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MAARET AL-NUMAN, Syria: Members of the Syrian civil defense, known as the White Helmets, pull a victim out of the rubble of a building following reported air strikes by pro-regime forces on Maaret al-Numan in Syria’s northwestern Idlib
province. —AFP

Moscow denies strike, calls reports ‘fake’
MAARET AL-NUMAN, Syria: Regime and Russian air
strikes killed 43 people in northwest Syria yesterday,
most of them in a crowded market, a war monitor said,
in the latest violence to plague the opposition bastion.
In the town of Maaret al-Numan in Idlib province, men
drenched in blood were carried away by residents and
rescue workers, who used mattresses as makeshift
stretchers, an AFP photographer said.

He saw the corpse of one man sprawled on the
ground near a motorcycle, rubble surrounding his life-
less body. With his eyes closed and his face covered in
dust, another man clutched the arms of two people
helping him out of the bombed area, the photographer
added. Thirty five civilians and two unidentified people
were killed in raids that hit the vegetable market and
surrounding areas in Maaret al-Numan, according to
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which
blamed the airstrikes on regime ally Russia. 

Moscow, however, denied it was responsible, calling
the reports “fake”. “The Russian air force was not car-
rying out any missions in this part of Syria,” said a
defense ministry statement. More than 100 other peo-

ple were wounded, according to the monitor, which
said many of those injured were in a critical condition
and people trapped under rubble. The White Helmets
rescue group said one of its volunteers was killed dur-
ing the raids, raising the number of rescue workers
killed since April to at least 6. 

Fragile truce
The jihadist-run Idlib region, home to some three

million people, is supposed to be protected by a
months-old international truce deal, but it has come
under increased bombardment by the Syrian regime
and its ally Russia since late April. The spike in vio-
lence has killed more than 650 civilians and damaged
or knocked out of service two dozen health facilities.
More than 330,000 people have fled violence in the
area over the past three months, according to the
United Nations.

In the Idlib town of Saraqib, another six civilians
were kil led in regime airstrikes yesterday, the
Observatory said. Meanwhile, retaliatory rocket fire
by jihadists and allied rebels killed seven civilians in

the northern countryside of Hama province, state-run
SANA news agency said. Russia and rebel backer
Turkey brokered an agreement in September seeking
to stave off an all-out regime assault on Idlib, but the
deal was never fully implemented as jihadists refused
to withdraw from a planned buffer zone.

The Hayat Tahrir al-Sham group, led by ex-mem-
bers of Al-Qaeda’s former Syria affiliate, in January
extended its control over the region, which spans most
of Idlib province as well as slivers of the adjacent
provinces of Latakia, Hama, and Aleppo. On Sunday,
air strikes on Idlib killed 18 people, including a young
citizen journalist. Anas al-Dyab, a photographer and
videographer in his early 20s, was a member of the
White Helmets who also contributed to AFP. He was
killed in Russian air strikes in his hometown of Khan
Sheikhun, rescuers and the Observatory said.

Crisis within a crisis
The Idlib region “has fast become one of most dan-

gerous places in the world for civilians and aid work-
ers today; a crisis within a crisis”, said David Swanson

of the UN Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs. “This violence must stop and it must stop
now,” he told AFP. In Damascus, President Bashar al-
Assad yesterday received two Vatican cardinals who
handed him a letter from Pope Francis expressing
“deep concern for the humanitarian situation in Syria,
especially the dramatic conditions of the civilian pop-
ulation in Idlib”.

Regime forces have been locked in battle with
jihadists and allied rebels on the edges of the Idlib
region but have failed to secure significant advances.
According to Sam Heller, an analyst at the
International Crisis Group think-tank (ICG), the vio-
lence is likely to continue until “Russia and Turkey
reach an agreement to calm” the frontline. In the
meantime, “each side will try to put pressure on the
other through their Syrian partners on the ground” or
“directly, (as) with the Russian bombing of parts of
Idlib”, he added. Syria’s war has killed a total of more
than 370,000 people and displaced millions since it
started in 2011 with a brutal crackdown on anti-gov-
ernment protests. —AFP

Paris braces for 
record heat as 
Europe scorched 
PARIS: Parisians were yesterday bracing for poten-
tially the hottest ever temperature in the French capi-
tal this week as a new heatwave blasted into northern
Europe that could set records in several countries.
Temperatures were already set to top 30 degrees
Celsius (86 degrees Fahrenheit) yesterday in Paris, but
the mercury could soar beyond 40C on Thursday and
topple a temperature record dating back to 1947.

