
UNITED NATIONS: United Nations
food chief David Beasley spotted a tiny
foot sticking out from under a blanket in
a hospital in Yemen that has been over-
whelmed with malnourished children, so
he tried to bring a smile to the face of
the small patient. “It was just like tickling
a ghost,” Beasley, executive director of
the World Food Program, told reporters
in New York on Friday after returning
from a three-day visit to the war-torn,
impoverished Arabian Peninsula country.
Beasley recounted a conversation he had
with a doctor at the hospital in the coun-
try’s capital Sanaa: “He said ‘every day
about 50 children are brought to us. We
have to send 30 home to die. We can
only accommodate 20.’”

Beasley will brief the UN Security
Council on Friday with UN aid chief
Mark Lowcock and UN Yemen envoy
Martin Griffiths, who is trying to broker
peace in the more than three-year con-

flict seen as a proxy war between Saudi
Arabia and Iran. A Saudi-led military
coalition intervened in Yemen in 2015,
backing government forces fighting the
Iran-allied Houthi group. The Houthis
now rule most of Yemen’s population,
while the exiled government controls a
section of the south.

The country’s economy is in crisis and
three-quarters of Yemen’s population, or
22 million people, require aid. Some 8.4
million are on the brink of starvation,
though Lowcock has warned that will
likely rise to 14 million. “This is not on
the brink of a catastrophe. This is a
catastrophe,” Beasley said. “You cannot
solve the humanitarian crisis in Yemen
today with humanitarian response alone.
It’s now going to require an economic
infusion of substantial liquidity. Both are
going to be required to avert a famine,”
he said.

Yemen’s riyal has lost more than half
its value against the US dollar since the
start of the war. Soaring prices have put
some basic commodities out of reach
for many Yemenis and the central bank
has struggled to pay public-sector
salaries on which many depend as for-
eign exchange reserves dwindle.
Beasley also visited Yemen’s main port
city Hodeidah, which handles 80 per-
cent of the country’s food imports and
aid supplies. The Saudi-led coalition

has ordered a halt in a log-running
offensive against the Houthis in
Hodeidah, sources said on Thursday.

“That port has got to protected at
all costs,” Beasley said. “We are pre-
pared, if necessary, if all parties desire,
for the U.N. to take over the opera-
tional capacity of the port. We are pre-
pared to do that, we do not want to do

that, but if that’s what it takes we will
do it ,” he said. Beasley also spoke
about seeing an eight-month-old baby
boy at the hospital  in Sanaa who
weighed a third of what he should. His
mother had driven hundreds of miles
through military checkpoints to get him
medical help. “The little boy died yes-
terday,” he said.  — Reuters
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THE HAGUE: Global powers are set to clash next
week as the world’s chemical arms watchdog meets for
the first time since it was rocked by allegations of
Russian spying. The Organization for the Prevention of
Chemical Weapons in The Hague faces difficult talks
over a new investigative team that will start work next
year to apportion blame for attacks in Syria. Moscow
has warned the OPCW risks becoming a “sinking
Titanic” over new powers which would also allow it to
probe incidents like the
Salisbury nerve agent attack
on a Russian double agent.

But the darkest shadow
over the meeting will be the
expulsion of four Russians
accused by Dutch authorities
in October of trying to hack
into the watchdog’s computer
system. New OPCW director-
general Fernando Arias admit-
ted in an interview with AFP
on Monday that the watchdog
was “going through a difficult moment” given recent
events. Key member states including Russia, the United
States, Britain and France will all be able to have their
say during the meeting, as will all 193 countries
involved in the body.

Former Spanish diplomat Arias, who took over as
chief earlier this year and will give the opening address
at the meeting on Monday, insisted however that the
toxic arms body was “more needed than ever”. Winner
of the Nobel Peace Prize in 2013, the OPCW is respon-

sible for upholding the 1997 Chemical Weapons
Convention to end the use of all toxic arms. So far it
says it has overseen the destruction of 96.5 percent of
the world’s chemical arms stocks. “The main goal is to
consolidate the organization and think that more than
21 years of success has to be preserved,” Arias said.

‘Very strong team’ 
But in recent years it has seen its role expand to

cover the investigation of a wave of chemicals attacks
in the Syrian civil war, as well
as the March 2018 Salisbury
attack and the 2017 killing in
Malaysia of a half-brother of
North Korean leader Kim
Jong Un. Top of the agenda
this week will be discussions
on how to implement the
new powers that member
states agreed on at a special
meeting in June to let the
OPCW attribute blame for
attacks. 

