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By Sebastien Blanc

Children as young as 12, eight and even five months
old were shot dead in recent days in the United States
- deaths that highlight the dangers of easy access to

weapons, and the difficulties of the gun control debate.
Negligence, and simple bad luck, are often to blame for
these tragedies which, with each death, trigger a new round
of soul-searching over the divisive issue of gun control - but
little action. Last week, an 11-year-old boy fatally shot his
12-year-old brother in the head during a target shooting
outing using live ammunition in Carrollton, Ohio, in what
authorities have deemed an accident. Criminal charges
could follow, however, for the person who left the handgun
unsecured on a picnic table, the local sheriff told The
Repository, the newspaper in nearby Canton.

And over the weekend in Tennessee, an 11-year-old boy
was charged with first-degree murder after he allegedly
fatally shot an eight-year-old girl, his neighbor, in the chest
during an argument over a puppy, local media reported. A
2000 study published in the American Journal of Public
Health found that in more than 40 percent of households
with both children and weapons, the firearms are not
secured and not always kept under lock and key.

Fifteen years later, numerous awareness campaigns
launched by both gun control lobbyists and pro-gun advo-
cates have failed to curb the problem of accidental deaths.
“Child gun deaths in the US are so much higher than those
in other developed countries because we have so many
guns and permissive gun laws,” said David Hemenway, a

professor at Harvard University who specializes in injury
prevention. “Too many parents do not understand that their
children’s minds are not yet fully developed, and children
cannot be expected to act like little adults.” 

Don’t Say ‘Bang-Bang’ 
The powerful National Rifle Association, the main pro-

gun lobby in the United States, quibbles with that state-
ment, and even provides recommendations to parents on
how to educate kids about guns. “Guns are called guns in
our house - they are not bang-bangs, boom-booms, paw-
paws,” smiling “NRA mom” Julie Golob says in a video on the
group’s website. Golob advises against buying toys that
looks like weapons in order to avoid any potential confu-
sion.

Today, a third of America’s children live in a home with at
least one weapon. Two million of them live near an unse-
cured weapon, according to the group Everytown for Gun
Safety. Other studies show that two-thirds of children know
exactly where their parents store or hide their weapons,
even if the adults are convinced otherwise. But storage and
security is only one part of the problem. Accidents take
place everywhere, simply because weapons are everywhere.

The number of weapons held by civilians in the United
States is almost the same as the size of the population -
roughly 320 million. It is not unusual for young children in
the United States to shoot using live ammunition, despite
the risk of recoil when the gun is discharged - and children’s
relative lack of awareness of how powerful that recoil can
be. In Aug 2014, a nine-year-old girl killed her shooting

instructor with an Uzi submachine gun in Arizona when she
apparently was unable to handle the recoil. Four months lat-
er, a two-year-old boy accidentally shot his mother to death
in an Idaho Wal-Mart by grabbing onto a gun she was carry-
ing in a handbag specifically designed to conceal it. 

‘Out of Control’ 
These accidental shooting deaths have shocked people

in the United States and sparked outrage abroad, where
handguns are not as commonplace. But neither accidental
shootings nor mass killings like the campus rampage last
week in Oregon seem to unblock the debate. A year after
the Arizona incident involving the Uzi at the firing range,
children are still allowed to shoot at targets, according to
The New York Times. President Barack Obama angrily called
on Congress to do more after the shooting at Umpqua
Community College that left nine dead plus the shooter,
and he plans to visit with relatives of the victims on Friday.

