamic State was down to the last 1
percent of the territory it once held. The
group has no remaining territory in Iraq,
though militants have resumed attacks since
their defeat there last year. Islamic State
launched an attack on Friday on positions held
by the SDF in Syria’s southeast and the US-
led coalition mounted air strikes in the area,
an SDF official said. Kurdish-led forces in
northern Syria may not be able to continue to
hold Islamic State prisoners if the situation in
the region gets out of control after a US pull-
out, top Syrian Kurdish official Ilham Ahmed
said on Friday. — Reuters

Turkey to take over fight 
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TEHRAN: Iran executed a trader
known as the “Sultan of Bitumen” yes-
terday over charges of fraud and
large-scale smuggling of the oil prod-
uct, the judiciary’s news agency Mizan
online reported. Hamidreza Bagheri
Dermani, 49, is the third businessman
to be executed since an anti-corrup-
tion drive was launched over the sum-
mer. He was convicted of “corruption
on earth” - a broad Islamic charge
used for the most high-profile and
serious cases - after swindling over 10
trillion rials (around $100 million at the
current rate) through “fraud, forgery
and bribery”, Mizan reported.

Dermani, who was arrested in
August 2014, reportedly forged dozens
of documents of fake real estate to
acquire bank loans.  He then used front
companies to procure more than
300,000 tonnes of bitumen - an oil-
based substance used in asphalt and
other products and one of Iran’s most
profitable businesses - Mizan said.
Dermani was also accused of ties to
business magnate Babak Morteza

Zanjani, who is awaiting execution
after being convicted in 2016 of
embezzling $2.7 billion while helping
the government circumvent interna-
tional sanctions.

The judiciary said Dermani’s loans
were facilitated by former central bank
governor Mahmoud Reza Khavari, who
was convicted in absentia last year
after fleeing to Canada in the wake of
yet another major embezzlement scan-
dal. News of Dermani’s execution was
presented in dramatic fashion on state
television, with an action-movie
soundtrack and full  documentary
about his crimes. The footage showed
documents claiming Iranian journalist
and women’s rights activist Hengameh
Shahidi, sentenced earlier this month
to 12 years in prison on unspecified
charges, had tried to pay Dermani’s
bail last year.

Iran has seen a sharp economic
downturn this year, fuelled in part by
US President Donald Trump’s decision
in May to withdraw from a landmark
2015 nuclear deal and reimpose crip-
pling unilateral sanctions. The authori-
ties have been keen to show they are
cracking down on “economic disrup-
tors” accused of exploiting shortages
and fluctuations in gold and currency
prices.  Dozens have been tried and in
November a trader dubbed the “Sultan
of Coins” and his accomplice were
executed for exploiting a surge in gold
demand.  — AFP 
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