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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump
warned Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan in a let-
ter about Turkey’s incursion into Syria, “Don’t be a
tough guy” and “Don’t be a fool!” The Oct 9 letter
was released by the White House on Wednesday
as Trump battled to control the political damage
following his decision to pull US troops out of
northern Syria, clearing the way for the Turkish in-
cursion against America’s Kurdish allies.

The letter tried to persuade Erdogan to reverse
a decision to invade Syria that Erdogan told Trump
about in an Oct 6 phone call. “Let’s work out a
good deal!” Trump said. “You don’t want to be re-
sponsible for slaughtering thousands of people, and
I don’t want to be responsible for destroying the
Turkish economy - and I will.” Trump had the letter
released to bolster his view that he did not give
Turkey a green light to invade Syria. Many law-
makers have been sharply critical of his decision to
remove American forces from the conflict zone.

“I have worked hard to solve some of your
problems. Don’t let the world down. You can make
a great deal,” said Trump in the letter. The president
wrote that the commander of the Kurdish-led Syr-
ian Democratic Forces, General Mazloum Kobani
Abdi, was willing to negotiate and to make some
concessions. He said he had confidentially enclosed
to Erdogan a copy of a letter Mazloum had sent
him. “History will look upon you favorably if you
get this done the right and humane way. It will look

upon you forever as the devil if good things don’t
happen. Don’t be a tough guy. Don’t be a fool!” said
Trump. He added: “I will call you later.” 

Kurds accuse Turkey 
Meanwhile, the embattled Kurdish authorities in

northeastern Syria yesterday accused Turkey of
resorting to banned weapons such as napalm and
white phosphorus munitions, a charge Ankara has
denied. The use of such weapons since the start of
the cross-border assault by Turkey and its Syrian
proxies could not be confirmed independently.  In
a statement issued eight days into the deadly of-
fensive, the Kurdish administration said Turkey had
resorted to their use because of unexpectedly stiff
resistance by Kurdish fighters in the key border
town of Ras al-Ain. “The Turkish aggression is
using all available weapons against Ras al-Ain,” the
Kurdish statement said.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has
so far ignored international pressure to halt the
offensive, which has killed dozens of civilians and
forced more than 300,000 people to flee their
homes. “Faced with the obvious failure of his plan,
Erdogan is resorting to weapons that are globally
banned such as phosphorus and napalm,” the
statement added. Turkish Defense Minister Hulusi
Akar yesterday denied the charges. “It is a fact
known by everyone that there are no chemical
weapons in the inventory of the Turkish Armed

Forces,” he told reporters. He accused Syria’s
Kurds of “using the chemical weapons (them-
selves) in a bid to blame us.”

Call for international experts 
The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a

Britain-based monitoring group with a wide net-
work of sources on the ground, could not confirm

the use of napalm or white phosphorus. But Obser-
vatory chief Rami Abdel Rahman said there had
been a spike in burn wounds over the past two
days, mostly casualties brought in from the Ras al-
Ain area.  Kurdish officials posted a video on social
media showing children with burns one doctor in
Hasakeh province argues are consistent with the
use of banned weapons. —Agencies
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ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (center left) and US Vice President Mike Pence (center right),
joined by Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (4th right) and Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (3rd left)
and senior aides, meet at the presidential complex in Ankara yesterday. Pence is seeking a ceasefire in Turkey’s
offensive against Syrian Kurdish fighters. —AFP

From Pushkin to 
Kalashnikov: History 
of Russia-Africa links
MOSCOW: Russia was never a colonial power in Africa, but it
has a long history of ties with the continent. As President
Vladimir Putin prepares to host African leaders for the first Rus-
sia-Africa Summit in Sochi on October 23-24, here is a look at
these connections, starting with beloved 19th-century poet
Alexander Pushkin. 

Pushkin, who lived from 1799 to 1837, was a rare mixed-race
aristocrat in tsarist-era Saint Petersburg. Though schoolchildren
in Russia focus on reciting his poems rather than learning about
his ancestry, Pushkin was a great-grandson of Ibrahim Hannibal,
who was born near Lake Chad but captured as a boy and taken
to Moscow.

Hannibal was baptized and given the name Abraham and
brought up in the Russian court, growing close to Tsar Peter the
Great. He had a career in the military and was one of the first peo-
ple to cultivate potatoes in Russia. Pushkin was curious about his
African relative, who died in 1781 in his 80s, and dedicated a novel
to him. Unfortunately the work, called “The Moor of Peter the
Great” was never finished.

