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ISTANBUL: Turkey yesterday threatened to use
force against “radicals” in Syria’s Idlib province
after Russia accused Ankara of failing to “neu-
tralize” jihadist groups under a 2018 deal.
“Force will be used in Idlib against those who do
not abide by the ceasefire, including the radi-
cals,” Defense Minister Hulusi Akar was quoted
as saying by the official Anadolu news agency.
“Any form of measure will be taken,” he said.
Idlib-the last opposition bastion in Syria-is held
by an array of rebels dominated by the Hayat
Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS) jihadist group, which is
led by members of the country’s former Al-
Qaeda franchise. President Bashar al-Assad’s
forces have pressed ahead with an offensive in
the region since December, killing more than
380 civilians, according to the monitoring group
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. 

The killing of 14 Turks in Idlib in government
shelling has fuelled tensions between Ankara and
Damascus, while raising stakes with Russia-a
key ally of Assad. 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan on
Wednesday accused Russia of committing
“massacres” in Idlib and threatened to strike
government forces anywhere in Syria if the
slightest harm is done to Turkish troops.  In re-
turn, Moscow accused Ankara of failing to hon-
our the 2018 deal, with Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov saying the Turkish side “had
taken upon itself an obligation to neutralise ter-

rorist groups” in Idlib. Under the bilateral agree-
ment, radical groups were required to withdraw
from a demilitarised zone in the Idlib region.

‘No military victory’ 
As Turkey and Russia traded accusations

over the escalation in Idlib, US special envoy for
Syria James Jeffrey held closed-door talks with
Turkish officials in Ankara on Wednesday.
Washington has thrown full support for its
NATO ally’s response to the Syrian government
fire in Idlib. Jeffrey, in comments published
Thursday on the official Twitter account of the
US Embassy in Turkey, voiced US support for
Ankara’s “legitimate” interests in Syria.

“Our job is to convince (Russia, Iran and the
Assad government) that they are not going to
have a military victory,” he said.  “The United
States totally agrees with Turkey on the legal
presence and justification for Turkey defending
its existential interests against refugee flow and
dealing with terror and finding a solution to the
terrible Syrian conflict with the war criminal
regime of President Assad,” he said.  

Turkey, which already hosts more than 3.7
million Syrians, fears a further influx of refugees
fleeing violence in Idlib.  The two countries have
been on a collision course over US support for
Kurdish militants fighting against the Islamic
State in Syria, deemed as terrorists by Ankara. 

Under the bilateral deal with Russia, Turkey

has also set up 12 observation posts in Idlib-
three of which were encircled by Assad’s forces,
according to Turkish officials. 

Erdogan has now given Damascus until the
end of the month to push back its forces outside
the military locations. Turkey has sent reinforce-

ments including troops and artillery to beef up
its observation posts in recent days following the
series of exchanges with the Syrian army.

Akar said: “We are sending additional units
to establish a ceasefire and make it long-lasting.
We will control the field.” — AFP

Turkey threatens force against 
‘radicals’ in Syria’s Idlib province 

Yemen patients 
finally treated 
in Jordan after 
years of war
AMMAN: Mohammed Hussein looks sadly at
his wife as she lies in bed in a Jordanian hos-
pital where she is being treated for cancer-far
from the devastating war back home in Yemen. 

Dawla, too sick to talk, is one of a handful
of critically ill Yemenis transported by the
United Nations from the rebel-held capital
Sanaa to Jordan for treatment. A year and half
ago, Yemeni doctors diagnosed the 40-year-
old with thyroid cancer.  The news was devas-
tating, more so given the state of the health
system in a country rocked by a war the UN
says has caused the world’s worst humanitar-
ian crisis. 

“They told us she had had the disease for
about four years,” said Hussein, a 50-year-old
farmer from Hajja, northwest of the capital,
which is under siege by a Saudi-led coalition
backing the government.

