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In post-war areas 
of Syria, landmines 
upend civilian lives
DAMASCUS: After the fighting, Syrian farmer Abu Thaer
returned to his farm to work. But he stepped on a landmine
left behind by jihadists, changing his life for good. At a med-
ical charity in Damascus, the 46-year-old from the southern
province of Daraa lifts up his black track pants to reveal a
prosthetic leg. “I was clearing out dead weeds and starting
to plough when a landmine exploded,” said the farmer, sit-
ting upright on his bed.

“My life was turned upside down,” said the agricultural
worker, who asked for a pseudonym for fear of reprisal, his
tanned face wrinkled beyond his years. Abu Thaer is one of
thousands of civilians wounded by explosives left behind in
fields, by roads or even in buildings by all sides in Syria’s
eight-year war. Hundreds more have been killed by the
explosives, the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights says.

In July alone, 15 children were among 30 civilians killed by
landmines, explosives or grenades in various parts of the
country, it says. This year, truffle digging saw many people,
including women and children, lose their lives in the country’s
centre, northeast and east, state media has said. Abu Thaer
used to plant wheat and tomatoes in his village in the west of
Daraa, before the area was overrun by jihadists affiliated to
the Islamic State (IS) group. Regime forces expelled the
extremists from the area last summer after weeks of battle,
but Abu Thaer says losing his leg has left him severely debili-
tated. “I used to plough and cultivate the land, but now I’m no
longer strong enough,” Abu Thaer. “I only do simple tasks.”

‘Big challenge’
Across Syria, more than 10 million people live in areas

contaminated by explosive hazards, the United Nations says.
In areas it has retaken from rebels and jihadists with Russian
backing since 2015, Syria’s regime is working to clear explo-
sives. On a near daily basis, the defense ministry announces
the detonation of large quantities of explosives left behind by
anti-regime forces in areas recaptured by the government.

In the Eastern Ghouta region just outside Damascus, sol-
diers have been sweeping a hamlet and surrounding fields
for hidden explosives, more than a year after rebels were
ousted. After uncovering them with metal detectors and long
sticks, they moved mortars, ammunition stockpiles and rusty
landmines into a deep pit. A loud bang resonated and a thick

cloud of black smoke rose overhead, after they detonated
the stockpile remotely using a long blue fuse, according to
an AFP team present at the site. 

“It’s a big challenge,” said a commander with the Syrian
army’s engineering corps overseeing the mine clearing in Al-
Muleha district. The official, who also asked not to be named,
said demining was especially difficult as “there are no maps
of the landmines”. As a result, sweeping operations could
take “decades”, he added. He accused rebels of having
planted landmines in residential buildings, agricultural fields
and state institutions before withdrawing. “This has led to
heavy losses,” the commander told AFP, warning they pose a
long-term threat.

‘140 tons’ 
Mayas Mahmud Issa, an army general who presides over

clearing operations in Eastern Ghouta, said his teams have
swept 21 towns and villages since the April 2018 recapture
of the ex-rebel bastion. “We have detonated 140 tons of

ammunition and explosives of different shapes, sizes and
weights, both made locally and abroad,” he told AFP.

But authorities still have a long way to go to mitigate the
threat. In July 2018, the United Nations Mine Action Service
(UNMAS) signed a memorandum of understanding with the
government to establish a permanent representation in
Damascus. The United Nations has trained 70 people and
deployed them to areas in Damascus and Hama to raise
awareness about explosive hazards, UN spokeswoman
Fadwa Abedrabou Baroud said.

It is also planning similar awareness campaigns for Syria’s
southern provinces, including Daraa, Baroud added. In
recent weeks, Syrians have been receiving text messages on
their phones warning them of the dangers of unexploded
ordnance. “Explosive remnants are dangerous. Do not
touch... Immediately alert the nearest authority,” reads one
such message. But for Abu Thaer, the landmine threat is still
a real one.  One year after his leg was amputated, he says he
fears more mine explosions. —AFP

Outrage in Gambia 
over claims former 
president ordered 
killings
BANJUL: Baba Hydara was in his car, listening to
the radio, when he heard a former hitman of ex-
president Yahya Jammeh coldly describe how his
dad was murdered. Baba’s father, Deyda Hydara,
co-founder of The Point newspaper and AFP’s cor-
respondent in The Gambia for 30 years, was
revered among journalists in this small west African
country. Baba Hydara, 42, has fought for years for
his father’s murderers and those who ordered them
to be brought to book.

