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BEIJING: Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman arrived in Beijing yesterday as the
monarch aims to seal partnerships on a high-
profile Asia tour following a diplomatic crisis
over a journalist’s murder. Mohammed is ex-
pected to meet Chinese President Xi Jinping on
his two-day trip to the Chinese capital following
visits to Pakistan and India.

The Chinese foreign ministry said Beijing’s
ambitious Belt and Road global trade infrastruc-
ture initiative will be on the agenda, as the two
countries look to improve their economic ties.

“Saudi Arabia has a lot of capital that needs
to find profitable places to be deployed,” Saudi
energy and industry minister Khalid bin Abdu-
laziz Al-Falih told China’s official Xinhua news
agency.

“China is a great place to invest with a huge
market and an improving environment,” he said.
The two countries will sign agreements and
memorandums of understanding in the energy,
investment, transport and technology fields, said

the Saudi ambassador to China Turki bin Mo-
hammed Al-Madi, according to the official Saudi
Press Agency.

In Pakistan, the monarch signed a raft of in-
vestment deals worth up to $20 billion for the
cash-strapped South Asian country. On
Wednesday, the monarch met Indian Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, whose country counts
Saudi Arabia as one of its key crude suppliers.

Crack down on terrorism 
After his meeting with Modi, Mohammed

said the kingdom saw investment opportunities
in “various fields to exceed $100 billion”. Mo-
hammed also vowed to crack down on terrorism
with Modi, as their meeting was overshadowed
by a suicide bomb attack that India has blamed
on Pakistan-a key Saudi ally.

His visit to China also comes on the heels of
a visit by the parliament speaker of the king-
dom’s arch-rival Iran, Ali Larijani, who met with
Xi on Wednesday. —AFP
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BEIJING: The national flags of Saudi Arabia (R) and China are displayed from a road lamp at Tiananmen
square in Beijing yesterday. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman is on a visit to China.—AFP

JERUSALEM: The US ambassador to Israel yesterday urged
deeper business ties between Israeli settlers and Palestinian
businessmen in the occupied West Bank, angering Palestinian
leaders. David Friedman, who was appointed by US President
Donald Trump, was speaking in Jerusalem at a forum to en-
courage business links between Israeli settlements and Pales-
tinians. “There are many, many Palestinians that would like to
be freed up to engage in business ventures with Israelis, and
they’re entitled to that opportunity,” Friedman told Reuters
at the two-day forum attended by Israeli government officials,
international businessmen and a handful of Palestinians.

Friedman’s remarks were immediately attacked by Pales-
tinian officials as encouraging settlement activity in the Is-
raeli-occupied West Bank, territory captured in a 1967 war
and which Palestinians seek as part of a future state. “This
constitutes a stab in the back of the Palestinian people,” said
Wasel Abu Youssef, a member of the Palestine Liberation Or-
ganization’s executive committee.

“We warn against any involvement or participation of any
Palestinian in projects with settlers, or meetings called by the
American ambassador.”

Most of the world considers the settlements illegal under
international law, a position Israel rejects. US criticism of Is-
raeli settlement building has died down since Trump took of-
fice. Many Palestinians view engagement with the settlements
as “normalization,” arguing that doing business with Israelis
in the West Bank legitimizes their presence and hinders future
Palestinian sovereignty. However, thousands of Palestinians
work in settlements, often in manufacturing or construction
jobs which they say offer higher wages than similar jobs in
Palestinian cities.—Reuters
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BENGHAZI, Libya: Sitting in his cafe near the spot where the
protests against Muammar Gaddafi touched off the Libyan rev-
olution eight years ago, Miftah Atluba is not sorry the dictator
has gone. Yet like many in Benghazi, who are tired after three
years of street fighting that flattened whole districts, the 45-year-
old thinks it’s time to return to the old way of running things.

“Muammar needed to go but democracy hasn’t worked out in
Libya,” he said, sipping coffee in one of the few buildings still
standing in a city center where from 2014 to 2017 war raged be-
tween the forces of Khalifa Haftar, a general who turned against
Gaddafi, and his mainly Islamist opponents.

Atluba’s cafe was damaged. But the building survived, unlike
the courthouse next door where the families of political prisoners
gathered to demand their release in February 2011, triggering the
uprising that toppled Gaddafi. “We’ve had chaos and terrorism.
Now we need military rule to build a state,” Atluba said. The
United Nations wants to hold a national conference to prepare
for elections and unite a country which sits on Africa’s largest
proven oil reserves and produces just under one million barrels
a day. Currently, political control in Libya is split between rival
tribes, armed groups and even administrations. The east has its
own government, which is opposed to a UN-backed authority in
Tripoli. But the scars of war in Benghazi show the difficulties of
reconciling two rival camps - former soldiers and tribesmen in
eastern Libya versus Islamists and urban elites in the west.

Pictures of a sombre Haftar, dressed in uniform, have adorned
Benghazi’s streets since his Libyan National Army (LNA) ex-
pelled their enemies. Many Haftar supporters see little point in
reconciling with opponents, whom they call “terrorists” or “Mus-
lim Brothers”. That leaves limited scope for moderates who be-
lieve Libya can become a civil state without a dominant role for
the military. “In Benghazi, most people would not allow you to
criticize the army because they’ve paid a price,” said Jamal Falah,

an activist, referring to Haftar’s forces and the battles they fought.
Falah is trying to organize a forum for Libyans from differ-

ent regions to discuss a political solution that does not involve
the United Nations. He wants to include people in the east who
say the UN is biased towards Islamists. But many LNA sup-
porters are sceptical about dialogue. They are more encour-
aged by a military offensive in the south, where Haftar has
challenged the government in Tripoli by taking control of the
region’s main city and biggest oilfield. Some say the 75-year-
old general should order his troops to head for Tripoli without
waiting for an election.

“The army has secured the east and, thank God, with the
southern offensive now also the south,” said Fawzeia al-Furjani,
a business leader who is from Haftar’s tribe. “How can you hold
elections in the west when you have militias in control?” But a
push to the west by Haftar seems unlikely for now as his forces
are already stretched in the south. They would in any case face
resistance in Tripoli and other cities in western Libya, where
many are suspicious of Haftar as a new Gaddafi.

When asked about a possible offensive towards Tripoli, LNA
spokesman Ahmed Mismari said only: “The army (LNA) is charge
of protecting the whole of Libya.” He said the force supported
the idea of elections but saw no chance of reconciliation with for-
mer anti-LNA fighters.

Split
Benghazi was the first Libyan city to rise up, in February 2011,

because Gaddafi had punished the east for disloyalty by essen-
tially neglecting it during his 42 years in power. While Tripoli
saw two years of relative stability once Gaddafi was killed,
things went downhill within months in Benghazi as rival camps
began to fight. By 2012, much of the city had poor security with
Al-Qaeda flags at some checkpoints. The U.S ambassador was
killed by Islamist militants. Haftar assembled his old army com-
rades and declared war on the Islamists, a conflict he won only
in November 2017. Since then, life in Benghazi has improved.
Critics say Haftar has resurrected the old police state and his
supporters have seized the property of opponents who fled to
western Libya, charges denied by officials. But residents enjoy
late-night shopping, theatres have reopened, and fuel shortages
are a thing of the past.

Benghazi is however divided over how much power should go
to Haftar. His supporters refer to him as “mushir”, or field marshal,
a title granted by the eastern parliament. He is seen as a candidate
for eventual presidential elections.—Reuters
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