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Trump sets ‘red line’ 
for Tehran amid 
mounting risks 

President Donald Trump’s order for airstrikes on a
Tehran-backed Iraqi militia group, after resisting
retaliating against Iran for months, sent a clear

message Sunday that killing Americans was his red
line. But experts warned that, far from being deterred,
Iran might find that line signals there is space for them
to continue the kind of provocative activities that fired
up tensions across the Gulf region throughout 2019.

And with Trump facing a re-election fight in 2020,
some said Tehran could even step up its actions to
challenge the president’s promise to pull US troops out
of the Middle East. US officials said Monday that
Trump had exercised “strategic patience” during the
past year in the face of Iran’s stepped-up military
activities in the region challenging the US and its allies.
But they said that the death Friday of a US civilian
contractor in Kirkuk in a rocket attack by the
Hezbollah Brigades, an Iran-supported militia, forced
Trump’s hand.

At least 25 members of the group were killed in
retaliatory US strikes Sunday on five of their bases in
Iraq and Syria. “The president has shown a lot of
restraint,” Brian Hook, the State Department’s Special
Representative for Iran, told reporters Monday. “We
very much hoped that Iran would not miscalculate and
confuse our restraint for weakness. But after so many
attacks, it was important for the president to direct our
armed forces to respond in a way that the Iranian
regime will understand.”

Iran ‘pushed the envelope’ 
Trump mulled and then deferred retaliation against

Iran several times this year over its attacks on foreign
oil tankers, the downing of a US drone and the brash
September drone-and-missile assault on oil plants in
Saudi Arabia, which took out nearly half of Riyadh’s oil
output. Each time, the US leader fell back on more
economic sanctions, despite them having had little visi-
ble impact on Tehran’s expansive regional military
operations. Since October, the Hezbollah Brigades,
which the Pentagon said are supported by the Iranian
Revolutionary Guard Corps, carried out some 11 rocket
attacks on installations in Iraq where US and coalition
forces are present.  But until this weekend the
response has been minimal. What changed was the
death of an American, which “pushed the envelope”,
State Department Assistant Secretary David Schenker
said Monday. 

“We thought it important to hit a significant target
set to send a very clear message to them about how
serious we take American lives,” he said. “This was a
defensive action designed to protect American forces
and American citizens in Iraq, and it was aimed also at
deterring Iran,” Secretary of State Mike Pompeo told
Fox news. “President Trump has been pretty darn
patient, and he’s made clear, at the same time, that
when Americans’ lives were at risk we would respond.”

‘Invidious choice’ 
With Sunday’s airstrikes, Schenker stressed that

Washington aims to deter Iran, but does not seek to
escalate the conflict between the two countries. But
experts warned that Tehran could receive a different
message: That, as long as Americans aren’t directly
injured, it could boost its covert activities. Richard
Haass, president of the Council on Foreign Relations,
said that Iran’s growing political weight in Iraq and
Trump’s aim to reduce the Pentagon’s footprint in the
Middle East could well result in Baghdad pressuring
the United States to pull out.

Martin Indyk, a former US ambassador to Israel,
said Iran could sense an opportunity to further pro-
voke Washington, knowing where Trump’s red line is.
“The consequences of strikes against Iranian proxies
going into a US election year is that the Iranians now
believe they own the higher rungs of the escalation
ladder,” he said on Twitter. “If US troops in Iraq come
under attack Trump will have an invidious choice:
Another [Middle East] war or backing down.” — AFP 

In the past decade, Somali Islamist group Al-Shabaab
has lost territory, suffered defections and faced mount-
ing US air strikes, but analysts say the group is as

strong a threat as ever, flourishing under the country’s
weak government. Despite years of costly efforts to com-
bat the group, Al-Shabaab managed once again to deto-
nate a vehicle packed with explosives in Mogadishu,
slaughtering 81 people on Saturday in one of the deadliest
attacks of the decade.

“The real hallmark of Al-Shabaab is its resilience,” said
Matt Bryden, director of Nairobi-based think tank Sahan.
“Leaders of the movement have been killed in drone
strikes and commando raids, several master bombmakers
have been killed and yet Al-Shabaab continues to wage
conventional and guerilla warfare against enemy forces,
build bombs, and build an effective underground financial
and administrative infrastructure.” Bryden said the Al-
Qaeda affiliate’s ability to inflict mass casualties in Somalia
and elsewhere in the region highlights the fragility of a
central government mired in feuds and more focused on
staying in power than fighting the Islamists.

Shifting fortunes 
At the start of this decade, Al-Shabaab was at its zenith.

It controlled major urban centers including parts of
Mogadishu while the internationally-backed government
clung to a sliver of territory in the capital. Somalia had
plunged into chaos after the 1991 overthrow of president
Siad Barre’s military regime led to famine and decades of
anarchic clan warfare. Al-Shabaab emerged from the
youth wing of the Islamic Courts Union, a rival to the inter-
nationally-backed government established in 2004, which
briefly controlled large parts of Somalia.

