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Syria regime 
on the verge of
recapturing Idlib
highway town
BEIRUT: Syrian regime forces were
poised Friday to retake the rebel-held
town of Saraqeb in the country’s north-
west where battles this week killed more
than 400 combatants, a monitor said.
Russian-backed regime forces have
pressed with a double-pronged push in
the Idlib region, home to some three mil-
lion people, half of whom have been dis-
placed from other parts of the country. 

Slowly chipping away from the south
and northeast, they have shrunk Syria’s
last major opposition bastion to just over
half of Idlib province and slivers of
neighboring Aleppo and Latakia. On
Friday, regime forces battled jihadists
and rebels on the edges of Saraqeb,
which has been nearly deserted follow-
ing two weeks of heightened bombard-
ment, said the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights. The clashes were within 2
kilometers of the town which lies on the
coveted M5 highway that connects the

Syrian capital Damascus to second city
Aleppo, said the Britain-based
Observatory.

Saraqeb also sits at the junction of the
M4, which runs west-to-east across Idlib,
linking the coastal regime stronghold of
Latakia to Aleppo, once Syria’s industrial
hub. Both highways are coveted by the
regime as it seeks to revive a moribund
economy after nine years of war. If
Saraqeb falls in the hands of the govern-
ment, it would be the second strategic
town in Idlib province to be recaptured
by government troops this week.

On Wednesday rebels and jihadists
pulled out of Maarat al-Numan, which
also lies on the M5. Some 50 kilometers
of the M5 remain outside regime control,
mostly in the western countryside of
Aleppo province, which neighbors Idlib,
according to the Observatory. Rebels
and jihadists have been locked in fierce
battles with regime forces in western
Aleppo since mid-January, in the largest
escalation there since 2016. 

The fighting in Idlib and in western
Aleppo over the past week has killed
205 pro-government fighters and 220
anti-regime combatants, the
Observatory said. A Syrian military com-
mander who asked not to be named said
that the push in the two provinces aims
to secure key highways and corner

rebels and jihadists in a shrinking pocket
in central Idlib. Regime forces near
Sarqeb are pushing north, while those in
Aleppo are moving towards them from
the south, he told AFP during a govern-
ment-organized tour of Maarat al-
Numan on Thursday.

The Idlib region is dominated by
jihadists of the Hayat Tahrir al-Sham

alliance, led by a former Al-Qaeda affili-
ate. Damascus which controls more than
70 per cent of Syria has repeatedly
vowed to reclaim the entire country,
including Idlib. The violence in the
northwest has displaced more than
388,000 people, according to the United
Nations, and killed more than 260 civil-
ians, according to Observatory. —AFP

With a knock 
on the door, Egypt 
aims to turn 
families greener
GIZA: Suzan Mohamed recently opened her
door to a surprise: a group of women volun-
teers intent on giving her tips on everything
from proper trash disposal to how to cut
water and energy consumption, plus a brief
introduction to climate change. “How do you
get rid of your waste?” asked Saeeda
Mahmoud, a government representative and
rural leader trained by the Ministry of
Environment.

The resident of Meet Shammas, a neigh-
borhood in the city of Giza, said she usually
puts trash in the landfill near her home, or
hands it to a garbage collector, without sepa-
rating or sorting the items. “I do what all peo-
ple here have been doing for years,” the 38-
year-old said. “Now there is a better way to
get rid of the waste,” Mahmoud replied,
explaining about the need to sort recyclable
waste into paper, plastic and cans, which could
then be sold to dealers, earning the household
cash while helping the environment.

Egypt has been stepping up efforts to
preserve its environment and address cli-
mate change, through measures as diverse
as introducing electric buses, boosting
renewable energy and trying to ban plastic
bags. But it is also intensifying environmen-
tal awareness campaigns, and women, who
make many household decisions, are a par-
ticular target. The door-to-door visit to
Mohamed’s house in Giza is part of a one-
year effort, launched this month by the
Egyptian Ministry of Environment and the
state-run National Council for Women, to
raise awareness about environmental issues
in Egyptian families.

With a million Egyptian pounds ($63,000)
in funding, the program aims to reach a million

women in three cities - greater Cairo, Giza
and Fayoum - and could be expanded to oth-
er cities in coming years, officials say. Carried
out by 400 women leaders chosen from the
three project areas, it relies on women who
are visited at home sharing what they’ve
learned with others in their communities, and
with younger generations.

The effort is part of a broader “Go
Green” push to combat desertification and
climate change by raising awareness about
environmental issues and encouraging citi-
zens to adopt greener practices. “We
believe that women are the gateways to
change any behavior inside the families. That
is why we go to them and talk about the
environment, believing that this information
will get through the whole family,” Minister
of Environment Yasmine Fouad told the
Thomson Reuters Foundation.

