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Russian strikes 
in Syria kill 
13 civilians
BEIRUT: Russian air strikes killed 13
civilians yesterday in northwestern
Syria, as renewed violence tightened
the noose around the country’s last
major rebel-held bastion and deepened
an already dire humanitarian crisis.
Retaliatory rocket attacks blamed on
rebels and jihadists killed three more
civilians in the government-held city of
Aleppo in northern Syria, state news
agency SANA said. 

The spike in violence in the neighbor-
ing provinces of Aleppo and Idlib follow
so far unsuccessful diplomatic attempts
to reduce hostilities in the flashpoint
region, with the latest truce in theory
going into effect less than two weeks
ago. Most of Idlib and parts of Aleppo
province are still controlled by factions
opposed to President Bashar al-Assad’s
regime, including a group that includes
onetime members of Al-Qaeda’s former
Syria franchise.

The Damascus regime, which controls
around 70 percent of the country after
nearly nine years of war, has repeatedly
vowed to recapture the region.
Yesterday, air strikes by regime-ally
Russia on a rebel-held region in Aleppo’s

western countryside killed eight mem-
bers of the same family sheltering in a
house, said the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights.

Six children were among those killed
in the raid on Kfar Taal village, where
three girls already died a day earlier in
strikes, according to the Britain-based
monitor. Three other victims where
killed in separate Russian air strikes on
western Aleppo on Tuesday, while raids
also by Moscow in a southern region of
Idlib ki l led two more people, the
Observatory said.  “Over the past three
days, the bombardment on Idlib and its
surroundings, including in western
Aleppo, has been exclusively Russian,”
saud Observatory head Rami Abdel
Rahman. “They want to push rebels and
jihadists away from the city of Aleppo
and from the motorway linking Aleppo
to Damascus,” Abdel Rahman said.
SANA said rebel rocket fire also killed
two women and a child in Aleppo city.

Imminent offensive? 
The surge in violence comes despite a

ceasefire announced by Russia earlier
this month that never really took hold.
Russia has thousands of forces deployed
across Syria in support of the army, while
a contingent of Russian private security
personnel also operates on the ground.
Moscow’s military intervention in 2015,
four years into the Syrian conflict, helped
keep Assad in power and marked a long,
bloody reconquest of territory lost to

rebels in early stages of the war.
Abdul Rahman said the latest spate in

air strikes could be a prelude to a land
offensive in western Aleppo, as the
regime and its allies continue their drive
to shrink the last opposition-held pocket.
“The regime has massed reinforcements
on the outskirts of the city of Aleppo,”
Abdel Rahman said.

The violence in northern Syria is
escalating an already dire humanitarian
situation, with aid groups warning of
displacement on an unprecedented scale.

Idlib province alone is home to at least
three million people, many of whom are
in need of urgent humanitarian assis-
tance. According to the UN humanitari-
an coordination agency OCHA, almost
350,000 people have fled their homes
since Dec 1, mainly heading northwards
from southern Idlib, which has borne the
brunt of the air strikes. The International
Rescue Committee has warned another
650,000 people, mostly children and
women, could be forced from their
homes if the violence continues. —AFP

Tunisia’s designated 
PM vows to tackle 
economic, social ills
TUNIS: Tunisia’s new designated prime minister Elyes
Fakhfakh said he would form a smaller cabinet than in
previous governments and combat poverty and margin-
alization of poorer regions. President Kais Saied named
the former finance and tourism minister as his choice
for premier on Monday, giving him a month to form a
government that can win majority support in the deeply
fragmented parliament.

Speaking late on Monday, Fakhfakh said his cabinet
would try to meet the aspirations of the 2011 revolution
that introduced democracy, citing the October election
of Saied as evidence Tunisians wanted big change. “We
will work... to establish the conditions for a fair and
strong state, a state that will reward weaker regions
and weaker neighbourhoods and end decades of
poverty and marginalisation,” he said.

The economy has languished since the revolution, with
low growth, high state deficits and debt, mounting unem-

ployment and declining public services that have caused
many Tunisians to lose faith in politics. “We will focus all
our forces on raising the priority challenges, social and
economic, and strengthening democracy,” he added.
Tunisia needs to borrow about $3 billion internationally in
2020 to meet spending commitments, and faces strong
pressure from international lenders to cut spending.

Addressing Fakhfakh in published comments, Saied
said: “Remember the martyrs. Heed the cry of the
unemployed and the cry of the poor”. Saied named the
former Total employee after the parliament this month
rejected a government proposed by Habib Jemli, who
was designated prime minister in November. Jemli was
nominated by the moderate Islamist Ennahda party, a
member of successive governments since the revolu-
tion, after it came first in the October elections with 53
of the 217 seats.

