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Syria: The Kurdish
position since 2011
BEIRUT: Syria’s Kurds have changed their
stance since the start of the conflict in 2011,
from cautious support for the uprising against
the regime to calling for its help to counter a
threatened Turkish offensive. Here is a recap
of key events that have impacted the Kurds in
Syria, who live mostly in the north of the
country and represent 15 percent of the pop-
ulation, according to estimates.

Protests 
On April 1, 2011 several hundred people

protest peacefully in northeastern Syria, the
first time Kurds take to the streets since the
pro-reform protests erupted in mid-March.
They call for the right to citizenship and
“freedom as well”, according to witness
accounts. In 1962, 20 percent of Kurds in
Syria lost their citizenship following a con-
troversial census. The issue has long poi-
soned relations between the government
and Syria’s Kurds. 

Naturalization 
On April 7, 2011 Syria’s President Bashar

al-Assad issues “a decree granting Arab
Syrian citizenship to people registered as
foreigners in the (governorate of Hasakeh),”
the SANA state news agency reports. The
decree concerns about 300,000 Kurds. The
next day protests take place in several areas
in northern Syria in support of the abolition
of the emergency law and the release of
prisoners. Several more demonstrations in
the north involving thousands of people take
place in the months that follow.

Assassination 
On October 7, 2011 the prominent

Kurdish opposition figure Meshaal Tamo is
killed by four masked gunmen in the north-
eastern city of Qamishli. Tamo was a member
of the newly formed Syrian National Council
opposition grouping. Shortly before his
assassination he had been released after
three and a half years in prison. The day after
Tamo’s killing, security forces open fire on a
large crowd that had gathered for his funeral.

Army retreat 
In June 2012 the Free Syrian Army, after

the defection of some of its Syrian soldiers,
calls on the Kurds to join the uprising. But
the Kurds, wary of the opposition they
believe unlikely to recognise their specific
case, try to protect their regions from the
violence. In July the army retreats from
fighting in some Kurdish regions where
fighters close to the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) are deployed, pro-
voking suspicions of collusion with the
regime. Turkey accuses Damascus of confid-
ing several areas in northern Syria to the
Democratic Union Party (PYD), the political
branch of the powerful People’s Protection
Units (YPG).

Semi-autonomous region 
On November 12, 2013 the PYD and oth-

er Kurdish groups announce the establish-
ment of a semi-autonomous region, divided
into three zones. The announcement comes
after victories on the ground by Kurdish
fighters against rebels and jihadists.

US ally 
In September 2014 a US-led coalition

launches its first raids against the Islamic

State group (IS), after the jihadists earlier
in the year capture large swathes of north-
ern and eastern Syria. In October the US
State Department reveals that American
officials met for the first time Kurds from
the PYD, as part of Washington’s strategy
against IS. 

At the start of 2015 Kurdish forces sup-
ported by coalition strikes oust IS from
Kobane on the Turkish border. In June the
YPG takes control of Tal Abyad, also on the
border with Turkey. The Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), an alliance of 25,000 Kurdish
fighters and 5,000 Arabs — all Syrian — is
created in October 2015. Dominated by the
Kurdish YPG, the alliance receives aid from

the US, in the form of arms and air support
for their operations. Since then the SDF has
overrun IS’ de facto Syrian capital, Raqa,
and a large part of Deir Ezzor province.

Call for regime help 
On December 28, 2018 the YPG call on

Syrian government troops to deploy along-
side their own forces in the north to help
counter a threatened Turkish offensive. The
call comes days after Washington’s surprise
announcement it would be pulling its
troops out of the country. The Syrian army
is deployed around Manbij, a key city
about 30 kilometers south of the Turkish
border. —AFP

In this file photo taken on April 28, 2017 US forces, accompanied by Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG) fighters, drive their armored vehicles near the northern Syrian
village of Darbasiyah, on the border with Turkey. —AFP

Yemen rebels begin 
withdrawal from 
Hodeida port: UN
HODEIDA: Yemeni rebels have begun to
withdraw from the port of Hodeida, the
country’s key aid lifeline, under an agree-
ment reached in Sweden earlier this
month, a UN official said yesterday. The
official, who requested anonymity, said
the Houthi rebels began to pull back from
the Red Sea port at midnight, the Houthis
began “the first phase of redeployment
from the Hodeida port”, a rebel official
told the Houthi-run Saba news agency.

The rebels held a ceremony to mark
the occasion, an AFP correspondent
reported. The rebel withdrawal from the
port, which is the point of entry for food
aid to some 14 million Yemenis UN
agencies say are on the brink of famine,
is a key part of a ceasefire that went

into effect on December 18. Pro-gov-
ernment forces are also supposed to
pull back from parts of the city they
recaptured in an offensive they
launched with the backing of a Saudi-
led coalition on June 13.

