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In this file photo taken on December 12, 2018, a US Customs and Border protection vehicle passes by wall prototypes, as seen from behind the Mexico-US border fence in Tijuana, Mexico. —AFP

WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump threatened
Friday to seal the US-Mexico border “entirely” if
Congress does not approve billions of dollars in fund-
ing for a wall. In a burst of early morning tweets, the
president said the alternative to funding his controver-
sial wall project would be total separation from Mexico
— including making US car companies pull out their
factories based on the other side of the frontier.

The threat yet again upped the ante in a political
row that has led to a partial shutdown of the US gov-
ernment and seems set to dominate the start to the
third year of Trump’s presidency. “We will be forced
to close the Southern Border entirely if  the
Obstructionist Democrats do not give us the money to
finish the Wall,” Trump tweeted. Trump said he would
then take US-Mexican relations back to the days
before the NAFTA agreement opened free trade
across Canada, Mexico and the United States.

That would “bring our car industry back into the
United States where it belongs,” he said. It was not
clear how separating the two huge neighbors would
work. Bilateral trade totaled an estimated $615.9 billion
in 2017, according to US government figures. Neither
did Trump make any mention of the new free trade
agreement, known as the USMCA, which he only

recently signed with the two neighboring countries to
replace NAFTA and which he has repeatedly praised
as a huge boost for American commerce. In Mexico,
President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador sidestepped
Trump’s threat, telling journalists: “We don’t want to be
imprudent and we don’t think we should get into this.”

$5 billion question 
Trump wants $5 billion in funding for a wall along

the more than 2,000-mile border, which he says is
currently too porous to stop illegal immigration and
which he claims has become a magnet for criminals,
drugs and even terrorists. Opponents — especially in
the Democratic party but also some in Trump’s
Republican party — say that a physical wall is
impractical and that the idea is being used as a politi-
cal tool to whip up xenophobia in Trump’s right-wing
voter base.

Both sides have dug in. Democrats refuse to
approve funding and the president — who has made
hardline immigration policies a centerpiece of his
presidency — has retaliated by refusing to sign off on
a wider spending bill, leaving some 800,000 federal
employees without pay. Negotiations on lifting that
partial government shutdown, perhaps by providing

some border security funding, have sputtered out and
no new debate is scheduled before next Wednesday.

The president, who had already scrapped a
Christmas visit to his Florida golf resort, has also
“canceled his plans for New Year’s,” his incoming
chief of staff, Mick Mulvaney, said on Fox News.
Asked about the startling rhetoric, Mulvaney told Fox
that Trump “is trying to draw light to the fact this is a
crazy discussion to be having.” For one Republican
Congress member, Brad Wenstrup, the paralysis over
the wall reflected “a lot of political posturing. I would
hope that it could be ended soon,” he told CNN tele-
vision. “If you sit down and talk about that, why is that
such a hard thing to do?”

Caravan ‘invasion’ 
Experts are divided on solutions to policing the

long, often inhospitable border separating the world’s
biggest economy from the far poorer countries to its
south. Although there is a huge cross-border drug
trade and immigrants often enter illegally, others have
genuine claims for asylum. Central Americans are also
deeply integrated in the US economy, often perform-
ing physically demanding, low-pay jobs in construc-
tion, agriculture and other vital sectors.

Trump has consistently painted the asylum seekers
and economic migrants in outlandish terms, raising the
specter of rapists, gang members and people with
infectious diseases roaming freely across the border.
Trump has latched particularly on to what have
become known as the “caravans” — groups of several
hundred or even more migrants who make epic treks
across Central America and Mexico to try to reach the
United States. According to Trump, the “caravans”
amount to organized attempts at invading the United
States. In one tweet Friday, Trump warned: “word is
that a new Caravan is forming in Honduras and they
are doing nothing about it.” As a result, he said, “we
will be cutting off all aid” to El Salvador, Guatemala
and Honduras. 

The impoverished, often dangerous countries
have long received American assistance to boost
democracy, human rights, education and security.
But according to State Department figures, the aid
is already dropping steeply. Honduras is currently
set to receive $65.7 million in 2019, down from
$105.6 million in 2017, while Guatemala is slated for
$69.4 million, down from $145 million. El Salvador
received $88 million in 2017 and is set for $45.7
million next year. —AFP

Trump: Build wall or I’ll seal border
Threat yet again upped the ante in this political row

Syrian army deploys 
to Manbij in new 
alliance with Kurds
BEIRUT:  Syrian troops deployed in support of Kurdish forces
around a strategic northern city on Friday, in a shift of alliances
hastened by last week’s announcement of a US military with-
drawal. Nearly eight years into Syria’s deadly conflict, the move
marked another key step in President Bashar al-Assad’s
Russian-backed drive to reassert control over the country.

