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(Turkish President Recep Tayyip) Erdogan’s right to
defend their country from terrorists”. But, he added,
“we also know that those fighting alongside of us for all
this time deserve to be protected as well”. Pompeo said
he had spoken to Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu. “Many details (are) still to be worked out
but I’m optimistic that we can achieve a good out-
come,” he said.

Multiple operations including American-backed
assaults have ousted IS militants from most of the
swathes of Syria and Iraq they captured in 2014. But
Trump’s announcement raised fears of a long-threat-
ened Turkish assault against the Kurds. On Thursday,
Cavusoglu repeated that threat, telling NTV television:
“If the (pullout) is put off with ridiculous excuses like
Turks are massacring Kurds, which do not reflect the
reality, we will implement this decision.”

That came after a tense meeting between Turkish
officials and Trump’s national security adviser John
Bolton in Ankara, aimed at coordinating the pullout
process after Bolton set conditions that appeared to
postpone it indefinitely. The terms included the total
defeat of IS - still active in some parts of Syria - and
ensuring protection for Kurdish fighters. The US-led
coalition launched operations against IS in Sept 2014,
forming the SDF a year later with some 25,000 Kurdish
fighters and 5,000 Arabs - all Syrian.

Backed by US arms and air support, the YPG-
dominated group has overrun the de facto Syrian
capital of IS, Raqqa, and a large part of Deir Ezzor
province. But that stirred Turkish fears of a break-
away Kurdish state on its border. As well as fighting
IS, the YPG has also battled pro-Ankara forces in
northwestern Syria, pulling SDF forces away from the
battle against jihadists in the east of the country.
Trump’s announcement last month prompted the YPG
to call on Syrian government troops to deploy along-
side their own forces in the north to help counter a
potential Turkish offensive. 

A spokesman for the US military said Friday it had
begun “the process of our deliberate withdrawal from
Syria”. But US defense officials quickly sought to clari-
fy that while gear was being pulled out, “we are not
withdrawing troops at this stage”. Late Friday,
Pentagon spokesman Cmdr Sean Robertson said that
Operation Inherent Resolve “is implementing the order-
ly withdrawal of forces from northeast Syria within a
framework coordinated across the US government”. 

The withdrawal, Robertson said, “is based on opera-
tional conditions on the ground, including conversation
with our allies and partners, and is not be subject to an
arbitrary timeline.” He added: “For purposes of opera-
tional security, we will not discuss specific troop move-
ments or timelines. However, we will confirm that there
has been no redeployment of military personnel from
Syria to date. The mission has not changed.”

US defense officials said the withdrawal was only of
certain types of gear, and not troops. “We are not with-
drawing troops at this stage,” one US defense official
said. A second US defense official told AFP that the
military had conducted a number of preparations for a
deliberate withdrawal. “That includes planning for the
moving of people and equipment, preparation of facili-
ties to accept retrograde equipment,” the official said,
noting that no troops had been withdrawn. The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights reported earlier that the
US-led coalition in Syria had started scaling down its
presence at Rmeilan airfield in the Hasakeh province of
northeastern Syria. But the first defense official said this
was merely part of a regular troop movement.

Democratic congressman Adam Schiff, who chairs
the House Intelligence Committee, blasted the with-
drawal plans. “The Trump Administration’s foreign poli-
cy is as deeply flawed in its conception as it is danger-
ously incompetent in its execution,” Schiff said on
Twitter. Though Trump has said he wants a withdrawal
to be coordinated, gradual and “prudent,” observers
have stressed that his announcement was having the
same impact as a withdrawal itself. “The damage is
done,” said Fabrice Balanche, a geographer and Syria
expert. “On the ground, the announcement of the pull-
out is as if they were already gone.”

Syria’s devastating conflict began in 2011 with anti-
government demonstrations that were brutally crushed,
sparking a complex war involving multiple foreign mili-
tias and jihadist groups, as well as regional and interna-
tional powers including the US. The withdrawal
announcement had also sparked concerns among Arab
states and Israel that it could open the way to growing
Iranian influence.

Pompeo has pledged to “expel every last Iranian
boot” from Syria, and yesterday sought to downplay
the impact of the US pullout on this goal. “The fact that
a couple of thousands of uniformed personnel in Syria
will be withdrawing is a tactical change,” he said. “It
doesn’t materially alter our capacity to continue to per-
form the military actions that we need to perform.” The
US is looking to create an anti-Iran front - the Middle
East Strategic Alliance - bringing together Gulf coun-
tries as well as Egypt and Jordan. Washington is set to
convene an international summit in Poland next month
focusing on stability in the Middle East, including Iran’s
influence.  — Agencies 
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Raif Badawi’s wife Ensaf Haidar also praised Canada,
calling Freeland on Twitter “the real hero” behind
efforts to prevent Qunun’s repatriation to Saudi Arabia.
Qunun alleged that she was abused by her family - who
deny the allegations - and rights groups also said she
had renounced Islam, risking prosecution in Saudi
Arabia. Qunun first said she was aiming for Australia,
where officials had suggested they would give serious
consideration to her claim for asylum, which was
endorsed as legitimate by the UNHCR on Wednesday.

