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Hospital struggles 
with the number 
of malnourished 
Yemeni children
KHOKHA: Twenty Yemeni children huddle together out-
side Khokha hospital, hoping to be let into a clinic that
serves as a lifeline for tens of thousands. On the narrow
pavement, a boy dressed in purple leans limply against
his mother. In her lap is a baby with expressionless eyes.
The hospital, located in a government-controlled west-
ern province, is one of the war-torn country’s better-
resourced clinics.

It receives supplies and aid from the United Nations
and donors including the United Arab Emirates, a main
ally of the internationally recognized Yemeni authorities.
But nearly four years into a war that has pushed 14 mil-
lion Yemenis to the brink of starvation, even Khokha
hospital cannot meet the needs of all the malnourished
children who arrive daily. “We take the phone numbers
of the patients when there aren’t enough beds for them,
and when a case is discharged, we call them back for
treatment,” says Abdullah Zuhair, a doctor in the chil-
dren’s ward. 

Too weak to chew 
The United Nations calls Yemen the world’s worst

humanitarian crisis. The long-impoverished country has
been crippled by a blockade, economic collapse and the
war between Iran-backed rebels and government forces
propped up by a Saudi-led coalition. Khokha hospital is
located just 100 kilometers-a two-hour drive-south of

port city Hodeida, the target of a pro-government offen-
sive against Yemen’s Houthi rebels which has sparked
fears of a fresh humanitarian collapse.

The hospital serves as the main facility for health
services in the district, home to 30,000 people, as well
as Yemenis in neighboring areas. And every day, without
fail, new cases of acutely malnourished children turn up
for the doctors to treat. Inside the hospital, staff work
around the clock, weighing children, taking measure-
ments and injecting nutrients for those too weak to
chew. One-year-old Yahia weighs in at 5.5 kilograms -
nearly half the average weight of children his age. As the
baby waits for emergency treatment, he cries incon-
solably in his mother’s arms. 

‘Appeal to everyone’
Cartoon characters adorn the walls of one hospital

room that is painted pink and blue. Three mothers wear-
ing niqabs, a veil that covers the face, sit on beds with
their malnourished babies. “We receive a large number
of cases regularly, most of them suffering severe malnu-
trition,” says hospital director Yahia Zuheir. But the hos-
pital’s seven rooms “are not enough to meet demand”.
“We appeal to everyone... to intervene urgently,” Zuheir
says. UN agencies say half of Yemen’s population of
more than 28 million is at risk of starvation. 

Twenty-two million Yemenis are dependent on aid for
basic survival, the world body says, and the battle for
Hodeida threatens to close the country’s most important
port.  Yemen’s airspace and maritime borders are con-
trolled by the Saudi-led alliance, which accuses the
Houthi rebels of smuggling arms from Iran through the
country’s ports. According to UN figures, nearly 10,000
people have been killed since Saudi Arabia and its allies
joined the conflict in 2015 to bolster the government
against the Houthis. After multiple failed rounds of nego-
tiations between the warring parties, the UN aims to
host peace talks in Sweden this month.  —AFP

ALEPPO: This picture shows a damaged building in the Syrian rebel-held Al-Rashidin district of western Aleppo’s countryside near Idlib province.  —AFP 

BEIRUT: The US-led coalition against the Islamic
State group said yesterday it killed a senior jihadist
involved in the executions of an American aid worker
and other Western hostages. Abu Al-Umarayn was
accused of involvement in the November 2014
beheading of Peter Kassig, a former US ranger who
was doing volunteer humanitarian work when cap-
tured in 2013. “He was killed and more information
will be available after a full assessment,” Sean Ryan,
spokesman for the US-led coalition, said in a state-
ment issued after the Sunday strikes. “Al Umarayn
had given indications of posing an imminent threat to
coalition forces and he was involved in the killing of
American citizen and former US Army Ranger, Peter
Kassig,” he said.

Ryan said the jihadist had also been involved in
the execution of several other prisoners. It is the first
time the coalition, which has been hunting down IS
fighters in Iraq and Syria since 2014, has announced
the killing of a jihadist leader linked to Kassig’s death.
At the time of the execution, IS released a video
showing Kassig’s severed head but did not publish
footage of the decapitation, as it had done for other
hostages. Syria’s official Sana news agency had earli-
er Sunday accused the US-led coalition of firing on
Syrian army positions in remote eastern regions.

Regime targeted?
“The American coalition forces launched around

8:00 pm this evening several missiles against some
positions of our forces in the Ghorab mountains
south of Sukhna,” it said. Quoting a military source, it
said the bombardment had caused only material
damage. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said coalition forces fired “more than 14 missiles” at a
Syrian army convoy as it was passing through the
desert. “The group was lost in the middle of the
desert around 35 kilometers from the Al-Tanf base”,
the Observatory’s director Rami Abdel Rahman said.

