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Prominent Syrian 
activist among 2 
gunned down 
KAFR NABAL: A prominent Syrian activist was gunned
down Friday with a colleague in the country’s last rebel
bastion, in another blow to the dwindling civilian society
that helped spark the 2011 uprising. Raed Fares and
Hamod Jnaid were “shot dead by unknown assailants rid-
ing in a van in the town of Kafr Nabal” in the northwest-
ern province of Idlib, their radio station Fresh FM said on
its Facebook page.

Fares-who founded the broadcaster-was an influential
figure known for his often humorous signs in English and
Arabic criticizing President Bashar al-Assad’s regime dur-
ing weekly protests at the start of the revolt.  Radio sta-
tion colleague Ali Dandush, who was in the backseat of
the car carrying the two activists when it was ambushed,
said three men got out of a van and unleashed a deadly
volley of gunfire. “I would have preferred to die with
them,” Dandush said. “They meant everything to me.”

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based war monitor, said the two men died of their wounds
from the attack, for which there was no immediate claim
of responsibility. “They were famous for their criticism of
rebels committing violations or arresting civilians, espe-
cially when it came to jihadist groups,” Observatory chief
Rami Abdel Rahman said. More than half of Idlib and the
surrounding region is controlled by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
(HTS), an alliance led by jihadists of Syria’s former Al-
Qaeda affiliate, while most of the rest is held by pro-
Turkey rebels. The Islamic State (IS) group also has a
presence in the province. Targeted killings and kidnap-
pings have for months plagued Idlib, with angry residents
blaming all sides.

‘Voice of Kafr Nabal’ 
Both men had been detained “several times” by HTS in

the past, the Observatory said. Fares, a 46-year-old father
of three children, had been repeatedly targeted since he
founded Fresh FM in 2013 to counter what he called “fun-
damentalist narratives” in Idlib. IS fighters raided the
radio’s offices on several occasions, but regime forces also
bombarded it, he said.

“In 2014, I almost lost my life when two armed men
opened fire at me and shot me in the chest,” Fares wrote
in an op-ed for the Washington Post in June, after US
funding to Fresh FM was cut. “I was abducted four times
by Al-Qaeda militants and released a few days later after
being tortured.” Jnaid, who also worked at the radio, was
an advocate for freedom of expression and the rule of law.
“I want freedom of opinion. I want to be able to speak
and not be scared,” he said in a video posted on
Facebook earlier this year.

Born in 1980, Jnaid had five children, including a dis-
abled girl, according to his friends. Several hundred peo-
ple attended funerals for the slain activists in their home-
town of Kafr Nabal on Friday afternoon. Bilal Bayush, a
friend and fellow activist, rushed to the hospital as soon
as he heard about the shooting. He and others waited
anxiously as Fares fought for his life in the operating
room, until the doctor emerged to give them his condo-
lences. “They had been the voice of Kafr Nabal since the
beginning” of the uprising, Bayush said. “We buried them,
but we still don’t fully realize” that they have died, he said.

A September deal between regime ally Russia and
rebel backer Turkey held off a major regime assault to
retake Idlib. But a buffer zone has yet to be implemented
around the region, as stipulated by the deal, after jihadists
refused to withdraw from a planned demilitarized area by
mid-October. Syria’s civil war has killed more than
360,000 people and sent millions fleeing from their
homes since it started in 2011 with the brutal repression of
anti-regime protests. It has since evolved into a complex
conflict involving world powers and jihadists. —AFP

Authorities heighten 
security at disputed 
Indian religious site 
AYODHYA: Indian authorities will launch a major
security operation at the ruins of 16th-century
mosque in Ayodhya today when tens of thousands of
Hindu monks and religious leaders gather to urge the
government to build a new Hindu temple on the dis-
puted site. A militant Hindu mob demolished the cen-
turies-old mosque in 1992, triggering communal riots
that killed about 2,000 people across India. As mil-
lions of Hindus believe that the mosque stood at the
birthplace of Lord Ram, one of their most revered
deities, the dispute continues to be at the core of
tensions between Hindus and India’s Muslim minori-
ty. Hindu groups insist that there was a temple at the
site before the mosque was built in 1528.

“More than 200,000 people will attend,” said
Surendra Jain, All India Joint General Secretary of
the Vishva Hindu Parishad, a Hindu nationalist
organization, which is holding a ‘dharma sabha’ or
religious congregation in Ayodhya. “We assure
everyone, though we don’t need to, that not even a
twig will be disturbed.” Ahead of a general election
that must be held by May next year, leaders from
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Hindu nationalist
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and its associates have
become more vocal in their demand the government
introduce legislation paving the way for a new
Hindu temple on the site. —Reuters

TAIPEI: Millions of Taiwanese went to the polls yester-
day in key elections which tap into a raft of divisive
issues, from relations with Beijing to gay rights. The
island-wide vote for political representatives, from village
up to city level, is a mid-term test for embattled President
Tsai Ing-wen as she faces a backlash over domestic
reforms and concerns about deteriorating ties with China.