But late Friday Thailand’s immigration police chief
Surachate Hakparn said a smiling and cheerful Rahaf
was bound for Toronto and had left on a flight after
11pm (1600 GMT). “She chose Canada ... (and) Canada
said it will accept her,” Surachate told reporters at
Bangkok’s main airport. “She is safe now and has good
physical and mental health. She is happy.” Qunun left
from the same airport where her quest for asylum began
in a swift-moving process that defied most norms.

On Friday afternoon Qunun posted a cryptic tweet
on her profile saying, “I have some good news and
some bad news.” Her account was deactivated shortly
afterward in response to death threats she had faced,
her friends said. But she was back online later in the
day, tweeting: “I would like to thank you people for
supporting me and saving my life. Truly I have never
dreamed of this love and support.”

Qunun’s skillful use of Twitter saw her amass tens of
thousands of followers within a week, highlighting her
plight at a time when Saudi Arabia’s human rights
record is under heavy scrutiny following the murder of
journalist Jamal Khashoggi last year. Her deployment of
social media allowed her to avoid the fate of countless
other refugees who are quietly sent back home or left
to languish in Bangkok detention centers. She refused
to see her father, who traveled to Thailand and
expressed opposition to her resettlement. Surachate
said her father and brother were due to return home on
a flight in the early hours of yesterday.

Although Qunun’s asylum case moved quickly, the
final maneuvers that led to her flight to Canada remain
largely a mystery. Surachate had told reporters earlier
Friday that “two or three” countries were ready to offer
her asylum. The Southeast Asian country is not a signa-
tory to a convention on refugees, and asylum seekers
must be referred to a third country. — AFP 
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The real estate mogul ran for president as a hardlin-
er on immigration and has previously vowed to crack
down on H-1Bs by encouraging reporting of visa fraud
and insisting that businesses first hire Americans. His
promise on H-1Bs came just as Trump is pressing to
build a wall on the Mexican border to keep out unau-
thorized immigrants and asylum seekers, most of whom
are low-skilled, in a showdown with Congress that has
triggered a shutdown of the federal government.

While it was unclear what prompted Trump’s tweet, The
Washington Post on Friday ran a front-page article on how
tech workers are increasingly moving from the United
States to Canada due to the hassle in obtaining H-1B visas.
Silicon Valley and India have both pushed hard for a more
generous visa system for skilled foreign employees, saying
they are indispensable in powering the tech industry, but
critics charge that native-born Americans should have pri-
ority for the generally well-paying jobs.

Doug Rand, a former White House official in the
Obama administration who worked on immigration
issues, said the proposed changes to the lottery selec-
tion process were at best modest and at worst could
cause chaos. Some immigration experts do not believe
the new registration system will be ready in time for the
next lottery, which occurs in the spring. “The odds that
a complicated new electronic processing system will be
effectively launched by DHS in time for the next lottery
on April 1 is low probability and has nothing to do with

a potential path to citizenship,” Rand said.
Throughout his presidency, Trump has sought to

stem illegal immigration and to deport more immigrants
living in the United States illegally. His administration
has also worked to limit legal immigration, including
through a proposal that would penalize aspiring immi-
grants who use public benefits. Trump has also derided
visas granted to family members of U.S. residents or
citizens as “chain migration,” and backed a Republican
proposal in 2017 that would have slashed legal immi-
gration in half.

“The devil is in the details, said Todd Schulte, presi-
dent of FWD.us, a nonprofit group which advocates for
pro-immigration policies. He said his group, which was
founded by tech executives including Facebook founder
Mark Zuckerberg, remains “skeptical of vague pro-
nouncements given the administration’s track record.”
US companies often use H-1B visas to hire graduate-
level workers in specialized fields including information
technology, medicine, engineering and mathematics.
But the visa program has also drawn criticism for being
used heavily by foreign outsourcing companies that
squeeze out American firms. 

