Women fleeing Mali's Trump pledges retaliation How Lebanon's UN chief visits Iraq
conflict say they were after 3 Americans are ancient olive trees to mark end of
sexually assaulted but killed in Syria attack that became casualties of assistance mission set
silence hides many more the US blames on Daesh Israel-Hezhollah war
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Women fleeing Mali’s conilict
sy (hey were sexually assaulted

OUANKARA: The girl lay in a makeshift

health clinic. her eyes glazed over and her
mouth open. flies resting on her lips. Her chest
barely moved. Drops of fevered sweat trickled
down her forehead as medical workers hurried
around her. attaching an IV drip.
It was the last moment to save her life. said
Bethsabee Djoman Elidje. the women’s health
manager. who led the clinic’s effort as the
heart monitor beeped rapidly. The girl had an
infection after a sexual assault. Elidje said. and
had been in shock. untreated. for days.
Her family said the 14-year-old had been raped
by Russian fighters who burst into their tent
in Mali two weeks earlier. The Russians were
members of Africa Corps. a new military unit
under Russia’s defense ministry that replaced
the Wagner mercenary group six months ago.
Men. women and children have been sexually
assaulted by all sides during Mali’s decade-
long conflict. the UN and aid workers say. with
reports of gang rape and sexual slavery. But the
real toll is hidden by a veil of shame that makes
it difficult for women from conservative.
patriarchal societies to seek help.
The silence that nearly killed the 14-year-
old also hurts efforts to hold perpetrators
accountable.
The AP learned of the alleged rape and four
other alleged cases of sexual violence blamed on
Africa Corps fighters. commonly described by
Malians as the “white men.” while interviewing
dozens of refugees at the border about other
abuses such as beheadings and abductions.
Other combatants in Mali have been blamed
for sexual assaults. The head of a women’s
health clinic in the Mopti area told the AP it
had treated 28 women in the last six months
who said they had been assaulted by militants
with the Al-Qaeda affiliated JNIM. the most
powerful armed group in Mali.

The silence among Malian
refugees has been striking.

In eastern Congo. which for decades has faced
violence from dozens of armed groups. “we
didn’t have to look for people.” said Mirjam
Molenaar. the medical teamleaderin the border
area for Doctors Without Borders. or MSF. who
was stationed there last year. The women “came
in huge numbers.”

It’s different here. she said: “People undergo
these things and they live with it. and it shows
in post-traumatic stress.”

Speechless after an assault

The aunt of the 14-year-old girl said the Africa
Corps fighters marched everyone outside at
gunpoint. The family couldn’t understand
what they wanted. The men made them watch
as they tied up the girl’s uncle and cut off his
head.

Then two of the men took the 14-year-old
into the tent as she tried to defend herself. and
raped her. The family waited outside. unable to
move.

“We were so scared that we were not even
able to scream anymore.” the aunt recalled.
as her mother sobbed quietly next to her.
She. like other women. spoke on condition
of anonymity for fear of retaliation. and the
AP does not name victims of rape unless they
agree to be named.

The girl emerged over a half-hour later. looking
terrified. Then she saw her uncle’s body and
screamed. She fainted. When she woke up. she
had the eyes of someone “who was no longer
there.” the aunt said.

The next morning. JNIM militants came and
ordered the family to leave. They piled onto
a donkey cart and set off toward the border.
At any sound. they hid in the bushes. holding
their breath.