The Syrian army announced that it had raised the flag in
Manbij, a strategic city close to the Turkish border where
Kurdish forces have been deployed since 2016 and where
US-led coalition forces are also stationed. A military
spokesman said in a televised announcement that the army
would be bent on “crushing terrorism and defeating all
invaders and occupiers”. More than 300 government forces
deployed in the Manbij area, according to the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights.

Nura Al-Hamed, deputy head of the Manbij local authori-
ty, told AFP that the regime deployment was the result of
Russian-sponsored negotiations. “The regime forces will not
enter the city of Manbij itself but will deploy on the demar-
cation line” with Turkish-backed Syrian groups, she said.
Hamed said that US and French coalition forces stationed
there remained at their positions and continued to conduct
patrols. The US military said the Syrian army had not
entered the city itself.

“Despite incorrect information about changes to the mili-

tary forces in Manbij city, (the US-led coalition) has seen no
indication of these claims being true,” US Central Command
spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Earl Brown said.

Kurdish shift 
The Syrian army’s deployment creates a regime buffer

arching across northern Syria that fully separates the
Turkish army and its proxies from the Kurds. Turkey reacted
to the deployment by warning “all sides to stay away from
provocative actions” while a large convoy of its Syrian aux-
iliaries were seen moving closer to the western edge of
Manbij later on Friday.

US Pres ident  Donald Trump’s  shock withdrawal
announcement last week left the Kurds in the cold. The
People’s Protection Units (YPG) have been the backbone
of an alliance that has spearheaded the US-backed fight
against the Islamic State group in Syria. They are cur-
rently battling the last remnants of the jihadists’ once
sprawling “caliphate” in the country’s far east, near the
border with Iraq.

A US withdrawal will leave them exposed to an assault
by Turkey, which has thousands of proxy fighters in northern
Syria and wants to crush Kurdish forces it considers terror-
ists. The Kurds welcomed the regime advance, a pragmatic
shift in alliances that will dash their aspirations for autonomy
but could help them cut their losses.

“We invite the Syrian government forces... to assert con-
trol over the areas our forces have withdrawn from, particu-
larly in Manbij, and to protect these areas against a Turkish
invasion,” the YPG said in a statement. After Manbij, the
focus is likely to move to Raqa, a mostly Arab city that the
Kurds liberated from IS last year and that the regime has
vowed to retake.

Turkey said Syrian Kurds “don’t have the right” to seek
regime help but Russia, the main foreign player in Syria
since it intervened to rescue Assad in 2015, hailed the latest
development. “Of course, this will help in stabilising the situ-
ation. The enlargement of the zone under the control of gov-
ernment forces... is without doubt a positive trend,” said
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov.

Peskov said the situation would be discussed yesterday
during a visit to Moscow by the Turkish foreign and
defense ministers, to “clarify” the situation and “synchro-
nize actions” between the two countries. This year the
regime retook large swathes of territory with the help of
Russian firepower, after three years ago controlling less
than a third of the country.—AFP

MANBIJ: A Syrian woman carries poultries above her head in the
northern Syrian town of Manbij, controlled by Kurdish-dominat-
ed Syrian Democratic Forces.  —AFP

Four terror suspects 
held in Netherlands
THE HAGUE: Dutch security forces arrested four people in the
port city of Rotterdam yesterday on suspicion of preparing for a
“terrorist crime”, police said. Elite counter-terrorism units and
police arrested the men and carried out searches at the locations
where they were detained, Rotterdam police said. “They are sus-
pected of involvement in the preparation of a terrorist crime,” a
brief police statement said. “Investigations will continue in the
coming days, with the emphasis on further investigation of the
nature and scale of the terrorist threat.”

Further details on the suspects and the crime they were
allegedly preparing for were not immediately available. The
Netherlands has been largely spared the kind of terror attacks
which have rocked its closest European neighbors in the past few
years, but there has been a series of recent scares. In August a 19-
year-old Afghan with a German residence permit stabbed and
injured two American tourists at Amsterdam’s busy Central Station
before being shot and wounded. In September Dutch investigators
said they had arrested seven people and foiled a “major attack” on
civilians at a major event in the Netherlands. They said they had
found a large quantity of bomb-making materials including fertiliz-
er likely to be used in a car bomb. The men were arrested in the
cities of Arnhem and Weert. In June two terror suspects were
arrested while close to carrying out attacks including at an iconic
bridge in Rotterdam and in France, prosecutors said. —AFP


