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Syrian enemies share
Greek ferry voyage
into the unknown

AEGEAN SEA: When the paths of an injured Syrian opposition activist, a
disenchanted Kurdish youth and a regime loyalist converge on a ferry
travelling across the Aegean Sea to Athens, they barely talk to each other.
It’s a painful symbol of the Syrian war that the three struggle to forget
even now that they are literally in the same boat heading towards an
unknown future. Jalal, who is 38 and comes from Daraa city where a pro-
democracy uprising began in 2011, puffs a cigarette on the deck as night
falls. He says he has met supporters of President Bashar al-Assad’s regime
on the often dangerous journey from Turkey to Greece’s Kos, a resort
island facing a massive influx of refugees desperate to reach Europe.

“I try not to discuss Syria with them as I know we just won’t agree,” he
admits, his eyes bloodshot from the exhaustion of sleeping rough in Kos,
which has come to be seen as the chaotic epicentre of Europe’s worst
migration crisis since World War II. “Even if the Syrian war ended now, I
think it would take years for things to go back to a semblance of normali-
ty,” he says. Syria’s uprising morphed into a savage multi-front conflict
that has claimed 250,000 lives and forced more than four million people
to flee the country. Jalal, who speaks fluent Turkish, wants to go to
Germany where he hopes to find work within the large Turkish communi-
ty “until I get my papers”. Jalal’s eyes well up with tears as he lifts his shirt
to show the scar from a gunshot wound to his abdomen.

Their eyes meet 
“My sister was shot dead by an army sniper when I was trying to rescue

her from her neighbourhood, which was under attack (in 2012). I was shot
too, but I survived,” he said. “The war is like this ship. I can’t get out of the
ship and stop it. The situation in Syria is bigger than us now,” he added,
looking out at the horizon as the huge ferry sailed against the wind.

Blue-eyed hairdresser Tony, 40, comes from a regime-held area of
Homs and also plans to go to Germany, whose strong economy gives him
hope he can find work quickly. He and Jalal must have met before; they
know they support opposing sides in the war. For a moment their eyes
meet, but they quickly turn away from each other without flinching.

“My wife was living in constant terror. There are car bombs and the
armed men (rebels) are always shelling us,” said Tony, who like Assad hails
from the minority Alawite religious community.— AP

ANKARA:  Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan said yesterday that the nation will
hold an early election Nov 1, after no group
won a majority from voters in June and
Erdogan’s party was unable to find a coali-
tion partner.

Erdogan said he will meet with the par-
liament speaker on Monday, the day after
the deadline for forming a new govern-
ment, to complete the formalities. The
widely expected announcement comes
days after Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
abandoned efforts to build a coalition gov-
ernment, following the failure of talks with
the leaders of two smaller parties. The ruling
party lost its parliamentary majority in June
for the first time since it came to power in
2002, forcing it to seek a coalition alliance.

The June result was a slap to Erdogan’s
ambitions to increase the powers of the
largely ceremonial presidency. He is
believed to have favored a new election,
and Turkey’s main opposition leader has
accused the president of obstructing the
coalition-building efforts, a charge Erdogan

denies. Erdogan appears to be betting that
a new ballot could revive the fortunes of the
Islamic-rooted Justice and Development
Party, or AKP, he founded and led for more
than a decade, and thus put him back on
course to reshape Turkey’s democracy into
a system where the president would have
executive powers. A coalition government
would also have limited his ability to influ-
ence the government.

But a new election held just five months
after the last polls may not alter the distribu-
tion of seats too much and a majority for the
ruling party is far from guaranteed.

News of the new election comes amid
escalating violence between Turkey’s secu-
rity forces and Kurdish rebels, and as Turkey
is taking a more active role in the US-led
campaign against Islamic State group
extremists. Dozens of people have been
killed in renewed clashes between Turkey’s
military and rebels of the Kurdistan Workers’
Party, or PKK. Last month, Turkish jets raided
IS targets in Syria and PKK targets in Iraq
while US jets also launched their first

airstrikes against IS targets from a Turkish air
base near Syria. 

