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Greece and Turkey 
meet for fresh talks 
on maritime dispute
ATHENS:  NATO members Greece and Turkey meet
in Athens yesterday to try once more to settle their
standoff over eastern Mediterranean borders and
energy rights. Ankara ratcheted up the pressure a
notch on Monday with a diplomatic note to Israel,
Greece and the European Union, Turkish media
reported. It told them to seek its permission before
assuming work on a proposed undersea power cable
in disputed eastern Mediterranean waters, Turkish
state media reported Monday.

Both sides cite a range of decades-old treaties and
international agreements to support their conflicting
territorial claims. Hostilities flared last year when Ankara
sent a research ship accompanied by a navy flotilla into
waters near the Turkish coast that Greece asserts are
theirs-a claim the EU supports. Those waters are
thought to be a possible source of natural gas reserves.
Turkey is furious that Athens is using its web of islands
to lay claim to huge swathes of the Aegean and
Mediterranean seas. Yesterday’s meeting follows one in
Istanbul in January, the first direct talks between the two
sides on the dispute in nearly five years-and which hap-
pened only after pressure from the EU. But the discus-
sion will also be the 62nd such meeting since 2000, a
long series that so far has little to show for it.

Athens, so far, has only wanted to discuss the bor-
der around the Aegean, where some its islands lie
close to the Turkish mainland. Ankara however insists
that the talks should include setting out the exclusive
economic zones and air space of the two states. Little
has been released about the agenda for yesterday’s
talks, which will take place behind closed doors. But
Turkey knows that at a December EU summit, member
states drew up a list of Turkish targets for sanctions
over what it said had been Ankara’s “unilateral actions
and provocations” in the eastern Mediterranean. A
Greek diplomatic source told AFP the bloc’s March
summit would return to the question. Greece is also
counting on the support of US President Joe Biden, the
same source said. —AFP

Yemen’s Al-Qaeda regenerates as battle rages
US revives Yemen peace process but battle for Marib a new hurdle
ABU DHABI: Years of setbacks have weakened the once
mighty Yemeni branch of Al-Qaeda, but the militants are seizing
the opportunity to regenerate while the government and Houthi
rebels are locked in a fight to the death in the north.

Government security officials and tribal leaders said that the
fierce battle for Marib, which has raged for the past month, is
creating a security vacuum that is being exploited by the
jihadists. Once seen as the most potent Al-Qaeda franchise,
they have suffered multiple defeats in the past three years, leav-
ing them deprived of territory and fighters, and with mystery
surrounding the fate of the leadership.

“The governorate of Marib has been AQAP’s main strong-
hold for years,” said one intelligence official. While the main
combatants in Yemen’s six-year war sustain heavy losses in an
effort to control Marib city, Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula
remains “at ease” elsewhere in the region where it retains
strong influence in villages and small towns. “As others get busy
fighting, they are training fighters again, planning, rebuilding
relations” with local tribes and chasing “financial support” from
local communities, the official added. Marib city, the capital of
the oil-rich governorate, is the last northern stronghold for the
internationally recognized government which is backed by a
Saudi-led military coalition.

Rapid rise..
The Houthis control the rest of the north after years of con-

flict which has plunged Yemen into the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis. “The war in Marib could be ending the maximum
pressure campaign that almost wiped (AQAP) out” in Yemen in
the last few years, another Yemeni intelligence official said.

Born at a meeting of jihadists on a January evening in 2009, in

southern Abyan’s rugged mountains, AQAP was a marriage of
convenience between the network’s offshoots in Yemen and
Saudi Arabia, as they faced the onslaught of US and regional mil-
itary campaigns. The group led by Nasser Al-Wuhayshi and his
deputy Said Al-Shihri, former prisoners in Sanaa and
Guantanamo respectively, found immediate success as Yemen
grappled with growing instability-a secessionist movement in the
south, a rebellion in the north, and a crippling economic crisis.

In one year, the group recruited hundreds of fighters with
the help of local tribes, attracted jihadists from Asia and Africa,
claimed deadly attacks, and attempted to kill a senior Saudi
official and bomb a US civilian plane. It even issued one of the
first English online jihadist magazines, called Inspire.

Even before that, the shadow of al-Qaeda hung over
Yemen-the group claimed responsibility for the 2000 attack
against the destroyer USS Cole in the southern city of Aden
that killed 17 US military personnel. By the end of that decade
“they had a strong basis for their movement and many safe
havens,” said Hossam Radman from the Sanaa Center for
Strategic Studies.

