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Gulf states may be gradually moving to a reduction
of tensions that have divided the region’s conservative
energy-rich monarchies.”

The boycotting countries had refused to participate
in the previous Gulf Cup two years ago, which was
originally scheduled to be held in Qatar just a few
months after the crisis erupted. But they took part
when the tournament was subsequently moved to
Kuwait. “(We) officially accepted Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Bahrain’s participation in the
24th Gulf Cup in Doha at their request,” said Jassim Al-
Shukali, vice president of the AGCFF in front of the
logos of the Saudi and UAE soccer federations.

The Saudi-led alliance had so far defied pressure
from Washington to lift its blockade on Qatar, which
hosts a huge US airbase. Qatar has refused their
demands to shutter Doha-based broadcaster Al-
Jazeera, close a Turkish military base in the emirate and

to downgrade diplomatic ties with Iran. But fears of a
wider regional conflict as Washington steps up eco-
nomic pressure on Iran seem to have prompted the
alliance to de-escalate tensions.

“The latest round of escalation by Iran in the
Arabian Gulf has played a major role here in addition to
the desire of the US administration to utilize the collec-
tive effort of the Gulf countries - as a bloc - to counter
Iran,” Gulf expert Ali Bakeer told AFP. Washington and
its allies have blamed Iran for recent attacks on key
Saudi oil installations as well as a string of assaults on
oil tankers in the Gulf. Tehran denies the accusations.

But there was no indication yet whether the Saudi-
led bloc will lift its economic blockade on Qatar. “The
football diplomacy is a welcome step but it falls short of
resolving the Gulf crisis,” said Bakeer. “The Qataris
would like to see the blockade lifted as soon as possible
and the end of other hostilities to show there is a seri-
ous will to end the crisis.”

The development prompted a mixed response from
Qataris, with many welcoming the move but calling for
an immediate end to the blockade. “They are talking
about signs that the Gulf crisis is coming to an end,”
Hamad Lahdan Al-Mohannadi, a Qatari engineer, said
on Twitter. “The only indicator by which you can say
that the crisis will end is (the end of the siege).” — AFP
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According to Israel, Ata was responsible for rocket
fire at Israel as well as other attacks and was planning
more violence, with the military calling him a “ticking
bomb”. The flare-up raised fears of a new all-out con-
flict between Israel and Palestinian militants in Gaza,
who have fought three wars since 2008.

A total of 23 Palestinians have been killed so far,
including Ata and his wife, according to Gaza’s Hamas-
run health ministry. Islamic Jihad confirmed the dead
included other members of its armed wing, while the
health ministry said three children were also among the
dead, and that more than 70 people were injured.

Since Israel’s killing of Ata in what was believed to
be a drone strike, at least 220 rockets have been fired
into Israel from Gaza and dozens have been intercepted
by air defenses, according to the army. There have been
no Israeli deaths, though damage has been caused and
one rocket narrowly missed cars on a busy highway.
Israeli medics said they had treated 48 people with
light wounds, while schools were closed in areas near
the Gaza border for a second day running.

Schools in the blockaded Gaza Strip, an enclave of
two million people, have been closed since Tuesday.

Unusually and in a sign it was seeking to avoid a wider
conflict, Israel’s announced targets were confined to
Islamic Jihad sites and not those belonging to Hamas. It
normally holds Hamas, the Islamist movement that rules
the Gaza Strip, responsible for all rocket fire from the
enclave as the territory’s de facto rulers.

Israeli analysts were quick to highlight the change of
approach. “For the first time in the current era, Israel
drew a distinction between Hamas and Islamic Jihad,”
commentator Ben Caspit wrote in Israeli newspaper
Maariv. “By so doing, Israel deviated from its iron-clad
principle that Hamas, as the sovereign power in Gaza,
has to pay the price for any action taken by anyone in
the Gaza Strip. That is now no longer the case.” 

Islamic Jihad is the second most-powerful militant
group in the Gaza Strip after Hamas and has taken
responsibility for rocket fire. Hamas, however, said it
would not abandon its ally. “As long as the Israeli war-
planes bomb the Gaza Strip, the resistance will
respond to the Israeli aggression and defend the
Palestinian people,” a joint statement from Gaza mili-
tant groups said. The flare-up comes at a politically
sensitive time for Israel.

A Sept 17 general election ended in a deadlock
and a new government is yet to be formed. It was the
second election since April, when polls also ended
inconclusively. The violence has drawn international
calls for calm. Britain’s Foreign Office said: “We call
on all sides to rapidly de-escalate the situation, and
support the UN and Egyptian efforts to achieve that
objective.” — AFP 
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Trump ordered US troops stationed in the border
area to withdraw ahead of the Turkish invasion, while
exhorting Erdogan in an extraordinarily undiplomatic
letter to avoid too much bloodshed. “Don’t be a tough
guy. Don’t be a fool!” Trump wrote in the letter, which
was reportedly thrown by Erdogan into the trash. 

