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UNITED NATIONS: The United Nations
said yesterday two contractors with the
world body had been detained in
Yemen, but gave no further details on
the incident.

“ Two contractors have been
detained and the Deputy Secretary-
General (Jan Eliasson) is looking into it,”
a UN  spokesman said without elaborat-
ing or confirming if  the two were
American citizens.

A US State Department official said
the department was aware of reports
that two US citizens had been detained
at Sanaa airport in Yemen.

“The protection of US citizens over-
seas is  one of  the Depar tment of

State’s highest priorities, including in
these cases,” the official  said in an
email. “Due to privacy considerations,
we do not have any further informa-
tion to share.”

A Saudi-led Arab coalition inter-
vened in Yemen’s civil war in March to
try to restore the government after it
was toppled by I ran-al l ied Houthi
forces, but a mounting civilian death
toll and dire humanitarian situation
has alarmed human rights groups.

The United Nations has designated
Yemen as one of its  highest-level
humanitarian crises, alongside emer-
gencies in South Sudan, Syria and Iraq.
It says more than 21 million people in

Yemen need help, or about 80 percent
of the population.

Dozens killed 
Dozens of Yemeni Shiite rebels and

pro-government fighters have been killed
in clashes in several southern provinces as
Saudi-led coalition aircraft targeted the
Iran-backed insurgents, military officials
said yesterday. Fierce clashes raged in the
areas of Al-Zaher and Thi al-Naem in
Baida province between Huthi rebels and
Popular Resistance fighters allied with
forces loyal to President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi, tribal sources said.

The clashes overnight left 19 rebels
and 14 Popular Resistance fighters dead,

according to tribal and medical sources.
Gun battles also flared up in Al-
Madaribah in southwestern Yemen on
the border between Lahj and Taez
provinces, leaving an unknown number
of fighters killed and wounded, military
sources said. Southern fighters said they
were defending the area against rebels
trying to reach the shores of the strategic
Bab al-Mandab strait, some 50 kilometres
(30 miles) away, which was seized by loy-
alists last month.  

The narrow waterway, which sepa-
rates Yemen from Djibouti, funnels ship-
ping to and from the Suez Canal in the
northern Red Sea. Witnesses said that
many residents fled the area due to

heavy fighting. Warplanes from a Saudi-
led coalition raided positions of Huthis
and allied renegade troops loyal to oust-
ed president Ali Abdullah Saleh, military
officials said. The air strikes destroyed
rebel vehicles in the central Ibb
province, close to Daleh, which was
seized by pro-government forces along
with four other southern provinces earli-
er this year.

The coalition launched an air cam-
paign against the rebels in late March, in
support of Hadi who had been forced to
flee to Riyadh. Around 5,000 people have
been killed in the conflict since March,
more than half of them civilians, accord-
ing to UN estimates.—AFP
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ST PETERSBURG: Relatives and friends of those on the Metrojet flight that
crashed in Egypt comfort each other while gathering to grieve at a hotel
near St Petersburg’s Pulkovo airport outside St Petersburg yesterday. —AP

DAMASCUS: The United States’ deci-
sion to send troops into Syria is an act
of aggression because it does not
have the government’s agreement, a
Syrian member of parliament said yes-
terday. Sharif Shehadeh told The
Associated Press that the troops will
have no effect on the ground, but that
Washington wants to say it is present
in Syria. “What has happened to make
America realize, after five years, that it

should send between 30 and 50 mili-
tary advisers?” asked Shehadeh, refer-
ring to the start of the country’s crisis
in March 2011 that has since killed
more than 250,000 people.

American officials say up to 50
special operations troops will be sent
to assist Kurdish and Arab forces in
northern Syria. A US-led coalition has
been targeting the Islamic State

group with airstrikes since September
2014, killing 12,000 extremists with-
out weakening the group.

The decision to send US troops to
Syria comes a month after Russia
began launching airstrikes against
insurgents in the country. Russia’s
airstrikes were agreed upon with the
Syrian government.