What women do at home, and what they
know, has “direct effect on the environment
and climate change,” she said. Samah Saleh,
head of the women’s unit at the Ministry of
Environment, said the visits to homes help
relay tips on things like cutting waste of
food, water and energy, as well as informa-
tion about how such changes can curb cli-
mate threats.

There are also offers of direct benefits
for those willing to make the changes.
Following initial visits, community volunteers
working with the government go to the
women’s homes and collect recyclable plas-
tics, cans and paper, offering a cash pay-
ment based on weight. The government has
arranged with commercial firms including
Cairo-based company Go Clean to then
recycle the materials.

Volunteers who visit homes also collect
used cooking oil, offering bottles of fresh oil
in return. The old oil is taken by a factory
which turns it into green fuel. The environ-
ment ministry also hopes to build biogas sta-
tions near some of the homes, to try to turn
animal waste into energy that can help pow-
er homes cheaply and cleanly. “We are now
talking about that with them before we put

that into effect,” Saleh said.
The government already has had some

success in using women to spur environ-
mental change. Starting in 2014, the environ-
ment ministry approached women in the
Nile Delta in an effort to curb the practice of
burning rice straw, which can cause air pol-
lution. “We educated women about the
harmful effects of the phenomenon, who in
their turn convinced their husbands to give
the straw to the government, which turned it
into fertilizers and animal fodder,” Saleh said.

New ideas
Dalia Kamal, 39, another woman living in

Meet Shammas, said what the visitors to her
home had to say on environmental issues was
brand new to her. “I have never heard about
that before, either through television or from
my surroundings,” Kamal said. For instance,
she said, “I never knew that I can use vinegar
instead of detergent to wash our clothes,
because excessive use of detergents can
cause health problems as well as cause air

and water pollution”. She said she was happy
to try the suggested changes, particularly
sorting her recycling and trading it for cash.

“I think it is a very good idea because we
can get money in exchange for plastics and
cans which we do not use and our homes will
be cleaner and healthier,” she said. But she
said she worried whether the changes sug-
gested in the government-backed green push
would genuinely take root. “We have been
accustomed to the fact that once projects are
completed the practices start to get (aban-
doned),” she said.

She said any cleanup effort also had to
focus not just within homes but on whole
neighborhoods like hers, where streets
remain strewn with plastic rubbish and other
waste. Egypt has longstanding problems
with waste disposal, with collection services
and recycling still limited. “Illegal disposal of
domestic and industrial waste remains a
common practice,” according to a 2019
paper by Egyptian researchers. But Egypt is
trying to take a greener turn. —Reuters

Egypt court sentences 
officer-turned-militant 
and 36 others to death
CAIRO: An Egyptian court yesterday sentenced
Hisham Al-Ashmawy, a former special forces officer
turned Islamist militant, and 36 others to death after
they were convicted of terrorism, court officials
said. Ashmawy was captured in the eastern Libyan
city of Derna in late 2018 and transferred by
authorities loyal to commander Khalifa Haftar to
Egypt in May last year.

He was convicted on several charges including
plotting a 2014 attack that killed 22 military guards
near the frontier with Libya, and involvement in an
attempt to kill a former interior minister in 2013, a
military statement said. Ashmawy led the Sinai-
based Ansar Bayt al-Maqdis, Egypt’s most active
militant group, before it pledged allegiance to
Islamic State in 2014, it said. The other 36 defen-
dants tried with him were also convicted of terror-
ism charges, the court ruled.

Their cases were referred to the Grand Mufti,
Egypt’s highest Islamic legal official. Egyptian law
requires any capital sentence to be referred to him
for an opinion before executions can take place.
The court set a new session for March 2 to confirm
the convictions after receiving the Mufti’s non-
binding opinion. In November, a military court had
already sentenced Ashmawy to death in another
terrorism case. Egyptian civilian and military courts
had also sentenced Ashmawy to death in absentia
before his extradition. —Reuters

CAIRO: Sitting in her sister’s apartment on a noisy
Cairo street, Rania Sayed one day hopes to leave a city
that is becoming more congested as Egypt’s population
ticks up to 100 million, a milestone it will pass next
month. Like many others, she wants to move to one of
the new satellite settlements being built for a booming
population whose rapid growth President Abdel-Fattah
El-Sisi has identified as one of Egypt’s biggest chal-
lenges alongside terrorism.

“I want to move them (her two children) to a place
where people have better mentalities, where there is
education,” said the 36-year-old resident of the Ard Al
Lewa district, where rows of apartment blocks rise
above dusty, unpaved streets. “Unfortunately, things are
very difficult in places like this...so I hope to be able to
live to a good social standard.” Egypt’s 100 millionth
person is expected to be clocked up on the official sta-
tistics agency’s digital counter in central Cairo in
February.

