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MOSUL: Members from the ‘Rebirth Generation’, an Internet born group of
Iraqi youths who are trying to revive the embattled city of Mosul, pose for a
photo as they organize an event to mark Valentine’s Day at a school in the east-
ern part of Mosul on February 14, 2017. Valentine’s Day returned to the eastern
sector of the Iraqi city of Mosul from where the Islamic State group was
expelled last month, at least for a group of enthusiastic schoolchildren. —AFP

AZRAQ: Young Syrian refugees standing at the Azraq refugee camp in northern
Jordan. Almost six years into a war that has devastated their country, Syrian
refugees in Jordan and Lebanon say they expect nothing of peace talks this
month but still dream of going home. —AFP

AMMAN: Russian jets pounded rebel-held
areas of the Syrian city of Deraa yesterday
for a second day in the first such intensive
bombing campaign since Moscow’s major
intervention in Syria more than a year ago,
rebels and witnesses said. Rebel groups on
Sunday stormed the heavily-garrisoned
Manshiya district in a battle dubbed
“Death rather than Humiliation” saying the
campaign sought to obstruct any army
attempts to capture a strategic border
crossing with Jordan. The army’s control of
the rebel held crossing and swatches of
territory in the southern strip of the city
would sever the rebel link between the
eastern and west parts of the city. The
Syrian army said the “terrorists” had failed
to make gains and its troops had inflicted
many casualties.

State media said the armed insurgents
showered civilian districts of the southern
city with mortars, wrecking many homes.
The opposition fighters are drawn from
both moderate Free Syrian Army groups
and members of a newly formed alliance -
Tahrir Al Sham - spearheaded by a faction
that was once Al-Qaeda’s official affiliate. A
rebel source said there were at least 30
Russian sorties on Tuesday, thwarting fur-
ther rebel gains in the heavily defended
enclave that had allowed them so far to
secure significant parts of the Manshiya.

“When the regime began to lose control
of some areas ... the Russian jets began
their operations,” said Ibrahim Abdullah, a
senior rebel commander. The fighting also
spread across other parts of the city as
rebels fired mortars on government con-

trolled parts of the city.  Ground-to-ground
missiles were also deployed from army
barracks to pound rebel held quarters of
the city, residents said. The battles inside
the city are the most intense since an
alliance of mainstream rebels, known as
“The Southern Front” who are backed by
Western and Arab foes of President Bashar
Al Assad launched an unsuccessful large
scale military campaign to capture the
whole city in 2015.

The province that borders both Israel
and Jordan has escaped the devastation
wreaked by Russia’s aerial bombing of
northern Syria after Moscow stepped up
its military involvement in Syria in 2015.
The Syrian army has so far failed to recap-
ture the border crossing, a once thriving
passenger and commercial gateway with
Jordan, despite repeated efforts. “There is
not a single day that passes without the
regime trying to make advances,” Salamah
Aba Zaid, a resident in Deraa said.

At least half of the southern province is
in the hands of Free Syrian Army rebels but
groups affiliated with the Islamic State have
a foothold in an area to the west of Deraa
in the Wadi Yarmouk area near the Golan
Heights. Aid workers said jets hit a Western-
funded field hospital in Deraa and raids
killed at least seven members of one family
in the border area, where many residents
fled in the early days of the Syrian conflict.
The Washington-based International
Rescue Committee, which supports the
hospital that was targeted, said in a state-
ment that four health workers were injured
in the attack. —Reuters

Russian jets pound 
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JERUSALEM: Palestinians warned the
United States yesterday against aban-
doning a two-state solution to the
conflict with Israel after a White House
official said peace did not necessarily
have to entail Palestinian statehood.
US President Donald Trump and Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
meet later in the day for the first time
since the US election in November
that brought the Republican to office. 

On the eve of the meeting, a senior
White House official said it was up to
the Israelis and Palestinians them-
selves to decide on the shape of any
future peace. “Whether that comes in
the form of a two-state solution if
that’s what the parties want, or some-
thing else,” the official said, adding
that Trump, while giving peace “high

priority” would not try to “dictate” an
agreement. For Palestinians, who seek
a state in the Israeli-occupied West
Bank, East Jerusalem and in the Gaza
Strip, even the notion of a US retreat
from the internationally backed goal
of a future Palestine existing alongside
Israel was alarming. “If the Trump
Administration rejects this policy it
would be destroying the chances for
peace and undermining American
interests, standing and credibility
abroad,” Hanan Ashrawi, a senior
member of the Palestine Liberation
Organization, said in response to the
US official’s remarks. “Accommodating
the most extreme and irresponsible
elements in Israel and in the White
House is no way to make responsible
foreign policy,” she said in a statement.

