
NAJAF: The Islamic State group carried out
rare attacks in Iraq’s deep Shiite south yester-
day, killing at least 33 people with twin suicide
car bomb blasts in the city of Samawa. “The
hospitals have received 33 dead,” a senior offi-
cial in the Muthanna health department, which
covers Samawa,  told AFP.  An off icer  in
Muthanna Operations Command confirmed
the toll. They said at least 50 people were also
wounded in the blasts in Samawa, 230 km
south of Baghdad. “Two car bombs went off in
town. The first one was at around midday near
a bus station in the city centre,” a senior police
officer in Muthanna province said. “The other
exploded about five minutes later, 400 metres
from the spot of the first explosion,” he said.

IS issued a statement later on social media
claiming two suicide attackers detonated their
car bombs against members of the security
forces. It named the bombers as Abu Dayyar

Al-Qurashi and Abu Zubayr Al-Zaidi, saying
that the second blew up his car bomb as secu-
rity forces rushed to the scene of the first blast.
Samawa is the capital of Muthanna and lies
deep in Iraq’s Shiite heartland and such attacks
there are rare. Muthanna also borders Saudi
Arabia and a vast Iraqi desert that connects the
troubled province of Anbar with the south.

A car bomb just outside Baghdad on
Saturday killed at least 23 people, according to
security and medical sources. That attack tar-
geted Shiite faithful walking to the northern
Baghdad shrine of Imam Musa Kadhim, the sev-
enth of 12 imams revered in Shiite Islam. The
Iraqi capital remains on high security alert for a
whole week as the faithful walk from all over
the country to commemorate Imam Kadhim.

The Islamic State jihadist group, which con-
siders Shiites heretics, almost systematically
attempts to target pilgrims marching to holy

sites during Iraq’s many religious commemora-
tions. But there was no immediate indication
that the attacks in Samawa specifically target-
ed Shiite pilgrims. IS has carried out several
large and very deadly bomb attacks south of
Baghdad in recent weeks. At least 61 people
were k i l led when a massive truck bomb
exploded at  a check point at  one of  the
entrances to the city of Hilla on March 6. A sui-
cide bomber blew himself up on March 26 dur-
ing a trophy ceremony after a local football
tournament near Iskandariyah, killing more
than 30 people, many of them teenagers and
children.

The jihadist group has been losing territory
steadily in Iraq for almost a year. Observers
have warned that, as their self-proclaimed
“caliphate” shrinks, IS fighters are likely to
revert to their old guerrilla tactics and ramp up
suicide attacks on civilian targets. — AFP 

SAMAWAH, Iraq: Iraqi women walk past a damaged car following a twin suicide bombing attack claimed by the Islamic State (IS)
group in this southern Iraqi city yesterday. — AFP 
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South Korean president 
visits Iran to boost ties

TEHRAN: South Korea’s president arrived in Tehran yesterday for
the first summit between the two countries since they established
diplomatic ties in 1962. President Park Geun-hye’s office said ahead
of the three-day visit that she would hold talks with her Iranian
counterpart Hassan Rouhani on the Korean Peninsula and ways to
promote bilateral ties. Iran’s state news agency IRNA says Rouhani
will hold a welcoming ceremony today. IRNA says over 230 busi-
ness executives are accompanying Park.

Iran has been seeking to integrate into the global financial sys-
tem and improve ties with other countries since nuclear-related

sanctions were lifted in January
under a landmark deal with
world powers. Energy-hungry
South Korea, the world’s fifth
largest importer of crude, used
to be one of the biggest buyers
of Iranian oil, but imports plum-
meted as a result of sanctions.
IRNA said trade between the
two countries is currently at $6.1
billion, and that Tehran would
like to boost that to $17.4 bil-
lion, a level last reached in 2011,
before the nuclear-related sanc-
tions were imposed.

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan
Namdar Zangeneh says Iran has
raised its oil and gas condensate
exports to South Korea to
400,000 barrels per day, a four-

fold increase since the nuclear deal was implemented in January.
South Korea and Iran established diplomatic ties in 1962 but their
heads of states have never had bilateral talks, according to Park’s
office. Iran and North Korea, which forged diplomatic relations in
1973, have long been suspected of being close partners in
weapons technologies. North Korea was slapped with tougher UN
sanctions for its fourth nuclear test and long-range rocket launch
earlier this year. Iran has denied ever seeking atomic weapons,
insisting its nuclear program is for purely civilian purposes like
power generation and medical research. — AP 

Rare IS bombings in 
southern Iraq kill 33

50 wounded in twin blasts

ALEPPO: Russia said yesterday it was working
to freeze fighting in Syria’s Aleppo as US
Secretary of State John Kerry was due in
Geneva in a bid to restore a nationwide cease-
fire. More than a week of fighting in Syria’s sec-
ond city has killed hundreds of civilians and left
a UN-backed peace process hanging by a
thread. Concern has been growing that the
fighting in Aleppo will lead to the complete col-
lapse of a landmark ceasefire between
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime and non-
jihadist rebels that was brokered by Moscow
and Washington.