AQAP peaked in 2014, invading towns and taking control of
the southern city of Mukalla in 2015, while its main competitor
the Islamic State group was gaining ground in Iraq and Syria.

...and decline 
Outside Yemen, the group attacked the French satirical pub-

lication Charlie Hebdo in 2015, killing 12, showing its ability to
strike far from home. “It is logical that the continuation of the
battle in Marib and the inability of any of the two sides to win
will be a major gain for the organization as it rearranges its
ranks,” said Saeed Bakran, an expert on Yemeni extremists.

When Saudi Arabia launched a military intervention in
Yemen in March 2015, aimed at halting the Houthis’ astonish-
ing gains, its eye was also fixed on AQAP. The UAE, a key
member of the Saudi-led coalition, took the lead in driving
AQAP out of villages one after the other with the help of US
forces, weapons, and intelligence.  US drones and special
forces managed to locate and kill leaders including the long-
feared Al-Wuhayshi in 2015.

Another challenge was the ambition of the Islamic State, as
the rivals tussled for territory and support over the years. “All
these elements weakened AQAP. Today, it is facing financial
problems, many members are accused of treason, and others
joined IS,” a tribal leader in Marib said.

Despite that, it “continued to exploit the security vacuum
created by the ongoing conflict” and to “conduct attacks and
operate in areas of southern and central Yemen with relative
impunity,” according to a 2019 US report on terrorism. AQAP
fighters are estimated to number in the low thousands, accord-
ing to the report. Then came the battle for Marib, some 120
kilometers (75 miles) east of the rebel-controlled capital Sanaa.

“The fighting is helping the group reorganize. They even
pushed some of their fighters to join the ranks of the resistance
battling the Houthis, to benefit from the financial support they
receive,” the tribal leader said, referring to salaries believed to
be paid by the coalition.  Last month, the group called on
Yemenis to raise arms against the Huthis in Marib, portraying
itself once again as the “defender of Muslims” in the region.  

Meanwhile, the United States’ intervention to end
Yemen’s long conflict has energized a once lifeless peace
process, observers say, but savage fighting in the country’s
north has thrown up yet another barrier. After six years of

relentless fighting, the conflict that has brought Yemen to its
knees appears to be at a turning point, just as the United
Nations warns the country could tip into wide-scale famine at
any moment. The US has withdrawn support for the Saudi-led
coalition’s offensive in Yemen, and sources say its new envoy
Tim Lenderking met face-to-face with the Iran-backed
Houthi rebels, who unleashed the conflict when they seized
the capital Sanaa. After the freewheeling approach under for-
mer US president Donald Trump, the might of Washington’s
diplomacy has now swung back behind the UN pointman on
Yemen, Martin Griffiths, whose unenviable job it is to get the
two sides to the table.

And Saudi Arabia, with its poor rights record back in the
spotlight under Joe Biden’s administration, is under pressure to
find a way out of the quagmire it waded into when it swooped
in to support the internationally recognized government in
2016. “Lenderking has been doing the rounds in the region,
engaging with parties to the conflict,” a Gulf-based Western
official said. “American involvement is bringing new momen-
tum” to end the stalemate, the official said. “The support for
Griffiths has never been stronger.”

Despite the optimism, Lenderking received a cool response
to his proposal to kick off a revived peace process, and a source
close to the UN efforts said the initiative is effectively on hold
until the battle raging outside the city of Marib is won or lost. The
Houthis are throwing everything they have at the fight for the
capital of an oil-rich region, sustaining heavy casualties as a price
worth paying for the last piece of the north that the government
still controls. Its capture would hand the rebels an important new
revenue source as well as a stronger position at the negotiating
table, or even embolden them to push for more territory. —AFP

YEMEN: In this file photo Yemeni soldiers stand near a rocket launching during a major offensive against Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) in the Maifaa region of Shabwa province on May 4, 2014.  —AFP

George Floyd
Square: Scene of 
tears and tensions
MINNEAPOLIS, United States: Memorial or no-go
zone? The Minneapolis intersection where George Floyd,
a 46-year-old Black man, was killed last summer by a
white police officer has become a bit of both.

“George Floyd Square” is a public shrine, a focal
point for debate and a canvas for artistic expression
denouncing racial injustice and police brutality.
Surrounded by concrete barricades and patrolled by
self-appointed “guardians,” the intersection at 38th and
Chicago has also been the scene of several shootings, at
least one of them fatal. Bouquets, candles and hand-
written messages mark the spot where the handcuffed
Floyd died, his neck pinned to the ground by police offi-
cer Derek Chauvin’s knee.

