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News in brief

Raid kills 16 near Yemen port 
ADEN: An air strike near the Yemeni port of Hodeida yes-
terday killed 16 people in a building where Houthi rebels
were gathering, security sources said. There were conflict-
ing reports on the number of rebels versus civilians killed
in the strike which was believed to have been carried out
by the Saudi-led coalition. The coalition said it was inves-
tigating the reports and could not immediately comment.
The strike occurred in the district of Al-Hali in Hodeida
province, which is controlled by the Iran-backed insur-
gents.  The security sources said a second air strike tar-
geted the house of a Houthi commander in the same area,
but there were no immediate reports of casualties.  The
rebels’ Al-Masirah news outlet also reported two air
strikes in Al-Hali district, saying they targeted a camp for
displaced people and that most of the victims were women
and children. The security sources said there was no camp
for the displaced in the area. —AFP

Turkey orders cleric arrest
ANKARA: Turkey has ordered the arrest of the Muslim
cleric Fethullah Gulen and seven others over the 2016
assassination of the Russian envoy to Turkey, the
Haberturk newspaper said yesterday, a day before Russian
President Vladimir Putin visits the country. Andrei Karlov
was shot dead by an off-duty policeman while speaking at
an Ankara exhibit opening in December 2016. The gunman
shouted “Allahu Akbar” and “Don’t forget Aleppo!” as he
opened fire, apparently referring to Russia’s involvement in
neighboring Syria. He was shot dead by police at the
scene. Putin arrives on a two-day visit on Tuesday and will
meet President Tayyip Erdogan and Iranian President
Hassan Rouhani.  Their three countries are the guarantors
of the Astana peace talks that has set up “de-escalation”
zones across war-torn Syria. Erdogan said Gulen’s move-
ment was behind the assassination, a charge the cleric has
denied. Erdogan also blames the preacher’s network for an
attempted military coup in July 2016.—AFP

7 killed in Mexico prison 
COATZACOALCOS: Seven people including at least six
police were killed Sunday in a prison riot in eastern
Mexico, authorities said, the latest outburst of deadly vio-
lence in the country’s jails. Police were trying to transport
a group of “highly dangerous” prisoners from the La Toma
prison in Veracruz state when inmates attacked the six
officers, locked them in an enclosed space and set it on
fire, the state government said. “The inmates started a fire,
causing six police officers to die of smoke inhalation,” it
said in a statement. A seventh person who has yet to be
identified was also killed, it said. Fifteen police officers
were hospitalized with injuries. Seven inmates were also
wounded in the riot, two of them seriously. Army troops
were sent into the prison to help state police bring the sit-
uation under control, the statement said. Anxious prison-
ers’ relatives gathered outside the prison demanding news
on their loved ones.—AFP

Fiji cyclone causes floods 
SYDNEY: Floods caused by a tropical cyclone that
brought torrential weekend rains to the Pacific island
nation of Fiji have killed four people, with another pre-
sumed drowned, a disaster management official said yes-
terday. Tropical Cyclone Josie, a category-one storm,
caused severe flooding, with the northwestern town of Ba
on Fiji’s largest island, Viti Levu, said to be the worst hit.
Four bodies had been retrieved and authorities do not
expect that the missing person survived, said Anare
Leweniqila, the director of the Fiji National Disaster
Management Office. “The death toll will go to five when
we find their body,” he told Reuters by telephone. He said
1,873 people sheltering in 35 evacuation centers would not
be able to return home until mosquito spraying was com-
pleted. “In two to three days people can go home after the
clean-up and the vector spraying for diseases in the worst
affected areas,” Leweniqila added. —AFP

Gaza protests fade out for now, 
but both sides brace for more

Hamas has called for more mass demonstrations 
GAZA CITY: Protests along the Gaza border with Israel
have dwindled after the conflict’s deadliest day in years,
but both sides braced for further tensions yesterday after
Palestinians called for more demonstrations. The death toll
from Friday’s violence along the border between the Gaza
Strip and Israel rose by one to 17 yesterday when the
health ministry in the enclave confirmed another
Palestinian had died from his wounds.