Now the wall of silence around Jammeh’s 22-
year reign of fear is starting to crack, and infor-
mation — if not yet justice - is starting to flow.
The iron-fisted ruler, today aged 54, flew to
Equatorial Guinea after being forced out in 2017
following an election defeat. His henchman are
giving testimony to a Truth, Reconciliation and
Reparations Commission (TRRC) tasked with
shedding light on one of the grimmest episodes in
West African history.

Like the post-apartheid truth commission in
South Africa that it emulates, the panel is gripping
the public with its graphic evidence. “It brought
back memories, something we’ve been through like
almost 15 years ago - it was very hard for the
whole family,” Baba Hydara told AFP, describing his
feelings as he listened to the testimony of one of
the killers, Malick Jatta.

As a member of the “Junglers”, as Jammeh’s hit
squad was called, Jatta admitted to being a member
of a team that riddled Deyda Hydara with bullets on
the evening of December 16, 2004. “How it was
planned, how he explained it, it’s like they did their
homework. They studied. They really did research
on how and where to hit him... it was very premedi-
tated,” Baba Hydara said. —AFP

WASHINGTON: Armed with assault rifles and clad in
combat gear, two white men methodically gunned down
nearly 30 people over the weekend, underscoring fears
that “white terrorism” is now the main threat in the United
States. Amid rising grief and a clamor for action after the
shootings in Texas and Ohio, and earlier in several other
cities, politicians of both parties called for the federal gov-
ernment to take that threat more seriously, with some
Democrats accusing President Donald Trump of danger-
ously fanning racial tensions.

“It is very clear that the loss of American life in
Charleston, in San Diego, in Pittsburgh and by all
appearances now in El Paso, too, is symptomatic of the
effects of white nationalist terrorism,” Democratic presi-
dential candidate Pete Buttigieg said Sunday, naming the
scenes of mass shootings that targeted blacks, Jews and,
apparently, Hispanics.

In El Paso, situated on the border with Mexico, more
than eight in 10 residents are of Hispanic descent. The
accused shooter, a 21-year-old white man identified in
media reports as Patrick Crusius, had come from far away
Dallas with the apparent intent of inflicting mass carnage.
Armed with an assault rifle, the shooter killed 20 people
and wounded 26 before surrendering to police.

An online manifesto, attributed to the assailant, railed
against a “Hispanic invasion” and referred approvingly to

the March 15 massacre by a white supremacist at two
mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand that killed 51 peo-
ple. Six of the 20 people killed in the shooting were
Mexican nationals, the country’s president, Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador, said Sunday.

Thirteen hours after the El Paso attack, another white
man is accused of spreading terror in the Midwestern city
of Dayton, Ohio, killing nine people including his sister,
authorities said. Police named him as Connor Betts, 24.
While police say the motive is still unclear, six of the nine
people killed in Dayton were black.

‘Diabolical’ 
“What you have here is two things coming together,”

Buttigieg, the mayor of South Bend, Indiana, said on “Fox
News Sunday.” “One, the weak gun safety policies of this
country. And two, the rise of domestic terrorism inspired
by white nationalists... we (have) got to do something
about it.” Trump, in denouncing the El Paso shooting on
Twitter as “an act of cowardice,” said nothing about the
suspect’s possible motives. He later stated that “hate has
no place in our country,” but also blamed mental illness
for the violence.

El Paso’s Republican mayor, Dee Margo, seemed to dis-
count any race angle, reducing the tragedy there to the
“pure evil” act of a “deranged” man. Even some

Republicans, however, saw that sort of explanation as inad-
equate. “I believe fighting terrorism remains a national pri-
ority, and that should include standing firm against white
terrorism,” tweeted George P Bush, a high-ranking Texas
official who is the nephew of former president George W
Bush. “This is a real and present threat.” 

