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BEIRUT: Israeli air strikes killed 12 pro-Iran
fighters in Syria yesterday, a monitor said, the
latest in a spate of raids Israel has said targeted
Iranian ambitions to develop a military presence
on its doorstep. Israel has pledged to prevent its
main enemy from entrenching itself militarily in
Syria, where it is backing President Bashar Al-
Assad’s government alongside Russia and
Lebanese militant group Hezbollah. 

The pre-dawn raids killed seven foreign
fighters in the Kisweh area south of Damascus,
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said.
Iranian and pro-Iran foreign fighters were pres-
ent in the area, the Britain-based war monitor
said, but the nationality of the dead was not im-
mediately clear. Five Syrian members of a pro-
Iranian group were also killed in the Ezra area
of the southern province of Daraa, Observatory
head Rami Abdel Rahman said. 

A Syrian army source quoted by state news
agency SANA said air defenses responded to
two waves of Israeli strikes after midnight that
targeted the Damascus area and then positions
in Daraa and the adjacent province of Quneitra.
“The attack wounded eight fighters,” the source
said, without elaborating on where they had
been stationed or their nationality.

AFP correspondents in Damascus heard loud
explosions around 1:15 am. State television
broadcast images showing explosions in the sky.
An Israeli army spokesman declined to comment
on the strikes when contacted by AFP. Israel has
carried out repeated strikes in Syria since the
civil war erupted in 2011, mainly targeting gov-
ernment forces and their Iranian and Hezbollah
allies. Israel’s political leadership has spoken

publicly of the bombing campaign, although the
army rarely comments on individual strikes.

‘Will not save’ Idlib 
Last month, Damascus accused the Israeli air

force of carrying out an attack on the T4 airbase
in central Syria, which the Observatory said
killed at least three Iran-backed militiamen. In
December, the Observatory said Israeli air
strikes killed three foreigners fighting alongside
government forces south of the capital. The pre-
vious month, the Israeli army claimed responsi-
bility for a wave of air strikes against Syrian
military sites and Iranian forces that killed 23
people including 16 foreigners.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
said positions of the Iranian Revolutionary
Guards foreign operations arm were among the
targets. The war in Syria has killed more than
380,000 people and displaced millions since it
started in 2011 with the brutal repression of pro-
democracy protests. The reported Israeli strikes
come as government forces press a blistering of-
fensive against Syria’s last major rebel bastion,
in the Idlib region in the northwest.

Erdogan-Putin relations
Meanwhile, deadly clashes between Syrian

and Turkish forces are again testing the delicate
relationship between President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and his Russian counterpart Vladimir
Putin, though they have become masters at man-
aging their competing interests. Once bitter ri-
vals, Erdogan and Putin grew far closer after the
failed coup in Turkey in 2016, when the Russian
president took the opportunity to express his

full support at a time when Ankara’s Western al-
lies were more lukewarm in their support. 

Despite being on opposing sides of the
conflicts in both Syria and Libya, they have
also found it expedient to keep negotiations
under their control as much as possible, leav-
ing Western powers at arm’s length. Still, it re-

mains a tricky balancing act, particularly in
Syria, where Turkey backs several rebel
groups while Russia is the key supporter of
President Bashar al-Assad. A Syrian offensive
in the last rebel bastion of Idlib has sent an-
other huge wave of refugees towards Turkey’s
borders. — Agencies
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Libya ‘den of
mercenaries’, say
war-weary citizens
TRIPOLI: After 10 months of fighting that has
torn their country apart, exhausted Libyans
voice deep fears and say their fate is no longer
in their own hands. The oil-rich North African
country has been mired in chaos since a 2011
NATO-backed uprising that killed longtime
dictator Muammar Gaddafi, with two rival ad-
ministrations vying for power. The conflict
deepened last April when military strongman
Khalifa Haftar, who controls much of Libya’s
south and east, launched an assault to seize
Tripoli, the base of the UN-recognized Gov-
ernment of National Accord (GNA).

