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Ceasefire gives 
wary Syrians in 
Idlib respite 
IDLIB: Shopkeepers and residents in
Syria’s Idlib city have found relief from
air strikes but remain wary after a cease-
fire halted fierce government bombing
against the rebel foothold. For three
months, an army offensive backed by
Russia has killed at least 400 people in
northwest Syria and uprooted more than
440,000, the United Nations says.

Since Damascus declared a ceasefire
on Thursday night, its warplanes have
not mounted air strikes, though the com-
batants are still shelling each other. Idlib
lies in the last major chunk of territory
rebels hold after facing defeat across
much of Syria at the hands of Damascus
with its allies Russia and Iran. At the
weekend, the streets of Idlib city buzzed
with cars and people. Some stopped by
market stalls to look at clothes, while
others lined up at kiosks to buy juice.

“Before, there was panic. Every time
the warning sirens rang, the market
became empty right away,” Mhamad al-
Omar, who sells cold drinks said. “Now
that there’s a bit of calm, there’s traffic
today Praise God...People are tired.” Air
strikes have hit schools, hospitals, mar-

kets and bakeries in the latest assault,
UN human rights chief Michelle Bachelet
said last week. Damascus, which denies
striking civilians in the eight-year-old
war, says it has been responding to mili-
tant attacks. 

“The ceasefire is good for everyone.
But we don’t know what’s waiting for
us,” said Munaf Daher, a college student
in Idlib. “We hope it will be good and
people will keep coming back to their
homes, this is the biggest joy.” Hasan
Abdelallal, a local aid worker who was
displaced from his city of Aleppo in
2016, said people had started returning
after weeks of living in olive groves near
the Turkish border.

“But we don’t know what will happen
under the table,” he added. Other resi-
dents also said they remained cautious
after a series of truce deals or Russian-
Turkish talks that have failed to end the
fighting. Under its deals with Moscow,
Ankara has forces stationed on the
ground in the Idlib region at a dozen
military positions. Rebel factions have
agreed to the latest ceasefire while
reserving the right to respond to attacks.

Syrian state media said on Thursday
the ceasefire would depend on militants
fulfilling a Russian-Turkish deal that
tried last year to create an Idlib buffer
zone. The terms include jihadists and
heavy weapons leaving the zone. The
dominant force in Idlib is the jihadist

Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) - formerly
the Nusra Front - though Turkey-backed
rebels also operate there. HTS has
rejected conditions of the 2018 “de-
escalation deal” such as relinquishing its
weapons. Its leader Abu Mohammad al-
Jolani was cited on Saturday night as
saying his fighters would not withdraw
from that zone.

In recent years, the population of the
northwest - which UN estimates put at 3

million - has ballooned with civilians and
rebels whose hometowns went back
under state rule. Ahmed Hmeid, who
owns a vegetable shop, said the cease-
fire would at least let people enjoy the
upcoming Muslim Eid al-Adha holiday.
“People had been scared of the bombing
on the markets the most, the massacres,”
he said. “Now there is some safety, one
percent safety, people are coming out,
seeing each other.”  —Reuters

‘They’re demonic’: 
The deaf victims of 
pedophile priests 
speak out
MENDOZA: Ezequiel Villalonga spent most of his life
at the Provolo Institute in Mendoza, a Catholic school
for deaf children. But now the 18-year-old, who is deaf
and mute, has lost all faith in the Church. He and his
classmates claim they are victims of the pedophile
priests who ran the institution, part of a sweeping scan-
dal that has shaken Argentina, Pope Francis’s home
country.

“I think that everything in the Church is fake.
Everything they made us read, recite, the way (they
said) people should live,” he said in sign language, just
before the start of the priests’ trial on Monday. “I think
they lie and that they’re demonic,” he added. Ezequiel
only learned sign language as an adult, because despite
the Institute’s specialized mission, the school situated in
the Andean foothills didn’t teach him how to speak.

He was only seven months old when his mother real-
ized he was deaf. When Ezequiel was four, she sent him
to the Provolo, which was founded in 1995, 621 miles
west of Buenos Aires. Until Ezequiel was 16, when the
scandal finally broke, he spent his days inside the mas-
sive building with a green roof. Once inside its red
brick walls, he was only allowed to go home on week-
ends. “Life there was terrible. We didn’t learn anything,
we couldn’t speak to each other because we didn’t
know sign language,” he said.

