US president awards Kuwait’s emir with
rare military decoration
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LONDON: US President Donald Trump on Friday presented Kuwait'’s emir with a
rare military award during a private ceremony at the White House.

The Legion of Merit, Degree Chief Commander is a prestigious decoration that
can only be bestowed by the American president and was last awarded in 1991.
The honor was granted in recognition of Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-
Sabah’s “great efforts” and the important role he plays in the region and the
world, the Kuwait News Agency (KUNA) reported.

It also reflected the “distinguished and historic” partnership between Kuwait
and the US and came in advance of the 60th anniversary of the establishment
of diplomatic relations between the two countries, KUNA added.

The award was accepted on behalf of the emir by his son Sheikh Nasser Sabah
Al-Ahmed Al-Sabah.
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Haftar agrees to lift Libya oil
blockade with conditions
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BENGHAZI: Libyan strongman Khalifa Haftar announced Friday a conditional
lifting of a months-long blockade on oilfields and ports by his forces.

“We have decided to resume o0il production and export on condition of a fair
distribution of revenues” and guarantee they “will not be used to support
terrorism,” he said on television.

Pro-Haftar groups supported by the Petroleum Facilities Guard blockaded key
oilfields and export terminals on January 17 to demand what they called a
fair share of hydrocarbon revenues.

The blockade, which has resulted in more than $9.8 billion in lost revenue,
according to National Petroleum Company (NOC), has exacerbated electricity
and fuel shortages in the country.

Dressed in his military uniform, Haftar said the command of his forces had
“put aside all military and political considerations” to respond to the
“deterioration of living conditions” in Libya, which has Africa’s largest oil
reserves.

The announcement comes after hundreds of Libyans protested last week in the
eastern city of Benghazi, one of Haftar’'s strongholds, and other cities over
corruption, power cuts and shortages in petrol and cash.

Protesting peacefully at first, protesters on Sunday set fire to the
headquarters of the parallel eastern government in Benghazi and attacked the
police station in Al-Marj.

Police officers fired live ammunition to disperse them in Al-Marj, leaving at
least one dead and several wounded, according to witnesses and the UN mission
in Libya.

Libya has been in chaos since a NATO-backed uprising toppled and killed
longtime dictator Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.

The country’s oil revenues are managed by the NOC and the central bank, both
based in Tripoli, which is also the seat of Libya’s internationally
recognized Government of National Accord (GNA).
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Haftar runs a rival administration based in the country’s east.

Haftar— who has the backing of Egypt, the UAE and Russia — launched an
offensive against Tripoli in April last year.

After 14 months of fierce fighting, pro-GNA forces backed by Turkey expelled
his troops from much of western Libya and pushed them to Sirte, the gateway
to Libya’s rich oil fields and export terminals.
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UN warns of possible ‘war crimes’ in
Turkish-controlled Syria
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GENEVA: Armed groups in the area of northern Syria controlled by Turkey may
have committed war crimes and other violations of international law, the UN
rights chief said Friday.

Michelle Bachelet, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights,
said the situation in those areas of Syria was grim, with violence and
criminality rife.

In a statement, Bachelet’s UN Human Rights Office (OHCHR) said it had noted
an “alarming pattern in recent months of grave violations,” having documented
increased killings, kidnappings, unlawful transfers of people, seizures of
land and properties and forcible evictions.

The victims include people perceived to be allied with opposing parties or as
being critical of the actions of the Turkish-affiliated armed groups,
Bachelet’s office said.

Those affiliated groups have also seized and looted houses, land and property
without any apparent military necessity, said OHCHR.

Furthermore, increased infighting among the various Turkish-affiliated armed
groups over power-sharing was causing civilian casualties and damage to
civilian infrastructure.

Turkey controls large stretches of northeastern Syria through various armed
groups, and is conducting operations aimed at driving out Kurdish militias
and extremists.

In October last year, Turkish forces and their Syrian proxies occupied a 120-
kilometer (75-mile) stretch of land inside the Syrian border from Kurdish
forces.

Ankara has also deployed forces in several military posts it established in
northwestern Idlib as part of a 2018 deal with regime ally Moscow, while
Turkey also controls a stretch of territory along its border in neighboring
Aleppo province following a series of military offensives since
2016.Bachelet’s office said it had documented the abduction and disappearance
of civilians, including women and children.