Republican Senator Ted Cruz of Texas tweeted that
“what we saw yesterday was a heinous act of terrorism and
white supremacy. There is no place for this... anywhere
across our nation.” Even Trump’s daughter Ivanka, a White
House adviser, tweeted about the problem, saying, “White
supremacy, like all other forms of terrorism, is an evil that
must be destroyed.”

White identity 
For years, some analysts have warned that the huge

shifting of intelligence and security assets toward fending
off foreign threats after the 9/11 attacks had come at the
expense of needed attention to domestic dangers. But
administration officials say they have taken the threat
seriously. FBI Director Christopher Wray testified last
month in Congress that a majority of the domestic terror-
ism cases the bureau had investigated in the previous nine
months were motivated by some version of “white
supremacist violence.” He said his agency was “aggres-
sively” investigating such crimes.

In 2017 and 2018, according to the New America
analysis center, violence from the far right claimed more
victims in the United States than jihadist attacks. But
Robert McKenzie, an analyst with New America, wrote
earlier this year that “even during the Obama administra-
tion, intelligence agencies often ignored rightwing threats
for political reasons”. 

One thing that did change after Trump’s election in 2016
was the tone of the public debate. The president has often
denounced an “invasion” of migrants, he refused to explic-
itly condemn the far-right demonstrators at the violent
2017 protest in Charlottesville, Virginia, and he recently
called for four young members of Congress, all women of
color, to “go back” to their countries of origin.

“We need to call out white nationalism for what it is -
domestic terrorism,” tweeted Elizabeth Warren, a leading
Democratic presidential candidate. “We need to call out
the president himself for advancing racism and white
supremacy.”  Another Democratic candidate, Beto
O’Rourke, whose former congressional district includes
El Paso, went further. “The president is encouraging
greater racism, and not just the racist rhetoric but the
violence that so often follows,” O’Rourke said on CNN.
“It’s not just President Trump, but he’s certainly the per-
son in the position of greatest public trust... most respon-
sible for it.” —AFP

Violence from far right claims more victims in US than jihadist attacks

Double shootings heighten 
fears of ‘white terrorism’

DAMASCUS: Syrian soldiers from the engineering corps take part in a demining training near the Syrian capital on
June 27, 2019. —AFP

Austria highest court 
ends row over Hitler 
birth house
VIENNA: Austria’s highest court has put an end to a row
over the house where Adolf Hitler was born, rejecting the
amount the former owner had demanded in compensation,
the interior ministry said yesterday. Gerlinde Pommer’s fami-
ly owned the yellow corner house in the northern town of
Braunau on the border with Germany for nearly a century. 

The government took control of the dilapidated building
in December 2016 after years of legal wrangling with
Pommer. Austrian authorities have been keen to prevent the
premises, where Hitler was born on April 20, 1889, from
becoming a neo-Nazi shrine. Although he only spent a short
time at the property, it continues to draw Nazi sympathizers
from around the world.

In January, a regional court ruled that the state should pay
Pommer 1.5 million euros ($1.7 million) in compensation, much
more than the 310,000 euros she had been originally offered.
But another tribunal overturned this verdict in April, finding
that the current market price - set by a court-appointed
expert at 810,000 euros excluding any rental income - would
constitute an appropriate amount of compensation. Austria’s
highest court has now upheld the April ruling, meaning
Pommer will receive less compensation than she sought but
still more than she had been originally offered.

“After the court’s decision on compensation, a use for
Hitler’s birth house can now be found within the framework
of the law to prevent any sort of Nazi-related activity,”
Interior Minister Wolfgang Peschorn said in a statement.
Authorities will invite submissions from architects about the
future of the site, the statement said without giving further
details. Pommer had been renting the 800-square-metre
property - which also has several garages and parking
spaces located behind the main building - to the interior
ministry since the 1970s. —AFP