“When America sends ground
forces into Syrian territories without

an agreement with the Syrian govern-
ment it becomes an intervention and
aggression,” Shehadeh said by tele-
phone. “Will America allow Russian
ground forces to go into America
without an agreement? I think the
answer is no.”

The US has conducted special
operations raids in Syria before and is
expected to continue to carry out

more unilateral raids. The US decision
came as activists said some rebel
groups, as well as the main US-
backed Kurdish militia known as the
YPG, are preparing for an offensive
against IS in its de facto capital of
Raqqa. Earlier this month, US cargo
planes dropped small arms and
ammunition to Arab groups fighting
IS in northern Syria in what appeared
to be preparation for the attack.

Yesterday, the Democratic Forces
of Syria, a coalition of Arab, Christian
and Kurdish factions in northern
Syria, declared that they have started
an operation to “liberate” areas south
of the northeastern city of Hassekeh.

IS has several strongholds in the
predominantly Kurdish province of
Hassakeh that borders Iraq. The
announcement was carried by the

Britain-based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights and social media
pages of rebel groups. The Rebels
Army group carried the statement
from the coalition’s spokesman who
goes by the name of Abu Ali as vow-
ing to “cleanse Syria’s soil from the
filth of terrorist groups.”

Death toll 70
International medical charity

Medecins Sans Frontieres  said yester-
day that at least 70 people had been
killed in a missile attack on a market-
place near Damascus the day before.
A monitoring group, which had put
the toll at 57, said bombardments
continued in the area, and that anoth-
er six people were killed by govern-
ment air strikes yesterday morning.

The bombardments came as air
raids by Syrian government forces
and Russian warplanes intensified
across the country. Moscow’s month-
old military intervention in support of
President Bashar Al-Assad has
alarmed the United States and its
allies, as world powers step up diplo-
matic efforts to end the war.

Syrian government forces fired
missiles into a marketplace in the
town of Douma northeast of
Damascus on Friday in the bloodiest
attack on the area for weeks, the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said. MSF said a strike on a hospital on
Thursday, which itself had killed 15
people, caused damage to medical
facilities that made it difficult for para-
medics to treat the wounded from
the marketplace bombing the follow-
ing day.

“MSF fears the intensification of
bombing that has been seen in
northern and central Syria over the
course of October could become
even more horrific if it spreads to
besieged areas around Damascus,
where almost a million people are
trapped,” it said in a statement.

Yesterday, at least 15 air strikes hit
the area, the Observatory said. Syria’s
four-year-old conflict has killed an
estimated 250,000 people and driven
more than 11 million from their
homes. —Agencies
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‘Troops will have no effect on ground’

BEKAA VALLEY: Syrian refugee boys play at a refugee camp in the town of Hosh Hareem, in the
Bekaa valley, east Lebanon. The United Nations said the worsening conflict in Syria has left
13.5 million people in need of aid and some form of protection, including more than six million
children. —AP

SAINT PETERSBURG: Irina Semyonova said her
friend Natasha last called her from the Egyptian
resort of Sharm El-Sheikh to say she’d bought
her a present of perfume from the airport’s duty-
free shop.

“She was vacationing there with a friend,”
Semyonova said blankly, showing a picture on her
phone of a smiling swimsuit-clad young woman,
her blonde hair in a long plait. Semyonova was
one of a crowd of people gathered in Pulkovo air-
port in Saint-Petersburg, Russia’s second largest
city, who were left reeling after news broke that
the plane they had been waiting for had crashed
shortly after takeoff in Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula.

Like many Russians, Semyonova’s friend had
gone on holiday to one of Egypt’s Red Sea resorts
which are especially popular during the winter
when people try and escape the long months of
cold and dark in search of warmer climes.  Many of
those who came to pick up friends or relatives
were in denial as reports trickled about the fate of
the 224 people who had been onboard the Airbus
321 operated by the Russian carrier Kogalymavia.
Airport officials tried to keep things calm with a
tannoy announcement asking all those waiting to
meet those on board the ill-fated Sharm El-Sheikh
flight to “come to the information stand.” 

