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      News in brief

Afghanistan hunts attackers 
 
KABUL: Afghan Vice President Amrullah Saleh 
vowed yesterday to track down those responsible for 
a rocket attack on the capital that killed at least 10 
people, even as the Islamic State group claimed to 
have fired the salvo. The rockets struck several 
densely populated districts of Kabul Saturday - 
including in and around the heavily fortified Green 
Zone that houses embassies and foreign firms. The 
attack came hours before US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo was to meet with negotiators from the 
Taleban and Afghan government in Qatar, amid signs 
of progress in talks between the two warring groups. 
“We will find out the networks who facilitated in 
transporting the materials (rockets) used in the 
attack,” Saleh said on his Facebook page after a 
meeting with security officials. Saleh said the attack 
left 10 people dead and another 51 wounded. —AFP  
 
 
Israel strikes Hamas targets  
 
JERUSALEM: Israel said yesterday its military 
struck Hamas targets in Gaza in response to a rocket 
attack launched from the Palestinian enclave. The 
Israeli air force struck two rocket ammunition manu-
facturing sites, a military compound and “under-
ground infrastructures”, the Israel Defense Forces 
said. A rocket was fired at Israel from the Gaza Strip 
on Saturday evening, according to the army, shortly 
after warning sirens sounded in the southern Israeli 
city of Ashkelon. The army statement gave no further 
details, but emergency services said they had no 
notification of anyone wounded and Israeli media said 
the projectile fell on open ground. The latest reported 
fire from the Hamas-ruled Palestinian enclave came 
after two rockets were fired from the coastal strip 
into neighboring Israel in the early hours of last 
Sunday. There were no casualties or damage in that 
attack.  —AFP  
 
 
N Africa Qaeda appoints leader  
 
PARIS: Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) 
has chosen a new leader to replace Abdelmalek 
Droukdel, who was killed in June by French forces, 
the SITE monitoring group reported Saturday.  
Algerian Abu Obaida Yusuf Al-Annabi, the head of 
AQIM’s “Council of Dignitaries”, was named as 
Droukdel’s successor, SITE said.  Al-Annabi has been 
on the American “international terrorist” blacklist 
since September 2015, according to the Counter 
Extremism Project. He has regularly appeared in the 
group’s propaganda videos, and in 2013 famously 
demanded that Muslims retaliate against France’s 
intervention in Mali. AQIM also confirmed the death 
of Swiss national Beatrice Stoeckli, who was abduct-
ed in Timbuktu while working as a missionary in 2016. 
It blamed her death on an attempt by “French cru-
saders” to free her. —AFP  
 
 
14 pro-Iran fighters killed  
 
BEIRUT: At least 14 pro-Iran militia fighters from 
Iraq and Afghanistan were killed in air strikes in war-
torn eastern Syria, the Syrian Observatory for Human 
Rights said Sunday. The strikes on Saturday night in 
Deir Ezzor province, on the border with Iraq, were 
likely carried out by Israeli war planes, the 
Observatory said.  The Israeli army said it doesn’t 
comment on foreign reports. More than 10 strikes hit 
positions of Iran-backed militias outside the border 
town of Albu Kamal, according to the war monitor. 
The attack killed eight Iraqis and six Afghan fighters, 
it said. It also destroyed two bases as well as several 
military vehicles, the Observatory added. Iran-backed 
fighters are heavily deployed in a stretch of territory 
between the Syrian towns of Albu Kamal and 
Mayadeen, both former strongholds of the Islamic 

ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopia’s military yesterday 
threatened an all-out assault on Mekele, capital of 
the dissident Tigray region and seat of the local gov-
ernment it is seeking to dislodge, warning civilians to 
flee while they still can. “The next decisive battle is 
to surround Mekele with tanks,” Dejene Tsegaye, a 
military spokesman, told state broadcasters yester-
day, threatening a siege of the city.  

He added a warning for Mekele’s half a million res-
idents: “Save yourself. A directive has been commu-
nicated for you to dissociate yourself from this junta, 
after that there will be no mercy.” Prime Minister 
Abiy Ahmed - last year’s Nobel Peace Prize winner - 
launched a military campaign against the Tigray 
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF) on November 4, 
accusing its forces of attacking two federal military 
camps in the region and 
the party of defying his 
government and seeking 
to destabilize it. 

 
Communications black-

out  
A communications 

blackout in the region has 
made claims from both 
sides in the conflict diffi-
cult to verify, but hundreds 
of people are reported to 
have been killed while tens of thousands have fled the 
fighting into neighboring Sudan. Abiy’s government 
has claimed the capture of a string of towns in recent 
days, including the ancient city of Aksum and the 
town of Edega Hamus, 100 kilometers north of 
Mekele. 

“Defense forces have controlled Edaga Hamus 
city, which is on the road from Adigrat to Mekele,” 

the Ethiopia State of Emergency Fact Check, a gov-
ernment agency, said yesterday. “The defense force 
are currently marching on the campaign’s last goal, 
Mekele city.” The TPLF claimed Saturday that civil-
ians had been killed during a “heavy bombardment” 
of Adigrat town by the Ethiopian Defense Forces 
(EDF). The government insists it does not target 
civilians. 

