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BEIRUT: A dozen Syrian rebel factions have sus-
pended talks on new peace negotiations, accus-
ing President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime of violat-
ing a four-day-old ceasefire with attacks near
Damascus that continued yesterday. The deci-
sion threatens the process sponsored by regime
ally Russia and rebel backer Turkey, which began
with a truce and is meant to lead to negotiations
in the Kazakh capital Astana this month.

The ceasefire has brought quiet to large parts
of the country but has been undermined by spo-
radic violence, particularly fighting in the Wadi
Barada region north of Damascus that supplies
the capital’s water. Government forces backed
by fighters from Lebanese Shiite movement
Hezbollah have continued to press a two-week-
old offensive in Wadi Barada despite the cease-
fire which began December 30.

A dozen rebel groups announced in a state-
ment late Monday the “freezing of all discussion
linked to the Astana negotiations.” The rebels
said they had adhered to the ceasefire, but
accused the regime of “major and frequent viola-
tions, notably in the (rebel) regions of Wadi
Barada and Eastern Ghouta”, near Damascus. “If
things don’t return to how they were before, the
accord will be considered null and void,” the
statement added. It was signed by a dozen
groups, including the Army of Islam, Faylaq al-
Sham, and the Sultan Murad Brigade, which is
close to Turkey.

‘Critical phase’ 
The fighting in Wadi Barada continued yester-

day, the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights monitor said. It said government
forces were attacking with helicopters and
artillery fire after advancing on Monday to the
outskirts of the Ain Al-Fijeh spring, the main
water source in the area.

Syria’s government accuses rebels in Wadi
Barada of deliberately targeting infrastructure
there, causing fuel to poison the water supply
and then cutting the flow to Damascus alto-
gether. Rebels say government strikes caused
the damage, which has left four million people
in Damascus without water since December
22. The regime says forces in Wadi Barada
include former Al-Qaeda affiliate Fateh al-
Sham Front, although opposition fighters deny
the group is present.

Fateh Al-Sham, along with the Islamic State
(IS) group, is excluded from the truce. Syrian
state media has been conspicuously quiet on
the fighting in the area, but Damascus governor
Alaa Ibrahim told the Al-Watan daily that the
army was progressing. “Military operations are
under way, and God willing there will be happy
news soon,” he told the newspaper, which is
close to the government.

Observatory director Rami Abdel Rahman
warned the truce was in a “critical phase” and
faced “collapse” if sponsors Russia and Turkey did
not intervene to save it. The monitor reported
violations elsewhere in the country yesterday,
including air strikes on the town of Khan
Sheikhun in Idlib province that killed a pregnant
woman and wounded three other civilians. The

group also reported rebel fire on two villages in
the central Hama province.

Spillover in Turkey 
The ceasefire and planned talks are the latest

effort to negotiate an end to Syria’s conflict,
which has killed more than 310,000 people
since it began with anti-government protests in
March 2011. Despite backing opposite sides in
the conflict, Ankara and Moscow have worked
closely of late on the war, jointly brokering a
deal that allowed civilians and rebels to leave
Aleppo city before it was retaken by the govern-
ment last month.

The process has also received the blessing of
the UN Security Council, despite offering a com-
peting track to UN-sponsored negotiations set
to resume in Geneva in February. Russia and
Turkey, which are organizing the talks along with
regime ally Iran, say they are meant to supple-
ment the UN-backed process, not replace it.
Both Russia and Turkey have launched their own
military action in Syria, with Moscow intervening
in support of the government in September
2015, and Ankara starting a campaign against IS
and Kurdish militants in August 2016.

The conflict has spilled into Turkey, with a
string of deadly attacks claimed by or blamed on
IS or Kurdish groups. On Monday, IS claimed
responsibility for a New Year’s night attack on an
Istanbul nightclub that killed 39 people. Turkey’s
Hurriyet daily reported yesterday that the attack-
er, who remains at large, had fought for IS in
Syria. — AP 

HASSAN SHAM: They wait for nightfall before
attempting the perilous escape across bombed-out
bridges and front lines between Islamic State mili-
tants and Iraqi forces. Some cross the Tigris River by
boat, after the US-led coalition bombed the five
bridges connecting the city’s two halves to restrict
Islamic State movements. Others scale what
remains of the bridges using a rope.

