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No face-to-face meetings 
set for Yemen peace talks

Talks to focus on a prisoner exchange deal and the fate of a key port
ADEN: Yemen’s warring parties will not meet directly at
UN-brokered peace talks in Geneva this week, likely to
focus on a prisoner exchange deal and the fate of a key
port, government officials said yesterday. The United
Nations has invited Yemen’s government and the Iran-
backed Huthi rebels to Geneva for talks which open
Thursday. 

Both parties have confirmed they are sending high-level
delegations to the talks, but
officials say expectations of a
breakthrough are low.  UN
envoy Martin Griffiths has said
the talks are aimed at charting
a path forward to revive UN-
backed negotiations which
broke down in 2016.The
Yemeni government says the
meetings will likely focus on a
prisoner exchange deal and the
fate of embattled Hodeida, the
rebel-held port city that is now
the frontline of the Yemen war. 

Yemen’s Foreign Minister Khaled Al-Yamani told AFP
the meetings “will not be face-to-face and depend on how
well the UN envoy manages the two sides”. “The consulta-
tions will be indirect, unless there is some progress that
can be made directly,” said Abdullah Al-Olaimi, head of
Yemen’s presidential office and a member of the Geneva
delegation. 

Prisoner swap deal 
Yemen’s government has openly said it has low expec-

tations for the talks, blaming the Huthis for refusing to
make concessions. “Our expectations are limited to the
possibility of progress in the question of prisoners and
detainees,” Yamani said. “I think this is the chance to suc-
ceed in securing the release of prisoners, and I believe the
other party is also willing and ready.” 

The United States, a major ally of Saudi Arabia, on yes-

terday said it “fully supported” Griffiths’ efforts.  “It is
imperative that all parties work toward a comprehensive
political solution to avoid further harm to the Yemeni peo-
ple,” said state department spokesperson Heather Nauert.
“The aim of this first round of consultations is to better
understand how committed both parties are to the frame-
work for formal negotiations... and to come to some con-
clusions about how those negotiations may start,” said UN

spokesman Stephane
Dujarric. 

In July, the Yemeni gov-
ernment demanded the
release of all prisoners held
by the Huthis as a condition
for the start of peace talks.
Speaking on condition of
anonymity, a government
source said the delegation
would demand the release of
5,000 prisoners while the
rebels were hoping for the
liberation of 3,000 of their

fighters. Rights group Amnesty International in July said it
feared violations in a string of Yemeni prisons could
amount to war crimes. The prisons, according to Amnesty,
are run by the UAE, the Yemeni government’s most power-
ful partner on the ground. The UAE has denied involve-
ment in any prisons in Yemen.

Fiscal fight 
The Geneva talks will also look at the economy in

Yemen, long the Arab world’s most impoverished country.
In 2014, the Iran-backed Huthis overran the capital, driving
out the government of President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi
and setting up a parallel government in Sanaa.  The rebels,
however, have been unable to pay the salaries of many civil
servants for months, according to reports from the capital. 

Yamani said the government could step in to help pay
the overdue salaries, a move likely aimed at strengthening

the state’s grip on the national economy and boosting its
standing in rebel-held areas.  The foreign minister accused
the Houthis of failing to turn in their revenues, which he
estimated at 45 billion riyals ($113 million), to help bolster
Yemen’s economy.

Backed by Saudi Arabia and its allies, Hadi’s govern-
ment has battled the Houthis for more than three years in

what is widely seen as a proxy war between Riyadh and
Tehran. The conflict has killed more than 10,000 people
since 2015 and triggered what the UN calls the world’s
worst humanitarian crisis. Government forces backed by
the Saudi-led coalition in June launched a major offensive
to capture Hodeida from the Houthi rebels, sparking fears
of a fresh humanitarian crisis. — AFP

CAIRO: Egyptian villagers have attacked and looted the
properties of Coptic Christians in the southern province
of Minya in protest at the use of homes and halls for
worship, the region’s archdiocese said Saturday. “Four
Coptic homes were attacked Friday by residents from
the village and other nearby areas,” said Bishop
Makarios of Minya, about 250 kilometers south of Cairo.

