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Iraqi protesters 
denounce twin 
‘occupiers’ 
US and Iran 
DIWANIYAH: Iraqi protesters flooded
the streets yesterday to denounce both
Iran and the US as “occupiers”, angry
that fears of war between the rivals was
derailing their anti-government move-
ment.  For three months, youth-domi-
nated rallies in the capital and Shiite-
majority south have condemned Iraq’s
ruling class as corrupt, inept and
beholden to Iran. 

Following a US strike on Baghdad
Friday that killed top Iranian and Iraqi
commanders, Iraqi lawmakers urged the
government yesterday to oust thousands
of US troops deployed across the country.

For protesters who were hitting the
streets, Iran was also a target for blame.
“No to Iran, no to America!” chanted
hundreds of young Iraqis as they
marched through the southern protest
hotspot of Diwaniyah.

Young children present carried
posters in the shape of Iraq and waved

their country’s tri-color.
“We’re taking a stance against the

two occupiers: Iran and the US,” one
demonstrator told AFP. Nearby, a
teenage girl held a handwritten signing
reading: “Peace be on the land created
to live in peace, but which has yet to see
a single peaceful day.”  Iraqi helicopters
circled above, surveying the scene. 

Relations between Tehran and
Washington have been deteriorating
since the US abandoned a landmark
nuclear deal with Iran in 2018 and reim-
posed crippling economic sanctions. But
tensions boiled over during the last
week, culminating in a US drone strike
outside Baghdad Airport that killed
Iranian general Qasem Soleimani and
several Iraqi paramilitary leaders.

‘Don’t ignore our demands’ 
Some protesters initially rejoiced,

having blamed Soleimani for propping
up the government they have been trying
to bring down since early October. But
joy swifty turned to worry, as protesters
realized pounding war drums would
drown out their calls for peaceful reform
of Iraq’s government. 

In a bold move, young protesters in
the southern city of Nasiriyah blocked
a mourning procession for Soleimani
and top Iraqi paramilitary chief Abu

Mahdi al-Muhandis from reaching
their protest camp. Outraged pro-Iran
mourners fired on the protesters,
wounding three, medical sources told
AFP. “We refuse a proxy war on Iraqi
territory and the creation of crisis after
crisis,” said student Raad Ismail.

“We’re warning them: don’t ignore
our demands, whatever the excuse,” he

said.  The demonstrators are calling for
early parliamentary voting based on a
new electoral law. They hope this would
bring transparent and independent law-
makers to parliament.  They have also
demanded Iran-their large eastern
neighbour which holds sway among Iraqi
politicians and military figures-reduce its
interventions in Iraq. —AFP

Syrian regime 
attacks kill 10 
civilians in Idlib
IDLIB, Iraq: At least 10 civilians were
killed, 20 others injured yesterday in
Syrian regime’s intensified attacks on set-
tlement areas in Idlib de-escalation zone,
according to initial reports.

Regime forces consisting of the Bashar
al-Assad army and Iran-backed foreign
terrorist groups continue air and land
attacks on Maarat Al-Numan, Saraqib and
Ariha districts and surrounding rural areas
in southern Idlib, as well as the village of
Barna located west of Aleppo since early
morning. The initial reports suggest that
seven civilians in Ariha, one in Saraqib and
two in the village of Barna were killed,
while over 20 were injured in the attacks.

“There are so many displaced civilians
here coming from Maarat Al Numan,

Ghouta, Homs, Daraa, Aleppo, and all
across Syria. However, today four air
attacks hit the district when Ariha resi-
dents were at home protecting them-
selves from cold,” said an official from
the White Helmets civil defense agency.
“One of the attacks targeted this building
and the other hit a kindergarten , where
there were children aged between 3-5.
The other air attack targeted a primary
school that was full of kids, which left
many wounded people . We cannot give
certain numbers of causalities as we still
continue the search and rescue work in
the region. The attacks targeted the civil-
ian places,” he said.

While the attacks are ongoing, civilians
continue to escape to areas near Turkish
border. In September 2018, Turkey and
Russia agreed to turn Idlib into a de-esca-
lation zone in which acts of aggression are
expressly prohibited. Since then, over
1,300 civilians have been killed in attacks
by the regime and Russian forces in the
de-escalation zone as the cease-fire con-
tinues to be violated.

