
DAMASCUS: This photo provided by the Syrian anti-government activist group Douma Revolution, which has been
authenticated based on its contents and other AP reporting, shows Syrian firefighters extinguishing burned shop which
was attacked by a Syrian government airstrike, in Douma, a suburb of Damascus yesterday. — AP
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BEIRUT: Human Rights Watch urged the
United Nations yesterday to impose an arms
embargo on the Syrian government after air
strikes on a rebel town near the capital killed
more than 100 people. The New York-based
group said the Sunday attack on Douma
showed the government’s “appalling disre-
gard for civilians”. The series of strikes, several
of which hit a crowded marketplace in the
Eastern Ghouta region town, killed mostly
civilians.

“This latest carnage is another reminder-if
any was still needed-of the urgent need for
the (UN) Security Council to act on its previous
resolutions and take steps to stop indiscrimi-
nate attacks,” HRW deputy Middle East direc-
tor Nadim Houry said. The Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights, a Britain-based monitor,
said yesterday that 117 people had been
killed. That was up from a previously reported
figure of 96 because of people who died from

injuries sustained in the strikes. 
Foreign Minister Walid Muallem defended

the attacks in comments to an Egyptian televi-
sion station published Thursday by Syria’s offi-
cial news agency SANA. “It is natural for the
Syrian government to use the appropriate
tools to defeat terrorism,” he said.

“But many of the terrorists use civilians as
human shields, so what is claimed about mas-
sacres in Douma or elsewhere is fabricated
news.” The incident was among the deadliest
government assaults in the conflict, which
began in March 2011.

It came almost two years after a chemical
weapons attack on Eastern Ghouta that the
United States said killed 1,400 people. Much
of the international community blamed Syria’s
government for that attack, though it denied
responsibility. HRW noted that Douma, as well
as other parts of the rebel bastion of Eastern
Ghouta, are regularly targeted in regime air

strikes that disproportionately kill civilians. 

Reshuffle
The Syrian president replaced two

Cabinet ministers yesterday, state TV said, a
minor government reshuffle amid rising
consumer prices and a grinding civil war,
now in its fifth year.

The TV said Bashar Assad named Rima
Qadiri to replace Kinda Shammat as minister
of social affairs. Jamal Chahine was appoint-
ed minister of internal trade and consumer
protection, replacing Hassane Safieh. No
reason was given for the changes. Syria’s
conflict, which began in March 2011, has
killed 250,000 people and led to one of the
worst refugee crisis in decades, with more
than 11 million of the prewar population of
23 million driven  from their homes. Of
those, some 4 million have fled to neighbor-
ing nations. — Agencies
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Kurdish civilians

under fire as Turkey

bombs PKK in Iraq

SIGIRE, Iraq: When Kurdish militant leader Abdullah Ocalan called
a ceasefire with Turkey two years ago, residents of the village of
Sigire slaughtered a sheep to celebrate what they believed was
the start of a new era of peace. Their homes and orchards in the
mountains of northern Iraq had been on the frontline of a war
between the Turkish state and Ocalan’s Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK) for more than three decades. “We felt our lives were begin-
ning again,” said 54-year-old Mam Bashir from Sigire, which is
around 20 km (12 miles) from the Turkish border.

Now, they are under fire once more as a peace process
between Ankara and the PKK breaks down and Turkish warplanes
target the outlawed group in Iraq’s Kurdish north, where many of
its fighters are based. On July 24, missiles smashed into Sigire, set-
ting orchards ablaze. “It was like paradise, but now it’s ruined,” said
Mam Bashir, wading through dead leaves and ash in his orchard,
which used to yield all kinds of fruit. “My heart is burning”.

Like many other villages in the border area, Sigire was more or
less abandoned at the height of the PKK-Turkey conflict during the
1990s, but its former residents continued to cultivate the land.

The ghost of the village as it once was is outlined in rubble
where walls used to stand. The most recent air strikes have
scorched the earth and blackened trees. Before 1990, Sigire was
bombed four times by the Iraqi government, which attacked
Kurdish areas to quell repeated uprisings. Thereafter, the planes
were Turkish, and their target, the PKK. Mam Bashir said he
believed Turkey’s latest offensive was motivated by Kurdish suc-
cesses in Syria, where a militia affiliated with the PKK has gained
territory and international recognition for fighting Islamic State
militants.

