
ANKARA: Turkey’s President Tayyip Erdogan said
yesterday a Turkish military operation to push back a
Syrian government offensive against rebel strongholds
in northwest Syria was now “a matter of time” after
talks with Russia failed to halt the assault. Turkish
troops have already massed inside Syria ready to act
and more were heading to the border area. The
Kremlin, which backs Syrian President Bashar al-Assad,
said a confrontation between Turkish and Syrian forces
would be a “worst-case scenario” and Russia would
keep working to prevent the situation from worsening.

Syrian troops supported by Russian warplanes and
special forces have been battling since December to
eradicate the last rebel bastions in Idlib and Aleppo
provinces in what could be one of the final chapters of
the nine-year-old civil war. Nearly one million civilians
have fled from air strikes and artillery barrages towards
the frontier, overwhelming relief agencies and alarming
Turkey, which is struggling to cope with the 3.6 million
Syrian refugees already camped inside its borders.

Speaking to lawmakers from his ruling AK Party yes-

terday, Erdogan said Turkey was determined to make
Idlib a secure zone even while talks with Moscow con-
tinued. Several rounds of diplomacy had failed to reach
an agreement so far, he said. “We are entering the last
days for the regime to stop its hostility in Idlib. We are
making our final warnings,” said Erdogan, whose coun-
try has the second-largest army in NATO.

“Turkey has made every preparation to carry out its
own operational plans. I say that we can come at any
point. In other words, the Idlib offensive is only a mat-
ter of time.” The Turkish leader on Saturday appeared
to move forward the end-of-February deadline for a
Syrian withdrawal from Idlib that he had previously
stated. Assad, whose family dynasty has ruled Syria for
nearly half a century, has showed no sign of bowing to
the demand, saying on Monday that his military gains
presaged the eventual defeat of his foes. They include
Turkish-backed rebels and jihadist militants.

An opposition military source told Reuters that
15,000 Turkish soldiers were now in northwest Syria
after numerous convoys of reinforcements and
weaponry had poured into the territory in recent days.
“You can’t imagine the scale of Turkish reinforcements,
half of Reyhanli is now full of Turkish commandoes
ready to enter Syria,” he said, referring to a Turkish
border town. “They are readying their forces for zero
hour, operations are expected to start any time.”

Worst case
Ankara and Moscow signed an agreement in 2018 to

establish a de-escalation zone in Idlib allowing both
sides to set up observation posts. Since the escalation
in the conflict, both sides have accused each other of
flouting the agreement.

In Moscow yesterday, Russian Foreign Minister
Sergei Lavrov said Syrian forces were upholding previ-
ous agreements but also reacting to provocations.
Kremlin spokesman Peskov also said: “If we talk about
an operation against legitimate Syrian authorities and
armed forces, it is of course a worst-case scenario.”
Russia has a naval base at Tartus and an airbase at
Hmeimim. Its war planes launched an air campaign in
Syria in 2015, turning the tide of the war in Assad’s favor. 

The recent air strikes in the northwest have hit hos-
pitals and camps for displaced people, the United
Nations has said. Close to 900,000 people, most of
them women and children, have fled their homes in
dreadful winter conditions since December in the
biggest displacement of the war. In the past week the
Syrian army has taken full control of dozens of towns in
the Aleppo countryside and the M5 highway linking
Damascus to Aleppo. — Reuters
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ATAREB, Syria: Turkish troops patrol on foot and in military vehicles in the town of Atareb in the rebel-held western
countryside of Syria’s Aleppo province yesterday. —  AFP 

Indonesia’s bill
targets surrogacy,
‘sexual deviations’
JAKARTA: Politicians from four Indonesian
parties are backing a so-called “Family
Resilience” bill that would outlaw surrogacy
and require LGBT people to seek treatment at
rehabilitation centers, prompting outrage on
social media and criticism from activists.
Indonesia, the world’s most populous Muslim-
majority country, is seeing a shift towards
greater conservativism including growing state
and public hostility against the lesbian, gay,
bisexual and transgender (LGBT) community.

One of the bill’s proponents, Ledia Hanifa of
the opposition Prosperous Justice party, a
conservative Islamic party, said in a statement
posted on parliament’s website that the pro-
posed bill was intended to foster “family-based
development.” According to a draft reviewed
by Reuters, the family is defined as the smallest
unit of society composed of married couples,
married couples with children, and single par-
ents. The bill states that wives must “take care
of household-related matters” and “treat the
husband and the child well.”