The girl’s condition deteriorated during the
three-day journey. When they arrived in
Mauritania. she collapsed.
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How Lebanon's ancient olive trees became
casualties of Israel-Hezbollah war

EIRUT:  Farmers in

southern Lebanon have
long held a fierce pride in
their ancient olive groves.
Many boast that their trees.
which stretch along the border
with Israel. contain specimens
“dating back to the time of the
pharaohs.”
However. since the most
recent war between Israel and
Hezbollah. which ran from
October 2023 to November
2024. these trees — the stoic.
living witnesses of history —
have become casualties of the
destruction.
The bombardment was not
confined to military positions.
It struck at the heart of
agricultural life in the south.
destroying a heritage that
provides the economic lifeline
for tens of thousands of families.
Olives from the south account
for 38 percent of the total olives
grown in Lebanon. making
their fate critical to the nation’s
food security and identity.
The extent of the damage is
starkly clear in the official
assessments. Agricultural
engineer Hussein  Al-Saqa.
the head of the Agriculture
Department in the Nabatieh
Governorate at the Ministry of
Agriculture. confirmed the deep
wounds inflicted on the region’s
primary crop.
“There has been structural
damage to olive crops. in terms
of the destruction that targeted
olive groves through burning.
bulldozing and uprooting.
estimated at around 40 percent
in border villages and reaching
3 percent in villages north of the
Litani River.” he said.
The immediate economic
impact is even more severe.
“There is also damage to olive
oil production. with losses in
the south reaching 90 percent.”
Al-Saqa added.
According to a report by the
Ministry of Agriculture. the
region lost around 47.000 trees
as a result of flares. phosphorus
bombs. and shelling.
The destruction of these trees.
some of which “date back to
the time of the Phoenicians.”
around 1500 B.C. to 300 B.C.. as
one farmer lamented. has been
nothing short of a disaster for
agricultural production.
The war has reduced 24 border
villages rich in olive trees to
scorched earth.
Following the Oct. 7. 2023.
Hamas-led attacks on southern
Israel that triggered the Gaza
war. Hezbollah initiated limited
operations against Israel’s north
in solidarity with the Palestinian
militant groups responsible for
the assault.

Israel retaliated against
Hezbollah’s  attacks  with
escalating strikes.  which

included the use of incendiary
weapons like white phosphorus.
Besides the significant
degradation of Hezbollah.
the  primary  consequence
of the grinding conflict.
which ended with a fragile
ceasefire in November 2024.
was the mass displacement
of farming communities and
the devastation of civilian
infrastructure across southern
Lebanon.

Neither party has yet fulfilled
its obligations under the US-
and French-brokered ceasefire
deal. with Hezbollah failing to
disarm and fully withdraw its
fighters north of the Litani River
and Israeli troops continuing to
occupy five strategic hilltops on
Lebanese territory.

The devastation wrought by the
conflict is deeply personal for

farmers like Mahmoud Sarhan.
65. from the border town of
Kafr Kila. For him. the loss of
the trees is an attack on his very
existence.

“I have 10 dunams of land
planted with olive trees. and the
Israelis uprooted half of them.”
said Sarhan. He recounted
returning to his field after the
war to prune the trees and
cultivate the land. only to inhale
white  phosphorus  residue.
causing severe lung damage.
Sarhan now relies on oxygen
tanks to breathe and is unable
to walk. He moved his family
to the town of Tuleh. north
of the Litani River. but his
commitment to his trees remains
absolute. “Iused to pamper them
like my own children.” he said.
The physical destruction is
compounded by a bureaucratic
siege that has made accessing
and salvaging the remaining
harvest almost impossible.
Farmer Tariq Mazraani from
the town of Hula. a shareholder
in the local agricultural
cooperative. said farmers had
lost “a third season this year.”
While farmers managed a
desperate harvest in October
2023 despite the initial attacks.
it became impossible to reach
the groves the following year
due to the intense bombing and
mass displacement.

This year. the process required
to safely access the fields is
layered and restrictive.

Farmers must submit a
request to the Lebanese Army
Command. specifying their
tasks and destination. This
request is then forwarded to the
UN Interim Force in Lebanon.
which in turn sends it to the
Israeli side for approval.

The core difficulty. according to
Mazraani. “lies in the permits.
“They limit us to two hours to
do what we need to do. but it
takes a whole day or more. The
process involves picking the
olives and removing the sheets
placed under the trees.”
Mazraani detailed the
impossibility of the time
constraint. particularly given
the state of the infrastructure
and labor shortage.

