
SANAA: Aid agencies began delivering help to
desperate civilians yesterday as a temporary
ceasefire took hold in Yemen after nearly seven
weeks of Saudi-led air strikes against Iran-backed
rebels. The five-day humanitarian pause-which
began at 11:00 pm (2000 GMT) on Tuesday-is the
first break in the air war in support of exiled
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi since its
launch on March 26 and has strong backing from
Washington.

The Houthi rebels and their allies have indicat-
ed they will abide by the ceasefire but Riyadh has
warned it will punish any attempt to exploit it for
military advantage. As aid agencies said they were
starting to deliver assistance, residents of the
rebel-held capital Sanaa said the ceasefire came as
a much-needed relief. “We hope this truce
becomes permanent. We finally managed to sleep
peacefully last night,” said 25-year-old Mohammed
al-Saadi.

Saudi Arabia’s King Salman also used the first
day of the pause to announce the doubling of the
kingdom’s aid commitment to Yemen to some
$540 million. More than 1,500 people have been
killed since mid-March in the air campaign and
fighting between rebel forces and Hadi loyalists,
according to the United Nations. The Houthi
rebels, allied with army units loyal to ex-president
Ali Abdullah Saleh, have taken control of large
parts of Yemen including Sanaa and were advanc-
ing on Hadi’s southern stronghold of Aden when
Riyadh launched the air campaign. Saudi Arabia
has accused regional rival Iran of arming and fund-
ing the rebels, a charge Tehran denies.

The weeks since the start of the air war have
seen repeated warnings of a dire humanitarian cri-
sis, with shortages of food, water, fuel and medical
aid. UN agencies and private aid groups had been
preparing to boost their efforts since the ceasefire
was announced last week and yesterday began
taking steps. A ship chartered by the United
Nations World Food Program (WFP), which arrived
in Yemen last week, began distributing its ship-
ment of much-needed fuel to areas across the
country, an industry official in the port city of

Hodeidah said.
The country has been suffering from severe

fuel shortages-grinding humanitarian operations
to a halt-and news of the deliveries prompted
motorists to start queuing at petrol stations in
Sanaa, residents said. The head of Doctors Without
Borders (MSF) in Yemen, Marie-Elisabeth Ingres,
told AFP that her group was hoping to “take
advantage of the truce that seems to be holding”.
A plane carrying medical aid and MSF personnel
was expected to arrive in Yemen later, she said,
with a second aircraft set to follow today. But the
five-day truce is “not sufficient given the needs of
the population,” Ingres said, insisting on the need
for “permanent access” to all regions affected by
the conflict.

Iran warns on aid ship
Iran has also announced it is sending an aid

ship to Yemen, prompting a fresh war of words
with Washington. Iranian Brigadier General
Masoud Jazayeri warned the United States against
stopping the ship, after Washington said it was
tracking its movements. Jazayeri said that if Saudi
Arabia or the United States “continue to create
obstacles on Iran’s aid delivery, a fire might start
that would definitely be out of their control.” It
took several hours for the ceasefire to take hold
fully, with residents and loyalists reporting contin-
ued skirmishes in the southern provinces of Daleh
and Shabwa, as well as in third city Taez and the
eastern oil province of Marib.

But by yesterday morning the guns appeared
to have largely fallen silent. “Sanaa had a quiet
night,” resident Tawfiq Abdulwahab said. “The
noise of bombs and anti-aircraft fire that had terri-
fied everyone came to a halt.” The newly appoint-
ed UN envoy to Yemen, Ismail Ould Cheikh
Ahmed, arrived in Sanaa on Tuesday for talks on
restarting a collapsed political dialogue. “We are
not ready to announce a date for talks but that
remains the goal,” UN spokesman Stephane
Dujarric said, adding that “the fact that he got into
Sanaa and is meeting with the Houthis today is a
sign in the right direction.” —AFP 
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BAGHDAD: Islamic State militants have dug
trenches around natural gas and hydrogen
tanks at Iraq’s largest refinery, raising the
stakes in a battle where the price of victory
may be the refinery itself. The Baiji refinery
remains contested despite more than 300
coalition air strikes in the vicinity since the
Islamist insurgents overran the area last June.
The militants launched their fiercest attack
on the installation last month and now con-
trol large parts of the complex in which 200
Iraqi security forces are trapped.