Opponents have accused Erdogan of
attacking the PKK in a bid to win national-
ists’ support and discredit a pro-Kurdish par-
ty, whose gains in the June elections
deprived the ruling party of its majority. The
political uncertainty caused the Turkish lira
to drop to record lows against the dollar this
week.  “God willing, on Nov. 1, Turkey will
go through what I like to call repeat elec-
tions,” said Erdogan, who told reporters he
had no intention of giving Turkey’s opposi-
tion leader the opportunity to try to form a
government.

Erdogan said he would form an interim
government that will lead Turkey until the
election, and  could appoint figures who
currently don’t hold seats in parliament. He
is expected to ask Davutoglu to lead the
government. Turkish law requires that the
interim government include members of all
four parties represented in parliament, but
two opposition parties have already said
they would not participate. — AP

Erdogan to call for a 
new election in Nov 
Opponents accuse Erdogan of attacking PKK to win support

DAMASCUS: The Islamic State group
demolished an ancient monastery founded
more than 1,500 years in central Syria yester-
day near a town where the extremists
abducted dozens of Christians earlier this
month, activists and a Christian priest said.

The extremist group posted photos on
social media Friday showing bulldozers
destroying the Saint Elian Monastery near
the town of Qaryatain, which IS captured in
early August. A Christian clergyman told The
Associated Press in Damascus that IS mili-
tants also wrecked a church inside the
monastery that dates back to 5th century.
The priest, who spoke on condition of
anonymity for fear of reprisals, said the

monastery included an Assyrian Catholic
church. The Britain-based Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights, which tracks Syria’s con-
flict, also reported the destruction of the
monastery. Since capturing parts of Syria and
Iraq, IS fighters have destroyed mosques,
churches and archaeological sites. Earlier this
week, fighters in the IS-held town of Palmyra
publicly beheaded an 81 -year-old antiquities
scholar who had dedicated his life to study-
ing and overseeing the Palmyra’s iconic
ancient ruins.

A resident from Qaryatain who recently
fled to Damascus called on the United
Nations to protect Christians as well as
ancient Christian sites in Syria. The man, who

spoke on condition that his name is not
made public for fear his relatives still in
Qaryatain might be harmed, said militants
levelled the shrine and removed the church
bells. Osama Edward, the director of the
Christian Assyrian Human Rights Network,
told the AP that government shelling of the
area had already damaged the monastery
over the past two weeks before IS fighters
destroyed it.

“Daesh continued the destruction of the
monastery,” said Edward, using an Arabic
acronym to refer to the Islamic State group.
He said the monastery was founded in 432.
Christian priest Jacques Mourad, who lived at
the monastery, was kidnapped from the area

in  May and remains missing. According to
Edward, Mourad had actively welcomed and
sheltered both Muslim and Christian Syrians
fleeing the fighting elsewhere in Homs
province. Shortly after capturing Qaryatain,
activists said the Islamic State group abduct-
ed 230 residents, including dozens of
Christians. Activists say some Christians were
released, though the fate of the others is still
unknown. Christians make up about 10 per-
cent of Syria’s prewar population of 23 mil-
lion. In February, IS kidnapped more than
220 Assyrian Christians, after overrunning
several farming communities on the south-
ern bank of the Khabur River in the north-
eastern province of Hassakeh. — AP

IS destroys ancient monastery in central Syria

ARBIL: A group of Iraqi men get ready to board a bus
bound for Turkey at a bus station in Arbil, the capital of
the autonomous Kurdish region, on August 13, 2015. Arbil
is Iraq’s gateway to Europe, the first choke point on a long
and uncertain journey for a growing number of Iraqis
seeking a better life outside their country. — AFP

NABI SALEH: Palestinian protesters run for cover as Israeli security forces fire tear gas canisters during clashes following
a demonstration against Palestinian land confiscation to expand the nearby Jewish Hallamish settlement, yesterday, in
the West Bank village of Nabi Saleh, located near Ramallah. — AFP 