“Most of the olive trees are
located in rugged areas that take
time to reach. and we have to
pack the olives and transport
them to the trucks.

“This cannot be done in two
hours. especially since the
workers we used to employ
were Syrians. and most of them
have left the area. and transport
vehicles cannot reach the area
due to the destruction of the

roads.”
Even the act of seeking
permission carries risk for

farmers like Sarhan. who.
despite his injuries. does not
want his only son going to town
for fear of Israeli attacks.
Sarhan said those submitting
requests  “must provide
detailed information and
personal details. all of which
reach the Israelis. and I do not
want that. I am a farmer and
have nothing in this world but
God’s mercy.”

The economic impact
reverberates across Lebanon.
Olive cultivation is the source
of livelihood for more than
100.000 southern families and
provides seasonal employment
for thousands of workers.

The difficulties encountered in
harvesting olives. coupled with
the destruction of olive presses
in the border area and a steep
drop in supply. have pushed
up the price of olive oil. The
price of 20 liters of olive oil now
ranges between $180 and $200.
compared to just $100 in 2023.
Lebanon typically produces
about 20.000 tonnes of olive oil
annually. and the commodity
is considered an essential
ingredient in Lebanese cuisine.
Furthermore. the trees that
survived the immediate shelling
now face a slow decline from
neglect. Engineer  Al-Saqa
described a scene “reminiscent
of Hiroshima.” noting that
“the situation in the front-line
villages is much worse than we
thought.

“There is destruction and
devastation. and the trees that
survived the war are neglected.
infested with insects and
disease. affected by humidity.
and surrounded by weeds.
which weakens the trees and
sets them back years.” he said.
The consequence is a grim
outlook for future production.
even for the surviving groves.
Al-Saga warned that “although
the trees remain alive. they will
not produce olives in the near
future.”

The violence also claimed the
lives of those dedicated to
their craft. Mazraani noted
that “many skilled farmers and
craftsmen were killed during
the war because they refused to
evacuate their homes and leave
their farms.”

And the losses are not limited
to olives. Vast forest areas.
estimated at 18 million square
meters in the south. have been
destroyed. affecting oak and
other perennial trees.

Yet. farmers remain defiantly
attached to their land. Abu Ali.
from the village of Blida near
the Israeli border. said he was
unable to harvest this year due
to the damage to his field. He
will nevertheless persevere.
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Chile votes in presidential race
expected (o huxch country fo the righ

ANTIAGO: Chileans will vote in a runoff

presidential election on Sunday that is
expected to result in the South American
country’s sharpest rightward shift since the
end of the military dictatorship in 1990. Nearly
15.6 million registered voters in Chile are set to
cast ballots.
Polls will close at 6 p.m. local time (2100 GMT).
pending voter lines. with initial results expected
soon after. The runoft pits Jose Antonio Kast.
from the far-right Republican Party that he
founded. against Jeannette Jara. the incumbent
leftist government’s coalition candidate from
the Communist Party.
While Jara won November’s first round with
26.85 percent of the vote. Kast beat out an
array of right-wing candidates to finish second
with 23.92 percent. Most of the voters who
supported those candidates are projected to go
for Kast. which would give him more than 50
percent of the vote and the presidency.

CAMPAIGNS CLOSE
WITH FOCUS ON CRIME

As the campaigns wound down. both
candidates threw jabs at each other. but also
focused on the main topic that has come to
define the election: crime.

Speaking on Thursday from behind a clear
protective barrier in the southern city of
Temuco. the capital of a region rattled by
conflict between Indigenous Mapuche groups
and the government. Kast described a country
in chaos and said he would restore order.
“This  government caused chaos. this
government caused disorder. this government
caused insecurity.” the 59-year-old lawyer said.
“We’re going to do the opposite. were going to
create order. security and trust.”

