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NORTH AFRICA

Libya

Libya protesters threaten to shut oil, gas facilities (Reuters) January 11, 2024

Protesters have threatened to shut down two oil and gas facilities near the Libyan capital Tripoli, with one group that is campaigning against
corruption issuing a 72-hour ultimatum.

The group called the Corruption Eradication Movement said in a video statement online that its deadline would end on Friday and it would "stop the pumping of gas from the Mellitah complex," a joint venture
between Libya's National Oil Corporation (NOC) and Italy's Eni.

Any halt would disrupt the supply of gas through the Greenstream pipeline between Libya and Italy.

Eni declined to comment and NOC was not immediately available for comment on the latest threat.

The protesters demanded the removal of NOC chairman Farhat Bengdara over what they called "violations amounting to the level of crime".

They also demanded Bengdara be prevented from concluding any oil and gas agreements.

Other demands included job opportunities for young people in areas near the oil facilities and preventing environmental pollution.

"If the authorities do not respond to our demands, the movement may develop into civil disobedience," the group's spokesman Salem Mohamed told Reuters by phone.

Libya's oil sector, the country's major source of income, has been a target for local and broader political protests since the toppling of Muammar Gaddafi in a NATO-backed uprising in 2011.

Local groups and larger country-wide ones alike have sought a bigger share of state revenue as well as political changes.

It was unclear whether the latest protesters have the capacity to close facilities.

The movement has said it would close NOC's Zawiya refinery, west of Tripoli, which can process 120,000 barrels per day, making it the country's biggest functioning refinery.

The refinery is connected to the 300,000 bpd Sharara field.

NOC declared force majeure on Sunday in Sharara production.

The field was closed by protesters from the Fezzan region in the south of the country last week to press demands for "better services".

NOC said that the closure of Sharara suspended the crude oil supplies to Zawiya terminal.

It also said said on Tuesday that Bengdara met with Fezzan region leaders to discuss the repercussions of the force majeure.

Turkish intelligence suspected to have a hand in arms transfers to Libya in violation of UN sanctions (Nordic Monitor) By Abdullah Bozkurt
January 17, 2024

A little-known arms manufacturer from a province where Turkish intelligence has been known to secure contracts for purchasing and shipping arms
to jihadists in other countries has been flagged in a United Nations’ investigation as an arms smuggler to a client in Libya.

According to a report submitted to the UN Security Council on September 15, 2023 by the Panel of Experts on Libya, Turkish company Capra Arms Savunma ve Silah Sanayi Ticaret Limited Şirketi (Capra) sent
12,000 pistols in violation of sanctions imposed by the UN. The pistols were seized by authorities in Misrata on March 4, 2023 after they discovered the weapons hidden among household items.

The cargo was originally intended for a consignee in Saint Kitts and Nevis but was diverted to Misrata en route at the request of Capra. During transit, the initial export and loading documentation was
modified, and a list of blank firing pistols was omitted from the new documents. Capra did not respond to UN investigators seeking clarification and additional information.

The arms were loaded onto the Belitaki container ship on November 10, 2022 in the Turkish port of Mersin and arrived in Libya’s Misrata on February 2, 2023, following an extended voyage that took the ship
to Spain, Colombia and Malta. When the shipment was loaded, Turkish shipper Capra listed a mailbox client located in Saint Kitts and Nevis, an island state in the eastern Caribbean. However, the destination
was changed in the course of the container’s transshipment.

The waybill for the consignment was entirely in Turkish and did not adequately identify the pistols, creating ambiguity for customs officials in identifying the cargo. The modified waybill only listed 148 boxes of
kitchenware, completely omitting any mention of pistols. Additionally, the Turkish company’s full name, which originally included a reference to arms, was also dropped from the new waybill. These changes
appear to have been deliberately made to avoid raising red flags for the cargo during transport and in customs declarations.

Capra needed a Turkish government export license for the shipment and obtained it by involving a shell company registered in Saint Kitts and Nevis at a mailbox address. Consequently, the Turkish government
could save face by claiming that it bore no responsibility for any changes in the destination during the arms shipment. This occurred even though the arms violated UN Security Council Resolution 1970 (2011).

There isn’t much information available about Capra in the Turkish arms industry. Launched in 2018 in Turkey’s conservative province of Konya, a stronghold of the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP),
Capra is relatively unknown. Notably, Turkish intelligence agency MIT has previously contracted certain arms manufacturers in the same province to produce weapons, artillery and missiles for jihadists in
Syria.

The circumstances surrounding Capra’s arms transfers to Libya, including the use of a recently established company, the initial destination outside of Libya, registering pistols as blank firing guns in the local
language to avoid raising alarms during inspections and later omitting the mention of pistols in a revised waybill, indeed suggest a modus operandi similar to that of MIT. These tactics comport with previous
patterns observed in covert operations linked to Turkish intelligence.

According to trade registry records, the company was established on July 10, 2018 as a limited corporation in Konya by a single owner, Mümin Özet, a resident of the industrial city of Gebze in the northeastern
part of Turkey. The company’s bylaws specified as its activities the manufacturing of arms, defense materiel and explosives and engagement in their sale, export and import. The declared capital for the
establishment of the company was 100,000 Turkish lira.

Özet transferred 5 percent of the shares in the company to a man named Yunus Zırıp 10 days after its establishment and appointed him general manager. Subsequently, on September 1, 2021, both Özet and
Zirip sold their shares to Ömer Faruk Kurt, making him the sole owner of the company

Özet has another store, Kurt Av Dünyası, in Gebze that functions as a retailer for arms, specializing in hunting rifles, on behalf of arms manufacturers and defense contractors, listed as an authorized distributor
for Turkish defense contractor Güral Savunma Sanayi.

It seems that Capra does not operate its own manufacturing facility but rather outsources production to other companies, marketing arms under its own brand or selling and distributing other brands. The
pistols sent to Libya by Capra were manufactured by arms producer Retay Silah Ltd. Şti., also located in Konya, under the Retay Falcon brand.

The government of Turkey, led by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has displayed a significant interest in Libya, a nation marked by civil war and division since the Arab revolutions of 2011. With the financial
support of Qatar, Turkey has been actively involved in arming, training and supporting factions aligned with the Erdogan government in Libya.

The Erdogan government has gone to the extent of transferring Syrian fighters to Libya as mercenaries, providing them with monthly salaries and promising Turkish citizenship for both the fighters and their
family members. The vetting and selection process for these fighters was conducted by Turkish intelligence agency MIT, which had been collaborating with jihadist groups in Syria since 2011 with the goal of
ousting President Bashar al-Assad.

Turkey has been providing special force sniper training for Libyan troops in Turkey. According to UN investigators, Turkish-backed Syrian fighters have been consistently present in various military camps of
the Government of National Unity’s armed forces in the Tripoli region. A contingent of at least 300 Syrian fighters associated with the Syrian rebel group Sultan Suleiman Shah has been reported at the Sidi
Bilal military camp, where regular trainings have taken place.

President Erdogan and his family have benefited financially from both military and non-military deals with Libyan factions supported by Turkey. The Turkish defense industry is believed to be significantly
influenced by Erdogan, his family members and his business associates.

Selçuk Bayraktar, Erdogan’s son-in-law and chairman of the board of Baykar, the manufacturer of Bayraktar armed drones, was Turkey’s top taxpayer in 2022, with 564 million Turkish lira in income tax paid.

The companies flagged by the UN, reportedly involved in arms smuggling to Libya, are said to be run by individuals closely associated with President Erdogan and his inner circle.

The Turkish Armed Forces (TSK) have deployed senior officers to Libya and initiated training programs for the Government of National Unity’s armed forces, in both Turkey and Libya. UN investigators claim
that a significant portion of the training provided to Libyan troops by Turkey violates the UN arms embargo on Libya.

Turkish military cargo planes and navy frigates continue to make trips to Libya to transport arms, logistical materials and personnel. Some of the major arms transferred to Libya include Bayraktar TB2 armed
drones, 35mm Korkut Cannon for air defense, MIM-3 Hawk missiles, 155mm Firtina T155 artillery, Rocketsan 122mm Sakarya T-122 artillery cannon, the Aselsan Koral Electronic Warfare System, the Aselsan
Ihasavar UAV Jammer, an M-60 Patton tank and Aselsan Serce-2 UAVs, STM Kargu-2 UAVs and Tai Anka UAVs as well as various arms such as sniper rifles, rockets and anti-tank weapons.

Despite travel bans and asset seizure orders imposed by the UN Libya sanctions committee, some individuals sanctioned by the UN have managed to travel to Turkey and establish residence there.

Between July 2022 and July 2023, UN investigators sent 18 letters to Turkey — second only to Libya in the number of notifications from UN investigators — seeking clarification on violations of Libya sanctions.
The Erdogan government responded to only four of them, ignoring the remainder.
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US Says Not Involved With Firm In Central African Republic (Barrons and AFP) By Agence France-Presse
January 11, 2024

The US government on Thursday denied involvement in an American company's activities in the Central African Republic that have been seen as
potentially challenging Russia's Wagner mercenaries for influence.

Bancroft Global Development late last month told AFP that it had "agreed on a framework to discuss possible future activities" in the troubled country but denied having sent personnel.

The State Department, spokesman Vedant Patel said Thursday, has not sent any "green light" to Bancroft.

"The State Department was not involved in the reported decision of Bancroft Global Development to establish a reported presence in CAR, nor has the State Department sought the involvement of any private
military company in CAR," Patel told reporters.

He said the United States more broadly sought a "prosperous Central African Republic that respects human rights and the rule of law."

The Central African Republic has said it is trying to diversify relations. Wagner has been heavily involved in the country and other conflict-ridden African states such as Mali, where the Russian-led mercenaries
have supported security forces and been accused of rights violations.

Wagner faces restructuring by Moscow after it grew so powerful that it mounted a mutiny inside Russia last year, with the group's leader Yevgeny Prigozhin killed in a suspicious plane crash two months later.

US private security companies often have ties with the government, with the State Department a top funder of Bancroft and former US troops providing staff, but the relationships are unofficial with the firms
not working under government control.

Bancroft, headquartered in Washington, was founded to clear landmines before turning into a wider private security company, with a longstanding presence in training forces in troubled Somalia.

C.Africa Mine Blast Kills Peacekeeper: UN (Barron’s and AFT) By Agence France-Presse
January 17, 2024

A Cameroonian member of the UN peacekeeping force in northwestern Central African Republic has been killed in a landmine blast and five others
wounded, the United Nations said.

The region regularly sees clashes between rebel groups and the CAR army backed by mercenaries from Russia's Wagner group.

Soldiers from Cameroon's contingent of the UN peacekeeping force were escorting a team from the International Organization for Migration on Monday when the device exploded, the MINUSCA mission said
in a statement seen by AFP on Wednesday.

It went off as the convoy passed by in the village of Mbindale, 450 kilometres (280 miles) north of the capital Bangui, it added.

Two of the wounded are "seriously" hurt and all were taken to hospital, MINUSCA said.

The explosion happened 20 km from the site of a December 21 massacre of 23 civilians by armed elements of the 3R rebel group.

UN peacekeepers were subsequently deployed to the village of Nzakoudou where the killings took place.

The 3R (Return, Reclamation and Rehabilitation) is one of the most powerful of the armed groups and criminal gangs produced by years of civil war that operate in the region.

Civilians are often victims of the conflict, with the United Nations accusing all sides of perpetrating war crimes and crimes against humanity.

In July, a Rwandan member of the UN peackeeping force was killed by an unidentified armed group in an attack on a UN patrol in eastern CAR.

Since 2022, five MINUSCA soldiers have been killed in the country, according to figures from the organisation.

Civil war has plagued the CAR since a Muslim-dominated armed coalition called the Seleka ousted former president Francois Bozize in 2013.

He raised his own predominantly Christian and animist militias, known as the anti-Balaka, to try to regain power.

The conflict lost intensity from 2018 but the country still suffers bouts of violence by rebel groups or over its resources, which include gold and diamonds.

French intervention and deployment of UN peacekeepers paved the way for elections in 2016 which Faustin Archange Touadera won.

Two years later, Touadera brought in fighters from Russia's Wagner mercenary group to help train his armed forces.

The conflict lost intensity but the country still suffers bouts of violence by rebel groups or over its resources, which include gold and diamonds.

In 2020, CAR brought in more Russian operatives as rebel groups advanced on the capital and repelled a siege of Bangui.

However, some areas of the country remain outside government control.

The Barron's news department was not involved in the creation of the content above. This article was produced by AFP. For more information go to AFP.com.
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More than 30 killed in strikes on Sudan capital (Business Recorder) January 15, 2024

Fighting between rival Sudanese forces, including air strikes on the capital Khartoum, have killed at least 33 civilians, pro-democracy lawyers said
overnight to Friday.

Sudan has been gripped by nearly nine months of war pitting army chief Abdel Fattah al-Burhan against his former deputy, paramilitary commander Mohamed Hamdan Daglo.

The war has claimed at least 12,190 lives according to a conservative estimate by the Armed Conflict Location & Event Data project, and the United Nations says more than seven million people have been
displaced.

On Thursday, 23 civilians were killed and several more wounded by aerial bombing in Khartoum’s Soba district, the Emergency Lawyers group said, blaming the army which maintains control of the skies. The
lawyers’ group confirmed 10 other deaths in artillery strikes, also in Khartoum.

A local group known as a resistance committee had reported the same deaths, saying “10 civilians were killed by artillery fire in residential areas and the local market”.

UNICEF’s representative in Sudan told AFP in an interview late Thursday that the war could create a “generational catastrophe” for the northeast African country’s 24 million children.

Mandeep O’Brien said those displaced include 3.5 million children, leaving Sudan facing “the largest displacement crisis in the world”.

“Sudan needs peace to avert a generational catastrophe,” she said.

“The future of the country is at stake: almost 20 million children in Sudan will not go to school this year without urgent action.”

Few areas of the country of 48 million people have been spared from violence, shortages and looting, with 14 million children needing emergency humanitarian aid, according to O’Brien.

The focus of the war, which erupted in mid-April in the capital, has shifted south and recently reached Sudan’s Al-Jazira state where hundreds of thousands of people had sought refuge.

The streets of the war-ravaged capital, where fighting continues, are controlled by Daglo’s Rapid Support Forces (RSF), while Burhan’s administration still puts out statements as the Sudanese government.

War crimes accusations -

The RSF also holds nearly all of the western Darfur region, and in December pressed deeper into Al-Jazira state, shattering one of the country’s few remaining sanctuaries.

The resistance committees, which have provided assistance during the war, had organised pro-democracy protests before a 2021 coup by Burhan and Daglo derailed the country’s democratic transition.

The two generals then fell out, leading to war.

Daglo toured several African capitals from late December in his first foreign trip since the start of the conflict. In Addis Ababa, he signed a declaration with Sudan’s former prime minister Abdalla Hamdok in
what analysts say was a bid to position himself as a key interlocutor.

Both the army and the RSF have been accused of war crimes during the war.

International mediation efforts so far by the United States, Saudi Arabia and more recently the east African bloc IGAD have failed.

In its annual report published on Thursday, Human Rights Watch (HRW) said the Sudan conflict had “resulted in massive abuses against civilians”.

The failure to prosecute human rights violations in the country over the past two decades of conflict had created impunity that had “fuelled repeated cycles of violence in Sudan”, it added.

HRW said that Arab states and African governments had resisted efforts at the UN Human Rights Council to enforce accountability, while Western governments “were initially reluctant” to push for it or to
commit the same level of resources they had done for Ukraine. A majority of the council did eventually vote to create a mechanism for evidence gathering and preservation, but the Sudanese government has
made clear it will not cooperate, said HRW.

Ethnic killings in one Sudan city left up to 15,000 dead, UN report says (Reuters) By Michelle Nichols and Maggie Michael
January 20, 2024

Between 10,000 and 15,000 people were killed in one city in Sudan's West Darfur region last year in ethnic violence by the paramilitary Rapid
Support Forces (RSF) and allied Arab militia, according to a United Nations report seen by Reuters on Friday.

In the report to the U.N. Security Council, independent U.N. sanctions monitors attributed the toll in El Geneina to intelligence sources and contrasted it with the U.N. estimate that about 12,000 people have
been killed across Sudan since war erupted on April 15, 2023, between the Sudanese army and the RSF.

The monitors also described as "credible" accusations that the United Arab Emirates had provided military support to the RSF "several times per week" via Amdjarass in northern Chad. A top Sudanese general
accused the UAE in November of backing the RSF war effort.

In a letter to the monitors, the UAE said 122 flights had delivered humanitarian aid to Amdjarass to help Sudanese fleeing the war. On Saturday, a UAE official told Reuters that it extended an invitation to the
UN monitors to visit a field hospital in Amdjarass "to learn firsthand about the humanitarian efforts undertaken by the UAE to help alleviate suffering caused by the current conflict".

The United Nations says about 500,000 people have fled Sudan into eastern Chad, several hundred kilometres south of Amdjarass.

Between April and June last year El Geneina experienced "intense violence," the monitors wrote, accusing the RSF and allies of targeting the ethnic African Masalit tribe in attacks that "may amount to war
crimes and crimes against humanity".

The RSF has previously denied the accusations and said any of its soldiers found to be involved would face justice. The RSF did not immediately respond to a request for comment by Reuters.

"The attacks were planned, coordinated, and executed by RSF and their allied Arab militias," the sanctions monitors wrote in their annual report to the 15-member Security Council.

'SHOT TO THE HEAD'

Reuters last year chronicled the ethnically targeted violence committed in West Darfur. In hundreds of interviews with Reuters, survivors described horrific scenes of bloodletting in El Geneina and on the 30-
km (18-mile) route from the city to the border with Chad as people fled.

The monitors' report included similar accounts. They said that between June 14 and 17, some 12,000 people fled El Geneina on foot for Adre in Chad. The Masalit were the majority in El Geneina until the
attacks forced their mass exodus.

"When reaching RSF checkpoints women and men were separated, harassed, searched, robbed, and physically assaulted. RSF and allied militias indiscriminately shot hundreds of people in the legs to prevent
them from fleeing," the monitors said.

"Young men were particularly targeted and interrogated about their ethnicity. If identified as Masalit, many were summarily executed with a shot to the head. Women were physically and sexually assaulted.
Indiscriminate shootings also injured and killed women and children," according to the report.

Everyone who spoke to the monitors mentioned "many dead bodies along the road, including those of women, children and young men." The monitors also reported "widespread" conflict-related sexual
violence committed by RSF and allied militia.

NEW FIREPOWER

The monitors said the RSF takeover of most of Darfur relied on three lines of support - Arab allied communities, dynamic and complex financial networks, and new military supply lines running through Chad,
Libya, and South Sudan.

The U.N. missions for Chad, Libya and South Sudan did not immediately respond to a request for comment.

"Complex financial networks established by RSF before and during the war enabled it to acquire weapons, pay salaries, fund media campaigns, lobby, and buy the support of other political and armed groups,"
wrote the monitors, adding that the RSF used proceeds from its pre-war gold business to create a network of as many as 50 companies in several industries.

Since the war started "most of the gold which was previously exported to UAE, was now smuggled to Egypt," the monitors said.

The new firepower acquired by the RSF "had a massive impact on the balance of forces, both in Darfur and other regions of Sudan," the report found.

The RSF has recently made military gains, taking control of Wad Madani, one of Sudan's major cities, and consolidating its grip on the western region of Darfur.

On Saturday, a UAE official reiterated denials that the country has been involved in military support to any of Sudan's rival parties.

"The UAE has stressed that it is not supplying arms and ammunition to any of the warring parties, and does not take sides in the current conflict," the unnamed official said in a written statement to Reuters.

In December the United States formally determined that warring parties in Sudan committed war crimes and that the RSF and allied militias had also committed crimes against humanity and ethnic cleansing.

The war has left nearly half of Sudan's 49 million people needing aid, while more than 7.5 million people have fled their homes - making Sudan the biggest displacement crisis globally - and hunger is rising.

The sanctions monitors told the U.N. Security Council that "an excess of mediation tracks, the entrenched positions of the warring parties, and competing regional interests meant that these peace efforts had
yet to stop the war, bring political settlement or address the humanitarian crisis."
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Lake Chad Region — Chad, Nigeria, Niger, and Cameroon

Residents flee community as terrorists attack military camp (Premium Times Nigeria) By Mohammed Babangida
January 15, 2024

Residents are fleeing Nahuta, a community in Batsari Local Government of Katsina State after terrorists attacked a military camp in the area on
Sunday night.

A military source, who sought anonymity because they are not authorised to speak to the media, told PREMIUM TIMES over the phone that more than 100 terrorists attacked the camp around 11:00 p.m.
during which they burnt down two vehicles belonging to the Nigerian Army. No soldier was killed, according to the source.

“It was a terrible experience for us,” the soldier said. “The terrorists left their motorcycles far away from the camp and walked. We have a sentry that is based on shift. Around 11:00 p.m., we heard gunshots
from the western area of the camp which signalled that our colleagues were in danger.

