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“The strike on Al-Hari produced the highest death toll
for regime forces since the February incident,”
Observatory head Abdel Rahman told AFP.

Syria’s conflict began in 2011 with protests against
Assad, but then spiralled into a full-blown war that has
drawn in world powers and given rise of militants like IS.
The strike on Al-Hari came a day after the US-backed SDF
announced it had ousted IS from Dashisha, a village to the
north in Syria’s Hasakeh province. The village had been one
of the last IS-controlled areas in a corridor linking Syria
with Iraq. “For the first time in four years, Dashisha, a noto-
rious transit town for weapons, fighters and suicide
bombers between Iraq and Syria, is no longer controlled
by ISIS (IS) terrorists,” Brett McGurk, the US president’s
special envoy for the war against IS, said yesterday.

Separately, Turkey yesterday said it had started mili-
tary patrols in an area around the Kurdish-held city of
Manbij in northern Syria, in line with an agreement with
the US to scale down tensions in the region. The Turkish
army said in a statement that “patrol activities had begun”
between Manbij and an area it controls after a 2016-2017
military incursion. The state-run Anadolu news agency
said that Turkish armored vehicles were patrolling “on the

Manbij frontline”. It said US forces were also patrolling
the area but “independently”.

Manbij, formerly held by IS, is controlled by the Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF), an umbrella group dominated
by a Kurdish militia Turkey considers to be a terror group
but that is supported by the US. The issue of Manbij had
become a major flashpoint between the two NATO allies.
But Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu and US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo agreed a roadmap on
the future of the city to ease tensions earlier this month.

The move comes as Turkey prepares for tight pres-
idential and parliamentary elections on Sunday. Many
analysts say President Recep Tayyip Erdogan wants a
major foreign policy success to give him a final boost.
Erdogan hailed the move by the army around Manbij
in two campaign rallies in comments loudly cheered
by supporters. 

Cavusoglu said that Turkish soldiers would “bit by bit”
move inside Manbij and the People’s Protection Units
(YPG) would move out. “We can say we have started to
implement the roadmap” agreed with the United States,
he added. A commander with Syrian rebels fighting with
the Turkish forces told AFP that the area where the
troops had been positioned “is a front line between the
opposition and the SDF, according to the road map that
was agreed”.

Sherfan Darwish, spokesman of the Manbij Military
Council which rules the town, confirmed that “Turkish
forces did not enter our areas in Manbij and have not
crossed the frontlines”. He added that “American forces
are carrying out patrols on our forces’ side”. —Agencies

Dozens of pro-regime
fighters killed...

Continued from Page 1

Gargash said the Saudi and UAE-led offensive aimed
“to help the UN envoy in his last chance to convince
the Houthis to withdraw unconditionally from the city
and avoid any confrontation”.

Griffiths held two days of talks with the Houthis over
the weekend in Sanaa, but the rebels rejected a cease-
fire under current conditions. The head of their unoffi-
cial government, Abdulaziz Saleh bin Habtoor, accused
Saudi-led forces of “escalating their attacks on the
western coast when they felt there were serious moves
towards a solution”. The rebels, on their Al-Masirah tel-

evision, reported at least 10 air strikes yesterday in dif-
ferent areas of Yemen, including the west coast,
although there was no independent confirmation.

The Saudi alliance imposed a near-total blockade on
Hodeida port earlier this year, alleging Iran was using it
as a major conduit for illicit arms deliveries to the
Houthis. Gargash said yesterday that his country and its
allies aimed to “avoid civilian casualties”, adding that
the operation was “going very well”. Civilians deaths
have not yet been confirmed in Hodeida. Four UAE
troops have died in the operation, according to state
media, while medical and military sources say at least
164 mostly rebel fighters have died. Gargash said the
Arab coalition had kept the Hodeida-Sanaa road “open
for the Houthi militias to withdraw”. The UAE minister
denied reports that French troops had been helping the
coalition to take Hodeida, but said France had offered
to remove mines when it becomes necessary. — AFP 

UAE demands 
‘unconditional’...

Continued from Page 1

From Asia to the Middle East, thousands of migrant
domestic workers are trapped in debt and cannot
escape, even if they are abused, as they have to work
to repay the recruiters that found them work and
often make deductions from their monthly wages.
Affluent financial hub Hong Kong is one of the biggest
destinations for maids in Asia, with some 370,000
women from the Philippines and Indonesia heading in
large numbers

Millan borrowed 100,000 Philippine pesos ($1,915)
to pay recruiters when she moved to the southern
Chinese city - a huge sum for someone from a poor
Filipino family. The Hong Kong-based HelperChoice
website provides a platform for employers and helpers
to connect directly and promises to help them find the
“perfect match in an ethical way”.

