Trump says Ukraine and
Russia are ‘closer than
ever' to peace after
talks with Zelensky
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Israel’s recognition

of Somaliland ‘threat’ |
to regional stability: \
Somali president
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Israel’s Somaliland
gambit:

what's at risk for
the region?
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Israel’s Somaliland gambit:
what’s at risk for the region?

IYADH: It perhaps comes as no

surprise to seasoned regional
observers that Israel has become the
first and only UN member state to
formally recognize the Republic of
Somaliland as an independent and
sovereign nation.
On Dec. 26. Israel’s Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and Foreign
Minister Gideon Sa’ar signed a joint
declaration of mutual recognition
alongside  Somaliland’s  President
Abdirahman Mohamed Abdullahi.
For a region that has existed in a state
of diplomatic limbo since declaring
independence from Somalia in 1991.
this development is. as Abdullahi
described it. “a historic moment.” But
beneath the surface lies a calculated
and high-stakes geopolitical gamble.
While several nations. including the
UK. Ethiopia. Turkiye. and the UAE.
have maintained liaison offices in the
capital of Hargeisa. none had been
willing to cross the Rubicon of formal
state recognition.
Israel’s decision to break this decades-
long international consensus is a
deliberate departure from the status
quo.
By taking this step. Israel has positioned
itself as the primary benefactor of a
state that has long sought a seat at the
international table. As Dya-Eddine
Said Bamakhrama. the ambassador
of Djibouti to Saudi Arabia. told Arab
News. such a move is deeply disruptive.
“A unilateral declaration of separation
is neither a purely legal nor an isolated
political act. Rather. it carries profound
structural ~ consequences. foremost
among them the deepening of internal
divisions and rivalries among citizens
of the same nation. the erosion of
the social and political fabric of the
state. and the opening of the door to
protracted conflicts.” he said.
Critics argue that Israel has long
lobbied for the further carving up of
the region under various guises.
This recognition of Somaliland is
seen by many in the Arab world as
a continuation of a strategy aimed
at  weakening centralized Arab
and Muslim states by encouraging
peripheral secessionist movements.
In the Somali context. this path is
perceived not as a humanitarian
gesture. but as a method to undermine
the national understandings reached

within the framework of a federal
Somalia.

According to Ambassador
Bamakhrama. the international

community has historically resisted
such moves to prioritize regional
stability over “separatist tendencies
whose dangers and high costs history
has repeatedly demonstrated.”

By ignoring this precedent. Israel is
accused of using recognition as a tool
to fragment regional cohesion.

In the past. Israel has often framed
its support for non-state actors or
separatist groups under the pretext
of protecting vulnerable minorities
— such as the Druze in the Levant or
Maronites in Lebanon.

This “Periphery Doctrine” served a
dual purpose: it created regional allies
and supported Israel’s own claim of
being a Jewish state by validating
the idea of ethnic or religious self-
determination.

However. in the case of Somaliland. the
glovesare off completely. The argument
here is not about protecting a religious
minority. as Somaliland is a staunchly
Muslim-majority territory. Instead.
the rationale is nakedly geopolitical.
Israel appears to be seeking strategic
depth in a region where it has
historically been isolated. Netanyahu
explicitly linked the move to “the spirit
of the Abraham Accords.” signaling
that the primary drivers are security.
maritime control. and intelligence
gathering rather than the internal
demographics of the Horn of Africa.
The first major win for Israel in this
maneuver is the expansion of its
diplomatic orbit. It could be argued that
the refusal of the federal government
in Mogadishu to join the Abraham
Accords was an artificial barrier.

The evidence for this claim. from the

Israeli perspective. is that Somaliland —
a territory with a population of nearly
six million and its own functioning
democratic institutions — was eager to
join.

Abdullahi said Somaliland would join
the Abraham Accords as a “step toward
regional and global peace.” Yet. this
peace comes with a clear quid pro quo
— formal recognition.

Israel can now argue that the
“Somaliland model” proves that many
other Arab and Muslim entities are
willing to normalize relations if their
specific political or territorial interests
are met.

