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TRIPOLI: A man buys fresh fish from a stall in the Libyan capital Tripoli yesterday. Residents of Libya’s capital have received news of a ceasefire with a mix of relief and skepticism after more than nine months of deadly fighting on
the edges of Tripoli. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Residents of Libya’s capital have
received news of a ceasefire with a mix of
relief and skepticism after more than nine
months of deadly fighting on the edges of
Tripoli. “The truce is welcome, of course. But
at what cost? So many lives lost for nothing,”
said pharmacist Maysa Barakat.

“I don’t believe that those who’ve lost a
son, a father, a brother or a husband will just
say ‘okay, it’s over, let’s move on’,” she added.
“Bloodshed among Libyans has stained our
hope for a good and prosperous future for
our children.”  The empty streets of Libya’s
capital Tripoli were strangely silent yester-
day as the head of Libya’s UN-recognized
government, Fayez Al-Sarraj, said his gov-
ernment has accepted a ceasefire deal with
renegade commander Khalifa Haftar to pre-
vent more bloodshed in the country. The
ceasefire called by Turkey and Russia came

into force on Sunday. Badly damaged build-
ings and overturned cars were evidence of
the fighting that has taken place since Haftar
launched an offensive to capture Tripoli from
the GNA in early April last year

The heads of Libya’s warring factions
signed in Moscow a ceasefire deal, after
eastern-based military strongman Khalifa
Haftar launched an offensive last April to
seize the capital from a UN-recognized
Government of National Accord.

GNA head Fayez Sarraj, speaking after a
ceasefire took effect at midnight Sunday,
urged Libyans to “turn the page on the
past”. Tripoli banker Karima Al-Badri said
the truce deal meant she could “breathe a
sigh of relief”.

“Although we know that this is just the
beginning of a long process to come to some
sort of a sustainable agreement, at least we

have new hope,” she said. But the first day of
the ceasefire was marred by several inci-
dents of violence, with each side accusing
the other of violations.

Since the fall and killing of Muammar
Gaddafi in a 2011 revolt plunged Libya into a
complex, violent power struggle, Haftar has
spent years building up his power. His
troops, renamed the Libyan Arab Armed
Forces (LAAF) from the previously self-
styled Libyan National Army, now control
much of the country’s east and south.

But their offensive against pro-GNA
armed groups in Tripoli last spring quickly
became bogged down on the outskirts of the
capital. Fatima Al-Taher, a lecturer at the
University of Tripoli, voiced doubts that the
ceasefire would hold. “My fear would be
retaliation from both sides. The problem is
that the East has fought so hard for so long

that, unless Haftar (wins a) leading position
where he would have some sort of power, he
will not stop,” she said.

Haftar, whose rivals accuse him of want-
ing to establish a military dictatorship, says
his aim is to oust “terrorist groups” from the
capital. The battle for Tripoli has killed more
than 280 civilians and 2,000 fighters as well
as displacing tens of thousands, according to
the UN.

Mahmoud al-Kahili, who fled his home
with his wife and two-year-old son as
Haftar’s forces approached and has been
staying with his brother in the capital’s east-
ern district of Tajoura, remains pessimistic.
He did not hide his pessimism about return-
ing to live there any time soon,  but hoped
the pause in fighting would allow him to go
home and gather his belongings.

“I don’t trust that the ceasefire will last

long,” he said. “Both sides have accepted,
but neither is convinced that they can reach
a solution through dialogue.”

“The fighting has paused temporarily but
they will regroup their forces and the fight-
ing will start again, even more intensely than
before.” Salem el-Haddar, a father of five,
was another of those forced to flee his home
early on in the offensive. “We have waited so
long for this ceasefire, which shows the
despair on both sides,” he said. 

Salem shares a two-storey house with a
friend in Enjila, a town near Janzour (15 kilo-
metres or nine miles west of Tripoli), where
hundreds of displaced families have sought
refuge. “We’re hoping politicians will quickly
reach a political solution to bring an end to
the crisis so we can safely go home,” he said.
“We’re tired... and our savings have totally
run out.” —Agencies

Libyans react to truce with relief and doubts 
Eerie silence on Tripoli’s empty streets 
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NEW DELHI: Hundreds of Hindu activists affili-
ated to India’s ruling party rallied yesterday to
protest a planned Jesus statue that will rival Rio
de Janeiro’s Christ The Redeemer for size. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) has long been accused of intoler-
ance towards other religions and of wanting to
remould officially secular India as a Hindu
nation, which it denies.