For a fee starting at HK$350 ($45), potential employ-
ers can log on to the portal and access a database of
job-seeking helpers to set up interviews. Helpers do not
pay to register. Employers can choose to pay more for
additional services such as having the paperwork done
on their behalf. “It’s a win-win situation,” HelperChoice’s
chief executive Alexandra Golovanow said, adding that
both employers and helpers can keep looking until they
find the right candidate.

The website, set up in 2012, has found jobs for about
8,000 maids, Golovanow said, adding that its popularity
was due in part to heightened awareness about their
mistreatment. In Hong Kong, laws stipulate recruiters
cannot charge more than 10 percent of a helper’s first
month salary but a study by campaign group Rights
Exposure showed in reality maids are often overcharged,
sometimes 25 times the legally permitted amount. “In
some cases, employment agencies also take away their
passport. Helpers just can’t leave because they have no
paper, no documentations,” Golovanow said. “This is
modern slavery - people have no alternatives.”

A similar initiative, Hong Kong-based Fair
Employment Agency (FEA) also allows employers and
helpers to register online and only charges the bosses
for the hiring. Unlike HelperChoice, a team of staff at
FEA help match maids to bosses based on criteria they
have entered on their profile. The FEA has placed
2,000 helpers with employers since it was set up in

2015 and estimates it has saved these workers altogeth-
er some $3 million - money which would otherwise
have gone to recruiters.

“Right now the reason why recruitment is so mired
in these unethical things is because there are too many
players and no accountability,” said Victoria Ahn from
the Fair Employment Foundation, which runs the FEA
project. “Technology will play a huge role in clearing
that up and reducing the number of players.”

Despite such efforts to clean up the industry,
activists say the multimillion-dollar recruitment trade
will continue and the government must step up its
actions against unscrupulous firms. Of about 3,000
recruitment agencies in Hong Kong, the government
told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that 42 were
convicted between 2012 and 2017 for violating laws,
but it did not specify if the convictions were related to
overcharging. “Vigorous enforcement action will be
taken out against any employment agencies’ contraven-
tion to the law,” a spokesman from the labor depart-
ment said in emailed comments. 

Hong Kong this year introduced laws with heavier
fines and three-year prison terms for recruiters over-
charging helpers. Such initiatives are also slowly mak-
ing inroads in the Middle East, which is known for its
notorious “kafala” sponsorship system that binds
migrant workers to one employer. The controversial
system has long been criticized by activists for exploit-
ing workers and denying them the ability to travel or
change jobs without their employer’s consent.

Filipina helper Sheryl Cruz, who is based in Qatar,
found out about HelperChoice through Facebook when
she was searching for a job after her employer died from
cancer in 2016. Reluctant to go a recruitment agency
that would give her no say in who she could work for,
she used the portal to connect with a Pakistani family in
the Gulf kingdom looking for a maid. “You can see all
the (employers) and what they are looking for and con-
tact them directly,” the 31-year-old said.

Cruz, who has 12 years’ experience as a domestic
worker, felt empowered as, for the first time, she was
able to set her own terms when negotiating for the new
job - she asked for a day off and a higher salary. “I felt
good setting my salary,” she said.

For Millan in Hong Kong, HelperChoice was a god-
send. Living with a boss she likes is a big change, hav-
ing begged a previous employer to treat her “as a per-
son, not an animal”. Despite all the hardship, she does
not think about quitting. “I always think about my son -
my son’s future,” she said, smiling at other domestic
workers who, like her, were enjoying a Sunday break in
a Hong Kong park. — Reuters 

Websites help 
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to daily earnings of around 150,000 dinars, or $120,
from cups of coffee made in a machine installed in the
car boot. Mashreq Jabbar earns similar sums from his lit-
tle bookshop squeezed into a corridor of a Basra fashion
mall. “Renting a shop costs $6,000 a month; I only pay
$2,500 for my hallway,” said the slim 26-year-old, as he
tidied shelves of school books, romantic novels and
poetry collections. The geology graduate had also hoped
to get a job as a public official, confident that his degree
would make him employable in the local oil industry.

But even though the sector accounts for 89 percent
of the state budget and 99 percent of Iraq’s export rev-
enues, it provides only one percent of jobs as the
majority of posts are filled by foreigners.

