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Turkey in dark tunnel:
Erdogan’s former ally 
ANKARA: Former Turkish deputy prime minister Ali
Babacan warned on Tuesday of the dangers of “one man
rule” and said he hoped to have formed a new political
party by the end of the year to challenge President Tayyip
Erdogan’s ruling AK Party. Babacan resigned from the AK
Party (AKP) in July, citing “deep differences”. A founding
member of the Islamist-rooted AKP, which has ruled
Turkey since 2002, he served as economy and then for-
eign minister before becoming deputy prime minister, a
role he held from 2009 to 2015. But following a failed mili-
tary coup in 2016, Erdogan has presided over purges in
the civil service, the judiciary, the military and academia
that critics say undermine the rule of law and democratic
freedoms. Erdogan also assumed new powers under a
constitutional overhaul at the expense of parliament and
the government. “We have seen that Turkey has entered a
dark tunnel, with its problems on every issue growing by
the day,” Babacan told broadcaster HaberTurk in his first
live interview since resigning from the AKP.

“Consequently we have begun our efforts to create a
new party,” he said. Babacan largely refrained from
directly criticizing Erdogan, but repeatedly said that a
lack of democracy under “one-man rule” damaged the
country. “There were important principles and values
during the foundation of the AK Party, but there has been
a significant departure from these principles. This has
become a national issue, and we felt a serious responsi-
bility toward our country.” Babacan, along with Turkey’s
former president Abdullah Gul, another AKP founder and
onetime Erdogan ally, has long been rumored to be plan-
ning a rival party. Babacan said Gul would not be actively
involved in the party, but was working as an adviser or
“big brother”. Former Turkish prime minister Ahmet
Davutoglu also fell out with Erdogan in 2016 and criti-
cized the AKP’s economic policy, but Babacan ruled out
Davutoglu joining his new party. Turkey’s next elections
are scheduled for 2023. —Reuters

Rescuers use 
drones and dogs 
to search for Albania
quake victims
THUMANE: Emergency crews found five more
bodies yesterday as they used drones, dogs and
heavy machinery to search through the wreckage
after Albania’s worst earthquake in decades, bring-
ing the death toll to at least 26. In the town of
Thumane, close to the centre of Tuesday’s quake, a
woman stood in front of a collapsed building call-
ing out for rescuers to find her niece. Soon after
crews brought out two bodies. Police said they had
found another victim earlier, before dawn. Another
two were recovered hours later.

In one of the busiest streets in the resort of
Durres, two people were feared trapped in the
rubble of a collapsed hotel. “We don’t know
whether they are alive or not,” Mert Eryuksel, a
rescue worker from Turkey said. Countrywide, the
Defense Ministry said around 650 had been
injured, with another 20 reported missing. If the
death toll continues to rise, the earthquake could
be more deadly than one in 1979 in which 40
were killed.

The 6.4 magnitude quake, centered 30 km west
of Tirana, was felt across the Balkans and in the
southern Italian region of Puglia, across the
Adriatic Sea from Albania. At least 250 aftershocks
- two of them magnitude 5 - then shook the Balkan
country and continued into yesterday. Hundreds of
people spent the night sleeping in tents pitched by
the emergency services. Italy, France, Romania,
Turkey, Greece, Croatia, Montenegro, Kosovo and
Serbia have sent 200 specialised troops, tools and
teams of tracker dogs to help the relief effort.

Adrian Muci said six of his relatives had died in
two separate buildings, and his own house was on
the point of collapse. “I have other cousins and rel-
atives but I don’t know where they are and if they
are dead or not,” he told Reuters. “I will never be
able to live in my house any more.” The govern-
ment proclaimed yesterday a day of mourning and
Prime Minister Edi Rama said the authorities
would rehome people who had lost their houses in
hotels during the winter.

“I believe we shall put them in new houses with-
in 2020, in better housing that they had,” Rama
said in a televised comment. He said a donor con-
ference with Turkey and regional countries would
be organized and he would discuss potential help
with NATO allies during next week’s summit in
London. Albania is the poorest country in Europe,
with per capita income a quarter of the European
Union average, according to the International
Monetary. —Reuters

WASHINGTON: The United States said it has received
nearly 20,000 messages from Iran about protests
including photos and videos after appealing to demon-
strators to defy restrictions on the internet. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo stood at the podium in front of
images of blazing streets, four days after he asked
Iranians to send in information so the United States can
“expose and sanction the abuses.”

“We’ve received to date nearly 20.000 messages,
videos, pictures, notes of the regime’s abuses through
Telegram messaging services,” Pompeo told reporters,
referring to the encrypted app. “To the courageous peo-
ple of Iran who refuse to stay silent about 40 years of
abuses by the ruling regime, I say simply this: the United
States hears you, we support you and will continue to
stand with you in your struggle for a brighter future for
your people and for your great nation,” Pompeo said.