The severe heat, which forecasters say will only last
a few days but will be exceptionally intense, is expect-
ed to affect northern France and parts of Belgium,
Luxembourg and the Netherlands. “It’s likely that
these three countries see temperatures at or above
40C for the first time,” Francois Jobard, a forecaster
from the French Meteo France weather office, told
AFP.  The new blast of hot air comes less than a month
after a heatwave scorched Europe at the end of June,
forcing new attention on the issue of climate change.
“The heatwave that is too much,” said the headline in
the Le Parisien daily on Monday, highlighting that “Act

II” of this summer’s severe weather would further hurt
production of crops from potatoes to grapes.  

Historically hot
“Thursday (July 25) will be a potentially historically

hot day,” added Jobard from Meteo France. “We are
forecasting 41 or 42 degrees in Paris on Thursday and
there is the strong chance of beating the record,” he
added. The highest ever temperature recorded in Paris
was 40.4 degrees Celsius in 1947. Since records began
in 1873, this was the only time a plus-40 temperature
was recorded in the French capital, he said. Other
French cities could also see their all time records tum-
ble on Thursday including Reims, Bourges, Lille and
Clermont Ferrand, he said. Britain will also see high
temperatures, but will still be significantly cooler than
countries on the continent. Forecasters predict there is
a chance the 36.7 degrees Celsius (98.1 degrees
Fahrenheit) record high for July-set on July 1, 2015 at
London Heathrow Airport-could be broken.

Germany was already experiencing several forest
fires and drying river beds while farmers fear another
bad crop after last year’s low yield which was also
caused by an unusually hot summer. The French gov-
ernment has warned that wine production will be
down by between six to 13 percent over 2018,
notably because of the ongoing heatwave. Huge
wildfires that have ravaged the mountainous Castelo

Branco region of central Portugal and left dozens
injured have been “90 percent” controlled, firefight-
ers said yesterday, but warned that strong winds
could cause the flames to spread.

Global warming? 
The new heatwave in northern Europe came as the

United States also sweltered in extreme hot tempera-
tures.  The New York City Triathlon, which had been
scheduled for Sunday, was cancelled for the first time
since its founding in 2001. Scientists are increasingly
confident that man-made climate change is driving up
the length and intensity of heatwaves-the period of
record-breaking temperatures in June was found to have
been between five and 100 times more likely due to
global warming. The three-day temperature peak from
June 26-28 in France was four degrees Celsius hotter
than an equally rare June heatwave would have been in
1900, the World Weather Attribution (WWA) team said
this month.   One study by the Swiss Federal Institute of
Technology also said the deadly, weeks-long heatwave
across northern Europe in 2018 would have been statis-
tically impossible without climate change. France saw its
highest ever temperature on June 28 — 46.0 degrees
Celsius in Verargues in the Herault department of south-
ern France. With the south of the country spared the
worst of the current hot blast, this new all-time record is
not expected to be challenged for now.—AFP

British MP 
charged with 
sexual assaults 
LONDON: A British MP from the gov-
erning Conservative Party was charged
yesterday after being accused of sexually
assaulting two women. Charlie Elphicke,
48, was charged with three counts of
sexual assault, London’s Metropolitan
Police said in a statement. He is accused
of assaulting one woman in 2007 and a
second woman twice in 2016. The MP for
Dover and Deal, on the southeast tip of
England, is due to appear in court in cen-
tral London on September 6.

“Charlie Elphicke has said from the
outset that he denies any wrongdoing,”
said his lawyer Ellen Peart. “He will
defend himself vigorously and is confi-
dent that he will clear his name.” Elphicke
was suspended from the Conservatives in
November 2017 after allegations against
him were referred to police. Prime

Minister Theresa May controversially
restored him to the Conservative ranks in
December 2018, shortly before she faced
a vote of no confidence.

The party said yesterday he had now
been suspended from the Conservatives
again, meaning the government’s majority
in parliament’s lower House of Commons
is now just two: 320 to 318. The majority-
formed by the Conservatives and their
Democratic Unionist backers-has dwin-
dled from 13 after the June 2017 gener-
al election. The new suspension means
Britain’s incoming prime minister-either
former London mayor Boris Johnson or
Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt will take
over from May on Wednesday-has even
tighter leeway as they attempt to deliv-
er Brexit.

Britain is due to leave the European
Union on October 31. Elphicke backed
Britain remaining in the EU in the 2016
referendum. A former tax lawyer,
Elphicke was first elected to parliament
in 2010 and was a government whip
from 2015 to 2016, tasked with enforcing
voting discipline among Conservative
MPs. —AFP