The lack of opportunities is nationwide; from the
capital Baghdad to second city Mosul in the north, and
from the agricultural east to the western desert. It is not
uncommon to find engineers working as taxi drivers, or
sandwich stalls manned by literature graduates in a
country of avid readers. Officially, 10.8 percent of Iraqis
are jobless, while youth unemployment is twice as high
in a country where 60 percent of the population is
aged under 24.

A mushrooming number of private universities - with

Baghdad boasting around 30 - has made the situation
even worse among graduates. The private sector which
emerged after Saddam’s rule has failed to fill the
employment gap, with many young Iraqis holding out
for the coveted public sector posts. “The common view
is that there’s no choice but to work in the public sec-
tor,” said Ahmed Abdel Hassan, an economics professor
at the University of Basra. “Young people who go to
work in the private sector say it’s a temporary move
before getting a post in the public sector,” he said.

Even Basra’s entrepreneurs see the benefits, with
Alaa noting the social security and pension perks, while
Jabbar pointed to civil servants’ guaranteed salaries.
Many of those holding out for a state job, however, are
left unable to move out of their parents’ house. Omar
Abdallah, 28, had pinned his hopes on getting a teach-
ing job at the end of his studies in fine art. Iraq once
had a high-quality and free education system, but that
was left in tatters following the international embargo
of the 1990s after Saddam’s invasion of Kuwait. 

Having failed to land a job and with no capital to
start a business of his own, Abdallah began collecting
scrap metal. “I could only count on myself and my tal-
ent,” he said at his family home, where one room serves
as both his workshop and exhibition space. Abdallah
has transformed old bicycle chains into scorpions, cut-
lery into dragonflies and used nuts and bolts to make
motorbike models. In a good month he can sell half a
dozen sculptures, charging between $200 and $250
apiece. “People love my sculptures,” he said proudly.
“They tell me: ‘How did you manage to make something
so beautiful out of rubbish?’” —  AFP 

Young Iraqis 
use innovation...

IRBID, Jordan: Sameera Al-Salam folds a discarded
piece of newspaper into a long strip then loops it round
her finger to form a tight circle, the first stage of making
the upcycled handbags, trays and bowls the Syrian
refugee hopes will help her earn a living. Salam, 55, was
a hairdresser with a passion for “art and making things”
before she fled her war-torn homeland for Irbid in
northern Jordan with her family in 2012. Now she has
two teenagers and a husband left paralyzed by a stroke
to support in a country where she has no automatic
legal right to work, and they are three months behind
on their rent. 

“We were living a really happy life. I had a garden
where I grew everything,” Salam told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “We had to leave because of the
airstrikes. We were always trying to put things in front
of the door to protect the children. Whenever I remem-
ber, it breaks my heart.” Like most of the more than
655,000 Syrian refugees living in Jordan - and many
Jordanians - poverty, debt and unemployment dominate
the family’s existence.

Salam hopes her involvement in a new rubbish col-
lection and recycling scheme that aims to alleviate the
poverty of both refugees and locals and bring the two
communities closer will help turn things around. The
scheme, managed by charity Action Against Hunger,
employs 1,200 people to collect and sort waste from
the streets and provides temporary work permits to
refugees who take part. Nearly half the participants are
female in a country where women can face cultural and
family obstacles to employment, including a culture of
shame around going out to work.  

One in three Syrian refugee households in Jordan is
headed by women and more and more are now seeking
jobs in an already crowded market. More than 80 per-
cent of the Syrian refugees in Jordan live below the
poverty line, according to Care International. Awsaf
Qaddah, a 39-year-old Syrian widow, said working as a
rubbish collector initially felt like “a kind of shame”, but
she now feels only pride. “The job took me out of this
atmosphere I was living in at home. Women can and
should go out and work, especially with the circum-

stances we’re facing,” she said. “I have no husband or
father or brother to help - I’m proud to do it.”

Fellow worker Berwen Misterihi, who is Jordanian,
was forced to earn after her husband left her and their
four children. “Women and men would make comments
about me picking up waste,” she said. “I said to one
man, ‘I’d rather work than come to you for the money’
and he apologized.” 

‘Like siblings’ 
The project workers were given 50-day contracts

paying 12 Jordanian dinar ($16.90) a day, plus training
and social security provisions. Some of the waste was
sold to scrap dealers for extra cash. Salam was among a
group of women who started an upcycling project,
turning the waste paper and plastic they collected into
objects to sell. Action Against Hunger, which has man-
aged the waste project since 2017 with German gov-
ernment funding, is now setting up a second phase
focusing on equipping cooperatives and workers to
continue waste processing and upcycling unaided. 