In a statement posted on its Facebook page, the arch-
diocese of Minya said “extremists” had attacked the vil-
lage of Demshaw Hashem because of the “existence of a
church”.  It said Christian residents of the village use
homes and halls for prayer. “Extremists attacked Copts,
stole quantities of jewelry and money, destroyed house-
hold appliances and set fire to property,” it said. Three
people including a firefighter were injured.

“There have been reports for several days about the
intention of extremists to carry out the attack,” it said.
Authorities were informed of the threats but security
forces arrived to the village after the assault, it added.
A security official said 38 suspects had been arrested.
Copts, who make up about 10 percent of Egypt’s near-
ly 100 million people, have long complained of dis-
crimination and intermittent sectarian attacks.

The Coptic minority has been targeted by a series
of bloody attacks over the past two years, most
claimed by the Islamic State jihadist group. On August
11, an attempted suicide attack on a church in northern
Cairo was foiled when the presence of security forces
prompted the assailant to detonate his explosive belt
on a bridge some 200 meters from the house of wor-
ship, according to security sources.  

Many churches are built illegally in Egypt due to
administrative obstacles. Authorities hailed as a break-
through a law passed in 2016 on the construction and
restoration of churches. But in late 2017, a church
around 100 kilometers south of Cairo was attacked by
a crowd chanting hostile slogans and calling for the
building’s demolition. — AFP
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Iran parliament drops 
plan to impeach 
education minister
TEHRAN: Iran’s parliament called off a planned vote
to impeach the education minister yesterday, Iranian
media reported, offering some respite for the embat-
tled government of President Hassan Rouhani.
Twenty-nine lawmakers signed a motion last
Wednesday to impeach the minister, Mohammad
Bathaei, but all of them withdrew their signatures.

“Given the imminent opening of schools (on
September 23), those requesting the impeachment
have withdrawn their request,” said Ahmad
Amirabadi, a member of parliament’s presiding board,
according to the semi-official news agency ISNA.
Rouhani has faced mounting pressure from lawmakers
over his handling of an economic crisis, partly trig-
gered by the withdrawal of the United States from the
2015 nuclear deal and re-imposition of sanctions.

Parliament sacked his labor and economy ministers
last month, and Industries Minister Mohammad
Shariatmadari has also been targeted for impeach-
ment, though it is not clear if that will still go ahead.
Rouhani himself was summoned to parliament to
answer questions from lawmakers last Tuesday, a first
in his five years in power, and only the second time for
a sitting president. 

Economic grievances played a role in Bathaei’s
planned impeachment, with lawmakers criticising the
reduced budget for education and school renovation,
though senior officials pointed out that the minister has
no power over budgets. Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei last week welcomed the pressure on
Rouhani’s cabinet, saying it was a sign of the strength of
Iran’s democracy. But he also warned that differences
between officials should not be overly emphasized
“because the people would become worried”. — AFP 

Suicide
bomber 
kills three in 
Somali capital
MOGADISHU: A suicide car bomb
killed three security guards and
injured several more people in the
heart of the Somali capital Mogadishu
yesterday, authorities said. Islamist
extremists of the Al-Shabaab move-
ment immediately claimed responsi-
bility for the attack. “There was a car
bomb blast targeting the district
administration offices and three peo-
ple died and several others wounded,”
Mogadishu administration spokesman
Salah Hassan Omar told reporters at
the scene.  

He said the dead were security
guards at the building’s main
entrance where the blast occurred.
Witnesses said the explosion
destroyed the building. “The blast
was very huge, it affected several
nearby buildings including a Koranic
school and a mosque,” said witness
Abdukadir Dahir. “Eight people were
wounded among them several stu-
dents who stayed at a nearby
madrasa,” he added.

The militants’ claim came in a brief
statement posted on a pro-Shabaab
website. “The Mujahedeen attacked
the headquarter of the apostate
administration... using a vehicle
loaded with explosives, there are

casualties,” it said. Somalia suffered
the worst terror attack of its history in
October last year. More than 500
people were killed in Mogadishu in a
truck bombing attributed to Al-
Shabaab. The Islamists, forced out of
the capital in 2011, are fighting to

overthrow the internationally backed
government. They still hold sway over
vast rural areas. A 20,000-strong
African Union Mission in Somalia
(AMISOM) was deployed in 2007
under a UN mandate to shore up the
government. — AFP 

Blasts at Syrian 
airbase near
Damascus 
kill two: Monitor
BEIRUT: At least two pro-government forces were killed
overnight in a string of explosions at a military airport near
the Syrian capital, a monitoring group said yesterday.
Syrian state media also reported the blasts at the Mazzeh
airbase, on the western outskirts of Damascus, but did not
mention any casualties. The Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights war monitor said Mazzeh was hit by a “possible
Israeli missile, which hit a munitions store setting off suc-
cessive explosions”.

