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RASHIDIN, Syria: Hundreds of frightened Syrians being evacu-
ated from besieged towns were stuck yesterday at a rebel-held
transit point where more than 120 of their fellow townspeople
were killed in a weekend bombing. The 3,000 evacuees left
their homes in the government-controlled towns of Fuaa and
Kafraya at dawn on Wednesday as part of a deal that is also
seeing residents and fighters transported out of several rebel
areas surrounded by government forces. The evacuations
began last week but were delayed after Saturday’s suicide car
bombing, which saw 126 people killed, 68 of them children, at
the transit point in Rashidin, west of Aleppo. 

They resumed on Wednesday but evacuees were forced to
spend the night in buses at the marshalling area following
another delay. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said
the latest delay was the result of an 11th-hour rebel demand
for the release of prisoners held by President Bashar al-Assad’s
government. “The convoys will not move until after the
release of 750 prisoners-men and women-from regime prisons
and their arrival in rebel-held areas,” the British-based moni-
toring group said.

Guarded by armed rebels    
Yesterday, an AFP correspondent saw the evacuees gath-

ered together at the transit point, surrounded by armed rebels,
as children played near the waiting buses. Umm Sanad, a 50-
year-old woman from Fuaa, said they had overcome their fear

to join the evacuation. “We left because of the siege and the
rockets. We left even though we were afraid after the attack,”
said Sanad, who evacuated along her teenage sons. The rebel
fighters were keeping all other cars away from the area, except
for a Red Crescent vehicle that was allowed to distribute aid.

Saturday’s attack was one of the deadliest since the start of
Syria’s six-year civil war and was widely condemned for target-
ing civilians. No group has claimed responsibility for the
bombing. The government blamed “terrorists”-a catch-all
term for its opponents. The current evacuations mark the end
of the first stage of a deal brokered by regime ally Iran and
Qatar, a longtime supporter of rebel groups battling Assad’s
forces. Shiite-dominated Iran has repeatedly raised concerns
for the mainly Shiite residents of Fuaa and Kafraya, who are
surrounded by Sunni rebels and Islamists who control the sur-
rounding Idlib province. 

Under the agreement, residents and rebel fighters are being
evacuated from the towns of Madaya, Zabadani, and other
nearby oppositions-held areas close to Damascus. On
Wednesday, 11 buses carrying around 300 people left
Zabadani and two other rebel-held areas around Damascus.
They were being held up yesterday at a staging point at
Ramussa in government-held territory, the Observatory said.
When the current phase of evacuations is complete, a total of
8,000 people should have left Fuaa and Kafraya in exchange for
2,500 civilians and rebels from opposition areas.   — AFP 

YUMBE, Uganda: Ugandan motorbike taxi driver
Sadiq Agotre grumbles as he waits for a rare client
among thousands of South Sudanese refugees hop-
ing to receive food rations in the outskirts of his
town. “Business is not good. These people don’t
have money,” he says, gazing out over a vast area
that in only eight months has transformed from
scrubland and trees to the world’s biggest refugee
settlement, Bidibidi,  which houses more than
270,000 people.

Uganda has been praised for its warm welcome of
refugees, but as civil war in neighboring South Sudan
continues to push more than 2,000 people a day into
the country, local communities and aid agencies are
buckling under the strain. Many residents of Yumbe

district-population around 500,000 — are frustrated
that the massive aid effort in their backyard has not
translated into more jobs but instead has spread
already scarce resources even thinner.

“This (the refugee crisis) has changed the town so
much. It has caused a lot of stress, stress for jobs. The
food prices have gone up and up. It’s bad for our
environment because they cut down the trees,” said
Nachal Dovelay, a shopkeeper in Yumbe town.
Bidibidi opened in August last year to cope with a
flood of people fleeing fighting when a peace deal
between South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir and his
rival and former deputy Riek Machar collapsed,
plunging the country back into a civil war that erupt-
ed in 2013.

In a matter of months it has overtaken Kenya’s
Dadaab-hosting mainly Somali refugees-as the
world’s biggest refugee camp. But the 250-square-
kilometre settlement is only the tip of the iceberg. A
total of 830,000 South Sudanese refugees have
entered the country and the UN expects this figure
will reach more than a million by mid-year. 

The number of refugees in the East African nation-
one of the world’s poorest countries and the size of
the United Kingdom-is comparable to the number of
mostly Syrian refugees who fled to Europe at the
height of the migrant crisis in 2015. ”This emergency
is like a tsunami, you know, very high speed,” said
Robert Baryamwesiga, the Ugandan government offi-
cial in charge of running Bidibidi. —AFP 
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CAIRO: US Defense Secretary James Mattis, center left,
and Egypt’s Central Military Zone Commander General
Ayman Abdelhamid Amer, center right, leave after Mattis
placed a wreath at the memorial of the Unknown Soldier
in Cairo. — AFP

Pentagon chief pledges 
support for Egypt’s Sisi

CAIRO: US Secretary of Defence Jim Mattis met Egyptian
President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi and top brass in Cairo yester-
day, pledging support for the American ally on his first region-
al tour. The brief visit, with Mattis later setting off to Israel,
came after Sisi hit it off with Trump during a White House
meeting earlier this month. Sisi’s visit marked a shift in rela-
tions after Trump’s predecessor Barack Obama had given the
Egyptian leader the cold shoulder for leading the military
overthrow of Islamist president Mohamed Morsi in 2013.

Obama temporarily suspended military aid to Egypt fol-
lowing a bloody crackdown on Morsi’s supporters. Trump,
however, has set aside criticism of Sisi’s human rights record
while pledging to maintain support for the key US ally which
receives an annual $1.3 billion in military aid. The meeting
“addressed aspects of military and security cooperation
between the two countries and ways to further enhance
them,” the president’s office said in a statement.

Sisi told Mattis he wanted to “strengthen the ongoing
military cooperation between the two countries,” it said.
Mattis in turn “reiterated the US’s commitment to reinvigo-
rating these relations and broadening prospects for coop-
eration,” it added. After meeting Sisi, Mattis held talks with
Defence Minister Sedki Sobhi at his headquarters, where
he was received with a marching band playing the US
national anthem.

“We’ve always had an open relationship,” he told Sobhi.
After the meeting, Mattis participated in a wreath laying cer-
emony at Cairo’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. He then
prepared to fly on to Israel on the next leg of his tour, which
started in Saudi Arabia.  In Egypt, the talks touched on the
military’s counterinsurgency in the Sinai Peninsula, where an
Islamic State group affiliate has killed hundreds of soldiers
and policemen.

Mattis “affirmed Egypt’s pivotal role in the Middle East and
commended its counter-terrorism efforts,” the president’s
office said. The insurgency in the Sinai took off after Morsi’s
ouster with the Islamic State group increasingly expanding its
attacks to other parts of Egypt. It claimed two church bombings
in the cities of Alexandria and Tanta on April 9 that killed 45
people, months after a deadly Cairo church bombing. —AFP 

ALEPPO: A medic gives gauze to a Syrian girl, from the government-held towns of Fuaa and Kafraya, which have been
under a crippling siege for more than two years, suffering from a nosebleed at the rebel-held transit point of Rashidin
outside the government-held second city of Aleppo as they wait for the resumption of the evacuation. — AFP