More than 1 mill ion Syrians have
moved near the Turkish border due

to the intense attacks over the last
year. —Reuters

Greek PM on 
White House 
trip amid 
Turkey tension
ATHENS: Six months into his term, Greek Prime
Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis heads to his first White
House visit on January 7 amidst tense relations with
NATO ally and regional rival Turkey.

Athens is keen to enlist US investors for the growth
spurt envisioned by the Greek conservative govern-
ment-but the visit comes as tensions escalate with
Turkey over migration, energy exploration and territorial
disputes. “Greece and the United States are closer than
ever,” Mitsotakis said in a December 29 interview with
the weekly, To Vima.

“Greece is a reliable ally and I expect this to be con-
firmed with deeds, not just words,” he said.

The US has traditionally maintained a difficult balanc-
ing act between Greece and Turkey over the past six
decades, with the Clinton administration actually step-
ping in to prevent hostilities over an uninhabited Aegean
islet group in 1996. But Trump has often struck a disso-
nant tone in his administration’s foreign policy, preferring
to forge personal bonds even with the leaders of coun-
tries whose policies have on occasion been rebuked by
the US State Department or Congress.  Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan is one of them. “It goes without
saying that the political unpredictability of the American
president creates a foggy scenery,” says Spyridon Litsas,
professor of international relations at the University of
Macedonia in Thessaloniki. “Mitsotakis travels to
Washington in order to demonstrate to American politi-
cal and economic elites that besides Turkish unreliability
in the eastern Mediterranean, there is also Greece, a piv-
otal state for the balance of power in the region, a funda-
mental actor regarding the re-shaping of the regional
energy map, and a fertile ground for investment,” Litsas
told AFP. —AFP

TRIPOLI:  At least 30 people were killed and 33 others
wounded in an attack on a military academy in the
Libyan capital late on Saturday, the health ministry of the
Tripoli-based government said in a statement yesterday.

Tripoli, controlled by the internationally recognized
Government of National Accord (GNA), is facing an
offensive by military commander Khalifa Haftar’s
Libyan National Army (LNA) that began in April.

There has been an increase in air strikes and
shelling around Tripoli in recent weeks, with fears that
fighting could escalate further after Turkey’s parlia-
ment voted to allow a troop deployment in support of
the GNA. Forces allied with the GNA described
Saturday’s attack on the military camp at Al-Hadhba
as “an aerial bombing” launched by their eastern
rivals. An LNA spokesman denied involvement.

GNA Health Minister Hamid bin Omar told Reuters
earlier in a phone call that the number of dead and
wounded was still rising. Tripoli ambulance service
spokesman Osama Ali said some body parts could not
be immediately counted by forensic experts. Earlier,
the ambulance service appealed for a temporary
ceasefire to allow its crews to retrieve the bodies of
five civilians killed on As Sidra Road in southern
Tripoli and to evacuate families.

Emergency teams withdrew after coming under fire
while trying to access the area on Saturday, it said.

The GNA Foreign Ministry called for referring
Haftar and his aides to the International Criminal
Court on charges of committing “crimes against
humanity”, adding that it will call for an emergency
UN Security Council meeting to discuss the alleged
crimes. Qatar, which supports GNA, said on Saturday
that the attack “may amount to a war crime and crimes
against humanity”. Ankara, which last week passed a
bill approving a troop deployment in Libya to support
Tripoli, also condemned the attack and said the inter-
national community needs to take steps to achieve a
ceasefire.

“It is crucial for the international community to
urgently take necessary steps to halt external support
for the pro-Haftar army and its attacks and establish a

ceasefire in Libya,” the Turkish foreign ministry said in
a statement. The United Nations Support Mission in
Libya (UNSMIL) condemned the attack saying that
“rising escalation... further complicates the situation in
Libya and threatens the chances of returning to the
political process”.

In response to the attack, GNA allied forces have
targeted the LNA air base of Al-Wattia in an air
strike, around 159 km southwest of Tripoli , a
spokesman said in a statement. Two sources in Haftar

forces said four fighters were killed in a drone strike
early on Sunday.