“I was at the tail end of the camp. So, I positioned alongside other colleagues while on the western side, our colleagues continued firing. The terrorists outnumbered us because they split into three groups,” the
soldier said.

The soldier said they retreated to avoid casualties on the military side after the terrorists moved into the camp. The soldier said the camp needs more weapons and ammunition for soldiers to carry out their
duties.

Villagers flee

After the assault on the military camp, the terrorists moved into Nahuta but met the community deserted.

“We kept hearing gunshots from the camp so we decided to hide in the bush,” a resident of Nahuta who also sought anonymity said.

The terrorists then proceeded to loot shops and cart away food items and domestic animals from the community. The terrorists also killed several cattle.

However, there was no report of killing or abduction of people, prompting speculation that the terrorists carried out the raid to get food.

PREMIUM TIMES met several residents fleeing from the area to Batsari town or Wagini, two communities considered to be relatively safe.

Most of the fleeing residents refused to speak with PREMIUM TIMES but a woman, who was seen walking with her daughter with a bag on her head, Nana Nafisa, said she was going to Batsari town to seek
refuge.

“The soldiers are doing their best to be honest with you,” she said. “We all know that they are protecting us, but yesterday was different. I will not sleep in this town today.”

Another resident, who identified herself simply as Maryama, said the terrorists surrounded the military camp and walked from there to the community.

“I was asleep when I heard my husband screaming that I should wake up. I ran into the children’s room where I hid,” she said. She said everyone in their house had deserted the community for Batsari town.

The spokespersons of the police, Abubakar – Sadik Aliyu, and of the 17 Brigade Nigeria Army in Katsina, Oliza Ethinlaiye, did not respond to SMS and calls from our reporter over the incident.

Plateau state violence: Churches and mosques burnt in Nigeria as curfew imposed in Mangu (BBC) By Mansur Abubakar
January 24, 2024

Mosques and churches have been burnt in Nigeria's central Plateau state after a row over cattle turned deadly.

Eight people died in the clashes in Mangu when cattle escaped on to a road where they were blocking traffic.

The state governor has imposed a 24-hour curfew there to halt the violence, though burials are being allowed for those who died.

This central region is prone to inter-communal tension that often boils over into religious and ethnic violence.

Plateau is where the mainly Muslim north meets the largely Christian south and many communities are mixed.

The clashes on Tuesday in Mangu, which is 74km (45 miles) south-east from the state capital, Jos, involved people from the Fulani and Mwagaful ethnic groups.

Journalist Ado Musa, who visited the area for the Daily Trust newspaper, told the BBC that six mosques and two churches were burnt down in the mayhem.

The trouble began after some armed thieves tried to steal cattle belonging to the Fulani, he said.

The attempted robbery was unsuccessful, but when the cows escaped during the fracas, in which shots were fired, it caused chaos on the roads, upsetting other residents.

"Before you could say 'Jack' violence erupted which led to deaths and destruction," Musa said. Young men from both the Christian Mwagaful community and the Muslim Fulani targeted places of worship.

There are unconfirmed reports that the clashes are continuing on Wednesday despite the curfew. More than 100 people lost their lives in similar violence in another part of Plateau state over Christmas.

The clashes in Mangu are unrelated to the political unrest that was witnessed in Jos on Tuesday when police fired tear gas at some politicians who were trying to gain access to the local state assembly.

They were angry that they had been removed from power by a court that ruled that their election last March was unlawful.

[back to contents]

Mali

The Mali Puzzle: International Isolation, Anti-French Sentiments, and Withdrawal of UN Peacekeepers (Georgetown Journal of International Affairs) By Melanie Sauter
January 17, 2024

The Crisis at a Glance

In June 2023, the Government of Mali (GoM) withdrew its consent for the United Nations peacekeeping mission in the country (MINUSMA). By fueling anti-French sentiments and portraying the UN
peacekeepers as a French postcolonial force, Mali’s increasing international isolation seems to be a strategic move to gain domestic support. The leadership of MINUSMA has no direct connection to France; its
leadership is represented by individuals from Scandinavian and African countries, as well as the United Kingdom. In fact, back in 2013, the Malian government had invited the peacekeepers themselves. The
anti-French narrative thus appears to be a deceptive tool to foster discontent against the peacekeepers. As the last peacekeepers depart and hand over their bases, the government’s ability to establish security in
the region remains unclear.

Coups and Ethnic Conflict

While unexpected for many observers, the origin of the conflict dates back to 2012 when the Tuareg ethnic group, seeking autonomy, initiated a rebellion in the north. A year later, insurgents from the group
nearly overthrew the government in Bamako, prompting a military coup. The new government then requested assistance from France and asked for a UN peacekeeping mission; in response, the French initiated
a counter-insurgency operation (Operation Serval, later Operation Barkhane) aimed at combating terrorist groups across the Sahel zone. Ever since then, the security and political situation in the country has
only worsened, as shown in the rise in violence below.

Intercommunal violence between other ethnic communities and a series of follow up coups have further destabilized the central part of the country. The Fulani nomadic herders and the Dogon settled farmers
have been in conflict over land rights, water access, and farming areas. In 2020, these insecurities fueled a military coup, which Malians celebrated as a liberation from a corrupt government. However, a second
coup nine months later by the same group of military officers consolidated the power of General Assimi Goïta, who then halted all democratization efforts. The international community responded to the junta’s
two coups by imposing sanctions, temporarily excluding Mali from organizations like the African Union and ECOWAS, and hesitating to support the military regime in security matters. In August 2022, for
example, France stopped all military cooperation and French troops left Mali. Unfortunately, coups and ethnic conflict are only part of Mali’s struggle toward peace and stability.

The Armed Groups-Military Dilemma

Mali’s political center is under severe and escalating stress from non-state armed groups. As the map below shows (Figure 3), most of these incidents are driven by violent extremist groups at the center of the
country, and not by groups from the north. Each year, the violent events have shifted more southwards, encroaching upon the capital, Bamako, demonstrating the military regime’s inability to enhance security.

Considering the escalating violence and the growing proximity of various armed groups to Bamako, the government’s ability to maintain power after the peacekeepers depart raises significant concerns. Mali’s
military is weak and will likely be unable to assert effective control, with an estimated troop strength of just over 30,000 (though the exact number remains unclear).

Desperate for support, the GoM has turned to Russia’s Wagner forces. However, this may have been a miscalculation. Russia has its own interests and may not be a sustainable partner—at the time of this turn,
the Wagner group had already relocated troops and equipment from several African countries to Ukraine.

The involvement of these Wagner forces has also brought an entirely new set of problems and humanitarian concerns. For example, in March 2022, Malian security forces, accompanied by Wagner mercenaries,
attacked the Moura village, killing over 300 civilians. While the GoM’s official narrative portrayed the victims as terrorists, reports from the UN Human Rights Office and independent organizations like Human
Rights Watch provide evidence that they were innocent civilians.

Challenges and Opportunities

The Malian government faces a serious challenge. Although the blame for the worsening security situation has been put on the peacekeepers and used as an argument for their departure, the government’s weak
military has so far relied on them to prevent rebel groups from taking control of Bamako. As peacekeepers depart, the situation raises a pressing question surrounding security and peace in the region and the
GOM’s ability to do so.

The international community thus faces a choice: whether to abandon Mali entirely, given the difficulties in working with the current military government, or to strengthen northern groups, potentially leading
to their increased influence or even an autonomous region similar to Somaliland.

Pre-existing governance structures in the north provide a possible outlet to stay engaged. Although many actors initially desired secession, in 2015, various Tuareg factions became signatory armed groups
(SAGs) of a peace agreement, gaining legitimacy and a role in cooperation with the UN and regional organizations. The SAGs upheld their responsibility and, compared to the central part of the country, kept
the north relatively stable. The two primary coalitions among the SAGs are the Coordination des Mouvements de l’Azawad (CMA) and the Platforme.

The CMA comprises of mainly Tuareg rebel groups, such as the National Movement for the Liberation of Azawad (MNLA) and other smaller factions, fighting for greater autonomy or independence in the
northern Mali region known as Azawad. The Platforme, on the other hand, is a coalition of pro-government armed groups consisting of various militias from northern and central Mali. In April 2021, a faction of
the Platforme and the CMA jointly established the Cadre stratégique permanent. Working together, the Cadre solidified its role as a legitimate political and security entity in the northern regions by taking up
semi-official diplomatic relations with Algeria, Niger, and several European countries.

If Bamako falls due to continued violence escalation, it may be preferable for the country to come under the control of actors like the SAGs or the Cadre, who are concerned about internal and external
legitimacy and who prioritize the security of their people. However, leaving northern groups to govern the entire country may not be conducive to overall peace and stability. After the GoM violated the peace
agreement by militarily entering northern territories and detaining members of the SAGs, these groups withdrew from the new constitutional process, renounced the peace agreement, and suspended all other
political negotiations with the GoM. Thus, the empowerment of these groups must consider both GoM concerns about the northern factions’ growing strength and the SAG members’ skepticism of political
negotiations.

Moving Forward

The consequences of Mali falling into the hands of extremists would be dire, given its status as one of the largest countries in West Africa and the international community needs to step up. One potential
approach to building peace would be to focus on securing the northern region, home to the Tuareg movement. The north could either be fully independent or have a self-declared autonomous status akin to
Somaliland. Although without full independence for the north, diplomatic and security cooperation may be challenging, the international community has the potential to bolster long-term regional security and
stability by empowering these northern groups. They could offer this support through a variety of means such as via training and equipment. A two-state solution for Mali, with a division between northern Mali
and central/southern Mali, could also be reconsidered. However, this approach must be pursued to not further provoke the central government.

At the end of the day, the debate over potential solutions underscores the complexity of uniting diverse ethnic groups within a single country. Successful unity relies on ensuring that no group experiences
political disenfranchisement and that the central government possesses the necessary authority to guarantee security. Unfortunately, as of now, the Malian system meets neither of these conditions.
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Liberia

Liberia: Sen. Prince Johnson Reportedly Uneasy after Boakai’s Call for Establishment of War and Economic Crimes Court (Front Page Africa) By Lennart Dodoo
January 23, 2024

President Joseph Boakai appears poised to address a pressing issue head-on, seemingly disregarding the implications for one of his key political
allies, Nimba County Senator Prince Y. Johnson. President Boakai has committed to formulating plans for the creation of a war and economic crimes
court, signaling a determination to address important matters of justice and accountability.

The call for the establishment of war and economic crimes court has been lingering the corridors of the Executive Mansion and the National Legislature, almost unattended to and Sen. Johnson who is well
documented for several executions, massacres, rapes, and other heinous crimes during the civil war, has often enjoyed some sort of protection from previous regimes – the Sirleaf and Weah regimes.

Like him or not, Senator Johnson is a powerful political figure in Liberian politics. Hailing from the indigenous vote-rich Nimba County, Sen. Johnson was instrumental in aiding Madam Sirleaf’s victory in
2005 and 2011. His support to George Weah landed him the presidency over Joseph Boakai in 2017 and his support for Boakai landed Boakai the Presidency in the November run-off election last year.

The War Crimes Court Fright

In May, 2021, Montserrado County Senator Abraham Darius Dillon and Sen. Johnson were on opposing political sides as Sen. Johnson was still a supporter of President Weah at the time and they never got
along.

Sen. Dillon was then an ardent proponent of war and economic crimes court in the Liberian Senate. During one of the Thursday sessions, the two senators engaged in a heated argument after Senator Dillon
stressed the need for the establishment of a war and economic crimes court during discussions surrounding the mismanagement of stimulus package funds during the outbreak of the COVID-19.

In his argument, Dillion said the War and Economic Crimes Court would be the only remedy to put in measures for people who manage public funds. “If we sincerely want to bring to check public officials who
mismanage public funds we need to establish a war and economic crimes court,” Sen. Dillion said.

Dillion’s recommendation caused Senator Johnson to stage a walkout from session. He termed Dillion’s suggestions as “an attack on his character.”

“Every time Sen. Dillion sees me is when he talks about war crimes court,” Sen. Johnson said.

“What happened during the civil war was a revenge for our people who were killed in Nimba. Nimba county was declared enemy of the state; what did you expect us to do?”

Sen. Johnson said he would disrupt session if any of his colleague talked about the establishment of a war and economic crimes court.

“If you want bring war crimes court, bring your damn war crimes court. They always think war crimes court is about Prince Johnson. There are legal processes to bring a war and economic crimes court,” he
said. I am a preacher, the Bible says Jesus turned tables outside down and I will turn Dillon’s tables outside down the day he mentions about war crimes court.”

PYJ’s Litany of Kills

Sen. Johnson, a former commanding general of the Independent Patriotic Front of Liberia, (INPFL) a breakaway of Charles Taylor’s NPFL, remains to be known as a fierce killer during the war. He now
professes to be a preacher and runs his own church.

Sen. Johnson is widely believed to have slain former President Samuel K. Doe. He sat drinking Budweiser beer as his assistant slashed tortured and slashed off the President’s ear.

The list of those Sen. Johnson killed during the war is endless and they include some very good and talented people: Fred Blay, former minister of Labor in Samuel Doe’s government, Larry Borteh, a former
member of the People’s Redemption Council, Michael Doe, a former employee of Hotel Africa, who, according to eyewitnesses, was thrown from a high upper floor to the ground at the hotel.

Eric Scott, a former Liberian Diplomat at the Liberian embassy in Washington and husband of Mrs. Debbie Scott, the proprietor of the School of Prime System (SPS), Tilma Momolue Gardiner, former Senior
Security officer for President William V.S. Tubman and Acting Director of Police during the Administration of William Tolbert.

The list of Mr. Johnson’s victims also includes musical icons, Tecumseh Roberts, Gedeh Rooster and Robert Toe.

Boakai’s Push for War Crimes

In his inaugural message, President Boakai was emphatic on the need to hold people accountable for war and economic crimes.

“Corruption is a menace and a drawback,” President Boakai declared, his voice resonating through the audience. “Commitment to the application of the rule of law, therefore, will be essential in the fight against
corruption, as halting the tide of public corruption is an important part of our development agenda for the transformation of our country.”

The crowd listened intently as President Boakai continued, “We must, accordingly, reset the fight against corruption and impunity to demonstrate firmness and resolve.” His words held a promise, a
commitment to break free from the shackles of a past marred by corruption and injustice.

But it wasn’t just about the present; it was about addressing the wounds left by the scars of war. “An estimated quarter of a million of our people perished in the war. We cannot forever remain unmoved by this
searing national tragedy without closure,” the president stated, acknowledging the painful chapter in Liberia’s history.

To bring about this closure and ensure accountability, President Boakai announced a bold initiative. “We have decided to set up an office to explore the feasibility for the establishment of War and Economic
Crimes Court (WECC) to provide an opportunity for those who bear the greatest responsibility for war crimes and crimes against humanity to account for their actions in court.”

He continued: “We shall seek advice and assistance from the Office of the United Nations Secretary-General to ensure that the court, if found feasible, will be in compliance with the highest standards of similar
courts everywhere.”

The president emphasized the need for impartiality and transparency in this pursuit of justice. “The Legislature will have its say appropriately in this matter in order to avoid any appearance of vendetta or
witch-hunt.”

PYJ Uneasy

The announcement of the exploration for the establishment of a War and Economic Crimes Court (WECC) had sent shockwaves to Sen. Prince Johnson.

Sources, speaking on condition of anonymity, confirmed to FrontPageAfrica late Monday night that the former warlord had become increasingly restless since the president’s declaration.

The news of President Boakai’s intention to delve into the feasibility of a war crimes court had caught the former warlord off guard, a man who had wielded power with impunity under the protection of the last
two Presidents.
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Thomas Kwoyelo: Ugandan Lord's Resistance Army rebel commander on trial (BBC) By Natasha Booty and Swaibu Ibrahim 
January 20, 2024

The long-awaited trial of a child soldier-turned-commander in the notorious Lord's Resistance Army (LRA) has begun in Uganda.

Thomas Kwoyelo faces more than 70 charges - including murder, rape and the recruitment of child soldiers.

He becomes the first LRA commander to be tried by a Ugandan court, marking a watershed moment for the country's judicial system.

Mr Kwoyelo has consistently denied the charges against him.

Thomas Kwoyelo appeared briefly via video link from his Kampala prison for this trial which is now being held in Gulu city, in northern Uganda. This is the same region that was terrorised by the LRA.

Mr Kwoyelo has spent the last 14 years in pre-trial detention, which analysts partly attribute to the scale and complexity of the alleged crimes.

Joseph Kony formed the LRA in Uganda more than two decades ago, and claimed to be fighting to install a government based on the Bible's 10 Commandments.

The group was notorious for chopping off people's limbs and abducting children to use as soldiers and sex slaves. Hundreds of thousands of people were forced from their homes by the conflict.

It operated mostly in northern Uganda at first, then shifted to the Democratic Republic of Congo where Mr Kwoyelo was arrested in 2009, and later the Central African Republic.

The LRA has largely been wiped out. But its leader Mr Kony, who is wanted by the International Criminal Court (ICC) for crimes against humanity, has never been apprehended.

Friday's trial is taking place in Gulu at the International Crimes Division of the High Court, seen as Uganda's answer to the ICC in The Hague.

Multiple witnesses are expected to give their accounts of what happened to the court.

A team which includes members of the prosecution, defence and victims' representatives will travel around the affected communities for three days, updating people on the case.

Mr Kwoyelo has previously appeared in court as part of pre-trial hearings, but the case has repeatedly been postponed.

Human Rights Watch has previously criticised the delays in this case, and says in general there has been limited accountability for crimes committed during the 25-year conflict including abuses by Ugandan
state forces.

In 2021, senior LRA commander Dominic Ongwen was jailed for 25 years by the ICC, who decided not to give him a maximum life sentence because he had been abducted as a child and groomed by rebels who
had killed his parents.

Mr Kwoyelo says he too was abducted by LRA fighters at the age of 12 while walking to school.

Thousands of former LRA members have been granted amnesty under a controversial Ugandan law, after leaving and renouncing the rebel group.

But this option was not given to Mr Kwoyelo, prompting accusations the denial was politically motivated.

As his case drags on, there are concerns the funding may run out, causing further delays to the justice his alleged victims so crave.
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Rwanda Teacher Acquitted Of Crimes Against Humanity(Barron’s) January 11, 2024

A Rwandan with Danish citizenship has been acquitted of genocide and crimes against humanity during the 1994 genocide that struck the African
nation, the public prosecutor told AFP on Thursday.

Wenceslas Twagirayezu, who had been a primary school teacher in the north of the country, was also allegedly the local head of the extremist Hutu Coalition for the Defence of the Republic accused of playing a
major role in inciting the genocide.

The charges were brought over his suspected role in attacks on Tutsis in the former Gisenyi prefecture in the north.

The genocide targeted the Tutsi minority in large part, but also moderate Hutus, who were shot, beaten or hacked to death by Hutu extremists between April and July 1994 when more than 800,000 died.

The acquittal of Twagirayezu followed contradictory witness statements and evidence he was not in Rwanda at the time of the events he had allegedly been involved in.

The prosecution issued a statement saying it was not "satisfied with the decision of the High Court, Chamber of International and Transnational crimes, acquitting Twagirayezu Wenceslas".

An appeal will be launched, it added.

Twagirayezu had fled Rwanda and arrived in Denmark in 2001. He obtained Danish national after three years and worked in data processing.

But he was extradited back to Rwanda in December 2018.

At the time Kigali had promised he would have a fair trial and urged other countries harbouring suspects from the genocide to "take the appropriate action to put an end to impunity".

The genocide was unleashed shortly after the ethnic Hutu president died when his plane was shot down in an attack the government blamed on Tutsi rebels.

The killing ended when the Tutsi-led Rwandan Patriotic Front took over in July 1994, having defeated the Hutu extremists.

Trials of genocide suspects have been held in Rwanda, at a UN tribunal in the Tanzanian city of Arusha, as well as in France.

Burundi closes Rwanda border in new row over rebels (The East African) January 12, 2024

Burundi said on Thursday it had closed the border with Rwanda, nearly two weeks after accusing its neighbour of supporting rebels who carried out
attacks on its soil.

Burundi says the RED-Tabara group staged an attack on December 22 near the border with the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC), killing 20 people, including women and children.

President Evariste Ndayishimiye has since accused Rwanda of backing the rebels -- a claim denied by the Rwandan government.

In Kigali, the government said it "regrets the unilateral closure of the border by Burundi".

"This unfortunate decision will restrict the free circulation of people and goods between the two countries and violate the principles of regional cooperation and the integration of the East Africa Community," a
statement said.

The RED-Tabara group, which has a base in the eastern DRC province of South Kivu, emerged in 2011 and is now the most active of Burundi's rebel forces with an estimated 500 to 800 fighters.

"We have closed our borders (with Rwanda), anyone who tries to go there will not get through. The decision has been made," Burundi's Interior Minister Martin Niteretse told reporters on Thursday.

"After having noted that we had a bad neighbour, (Rwandan President) Paul Kagame... we stopped all relations with him until he returns to better feelings," the minister added.

He said Rwanda "shelters criminals who harm Burundians".