However, he was not able to win enough support
from other parties for his proposed cabinet, giving
President Saied the opportunity to designate his own
choice for premier. His selection of Fakhfakh came
despite the wishes of most parties in parliament,
which showed more support for two other candidates.
He now has a month to form a government and put it
to a confidence vote. If he loses, there will be another
election.  —Reuters

Turkey blocks Cyprus 
from session of world 
disarmament body 
GENEVA: Turkey blocked a request from Cyprus
yesterday to participate as an observer at the
Conference on Disarmament in Geneva, amid
growing tensions between the two countries.
Cyprus was one of a long line of countries to
request the right to serve as observers in the first
session of the year of the 65-member Geneva-
based body. All but one request were accepted by
the necessary consensus.

But when the request from Cyprus was raised,
Turkey’s representative requested the floor.
Ankara, he said, has in the past refrained from
blocking Cyprus’s participation, and had simply
voiced its displeasure in a letter at the end of each
session. But that has changed, he said, stressing
that “Turkey will not support this particular
request this year.”

The US and EU lamented the Turkish move. “It is
unfortunate that Turkey has decided to block
Cyprus from participating in the work of the con-
ference,” said the US ambassador to the confer-
ence, Robert Wood, urging “Turkey to reconsider
its objection.”

Turkey’s objection came amid growing tensions
over Ankara expanding its claims over a large gas-
rich area which Cyprus says includes its territorial
waters. Cyprus has aligned itself with Greece, Israel
and Italy in planning an ambitious 2,000-km east-
ern Mediterranean gas pipeline to Europe despite
Turkey’s hostility to the deal. —AFP

AL-HOL CAMP, Syria: In an overcrowded desert camp
for families linked to the Islamic State group in north-
eastern Syria, a French woman begged for another
chance so she and her children could go home. In the
same settlement, two other French women were more
tepid about the prospect of repatriation, with one say-
ing she feared being separated from her child.

In the squalid camp of Al-Hol, the question of return
has sparked a divide among the French wives of IS
fighters. “We’d like the French government to give us
the chance to make it up to them,” 30-year-old Umm
Mohammad told AFP in French. “I think it’s better they
repatriate us... We’ll be judged in France,” said the
mother of four from Paris, dressed in a black robe and
face veil.

After years of fighting IS, Syria’s Kurds hold 4,000
women and 8,000 children from families linked to the
extremist organization, mostly in Al-Hol. Inside the
camp, a veiled woman pushed a child in a pram, the
bottom of her black robe caked in dry mud. Two boys
in jackets and rubber boots dragged a cart over a dirt
field beyond rows of white tents, a little girl in a pink
coat running alongside.

‘Never killed’ 
Umm Mohammad said that among her compatriots

in Al-Hol’s section for foreigners, “a huge amount want
to go home”. “There’s another half who don’t want to
go back, but that’s their problem,” said the widow, who
says her French husband was killed in Hajin, once one
of the last bastions of the IS “caliphate”. France has so
far been reluctant to repatriate its nationals, allowing
just a handful of children back on a case-by-case basis.
But in an apparent U-turn last week, Justice Minister
Nicole Belloubet said she saw “no other solution” but
to bring back jihadists.

Kurdish-led forces expelled IS from its last patch of
territory in eastern Syria in March last year. The mili-
tants stand accused of a wide range of crimes during
their failed five-year experiment in statehood in parts
of Syria and neighboring Iraq. But Umm Mohammad
claimed she “did nothing at all” while living under IS. “I
never killed anyone,” she said. “We’re really tired. Our
children, we’d like them to go back to school.”

In the camp’s makeshift market, women dressed in
black examined piles of colorful clothes laid out on
blankets. A woman carried a tray of white eggs, fol-
lowed by another balancing a plastic crate of oranges
on her head. Away from the bustle, another French
woman lamented the living conditions. “I don’t want to
stay in this camp,” said 23-year-old Nour, her brown
eyes barely visible through the slit of her face veil. “It’s
very difficult. We live in tents. It’s cold. People are sick.”

At least 371 children died in Al-Hol last year, the
Kurdish Red Crescent has said, mainly from malnutri-
tion, poor healthcare for newborns and hypothermia.
The Kurdish authorities have warned that conditions
could deteriorate further after the UN Security Council
on Jan 10 voted to restrict cross-border aid. The
Yaroubiya crossing on the Iraqi border was a key entry
point for UN-funded medical aid reaching the area,
including Al-Hol.