They were then ushered onto buses and taken
to a hotel where psychologists and doctors were
waiting at an impromptu crisis centre which has
already asked family members to provide DNA
samples for identifying remains.

‘I’ll keep hoping’ 
“My wife was on that plane,” said Nail, a grief-

stricken 60-year-old with tears in his eyes. “She was
on vacation with our children but thank God, the
children had come back two days earlier.

“I had a bad dream today, she was in it,” he said.
“At 6:00 am she sent me a text message that she
was going to the airport, and that was it.”

Confusion and fear also gripped passengers

who had been due to fly out to Egypt on holiday
as their plane, operated by Kogalymavia but char-
tered by a Moscow-based tour operator Brisco,
failed to show up.  “Nobody came out to talk to us
yet, we don’t know what plane we’ll be on,” a pas-
senger called Anzhelika told the Rossiya-24 chan-
nel.

“If it’s Kogalymavia, we don’t want to fly,” she
said. No representative of the airline could be
found at the airport and nobody at the company
was answering the phones. 

Russia has a dismal air safety record, with char-
ter flights often under pressure to book to capacity
on ageing jets in a bid to cut costs. Kogalymavia is
a small regional carrier which flies mostly interna-
tional charter services. Regional airlines in Russia
are especially notorious and the crash is likely to
raise renewed concerns about the safety of air
travel in a country where experts have sounded
the alarm over the nation’s ageing fleet of passen-
ger jets.

Two years ago, Russian lawmakers called for a
ban on planes built more than 20 years ago after a
23-year-old Boeing 737 operated by a regional air-
line crashed, killing all 50 people on board.

Russia has already announced a probe into
possible safety violations in Saturday’s crash and a
high-level delegation of rescue workers and inves-
tigators, including two ministers, was slated to fly
out to the crash site. The Kremlin has designated
November 1 as a day of national mourning.

“I am meeting my parents,” said 25-year-old Ella
Smirnova, a tall young woman with a shock-
induced smile on her face, waiting by Pulkovo’s
information stand. “I spoke to them last on the
phone when they were already on the plane, and
then I heard the news.”

“I will keep hoping until the end that they are
alive, but perhaps I will never see them again,” she
told AFP. Shortly afterwards, the Russian embassy
in Egypt issued a statement saying there were no
survivors. —AFP
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HEBRON, Palestinian Territories: Israeli forces shot
dead a suspected Palestinian knife attacker yesterday
as funerals were to be held in the restive West Bank
city of Hebron for others killed in the latest wave of
violence. The surge of unrest since early October has
triggered fears of a third Palestinian intifada, or upris-
ing, against Israeli occupation by a generation
gripped by despair and anger over stalled peace
efforts.

The Palestinian was shot and killed at a check-
point between the West Bank and Israel when he

reportedly tried to stab a border guard, police
said. 

Nine Israelis, 66 Palestinians and an Arab Israeli
have been killed since wave of attacks and violent
clashes broke out a month ago in Jerusalem. The
violence has spread to the West Bank, with daily
attacks on Israeli soldiers and protests, and also to
the Gaza Strip where demonstrators have clashed

with Israeli forces along the borders of the block-
aded coastal enclave. Saturday’s foiled knife
attack comes as Palestinians were to hold in
Hebron a mass funeral for five teenagers, includ-
ing two girls, killed in unrest with Israeli forces,
after Israel released their bodies for burial.

Israel says the five stabbed or had attempted to
stab soldiers. Another Palestinian is to be buried sepa-
rately in Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem while another
young Palestinian was buried late Friday in Jenin.
Many of the attackers who have targeted Israeli forces

come from Hebron, a stronghold of the Islamist
movement Hamas and a powder keg in the decades-
old Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

In recent days the city has been rocked by protests
over Israel’s policy of withholding the bodies of
attackers as part of measures to dissuade attacks on
Jews.