"Rwandan nationals, we don't want them," Niteretse said.

A witness present at the Kanyaru-Haut border post told AFP they had crossed the border at around 1240 GMT and that it had been closed shortly afterwards.

Relations between Burundi and Rwanda have often been tempestuous.

Although ties began improving after Ndayishimiye took power in 2020, they have soured again over Burundi's involvement in the DRC.

Burundian forces have for several years been conducting joint operations with their Congolese counterparts against rebels in the restive and mineral-rich eastern DRC, which has long been plagued by
numerous armed groups.

One of them, the M23 rebellion is supported by Rwanda, according to Western governments and the United Nations -- allegations Kigali denies.

Burundi closed its border with Rwanda in 2015 amid mutual claims of supporting rebel groups. The border was reopened in 2022.

RED-Tabara is accused of waging deadly violence in the East African country since 2015 but had not been active there since September 2021, when it carried out several attacks, including on the airport in the
main city of Bujumbura.

"These armed groups have been provided with shelter, food, offices and money from the country that hosts them. I mean Rwanda," Ndayishimiye said at the end of last month.

In Kigali, the government denied the claims, saying in a statement sent to AFP at the time: "Rwanda is not associated, in any way, with any Burundian armed group."

RED-Tabara claimed responsibility for the attack in a message on X, formerly Twitter, saying it targeted a border post and killed nine military personnel and a policeman.

In another post on X, it denied killing any civilians and said the group "is not supported by any country. It only has the support of the Burundian people".

Burundi also joined an East African force that was deployed in November 2022 to quell the DRC violence but its soldiers withdrew last month after Kinshasa refused to extend the mission's mandate.

UK rejects NGO’s claim it turns a blind eye to Rwanda human rights abuses (MSN) By Emma Reynolds 
January 17, 2024

Human Rights Watch (HRW) has decried the UK Government’s latest attempts to get its immigration policy enacted into law, saying Rwanda has a
history of abuse against refugees.

“The UK cannot legislate its way around the fact that Rwanda counters criticism with violence and abuse, including against refugees,” said the organisation in its annual World Report 2024.

Lewis Mudge, Central Africa director at HRW, added: “You’re not going to create committees that make human rights abuses go away,” in reference to the independent committee that, under the UK’s new deal
with Rwanda, will monitor its asylum system to ensure abuses do not occur and asylum seekers are not deported to countries where they are at risk.

He dismissed the UK’s latest attempt to get a deal with Rwanda made, after the Supreme Court ruled the policy unlawful as “another example of the UK grasping at straws to make a deal work”.

“Despite Rwanda’s targeting of Rwandans in the UK it appears to be turning a blind eye to ongoing abuses,” argued HRW in the report, which claimed the UK would be complicit in human rights violations by
the Rwandan government as it outlined how migrants and asylum seekers sent there from the UK would not be exempt from these abuses.”

The Government rejected “any suggestion that the UK is turning a blind eye to human rights issues”, said a spokesperson for the Home Office. “Rwanda is a safe country that cares deeply about supporting
refugees.”

It appears to contradict a letter sent by Home Secretary James Cleverly to MPs and Lords where he conceded “there are nevertheless issues with [Rwanda’s] human rights record around political opposition to
the current regime, dissent and free speech”.

Rwanda says it killed a Congolese soldier who crossed the border, heightening tensions (ABC News) By Ignatius Ssuuna 
January 16, 2024

Rwanda’s military on Tuesday said it had killed a Congolese soldier who crossed the border and allegedly fired at Rwandan army patrols, the latest
incident in cross-border tensions between the neighbors.

The Rwanda Defense Force said in a statement it also arrested two Congolese soldiers who had been with the one killed. It said they crossed the border at Isangano village in Rubavu district, near the Congolese
city of Goma in eastern Congo.

A local farmer, who spoke on condition of anonymity because of fear of reprisals, told The Associated Press the Congolese soldiers appeared to have crossed into Rwanda unknowingly, as some border markings
can be difficult to see.

Congo's military said in a statement that its soldiers were on patrol and inadvertently crossed into Rwandan territory, which is a common occurrence, but this time they were shot at instead of being repatriated.

The incident happened on the same day Rwandan President Paul Kagame met with U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken on the sidelines of the World Economic Forum in Davos and discussed how to ease
tensions in eastern Congo.

“The Secretary reiterated the need for all actors to take concrete steps to resolve the situation,” State Department spokesman Matthew Miller said Tuesday in a statement.

For months, Congo's government has accused Rwanda of supporting the M23 armed rebel group that’s been active in eastern Congo, forcing hundreds of thousands of people to flee their homes. Rwanda has
repeatedly denied the claim.

In March last year, the Rwandan army shot dead a soldier from Congo whom it alleged had crossed the border and shot at Rwanda Defense Force soldiers in Rubavu district. The incident led to an exchange of
fire between soldiers from the two countries but no further casualties were reported, the force said.

Congo's President Félix Tshisekedi, while campaigning for his reelection last month, alleged that Kagame was behaving like "Hitler," which Rwanda’s government described as “a loud and clear threat.”

Relations between Rwanda and Congo have been fraught for decades. Rwanda alleges that Congo gave refuge to ethnic Hutus who carried out the 1994 Rwandan genocide that killed at least 800,000 ethnic
Tutsis and moderate Hutus. In the late 1990s, Rwanda twice sent its forces into Congo. The Rwandan forces were widely accused of hunting down and killing ethnic Hutu, even civilians. Rwanda denies it.

Tshisekedi has long accused Kagame and Rwanda of providing military support to M23, the latest iteration of Congolese Tutsi fighters to seize towns in parts of mineral-rich North Kivu. The U.N. and human
rights groups accuse M23 of atrocities ranging from rape to mass killings and say it receives backing from Rwanda. Rwanda denies any ties with the rebels.
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rights groups accuse M23 of atrocities ranging from rape to mass killings and say it receives backing from Rwanda. Rwanda denies any ties with the rebels.

Associated Press writer Sam Mednick contributed to this report from Dakar, Senegal.
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UN agency warns against impending humanitarian crisis in Ethiopia (Big News Network) January 12, 2024

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) has warned against an impending humanitarian crisis in Ethiopia
fueled by a combination of climatic shocks, conflict and economic shocks.

Ethiopia is once again on the verge of a major humanitarian situation due to cycles of multiple, often overlapping crises, which severely weakens communities' ability to cope," the agency said in its latest
Ethiopia humanitarian situation report issued Wednesday.

The humanitarian crises in Ethiopia, it said, is primarily driven by the convergence of four major factors that are climate crises mainly manifested through floods and drought, armed conflicts, disease
outbreaks, as well as economic shocks.

"The convergence of these shocks are pushing more people into displacement, food insecurity, malnutrition, disease outbreaks, and increased protection concerns amid rising global prices of essential
commodities, inflation, and continual devaluation of the local currency," it said.

It said the humanitarian crisis, mainly conflict and other factors such as flooding, affected the East African country's education system, resulting in damaged and non-functional school facilities as millions
of children missing school across the country.

Figures from the UNOCHA indicate that in the Amhara region alone, more than 2.5 million children remain out of school because of the impact of the Northern Ethiopia conflict and the ongoing armed
hostilities in different parts of the region.

Noting that Ethiopia is among the countries most susceptible to climatic shocks, not least drought and flooding caused by erratic rainfall patterns, the UNOCHA said the frequency and magnitude of climatic
shocks is increasing and severely affecting the lives and livelihoods of millions of people across the country.

"Erratic rains have impacted their crop and livestock production and slowed down their ability to recover as income from the sale of these plummeted. Scaled-up humanitarian response and resilience
building are urgently required for the internally displaced persons, vulnerable host communities and the returning IDPs," it said.

Ethiopia 'categorically' rejects Arab League statement supporting Somalia (Anadolu Ajansi) By Mohamed Dhaysane 
January 18, 2024

Ethiopia on Thursday announced that it "categorically" rejected an Arab League statement condemning a recent maritime deal between Addis
Ababa and Somalia's breakaway region of Somaliland.

Ethiopia's State Minister for Foreign Affairs Mesganu Arega Moach on X accused the 22-nation regional organization of attempting to interfere with Addis Ababa's internal affairs and sovereignty.

He said Ethiopia enjoys "excellent" bilateral relations with many of the Arab states but that the league "is serving the interests of few."

The Arab League issued a statement after an emergency virtual meeting on Wednesday, expressing its solidarity with Somalia amid a row between it and Somaliland, which signed a deal to allow Ethiopia
access to the Red Sea and a naval base.

The league said it supports efforts by Somalia to take the matter to the International Court of Justice, condemning "this measure as a blatant aggression against the sovereignty and territorial integrity of
Somalia."

The statement comes hours after the African Union Security Council urged Somalia and Ethiopia to exercise restraint, de-escalate tensions, and engage in "meaningful dialogue" towards finding a peaceful
resolution.

Responding to the African Union call, Mogadishu said Thursday that "there is no space for mediation" with Ethiopia unless Addis Ababa retracts its "illegal" deal with Somaliland.

Mogadishu welcomed affirmation from the bloc's Security Council of the sovereignty, unity, and territorial integrity of all member states.

Somalia has not violated these sacred principles, the country's Foreign Ministry in a statement.

"For that reason, there is no space for mediation unless Ethiopia retracts its illegal MOU (memorandum of understanding) and reaffirms the sovereignty and territorial integrity of Somalia," it said.

The ministry added that Somalia stood ready to engage with all member states of the African Union, UN, and (Intergovernmental Authority on Development) IGAD trade bloc on a mutually beneficial
relationship grounded in international law that can lead to economic development and shared prosperity.

Relations between the two neighboring Horn of Africa nations have soured since Ethiopia signed the Red Sea access deal with Somaliland on Jan. 1.
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Turkey continues bombarding Rojava infrastructure (Ridaw) January 15, 2024

Turkish warplanes and drones late Sunday continued their aerial bombardment campaign targeting energy and civilian infrastructure of Kurdish-
held northeast Syria (Rojava), days after Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) fighters killed nine Turkish soldiers in the Kurdistan Region.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights (SOHR), a Britain-based war monitor, reported that a large fire broke out at the Suwaydiya gas station in the countryside of Derik (al-Malikiyah) in Hasaka
province, after a Turkish drone struck the site.

"Drinking water was cut off from all the cities, villages, and towns of northern Hasaka as a result of targeting electrical stations that supply water wells," the monitor said, adding that a "complete power
outage" has hit the region.

The Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) blasted Ankara for the "crimes" of targeting Rojava's infrastructure, stressing that the livelihoods of civilians in the region are being exposed to danger.

"Over the past two days, the Turkish occupation has targeted key energy and electricity facilities, as well as grain storage warehouses and silos and firefighting crews, using warplanes and drones. These
aggressions have extended to the homes of civilians, their farms, and sources of their daily sustenance," the SDF said in a statement on Sunday.

On Saturday, the Turkish military began carrying out several strikes against Rojava, as well as alleged PKK targets in the Kurdistan Region.

The strikes were in retaliation to a deadly PKK attack on a Turkish military base in the Kurdistan Region, in which nine Turkish soldiers were reported dead by the defense ministry.

The SDF stated that Ankara's strikes "constitute blatant and deliberate war crimes aimed at causing maximum harm to the lives of civilians, instilling fear, and inflicting suffering on their daily existence."

Turkey has carried out several air and ground operations against the PKK in the Kurdistan Region and the People's Protection Units (YPG) in Rojava, which comprises the backbone of the US-backed SDF
but Turkey alleges is the Syrian front for the PKK.

After the PKK killed 12 soldiers in the Kurdistan Region last December, Turkey responded by pounding critical infrastructure in northeast Syria. Turkey to provide evidence against Israel in South Africa's
ICJ case, says Erdogan (The JC) By: Eliana Jordan January 15, 2024 https://www.thejc.com/news/israel/turkey-to-provide-evidence-against-israel-in-south-africas-icj-case-says-erdogan-f0pns0gs

Turkey is submitting evidence to back up South Africa's genocide case against Israel at the International Court of Justice, according to Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Speaking to reporters in Istanbul on Friday, Erdogan stated that Turkey will continue to provide documentation of Israel's attacks in the Gaza Strip, mainly in the form of visual evidence, to help strengthen
South Africa's allegations that Israel is committing a genocide against Palestinian civilians in Gaza.

"I believe Israel will be convicted there. We believe in the justice of the International Court of Justice," said Erdogan, who has been vocal in his hostility against Israel since the start of the Israel-Hamas war.

Last week, South Africa presented its case against Israel in front of the UN's top court, arguing on Thursday that the intent of Israel's attack is to bring about "the destruction of the population" of Gaza.
South Africa's case is based on alleged comments of genocidal incitement issued by senior Israeli cabinet ministers. Israel has denied accusations of genocide as "baseless", restating that the IDF's attacks on
Gaza have been targeting members of Hamas who are hiding among the city's civilian population.

Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz snapped back at Erdogan's statement on Friday with a post on X which read: "The President of Turkey, from a country with the Armenian Genocide in its past, now boasts
of targeting Israel with unfounded claims."

"Israel stands in defense, not destruction, against your barbarian allies," Katz added.

As Israel never formally recognised the mass killing of Armenians by Ottoman Turks in 1915-1917 as a genocide, largely in an effort to maintain its relations with Turkey, Katz's tweet marked what some
reports believe to be a calculated escalation against Turkey.

Since Oct. 7 Erdogan has railed against the Jewish State, calling Israel a "terrorist state" and repeatedly defending the actions of Hamas. In late October, Israel recalled its diplomats from Turkey over the
president's accusations that Israel was committing war crimes and, shortly after, Turkey recalled its diplomats from Israel, citing the "unfolding humanitarian tragedy in Gaza caused by the continuing
attacks by Israel against civilians and Israel's refusal of calls for a ceasefire and the continuous and unhindered flow of humanitarian aid."

On Monday Israeli National Security Minister Itamar Ben Gvir called Erdogan a "full-on Nazi", writing in a post on X: "I call on Israelis not to travel to Turkey, not to buy any Turkish products and not to
financially support them. The State of Israel and Israeli citizens must not act with forgiveness toward Turkey. We won't let ourselves be trampled on."

Turkey's military campaign amounts to collective punishment against Kurds (MedyaNews) By Robin Fleming
January 18, 2024

After nine Turkish soldiers were killed in clashes with Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) guerillas in the Metina region of Iraqi Kurdistan on 13
January, the Turkish Armed Forces once again responded with an intense military campaign. Knowing the patterns of Turkish aggression, this is
unsurprising. The renewed aerial and drone bombing campaign has not specifically been aimed at PKK guerillas stationed in northern Iraq but has
targeted civilian infrastructure in both Kurdish-led Iraq and North and East Syria (NES).

On the ground, the Rojava Information Centre (RIC) has been tracking the extent of the attacks and destruction, releasing a report on 16 January claiming Turkey targeted a minimum of 50 locations in NES
alone. The confirmed strikes hit key electricity and oil infrastructure, factories, civilian homes, and security points. According to the RIC, approximately two million people are deprived of access to power
and water due to seven electricity stations and industrial sites being rendered non-operational under Turkish bombardment.

This cannot be accounted for as self-defence on Turkey's behalf, no matter what Turkish officials may say. Turkey's actions must be seen as what they are — collective punishment. Attacks on grain silos,
warehouses or civilian homes are not direct acts of self-defence. The civilian infrastructure is not responsible for the deaths of the Turkish soldiers — soldiers deployed by Turkey as part of their continuing
campaign of violent escalation across the Middle East. The attacks were not even in the same country as the clashes which proved fatal to Turkish military personnel. The attacks are acts of collective
punishment served by Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoǧan to put pressure on the Kurdish people, not on an armed military enemy. A policy Erdoǧan has held for years.

Collective punishment can be defined as the punishment — in this case, bombardment — of an entire group for the actions of one member of a group. In this case, that group is Kurds. The 1949 Geneva
Convention IV on the Protection of Civilian Persons in the Time of War, in Article 33, explicitly names collective punishment as prohibited under international law.

Individual responsibility, collective penalties, pillage, reprisals: no protected person may be punished for an offence he or she has not personally committed. Collective penalties and likewise all measures of
intimidation or of terrorism are prohibited. Pillage is prohibited.

Illegal penalties and punishments named by the convention includes the killing or injuring of civilians, as well as damage to civilian infrastructure essential to common welfare and survival. Turkish
authorities and the actions of the Turkish military have made it plainly clear, time and time again, that they intend to commit these crimes. Furthermore, the international community is allowing it.

Western silence, America's silence in particular, has not gone unnoticed by their allies on the ground in North and East Syria. Mazloum Abdi, commander of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) which
played a vital role in efforts to defeat the Islamic State (ISIS) in partnership with the US, called President Joe Biden's silence concerning Turkey's cross-border attacks 'shameful'. Abdi shared suspicions that
Turkey was given 'informal consent' by the SDF's transatlantic partner to conduct their military operations in North and East Syria.

Commander Abdi and the people of North and East Syria are all too familiar with the very real consequences of US complacency with Erdoǧan's bloodthirsty policies towards Kurdish people. In 2019, they
saw the US give the green light for Erdoǧan to begin a ground invasion into NES. Three days later they watched as Turkish-backed mercenary groups occupied the cities of Sere Kaniye (Ras al-Ayn) and Tel
Abyad (Gire Spi), killing civilians in the hundreds and displacing thousands more.

The SDF commander also casts doubt on the belief that Turkey is acting in 'retaliation' for recent military fatalities during clashes with PKK guerrilla in Iraq, claiming that the SDF is not affiliated by the
PKK nor does the PKK hold military presence in North and East Syria's Kurdish-majority regions as Ankara frequently claims it does.

The imbalance and injustice of Turkey's brutal response threatens to once again to go unnoticed. The Turkish government has made it clear they have no intention of reigning it in and fully intend to
escalate.

On 17 January, Erdoğan confirmed commitment to the continuation of military action in both Syria and Iraq, claiming the operations were necessary for Turkey's 'national security' and the 'safety of its
citizens'.

The following day, on 18 January, a motion supporting the Turkish president's aggression against the Kurds was passed in the Turkish Grand National Assembly (TBMM). The Republican People's Party
(CHP), the leading opposition party, joined with the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) in supporting the resolution. The pro-Kurdish opposition party, the Peoples' Equality and Democracy Party
(DEM Party), voted against further violence in North and East Syria.

The strength of international humanitarian laws established after World War II is being put to the test as we speak. While Turkey acts in blatant violation of international humanitarian law and convention,
South Africa has brought a case against Israel in the International Court of Justice (ICJ), accusing them of Genocide against the Palestinians of Gaza. The result of the ICJ case, and the world's reaction to
Turkey's continuous escalation of violence will shine light on the following question — are these conventions enough to prevent genocide and harm to innocent civilians in 2024?

Turkish attacks on northern Syria condemned in demonstrations across Europe (MedyaNews) January 21, 2024

Demonstrations erupted across Europe on Saturday to condemn the Turkish government's recent military action in Kurdish-held northern Syria.

People in Kiel, Freiburg, Munich, Lausanne and Zurich took to the streets to denounce what they see as a lack of global attention to the alleged war crimes committed by the government of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan against civilians in North and East Syria, also known as Rojava.

Kiel: Calls for closure of airspace over Rojava A rally against the attacks began in Kiel's Europaplatz with a minute's silence for the lives lost. Activists called passionately for the closure of airspace over
North and East Syria, stressing the need for international intervention.

Freiburg: Defiance against 'Erdoğan's tactics' Activists in the Old Synagogue Square in Freiburg accused Erdoğan of trying to divert attention from the Turkish army's significant losses in northern Iraq by
attacking Syrian Kurdish areas.

Munich: Campaigning for international pressure Activists in Munich's Rindermarkt alerted the public to Turkey's alleged war crimes in northern Syria and called on the international community to put
pressure on the Turkish state to stop the ongoing attacks.

Lausanne: Political support for Kurdish community A number of Swiss politicians joined a protest rally organised by the Kurdish community on the Place St-Laurent in Lausanne. The rally was held to
express solidarity with the Kurdish people. The gathering focused accusations against Turkey of involvement in war crimes.

Zurich: Murdered politician honoured with a minute's silence A coalition of European Kurdish groups, including the Democratic Kurdish Community of Switzerland (CDK-S), the Swiss Kurdish Women's
Union (YJK-S) and the Rojava Committees, organised a demonstration in Zurich. Participants observed a minute's silence in memory of Firyal Silêman Xalid, a Kurdish politician and activist from Hasakah
(Hesekê), Rojava, who was assassinated in Kirkuk (Kerkûk) on 18 January.

Hamas leader Haniyeh said to meet Turkish FM to discuss hostages, ceasefire (The Times of Israel) January 21, 2024

Hamas's Qatar-based chief Ismail Haniyeh has held a meeting with the Turkish foreign minister, diplomatic sources say, in the first official contact
between the two for more than three months.

Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan met with Haniyeh on Saturday in Turkey, the sources say. The potential release of hostages held in Gaza, along with the establishment of "a ceasefire as quickly as possible,"
were the main topic of discussions, according to one of the sources. The source says that during the meeting, the two sides also discussed "increasing humanitarian aid… and a two-state solution for a
permanent peace." Fidan and Haniyeh last had official contact in a phone call on October 16. Israel's war against Hamas in Gaza was triggered by the October 7 terror onslaught in southern Israel in which
thousands of Hamas-led terrorists burst into the country by land, air and sea, slaughtering some 1,200 people, most of them civilians, and seizing around 240 hostages under the cover of thousands of
rockets. In response to the deadly assault, Israel launched an aerial campaign and subsequent ground operation, vowing to destroy Hamas and end its 16-year rule in the Gaza Strip. Following the outbreak
of war, Israel recalled its diplomats from Turkey after Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan accused Israel of committing war crimes. Turkey's strong relationship with Hamas has long remained a major
sore point between the two countries, with Erdogan refusing to cut ties and allowing the terror group to continue to operate from an office in Istanbul.
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Landmark Armenia-Azerbaijan Peace Treaty Inches Closer (Carnegie Endowment for International Peace) By Kirill Krivosheev
January 23, 2024

Recent hopes that a peace agreement between the South Caucasus nations of Armenia and Azerbaijan could be achieved have come to nothing. In
late 2023, some believed such a historic step was just around the corner following Azerbaijan's full seizure of the disputed region of Nagorno-
Karabakh, but nothing materialized. At the same time, the outlines of a possible treaty are emerging, along with an understanding of what it
would require from the two parties.

Claims that a landmark treaty between Armenia and Azerbaijan is imminent have been made so often in recent years that they now attract little attention. A breakthrough was expected at the end of 2022,
then spring 2023, as well as in the fall of 2023, when Baku's seizure of Nagorno-Karabakh finally put an end to their long-running territorial dispute.

On the most recent occasion, optimism ran particularly high. Armenia and Azerbaijan even released a joint statement, which was characterized as "historic" and "unprecedented." Yet discussions about
territorial integrity and a prisoner exchange did not lead to any substantive achievements. There also appeared to be few concrete results from a reciprocal gesture of goodwill in which Armenia withdrew its
candidacy to host the next United Nations Climate Change Conference (COP29), and Azerbaijan supported Armenia's inclusion in COP's Eastern European States grouping.

There were some hopes invested in a meeting between the Armenian and Azerbaijani foreign ministers in Washington that was planned for January. But it's now clear the encounter will not take place.
Indeed, Azerbaijan is striving to achieve the "sovereignization" of the conflict by refusing offers of mediation by third countries. There is also growing bad blood between both Baku and Paris, and Baku and
Washington.

Nevertheless, a peace treaty remains possible, and its significance should not be downplayed. In all likelihood, any agreement reached would be a framework requiring additional negotiations in subsequent
years.

Following Baku's military takeover of Nagorno-Karabakh and the flight of the region's Armenians, the main points of dispute concern enclaves, transport links, and the delimitation of borders. While there
remains little clarity on these issues, the two sides are finally saying some obvious things out loud.

Above all, both Baku and Yerevan have conceded that the delimitation of their shared border will have to take place after the conclusion of a peace treaty. This admission smooths the path to a treaty because
ratifying such a border, which passes over mountain ranges, will take many years. A similar process between Azerbaijan and Georgia remains incomplete, despite the two countries being at peace.

The Armenians would like to use military maps from the 1970s as the basis for a border agreement, whereas Baku wants experts to map the situation on the ground and to use that as the basis for a
permanent settlement. Baku's approach means Azerbaijan retaining many strategic positions. In addition, President Ilham Aliyev has said that the Azerbaijani army will not retreat from positions it seized
during bouts of fighting in May 2021 and September 2022—even if they are on Armenian territory.

Nevertheless, the suggestion to look at the border without reference to old maps is not entirely unconstructive. If the two sides were ready to carry out an exchange of territory and make some concessions,
the situation could be ameliorated. But experience suggests this is unlikely: instead, the stronger Azerbaijan will seek to press Armenia into a corner. Accordingly, unless Armenia and Azerbaijan are
prepared to set aside border delimitation for a later date, the chances of signing a peace treaty are almost nil.

Another issue on which the two sides appear to be converging is that of transport corridors. By stating it will build a road via Iran—not Armenia—to its exclave of Nakhichevan, sandwiched between Armenia
and Turkey, Azerbaijan has made a significant concession.

Not only has Aliyev publicly announced that the construction of the Iran route is already under way, he has named his price for ditching the Armenian route (also known as the Zangezur Corridor): that
Azerbaijan will not open its border with Armenia. Even the possibility of Azerbaijan renouncing its claim to the Zangezur Corridor is a positive development. As recently as 2021, Aliyev was threatening to
carve it out using military force.

Azerbaijan's readiness to accept the Iran route could even elicit support in Moscow, which has long been seen as a backer of the Zangezur Corridor. Above all, Russia is interested in restoring its rail
connections with Iran and Turkey that existed in Soviet times, and either route would work for those purposes.

If there is no backsliding, and Baku really is happy to give up on the Zangezur Corridor in return for keeping its border with Armenia closed, then that brings peace much closer. The idea of an Azerbaijani
transport artery bisecting Armenian territory has only ever sparked fears in Yerevan that it could lead to them losing control of the southern Syunik region.

One possible model for relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan is that of Armenia and Turkey from 1993 to the present: a closed border, no diplomatic ties, hostile rhetoric, and history textbooks that
preach eternal confrontation. At the same time, however, Armenia and Turkey do not have any territorial claims against one another, and there have been no military engagements—or deaths—in that
period.

There are other "successful" examples of such icy standoffs in international relations: Israel and Egypt, or Israel and Jordan. If this is the outcome for Armenia and Azerbaijan, it means their shared border
could be opened in fifteen or twenty years: a relatively short time by historical standards. Pushing for it to happen any sooner risks triggering instability.

In the final analysis, it's Azerbaijan that has the most power to determine whether a landmark peace agreement is within reach. For Baku, the choice comes down to either signing a framework treaty to
shore up its international prestige or sabotaging the process to justify a military escalation further down the line. Baku's calculations about which route to take will depend primarily on external
circumstances.
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Putin is weaponizing Ukrainian civilians (The Hill) By Jonathan Sweet and Mark Toth
January 11, 2024

Russian President Vladimir Putin rang in the New Year in Ukraine by "launching nearly 100 Shahed loitering munitions against cities across the
country."

His targets? Ukrainian civilians — men, women and children. As Putin's counteroffensives stall in Avdiivka, Kupiansk and elsewhere in the Donbas, the Kremlin has sought to achieve a military advantage
for its beleaguered forces by putting Ukrainian noncombatants in the crosshairs of its Iranian supplied Shaded drones, Kinzhal missiles and Tupolev Tu-95 strategic bombers.

On the surface, Putin's targeting of apartment blocks, schools and hospitals has no substantive military value. These are also war crimes and clear violations of the Geneva Convention protocols, yet Moscow
and Beijing have blocked United Nations Security Council efforts to condemn Russia.

Yet as retired Navy Lt. Chuck Pfarrer points out in the Kyiv Post, there is twisted military method to Putin's assault on Ukrainian humanity. By weaponizing Ukraine's noncombatants, Putin is forcing Kyiv
to deploy the bulk of its Patriot and other missile defensive systems in and around its major population centers.

It is, as Pfarrer puts it, "homicidal madness." However, it is buying Russian forces in the Donbas and in the south time and space. It is also continuing to undermine the efforts of Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky and his generals to set the conditions to enable an offensive to expel Putin's army from the Crimean Peninsula — the decisive terrain of the war.

Putin's sadistic willingness to kill civilians to advance his goals is no surprise. His wars and military interventions in Chechnya, Georgia and Syria also all demonstrated Putin's determination to weaponize
civilians. Russia facilitated sarin gas attacks in Syria in support of Bashir al-Assad's corrupt regime, and Russian-backed separatists downed Malaysia Airlines flight MH 17 over the skies of eastern Ukraine
in 2014, killing 298 people.

Certainly, Putin's style of governance on the domestic front is one that we have previously described as Murder Inc. Political opponents, journalists, recalcitrant oligarchs and anyone he perceives to be in his
way are assassinated — including the 2018 poisoning of Sergei Skripal and his daughter in the United Kingdom.

In the early stages of his "special military operation" in Ukraine, the killing of civilians began almost immediately. Putin's crimes against humanity in Bucha in the opening months of the war were no
accident, nor some isolated Russian military unit that had gone awry. It was "part of a deliberate and systematic effort to ruthlessly secure a route to the capital, Kyiv"— intended as a message to Ukrainians
to submit or be slaughtered. This is also why Russian artillery has leveled once-vibrant and thriving cities such as Bakhmut and Avdiivka.

As the U.S. State Department has determined, "Russia's forces have committed execution-style killings of Ukrainian men, women, and children; torture of civilians in detention through beatings,
electrocution, and mock executions; rape; and, alongside other Russian officials, have deported hundreds of thousands of Ukrainian civilians to Russia, including children who have been forcibly separated
from their families."

As the war in Ukraine devolves into trench warfare resembling World War I across most of its 600-mile front, Zelensky and his generals are reaching a critical inflection point this winter. This is largely of
Washington's making.

Capitol Hill's ongoing failure to fully fund the war militarily and economically in Ukraine is one major factor. So is the Biden Administration's failed military strategy when it comes to correctly assessing
what Zelensky and his generals need in terms of military capabilities and protection of Ukrainian civilians.

Defending Ukraine for as long as it takes is a recipe for a forever war. It will not win the war. It is also a recipe for ensuring Putin continues to target civilians. The former is allowing Putin to perpetrate the
latter, if not unintentionally incentivizing him to do so.

Washington must change course, and fast. Pfarrer is correct in his assessment that the Biden Administration must enable Kyiv to take "back its airspace." Not only the airspace over Ukraine's major
population centers, but over the front lines in the Donbas and in the south in the Kherson and Zaporizhzhia oblasts. The Ukrainians need weapon systems to attack the Russians' launch sites, their crews,
and their missile/drone storage facilities.

Until the latter is achieved by Ukraine, as Pfarrer bluntly assesses, "Ukrainian ground commanders [are] forced to disperse troops and materiel, making the concentration of forces, their movement to the
front, and even engagement with the enemy difficult — if not, at times, suicidal."

Until Ukraine can bring Patriot missile batteries and other U.S. and NATO surface-to-air missile systems close to the front lines, Kyiv's ability to launch counteroffensives will continue to be severely
handicapped. Maneuver warfare with Bradleys and Abrams tanks will remain exceedingly difficult if not impossible.

Anything less will only continue to encourage Putin to keep targeting Ukrainian civilians and weaponizing them as a means to winning his war. Biden and Congress must end Putin's murderous madness by
fully enabling Kyiv to control its airspace and take the fight against Putin to Crimea.

ISW: Russia planning new offensive (The Kyiv Independent) By Rachel Amran
January 15, 2024

Russia is preparing to launch a new offensive in the coming weeks once the ground in southern and eastern Ukraine freezes, the Institute for the
Study of War reported in its daily assessment on Jan. 14.

Numerous Russian sources are claiming that the military will launch a large offensive effort in Ukraine, according to reports. Some sources estimate that offensive could begin sometime between Jan. 12 and
Feb. 2 after the ground freezes and Ukraine grows "exhausted" of defending their position. Importantly, although the number of personnel on the frontline enables Russia to conduct localized activities,
sources not that the Russian military would not likely be able to support operationally significant "breakthroughs."

Cold weather conditions appear to be affecting ground activities on both sides. Ukrainian forces in the southern parts of the country also reported that Russian aviation is unable to operate in the region due
to freezing weather.

ISW previously assessed that frozen conditions are likely constraining operations along the front. Russia will likely try to sustain or intensify localized offensive operations across eastern Ukraine in order to
gain and maintain initiative even with less favorable winter weather. However, ISW also asses that Russia will not be able to make operationally significant breakthroughs.

Additionally, ISW also reports that the Russian Investigative Committee will officially launch an investigation into the massive fire that swept through a warehouse in St. Petersburg on Jan. 13 belonging to
one of Russia's biggest online stores, Wildberries. The fire reportedly affected at least 70,000 square meters of the property.

Unnamed sources close to Russia's Ministry of Emergency Situations told the Russian media outlet RBC that arson was one of the possible causes, and an investigation had begun into how the fire started.
Other sources also said that the damages from the blaze could surpass 11 billion rubles ($125 million).

Ukraine wages a dogged fight against Russian 'war crimes' (Nikkei Asia) By Hiroyuki Akita
January 15, 2024

As Russia continues its aggression against Ukraine, increasingly more serious Russian atrocities, which many see as war crimes, are coming to
light.

Bucha and Irpin, communities less than an hour's drive from the Ukrainian capital of Kyiv, have borne the brunt of Russian atrocities. In late November, I visited the neighboring villages, which were
temporarily occupied by the Russian army in the spring of 2022. Houses and hospitals shattered by artillery shells stood as silent reminders of what had happened there.

In Bucha, where about 500 people were massacred, a monument engraved with victims' names has been erected, but about 30 bodies went unidentified, according to local officials.

Russian atrocities are not limited to mass murders of civilians. They have also abducted many children from the land they occupy, which accounts for about 20% of Ukrainian territory.

According to the Ukrainian authority, about 20,000 abducted children have been identified, but Daria Gerasymchuk, Ukraine's special representative for children's issues, said the number could be 10 times
that.

"If we talk about the children who are demarcated or forcibly removed, we know [there are] exactly 19,546 cases," said Gerasymchuk. "But we assume that Russians could deport or forcibly remove
approximately up to 200,000 children."

So far, only 390 children have been brought back, but their testimony reveals Russia's relentless assimilation drive.

Gerasymchuk said many cases involve Russians ordering Ukrainian families to send at least one child to an indoctrination camp. If the request is refused, they threaten to take away all of a family's children.

At the end of camp programs, Russians deport children to Russia by telling them that the occupied territory has become too dangerous or their parents have died, according to Gerasymchuk.

In another case, Russians force children to have health checks and afterward tell their parents that they need medical care in Russia. Once taken away, the children are given Russian names and citizenship
and then forced to learn the Russian anthem and history. Some appear to have been sent to military camps for training needed to fight against Ukraine in the future.

In late November, Olena Zelenska, the wife of President Volodymyr Zelenskyy, talked about abduction and other issues in a group interview with Nikkei and other media. She expressed deep concern about
Russia's efforts to erase Ukrainian identity and cultural memory.

"[What Russia is doing] is the wiping out of identity, the wiping out of cultural code and memory. They become Russian children," said the Ukrainian first lady. "This is a painful blow for Ukraine and the
entire Ukrainian society, for everyone who sees all our losses now."

In March 2022, the International Criminal Court in The Hague issued arrest warrants for Russian President Vladimir Putin and others, accusing them of the war crime of illegally deporting hundreds of
children from Ukraine. However, in late December 2023, the defiant Russian leader signed a new decree that could expand the country's abduction policy.

The decree states that if children in the occupied territories show "signs" of illness, they must be taken to care facilities or places where they can receive treatment. It is clearly intended to help promote
abduction under the guise of "treatment."

Ukraine is preparing for legal action by recording details of abductions and other alleged war crimes by Russia.

"We have practically all types of war crimes which Russia committed and still is committing on our land and against Ukrainians," Ukrainian General Prosecutor Andrii Kostin told Nikkei on Dec. 1 in a group
interview. "[Those include] summary execution, indiscriminate shelling, attacks against civilians, illegal detention, accumulation, torture, ill-treatment, sexual violence and forced deportation of children
and civilians.

"As of today, we have registered more than 111,000 incidents of war crimes. While we understand that the actual number is bigger, I would say even substantially bigger, because we still have no access to
the occupied territories."

According to Kostin, Ukraine had identified 463 Russians as possible war criminals and convicted 67 of them by early December.

Since many suspects reside outside Ukraine, detaining them will be difficult. Nevertheless, Kostin emphasized that Ukraine is securing evidence for future trials.

"My job is to fix and collect evidence and to provide proper investigation and to start prosecution," Kostin said. "If one of them appears in the hands of international justice, our case will be already
prepared."

International cooperation for prosecuting war criminals is also underway. In July, an international organization to build cases against the Russian leadership for the invasion of Ukraine was set up in The
Hague under the initiative of the European Union. Named the International Center for the Prosecution of the Crime of Aggression Against Ukraine, the entity is dedicated to collecting and analyzing
evidence of Russian war crimes. Additionally, the International Criminal Court opened an office in Kyiv in mid-September.

Ukrainian journalists, lawyers and academics are also spearheading an initiative called The Reckoning Project to gather and record testimony from the victims of war crimes.

Even if trials are not possible soon, many think that the efforts to bring war criminals to justice are worthwhile. Kostin believes actions to hold Russia accountable for its brutal acts will serve as a strong
deterrent.

"We fully believe that accountability is deterrence," Ukraine's top prosecutor said.

Meanwhile, the shadow of Russia's war crimes stretches far beyond human rights abuses. Article 56 of the Geneva Conventions, which set the standards of international law for humanitarian treatment in
war, explicitly prohibits attacks on nuclear power plants and dams. However, Russia has included Ukrainian nuclear plants in its targets of aggression.

The Zaporizhzhia nuclear plant in southern Ukraine, the largest in Europe in terms of generating capacity, has been occupied by Russian forces since March 2022.

Olha Babiy, a member of Ukraine's National Commission for State Regulation in Energy and Utilities, warns that the plant is facing a precarious situation. According to Babiy, the worst-case scenario is an
accident or combat leading to a massive radioactive leak, spreading nuclear contamination worldwide.

All six reactors at the plant are currently offline, but it is vital to continue cooling the nuclear fuel with water -- an operation that requires a continuous power supply. If the plant loses its power, a meltdown
could occur.

The risk of a nuclear catastrophe is real. According to Energoatom, Ukraine's state nuclear power company, the power supply to the Zaporizhzhia plant was temporarily interrupted on Dec. 2.

"During the last two years, there was a constant crisis situation due to blackouts, because the power lines providing electrical energy to the station were destroyed by the missile and rocket attacks," Babiy
said. "There have been situations when the power station faced direct blackout and had no alternative means of supplying electrical energy ... more than 20 times."

Complicating matters further, the dam at the Kakhovka hydroelectric power plant in the southern Kherson region burst in June, raising the prospect of a reservoir drying up and the Zaporizhzhia plant
losing its main source of cooling water. Ukraine blames Russia for the dam's destruction.

Ukrainian staff remains at the Zaporizhzhia plant, but there are reports they have been subjected to interrogation and threats by Russians. Babiy is concerned that the current situation could make an
emergency response difficult.

"We are unsure that the Russian military currently stationed there is able to execute the necessary protocols," Babiy said. "Before, there were trained personnel who knew what to do in a crisis, but now we
are simply unsure that the crisis can be prevented.

"The Ukrainian teams are still working in the station. They're currently living and working under a kind of occupation. Ukraine cannot communicate with those people directly, but only through the
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), because Russia wouldn't [approve]."

Not only are there meltdown risks, but the ongoing combat could trigger a nuclear catastrophe. According to the IAEA, Russian forces have planted landmines both inside and outside the facility. They may
have deployed other weapons, too.

Russia's invasion of nuclear plants in Ukraine is not limited to the Zaporizhzhia plant. Its military also occupied the Chernobyl power plant in northern Ukraine for about a month through March 2022.

Oleksandr Kalishchuk, a former employee at the Chernobyl plant, said he still cannot forget the moment when Russian troops burst in. "A Russian commander shouted, 'If there is any resistance, you'll all
be killed,'" he said.

A major explosion hit the Chernobyl plant in 1986, when Ukraine and Russia were both part of the Soviet Union. Severe radioactive contamination spread over a wide area. Although the plant was later
closed, it still holds large amounts of spent fuel, a potential source of radioactive pollution in the event of an accident.

Kalishchuk called the Russian military's action reckless, expressing worry about potential disaster.

"It is prohibited to make any battles on the territory of these kinds of facilities," he said. "But, they were preparing the trenches, they were deploying mines. If the battle would happen actually, there would
be contamination, maybe 30 kilometers, 50 kilometers, or even more."

Russia apparently aims to gain the upper hand over Ukraine by controlling its power sources -- a strategy that could lead to a nuclear calamity.

Russia's heedless actions in defiance of the Geneva Conventions are creating security and humanitarian risks not only to Ukraine but to the entire world.

Investigation into Russian crimes in Ukraine: Kostin meets with Polish prosecutor general (Ukrinform) January 16, 2024

Ukrainian Prosecutor General Andriy Kostin met in Warsaw on January 15 with his Polish counterpart, Minister of Justice and Public Prosecutor
General Adam Bodnar, according to the Polish Justice Ministry.

The topic of the talks was the involvement of Polish investigators in investigating and documenting war crimes in Ukraine and Poland's contribution to the work of ICPA (International Center for the
Prosecution of the Crime of Aggression against Ukraine), Ukrinform reports.

During the meeting, Bodnar assured Kostin that Poland would continue to provide assistance to the victims of the war in Ukraine, including using the funds of the Justice Fund managed by the Polish
Justice Ministry.

