
AFRIN, Syria: Civilans fleeing Afrin (background) after Turkey said its army and allied rebels surrounded the Kurdish city in northern Syria, drive through the Ahlam Mountain on their way to seek refuge in the Syrian town of Nubol, 26
kms northwest of Aleppo city yesterday. —AFP

BEIRUT: Turkey said yesterday its army and allied rebels had
surrounded the Kurdish city of Afrin in northern Syria, raising the
prospect of another devastating siege in the country’s long con-
flict. With Syria’s war set to enter its eighth year this week, fight-
ing continues on several fronts, including around Afrin and in
Eastern Ghouta near Damascus, where dozens of civilians
including people with medical conditions were evacuated yes-
terday. While attention in recent weeks has focused on a fero-
cious regime assault on rebel-held Ghouta, in Syria’s north
Turkish forces and allied Syrian rebels have been advancing in
their offensive against the Kurdish enclave of Afrin.  

In a statement yesterday, the Turkish military said it had com-
pletely encircled Afrin city, home to some 350,000 people and
defended by a well-armed Syrian Kurdish militia, the People’s
Protection Units (YPG).  Birusk Hasakeh, a YPG spokesman
inside Afrin, denied the city had been totally besieged but said
the last route leading out of it was being shelled heavily.  “If they
do encircle the city, we will be ready for a long fight. We will
resist,” he said. The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said
Turkish forces had moved to within firing range of that last
access route, which leads to a pair of regime-held towns-essen-
tially encircling Afrin and 90 villages to its west. 

‘Exit route’ for civilians? 
Sealing off Afrin city would be a key step in Turkey’s “Olive

Branch” operation, launched on January 20 and aimed at ousting

the YPG, a vital partner for a US-backed coalition against the
Islamic State group, but seen by Ankara as “terrorists”. It
remains unclear what Turkey’s next move will be, but it may lay
siege to Afrin while allowing civilians to leave to avoid a high-
casualty offensive.  

‘Monstrous indifference’
The Britain-based

Observatory said Ankara
was seeking to push civil-
ians into either rebel-held
or Syrian regime territory
to allow for a “speedy mili-
tary operation”.  Abu
Jaafar, a commander in the
pro-Ankara forces waging
Operation Olive Branch,
said rebels were consider-
ing leaving an “exit route”
for civilians. “We will allow
civilians... to leave so they will not be hurt in case (Kurdish)
fighters hold out in the villages, neighbourhoods, or buildings
inside Afrin,” he said. Hundreds of civilians were seen fleeing
Afrin on Monday, with cars and buses piled high with person-
al belongings heading to regime-held areas further east. 

Forces loyal to President Bashar al-Assad have meanwhile

been pressing an assault to retake Eastern Ghouta, the last
major rebel stronghold near Damascus.  Since February 18,
Russian-backed regime forces have recaptured more than 60
percent of the enclave, whittling down rebel territory to three
isolated pockets. The UN Security Council passed a resolu-

tion last month calling for a
30-day truce to allow for
aid deliveries and medical
evacuations from the
enclave-but the ceasefire
demand went unheeded.
The area has been under
government siege since
2013, making food scarce
and hospitals too strapped
to properly treat sick and
wounded people. The UN
has said more than 1,000
people in Ghouta were in
desperate need of being

taken out of the area for medical care. 
Yesterday, dozens of civilians, including people with

medical conditions, were evacuated through a “humanitarian
corridor” established by the regime and its ally Russia. The
Syrian Arab Red Crescent, which was involved in the evacu-
ations, published images of its volunteers carrying an elderly

woman into an ambulance and pushing an elderly man in a
wheelchair. The Observatory said 150 civilians had exited a
pocket of Ghouta that comprises its largest town Douma
and is held by rebel faction Jaish Al-Islam. Jaish Al-Islam
had earlier announced some “critical medical cases” would
be evacuated. 

More than 1,180 civilians have been reported killed since
the Ghouta assault was launched, but international efforts
have failed to stop the violence. Yesterday, the UN Deputy
High Commissioner for Human Rights Kate Gilmore voiced
concern for some 125,000 children trapped in Ghouta.  “Is it
not tantamount to a monstrous indifference to the suffering of
children that Security Council resolutions for ceasefires are
flouted?” Gilmore asked. The United States presented a new
draft resolution to the Security Council on a ceasefire to halt
what France has called a “bloodbath” in Ghouta.  