Most of the 116,000 civilians who have fled
Mosul since Iraqi forces launched their campaign to
recapture Islamic State’s biggest stronghold came
from the eastern half of the city, where government
troops have gradually gained ground. But as the
biggest battle in Iraq since 2003 enters its 12th
week, a growing number of people are escaping
from the besieged west bank of the Tigris, a half of
the city that is still fully under the militants’ control.

“Only the lucky ones get out,” said Jamal, who
crossed the river using a rope to climb over the
remnants of one bridge and is now at a camp for

civilians displaced from Mosul with his wife and
three children. “If they opened a route for a quarter
of an hour, not a single person would remain on the
western side.”

Although there is no fighting yet in the west,
food is scarcer than ever since government-
backed Shi’ite militias advanced through desert
terrain southwest of Mosul in November, sealing
Islamic State’s only access route to the city.
Civilians who fled the west in recent days said the
militants had announced they would soon distrib-
ute food and break the siege in an attempt to pla-
cate their increasingly desperate subjects and con-
vince them to stay.

‘Have to execute the whole of Mosul’
In the run-up to the campaign, aid agencies

were preparing for a mass exodus from Mosul. So
far most of the city’s residents-numbering as many
as 1.5 million-either have chosen to stay or have

been unable to escape. That has worked in Islamic
State’s favor, slowing the progress of Iraqi forces
seeking to avoid civilian casualties.

Twenty year old Abu Mohsen, whose was fer-
ried across the Tigris by his friend, a fisherman,
said when the operation began, most people in
the west had planned to wait  it  out.  But as
advances slowed last month, their calculations
were changing. “When the operations stopped
people said the army will not reach us. They said it
will take a year or two,” he said.

Iraqi forces renewed their push to retake the city
last week, making progress in several eastern dis-
tricts. Until recently, the militants punished anyone
caught fleeing their self-styled caliphate with exe-
cution, but recent arrivals at the camp said the
sheer volume of people trying to escape had forced
them to lessen the penalty. “They would have to
execute the whole of Mosul, so they started to flog
people and send them back home instead,” said 22

year old Abu Abd, who crossed the river three days
ago when Islamic State militants were distracted.

Some of the bridges can still be crossed on foot,
but Islamic State forbids passage to those they sus-
pect of fleeing to the government side, especially
those with women and children. Most of the boats
crossing the Tigris are controlled by Islamic State.
Those who make it across the river must then find a
way through the frontline between the militants
and Iraqi forces, who are fighting street to street.

“When we saw the army it was as though we
were dreaming. We couldn’t believe our own eyes,”
said Abu Abdullah, who fled from the 17 Tomuz
neighborhood in the west. The camp is safer, but
brings a new kind of hardship. The displaced are
not allowed out for security reasons and have no
work. For some, it proves too much. Camp workers
and displaced people said a displaced man had
cut his own throat in a bathroom cubicle on
Sunday. — Reuters 

Residents escape Mosul’s besieged west

DUBAI: An imprisoned Iranian human
rights activist ended a 71-day hunger
strike yesterday as his detained wife won a
temporary release from prison, a day after
his case sparked a rare unauthorized
protest in Tehran. Arash Sadeghi was to be
taken to a hospital, his lawyer Amir Raisian
said, while Amnesty International said he
would be fed intravenously. His wife,
Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee, was temporarily
freed for several days in a decision that can
be extended, the semi-official ISNA news
agency reported.

The sudden decision comes after a
dayslong social media campaign and the
march Monday toward Evin prison by
dozens of Iranians. Such protests have
been rare in Iran after violence that fol-
lowed the country’s disputed 2009 presi-
dential election. Reformist lawmaker
Bahram Parsai said earlier that he and oth-
er legislators met with court officials to
discuss Sadeghi’s case, signaling the
growing concern officials had over the
campaign.

“It was supposed to solve the case
resorting to prudence, in a way that would
not be misused by enemies,” Parsai said,
according to the semi-official ILNA news
agency. “We do not want such cases to
turn into a problem for the system,” he
said, apparently referring to Western criti-
cism of Iran’s human rights record.