The meeting was also attended by Secretary of State Krzysztof Smiszek, Acting National Prosecutor Jacek Bilewicz and Deputy Minister of Justice of Ukraine Iryna Mudra. Prosecutor Bilewicz presented
specific prospects for developing cooperation between the national prosecutor's offices of both countries. Minister Mudra, in turn, emphasized the need to expand the international compensation
mechanism for Ukraine. One of its elements is the register of damage caused by the Russians since the beginning of the invasion of Ukraine, established last year by the decision of the Council of Europe.

The idea of establishing an international tribunal to try those responsible for war crimes and crimes against humanity during Russia's aggression against Ukraine was also raised.

According to the Polish Justice Ministry, in February, the Convention on International Cooperation in the Investigation and Prosecution of the Crime of Genocide, Crimes against Humanity and War Crimes
Committed in Ukraine will be opened for signature in The Hague.

"Reporting War Crimes Trials Was Not My Plan. Then Russia Invaded." (Institute for War & Peace Reporting) By Iryna Domashchenko
January 16, 2024

I never dreamed I would end up reporting on war crimes trials. When I graduated in journalism from Kherson State University in 2009, my plans
were to cover social issues.

People's daily struggles were what mattered to me: housing, low wages, lack of transport, poor standards of living. Just like life though, journalism is unpredictable.

After Russia launched its full-scale war against my country and my people, I found myself immersed in the world of tribunals - poring over tomes of jurisprudence, studying criminal and international
humanitarian law, attending court hearings on murder, torture, rape and abduction, and interviewing Russian prisoners of war. All amidst the background sound of air sirens and shelling. Just like now: I
am writing these words as I shelter in the corridor of my flat in Kyiv, as rockets rain over us.

I entered a courtroom for the first time in 2018 . Russia had occupied Crimea four years earlier and Kherson, a mere 100 kilometres from the boundary line, dealt with cases related to the occupation. I
started attending hearings, mostly at the pre-trial stage, for example on preventive measures for those detained at the administrative border. These were mainly individuals suspected of state treason and
encroachment on the territorial integrity and inviolability of Ukraine, like Crimean lawmakers, officials and members of illegal armed Crimean formations.

I soon realised that courtrooms are a world apart: few people are aware of the critical issues debated and decided behind those doors. I understood then how important it is to report on legal proceedings -
and how difficult it is. Language is one of the main challenges: legal terms are very specific and reporting on the processes in simple language is a skill that must be learned and requires time.

Until then, I had worked for local television stations, newspapers and online outlets, before setting up my own publication, which I ran with my husband, also a journalist. Between 2015 and 2017 our
Samvydav website - a Ukrainian term that refers to uncensored, underground material. We covered all aspects of life in the Kherson region without censorship or political influence. My work then led me to
deal with Crimea, working with Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty and its Crimea.Realities TV project. We filmed hours of valuable and exclusive footage about life along the administrative border with
Crimea, the situation at checkpoints and the North Crimean Canal and the struggle of displaced persons.

All this was challenging but rewarding work, and I felt I was contributing to keep people informed.

Then Russian tanks started rolling into my home region.

On the morning of February 24, 2022, Russian forces broke through the checkpoint with Crimea and my husband and I realised that tanks could soon reach Kherson, just over 100 kilometres away. We did
not want to live under occupation. We hastily packed three small backpacks with documents and clothing for my five-year-old daughter. We caught the last train departing from the railway station. If we had
arrived a minute later, I don't know what our fate would have been.

The next day, we found ourselves in Lviv, nearly 1,000 kilometres away from home, and in a country in a state of war.

It was a step into the unknown, but I continued working as a journalist covering developments in the south of the country. I was under huge stress, with no idea what was happening to my loved ones under
occupation. Until Kherson was liberated on November 11, 2022 I had no communication with my family and friends. I resisted the urge to call those who were in hiding, for fear of putting them at risk, and I
did not reach out to my contacts as I did not know who had betrayed my country and defected to the Russians. Indeed, I found out later that one of my first editors in Kherson was notified in absentia of
suspicion for collaborationism with the Russians during the occupation.

In June 2022 we moved to Kyiv and I began reporting for the Ukrainian site Court Reporter. It felt like a moral obligation. The horror of Bucha and Irpin had surfaced: torture, rape, looting and kidnapping
had become part of Ukraine's daily discourse. I wanted to let the world know.

The war has drained us all, stretching the capacity of every individual and institution. The judicial system is no exception: the workload is colossal. Every day I navigate a bureaucratic maze, witness first
hand the shortcomings of our criminal legislation and see how overburdened judges, lawyers and investigators are. Nonetheless, the system is functioning and verdicts are being delivered. The demand for
justice is massive and it is critical for the victims to be heard, to know that they are not alone. This means that every verdict, including those in absentia, is an achievement.

One of the cases I have been following for months is against Andriy Medvedev, a Russian prisoner of war accused of cruel treatment of civilians. At each hearing I met Tetiana, a resident of Irpin. She is not a
victim in the case, just a concerned citizen who attends court hearings on war crimes in her town and wants to know that justice is in progress.

I have come a long way from my first trial. When I started working as a court reporter, I was bewildered, I felt I could not do it - at the end of the day I am not a lawyer, I am just a journalist. But then I
thought "exactly, I am a journalist". I know how to look for information, interview people and track down details. I can ask the very questions that those without a legal background want answered.

My skills have developed since then, and I have learned so much.

Covering cases of child rape and communicating with the families of those who have been killed or gone missing is emotionally hard. It is also hard to balance the importance of reporting with the
fundamental respect of victims' rights; you cannot retraumatise them with your questions. People have lost their loved ones, or suffered torture, or are still grieving. Testifying in court is for many a coping
mechanism but they are still fragile, and we reporters need to handle this with care.

Often, after writing a piece or attending a court hearing I feel the need to take a shower and wash that information off myself. But the knowledge does not leave you, it stays with you, in your brain and on
your skin.

Legal reporting is arduous. It requires knowledge and dedication and keeping track of cases is akin to a marathon, rather than a sprint. It also needs time, a rare commodity in war torn Ukraine. There are
few journalists with the training to deliver it.

The trials of the war crimes committed in Ukraine will last decades and become part of history. For me, covering them comes with a sense of duty towards my country.
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Turkish intel ‘neutralizes’ ringleader of terrorist PKK in northern Iraq (AA) By Abdullah Sarica
January 15, 2024

Turkish intelligence has “neutralized” a ringleader of the PKK terrorist organization in northern Iraq, security sources said on Monday.

The National Intelligence Organization (MIT) carried out a cross-border anti-terror operation against terrorists, who launched multiple strikes against security forces both in Türkiye and northern Iraq, said
the sources on condition of anonymity due to restrictions on speaking to media.

Among the terrorists targeted in the operation was Hulya Mercen, codenamed Peyman Bagok, one of the so-called senior leaders of the PKK.

The terror member was taken down in Iraq’s Metina region, where nine Turkish soldiers were killed by PKK members on Jan. 12.

MIT determined that the terrorist Mercen was training female members of the terror group for the last 32 years.

Turkish authorities use the term "neutralize" to imply the terrorists in question surrendered or were killed or captured.

Following the killing of nine Turkish soldiers on Friday in a terror attack in northern Iraq, security forces began to crack down on PKK terrorists.

PKK terrorists often hide out in northern Iraq to plot cross-border attacks in Türkiye. The group also has a Syrian branch, known as the YPG.

In its more than 35-year terror campaign against Türkiye, the PKK — listed as a terrorist organization by Türkiye, the US, and EU — has been responsible for the deaths of more than 40,000 people,
including women, children, and infants.
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Syria’s civilians are increasingly forgotten as humanitarian aid dries out (Middle East Eye) By Yusuf Selman Inanc 
January 21, 2024

The millions of civilians in need of humanitarian aid in Syria are bracing themselves for dwindling international help this year, after the World Food
Programme (WFP) has ended its mandate for the country as of 2024.

The Syrian government last week extended its approval for cross-border United Nations humanitarian aid to be delivered through a crossing with Turkey for another six months.

The mechanism is an attempt by Syrian President Bashar al-Assad government to enhance his legitimacy in the eyes of the international community since Russia, a main backer of Assad, blocked UN
Security Council resolution to use the Bab al-Hawa crossing in July, forcing international partners to work with Damascus.

Previously, the UN had utilised four border crossings to provide relief to areas beyond the Syrian government's control, following a 2014 UN resolution sanctioned by the Security Council.

However, starting in 2017, Russia and China have gradually challenged this mandate, asserting that all aid should be routed through Damascus.

Stay informed with MEE's newsletters Sign up to get the latest alerts, insights and analysis, starting with Turkey Unpacked Your email Since 2020, Russia and China have advocated for restricting aid
deliveries to only one crossing, namely Bab al-Hawa. However, financial aid allocated to Syria has significantly dropped over recent years due to the prolonged crisis in the country, and more demands
elsewhere, straining the financial capacities of aid organisations.

Last year, the WFP announced the closure of its food programme in Syria, supporting 5.6 million people, including those displaced in the country's northwest.

Simultaneously, USAID and the State Department are implementing significant reductions, of at least 30 percent, in US assistance for Syria, a move anticipated to be mirrored by European donors.

Why is the amount of aid decreasing? In 2021, 1,000 aid trucks were entering Syria's north, but this number decreased to 445 last year - and the humanitarian situation is not getting better.

For instance, Geir O Pedersen, special envoy of the secretary-general for Syria, recently highlighted the challenges facing Syria, “including the lack of reliable access to drinking water, chronic fuel and
electricity shortages, a cholera pandemic, the total collapse of basic social services, gender-based violence, malnutrition and psychological disorders among children.”

The main reason behind the scaling back of aid appears to be the reluctance of donors. Not only for residents of Syria’s north but also for Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon, the amount of aid is almost
grinding to a halt.

In December last year, WFP stated that its budget was shrinking because of donor fatigue, the pandemic, the war in Ukraine, and now Israel’s war on Gaza.

It also announced that it needed $593m for six months to maintain its operations properly but the amount it was able to spend was $2.8m for October.

“Aid to Syria is diminishing because attention is fading away. Violence has decreased, it’s a largely stalemated conflict, and Syria is old news by now,” Aron Lund, an expert on Syria, told Middle East Eye.

Lund also believes that the global economic situation, especially after the pandemic, has increased the pressure on funds allocated by wealthy western nations.

“We are now forgotten victims of a bloody war,” Uthman Saeb, a resident of Idlib province, told MEE in a phone conversation.

“We don’t have a proper house but have been living in a cottage for years. There is no job. We rely on a basket of food they [the UN aid agencies] bring us. Now, they say the basket will get smaller and
smaller. How are we going to feed ourselves?”

Lund argues that the problem is not just about fewer donations but also the growing needs of Syrians due to worsening economic conditions in not only Syria but also in its surrounding countries like
Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon.

The gradual loss of funding is believed to be resulting in substantial service gaps for Syria’s internally displaced refugees, but more importantly in intensifying certain vulnerabilities.

Increasing vulnerabilities: drugs and terror Among these vulnerabilities are drugs and joining armed groups, including the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the Islamic State (IS), or pro-Iran and Russia-
financed militias.

“The Syrian crisis has less attention from donors now as the world has focused on Ukraine, and now on Gaza. In every conversation, the donors say the same thing: 'We are exhausted with Syria'," an
international non-governmental organisation (INGO) manager said, speaking on the condition of anonymity due to his organisation’s partnership with the UN.

However, the INGO manager warned of consequences such as the revitalisation of IS.

“Currently, people in Syria, especially in the northwest, don’t care about ideology or whatever. Daesh [an acronym for IS] is paying $100 per month, which is more than any amount a family could make. So,
families tend to send their underage children to IS.”

“They are now even delivering brochures in coffeehouses,” Saeb said. “They take youth to the south where they are strong,” he added, possibly referring to Raqqa, a former IS stronghold.

“It’s not only Daesh but also the SDF, or the PYD (Democratic Union Party), whatever you call it. On the regime side, Iran- and Russia-backed militias lure youth. People just send their children.”

There have been recent reports stating that IS has gathered strength in the last few months and even been attempting to begin collecting taxes.

Etana, a group monitoring military activity in Syria, has also said that “the number of ISIS attacks continued trending upwards in recent months, with December witnessing a total of 12 armed attacks.”

Lund believes a place like Syria is a perfect hotspot for armed groups to recruit.

“There’s an endless supply of frustrated and desperate young men who know nothing except war. People can’t find jobs or envision a decent future,” Lund said, adding that “police and security services are
brutal in all corners of Syria, but they’re also weak and dysfunctional, due to all-pervasive corruption, a shortage of resources, large areas that are basically lawless, and gaps in governance between the rival
regimes.”

The danger is not only the revitalisation of IS or the intensification of armed conflict but it also comes from drugs.

“Another way to make money is drugs,” the INGO manager said.

The Assad government is believed to be making billions of dollars through trafficking drugs to Western and Gulf countries. Eighty percent of Captagon, a highly addictive amphetamine drug, is produced in
Syria, and its trade is estimated to be worth billions of dollars annually.

Eighty percent of captagon is produced in Syria, and its economy is worth $57bn (MEE) “We hear about the drug thing, but Hayat Tahrir al-Sham is strict on this kind of illicit things,” Saeb said, referring to
the Islamist group that controls Idlib’s centre and its surrounding refugee camps.

“But the aid shortage is not a problem only for the rebel-held areas but also for the regime areas that are more exposed to the drug issue,” the INGO worker said.

Indeed, the drugs issue has strained Jordan's relations with the Syrian government. Jordan has recently launched several air strikes on Syrian villages, citing them as the production centres of drugs.

Increasing needs but decreasing aid The worsening economic situation along with the decreased international aid is exposing Syrians to illicit activities more than ever.

The Syrian government has recently removed subsidies, increased taxes and oil prices, which has led to rare protests last summer. Moreover, food prices have doubled in less than a year.

Ninety percent of Syria’s population live under the poverty line.

The UN estimates that the number of people in need of humanitarian assistance surpassed 15 million in 2023, a five percent rise in comparison with the previous year. This number is expected to rise to 16.7
million in 2024.

“At the end of this road lies social breakdown, renewed conflict, epidemics, and starvation,” Lund said.
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Yemen: Widespread Violations; No Access to Justice (Human Rights Watch) By [AUTHOR]
January 11, 2024

Warring parties in Yemen, including Houthi forces, the Yemeni government, and the Saudi and UAE-led coalition, carried out serious international
human rights and humanitarian law violations in Yemen in 2023, Human Rights Watch said today in releasing its World Report 2024.

These violations included unlawful attacks which killed civilians and arbitrarily detentions. In Taizz, the country’s third-largest city, warring parties violated the rights to water, freedom of movement, and
humanitarian access.

“The international community has failed to follow through on its commitments to people in Yemen, while warring parties’ violations have only continued,” said Niku Jafarnia, Yemen and Bahrain researcher
at Human Rights Watch. “Without accountability for these abuses over the last nine years, there won’t be a foundation for a durable peace.”

In the 740-page World Report 2024, its 34th edition, Human Rights Watch reviews human rights practices in more than 100 countries. In her introductory essay, Executive Director Tirana Hassan says that
2023 was a consequential year not only for human rights suppression and wartime atrocities but also for selective government outrage and transactional diplomacy that carried profound costs for the rights
of those not in on the deal. But she says there were also signs of hope, showing the possibility of a different path, and calls on governments to consistently uphold their human rights obligations.

People in Yemen face one of the world’s largest humanitarian crises, with more than 21 million residents in need of assistance and suffering from inadequate food, health care, and infrastructure. Despite
this, all parties to the conflict have taken actions that have deepened Yemenis’ suffering. The Saudi and UAE-led coalition in particular has attacked food, water, and health infrastructure. The Houthis have
imposed an abusive siege on Taizz and blocked water from entering the public water network. The Yemeni government and the Houthis have also imposed unnecessary restrictions and regulations on
humanitarian organizations and aid projects, creating lengthy delays.

Saudi border guards have killed at least hundreds of Ethiopian migrants and asylum seekers who tried to cross the Yemen-Saudi border between March 2022 and June 2023. If committed as part of a Saudi
government policy to murder migrants, these killings, which appear to be continuing, would be a crime against humanity. Human Rights Watch found that Saudi border guards have used explosive weapons
to kill many migrants and have shot others at close range, including many women and children, in a widespread and systematic pattern of attacks. In some instances, Saudi border guards asked migrants
which limb to shoot, and then shot them at close range.

All parties to the conflict, including Houthi forces, the Yemeni government, the UAE, Saudi Arabia, and various UAE and Saudi-backed Yemeni armed groups, have arbitrarily arrested, forcibly disappeared,
tortured, and mistreated detainees across Yemen. Hundreds of Yemenis have been detained at official and unofficial detention centers across the country. On May 25, Houthi forces stormed a private
residence in Sanaa where Yemeni Bahais were meeting and detained and subsequently disappeared 17 people.

Yemeni women also face restrictions on their freedom of movement, both in Houthi-controlled areas and in government and Southern Transitional Council-controlled areas.

There has been virtually no accountability for violations committed by parties to the conflict. Since the United Nations Human Rights Council narrowly voted to end the mandate of the Group of Eminent
Experts on Yemen in October 2021, there has been no independent international entity to monitor the human rights situation in Yemen and lay the foundation for accountability for widespread abuses.

Continued Violations During 2023 (Mwatana for Human Rights) January 11, 2024

Mwatana for Human Rights stated that it documented 1,113 violations incidents committed by various conflicting parties in Yemen during 2023.
These incidents resulted in the deaths of 161 civilians, including 94 children and 16 women, and the injury of 355 civilians, including 208 children
and 37 women. Moreover, approximately 563 civilians, including 183 children and 19 women, fell victim to other forms of violations such as child
recruitment, sexual violence, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, and torture.

Mwatana emphasized in its annual briefing on the human rights situation in Yemen for 2023 that the briefing exclusively covers incidents authenticated by its field team, not encompassing all the violations
that occurred over the year.

Per the organization's briefing, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is accountable for 661 of the recorded violations. The Southern Transitional Council bears responsibility for 191 violations, while the
internationally recognized government forces are linked to 198 violations. Forces within the Saudi/UAE-led coalition, including Saudi border guards, are associated with 31 violations. The Joint Forces
account for 14 violations, and Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula is implicated in 5 violations. Moreover, non-state groups, such as human trafficking and smuggling gangs, are accountable for 13 violations.

Mwatana conducted around 2,492 interviews with primary sources, survivors, victims' families and friends, healthcare workers, rescuers, and eyewitnesses, ensuring informed consent after explaining the
interview's purpose. Their field team, consisting of researchers and lawyers, embarked on numerous field visits spanning various, at times hazardous, regions. The organization gathered hundreds of
supporting documents, including photos, medical reports, evidence, and video clips. Each documented incident underwent meticulous scrutiny and verification by central researchers, legal experts,
members of the Research Unit, the Legal Support Unit, and other pertinent departments and units within the organization.

Radhya Al-Mutawakel, Chairperson of Mwatana for Human Rights organization, highlighted, “Despite the cessation of most military operations, the various conflicting parties have persistently engaged for
the ninth year in committing an array of egregious violations, inflicting numerous forms of harm on civilians. This relentless pattern displays a blatant disregard for the civilians' lives and fundamental
rights on a broad scale. Such continuous violations persist due to prevailing impunity and the absence of comprehensive, independent, and transparent investigative mechanisms.”

She added, “The continuous commitment of conflicting parties to various violations against civilians, repeatedly flouting the principles and rules of international human rights and humanitarian law, has
transformed the lives of Yemeni civilians into a harrowing ordeal, depriving them of their most fundamental rights to live safely and with dignity.”

Mwatana pointed out that despite the inability, in October 2022, to extend the period of ceasefire truce declared under the auspices of the United Nations in April of the same year, military operations,
particularly airstrikes by the Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces, and most ground attacks by other parties, ceased in various Yemeni regions. However, sporadic clashes between conflicting parties continued in
some areas such as Al-Bayda, Al-Hudaydah, Marib, Taiz, and Shabwa. Nevertheless, the reduction in military activities did not result in a decrease in violations by conflicting parties. Instead, new patterns
of violations emerged. Incidents involving landmines, explosives, and war remnants increased, coinciding with the return of internally displaced people to their original areas, heavily contaminated with
landmines, explosives, and war remnants.

In order to provide a clear overview of the human rights situation in Yemen in 2023, the briefing by Mwatana outlines the most significant violations perpetrated by diverse parties to the conflict, including
the Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group, the Southern Transitional Council's forces, the internationally recognized government forces, the Joint Forces, the Saudi guard units, Al-
Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP), and human smuggling and trafficking gangs.

Ground Attacks:

Mwatana for Human Rights has documented 32 incidents of ground shelling resulting in injuries and fatalities among civilians. These tragic events led to the harm and loss of 77 lives, including 46 children
and 8 women. Among the documented incidents, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is accountable for 18, while the Saudi border guard units bear responsibility for 8. Additionally, the internationally
recognized government forces account for 7 incidents, with both the Joint Forces and Southern Transitional Council forces responsible for one incident each.