The UN Security Council last week
unanimously approved a resolution
authorizing the deployment of observers
to oversee the truce. Retired Dutch gen-
eral Patrick Cammaert is heading a joint
truce monitoring committee, which
includes both government and rebel rep-
resentatives, and chaired its first meeting
this week. The UN-led panel addressed
“the first phase of the implementation of
the Stockholm agreement... based on
ceasefire, confidence building measures
to deliver humanitarian assistance and
redeployment”, a UN statement said. 

It added that the panel would con-
vene again on January 1 to discuss
“detailed plans for full redeployment”.
The truce has remained shaky, with the

two sides accusing each other of viola-
tions. A resident reached by telephone
yesterday told AFP pro-government
and rebel forces had exchanged fire
briefly overnight. The resident added
that coalition jets were heard overhead
yesterday morning. The war between
the Shiite Houthi rebels and troops loyal

to President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi
escalated in March 2015, when he fled
into Saudi exile and the Saudi-led coali-
tion intervened. Since then, the war has
killed some 10,000 people, according to
the World Health Organization, although
human rights groups say the real death
toll could be five times as high.  —AFP

HODEIDA: Yemeni pro-government forces gather at the eastern entrance of the
port city of Hodeida. —AFP

Turkey probes 
prominent 
TV anchor 
ISTANBUL: A Turkish prosecutor on Friday launched
an investigation into a prominent TV news presenter
less than two weeks after President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan lambasted the journalist, local media report-
ed. The prosecutor’s office said it was investigating
Turkey’s Fox Haber channel’s Fatih Portakal for “open-
ly inciting others to commit a crime” after the journal-
ist speculated whether Turks could protest like those
in the “Yellow Vest” movement in France, Hurriyet and
Milliyet dailies said.

“Come on, let’s have a peaceful protest, a protest
against ... rising natural gas fees. Come on, let’s do it.
Would we be able to do it?” the journalist who has
over six million followers on Twitter asked. “For the
love of God, tell me how many people would come
out?” Portakal demanded as he speculated about the
impact of Turks’ fears of protesting in a news program
on December 10.

During anti-government protests in 2013, Erdogan
was criticized for the police’s heavy-handed crack-
down against demonstrators. Portakal’s comments
were interpreted by Turkish officials as a call for
protests as the country is suffering high inflation.
Consumer prices reached over 25 percent in October
before falling to 21.62 percent in November. 

Portakal had made the comments during a news
segment about France’s “yellow vest” movement,
which started as a demonstration against fuel price
hikes in November but has since snowballed into
broader anti-government opposition. Erdogan has
repeatedly criticized the journalist for his comments,
saying in mid-December: “He is calling people to get
out on the street. Know your place! If you don’t know
your place, the people will teach you a lesson.”

Earlier this week, Turkey’s audiovisual authority
RTUK fined Fox Haber Turkey for an undisclosed
amount and said the channel had to suspend three
future broadcasts of the primetime news show. Fox
Haber Turkey gives greater coverage to the opposi-
tion parties than other mainstream channels in an
increasingly constricted media landscape in Turkey
under the rule of Erdogan.

Fox Haber, which means Fox News in Turkish, is
not linked to the Fox News Channel in the United
States. The investigation comes after two famous
Turkish actors were accused of insulting Erdogan
during a television program on Halk TV last week. An
Istanbul court on Monday released the two men on
conditional bail after they were summoned to give
statements to prosecutors. Turkey’s allies and human
rights defenders have raised concerns over a clamp-
down on freedom of expression under Erdogan, with
dozens of journalists and civil society activists impris-
oned. —AFP

RIO DE JANEIRO: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and Brazil’s President-elect Jair Bolsonaro
on Friday announced a nascent “brotherhood” between
their countries that will boost economic, military and
technological cooperation. The two issued the warm
words to the media after a meeting in a century-old
military fort on Rio de Janeiro’s Copacabana beach, at
the beginning of the first-ever visit by an Israeli prime
minister to Brazil. Netanyahu said Bolsonaro had
accepted an invitation to make his own visit to
Israel, without giving a date. The Israeli leader is to
stay on through Tuesday to join other foreign digni-
taries at the inauguration in Brasilia of Bolsonaro, a
far-right, security-conscious politician and former
army officer elected in October on pledges to crack
down on endemic crime and corruption.

Bolsonaro, sometimes called the “Trump of the trop-
ics” for a similar style to US President Donald Trump
and rejection of multilateral diplomacy, emphasized the
bond he wants to build with Netanyahu, a firm US ally.
“More than partners, we will be brothers in the future,
in economy, technology, all that can bring benefit to our
two countries,” Bolsonaro said. He also spoke of coop-
eration in military and agriculture matters. Netanyahu,
calling his visit “historic,” also spoke of “the brother-
hood, the alliance” the two planned as something that
“can carry us to great heights. It’s hard to believe that
we had no such contacts before,” he said. 