The Pentagon last week said the outcome
of the battle-in which Iraqi security forces
backed by coalition warplanes are fighting to
retake the refinery from Islamic State mili-
tants- could not be predicted but warned it
was going in “the wrong direction”. Islamic
State appears to have committed itself to an
all-out fight there, proving it can still seize
the initiative after being ejected from the city
of Tikrit further south in early April, military
officials and experts say.

The battle highlights the disordered state
of the security forces, which partly disinte-
grated last summer and must now fight on

several fronts whilst holding ground they
have retaken. “We don’t sleep that much,”
said Mohanad, one of the policemen trapped
inside the refinery. They are fending off two
or three attacks a day from the militants, who
are using snipers, mortars and heat-seeking
missiles. “They (Islamic State) have dug
trenches near the hydrogen and natural gas
tanks. Aircraft cannot hit them because it is
very dangerous and we could get killed too.”

Islamic State’s fixation on the refinery
invites comparisons with the Syrian town of
Kobani, which the militants spent months
trying to take from lightly armed Kurdish
guerrillas. The insurgents were eventually
defeated after hundreds of US air strikes, but
the town was ruined. “They are maintaining
their momentum just like Kobani; they keep
throwing people at the refinery,” said an Iraqi
security source speaking on condition of
anonymity. “The only difference is that
Kobani is a city and Baiji is an industrial facili-
ty, and it’s difficult to manage a fight inside
an area that is surrounded 360 degrees.”

For Islamic State, the value of the refinery,
which has not been working since last June,

is mainly symbolic, although the group may
be able to siphon off some crude oil and fuel
from storage tanks, analysts and officials say.
The latest fighting has inflicted damage that
will take years to repair, rendering the refin-
ery idle at a time when Iraq is short of cash
due to plummeting oil prices. Michael
Knights, fellow at the Washington Institute
for Near East Policy, said it would be difficult
to salvage the refinery as a functioning facili-
ty. “It’s regrettable we have to lose the refin-
ery but now that ISIS has committed itself to
another one of these anvil type battles-the
hammer’s in the air-they’ve done it Kobani
and they bled themselves white”.

Supply routes
The battle for Baiji however could have

the effect of delaying the much anticipated
operation to retake the city of Mosul from
Islamic State. The refinery was liberated once
before in November, but security forces failed
to secure the area and deployed to other
fronts, leaving the refinery a soft target. “They
handed it over to weak army units that crum-
bled under pressure,” said the Iraqi security

source. Baiji is flanked to the west by open
desert all the way to Syria, making it easy for
Islamic State to re-supply. The Hamrin moun-
tain range to the east is a militant stronghold.

Military commanders say the key to retak-
ing the refinery this time is to control the
nearby towns of Baiji and Siniya. “We have to
retake Siniya and Baiji towns to cut all supply
routes coming from Anbar province and used
by Daesh to send reinforcements whenever
they need,” said a source in the Salahuddin
Operations Command. Daesh is another
name for Islamic State. “What’s the point of
retaking a location and suffering casualties
while nearby areas and supply routes are still
controlled by Daesh?” Coalition planes have
dropped ammunition and aid to the forces
inside the refinery, but troops have so far
failed to reach the complex.

Government forces started a military
operation last week from the west, but
encountered strong resistance from Islamic
State snipers and roadside bombs.
Meanwhile federal police, army and a small
contingent of Shiite paramilitaries are trying
to advance into the town of Baiji south of the

refinery, but have not managed to reach the
centre. The mayor of Baiji said the govern-
ment forces were no match for the resources
Islamic State had committed to the battle.
“What we see on the ground is a modest
number of forces compared within the ongo-
ing build-up of Islamic State inside the town
and also the refinery,” said Mohammed
Mahmoud al-Jubouri.

Military officials also complain of poor
coordination between regular forces and
paramilitary groups organized under the
umbrella of the Hashid Shaabi (Popular
Mobilization). “Hashid fighters are not report-
ing to the military command, and their local
leaders normally take decisions without con-
sulting the army commanders,” said a
colonel whose regiment is fighting near the
refinery, describing the situation as “chaotic”.
The head of the Salahuddin Operations
Command was recently replaced - a move
one source within the command said had
further weakened the chain of command.
“This decision created divisions within the
operations command and affected every-
thing else on the ground”. —Reuters

Iraqi refinery may be destroyed in battle to save it
Islamic State dig trenches around natural gas tanks