Despite the letter, Trump’s withdrawal of the US sol-
diers effectively gave fellow-NATO member Turkey a
green light for what appears to be an extended occu-
pation of a large swath of Syria.

This outraged many in Congress, which saw the
move as an abandonment of the Kurds, who died in
large numbers while fighting alongside US forces
against Islamic State militants in the area. The reshuf-
fling of forces in the region was also criticized in
Washington as a boon for Russian ambitions. “Given
this situation, we believe that now is a particularly
inappropriate time for President Erdogan to visit the
United States, and we urge you to rescind this invita-
tion,” a bipartisan group of legislators wrote to
Trump last week in a letter made public Monday.
Trump was defiant yesterday, saying: “We have been
friends for a long time.”

On top of the Syria mess, Turkey’s role in NATO is
under question following Erdogan’s decision to buy the
Russian S-400 anti-aircraft missile system. Washington
has excluded Turkey from the F-35 stealth warplane
program over the purchase, creating even more tension
in the troubled Western alliance. Erdogan has respond-
ed by suggesting he could instead buy Russian war-
planes as well.

A senior White House official, who asked not to be
identified, acknowledged the high tension but said
Trump wanted to find solutions. “This is nearly a 70-
year alliance. It has helped both of our countries
through very, very dark times. We are not going to
throw it away lightly if there is a way forward,” the offi-
cial said. Trump needs to avoid antagonizing the
Republicans who will be voting on his fate in case of an
impeachment trial.

But those legislators have little love for Erdogan and
the feeling is likely mutual. The House of
Representatives showed its displeasure with Turkey in
October by voting to recognize the mass destruction of
the Armenian community in the Ottoman Empire as
genocide. Modern-day Turkey continues to deny the
accusation of genocide, saying Armenians were merely
among the many other victims of World War I. The vote
infuriated Erdogan.

The State Department defended the invitation to
Erdogan, saying the complex issues make face-to-
face talks important. “Don’t look at these things as
rewards, they are the execution of diplomacy,” an
official said. But there will be tension to spare even
beyond the Syrian Kurds and the S-400s. Washington
is angry over the long-term detention of Turkish citi-
zens working for US consulates, while Ankara contin-
ues to push hard for the extradition of the Islamic
cleric Fethullah Gulen, whom Erdogan claims engi-
neered a failed 2016 coup.

Republican congresswoman Liz Cheney raised
another point of contention: The ugly scenes during
Erdogan’s last Washington visit, in 2017, when his
bodyguards beat up protesters outside the Turkish
ambassador’s residence. “The Erdogan regime’s use of
violence against civilians anywhere is inhumane, uncivi-
lized, and unacceptable,” she wrote in a letter demand-
ing that the State Department bar any of the “thugs”
involved from returning. — AFP 
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higher, reaching 1.94 m in 1966. “It was unbelievable,
the water rose so quickly,” said resident Tiziano Collarin,
59, as he surveyed the damage. “Windows were blown
out, there are those who have lost everything,” he said as
the flood alarm rang out to warn those in the canal city
that the tide, which had receded somewhat overnight,
was coming in once again.

The fire brigade said it had carried out over 250
operations as well as laying on extra boats as water
ambulances. Around 150 fire fighters were deployed to
rescue people stranded on jetties and to recover boats
broken free from their moorings. A 78-year old was
killed by electric shock as the waters poured into his
home, Italian media reported. President of the Veneto
region Luca Zaia said 80 percent of the city had been
submerged, causing “unimaginable damage”.

German tourist Gabi Brueckner, 58, said the nighttime
drama had been “horrifying”. She echoed the mayor in
blaming climate change and said she feared like many

people that “it will get worse and at some point Venice
will drown”. A massive infrastructure project called
MOSE has been underway since 2003 to protect the
city, but it has been plagued by cost overruns, corruption
scandals and delays.

The plan involves 78 gates that can be raised to pro-
tect Venice’s lagoon during high tides - but a recent
attempt to test part of the barrier caused worrying
vibrations and engineers discovered parts had rusted.
“They’ve done nothing, neglected it. It doesn’t work and
they have stolen six billion euros. The politicians should
all be put in jail,” said local Dino Perzolla, 62.

St Mark’s Square in one of the lowest parts of the
city was particularly affected, its vestibule inundated
with water. “It was apocalyptic, enough to give you
goosebumps,” said Marina Vector, as she and her hus-
band used buckets to scoop water out of their shop sell-
ing Venetian festival masks. “The storm was so bad it
broke the marble flood barrier out front. Nothing’s sur-
vived,” she said.