Over 350,000 people have died since Syria’s conflict
broke out in 2011. With Russia’s help, Assad has retaken most
of the territory he had lost in the early years of the uprising.
Syrian troops have used siege tactics in several areas, sealing
off rebel-held territory and pressing a military operation
before securing an evacuation deal. The government has
reportedly been pursing separate negotiations over Ghouta’s
three rebel-held pockets, focused on local truces or potential
evacuations for rebels and civilians. Opposition forces have
denied negotiating with the regime. —AFP
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Nepal’s first female 
president Bhandari 
wins second term
KATHMANDU: Nepal’s lawmakers yesterday elected
President Bidya Bhandari for a second term, extending the
tenure of the Himalayan nation’s first female head of state
for another five years. Bhandari took nearly two-thirds of
the vote to retain her position as ceremonial head of state,
the election commission confirmed.

Bhandari, who was backed by the ruling Communist
bloc, was widely expected to defeat her sole opponent. Her
first five years in office have been largely uncontroversial.
Critics say she has not done enough to advance women’s
rights in deeply patriarchal Nepal-though her role is large-
ly ceremonial. Late last year she signed into law a revamp
of the country’s ancient penal code, which criminalises the
dowry system and bans an old Hindu practice that banishes
woman from the home while menstruating.

The 56-year-old took up politics in her teens, joining
the fight to overturn the monarchy’s centuries-long rule
and later marrying a fellow communist, Madan Bhandari. It
was after her husband’s death in a mysterious car accident
in 1993 that the mother of two became a prominent voice,
riding a wave of sympathy to win a seat in parliament. As
Nepal’s political map was being redrawn after the end of
the brutal Maoist insurgency in 2006 and overthrow of the
king two years later, Bhandari campaigned hard to bring
woman’s voices to parliament.

She was first elected president in 2015, shortly after
Nepal’s post-war constitution was passed, which carves
out one-third of seats in parliament for woman and man-
dates that either the president or vice president must be a

woman. Bhandari is not the only woman at the top of
Nepal’s government. House speaker Onsari Gharti Magar
has presided over the often raucous parliament with an
iron fist since 2015, the first woman to hold the position. 

Meanwhile, Sushila Karki served as the country’s first
female chief justice until her retirement in 2017, shocking
her political backers when she took a tough stance on
Nepal’s endemic corruption. Bhandari is a close ally of the
ruling Communist bloc that has a strong majority in parlia-
ment as well as six of the seven provincial assemblies. The
Communists rode to a thumping victory late last year in
local, provincial and national elections that capped Nepal’s
tumultuous 11 year transition from monarchy to federal
democracy. —AFP

Online harassment 
takes ‘heavy toll’ on 
women politicians 
LONDON: Women politicians are judged more
harshly online than their male peers on appearance
and marital status, according to an international
study comparing how male and female politicians
are treated on social media. After analysing Twitter
posts sent to male and female lawmakers, women
were found to be three times more likely than men
to receive sexist comments, said the study,
described by its author as one of the first to quanti-
fy the different treatment. 

“Sexism and abuse are everyday occurrences for
many female politicians who are active online,” said
Eva Barboni, founder of Atalanta, a British group
that aims to boost the number of women in senior
government jobs. “This takes a heavy toll on both
the politicians themselves and on our broader dem-
ocratic debate, particularly when it escalates from
harassment to threats,” she said in a statement.

Social media attacks are so common for female
politicians that they deter women from running for
office around the world, advocates and female
lawmakers say. By analysing tweets sent between
September and November 2017 to three promi-
nent pairs of female and male politicians in Britain,

South Africa and Chile, Atalanta found nearly
three-quarters of Twitter posts sent to women
were to do with their appearance or marital status.
Most of these comments were negative and were
unrelated to their competence as politicians, said
the report, which also included interviews with
women politicians. 

“It’s something that I would advise people to
think about carefully before they become an MP, so
they know what they’re getting into,” British parlia-
mentarian Rachel Reeves was quoted as saying in
the report. “I think it’s a shame that that’s one of the
things that people have to consider.” Many politi-
cians in Britain have become more vocal about the
abuse they face after opposition Labour politician
Jo Cox, a 41-year-old mother of two children, was
shot and stabbed to death a week before Britain’s
Brexit referendum in 2016.

Platforms such as Twitter, YouTube and
Facebook have been criticised for failing to
remove abusive material posted online even after
they were notified. Britain’s ethics watchdog in
December recommended introducing laws to shift
the liability for illegal content on to social media
firms, and called for them to do more to take down
intimidatory content. Nearly 45 percent of all
women parliamentarians had received threats of
death, rape, beatings or abduction during their
term, according to a 2016 study by the Inter-
Parliamentary Union (IPU), the international
organisation of parliaments. —Reuters

KATHMANDU: Nepali parliamentarians wait to cast their votes to
elect Nepal’s President in Kathmandu yesterday.  —AFP