“First there was a focus on breaking the culture of
shame for women. Then we wanted ideas of how they
could benefit from waste,” said Sajeda Saqallah, pro-
gram manager with Action Against Hunger. “Upcycling
is a new concept here, so we took them to Amman to
learn about it.” Salam said her husband did not object
to her taking part in the scheme. She now hopes she
will get training on marketing and trademarking and
win one of a number of new contracts Action Against
Hunger is providing to carry on upcycling for wages. 

The women in her upcycling group meet regularly
and share ideas and news in a WhatsApp group. At a
workshop filled with their creations - from handbags to
light shades to side tables, all made from recycled
newspaper and cardboard - Sahira Zoubi, a Syrian
refugee and mother of five excitedly points to the gold
handbag she made. Zoubi, who has not seen her hus-
band since the Syrian Army captured him in 2012, has
made close friends through the project from both Syria
and Jordan who she says are “like siblings”. “Doing this
project is so joyful because you come here and forget
about your problems,” she said.

Salam breaks down as she tells how the project has
allowed her to overcome her fears of being a refugee in a
strange country. “I never really mixed with people before
this. I was afraid to go outside, I wasn’t involved in the
community,” she said. “I was from a different country. I
didn’t know what people were going to do to me or what
they would say. Now I like to mingle.” — Reuters 

Jordan women 
recycle rubbish 
into revenue 

IRBID, Jordan: Syrian refugee Sahira Zoubi works on a new handbag, made from recycled newspapers, at an up-
cycling workshop in this city in northern Jordan on May 9, 2018. —  Reuters 

PARIS: Video gaming can be addictive in the
same way as cocaine or gambling, the World
Health Organization said yesterday in a much
anticipated update of  the International
Classification of Diseases (ICD-11). “After con-
sulting with experts across the world, and review-
ing evidence in an exhaustive manner, we decided
that this condition should be added,” Shekhar
Saxena, director of the WHO’s department of
mental health and substance abuse, told AFP.
Online and offline “gaming disorder” is grouped
with “disorders due to substance use or addictive
behaviors” in the ICD’s 11th edition, the first major
revision in nearly three decades.

The wording of the new entries has been
known since January, when the WHO announced
problem gaming would be recognized as a patho-
logical  condit ion. Key symptoms include
“impaired control” -notably the inability to stop
playing - and focusing on the game to the exclu-
sion of everything else. “The person does so much
gaming that other interests and activities are
ignored, including sleeping and eating,” Saxena
said by phone.

In extreme cases, gamers unable to pry them-
selves away from a screen drop out of school, lose
jobs, and become cut off from family and non-
gaming friends. The overwhelming majority of
video game adepts are young, many in their teens.
Symptomatic behavior must continue for at least a
year before i t  is  considered dangerously
unhealthy, according to the new classification.
Some 2.5 billion people - one-in-three worldwide
- play some form of free-to-play screen game,
especially on cell phones, but the disorder only
affects a “small minority”, said Saxena. “We are

not saying that all gaming is pathological.”
The games industry raked in $108 billion dol-

lars worldwide in 2017, more than double movie
box-office receipts, according to Superdata,
which tracks the games and interactive media sec-
tor. Nearly 40 percent of those sales are in east
Asia, especially China and South Korea. Other
important markets include the United States,
Britain, France, Germany and Brazil. In South
Korea and the United States, clinics have sprung
up to treat video game addiction, along with com-
munity and online support groups.

So-called “shooter games” such as “Fortnite” -
described on the support website Game Quitters
as the “hottest game in the world” - are either
played online or on offline consoles. The inclusion
of “gaming disorder” in WHO’s revised catalogue
of diseases met with resistance, both from indus-
try and some experts. “The WHO process lacks
transparency, is deeply flawed, and lacks scientific
support,” Michael Gallagher, president and CEO
of the Entertainment Software Association, said in
a statement in March.

In a study to be published in the Journal of
Behavioral Addictions, a group of 36 researchers
said there was insufficent evidence to warrant
the new category. “Given the gravity of diagnos-
tic classification and its wider social impact, we
urge our colleagues at the WHO to err on the
side of caution for now and postpone the formal-
ization,” they wrote in a study reviewing aca-
demic literature.

The ICD identifies about 55,000 separate
injuries, diseases, conditions and causes of death,
and is widely used as a benchmark for diagnoses
and health insurance. “It enables us to understand
so much about what makes people get sick and
die, and to take action to prevent suffering and
save l ives,”  WHO Director-General  Tedros
Adhanom Ghebreyesus said in a statement. The
new ICD also includes for the first time a chapter
on traditional medicines, used by millions of peo-
ple around the world.  — AFP 

Video gaming 
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