The United States often uses this base to launch
its strikes against IS jihadists. Coalition spokesman
Sean Ryan denied any strikes targeted the Syrian
army. “False, the strikes were as the report stated and
directed at ISIS,” he said, using another acronym for
the jihadist organization. Kassig founded a humani-
tarian organization in 2012 that trained some 150
civilians to provide medical aid to people in Syria. His
group also gave food, cooking supplies, clothing and
medicine to the needy. He took the name Abdul
Rahman after converting to Islam. His execution was
part of a gruesome series of Western hostage
beheadings that IS filmed and published to shock the
world as it attempted to expand across the region.

2014 executions
Before Kassig’s decapitation, which IS announced

on November 16, four other hostages were executed
by IS: British aid worker Alan Henning (video released
on October 3); British aid worker David Haines (video
released on September 13); US journalist Steven
Sotloff (video released on September 2); US journalist
James Foley (video released on August 19). Another
hostage held at the time and whose execution was
threatened was British journalist John Cantlie.

He later appeared in videos in which he uttered IS
propaganda but, more than six years after his kid-
napping, his fate remains unclear. The leader of the
cell which was responsible for the executions and
became known as “The Beatles” was believed to be
Mohammed Emwazi, a British jihadist nicknamed
“Jihadi John” who was killed in a drone strike in 2015.
After expanding to control a self-styled “caliphate”
straddling Syria and Iraq which was larger than
Britain, IS suffered a string of military setbacks.

It has virtually no fixed positions left in Iraq and is
now defending a few pockets in desert areas of Syria,
including the region where Sunday’s strikes were
carried out. The other is the jihadists’ main active
front in the Hajin area of Deir Ezzor province, where
coalition-backed Kurdish-led fighters have been

struggling to flush out a group of die-hard jihadists
making a fierce last stand. The coalition as well as the
Syrian government and its Russian backers have all
repeatedly vowed to carry on the fight until achiev-
ing a full victory over IS. But analysts have warned
that fully eradicating the jihadists from those desert
hideouts where the state has a very limited footprint
could prove almost impossible. —AFP

Coalition kills IS leader linked to beheadings
Jihadist ‘involved in the executions of Western hostages’

A file handout photo shows Peter Kassig with a truck, taken
somewhere along the Syrian border. —AFP

Fire rips through 
refugee camp in 
Lebanon; 2 killed 
YAMMOUNEH: A fire ripped through a refugee
camp in Lebanon yesterday killing two Syrians,
including a boy, and burning nearly two dozen
tents, a local official said. Around 1.5 million
Syrians have sought shelter in Lebanon from the
seven-year civi l  war raging next door, with
many living in camps in the Bekaa Valley in the
east of the country. The fire in the northeastern
town of Yammouneh yesterday “kil led a 46-
year-old man as well as a boy aged seven or
eight”, deputy mayor Hussein Shreif said. It
“burnt down 23 of 70 tents in the camp,” he
said, adding it was not immediately clear what
started the fire. But after the initial spark, “the
explosion of a fuel container in one of the tents
caused the fire to spread,” he said.

Security forces and a UN team were dispatched
to the area of the camp, he said. One of the
refugees said: “At 3:00 am, we heard screaming.
Then we saw flames (spreading) and we couldn’t
put them out.” An AFP photographer saw people
milling amid the cinders of former tents, nothing
remaining of them but a few metal poles. Near a
field of red earth, a young girl in a green hoodie
picked through a pile of clothes that had survived
the fire. Lebanon’s national news agency, NNA,
said “civil defense put out the fire with difficulty
due to the low visibility, thick fog and smoke.”
Fires have often erupted in Syrian refugee camps,

where many depend on international aid for their
survival.

Security forces also regularly sweep down on
the informal settlements. On Wednesday, further to
the east in the area of Arsal, the army detained
hundreds of Syrians, including over no or expired
identity documents. Since the start of the year,
thousands of Syrians have gone home to their
country, according to an AFP tally, in returns
coordinated between the authorities in Beirut and
Damascus. Lebanese authorities waive late fines
for those whose residency papers have expired if
they agree to return to Syria. 

The Syrian conf l ict  has ki l led more than
360,000 people and forced millions from their
homes since it started with the brutal repression
of anti-government protests in 2011. —AFP

YAMMOUNEH: Syrian refugees check the damage following a fire
that ripped through their refugee camp in the village of
Yammouneh in Lebanon’s eastern Bekaa Valley yesterday.  —AFP


