
Syria flare-up
kills 35 fighters,
10 civilians
BEIRUT: At least 10 civilians and 35 combat-
ants, mostly pro-regime forces, were killed yes-
terday in clashes and air strikes that erupted at
dawn in northwestern Syria, a war monitor said.
The flare-up came as Russian-backed regime
forces tried to retake two villages seized by
jihadists and allied rebels earlier this month, the
Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said. “Since this morning, the Syrian
regime and allied fighters have launched five
failed attempts to regain control of Jibine and
Tal Maleh in northwestern Hama province,” said
Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman. 

Syrian regime air strikes killed nine jihadists
and rebel fighters, the war monitor said. Ensuing
clashes in the north of Hama province left 26
pro-regime forces dead, including eight who
were killed in a mine explosion, the Observatory
said.  In neighboring Idlib, regime air strikes
killed 10 civilians, including three children, the
Observatory said.  The strikes hit the towns of
Maaret al-Numan and Al-Bara as well as the
village of Al-Ftira, according to the war monitor. 

The Idlib region of some three million people
is supposed to be protected from a massive
regime offensive by a buffer zone deal that
Russia and Turkey signed in September. But it
was never fully implemented, as jihadists
refused to withdraw from a planned demilita-
rized zone. In January, the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham
alliance led by Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affiliate
extended its administrative control over the

region, which includes most of Idlib province as
well as adjacent slivers of Latakia, Hama and
Aleppo provinces.

The Syrian government and Russia have
upped their bombardment of the region since
late April, killing nearly 400 civilians, according
to the Observatory. Turkey said Friday that it
did not accept Russia’s “excuse” that it had no
ability to stop the Syrian regime’s continued
bombardments in the last rebel bastion of Idlib.
“In Syria, who are the regime’s guarantors?
Russia and Iran,” Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu told state news agency Anadolu in a
televised interview. “Thus we do not accept the

excuse that ‘We cannot make the regime listen
to us’,” he said.

His comments came as Turkey disagreed with
Russia earlier this week after Moscow claimed a
new ceasefire had been secured in the province
following weeks of regime bombardments — a
claim that was denied by Ankara. Syria’s war
has killed more than 370,000 people and dis-
placed millions since it started in 2011 with the
repression of anti-government protests. Russia
launched a military intervention in support of
the regime in 2015, helping its forces reclaim
large parts of the country from opposition
fighters and jihadists. — AFP 
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AT SEA: A likely limpet mine can be seen on the hull of the civilian vessel M/V Kokuka Courageous in the Gulf of Oman. A methanol tanker came under fire in the Gulf of Oman on June 13. — AFP 

DUBAI: The United States and its allies may need to
start escorting commercial vessels to prevent further
attacks in Gulf oil shipping lanes, Gulf sources and
experts said. Even then, the conventional naval and air
capabilities of Western and Gulf powers tasked with
policing vital commercial waters may be of limited use
against the asymmetric warfare tactics suspected in
recent operations, including naval mines.

Six tankers have been hit in the past month in two
attacks near the Strait of Hormuz, through which almost
a fifth of the world’s oil passes, and Washington and
Riyadh have accused Iran of being behind them, which
Tehran denies. Two senior US officials said on Thursday
that the United States is discussing with its allies a vari-
ety of options on how to protect international shipping
in the Gulf of Oman after two tankers, bearing
Norwegian and Japanese flags, were crippled. “We don’t
think this is over,” one of the officials said of the possibil-
ity of more attacks.

Three sources in the Gulf said few options exist:
Gradually introduce the escort system used during the
Iran-Iraq “Tanker War” in the 1980s and more recent
Somali pirate attacks, adopt new rules of engagement,
and conduct mine-sweeping operations. “The Americans
and others are speaking about the need for enhanced
security in and around shipping routes, for protection for
commercial vessels as a first step to convoys, and ability

to fire under new rules of engagement at hostile speed
boats approaching such vessels,” one of the Gulf-based
sources said.

“You could see other powers sending navy ships
eventually. It is a slower process now as moves are
explored within the United Nations and to build a coali-
tion.” Another source said the feasibility of Washington
and its allies sending naval convoys to accompany
tankers would need to be
studied given heavy traffic in a
confined waterway. It also
risks exacerbating tensions.
The Strait of Hormuz is 21
miles (33 km) wide at its nar-
rowest point, with the ship-
ping lane just two miles (three
km) wide in either direction.

Oxford Research Group’s
chief executive, Richard
Reeve, likened averting asym-
metric attacks to defending
against Improvised Explosive Device or suicide attacks
on land forces. John Hammersmark, director of the secu-
rity and crisis department at the Norwegian shipowners
association, added: “The threat posed in this area is very
hard for ships to defend against.” “It is the international
community that has to take action with the measures

they have at hand, not least government bodies. If this
gets worse, shipping will come to a halt, at least parts of
it,” he told Reuters.