 
Allies to bitter enemies  

The TPLF led the overthrow of Mengistu 
Hailemariam, head of Ethiopia’s military Derg 
regime, in 1991 and dominated the country’s politics 
until Abiy became prime minister in 2018. The party 
continues to rule Tigray, one of 10 regional states 
under Ethiopia’s system of ethnic federalism where-

by regions are delineated 
by ethnicity and language. 
TPLF leaders have com-
plained of being sidelined 
by Abiy and blamed for the 
country’s woes. The bitter 
feud with the central gov-
ernment led the TPLF to 
hold their own elections 
this year in defiance of a 
national postponement due 
to the coronavirus pan-
demic. 

Abiy has spurned all calls for peace, including 
from the African Union - which plans to send three 
former national presidents as special envoys in the 
coming days - the US and the UN which has warned 
of a looming humanitarian disaster. His government 
regards the TPLF as a criminal administration and 
appears intent on winning the military battle rather 
than negotiating. Military action has already spread 

beyond Tigray’s borders with the TPLF firing rock-
ets at Asmara, the capital of neighboring Eritrea to 
the north, which it accuses of supporting the 
Ethiopian government, and the city of Bahir Dar to 
the southwest. 

The campaign has seen warplanes bombing 
Tigray and heavy fighting, while Amnesty 

International has documented a gruesome massacre 
in which “scores, and likely hundreds, of people were 
stabbed or hacked to death” in the southwestern 
town of Mai-Kadra. The UN has called for the open-
ing of humanitarian corridors to allow aid agencies 
access, and has said it is preparing for as many as 
200,000 refugees to flee unrest in the coming 

Troops warn civilians to ‘flee while they still can’

Ethiopia army threatens ‘no  
mercy’ in an all-out assault 

WASHINGTON: Ethiopians from Tigray region gather near the National Museum of African American 
History and Culture on Saturday, calling to stop the military conflict in Tigray.  —AFP

The women who  
served as deadly  
duo for Taleban 

 
KABUL: Female assassins who lured an Afghan 
security official to his death with promises of sex 
before shooting him and dumping his body at a 
cemetery are among thousands of Taleban crimi-
nals freed as part of a fragile peace plan. While the 
ultra-conservative Islamists ban women from many 
areas of life-often forcing them to stay home and 
barring them from most jobs-they are not above 
using them as killers. 

Muzghan and her aunt Nasreen walked free 
from jail in September after confessing to being 
members of the Taleban’s ultra-violent Haqqani 
network. The two women had been on death row 
after several killings, including the murder of an 
Afghan intelligence agent at their home. They had 
used Nasreen’s daughter as bait “under the pretext 
of selling her body”, on the orders of a Taleban 
commander, a security official told AFP. 

The pair then shot the man with a pistol fitted 

with a silencer and crammed his corpse into a metal 
box that they left in the local graveyard, case files 
say. Court documents seen by AFP show the two 
were prolific killers-adept not only at setting the 
deadly “honeytrap” but also at brute murders-
including of their own relatives. Two men from their 
family who worked as policemen died at the 
women’s hands-one was poisoned and the other 
killed when they planted a “sticky bomb” under the 
seat of his car. 

It is not uncommon for relatives to take oppos-
ing sides in Afghanistan’s long-running conflict. 
Before their 2016 arrest, the pair also worked with 
other people including Muzghan’s husband to carry 
out a deadly grenade and shooting raid on a Sufi 
shrine, and another on a police station, their rap list 
adds. “I was arrested for murder, kidnapping and 
cooperating with the Haqqani network,” Muzghan 
said in a video authorities made prior to her 
release. “I will not join this group again.” 

 
‘Ordinary’ family members  

It is vanishingly rare for women to take part in 
attacks for the Taleban, notorious for banning 
school for girls, forcing women to wear burqas and 
sometimes executing those accused of adultery. Of 
more than 5,000 Taleban prisoners released under 

a prisoner swap that the insurgents made a precon-
dition to peace talks with the Afghan government, 
only five were women. Cases like theirs are “almost 
unheard” of, analyst Ashley Jackson from the 
Overseas Development Institute think tank said. 
“The Taleban’s norms and ideology firmly relegate 
women to the domestic sphere,” she said. “To allow 
them to take part in, or admit that they played a 
role in waging the war, would go against core ideo-
logical tenets of the movement.” —AFP 

KABUL: In this picture taken on Nov 12, 2020, a man 
watches a video of Afghan woman Muzghan.  —AFP

Congo hoteliers  
bet on luxury in  
troubled east 

 
GOMA: The new five-star Serena Hotel in the city 
of Goma, eastern Democratic Republic of Congo, 
has more than 100 luxury rooms and all of the 
amenities: a conference centre, restaurants, spas 
and a gym. The upscale hotel stands out in the capi-
tal of North Kivu province, better known as a 
stronghold for dozens of armed groups than as a 
tourist destination. It is the latest project in the 
region to come to fruition as DR Congo and a local 
business magnate are eager to turn the page on the 
country’s insecurity and attract investors. “Generally 
people perceive this place as a war place, a place of 
instability. Everything negative,” said the hotel’s 