On Saturday, Russia said it would not urge
Assad’s forces to halt air raids on the war-rav-
aged city as they were targeting jihadist groups
not covered by the ceasefire, which took effect
in late February. But yesterday, after
Washington called on Russia to push its Syrian
ally to end the strikes, the head of Moscow’s
coordination centre in Syria said talks on a
freeze had begun.

“Currently active negotiations are underway
to establish a ‘regime of silence’ in Aleppo
province,” Lieutenant General Sergei Kuralenko
was quoted as saying by Russian news agen-
cies. He said that a freeze in fighting in Eastern
Ghouta, a suburb of Damascus, had been
extended by another 24 hours to the end of
Sunday and that another freeze was holding in
northern Latakia province.

More than 250 Civilians Dead 
“We are calling on all sides interested in

establishing peace in Syria to support the
Russian-American initiative and not to allow a
regime of silence to be disrupted,” Kuralenko
said, speaking from Russia’s Hmeimim air base
in Syria. Kerry was due in Geneva later on
Sunday for talks with UN envoy Staffan de

Mistura and the Saudi and Jordanian foreign
ministers on reviving the ceasefire. In calls to De
Mistura and the lead Syrian opposition negotia-
tor on Saturday, Kerry expressed “deep concern”
about Aleppo, which has suffered some of the
worst fighting in a war that has killed more than
270,000 people and displaced millions.

Kerry made clear that ending the violence in
Aleppo and returning ultimately to a durable,
nationwide ceasefire was a top priority,
spokesman John Kirby said. At least 253 civil-
ians - including 49 children - have died in
shelling, rocket fire and air strikes in both sides
of the divided city since April 22, according to
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights moni-
toring group. Early yesterday, the provincial
capital’s rebel-held east was eerily quiet after
days of bombing, an AFP correspondent said,
with the last air strike there at around 1:00 am
(2200 GMT Saturday) local time. There were no
reports of fighting in the city’s regime-con-
trolled west, the Observatory said. Air strikes did
hit several rebel areas on Aleppo’s northwestern
outskirts, after rebel shelling of the west and
regime bombing north of the city in the night,
the Observatory said.

More rockets were fired from rebel-held
areas into the west yesterday but without caus-
ing any casualties, it said. The regime also
dropped barrel bombs on the so-called Castello
road, the only route in and out of rebel-held
parts of Aleppo, the Observatory said. The road
is used both to bring supplies including food
and medicine into rebel-held areas and as an
escape route for civilians. The Syrian army said
Sunday it was extending the freeze in fighting
in Damascus and Eastern Ghouta to 1:00 am
today (2200 GMT Sunday). The same “freeze”
was set to hold until 1:00 am Tuesday in Latakia,
a regime stronghold. — AFP 

Russia, US in bids to 
halt Aleppo fighting 

ISTANBUL: A car bomb yesterday struck the
Turkish city of Gaziantep, a major refugee hub
near the Syrian border, killing at least two
policemen and wounding 22 people as the
country reels from a succession of militant
attacks. On a day of violence dubbed “Black
Sunday” by local media, three Turkish soldiers
died in a separate attack in the province of
Mardin to the east, in an ambush by Kurdish
militants who have killed hundreds of security
forces in a renewed insurgency since last year.

With Turkey on high alert for May Day cele-
brations, four suspected jihadists were
detained in Ankara on suspicion of planning
attacks and other May 1 events were cancelled
elsewhere over security fears. One policeman
was killed when the car bomb went off out-

side the police headquarters in Gaziantep and
23 people were wounded, including 19 police,
the office of Gaziantep regional governor Ali
Yerlikaya said in a statement. One more police
officer later died of his wounds in hospital. The
governor’s office statement did not say which
group could be to blame.

‘Link to IS Jihadists’ 
Turkish news reports said the investiga-

tion was focusing on the possibility the attack
was carried out by Islamic State (IS) jihadists
who still control territory in Syria on the other
side of the border. Police arrested the father
of a known IS member in the city, named as
Ismail G, and were carrying out DNA tests to
ascertain if the son was the perpetrator, the

Hurriyet daily said. One of the main cities of
Turkey’s southeast, Gaziantep has a popula-
tion of around 1.5 million and is an important
centre for refugees who have fled the war in
neighboring Syria. 

The bombing comes with Turkey on edge
after two deadly attacks in Istanbul this year
blamed on IS jihadists and a pair of attacks in
Ankara that were claimed by Kurdish mili-
tants and killed dozens. The latest attack in
the heart of one of the country’s main urban
centres is likely to further raise alarm about
security in Turkey, which has seen tourism fall
sharply since the start of the year. A top flight
Turkish basketball league match between
Fenerbahce of Istanbul and Gaziantep due to
be played in the city Sunday afternoon was

postponed after the attack.

