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AL-BAB, Syria: In a camp in northwest Syria,
Mohamad al-Abdullah relies on UN aid to treat a
spinal injury that could have paralyzed him had it not
been for cross-border aid. But that life-saving assis-
tance is now threatened by a Russian veto. With
Moscow threatening to shut the region’s last crossing
from Turkey at a UN Security Council vote in the
coming days, the 17-year-old and millions like him risk
losing a vital conduit for medical and food supplies.

“All my medicine comes from abroad through the
crossing,” Mohammad told AFP from his tent in the
opposition-held Syrian town of Azaz. He still has
pieces of shrapnel lodged in his back and ribs from a
2014 car bomb blast that wounded his spine, killed
his father and prompted him to flee Deir Ezzor in
Syria’s east to seek refuge in the northwest.

“If (the shrapnel) moved only a millimeter, I would
be paralyzed. That’s what the doctors told me,” he
said. “If the crossing closes, I will sit idly in this tent,
unable to move, because if it wasn’t for my medicine,
I wouldn’t be able to stand up from the pain.”

The painkillers he desperately needs reach Azaz
via the opposition-controlled Bab al-Hawa crossing
on the Turkish border, the only entry point for UN

assistance into Syria’s beleaguered northwest.
But the resolution authorizing such deliveries

expires on July 10 — by which time the Security
Council must have voted on its renewal. Damascus
ally Moscow says the UN mandate on the border
violates Syria’s sovereignty, and wants to close Bab
Al-Hawa when the current provision expires, re-
routing aid through regime-controlled territory. The
UN has warned that blocking aid via the crossing
could cause a “humanitarian catastrophe”.

‘Medical crisis’ 
More than three million people live in the Idlib

region in Syria’s northwest, much of which is con-
trolled by jihadists and allied rebels. Around 2.4 mil-
lion people there need humanitarian aid, according
to the UN. It says some 1,000 trucks have passed
through the crossing every month over the past year,
carrying in vital COVID-19 vaccines, hospital equip-
ment and medicine for diabetes, tuberculosis and
leishmaniasis.

NGOs have warned that re-routing such supplies
through regime-held territory could lead to disaster.
“The notion that the Syrian government can replace

UN aid is absurd,” Amnesty International’s Syria
researcher Diana Semaan said on Friday. There is
currently no agreement between the UN and
Damascus to authorize UN aid deliveries to the
northwest from inside Syria.

Aid groups have repeatedly accused Damascus
of hindering humanitarian assistance to areas out-
side its control. “The Syrian authorities have a long
history of diverting and obstructing humanitarian
aid,” Amnesty International said in a statement.

It warned against a “medical crisis” in the north-
west similar to the one currently gripping northeast-
ern Syria after the closure of another checkpoint
there under Russian pressure last year.

Ireland and Norway, non-permanent members of
the Security Council, presented a draft resolution
Friday aiming to keep Bab Al-Hawa open for one
year. Permanent members the United States, France
and Britain had also wanted to reopen the nearby
Bab al-Salam crossing with Turkey, which was shut
last year, diplomats have said. The International
Rescue Committee has pushed for Bab al-Salam to
be reopened, arguing that “one crossing alone has
proved insufficient to meet the scale of needs”.

Price hikes 
Sitting outside his shop in the town of Al-Bab,

Mustafa Shaaban said his entire family relies on life-
saving medicine delivered by the UN and its part-
ners. The 57-year-old,  who escaped a regime offen-
sive on Aleppo city, said he injured his skull during
Russian bombardment of Al-Bab years ago.

The same attack killed his eldest son and blew off
his other son’s leg, forcing him to use a prosthetic
limb. Separate shelling on their house wounded his
grandson and his daughter, who underwent three
intestinal surgeries and is now equipped with a
stomach prosthesis.

