
‘There are more 
babies in Idlib’ 
than ‘terrorists’, 
UK warns Syria 
UNITED NATIONS: Britain’s Ambassador
to the United Nations Karen Pierce has named
several Syrian generals and their units sta-
tioned around rebel-held Idlib province, warn-
ing in the Security Council that they would be
punished for any major military offensive on
civilians. An estimated 3 million people live in
the last major stronghold of active opposition
to Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad’s rule.
Syrian government and Russian warplanes
began air strikes in Idlib this week in a possi-
ble prelude to a full-scale offensive.

The presidents of Turkey, Iran and Russia,
meeting in Tehran on Friday for a summit of
key foreign players in Syria’s war, failed to
agree on a ceasefire in Idlib. Russia has
described Idlib as a “nest of terrorists,” while
the United Nations has warned an assault on
the area could lead to a humanitarian catastro-
phe. “There are more babies in Idlib than there
are terrorists and I think that should give those
engaging in military action pause for thought,”
Pierce told a UN Security Council meeting on
Idlib on Friday.

She named units of the Syrian armed forces
and their commanders that Britain believed
were stationed around Idlib, including the 4th
Armored Division, the Republican Guard, Tiger
Forces and 2nd and 5th Corps. “In addition to
the Syrian regime, these commanders, these
units, will be held accountable by the interna-

tional community” if there is major offensive
with mass civilian casualties, Pierce warned. A
Syrian government offensive on Idlib could be
the seven-year-long war’s last decisive battle.
Tehran and Moscow have helped Damascus
turn the course of the war.

“We are firmly under the impression our
Western partners are stoking hysteria around
Idlib, and in any way are attempting to prevent
the fall of the last major terrorist stronghold in
Syria,” said Russian UN Ambassador Vassily
Nebenzia. UN Syria envoy Staffan de Mistura
warned the council that there were “all the
ingredients for a perfect storm” in Idlib and the
United Nations was ready to work with all par-

ties on evacuation routes if they were required.
“People should be granted safe passage to

places of their own choosing if they want to
leave temporarily. We must allow the opening
of a sufficient number of protected voluntary
evacuation routes for civilians in any direc-
tion,” he said. US Ambassador to the United
Nations Nikki Haley said militant groups in
Idlib could be targeted effectively without
causing a humanitarian catastrophe. She also
said the United States would not consider
reconstruction aid for Syria until it sees “con-
crete results from a genuine political process
that ends the war and offers freedom to the
Syrian people.” — Agencies  
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ADEN: A Yemeni man drives his motorbike past burning tyres as protesters demonstrate against inflation and the rise of living costs in the country’s second city of Aden, which is held by forces loyal to the Saudi-backed
government. — AFP 

GENEVA: UN-backed talks between Yemen’s warring
parties ended yesterday before properly getting off the
ground, with the UN envoy acknowledging it had not
been possible to convince the rebels to come to Geneva.
“We didn’t manage to get... the delegation from Sanaa to
come here... We just didn’t make it,” Martin Griffiths told
reporters in Geneva.

He said it was “too early to say when the next round
of consultations will take place.” His comments came
after the Houthis, powerful armed tribes locked in a war
with Yemen’s Saudi-backed government, have refused to
take off from the rebel-held capital of Sanaa unless the
United Nations meets a list of conditions, which includes
securing a safe return from Geneva to Sanaa for their
delegation. Fighting flared again on the ground on Friday
with government forces attempting to close in on the
rebel-held Red Sea port of Hodeida, which was sup-
posed to be one of the main topics of discussion.

The talks had been scheduled to formally open
Thursday but were put on hold, leaving Griffiths scram-
bling to save them. Griffiths hosted a number of meetings
with the government delegation, which arrived in Geneva
on Wednesday, and diplomats from countries with influ-
ence in Yemen’s bloody conflict. Griffiths said the meet-
ings were “fruitful consultations”, insisting that “we made
some good progress... (on) confidence-building meas-

ures”. A day earlier, the Houthis’ Supreme Revolutionary
Council said they were becoming “increasingly suspi-
cious that the coalition intended to insult” the rebels.

It accused the Saudi-led alliance of planning to strand
the rebel delegation in Djibouti, where their plane was to
make a stop en route to Geneva. The Houthis hinted they
feared a repeat of 2016, when 108 days of talks in
Kuwait broke down and a
rebel delegation was stranded
in Oman for three months due
to an air blockade, the council
said in a statement on
Telegram. The Saudi-led mili-
tary coalition controls the
country’s airspace and Sanaa
international airport has been
largely disused for years. The
Iran-backed Houthis also
demand the evacuation of
their wounded fighters from
Sanaa to Oman. 

