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GENEVA: US Secretary of State John Kerry
launched a desperate push on Monday to
salvage a ceasefire in Syria, as the country’s
second city of Aleppo reeled from a week
of fighting that killed hundreds of civilians.
With the two-month old truce brokered by
the United States and Russia under severe
threat, Kerry said Washington and Moscow
had made progress in trying to contain the
bloodshed, but warned it was premature
to promise success. 

The top US diplomat gave some of his
most downbeat comments yet after meet-
ing the United Nations Syria envoy Staffan
de Mistura in Geneva, saying the conflict
was “in many ways out of control and
deeply disturbing to everybody in the
world, I hope.” The US and Russia have
agreed to bolster the number of Geneva-
based ceasefire monitors, Kerry told
reporters, pledging to work “in the next
hours” to rein in violence on the ground.  

In and around Aleppo, a week of fight-
ing has killed more than 250 people.  Kerry
accused President Bashar al-Assad’s regime
of deliberately targeting three clinics and a
major hospital last week.  “The attack on
this hospital is unconscionable,” he said.
“And it has to stop.”

There was a relative lull in the unrest lat-
er yesterday, allowing some residents to

venture out into the streets, AFP’s corre-
spondents in Aleppo said, with some even
opening up shops.

Diplomatic push 
Kerry said a bolstered group of ceasefire

monitors will track violations “24 hours a day,
seven days a week.” A senior US diplomat,
speaking on condition of anonymity, said the
US, Russia and the UN have moved forward
on a new ceasefire mechanism for Aleppo,
but a deal was not complete. Kerry stressed
that the goal was to re-enforce a broad truce
capable of withstanding further tests. 

He said he would call Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov later yesterday.
“We’re trying to press this as fast as possi-
ble but I don’t want to make  any promises
that can’t be kept,” he told reporters after
meeting de Mistura and Saudi Foreign
Minister Adel al-Jubeir-whose government
has influence with key rebel groups.  De
Mistura was due to fly to Moscow for talks
with Lavrov today. 

Aleppo violence 
While agreeing in theory to support a

ceasefire, Russia has done little to rein in
Assad’s forces around Aleppo, which were
in action again early yesterday. Several
neighborhoods, including the heavily-pop-

ulated Bustan Al-Qasr district, were hit,
according to AFP’s correspondent in the
northern city.  

Despite the early-morning raids, there
was relative quiet in Aleppo’s rebel-held
east. Kerry said Washington would press
moderate rebels to separate themselves
from the Al-Nusra Front’s jihadists in
Aleppo. Russia and Assad’s regime have
used the presence of Al-Nusra, which was

not party to a February 27 ceasefire deal, as
an excuse to press their offensive. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights mon-
itor says at least 253 civilians including 49
children-have been killed on both sides of
divided Aleppo since April 22.

The city was initially left out of a deal to
“reinforce” the February truce agreement.
The freeze in fighting, announced on
Friday, applied to battlefronts in the coastal

province of Latakia and Eastern Ghouta,
near Damascus. State television reported a
Syrian army announcement yesterday that
the freeze has been extended for another
48 hours in Eastern Ghouta, until 1:00 am
Wednesday (2200 GMT Tuesday). The same
“freeze” is set to hold until 1:00 am Tuesday
in Latakia, a regime stronghold.

Peace talks? 
Syria’s conflict erupted in 2011 after the

brutal repression of anti-government
protests and has since escalated into a
complex, multi-faceted war, which has
killed more than 270,000 people.  The
renewed bloodshed has dampened hopes
that the ceasefire could finally lay the
groundwork for an end to the conflict. Last
month’s peace talks in Geneva failed to
make headway, although de Mistura has
voiced hope they can resume next month. 

The UN envoy has however made
clear that before restarting talks he wants
to see a reduction in violence and a meet-
ing convened of the international group
supporting Syria, known as the ISSG, to
strengthen the peace drive.  French
Foreign Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault said
Paris supported an ISSG meeting was
“totally mobilized” in pushing for the
peace process to resume. — AFP
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GENEVA: US Secretary of State John Kerry (L) arrives with UN Syria envoy Staffan
de Mistura to a press briefing following a meeting yesterday in Geneva. —AFP

TEHRAN: Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani yes-
terday pushed for a Korean peninsula free of
nuclear weapons, the official IRNA news agency
reported. Rouhani met with visiting South
Korean President Park Geun-hye and said Iran
seeks a world free of weapons of mass destruc-
tion, “especially nuclear” weapons.

“Our demand is a world free of weapons of
mass destruction, especially freeing the Korean
peninsula and the Middle East from destructive
weapons,” he said. Park said she has asked for
Iran’s help in implementing UN Security Council
resolutions calling for the nuclear disarmament
of the Korean peninsula. The remarks were

aimed at North Korea, which has been hit with
tough UN sanctions over its nuclear weapons
program. North Korea has conducted four
nuclear bomb tests and tested a long-range
rocket earlier this year. Park arrived in Tehran on
Sunday for the first visit by a South Korean presi-
dent to Iran since 1962.