Hebron-home to a shrine known to Jews as Cave

of the Patriarchs and to Muslims as the Ibrahimi
Mosque-is a city of 200,000 Palestinians, has long
been the commercial heart of the West Bank.

But the presence of 500 Israeli settlers near the city
centre, protected by barbed wire, watchtowers and a
buffer zone patrolled by the army, has helped make it
a hotbed for unrest.

On Friday, dozens of protesters outside the shrine
condemned restrictions on access imposed by Israel,
which has split it into a mosque and a synagogue.

Clinton at Rabin rally 
The Maariv newspaper reported that more army

checkpoints were being set up in Hebron at the
entrances and exits to Jewish areas, where
Palestinians aged 15 to 25 will not be allowed to pass.

And Israeli Internal Security Minister Gilad Erdan
has said the government wants to prevent families
making funerals a “show of support for terrorism and
incitation to murder”.

Simmering tensions boiled over in September
over the status of the Al-Aqsa mosque compound in
Jerusalem, a site holy to both Muslims and Jews,
before spiralling into a series of violent attacks from
October 1. Palestinians accuse Israel of seeking to
change the rules governing the site, although Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has insisted he will not
alter a status quo that forbids Jews from praying
there.

On Friday the Palestinians also urged the
International Criminal Court to accelerate its probe
into accusations of “Israeli war crimes”, handing over a
new 52-page dossier alleging summary killings and
collective punishment.

A delegation led by president Mahmud Abbas
asked prosecutor Fatou Bensouda “to expedite” a pre-
liminary inquiry into alleged crimes over the past 40
days, foreign minister Riad Al-Malki said. “It is
extremely important to expedite the process...
because if Israel feels impunity, what will deter Israel
from multiplying the victims?” Malki asked. 

Also yesterday, former US president Bill Clinton
was to address a rally in Tel Aviv in memory of Yitzhak
Rabin, the Israeli premier assassinated 20 years ago by
a rightwing Jewish extremist.

The Nobel Peace prize laureate who had signed
the 1993 Oslo accords aimed at resolving the decades
long Palestinian-Israeli conflict was shot dead in Tel
Aviv at a peace rally. —AFP

Palestinians to bury their dead in flashpoint Hebron

ST PETERSBERG: People gather at the airline information desk of Russian air-
line Kogalymavia’s at Pulkovo airport in St Petersburg yesterday. —AP

RIYADH: Russia and Iran must agree to a date
and means for Syria’s President Bashar Al-Assad
to quit the country, and agree to withdraw all
foreign forces from Syria, Saudi Arabia’s Foreign
Minister Adel Al-Jubeir said in an interview with
Sky News Arabia broadcast yesterday.

Arch regional competitors Saudi Arabia and
Iran, whose rivalry has been aggravated by
their support for opposing sides in Syria, both
took part in talks to find a peaceful solution for
the country for the first time in Vienna on
Friday. Jubeir said in the interview the Vienna
talks, which will resume within two weeks,
would show how serious Assad and his backers
Iran and Russia were in seeking a peaceful solu-
tion to the crisis.

“Our two points where we differ from them

are on a date and means for Assad’s depar-
ture, and the second point is on a date and
means for the withdrawal of foreign forces,
especially Iranian ones. These are the two
basic points without which there can be no
solution,” he said.

Assad and Iran accuse Saudi Arabia and its
Gulf allies of being behind terrorism in Syria
through their backing of rebel groups. Those
countries say they only arm and finance secu-
lar or moderate Islamist rebel groups. Saudi
Arabia has characterised Assad’s use of air
power and artillery in Syrian cities as genoci-
dal and has described the presence of Iranian
military forces and Shiite Muslim Iraqi and
Lebanese militia in Syria as a foreign occupa-
tion. —Reuters

Saudi says Assad, Iran-backed 
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JENIN: Friends and relatives of 18-year-old Palestinian Mahmud Nazal mourn over
his body during his funeral in the village of Qabatiya,south of the West Bank city of
Jenin yesterday.—AFP