‘France doesn’t want us’ 
Nour, who said she was from the city of Montpellier

in southern France, said she wanted to resume a normal
life. “I want to live normally again - with my hijab, my
children, my Islam,” she said. But she insisted she did
not want to be separated from her children. “If they’re
going to separate us, frankly I don’t see the point of
repatriating us,” she said. She too claimed she had not
carried out any crimes. “I stayed at home and educated

my children,” she said.
A third French woman - who gave her name as Amal

- was more reluctant to speak. “I having nothing to
say,” said the 25-year-old, after slowly gliding around
the used clothes market on clutches. She said she was
wounded in the leg in Baghouz, a riverside hamlet

where diehard jihadists made their last stand in 2019.
She would not reveal the nationality of her late husband
and, under her face veil, her brown eyes avoided the
camera. “France doesn’t want us... doesn’t want Daesh,”
she said, referring to IS members. “I don’t want anyone
to judge me.” —AFP

Paris has so far been reluctant to repatriate its nationals

‘Really tired’: French IS women 
languish in squalid Syria camp

AL-HOL CAMP, Syria: A Frenchwoman named Amal, 25, uses crutches to walk at this Kurdish-run camp
for the displaced in Hasakeh governorate in northeastern Syria on Jan 14, 2020. —AFP

KAFR TAAL, Syria: A Syrian boy cries as he sits on the rubble of the house where he
lived with his displaced family in this village in Aleppo’s western countryside after
pro-regime bombardment on Monday. —AFP

TUNIS: Tunisia’s prime minister-designate Ilyes Fakhfakh,
tasked with forming a government, leaves his office in the
capital yesterday. —AFP

Political row flares 
as Lebanon struggles 
to form government
BEIRUT: Tensions between Hezbollah’s two main Christian
allies flared yesterday when one said the other’s “greed”
was to blame for holding up the formation of a new
Lebanese government that is urgently needed to address a
major economic crisis. The comments by Suleiman
Frangieh about Gebran Bassil, head of the political party
founded by President Michel Aoun, point to deepening
complications in the drive to form the government even as

Lebanon’s financial emergency deepens. The heavily
indebted country has been without effective government
since Saad Al-Hariri quit as premier in October due to
protests against state corruption and poor governance -
the root causes of Lebanon’s worst crisis since a 1975-
90 civil war. The issue has become increasingly pressing
as largely peaceful protests took a violent turn over the
weekend, when hundreds were injured in clashes with
security forces. Ordinary Lebanese have been hit hard
by banks’ restrictions on access to cash, a slump in the
Lebanese pound, job losses and inflation.

The heavily armed Shiite group Hezbollah and its polit-
ical allies have been unable to agree the make-up of the
cabinet since designating former government minister
Hassan Diab as prime minister more than a month ago.
Political sources say the main sticking point has been over

the number of seats sought by Bassil, who heads the Free
Patriotic Movement (FPM) and is the son-in-law of
President Aoun. Bassil has been at the heart of efforts to
broker the formation of a new government.

FPM, the largest Christian party, has been seeking a
third of the cabinet’s expected seats, according to
political sources, a share that would effectively afford
it a veto power which it also enjoyed under the previ-
ous government. At a news conference yesterday
Frangieh, leader of the Christian party Marada, cast
blame for the delay squarely on Bassil and the FPM.
“His (Bassil’s) greed and ambition are obstructing the
government ... Let Gebran Bassil form the entire gov-
ernment and may God bless him,” said Frangieh, who
had sought to nominate two cabinet members but was
restricted to one. —Reuters

Egypt court orders 
minister to reveal 
ex-MP’s location 
CAIRO: An Egyptian court has ordered the country’s
interior minister to reveal the whereabouts of a missing
former parliamentarian believed to be in state custody,
his wife told AFP yesterday. Mostafa Al-Naggar, a for-
mer opposition lawmaker and key figure in the 2011 rev-
olution that toppled long-time autocrat Hosni Mubarak,
was reported missing in Sept 2018. His disappearance for
over a year has given rise to accusations that he is in
custody, something authorities have previously denied.
“We are expecting that they (authorities) will tell us
where he is,” Shymaa Afifi, his wife told AFP.

Rights groups maintain enforced disappearances of
dissidents is a systematic practice that Egyptian authori-
ties have used to muzzle opposition in recent years. The
binding decision from the state council court on
Saturday will take effect within the next month, com-
pelling Interior Minister Mahmoud Tawfik to reveal
Naggar’s location, Afifi said. Local rights group Egyptian
Commission for Rights and Freedom, which has advocat-
ed for Naggar’s release, confirmed the decision in a
Facebook post. “Every positive step in trying to find out
where he is opens up doors of hope for us,” it wrote.
Egypt’s State Information Service previously denied that
Naggar was arrested, later claiming he was a “fugitive
willingly evading” a three-year sentence for “insulting
the judiciary”. Since the military ouster of Islamist presi-
dent Mohamed Morsi in 2013, authorities have cracked
down on freedom of expression, jailing thousands of lib-
eral and secular activists as well as Islamists. Authorities
insist the measures are necessary to maintain stability
and combat terrorism. —AFP