Three Soldiers Killed by PKK 
Meanwhile three Turkish soldiers were

killed and 14 others wounded in the attack in
Kurdish-dominated Mardin province to the
east of Gaziantep carried out by Kurdistan
Workers Party (PKK) militants, the army said.
The attack took place in the Nusaybin district
of Mardin, where the army has been conduct-
ing a military operation backed by a curfew
against the PKK, it said. The Dogan news
agency said the PKK opened fire with rockets
on an army bomb disposal team.

The PKK - which has fought an insurgency
against the Turkish state for more than three
decades - has killed hundreds of members of
the security forces in the southeast since a
truce collapsed last summer. With Turkey on
edge, a female suicide bomber on
Wednesday blew herself up in the usually
peaceful former Ottoman capital of Bursa,
south of Istanbul. The Kurdistan Freedom
Falcons (TAK) - a radical splinter group of the
better-known PKK - yesterday claimed the
Bursa attack, saying the female suicide
bomber had detonated her charge before
reaching the intended target.

New IS Rocket Strike on Kilis 
Also on Sunday, four people were wound-

ed in the Turkish town of Kilis, just south of
Gaziantep, by rockets fired from an IS-con-
trolled area of Syria, Anatolia said. Eighteen
people, including Syrian refugees, have been
killed in Kilis by IS rocket attacks since
January, prompting anxiety and anger
among local residents. Following reconnais-
sance by drones after the latest strikes,
Turkish artillery hit IS positions in Syria yes-
terday, Anatolia said, adding that nine
jihadists were killed. — AFP 

Car bomb kills two Turkish police

BEIRUT: Protesters hold a giant Syrian revolution flag during a protest in
front of the United Nations headquarters yesterday against Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assadís military operations in areas held by insurgents
around the country, mostly in the northern city of Aleppo that has been the
main point of violence. — AP 

ROME: Fifteen migrants are missing after their boat
sank on Friday, the second shipwreck that day in the
Mediterranean, bringing the number of lives lost to
almost 100, the UN said yesterday. A boat carrying
around 120 people had sunk early Friday, four hours
after leaving Libya for Italy, UN refugee agency
(UNHCR) spokeswoman Carlotta Sami told AFP,
adding that “some 15 persons went missing”. Among
the missing were four Nigerians, two people from the
Ivory Coast, three from Guinea, two from Sudan and
one from Mali, she said.

Survivors were being disembarked in Pozzallo,
Sicily, she said, adding that eight people had been
taken straight to hospital “due to their serious health
conditions,” and that two bodies had also been dis-
embarked. The news came a day after the
International Organization for Migration said that
only 26 people were rescued from an inflatable boat

carrying around 110 migrants when it sank off Libya
in a separate shipwreck Friday. Sami said yesterday
that 27 people, including four women, were rescued
from that boat sinking.

Survivors had provided harrowing accounts of the
tragedy, both UNHCR and IOM said. “Due to the very
bad conditions of the sea, some two hours after the
departure the small boat started to take on water,”
just a few miles off shore, Sami said in an email.

Boat Broke in Two 
IOM spokesman in Italy, Flavio Di Giacomo, told

AFP Saturday that the vessel had been “in a very bad
state, was taking on water and many people fell into
the water and drowned”. The boat in the end broke
into two parts throwing all the passengers into the
waves, Sami said. Rough seas and waves topping two
metres (seven feet) hampered attempts to find any

other survivors. Sami said the health conditions of
several of the survivors were “reportedly serious”.
“Survivors say they lost relatives and friends during
the shipwreck,” she said. 

The first hint of the tragedy came early Saturday,
when Italy’s coastguard said an Italian cargo ship had
rescued 26 migrants from a flimsy boat sinking off
the coast of Libya but voiced fears that dozens more
could be missing. The coastguard received a call from
a satellite phone late Friday that helped locate the
stricken inflatable and called on the merchant ship to
make a detour to the area about seven kilometres off
the Libyan coast near Sabratha.

The migrants rescued were transferred to two
coastguard vessel and taken to the Italian island of
Lampedusa. Images released by the coastguard
showed two women wrapped in shawls and blankets
stepping off one of their vessels. Giacomo said five

unaccompanied minors aged between 16 and 17
were among those rescued. More than 350,000 peo-
ple fleeing conflict and poverty have reached Italy on
boats from Libya since the start of 2014, as Europe
struggles to manage its biggest migration crisis since
World War II.

The Red Cross also voiced alarm at Friday’s tragic
boat sinkings, warning that more were likely to come.
“As warmer weather and calmer seas approach, we
can expect more people to attempt this crossing,”
said Simon Missiri, International Federation of Red
Cross and Red Crescent Societies regional director for
Europe. “We must work together to focus on provid-
ing safe routes for people fleeing their homes and
seeking sanctuary,” he said in a statement. More than
1,260 people have already died or gone missing try-
ing to cross the Mediterranean to Europe this year,
according to UNHCR numbers. — AFP 

100 missing in two Mediterranean shipwrecks

TEHRAN: South Korean
President Park Geun-hye
arrives at Mehrabad Airport
yesterday.  — AP 

GAZIANTEP, Turkey: Security officers and firefighters work moments after an explosion outside the police headquarters
yesterday. — AP 