Saudi Arabia and its allies have meanwhile said they
have already granted the Houthis clearance to fly, accus-
ing the rebels of intransigence. Griffiths, who said earlier
this week he believed the Geneva talks would offer a
“flickering signal of hope” to the Yemeni people, has

been up against difficult odds from the start. He is the
UN’s third Yemen envoy since 2014, when Houthis over-
ran the capital and drove Hadi’s government into exile. All
previous attempts to resolve the conflict have failed.
Nearly 10,000 people have been killed since Saudi
Arabia and its allies intervened on behalf of the govern-
ment in 2015, triggering what the UN calls the world’s

worst humanitarian crisis.

Clashes erupt 
Meanwhile, clashes between

Yemen’s Houthi rebels and a
government alliance led by the
United Arab Emirates broke
out near the Red Sea city of
Hodeida Friday, military
sources said. The violence
came as United Nations-spon-
sored peace talks in Geneva
have failed to get off the

ground, with the Houthi delegation refusing to leave
Yemen over alleged fears it will be blocked from return-
ing to the capital Sanaa. 

Multiple military sources reported the government
alliance attempted Friday to close in on rebel-held
Hodeida, a city home to impoverished Yemen’s most

valuable port. The coalition, which launched an offensive
on Hodeida in June, advanced some 16 kilometers along
the coastal road of the Al-Durayhmi district Friday, a mil-
itary source said.  The road is a key supply route for the
rebels, who still hold Hodeida city. The fate of embattled
Hodeida was scheduled for discussion at the Geneva
conference, originally due to open Thursday but now on
hold until an agreement is reached with the rebels. The
Iran-aligned Houthis have demanded the UN guarantee
their delegation’s safe return to Sanaa and allow the
evacuation of wounded rebels from the capital to nearby
Oman. The rebels seized control of Sanaa in 2014 along
with the Red Sea Hodeida port. 

Hodeida’s port serves as an entry point for some 70
percent of imports in a country where eight million peo-
ple face imminent famine. The government and the
Saudi-led coalition that backs it accuse the Houthis of
receiving smuggled weapons through Hodeida and have
demanded their unconditional withdrawal from the city.
Government forces backed by the coalition have paused
their assault on Hodeida port in what they say is a bid to
give UN-led peace efforts a chance, but clashes have
erupted sporadically. Nearly 10,000 people have been
killed in the Yemen conflict since 2015, when the Saudi-
led alliance intervened in the civil conflict between the
government and rebels. — Agencies 

‘We just didn’t make it,’ UN envoy says 
Yemen talks falter as clashes erupt around Hodeida 
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WASHINGTON: The United States
on Friday recalled its envoys to three
Latin American countries that recent-
ly switched diplomatic ties from
Taiwan to China, saying it would hold
consultations with the diplomats. The
move comes after Washington
accused Beijing last month of desta-
bilizing cross-Strait relations and
engaging in a campaign of “political
interference” by poaching Taiwan’s
allies in the western hemisphere.

“The Department of State has
called back the US Ambassador to
the Dominican Republic Robin
Bernstein, the US Ambassador to El
Salvador Jean Manes and the US
Charge d’Affaires in Panama Roxanne
Cabral,” a statement said Friday. “Our
three chiefs of mission will meet with
US government leaders to discuss
ways in which the United States can
support strong, independent, demo-
cratic institutions and economies
throughout Central America and the
Caribbean,” it added.

Taiwan and China have been
engaged for years in a diplomatic
tug-of-war in developing countries,
with economic support and other aid
often used as bargaining chips for

diplomatic recognition. Beijing sees
self-ruling, democratic Taiwan as
part of its territory to be brought
back into the fold and has not ruled
out using force to do so. Relations
between Taipei and Beijing have
worsened since Tsai Ing-wen came
to power in 2016 as her government
refuses to acknowledge that Taiwan
is part of “one China.” El Salvador,
which switched its ties in August,
became the fifth diplomatic loss
under Tsai’s presidency and the third
this year.

But while most countries have
established formal relations with
Beijing rather than rival Taipei in
recent decades, Taiwan still has unof-
ficial relationships with powerful
countries. Its most important unoffi-
cial ally is the US, which remains
Taiwan’s leading arms supplier,
despite switching diplomatic recogni-
tion to Beijing in 1979. Ties have
warmed between the US and Taiwan
in recent months, incensing Beijing.
Some analysts saw the poaching of El
Salvador as an indirect slap in the
face to President Donald Trump’s
administration and a warning against
further friendly overtures. — AFP  

AL MUNTAR, Syria: Smoke billows following Syrian government forces’ bombardment around
the village of Al-Muntar on the southern edges of the rebel-held Idlib province. — AFP 
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