Despite a reduction in military operations and direct clashes between conflicting parties, the persistently high number of violations and casualties resulting from ground attacks starkly highlights these
parties' failure to implement measures safeguarding civilians. This failure underscores the disregard for principles outlined in international humanitarian law, particularly those of proportionality and
precaution. Moreover, the documented incidents also unveil deliberate targeting of civilians by parties to the conflict.

Aerial Attacks:

Mwatana for Human Rights meticulously documented 16 aerial attack incidents, including 14 drone strikes resulting in the injury and death of 35 civilians, among them 24 children and 4 women.
Furthermore, two airstrikes led to injuries and deaths of 4 civilians, including a child and two women, causing significant damage to vital infrastructure.

As per Mwatana's documentation, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is held responsible for 11 drone strike incidents and one airstrike. The Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces are accountable for one airstrike and
one drone strike. Additionally, both the internationally recognized government forces and Saudi border guard units are linked to one drone strike each.

Attacks on Vital Facilities:

Mwatana for Human Rights documented 165 incidents of attacks on vital facilities, including 19 attacks on hospitals/health centers, 144 school attacks, and two attacks on other service facilities. The
internationally recognized government forces are responsible for 9 school attacks and 3 attacks on hospitals/health centers. The Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is accountable for 127 school attacks and 10
attacks on hospitals/health centers. The Southern Transitional Council is responsible for 6 school attacks and 4 attacks on hospitals/health centers. Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) is responsible
for two school attacks. The Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces and Joint Forces are responsible for an attack each on hospitals/health centers. These attacks included occupation and using for military and
mobilization purposes, making these facilities direct targets for aerial and ground attacks.

Landmines and Explosive Devices:

Mwatana for Human Rights documented 165 incidents involving landmines and explosive devices, encompassing 83 cases of explosive devices and 82 landmine-related occurrences. These incidents
encompassed various types of landmines, including anti-personnel, anti-vehicle, booby-traps, camouflaged devices, and remnants of weapons like empty bullet casings, hand grenades, and improvised
explosive devices. Regrettably, these incidents led to the injury and loss of life for 306 civilians, among them 200 children and 25 women.

The Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is accountable for 77 landmine incidents and 51 other explosive device incidents. The internationally recognized government forces are linked to 4 landmine incidents and 15
other explosive device incidents. The Southern Transitional Council is responsible for one landmine incident and 6 other explosive device incidents. Both the Joint Forces and Al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula are linked to 6 explosive device incidents, each with 3 incidents. Additionally, the Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces are responsible for two explosive device incidents, while the party or parties
accountable for three other explosive device incidents remain unidentified.

The impact of the widespread presence of landmines and explosive devices has extended far beyond inflicting civilian casualties. Their proliferation has severely hampered civilian mobility, compelling them
to navigate alternative and hazardous routes due to the contamination of public roads. This obstacle has blocked civilians' access to essential water and food sources, as these devices are scattered
extensively across fields, pastures, areas for collecting firewood, and close to water reservoirs.

Furthermore, it has intensified the challenges children encounter in reaching schools, resulting in the denial of education to many school-aged children. This climate of fear among civilians has led some to
restrict their children from venturing outside their homes and living ordinary lives. These circumstances have produced adverse effects across multiple facets of their psychological, physical, economic,
educational, and social well-being.

Live Ammunition:

Mwatana for Human Rights meticulously documented 78 incidents involving live ammunition, resulting in the tragic loss and injury of 108 individuals, among them 56 children and 11 women. Within these
incidents, accountability falls on various parties: The Ansar Allah (Houthi) group for 36 incidents, the Southern Transitional Council for 23, and both the internationally recognized government forces and
Saudi border guard units for 16 incidents, with 8 occurrences each. Additionally, two incidents are attributed to human smuggling and trafficking gangs, while the Joint Forces are accountable for one
incident. These incidents encompass both deliberate and stray gunfire.

The concerning escalation of live ammunition incidents represents a grave danger to civilian lives. Despite a reduction in military activities and armed conflicts, this rise in such violations raises significant
apprehensions about the persistent threat to civilians.

Denial of Humanitarian Access:

Mwatana for Human Rights meticulously documented 53 instances of humanitarian access denial in 2023. Within these incidents, accountability points to various parties: The Ansar Allah (Houthi) group
for 36 incidents, the Southern Transitional Council for 9 incidents, the internationally recognized government forces for 5 incidents, and the Joint Forces for 2 incidents. Additionally, the human smuggling
and trafficking gangs are linked to one incident.

The denial of humanitarian access deprived many impoverished families of their rightful access to essential aid. According to Mwatana’s thorough documentation, the methods employed by these parties to
obstruct aid varied. They included restricting the movement of humanitarian aid and workers, reducing the allocated aid rations, exerting control over distribution mechanisms, and intervening in the
preparation of beneficiary lists. Notably, the majority of these incidents were concentrated in areas under the control of the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group, responsible for 36 documented violations.

Child Recruitment:

In 2023, Mwatana documented a total of 58 cases of child recruitment. Among these cases, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group accounted for 33 instances, the Southern Transitional Council for 19, and the
internationally recognized government forces for 8. These figures underscore the ongoing exploitation of vulnerable families and the manipulation practiced by conflicting parties.

Mwatana highlighted that the motivations behind recruiting children often revolve around exploiting families' financial needs or coercively recruiting children without their families' consent or awareness.
This recruitment occurs by forcibly taking children from residential neighborhoods, schools, and even mosques.

Arbitrary Detention, Enforced Disappearance, and Torture:

Violations related to arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, torture, and other forms of inhumane treatment topped the list of violations in 2023. Mwatana for Human Rights documented 297 cases of
arbitrary detention, 104 cases of enforced disappearance, 57 cases of torture and other inhuman and degrading treatment, along with 13 fatalities in custody, one abduction, and one extrajudicial execution.

Responsibility for these instances fell upon various parties to the conflict: The Ansar Allah (Houthi) group accounted for 230 cases, the internationally recognized government forces for 128, and the
Southern Transitional Council for 102. Additionally, the Saudi/UAE-led coalition forces and Joint Forces were attributed to 8 and 7 violations, respectively.

These documented incidents are a stark reflection of the actual violations committed by these parties, with the real count likely being much higher. Notably, the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group launched a
widespread campaign of detention during the September 26th revolution celebrations. Meanwhile, the internationally recognized government and elite forces conducted extensive campaigns targeting
civilians in Hadramaut governorate on October 23, 2023.

Sexual Violence:

Mwatana for Human Rights meticulously documented 29 distressing incidents of sexual violence throughout 2023, affecting a total of 36 individuals, including 34 children. These violations ranged from
sexual harassment to rape and sexual exploitation.

The Southern Transitional Council is accountable for 12 incidents of sexual violence, while forces associated with the internationally recognized government bear responsibility for 7 incidents. The Ansar
Allah (Houthi) group is linked to 4 incidents, and the Joint Forces are accountable for one incident. Additionally, individuals without authority are responsible for 5 incidents among those documented by
Mwatana.

Run Over Incidents by Military Vehicles:

Mwatana for Human Rights documented 15 incidents where civilians were run over by military vehicles in 2023. Such incidents resulted in 22 civilian casualties, including 17 children. The internationally
recognized government forces are accountable for 4 incidents, the Southern Transitional Council for 6, and the Ansar Allah (Houthi) group for 5. According to Mwatana, most of these incidents were due to
vehicle operators' disregard for civilian lives and traffic rules.

Attacks on African Migrants:

Mwatana for Human Rights documents a total of 40 incidents of attacks on African migrants, committed by various conflicting parties and human smuggling and trafficking gangs in areas under their
control. These incidents involved killings, mutilation, arbitrary detention, enforced disappearance, forced deportation, torture, extortion, and other violations.

Restriction of Public Freedoms:

Mwatana for Human Rights documented 32 incidences of freedom restriction, including 12 cases of restricted movement, 15 cases of civic space violations, and 5 cases of freedom of expression denial. The
Ansar Allah (Houthi) group is accountable for 20 incidents, while the Southern Transitional Council and internationally recognized government forces are responsibility for 12 violations, with 6 incidents
each. Notably, restrictions on public and fundamental freedoms, especially freedom of movement, continue to intensify. What was permissible one day might be prohibited the next, affecting not just one
aspect but all facets of life. Women are particularly vulnerable to these violations compared to other segments of society. Victims of such violations often fear speaking out about their experiences, concerned
that doing so might subject them to further harm by various parties involved.

Humanitarian Situation:

Over nine years of armed conflict have had detrimental effects on various aspects of civilians' lives, infrastructure, and vital sectors. Essential income sources for millions of Yemenis have vanished, leading
to increased poverty and famine risks. In 2023, 24.1 million Yemenis were at risk of famine and disease, with 14 million in urgent need of aid. Additionally, 18 million Yemenis lack access to safe drinking
water and sanitation services. The situation worsened with the World Food Programme's announcement on December 5th, 2023, suspending its general food assistance program in areas under Sana'a
authorities due to limited funding and failure to reach an agreement with authorities for a scaled-down program. The humanitarian crisis, according to various international organizations, is the worst of its
kind, with 17 million Yemenis suffering from food insecurity, including 6.1 million in Humanitarian emergency (IPC Phase 4) and 21.6 million in need of assistance, representing 75% of Yemen's population.
Among them, 540,000 children under the age of five face acute malnutrition and a direct risk of death.

Vital sectors like education have deteriorated significantly during the war years, with thousands of children dropping out of school. Parties to the conflict attempted to manipulate the educational process for
their political gains, leading to hundreds of attacks on educational facilities, leaving many inoperable and those that continue operating functioning at minimal capacity. The healthcare sector, already
fragile, collapsed due to the armed conflict, rendering a large number of facilities incapable of providing basic healthcare services to civilians, including vaccinations for preventable diseases among children.
Diphtheria cases increased by 57% compared to 2021 and 2022.

Peace Endeavors:

Mwatana emphasized that the announcement by the United Nations' Special Envoy to Yemen, Hans Grundberg, in late December 2023 about conflicting parties committing to a ceasefire and engaging in a
comprehensive political process under UN auspices represents an unprecedented step toward peace. This move could potentially end the suffering of millions of Yemenis and eliminate the looming specter
of conflict that has overshadowed their lives for years.

Additionally, Mwatana urged the conflicting parties in Yemen to adhere to the UN-proclaimed roadmap to end armed conflict, resume the political process, and achieve sustainable peace. Mwatana also
called upon the international community to establish an independent, impartial, and transparent mechanism to investigate serious violations of international humanitarian law and human rights law,
ensuring accountability for perpetrators and justice for victims.

Mwatana reiterated its call to the conflict parties and the international community to support peace efforts in Yemen, placing Yemen’s interest and its people above all considerations, prioritizing human
rights issues. This includes addressing the files of human rights violations victims, repairing the harm done to them, holding violators accountable, and establishing safeguards to prevent the recurrence of
such violations. These actions are paramount in the forthcoming settlement process, spanning its various phases, as a means to ensure the success of a comprehensive, fair, and sustainable path of peace.

Yemen: Houthis stronger after years of war and military action will not end them, experts warn (Sky News) By Alex Crawford 
January 12, 2024

Huge crowds poured out onto the streets of Sana'a, the capital of Yemen, as the Houthis vowed to retaliate against America and British attacks
inside the country.

A spokesman for the Yemeni armed forces in the Houthi-controlled north of the country said in a televised statement that the bombardment "will not go unanswered and unpunished".

The overnight military action appears to have deterred the rhetoric not one bit.

The spokesman went on to directly link the aggression and the Houthis' action against ships in the Red Sea with the war in Gaza.

"This brutal aggression will not deter Yemen from its position of supporting and standing with the oppression of the Palestinian people," he said.

The ongoing war in Yemen is often called "the forgotten war" because of the difficulties of reporting from inside the country and a lack of international will to bring the conflict to an end.

It's also often referred to as a proxy war with the two regional superpowers, Saudi Arabia and Iran, accused of fuelling and perpetuating the conflict by supplying weapons and support to the different
groups.

Britain has provided arms and targeted support to the Saudi-led coalition fighting the Houthis - and has found itself facing accusations of international law violations by supplying bombs and weaponry
which have been used against civilian targets inside Yemen.

And the difficulties of reporting inside Yemen are considerable.

Reporters have to gain permissions from multiple groups, including the Houthis themselves, who control the north, including the capital Sana'a, and huge swathes of the population as well as the Saudi-led
coalition and rival factions on the ground.

Once inside, you have to navigate multiple armed checkpoints and territories held by different factions and gun-wielding groups.

The country - one of the poorest in the world - is effectively divided into two main sections; the north controlled by the Houthis, who are backed by Iran, and the south held by the UN-recognised
government, backed by the Saudi-led coalition.

Both sides have been accused of a litany of war crimes, with the coalition accused of bombing hospitals and schools and civilian targets, while the Houthis have been blamed for a string of human rights
abuses including recruiting child soldiers and planting mines inside civilian homes.

My Sky News team (including cameraman Kevin Sheppard, Middle East editor Zein Ja'far and producer Ahmed Baider) has previously investigated the Saudi bombing of a civilian house which had only
women and children inside.
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We tracked down the few survivors, spoke to eyewitnesses and visited the site ourselves (the first and only outsiders to do so) and our report eventually drew a rare acknowledgement from the Saudi
coalition that a "mistake" had been made and an offer of compensation to the survivors.

We've also spoken to multiple victims including children who've lost limbs as the result of mines left by retreating Houthi fighters, and visited multiple hospitals filled with starving and diseased babies and
mothers, suffering from years of deprivation as a result of the war and Saudi-imposed blockade of the Houthi-controlled north.

'Only political solution will end Houthis'

But for the last 10 months, a growing rapprochement between Saudi Arabia and Iran has presented Yemen with the most tangible possibility of peace and an end to the civil war which has been raging for
the best part of a decade.

Now many Yemenis are fearful, while not yet out of an ongoing war, they're about to become the centrepiece of a fresh one.

Radya al Mutwkel, from the Mwatana Human Rights non-governmental organisation, told me from Sana'a: "Eight years of war has just made the Houthis stronger.

"At the beginning of the war, the Houthis didn't even have rockets and weapons to use inside Yemen but now they can use them outside Yemen.

"Military action will not end the Houthis, only a political solution will."

She went on to address the warring parties directly: "What do you expect from another war? To kill more civilians? To destroy Yemen more?

"The Houthis are happy with the airstrikes and they say, 'now we are facing the real enemy', and they start to use this propaganda against the people."

She said everyone was "terrified" when they heard the UK and US strikes which hit a string of targets including in Sana'a, where she is.

"They are very frightened of a new cycle of violence," she said about her fellow Yemenis.

"We have documented thousands of violations against civilians and civilian objects by all parties to the conflict in the past year and the humanitarian situation is still horrible."

Yemen is a country where children expect to go to sleep hungry; where more than 80% of the country is in a terrible state of poverty and where millions have been displaced or have had to flee their homes
to try to escape the fighting and insecurity.

Now Yemenis have fresh fears of further, more deadly, more widespread war promising only one certainty - the continuation of their suffering.

Houthis Target U.S.-Owned Ship After U.S. Bombs Yemen Again (Democracy Now!) By [AUTHOR]
January 16, 2024

Tension is continuing to escalate across the Middle East. On Monday, Houthi forces from Yemen fired a missile that hit a U.S.-owned cargo ship in
the Gulf of Aden. The attack came after the U.S. and U.K. bombed Houthi sites in Yemen on Thursday and again on Friday. Houthi officials have
vowed to keep attacking ships linked to Israel, as well as U.S. and British ships, until a ceasefire is reached in Gaza.

Yahya Sarea: “In support of the grievances of the Palestinian people in the Gaza Strip, who are subjected to the most heinous types of massacres by the Zionist entity, and in response to the American and
British aggression against our country, the naval forces of the Yemeni Houthi armed forces, with the help of Allah Almighty, carried out a military operation targeting a U.S. ship in the Gulf of Aden with a
number of appropriate naval missiles, and the hit was accurate and direct.”

US to relist Yemen’s Houthis as specially designated global terrorists, AP sources say (The Hill) By Matthew Lee, Aamer Madhani and Zeke Miller
January 16, 2024

The Biden administration is expected to soon announce plans to redesignate Iranian-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen as specially designated global
terrorists, according to two people familiar with the White House decision and a U.S. official.

The move comes as the Houthis have launched dozens of attacks on commercial vessels in the Red Sea. The group says it has attacked the ships in response to Israel’s military operations in Gaza in the
aftermath of Hamas’ Oct. 7 attack on Israel.

The three people familiar with the decision were not authorized to comment and requested anonymity to discuss the matter ahead of the expected formal announcement.

Secretary of State Antony Blinken delisted the Houthis as both a foreign terrorist organization and as specially designated global terrorists in February 2021 as the administration sought to make it easier to
get food imports and humanitarian aid into Yemen.

In its waning days, the Trump administration designated the Houthis a foreign terrorist organization over the strong objections of human rights and humanitarian aid groups.

The foreign terrorist designation barred Americans and people and organizations subject to U.S. jurisdiction from providing “material support” to the Houthis, which the groups said would result in an even
greater humanitarian catastrophe than what was already happening in Yemen.

Shortly after the Biden administration took office, Blinken removed the designations in a step that was roundly criticized by conservative lawmakers and others but was intended to keep much-needed food,
medicine and other aid flowing to Yemen.

Yemen, on the tip of the Arabian Peninsula bordering the Red Sea, is the poorest country in the Arab world. War and chronic misgovernment have left 24 million Yemenis at risk of hunger and disease as of
2023, and roughly 14 million in acute need of assistance, the United Nations says. About two-thirds of Yemenis live in territory controlled by the Houthis.

While supporters of broad sanctions argue it’s possible to shape any enforcement mechanisms so to exempt food and humanitarian aid, aid organizations worry that fears of running afoul of U.S. regulation
could scare away shippers, banks and other players vital to Yemen’s commercial food supply. Arid Yemen imports 90% of its food.

“This designation would add another level of uncertainty and threat for Yemenis still caught in one of the world’s largest humanitarian crises,” said Scott Paul, an associate director of Oxfam America. “The
Biden administration is playing with fire and we call on them to avoid this designation immediately and prioritize the lives of Yemenis now.”

The specially designated global terrorists label to be reimposed on the Houthis does not include sanctions for providing “material support” and it does not come with travel bans that are also imposed with
the foreign terrorist organization label, steps intended to help prevent the U.S. move from harming ordinary Yemenis.

Meanwhile, a senior White House official said Tuesday that addressing the ongoing threat by Yemen’s Houthi rebels on commercial vessels in the Red Sea is an “all hands on deck” problem that the U.S. and
allies must address together to minimize impact on the global economy.

“How long this goes on and how bad it gets comes down not just to the decisions of the countries in the coalition that took strikes last week,” White House national security adviser Jake Sullivan said during
an appearance at the World Economic Forum in Davos, Switzerland.

The Iran-backed Houthi group has launched dozens of attacks since November on vessels in the Red Sea, a vital corridor for the world’s shipping traffic, in what they say is an effort to support Palestinians
in the war with Israel. U.S. and British forces have responded by carrying out dozens of air and sea strikes on Houthi targets in Yemen since Friday. The attacks by the Houthis have continued.

Linda Thomas Greenfield, the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, said last week that 2,000 ships since November have been forced to divert thousands of miles to avoid the Red Sea. Houthi militants
have threatened or taken hostage mariners from more than 20 countries.

The Red Sea attacks have already caused significant disruptions to global trade. Oil prices have edged higher in recent days, though Brent crude futures were down slightly in early trading Tuesday.

The U.S. launched a new strike against the Houthis on Tuesday, hitting anti-ship missiles in the third assault on the Iranian-backed group in recent days. The strike came as the Iranian-backed Houthis
claimed responsibility for a missile attack against the Malta-flagged bulk carrier Zografia in the Red Sea. No one was injured.

Sullivan said it was critical that countries with influence on Tehran and other Middle East capitals make it clear “that the entire world rejects wholesale the idea that a group like the Houthis can basically
hijack the world.”

President Joe Biden’s senior adviser acknowledged that the Houthi attacks in the Red Sea as well as groups allied to Iran carrying out attacks in Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen pose concerns that the
Israel-Hamas war could escalate even as Israeli officials have indicated a shift in intensity in their military campaign.

“We have to guard against and be vigilant against the possibility that in fact, rather than heading towards de-escalation, we are on a path of escalation that we have to manage,” Sullivan said.

The comments from Sullivan came after Qatar’s prime minister, Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thani, said during an appearance at the Davos forum that the situation in the Middle East is a
“recipe for escalation everywhere.” He said Qatar believes that ending the conflict in Gaza will stop the Houthis and militant groups from launching attacks elsewhere in the region.

Sullivan on Tuesday met with Al Thani as well as Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammed Shia al-Sudani and Iraqi Kurdish Prime Minister Masrour Barzani, according to the White House.