The protests in the southern state of
Karnataka were led by Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh (RSS), the BJP’s hardline parent organi-
zation, and others clutching saffron flags as
around 1,000 police stood by. “We want to stop
(the statue), since it goes against the spirit of
communal harmony and encourages religious
conversions which is rampantly carried out by
Christian missionaries,” Prabhakar Bhat, a top
RSS functionary told Indian media. Construction
of the white granite statue 114 feet (34.7 meters)
high-slightly shorter than the Rio monolith
although the base will be bigger-stopped soon

after it started last month after objections. Many
Hindus believe the hill where the statue is set to
stand in the Christian-dominated village of
Harobele is the abode of a Hindu deity, although
no temple exists there.

The BJP-run state government accused the
previous administration of the main opposition
Congress party of illegally allotting the plot of
land. Less than one percent of Karnataka’s 65
million people are Christian, compared to around
two percent in Hindu-majority India as a whole.

The state witnessed a wave of attacks on
Christians and churches by Hindu radicals in
2008 over allegations of seeking to convert
Hindus, including with cash. Last year six mem-

bers of a Hindu group were arrested for attack-
ing a group of Christian pilgrims in the state.
The state government has been routinely
accused of discrimination. It banned a festival to
commemorate a Muslim king who fought the
British East India Company. 

India has witnessed a surge in crimes
against its religious minorities and shrinking of
religious freedoms since Modi swept to power
in 2014. Last year the US Commission for
International Religious Freedom said that reli-
gious freedom was on a “downward trend”,
with a “campaign of violence, intimidation, and
harassment against non-Hindu and lower-caste
Hindu minorities”.—AFP

SITTWE, Myanmar: Nearly 200
Rohingya Muslims arrested at sea last
month by Myanmar’s navy after a voy-
age of hundreds of kilometers have been
sent back to Rakhine state, officials said
yesterday. Seasonal calmer waters have
seen an increase in the number of
Rohingya putting their lives in the hands
of traffickers in a desperate bid to reach
Malaysia or Indonesia by boat.

But few make it as far as Kawthaung,
Myanmar’s southern-most tip, where the
group of 173 were picked up mid-
December. Images taken yesterday
showed 17 men, women and children
looking exhausted from their ordeal as
they climbed down from a wooden boat
on to a beach near western Rakhine
state’s capital, Sittwe. Wearing identifi-
cation numbers around their necks, they
lined up on the sand clutching their mea-
gre belongings before being escorted
away by armed police.

They were taken to Thechaung camp,
while the remaining 156 were transport-
ed further north to Ngakhuya camp in
Maungdaw township, Rakhine State
minister for security and border affairs

said. Ngakhuya is a processing site for
returning refugees on the Bangladeshi
border.  “I’m not sure whether action will
be taken against them or not,” Colonel
Min Than told AFP by phone, adding
that their fate would be decided by the
UEHRD, a government department over-
seeing Rakhine.

A bloody military crackdown in 2017
forced some 740,000 Rohingya to flee
over the border to Bangladesh in vio-
lence that has seen Myanmar accused of
“genocide” at the UN’s top court in The
Hague. Bangladesh has made life
increasingly unbearable in the sprawling
camps with barbed-wire fences, an
internet blackout and the confiscation of
phones.

Meanwhile hundreds of thousands
more Rohingya remain in Myanmar’s
Rakhine in what Amnesty International
has branded “apartheid” conditions.
They have nearly no freedom of move-
ment and little access to work, education
and healthcare.  The captured Rohingya
came from both sides of the border, Min
Than said, although it was unclear how
they ended up on the same boat. —AFP 

Myanmar sends 200 Rohingya 
captured at sea to Rakhine camps

Hardline Hindus 
protest huge 
Jesus statue
in India

BENGALURU: Hindu activists take part in a demonstration against a large planned statue of
Jesus Christ in Ramanagar in India’s southern Karnataka state yesterday. —AFP