Tables and chairs set out for aperitifs bobbed outside
bedraggled luxury hotels, where people of all ages seek-
ing safety from the storm late Tuesday had been forced
to climb in through windows after gangways washed
away. “I’ve never seen anything like it in my life. There
was a terrifying wind, it was a hurricane. It was horrible,”
said local Cristina, as she fought back tears.  — AFP 
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Speaking minutes before the start of the hearings,
Nancy Pelosi, the Democratic speaker of the House,
said the probe was necessary to show Trump he can’t
do “whatever he wants”. “That he is not above the
law,” Pelosi said. “And that he will be held account-
able.”  Democrats who control the House plan to prove
over several weeks of hearings that Trump abused his
office by asking Ukraine to conduct a politically moti-
vated investigation into his potential 2020 Democratic
president rival Joe Biden.

Trump, who maintains he did nothing wrong, lashed
out at the inquiry with a series of tweets early
Wednesday, morning citing prominent supporters who
called it a “partisan sham”. Addressing the intelligence
committee hearing, the panel’s top

Republican Devin Nunes assailed the impeachment
process as “a carefully orchestrated media smear cam-
paign” that was part of a “scorched-earth war against
President Trump”.

The investigation threatens to make Trump only the
third US president to be impeached, after Andrew
Johnson in 1868 and Bill Clinton in 1998, although to be
removed from office he would need to be convicted by
the Republican-led Senate. Neither Johnson or Clinton
was convicted and removed. But in 1974 Richard
Nixon resigned in the face of certain impeachment and
removal from office for the Watergate scandal.

Hearings are expected to be fiery as a series of gov-
ernment officials take the stand to testify about
Trump’s Ukraine machinations during the middle of this
year. Coming just one year before national elections,
the hearings carry great risks for both parties and no
certain reward, with a divided US electorate weary of
Washington infighting. Polls show a slim majority of
Americans favor impeaching the president. But they
also show that Trump’s sizable voter base, which deliv-
ered his shock victory in 2016, rejects the allegations.
Trump has focused his personal defense on ensuring
Republicans in Congress heed their views. 

Republicans accuse the soft-spoken and prosecuto-
rial Schiff of an unfair and unconstitutional process.
They have also sought, in closed door depositions over
the last six weeks, to refocus attention on Biden’s link,
through his son, to Ukraine, and on the widely discred-
ited theory Trump apparently believes that Ukraine
assisted Democrats in the 2016 election. But Schiff has
said he will not put up with attempts to hijack the
hearings and turn them into a political circus. 

Democrats have amassed evidence that Trump
sought to leverage Ukraine President Volodymyr
Zelensky’s desire for a meeting between the two lead-
ers and for some $391 million in aid to get Ukraine to
find dirt on Biden, who could face Trump in next year’s
presidential election. The key evidence is the official
White House transcript of a July 25 phone call showing
Trump pressuring Zelensky to open investigations into
Biden and the 2016 conspiracy theory. The White
House has refused to hand over other records on
Ukraine policy or allow top Trump aides involved in
the decision to pressure Zelensky to testify.

On Tuesday Trump’s chief of staff Mick Mulvaney -
who has publicly confirmed the broad outlines of
Democrats’ allegations - rejected a subpoena to
appear before the committee. The first witnesses
Wednesday will be William Taylor, the top US diplomat
in Ukraine, and George Kent, Deputy Assistant
Secretary of State for European and Eurasian Affairs.
Both have already testified in private that Trump clear-
ly used his power and aid to pressure Zelensky for
investigations that would help him in the 2020 vote.

“I had concerns that there was an effort to initiate
politically motivated prosecutions that were injurious
to the rule of law, both in Ukraine and the US,” Kent
told investigators. On Friday, Marie Yovanovitch, the
US ambassador to Ukraine whom Trump removed ear-
lier this year, will testify.

Democrats on Tuesday unveiled the schedule for
public testimony next week by eight more witnesses,
all of whom previously testified behind closed doors.
House Republicans are preparing to argue that Trump
was within his rights, given Ukraine’s history of deep
corruption. “Democrats want to impeach President
Trump because unelected and anonymous bureaucrats
disagreed with the President’s decisions,” they said in
a strategy memorandum over the weekend. — AFP 
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BAABDA, Lebanon: Lebanese demonstrators try to remove barbed-wire and metal barricades placed by anti-riot
police on the road leading to the presidential palace yesterday. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Lebanese protesters blocked main roads yester-
day, angered by what they saw as the president ignoring their
demands in nearly a month of demonstrations, after a man
was shot dead. Hundreds protested near the palace of
President Michel Aoun in the town of Baabda outside the
capital, where security forces laid coils of barbed wire across
the access road. Aoun had said on television the previous
night that Lebanese who did not see any decent person in
power should “emigrate” - a comment that, despite the presi-
dency scrambling to clarify it, immediately sent angry pro-
testers to the streets.