It also said that from the start of the year until last Monday, it had
verified the deaths of at least 116 civilians as a result of improvised
explosive devices and explosive remnants of war, while a further 463
civilians were injured.

“I urge Turkey to immediately launch an impartial, transparent and
independent investigation into the incidents we have verified, account for
the fate of those detained and abducted by the affiliated armed groups and
hold accountable those responsible for what may, in some instances, amount to
crimes under international law, including war crimes,” Bachelet said.

“This is all the more vital given that we have received disturbing reports
that some detainees and abductees have allegedly been transferred to Turkey
following their detention in Syria by affiliated armed groups.”

Meanwhile Bachelet voiced concern that parties to the conflict in Syria were
using essential services as a weapon.

“Impeding access to water, sanitation and electricity endangers the lives of
large numbers of people, a danger rendered all the more acute amid fighting a
global pandemic,” she said.
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Lebanon’s Maronite patriarch calls for
all parties to adopt ‘active
neutrality’
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BEIRUT: In an exclusive interview with Arab News on Wednesday, the head of
Lebanon’s Maronite church, Bechara Al-Rai, called for all of the many
political factions in the country — which has just marked its centenary — to
support his call to adopt ‘active neutrality,’ describing it as “part of the
Lebanese identity.”
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“Lebanon has (historically) been neutral,” the patriarch said. “But since
1975, we have lost our neutrality — first when the Cairo Agreement allowed
the Palestinians to carry out military operations against Israel from
Lebanese territory, then with the civil war, which led to the emergence of
different militias. So, active neutrality is a return to our roots, to our
own identity.”

With the exception of Hezbollah, which he said has not expressed a position
yet, Al-Rai claimed that no party in Lebanon opposes neutrality, but that
“probably a few take advantage of the current situation and are just sitting
on the fence.”

Al-Rai disagrees with Hezbollah’s claim that neutrality would encourage
Israeli aggression, or mean that Lebanon could not defend itself.

“Neutrality comprises three inseparable and complementary elements,” he said.
The first is that Lebanon, because of its size, “has no interest in being
part of the conflicts and wars in the region.” The second is that the
country’s “mission” is to be a place “where all nations can come together and
get along.” And the third that a Lebanon not “fragmented into several
republics” could establish “a strong state, with an army and institutions
that can exercise its sovereignty within its territory .. and defend itself
from any aggression.”

He added: “Hezbollah has its own vested interests that are not necessarily
aligned with those of Lebanon.”

The need for unity is urgent, Al-Rai continued. “Today, we are committing
suicide. We cannot sacrifice Lebanon for the sake of a person or party,
whether it is Hezbollah or others.”

A policy of active neutrality would allow Lebanon to build on the good
relations it already has with many countries, Al-Rai believes, but also to
forge new international relations.

While he welcomed the recent decisions by the UAE and Bahrain to normalize
relations with Israel, he stressed: “I am not saying that (Lebanon) should
normalize relations with Israel today,” but added that the roots of the
recent deals could be found in an initiative launched at the Arab League
Summit in Beirut in 2002.

Al-Rai also took the opportunity to thank the many countries to have provided
support to Lebanon since the devastating explosion in Beirut’s port on August
4. “This shows that Lebanon, this small country, is well-cherished.”

But, he added, “Lebanon must live up to this vision of the international and
Arab community. It needs to form a government, and its politicians must no
longer care about their personal interests, but must put those of Lebanon
first.”

u

He said Lebanon’s politicians should feel “ashamed” that French President
Emmanuel Macron “rushed to Lebanon in the aftermath of the double explosion,
while no Lebanese politician dared to go to the bedside of the people.”



“Our politicians are now declaring themselves innocent of their
responsibilities,” Al-Rai said. “It is as if it was the duty of France or any
state to come and help Lebanon ward off the negligence of its political
leaders.”

More must be done, Al-Rai said, to ensure that the Lebanese people are able
not just to survive in their country, but thrive — and to dissuade so many
Lebanese from leaving the country.