This challenges the unified stance of the
Arab League and the Organization of
Islamic Cooperation. which maintain
that normalization must be tied to the
resolution of the Palestinian conflict.
The second major gain for Israel is
the potential for a military presence
in the Horn of Africa. Somaliland’s
strategic position on the Gulf of Aden.
near the Bab Al-Mandab Strait. makes
it a prime location for monitoring
maritime traffic.

This is a ticking time bomb given that
just across the narrow sea lies Yemen.
where the Houthi movement — whose
slogan includes “Death to Israel” —
controls significant territory.

Israel may claim that a military or
intelligence presence in Somaliland will
boost regional security by countering
Houthi threats to shipping. However.
regional neighbors fear it will likely
inflame tensions.

Ambassador Bamakhrama warned
that an Israeli military presence would
“effectively turn the region into a
powder keg.”

“ShouldIsrael proceed with establishing
a military base in a geopolitically
sensitive location... such a move would
be perceived in Tel Aviv as a strategic
gain directed against the Arab states
bordering the Red Sea — namely Egypt.
Saudi Arabia. Somalia. Yemen. Sudan.
and Djibouti.” he said.

The Red Sea is a “vital international
maritime corridor.” and any shift in
its geopolitical balance would have
“repercussions extending far beyond
the region.” he added.

The recognition is also a clear violation
of international law and the principle
of territorial integrity as enshrined in
the UN Charter.

While proponents point to exceptions
like South Sudan or Kosovo. those
cases involved vastly different
circumstances. including prolonged
genocidal conflicts and extensive UN-
led transitions.

In contrast. the African Union has
been firm that Somaliland remains an
integral part of Somalia.

The backlash has been swift and severe.
The Arab League. the Gulf Cooperation
Council. and the OIC have all decried
the move. Even US President Donald
Trump. despite his role in the original
Abraham Accords. has not endorsed
Israel’s decision.

When asked whether Washington
would follow suit. Trump replied with
a blunt “no.” adding. “Does anyone
know what Somaliland is. really?”

This lack of support from Washington
highlights the isolation of Israel’s
position. The OIC and the foreign
ministers of 21 countries have issued
a joint statement warning of “serious
repercussions” and rejecting any
potential link between this recognition
and reported plans to displace
Palestinians from Gaza to the African
region.

Israel’s recognition of Somaliland
appears to be a calculated gamble to
trade diplomatic norms for strategic
advantage.

While Hargeisa celebrates a long-
awaited milestone. the rest of the
world sees a dangerous precedent
that threatens to destabilize one of the
world’s most volatile corridors.

As Ambassador Bamakhrama says.
the establishment of such ties “would
render (Israel) the first and only
state to break with the international
consensus” — a move that prioritizes
“narrow strategic calculations” over the
stability of the international system.
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Trump says Ukraine and Russia are ‘closer
(han ever’ (0 peace aiter talks with Zelensky

ALM BEACH.
Florida:  President
Donald  Trump on

Sunday insisted Ukraine
and Russia are “closer
than ever before” to a
peace deal as he hosted
Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky at
his Florida resort. but
he acknowledged that
negotiations are complex
and could still break
down. leaving the war
dragging on for years.
Thepresident’sstatements
came after the two leaders
met for a discussion
that took place after
what Trump described
as an  “excellent.”
two-and-a-half-hour
phone conversation
with Russian President
Vladimir Putin. whose
invasion of  Ukraine
launched the war nearly
four years ago. Trump
insisted he believed Putin
still wants peace. even as
Russia launched another
round of attacks on
Ukraine while Zelensky
flew to the United States
for the latest round of
negotiations.