She desperately needs drugs for the pain and for
her stomach. “The effect on our family will be a big
one,” if Bab al-Hawa closes, he said. Back in Azaz,
Ahmad Hamra, a displaced Syrian also from Aleppo,
said he had lost both his legs in an airstrike on the
city that killed his brother. He now takes daily doses
of pain killers, which have seen price hikes amid a
nationwide economic crisis. “I get all my medicine
(for free) from clinics,” the 37-year-old said from
inside his tent in an Azaz displacement camp. “I can’t
afford to go and buy it from pharmacies.” —AFP 

Syria wounded fear closure of aid corridor
A Russian veto threatens to jeopardize life-saving assistance 

Iran ‘examining’ 
whether to extend 
IAEA monitoring deal
TEHRAN: Iran is “examining” whether to
extend an agreement to allow the UN to moni-
tor some of its nuclear activities, government
spokesman Ali Rabii said yesterday.

Questions around IAEA cameras and other
surveillance tools are part of broader talks
underway in Vienna to try to salvage Iran’s tat-
tered 2015 nuclear deal with major powers. Iran
restricted access to some of its nuclear facilities
to inspectors from the International Atomic
Energy Agency, the UN’s nuclear watchdog, in
February under a law passed late last year.

Since then, the Islamic Republic has refused
to provide real-time footage from IAEA cam-
eras and data from other surveillance devices
that the UN agency has installed in these loca-
tions. The IAEA and Tehran have nevertheless
negotiated a compromise that guarantees a cer-
tain degree of monitoring of Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram. The monitoring equipment remains in the
IAEA’s custody, but the data is in the possession
of Iran and should not be deleted as long as the
arrangement remains in force.

Initially agreed for three months, the com-
promise was extended for a further month but
then expired on June 24. The IAEA has since
been urging Tehran to inform it of its intentions.

Regarding the agreement with the IAEA, “we
are examining the need [to renew it] and any
other possibility,” Rabii said yesterday, without
elaborating, at a press conference in Tehran.

On Monday, the Iranian foreign ministry had
said “no decision” on the deletion or retention of
the recorded data had been taken yet. The 2015
nuclear deal offered Tehran relief from Western
and UN sanctions in exchange for a commitment
to never acquire nuclear weapons, and a drastic
reduction of its nuclear program. But the pact
was torpedoed in 2018 by former US president
Donald Trump, who unilaterally withdrew the
United States and reimposed US sanctions and
imposed new ones. In retaliation, Iran renounced
most of its key commitments restricting its con-
troversial nuclear activities, which it says are for
peaceful purposes only. —AFP 

AL-BAB, Syria: Displaced Syrian Mustafa Shaaban Abu Khalil walks alongside his son who lost a leg due to bombing, on a street in the rebel-held city of al-Bab northwest of Aleppo in northern Syria. —AFP

Thousands rally 
to protest US 
strikes in Iraq
BAGHDAD: Thousands of members of
Iraq’s Hashed Al-Shaabi paramilitary
alliance gathered in Baghdad yester-
day to mourn comrades killed in US
air strikes along the Syrian border. The
American raids early Monday sparked
an exchange of fire between pro-
Iranian militias and the US-led coali-
tion in eastern Syria, and heightened
fears of a new US-Iran escalation
amid ongoing efforts to revive Tehran’s
2015 nuclear deal with major powers.

With chants of  “vengeance for the
martyrs”, the Hashed members massed
in Freedom Square near the Iraqi cap-
ital’s high-security Green Zone where
the US embassy is located.

Security forces were deployed in
large numbers, sealing off the Green
Zone after a string of recent incur-
sions by armed groups backed by
Washington’s arch-enemy Tehran.
Several high-ranking Hashed figures
took part in the symbolic funeral,
including its top commander Faleh
Al-Fayyadh and Hadi Al-Ameri, head
of one of its main factions, the Badr

Organization.
Many off the mourners, accompa-

nied by vehicles packed with armed
men, wore black and held up signs
reading: “Attacks on the Hashed must
speed up the withdrawal of American
troops from Iraq.”