The bill is also seeking a maximum penalty
of seven years in prison for surrogacy. Under
the bill, homosexuality, incest and sado-
masochism are defined as “sexual deviations”
and it wants people to report themselves to
government-sanctioned rehabilitation centers
for treatment. The bill has been included on
parliament’s priority list for the 2020-2024

period, though proponents have yet to discuss
it with the government’s related ministries.

Parties supporting President Joko Widodo
currently control 74% of seats in parliament so
any bill would likely need government blessing
to gain traction. Supratman Andi Agtas, a
member of parliament who heads a body over-
seeing the agenda of lawmakers, said a draft
would be sent to the president before any
deliberation between MPs and related min-
istries could start. Fadjroel Rachman, a
spokesman for the president, did not immedi-
ately respond to a request for comment.

Discussion about the bill has been trend-

ing on social media in Indonesia this week
with many of the posts critical of the draft,
which has also been condemned by rights
groups. “It’s a very patriarchal bill and it will
set back progress in gender equality and
women’s rights protection,” Usman Hamid of
Amnesty International Indonesia told
Reuters. Tunggal Pawestri, a gender rights
activist, said the bill would be harmful for
anyone who did not have a marriage certifi-
cate. “What about those who hold traditional
beliefs who can’t register their marriages?”
she said. “And also people who can’t afford
to register the marriages?” — Reuters

JAKARTA: Buildings and transportation infrastructure are seen under construction in downtown
Jakarta yesterday. — AFP 

Uganda army 
fights voracious 
desert locusts
OTUKE, Uganda: Under a warm morning
sun scores of weary soldiers stare as millions
of yellow locusts rise into the northern
Ugandan sky, despite hours spent spraying
vegetation with chemicals in an attempt to kill
them. From the tops of shea trees, fields of
pea plants and tall grass savanna, the insects
rise in a hypnotic murmuration, disappearing
quickly to wreak devastation elsewhere. The
soldiers and agricultural officers will now
have to hunt the elusive fast-moving swarms -
a sign of the challenge facing nine east
African countries now battling huge swarms
of hungry desert locusts.

They arrived in conflict-torn South Sudan
this week, with concerns already high of a
humanitarian crisis in a region where 12 million
are going hungry, according to the UN’s Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO).  “One
swarm of 40 to 80 million can consume food”
for over 35,000 people in a day, Priya Gujadhur,
a senior FAO official in Uganda, told AFP. 

In Atira - a remote village of grass-
thatched huts in northern Uganda - some 160
soldiers wearing protective plastic overalls,
masks and goggles sprayed trees and plants
with pesticide from before dawn in a bid to
kill the resting insects. But even after hours of
work they were mostly able to reach only
lower parts of the vegetation. Major General
Kavuma sits in the shade of a Neem Tree
alongside civilian officials as locusts sprayed
with pesticide earlier that morning fall around

them, convulsing as they die. An intense
chemical smell hangs in the air.

‘They surrounded me’ 
Zakaria Sagal, a 73-year-old subsistence

farmer was weeding his field in Lopei village
some 120 km away, preparing to plant maize
and sorghum, when without warning a swarm
of locusts descended around him. “From this
side and this side and this side, they surround-
ed me,” Sagal said, waving his arms in every
direction.  “We have not yet planted our crops
but if they return at harvest time they will
destroy everything. We are not at all prepared.”

East Africa’s regional expert group, the
Climate Prediction and Applications Centre
(ICPAC), warned Tuesday that eggs laid

across the migratory path will hatch in the
next two months, and will continue breeding
as the rainy season arrives in the region. This
will coincide with the main cropping season
and could cause “significant crop losses... and
could potentially worsen the food security
situation”, ICPAC said in a statement.

Since 2018 a long period of dry weather
followed by a series of cyclones that dumped
water on the region created “excessively ideal
conditions” for locusts to breed, says
Gujadhur. Nevertheless, governments in East
Africa have been caught off guard and are
currently in “panic mode” Gujadhur said. The
locusts arrived in South Sudan this week after
hitting Ethiopia, Somalia, Kenya, Djibouti,
Eritrea, Tanzania, Sudan and Uganda.  —AFP 

OTUKE, Uganda: Swarms of locusts land and feed on shea trees, which are a big source of food
and income for local farmers, on Feb 17, 2020. — AFP 

Libya’s 
UN-backed 
government
halts talks 
TRIPOLI: Libya’s unity government has
announced it is halting its participation in
UN talks aimed at brokering a lasting
ceasefire in the war-torn country where a
fragile truce has been repeatedly violat-
ed. The pull-out came after a barrage of
rocket fire hit a port in the capital Tripoli
- the target of a months-long operation
by eastern military commander Khalifa
Haftar to oust the Government of
National Accord (GNA).

