
ADDIS ABABA: Tigrayan forces said yesterday they
had destroyed an Ethiopian army division in battles to
control the northern region where a three-week-old
war has killed hundreds and spread global alarm. The
leader of Ethiopia’s dissident Tigray region has said that
his people are “ready to die” defending their homeland,
rejecting Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s ultimatum that
they surrender within 72 hours.

The federal government denied that and said many
Tigrayan soldiers were surrendering in line with a 72-
hour ultimatum before a threatened attack on the
regional capital Mekelle. Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed’s
troops launched an offensive against the Tigray People’s
Liberation Front (TPLF) local government on Nov. 4
and say they are closing in on Mekelle in a final push to
win the conflict. But the battle-hardened TPLF say their
troops are keeping the federal army at bay and scoring
some big victories.

Their spokesman Getachew Reda told Tigray TV a
prestigious army unit - which he termed the 21st mecha-
nized division - had been “completely destroyed” in an
assault at Raya-Wahirat led by a former commander of
that unit now fighting for the TPLF. Billene Seyoum, the
prime minister’s spokeswoman, told Reuters that was
not true. Reuters has been unable to verify statements
made by either side since phone and internet connec-
tions to Tigray are down and access to the area is strict-
ly controlled.

Hundreds have died, tens of thousands of refugees
have fled to Sudan and there is widespread destruc-
tion and uprooting of people from homes, security and
aid sources say. The conflict has spread to Eritrea,
where the TPLF has fired rockets, and also affected

Somalia where Ethiopia has disarmed several hundred
Tigrayans in a peacekeeping force fighting al Qaeda-
linked militants.

‘Tragic conflict’
The United States, which regards Ethiopia as a

powerful ally in a turbulent region, became the latest
nation to call for peace, saying it supported African
Union (AU) mediation efforts “to end this tragic con-
flict now.” Abiy, who won the Nobel Peace Prize last
year for ending a standoff with Eritrea, has said he will
not negotiate with the TPLF though he does plan to
receive AU envoys.

He has given Tigrayan forces until today to surrender
or face an assault on the highland city of Mekelle, home
to about half a million people. A government taskforce
said large numbers of Tigrayan militia and special forces
had surrendered and it asked others still with the TPLF
to disarm wherever they were.

TPLF leader Debretsion Gebremichael has disputed
the government version that Mekelle is encircled at a
roughly 50km distance and told Reuters the ultimatum,
which ends today, was a cover for government forces to

regroup after defeats. The US embassy in Eritrea’s capi-
tal Asmara, where TPLF rockets have fallen near the air-
port, issued an alert saying it had reports that neighbor-
hood wardens advised residents to remain indoors at
the instruction of local officials. 

“All US Citizens in Asmara are advised to continue to
exercise caution, remain in their homes, and conduct
only essential travel until further notice,” the embassy
said. France also expressed concern about the deterio-
rating humanitarian situation, condemned “ethnic vio-
lence” and called for protection of civilians.

Abiy, whose parents are from the larger Oromo
and Amhara groups, denies any ethnic overtones to
his offensive against the TPLF, saying he is pursuing
criminals who have revolted against the federal gov-
ernment and ambushed a military base. The TPLF says
he wants to subdue Tigray to amass more personal
power. Since taking office in 2018, the prime minister
has removed many Tigrayans from positions in gov-
ernment and the security forces and arrested some on
charges of corruption and human rights abuses, even
though he was their former military comrade and
coalition partner.— Agencies 
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Ethiopia’s Tigray forces claim 
victory; global alarm grows

Tigray leader tells Ethiopian PM his people are ‘ready to die’

Migrants who fled 
Greek camp blaze 
face harsh winter
LESBOS: The new camp for migrants on the Greek
island of Lesbos was supposed to be a temporary solu-
tion for the thousands who escaped a fire that destroyed
the infamous Moria camp over two months ago. Now
however, many of them will have to stay on through the
winter in harsh conditions, as well as facing the threat of
the coronavirus, officials say. A fire gutted the sprawling,
overcrowded and unsanitary migrant camp of Moria,
Europe’s largest, on September 8-9, leaving nearly
13,000 homeless. Arson has been blamed.