But despite the Democratic leader’s fiery words, gun
deaths continue unabated, and American cities are seeing a
surge in homicides. Children are not immune to the vio-
lence. Since early September in Cleveland, children aged
three and five have been shot dead. And on Thursday,
Aavielle Wakefield will be laid to rest after she was shot
dead last week in her car seat, her all-too-short life ended at
just five months. “Like seriously man!!!! A baby shot in the
chest in Cleveland. It’s been out of control but it’s really
OOC. Ya’ll need to chill the F out,” NBA superstar LeBron
James, who plays for the Cleveland Cavaliers, wrote on
Twitter. —AFP

At a meeting in Moscow in July, a top Iranian general
unfurled a map of Syria to explain to his Russian
hosts how a series of defeats for President Bashar al-

Assad could be turned into victory - with Russia’s help.
Major General Qassem Soleimani’s visit to Moscow was the
first step in planning for a Russian military intervention that
has reshaped the Syrian war and forged a new Iranian-
Russian alliance in support of Assad. As Russian warplanes
bomb rebels from above, the arrival of Iranian special forces
for ground operations underscores several months of plan-
ning between Assad’s two most important allies, driven by
panic at rapid insurgent gains.

Soleimani is the commander of the Quds Force, the elite
extra-territorial special forces arm of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards, and reports directly to Iran’s Supreme Leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Senior regional sources say he has
already been overseeing ground operations against insur-
gents in Syria and is now at the heart of planning for the
new Russian- and Iranian-backed offensive. That expands
his regional role as the battlefield commander who has also
steered the fight in neighbouring Iraq by Iranian-backed
Shiite militia against Islamic State.

His Moscow meeting outlined the deteriorating situa-
tion in Syria, where rebel advances towards the coast were
posing a danger to the heartland of Assad’s Alawite sect,
where Russia maintains its only Mediterranean naval base
in Tartous. “Soleimani put the map of Syria on the table. The
Russians were very alarmed, and felt matters were in steep
decline and that there were real dangers to the regime. The
Iranians assured them there is still the possibility to reclaim
the initiative,” a senior regional official said. “At that time,
Soleimani played a role in assuring them that we haven’t
lost all the cards.”

‘Send Soleimani’
Three senior officials in the region say Soleimani’s July

trip was preceded by high-level Russian-Iranian contacts
that produced political agreement on the need to pump in
new support for Assad as his losses accelerated. Their
accounts suggest planning for the intervention began to
germinate several months earlier. It means Tehran and
Moscow had been discussing ways to prop up Assad by
force even as Western officials were describing what they
believed was new flexibility in Moscow’s stance on his
future.

Before the latest moves, Iran had aided Assad militarily
by mobilising Shi’ite militias to fight alongside the Syrian
army, and dispatching Iranian Revolutionary Guards Corps
officers as advisors. A number of them have been killed.
Russia, an ally of Damascus since the Cold War, had sup-
plied weapons to the Syrian army and shielded Damascus
diplomatically from Western attempts to sanction Assad at
the United Nations.

Their support did not prevent rebels - some of them
backed by Assad’s regional foes - from reducing Assad’s
control of Syria to around one fifth of its territory in a four-
year-long war estimated to have killed 250,000 people. The
decision for a joint Iranian-Russian military effort in Syria
was taken at a meeting between Russia’s foreign minister
and Khamenei a few months ago, said a senior official of a
country in the region, involved in security matters.
“Soleimani, assigned by Khamenei to run the Iranian side of
the operation, travelled to Moscow to discuss details. And
he also travelled to Syria several times since then,” the offi-
cial said.

The Russian government says its Syria deployment
came as the result of a formal request from Assad, who
himself laid out the problems facing the Syrian military in
stark terms in July, saying it faced a manpower problem.
Khamenei also sent a senior envoy to Moscow to meet
President Vladimir Putin, another senior regional official
said.  “Putin told him ‘Okay we will intervene. Send Qassem
Soleimani’. He went to explain the map of the theatre.”

Resident in Damascus
Russian warplanes, deployed at an airfield in Latakia,

began mounting air strikes against rebels in Syria last week.
Moscow says it is targeting Islamic State, but many of
Russia’s air strikes have hit other insurgents, including
groups backed by Assad’s foreign enemies, notably in the
northwest where rebels seized strategically important
towns including Jisr al-Shughour earlier this year. In the
biggest deployment of Iranian forces yet, sources told
Reuters last week that hundreds of troops have arrived
since late September to take part in a major ground offen-
sive planned in the west and northwest. —Reuters
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An unprecedented attack on Yemen’s
government claimed by the Islamic
State jihadist group has raised a

fresh challenge for the Saudi-led coalition
backing the embattled president, analysts
say. IS bombings on Tuesday hit the gov-
ernment’s temporary headquarters in the
southern city of Aden and military installa-
tions used by the coalition which is fighting
Shiite Huthi rebels, killing more than 15
people. The IS, which controls swathes of
Syria and northern Iraq, has previously car-
ried out several deadly attacks and suicide
bombings against the Houthis.

