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N Ireland 
assembly 
reopens 
BELFAST: Northern Ireland’s assembly reopened yes-
terday following three-year’s of political deadlock after
rival nationalist and unionist parties agreed to a new
power-sharing deal with Brexit looming. Democratic
Unionist Party leader Arlene Foster was later appointed
as first minister, and effective head of government, while
Republican Sinn Fein’s Michelle O’Neill will serve as her
deputy.

The region’s devolved assembly at Stormont col-
lapsed in January 2017 over a scandal caused by the
runaway costs of a renewable energy scheme. Its 90
members have since sat only for one-off sessions, with
numerous rounds of acrimonious negotiations failing to
reach a solution, leaving basic services unattended. But
they returned yesterday after Pro-Irish republicans and
pro-British unionists struck a deal on Friday under the
threat of a new regional election if they missed the latest
deadline to reconvene on Monday.

Foster said she was “deeply humbled” to be rein-
stalled as first minister, heading a new executive that
features several prominent women. “The last three years
have focused too much on division and recrimination,”
she said.   “There’s plenty of blame to go around but the
time has come to move forward with resolution.” 

The UK government in London promised a large
cash injection into the small but strategically important
province if the republican Sinn Fein and the
Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) found an agreement.
Sinn Fein leader Mary Lou McDonald told reporters
that the party was “ready to do business” after the deal
was agreed.

Foster called the draft power-sharing agreement
“fair”, while Downing Street said it was “a balanced
package,” adding that the precise amount of new fund-
ing would be spelled out when agreement was reached.
“History is being made,” said Irish Foreign Minister
Simon Coveney after both sides confirmed their support
for the devolved government. It can help “show that pol-
itics in Northern Ireland can be a force for good and
brings people together,” he said.

European Commission President Ursula von der
Leyen called the breakthrough “an extremely positive
development for the people of Northern Ireland”.
Friday’s deal came with thousands of the region’s
healthcare workers on strike. The latest talks were
launched in the wake of a December 12 UK general
election that saw both the DUP and Sinn Fein lose
votes to smaller groups.

Analysts attributed the losses to voter frustration at
their inability to reach a compromise that could let a
government in Belfast take care of the region’s daily
needs. A 1998 peace accord that ended three decades of
violence over British rule of Northern Ireland in which
thousands died requires the two main parties to share
power. The lack of an executive was especially fraught
with danger for the region because of historic changes
to its trade rules being imposed by Britain’s pending
withdrawal from the European Union. Northern Ireland’s
border with the Republic of Ireland becomes a UK-EU
land frontier on Brexit. UK Prime Minister Boris
Johnson’s EU withdrawal agreement puts pressure on
local authorities to maintain frictionless trade while pre-
serving an open border on the island of Ireland. —AFP

BAGHDAD/WASHINGTON:  Washington on Friday
spurned an Iraqi request to prepare to pull out its
troops, amid heightened US-Iranian tensions after
the US killing of an Iranian commander in Baghdad,
and said it was exploring a possible expansion of
NATO’s presence there.

Seeking to tighten pressure on its foe, the United
States meanwhile imposed more sanctions on Iran,
responding to an attack on US troops in Iraq
launched by Tehran in retaliation for the death of
General Qassem Soleimani.

Iraq could bear the brunt of any further violence
between its neighbor Iran and the United States, its
leaders caught in a bind as Washington and Tehran
are also the Iraqi government’s main allies and vie for
influence there. President Donald Trump said Iran
had probably planned to attack the US embassy in
Baghdad and was aiming to strike four US embassies
when Soleimani was killed in a US drone strike. “We
will tell you probably it was going to be the embassy
in Baghdad,” Trump said in a clip of an interview
with Fox News. “I can reveal that I believe it would
have been four embassies.”

Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi made his
request for preparations for a US troop withdrawal
in a phone call with US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo on Thursday in line with a vote in Iraq’s par-
liament last week, his office said.

Abdul Mahdi asked Pompeo to “send delegates to
put in place the tools to carry out the parliament’s
decision,” his office said in a statement, adding that
the forces used in the killing had entered Iraq or
used its airspace without permission. The State
Department said any US delegation would not dis-
cuss the withdrawal of US troops as their presence in
Iraq was “appropriate.”

“There does, however, need to be a conversation
between the US and Iraqi governments not just
regarding security, but about our financial, economic,
and diplomatic partnership,” spokeswoman Morgan
Ortagus said in a statement. Trump said in the Fox
News interview that if Iraq wanted the United States
to leave, he would tell them: “You have to pay us for
the money we put in.”

He said the United States has $35 billion of Iraq’s
money “sitting in an account.” “I think they’ll agree
to pay. Otherwise we’ll stay there,” Trump said.
Pompeo told reporters a NATO delegation was in
Washington on Friday to discuss the future of the
Iraq mission and a plan to “get burden-sharing right
in the region”. Separately, the State Department said
Pompeo had discussed Iran with Canadian Foreign
Minister Francois-Philippe Champagne as well as
“the opportunity for an expanded NATO force in
Iraq and appropriate burden sharing”.