An increase in air strikes and shelling in and around
Tripoli has caused the deaths of at least 11 civilians
since early December and shut down health facilities
and schools, the U.N. mission in Libya said on Friday.

Rockets and shelling also shut down Tripoli’s only
functioning airport on Friday. On Friday, UN Secretary
General Antonio Guterres renewed his call for an
immediate ceasefire in Libya.

He warned that the delivery of foreign support to
warring parties would “only deepen the ongoing con-
flict and further complicate efforts to reach a peaceful
and comprehensive political solution”.

The parliament which moved to the east in 2014
voted to provide Haftar with emergency funding on
Saturday. The pro-Haftar chamber also held a series of
symbolic votes against the GNA and Turkey, which
struck two pacts on maritime boundaries and military
cooperation in November. —Reuters

GNA alleges ‘aerial bombing’ launched by eastern rivals

Over 30 killed, 33 wounded in 
Libya military academy attack

KARBALA: Iraqi students take part in ongoing anti-government demonstrations in
the central Iraqi city of Karbala, yesterday. —AFP

IDLIB: Syrian rescuers known as the White Helmets walk amidst the rubble scat-
tered across a street following a reported regime air strike in the town of Ariha in
the Idlib province yesterday. —AFP

Britain’s navy to 
escort UK-flagged 
ships through 
Strait of Hormuz
LONDON: Britain’s navy will accompany UK-flagged
ships through the Strait of Hormuz to provide protection
after the US killing of Iranian military commander Qassem

Soleimani inflamed tensions in the region. Britain’s defense
minister, Ben Wallace, ordered the HMS Montrose and
HMS Defender to prepare to return to escort duties in the
major oil shipping route as Prime Minister Boris Johnson
came in for criticism for his silence over the killing.

Media reports have said Johnson is on holiday in the
Caribbean. “The government will take all necessary steps
to protect our ships and citizens at this time,” Wallace said
in a statement.

Britain was forced to defend its ships through the
world’s most important shipping route last year after
Iranian commandos seized a British-flagged tanker in the
Strait. British forces had previously captured an Iranian oil
tanker near Gibraltar that was accused of violating sanc-

tions on Syria. The killing of Soleimani has raised fears that
tankers could be targeted again. Wallace said he had spo-
ken to his US counterpart, Defense Secretary Mark Esper,
and urged restraint on all sides.

“Under international law, the United States is entitled to
defend itself against those posing an imminent threat to
their citizens,” he added. Jeremy Corbyn, the outgoing
leader of the opposition Labor Party, said he had written
to the British prime minister to ask what was being done to
protect UK nationals and others in the region.

“Boris Johnson should have immediately cut short
his holiday to deal with an issue that could have grave
consequences for the UK and the world,” he said in a
statement. —Reuters

Saudis slams 
Turkish approval of
Libya deployment
RIYADH: Saudi Arabia yesterday condemned the
Turkish parliament’s approval of a military deployment
to Libya, which is aimed at shoring up the UN recog-
nized government in Tripoli.

Turkey’s parliament approved the deployment on
Thursday following a request for assistance by the
beleaguered Government of National Accord. “Saudi
Arabia expresses its rejection and condemnation of
Turkey’s latest escalation in the Libyan issue,” the
official Saudi Press Agency said, citing the foreign
ministry. The GNA has been under sustained attack
since April by eastern Libyan strongman General
Khalifa Haftar. 

Haftar is backed by Turkey’s regional rivals-Saudi
Arabia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates.   “This
Turkish escalation forms a threat to security and stabili-
ty in Libya as well as to Arab security and regional
security as it is interference in the internal affairs of an
Arab country in flagrant violation of all relevant interna-
tional covenants and principles,” the SPA said. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Bodies are seen in the back of ambulances killed from an air strike earlier in the day on a Military College in Al-Hadba Al-Khadra, at the Green Hospital in
the capital Tripoli on Saturday. (Right) Damage on the concrete and clothing, from an air strike earlier in the day, is seen at a Military College in Al-Hadaba region in
Tripoli  —AFP Photos