Arias said the that the OPCW was setting up a “very
small but very strong team that will be in charge of iden-
tifying the perpetrators in Syria”, involving around nine
or ten members. The head of the team had already been
picked and it would start work early next year, with a
mandate to go back and try to point the finger for all
chemical attacks in Syria since 2013. The OPCW is due
soon to release a full report on a chemical attack in the
Syrian town of Douma in April. An interim report said
chlorine was detected but not nerve agents. — AFP
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THE HAGUE: Photo shows the headquarters of Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). Global
powers are set to clash next week as the world’s chemical arms watchdog meets for the first time since it was rocked
by allegations of Russian spying.  — AFP 
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BANGUI: At least 37 people were found dead in a
town in restive Central African Republic, the UN
said Friday, after clashes between Christian and
Muslim-dominated militias that saw a church
torched in the latest surge of sectarian violence.
Church sources had previously said a priest was
killed in the violence, which sparked on Thursday in
the central town of Alindao when Christian militia-
men, known as anti-balaka, killed Muslims prompt-
ing revenge attacks. 

The UN on Friday said 37 deaths were confirmed
in Alindao, while some 20,000 people were affected
by the violence, which forced “thousands” to flee.
“This vicious cycle of repeated attacks against civil-
ians is unacceptable. Civilians want security, peace
and a future,” said Najat Rochdi, UN humanitarian
coordinator in the CAR. One of the world’s poorest
nations despite a rich supply of diamonds and urani-
um, the CAR has struggled to recover from a 2013
civil war that erupted when President Francois
Bozize, a Christian, was overthrown by mainly
Muslim Seleka rebels.

In response, Christians, who account for about 80
percent of the population, organised vigilante units
dubbed “anti-balaka”. Alindao is a stronghold of the
Union for Peace in CAR (UPC) Muslim militia that
has its roots in the Seleka group. It has witnessed
chronic fighting in recent months that has also killed
two UN soldiers and a humanitarian aid worker.
Earlier, Vladimir Monteiro, spokesman for the UN
peacekeeping mission Minusca, told AFP that the
Christian anti-balaka had killed Muslims and an hour
later, “the UPC responded by attacking a camp for
displaced people” in Alindao. The church in Alindao
and a part of the camp were burnt.

“Part of the population fled to the bush. Hundreds
of displaced people have found shelter at Minusca’s
forward operating base” in the region, Monteiro
added. A church source in the capital Bangui said
one priest was among those who died in the clashes,
while another has been missing since the violence.
Alindao lies on a critical route traversing the south
and east of the country and is in the heart of a
region numerous gold and diamond mines that have
helped fuel the conflict. 

In September, the UN warned of a “disastrous”
humanitarian situation in the region, which it said
was under the control of armed groups. The country
of 4.5 million people has been blighted by simmering
sectarian violence since 2013 that has killed thou-
sands. The state controls only a small part of CAR’s
national territory. Armed groups clash in the
provinces for control of resources, including dia-
monds, gold and livestock. — AFP
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AL HAJJAH: A Yemeni woman carries her child who is suffering from severe malnutri-
tion at a hospital in the northern district of Abs in Yemen’s northwestern Hajjah
province. — AFP 

BELGRADE: Bosnian Serb army chief Ratko Mladic,
sentenced to life imprisonment for genocide, spoke live
by telephone to a Serbian television channel from a
Dutch jail Friday saying he was sending kisses, sparking
outrage and increased monitoring from authorities. It
was the first time Serbs have heard the voice of the man
once dubbed the Butcher of Bosnia since he was con-
victed in November 2017 for war crimes and genocide.
“Grandpa Ratko sends you kisses,” the 75-year-old
told the Happy commercial station. Mladic was found
guilty notably over the 1995 Srebrenica genocide -
Europe’s worst slaughter since World War II. Serb
forces led by Mladic killed more than 8,000 Muslim
men and boys.

Mladic’s son Darko Mladic phoned him in jail Friday
during a TV show and put the call on speaker. Serbian
ultra-nationalist leader Vojislav Seselj, also condemned

for war crimes, was present in the studio amid a cheer-
ful atmosphere. “Tell Voja (Seselj) to come and see me
to play chess, the last time I beat him 7-1,” Mladic joked
with a trembling but also gleeful voice from his cell in
the seaside resort of Scheveningen. Mladic never
admitted his guilt while many Serbs in both Bosnia and
Serbia still consider him a hero who defended his peo-
ple. Bosnia’s inter-ethnic war, that accompanied the
collapse of Yugoslavia, claimed about 100,000 lives.