But in the second half of 2011 the group’s fortunes
appeared to be waning, as African Union peacekeeping

force AMISOM pushed them out of their last bastions in
Mogadishu. Since then they have had to abandon most of
their strongholds - but they still control vast rural areas
and have maintained a presence in urban centres through
an extensive intelligence network.

“They win support through co-option or coercion.
They have a steady supply of finances through a network
of taxation and extortion,” Murithi Mutiga, a Horn of
Africa expert with the International Crisis Group (ICG)
think tank, told AFP.  A report by a UN expert panel in
November said the group’s “mafia-style” taxation system
allowed it to generate revenue even in areas it does not
control, such as Mogadishu port.

In a sign of its capacity to infiltrate government institu-
tions, a female suicide bomber who blew herself up in gov-
ernment offices in Mogadishu in July, killing the city’s may-
or, turned out to have been an employee working under
false identity, their report said. The militants have also
turned to making home-made explosives and some of their
deadliest attacks have been in recent years, such as the
2017 Mogadishu truck bombing which left 512 dead.

Al-Shabaab has also managed to expand its network in
the region, especially in Kenya which has suffered several
devastating attacks in retaliation for it sending troops into
Somalia in 2011. Most recently in January 2019, 21 people
were killed in a siege on an upscale Nairobi hotel, notably
carried out by Kenyan-born Shabaab operatives.

Shabaab not government priority 
Since the main AMISOM offensive ended in 2015, con-

trol of territory has largely remained stagnant. Mutiga said
one of the biggest mistakes that had been made in the fight
against Al-Shabaab was that they were often ousted from
villages without “a viable plan for what would come next”.
And with roughly 20,000 African Union peacekeepers set

to leave in 2021, analysts say the ragtag national army is
nowhere near ready, with a piecemeal approach seeing
Britain, Turkey and the EU holding their own separate
training programs. “We see no coherent security force
emerging that can credibly challenge Shabaab, especially
if AU troops pull out,” said Bryden.

However he said the main hurdle to fighting Al-Shabaab
was that it was not a priority of the central government.
Rather Mogadishu has engaged in political feuds with fed-
eral states, focused on gaining control in regional adminis-
trations in a bid to boost their chances for re-election with
parliamentary polls due in 2020 and a presidential vote in
2021. “The Somalis are fighting this war with one hand and
maybe one foot tied behind their backs,” said Bryden.

He said more police and national army resources were
currently deployed to secure an electoral process in the
central region of Galmudug than to offensive operations
against Al-Shabaab. “That means that the government that
is receiving the vast majority of international support and
resources to fight Al Shabaab has at best ranked that bat-
tle as a second priority.”

Somalia’s government is officially transitional, as the
country still has an incomplete constitution. Negotiations
had been initiated under previous governments on com-
pleting the constitution and agreeing the architecture of the
country’s federation but the present government has halted
the talks, said Bryden. “Somalia can’t be ruled only from the
center - it is too decentralized politically and economically.
There are too many powerful forces outside Mogadishu,”
he said. Despite an increase of US airstrikes under
President Donald Trump that have killed more than 800
people since April 2017, observers believe Al-Shabaab will
continue to wreak havoc well beyond 2020. “Al-Shabaab
appears to be closing the decade in as strong a position as
it has been in in 10 years,” said Mutiga. — AFP 

Shabaab ends bloody decade resurgent, unbowed 

Ghosn escape 
leaves Japan 
red-faced 

How could one of the most high-profile and instantly
recognizable tycoons on Earth escape Japan just
months before his trial, when his bail conditions

strictly forbade him from leaving the country? That’s the
question being asked in Japan, where Carlos Ghosn’s
abrupt departure and arrival in Lebanon is being seen as
an embarrassing lapse in security. The 65-year-old, who
holds Brazilian, French and Lebanese passports, had all
three confiscated as part of his bail conditions as he pre-
pared to defend himself against multiple charges of
financial misconduct.

One of his lawyers, Junichiro Hironaka, confirmed to
reporters that they still had them in their possession,
confessing he was “dumbfounded” at the news of his
client’s flight - which he heard about via the media.
Public broadcaster NHK cited an anonymous source as
saying the Immigration Services Agency had no record
of a Carlos Ghosn leaving the country, and authorities

were reviewing whether he left using another name.
NHK also quoted a foreign ministry official as insist-

ing: “He was not supposed to leave the country. Had we
known about it beforehand, we would have reported that
to proper law enforcement authorities.” “If this develop-
ment is true, it would be a matter between the legal
authorities of the two countries,” the official added. 

Taichiro Motoe, a lawmaker from Shinzo Abe’s ruling
Liberal Democrat Party (LDP), said the news had come
as a “shock” and called for “swift and effective” improve-
ments. Another LDP lawmaker, Masahisa Sato, said: “If
this is true, it was not ‘departing the country’, it was an
illegal departure and an escape, and this itself is a crime.
“Was there help extended by an unnamed country? It is
also a serious problem that Japan’s system allowed an
illegal departure so easily,” complained Sato, also a for-
mer state minister for foreign affairs. Although there is no
extradition agreement between Japan and Lebanon, the
two have diplomatic ties, with a deputy Japanese foreign
minister visiting Beirut 10 days ago.