The protests, triggered by a sharp rise in gas prices,
came after a year and a half of biting sanctions imposed
by President Donald Trump that aim to contain Iran’s
regional role. In response to Iran’s effort to shut down
the internet, the United States has imposed sanctions on
the communications minister and pressed Facebook,
Twitter and Instagram to suspend the accounts of
Iranian government leaders. Amnesty International said
Monday that at least 143 demonstrators have been killed
since November 15 as the regime tries to repress
protests violently.

Approximately 731 banks and 140 government sites

were torched in recent unrest in Iran, Interior Minister
Abdolreza Rahmani Fazli said in remarks published by
the official IRNA news agency yesterday. More than 50
bases used by security forces were attacked and
approximately 70 gas stations were also burned, he said,
without specifying where the attacks took place.
According to IRNA, Rahmani Fazli also said up to
200,000 people took part nationwide in the unrest that
began on Nov 15 after the announcement of gasoline
price hikes.

London-based Amnesty International said on
Monday it had recorded at least 143 protesters killed in
the protests, the worst anti-government unrest in Iran
since authorities put down the “Green Revolution”
demonstrations against election fraud in 2009. Iran has
rejected Amnesty’s death toll. It says several people,
including members of the security forces, were killed and
more than 1,000 people arrested. The Center for Human
Rights in Iran, a New York-based advocacy group, said
the number of arrests was probably closer to 4,000.

The protests quickly turned political, with protesters
calling on top leaders to step down. The government
has blamed “thugs” linked to exiles and the United
States, Israel and Saudi Arabia for stirring up the street
unrest. The protests came as new US sanctions
imposed this year cut off nearly all of Iran’s oil exports,
and as similar protest movements erupted in Iraq and
Lebanon against governments that include heavily
armed pro-Iran factions. —Agencies

Hundreds of banks and government sites burned 

Washington receives 20,000 
messages from Iran protests

TEHRAN: An Iranian woman walks past a billboard as she talks on the phone in the capital yesterday. —AFP

Washington airspace 
alert sparks White 
House lockdown
WASHINGTON: The White House and US Congress
were locked down for nearly an hour Tuesday over a
suspected airspace intrusion over Washington, but
hours later officials still had no explanation for what
triggered the alert. Major Andrew Hennessy, a
spokesman for the North American Aerospace
Defense Command, told AFP that “a track of inter-
est” appeared on radars early Tuesday, sparking
concern. “Something that gave off a signature that
our radar registered” set off the alert, he said. 

A US Coast  Guard hel icopter  deployed by
NORAD to investigate what appeared to be an
unidentif ied aircraft nearing tightly controlled
Washington airspace found nothing. “There was no
aircraft to intercept,” Hennessy said. Hennessy
declined to comment on speculation that a flock of
birds may have triggered the alert.

Hennessy also said an earlier NORAD tweet that
said fighter jets had been scrambled to intercept the
threat was incorrect. The fighter jets reported were
part of a previously scheduled exercise by the 113th
Wing, District of Columbia Air National Guard unit
based at  Joint  Base Andrews, just  outs ide of
Washington. “It just happened to be at the same
time. They were not involved in the interception,”

said a spokesperson for Andrews.
The White House was locked down for nearly an

hour due to what the US Secret Service, which pro-
tects the president, described as “a potential viola-
tion of the restricted airspace in the National
Capital Region.” There was no information about
what President Donald Trump and his wife Melania
did during the alert. The incident evoked memories
of the September 11, 2001 attacks when Al Qaeda
jihadists flew two airliners into the World Trade
Center in New York and a third into the Pentagon.

A fourth a ir l iner  that  crashed in  a  f ie ld in
Pennsylvania was believed to have been intended for
the White House or the Capitol. Washington air-
space restrictions were severely tightened after
those attacks, which left nearly 3,000 dead. And
surface-to-air missile batteries have been installed
around the city to target potentially attacking air-
craft. A number of Americans have flown aircraft into
downtown Washington in the past.

In 1974, Robert Preston, a despondent army pri-
vate who was 20 years old, landed a military heli-
copter on the White House lawn, after police cars
tracked him on the ground and Secret Service
agents fired at him with shotguns. In April 2015,
Florida mailman Doug Hughes, angry about how big
money was allegedly corrupting US politics, flew
undetected in a small gyrocopter into downtown
Washington, landing it just outside the Capitol
building. He landed without incident, was arrested
and a year later was sentenced to 120 days in jail for
the felony crime of operating an aircraft without a
pilot license. —AFP

DURRES, Albania: Rescue workers and firefighters search for
survivors stuck under the rubble of a collapsed building in this
town in western Albania yesterday. —AFP