The latest flare-up in the long covert war between
Iran and the United States began with the US killing
of Soleimani, Iran’s top general, in a drone strike on
Jan. 3. Iran responded on Wednesday by firing mis-
siles at US forces in Iraq. In the aftermath, both sides
backed off from intensifying the conflict but the
region remains tense. Iraq’s top Shiite Muslim cleric
condemned the US-Iranian struggle happening on
Iraqi soil, saying it risked plunging his country and
the wider Middle East into deeper conflict.

Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani said it was Iraqis
who stood to suffer most from the US-Iranian con-
flict. In a message delivered through a representative
at Friday prayers in the holy city of Kerbala, Sistani
said no foreign powers should be allowed to decide
Iraq’s fate.

Call to leave 
“The latest dangerous aggressive acts, which are

repeated violations of Iraqi sovereignty, are a part of
the deteriorating situation” in the region, Sistani said.
“Iraq must govern itself and there must be no role for
outsiders in its decision-making.” Iraq has suffered
decades of war, sanctions and sectarian conflict,
including the U.S.-led invasion of 2003. 

At Friday prayers in Tehran, mid-ranking Iranian
cleric Mohammad Javad Haj Aliakbari said US inter-
ests across the world were now exposed to threats.
Since Soleimani’s killing, Tehran has stepped up its
calls for US forces to leave Iraq. Iranian Supreme
Leader Ali Khamenei has said the retaliatory strikes
were not enough and that ending the US military
presence in the region was Tehran’s main goal.

Critics have called Soleimani’s killing a reckless
action. 

But Pompeo said on Friday Washington had spe-
cific information about an imminent Iranian threat
including to US embassies, adding: “American lives
were at risk.”

As part of his most recent activities in Iraq,
Soleimani had encouraged pro-Iranian Iraqi militias
to quash months of protests by Iraqis opposed to the
influence in their country of foreign powers such as
Iran and the United States. In Iraqi cities, demonstra-

tors took to the streets again on Friday, determined
to keep up the momentum of their protests despite
attention turning to the threat of a US-Iran conflict.

Gunmen killed two local journalists covering
protests in the southern city of Basra, security
sources and state media said. Ahmed Abdulsamad,
Basra correspondent of Dijla TV station - owned by
senior Sunni politician Mohammed al-Karbouli - was
killed immediately while his camera operator suc-
cumbed to his wounds in hospital, a medical source
told Reuters. —Reuters

Middle East still on edge despite pause in hostilities

Washington turns down Iraqi 
request to pull out US troops

WASHINGTON, DC: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo (center left) and US Secretary of Defense Mark
Esper (center right) leave after attending closed briefings with law makers regarding escalating ten-
sions with Iran on Thursday in Washington, DC. —AFP

Taiwan’s Tsai 
wins landslide 
in key election
TAIPEI: Taiwan’s President Tsai Ing-wen
declared a landslide victory in yester-
day’s election as voters delivered a stun-
ning rebuke of Beijing’s campaign to iso-
late the self-ruled island and handed its
first female leader a second term. Tsai,
63, announced her victory as thousands
of jubilant supporters cheered and
waved flags outside her party headquar-
ters with the ongoing vote count reveal-
ing an all but unassailable lead.

“Taiwan is showing the world how
much we cherish our free, democratic
way of life and how much we cherish our
nation,” she told reporters. Her main
rival, Han Kuo-yu of the China-friendly
Kuomintang (KMT) party, had conceded
defeat shortly beforehand. Official
results showed Tsai was romping ahead
with 57 percent-more than eight million
votes-on Saturday evening. Han trailed
behind with 38 percent. 

The Central Election Commission was
still counting votes when Tsai declared,
but Han knew he could not close the gap.
The result is a huge blow for Beijing,
which has made no secret of wanting to

see Tsai turfed out and the KMT take
her place. 

Over the last four years it ramped up
economic and diplomatic pressure on
the self-ruled island, hoping it would
encourage voters to support Tsai’s
opposition. But the strong arm tactics
backfired and voters flocked to her
Democratic Progressive Party (DPP),
fuelled in part by China’s hardline
response to months of huge and violent
pro-democracy protests in Hong Kong.

‘No threats’ 
Tsai pitched herself as a defender of

liberal democratic values against the
increasingly authoritarian shadow cast
by China under President Xi Jinping.
Beijing views Taiwan as part of its terri-
tory and has vowed to retake the island
one day, by force if necessary.

Her campaign frequently invoked
Hong Kong’s protests as a warning of
what might lie ahead should China one
day take control of Taiwan. During her
victory speech yesterday night Tsai said
she was committed to dialogue with
China’s leaders and wanted peace.  