While Chile remains one of the safest
countries in Latin America. a recent surge in
organized crime and immigration has rattled
the electorate and become the main concern
among voters.

The issue quickly became a thorn in the side
of leftist President Gabriel Boric. who rose
to power on a wave of progressive optimism
followingwidespread protestsagainstinequality
and promises of drafting a new constitution.
Boric. who is barred from re-election because
of a prohibition on consecutive presidential
terms. scrambled to adjust. boosting funding
for police forces. creating task forces dedicated
to fighting organized crime. and deploying the
military to the country’s northern border with
Peru and Bolivia.

But it wasn’t enough for many voters. Boric
has been struggling with low approval ratings.
while Kast’s hard-line proposals against crime
and immigration have attracted support.

“This country needs important reforms. we
need to retake the path we’ve had for decades
because we’re completely lost.” Jose Pinochet. a
55-year old lawyer. said while getting his shoes
shined on a street in Santiago.

Antonia Moreno. 21. said she would vote for
Jara but did not think it likely she would win.
“Regretfully we’ll be part of those countries
where the far-right gains in Congress and the
executive branch.” she said.

CONSISTENT HARDLINER

A Kast victory is likely to be cheered by
investors who are hoping that a market-
friendly government will accelerate economic
reforms. including deregulation and changes
to the copper-rich country’s pension system
and capital markets.

The Chilean peso strengthened and MSCI’s
Chile equity benchmark surged after the first-
round results last month. Although no clear
majority emerged in the Senate or Congress
in that vote. Kast is expected to eventually be
able to pass some economic reforms if he wins
the runoff.“The third time’s a charm.” he said
during a speech after he made it to the runoff in
November. This is his third run for president.
and second runoft after losing to Boric in 2021.
Many of Kast’s views were seen as too extreme
by voters in 2021. but now they have found a
more sympathetic hearing among an electorate
craving security and weary of the traditional
political parties.“I see the expression of the
right. of the far right. as an escape valve for the
rejection of politics in Chile.” said Marta Lagos.
an analyst. pollster and founding director of
Latinobarometro.This is the first presidential
election under a mandatory voting provision
with automatic registration for those older
than 18 and fines levied on anyone who
doesn’t vote. That change adds an element of
uncertainty. with opinion polls showing about
20 percent of voters still undecided or saying
they will leave their ballots blank.
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[Srael issues evacuation warning for village
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AIRO: Israel issued an

evacuation warning for a
village in southern Lebanon on
Saturday ahead of what it said
was a planned strike against
infrastructure of the Hezbollah
militant group.
A military spokesperson said
the Israeli military would attack
the site in the village of Yanouh
in southern Lebanon. It would
be the second such attack
within days. after Israel hit
what it described as Hezbollah
infrastructure in several areas in
southern Lebanon on Tuesday.
Israel and Lebanon have both

= ,-.'_-'..'-F 1

sent civilian envoys to a military
committee monitoring  their
ceasefire. a step toward meeting
a months-old US demand that
they broaden talks in line with
President Donald  Trump’s
Middle East peace agenda.

Israel and Lebanon agreed to
a US-brokered ceasefire in
2024. ending more than a year
of fighting between Israel and
Hezbollah that had culminated
in Israeli strikes that severely
weakened  the  Iran-backed
militant group. Since then. the
sides have traded accusations
over violations.

ISraeli military targets senior
Hamas commander in Gaza Strike

AIRO/JERUSALEM:  The

Israeli military struck a car
in Gaza City on Saturday carrying
senior Hamas commander Raed
Saed. one of the architects of the
October 7.2023. attacks on Israel.
according to an Israeli defense
official and Israeli media.
The strike killed four people.
according to Gaza health
authorities. There was no
immediate confirmation from
Hamas or medics whether Saed
was among the dead.
The Israeli military said it
had targeted a senior Hamas
commander in Gaza City.
without given a name or further
details.
If Saed was killed. it would be
the highest-profile assassination
of a senior Hamas figure since a
ceasefire deal came into effect in
October.
The Israeli defense official
described Saed as the head of
Hamas’ weapon manufacturing
force.
Hamas sources have also
described him as the second-in-
command of the group’s armed

wing. after Izz eldeen Al-Hadad.
Saed used to head Hamas’ Gaza
City battalion. one of the group’s
largest and best-equipped. those
sources said.

