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News in brief

Pompeo cancels Germany visit 

BERLIN: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo abrupt-
ly cancelled a visit to Germany yesterday hours before
he was due to arrive in Berlin, with his spokeswoman
citing “pressing issues”. “We look forward to resched-
uling this important set of meetings,” State
Department spokeswoman Morgan Ortagus said.
“The Secretary looks forward to being in Berlin soon.”
She gave no further details or explanation for the sud-
den change of plans. Pompeo had been due to meet
German Chancellor Angela Merkel and Foreign
Minister Heiko Maas later yesterday. Merkel’s office
referred all queries about the reasons for the cancella-
tion to the US embassy in Berlin, which could not
immediately be reached for comment. —AFP 

Aussie PM egged on campaign trail

SYDNEY: Australia’s election became a little more rau-
cous yesterday when a protestor tried - but failed - to
crack an egg on Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s head.
The attacker’s egg, thrown from close range, appeared
to bounce off the politician at a Country Women’s
Association event in New South Wales, where Morrison
was campaigning ahead of May 18 general elections.
The woman was wrestled away by Morrison’s close
protection security detail and could later be seen leav-
ing the venue holding an egg carton. New South Wales
police said they had taken a “25-year-old woman into
custody following an incident involving the Prime
Minister in Albury”. In the fracas, an older woman was
bundled over, and Morrison - who is trailing in the polls
ahead of the May 18 vote - had to help her up. —AFP 

Anderson visits Assange in jail

LONDON: Former “Baywatch” star and now animal
rights campaigner Pamela Anderson spoke emotionally
after meeting WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange in a
London prison yesterday, warning that his life was in
danger. “It’s been very difficult to see Julian here and to
make our way through the prison to get to him was
quite shocking,” said Anderson, who visited Assange
several times when he lived as a fugitive inside Ecuador’s
embassy. “He’s a good man, he’s an incredible person. I
love him. I can’t imagine what he has been going
through,” the US actress and former Playboy model said
outside Belmarsh prison, wearing a large cape with slo-
gans calling for the defense of free speech. “We need to
save his life. That’s how serious it is,” she said, adding:
“We just have to keep fighting because it’s unfair. He’s
sacrificed so much to bring the truth out”. —AFP 

Trump’s approval highest ever 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump is
enjoying the strongest polling of his presidency fol-
lowing the release of special counsel Robert Mueller’s
report and positive economic news, according to pub-
lic opinion poll agency Gallup. Trump’s job approval
rating crept up one point to 46 percent for the two-
week period ending April 30, a substantial rise from
the 39 percent approval he recorded in early March.
“In addition to the initial interpretation of the Mueller
report, which Trump claimed vindicated him from
charges that he had colluded with Russia, the econo-
my has offered several reasons for Americans to look
more favorably on Trump,” Gallup said late Friday.
Trump remained underwater in Gallup polling, howev-
er, with disapproval of his performance at 50 percent,
although down from 57 percent on March 10.  —AFP

KAFR NABL, Syria: Air strikes and shelling killed 13
civilians in northwestern Syria yesterday, a monitor
said, in the latest escalation to rattle a months-old truce
and spark displacement. At least 53 fighters have also
been killed since Monday, in one of the deadliest flare-
ups since a demilitarized zone around the Idlib region
was agreed in September last year, the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.  Several
deadly skirmishes have occurred since the deal was
reached between regime ally Russia and rebel backer
Turkey, but the last few weeks have seen an uptick in
violence inside the planned buffer zone. 

The region of some three million people is under the
control of a former Al-Qaeda affiliate, in one of the last
parts of Syria which President Bashar Al-Assad has yet
to take back. The September deal aimed to avoid an all-
out government offensive on the enclave. But a surge in
attacks since April 20 has raised new fears a govern-
ment offensive is imminent, prompting thousands of
civilians to flee their homes towards quieter areas
deeper inside Idlib province.

“This is the third time we have been displaced but
this time is the scariest,” said Abu Ahmad, a 40-year-
old from southern Idlib who was fleeing yesterday with
his family towards areas near the border with Turkey.
“Overflights by warplanes and shelling have been
relentless,” said the father of three, his blue pick-up
truck stacked with mattresses, bed sheets and house-
hold appliances.

‘Urgent de-escalation’
Battles between militants and pro-government forces

raged overnight around a hilltop in the northern coun-
tryside of Hama province, following an advance by
Assad’s forces. Twenty-four pro-government fighters
were killed in fierce fighting, the Observatory said, along
with 29 militants. The latter were members of Hayat
Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), a group dominated by fighters
from a former Al-Qaeda affiliate, and of the Turkistan
Islamic Party, a Uighur-dominated militant group.

Fighting subsided early yesterday after pro-govern-
ment forces thwarted several counter-attacks and con-
solidated new positions, Observatory chief Rami Abdul
Rahman told AFP. But the air and artillery bombard-
ment continued for an eighth straight day, killing the 13
civilians, the war monitor said. At least nine civilians
were killed in shelling and air strikes on Monday. State
news agency SANA said Syrian troops launched rock-
et attacks on armed groups in northwestern Hama
province on Tuesday, killing several fighters, but it did
not provide any toll.

