
KABUL (Dispatches) – U.S. De-
fense Secretary has arrived in Af-
ghanistan’s capital, Kabul, on an un-
announced visit, amid talk of dialog 
between the Afghan government and 
the Taliban militant group.

Before arriving in Kabul on Tues-
day, Jim Mattis said Taliban was 
“interested” in talking to the Af-
ghan government.

This is while the Taliban have so 
far refused to talk to Kabul, despite 
an offer of direct dialog from Pres-
ident Ashraf Ghani.

Mattis claimed, nevertheless, that 
some militant elements were open 
to negotiations.

“It may not be that the whole Tal-
iban comes over in one fell swoop, 
that would be a bridge too far, but 
there are elements of the Taliban 
clearly interested in talking to the 
Afghan government,” he said, 
without explaining who those ele-
ments were or how he knew about 
their alleged interest.

Ghani has even offered to rec-
ognize the Taliban as a legitimate 
political group if the militant out-
fit recognized the Afghan govern-
ment.

Before Ghani made his offer, the 
militants had called for direct talks 
with the U.S. to find a “peaceful 
solution” for the conflict in Af-
ghanistan.

Mattis said that Washington 
wanted Kabul to lead any “recon-
ciliation effort.”

U.S.-led troops invaded Afghani-
stan and toppled a ruling Taliban 
regime some 17 years ago, but the 
ongoing war has failed to bring 
stability to the country despite the 
presence of thousands of foreign 
forces. A recent survey found that 
the militants were active in two-
thirds of the country and were fully 
controlling four percent of it.

The U.S. defense secretary said 
that Washington was looking for-
ward to “a political reconciliation 
not a military victory.”

“The victory will be a political 
reconciliation,” he claimed, as the 
U.S.-led war drags on.

U.S. President Donald Trump had 
long campaigned on a promise of 
ending the Afghan war. When he 
took office, though, he made a U-
turn on that pledge. 

Last August, Trump said he 
would allow increased troop num-
bers in Afghanistan. The U.S. 
Department of Defense then an-
nounced in November that about 
3,000 additional American troops 
had been deployed to Afghanistan 
under Trump’s new “strategy” for 
the country, raising the number of 
American troops in the war-torn 
country to at least 14,000.

Thought for Today
Your houses and property were taken up by others, 

your widow has remarried, this is what we can tell 
you of this world. 

‘Bin Talal Not Allowed to Leave Saudi Arabia After Release’
RIYADH (Dispatches) – Saudi billionaire Prince Alwaleed bin Talal, who 

recently was released after nearly three months in detention as part of a 
so-called anti-corruption purge, reportedly does not have the permission to 
travel outside of the kingdom. Sources told Qatari newspaper al-Sharq that 
bin Talal, who had hoped to spend time in the south of France and also trav-
el overseas to meet with his aides and advisers, has not received the neces-
sary license to leave the kingdom, which has left him in “a state of gloom.”

Bin Talal, the chairman of Kingdom Holding Company, is one of the 
world’s richest men with assets valued by Bloomberg at $19 billion. 
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U.S. Defense Secretary Makes 
Unannounced Visit to Afghanistan

GAZA (Dispatches) – Palestinian 
Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah 
survived an assassination attempt 
in Gaza on Tuesday, the Palestin-
ian Authority said after an apparent 
roadside bomb targeted his motor-
cade. 

The attack on Hamdallah, who is 
spearheading the Palestinian Au-
thority’s reconciliation efforts with 
Gaza’s dominant group, Hamas, 
took place as the White House pre-
pared to hold a meeting on the hu-
manitarian situation in the enclave.

There was no immediate claim of 
responsibility for what one Pales-
tinian Authority security official 
in Gaza said was a roadside bomb. 
A second device failed to explode, 
the official said.

Six security guards had been 
wounded, Hamdallah said shortly 
after the attack. 

Spokesman for Interior Ministry 
in Gaza said security forces were 
investigating the explosion.

Fatah, the West Bank-based po-
litical party to which Palestinian 
President Mahmoud Abbas be-
longs, denounced the attack and 
held the Gaza-based resistance 
movement Hamas responsible.

Hamas condemned the attack, 
saying it was aimed at undermin-
ing the security of the Gaza Strip 
and the unity of the Palestinians.

Hamdallah and his delegation 
had arrived in Gaza to participate 
in the inauguration of a wastewater 
treatment plant. They continued 
with the tour after the attack.

The visit is Hamdallah’s second 
since Palestinian factions signed 
a reconciliation deal in 2017 in 
Cairo as part of an Egypt-backed 
initiative.

The two movements of Fatah and 
Hamas agreed in October 2017 to 
“enable the national unity govern-
ment to carry out its work and as-

sume its full responsibility in run-
ning the Gaza Strip, as is the case 
in the West Bank, by December 1, 
2017.”

Palestinian PM Hamdallah Survives Gaza Bomb Attack

The picture taken from social media shows the site of a bomb blast that hit the convoy of 
Palestinian Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah in the besieged Gaza Strip on March 13, 2018.

U.S. Defense Secretary Jim Mattis disembarks from his plane on an 
unannounced trip to Kabul, Afghanistan, on March 13, 2018. 

BAGHDAD (Press TV) – Iraq has ended a 
nearly six-month air blockade imposed on its 
Kurdistan after the semi-autonomous region held 
a controversial referendum on secession last Sep-
tember.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi said 
Tuesday the airports of Arbil and Sulaimaniyah 
were “again open to international flights” after 
the federal authority was restored at the hubs.

Tensions flared up between the region and 
the central government in Baghdad after the 
Kurdistan Regional Government (KRG) held a 
highly controversial plebiscite on secession on 
September 25 last year.