The ballot also features 10 referendums, including
pro- and anti-gay marriage
votes and a bid to change the
name under which Taiwan
competes at international
sports events that has already
angered China. There were
long queues at polling stations
yesterday morning with Tsai
urging people to come out
and vote as she cast her ballot
in New Taipei City. “I feel that
this is a democratic society
and people can express their
views on many issues,” she told reporters. 

College student Kwan Chin-shun, 18, voting in Taipei,
said she wanted to support the referendum calling for
equal marriage rights. “There’s nothing wrong with lov-
ing someone of the same sex,” he said. There are com-
peting referendums on gay rights, with “pro-family”
groups calling for marriage to be legally defined as
between a man and a woman. A landmark court decision
legalizing gay marriage is still to be implemented and
LGBT groups are concerned a referendum win for con-
servative campaigners could limit their newly won rights. 

‘Outside forces’ 
The referendums come as an extra headache for Tsai

and her ruling Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),

which faces strong challenges in major seats. Tsai has
framed the local elections as a way to “tell the world”
that Taiwan will not bow to Beijing, which has ramped
up military and diplomatic pressure since she took
office in 2016. China sees self-ruling Taiwan as part of
its territory and is incensed that Tsai will not acknowl-
edge the island as part of “one China”, unlike her prede-
cessor Ma Ying-jeou of the Beijing-friendly Kuomintang

party (KMT). Tsai was voted
president by a landslide two
years ago as the public feared
the KMT were getting too
close to Beijing, and she has
played up the importance of
Taiwanese identity on the
campaign trail.

She has called China’s
pressure “omnipresent”, flag-
ging up a recent row at the
Golden Horse film awards in
Taipei which saw a mainland

actor referring to the island as “China, Taiwan” after a
Taiwanese filmmaker had voiced her support for inde-
pendence. Taiwan’s Investigation Bureau also says it is
probing Chinese influence on the elections through
campaign funding of candidates. At a final campaign ral-
ly Friday night in Taipei, Tsai said Taiwan’s democracy
was faced with a crisis due to “outside forces”. But the
KMT is billing the local polls as a vote of no confidence
in Tsai, vowing to promote peaceful relations with China
and boost the economy. 

Tsai’s pension and labor reforms have been unpopu-
lar and despite a growing GDP, some voters complain
they have not seen any benefits as salaries remain stag-
nant and the cost of living rises.  Some also blame cross-
strait tensions for denting their livelihoods, including

grass-roots groups that traditionally vote DPP. Tsai
Bao-hsing, head of Liuchiu Fisherman Association in
Pingtung county, Tsai’s home town said many of the
group’s members would vote KMT to “punish the DPP”

for failing to promote the export of fish products to
China as Taiwan seeks to diversify to other markets.
Polls close at 4:00 pm local time (0800 GMT) with
results not expected until today. —AFP
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NEW TAIPEI CITY: Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen (center) arrives at a polling station to vote during
local elections in Zhongho, New Taipei City yesterday. —AFP

Erdogan’s AKP gets 
local election boost 
from nationalists
ISTANBUL: Turkey’s nationalist MHP will support President
Tayyip Erdogan’s AK Party candidates in local elections in
three key cities next year, the MHP leader said yesterday, in a
boost to the AKP’s election prospects. The AK Party and the
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) formed an alliance before
presidential elections last June, but were subsequently at log-
gerheads over a disagreement about the MHP’s call for an
amnesty for some jailed criminals. A month ago MHP leader
Devlet Bahceli said his party would not seek an alliance with
the AK Party in the March 2019 municipal elections which are
being held across Turkey. At the time his comments triggered a
weakening of the lira over concerns that it would lead to politi-
cal instability.

However, Bahceli announced a change of position yesterday
saying the MHP would not put forward city mayoral candidates
for Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir, Turkey’s three biggest cities.
“Whoever the Justice and Development Party’s (AKP) candi-
dates are in these three big cities our support will be total,”
Bahceli told officials from his party in a speech in Antalya. The
MHP’s candidates in other municipalities across Turkey would
continue to stand, he said, adding there was no “secret agree-
ment” behind his party’s decision.

It was not clear what prompted the change in Bahceli’s
position. Bahceli and his MHP party had been staunch critics of
Erdogan’s AK Party before they reached agreement on their
election alliance this year. Their alliance had been expected to
continue despite last month’s decision not to cooperate in the
local elections. The local elections themselves will have little
impact on the balance of power in Turkey generally. Under the
presidential system ushered in by the June elections, Erdogan
already wields extensive power. —Reuters