French President Emmanuel Macron expressed his
“extreme concern” over the heightened violence. “The
humanitarian situation in Syria is critical and no mili-
tary option is acceptable,” he said on Twitter yester-
day. “We demand a halt to the violence and support
the UN in backing a necessary political solution.” UN
chief Antonio Guterres has called “for an urgent de-
escalation of the situation as the holy month of
Ramadan begins” and urged “the parties to recommit
fully to the ceasefire arrangements of the memorandum
signed on 17 September 2018.” 

A UN statement said Guterres was alarmed by
“reports of aerial attacks on population centres and
civilian infrastructure”. At least seven health facilities
have been hit since April 28, it said. Nine schools have
also been struck since April 30, and many more have
closed their doors indefinitely, it added. 

‘Limited offensive’ 
It remains unclear whether the Syrian government

and its Russian ally are planning to launch a full-scale
assault. Aron Lund, from the US think tank The
Century Foundation, said “a limited offensive into Idlib,
peeling off a few areas, should be easily within their
capabilities”. He said the recapture of two key high-
ways running through Idlib - the M4 and the M5 -
could be among the “many goals” behind such an
operation.

Under the September deal, hardliners were sup-

posed to withdraw from the planned buffer zone,
allowing traffic to once again flow along the two
strategic highways, which connect government-held
areas with the Turkish border. Turkey has failed, how-
ever, to secure the militants’ withdrawal, prompting
government forces to take matters into their own
hands, Syria specialist Fabrice Balanche said.

Taking the two highways would help Assad boost
the recovery of Syria’s nearby second city Aleppo,

which remains cut off from most of its countryside and
poorly connected to the rest of the country, he told
AFP. “Restoring traffic on these two axes will reduce
transport costs to Aleppo,” he said. Retaking the road
between the regime’s coastal stronghold of Latakia
and Aleppo in particular would cut the rebel-held
region in two, making it easier for government forces
to recapture its southern part and isolate the militants
in the north, Balanche added.   —AFP

Macron expresses ‘extreme concern’ over the heightened violence

Escalation in Syria’s Idlib 
rattles months-old ceasefire

IDLIB, Syria: Residents flee with their belongings from regime shelling in the southern countryside of
this province yesterday.  —AFP

Militants frustrate 
aid effort in Syria 
BEIRUT: Threats, interference and aid deliveries in
jeopardy - relief workers say militants are adding to the
huge challenges they face in violence-plagued north-
west Syria where a fragile ceasefire is at risk. The Idlib
region, controlled by a former Al-Qaeda affiliate, is one
of the last areas of the country that President Bashar
Al-Assad has yet to recapture. Around 2.7 million of its
roughly three million residents need humanitarian assis-
tance according to the United Nations. Most rely heav-
ily on food, medicine and other aid brought across from
Turkey by the UN and charity groups.

But efforts by the “de-facto authorities” in Idlib “to
tamper with, impede or frustrate the delivery of human-
itarian assistance including by undermining the safety
of humanitarian workers, has been an unfortunate reali-
ty”, said Rachel Sider of the Norwegian Refugee
Council (NRC). The Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) militant
group and its civil wing - the so-called “Salvation
Government” - cemented control over Idlib in the
beginning of the year. “The interference has increased
since January,” said a humanitarian worker in Idlib, who
wanted to remain anonymous for fear of retaliation.

“There is not a single aid organization that has been
spared threats, arrests, or closure for very silly rea-
sons,” he said, even as Idlib has come under increased
bombardment by the regime and its ally Russia over
the past month. In April militants threatened to detain
him because he refused to provide them with food
baskets his team was distributing at a camp for the dis-
placed in southern Idlib, he added. “They told me I
should give them aid because they are mujahideen,”
said the 27-year-old.

He said HTS also detained him for four days seven
months ago in Idlib city for photographing aid deliver-

ies without their authorization. Militants beat him,
confiscated his laptop, and broke his camera, he said.
“They told me I should thank God I was being
released alive.”

‘Interference’
Paul Donohoe of the International Rescue

Committee said “aid groups face interference from
armed groups in Idlib, such as the restricting of access
to vulnerable populations or attempting to influence
beneficiary selection and the location of aid delivery”.
He declined to provide more detail but a second
humanitarian worker in Idlib, who also asked to remain

anonymous, said several projects by international aid
agencies have been dropped in recent months because
of such meddling.