Netanyahu committed, with condi-
tions, to the two-state goal in a
speech in 2009 and has broadly reiter-
ated the aim since.  But given regional
instability and long-running divisions
in Palestinian politics, many in his cab-
inet argue the time is not ripe for a
Palestinian state to emerge. Far-right
cabinet ministers in Israel have called
for the annexation of parts of the West
Bank, which was among the territory
Israel captured in the 1967 Middle
East war. Netanyahu has not endorsed
that demand. Commenting on the
White House official’s remarks, Husam
Zomlot, strategic affairs adviser to
Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas, noted that Palestinian state-
hood has long been at the heart of
international peace efforts.

“The two-state solution is not
something we just came up with. It is
an international consensus and deci-
sion after decades of Israel’s rejection
of the one-state democratic formula,”
Zomlot told Reuters in Jerusalem by
telephone from the West Bank city of
Ramallah. On his departure for
Washington on Monday, Netanyahu
sidestepped a question on whether
he still backed a two-state solution,
saying he would make his position
clear in the US capital. But he has spo-
ken of a “state minus,” suggesting he
could offer the Palestinians deep-seat-
ed autonomy - they already exercise
limited self-rule in the West Bank
under interim deals - and the trap-
pings of statehood without full sover-
eignty. —Reuters

Palestinians caution US against 
abandoning two-state concept

Palestinian statehood long an international goal

JERUSALEM: A general view taken yesterday shows buildings in Ramat Shlomo, an Israeli settlement in the mainly Palestinian
eastern sector of Jerusalem. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Libya’s transition has been
bogged down by insecurity and chaos,
leaving the country looking like a “failed
state” six years after the NATO-backed
uprising that ended Muammar Gaddafi’s
rule.  “We got rid of one dictator only to
see 10,000 others take his place,” said
Fatma Al-Zawi, a Tripoli housewife,
bemoaning the multitude of warlords
and militias which have run the North
African country since the armed revolt
which erupted in mid-February 2011. 

Ordinary Libyans are showing little
enthusiasm for the anniversary, which
the authorities plan to mark on Thursday
with cultural and sporting events in
Martyrs’ Square in the capital. Living con-
ditions have deteriorated badly through
a combination of insecurity, power cuts,
water shortages, a cash crunch and the

plunging value of the Libyan dinar.
Libya’s executive and legislative

branches have been paralyzed by fierce
rivalries between political movements,
ideologies and tribes.  “The protagonists
have not understood that no single ideo-
logical branch or political or tribal clan
can govern the country on its own” in the
post-Gaddafi era, said Rachid Khechana,
director of the Mediterranean Centre for
Libyan Studies in Tunis. “This is why the
country is not ready for ‘classic’ demo-
cratic competition” through elections, he
said. In the absence of a strong regular
army, the oil-rich country with long,
porous borders has turned into rich ter-
rain for smugglers of arms and people
from sub-Saharan Africa desperate to
reach Europe via perilous Mediterranean
crossings. —AFP

Libya still in the mire as 
another ’versary passes

ARBIL: As the noose tightens around holdout jihadists in
west Mosul, so does the belt around the waists of hundreds
of thousands of Iraqi civilians trapped there with dwindling
supplies.  “We’re trying to build up some reserves but we have
very little food left at home,” said Umm Sameer, a mother
from the Ras l-Jadda neighborhood of west Mosul. After
retaking eastern Mosul from the Islamic State group last
month, Iraqi federal forces are now preparing to move on the
part of the city that lies on the west bank of the Tigris River.

All the bridges connecting the two sides have been
dropped and the jihadists holed up in the west have nowhere
to run to, setting the stage for what could be Iraq’s bloodiest
battle yet in the fight against IS.  “We’re already only eating
once a day,” said Umm Sameer. “The shelves are almost bare
in the shops and when you do find something it’s too expen-
sive, like a kilo of onions which now costs 15,000 dinars
(around $12),” she said. Umm Sameer said 30 eggs fetched
around $50 and sugar was impossible to find, a shortage that
affects all households in a country where tea is consumed in
large quantities and with abundant sugar. “People are so des-
perate that they are using sugar substitutes for diabetics to
sweeten their tea,” she said. The jihadist gunmen who have
ruled the area for almost three years are growing more para-
noid by the day as air strikes by the US-led coalition continue
to target their hideouts, residents said.

IS raids 
“(IS) members are raiding people’s houses more often,

looking for mobiles. If you have one, you face execution,” said
Abu Mohammed, who lives in the Al-Shafaa neighborhood.
He said some residents who had secretly kept a mobile
phone since 2014 had recently destroyed their device. None
of the residents contacted by AFP by phone would give their
full names out of fear. Abu Mohammed said the only ones not
to suffer from the food shortages were IS leaders, many of
them foreigners, who still had access to some supplies from
Syria. “Local IS fighters however are more or less facing the
same situation as the rest of the population,” he said.