The war in Gaza began after
Hamas-led militants killed
1.200 people. most of them
civilians. and seized 251
hostages in an attack on
southern Israel on October
7. 2023. Israel’s retaliatory
offensive has killed more than
70.700 Palestinians. most of
them civilians. health officials
in Gaza say.

The October 10 ceasefire has
enabled hundreds of thousands
of Palestinians to return to Gaza
City’s ruins. Israel has pulled
troops back from city positions.
and aid flows have increased.

But violence has not completely
halted.  Palestinian health
authorities say Israeli forces have
killed at least 386 people in strikes
in Gaza since the truce. Israel says
three of its soldiers have been
killed since the ceasefire began.
and it has attacked scores of
fighters.

News

Trump pledges retaliation aiter 3 Americans are
Killed in Syria attack that the Uy blames on Daesh

AMASCUS. Syria:

President Donald
Trump said Saturday that
“there will be very serious
retaliation” after two US
service members and one
American civilian  were
killed in an attack in Syria
that the United States
blames on the Daesh group.
“This was an Daesh attack
against the US. and Syria.
in a very dangerous part
of Syria. that is not fully
controlled by them.” he said
in a social media post.
The American president
told reporters at the White
House that Syria’s president.
Ahmed  Al-Sharaa. was
“devastated by  what
happened” and stressed that
Syria was fighting alongside
US  troops. Trump. in
his post. said Al-Sharaa
was “extremely angry and
disturbed by this attack.”
US Central Command said
three service members were
wounded in an ambush
Saturday by a lone Daesh
member in central Syria.
Trump said the three “seem
to be doing pretty well.” The
US military said the gunman
was killed.
The attack on US troops
in Syria was the first with
fatalities since the fall of
President Bashar Assad a
year ago.
“There will be very serious
retaliation.” Trump said on
his Truth Social platform.
The  Pentagon’s  chief
spokesman. Sean Parnell.
said the civilian killed was
a US interpreter. Parnell
said the attack targeted
soldiers involved in the
ongoing counter-terrorism
operations in the region and
is under active investigation.
The shooting took place near
historic Palmyra. according
to the state-run SANA
news agency. which earlier
said two members of Syria’s
security force and several US
service members had been
wounded. The casualties
were taken by helicopter to
the Al-Tanf garrison near

the border with Iraq and
Jordan.
The Britain-based Syrian

Observatory for Human
Rights said the attacker was
a member of the Syrian
security force.

Syria’s Interior ~Ministry
spokesman Nour Al-Din Al-
Baba said a gunman linked
to Daesh opened fire at the
gate of a military post. He
added that Syrian authorities
are looking into whether
the gunman was an Daesh
member or only carried its
extreme ideology. He denied
reports that suggested that
the attacker was a security
member.

Later Al-Baba clarified that
the attacker was a member
of the Internal Security force
in the desert adding that he
“did not have any command
post” within the forces nor
was he a bodyguard for the
force commander.

Al-Baba added in an
interview with state TV that
some 5.000 members have
joined Internal Security
forces in the desert and they
get evaluated on weekly
basis. He added that three
days ago. an evaluation was
made for the attacker and
it turned out that he might
have extreme ideology and
a decision was expected to

be issued regarding him
on Sunday but “the attack
occurred on a Saturday
which is a day off for state
institutions.”

US Defense Secretary Pete
Hegseth posted on X: “Let
it be known. if you target
Americans —  anywhere
in the world — you will
spend the rest of your brief.
anxious life knowing the
United States will hunt you.
find you. and ruthlessly kill
you.”

