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BEIRUT: The Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah
has declared victory in the Syrian war while
Russia said government forces had driven mili-
tants from 85 percent of the country where
President Bashar Al-Assad’s rule seemed in dan-
ger two years ago. The comments from two
Syrian government allies mark the most confi-
dent assessments yet of Assad’s position in the
war that spiraled out of 2011 “Arab Spring”
protests against him.

The government’s most recent advances have
recovered swathes of territory in eastern Syria
from Islamic State, which is being targeted in the
same region in a campaign waged by US-backed
Kurdish and Arab militias. Hezbollah leader
Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, whose group has sent
thousands of fighters to Syria, dismissed the
fighting left to be done in Syria as “scattered bat-
tles”. “We have won in the war (in Syria),” he said
in comments reported by the Lebanese newspa-
per Al-Akhbar.

Referring to Assad’s opponents, Nasrallah said
“the path of the other project has failed and wants
to negotiate for some gains”. The comments, made

at a religious gathering, were confirmed to Reuters
by a source familiar with the speech. Hundreds of
thousands of people have been killed in the con-
flict, which has fractured Syria into a patchwork of
areas and generated a refugee crisis of historic pro-
portions, forcing millions of people into neighbor-
ing states and Europe.

Military backing from Iran and Russia has
proven critical to Assad in the war with insur-
gents including rebels who have been backed by
Gulf Arab states, Turkey and the United States,
which has decided to end a program of covert
support to rebels. Rebel groups were making
steady advances against Assad as recently as
2015, when the deployment of the Russian air
force to Syria turned the tide in his favor. 

Over the past year, Assad has crushed numer-
ous pockets of rebel-held territory in the cities of
Aleppo, Homs and Damascus, brokering local
deals by which thousands of his opponents have
been moved to remaining rebel-held enclaves of
the country. Ceasefires brokered by Russia, Turkey,
Iran and the United States in remaining rebel-held
areas of western Syria have freed up manpower on

the government side, helping its advance east into
the oil-rich province of Deir Ezzor.

Air strikes 
Government forces last week reached Deir

Ezzor city, the provincial capital on the Euphrates
River, breaking an Islamic State siege of a gov-
ernment-held enclave and a nearby air base. “To
date, 85 percent of Syria’s territory has been
cleared of the militants of illegal armed groups,”
the RIA news agency cited Alexander Lapin, chief
of staff of the Russian military contingent in
Syria, as saying. Islamic State fighters are still in
control of around 27,000 square km of Syria’s ter-
ritory, he said.

Lapin made no reference to a swathe of terri-
tory held in northern Syria by an alliance of US-
backed militias - the Syrian Democratic Forces
(SDF) which is led by the Kurdish YPG and is not
at war with Assad. “The liberation of (Deir Ezzor)
city is proceeding,” Lapin said. “Syrian troops are
finalizing the defeat of the ISIL group blocking
the northern and southern districts of Deir Ezzor,”
he said. He said the assault was being led by

General Suheil Al-Hassan, a Syrian officer who
has risen to prominence in the war.          

The SDF, which is battling to defeat Islamic
State at Raqqa city, has in recent days launched a
separate offensive against Islamic State in Deir
Ezzor province. The Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said air strikes likely to have been
carried out by Russian warplanes killed 69 peo-
ple since Sunday near the Euphrates River in Deir
Ezzor. The Russian Defense Ministry did not
immediately respond to a Reuters request for
comment on Tuesday’s report by the Britain-
based monitoring group. The Observatory, which
identified the victims as civilians, said the air
strikes had hit encampments on the western
bank of the river and vessels crossing to the east-
ern side. Syrian state television separately report-
ed the army was conducting artillery and
machine gun attacks on rafts carrying Islamic
State militants to the eastern side of the river
from their last positions in Deir Ezzor city.

‘Only escape route’
“Their only escape route out of the city is

through rafts on the river, and god willing, we
will target them in the water before they get
away,” a commander said in a televised inter-
view. Aside from the territory held by the SDF
and Islamic State, rebels still control a corner of
the northwest, a corner of the southwest, an
area near Damascus, and an area north of the
city of Homs.

Syrian government attacks in the rebel-held
Eastern Ghouta region near Damascus suggest
Assad may yet try to recapture the remaining
rebel-held areas of the west, including enclaves
at the borders with Turkey, Jordan and Israel. A
major general in the Syrian Republican Guard
interviewed by a state-run TV station from Deir
Ezzor on Monday warned Syrians who had “run
away or escaped from Syria to any other coun-
try” not to return.

Major General Issam Zahreddine, head of the
104 Brigade which was under IS-siege for three
years in Deir Ezzor, later issued a clarification on
his Facebook page, saying his warning had been
directed only at people who had taken up
arms.—Reuters
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DEIR EZZOR: A picture shows destroyed fighter jets and a helicopter at the military airport in the eastern Syrian city of Deir Ezzor. — AFP

UNITED NATIONS: The UN Security Council
unanimously voted to step up sanctions on
North Korea, with its profitable textile exports
now banned and fuel supplies capped, prompt-
ing a traditionally defiant threat of retaliation
against the United States. Monday’s decision,
triggered by the North’s sixth and largest
nuclear test this month, was the ninth such res-
olution unanimously adopted by the 15-mem-
ber Security Council since 2006 over North
Korea’s ballistic missile and nuclear programs.