Sadeghi is serving a 15-year sentence
over charges including “spreading propa-
ganda against the system” and “insulting
the founder of the Islamic Republic,”
according to Amnesty. The London-based
advocacy group has said Sadeghi’s
charges stem in part from his communica-
tion with them. Sadeghi’s hunger strike
began Oct 24 after authorities arrested his
wife to make her serve a six-year sentence

over an unpublished fictional story found
in her home about a woman burning a
Quran in anger over another woman being
stoned to death for adultery.

Crackdown on expression 
“The release of Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee

today comes as a welcome relief but is
long overdue,” Amnesty researcher Nassim
Papayianni said in a statement. “Neither
she nor her husband, Arash Sadeghi,
should have ever been forced to spend a
single minute behind bars.” Dual nationals,
artists, poets, journalists, fashion models
and activists have been arrested in a crack-
down on expression led by hard-liners
who oppose President Hassan Rouhani’s
more moderate policies and efforts to pro-
mote greater openness to the outside
world. The arrests accelerated with Iran’s
nuclear deal with world powers.

Other prisoners are believed to be on
hunger strikes as well. Nazanin Zaghari-
Ratcliffe , a British-Iranian woman sen-
tenced to five years in prison over charges
she planned to topple Iran’s government
while on vacation with her young daugh-
ter, ended a five-day hunger strike after
being put back into general population
following weeks of solitary confinement,
said her husband, Richard Ratcliffe. She is
scheduled to appear at an appeals court
hearing Wednesday, he said.

Nizar Zakka , a US permanent resident
from Lebanon sentenced to 10 years in
prison and a $4.2 million fine, began a
hunger strike Dec 8, Washington-based
lawyer Jason Poblete said. As of a week
ago, Zakka was still on it, he said. “The
Iranians have cut off our communications
with Nizar because, it appears, they are
upset with the media coverage of his
hunger strike,” Poblete said. — AP 

Iran HR activist ends 
71-day hunger strike 

BAGHDAD: Violence claimed the lives of
at least 6,878 civilian Iraqis last year, the
United Nations said on Monday, as the
Iraqi government struggles to maintain
security nationwide and to dislodge
Islamic State group militants from areas
under their control.

The UN Assistance Mission for Iraq,
known as UNAMI, said its numbers “have to
be considered as the absolute minimum”
as it has not been able to verify casualties
among civilians in conflict areas, and of
those who lost their lives due to “secondary
effects of violence ... due to exposure to
the elements, lack of water, food, medi-
cines and health care.”

UNAMI said in a statement that 12,388
other civilians were wounded in 2016. It
added that last year figures didn’t include
casualties among civilians in Iraq’s western
Anbar province for the months of May, July,
August and December. According to UNA-
MI figures, at least 7,515 civilians were
killed in 2015.

The monthly UN casualty report for
December 2016 showed that a total of 386
civilians were killed and another 1,066
were wounded. The worst affected area
was the northern province of Ninevah,
where government forces are fighting to
retake the IS-held city of Mosul, with 208
civilians killed and 511 injured. The capital,
Baghdad, came next with 109 civilians
killed and 523 injured.

Innocent civilians 
IS, known locally by the Arabic acronym

Daesh, has claimed responsibility for a

string of bombings in Baghdad that have
killed more than 50 people in the last week
alone. The deadliest IS attack was in July
when a massive suicide bombing in a
bustling market area in central Baghdad
killed almost 300 people, the bloodiest sin-
gle attack in the capital in 13 years of war.

“This is, no doubt, an attempt by Daesh
to divert attention from their losses in
Mosul and, unfortunately, it is the innocent
civilians who are paying the price,” Jan
Kubis, the special representative of the UN
Secretary-General for Iraq, said in the state-
ment. The group was also behind Monday’s
suicide bombing in a commercial area in
eastern Baghdad, which killed 41 people
and wounding 64 others. Several other
attacks, including one carried out by five
suicide bombers against two police sta-
tions in the city of Samarra north of
Baghdad, killed at least 27 people and
wounded 89.

Backed by the US-led international
coalition, Iraqi government troops and
paramilitary forces launched the campaign
in mid-October to dislodge IS from Mosul -
Iraq’s second-largest city and the last major
IS urban bastion in the country.