A plan to provide bakeries in Idlib with free flour
was scrapped because the Salvation Government
insisted on limiting beneficiaries to bakeries it is affiliat-
ed with, the 29-year-old said. “Our activities as an
organisation have become very modest since this hap-
pened to us,” he added. The governing body is also try-
ing to ensure its affiliates are among those who secure
tenders with aid agencies, which attempt to avoid this
through screening, he said. “They want a cut of any
project implemented in the area,” he said. —AFP

SARAQIB, Syria: Men walk among the rubble of a building that was destroyed during airstrikes by the
Syrian regime and its allies near this in the province of Idlib yesterday. —AFP

US sending carrier, 
bombers to Mideast 
‘psychological war’ 
DUBAI: Iran’s top security body dismissed
as “psychological warfare” a US announce-
ment that a carrier strike group and
bombers are being sent to the Middle East
as a message to Tehran, the semi-official
Tasnim news agency reported yesterday.
US National Security Adviser John Bolton
said on Sunday the United States was
deploying the Abraham Lincoln carrier
strike group and a bomber task force to the
Middle East.

“Bolton’s statement is a clumsy use of a
burnt-out happening for psychological
warfare,” Tasnim quoted Keyvan Khosravi,

spokesman for the Supreme National
Security Council, as saying. Khosravi said
the carrier had arrived in the
Mediterranean weeks ago. US acting
Defense Secretary Patrick Shanahan said
on Monday he had approved dispatching
the carrier strike group and bombers due
to indications of a “credible threat by
Iranian regime forces”. He provided no
details of the underlying intelligence. Iran’s
state-run Press TV earlier said: “The
deployment seems to be a ‘regularly sched-
uled’ one by the US Navy, and Bolton has
just tried to talk it up.” 

Separately, a military adviser to
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
said the United States was “neither willing
nor capable” with respect to an attack on
Iran, the semi-official news agency ISNA
reported. Brigadier General Hossein
Dehgan said Washington would have a

hard time convincing world opinion and
regional countries to accept an all-out war
against Iran, and to mobilize resources for
such a conflict.

Iranian newspapers and commentators
have widely dismissed Washington’s
announcement as a “bluff” and “empty
rhetoric”. Iran said last month it was pre-
pared for a US decision to end waivers
granted to buyers of Iranian oil, as the elite
Revolutionary Guards repeated their threat
to close the strategic Strait of Hormuz in
the Gulf if Tehran was barred from using it.
Around 30 percent of the world’s seaborne
oil exports get shipped through the strait.

While neither Shanahan nor Bolton
elaborated on the gist of US intelligence,
other US officials told Reuters there were
“multiple, credible threats” against US
forces on land, including in Iraq, by Iran
and proxy forces and at sea. Last week,

President Donald Trump’s administration
said it would end waivers for countries
buying Iranian oil in an attempt to reduce
Iran’s crude exports to zero following
Washington’s withdrawal from world pow-
ers’ 2015 nuclear deal with Tehran.

The administration also blacklisted
Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guard Corps.
US-Iranian tensions escalated further after
Washington acted on Friday to force
Tehran to stop producing low-enriched
uranium and expanding its only nuclear
power plant. Washington’s step intensified
a campaign aimed at halting Tehran’s bal-
listic missile program and curbing its
regional power. Iran will revive part of its
halted nuclear program in response to the
US withdrawal from the nuclear accord
but does not plan to pull out of the agree-
ment itself, state media reported on
Monday. —Reuters

Runaway sisters 
leave Georgia 
to start new life
TBILISI: Two runaway Saudi sisters who
won global attention for fleeing to Georgia
and pleading online for protection said yes-
terday they were preparing to start new
lives in a new country where their family
could not find them. Maha, 28, and Wafa Al-
Subaie, 25, started an online campaign to

find a safe haven in April, after arriving in
Georgia to escape relatives they said abused
them, in the latest case to highlight Saudi
Arabia’s strict social control over women.

“We are thrilled to announce that we are
leaving Georgia,” the young women wrote
on Tuesday from their Twitter account
@GeorgiasSisters2, posting a short video
of them holding Georgian passports at the
airport in the capital Tbilisi. The sisters
applied for asylum in Georgia in April, but
said they wanted to move elsewhere
because they feared their family could
come to the former Soviet republic, as visas
are not required, and force them back to

the ultra-conservative kingdom.
Writing on Twitter yesterday, they said

they wanted their destination to remain
secret “for a little while”, while thanking all
those had who supported them. “As we set-
tle in our new home and life we will continue
to support Saudi women. We will continue
our fight against guardian abuse. Many
Saudi women supported us and we will nev-
er forget it,” they wrote. Saudi women must
have permission from a male relative to
work, marry and travel under the Islamic
kingdom’s guardianship system, which
human rights groups say can trap women
and girls in abusive families. 

The Georgia sisters are the third group
of young Saudi women this year to attract
global attention for seeking refuge outside
their homeland. A teenage girl won asylum
in Canada when she holed up in a Thai air-
port hotel in January to escape her family.
Two other Saudi sisters who hid in Hong
Kong for six months were granted visas in
March to travel to a third country. Saudi
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman has
introduced reforms, such as lifting the driv-
ing ban for women, and indicated last year
that he favored ending the guardianship
system. But he has stopped short of backing
its annulment.  —Reuters