The referendum was held despite strong op-
position from Baghdad, the international com-
munity, and Iraq’s neighboring countries, espe-
cially Turkey and Iran.

It opened up a persisting rift between the semi-
autonomous region and the central government 
in Baghdad.

Following the provocative vote, Baghdad im-
posed a ban on direct international flights to and 
from the Kurdish region and called for a halt 
to its independent crude oil sales. The KRG at 
the time described such measures as “collective 
punishment.”

Since the air ban was enforced, all Kurdistan-

bound international flights have been rerouted 
to Baghdad, which has also imposed entry visas 
to foreigners wishing to visit the Kurdistan re-
gion.

In October 2017, Iraqi federal forces retook 
control of the Kurdish-held city of Kirkuk and 
many disputed territories in response to the 
Kurdish referendum.

Kirkuk is not one of the three provinces that 
have made up the Kurdish region since 2003. 
However, Kurdish militants used a vacuum 
created when government troops were fighting 
against Daesh terrorists to overtake the oil-rich 
city.

Iraqi PM Reopens Kurdistan Airports to Int’l Flights

ANKARA (Reuters) – Turkey’s 
parliament passed a law revamping 
electoral regulations on Tuesday, 
backing controversial legislation 
the opposition has said could open 
the door to fraud and jeopardize 
the fairness of 2019 polls.

After parliament’s Deputy 
Speaker Aysenur Bahcekapili an-
nounced the voting result, a brawl 
erupted between nationalist law-
makers and those from the main 
opposition. Several parliamentar-
ians traded punches and shoved 
and chased each other in the 
chamber.

The legislation formally allows 
for the creation of electoral alli-
ances, paving the way for a tie-up 
between President Tayyip Erdo-
gan’s ruling AK Party and their 
nationalist allies. It was widely 
expected to pass, given the com-
bined support of the AKP and the 
nationalist MHP.

But government critics have 
sounded alarm over the law.

It grants the High Electoral 
Board the authority to merge 

electoral districts and move ballot 
boxes to other districts. Ballots 
will be admissible without the 
stamp of the local electoral board, 
formalizing a decision made 
during a referendum last year 
that caused a widespread outcry 
among government critics and 
concern from election monitors.

Under the law, security force 
members will be allowed into 
polling stations when invited by a 
voter, a measure the government 
says will stamp out intimidation 
by the outlawed Kurdistan Work-
ers Party (PKK) in the mainly 
Kurdish southeast.

Opposition lawmakers, includ-
ing from the main opposition Re-
publican People’s Party (CHP), 
have said the presence of security 
forces at polling stations could be 
used to make vote counting less 
transparent.

The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Dem-
ocratic Party has said the mea-
sures could lead to ballot boxes 
being moved out of districts 
where it has strong support.

Turkish Parl’t Passes 
Controversial Voting Law 

UNITED NATIONS (Dispatches) 
– UN Secretary-General Antonio 
Guterres has deplored the failure to 
implement a Security Council resolu-
tion that demands cease-fire in Syria.

Reporting to the Security Council 
on the implementation of Resolu-
tion 2401, Guterres said there has 
been no cessation of hostilities in 
Syria.

Though conflicts in some areas 
are diminishing in intensity, vio-
lence continues in Eastern Ghouta 

and beyond -- including in Afrin, 
parts of Idlib and in Damascus and 
its suburbs, he said.

Particularly in terrorist-held East-
ern Ghouta, airstrikes, shelling and 
ground offensives have intensified 
after the adoption of the resolution 
on Feb. 24, and claimed hundreds of 
civilian lives, the UN chief added.

The resolution demands the en-
abling of “the safe, unimpeded and 
sustained” delivery of humanitarian 
aid and services across Syria for at 

least 30 days.
“Despite some limited convoy 

deliveries, the provision of humani-
tarian aid and services has not been 
safe, unimpeded or sustained,” re-
ported Guterres.

On the resolution’s demand for 
medical evacuations of the criti-
cally sick and wounded, Guterres 
said: “To our knowledge, not one 
critically sick or wounded person 
has yet been evacuated.”

Guterres reported “egregious vio-

lations, indiscriminate attacks, and 
a failure to protect civilians and 
civilian infrastructure” despite the 
resolution’s demands for all par-
ties to comply with their obligations 
under international law and interna-
tional human rights law.

“I am here to report on the im-
plementation of Security Council 
Resolution 2401... But I am keenly 
aware that I am doing so just as 
the bloodletting in Syria enters its 
eighth year,” said the secretary-
general.

“I am deeply saddened by the 
immense loss and cascading suf-
fering of the Syrian people. And I 
am deeply disappointed by all those 
who have, year after year, by action 
or inaction, by design or indiffer-
ence, allowed this to happen.”

Despite all the difficulties, lack of 
trust, mutual suspicions and cold 
calculations, it should still be possi-
ble to implement Resolution 2401, 
he said. “We cannot give up for the 
sake of the Syrian people.”

“I appeal to all parties for the full 
implementation of Resolution 2401 
throughout the whole of Syrian ter-
ritory. The United Nations is ready 
to assist in any efforts to make that 
happen.

“I call on all states with influence 
to exercise it in support of the ef-
forts of the United Nations and the 
implementation of the resolution.

“I hope this week’s Astana min-
isterial meeting, which will gather 
the guarantors of de-escalation, will 
concretely restore de-escalation ar-
rangements, and take real steps on 
detainees, abductees and missing 
persons.”

UN Chief Deplores Failure to 
Implement UN Resolution on Syria

Smoke billows in the militant-held besieged town of Harasta in the Eastern Ghouta region on the outskirts 
of Damascus on March 10, 2018.