Japan and South Korea said after the pas-
sage of the US-drafted Security Council resolu-
tion they were prepared to apply more pressure
if North Korea refused to end its aggressive
development of nuclear weapons and ballistic
missiles. A tougher initial US draft was weak-
ened to win the support of China, Pyongyang’s
main ally and trading partner, and Russia, both
of which hold veto power in the council. “We
don’t take pleasure in further strengthening
sanctions today. We are not looking for war,” US
Ambassador to the United Nations Nikki Haley
told the council after the vote. 

The North Korean regime has not yet
passed the point of no return. “If it agrees to
stop its nuclear program, it can reclaim its
future ... If North Korea continues its dangerous
path, we will continue with further pressure,”
said Haley, who credited a “strong relationship”
between US President Donald Trump and
Chinese President Xi Jinping for the successful
resolution negotiations. North Korea’s ambas-
sador, Han Tae Song, told the UN-sponsored
Conference on Disarmament in Geneva yester-
day the United States was “fired up for political,
economic, and military confrontation”.

The North regularly threatens to destroy
the South and its main ally, the United States,
which it accuses of continual preparation for
invasion. “My delegation condemns in the
strongest terms, and categorically rejects, the
latest illegal and unlawful UN Security Council
resolution,” he said. The Democratic People’s
Republic of Korea (DPRK) was “ready to use a

form of ultimate means”, Han said, without
elaborating.

“The forthcoming measures by DPRK will
make the US suffer the greatest pain it ever
experienced in its history.” US disarmament
ambassador Robert Wood took the floor to say
the Security Council resolution “frankly sent a
very clear and unambiguous message to the
regime that the international community is
tired, is no longer willing to put up with
provocative behavior from this regime”.

UN member states are now required to halt
imports of textiles from North Korea, its sec-
ond largest export after coal and other miner-

als in 2016 that totaled $752 million and
accounted for a quarter of its income from
trade, according to South Korean data. Nearly
80 percent went to China. “This resolution also
puts an end to the regime making money
from the 93,000 North Korean citizens it sends
overseas to work and heavily taxes,” Haley said.
“This ban will eventually starve the regime of
an additional $500 million or more in annual
revenues,” she said.

Resume dialogue
South Korea’s presidential Blue House said

the only way for Pyongyang to end diplomatic

isolation and free itself of economic pressure
was to end its nuclear program and resume
dialogue. “North Korea needs to realize that a
reckless challenge against international peace
will only bring about even stronger interna-
tional sanctions against it,” the Blue House said.
However, China’s official Xinhua news agency
said in a commentary that the Trump adminis-
tration was making a mistake by rejecting
diplomatic engagement with the North.

“The US needs to switch from isolation to
communication in order to end an ‘endless
loop’ on the Korean peninsula, where “nuclear
and missile tests trigger tougher sanctions

and tougher sanctions invite further tests,”
Xinhua said. Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe quickly welcomed the resolution and said
after the vote it was important to change
North Korea’s policy by stepping up pressure.

The resolution imposes a ban on conden-
sates and natural gas liquids, a cap of 2 mil-
lion barrels a year on refined petroleum prod-
ucts, and a cap on crude oil exports to North
Korea at current levels. China supplies most
of North Korea’s crude. A US official, familiar
with the council negotiations and speaking
on condition of anonymity, said North Korea
imported about 4.5 million barrels of refined
petroleum products annually and 4 million
barrels of crude oil.

Chinese officials have privately expressed
fears that an oil embargo could risk causing
massive instability in their neighbor. Russia
and China have also expressed concern
about the humanitarian impact of stiffer
sanctions on North Korea. 

Haley said the resolution aimed to hit
“North Korea’s ability to fuel and fund its
weapons program”. Trump has vowed not
to allow North Korea to develop a nuclear
missile capable of hitting the mainland
United States.

South Korean officials said after the North’s
sixth nuclear test that Pyongyang could soon
launch another intercontinental ballistic mis-
sile in defiance of international pressure. North
Korea said its Sept. 3 test was of an advanced
hydrogen bomb and was its most powerful by
far. The latest resolution contained new politi-
cal language urging “further work to reduce
tensions, so as to advance the prospects for a
comprehensive settlement”.

The resolution also calls on countries to
inspect vessels on the high seas, with the con-
sent of the flag state, if they have reasonable
grounds to believe the ships are carrying pro-
hibited cargo. It also bans joint ventures with
North Korean entities, except for non-profit
public utility infrastructure projects.—Reuters
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NEW YORK: Members of the United Nations Security Council meet concerning North Korea at UN headquarters in New York City. — AFP