High stakes diplomacy
Saudi Arabia, the world’s top oil exporter, said on

Thursday it had stepped up readiness to face any threat.
Some experts say much depends on how President

Donald Trump deals with Iran
after his decision to exit a 2015
international nuclear pact last
year, reimpose sanctions on
Tehran and raise the US mili-
tary presence in the Gulf in
response to perceived Iranian
threats. US and Saudi officials
also blamed Tehran for a May
12 strike on four ships, includ-
ing two Saudi oil tankers, off
the United Arab Emirates,
which is submitting evidence to

the UN Security Council. Tehran accused the three allies
of “warmongering”. UN chief Antonio Guterres has said
the world cannot afford “a major confrontation in the
Gulf region”. China, the European Union and others
called for restraint from all sides.

Riad Kahwaji, CEO of the Dubai-based Institute for

Near East and Gulf Military Analysis, said either the
international community could push Washington to
ease up on Iran, or continued attacks could encourage
global pressure against the Islamic Republic. “If there
was going to be a war ... it will be the international
community against Iran. No one wants to slide into a
lone war against Iran,” Kahwaji said. The burden, he
said, would fall on Western powers, particularly the
United States but including France and Britain, to pro-
tect regional waters.

“I would not be surprised to see the Chinese and
Japanese sending ships to escort at least tankers and
ships flying their colors,” he said, given their dependence
on Gulf oil. The situation is reminiscent of the tanker war
that erupted in 1984 during the eight-year Iraq-Iran
conflict. Both sides attacked tankers and merchant ships
in the Gulf in an escalation that threatened global oil
supplies and internationalized the conflict.

Lloyd’s of London estimated that 546 commercial
vessels were damaged and about 430 civilian sailors
killed. To facilitate safe passage, the United State provid-
ed military protection by having its ships escort tankers,
some of which carried the US flag. The Soviet Union also
agreed to charter tankers. “What’s happening now is dif-
ferent, this is not an open conflict. How to protect waters
and for how long is a big question. We don’t want a war,”
said the second Gulf source. — Reuters
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FA?IRAH: Members of the Syrian Civil Defense (known as the White Helmets) prepare to remove
a body from the rubble of a building, following reported airstrikes in the village of Fatirah in the
southern countryside of the jihadist-held Idlib province.—AFP 

Anger as mosque gunman
pleads not guilty
CHRISTCHURCH: The man accused of shooting dead 51 Muslim wor-
shippers in the Christchurch mosque attacks in March smiled Friday as
his lawyers entered not guilty pleas to multiple murder and terrorism
charges. Brenton Tarrant’s barrister told Christchurch High Court his
client was pleading not guilty to all charges, prompting anger from sur-
vivors and relatives of those killed in the March 15 attacks.

The self-proclaimed white supremacist appeared in court via audio-
visual link from a maximum-security prison in Auckland for the brief
hearing. Tarrant, a 28-year-old Australian national, was committed to
stand trial next year on 51 counts of murder, 40 of attempted murder and
engaging in a terrorist act. His smiling demeanour enraged survivors still
reeling from the worst massacre in modern New Zealand history, who
had packed the courthouse’s public gallery for a glimpse of the accused.
“It just shows he’s an animal,” Mustafa Boztas, who was wounded in the
thigh, told AFP outside the court.

“I feel sad that someone can be so unhuman and take the lives of
innocent people.” Abdul Aziz, who confronted the gunman at the
Linwood mosque and chased him off the premises, said he wanted to see
Tarrant’s face. “He was laughing there (in court) and he thinks he was so
tough, but he was a coward when he faced me and he ran,” he said. “He
was not man enough to stand up that time and (now) he’s standing there
and laughing. “Put me for 15 minutes in one cell and then we will see if he
can laugh any more.”

Tarrant allegedly opened fire in the packed Al Noor mosque during
Friday prayers, then travelled across town to continue the carnage in the
suburban Linwood mosque, while livestreaming his actions on social media.
The court heard that mental health assessments had found Tarrant was fit
to stand trial. “No issue arises regarding the defendant’s fitness to plead, to
instruct counsel, and to stand his trial. A fitness hearing is not required,”
Judge Cameron Mander said in a statement shortly after the hearing. The
judge set a trial date of May 4, 2020, with proceedings expected to last at
least six weeks, although some lawyers warned the case - sure to be one of
the biggest-ever in New Zealand - could go twice as long. — AFP 