But it had not targeted forces loyal to
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi or Gulf
troops deployed in Yemen as part of the
coalition. Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates, which have contributed the bulk
of forces to the campaign against the
rebels, also both belong to a US-led coali-
tion bombing IS in Syria and Iraq. “Daesh is
trying to expand its space in Yemen by
apparently posing as an opponent of the
coalition,” said Jean-Pierre Filiu, an expert
on contemporary Islam, using the Arabic
acronym for IS.

The spectacular attacks by IS allow its
militants to “differentiate themselves once
again from Al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula”, following its deadly bombings
of Shiite mosques in Sanaa, said Filiu, a pro-
fessor at the School of International Affairs
in Paris. The Soufan Group intelligence con-
sultancy based in New York has said: “The
ongoing war in Yemen has been a disaster
for almost everyone involved, except the
Islamic State ... “The war in Yemen is a per-
fect laboratory for a terror group seeking
regional expansion like the Islamic State.”

‘Fertile Ground’ for Radicals 
Experts agree that the IS attacks further

complicate the task facing the coalition,
which despite seven months of air strikes
and the deployment of thousands of
troops on the ground has not managed to
break the back of the rebels. The Houthi
rebels and allied troops loyal to former
president Ali Abdullah Saleh remain in con-
trol of northern Yemen and the capital
Sanaa, which they overran in Sept 2014.
The attacks are “likely to spark some debate
within the coalition about the direction of

policy,” said Jane Kinninmont, deputy head
of the Middle East programme at London’s
Chatham House think-tank.

They will also “place more emphasis on
the need not just to confront the Houthi-
Saleh alliance but to rebuild the Yemeni
state”, said Kinninmont, cautioning this
was “easier said than done”. Although IS is
“new to Yemen,” the conflict and the wors-
ening humanitarian situation “create fer-
tile ground for radicalisation”, she said. The
UAE, which lost four soldiers in Tuesday’s
attacks, blamed them on the Huthis and
their allies, without any reference to IS. 

“In reality, these attacks were launched

by tribal elements of IS, with old connec-
tions to the camp of Saleh,” according to
Mathieu Guidere, a professor and Middle
East special ist  at the University of
Toulouse in France. His theory is that Saleh
has “reactivated his old connections with
those elements to divert the efforts of the
coalition towards fighting terrorism”. “If
the Saudis fall into this trap and change
their priorities by targeting IS, the camp of
Saleh and Houthis would win some
respite.” 

So far,  the overall  Saudi strategy
remains unclear, said Neil Partrick from the
Carnegie Endowment for International

Peace. “Saudi Arabia’s lack of clear goals in
Yemen is worsening the security vacuum
and potentially undermining the king-
dom’s national security,” he said. The coali-
tion launched its air war in late March as
the rebels advanced on Aden, where Hadi
had taken refuge after escaping house
arrest in Sanaa. He fled that month to
Riyadh and returned to Aden in September
after loyalists backed by coalition forces
retook the port city and four other south-
ern provinces. The United Nations says
around 5,000 people have been killed and
25,000 wounded, many of them civilians,
in Yemen’s conflict since March. —AFP 

Arab coalition faces new IS foe in Yemen

US children in crossfire of gun debate

Members of the Emirati armed forces carry the coffins of comrades who were killed in combat alongside Saudi-
backed loyalist forces against Shiite Houthi rebels in Yemen, during an official repatriation ceremony at Al-Bateen
airport in Abu Dhabi yesterday. —AFP