During the Scramble for Africa in the late 19th century-when
European nations were occupying and dividing up the continent-
Russia was interested in Ethiopia, or Abyssinia as it was then
known, due to its proximity to the Red Sea and common Ortho-
dox religion. Christianity took root in Ethiopia in the 4th century.
Millions of Ethiopians adhered to the Tewahedo Church, part of
the Coptic Orthodox Church, until the 1950s. —AFP

Catalan chief calls 
for independence 
vote amid violence
BARCELONA: Catalonia should hold a new vote on independence from
Spain within two years, the head of the region’s government said yesterday
in a fresh challenge to Madrid following days of unrest by pro-separatist
protesters. Nearly 100 people were injured across the northeastern region
on Wednesday in a third day of violence after Spain’s Supreme Court sen-
tenced nine Catalan leaders to lengthy jail terms over their failed effort to se-
cure independence, with a referendum Madrid ruled was illegal, in 2017.

Cars and rubbish bins were torched in the Catalan capital Barcelona
overnight and Interior Minister Fernando Grande-Marlaska said 97 protest-
ers had been arrested since the outbreak of some of the worst violence seen
in Spain in years. Grande-Marlaska said security reinforcements would be
sent in with further protests planned for Friday, when unions have called a
strike and protesters from around the region are due to converge on
Barcelona, one of Europe’s top tourist cities.

Addressing the Catalan parliament, pro-independence regional chief
Quim Torra criticized the rioting, saying the separatist cause was a peaceful
movement. But he also pushed the case for forging ahead with the stalled se-
cessionist drive, saying Monday’s sentences would not deter a new vote on
independence. “We’ll return to the ballot box again on self-determination,”
he said. “If all parties and groups make it possible, we have to be able to finish
this legislative term by validating independence,” he added.

The regional parliament’s term expires in December 2021. The Constitu-
tional Court warned Catalan officials on Wednesday of legal consequences
if they broke the law by pursuing independence. A source close to Torra said
any eventual vote could be a regional election that would be considered a
plebiscite on independence - a move that could circumvent Madrid’s refusal
to sanction a referendum. Spain’s main parties have consistently rejected calls
for an independence referendum in Catalonia, although the ruling Socialists
say they are open to dialogue on other issues.

Barcelona counts cost
Catalonia is a semi-autonomous region with some 7.5 million inhabi-

tants, who have their own language, parliament and flag. It is Spain’s
wealthiest region. Independence is a highly divisive issue, with a poll in
July showing backing for secession in the region at its lowest level in two
years, with 48.3% of people against and 44% in favor.

Pro-independence leaders staged their banned referendum in 2017
and then declared they were breaking away from Spain. The Spanish gov-
ernment immediately seized control of the Catalan administration and the
ringleaders were put on trial. The Supreme Court found nine politicians
and activists guilty of sedition on Monday and sentenced them to up to
13 years in jail, sparking increasingly violent demonstrations.

Barcelona town hall said 400 garbage containers were set ablaze on
Wednesday and estimated that the city had suffered damage totaling more
than 1 million euros ($1.1 million) in two days of unrest. Residents con-
demned the rioting. “This doesn’t represent the majority of Catalans,
whichever side they are on, be they pro-constitution or pro-indepen-
dence,” said Joan, a 50-year-old small-business owner who declined to
give his family name. Catalan nationalists began protest marches across
the region on Wednesday and have said they will converge on Barcelona
on Friday to coincide with the general strike.

Carmaker Seat, a unit of Volkswagen, has halted production at its plant
in Martorell, near Barcelona until tomorrow, as it expects planned marches
to disrupt traffic in the area, a company spokeswoman said. In his address
to parliament, Torra trod a careful line, acknowledging that he can only
move if other parties backed his calls for a renewed secessionist drive.
Torra’s party, Junts per Catalunya (United for Catalonia), rules the region
with its allies, the separatist Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya (ERC)
and far-left separatist party CUP. But the ERC appeared lukewarm about
Torra’s proposal.

“This is not the moment to lay down dates ... but rather to achieve con-
sensus,” said Esquerra spokesperson Sergi Sebria. The Catalan question
has dominated domestic politics in recent years and was instrumental in
triggering parliamentary elections in April. The Socialists have called a
fresh national election next month, but a poll released yesterday suggested
parliament would remain split, with neither the left or right set to secure a
majority.  —Reuters