The Islamic Jihad mili-
tant group said in a state-
ment that Faris Al-Raqib,
29, was a member, but that
he was not carrying a
weapon when he was shot.
In an AFP photo before his
injury, Raqib is seen carry-
ing one of the wounded
away from the clashes.
Hundreds of other
Palestinians were wounded
on Friday, many of them by
gun fire, when a mass
protest of tens of thousands
led to clashes with Israeli forces along the Gaza border.

The toll prompted the European Union and UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres to call for an inde-
pendent investigation, which Israel has flatly rejected.
Demonstrations along the border since Friday have
included only several hundred people, but large crowds
may return in the coming days, including after the week-
ly Muslim prayer on Friday. Hamas, the Islamist move-
ment that runs the Gaza Strip and which has fought three
wars with Israel since 2008, has called for more mass
demonstrations.

‘Determined to continue’ 
The protests are in support of Palestinian refugees

returning to lands they fled or were expelled from during the
1948 war surrounding Israel’s creation.  

“The Palestinian people are determined to continue the
great ‘March of Return,’ to free the land and move towards
occupied Jerusalem, and they are not concerned by all the
sacrifices,” senior Hamas member Khalil Al-Hayya told a
memorial ceremony, while also vowing that the Islamist
group would not disarm. The border area was relatively qui-

et yesterday morning, but
tents erected for the
protests remained. Near
the Erez crossing into
Israel, a few dozen young
men sat around while oth-
ers erected new tents.
Israel has defended its sol-
diers’ actions, when they
opened fire Friday on
Palestinians who strayed
from a main protest camp
and approached the heav-
ily fortified fence cutting
off the blockaded enclave.

The military says soldiers opened fire only when neces-
sary against those throwing stones and firebombs or
rolling tires at soldiers. It said there were attempts to dam-
age the fence and infiltrate Israel, while alleging there was
also an attempted gun attack against soldiers along the
border. Israel accuses Hamas of using the protest as cover
to carry out violence.

Key dates ahead 
Palestinians say protesters were shot while posing no

threat to soldiers and rights groups have criticized Israel’s
use of live fire. In addition to the 17 Palestinians killed,
more than 1,400 were wounded Friday, 757 of them by live
fire, with the remainder hurt by rubber bullets and tear gas

inhalation, the health ministry in Gaza said. The armed
wing of Hamas said five of those killed were its members
who were participating “in popular events side-by-side
with their people”. 

The Israeli army alleges 10 of the dead had “docu-
mented terror backgrounds” in Hamas and other groups
and were killed “whilst carrying out acts of terror”.

There were no casualties among Israelis. Unverified
videos being shared online have fuelled the debate,
including one appearing to show a protester running
with a tire being shot while seeming to pose no threat.
Israel’s army has issued a statement saying footage is
being “edited and fabricated,” without referring to spe-
cific videos. —AFP

Shot while 
posing 

no threat 

A Palestinian protestors use reflective mirrors to divert the attention of members of the Israeli forces
during a tent city protest at the Israel-Gaza border, in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip. —AFP 

One year ago, the 
sarin attack on 
Khan Sheikhun
BEIRUT: A year ago a sarin gas attack on Syria’s rebel-
held town of Khan Sheikhun killed 83 according to the
UN and 87 according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights.

The attack 
On April 4, 2017 at around 7:00 am an air strike hits

Khan Sheikhun, a small town in the northwestern
province of Idlib. Idlib is a stronghold of rebels
opposed to President Bashar Al-Assad along with
jihadists implanted in the region. Videos distributed by
anti-regime activists show corpses lying in the streets,
with others convulsing and suffering from suffocation.

Medical sources at the scene say patients suffer from
symptoms such as fainting, vomiting and foaming at the
mouth-similar to those of previously recorded chemical
weapons attacks. Syria’s opposition accuses Assad’s
regime of using munitions containing a toxic gas, a
charge categorically denied by the army. According to
the Britain-based Observatory it is the second worst
chemical attack since the start of the war in 2011. In
2013 more than 1,400 had died in a sarin gas attack in
the Damascus suburbs.