“Russia wants to see
Ukraine succeed.”
Trump said during a
late  afternoon  news
conference following the
meeting with Zelensky.
whom he repeatedly
praised as “brave.”
Trump and Zelensky both
acknowledged  thorny
issues remain. including
whether Russia can keep
Ukrainian territory it
controls as well as security
guarantees for Ukraine to
ensure it’s not invaded
again in the future.
After their discussion.
they called a wide group
of European leaders.
including Ursula von der
Leyen. president of the
European Commission.
and the leaders of Finland.
France. Germany. Great
Britain and Poland.
Zelensky thanked Trump
for his work. “Ukraine is
ready for peace.” he said.
Trump and Putin will
speak again

Trump said he’d follow
the meeting with another
call to Putin. Earlier
Sunday. Putin’s foreign
affairs  adviser  Yuri
Ushakov said the Trump-
Putin call was initiated
by the US side. lasted
over an hour. and was
“friendly. benevolent and
businesslike.”  Ushakov
said Trump and Putin
agreed to speak again

“promptly” after Trump’s
meeting with Zelensky.
But Ushakov added that

a  “bold. responsible.
political ~ decision  is
needed from Kyiv” on the
fiercely contested Donbas
region in eastern Ukraine
and other matters in
dispute for there to be a
“complete cessation” of
hostilities.

In overnight
developments. three
guided aerial bombs

launched by Russia struck
private homes in the
eastern city of Sloviansk.
according to the head
of the local military
administration. Vadym
Lakh. Three people were
injured and one man died.
Lakh said in a post on the
Telegram messenger app.
The strike came the day
after Russia attacked
Ukraine’s capital with
ballistic ~ missiles and
drones on  Saturday.
killing at least one
person and wounding
27. Ukrainian authorities
said. Explosions boomed
across Kyiv as the attack
beganintheearlymorning
and continued for hours.
Trump said. however.
that he still believes Putin
is “very serious” about
ending the war.

“I believe Ukraine has
made some very strong
attacks also.” Trump told
reporters as Zelensky
stood by his side. “And I
don’t say that negatively.
I think. you probably
have to. I don’t say that
negatively. But I think.
he hasn’t told me that.
but there have been some
explosions in various
parts of Russia. It looks to
me. like. I don’t know. I
don’t think it came from
the Congo.”

Trump noted that it

was possible that the
negotiations  will  fall
apart.

“In a few weeks. we will
know one way or the
other. I think” Trump
said. “We could have
something where one
item that youre not
thinking about is a big
item. breaks it up. Look.
it’'s been a very difficult
negotiation. Very
detailed.”

The face-to-face sit-down

between Trump and
Zelensky  underscored
the apparent progress

made by Trump’s top
negotiators in  recent
weeks as the sides traded
draft peace plans and

continued to
proposal to
fighting. Zelensky
reporters Friday that
the  20-point draft
proposal negotiators
have discussed is “about
90 percent ready” —
echoing a figure. and
the optimism. that US
officials conveyed when
Trump’s chief negotiators
met with Zelensky in
Berlin earlier this month.

shape a
end the
told

During  the  recent
talks. the US agreed to
offer certain security
guarantees to Ukraine

similar to those offered
to other members of
NATO. The proposal
came as Zelensky said
he was prepared to drop
his country’s bid to join
the security alliance if
Ukraine received NATO-
like protection that would
be designed to safeguard
it against future Russian
attacks.

‘Intensive’

weeks ahead

Zelensky also spoke on
Christmas  Day  with
US special envoy Steve
Witkoff  and Jared
Kushner. Trump’s son-
in-law. The Ukrainian
leader said they discussed
“certain substantive
details” and cautioned
“there is still work to be
done on sensitive issues”
and “the weeks ahead
may also be intensive.”
The US president has
been working to end
the war in Ukraine for
much of his first year
back in office. showing
irritation ~ with  both
Zelensky and Putin while
publicly acknowledging
the difficulty of ending the
conflict. Long goneare the
days when. as a candidate
in 2024. heboasted thathe
could resolve the fighting
in a day. Indeed. on
Sunday. Trump referred
multiple times to the
complexity of settling the
conflict.

After hosting Zelensky

at the White House
in  October. Trump
demanded that both

Russia and Ukraine halt
fighting and “stop at the
battle line.” implying that
Moscow should be able to
keep the territory it has
seized from Ukraine.