Kenyan manager, James Nzavwala. 
Serena Group, which is 45 percent owned by the 

Aga Khan Fund for Economic Development, is bet-
ting on a business clientele and the tourism poten-
tial of the nearby Virunga National Park, famed for 
its volcanoes and critically endangered mountain 
gorillas. The construction of the Serena Hotel took 
10 years and was made possible thanks to invest-
ment by the most influential businessman in Goma: 
Vanny Bishweka. The 55-year-old former hardware 
dealer is already an investor in another hotel on the 
shores of Lake Kivu, and is a partner in Tunisian 
firm EPPM which exploits the lake’s methane gas. 

 
Security concerns     

A single room for 250 dollars (210 euros) a night is 
the price of entry to the first five-star hotel in town. The 
guest rooms in the palatial premises opened in 
September offer a fine view over the swimming pool 
and the lake, on which Goma lies at the northern tip. On 
the border with Rwanda, close to Uganda and Tanzania, 

Goma is also at the heart of the two provinces of North 
and South Kivu, where armed groups have been fight-
ing for control of land, minerals and timber since the 
two Congo Wars in 1996-2003. —AFP 

GOMA: A general view of the Serena Hotel on Oct 16, 
2020.  —AFP

Military  
seeks to  
dislodge 
Mekele

Karabakh’s peace  
deal fuels anxiety  
and confusion  

 
ASKERAN: An Armenian fighter in camouflage with 
a Kalashnikov assault rifle slung over his shoulder 
peers through binoculars over towards an encamp-
ment of Azerbaijan troops. The rugged valley in 
Azerbaijan’s Nagorno-Karabakh region delineates the 

new and ambiguous border that separates the 
Armenian fighters and Azerbaijan forces after a recent 
peace deal ended weeks of fierce clashes. 

But wedged in the no man’s land between the sol-
diers is the pomegranate farm planted a decade ago by 
Vardges Harutyunyan, who is nervous he will not be 
able to harvest the fruit this year. “Now Azerbaijani 
soldiers are standing there,” Harutyunyan, 64, tells AFP, 
looking toward the rows of carefully tended trees in 
the distance. “If this is theirs, what can we do?” 
Clashes erupted in late September between separatists 
backed by Armenia who had held the territory for 
some 30 years and Azerbaijan’s army determined to 

wrest the mountainous region back under its control. 
Several thousand were killed and many more dis-

placed in the six weeks of fighting that was brought to 
a halt by a Russia-brokered peace agreement that 
saw the Armenians cede swathes of territory captured 
by Azerbaijan. The new geography of Nagorno-
Karabakh and several surrounding districts that were 
held by the separatists is now being overseen by a 
force of some 2,000 Russian peacekeepers, many of 
whom previously served in Syria. But until they arrive 
to mark out land in the valley near the town of 
Askeran, Harutyunyan and the future of his fruit trees 
hangs in limbo. —AFP 

Thousands attend  
patriarch’s funeral  
amid COVID crisis 

 
BELGRADE: Thousands of mourners paid homage 
yesterday to Patriarch Irinej, leader of Serbian Orthodox 
Church (SPC), who died of COVID-19 during the coun-
try’s record surge in new coronavirus cases. The 90-
year-old spiritual leader tested for the virus soon after 
presiding over the funeral of his number two, who also 
died of the virus, at a ceremony in which basic safety 
measures were neglected. 

The Balkan country of seven million people, the vast 
majority of whom are Orthodox Christians, declared 
three days of mourning following the spiritual leader’s 
death on Friday. Two giant screens were installed outside 
the Church of Saint Sava, the biggest Orthodox temple in 
the Balkans, so that the faithful can follow the ceremony, 
after which the patriarch’s body will be laid to rest in the 
crypt. Serbia is currently facing the biggest health crisis 
since the epidemic erupted in March, recording record 
numbers of infections and deaths on an almost daily 
basis last week. 

As a result, the health system has been put under 
great pressure. Since last week there have been no more 
hospital beds available for patients in Belgrade, the city 
worst hit by the virus in Serbia. The church has vowed to 
adhere to the sanitary measures, and while mourners 

were allowed inside the church during the liturgy, they 
were banned from approaching patriarch’s coffin. Some 
people nevertheless remained defiant. “I am not afraid (of 
the virus),” Mladen Tosic, 32 told AFP outside the church 
yesterday, wearing his mask under his chin. “Faith is 
stronger than anything”, he insisted. 

On Saturday, many worshippers crowded Saint 
Michael’s Cathedral where the patriarch’s body was dis-
played. Many of them kissed the cleric’s plexiglass-cov-
ered coffin and took the communion traditionally given 
while sharing the same spoon. His death has dealt a huge 
blow to SPC, particularly as the powerful Montenegrin 
bishop Amfilohije, considered his second-in-command, 
succumbed to the disease in late October. The patriarch 
was last seen in public when he led Amfilohije’s funeral 
service in Podgorica on November 1. —AFP 


