
GENEVA: The United Nations has warned that fighting
in northwest Syria could “end in a bloodbath” and called
again for a ceasefire, while Moscow denied reports of a
mass flight of civilians from a Russian-led Syrian govern-
ment offensive. Syrian troops backed by Russian air pow-
er have been battling since December to eliminate the last
rebel strongholds in the region in a war that has killed an
estimated 400,000 Syrians, displaced millions more and
left much of the country in ruins.

The latest offensive in the regions of Aleppo and Idlib
has uprooted nearly 1 million people - most of them
women and children - who have fled clashes to seek
sanctuary further north, near the Turkish border. The
UN’s humanitarian agency OCHA said 60% of the
900,000 people trapped in a shrinking space after flee-
ing are children.

“We call for an immediate ceasefire to prevent further
suffering and what we fear may end in a bloodbath,”
OCHA spokesman Jens Laerke told a news briefing in
Geneva. “The front lines and relentless violence continue

to move closer to these areas which are packed with dis-
placed people, with bombardments increasingly affecting
displacement sites and their vicinity.” At a university
building in the town of Azaz in northwest Syria, people
fleeing Idlib have poured in every day to shelter from the
violence and bitter cold.

Souad Saleh, 58, is staying in a room with her family
and dozens of other people. “We want to go back home
but we can’t. We left things behind because the warplanes
were above us and houses were collapsing,” she said. The
escape was exhausting. “Everyone was crying,” the
grandmother recalled, bursting into tears. Hayat Al-Fayad,
50, said her village in Idlib had emptied out since her
family ran from the bombing some two weeks ago. “The
entire village fled,” she said.

Other families are sleeping outside by roads and in
olive groves, burning garbage to stay warm. Some chil-
dren have died from the cold, while some families have at
least reached tent camps for displaced people. Turkey,
which currently hosts 3.7 million Syrian refugees, has said

it cannot handle a new influx and has warned that it will
use military power to repel Syrian advances in Idlib and
ease a humanitarian crisis.

Russia denies emergency
Russia’s Defense Ministry said reports of hundreds of

thousands of Syrians fleeing from Idlib towards the
Turkish border - in an area where Turkish forces maintain
forward observation posts - were false, urging Ankara to
enable Idlib residents to enter other parts of Syria. Turkey
and Russia back opposing sides in Syria’s conflict, but
have collaborated towards a political solution. 

Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s onslaught in the
northwest has upset this fragile cooperation, causing
Ankara and Moscow to accuse each other of flouting de-
escalation agreements in the region. Turkish and Russian
officials have failed to find a solution to the clashes in
several rounds of talks, and a flare-up on the ground on
Thursday which killed two Turkish soldiers brought the
total Turkish fatalities in Idlib this month to 15 troops.

Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan emphasized the
necessity to control Syrian government forces and to
ease a humanitarian crisis in Syria’s Idlib region during a
phone call with Russia’s Vladimir Putin. Speaking to
reporters earlier, Erdogan said the French and German
leaders had proposed a four-way summit with Russia in
Istanbul on March 5, but that Putin had not yet respond-
ed. He repeated that Turkey was not withdrawing its
forces from Idlib.

Erdogan further said Turkey was continuing work to
set up housing for Syrian migrants in a 30-35 km “safe
zone” inside Syria along the border with Turkey. Earlier
on Friday, the Kremlin said it was discussing the possibili-
ty of holding the summit with Turkey, France and
Germany mentioned by Erdogan. The German and French
leaders called Putin on Thursday to voice alarm about the
humanitarian situation. French President Emmanuel
Macron and German Chancellor Angela Merkel also held
a phone call with Erdogan, who asked Paris and Berlin for
concrete support in the crisis. — Reuters

International
Prince Harry, Meghan to 
stop using ‘royal’ brand

Filipino-Americans ‘fired up’ as Tagalog added to Nevada ballot
Page 8 Page  8

SUNDAY, FEBRUARY 23, 2020

Established 1961 

IDLIB, Syria: Children watch as a Turkish military convoy that crossed into the Syrian territory via the Kafr Lusin border passes near this northwestern city as it heads towards the south of the Idlib province yesterday. — AFP 

UN fears ‘bloodbath’ in Syria 
Fleeing civilians trapped near Turkish border  

Bicycle racing and 
dancing: Afghans 
mark truce start
JALALABAD: Hours after a historic truce
took hold across their country, jubilant
Afghans who have suffered decades of non-
stop conflict took to the streets to celebrate
what they desperately hope is a first step
towards peace. Men were seen holding up
signs for peace near the capital Kabul, danc-
ing in celebration in the east, and mingling
with Taleban fighters in the southern city of
Helmand.