“Words are not enough. We use words, principles, patriotism, but this is not
enough. They need to eat, to work, to be able to build their future and
achieve their dreams. The responsibility falls on politicians. Economic
conditions in the country need to be improved. The Lebanese must be able to
live with dignity and find a job. We must also ensure their safety. It is not
okay to have all these guns all over the place in people’s hands, shooting
and killing for whatever reason. Life has value,” he said.

“Therefore, we need a neutral state, a strong state imposing its sovereignty
throughout the country, ensuring the security of all its citizens, providing
them a normal economic and social life,” he continued. “This is the neutral
state that we are advocating — the state as it was before it tumbled.”

ENDS
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No peace deal in Yemen in sight
despite prisoner swap talks
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AL-MUKALLA: For the first time since February, the Yemeni government and
Houthi representatives will be meeting in Geneva on Friday or Saturday to
discuss final touches to the prisoner swap deal.

The direct talks revived hopes that the trust-building discussions would not
only see hundreds of prisoners released, but pave the way for a new round of
peace talks between the warring sides that could end the war.

Majed Fadhail, deputy minister of human rights and a member of the government
delegation, told Arab News that the discussions would be built on previous
talks in Amman in February when both sides agreed to swap hundreds of
prisoners.

“The first stage will see 1,420 prisoners released,” he said, adding that all
prisoners, including senior government military and civilian figures and
other detainees in Houthi prisoners, would be released in later stages.

If the talks succeed in freeing the prisoners it could smooth the way for
more trust-building steps brokered by the UN Yemen Envoy Martin Griffiths,
Yemen experts say. Griffiths has said many times that his priority is
convincing the warring sides in Yemen to accept his proposal for a cease-fire
deal that would stop hostilities on battlefields and open humanitarian
corridors across the country.

However, some Yemeni experts are pessimistic about peace prospects in Yemen
given the continued intensive military operations on the ground.

Saleh Al-Baydani, a Yemeni political analyst, told Arab News on Thursday that
the prisoner talks could face the fate of previous negotiations that faltered
when the Iran-backed Houthis refused to release senior commanders and
government officials.

The Houthis insisted on swapping their fighters with ordinary people they had
abducted in Sanaa and other areas under their control.

“The main reason for the failure of the (previous) prisoner exchange
agreement, although it is the least complex file, is because of the Houthis’
insistence on handing over civilian detainees who were kidnapped from homes
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in exchange for the government of Yemen releasing their PoW fighters who can

return to the battlefield the next day,” Al-Baydani said. He added that there
should be strong guarantees from the UN that the Houthis would stop detaining
people if the prisoner swap succeeded.

Citing an escalation in fighting, a worsening humanitarian crisis and the
coronavirus pandemic, the UN Yemen envoy said during his last briefing to the
UN Security Council that the country was moving away from peace.

“Earlier this year, I warned that Yemen was at a critical juncture. I said
either the guns would fall silent and the political process would resume, or
Yemen would slip back away from that road to peace, and alas, this is exactly
what seems to be happening,” the UN Yemen envoy said.

Al-Baydani agreed with the UN envoy’s statement, saying that the time was not
ripe for peace talks because of the Houthi determination to seize control of
new areas in northern Yemen, including the strategic city of Marib.

“I do not think the atmosphere is ready for any political settlement. It
seems that accelerating military transformations will impose themselves in
the final solution in Yemen,” he said.

Despite local and international calls for stopping their offensive against
the densely populated city of Marib, the Houthis renewed their pledges to
capture the city. On Wednesday, Gen. Jalal Al-Rowaishan, a Houthi minister,
told a local affiliate newspaper that the movement was determined to expel
government forces from Marib despite coming under huge international
pressure.

The UN envoy has previously warned that fighting in Marib would pose a grave
threat to tens of thousands of people who sought refuge in the city, adding
that it would be impossible to reach a compressive agreement in Yemen if the
Houthis seized control of Marib.

“If Marib falls, simply put, this would undermine prospects of convening an
inclusive political process that brings about a transition based on
partnership and plurality,” Griffiths said. Analysts believe that the mood of
the Houthis is not for peace and that they are racing against time to secure
Marib before international pressure increases.

“The attack on Marib is an attempt to control the last bastion of the
legitimate government in northern Yemen, preempt any international pressure
to stop the war in Yemen and a comprehensive settlement initiative proposed
by Griffiths,” Al-Baydani said.
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