Iran fired missiles late Monday at what it said were Israeli “spy headquarters” in an upscale neighborhood near the sprawling U.S. Consulate compound in Irbil, the seat of Iraq’s northern semi-autonomous
Kurdish region, and at targets linked to the extremist Islamic State group in northern Syria.

Iraq on Tuesday called the attacks, which killed several civilians, a “blatant violation” of Iraq’s sovereignty and recalled its ambassador from Tehran.

Yemeni Activist Sues Oil Companies at ICC for Crimes Against Humanity (Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project) By Selma Mhaoud
January 23, 2024

An environmental activist from Yemen filed a lawsuit against two oil companies at the International Criminal Court (“ICC”) in The Hague,
Netherlands, claiming that their pollution has caused diseases among the population and that they should be tried for crimes against humanity.

Dr. Abdulkader Kharraz, the former chairman of Yemen’s Environment Protection Authority (“EPA”) and now a full-time environmental activist, took the case to the ICC in December, not long after OCCRP
exposed a lack of environmental accountability for oil companies in Yemen.

The OCCRP story was based on an unpublished 2014 expert report commissioned by Yemen’s parliament. It describes over 30 environmental violations carried out by more than a dozen oil and gas
companies and their affiliates between the early 2000s and late 2014 when the civil war broke out.

Oil was discovered in Yemen in the 1980s and foreign companies rushed to the country to exploit it. With the outbreak of the civil war, many of them left, and state companies that took over the industry
have allegedly continued the devastation.

Residents blamed toxic drilling fluids that were being released into the soil for falling crop yields and a rise in illnesses such as cancer and kidney disease.

“Oil pollution resulting from the direct discharge of hazardous waste, the burial of this waste, and the release of emissions without any treatment methods cause many serious diseases in communities living
near oil fields,” Kharraz argues in his submission to the court.

As the head of the government’s environmental agency, Kharraz, during his two-year-long tenure, repeatedly complained about the pollution caused by the state-owned Safer Exploration and Production
Operations Company (“Safer”). The prime minister eventually replaced him in 2019, and he left the country after receiving threats.

In 2020, Kharraz sued Safer at a local court for burying hazardous chemical products and drilling waste. He sought compensation on behalf of dozens of cancer patients, but his legal proceedings stalled in
Yemen’s courts, with the company rejecting the accusations and its lawyers challenging technical details of the proceedings. The original judge on the case recused himself that year, and other judges have
refused to reopen the case since.

Kharraz has now taken the case against Safer and another company called Hunt to The Hague. The U.S-based Hunt Oil Company operated until 2005 the so-called Block 18, an area where its experts
discovered the first oil in Yemen in 1984. Among other violations, the parliamentary report blames Hunt for releasing dangerous levels of nitrogen oxides in the air and the improper storage of hundreds of
barrels of expired chemicals.

A spokesperson for Hunt told OCCRP on Sunday that the company does not wish to comment on the lawsuit, while Safer did not reply to a request for comment by Tuesday.

Kharraz said he was also preparing a list of government officials “who contributed to the coverup of this pollution and damage.”

Individuals can approach the ICC as a permanent international court specialized in crimes against humanity, and ICC prosecutors have the power to undertake an investigation if they receive credible
information.

But there is a catch.

The crimes have to be “committed by a State Party national, or in the territory of a State Party, or in a State that has accepted the jurisdiction of the Court,” according to the ICC.

Yemen has signed the Rome Statute, the founding treaty of the ICC, but has not ratified it, thus it is not a state party.

“This does not prevent the opening of an investigation, as there are cases in the court for countries that have not ratified the treaty,” Kharraz argues. “They may have been focused on war crimes, but in my
view, it shows that the court has the ability to investigate non-party states.”

So far, the ICC only confirmed that it has received his complaint.

“We’ve known for a long time that existing crimes in the Rome Statute can overlap with environmental issues,” Richard Pearshouse, director of the environment division at Human Right Watch, told
OCCRP.

The international court declared it was going to prioritize environment-related cases from 2016 onwards, “but over the last eight years, we’ve seen little in terms of follow-up,” he said.

“That’s disappointing because broadly speaking, we’re going to see more and more overlap between Rome Statute crimes and environmental issues as increasingly scarce natural resources come under more
pressure, and the climate crisis wreaks more havoc,” Pearshouse explained.

Kharraz hopes the ICC will consider his request because he has lost hope that Yemeni authorities will ever seriously hold oil companies accountable or remediate the extensive damage caused.

“That’s why I am trying an international action, and I will make sure to communicate the extent of people’s suffering. I will tirelessly work to hold those responsible accountable, force them to address the
pollution’s effects, and to compensate the victims. I will knock on all doors, regardless of the obstacles.”
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Israel and Palestine

Press release: Two mothers are killed in Gaza every hour as fighting exceeds 100 days (UN Women) January 19, 2024

The Gaza crisis is impacting women and girls at unprecedented levels with loss of life and catastrophic levels of humanitarian needs. This is the
main conclusion of the “Gender Alert: The Gendered Impact of the Crisis in Gaza” issued by UN Women.

More than 24,620 Palestinians have been killed in Gaza1, about 16,000 of whom were women or children. The number of people killed has tripled the total of the previous 15 years combined. And the
demographic percentage has been shifted: around 70 per cent of people killed in Gaza are today estimated to be women and children, including two mothers per hour killed since the beginning of the crisis.

“We have seen evidenced once more that women and children are the first victims of conflict and that our duty to seek peace is a duty to them. We are failing them. That failure, and the generational trauma
inflicted on the Palestinian people over these 100 days and counting, will haunt all of us for generations to come”, highlighted UN Women Executive Director Sima Bahous in a statement released today.

Gaza is fundamentally a protection crisis for women. Out of the 1.9 million people displaced, close to one million are women and girls, seeking refuge in precarious sheltering conditions, yet nowhere and no
one is safe in Gaza. The impossible decisions regarding whether to evacuate, how and when to do so, and where to go, are entrenched with gender differentiated fears and experiences, as gendered risks
including attacks and harassment emerge along displacement routes.

UN Women estimates that at least 3,000 women may have become widows and heads of households, in urgent need of protection and food assistance, and at least 10,000 children may have lost their
fathers. In this context, more women fear that families will resort to desperate coping mechanisms including early marriage.

Women-led and women’s rights organizations continue to operate despite the escalation of hostilities -- 83 per cent of women’s organizations surveyed in the Gaza Strip are at least partially operational,
mainly focusing on the emergency response. However, UN Women’s analysis of funding to the 2023 Flash Appeal reveals that just 0.09 per cent of funding has directly gone to national or local women’s
rights organizations.

Through the 6-Month Response Plan, UN Women in Palestine has been addressing the crisis by providing life-saving assistance such as emergency food assistance to over 14,000 women-headed
households, one-third of all women-headed households in Gaza; and supporting the distribution of clothing, sanitary products, and baby formula.2 UN Women is also partnering with women-led
organizations to deliver gender responsive services for gender-based violence; establishing women-led protection and response committees in shelters for displaced women; and convening regular
consultations with women’s organizations in Palestine, to discuss the challenges they face.

UN Women continues to call for an immediate humanitarian ceasefire and that no effort be spared to ensure women’s and girls’ protection and safe access to rapid, unimpeded, and gender-responsive
humanitarian assistance. UN Women also reiterates its deep concern at the accounts of unconscionable sexual violence and other gender-based violence during the 7 October attacks, its call for
accountability, justice, and support for all those affected, and for the immediate and unconditional release of all hostages.

Hamas 'mass rape': How Israel weaponises fear of Muslim men to fuel violence in Gaza (Middle East Eye) By Sara Rahnama 
January 19, 2024

In his opening address to the International Court of Justice on 12 January, the legal adviser to Israel’s Foreign Minister, Tal Becker, stated:
“Openly displaying elation, [Hamas militants] tortured children in front of parents, and parents in front of children, burned people, including
infants, alive, and systematically raped and mutilated scores of women, men, and children.

Becker’s phrase “systematically raped” referenced an ongoing claim that the sexual violence allegedly committed by Hamas on 7 October was widespread, “systematic”, and an intended weapon of war.

As war raged on in Gaza, the Israeli state and its supporters within the US have struggled to control the narrative in the face of the largest global mobilisation for Palestinian rights in history.

In late December, The New York Times published its investigation into the 7 October sexual violence claims. The article’s cover photo featured the grieving family of Gal Abdush, a 34-year-old Israeli Jewish
woman who was killed along with her husband as they attempted to flee the Nova music festival.

Abdush’s story is central to The Times’s inquiry as evidence of a “pattern of rape” and mutilation, among other horrific accusations against Hamas.

Days later, however, on 2 January, the family of Abdush renounced the story, maintaining that the reporter manipulated them and that there was no evidence of rape. As other outlets reported, The Times
investigation further repeats several discredited and debunked claims of atrocities committed on 7 October.

This incident has raised several questions about the “widespread” rape allegations and prompted calls for “compelling evidence”, most notably from Palestinians under bombardment in Gaza.

But after more than 100 days of war, Israeli investigators have struggled to connect witness testimonies to alleged rape victims. This has not deterred Israeli officials and their supporters from repeating
such shocking claims, including that Hamas “weaponised sexual violence” to justify their ongoing brutal assault on Palestinian civilians.

‘Monstrous violence’ On 2 January, Israeli spokesman Eylon Levy defended Israel against charges of genocide brought by South Africa at the International Court of Justice, insisting: “The Hamas rapist
machine bears full moral responsibility for all the casualties in this war that it launched on 7 October and is waging inside and under schools, mosques, homes and UN facilities.” These unconfirmed stories
were readily metabolised into an acceptance of catastrophic violence against Palestinians.

Since declaring war on Gaza, Israel has activated its propaganda machine to dehumanise Palestinians and depict them as barbaric.

From unimaginable acts like the swiftly-debunked “40 beheaded babies” claim to the continued insistence that rape was “widespread” on 7 October, such fantastical stories have been needed to legitimise
Israel’s genocidal campaign against a population Israeli Defence Minister Yoav Gallant called “inhuman animals”.

Tropes linking Muslim men to monstrous forms of violence, including sexual violence, speak to longstanding fears about them within Europe and the US. There is a long history of the use of these fears to
further violence against Muslims.

This history explains why so early on - and without any evidence - many immediately believed claims that Hamas had committed beheadings and mass rape. These unconfirmed stories were readily
metabolised into an acceptance of catastrophic violence, including the killing of more than 24,000 Palestinians.

Discussions about sexual violence first took centre stage in public discourse in early December.

During the temporary ceasefire, which coincided with the American Thanksgiving holiday one week earlier, international media covered how some recently released Israeli hostages reported they were
treated with kindness, including children being offered candy, by Hamas fighters while in captivity. These reports threatened the Israeli government’s claim that their outsized response to 7 October in Gaza
was necessary to eliminate Hamas, a particularly barbaric enemy.

In the first week of December, editorials emerged in multiple news outlets contending that the alleged widespread sexual violence Hamas perpetrated on 7 October was not getting sufficient attention or
condemnation, including in The Guardian and Haaretz. At the same time, Israeli politicians began explicitly invoking rape as they called for more international support for Israel.

On 5 December, for example, Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu explained that the “rape of Israeli women” was evidence of the depravity of Hamas, which required “overwhelming force” in Gaza”
to extinguish. Given this depravity, he asked all “civilised nations” to “stand with Israel”. The same day, Israeli President Isaac Herzog appeared on MSNBC to frame the war against Hamas as one being
fought “to save the values of Western civilisation.”

As a historian of Islam, gender, and empire in the Middle East and like other feminist scholars, I immediately recognised how Netanyahu’s speech and Herzog’s claim evoked the longstanding rhetoric of the
battle of civilisations between the barbaric “East” and the civilised “West”.

Within this framework, the treatment of women is a metric for a group’s “civilised” status. What is implicit in such speech is that Israel, a free, civilised, feminist society respected by other “civilised leaders”,
was attacked by Hamas, a group of Muslims whose barbarism and violent misogyny were reflected in their intentional use of mass rape as a weapon of war.

The UN High Commissioner for Human Rights has sounded the alarm about the continued dehumanisation of Palestinians in Israel and American public discourse. Claims that position Hamas and
Palestinians against “the values of Western civilisation” contribute to this dehumanisation. While many in the West are rightly careful not to employ antisemitic tropes, those about Muslim misogyny remain
uncritically in circulation.

Stereotyping Muslim men Globally, sexual violence has been part of almost every violent conflict of the 20th century. During and immediately after the Second World War, both Allied and Axis armies
terrorised local civilian populations through rape, among other forms of violence.

A new study has shown that more than 100,000 women may have been raped during the recent two-year civil war in Ethiopia’s northern Tigray region. Multiple reports suggest the Russian army has
engaged in sexual violence in Ukraine.

European and American claims have linked sexual violence to Muslim men in particular in order to legitimise multiple forms of violence and exclusion Given this disturbing ubiquity of sexual violence
across conflicts and the existing testimonies, whatever forms of sexual violence that took place on 7 October must be thoroughly investigated.

While the UN’s Commission of Inquiry announced in November that it would investigate gender-based violence that occurred on 7 October, Israel’s health ministry has asked doctors not to cooperate with
UN investigators, whose inquiry they’ve described as “antisemitic”.

At various moments throughout history, European and American claims have linked sexual violence to Muslim men in particular in order to legitimise multiple forms of violence and exclusion.

In the mid-19th century, as the French state consolidated its hold over Algeria, politicians cited aberrant Muslim sexual norms (polygamy, divorce, harems) to explain their confiscation of land and denial of
citizenship rights to Algerians.

In the decades immediately after Algerian independence in 1962, claims about Muslim men’s insatiable sexuality and violent nature again re-emerged in France. French trauma over the loss of colonial
Algeria was expressed through hysteria within public discourse, which associated Muslim immigrants with rape and sexual violence, although official statistics contradicted this.

Such claims were used to protest North African immigration to France and materialised into present violence against North African communities, including by groups such as the Committee to Keep France
for the French. Indeed, across Europe, anti-Muslim hysteria has proliferated claims about Muslims and sexual violence, and has been invoked by Far Right political parties to call for limiting Muslim
immigration.

These claims have been equally present in America’s political discourse. Although the war in Afghanistan was waged against the Taliban in retaliation for their collaboration with Al Qaeda, its framing to the
broader public often focused on the oppression and violence Afghan women faced.

After the 11 September attacks, then-New York Congresswoman Carolyn Maloney appeared on the House floor in a burqa to urge other representatives to support the war so that women could be “liberated”
from the violence imposed on them by the Taliban. The State Department released a report called “The Taliban’s War on Women”, which asserted that sexual violence and rape were regular parts of the
Taliban’s treatment of women. And that November, in a national radio address, First Lady Laura Bush asserted that the War on Terror was “a fight for the rights and dignity of women”. The violence Afghan
women faced was real, and yet the focus on this violence was used to justify a destructive war in Afghanistan and its complicated reality.

‘Ubiquity’ of sexual violence Much of the public discourse around sexual violence in recent weeks, whether intentionally or not, draws on this longer history of stereotyping Muslim men as distinctly sexually
violent and oppressive. Stuart Seldowitz, a former Obama administration adviser, repeatedly verbally harassed a Muslim food vendor in New York City in a series of videos posted on 21 November, and in
one video asked, “Did you rape your daughter like Muhammad did?”

An Israeli-Irish father, Thomas Hand, said of his daughter, who was taken hostage by Hamas, “She was either dead or in Gaza, and if you know anything about what they do to people in Gaza, that is worse
than death,” with the implication that she might have suffered sexual violence. She was later released, unharmed, in a hostage exchange.

In a 4 December press briefing, State Department spokesperson Mathew Miller suggested that Hamas was not releasing additional female hostages because they might attest to having suffered sexual
violence. When pressed by AP reporter Matt Lee to explain whether he had seen any evidence of this, Miller explained this was only his own theory. The official X account for Israel then reposted Miller’s
claim without the exchange, implying this was an official State Department stance.

Acknowledgement and understanding of this long history of claims about Muslim men as uniquely prone to monstrous sexual violence allows us to talk seriously about sexual violence without letting those
discussions become weaponised to enact further violence. A frank discussion about sexual violence will enable us to take seriously how sexual violence is perpetrated by Israel as well.

On 3 January, Human Rights Watch reported that Gazan workers detained in Israeli prisons were subjected to sexual violence, including being stripped naked and beaten and being photographed. The
sexual torture Palestinian men and women have faced in Israeli prisons is well documented.

On 4 December, in a CNN interview, former State Department official Josh Paul discussed the rape of a 13-year-old Palestinian boy in Israeli prisons. The ubiquity of rape is not limited to wartime contexts
or Israel either. According to the Rape, Abuse & Incest National Network, around 500,000 people are victims of rape or sexual assault every year in the US.

The ubiquity of rape and sexual violence should never result in our acceptance. Yet this global and historical context is vital to understanding these problems are not specific to one part of the world or one
population. Anxiety around sexual violence should not be outsourced to particular groups while ignoring the global reality of its ubiquity.

An awareness of the long history of these political uses of sexual violence is necessary so that feminists and society broadly can re-centre survivors of sexual violence and the cultures that enable them in
these discussions.
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UAE has funded political assassinations in Yemen (BBC) By Nawal al-Maghafi
January 22, 2024

The United Arab Emirates (UAE) has funded politically motivated assassinations in Yemen, a BBC investigation has found.

Training provided by American mercenaries - hired by the UAE in 2015 - has then been used by Emiratis to instruct locals, sparking a surge in targeted killings, a whistleblower says.

The findings come as conflict in Yemen has returned to the international spotlight following attacks on ships in the Red Sea.

The UAE government has denied the allegations in our investigation - that it had assassinated those without links to terrorism - saying they were "false and without merit". The killing spree in Yemen - more
than 100 assassinations in a three-year period - is just one element of an ongoing bitter internecine conflict pitting several international powers against each other in the Middle East's poorest country.

The deadly atmosphere has discouraged the permanent return of Yemen's internationally recognised government. This, it could be argued, has indirectly helped to embolden the Iran-backed Houthis.
Washington has announced that it will now re-designate the group as "global terrorists".

I have been reporting on the conflict in my native Yemen since it began in 2014. The fighting led to the government losing control of the country's north to the Houthis - who over the years have become
savvier and better equipped.

In 2015, the US and the UK supported a coalition of mostly Arab states led by Saudi Arabia - with the UAE as a key partner - to fight back. The coalition invaded Yemen with the aim of reinstating the exiled
Yemeni government and fighting terrorism. The UAE was given charge of security in the south, and became the US's key ally on counter-terrorism in the region - al-Qaeda had long been a presence in the
south and was now gaining territory.

But instead of this establishing greater stability, during my frequent reporting trips at that time I witnessed a wave of mysterious targeted killings, in Yemeni government-controlled southern areas, of
Yemeni citizens unconnected to terror groups.

Under international law, any killing of civilians without due process would be counted as extra-judicial.

The majority of those assassinated were members of Islah - the Yemeni branch of the Muslim Brotherhood. It is a popular international Sunni Islamist movement which has never been classified by the US
as a terror organisation, but is banned in several Arab countries - including the UAE where its political activism and support for elections is seen by the country's royal family as a threat to their rule.

Leaked drone footage of the first assassination mission, first reported by BuzzFeed News in 2018, gave me a starting point from which to investigate these mysterious killings. It was dated December 2015
and was traced to members of a private US security company called Spear Operations Group.

I finally met one of the men behind the operation shown in the footage in a restaurant in London in 2020. Isaac Gilmore, a former US Navy Seal who later became chief operating officer of Spear, was one of
several Americans who say they were hired to carry out assassinations in Yemen by the UAE.

He refused to talk about anyone who was on the "kill list" provided to Spear by the UAE - other than the target of their first mission: Ansaf Mayo, a Yemeni MP who is the leader of Islah in the southern port
city of Aden, the government's temporary capital since 2015. I confronted Mr Gilmore over the fact that Islah had never been classified as a terrorist organisation by the US authorities.

"Modern conflicts are unfortunately very opaque," he said. "We see this in Yemen - one person's civil leader and cleric, is another person's terrorist leader."

Mr Gilmore, and another Spear employee in Yemen at the time - Dale Comstock - told me that the mission they conducted ended in 2016. But the assassinations in southern Yemen continued. In fact they
became more frequent, according to investigators from the human rights group Reprieve.

They investigated 160 killings carried out in Yemen between 2015 and 2018. They said the majority happened from 2016 and only 23 of the 160 people killed had links to terrorism. All the killings had been
carried out using the same tactics that Spear had employed - the detonation of an improvised explosive device (IED) as a distraction, followed by a targeted shooting.

The most recent political assassination in Yemen, according to Yemeni human rights lawyer Huda al-Sarari, happened just last month - of an imam killed in Lahj by the same method.

Mr Gilmore, Mr Comstock, and two other mercenaries from Spear who asked not to be named, said that Spear had been involved in training Emirati officers in the UAE military base in Aden. A journalist
who asked to remain anonymous also told us he had seen footage of such training.

The mercenaries would not go into detail about what it had entailed, but a senior Yemeni military officer from Aden, who worked directly with the UAE himself, gave me more details.

