
THURSDAY, JUNE 1, 2017

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

MOSCOW: Russian warships in the Mediterranean
Sea have fired four cruise missiles at the Islamic
State group’s positions in Syria, the Russian defense
ministry said yesterday. The announcement came as
Syrian government troops pushed ahead in their
offensive against IS and militants in central and
northern Syria. Moscow said in a statement that the
Admiral Essen frigate and the Krasnodar submarine
launched the missiles at IS targets in the area of the
ancient town of Palmyra. There was no information
on when the missiles were launched.

Syrian troops have been on the offensive for
weeks in northern, central and southern part of the
country against IS and US-backed rebels under the
cover of Russian airstrikes, gaining an area almost
half the size of neighboring Lebanon. Most recently,
Syrian troops and their allies have been marching
toward the IS stronghold of Sukhna, about 60 km
northeast of Palmyra. The strategic juncture in the
Syrian desert aids government plans to go after IS
in Deir el-Zour, one of the militants’ last major
strongholds in Syria. The oil-rich province straddles
the border with Iraq and is the extremist group’s last
gateway to the outside world.

Russia, a staunch Damascus ally, has been pro-
viding air cover to Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad’s offensive on IS and other insurgents since
2015. Moscow had fired cruise missiles from war-
ships in the past, as well as from mainland Russia
against Assad’s opponents. As the fighting against
IS militants is underway near Palmyra, Syrian troops
clashed with US-backed rebels in the country’s
south yesterday, according to the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights and
Mozahem Al-Salloum, of the activist-run
Hammurabi Justice News network that tracks
developments in eastern Syria.

The fighting came days after the United States
told Syrian government forces and their allies to
move away from an area near the Jordanian border
where the coalition is training allied rebels. The
warning comes less than two weeks after the
Americans bombed Iranian-backed troops there
after they failed to heed similar warnings. Navy
Capt Jeff Davis, a Pentagon spokesman, said on
Tuesday that the US dropped leaflets over the
weekend telling the forces to leave the established
protected zone. — AP 

Russia fires cruise missiles at IS targets in Syria

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka pledged yesterday to
tighten construction laws as the toll from
heavy rains rose to 203, saying many land-
slide victims would have survived had their
homes not been built on slopes. The gov-
ernment will also prosecute anyone violat-
ing existing rules by building on landslide-
prone slopes, said Disaster Management
Minister Anura Yapa. “If we don’t stop this
madness, we are going to end up with a
bigger disaster very soon,” he said, pledging
to demolish all illegal structures including
10,000 in the capital alone. “About 30 to 40
percent of this disaster is due to illegal con-
structions,” Yapa said. “The local councils
should never have allowed homes to be
built on (landslide-prone) mountain slopes.”

More than 1,500 homes were destroyed
and another 7,600 suffered structural dam-
age in landslides triggered by heavy rain
on Friday, according to the Disaster
Management Centre (DMC). As the official
death toll rose to 203 with another 96 still
missing, Yapa said residents in the worst-hit
Ratnapura and Kalutara districts had
ignored persistent warnings to evacuate.
“We have a cultural issue where people
don’t accept that they are at risk,” Yapa said.
“We are also considering laws to force peo-
ple to leave when evacuation warnings are
issued by the DMC.”

The minister said decades of illegal con-

struction had worsened the flooding by
blocking drains and eliminating natural
rainwater stores, including marshland.
More than 600,000 people remain tem-
porarily homeless after the landslides and
floods, the worst to hit the island in 14
years. As the waters recede, hundreds of
volunteers have begun work on cleaning
wells to bring fresh water to survivors, offi-
cials said.

Government spokesman Rajitha
Senaratne said additional medical teams
were also being deployed to prevent the
spread of waterborne diseases. Foreign
Minister Ravi Karunanayake said 16 coun-
tries had rushed relief supplies and medi-
cine to assist those driven from their
homes following Friday’s monsoon deluge.
“We also have a lot of enquiries from other
countries and organizations wanting to
know our immediate needs. We are moved
by the spontaneous response,”
Karunanayake told reporters. 

India and Pakistan also deployed med-
ical teams on the ground in some of the
worst-hit areas, he said. The flooding is the
worst since May 2003 when 250 people
were killed and 10,000 homes destroyed
after a similarly powerful monsoon, offi-
cials said. Monsoon rains last year also
caused flooding and landslides, killing
more than 100 people. — AFP 
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ANKARA: Turkey on Tuesday said the US arming
of a Kurdish militia force deemed a terror group
by Ankara was “extremely dangerous”, and urged
Washington to reverse its “mistake”. “Such steps
are extremely dangerous for Syria’s unity and ter-
ritorial integrity,” Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu said, after the United States began
providing small arms to the Kurdish fighters. “If
we are looking for stability in Syria, we should row
back from those mistakes,” he told a press confer-
ence with Slovenian counterpart Karl Erjavec.