The United States each year grants 85,000 H-1B
visas, including 20,000 that are reserved for workers
with master’s degrees or higher. H-1B visas are granted
to professional workers sponsored by employers for a
period of three years, which can be extended once. The
visa can still be simpler to obtain than seeking to
become a permanent resident and eventually citizen of
the United States. Studying official data, the Cato
Institute last year estimated the wait for an Indian
seeking an EB-2 visa, which provides permanent resi-
dency based on advanced academic achievement, had
risen to 151 years - at which point, barring a medical
miracle, the applicant would be dead. —  Agencies 
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employees - workers as diverse as FBI agents, air traffic
controllers and museum staff - did not receive paychecks
Friday. The shutdown became the longest on record at
midnight Friday (0500 GMT Saturday), when it overtook a
21-day stretch in 1995-1996 under president Bill Clinton.

On Friday, however, Trump backed off a series of pre-
vious threats to end the deadlock by declaring a national
emergency and attempting to secure the funds without
congressional approval. “I’m not going to do it so fast,” he
said at a White House meeting. Trump described an emer-
gency declaration as the “easy way out” and said
Congress had to step up to the responsibility of approv-
ing the $5.7 billion he says is needed. “If they can’t do it...
I will declare a national emergency. I have the absolute
right,” he said.

Until Friday, Trump had suggested numerous times that
he was getting closer to taking the controversial decision.
One powerful Republican ally, Senator Lindsey Graham,
tweeted after talks with Trump: “Mr. President, Declare a
national emergency NOW.” But the president himself
acknowledged in the White House meeting that an attempt
to claim emergency powers would likely end up in legal
battles going all the way to the Supreme Court - as other
Republicans and some of his advisers have reportedly cau-
tioned him. Opponents say that a unilateral presidential
move would be constitutional overreach and set a danger-
ous precedent in similar controversies.

The standoff has turned into a test of political ego, par-
ticularly for Trump, who came into office boasting of his
deal-making powers and making an aggressive border
policy the keystone of his nationalist agenda. In two of his
tweets yesterday, Trump pushed back on a media report
that his White House was “chaotic” with no plan or strate-

gy to end the shutdown. “The Fakes always like talking
Chaos, there is NONE...” he tweeted. “I do have a plan on
the Shutdown. But to understand that plan you would have
to understand the fact that I won the election, and I prom-
ised... a Wall at the Southern Border. Elections have conse-
quences!”

Democrats, meanwhile, seem determined at all costs to
prevent the president from getting the wall he has often
promised in his campaign-style rallies. Both Democrats
and Republicans agree that the US-Mexican border pres-
ents major challenges, ranging from the violent Mexican
drug trade to the plight of asylum seekers and poor
migrants seeking new lives in the world’s richest country.
But Trump has turned his single-minded push for more
walls into a political crusade that opponents say is a stunt
to stoke xenophobia in his rightwing voter base while will-
fully ignoring the border’s complex realities.

For the president, who visited the Texas border with
Mexico on Thursday, the border situation amounts to an
invasion by criminals. Only in recent days has he begun
describing the problem as “humanitarian”. Some studies
show that illegal immigrants generally commit fewer crimes
than people born in the United States, although not every-
one agrees on this. More certain is that while narcotics do
enter the country across remote sections of the border,
most are sneaked through heavily guarded checkpoints in
vehicles, the government’s own Drug Enforcement
Administration said in a 2017 report.

Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic leader in the House of
Representatives, said money should be spent on border
security but not on walls. “We need to look at the facts,”
she said. Separately, Puerto Rico’s governor urged Trump
to not redirect emergency funds from projects to help the
storm-ravaged island to wall construction along the US-
Mexico border. Ricardo Rossello’s plea followed reports
the White House has asked the Army Corps of Engineers
to look into ways to divert funds destined for natural dis-
aster relief for the wall. In September 2017, Hurricane
Maria tore through the US territory in the Caribbean,
killing some 3,000 people, causing catastrophic material
damage and crippling the island’s power grid. —  AFP 
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out, there was no railing, nothing, and there was too
much smoke,” she said.

Besides the two dead firefighters, 47 other people were
injured in the blast, 10 of them seriously, the Paris prosecu-
tor’s office said. A source in the Spanish foreign ministry
said a woman who was holidaying with her husband in
Paris died in hospital after the blast while another Spanish
national was also injured. Around 100 police officers
blocked off several streets in the area, home to restaurants
and tourist attractions including the Musee Grevin wax
museum and the popular Rue des Martyrs.

Police also closed off streets in front of the Garnier
Opera house as emergency services landed two helicop-
ters in front of the historic building to evacuate victims.
The explosion occurred shortly after 9:00 am (0800

GMT) in building that housed a bakery as well as a restau-
rant on the ground floor in the Ninth Arrondissement. “It
happened when there were people in the street, and fire-
fighters inside,” the interior minister said.

The shockwave was felt as far as four blocks away,
Commander Eric Moulin of the Paris fire service said,
adding that rescuers were still searching for other victims.
Firefighters had been responding to an alert of a gas leak
at the site when the explosion occurred, Paris prosecutor
Remy Heitz said at the scene. “First there was a gas leak
and the firefighters arrived, then there was an explosion
that caused the fire,” Heitz said.

