
BERLIN: World powers gathered yesterday in
Berlin to seek lasting peace in Libya by ensur-
ing the conflict-wracked North African country
stays firmly on the path towards general elec-
t ions  on December  24 . Representat ives  of
L ibya ’s  in ter im government  wi l l  jo in  US
Secretary of State Antony Blinken as well as
the foreign ministers of France, Turkey and
Egypt at the UN-sponsored talks.

Russia’s Sergei Lavrov will be absent, but
deputy foreign minister Sergey Vershinin will
a t t e n d  i n  h i s  p l a c e .  Th e  e f fo r t s  t o  e n d  a
decade-long spiral of violence in Libya are
the second round held in  Ber l in , a f ter  the
first  attended by the presidents of Turkey,
Russia and France in January 2020, before
the pandemic.

Ahead of the talks, host German Foreign
Minister Heiko Maas reminded participants of
pledges made in 2020 for an end to interna-
tional meddling and for foreign militants or
troops to withdraw. “For the further stabilisa-
tion of the country, it is crucial that elections
take place as planned and that foreign fighters
and mercenaries really do leave Libya,” Maas
said ahead of the gathering.

“It is our aim to support the Libyan transi-
tional government so that it can take the fate of
the country into its own hands.” The United
Nations has est imated that 20,000 foreign
fighters and mercenaries are still on Libya’s
territory. And that presence is seen as a threat
to the UN-backed transit ion leading to the
elections.

No one’s interest 
The oil-rich country descended into chaos

after dictator Moamer Gadhafi was toppled and
killed in a 2011 NATO-backed uprising, resulting
in multiple forces vying for power. In recent years
Libya has been split between two rival adminis-
trations backed by foreign forces and countless
militias. In October, after Turkey-backed forces of
the Government of National Accord (GNA) based
in Tripoli routed those of eastern military strong-
man Khalifa Haftar, the two camps agreed a
ceasefire in Geneva.

The security situation in Libya has been slowly
improving since. However, the UN recently warned
that progress has stalled, notably on a key requi-
site of the polls-the pullout of all foreign soldiers.
Western leaders have repeatedly called on the for-
eign fighters to depart. But Russian mercenaries
supporting Haftar’s side in the east of the country
are still in place.

Turkey meanwhile has troops in Tripoli, which it
argues were sent under a bilateral agreement with
the government, implying that they are not affect-
ed by a request for foreign troops to leave. But any
withdrawal is also a delicate balancing act, said the
German foreign minister.

“Foreign forces must leave the country in a
gradual and uniform manner, so that there won’t be
a sudden military imbalance that could be used by
one side for a sudden offensive,” Maas told Die
Welt newspaper.

A diplomat, speaking on condition of anonymity,
stressed the sensitivity of the situation, saying
solutions could not be found overnight. But he also

voiced cautious optimism that some progress
could be made on Wednesday, because it was in
no one’s interest for conflict to break out again.

Jalel Harchaoui, Global Initiative senior fellow
and an expert on Libya, also believed the talks
could bring tangible help on the upcoming elec-

tions. “Somebody could come up with a good idea
of agreeing on a constitutional basis in July and be
on course for elections in December,” he said,
referring to a key requisite for the polls. “I think
there’s a good chance (for elections by year’s end)
and the Berlin process could help.” —AFP
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BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel welcomes Libyan Prime Minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah at the
Chancellory in Berlin yesterday, on the sidelines of a new round of Libya peace talks held in the German
capital. —AFP

Senate Republicans 
block sweeping US 
voting rights measure
WASHINGTON:  US Senate Republicans on
Tuesday torpedoed a Democratic effort to protect
voting rights and expand ballot access for all
Americans, a flashpoint issue months after an elec-
tion marred by Donald Trump’s baseless allegations
of fraud. Waving off broad bipartisan public support
for election law updates, the opposition party unit-
ed to block the advancement of a sweeping pack-
age which would amount to the most expansive fed-
eral election reform in decades.

Democrats brought the “For the People Act” to
the floor as a test vote, in reaction to controversial
efforts by Republicans to enact strict new voting
laws in dozens of states. Critics have widely sav-
aged those measures, which include restricting
mail-in ballots, criminalizing the delivery of water to
people waiting to vote, and limiting early Sunday
voting hours as a way to deny Black churches’
“souls to the polls” events.

The Democrats’ historic bill, S1, is aimed at
ensuring Americans can vote by mail, plus have
full access to early voting and use of ballot drop
boxes. A version of the bill, which also reforms
campaign finance laws and attempts to thwart
gerrymandering, or the partisan redrawing of
distr ict  l ines , passed the House of
Representatives in March.

But the text failed on a strictly party line 50-50
vote in the Senate, where support from 60 senators
was needed in order to even begin debating the
measure. Senate Majority Leader Chuck Schumer
had made a final unsuccessful appeal to his
Republican colleagues. “Are we going to let the
most dishonest president in history continue to poi-

son our democracy from the inside? Or will we
stand up to defend what generations of Americans
have organized, marched for, fought and died for:
the sacred, sacred right to vote?” he asked.