Some 7,300 migrants, including vulnerable groups,
live in the new camp in Kara Tepe a few kilometers away
on the same Aegean island of Lesbos, located close to
the Turkish coast. They live in tents that are not adapted
for winter conditions, without heating or hot water, or
enough showers or toilets. This year, as well as the cold
and the rain, they also face the risk of catching the coro-
navirus - and in the camp it is impossible to maintain
social distancing, wash hands frequently, or have imme-
diate and proper access to medical care.

Even during the months when the virus restrictions
were lifted for Greek citizens, they remained in place at
migrant camps throughout the country. “We can only
leave the camp once a week for a few hours and we try
to manage everything that needs to be done in that short
time,” said 30-year-old Jean-Pierre from Cameroon.

“Everybody is terrified in the camp. I’m also afraid of the
pandemic, it’s deadly.”

Conditions ‘rapidly worsening’ 
“The toilets are cleaned only in the morning and

within two hours you cannot reach them,” said Arezoo, a
15-year-old from Afghanistan who said he had been
stuck on Lesbos for a year. “It is disgusting. “There is no
running water in the showers, so people carry water
from their tents in bottles or wash themselves in the sea.
“Since the tents are far away from the toilets, people
make makeshift ones with blankets, cloths and wood.”

There is supposed to be electricity for two hours in
the morning, two hours at noon and at seven in the
evening, he added. But it was intermittent and there was
no wifi connection to communicate with friends and
family or facilitate work on asylum applications.  The
improvised schools for the children took place in tents.
“The worst part is that you have nothing to do all day,”
Arezoo said. The Greek authorities set up the Kara Tepe
reception centre in just a few days in early September. It
was initially intended as a temporary solution to house
the thousands left with little or nothing after the Moria
blaze. Now however, the migration ministry says the per-
manent camp intended to replace Moria will not be
ready before the summer of 2021. “As with the onset of
winter, weather conditions are rapidly worsening, the
remaining gaps need to be swiftly addressed, something
which UNHCR has offered to help expedite,” said Astrid
Castelein, head of the UN refugee organization’s team in
Lesbos. She said they had already asked the authorities
in the Lesbos capital of Mytilene to allow them to trans-
fer the most vulnerable asylum-seekers to a local
accommodation centre that has empty prefabricated
containers.—AFP

BANGKOK: Land inequality is growing worldwide,
threatening the livelihoods of 2.5 billion people who
directly rely on farming and widening disparities in gen-
der, health and climate-change impacts, researchers
warned yesterday. The widening gap in ownership and
access to land especially hurts small and marginal farm-
ers, women, and indigenous and rural communities,
according to a report by the International Land
Coalition (ILC) and anti-poverty charity Oxfam. While
rural and indigenous communities are being squeezed
into smaller parcels of land or uprooted entirely, land is
increasingly concentrated in fewer hands, mainly those
of large agriculture businesses and investors, the
research showed.

“As corporate and financial investments grow, owner-
ship and control of land becomes more concentrated
and increasingly opaque,” said Ward Anseeuw, an ana-
lyst at ILC and co-author of the report. “Land inequality

reduces opportunities for younger rural generations,
especially girls, to improve their lives. In the longer term,
it is detrimental to human development, socio-political
stability, and environmental sustainability.”

The study, which measured land inequality using tra-
ditional census data, as well as tenure, quality of land and
other indicators in 17 countries, found that concentration
of land has increased in nearly all regions worldwide
since 1980. The largest 1% of farms operate more than
70% of the world’s farmland, according to the study of
countries including India, China, Ecuador, Guatemala,
Brazil, Mexico, Ethiopia and Tanzania. Meanwhile, the
wealthiest 10% of rural populations control 60% of the
value of agricultural land, while the poorest half only
have 3%. Latin America is the most unequal region,
according to the data that did not include corporate
ownership.