Jeanelle Austin, a 36-year-old woman who grew up in
the neighborhood, describes herself as the “lead care-
taker” of the George Floyd global memorial. “I started
caretaking for my own well-being,” Austin told AFP,
carefully preserving and archiving the tributes left by
visitors. “People who remember me say, ‘You held each
flower as if it was precious gold,’” Austin said. “At first
we were just tending to the space, to keep it clean and

tidy,” she said. Now, “we are part of the fight to rehu-
manise Black people.” “The stories that we are conserv-
ing emerge out of Black narrative,” she added. “Our job
is to be keeper of this story.”

‘Celebrate Black culture’ 
The Floyd family has pledged $500,000 from a $27-

million “wrongful death” settlement with the city of
Minneapolis to help improve the historically Black neigh-
borhood. “When people come to 38th and Chicago, they
will witness a marker of a turning point in civil rights,” said
Ben Crump, a lawyer for the Floyd family. “They will learn
more about Black history,” Crump said. “They will sup-
port the thriving Black businesses that were able to sur-
vive, not only COVID, but this terrible tragedy where
George Floyd was killed. “And they will be able to cele-
brate Black culture.”

Access to the square has been restricted by the
“guardians” since a 30-year-old man was shot dead there
on the evening of March 6. The Hennepin County
Attorney’s Office announced on Monday that a 31-year-
old man had been charged with murder in connection with
the shooting, which it said stemmed from an internal dis-
pute in the “Rolling 30’s Bloods” gang. Checkpoints have
been set up at entry points, and a banner hangs at one of
them proclaiming the site the “Independent State of
George Floyd.” “You are not safe here,” a “security guard”
told a group of visitors during a recent visit to the area
before asking them to leave to “let the community mourn.”

A day of silent prayer had been scheduled last week to

mark the start of Chauvin’s trial but was called off. The
neighborhood around 38th and Chicago has been tense
since Floyd’s May 25 death. Gunshots can be heard most
nights. An Uber driver recounted to AFP how he recently
drove away a bleeding man who did not want to wait for
an ambulance.

Minneapolis Mayor Jacob Frey said the area has “two
truths associated with it.” “There are certainly times that
it’s a beautiful community gathering space,” Frey said.
“And I think that needs to be honored and respected.
“And there have been times where it has been absolutely
unsafe.” Minneapolis police chief Medaria Arradondo said
the situation cannot continue forever.  —AFP

NEW YORK: A person holds a placard with George Floyd’s
face during a protest to mark the one year anniversary of
Breonna Taylor’s death in New York City. —AFP

S Africa’s largest 
ethnic group, Zulus, 
await new king
JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s largest ethnic group,
the Zulus, will bid farewell tomorrow to their king,
Goodwill Zwelithini, who for half a century was their
charismatic but also controversial figurehead. The
longest-serving king in Zulu history, the monarch died
on Friday after 50 years on the throne. Under Zulu
funeral rites, he should be interred by a few select men-
an event the palace calls a “planting” of his remains
rather than a burial.

The Zulus are popularly known for their vibrant cul-
ture, especially the timeless and riveting ancient war
dance performed by the rhythmic stomping of feet. The
late king exuded the image of a traditional chief, typical-
ly sporting a poncho-like leopard-skin chest cover and
wielding an unquestionable spiritual authority.

He spoke to powerful political leaders, and appeared
in public with Nelson Mandela. He also had visits from
President Cyril Ramaphosa and ex-president Jacob
Zuma, during which they were seen performing the grip-
ping Zulu war dance, known as “umzansi.” Even though
he lacked executive power under the South African sys-
tem, he still had moral clout over more than 11 million
Zulus, nearly a fifth  of the country’s population.

At the fall of apartheid, traditional leaders were
constitutionally recognized and they continue to play
an important symbolic and spiritual role.  They advise

legislators and have a say in cultural, land manage-
ment and justice administration in their territories. The
Zulu king remains the most influential of all these tra-
ditional leaders.

For now, secrecy shrouds the identity of Zwelithini’s
successor, although the question is on everybody’s lips.
Ordinarily it would have been the eldest son born to the
senior of his six wives, with whom he sired 28 children.
But his first son, Prince Lethukuthula Zulu, was killed
aged 50 last November at his Johannesburg home.

It is a “complicating factor” that the man who would
likely have been the “designated” king is already dead,
said Somadoda Fikeni, a cultural heritage expert.
Historian and cultural analyst Ntuli Pikita said that while
the palace will have resorted to a “very intricate way” of
picking the successor, its inner circle should know
already who the next king will be. —AFP