“We would write without knowing what it said, and
when we asked other classmates, no one understood
anything,” he added, speaking at the headquarters for
the NGO Xumek (which means “sun” in the indigenous
Huarpe language), which provided him with a lawyer.

His testimony, and those of some 20 other victims, are
at the center of a trial for the priests Nicola Corradi, 83,
and Horacio Corbacho, 59, as well as the school’s for-
mer gardener Armando Gomez, 49. “I want them all to
go to jail. Corbacho, Corradi and Gomez, so that we can
resolve this,” said Ezequiel.

Corradi came to Argentina in 1970 from the original
Provolo Institute in Verona - which has also been shak-
en by a pedophilia scandal in recent years - to run the
Provolo in La Plata. In 1998, he transferred just 42 miles
north to Mendoza, where he worked as the head of the
Institute until his arrest in November 2016. Former altar
boy Jorge Bordon, now 50, was sentenced last year to
10 years in prison as part of the sweeping affair, after
admitting to abusing five victims himself. Fifteen others
also stand accused and will be judged over the course
of two other trials. 

‘How could they?’ 
Paola Gonzalez broke down when recalling the

moment she learned that her daughter Milagros, now 16
years old, had been abused while attending the Institute.
Before the scandal, the free school had been considered
quite prestigious. “You should have seen her little body
when she went into (the Provolo). She was so small,”
said Gonzalez, sitting in her house in Mendoza. “I don’t
understand, I can’t imagine such evil. How could they do
so much harm to such a fragile creature?” she demand-
ed. When the first victim testimonies became public,
Gonzalez asked her daughter if she had been abused at
the Provolo. “She was sitting right there,” said the clean-
ing woman, indicating the spot where her daughter
“mimed that they had unbuttoned her (clothes) and
pulled down her pants.” “Then she looked down again,”
recalled Gonzalez, who says she has since turned her
“pain into fighting.” “It’s a huge victory that there’s a tri-
al,” she added. “There aren’t enough words to
empathize with the horror they’ve lived through and that
has hurt them so much,” said Monsignor Alberto
Bochatey, the auxiliary bishop for La Plata.

“We must ask forgiveness and try to heal as best

we can, without hatred.” In July 2017, Pope Francis
appointed Bochatey as the Apostolic Commissioner to
look into the Company of Mary, the group that runs
the Provolo institutes. “When I was appointed, the
first thing I did was try to approach the victims and
ask them for forgiveness, and they sent me packing,”
said Bochatey. “Until today, I haven’t been able to do
it,” he said, adding he is “very happy that the trial has
begun.” —AFP

MENDOZA: Argentinean Milagros, 16, victim of sexual
abuse, hangs wet clothes at her house of the San Martin
neighborhood, in Mendoza, Argentina.  —AFP

Money row sparks 
jihadist infighting 
KANO: A dispute over money within a Nigerian
jihadist faction affiliated to the Islamic State group
has spiraled into clashes that has killed “scores” of
fighters, sources said. The infighting-which erupted
into gun battles on July 26 - has exposed divisions
inside the Islamic State West Africa Province
(ISWAP) group, three sources with deep knowl-
edge of the faction’s internal workings told AFP. 

The disagreement centered on sharing income
mainly generated by taxing cattle herders and fish-
ermen in areas the jihadists control around Lake
Chad, said the sources, who asked not to be identi-
fied for safety reasons. The fighting broke out in the
village of Blantougou in Niger before spilling over
the border into Nigeria.

It pitted those loyal to tax chief Umar Leni
against two other factions, the sources said. “There
was heavy fighting between the three factions
which left scores from all sides killed,” one of the
sources said. “They could not agree on a sharing
formula after six days of disagreement and resorted
to fighting,” he said. Leni escaped the fighting
unscathed and was believed to have fled to Mali
with the group’s stash, according to the sources.

The infighting is just the latest to hit the factious
jihadist insurgency that has torn apart northeastern
Nigeria and crossed into neighboring countries
over the past decade. ISWAP broke away from
Boko Haram in 2016 in part due to its rejection of
indiscriminate attacks on civilians. Last year the
group witnessed a reported takeover by more
hardline fighters who sidelined its leader and exe-
cuted his deputy. The IS-affiliate has since July
2018 ratcheted up a campaign of attacks against
military targets.