“Growing inequality is the greatest obstacle to

poverty eradication - in countries like Guatemala,
extreme inequality costs lives,” Ana Maria Mendez,
Oxfam’s Guatemala director, said in a statement. “As we
confront the coronavirus pandemic and catastrophic
hurricanes fuelled by climate change, the impact of land
inequality is even more stark,” she added. Increasing
pressure on land from industry, agriculture and infra-
structure projects has led to violent conflicts, with at
least 212 people killed last year while defending their
land, according to advocacy group Global Witness.
Rapid urbanization and changes in agricultural practices
such as increased commercial monocropping have also
been linked to the spread of disease, including the novel
coronavirus. While agrarian reform movements and pro-
gressive regulation have helped reduce land inequality in
some countries, improving transparency and accounta-
bility around land investments will not succeed without
legal changes, Anseeuw said.—Reuters

GONDAR, Ethiopia: Children play on a street on Monday. — AFP 

LESBOS, Greece: In this Sept 9, 2020 file photo, a woman carries a child past flames after a major fire broke out in the
Moria migrant camp on this Greek Aegean island. — AFP 

Questions swirl as 
Qaeda names new 
North Africa chief
PARIS: The new leader of Al-Qaeda in the
Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) is a well-known veter-
an among the jihadist insurgencies wreaking
havoc in North Africa but experts say it’s unclear
what path he will chart to assert his authority.
Abu Obaida Yusuf al-Annabi, an Algerian nation-
al born in 1969, replaced Abdelmalek Droukdel
following his killing by French forces in Mali last
June, according to the SITE terrorism monitoring
group. Annabi was already head of AQIM’s
Council of Dignitaries and “he was also one of its
media chiefs,” said Laurence Bindner, co-
founder of the JOS Project for analysing extrem-
ist propaganda online.

“He’s the one who
pledged allegiance in
the group’s name to
Ayman al-Zawahiri,
the main Al-Qaeda
chief, in 2011. And
he’s authored several
of its main state-
ments in recent
years,” she said. The
United States placed
Annabi, who is
thought to stil l  be

based in Algeria, on its terrorism watch list in
2015, a move followed by the United Nations the
following year. His group has claimed responsi-
bility for several attacks on troops and civilians
across the Sahel region, including a 2016 strike
on a hotel and restaurant in Burkina Faso that
killed 30 people, mainly Westerners.

But Annabi’s legitimacy at the head of AQIM
might not be clear-cut, particularly among more
recent and younger recruits. “Annabi is better
known, to me at least, as a propagandist and
pseudo-cleric than as an operational figure,”
said Alex Thurston, a political scientist at the
University of Cincinnati who focuses on Islam in
northwest Africa. “Tapping someone without the
same operational background as Droukdel...
would seem to me to be a sign of a weak bench,”
he said, describing AQMI as “an organization
fighting for relevance and lacking in charismatic
authority.”

Analysts at the Counter Extremism Project
say Annabi’s relations with his predecessor may
have been tense, another potential sign of strate-
gic divisions in the ranks. That in turn could
complicate AQIM’s relationships with Iyad Ag
Ghaly, the Malian tuareg who leads the Group to
Support Islam and Muslims, a nominal ally of the
group. While Ghaly has pledged allegiance to
Al-Qaeda, he has like other affiliates in the world
significant autonomy - and whether Annabi
allows this to continue will determine how
jihadist fighting evolves in the coming years.
“There have always been tensions between
fighters on the ground in northern Mali, and an
extremely isolated AQIM emir in Algeria,” said
Elie Tenenbaum, a researcher at the French
Institute of International Relations (IFRI).—AFP