In Jalalabad, the capital of eastern
province Nangarhar, cycling enthusiasts
donned lycra shorts and shirts for a road race
- something previously hard to imagine in a
city that has been beset by attacks. Race
organizer Fazli Ahmdi Fazli said about 60
people representing nine provinces came out
for the event, where they wound through the
city’s dusty streets on their bikes. “Our goal
of coming together is to mark the reduction
in violence and to convey its message to our
people,” Fazli said.

Warring parties have agreed what they are
calling a one-week “reduction in violence”
that is expected to set the conditions for
Washington and the Taleban to sign a deal on
February 29 in Doha. The accord could, ulti-
mately, pull US troops out after more than 18
years and launch war-weary Afghanistan into
an uncertain future. A successful week would
show the Taleban can control their forces and
demonstrate good faith ahead of any signing.

Even in a country that has been torn apart
by violence, Jalalabad has suffered more than

many places, facing continual attacks and sui-
cide bombs from the Taleban and, in recent
years, the Islamic State group. Yesterday’s
bicycle race - dubbed the Peace Cup - had
been planned in anticipation of the first day
of the partial truce.

‘Peace is our wish’ 
Other spontaneous celebrations broke out

yesterday across Afghanistan - though with
the country still deeply patriarchal they main-
ly consisted of men, with women remaining
largely behind closed doors. In Gardez, the
capital of Paktia province south of Kabul,
hundreds of people poured into the main
square to support the partial truce. “They
were calling on the Taleban and the govern-
ment to extend the truce and work for per-
manent peace in the country,” said Abdullah
Hasrat, a spokesman for the local governor.

Crowds held up signs with messages such
as: “Peace is our wish” and “All obstacles in
the way of peace should be removed”. In
Kandahar in the south, considered the
Taleban heartland, and in Jalalabad, dozens of
celebrating people danced the attan - a tradi-
tional Pashtun dance - in the streets during
the night. “I am very optimistic for the first
time about the outcome of the talks” between
the US and the Taleban, said Saeed Ahmad, a
police officer in Helmand province, which
neighbors Kandahar. 

Meanwhile, in the city of Helmand, Taleban
fighters massed openly and mingled with civil-
ians while carrying flags and weapons, appar-
ently without fear of being targeted in a US
drone strike. In the northern province of
Kunduz, 28-year-old Afghan soldier Reza
Sharifi said he was hopeful a deal between the
US and the Taleban would be struck. — AFP 

JALALABAD: Men cycle during the contest for Peace Cup on the first day of reduction in
violence between Afghan government and Taleban yesterday. — AFP 

Over a year of
protests in Arab
world and Iran
PARIS: Algeria’s year-old anti-govern-
ment movement is among several to have
rocked the Middle East and North Africa
in the past year, in an echo of the
region’s 2011 revolts. Here is a snapshot
of the turmoil that started in December
2018 in Sudan.

Sudan: President ousted 
Anti-government protests erupt in late

2018 against a government decision to
triple bread prices. They intensify in early
2019. On April 6, thousands of demonstra-
tors begin a sit-in outside the army head-
quarters in Khartoum. On April 11, the
army says it has removed president Omar
Al-Bashir from power, ending his 30-
years rule. Protests continue, demanding a
civilian government. On June 3, armed men
in fatigues disperse the sit-in as part of a
days-long crackdown that leaves scores
dead.  After weeks of negotiations, protest
and military leaders on August 17 sign an
accord on transitioning to civilian rule
with democratic elections in 2022. More
than 250 people are killed during the
months of demonstrations, according to
doctors linked to the protest movement. 

Algeria: Bouteflika quits 
Demonstrations start on February 22 in

key cities against ailing President
Abdelaziz Bouteflika’s plans to run for a
fifth term after 20 years in power. After

the army withdraws its support, Bouteflika
resigns on April 2. The protest movement
persists, demanding an overhaul of the
entire political establishment.  Presidential
elections on December 12 Abdelmadjid
Tebboune, Bouteflika’s former prime min-
ister, wins the presidential election, amid
record abstention. Demonstrations contin-
ue despite his call for dialogue.

Egypt: Protests quashed 
In September, rare protests break out

in Cairo and other cities calling for the
removal of President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi,
the former army chief who took power in
2014. Authorities quickly snuff out the
small-scale demonstrations and embark
on a crackdown. Rights groups say
around 4,000 people - including lawyers,
activists, professors and journalists - were
detained.

Iraq: Government resigns 
Hundreds of people begin demonstrat-

ing in Baghdad and cities in the south on
October 1 against unemployment, corrup-
tion and poor public services. The
protests explode into violence, with thou-
sands defying security forces. After a
two-week pause, demonstrations resume
on October 24, demanding the resigna-
tion of Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi’s
government. Anger is also directed at
Iran, accused of propping up the adminis-
tration. On December 1, parliament
accepts the prime minister’s resignation.
A successor is named two months later.
The scale of the protests drops but they
continue, demanding an overhaul of the
ruling system. Since the unrest began,
more than 550 people have been killed
and 30,000 wounded. — AFP 