Military sources told AFP that 25 soldiers from
an international force and at least 40 jihadists were
killed in fighting Monday near the town of Baga on
Lake Chad. A military source in the region told AFP
they were “closely monitoring” the reported clash-
es within the jihadist group. ISWAP has sought to
fill the void left by the collapse of government
authority in the areas it controls by offering basic
medical service and providing security, sources and
analysts say. It imposes taxes on cattle herders and
charges fishermen for permission to access Lake
Chad, sources said.  —AFP

JAKARTA: Indonesia’s state power company PLN
estimated yesterday it would take several hours to
restore power to Jakarta after a major blackout,
blaming technical issues for cutting power to tens of
millions of people in the capital and surrounding
provinces. The power outage spread across areas
that are home to more than 100 million people and
appeared to have affected most areas of the capital,
prompting the use of generators in some offices, malls
and apartments. 

“Hopefully for the Jakarta system, if everything goes
to plan and the generating system is reliable, smooth
supply should return in approximately three hours,”
Sripeni Intan Cahyani, acting
chief executive of PT
Perusahaan Listrik Negara
(PLN), told a news confer-
ence. Cahyani said electricity
customers in the provinces of
West Java and Banten should
get power back within four to
five hours.

She blamed faulty trans-
mission circuits on Ungaran
to Pemalang power line in
Central Java for causing volt-
age drops that hit power networks in Jakarta as well
as West Java and Banten provinces. “We will investi-
gate to find the root causes and analyse them in
detail. We will appoint an independent party to inves-
tigate,” said Cahyani, who only took up her post on
Friday. Another PLN official said two out of three cir-
cuits had gone down triggering “cascading voltage”
that caused outages as the west system collapsed.

Earlier yesterday, the mass rapid transit (MRT)
system in Jakarta had to evacuate passengers from
trains after the power outage that began just before
noon local time. The city of Jakarta is the centre for
government and business in Indonesia and is home to

more than 10 million people, with around three times
that many people living in the surrounding towns. The
capital does suffer periodic blackouts, but usually
short-lived and confined to certain areas.

Airport, hospitals operating 
Operations at Jakarta’s international airport

remained normal using back-up generators, its oper-
ator said via Twitter. Jakarta Governor Anies
Baswedan also said via Twitter that public hospitals
were operating as usual, relying on generators. But at
train stations, hundreds of passengers were left
stranded after commuter lines stopped working. “The

train stopped all of sudden,
we had to wait for a long
time,” said El la Wasila, a
passenger near Sudirman
station in downtown Jakarta.
“There were so many babies
in the coach, they were cry-
ing, and people were shout-
ing ‘open the door’ .” The
power outage also disrupted
some cel lular phone net-
works and provider
Telkomsel said it was com-

piling an inventory of the number of devices affected
by the power cut. The blackout also caused traffic
lights to go out in some areas of the capital, creating
traffic jams. Wiwik Widayanti, chief executive of the
Jakarta regional train service, said more than
800,000 people used the network per day at a week-
end, so buses would be used to transport stranded
passengers. Indonesian Consumers Foundation
(YLKI) said the blackout could discourage investment
in Southeast Asia’s biggest economy and urged the
government to increase PLN’s capacity. 

“Power outages, especially in the Greater Jakarta
area, are not only detrimental for residential con-

sumers but also to the business sector,” Tulus Abadi,
an executive at the foundation, said in a statement.
Ordinary Indonesians also took to Twitter to express
their frustration. A Twitter user with the handle

@henrydjunaedi said in a post: “I’m a cashless guy,
this is nightmare ... So far I can only find one working
ATM in a 10 km radius. Restaurants and markets are
closing or not accepting card payments.” —Reuters

Jakarta transit system evacuated, some traffic lights out

More than 100 million hit by 
Indonesian power blackout

PLN, State
power 

company blames 
technical issues

JAKARTA: People cross a road despite the traffic lights not working due to an electricity outage in
Jakarta yesterday. Tens of millions of people on Indonesia’s heavily populated Java Island were affected
by a widespread electricity outage on August 4 after disruptions at several power plants, the state utility
PLN said. —AFP

KHAN SHAYKHUN: An aerial view shows destroyed buildings in the town of Khan
Sheikhun in the southern countryside of Idlib.  —AFP


