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BAGHUZ: Vehicles belonging to the US-led coalition drive down a street in the frontline Syrian village of Baghuz. —AFP

PARIS: A top Kurdish official has called on Europe not to
abandon Syrian Kurds once the battle against the Islamic
State group is over and to help set up an international force
to protect them from Turkey. European powers “have a politi-
cal and moral responsibility” to the Kurds, Aldar Khalil said in
a interview in Paris, warning that the Kurds would seek the
protection of Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad if failed by
Europe and the US.

The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) have
been leading the fight against the Islamic State group in Syria
for the past four years, backed up by air strikes from a US-led
coalition. With IS’s self-declared caliphate now in ruins, the
Kurds fear being left at the mercy of Turkey after the US
declares mission accomplished in the final battle currently
underway for the jihadists’ last Syrian holdout. Turkey, which
has been battling a Kurdish insurgency on its own soil since
1984, views the Kurdish fighters that dominate the SDF as
terrorists and has threatened to invade areas under Kurdish
control in northeast Syria. 

Khalil, who played a key role in establishing Syria’s semi-
autonomous Kurdish region in 2013, appealed to Europe for
protection. “If they (Europe) don’t meet their commitments
they are effectively abandoning us,” Khalil said late on
Sunday, calling on France particularly to work at the United
Nations for the creation of a buffer zone along the Turkish
border. “France can table a proposal to the Security Council
on our protection, suggesting an international force between
us and the Turks-of which it would be part-or to protect our
airspace,” he said.

‘Hasty decision’
The senior political representative said that it could be

modeled on the UN peacekeeping force deployed along

Lebanon’s border with Israel. But European powers have
already rebuffed US proposals for an observer force that
would stay on in northeast Syria, fearing they will have to
bear the burden once the US pulls out. “They’re trying to
manage the consequences of a hasty decision and making
us carry the responsibility,” a French government source
said last week.

US President Donald Trump caused shock among
America’s Western and Kurdish allies in December by
announcing plans to withdraw
US troops from Syria even
before the end of the fight
against IS. The withdrawal would
leave the Kurds, who control
nearly 30 percent of Syria,
including the cities of Qamishli,
Hasaka and Raqqa, exposed to a
long-threatened attack by
Turkey. The Kurds fear a repeat
of the Turkish offensive that
drove Kurdish fighters and civil-
ians out of the northwestern
Syrian city of Afrin last year.
They have also warned the West that the foreign jihadists
currently languishing in Kurdish jails could escape and urged
their countries of origin to take them back. 

Fly regime flag 
Yesterday, EU foreign ministers will meet in Brussels to

discuss the issue, which has taken on greater urgency as the
battle for IS’s last redoubt ramps up. The jihadists are trapped
in less than half a square kilometer in eastern Syria near the
Iraqi border. Khalil said that the Kurds would seek protection

from Assad unless their Western allies stepped up-and he
spelt out the terms of a possible deal. “We will be obliged to
agree a deal with the (Syrian) regime so that it deploys its
troops along the border and protects us,” Khalil explained. He
said that the Kurds would insist on maintaining autonomy and
demand that the border troops be from Kurdish areas. “They
would come under the orders of the Syrian army, but be our
units,” he said, adding that foreign fighters would be kept
under Kurdish guard and not handed over to Assad’s forces.

In return, the Kurds would
offer to give Assad, who is anx-
ious to win restore sovereignty
over the biggest area beyond
government control, a cut of the
Kurdish region’s oil revenues.
“We can also agree to raise the
regime’s flag,” Khalil added. But
Western observers expect
Assad, whose forces control
about 60 percent of Syria, to
take advantage of the Kurds’
vulnerability and drive a hard
bargain.  On Sunday, Assad

warned them that the US would not protect them against
Turkey. “No one will protect you except your state,” he said.

Assad warns Syria’s Kurds 
Meanwhile, President Bashar Al-Assad warned Syria’s

Kurds Sunday that their ally the United States would not pro-
tect them against any Turkish offensive as Washington looks
to withdraw it troops. The US is set to pull out its soldiers
from Syria after allied Kurdish-led forces capture the Islamic
State group’s last holdout in the war-torn country. Any with-

drawal risks leaving the Kurds exposed to a long threatened
attack by neighboring Turkey, which views Kurdish fighters
as “terrorists”. “We tell those groups who are betting on the
Americans that the Americans will not protect you,” Assad
said in a televised speech. “The Americans do not hold you in
their heart... They will put you in their pocket so you can be a
bargaining chip.” Apart from fighting IS, the Kurds have
largely stayed out of Syria’s civil war, working towards semi-
autonomy in the northeast of the country.

The looming prospect of a US withdrawal, announced
in December, has sent them scrambling to rebuild ties with
the Damascus regime, but talks so far have failed to reach
a compromise. “If you don’t prepare yourselves to defend
your country and resist, you will be nothing but a slave to
the Ottomans,” Assad warned, using a historic term for
Turks. “No one will protect you except your state. No one
will defend you except the Syrian Arab army,” he said. The
Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces, which has fought
IS with backing from the US-led coalition since 2015, on
Sunday met to discuss “the future of relations with the
Syrian government”.