Rouhani said both sides agreed to increase
their bilateral trade from the current $6 billion
per year to $18 billion in the coming years.
They also signed a number of agreements in
the fields of oil and gas, railroads, tourism, and
technology, and agreed to re-establish direct
flights between Tehran and Seoul Iran has

been seeking to reintegrate into the global
economic system since nuclear-related sanc-
tions were lifted in January under a landmark
deal with world powers.

Energy-hungry South Korea, the world’s fifth
largest importer of crude oil, used to be one of
the biggest buyers of Iranian oil before the
sanctions were imposed. Iran said it has raised
its oil and gas condensate exports to South
Korea to 400,000 barrels per day, a fourfold
increase since the nuclear deal was implement-
ed. South Korea and Iran established diplomatic
ties in 1962 but their heads of states have never
held bi-lateral talks.— Agencies
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TEHRAN: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani yesterday reviewing the honor guard with South Korean President Park Geun-hye (C-R) during a
ceremony at the presidential palace in the capital Tehran. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraq’s political reform process was in
limbo yesterday after protesters demanding a
change of government reacted to weeks of stalling
by storming parliament. Security concerns were
also high due to the presence in Baghdad of thou-
sands of Shiite pilgrims, who were targeted for the
second time in three days with a suicide bombing
that killed at least 14 people.

Demonstrators pulled out of the Green Zone,
where parliament is located, on Sunday evening, a
day after breaching the walls of the fortified gov-
ernment district. But the protesters, most of whom
are followers of outspoken cleric Moqtada Al-Sadr,
also warned they would be back on the streets of
Baghdad on Friday if their demands were not met.

Sadr supports Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s
efforts to form a new cabinet of technocrats to
replace the current government of party-affiliated
ministers, accused of graft and sectarianism.

There was no clear plan of action emerging
Monday from any of the main players and several
sources said Sadr himself flew to neighboring Iran,
the main foreign broker among Shiite political blocs
in Iraq. “The leader of the Sadrist movement left at
11:00 am from Najaf airport to the Imam Khomeini
airport” southwest of Tehran, a Najaf airport official
told AFP. “Sadr took two other clerics with him,” the
official said, speaking on condition of anonymity. A
political source in Baghdad had the same informa-
tion but there was no confirmation from either his
office or Tehran. 

Iraq’s lawmakers looked unlikely to hold another
session this week however, with the main parlia-
ment building requiring a massive cleanup follow-
ing Saturday’s events.

Thousands of mostly Sadrist protesters pulled
down blast walls around the Green Zone and
stormed the chamber after MPs again failed to
agree on reforms. 

Some MPs were roughed up on Saturday and
their vehicles vandalised, and lawmakers appeared
wary of exposing themselves to another attack. “It
was decided to hold a parliamentary session next
week in another place because the (parliament) hall

was damaged,” MP Abbas al-Bayati told AFP. There
was no official statement from the speaker on the
issue however.

IS claims fresh bombing 
Abadi called for those who committed violent

acts on Saturday to be arrested, but his grip on
Iraq’s top job looked more tenuous than ever. A sen-
ior official in the Dawa party, of which Abadi is a
member, said there was discussion within the party
of the premier’s resignation.

“We are in a debate inside the party for the first
time (on) the demand for Abadi to resign,” the offi-
cial said. A Sunni MP, Ahmed al-Masari, said his bloc
was demanding the restructuring of the political
process through... meetings in the coming days”.

Another lawmaker said Kurdish MPs in the feder-
al parliament were weighing their participation
altogether. Since coming to power in September
2014, Abadi has faced tough opposition from his
predecessor and fellow party member Nuri al-
Maliki. Abadi nonetheless enjoys the support of
Western powers, who have  warned that continued
political deadlock risks hampering Iraq’s fight
against the Islamic State group, which seized con-
trol of large parts of the country in mid-2014.
Backed by a US-led coalition, Iraqi security forces
have made significant  gains in retaking territory
from IS in recent months, but still face huge chal-
lenges in rooting out jihadist fighters from the
western province of Anbar and the country’s sec-
ond city of Mosul. —AFP
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NAJAF: Iraqi mourners attend the funeral of a soldier who was killed during a military opera-
tion to recapture the town of Bashir yesterday in the holy city of Najaf. — AFP

WASHINGTON: The CIA has marked the
anniversary of the killing of Osama bin Laden
by live-tweeting-with a five-year delay — the
raid by US special forces on the Al-Qaeda
founder’s compound in Pakistan. Using the
hashtag #UBLRaid, the CIA blasted out
updates of the May 2011 strike as if it was
unfolding in real time-in a highly unusual
move for the secretive spy agency.

“To mark the 5th anniversary of the Usama
Bin Ladin operation in Abbottabad we will
tweet the raid as if it were happening today.
#UBLRaid,” @CIA said in announcing its social
media blitz. Tweets included the now famous
picture of President Barack Obama and other
high-ranking US officials watching matters
unfold from the White House’s Situation
Room. “1:51 pm EDT - Helicopters depart from
Afghanistan for compound in Abbottabad,
Pakistan #UBLRaid,” read one tweet.