Some residents have been displaced internally by the
preparations IS is making for the offensive federal forces are
expected to launch against the jihadists’ west bank strong-
hold. Fighters have set up positions along the river front in a
bid to counter any attempt by Iraqi forces to cross the Tigris
on pontoon bridges. The jihadists have also punched holes in
people’s homes, which enables them to move across a neigh-
borhood from one house to another without exposing them-
selves to aerial surveillance by stepping into the street.
Residents also said that the homes of those who managed to
flee are being systematically seized by IS, as well as the shops
whose owners happened to live on the east bank.

Burning clothes for fuel
That leaves some residents with the choice of abandoning

their homes and belongings or staying in a place that is being
used by IS fighters and risks being considered a military tar-
get. “We are extremely concerned about the rapid deteriora-
tion of the conditions in west Mosul,” United Nations humani-
tarian coordinator in Iraq Lise Grande told reporters yester-
day. “Families are in big trouble, half of the shops have been
closed,” she said while visiting a nearby displacement camp.

Abdelkarim al-Obeidi, who heads a Mosul civil society
organization, urged the government to start air dropping
food supplies. Water and electricity are intermittent at best
and some Mosul residents have told of how they are resort-
ing to burning their own furniture to stay warm in a city
where temperatures have regularly dipped below zero in
recent weeks. A man from the Tammuz 17 neighborhood
who gave his name as Abu Zeid said he was even burning old
clothes because gas and kerosene were also hard to come by.
“We have suitcases filled with old clothes in the basement,
we’ll be spending a lot of time down there when the fighting
starts,” he said. —AFP

West Mosul eating once a 
day and bracing for worse

AZRAQ REFUGEE CAMP: Almost six years
into a war that has devastated their coun-
try, Syrian refugees in Jordan and Lebanon
say they expect nothing of peace talks this
month but still dream of going home.  “I
don’t think anything will come of the talks”
this week in Kazakhstan and the next in
Switzerland, says Ahmad al-Khabouri, 32, at
a refugee camp in Jordan.  But the young
man, who fled Syria with his wife and chil-
dren in 2014, says he still clings on to hope
of returning home some day.

“I don’t know if my house has been
destroyed or not, but I want to return home
even if we’ve managed to make a new life
for ourselves here,” he says.  The war has
killed more than 310,000 people and dis-
placed millions since it started with the
brutal repression of anti-government
protests in 2011.  In the Azraq refugee
camp, Khabouri runs a small shop that sells
shisha tobacco and bicycles, the only
method of transport for around 54,000 resi-
dents in the settlement.

Sitting beside him outside his shop,
Khabouri’s 65-year-old uncle says he still
thinks about his home and surrounding
fields in Daraa, the southern cradle of
Syria’s uprising.  But he says he is just as dis-
illusioned about the latest rounds of talks
between the regime and rebels set to take
place in Astana on Thursday and in Geneva
on February 23. “It’s all lies, whether from
the regime or the opposition. They’re all
laughing at the Syrian people,” says the
man in a long white robe and a traditional
keffiyeh headscarf. At a nearby electronics
stall, Ali al-Ghouthani, 42, says he’ll return
to Syria as soon as it is safe.

‘All I want is home’ 
“Despite the dignified life we have here,

I’ll go back as soon as security returns-even
if my home is destroyed... I’ll rebuild it,” says
the father-of-eight, who is also from Daraa.
Beside him, Abdelmonem al-Muthib listens
to the chirping of a caged bird brought
from Syria. But he says Syria will have to be
much safer for him to return.  “I won’t start
again from scratch, even if the fighting
stops... unless the situation looks at least 35
percent like it did before the war,” says the
father-of-six.  “If not, I’ll stay here.” 

The UN refugee agency says Jordan has
taken in 655,000 Syrians since the start of
the conflict, but Amman says the number
is much higher at 1.4 million.  In Lebanon,
where the UNHCR says it has registered
more than one million Syrian refugees,
camp residents express similar frustration
at the stagnant peace process. “We’re not
expecting anything. They’ve already met
five or six times without any results,” says
Tarek Salloum, 24, standing outside a
makeshift home in a camp in east
Lebanon.

“There’ll be no solution because no one
wants to make any concessions,” says the
refugee, who fled to the Marj area from the
Syrian town of Zabadani across the border.
“The losers are the Syrians who left their
country.” Qasiya Ezz, who has 10 children,
says all she wants from the talks is “security
and a small house for me and my children”.
“Whether the regime falls or not, I don’t
care,” says the 38-year-old, her head
wrapped in a black scarf. “We used to have
peace in our beautiful country. All I want is
to go home.” —AFP

Refugees shrug off peace 
talks but dream of home