Backed by coalition air strikes, the YPG, a sister group of the
PKK, prevailed over Islamic State in a long battle for the Syrian
town of Kobani on the Turkish border. Kurds accuse Turkey of
supporting Islamic State against them. “They bombed our area
in revenge for Kobani,” Mam Bashir said. Turkey launched the air
strikes in late July as part of what the government called a “syn-
chronised war on terror”, including action against the Kurdish
militants, Islamic State insurgents in northern Syria and far-left-
ist groups at home.

The campaign against the PKK was a response to a surge in
attacks on the security forces, Turkish officials have said.  They
say more than 50 soldiers and police officers have died at the
hands of the group since July 20 and more than 170 wounded.

“FROM THE BLACK SEA TO SINJAR”
More than 40,000 people have been killed since the PKK took

up arms against the Turkish government in 1984. Under a deal, the
PKK withdrew to the mountains in northern Iraq where they are
now entrenched. In the Sigire orchard, two young PKK guerrillas
with Kalashnikovs slung over their shoulders appeared at one
stage.  Later, another group emerged. “We are everywhere: from
the Black Sea to Sinjar,” said one of the guerrilla fighters, a Kurd
from Turkey. But the widespread presence of the fighters means
that civilians are often caught up in the violence. — Reuters

RIYADH: MERS coronavirus infections have
soared in Saudi Arabia ahead of the Hajj pil-
grimage, killing three people and forcing a
Riyadh hospital to close its emergency ward,
officials and newspapers said yesterday.

The Saudi Gazette said authorities shut
the emergency ward at one of the capital’s
largest hospitals, King Abdulaziz Medical
City (KAMC-R), “after at least 46 people,
including hospital staff” contracted the
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome. The
health ministry has said it registered 21 con-
firmed MERS infections, all but one of them
in Riyadh, between August 9 and 15.

There was no immediate explanation for
the difference in the figures, but the ward
closure at KAMC-R was confirmed to AFP by
a hospital employee.

The executive director of its Infection
Prevention and Control Department, Hanan

Balkhi, confirmed in a statement on the facil-
ity’s website that there were MERS cases
amongst health workers.

“In view of ... the increasing number of
cases of MERS-coronavirus, and due to the
around-the-clock large numbers of patients
in the ER at KAMC-R and the difficulty of
applying quarantine measures, preventive
measures have been upgraded,” he said.

These include reducing the number of
patients and allocating “three wings to
accommodate the quarantine of suspect-
ed/confirmed cases.”

Cases ‘still limited’ 
Health Minister Khalid Al-Falih said late

Wednesday that the hospital “has faced a
spread of the coronavirus during the past
few weeks, which started as one case”.
However, in remarks carried by the official

SPA news agency, he gave reassurances that
the cases were “still limited”.

He urged “vigilance when contacting
people with respiratory illnesses” and pre-
ventive measures when visiting MERS
patients. The latest deaths occurred in
Riyadh, and the three victims were all Saudis
aged between 65 and 86, the health min-
istry said.

This raises to 483 the number of deaths
out of 1,118 MERS infections in Saudi Arabia,
where the virus first appeared in 2012,
according to the ministry.

Saudi Arabia, preparing to host more
than two million Muslims from all over the
world for the annual Hajj to Makkah and
Madina, Islam’s holiest sites, expected to
start on September 21, is the country worst
hit by the coronavirus.

Falih said authorities have “prepared a

comprehensive preventive plan starting
from entry points, to Hajj sites, until the pil-
grims return home”. The ministry will “dedi-
cate all its efforts to prevent any infectious
disease from spreading in the kingdom”,
SPA quoted him as saying.

Officials declared last year’s hajj epidem-
ic-free after the oil-rich kingdom contracted
thousands of health workers to ensure pil-
grims were protected from MERS and Ebola,
another deadly viruses.

MERS is considered a deadlier but less
infectious cousin of the Severe Acute
Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) virus that
appeared in Asia in 2003 and killed hun-
dreds of people, mostly in China.

Its symptoms can include fever, cough-
ing and shortness of breath. There are no
approved vaccines against MERS, which is
believed to originate in camels. — AFP
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