Dozens of tourists, suitcases in hand, were evacuated
from the many nearby hotels in the area, a popular week-
end shopping destination for locals and visitors alike.
Other residents were in bathrobes or quickly dressing in
the street as police helicopters circled overhead. “We
were sleeping when we heard the noise, it sounded like an
earthquake,” a teenager who lives on a nearby street told
AFP. “We came downstairs and we saw a building on fire,”
her brother said. Many homes and buildings in Paris use
gas for heating and cooking, though explosions due to
leaks are relatively rare. — AFP 
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KHARTOUM: As angry protests pile pres-
sure on Sudanese President Omar Al-Bashir
to step down, key powers are standing by his
regime to ensure stability in a strife-torn
region, analysts say. Demonstrations that
erupted in the provinces last month after the
government tripled the price of bread have
escalated into nationwide protests that ana-
lysts say pose the biggest challenge to
Bashir since he took power in an Islamist-
backed coup in 1989.

But despite bloodshed that Sudanese
authorities say has claimed 22 lives, outside
players ranging from Gulf rivals Qatar and
Saudi Arabia to major powers China, Russia
and the United States all see an interest in
the 75-year-old staying at the helm. “All
camps in the region are at each other’s
throat, but somehow they agree on Bashir,”
said Abdelwahab Al-Affendi, author and an
academic at the Doha Institute for Graduate
Studies. “They seem to favor continuity.
They believe that any other alternative might
not be favorable to them and to the region.”

Egypt, which has deep historical ties with
Sudan, has called repeatedly for stability in
its southern neighbor, with its commanding
position on the Nile on whose waters they
both depend. “Egypt fully supports the

security and stability of Sudan, which is inte-
gral to Egypt’s national security,” President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi told a top Bashir aide
who visited Cairo last week. Days earlier,
Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry
expressed confidence that Sudan would
“overcome the present situation”.

Relations between Cairo and Khartoum
had deteriorated sharply in 2017 over terri-
torial disputes, but in recent months the two
governments have ironed out their differ-
ences, with Sudan even lifting a 17-month
ban on Egyptian agricultural produce.

Arab governments have scrambled to
provide support, anxious to avoid any repe-
tition of the upheavals that rocked the region
in 2011. “There has been evidence of tangible
support to Bashir... be it from Egypt, Saudi
or Qatar,” said Affendi. “These allies are
against any kind of successful uprising. They
feel that if it happens, then they will be next,”
he said, adding that the Arab Spring has not
been forgotten.

Qatar’s ruler Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-
Thani called Bashir just days after the
protests erupted to offer his support. During
his long years in power, Bashir has built up
relations with all of the region’s bickering
diplomatic players, through a string of some-

times spectacular foreign policy twists. Just
days before the protests erupted, he travelled
to meet Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad in
the first visit to Damascus by any Arab leader
since the Syrian civil war erupted in 2011.
“His foreign policy is in all directions driven
by economic pressures,” said a European
diplomat on condition of anonymity.

The regime hosted Al-Qaeda founder
Osama bin Laden in the 1990s, and then
developed ties with Shiite Iran before sev-
ering them in 2016. In Oct 2017, increased
cooperation with Washington helped
Khartoum get a decades-old US trade
embargo lifted. Washington has still kept
Sudan on its blacklist of “state sponsors of
terrorism” along with Iran, North Korea
and Syria.

And although the US and the European
Union do not openly back Bashir, who is
wanted by the International Criminal Court
on war crimes charges including genocide in
Darfur, they work with Khartoum to ensure
that “Sudan remains stable”, the diplomat
said. Any kind of instability in Sudan could
trigger a new wave of Sudanese migrants
headed towards Europe, he added.

Sudan’s strategic location in the Horn of
Africa is a blessing for Bashir, said Amal El-

Taweel of the Cairo-based Al-Ahram Center
for Political and Strategic Studies. “I think
the international and regional powers will
not allow Sudan to fall,” she told AFP. “But a
lot depends on how the balance of power
shifts on the streets,” she added. “The world
also doesn’t want to see another new bastion
of hardliners that might be created if some-

thing like this happens.”
Bashir surprised the West when he

dumped Tehran for Riyadh in 2016. The shift
was not just diplomatic. The Sudanese leader
also sent hundreds of troops to join the
Saudi-led coalition battling Iran-linked Shiite
rebels in Yemen, in what he called an “ideo-
logical” decision. — AFP 
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OMDURMAN: Sudanese Muslims gather outside the Al-Nilayn mosque after Friday prayers in
Khartoum’s twin city on Friday. — AFP 