A fragile ceasefire, brokered by Moscow
and Ankara, was established on January 12.
And at an international summit in Berlin a week
later, world leaders agreed to end all foreign
interference in Libya and to uphold a weapons
embargo. But on the streets of Libya, war-
weary citizens are increasingly hopeless,
telling AFP that their resource-rich country has
become a plaything of foreign powers. The
fighting has drawn in a range of foreign com-
batants, among them reportedly Russian mer-
cenaries, Sudanese militiamen for hire and

members of pro-Turkish Syrian units. Moham-
mad al-Barouni, a student from Tripoli, charged
that foreign players had been sending weapons
and fighters into Libya “without fear or
shame”. “After 10 months of fighting... the cap-
ital and its suburbs have become a den of mer-
cenaries where arms are flooding in, in broad
daylight”, he said.

Nouri Bengharsa, a civil servant, com-
plained that “since the fall of Kadhafi, Libyans
have allowed foreigners to meddle in their af-
fairs, and now they can’t get rid of them”.
Libyan politicians were partly to blame be-
cause they are “incapable of dialogue in their
own country,” he said while shopping in a veg-
etable market in Janzour, west of the capital.
“Yet they run to foreign capitals where they
have specific agendas dictated to them.” The
UN Security Council has been plagued by di-
visions over Libya and has been unable to
adopt any resolution on the conflict for the
past 10 months.

Salem al-Mahmudi, a vendor, said the inter-
national community had “not managed to
tame” the countries that support eastern com-
mander Haftar or Fayez al-Sarraj’s Tripoli-
based GNA. Those countries were exploiting
the truce to dispatch new military reinforce-
ments ahead of a “great battle” in Tripoli, Mah-
mudi said.  Haftar has the backing of Egypt, the
United Arab Emirates and Russia, among oth-
ers, while the GNA is mainly supported by
Qatar and Turkey. — AFP

Syria clashes test Erdogan-Putin relations

NAJAF: Iraqi anti-government protesters yes-
terday vowed to push on with their wave off
rallies as they buried seven fellow activists
killed overnight in violence blamed on sup-
porters of a powerful cleric. Loyalists of Shiite
Muslim cleric Moqtada Sadr-a militiaman-
turned-politician with a cult-like following-
had raided a protest camp in Iraq’s shrine city
of Najaf late Wednesday. Seven anti-govern-
ment demonstrators were killed by bullets to
the head or chest, medics in the city said, and
dozens more were wounded. In the melee,
tents where protesters had slept for weeks
were burned down. 

It marked the bloodiest episode yet in es-
calating tensions between the bulk of the
demonstrators and Sadr, who had initially
backed the rallies but split with the movement
suddenly last weekend. Sadr then endorsed
Mohammad Allawi as the country’s new prime
minister designate, in stark contrast to most of
the protesters who reject the politician as an
establishment figure. Allawi, 65, served as
communications minister twice since the US-
led invasion of 2003 but also stepped down
twice, citing corruption in the government. 

In Baghdad’s Tahrir Square yesterday, anti-
Allawi demonstrators said they were deter-
mined to continue the protests that started in
October and have repeatedly been marred by
violence. Nearly 490 people have been killed
and 30,000 wounded, most of them demon-
strators, according to a count compiled by
AFP from security and medical sources.
“We’ve finally got used to it,” said Tayba, a
Baghdad high school student who had the
Iraqi flag tied around her shoulders. “In fact,
we’re even more determined. Before, the stu-
dents used to hold just one demonstration a
week, now there are three.”

In the Wednesday night attack, Sadr sup-
porters flooded the main anti-government
tent city in Najaf, witnesses said, and
clashes erupted before security forces in-
tervened to separate the two sides. Sadrists
went on to occupy the site themselves, AFP
journalists said. Tensions between the two
camps had already boiled over, with Sadr
supporters-typically identified by blue
caps-storming squares and harassing rival
demonstrators, who have taken up chants
against the cleric. — AFP

ARIHA, Syria: An aerial view shows the rebel-held town of Ariha in the northern country-
side of Syria’s Idlib province following an air strike by pro-regime forces. — AFP 

Iraq protesters defiant as they
bury 7 killed in overnight clash