Unlike other reports, last month’s report
didn’t include casualties among security
forces. The UN came under criticism from
the Iraqi military last month after reporting
that nearly 2,000 members of the Iraqi
forces had been killed in November. The
Iraqi government has not publicized the
casualty figures for government troops and
paramilitary forces fighting in Mosul and
elsewhere in northern Iraq. — AP 

UN: At least 6,878 civilians 
killed in 2016 Iraq violence 

MOSUL: Soldiers of Iraq’s elite counterterrorism forces help an elderly woman
as she and her family flee fighting between Iraqi security forces against
Islamic State militants. — AP 

Continuous fighting puts  
peace negotiations at risk
Rebels accuse Assad regime of breaking ceasefire 

DAMASCUS: A general view shows artisan workshops in a historic Ottoman building with a fountain in the courtyard filled
with dirty water in the capital. — AFP 

Russia flags war games
with US ally Philippines

MANILA: The Russian Navy said yesterday it was plan-
ning to hold war games with the Philippines, as two of
its ships made a rare stop in Manila following Filipino
President Rodrigo Duterte’s pivot from the United
States. Rear Admiral Eduard Mikhailov, the deputy
commander of the Russian Navy’s Pacific fleet, said the
joint military exercises would focus on maritime piracy
and terrorism, which he described as the region’s two
top security concerns.

“We’re very sure that in the future we’ll get such
exercises with you, maybe just the manoeuvreing or
maybe use some combat systems and so on,”
Mikhailov told reporters beside the docked Russian
destroyer Admiral Tributs. Mikhailov also raised the
prospect of joint exercises with China and Malaysia in
the South China Sea, where competing territorial
claims have been a major source of tension and
potential conflict for decades.

“We really hope that in a few years, the military
exercises for example in your region, in the South
China Sea, will (involve) for example, not only Russia-
Philippines, but Russia, Philippines, China and maybe
Malaysia together.” The visit was only the third ever
by Russian military vessels to the Philippines, accord-
ing to the Filipino Navy’s Commodore Francisco
Cabudao, who led the welcoming ceremony for the
Russian ships. 

The Philippines, a former American colony, had for
decades been one of the United States’ most impor-
tant and loyal allies in Asia. The two are bound by a
mutual defense pact. But Duterte, a self-described
socialist, has during his six months in power sought to
dramatically shift his nation’s foreign and military
alliances towards China and Russia. — AFP

NEW YORK: Women’s rights face enor-
mous challenges worldwide in 2017 with
campaigners expecting fights to keep
health clinics open, to save programs pre-
venting unwanted pregnancies and to
enforce laws protecting women from vio-
lence. Globally, women’s rights are in the
crosshairs of rising isolationism and right-
wing politics in Western Europe and the
United States,  where President-elect
Donald Trump has promised to unravel an
array of beneficial policies.

“ There are major challenges facing
women’s rights coming up, not the least of
which is a global cultural understanding ...
that women are in essence second-class
citizens,” said Tarah Demant of Amnesty
International USA. “This is a global phe-
nomenon,” said Demant, senior director of
Amnesty’s identity and discrimination
unit. “We are really worried.” Here are
some of the biggest challenges to
women’s rights in 2017:

Global access to abortion and 
contraception 

A threat to abortion access is the likely
reinstatement of the so-called global gag
rule under the Trump administration. First
imposed under former President Ronald
Reagan, the rule prohibits groups getting
US aid abroad from providing abortions or
counseling patients about abortions, even

if their funds for those activities come
from other sources.

The rule was lifted by President Barack
Obama in 2009 but can be reinstated with
the stroke of a pen. Under the gag rule,
many groups turned down US aid, leaving
them short of money for health services
from cancer screenings to flu shots, advo-
cates say. The United States also could pull
funding from the United Nations
Population Fund, which provides access to
reproductive health services but does not
fund or support abortion.

Keeping women’s organizations 
operating 

Women’s groups work around the
world on such issues as divorce rights,
gender wage gaps and child marriage,
often operating in hostile environments
on shoestring budgets. Several countries
have enacted laws pressuring such groups
by making them register as foreign agents
if they get funding from international
donors, said Janet Walsh, acting director
of women’s rights division at Human
Rights Watch. At the same time, funding
from US government sources is likely to
shrink, she said. “I’m afraid for those who
take a stand for women’s rights, that their
security and their ability to register and
operate as organizations will be undercut,”
she said.

Women’s rights face 
a daunting new year 