“We are announcing the suspension of
our participation in the military talks tak-
ing place in Geneva until firm positions
are adopted against the aggressor
(Haftar) and his violations” of the truce,
the GNA said late Tuesday. “Without a
lasting ceasefire... negotiations make no
sense. There can be no peace under the
bombing,” it added. The port strikes were
the latest violation of a tenuous truce that
came into effect in January, brokered by
Russia, which supports Haftar, and
Turkey, which supports the UN-recog-
nized government in Tripoli. 

There was no immediate claim of
responsibility for the attack. “It is clear
the objective of the systematic bombard-
ments of the residential areas, the airport
and the port, in addition to the total
blockage of the oil installations, is to pro-
voke crises for the citizens in all the
aspects of their life,” the GNA statement
said. It added that Haftar’s forces were
“trying in vain” to destabilize the state,
having failed to seize power. 

UN Libya envoy Ghassan Salame had
earlier on Tuesday launched a second
round of talks in Geneva, with five senior
officers from the GNA and five appointed
by Haftar’s forces taking part. A first
round of talks ended with no result earlier
this month but Salame said there was
“more hope” this time, mainly because of
the approval of a UN Security Council
resolution calling for a “lasting ceasefire”. 

The UN Support Mission in Libya said
in a statement yesterday that it hoped the
talks could resume. “The Mission calls for
an end to the escalation and provocative
actions, especially expansion of the con-
flict area, and urges all parties to resort to
dialogue as the only means to end the cri-
sis,” it said.

EU to launch naval mission 
Libya has been in turmoil since a 2011

NATO-backed uprising killed longtime
dictator Muammar Gaddafi, with rival
armed factions still vying for power. In
the latest outbreak of fighting, Haftar
launched his offensive on Tripoli last April
but after rapid advances his forces stalled
on the edges of the capital. The fighting
has left more than 1,000 people dead and
displaced some 140,000 according to the
United Nations. Further talks were
planned to start in Geneva on February
26 on finding a political solution.

World leaders had agreed at a Berlin
summit last month to end all meddling in
the conflict and stop the flow of weapons,
but little has changed on the ground since
then. EU foreign ministers agreed on
Monday to launch a naval mission to
enforce an arms embargo, which the UN
said was being violated by air, land and sea.
The naval operation will be authorized to
intervene to stop weapons shipments into
the North African state. States including
Russia, the United Arab Emirates and
Egypt support Haftar, while the UN-rec-
ognized government led by Fayez Al-Sarraj
is backed by Turkey and Qatar. — AFP 

Iran bars 
candidates as 
campaign ends
TEHRAN: Iran’s electoral watchdog
yesterday defended its decision to dis-
qualify thousands of candidates for a
crucial parliamentary election in two
days, as a lacklustre campaign neared its
end. Conservatives are expected to
make an overwhelming resurgence in
Friday’s election, which comes after
months of steeply escalating tensions
between Iran and its decades-old arch
foe the United States. 

Their gains would be made at the
expense of those who back President
Hassan Rouhani, a moderate conserva-
tive who was re-elected in 2017 promis-
ing people more freedoms and the bene-
fits of engagement with the West. But
many people in Iran feel their lives have
been crippled by an economic slump
exacerbated by harsh US sanctions
since President Donald Trump pulled the
United States out of a landmark nuclear
deal with the Islamic republic in 2018. 

A week of campaigning, which has
seen posters go up but only a few low-

key gatherings, came to an end yester-
day, before a day of silence on the eve of
polling day. Thousands of hopefuls, most
of them moderates and reformists, were
barred from standing by the Guardian
Council, the powerful body that vets
election candidates in Iran. But the
Council said it was “neutral” in its deal-
ings with all political camps and acted in
accordance with the law when it blocked
their candidacy. “The Guardian Council
follows the laws and regulations parlia-
ment has passed at different times,” said
its spokesman Abbas Ali Kadkhodaee.

“This time, just like at previous (elec-
tions), we have tried to properly follow
the law,” he told a news conference.
“The Council has never had a political
view... It approaches political factions
with closed eyes. “What it does judge is
the evidence in the cases of the candi-
dates and then it only acts in accordance
with the law passed by parliament.”
Commentators expect disillusionment
among voters in the sanctions-hit coun-
try to result in a low turnout. Many peo-
ple on the streets of Tehran have
expressed dissatisfaction with politicians
ahead of the election, saying they failed
to keep their word or to raise living
standards. Iran’s supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei appealed on
Tuesday for a strong showing on Friday,
saying it was a “religious duty”. —AFP 