“Thank you general,” TV presenter Milomir Maric
repeated. “I hail notably Russia ... the communist party
of the Soviet Union ... of Russia,” Mladic said correcting
himself during the nearly three-minute conversation.
The Mechanism for International Criminal Tribunals
(MICT), which has taken over from the International
Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY),
said that Mladic was not given a necessary prior
approval to contact the media. “There are reasonable
grounds to believe that the detainee may have commit-
ted an offence,” it said in a statement.

As consequence the MICT will listen and summarize
his phone calls in the next 30 days, the statement said.
Serbian authorities constantly deny the massacre was a
genocide, a view repeated by Prime Minister Ana
Brnabic in an interview with German Deutsche Welle

this week, labeling it a “hideous crime, it was a war
crime”. “I am not happy because of it,(but) it wasn’t
done in the name of the Serbian people, and Serbs can-
not be collectively blamed for what happened there.”
Bosnian Muslim leader Bakir Izetbegovic told N1
regional television that the radio phone in “rubbed salt
in our wounds”. In March, Mladic launched an appeal
urging UN judges to acquit him on all charges.—  AFP 
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UNITED NATIONS: For the first time, the United
States voted Friday against an annual UN resolution
condemning Israel’s occupation of the Golan Heights,
dropping its practice of abstaining in the vote. The non-
binding resolution was adopted in a General Assembly
committee by a vote of 151 to 2, with the United States
and Israel the only two countries opposing the meas-
ure. Fourteen countries abstained. US Ambassador
Nikki Haley called the resolution “useless” and “plainly
biased against Israel,” citing concerns about Iran’s mili-
tary role in Syria to oppose the measure. 

“Further, the atrocities the Syrian regime continues
to commit prove its lack of fitness to govern anyone.

The destructive influence of the Iranian regime inside
Syria presents major threats to international security,”
she said in a statement on the eve of the vote. Israel
seized control of much of the Golan Heights from Syria
in a 1967 war and later annexed it, in moves never rec-
ognized by the international community. The resolution
declares that the Israeli decision to occupy and annex
the Golan was “null and void,” and calls on Israel to
rescind that decision.

Israeli Ambassador Danny Danon applauded the US
shift, which he said was “another testament to the
strong cooperation between the two countries.” The
administration of President Donald Trump has taken a
strong pro-Israeli stance, defying UN resolutions by
moving the US embassy to Jerusalem and cutting aid to
the UN agency for Palestinian refugees. US ambassa-
dor to Israel David Friedman told an Israeli newspaper
in September that he expected the annexed Golan
Heights to remain under Israeli control “forever,” and
mentioned the possibility of US official recognition of
the Golan as Israeli territory. — AFP
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COTONOU: Benin has a reputation as one of West
Africa’s most stable democracies but a series of court
cases against opponents of President Patrice Talon
has led to accusations that his rivals are being target-
ed, forcing some to flee the country. One of those
opponents is former presidential candidate and mul-
ti-millionaire Sebastien Ajavon, who has been sen-
tenced to 20 years in prison for drug trafficking.

Dubbed Benin’s “Chicken King” due to his invest-
ments in livestock, Ajavon came third in the 2016
presidential election and went on to help Talon win
the second round. But he made no secret of his desire

to contest the presidency again and their relationship
soured. That is when, his supporters say, Ajavon’s
legal problems resurfaced. “The regime of President
Talon is tracking down opponents,” an official from
Ajavon’s political party USL, Donklam Abalo said.
“His (Ajavon’s) lawyers were prevented from defend-
ing their client,” he said. Ajavon was sentenced in
October despite being cleared of any involvement in
the same drug case two years earlier.

After Talon, who made his fortune in cotton, won the
presidency, he promised to stamp out corruption and
mismanagement in the tiny West African nation. In
recent months, former ministers accused of fraud have
lost their parliamentary immunity. A special court to
handle economic crimes and terrorism has been set up
and already has a reputation for handing down heavy
sentences. Controversially, its decisions are not subject
to appeal. Some politicians have left the country, saying
they are victims of legal “persecution” ahead of parlia-
mentary elections next year. — AFP 
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