One man died of gunshot wounds overnight as the
army opened fire to disperse protesters south of the capi-
tal, the second such death since the start of the largely
peaceful protests. Protester Engy, 47, said she had been
shocked by the president’s comments. “What the presi-
dent said was very belittling. It was as if we didn’t even
exist,” the engineer said, carrying a Lebanese flag. “So
we’ve come out to make sure he hears us.”

Lebanon’s unprecedented protest movement, which broke
out on Oct 17, has been calling for a complete overhaul of a
political elite accused of inefficiency and corruption. After the
government stepped down on Oct 29, protesters demanded a
fresh cabinet composed of experts not affiliated with any of
the traditional political parties. But Aoun in the interview
argued that a government made up solely of independent
technocrats would not represent the people or be able to set
policies. “Where should I look for them? On the moon?” he
said, arguing true independents were scarce in a country
where most people follow a specific political party.

Aoun also criticized the street movement’s lack of leader-
ship, after previously saying he would be prepared to meet
representatives to hear their demands. Among the protesters
outside his office, Nisreen Hujairi, 29, described Aoun’s inter-
view as a “disappointment”. “A president is supposed to
unite, not divide” the people, she said, just over a week after a
pro-Aoun rally was welcomed in Baabda. “With two people

falling martyr, the state has fallen too,” she said, referring to
the fatal shooting late Tuesday.

Yesterday, an unknown gunman stepped out of his car and
opened fire on protesters at a roadblock north of Beirut, the
National News Agency said. The Red Cross said it had trans-
ported four wounded people to hospital. It was not immedi-
ately clear who the attacker in the village of Jal al-Deeb was,
or what motivated him.

From early morning, activists had blocked roads inside
the capital, as they did the main highways connecting
Beirut to the north and south of the country, with the smoke
of burning tires blackening the air in several places. One
activist, Antoine Saad, manning a roadblock in Jal al-Deeb
said he found the president’s comments disdainful. “He
needs to know the people don’t want him anymore and he
needs to go.” 

The protests erupted spontaneously last month after the
government announced a plan to tax calls made via free
mobile phone apps such as WhatsApp. But they quickly
morphed into a mass cross-sectarian movement denouncing
everything from unemployment and rampant poverty to poor
healthcare and endless power cuts. The World Bank says
around a third of Lebanese live in poverty, and has warned
the country’s struggling economy could further deteriorate if
a new cabinet is not formed rapidly.

The former cabinet will remain in a caretaker capacity
until a new one is formed, but required parliamentary con-
sultations on the matter have not even been scheduled yet.
Forming a government typically takes months in Lebanon,
with protracted debate on how best to maintain a fragile bal-
ance between religious communities. In his interview, Aoun
suggested a new cabinet made up of both technocrats and
politicians.

He did not deny the existence of US pressure to exclude
his powerful ally, the Shiite movement Hezbollah, from any
future government, but said he could not be forced to do so
as it represents “a third of Lebanese”. — AFP

Lebanon protests flare as
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ALGIERS: A draft law on Algeria’s oil and gas sector has
been met with hostility by an anti-regime protest move-
ment that fears “the nation’s wealth” is being sold off to
multinational companies. But experts say the pushback
from the streets is not entirely justified, seeing it rather as a
symptom of the distrust that dogs any decision taken by
authorities deemed “illegitimate” by opponents. For nearly
nine months Algeria - Africa’s third-largest oil producer
and a top 10 global gas producer - has been swept by an
unprecedented popular movement challenging a regime in
place since independence from France in 1962.

The draft energy law, which has not been officially pub-
lished, was sent to Algeria’s cabinet on Oct 14. Since then, it
has been added to the protesters’ list of grievances with the
ruling class, seen by demonstrators as “thieves” that have
“plundered” the country’s wealth. “You sold the country,

traitors,” demonstrators cried last week as lawmakers
began discussing the draft law. The bill is expected to be
put to a vote today, roughly a month ahead of presidential
elections also widely rejected by the street.

Many Algerians suspect those in power of handing over
natural resources to foreign companies with the new law,
having already “squandered” oil revenues, said El Mouhoub
Mouhoud, economics professor at Paris-Dauphine
University. “These opinions are a testament to the current
government’s lack of credibility in the eyes of the people.”
Nevertheless, Mouhoud told AFP, everything “suggests that
in this new draft law, the mineral title (rights to underground
resources) stays in the hands of the state, while exploitation
and investment operations can be shared” more favourably
than before for foreign investors.

Francis Perrin, director of research at the French Institute
for International and Strategic Affairs (IRIS), said that while
the text makes “adjustments” to the legislation, “the broad
direction of Algerian policy on oil and gas is absolutely not
called into question”. The law will continue to guarantee that
state-owned oil company Sonatrach has a majority stake in all
projects involving foreign players. — AFP

Algerian energy law 
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