Afterward, Schumer delivered a scathing rebuke
to Republicans as he sought to claim a moral victo-
ry. While all Democrats voted to protect voting
rights, “voter suppression has become part of the
official platform of the Republican Party,” he said.

The blocking of S1 ensures the issue remains a
political firestorm into the 2022 midterm elections
and beyond. There was worry that Democratic
moderates, led by Senator Joe Manchin opposes the
vast expanse of S1, would not support it.

But Manchin aligned with his party after leader-
ship agreed to introduce a “commonsense compro-
mise” that he proposed. “I remain committed to
finding a bipartisan pathway forward because the
future of our democracy is worth it,” Manchin said
in a statement.

Manchin’s compromise maintains most of the
Democratic bill’s provisions, but allows a key con-
cession-voter identification requirements-in a bid
to win over Republicans. Democrats have accused
Republicans of caving to Trump’s pressure about
mail-in voting and other expansive voting rules, and
targeting the ways that younger, poorer, non-white
and typically Democratic voters access the ballot.

‘Under assault’ 
The White House had acknowledged the vote

would fail, but nevertheless issued a statement of
support, as it highlighted how Americans’ right to
vote “is under assault” thanks to moves by
Republican state legislatures. “In state after state,
new restrictive laws on voting, and efforts to
replace non-partisan election administration with
partisan processes designed to overturn the will of
the voters have become more widespread,” the
White House budget office said.

Republicans however remain firmly opposed to
the Democratic effort. Their bill is a “transparently

partisan plan to tilt every election in America per-
manently in their favor,” said top Senate Republican
Mitch McConnell.

“It’s a recipe for undermining confidence in our
elections, remaking our entire system of govern-
ment to suit the preferences of one far end of the
political spectrum.” With the voting rights bill now
blocked, Democrats face pressure to abolish the fili-
buster, the Senate procedure that allows the minori-
ty to block legislation unless it earns support from
60 of the chamber’s 100 members.

President Joe Biden, a 36-year veteran of the
Senate, has expressed opposition to getting rid of
the filibuster outright. But several lawmakers in his
party believe such a move is the only way to ensure
voting protections and get other elements of his
ambitious progressive agenda into law.

The White House conceded Monday that defeat
of S1 would likely “prompt a new conversation
about the path forward,” including the fate of the
filibuster. Schumer said the bill’s defeat was not the
finish line for voting rights action, but the starting
gun. “We are going to explore every last one of our
options,” he said. “We have to.”  —AFP

Syria ‘fixers’ cash 
in on despair of 
prisoners’ families
BEIRUT: Syrian mother Umm Saeed
was so desperate to find her two jailed
sons she even sold the family furniture
to pay “fixers”, but a decade of deceit
has left her no closer to the truth. “Had
they asked for my heart, I would have
handed it over,” the 63-year-old mother
told AFP by phone from central Syria,
using a pseudonym for fear of reprisal.
But “they lied to me”. 

In war-torn Syria, where tens of
thousands of people have disappeared
into a murky web of regime jails infa-
mous for torture, a booming trade has
emerged for “fixers” offering to help
families locate or save their loved ones.
Policemen, lawyers, businessmen and
even lawmakers, with security and judi-
cial contacts, demand steep fees to dig
up information about a disappeared son
or brother, allow a visit, reduce their
sentence, or obtain their release.

Some efforts are successful, while
more often scammers pocket the money
and stop answering phone calls. It’s
normally families who seek out the so-
called fixers, but sometimes they
receive cold calls persuading them to
pay up for a photo or voice recording,
only to vanish with the money. AFP
spoke to members of eight such fami-
lies, most of whom asked that their real

names not be used.
Umm Saeed said her two sons were

detained in 2012. “Whenever someone
told me about a potential middleman, I
would go to them,” said the mother,
who suffers from heart problems. She
paid a lawyer who asked for the equiv-
alent of more than $3,000 but “did not
provide the slightest bit of information”.

Another man claiming to be a
policeman was paid with a mobile
phone after saying he could get her
permission to visit Sednaya, a notorious
prison in Damascus. But when she
showed up at the jail which Amnesty
International calls a “slaughter house”,
she was told the pass was fake and sent
away. “I sold my home furniture and my
daughters’ gold. I have nothing left,”
she said.

‘Black market’ 
Diana Semaan, a researcher at

Amnesty, said the government’s policy
of silence on the fate of detainees had
created a “black market” for informa-
tion. “Families, desperate for informa-
tion, end up paying huge amounts of
money, sometimes their entire life sav-
ings, to intermediaries and ‘middlemen’
close to the Syrian government,” she
explained. Suaad, 45, said her family in
northern Syria had paid 20 million
pounds to various brokers over the
years to try to find her brother since he
disappeared in 2013.

