
VLADIVOSTOK: Russia launched Tuesday what it
called its largest ever military drills, with hundreds of
thousands of troops taking part along with Chinese sol-
diers in a show of force NATO condemned as a rehearsal
for “large-scale conflict.” President Vladimir Putin is
expected to attend the games after hosting an economic
forum in Russia’s far eastern city Vladivostok where his
Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping is one of the prominent
guests. The week-long war games dubbed “Vostok-
2018”(East-2018) “have kicked off” in far eastern Russia,
the defense ministry said.

Taking part in the drills are around 300,000 soldiers,
36,000 military vehicles, 80 ships and 1,000 aircraft, hel-
icopters and drones. Some 3,500 Chinese troops will
take part in the exercise. The defense ministry released
video footage of military vehicles, planes, helicopters and
ships getting into position for the initial stage of the drills.
Putin praised Russia’s increasingly close ties with China
as he met Xi at the economic forum in Vladivostok on
Tuesday. “We have trustworthy ties in political, security
and defence spheres,” the Russian leader said.

Xi for his part said the two countries’ “friendship is
getting stronger all the time.” The drills, which also
include Mongolian soldiers, have been condemned by
NATO as a rehearsal for “large-scale conflict”. The mili-
tary exercises come at a time of escalating tensions
between Moscow and the West over accusations of
Russian interference in western affairs and conflicts in
Ukraine and Syria. The Russian army has compared the
show of force to the USSR’s 1981 war games that saw
between 100,000 and 150,000 Warsaw Pact soldiers
take part in “Zapad-81”
(West-81) - the largest
military exercises of the
Soviet era.

But Defense Minister
Sergei Shoigu said these
exercises are even larger.
“Imagine 36,000 military
vehicles moving at the
same time: tanks,
armoured personnel carri-
ers, infantry fighting vehi-
cles-and all of this, of
course, in conditions as close to a combat situation as
possible,” Shoigu said. The exercises will be held across

nine training ranges and three seas: the Sea of Japan, the
Bering Sea and the Sea of Okhotsk. 

‘Routine work’ 
The Russian army is rolling out

all of its latest additions for the
event: Iskander missiles that can
carry nuclear warheads, T-80 and
T-90 tanks and its recent Su-34
and Su-35 fighter planes. At sea,
the Russian fleet is deploying sever-
al frigates equipped with Kalibr
missiles that have been used in
Syria. Yesterday will see games fea-
turing anti-aircraft technology,

while the main event will be on Thursday, the defense min-
istry told journalists covering the event in eastern Siberia
and the Far East.

NATO said that Vostok-2018 “demonstrates Russia’s
focus on exercising large-scale conflict”. “It fits into a
pattern we have seen over some time-a more assertive
Russia, significantly increasing its defense budget and
its military presence,” the alliance’s spokesman Dylan
White said late August. Separately, US Defense
Secretary Jim Mattis downplayed the significance of
China’s participation. “I think that nations act out of
their interests. I see little in the long term that aligns
Russia and China,” he said.

Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov dismissed western
concerns on Tuesday. “These are very important drills
but they are part of routine annual work to develop the
armed forces,” he told journalists.  Peskov has earlier
said Russia’s “ability to defend itself in the current inter-
national situation which is often aggressive and
unfriendly to our country is justified, essential and with-
out alternative”. — AFP 
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VLADIVOSTOK, Russia: Russian President Vladimir Putin and his Chinese counterpart Xi Jinping taste pan-
cakes while visiting “The Far East Street” exhibition on the sidelines of the Eastern Economic Forum in
Vladivostok. — AFP 
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Destroyed Gaza 
airport symbolizes 
grounded peace hopes
RAFAH: The opening of the Palestinians’ first airport, in
the presence of US president Bill Clinton, was a symbol
of the hopes for independence and peace kindled by the
Oslo accords. But 25 years after Israeli and Palestinian
leaders signed the first of the historic agreements on
September 13, 1993, the airport in Gaza lies in tatters,
along with Palestinian hopes for an independent state.

Today the concrete arrival halls remain in place, but
much of the rest of the site is covered in piles of rubbish
and rubble-the remnants of years of war and neglect.
The runway, 60 meters wide, is scattered with refuse,
dragged in by donkey cart from nearby refugee camps.
Daifallah al-Akhras, the chief engineer of the airport,
admitted he wept on a recent visit to the terminal. “We
built the airport to be the first symbol of sovereignty,”
he said. “Now you don’t see anything but destruction
and ruin.”

‘Signs of freedom’
When the airport opened in late 1998 it was one of

the most tangible symbols of the Oslo accords. Many
saw the deals as paving the way to the creation of an
independent Palestinian state, but their five-year transi-
tional period expired without a resolution to the con-
flict. The airport was opened despite the assassination
of the most senior Israeli signatory to Oslo, prime minis-
ter Yitzhak Rabin, by a Jewish radical opposed to the
agreements. By 1998 the accords were fraying, but
Clinton, along with his wife Hillary, still attended the
ceremony to inaugurate the Yasser Arafat International
Airport. Built with funding from countries across the

globe, it hosted the newly formed Palestinian Airlines
and was able to handle hundreds of thousands of pas-
sengers a year, with many airlines opening up routes
there. Officials said the airline had one Boeing 727,
which could accommodate 145 passengers, and two
smaller planes.