‘Political persecution’ 
It is also another blow for the reputation of Japan’s

justice system, which came under widespread fire both at
home and abroad during Ghosn’s detention for provisions
that allow suspects to be held for long periods. Amnesty

International has accused Japan’s justice system of creat-
ing an environment of “aggressive interrogations” that
“risk producing forced confessions and false convic-
tions”. Ghosn and his family had repeatedly attacked this
“hostage justice system”, and he said in a statement
released after his arrival in Lebanon that he was not flee-
ing justice but had “escaped injustice and political perse-
cution”. He has now vowed to give his side of the story,
and Nobuo Gohara - a former elite prosecutor who now
runs his own private practice - told AFP this could pose a
problem for the prosecution, accused by Ghosn’s defense
team of several illegal steps.

“One thing is for sure. For prosecutors, this presents a
significant and serious situation. Nissan must be afraid.
Prosecutors are also afraid,” said Gohara, who has been
outspoken in his criticism of the handling of the case. “The
defense team have completely lost face. They promised he
would stay in Japan as a condition of his bail,” added
Gohara. The Lebanese government would be unlikely to
extradite him even if there was a treaty between the two
countries, Gohara said. One of the reasons authorities used
to justify his lengthy detention was that he was a potential
flight risk. At a hearing on Jan 8 to rule on his continued
custody, presiding Judge Yuichi Tada said Ghosn was
being detained because he was a flight risk and there was
a possibility he would conceal evidence. — AFP

In this file photo taken on Sept 22, 2012, members of the Al-Qaeda linked Al-Shabaab stand after giving themselves up to forces of the African Union Mission in Somalia
(AMISOM) in Garsale, some 10 km from the town of Jowhar, 80 km north of the capital Mogadishu. — AFP 

India’s transgender 
protesters fear 
stateless future 

At 24, Indian transgender Ray has already had to
fight many battles for recognition and now faces a
new threat - losing her citizenship because of con-

troversial new legislation. The Delhi-based law student-
whose official documents identify her as male - is among
tens of thousands of people protesting against the legisla-
tion and a mooted nationwide citizens’ register, worried
that it will render transgender Indians like herself stateless.

Her fears are not unfounded. In September this year, a
petition was filed in India’s Supreme Court after around
2,000 transgenders were left off a citizens’ register in the
northeastern state of Assam, throwing their future into
doubt. Despite being legally recognized as a third gender
in a historic 2014 Supreme Court ruling, they often live on
the extreme fringes of Indian society, with many forced
into prostitution, begging or menial jobs. 

For a community that already faces severe discrimina-
tion in conservative India - much of it from their own fami-
lies - transgenders feel they are at extra risk from legisla-
tion pushed by Hindu nationalist Prime Minister Narendra

Modi aimed ostensibly at tackling illegal immigration.
“Many of us are thrown out of our homes, we run away
from our homes facing abuse, we don’t have documents for
ourselves, how do you then expect the transgender com-
munity to prove citizenship?”

If Modi’s government goes ahead with its 2019 election
pledge to draw up a citizens’ register, Ray and others will
be forced “to go back to our families which are the first
places of abuse most often for trans communities and indi-
viduals”, she told AFP. Transgender make-up artist Tulsi
Chandra is among those who dreads having to return to
her family in the remote Andaman and Nicobar islands to
recover documents.

“The reason I left home and came to Delhi was because
my own family looked at me like I was an embarrassment,”
the 29-year-old said. “After the death of my grandparents,
I haven’t been in touch with anybody in my family because
nobody wants to accept me as their own,” Chandra told
AFP, as she described what happened to a transgender
friend in similar straits. “At first the family promised to give
her the documents but once she reached home, (they
started)... forcing my friend, who identifies as a woman, to
pretend to be a straight male and get married to a
woman,” she said.

Official estimates for India’s transgender population,
who are known locally as “hijras”, do not exist but the
community is thought to number several million. “For trans
people it is difficult to even change your existing docu-
ments to the gender and name you identify with, from the

one you are assigned at birth,” queer rights activist
Rituparna Borah told AFP on the sidelines of a protest
against the law. “We do not even have basic rights... like
the right to basic health care, right to livelihood, right to
partnership,” she said. “So how do we claim those rights as
citizens now that we have to prove again that we are citi-
zens of this country?” — AFP 

In this picture taken on Dec 24, 2019, freelance makeup artist and
a member of the LGBT community Asim Nath (left) drinks coffee
along with his flatmate transgender freelance makeup artist Tulsi
Chandra at their flat in New Delhi. — AFP 

Iraqi protesters use a plumbing pipe to break the bul-
letproof glass of the US embassy’s windows in
Baghdad yesterday. — AFP 