In April, someone contacted the
family asking for payment to release
him. But after they raised the cash, “he
told us my brother had died three days

earlier”, Suaad said. Two weeks later,
another person rang, offering a phone
call with her brother. When the call
came, there was no audible voice on the
other end of the line; all they got for
their money was static.

The Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights says around half a million peo-
ple have entered regime jails since the
2011 start of Syria’s conflict, of whom
60,000 have died of poor detention
conditions or torture. Another mother,
56-year-old Umm Yahya, said she had
managed to visit her son just once, six
months after he was detained in Idlib,
northwest Syria, in 2012.

“I barely recognised him. His weight
had dropped from 110 (240 pounds) to
less than 50 kilos,” she said. She has
heard nothing since. Her family has over
the years poured a small fortune into
the pockets of possible intermediaries,
selling two plots of land and a house in
Idlib to cover the costs, but to no avail.

Her husband has grown increasingly
reluctant to squander the family’s sav-
ings. Two years ago, a lawyer asked for
$10,000, but her husband refused. “If
a hundred more people turned up,
even if there was just a one percent
chance of success, I  would do it
again,” said Umm Yahya. —AFP

DAMASCUS: File photo shows Syrian prisoners staging a protest and a
hunger strike at the central prison in Adra, in support of President Bashar Al-
Assad who is facing international pressure over a UN inquiry into the assas-
sination of Lebanese former premier Rafiq Hariri. —AFP

Ex-policeman 
ahead as NY 
votes for mayor
NEW YORK: Former policeman Eric Adams took the
early lead in a New York City primary Tuesday that
will all but certainly select the next mayor tasked with
shaping the post-pandemic future of America’s largest
metropolis. Following the first results, Adams led a
diverse group of 13 candidates vying for the job often
called “the second-most difficult” in the United States
after that of president, although the winner is unlikely
to be known for several weeks.

Tech entrepreneur Andrew Yang, a moderate
who ran for president last year and who was once a
frontrunner in the New York mayoral race, conced-
ed defeat shortly after polls closed at 9:00 pm
(0200 GMT Wednesday) with early returns putting
him far behind.

“I am not going to be mayor of New York City
based on the numbers that have come in tonight,”
Yang, 46, told supporters. Voters headed to polls with
COVID-19 still casting a long shadow over the Big
Apple, the epicenter of America’s early outbreak, and
which has lost 33,000 people to the virus.

But the city is now coming back to life-virtually all
coronavirus restrictions have been lifted, and 66 per-
cent of adults have received at least one vaccine dose.
A crowded field of progressives and moderates face
off in a race made all the more uncertain by a new
ranked-choice system of voting that has clouded all
predictions.

The new voting system asks voters to rank up to
five candidates in order of preference. Unless a candi-
date immediately garners more than 50 percent of the
votes-an unlikely scenario-the candidate who came in
last is eliminated, and the ballots cast for them are
redistributed to voters’ second choice, and so on until a
candidate finally exceeds the 50 percent threshold.

This system may not produce a clear winner until
mid-July. Since New York is a Democratic stronghold,
the eventual winner is virtually guaranteed to win
November’s mayoral election against the Republican
candidate. “There’s a lot at stake here,” said Columbia
University politics expert Lincoln Mitchell, citing
issues ranging from the post-pandemic recovery to
climate change.

Unemployment, homelessness, shootings and homi-
cides have all surged since the novel coronavirus
struck. Thousands of businesses have closed, tens of
thousands of wealthier residents have fled, and most
office workers are still working from home.

Five choices 
The pandemic, demonstrations sparked by the mur-

der of George Floyd in May 2020, and attacks on
Asian Americans have also highlighted the extent of
racial inequalities in the city of 8.5 million. New York’s
first new mayor in eight years will have to contend with
projected budget gaps of several billion dollars each in
the next few years.

They will succeed unpopular left-wing Democrat
Bill de Blasio, who has been mayor since January 2014.
“It’s time for a change,” said Esther Rombaut, 48, after
voting at the Metropolitan Museum of Art on
Manhattan’s Upper East Side.

“It’s going to be critical for the next person to figure
out what to do with fiscal policy and how to get our
kids back in school,” she added. For Susan Green, a 74-
year-old interior designer, one issue topped the others.
“New York needs law and order, and a great deal of it,”
she told AFP, before voting for Yang. Sixty-year-old-
year-old Adams, the Brooklyn borough president, who
is Black, put public safety at the forefront of his cam-
paign. Shortly after 11:30 pm, he led with 30.9 percent
of the vote, with 89 percent of first-choice votes count-
ed, according to New York’s election office. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: US Vice President Kamala Harris speaks
to members of the media after presiding over a vote on
a sweeping voting rights bill at the Capitol in
Washington, DC. —AFP