“It left two pro-regime fighters dead and wounded
another 11, some of them in critical condition,” said
Observatory chief Rami Abdel Rahman. He could not
specify their nationalities or whether they belonged to
militias or government forces. An Israeli military spokes-
woman declined to comment on yesterday. 

AFP’s correspondents in Damascus heard multiple
blasts overnight, one of which lit up the sky in a deep red
hue, but reported calm yesterday morning. A Syrian mili-
tary source said the Mazzeh airbase “was not the target of
Israeli aggression”, according to the official SANA news
agency. “The explosions heard were due to an explosion at
a munitions deposit close to the airport which was due to
an electrical short circuit,” the source said, without men-
tioning any casualties.

The Mazzeh airbase houses Syrian Air Force intelli-
gence, and in early 2017 the Syrian government accused
its neighbor Israel of bombing the base. Israel has
sought to avoid direct involvement in the conflict but
acknowledges carrying out dozens of air strikes in Syria
to stop what it says are deliveries of advanced weapon-

ry to its Lebanese enemy Hezbollah. It has also pledged
to prevent its arch foe Iran from entrenching itself mili-
tarily in Syria, and a series of strikes that have killed
Iranians in Syria have been attributed to Israel. Earlier
this week, Israel reiterated its threat to hit Iranian mili-
tary targets in Syria. “The IDF (Israel Defense Forces)
will continue to take strong and determined action
against Iran’s attempts to station forces and advanced
weapons systems in Syria,” Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu said.

In July, Syria accused Israel of bombing a military post
in the northern province of Aleppo, where at least nine
pro-regime fighters were kil led according to the
Observatory. More than seven years since Syria’s conflict
began, regime forces have managed to retake entire
regions from rebels and jihadists and now control nearly
two-thirds of the country. Syrian troops are supported
military by their Russian and Iranian allies, Tehran-
backed Hezbollah fighters as well as Iraqi, Iranian and
Afghan militiamen. — AFP 

In this August 15, 2018, photo obtained from the US Navy, sailors stand watch on the forecastle of the guided-missile
destroyer USS Jason Dunham as the ship escorts the fleet replenishment oiler USNS Laramie (rear) transiting the Bab
Al-Mandeb strait.  — AFP  

Protesters at Nahr
Bin Omar oilfield
BASRA: Police used tear gas to disperse around 150 pro-
testers at the main entrance to Iraq’s giant Nahr Bin Omar
oilfield yesterday, police sources said, amid growing unrest
in southern cities over poor public services and corrup-
tion. Officials at the field in the southern oil hub of Basra
said operations were running normally.

Production from Nahr Bin Omar, which is operated by
the state-run Basra Oil Co., now stands at around 44,000
barrels per day, oilfield officials said. On Friday, hundreds
of Iraqi protesters stoned and tried to break into the
provincial government headquarters in the southern oil
hub of Basra demanding better public services and an end
to pervasive corruption.

Protesters threatened to break into the field if the
government did not respond to their demands to
improve basic services and address their complaints
over Basra’s drinking water, which residents say is
undrinkable due to high salt levels. “We will not allow
the oilfield to operate unless we get clean water. No
services, no jobs and now no clean water. We are fed
up,” said Hassan Ali, a protest organiser.

Iraqi political blocs are attempting to form a coalition
government after a May 12 parliamentary election tainted
by allegations of fraud. Oil exports from Basra account for
more than 95 percent of OPEC producer Iraq’s state rev-
enues. Any potential disruptions to production could
severely impact Iraqís limping economy. — Reuters

IDLIB: A Syrian rebel fighter from the recently-formed “National Liberation Front” receives military training at an
unknown location in the northern countryside of the Idlib province. — AFP 

MOGADISHU: A Somali soldier is seen at the car bomb scene. — AFP 