Zelensky said last week
that he would be willing
to  withdraw  troops

from Ukraine’s eastern
industrial heartland as
part of a plan to end
the war. if Russia also
pulls back and the area
becomes a demilitarized
zone  monitored by
international forces.

Putin wants Russian
gains kept. and more

Putin has publicly said
he wants all the areas
in four key regions that
have been captured by
his forces. as well as the
Crimean Peninsula.
illegally ~ annexed in
2014. to be recognized as
Russian territory. He also
has insisted that Ukraine
withdraw from some
areas in eastern Ukraine
that Moscow’s forces
haven’t captured. Kyiv
has publicly rejected all
those demands.

The Kremlin also wants
Ukraine to abandon its
bid to join NATO. It
warned that it wouldn’t
accept the deployment of
any troops from members
of the military alliance
and would view them as a
“legitimate target.”

Putin also has said
Ukraine must limit the
size of its army and
give official status to
the Russian language.
demands he has made
from the outset of the
conflict.

Ushakov told the business
daily Kommersant this
month  that  Russian
police and national guard
would stay in parts of
Donetsk -- one of the
two major areas. along
with Luhansk. that make
up the Donbas region
— even if they become a
demilitarized zone under
a prospective peace plan.
Ushakov cautioned
that trying to reach a
compromise could take
a long time. He said US
proposals that took into
account Russian demands
had been “worsened” by
alterations proposed by
Ukraine and its European
allies. Trump has been
somewhat receptive
to Putin’s  demands.
making the case that
the Russian president
can be persuaded to end
the war if Kyiv agrees to
cede Ukrainian land in
the Donbas region and
if Western powers offer
economic incentives to
bring Russia back into the
global economy.
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3 killed at protests by Syria’s

N

ATAKIA: Three people were killed and

dozens injured during protests by Syria’s
Alawites in the coastal city of Latakia on
Sunday.
Security officials said remnants of Bashar
Assad’s regime attacked security forces and
civilians at the demonstrations. Syria’s state
news agency SANA reported.
Regional health officials said 60 people were
injured with hospitals treating victims for
wounds from gunshots. knives and stones.
Two ambulances were attacked while
responding to the incidents.
Col. Abdulaziz Al-Ahmad. head of internal
security in Latakia. said “elements linked to
remnants of the deposed regime” participating
in the protests attacked internal security
personnel. injuring several. and damaging
vehicles.
The protests were in response to a mosque
bombing that killed eight people in an Alawite
area of Homs city two days before.
Assad was forced from power a year ago after
an offensive by opposition forces brought an
end to the civil war that decimated the country.
The new president. Ahmad Al-Sharaa. has
been working to stabilize the country but there
have been outbreaks of sectarian violence.
Government officials say groups that remain
loyal to the Assad regime. which was dominated
by the Alawite minority. have attempted to
incite violence by using civilian protests as
cover to target security personnel and damage
public property.
Col. Al-Ahmad said armed and masked
individuals affiliated with groups known as
“Saraya Deraa Al-Sahel” and “Saraya Al-
Jawad” were at Sunday’s protests. The groups
have previously carried out targeted killings
and planted explosives along key highways.
Thousands  participated in  Sunday’s
demonstrations called by a religious authority
in response to the mosque attack. AFP reported.
Syrian forces were later deployed to also
disperse government supporters. according to
an AFP correspondent.
Sunday’s demonstrations came after calls from
Alawite spiritual leader Ghazal Ghazal. who on
Saturday urged people to “show the world that
the Alawite community cannot be humiliated
or marginalized” after the Homs bombing.
The Friday bombing was claimed by an
extremist group known as Saraya Ansar Al-
Sunna.
The attack was the latest against the religious
minority. which has been the target of violence
since the December 2024 fall of Assad. himself
an Alawite.
xWith AFP

North Korea test-{ires long-range
Cruise missiles: state media

EOUL: North Korea has test-fired two
strategic long-range cruise missile into the
sea. state media reported Monday.
The reclusive state’s leader Kim Jong Un
oversaw the drill. staged Sunday over the Yellow
Sea. and urged “unlimited and sustained”
development of his country’s nuclear weapons
forces. the KCNA news agency reported.
It was apparently the first such test since early
November.
The South Korean military said it detected the
launch of multiple missiles from the Sunan
area near Pyongyang. the Yonhap news agency
said.
The goal of the exercise was to review the
“counter-offensive response posture and
combat capability of long-range missile sub-
units.” KCNA said.