ADEN: Yemenis purchase goods in the Sheikh Othman area, in the southern
Yemeni port city of Aden yesterday. King Salman doubled Saudi Arabia’s
Yemen aid commitment to $540 million. —AFP

BEIRUT: The Islamic State jihadist
group has seized large parts of a
strategically located town in Syria’s
central Homs province in clashes
that killed 48 soldiers and militants,
a monitor said yesterday. The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said
the extremist group had captured
areas of Al-Sukhnah and its sur-
roundings in fighting that began
overnight. The town lies on the
highway that leads from eastern
Deir Ezzor province, an IS strong-
hold, to the ancient town of

Palmyra. Palmrya is controlled by
the regime and home to spectacu-
lar Greco-Roman ruins that are list-
ed as a World Heritage site by
UNESCO.

“The Islamic State managed to
advance in Al-Sukhnah and take
control of large parts of the town
and the surrounding areas,” the
Britain-based Observatory said,

adding that clashes continued yes-
terday. The group said at least 28
regime forces-soldiers and pro-gov-
ernment militants-and 20 IS fight-
ers had been killed in the battles.
More than 100 fighters from both
sides were wounded, the monitor
said. Located in central Syria, con-
trol of Homs province is divided.
The provincial capital is almost
completely under regime control,
but opposition forces and IS control
large parts of the surrounding
countryside and desert.

IS has a significant presence in
the desert region in the east of the
province bordering Deir Ezzor,
which is a stronghold of the jihadist
group and forms part of its self-pro-
claimed Islamic “caliphate” in Syria
and Iraq. Homs is Syria’s largest
province and is particularly impor-
tant for the government as it also
neighbors Damascus province,

where the capital is located. It is
also home to the key Shaar gas
field, which is now back in govern-
ment hands after IS fighters over-
ran it last year, reportedly slaugh-
tering several hundred government
troops there. 

Big gains along the border 
In another development,

Lebanon’s Hezbollah and the Syrian
army made big advances against
insurgents in the region north of
Damascus yesterday, Hezbollah

and Syrian state media said,
shoring up President Bashar Al-
Assad’s grip on a crucial border
zone. The gains in the mountainous
Qalamoun region against groups
including the al Qaeda-linked
Nusra Front come at a time when
Assad has suffered significant
defeats elsewhere, notably in Syria’s
northwest. Hezbollah, an Iranian-

backed Shi’ite group with a power-
ful militia, has been a crucial ally for
Assad in the four-year-long war
that has become a focal point for
the struggle between Tehran and
Sunni Saudi Arabia that has backed
the insurgency.

Hezbollah fighters and the army
seized Talat Moussa, the highest
peak in the border area, the group’s
Al-Manar TV and sources briefed on
the situation said, securing control
of the area. Syrian state TV credited
the advance to the army and “the
Lebanese resistance”, an unusual
public acknowledgement of
Hezbollah’s role in the battle for an
area used by the insurgents to ferry
supplies between Syria and
Lebanon. The Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights, a UK-based
group that tracks the conflict, has
reported that the intensity of
Hezbollah’s bombardment had
forced many of the insurgents to
withdraw.

The offensive, in areas some 50
km north of Damascus, had been
expected for some time but was
awaiting the end of winter. I t
addresses one of the risks facing
Assad, who has lost control of wide
parts of the north and east in the
conflict estimated by the United
Nations to have killed 220,000 peo-
ple. Since March, Assad has lost
wide areas of Idlib province in the
northwest at the border with
Turkey, another supporter of the
insurgency against him. 

He also lost the Nasib crossing
with Jordan to rebels. Islamic State,
the single most powerful insurgent
group in Syria, has also been launch-
ing attacks on both government-
and rebel-held areas in central Syria,
as it steps up efforts to expand
beyond its strongholds. Islamic State
fighters killed around 30 govern-
ment troops in an attack on Syrian
army-held areas in Homs province
overnight, the Observatory report-
ed. At least 20 Islamic State fighters
were also killed in and around the
town of Al-Sukhna, some 300 km
northeast of Damascus. Syrian
troops repelled the attack in places
and were still fighting in others, a
military source said.—Agencies

48 killed as Islamic State
fights Syria army in Homs
Hezbollah, Syrian army make big gains in border battle

QALAMUN: A Hezbollah fighter aims his weapon on the Syrian side of the Qalamun hills close to
the Lebanese borders. —AFP

Aid flows in Yemen as 
ceasefire takes hold

SEOUL: A South Korean reserve soldier went on a
shooting spree during a mandatory training ses-
sion in Seoul yesterday, killing a fellow reservist
and injuring three others before killing himself,
officials said. The 24-year-old soldier, surnamed
Choe, abruptly turned around after firing one
round during shooting training and fired seven
rounds with a K-2 rifle at his fellow reservists, army
and defense officials said on condition of
anonymity because of office rules. He then used
the ninth of the 10 bullets he’d been given to com-
mit suicide, they said.

