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ARSAL: Nearly 400 refugees began leaving the
Lebanese border town of Arsal to cross into
Syria yesterday, a rare case of returns which
Lebanon’s government wants to encourage. The
convoy made up a very small fraction of the one
million registered Syrian war refugees across
Lebanon - about a quarter of its population -
and of the 50,000 which local officials estimate
live in Arsal.

People gathered in minivans and tractors in
the morning, loading them with mattresses,
water tanks and furniture.  Lebanese security
personnel recorded the names of Syrians as they
passed through a checkpoint on the way out of
Arsal. The refugees were headed for Qalamoun
across the border, a region cleared of insurgents
by Syrian army offensives in which Lebanon’s
Iran-backed Hezbollah movement played a lead-
ing role.

Those leaving said they had submitted their
names to Lebanese authorities, who in turn sent
the names to Syria for approval from the state.
Syrian state TV said hundreds of people arrived
past a border crossing in the Damascus coun-
tryside. Many said they were happy to be re-
turning to Syria, and while some said their
houses were fit to live in, others had heard their
homes were destroyed. 

“We have been planning to go back for a long
time; we are glad things have calmed down,” said
Ali Abdullah, 34, leaving with his wife and two
young sons. One of the boys was born in
Lebanon and had never been to Syria. “I want to
take him back because that is your country, your
(home is) not a tent,” Abdullah told his son. He
spoke from the same truck he said he drove
across the border in four years ago.

Abdullah told Reuters he had heard from rel-
atives in Syria that his house there was fine. But
Murshid Darwish, 55, said she had decided to
stay in her tent in Arsal instead of leaving for
Syria with her cousin.  “The house needs work,
there are no windows, no doors...We cannot live
there,” she said. “I cannot carry rocks...Once my
room is fixed, I will go back.” The UN refugee
agency UNHCR said it was not involved in or-
ganizing the returns, and its team in Syria had so
far not been able to access the villages where
people were headed.

‘First phase’
About 140 people received polio vaccines,

and the Lebanese Red Cross diagnosed 43
people who received medication for acute
cases, it said. Major General Abbas Ibrahim,
head of Lebanon’s General Security agency,
has said Beirut is working with the Syrian state
for the return of thousands of refugees who
want to go home.

Ibrahim told Reuters Thursday’s return
marked the “first phase out of thousands...We
have not received any guarantee that they will
not serve in the Syrian army. We have nothing to
do with this.” As Syrian troops and allied forces
retake more territory, Lebanese officials have
stepped up calls for refugees to go back to parts
of Syria where violence has died down. 

UN officials and foreign donor states have
said it is not yet safe for refugees to go back to
Syria, where a political deal to end the multi-
sided war remains elusive.  The seven-year con-
flict has driven 11 million Syrians from their
homes. More than 1 million have fled to Lebanon,
the UN refugee agency UNHCR says. The

Lebanese government puts the number at 1.5
million, a quarter of the population.

They are scattered across Lebanon, often in
makeshift camps and severe poverty, facing the
risk of arrest because of restrictions on legal
residence and work. Lebanese Foreign minister
Gebran Bassil visited Arsal this month to press
for more returns. He froze residency visa appli-
cations for UNHCR staff, accusing the agency of
preventing Syrian refugees from going back.

UNHCR denies this, saying it supports return

when it is safe, and major international donors
have voiced dismay at what they called “false
accusations”. “We are working in various ways
for the gradual removal of the obstacles that
refugees see to their return, including through
advocating with the concerned authorities inside
Syria,” UNHCR spokeswoman Lisa Abou
Khaled told Reuters by email yesterday. “We
fully respect individual decisions to return when
a refugee decides that the time is ripe for him or
her.”— Reuters 

Hundreds of Syrian refugees 
in Lebanon return to Syria

Tiny Lebanon struggling with around 1 million refugees

Lebanese security forces check identity and papers of Syrian refugees getting ready to cross
into Syria from the eastern Lebanese border town of Arsal. —AFP 

BEIRUT: A barrage of Russian strikes on
rebel-held towns in southern Syria killed 22
civilians yesterday, the bloodiest day yet of
the government’s offensive in the strategic re-
gion.  With Moscow’s help, Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad’s army has battered the
south for more than a week with air strikes,
rocket fire and crude barrel bombs. The bom-
bardment has forced more than 45,000 to
flee their homes in search of safety, according
to the United Nations, while others huddle in
their basements to wait out the raids.

Yesterday, air strikes identified as Russian
killed 22 civilians, a monitoring group said,
most of them in a single town.  “At least 35

Russian air strikes hit the town of Al-Mseifra,”
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said.

“One of them hit a basement where people
were taking shelter, killing 17 civilians, includ-
ing five children,” the Britain-based monitor
said.  The hospital in Al-Mseifra had been put
out of service by Russian strikes on Tuesday
night, the Observatory and relief organisa-
tions said.  The Observatory says it deter-
mines who carried out particular strikes
based on the type of aircraft and munitions
used, the locations and the flight patterns.

Another five civilians were killed in other
rebel-controlled areas of Daraa, the main
province in southern Syria. “This is the high-
est toll since the escalation began on June 19,”
said Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman,
adding that it brought the overall civilian toll
since then to 93.

A doctor in a rural area in the west of
Daraa province said his staff was preparing
for an influx of critically wounded from Al-
Mseifra.—AFP 
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yet in S Syria
offensivePARIS: The army general in charge of bringing

back national service in France said yesterday
he would try to make it appealing for young-
sters amid signs of resistance to a pet project of
President Emmanuel Macron. After months of
consultations the government unveiled Wednes-
day the “universal national service” promised by
Macron while campaigning for the presidency
last year.

Contrary to his initial proposal it will not be
an initiation to military life but a civic service for
boys and girls aged around 16 that aims to fos-
ter patriotism and a culture of volunteering. De-
spite being watered down since it was first
floated, 15 youth organisations have opposed
the service, saying young people should be free
to choose how they contribute to the greater
good and not be press-ganged into service. Ac-
knowledging their objections, General Daniel

Menaouine, appointed by Macron to head the
project taskforce, told Europe 1 radio on Thurs-
day: “My challenge is not the obligatory nature
but its appeal. “Young people must want to
come.”

Seeking cohesion 
France’s last conscripts were demobilised in

2001, ending nearly a century of military service
which saw millions of men put through their
paces. While some look back fondly on their
stint in the army, saying it helped create a sense
of fraternity, there was widespread relief when
former president Jacques Chirac scrapped it.

The new two-part service, which will be
written into the constitution, will be rolled out
over seven years starting with a trial phase in
2019. Around 750,000 youngsters will take part
each year, creating a huge logistical challenge
for the state. An initial two-week “integration
phase” will take place during the school holi-
days and be conducted in state-run summer
camps and boarding schools across the country,
where youngsters will be taught first aid, orien-
teering and other basic skills.

The second phase involves work on a “col-
lective project”, such as volunteering with a
charity or local government.—AFP 
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