The US has hundreds of
troops deployed in eastern
Syria as part of a coalition
fighting Daesh.

The US had no diplomatic
relations with Syria under
Assad. but ties have warmed
since the fall of the five-
decade Assad family rule.
Al-Sharaa. made a historic
visit to Washington last
month where he held talks
with Trump. It was the
first White House visit by
a Syrian head of state since
the Middle Eastern country
gained independence from
France in 1946 and came
after the US lifted sanctions
imposed on Syria during the
Assads’ rule.

Al-Sharaaled the rebel forces
that toppled Bashar Assad
in December 2024 and was
named the country’s interim

leader in January. Al-Sharaa
once had ties to Al-Qaeda
and had a $10 million US
bounty on his head.

Last month. Syria joined
the international coalition
fighting against the Daesh
as Damascus improves its
relations  with ~ Western
countries  following the
ouster of Assad when
insurgents captured his seat
of power in Damascus.
Daesh was defeated on the
battlefield in Syria in 2019
but the group’s sleeper cells
still carry out deadly attacks
in the country. The United
Nations says the group
still has between 5.000 and
7.000 fighters in Syria and
Iraq.

US troops. which have
maintained a presence in
different parts of Syria
— including  Al-Tanf
garrison in the central
province of Homs — to
train other forces as part
of a broad campaign
against Daesh. have been
targeted in the past. One
of the deadliest attacks
occurred in 2019 in the
northern town of Manbij
when a blast killed two US
service members and two
American civilians as well
as others from Syria while
conducting a patrol.

UN chief visits Iraq to mark end of assistance
mission set up atter 2003 invasion

AGHDAD: United

National Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres
was in Baghdad on Saturday
to mark the end of the
political mission set up in
2003 following the US-led
invasion of Iraq that toppled
Saddam Hussein.
The UN Security Council.
at Iraq’s request. voted
last year to wind down
the mandate of the United
Nations Assistance Mission
in Iraq (UNAMI). by the
end of 2025. The mission was
set up to coordinate post-
conflict humanitarian and
reconstruction efforts and
help restore a representative
government in the country.
Iraqi  caretaker  Prime
Minister Mohammed Shia
Al-Sudani said his country
“highly values” the mission’s
work in a region “that
has suffered for decades
from dictatorship. wars.
and terrorism.” He said its
conclusion showed Iraq had
reached a stage of “full self-
reliance.”

“Iraq emerged victorious
thanks to the sacrifices and
courage of its people.” he
said in a joint statement with
Guterres.

The ending of UNAMI’s
mandate “does not signify
the end of the partnership
between Iraq and the UN.”
Sudani said. adding that it
represents the beginning of
a new chapter of cooperation
focused on development and
inclusive economic growth.

The prime minister said a
street in Baghdad would
be named “United Nations
Street” in honor of the UN’s
work and in recognition
of 22 UN staff who were
killed in an Aug. 19. 2003.
truck bomb attack on the
Canal Hotel in Baghdad.

which housed the UN
headquarters.

Guterres praised  “the
courage. fortitude  and

determination of the Iraqi

people” and the country’s
efforts to restore security
and order after years of
sectarian violence and the
rise of extremist groups.
including the Daesh group.
in the years after the 2003
invasion.

“Iraqis have worked to
overcome  decades  of
violence. oppression. war.
terrorism. sectarianism
and foreign interference.”
the secretary-general
said. “And today’s Iraq is
unrecognizable from those
times.”

Iraq “is now a normal
country. and  relations
between the UN and Iraq
will become normal relations
with the end of UNAMI.”
Guterres added. He also
expressed appreciation
for Iraq’s commitment to
returning its citizens from
the Al-Hol camp. a sprawling
tent camp in northeastern
Syria housing thousands of
people — mostly women and
children — with alleged ties
to the IS.
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