.

Israel’s recognition of Somaliland ‘threaf’
[0 regional Stability: Somall president

OGADISHU:  Israel’s

recognition  of  the
breakaway region of Somaliland
“is (a) threat to the security
and stability of the world and
the region.” Somali President
Hassan Sheikh Mohamud told
an emergency parliamentary
session Sunday.
Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s Friday
announcement. making his
country the first to recognize
Somaliland. “is tantamount to
a blunt aggression against the
sovereignty. independence.
territorial integrity. and the
unity of the people of the Somali
Republic.” Mohamud said.
Somaliland declared
independence from Somalia
in 1991 and has for decades
pushed for international
recognition.
A self-proclaimed republic. it
enjoys a strategic position on
the Gulf of Aden and has its own
money. passports and army.
But it has been diplomatically

isolated since its
declaration of independence.
Somalia’s  government
the African Union

announcement.
Mogadishu

unilateral
and
reacted
angrily Friday after Israel’s

denounced a

“deliberate attack” on its
sovereignty.  while Egypt.
Turkiye. the six-nation Gulf

Cooperation Council and the
Saudi-based Organization
of Islamic Cooperation all
condemned the decision.

IYADH: Saudi Arabia's

Ministry of Hajj
and Umrah on Sunday
announced the suspension
of an Umrah company and
its overseas agent for failing
to provide accommodation
services for pilgrims in line
with approved contractual
programs.
In a statement carried by
the Saudi Press Agency. the
ministry said the company’s
failure constitutes a clear
violation of  regulations
governing services for Umrah
pilgrims and visitors to the
Two Holy Mosques.
It noted that a number
f pilgrims arrived in

yalldi Hajj Ministry suspends Umrah firm,
overseas agent over contract violations
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without
secured  accommodation.
despite these services
being documented in the
contractual programs.

This prompted immediate
regulatory action against the
company and its overseas
agent under the established
legal frameworks.  the
ministry said. "The measures
are intended to safeguard the
rights of affected pilgrims.
prevent a recurrence of such
violations. and ensure the
continued enhancement of
service quality.” it added.
Last June. the ministry
suspended seven Umrah
companies due to deficiencies

the  Kingdom

in  providing
services to pilgrims.
In an earlier report quoting
the Hajj Ministry and the
General Authority for the
Care of the Affairs of the
Two Holy Mosques. SPA
said more than 1.7 million
Muslims from all over
the world arrived in the
Kingdom to perform Umrah
during Jumada Al Akhira
alone. Also referred to as
Jumada Al Thani. Jumada
Al Akhira is the sixth month
of the Islamic calendar. For
Hijri year 1447. this sixth
month ended on December
20. 2025 in the Gregorian
calendar.

transport

Preliminary results Show Prime Minister Kurf's
party won Kosovo snap vote convincingly

RISTINA. Kosovo:

Kosovo ‘s Prime Minister
Albin Kurti appeared set
for another term in office
after his party on Sunday
convincingly won an early
parliamentary election in the
Balkan country. preliminary
results showed.
The Vetevendosje. or Self-
Determination. party won
nearly 50 percent of the
ballots. far ahead of the
opposition Democratic
Party of Kosovo with 21
percent. and the Democratic

League of Kosovo with
nearly 14 percent. the state
election. authorities said
after nearly all the ballots
were counted.
“Congratulations on  the
biggest victory in the history
of the country.” a cheerful
Kurti said after results were
announced. “Now we have a
lot of work ahead of us.”

The snap ballot on Sunday
was scheduled after the Self-
Determination party failed to
form a government despite
also winning the most votes

in a Feb. 9 election. which
led to a monthslong political
deadlock.