As the mercenaries' profile had made them conspicuous in Aden and vulnerable to exposure, their brief had been changed to training Emirati officers, "who in turn trained local Yemenis to do the targeting",
the Yemeni military officer told me.

Through the course of the investigation, we also spoke to more than a dozen other Yemeni sources who said this had been the case. They included two men who said they had carried out assassinations
which were not terror-related, after being trained to do so by Emirati soldiers - and one man who said he had been offered release from a UAE prison in exchange for the assassination of a senior Yemeni
political figure, a mission he did not accept.

Getting Yemenis to conduct the assassinations meant it was harder for the killings to be traced back to the UAE.

By 2017, the UAE had helped build a paramilitary force, part of the Emirati-funded Southern Transitional Council (STC), a security organisation that runs a network of armed groups across southern
Yemen.

The force operated in southern Yemen independently of the Yemeni government, and would only take orders from the UAE. The fighters were not just trained to fight on active front lines. One particular
unit, the elite Counter Terrorism Unit, was trained to conduct assassinations, our whistleblower told us.

Yemen's conflict In 2014, rebels known as Houthis, mainly belonging to a branch of Yemen's minority Shia Muslim community, seized the capital, Sanaa.

President Abdrabbuh Mansour Hadi set up a temporary capital in the southern city of Aden after fleeing house arrest in Sanaa in February 2015.

Saudi Arabia and eight other mostly Sunni Arab states began an air campaign against the Houthis, whom they claimed were armed by regional rival Iran. The Saudi-led coalition has received logistical
support from the US, UK and France.

There have even been clashes between those ostensibly on the same side. In August 2019 fighting erupted in the south between Saudi-backed government forces and an allied southern separatist movement,
the Southern Transitional Council (STC), which has accused President Hadi of mismanagement and links to Islamists militants from al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP) and the local affiliate of the
rival Islamic State group (IS) have taken advantage of the chaos by seizing territory in the south and carrying out deadly attacks, particularly in Aden.

The Houthis have also expanded their own circle of influence - in November 2023 they began carrying out attacks on international shipping routes in the Red Sea.

The BBC has found that despite the American mercenaries' stated aim to eliminate the jihadist groups al-Qaeda and Islamic State (IS) in southern Yemen, in fact the UAE has gone on to recruit former al-
Qaeda members for this security force.

The whistleblower sent a document with 11 names of former al-Qaeda members now working in the STC, some of whose identities we were able to verify ourselves. During our investigation we also came
across the name Nasser al-Shiba. Once a high-ranking al-Qaeda operative, he was jailed for terrorism but later released. A Yemeni government minister we spoke to told us al-Shiba was a known suspect in
the attack on the US warship USS Cole, which killed 17 American sailors in October 2000. Multiple sources told us that he is now the commander of one of the STC military units. Lawyer Huda al-Sarari has
been investigating human rights abuses committed by these UAE-backed forces on the ground. As a result of her work, she would frequently receive death threats. But it was her 18-year-old son Mohsen
who paid the ultimate price.

He was shot in the chest in March 2019 while on a trip to a local petrol station, and died a month later. When Huda returned to work after his death, she says she received messages warning her to stop.
"Was one son not enough? Do you want us to kill the other?" they said.

A subsequent investigation by Aden's public prosecutor found that Mohsen was killed by a member of the UAE-backed Counter Terrorism Unit, but the authorities have never pursued a prosecution.
Members of the prosecutor's office - who we cannot name for safety reasons - told us that the widespread assassinations have created a climate of fear that means even they are too afraid to pursue justice in
cases involving forces backed by the UAE.

Reprieve has received a leaked UAE document that shows Spear was still being paid in 2020, though it is not clear in what capacity. We asked Spear's founder, Abraham Golan, whether his mercenaries had
trained Emiratis in assassination techniques, but he didn't respond.

We put the allegations in our investigation to the UAE government. It said it was untrue that it had targeted individuals with no links to terrorism, and that it supported counter-terrorism operations in
Yemen at the invitation of the government of Yemen and its international allies.

"The UAE has acted in compliance with applicable international law during these operations," it said. We asked the US Department of Defense and the State Department to talk to us about Spear Operations
Group, but they declined. And the US government's intelligence agency said in a statement: "The idea that the CIA signed off on such an operation is false."

[back to contents]

ASIA

Afghanistan

Taliban enforcing restrictions on single and unaccompanied Afghan women — UN (Saffron Walden Reporter) January 23, 2024

The Taliban are restricting Afghan women's access to work, travel and healthcare if they are unmarried or do not have a male guardian, according
to a UN report.

In one incident, officials from the Afghan vice and virtue ministry advised a woman to get married if she wanted to keep her job at a healthcare facility, saying it was inappropriate for an unwed woman to
work.

The Taliban have barred women from most areas of public life and stopped girls from going to school beyond the sixth grade (aged 11-12) as part of harsh measures they imposed after taking power in 2021,
despite initially promising more moderate rule.

They have also shut down beauty parlours and started enforcing a dress code, arresting women who do not comply with their interpretation of hijab, or Islamic headscarf.

In May 2022, the Taliban issued a decree calling for women to only show their eyes and recommending they wear the head-to-toe burka, similar to restrictions during the Taliban's previous rule between
1996 and 2001.

In its latest quarterly report, covering October to December last year, the UN mission in Afghanistan said the Taliban are cracking down on Afghan women who are single or do not have a male guardian, or
mahram, accompanying them.

There are no official laws about male guardianship in Afghanistan, but the Taliban have said women cannot move around or travel a certain distance without a man who is related to her by blood or
marriage.

Three female health care workers were detained last October because they were going to work without a mahram. They were released after their families signed a written guarantee that they would not
repeat the act, the report said.

In Paktia province, the vice and virtue ministry has stopped women without mahrams from accessing health facilities since December. It visits health facilities in the province to ensure compliance.

The ministry, which serves as the Taliban's morality police, is also enforcing hijab and mahram requirements when women visit public places, offices and education institutes through checkpoints and
inspections.

In December, in Kandahar province, ministry officials visited a bus terminal to ensure women were not traveling long distances without mahrams and instructed bus drivers not to permit women to board
without one, said the UN.

Women have also been arrested for buying contraception, which the Taliban has not officially banned.
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How cyberscams are drawing China into Myanmar's civil war (Vox) By Joshua Keating
January 18, 2024

Last fall, a coalition of rebel groups known as the Three Brotherhood Alliance launched a rapid-fire offensive across Myanmar's northern Shan
state, quickly overrunning more than 100 military outposts and seizing several key towns along the country's border with China.

This in itself was not unusual. Myanmar's military government has faced insurgencies from ethnic and political militias for decades, and there's been a major uptick in rebel activity since the 2021 coup,
which brought the country's current military junta to power, ending a short period of representative government. Over the past few months, the government has been rapidly losing ground to rebel forces in
several regions of the country.

But what made "Operation 1027," named after the date it began, so notable was the declared goals of the rebel groups that carried it out. In addition to their long-term aim of overthrowing the military
government, one they share with a variety of other groups throughout the country, the Three Brotherhood Alliance also vowed to "eradicate telecom fraud, scam dens and their patrons nationwide, including
in areas along the China-Myanmar border."

This might sound more like a piece of Sen. Bernie Sanders's platform than a goal for a rebel group fighting a civil war. But the statement was a testament to both the rapid rise in Southeast Asia of a novel
form of criminal enterprise — abducting people across national borders and forcing them to carry out internet scams — and how this practice has drawn China's government to become ever more enmeshed
in the dizzyingly complex and increasingly bloody war in neighboring Myanmar.

The explosion of such scam centers is a reminder that even crimes carried out in the virtual world need physical infrastructure in the real world. And just like more established criminal enterprises that
range from drugs to conflict minerals, the perpetrators of cyberscams have taken root in a zone of armed conflict and disputed political control — a reminder that a world that is less secure is also one where
such crime can flourish.

The "pig butchering" cyberscam, explained If you're reading this, you're a person with access to the internet, which means that chances are, you've already been targeted by one of these scams. Here's how it
works: You get a conversational text or a message on a service like WhatsApp that appears to be a wrong number. The seemingly innocent texts may lead to a conversation that could involve the promise of
an exciting love affair or a valuable business opportunity. But these messages are, in fact, written by people forced into service thousands of miles away, and they are actually the first step in a scam that can
end with the victim wiring large amounts of money into the scammers' accounts.

The practice is known as "pig butchering" — as in, the victims are gradually "fattened up" for the slaughter — and it's a booming industry. In 2022 alone, Americans lost more than $2.6 billion to such pig
butchering scams, according to the FBI.

Southeast Asia, particularly Cambodia, Laos, and Myanmar, are this illicit industry's ground zero. The scam centers evolved out of a lucrative casino business along these countries' borders with China and
Thailand, which once catered to junkets of Chinese high-rollers. Many of these casinos operate in "special economic zones," where lax regulation and tax incentives are meant to attract international
investment, but which in practice often become the bases of organized crime. The Southeast Asian gambling business was helped along by the Chinese government's crackdown on the casino industry in
Macau, long considered the Las Vegas of Asia.

The Covid-19 pandemic was a major blow to the casino business, putting an end to lucrative Chinese gambling junkets as Beijing shut the country's borders. This led organized crime groups to search for
new sources of revenue. With people around the world spending far more time online during the pandemic and cryptocurrencies exploding in popularity, cyberscams were an obvious choice.

But finding people to operate the scam centers required another scam altogether. Criminal groups began luring young, tech-savvy workers from around the world with the promise of tech jobs, then holding
those workers against their will in tightly controlled compounds. "People really believe that they're applying for legitimate jobs. The companies seem legitimate, they often go through a process of multiple
interviews," said Rebecca Miller, regional program director for human trafficking at the UN Office on Drugs and Crime in Bangkok.

This practice — while still awful — is somewhat different from the normal image of human trafficking. "It's a white-collar crime," Richard Horsey, senior Myanmar analyst at the International Crisis Group,
told Vox. "You need an office block with reliable electricity, a good internet connection, and your workers, even if they're enslaved, have to be kind of fairly well-educated, technically literate people."

As a recent UNODC report describes, during the pandemic, "organized crime groups managed to quickly turn casino complexes into large-scale online scam and fraud compounds. Dormitory style
bedrooms were constructed in the complexes; scammer training manuals were created; enforcers were hired to control trafficking victims; and the mass recruitment of trafficking victims began."

Once taken to the scam compounds, victims are often told they have to work off a debt before they can be released. There are frequent reports of beatings and electrocution for those who disobey. According
to accounts collected in the report, women are often threatened with sexual violence or being sold into prostitution and some victims have even been threatened with having their organs removed and sold.

There are also a significant number of people working in these compounds willingly, but victims interviewed by the UNODC say the scam operators prefer trafficked workers, who are easier to control. The
upshot is that "pig butchering" is a crime with two sets of victims: the scammed and the scammers themselves.

Initially, many of the trafficking victims came from countries like India, Malaysia, and Thailand. This changed once China loosened Covid restrictions at the end of 2022.

"Once the borders opened, young Chinese started streaming across the border to man the scams," said Priscilla Clapp, a former charge d'affaires at the US embassy in Myanmar now at the US Institute of
Peace. Chinese workers were targeted for their language skills — they were better able to scam their countrymen in Mandarin — and poor economic conditions in China coming out of the pandemic made
them easier to recruit.

"There's been a real employment problem for young people in China," said Clapp. "Well-educated college graduates can't find work, so they're the ones who are responding [to the fraudulent ads]."

While total numbers are difficult to come by, the UN has estimated there may be as many as 100,000 people held in scam centers in Cambodia and 120,000 in Myanmar, making it one of the largest
coordinated trafficking operations in history.

"I've worked in this space for over 20 years and to be honest, we've never seen anything like what we're seeing now in Southeast Asia in terms of the sheer numbers of people," the UNODC's Miller told Vox.

How Myanmar became a cyberscam hotspot While several countries host scam centers, the UN says Myanmar has become an increasingly popular location, thanks to the political chaos in the war-torn
country. Many of the scam centers are located in areas along the country's borders that are not under the direct control of the government, but have been essentially farmed out to Border Guard Forces
(BGFs), which rule on the military's behalf.

The BGFs are often led by former members of the very ethnic rebel groups fighting the government, and many have alleged links to transnational crime. "On paper, these Border Guard Forces are part of the
chain of command of the military, and they have some Myanmar military officers sort of seconded to them," said Crisis Group's Horsey. "But in practice, they're a lot more independent than that and they
make an awful lot of money."

Areas of ambiguous and overlapping authority like these are perfect for black-market enterprises. According to the UNODC's report, the criminal groups in these regions often use the same smuggling routes
for human trafficking that they use for drugs and illegally traded wildlife. They also make it all the more difficult for victims to get out, since there's no government in these regions for authorities to
negotiate with.

Horsey says that while the military regime is not formally deriving revenues from the scams, "there's plenty of money going into people's back pockets and being distributed around patronage networks.
There are lots of ways that everyone is being kept happy."

With Myanmar's economy under heavy international sanctions since the coup, illegal activities like cyberscams have only grown.

"Until the situation returns to stability, the scam centers will continue to grow, because the economy needs money," said Amara Thiha, a conflict researcher in Myanmar with Peace Research Institute Oslo.

China steps in China has often turned a blind eye to the growing gambling centers on its borders, some of which even pitched themselves as part of the Belt and Road Initiative, a massive global program of
Chinese infrastructure investments. China — which is Myanmar's largest trading partner — also has longstanding political ties and economic interests in Myanmar. It did not join Western countries in
sanctioning the junta after the 2021 coup, which Beijing euphemistically described as a "major cabinet reshuffle" and has continued selling the government weapons. "China's main goal is just to have a
stable Myanmar state," said Thiha.

But as the war rages, the junta has been increasingly unable to provide that stability. Beijing is clearly losing patience with the chaos on its borders and in particular with the scam centers targeting Chinese
citizens as both scam victims and trafficking victims. It has repeatedly urged the Myanmar government to do more to crack down on the centers, albeit with little result.

So last September China began cracking down on its own, issuing arrest warrants for government-linked militia officials in Myanmar's northeastern Wa state, on the Chinese border, accusing them of being
"kingpins" in the scams. That prompted a crackdown that resulted in thousands of people being returned to China from scam compounds in the state. The government also arrested 11 officials with ties to
pro-government militias in Kokang state after luring them across the border to a folk festival in early October.

China also launched a PR campaign last fall with what appeared to be the coordinated release of several hit movies about the dangers of southeast Asian scam centers. The most popular of these, No More
Bets, tells the story of a computer programmer and model who are lured abroad by a job offer and forced into scamming through imprisonment and torture. The film, which made $500 million at the
Chinese box office, does not name the Southeast Asian country where it takes place, but its release prompted diplomatic protests from both Cambodia and Myanmar, suggesting both thought it could
plausibly be about them.

The situation further deteriorated on October 20 with a reported massacre at a scam center in Shan state. While details are still scant, local media and an independent expert quoted by Voice of America
suggest 60 to 100 people, many of them Chinese, may have been killed by the local Border Guard Force in an escape attempt.

A week later, the Three Brotherhood Alliance launched its campaign to eradicate the scam centers. China's exact role in the rebel group's Operation 1027 is a bit murky. One of the main groups in the
alliance, the Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army, is composed of ethnic Chinese fighters in Myanmar and reportedly has links to Chinese security services. While it's unlikely they were acting as
direct proxies, Scot Marciel, a former US ambassador to Myanmar, told Reuters "the Chinese weren't troubled that they did it." At the very least, the alliance's outspoken anti-scam message was a clear bid
for Chinese support.

Initially pro-junta media outlets accused China of backing the rebels and the regime-backed nationals held protests at the Chinese embassy in Yangon. But, junta leader Min Aung Hlaing also belatedly
agreed to Chinese demands for a specific timeline for cracking down on the scam centers.

All this has led to suggestions that China is now playing both sides in Myanmar's civil war — or at least hedging its bets.

The scams are just starting Operation 1027 was certainly a blow to the scam centers in Shan state. Three weeks after the operation began, some 7,000 people have escaped to China. But USIP's Clapp is
skeptical it will deal a long-term blow to this illicit industry.

"The people running them have moved south and they've set up new compounds in Karen state along the Thai border," she said. "They've probably also moved into Cambodia and Laos, because they already
had a foothold in those places."

The practices of the scammers seem set to change as well. Scammers may increasingly rely on artificial intelligence tools and translation tools to communicate with victims. The UNODC warns this doesn't
necessarily mean trafficked workers won't still be used, just that their profile may change, with IT skills taking precedence over language skills. According to the agency's report, while most identified
trafficking victims in the early days came from Southeast and East Asian countries, recently more victims have been identified from Africa, Latin America, and the Middle East, suggesting a widening scope
of targets.

UNODC's Miller says the complexity of the crime makes it a particularly vexing problem for law enforcement. "We're really talking about a form of transnational crime that involves fraud, cybercrime,
human trafficking, money laundering, corruption," she said. "If we don't address all of these facets, the criminal groups are just going to continue to flourish."

The conflict in Myanmar also shows no sign of abating, and continues to be a problem for China. During the first week of January, stray shells from fighting in Shan state fell across the border in
neighboring Yunnan province, causing several injuries and prompting official protests from Beijing. China mediated a ceasefire between the military government and the Three Brotherhood Alliance in mid-
January.

In some ways, this is an old story. Ungoverned spaces and isolated, heavily sanctioned regimes are always fertile ground for illegal activity, from North Korea's counterfeiting to the Syrian regime's links to
the illegal drug trade. And from Lebanon's Hezbollah to Colombia's FARC to Congo's M23, there can often be a thin line separating politically motivated rebels from profit-motivated criminal syndicates.

Myanmar's recent experience suggests that as crime moves online, its links to real-world armed conflict aren't going anywhere.

At Least 20 Civilians Killed by Myanmar Junta Forces in Past Five Days (The Irrawaddy) January 19, 2024

At least 20 civilians including children and senior citizens were killed over the past five days as Myanmar junta forces continued their arbitrary
killings, shelling of residential areas and burning of villages in retaliation for battlefield losses to nationwide anti-regime resistance groups and
ethnic armies.

The resistance groups claimed the junta is brazenly continuing its war crimes and crimes against humanity by conducting assaults on non-combatant targets.

Incidents were reported in Rakhine and Chin states and Bago and Sagaing regions.

Some civilian casualties could not be independently verified.

Though no ground clashes against ethnic armed group the Arakan Army (AA) were occurring at the time, the Myanmar junta used artillery and an Mi-35 helicopter gunship to bombard Link Sin Ywar Thit
Village in Rakhine State's Kyauktaw Township on Wednesday afternoon, killing six civilians including two children and injuring many others, according to the AA and local media reports.

Several civilian houses were also destroyed. On that morning, junta Light Infantry Battalion 376 based in Kyauktaw town shelled nearby villages with 120-mm mortar rounds, killing a 52-year-old man in
Thayet Tapin Village.

A military unit of 50 troops burned down over 80 houses in Taw Kan Village near the Rakhine State capital Sittwe for the second time on Monday, according to local media reports and the ethnic Rakhine
armed force the Arakan Army, which is fighting the regime.

During the raid on the village, the junta troops also shot dead a 70-year-old villager who was disabled due to a stroke, and another woman who lived in the village.

On Dec. 22 last year, regime forces also burned houses in the village, which has over 100 households.

Four internally displaced people including a 5-year-old child were killed and three others injured in Paletwa Township, southern Chin State as Myanmar junta aircraft bombed Kyi Lay Village on Monday,
according to local media reports.

The air strikes came a day after the whole township of Paletwa—which is home to a total of 24 junta bases and military command headquarters—was seized by the ethnic Arakan Army (AA) based in
neighboring Rakhine State.

On the same afternoon, a junta fighter jet bombed One Two Village in Chin State's Mindat Township, killing a 73-year-old female villager and destroying seven houses, said the Chinland Defense Force
(Mindat).

The junta's Light Infantry Battalion 120 based in Wuntho used howitzers to continue its bombardment of residential wards in Kawlin town on Monday night, burning civilian houses, said People To People
(Kawlin), a local aid group.

There were no civilian casualties, however, as the house owners and their families were away.

The town has been under the control of the civilian National Unity Government (NUG) since Nov. 6 last year, after its armed wing the People's Defense Force (PDF) and allied ethnic armies attacked and
seized the town from the military regime.

Since then, the junta's Battalion 120 in Wuntho has frequently shelled Kawlin arbitrarily, killing at least 13 civilians and damaging many houses.

Ethnic Karen revolutionary group the Karen National Union (KNU) said Myanmar junta troops shot dead four male civilians while raiding Anan Baw Village in Kyaukkyi Township, Bago Region on Tuesday
afternoon.

During the raid, two other villagers, Daw Mar Mar Oo, 32, and U Soe Aung, 35, were killed when a junta battalion in the area shelled Anan Baw with heavy rounds.

On Sunday and Monday, military battalions in the area shelled at least three villages in Kyaukkyi Township with 120-mm artillery rounds, said the KNU.
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