Trump strikes  
Overnight on April 7, on the orders of President

Donald Trump, the US military fires 59 Tomahawk mis-
siles from warships in the Mediterranean at the central
Shayrat airbase, near the central city of Homs.
According to the Pentagon, US intelligence have estab-
lished that the base was the launchpad for the alleged
chemical attack. The Syrian government describes the
US strike as “foolish and irresponsible”. Assad’s ally
Moscow calls it an “aggression against a sovereign

state”. Days later it vetoes a draft resolution at the UN
Security Council. Assad says the West “fabricated the
whole story in order to have a pretext for the attack”.

UN blames the regime  
On June 29 the Organization for the Prohibition of

Chemical Weapons (OPCW) says sarin gas was used in
the attack, without saying who was responsible. On
October 26 a joint UN-OPCW panel says it is confident

the Syrian regime is responsible, in conclusions rejected
by Moscow. 

On November 8, the US, Britain, France and
Germany, say a presumed chemical attack which just
preceded that in Khan Sheikhun “bears the hallmarks of
the Syrian regime”. 

On November 16-17 Russia vetoes on two occasions
renewal by the UN Security Council of the mandate of
the UN-OPCW investigation. —AFP

Civilian casualties 
in Afghan airstrike 
on madrassa 
KUNDUZ: An Afghan airstrike on a religious school in a
Taleban stronghold yesterday caused multiple casualties,
including civilians, Afghan officials and witnesses said. Top
Taleban commanders were gathered inside the madrassa
at the time of the attack in the northeastern province of
Kunduz, a security source said. He said an unknown num-
ber of civilians were among the casualties that also includ-
ed senior Taliban commanders who were “planning for the
next spring operations”.

“Several dead and at least 15 wounded”, including chil-
dren, were taken to the regional hospital in the provincial
capital Kunduz, Naim Mangal, a doctor, told AFP. Relatives
of the wounded told an AFP photographer at the hospital
that the attack happened during a graduation ceremony
for madrassa students. A defense ministry spokesman con-
firmed an airstrike in Dashte Archi district but described
the location as a kind of Taliban “training centre” and
denied civilians were among the casualties.

“Twenty Taliban, including the commander of their Red
Unit in the district, and also a key member of the Quetta
Shura were killed,” Mohammad Radmanish said. The Red
Unit is the insurgent group’s elite unit, and the Quetta
Shura is the group’s leadership council. The same number
were wounded, Radmanish added. The meeting included a
“high-ranking Taliban delegation” from the Quetta Shura,
Ghulam Hazrat, a spokesman for the 20th army division in
Kunduz, told AFP. 

“Fifteen Taliban were killed and 10 were wounded,”
Hazrat said. He also denied civilians were among the casu-
alties.  A senior local official said “around 150” people had
been killed and wounded in the airstrike. Afghan officials
often give conflicting casualty figures after an attack.

Obtaining detailed information is difficult because the
Taleban controls the area. Most telecommunication servic-
es are cut from late afternoon on Taliban orders, locals say. 

A spokesman for US Forces said they were not involved
in yesterday’s airstrike.  Afghanistan’s fledgling air force
has accelerated bombardments in recent months as the
Americans beef up the country’s aerial capability with
more aircraft and better weapons. 

Earlier this month, the Afghan Air Force dropped its

first laser-guided bomb on a Taleban compound in the
western province of Farah, where the militants have gone
on the offensive. 

US and Afghan forces are increasing ground and air
offensives against Taliban and Islamic State insurgents as
they try to get the upper hand in the 16-year war.  The lat-
est airstrike comes weeks before the Taleban usually
launches its spring offensive which is expected to be par-
ticularly bloody this year.  —AFP 

KHAN SHAYKHUN: Abdulhamid Yusuf (C), who lost 19 members of his family, including his wife and two children in
a chemical attack, drinks coffee with his friends and Mohammed Najib Al-Jawhara (2nd-L), who lost his parents
and nephew, at his home. —AFP 

KUNDUZ: An Afghan resident is treated at a hospital following an airstrike. —AFP 


