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TEHRAN: An elderly woman and a young girl
died and nearly 100 people were injured as a 5.2
magnitude earthquake sparked panic in the Iran-
ian capital and neighboring areas, officials said
yesterday. The epicenter of the quake, which
struck shortly before 11:30 pm (2000 GMT) on
Wednesday, was just 40 kilometers west of the
capital, according to the seismological centre of
the University of Tehran.

“A 70-year-old woman died after suffering a
heart attack and a 10—year-old died of elevated
stress,” the head of Iran’s hospital emergency
services, Mojtaba Khaledi, told the ISNA news
agency. The head of the Iranian Red Crescent’s

Relief and Rescue Organisation, Morteza Salimi,
said 97 people were injured. Khaledi said
around 50 of those were admitted to hospital.
The quake caused no major damage but tens of
thousands of people spent the night outside for
fear of aftershocks.

Many of them did so in their vehicles with the
engines switched on for warmth in the wintry con-
ditions, exacerbating the thick smog that has en-
veloped the capital all week. Petrol purchases in
the six hours after the quake reached 10 million
litres (2.64 million gallons), more than double the
average full day sales even though it was in the
middle of the night, the national fuel distribution
company said.

Average airborne concentration of the finest
and most hazardous particles (PM2.5) rose to 170
micrograms per cubic meter, with peaks of 194
micrograms in some neighborhoods, Tehran mu-
nicipality said. That is some seven times higher
than the World Health Organization recommended
maximum of 25 micrograms per m3 over a 24-
hour period. Iran sits atop several fault lines, and
Wednesday’s quake is the latest in a series to have
hit the country in recent weeks. —AFP

HOMS: The metallic green Christmas tree tow-
ers over the bombed-out heart of Syria’s third
city Homs, where residents are relishing a holi-
day cheer they haven’t felt in years. They have
been busy putting the final decorative touches
on the tree in Hamidiyeh, a neighborhood in the
ravaged Old City of Homs, where ferocious
street battles pitted regime forces against rebels
between 2011 and 2014.  One volunteer ham-
mered a metal platform in place ahead of a choir
concert and children’s
shows, and the futuristic
artificial Christmas tree
is to be lit up yesterday.  

“In 2014, when we
had just returned to this
destroyed neighbor-
hood, our Christmas tree
was made of rubble,”
said Roula Barjour, the
executive director of
charity NGO Bayti, or “My House,” in Arabic.
“But this year, with the return of residents and of
life, people are finding cheer again,” the 46-year-
old told AFP, between delegating tasks to young
volunteers. One stood out: Abdo Al-Yussefi was
well into his sixties, but the local resident insisted
on joining the holiday preparations. He pulled
crates of Christmas decorations up to the tree,
already spruced up with curling blue and silver
garlands. “The Christmas tree used to be a joy
just for children, but now it’s for everyone, young
and old,” said Yussefi, wiping his brow with a
white napkin “The tree gathers us all around it.”

‘Happiness has come back’ 
The scars of the battles that gripped Homs

are still visible: partially-destroyed buildings,
collapsed or pockmarked walls, and piles of
sandbags can be found across the Old City.
When Syria’s conflict began in 2011, mass
demonstrations rocked Homs, which activists
dubbed the “capital of the revolution”. But after
years of government siege and bombardment,
rebels agreed in 2014 to a deal that brought
most of the city under regime control. 

A second pact earlier this year put the rest of
Homs fully in government
hands. Grinning, Yussefi
gestured to the volun-
teers around him: “As you
can see, all the neigh-
bourhood’s residents are
working together, smiling
like little kids.”  He asked
one to snap a photo-
graph of him near the
Christmas tree to send to

his children, now living in Germany.  “I want to
ask them to come back, because happiness has
come back to Homs,” Yussefi exclaimed. 

Many of its 800,000 residents fled when war
erupted, but tens of thousands have trickled
back, including to the Old City. Across the street,
construction workers have been repairing dam-
aged homes. A nearby wall was dotted with
posters bearing photos of men, young and old,
killed in the Homs fighting.

Some of the posters on the “Wall of Honor,”
as it is labeled, have been torn and faded by sev-
eral winters. But the picture of Dutch priest Fa-
ther Frans van der Lugt, killed inside Homs’s
Jesuit monastery by unknown assailants in April
2014, remains vivid.  He was buried at the

monastery, which has become a pilgrimage site
for Syrians. 

‘End of mourning’ 
Homs’s Old City had a significant Christian

population before the war and is home to several
ancient churches, including the celebrated St
Mary Church of the Holy Belt, named after a
venerated relic said to be a section of the belt of
Mary, mother of Jesus. Inside the silver-stoned
structure, young people erect a nativity scene
depicting the birth of Jesus. 

“There was always a sadness in past holidays,

because of the people that were killed and the
destruction of the churches. We’d pray over rub-
ble,” said church caretaker Imad Khoury.  “But
today, the church has been restored and the
decorations are back. Our celebration this year
feels like those from before the war.”

Clashes heavily damaged part of the Church
of the Holy Belt and left another section burned,
and the road leading to it remains punctured by
a huge crater. But inside, restoration is almost
complete, with new wooden benches, a large icon
of the Virgin Mary perched in a corner, and dec-
orative red stars dangling from the ceiling. —AFP

Syria’s war-ravaged Homs 
relishes in Christmas spirit

Scars of battles that gripped Homs still visible

HOMS: Syrians walk past a Christmas tree being decorated in the Christian-majority neigh-
borhood of Hamidiyeh. —AFP 

Two die 
in Iran 
quake panic

ADEN: The propaganda chief of Al-Qaeda in
the Arabian Peninsula was among six jihadists
killed in two separate US drone strikes in
Yemen, tribal sources said yesterday. The
Wednesday evening strikes came as Wash-
ington revealed that US forces have carried
out more than 120 air strikes against jihadists
in Yemen this year as part of a long-running
campaign that has intensified since President
Donald Trump took office. 

Saudi-born Abu Hajar Al-Makki and three
other AQAP militants were killed when a
drone blew up their vehicle in the Wadi

Obeida district of Marib province, east of the
capital Sanaa, tribal sources said. A separate
strike on a second vehicle killed two other
AQAP militants in the same area, they added.
Washington says its strikes have killed a num-
ber of senior AQAP figures in recent months,
including Mujahid Al-Adani, who was killed
on November 20.

It considers AQAP to be the worldwide ji-
hadist network’s most dangerous branch. The
Sunni extremist group has thrived in the chaos
of nearly three years of civil war between the
Saudi-backed government and Shiite rebels
who control the capital. In addition to the air
strikes, mostly carried out by drones, US spe-
cial forces have conducted a number of
ground raids against AQAP. The Pentagon has
also been attacking a local branch of the Is-
lamic State group, which it says has doubled
in size over the past year. —AFP 
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