“3:30 pm EDT - 2 helicopters descend on
compound in Abbottabad, Pakistan. 1 crashes,
but assault continues without delay or injury
#UBLRaid,” read another. That was followed
just minutes later by: “3:39 pm EDT - Usama
Bin Ladin found on third floor and killed
#UBLRaid.” The CIA’s Twitter move got quite a
bit of attention, with not everyone enthused.
“@CIA Are we tweeting Hiroshima on August
6th too? Or is THAT in bad taste?” tweeted one
user, Kris Knight.

Another who identies as Amber V tweeted:
“Don’t you have better things to do, like catch
living and breathing bad guys, or secretly
invade our privacy,  or something?

@CIA#UBLRaid” But others reacted positively.
“Watching the @CIA relive on Twitter the
#UBLRaid today reminds me of how proud I
am of the men and women who do what they
do. Thank you,” tweeted Toby Knapp.

CIA focus on al-Baghdadi 
With 1.33 million Twitter followers, the

Central Intelligence Agency has sent 1,662
tweets since it joined the social media service
in February 2014. “We are the Nation’s first line
of defense. We accomplish what others can-
not accomplish and go where others cannot
go,” reads the Twitter bio.

Previous @CIA tweets in recent days have
featured a video about the Chernobyl nuclear
accident in Ukraine and a counterfeit Nazi
stamp. Amid the tweetstorm, CIA chief John
Brennan said Sunday that taking out the head
of the Islamic State group would have a “great
impact.” He also warned that Al-Qaeda
remained a threat, and that IS was not just an
organization but a phenomenon.  “We have
destroyed a large part of Al-Qaeda. It’s not
completely eliminated. So we have to stay
focused on what it can do,” Brennan told NBC’s
“Meet the Press” talk show. “Now, with the new
phenomenon of (IS), this is going to challenge
us for years to come,” he added. Asked if
removing IS leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi from
action was as important as the Bin Laden get,
Brennan, who does not often do interviews,
was direct. “If we got Baghdadi, I think it would
have a great impact on the organization. And
it will be felt by them,” he said. — AFP

With five-year delay, CIA 
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BAGHDAD: A car bomb targeting Shiite
pilgrims killed at least 14 people in south-
ern Baghdad yesterday, security and
medical sources said. An Iraqi security
command said a suicide bomber detonat-
ed the explosives-rigged vehicle, while
other officials said it was a car bomb.

At least 14 people were killed and at
least 41 others wounded, security and
medical officials said. They said several
women and children were among the vic-
tims. There was no immediate claim of
responsibility for the explosion, but such
attacks are usually carried out by the
Islamic State jihadist group. IS perpetrat-
ed a similar attack against pilgrims on the

outskirts of Baghdad on Saturday, killing
at least 23 people.

Many of the main thoroughfares in the
city are closed in the days leading up to
the annual commemoration of Imam
Musa Kadhim’s death, an important date
in the Shiite Muslim calendar. Kadhim, the
seventh of 12 imams revered in Shiite
Islam, died in 799 AD. 

The pilgrimage to his shrine in north-
ern Baghdad has in recent years turned
into a huge event that brings the capital
to a standstill for days. The main com-
memoration at the shrine in Baghdad’s
Kadhimiya neighborhood will take place
today. — AFP
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ANKARA: The perpetrator of a deadly car
bombing that hit the Turkish city of Gaziantep
near the Syrian border at the weekend is linked
to the Islamic State (IS) extremist group,
Turkey’s interior minister said yesterday. 

The perpetrator “is a member of a terrorist
organisation linked to Daesh,” Interior Minister
Efkan Ala said in televised remarks, using an
alternative name for the jihadist group. One
policeman was killed when the car bomb went
off outside the police headquarters in
Gaziantep Sunday morning. Another police
officer later died of his wounds.  Ala said nearly
50 suspects had been detained in connection
with the attack. His announcement will intensi-
fy concerns about the risk of jihadist attacks 

in Turkey, which has already seen tourism
fall sharply since the start of the year. Turkey
remains on high security alert after a series of
attacks on its soil blamed on Kurdish militants
and IS jihadists, who still control territory in
Syria right up to the Turkish border.

Government spokesman and Deputy Prime
Minister Numan Kurtulmus told reporters after
the weekly cabinet meeting the authorities had
thwarted 49 suicide bombings in Turkey so far
this year.  A radical Kurdish militant group,
Kurdistan Freedom Falcons (TAK), on Sunday
claimed a suicide bombing in Turkey’s former
Ottoman capital of Bursa last week, saying the
female assailant had failed to reach her intend-
ed target. — AFP

HOMS, Syria: An aid truck of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC)
drives past destroyed buildings in the rebel-held village of Teir Maalah, on its way to
Talbisseh, on the northern outskirts of Homs in central Syria yesterday. — AFP 
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