But she called on Beijing to halt its
sabre rattling towards Taiwan and
respect the idea that only the island’s 23
million inhabitants can decide its future.
“I also hope that the Beijing authorities
understand that democratic Taiwan, and
our democratically elected government,

will not concede to threats and intimida-
tion,” she said. 

Tsai is loathed by Beijing because she
refuses to acknowledge the idea that
Taiwan is part of “one China”. But China
is also Taiwan’s largest trade partner,
leaving the island in a precariously
dependent relationship.

Han, the 62-year-old mayor of the
southern city of Kaohsiung, favored
much warmer ties with China-saying it

would boost Taiwan’s fortunes-and
accused the current administration of
needlessly antagonizing Beijing. But his
campaign struggled to gain momentum
or escape the perception that he was too
cosy with Taiwan’s giant neighbor. 

“The citizens of the Republic of China
have already made their decision and as a
candidate I obey the outcome of the elec-
tion,” he said in his concession speech,
using Taiwan’s official name. —AFP

TAIPEI: Taiwan President Tsai Ing-wen (center) joins her hands with Vice
President-elect William Lai (left) and Vice President Chen Chien-jen outside the
campaign headquarters in Taipei yesterday. —AFP

Merkel, Putin 
discuss Middle 
East flashpoints 
MOSCOW: German Chancellor Angela
Merkel met Russian President Vladimir
Putin at the Kremlin yesterday for talks set
to focus on flashpoints in the Middle East.
Merkel and Putin shook hands at the start
of the meeting which the German leader
said would cover topics including turmoil in
Libya and the Syria conflict as well as
Ukraine’s war with pro-Russian separatists.

“There is a lot to discuss,” said Merkel,
adding that “talking with one another is
always better than talking about one anoth-
er.” Putin thanked the chancellor for visiting
and said they would focus on “the hottest”
topics. The leaders were set to give a press
conference afterwards.

Germany and Russia said ahead of the
talks that they would cover the confronta-
tion between Washington and Tehran over
the US killing of a top Iranian general and
turmoil in Libya.

The visit by Merkel was her first to
Russia since May 2018 when the leaders
met at Putin’s Black Sea residence. Putin
visited Syria and Turkey this week and is
keen to stress his role as a regional
powerbroker.

German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas,
who accompanied Merkel, said a “key rea-

son” for the meeting was the escalating cri-
sis in Libya, where Berlin  is acting as a
mediator in a conflict he has warned could
become a “second Syria”. “We are involv-
ing Europe and those players who are
influential there, for that we need Russia,”
Maas told Germany’s NTV television. “For
us, it’s not too far to fly to Moscow to dis-
cuss that with Putin.”

Merkel is to invite Putin to a Berlin con-
ference on Libya later this month, diplo-
matic sources told AFP.

Putin and Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan called for a ceasefire in
Libya on Wednesday, although they are
seen as supporting opposing sides in the
conflict. While Turkey has sent troops to
support the UN-backed Tripoli govern-
ment, Moscow is accused of backing mer-
cenaries supporting strongman Khalifa
Haftar in his fight against the government.
Haftar said he would fight on despite the
call for a ceasefire.

Iran tensions 
The Kremlin has said the talks will also

cover the “escalation of tensions” in the
Middle East after the US killed top Iranian
commander General Qasem Soleimani in a
drone strike close to Baghdad.

Putin warned the killing could “seriously
aggravate the situation in the region”. Iran,
an ally of Moscow, responded with missile
attacks on Iraqi bases housing American
troops. It also accidentally brought down a
Ukrainian passenger plane with missiles
after mistaking it for a hostile target.

While Germany condemned the tit-for-
tat violence and urged Tehran to end a
“spiral” of conflict, Putin said using force
would “not contribute to finding solutions
to the complex problems in the Middle
East”. Tehran has announced a further roll-
back on its commitment to a 2015 nuclear
accord following the United States’ unilat-
eral withdrawal in 2018. Russia and
Germany are among world powers still
backing the deal. The Moscow meeting
with Merkel also comes after Putin in
December took part in talks on the Ukraine

conflict in Paris in the “Normandy format”
hosted by Merkel and French President
Emmanuel Macron. This was his first face-
to-face meeting with his recently-installed
Ukrainian counterpart Volodymyr Zelensky.

The war with Moscow-backed sepa-
ratists broke out after Russia’s 2014 annex-
ation of Crimea and has killed more than
13,000 people. Ukrainian Foreign Minister
Vadym Prystaiko tweeted on Friday that he
had spoken to Maas about the Ukraine
conflict and was “waiting for news” to
emerge from the talks. —AFP

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin (right) and German Chancellor Angela
Merkel leave a hall after a meeting at the Kremlin in Moscow, yesterday. —AFP