Others carried pictures of the
revered Iranian general Qasem
Soleimani and Hashed’s former sec-
ond-in-command Abu Mahdi Al-
Muhandis, who were killed in a US
drone strike near Baghdad airport ear-
ly last year. The Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights war monitoring
group said yesterday that nine fighters
were killed in the strikes near the Albu
Kamal district on the Syrian side of
the border, updating an earlier toll
after two of the wounded had suc-
cumbed to their injuries. The group
earlier reported that a weapons store
had been destroyed.

‘Strong message’ 
The Hashed, most of whose com-

manders are backed by Tehran and
which has become the main power
broker in Baghdad, said four of its
fighters were killed in the Qaim region
near the border. The fighters were sta-
tioned there to prevent jihadists infil-
trating Iraq, the group said, denying
they had taken part in any attacks
against US interests or personnel and

warning they had “the legal right to
respond... and hold the perpetrators
accountable on Iraqi soil”.

The Pentagon said the strikes tar-
geted operational and weapons stor-
age facilities at two locations in Syria
and one in Iraq, all near the common
border, that had been used by militias
engaged in drone attacks against US
interests in Iraq. US forces were sub-
sequently “attacked by multiple rock-

ets” in eastern Syria, but there were
no casualties and personnel “conduct-
ed counter-battery artillery fire at
rocket launching positions”, coalition
spokesman Wayne Marotto said on
Twitter. American forces in Iraq,
where 2,500 US troops are deployed
as part of an international coalition to
fight the jihadist Islamic State group,
have been targeted in more than 40
attacks this year. —AFP 

G20 talks urge 
greater global 
cooperation 
MATERA, Italy: G20 ministers led by the United
States said yesterday that the coronavirus pandemic
showed the need for greater global cooperation, as
African nations sought help to develop their medical
infrastructure. In a sharp reversal from the previous
US administration, Secretary of State Antony Blinken
emphasized the need for multilateral institutions as
foreign ministers from the Group of 20 major
economies met in the ancient Italian city of Matera.

“Multilateral cooperation will be key to our col-
lective ability to stop this global health crisis,” said
Blinken, winding down a week-long trip to Europe.

“That’s also true for the work we must do to
strengthen global health security moving forward so
we can detect, prevent and respond better to future
health emergencies.”

Blinken pointed to US contributions to COVAX,
the UN-backed initiative that aims to vaccinate low-
income countries, including President Joe Biden’s
promise to provide 500 million Pfizer doses.

Italian Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio, the host of
the talks, said that the pandemic, which has hit his
country particularly hard, exposed global vulnerabil-
ities. “Multi-lateralism and cooperation are funda-
mental in responding to global challenges,” he said.

Foreign Minister Christophe Lutundula of the
Democratic Republic of Congo, participating as part
of an Italian push to involve African nations in G20
talks, warned that coronavirus was far from over in
his continent and called for urgent measures. In
addition to immediate aid, he called for the G20 to
back the capacity of developing countries to pro-

duce vaccines themselves and to help launch a con-
tinent-wide agency that will encourage scientific
cooperation.

The G20 must help “concretely and in detail so
we move beyond speeches to urgent action on the
ground,” he said.

Such cooperation “will help African countries
counter the shock of COVID and revive their
economies for the greater good of the international
community”, he said. The talks will prepare for a
G20 leaders’ meeting in October in Rome that is
expected to see the first summit between US
President Joe Biden and his Chinese counterpart Xi
Jinping amid soaring tensions between the world’s
two largest economies. With China participating vir-
tually in Matera, yesterday’s conference was focused
more on general themes but marked a major US shift
following the defeat of former president Donald
Trump, who belittled international institutions as
part of his “America First” philosophy. — AFP

BAGHDAD: Women hold signs showing posters of (right to left) slain Iranian
Revolutionary Guards commander Qasem Soleimani and Iraq’s Hashed Al-
Shaabi commander Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis (both assassinated by a US drone
strike in early 2020) and a slain Hashed fighter, during a symbolic funeral
parade organized by the Hashed in the capital Baghdad yesterday. — AFP