Impact spills 
over  borders,

affecting 
Eritrea, Sudan

Israeli conscientious 
objector, 19, leaves 
army prison
ATLIT, Israel: Standing at the gate of an Israeli army jail
after being detained for refusing mandatory military
service, 19-year-old conscientious objector Hallel Rabin
said she was “the happiest person in the world”. “My
lawyer called me this morning and told me, ‘you’re free’,”
she said. Army service is compulsory for most Israeli citi-
zens and while many seek exemptions on various
grounds - some arguably less than truthful - Rabin’s case
is unusual in that she openly declared herself to be a
pacifist.

It’s a position that automatically results in prison time,
at least while the merits of a case are under considera-
tion. Hallel had served a total of 56 days since August at
military prison “number six”, and was facing up to 80
more in detention, but was freed on Friday. But after
grilling her at four hearings, an army board finally accept-
ed that her pacifism was sincere and not driven by “polit-
ical considerations,” which would have landed her more
prison time. The army plays a central role in Israeli socie-
ty and can impact a young person’s social status and job
prospects.

Rabin, who was hugged by her mother as she stepped
through the prison gate, described military service as a
near inescapable certainty with which young Israelis are
expected to comply. “You grow up and you know you’ll
become a soldier. You’ll shut up and do your work.” At
age 18 young women are drafted for two years of military
service while men must serve at least 32 months. Ultra-
Orthodox women and some men are exempt from the
draft, along with Israeli Arabs.

To win an exemption some youngsters claim to be
studying full-time at a Jewish theological seminary, while
others plead mental health problems. Rabin said she chose
not to conceal her pacifist convictions and to face the
consequences, rejecting “the easy way (out)”. “I can say
I’m crazy and lie,” the ponytailed teenager said. “I’m not
crazy. The situation here... is crazy.” Asked about Rabin’s
case, the army offered a procedural response noting that
enlistment is mandatory and those who request “an
exemption due to conscience-related reasons” are enti-
tled to a hearing before a relevant committee. 

‘What about Iran?’
Rabin’s conduct is not unprecedented. In 2019, five

conscientious objectors were jailed by the military,
according to Israeli peace group Yesh Gvul. But Rabin
faced a severe backlash, including accusations of “trea-
son” and death threats on social media.  “I decided not to
let it touch me,” she said. Rabin said she is not blinded by
her pacifism and understands that her country has ene-
mies seeking to destroy it. During questioning, the mili-
tary board cited arch-foe Iran’s efforts to build a nuclear
weapon. “Do you think we should let them do it?” she
said she was asked. “No, but what can I do about it, it’s
not my job to do something about it,” she replied, unable,
she said, to stop herself from laughing in their faces.

She told AFP she would have refused military service
had she been born somewhere other than Israel, which
has occupied the West Bank since 1967, and blockaded
the Gaza Strip for more than a decade. “I would refuse to
serve any army in the world,” she replied, adding that the
reality in the Palestinian Territories merely strengthens
her convictions. Exempted from the draft, she says she
now intends to volunteer for civilian national service and
hopes to help disadvantaged children.

In 2002, Israel’s Supreme Court ruled that it was pos-
sible to exempt someone for pacifism, but not for what it
called “selective conscientious objection”, in a precedent
setting case of eight officers who were specifically refus-
ing to serve in the occupied territories. “Israel does not
want to hear different voices,” said Hallel’s mother, Irit
Rabin, who herself served in the army. “We didn’t push
her to do it,” she added, proud of her daughter’s struggle.
“We told her ‘You have to decide, you have a natural
right to choose your steps.’” —AFP

Worsening land inequality widens gender, climate change gaps

ATLIT: Hallel Rabin, a 19-year-old Israeli conscientious
objector, poses for a picture outside the “number six” mili-
tary prison on Nov 20, 2020 upon release from jail for refus-
ing to serve in the Israeli army. — AFP 
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