The Pentagon on Tuesday said it had begun to
transfer small arms and vehicles to the Kurdish
elements of the Syrian Democratic Forces, a
Kurdish-Syrian Arab alliance fighting the Islamic
State group and containing Kurdish Peoples’
Protection Units (YPG) fighters. The weapons
include AK-47s and small-caliber machine guns,
Pentagon spokesman Major Adrian Rankine-
Galloway said. Turkey views the YPG as a “terror
group” linked to Kurdish separatists waging an
insurgency inside Turkey since 1984 that has
killed more than 40,000 people.

But Washington believes the YPG is the most
effective fighting force against IS jihadists in
Syria, thus causing tensions between the NATO
allies. The US’ weapons transfers began ahead of
an upcoming offensive to recapture Raqa, the
last major bastion for IS in Syria. The SDF have

now advanced to within a few miles of Raqa on
several fronts, and this month captured the
strategic town of Tabqa and the adjacent dam
from the jihadists.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan met
with US counterpart Donald Trump in
Washington for the first time where the issue of
US support for the YPG was discussed on May 16,

the Turkish foreign minister said. Less than a week
before Erdogan’s visit, Trump approved arming
fighters from the YPG. “The president clearly
expressed our position and concerns during his
Washington visit. It was stressed how risky and
dangerous the support given to the YPG was,”
Cavusoglu said. “These weapons could be used
against all humanity, not just Turkey.” — AFP 
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TEHRAN: For Iranian viewers sitting down
for this year’s primetime historical drama
during the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan, there was a shock: You could see
women’s hair. The director’s trick: Popping
across the border to neighboring Armenia
to film women without headscarves in
front of a “green screen” and then super-
imposing them into the background of
Iranian scenes. “This is a technical achieve-
ment for our cinema and television that
can be of service in future,” director Jalil
Saman said in yesterday’s Haft-e Sobh
newspaper.

The month of Ramadan, which started
on Saturday, is always a showcase for high-
profile TV serials and this year it is Saman’s
“Nafas” (or “Breath”), about a nurse being
dragged into the revolutionary tumult of
the late 1970s, that has garnered the most
attention. Iranian TV can show foreign films
with unscarved women - although too
much leg or cleavage gets blurred out or
hidden behind a digitally inserted object
such as a lamp. 

But local programs must normally abide
by strict rules in which no female hair can
be shown, even for historical dramas or
scenes set in a family home where real-life
women do not cover their heads. Saman
said it would have been absurd to show
everyone in a headscarf since the show is
set before the Islamic revolution of 1979
when women were free to wear whatever
they wanted. Shows set during that period

are usually “ruined”, he told Haft-e Sobh,
because they cannot show how things real-
ly looked.  “They give the impression that
Islam was followed more before the revolu-
tion than today,” he said. “We have only
shown a part of how it was before the revo-
lution but some cannot even tolerate this.”

Saman said he was refused permission
by the censors to use actresses in wigs, a
trick used for several high-profile shows in
the past. The other popular option - having
women in hats with scarves wrapped
around their ears and neck - was “ridicu-
lous” he added. So instead Saman turned
to “green screening”, in which actresses are
filmed in front of a green background that
can be digitally removed and the character
inserted into other scenes.

Iranian filmmakers must obtain three
separate authorizations: For the script,
filming and release. But the authorities
admit that a majority of Iranians now own
a satellite dish - even though they are
technically illegal - beaming in uncensored
programming from all over the world.  It is
part of the steady erosion of strict Islamic
rules - in practice, if not in theory - that
has also seen headscarves pushed further
and further back, especially in wealthier
parts of Tehran. President Hassan Rouhani
won a resounding re-election victory this
month, promising a further easing of
social restrictions, although he faces con-
siderable opposition from the clerical
establishment. — AFP 
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COX’S BAZAR, Bangladesh: Aid workers
warned yesterday of an “acute crisis” in
Bangladesh after a cyclone destroyed thousands
of homes and devastated camps housing
Rohingya refugees, leaving many without food
or shelter. Hundreds of thousands of Rohingya
live in the overcrowded camps in Cox’s Bazar on
the southeast coast after fleeing violence in
neighboring Myanmar. Cyclone Mora battered
the area on Tuesday, killing seven people,
destroying 20,000 homes and forcing the evacu-
ation of 600,000 residents.