In an odd twist, South Korean pop star PSY,
who is also a reservist, received about an hour of
training at the site before leaving about 20 min-
utes before the shooting occurred because of per-
sonal business, according to an official from the
rapper’s agency YG Entertainment. The official,
who refused to be named, citing office rules, said
the singer was allowed to leave after moving his
remaining training hours to another date. It was
not immediately known why Choe opened fire.
But Yonhap news agency, citing the army, report-
ed that Choe was put in a group of soldiers who
needed special attention when he was on active

service and that he received medical treatment for
depression. The Defense Ministry and the army
couldn’t immediately confirm the report.
Shootings by soldiers at South Korean military bar-
racks have happened with some frequency in
recent years, raising concerns about bullying and
mental health conditions in the country’s armed
forces. 

But a shooting spree involving a reservist is
unusual.  Last year, a South Korean soldier threw a
grenade and opened fire on colleagues, killing five
and wounding seven others. He later told investiga-
tors that he shot fellow soldiers after seeing a draw-
ing they made of him that he considered insulting.
All able-bodied South Korean men must serve
about two years of compulsory military service
under a conscription system aimed at coping with
threats from rival North Korea. Past rampages raised
questions about the discipline and readiness of
South Korea’s military. After finishing their military
duties, South Korean men are required to take
annual military training as members of the coun-
try’s reserve force for eight years and their training
involves shooting drills for the first six years, accord-
ing to the Military Manpower Administration. —AP 

Shooting spree leaves 
2 dead in South Korea

DADAAB: Soon after dawn Bashir Bilal sat outside on
his usual plastic jerry can surrounded by young girls
and boys chanting Quranic verses. Each child
clutched a worn plank of wood instead of an exercise
book, writing on it in Arabic script with ink made from
charcoal and water. In Somalia the Islamic madrassa is
often the only education on offer, but here in the
Dadaab refugee camps it is just the start. Later in the
day the children are able to attend, for free, primary
and even secondary school while scholarships are

available for college education.
Uprooted and dispossessed, life as a refugee is

tough. But for the Somalis who have for years, or even
decades, called Dadaab home there are opportuni-
ties too. Bilal, 47, used to live in Afgoye, a breadbasket
town 30 kilometers northwest of the capital
Mogadishu. When he came to Dadaab five years ago
he found better schooling options than at home
where fees were high and children would often
spend their days helping out on the family farm.

“Children here in Dadaab have the privilege of better
education,” said Bilal. “They will bring change in
Somalia when they go back.”

Just when they will go back is contentious. Kenya’s
government has hosted refugees from Somalia since
1991 when civil war tore the country apart. Since
then Dadaab has grown into the world’s largest
refugee settlement, with over 350,000 residents.

Kenya now wants the camps shut down claiming
they are a security threat used by members of the
Shebab, Somalia’s Al-Qaeda branch, for recruitment,
training and downtime. Albert Kimathi, the area’s top
government official who, as deputy county commis-
sioner is responsible for security, called Dadaab “the
breeding ground, the training ground” for Shebab.
“They use the camps as safe havens,” he said. “I’m not
branding anyone a terrorist, but quite a number of
these terrorists come from Somalia. These people are
one and the same,” said Kimathi.

Hopes and dreams
People living in the camps find such allegations

perplexing. Yakub Abdi left the southern city of
Kismayo in 2011 after Shebab gunmen accused his
father of being a spy, and then executed both his
parents. He hates and fears the militants and so vol-
unteered to chair a neighbourhood watch group in
one of Dadaab’s five camps. “This is not the place
they are recruiting,” said the 29-year old father of
two. His 260 fellow volunteers in the Community
Peace and Protection Team keep tabs on new
arrivals to their camp, reporting anyone suspicious
to police. —AFP

Life and opportunity in the 
world biggest refugee camp

DADAAB: Photo shows an overview of part of the eastern sector of the IFO-2 camp in
the sprawling Dadaab refugee camp, north of the Kenyan capital Nairobi. —AFP


