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DAMASCUS: Syrians inspect the site of a suicide bomb attack in Damascus’ eastern Tahrir Square district yesterday. — AFP 

Suicide car bombers hit Damascus; 18 killed 
DAMASCUS: A suicide car bomber pur-
sued by security forces blew himself up in
eastern Damascus yesterday, with a mon-
itor reporting 18 killed in the deadliest
attack to hit the Syrian capital in months.
Syrian state media and the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights monitor-
ing group said security forces intercepted
three car bombers on their way into the
city yesterday morning. State television
said two of the vehicles were blown up
on the outskirts of the city. A third man-
aged to reach the eastern Tahrir Square
district, where he was surrounded but
able to detonate a bomb.

The Observatory, a Britain-based mon-
itor, said 18 people were killed in the
bombing, including at least seven mem-
bers of pro-regime security forces and
two civilians. It had not identified the

remaining victims.  Syrian state news
agency SANA quoted an interior ministry
statement as saying two of the vehicles
had been “destroyed” at a roundabout on
the road to the city’s airport. The driver of
the third blew himself up while being
pursued, it said, “killing a number of civil-
ians, injuring others, and causing material
damage to public and private properties.”

Extensive damage
An AFP correspondent at  Tahrir

Square saw extensive damage to nearby
buildings. Two bombed-out cars were
visible to one side of the square, which
was strewn with debris. A woman was
crying in an apartment near the site of
the attack. Her balcony had collapsed
and the living room was a mess of bro-
ken glass and shattered masonry, with

pictures and curtains strewn across the
floor.  The woman said her daughter had
been taken to hospital  af ter  being
injured by flying glass.

Tahrir Square resident Mohammad
Tinawi said that he had heard “gunfire at
around 6:00 am (0300 GMT ), then an
explosion which smashed the glass of
houses in the neighborhood.” He said he
had seen Red Crescent volunteers treat-
ing two wounded soldiers. A shopkeeper
confirmed that the explosion had gone
off at around 6:00 am.  Damascus has
been spared the large-scale battles that
have devastated other major Syrian cities
during the country’s six-year civil war.  

But dozens of people have been killed
in bombings, particularly on the out-
skirts of the capital.  In mid-March, bomb
attacks on a courthouse and restaurant

in central Damascus killed 32 people.
That rare assault in the heart of the city,
which remains under government con-
trol, was claimed by the Islamic State
group. That came days after two explo-
sions that left 74 dead in the capital’s Old
City and were claimed by the Tahrir Al-
Sham coalition led by the jihadist Fateh
al-Sham Front.

Battlefronts around Damascus have
calmed since a May deal that saw oppo-
sition fighters withdraw from several
neighborhoods, along with a separate
agreement on “de-escalation” zones-
including one in a rebel stronghold just
outside the capital. Syria’s conflict broke
out with anti-government protests in
2011, but has since evolved into a multi-
front war that has k i l led more than
320,000 people.— AFP 

RAMLA: Israeli ex-prime minister Ehud Olmert was
freed from prison yesterday after being granted parole
from a 27-month sentence for corruption scandals that
brought down his promising political career. Olmert,
the country’s first former premier to serve jail time, did
not speak to reporters when leaving the Maasiyahu
prison in central Israel. Wearing a dark-colored T-shirt,
he was seen exiting the jail shortly after dawn yester-
day before being driven away to his home in Tel Aviv,
accompanied by Israeli security agents.

The 71-year-old, premier between 2006 and 2009,
was convicted of graft and entered prison in February
2016. He was granted early release by a parole board
on Thursday, reducing his sentence by around a third.
Prosecutors decided not to appeal the decision.  The
conditions of his parole were not made public, but
Israeli media reported that they include reporting to
police twice a month and a ban on leaving the country.

He must also volunteer at associations that help the
poor, Haaretz newspaper reported.  He can request a
pardon from President Reuven Rivlin that would lift
the restrictions. Justice Minister Ayelet Shaked told
army radio she would favor such a request. In March,
Rivlin rejected a request for clemency by Olmert, but
said he could consider pardoning him if he were grant-
ed parole.

‘Paid a heavy price’
Olmert, of the centre-right Kadima party when

prime minister, resigned in September 2008 after
police recommended he be indicted for graft.  He how-
ever remained in office until March 2009, when right-
wing Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu was sworn in
to the post, which he has held ever since. Olmert won
international acclaim for relaunching peace efforts
with the Palestinians at the Annapolis conference in
the United States in 2007, but they failed to bear fruit
and the corruption charges against him have come to
define his legacy.

The parole board said last week that while Olmert’s
crimes were “severe,” he was “punished for his deeds
and paid a heavy price.” “The inmate underwent a sig-
nificant rehabilitation process in prison and displays
motivation to continue it,” it said. The decision came
after Olmert was recently rushed to hospital after
experiencing chest pains in prison.—AFP 

Israel’s ex-PM Olmert 
released from prison

RAMLA: Former Israeli Prime Minister Ehud Olmert
(left), 71, leaves the Maasyahu prison yesterday. —AFP 