India’s Navy said it had pulled 33 Bangladeshi
survivors and a body from the Bay of Bengal
Wednesday during search and rescue operations
following the cyclone. Some of the worst dam-
age was at the camps housing the 300,000
Rohingya, whose numbers swelled last year fol-
lowing a military crackdown on the stateless
Muslim minority in Myanmar. “There is an acute
crisis of food, shelter, health services, water and
sanitation facilities in the makeshift settlements
following the storm,” said Sanjukta Sahany, local
head of the International Organization for
Migration which coordinates relief in some of
the camps. “The drainage and toilet system have
been fully broken,” she told AFP.

Risk of disease 
Sahany said the storm had destroyed or dam-

aged at least 16,010 homes in the makeshift
camps and also seriously damaged clinics run by
aid agencies for the Rohingya and the local com-
munity. Aid workers scrambled to get food to
the camps, which house around 300,000
Rohingya, many of whom were observing the
Ramadan fast when the cyclone struck. “We are

also repairing community structures and schools
so that families that are sleeping in the open can
move inside until their sheds can be repaired,”
said John McKissick, who heads the Cox’s Bazar
office of the UN refugee agency, UNHCR. 

Refugees have said they were given no official
warning of the storm and were unable to salvage
stockpiles of food for the breaking of the fast
when it hit. “No charities came to offer food. Some
people shared a small piece of bread between a
group of four,” community leader Mohammad
Rafique Habib told AFP. “Pregnant women, chil-
dren and the elderly are suffering most.” Abdul
Matin, who lives in a camp for unregistered
Rohingya refugees, told AFP many had crowded
into schools and mosques for the night, while
others were forced to sleep in the open.

Haji Abdus Salam, who lives in Nayapara
camp with his 13 children, two wives and 10
grand-children, said the family had not eaten
since Tuesday. Outside the camps, Bangladeshi
authorities say 20,000 homes were destroyed
and another 39,000 damaged by the cyclone,
which brought winds of up to 135 km per hour.
The charity Save the Children said it was particu-
larly concerned about the impact on minors.
“Making matters worse, there is also an
increased risk of disease, especially for those liv-
ing in temporary or basic housing and with poor
water and sanitation facilities,” said country
director Mark Pierce.

Bangladesh had earlier evacuated nearly
600,000 people from vulnerable areas and many
low-lying villages were inundated by a storm
surge reaching four feet (1.3 m). Most have since
returned to their homes. Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina told parliament her government’s swift

response, coupled with the fact that the cyclone
made landfall during an ebb tide, had averted
disaster. Hasina has said her government would
rebuild all property damaged by the storm and
has sent two Bangladesh Navy ships to two of
the worst-hit areas. 

It was not immediately clear how the 33 res-
cued yesterday came to be in the sea, although
some reports said they may have been swept
from the shore. The Fishing Boat Association said
an estimated 200 fishermen had failed to return
to port. They were thought to be stranded, or to
have anchored, on far-flung islands. 

The INS Sumitra found the survivors, includ-
ing women and children, floating in the Bay of
Bengal roughly 160 km off the coast of
Chittagong. “Our navy have found 33 survivors
and one dead body from the sea.  They were
floating in the waters when they were found,”
Dhaka’s Indian High Commission spokesman
Ranjan Mondol said. The Indian embassy’s
Facebook page showed pictures of survivors
floating in the Bay of Bengal as well as of res-
cued people covered in blankets.

Eastern Naval Command spokesman
Commander C G Raju said the rescued
Bangladeshis were given medical treatment. “We
are planning to send a rescue aircraft to look out
for more survivors,” he told AFP. The Indian Navy
had reportedly kept its Eastern Fleet on the
highest alert level to assist Bangladesh if need-
ed. Cyclone Mora comes after heavy rains in Sri
Lanka caused the worst flooding the island has
seen in well over a decade, killing more than 200
people. South Asia is frequently hit by flooding
in the summer with the arrival of the annual
monsoon rains. — AFP 

Refugees face ‘acute crisis’ 

in cyclone-hit Bangladesh
Indian navy plucks 33 cyclone survivors, body, from sea

In this frame grab provided yesterday, long-range Kalibr cruise missile is launched by the Russian
Navy Admiral Essen frigate in the Mediterranean. — AP 

COX’S BAZAR: An IOM medical team provides treatment at Balukhali camp yesterday. — AFP 

KIRIBATHGALA, Sri lanka: Soldiers carry out recovery work at the site of a mudslide
in this village in Ratnapura district yesterday. —AFP

ANKARA: Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (right) welcomes Slovenia’s Deputy Prime
Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs, Karl Erjavec at his official residence yesterday. —AFP 