“We couldn’t get her treated in Yemen be-
cause of the war, the siege, the lack of medical
personnel and treatment, and I couldn’t take
her outside the country because I could barely
afford to feed our six children,” he said with
tears in his eyes.  “Life in Yemen is harder than
you can possibly imagine.”

The couple waited four months in a small
hotel in Sanaa before they could leave Yemen. 

They arrived in Amman on February 8, on a
flight from Sanaa airport organized by the
World Health Organization and carrying 24
patients, including children. It was the second
of what the UN agency hopes will be many
“mercy flights”. Houthi rebels have controlled
Sanaa since 2014, when they seized much of
the country’s north from the government of
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi.

The war escalated when the Saudi-led mil-
itary coalition intervened on Hadi’s side the fol-
lowing year.  Since then, the conflict has left
tens of thousands dead or wounded, including
many civilians, according to humanitarian
groups.   The coalition, which controls Yemen’s
airspace, has closed Sanaa airport to commer-
cial flights since 2016. — AFP
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Iran starts poll 
campaign with 
thousands barred 
from standing
DUBAI: Iran’s week-long parliamentary election
campaign started yesterday, state TV reported, a
vote seen as a popularity test for the clerical es-
tablishment at a time when relations with Wash-
ington are at their worst since the 1979 Islamic
revolution. The Guardian Council, which must ap-
prove candidates, has rejected around 6,850 mod-
erate or conservative hopefuls in favor of hardliners
from among the 14,000 applicants seeking to con-
test the Feb. 21 vote.

About a third of lawmakers have also been
barred from standing again. “The 7,150 candi-
dates who are running for parliamentary elec-
tions have started campaigning yesterday,” state
TV reported. Pragmatist President Hassan
Rouhani has criticized the disqualifications, but
like supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei he
has called for a high turnout as the country faces
challenges over its disputed nuclear program.
Khamenei, the final authority in Iran’s complex
system of clerical rule and limited democracy,
backed the Guardian Council, saying the next
parliament was no place for those scared of
speaking out against foreign enemies.

Tensions with the United States have spiked

since 2018, when President Donald Trump with-
drew from Iran’s 2015 nuclear deal with major
powers and reimposed crippling sanctions. The
crisis worsened when Iran’s most prominent mil-
itary commander, Qassem Soleimani, was killed
by a US drone in Baghdad in Jan. 3, which led to
Iran retaliating against U.S. targets in Iraq on
Jan. 8. The vote will have no major influence on
foreign affairs or Iran’s nuclear policy, which is
determined by Khamenei. With the disqualifica-
tion of moderate and leading conservative fig-
ures, hardline loyalists of Khamenei are likely to
dominate the parliament. Pro-reform politicians
said in January that they had no candidates to
stand for 230 of the 290 seats in parliament,
saying Iranians’ demands for a “free and fair”
election were not met because of the large num-
bers disqualified.

The Council has cited various grounds for
the rejections, such as “corruption and being
unfaithful to Islam”. Some 58 million Iranians
out of 83 million are eligible to vote. While sup-
porters of the establishment will vote for hard-
line candidates, moderates are struggling to
mobilize their supporters, who are disappointed
with Rouhani’s failure to ease social and political
restrictions.

Leading pro-reform parties have been either
dismantled or banned since a presidential vote
in 2009, in which hardliner Mahmoud Ah-
madinejad was re-elected. His rivals alleged the
vote was rigged. In Tehran, which accounts for
30 seats in the assembly, hardline candidates are
headed by Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf, a former
mayor of the capital who once commanded the
elite Revolutionary Guards. — Reuters

IDLIB: Displaced Syrians flee the countryside of Aleppo and Idlib provinces towards
Syria’s northwestern Afrin district near the border with Turkey yesterday as regime forces
push on with their offensive in the country’s northwest. — AFP

AMMAN: Yemeni Aymen, who is suffering from a
congenital spinal malformation, receives treat-
ment at a private hospital in the Jordanian cap-
ital Amman following a United Nations medical
evacuation from Yemen’s capital Sanaa. — AFP