It was not immediately
clear whether the Self-
Determination party has won
61 seats in the 120-member
parliament to be able to
rule alone. Kurti said a new
parliament and a government
will be formed as soon as
possible.

“We don’t have time to lose
and must move forward
together as quickly as
possible.” he said.

News

Over 10,000 people displaced
In 3 days in Sudan: UN agency

ORT SUDAN: Violence in western and
southern Sudan displaced more than
10.000 people within three days this week.
according to figures released by the UN’S
migration agency on Sunday.
Since April 2023. Sudan’s regular army and the
paramilitary Rapid Support Forces have waged
what the UN has called a “war of atrocities.”
killing tens of thousands of people and
uprooting more than 11 million.
Between Dec. 25 and 26. attacks on the
villages of Um Baru and Kernoi near Sudan’s
western border with Chad displaced more than
7.000 people. according to the International
Organization for Migration.
After its takeover of the North Darfur capital
of El-Fasher in October. the RSF has pushed
westward in recent days. through enclaves
inhabited by the Zaghawa ethnic group and
controlled by a militia.
Between Christmas Eve and Friday. a further
3.100 people were displaced from the famine-
stricken city of Kadugli in South Kordofan.
which has been under siege by paramilitary
forces for over a year and a half.
Resource-rich  Kordofan is  currently
experiencing the fiercest fighting. as the RSF
and its allies seek to recapture Sudan’s central
corridor. which runs from Darfur back toward
the capital. Khartoum.
The conflict has created the world’s largest
hunger and displacement crises.

Rohingya refugees hope new
|eaders can pave a path home

OX’S BAZAR. Bangladesh: Rohingya

refugees living in squalid camps in
Bangladesh have elected a leadership council.
hoping it can improve conditions and revive
efforts to secure their return home to Myanmar.
Spread over 8.000 acres in Cox’s Bazar in
Bangladesh. the camps are home to 1.7 million
members of the stateless group. many of whom
fled a 2017 military crackdown that is now
subject to a genocide probe at the UN court.
In July. the refugees held their first elections
since their influx began eight years ago.
resulting in the formation of the United
Council of Rohang (UCR).
“They are working to take us home.” said
Khairul Islam. 37. who back home had a
thriving timber business.
The new council has brought him a glimmer of
hope amid an uncertain future.
“We can hardly breathe in these cramped camp
rooms... all our family members live in a single
room.” he said.
“It’s unbearably hot inside. Back in Myanmar.
we didn’t even need a ceiling fan. In summer.
we used to sit under tall trees.” Islam said. his
eyes welling up.
More than 3.000 voters from across 33 refugee
camps cast their ballots to elect an executive
committee and five rotating presidents to focus
on human rights. education and health.
Addressing a gathering at one of the camps.
UCR president Mohammad Sayed Ullah urged
refugees not to forget the violence that forced
the mostly Muslim group to flee Myanmar’s
Rakhine state.
“Never forget that we left our parents’ graves
behind. Our women died on the way here.
They were tortured and killed... and some
drowned at sea.” said Sayed Ullah. dressed in
a white full-sleeved shirt and lungi.
“We must prepare ourselves to return home.”
he said. prompting members of the audience to
nod in agreement.

A seat at the table

“UCR wants to emerge as the voice of the
Rohingyas on the negotiation table.” Sayed
Ullah later told AFP.

“Ifs about us. yet we were nowhere as
stakeholders.”

The council is not the first attempt to organize
Rohingya refugees.

Several groups emerged after 2017. including
the Arakan Rohingya Society for Peace and
Human Rights. once led by prominent activist
Mohib Ullah.

.But he was murdered in 2021

And even before that. many organizations
were shut down after a major 2019 rally. when
the Rohingya said they would go home only
with full rights and safety guarantees.

“Some newspapers misrepresented us. claiming
we wanted to stay permanently in Bangladesh.”
Sayed Ullah said.

“Many organizers were detained. The hardest
blow was the assassination of Mohib Ullah.”
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