The newborn will join a nation where six people in
ten are under 29 years old, said Aleksandar Bodiroza,
representative of the UN populations fund in Egypt.
Many Arab and African countries are struggling with
rising populations. But in Egypt the pressures are
acute, because 97% of its people live on just 8% of its
territory, crowded along the Nile, Bodiroza added.
Creating new space for housing, schools and hospitals
is a priority as Egypt’s population grows by 2.5 million
people a year, he said. In inhabited areas, 1,400 people
are packed into every square kilometer.

Growth for jobs
The biggest problem is jobs. The workforce will

reach 80 million within 10 years, the World Bank says.
But to create enough jobs, annual economic growth

needs to be at least triple the population growth rate,
said Radwa El-Swaify, head of research at Pharos, a
Cairo financial firm. Based on population growth of
2.5% this would require 7.5% GDP growth, compared
with the government’s forecast of up to 5.9% for the
current fiscal year.

In addition, Egypt’s economy could be hit by water
shortages caused by climate change and a Nile dam
being built upstream by Ethiopia. Infrastructure, includ-
ing roads and public transport, will also come under
pressure as the population grows. “Thirty years ago
this whole area was agricultural land,” said Nabil
Rawash, 60, who also lives in Ard El Lewa. “But with
the overcrowding and population growth, people start-
ed coming here to build,” he added, standing in a street
packed with people and cars.

New cities
Officials say they have managed to bring down fertil-

ity rates thanks to a “Two is Enough” campaign chal-
lenging the tradition of large families in rural areas. This
is aimed at more than 1.1 million poor families with up to
three children. The Social Solidarity Ministry has trained
volunteers to encourage people to have fewer children.

“During 2019, we have conducted 2,680,000 home
visits,” said Desiree Labib, project director at the min-
istry. “Among these visits 407,000 women have asked
to be referred to family planning clinics.” She pointed
to a UN study which found the fertility rate dipped to
3.1 in 2018 from 3.5 in 2014. “If we apply more disci-
pline, so that families have less children, we can reach
fertility rates of 2.1 by 2032,” said Abdelhamid Sharaf El
Din, a senior statistics official. That still means the pop-
ulation will grow to 153 million by 2052, but if the fertil-
ity rate were 3.4 it would hit 191 million, he said.

Either way, the government needs to do something
about congestion in Cairo, home to about one in five
Egyptians. It is planning to start moving ministries as
soon as June. But for many, moving there is not an
option due to lack of transport and jobs, said Timothy

Kaldas, non-resident fellow at the Tahrir Institute for
Middle East Policy. “The over-centralization of
Egypt’s state and economy has led to this overwhelm-
ing concentration of Egyptians in one metropolis,” he
said. —Reuters

Arab and African countries struggling with rising populations

Egypt’s population nears 100 million, 
putting pressure on resources, jobs

CAIRO: A worker carries away dyed yarns at a traditional hand-dying workshop in the Egyptian capital
Cairo’s centuries old district of Darb Al-Ahmar. —AFP

SARAQIB: A car drives along the Damascus-Aleppo road near the town of Saraqeb,
in Syria’s northwestern Idlib province. After weeks of deadly bombardment by the
regime and its Russian ally, many of Saraqeb’s homes have been defaced or
pounded to smithereens.  —AFP 

CAIRO: A man parasails in the Nile river during a training session in the Egyptian
capital Cairo, with the buildings overlooking the central Tahrir Square seen in the
background. —AFP

Cold and humiliated, 
Syrians displaced yet 
again by campaign
IDLIB: Khaled Sabri and his family huddle in the
makeshift  shelter in northern Idl ib, st i l l  shel l-
shocked after fleeing the sudden bombardment of
their rebel-held town earlier this week. They are
part of an exodus that has shaken northwest Syria,
the last rebel redoubt in the country’s nine-year civil
war, as hundreds of thousands push toward Turkey
to escape a sudden and fast-moving advance by
government forces . Backed by heavy Russian
airstrikes, President Bashar al-Assad’s forces have
recaptured dozens of towns since last Friday in a
major campaign that has stoked tensions between
Ankara and Moscow and raised the spectre of a new
refugee crisis.

“We fled with just the clothes we were wearing
because of the heavy bombing,” said 55-year-old
Sabri. His city Maarat al-Numan, the second biggest
in Idlib, was re-captured on Tuesday in a major
milestone for Assad’s stated goal of reclaiming all of
Syria. At the camp outside Maarat Misrin, a northern
Idlib town about 20 km south of the Turkish frontier,
dozens of families sheltered in plastic white tents,
many unsure of where they would wind up.

Jennah, 10, said it was the second time her family
had been displaced. Like many others, they had sought
refuge in Idlib after being ousted from other areas ear-
lier in the war. “I was forcibly displaced from eastern
Ghouta, and then we went to Maarat al-Numan and
the Syrian regime launched a military campaign on
Maarat Al-Numan, so we came here.” A United
Nations report on Thursday estimated that 390,000
people have fled northwest Syria from Dec 1-Jan. 27,
80% of them women and children. —Reuters