The SDF stressed the need for Damascus to recognize the
“special status” of the Kurdish-Arab alliance, as well as the
Kurdish semi-autonomous region. In a statement, it also
expressed a “willingness to solve problems with Turkey
through dialogue,” based on “mutual respect”. Nearly eight
years into a war that has killed more than 360,000 people
and displaced millions, Assad’s forces control almost two
thirds of the country. Just two areas remain beyond its con-
trol: the jihadist-held northwestern region of Idlib, and
around a third of the country under control of Kurdish-led
forces. “Every inch of Syria will be liberated,” Assad said in
Sunday’s speech. —Agencies

Don’t abandon us, Kurds tell Europe
US will not protect you, Assad warns Syria’s Kurds

Venezuela expels 5
Europe lawmakers 
CARACAS: Venezuela has expelled five visiting European lawmakers, an act
opposition leader Juan Guaido branded “irrational” as his showdown with
President Nicolas Maduro over the arrival of international aid intensifies. The
members of the European Parliament were being tossed out with no explana-
tion, said Spanish MEP Esteban Gonzalez Pons, who led the group. “We are
being expelled from Venezuela. Our passports have been seized. They have not
informed us of the reason for the expulsion,” Pons said.

The incident on Sunday is the latest point of tension between the interna-
tional community and Maduro, who is in the grip of a power struggle with
Guaido, the head of the National Assembly who proclaimed himself interim
president last month. Guaido has the backing of more than 50 countries includ-
ing 30 in Europe. Pons’ fellow Spaniards Jose Ignacio Salafranca and Gabriel
Mato Adrover, as well as Esther de Lange of the Netherlands and Paulo Rangel
of Portugal, were also expelled. All are members of the conservative European
People’s Party (PPE).

Writing on Twitter, Guaido said the MEPs were being “deported by an iso-
lated and increasingly irrational regime.” Foreign Minister Jorge Arreaza said
the Europeans had “conspiratorial aims” and were sent back from the country’s
main Maiquetia airport. Earlier Sunday Guaido set a goal of enlisting a million
volunteers within a week to confront a government blockade that has kept tons
of humanitarian aid, most of it from the United States, from flowing into the
country where residents can’t get enough food and say they are dying because
of a shortage of medicines.

The economy is imploding 
Guaido has given next Saturday-one month to the day after he proclaimed

himself acting president-as the date for a showdown with Maduro over the aid.
Food supplies, hygiene kits and nutritional supplements have been stockpiled
near the Venezuelan border in Cucuta, Colombia. Additional storage centers are
supposed to open this week in Brazil and Curacao, a Dutch island off

Venezuela’s northern Caribbean coast. 
“Our principal task is to reach a million volunteers by February 23,” Guaido

said in a message to the 600,000 supporters who have signed up so far for the
push to bring aid in. Caravans of buses are being planned to carry volunteers to
border entry points to meet and transport arriving cargo. Guaido has kept to him-
self how he plans to overcome the border barriers put up by the Venezuelan mili-
tary, on Maduro’s orders. Volunteer groups have begun meeting in “humanitarian
camps” in several Venezuelan states to organize and prepare for the aid arrival.

They have started to identify the most vulnerable and have begun caring for
the needy in accordance with Guaido’s promises. Sometimes working under
awnings or tents, doctors, nurses, dentists and pediatricians have attended to
local residents who can receive donated medications. Patients arrive with respi-
ratory, skin or other ailments, and suffering from malnutrition. An imploding
economy has driven an estimated 2.3 million Venezuelans to migrate from the
oil-rich country. Those who remain have been punished by hyperinflation that
has put scarce food and medicine out of reach for many. —AFP

Russia TV fumes
after Facebook
blocks ‘wildly 
popular’ page
MOSCOW: Facebook has blocked a
popular page run by Russian state TV
channel RT, the channel’s editor said
yesterday, criticizing the move as an
attack on media rights. “We had a sub-
sidiary project in English, In the Now.
The project was wildly popular - 2.5 bil-
lion views and four million subscribers
on Facebook alone!” RT editor-in-chief
Margarita Simonyan said on her
Telegram social network account.

She said a report aired by CNN
about the project being financed by the
Russian state led to “Facebook immedi-
ately blocking us! Without presenting
any of the accusations.” “We didn’t vio-
late any Facebook rules,” she said.
Simonyan said it should not be an issue
that the page did not disclose its Russian
funding to visitors. Asked to comment,
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said
RT “must receive an explanation from
Facebook regarding what exactly was
the reason” for it being blocked. It was

not possible to access the In the Now
Facebook page yesterday.

A YouTube channel describes the
project as striving “to build a community
of mindful media consumers around
important, curious and purpose-driven
content.” Launched on YouTube in
March 2014, it makes no mention of any
affiliation with RT or Russia and reports
over 2.8 million views. The topics of the
most recent videos include cleaning up
the oceans, the yellow vest protests in
France, the rise of atheism and Russian
football hooligans. The EU-funded proj-
ect EU vs Disinfo, a campaign to
“respond to pro-Kremlin disinforma-
tion”, has said In the Now was launched
to attract younger audiences turned off
by RT’s political stories. 

It does this “by adding videos with
high emotional and entertainment val-
ue” which are used as “bait” to “cam-
ouflage” the project’s ties to Russia, EU
vs Disinfo said. Last month, Facebook
said it had removed over 500 pages
originating in Russia for engaging in
“coordinated inauthentic behavior”.
Most of the removed accounts were
found to be linked to employees of
Sputnik, a state news agency launched
in late 2014 that is also run by Simonyan.
Facebook said at the time that the
blocked pages created accounts “to
mislead others about who they were and
what they were doing”. —AFP

CARACAS: Venezuelan opposition leader and self declared acting president
Juan Guaido (left) greets volunteers of the movement ‘Aid and Freedom
Venezuela Coalition’ who fainted during a rally in Caracas.  —AFP
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