Embassy move 
However there was no mention of Bolsonaro’s post-

election declaration — later walked back — that he
intended to follow Trump in moving his country’s
embassy in Israel to Jerusalem. Netanyahu had told
reporters on his flight to Brazil that “you can be certain
I will speak with him about that in our first meeting.”
But neither man raised the topic in their comments to

media, and no questions were taken.
An embassy move could put at risk lucrative

Brazilian poultry and halal meat exports to Arab coun-
tries, which fiercely oppose any unilateral steps seen as
cementing Israel’s claim to all of Jerusalem as its capital.
The Palestinians view east Jerusalem as the capital of
their future state, and most countries in the world back
a longstanding consensus that Jerusalem’s status can
only be resolved through negotiations and as part of an
Israeli-Palestinian peace process.

Nearly 20 percent of Brazil’s $5 billion beef exports
go to 17 Arab countries. Brazil-Israel trade currently
amounts to $1.2 billion. Bolsonaro said Tuesday he is
looking to import Israeli technology to produce water
for Brazil’s parched northeast.

Rightward shift 
Bolsonaro’s ascent to the presidency represents a

dramatic, rightward shift in Brazil’s politics. For
decades, the country has been under center-left and
center-right rule and resolutely sought to carve out for-
eign policy independent of the United States. In 2010,
the country recognized a Palestinian state, and it nur-
tured trade and investment relations with China. But
Bolsonaro has spoken with hostility of China’s invest-
ments in Brazil, and he and one of his politician sons
have reached out to Trump and people in his orbit.

He and his team have also excluded the far-left
leaders of Cuba, Venezuela and Nicaragua from
attending the inauguration in Brasilia, although
Bolivia’s leftwing President Evo Morales received an
invitation. Other VIPs attending include conservative
Chilean President Sebastian Pinera, Hungary’s far-
right Prime Minister Viktor Orban and US Secretary
of State Mike Pompeo. Bolsonaro later Friday attend-
ed a Rio synagogue with Netanyahu and told the con-
gregation that Brazil intended to move forward in the

world not only with Israel “but with other countries
such as the United States that think and have a similar
ideology to our own.”

Meeting Pompeo 
Netanyahu made his Brazil trip despite domestic politi-

cal turmoil in Israel and a spike in military volatility in
neighboring Syria. Pompeo and Netanyahu are to discuss
Syria on the sidelines of Bolsonaro’s swearing-in, an Israeli
official and the US State Department said. US allies
including Israel were caught by surprise by Trump’s

abrupt announcement last week that he was pulling US
troops out of Syria, where Israel’s arch-foe Iran has built
up a significant military and political presence. 

Israel has made several aerial strikes in Syria against
positions held by Iran and its Lebanese militia Hezbollah.
Domestically, Netanyahu is maneuvering to extend his
reign in Israel despite a slew of corruption allegations. On
Wednesday, Israel’s parliament approved a government
decision to call early elections for April 9. The Israeli prime
minister also serves as his country’s foreign minister. Last
year he visited Argentina, Colombia and Mexico.  —AFP

First-ever visit by an Israeli prime minister to Brazil

Israeli PM, Brazil’s Bolsonaro 
hail budding ‘brotherhood’

RIO DE JANEIRO: This handout picture released by Agencia Brasil shows Brazil’s President-elect Jair
Bolsonaro (C-L) and Israel’s Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (C-R) holding a meeting at the
Copacabana fort. —AFP

Canadian drug smuggler
faces retrial as China 
says 15 yrs too lenient
BEIJING:  A Chinese court said yesterday that a 15-year
jail sentence for a Canadian national charged with drug
smuggling was too “lenient” and remanded his case for a
retrial. The decision comes as Beijing and Ottawa remain

embroiled in a diplomatic row triggered by Canada’s ear-
ly December arrest of a senior executive from Chinese
telecommunications giant Huawei.  

The high court in Liaoning, which heard Robert Lloyd
Schellenberg’s appeal Saturday, said in a statement that a
previous ruling in November, which sentenced him to 15
years in jail and a 150,000 yuan ($21,800) forfeiture, was
“obviously inappropriate” given the severity of his
crimes. Schellenberg played an “important role” in drug
smuggling and was potentially involved in international
organized drug trafficking activities, said the court, and

passed his case back to the lower Dalian court for a retri-
al without specifying a date.

The high court in Liaoning did not immediately
respond to AFP’s request for comment. China exercises a
zero-tolerance policy towards drug trafficking, and has
handed death sentences to foreigners found guilty of
smuggling large quantities of illicit drugs. In 2014, a
Japanese national sentenced in Dalian city in northeast-
ern Liaoning province was put to death for drug
offences, according to Tokyo diplomats and media
reports. Four other Japanese were executed in China in

2010 for drugs offences.
China also sentenced a Filipina drug trafficker to

death in 2013, according to the Philippine foreign depart-
ment, ignoring Manila’s request to spare her life. A harsh-
er punishment for Schellenberg, such as the death penal-
ty, could further strain ties between Beijing and Ottawa.
The two countries are in diplomatic dire straits after
China detained two Canadians — former Canadian
diplomat Michael Kovrig and China-based businessman
Michael Spavor — whom they accuse of engaging in
activities that “endanger China’s security”. —AFP