Israeli security forces had a limited presence to moni-
tor passports and bags. Senior Palestinian official Nabil
Shaath, who was there during Clinton’s visit, said that for
all involved, the airport and plans for a larger harbor in
Gaza were major landmarks. “The airport and the harbour
were not only signs of sovereignty, they were signs of
freedom,” he told AFP. “They were to free us from Israel’s
total control of everything that comes into Palestine, and
everything that comes from Palestine. That’s why to us
they were very, very important.” The planned expansion
of the harbor never happened. — AFP 

RAFAH: Photo shows a view of the destroyed and
deserted terminal of the Gaza Strip’s former ‘Yasser
Arafat International Airport’, in the Palestinian enclave’s
southern city of Rafah. — AFP 

Kurds, Christians 
split over Syria’s 
school curriculum
QAMISHLI: Kurdish authorities in Syria’s diverse
northeast are facing swelling anger from the area’s
Syriac Christians after shutting down more than a
dozen schools run by the ancient minority. At the heart
of the dispute is a debate over whether to use the new
school curriculum championed by the Kurdish-led
autonomous administration or stick to the accredited
system used by Damascus. The schism reflects the
broader fissures in the northeast between those sup-
porting formal state institutions and those defending
parallel bodies developed by the Kurds.

After regime forces withdrew from swathes of
Syria’s northeast early on in the seven-year war, Kurds
began building up their own institutions in the area,
including police forces and schools. They put an
emphasis on minority rights, with Kurdish schools
teaching all subjects in their own language and Syriac
schools doing the same in their ancient tongue. But
now, some Syriac Christians in Hasakeh province are
insisting on using the accredited state curriculum over
worries Kurdish diplomas will be considered invalid

elsewhere. “Learning in your mother tongue is some-
thing all peoples have a right to in this region,” says
Danny Saliba, who teaches science in Syriac in the
northeastern city of Qamishli. “But the problem is the
recognition of this language.

“No universities — whether Syrian or foreign - rec-
ognize this curriculum or the diploma issued by the
autonomous administration’s education commission,”
he said. The dispute prompted Kurdish authorities last
week to shut down 14 schools in the cities of Qamishli,
Hasakeh, and Al-Malikiyeh that were supportive of
teaching the state curriculum. Dozens of people took to
Qamishli’s streets in protest, waving the two-star
Syrian government flag and chanting in support of
President Bashar Al-Assad. But their demonstrations
were in vain. On Monday, as students headed back to
class across Kurdish-held territory, the schools
remained shuttered.

Syria’s Christian community made up about 10 per-
cent of the country’s pre-war population of 22 million
people. Tens of thousands hail from the Syriac
Orthodox and Syriac Catholic traditions. Their liturgies
are in the ancient Aramaic language, which Jesus is
thought to have spoken, and some even use it in their
daily lives. Syrian Christians are broadly seen as having
sided with Assad’s regime, although some of the oppo-
sition’s most prominent figureheads are Christian too.
Ties are complicated in the northeast, where Syriacs
make up the largest Christian community. — AFP 

Rockets target 
Libyan airport 
despite truce 
TRIPOLI: The Libyan capital’s only working air-
port has come under rocket fire just days after
reopening following a UN-backed ceasefire
between rival armed groups vying for influence in
the oil-rich country. The Tuesday night attack
underscored the fragility of the latest peace push
in the North African nation, which has been beset
by turmoil since the fall of dictator Muammar
Gaddafi in 2011. 

There was no immediate claim of responsibility
after at least three rockets hit the perimeter of
Mitiga International Airport on the eastern out-
skirts of Tripoli without causing any casualties.
Flights were diverted to Misrata, some 200 kilo-
meters east of the capital, an airport source said.
Mitiga airport had only reopened on Friday after
it was forced to close for a week because of
deadly clashes between rival militias in and
around Tripoli.

The fighting has killed at least 63 people and
wounded 159 others - mostly civilians - since
August 27, dousing hopes of elections being held
this year. A ceasefire announced on September 4
has largely been respected but witnesses report-
ed brief clashes in the south of the capital on
Tuesday night. Thousands of families have fled
the violence to nearby towns or have had to seek
shelter in other districts of Tripoli, authorities
have said. Several rockets had already struck near
the airport last month, forcing authorities to divert
all flights to Misrata on that occasion too. A UN-
brokered agreement signed in Morocco in
December 2015 establishing a Government of
National Accord (GNA) for Libya brought hopes
of an easing of the chaos that followed the 2011
revolution. — AFP 


