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JERUSALEM: Israeli Yosef Haim Ben David, center, convicted in the killing of 16-year-old Palestinian Mohammed Abu Khdeir, arrives to a court
yesterday. — AP

GENEVA/BEIRUT: Syria’s fragile peace talks
appeared doomed yesterday after air strikes
killed around 40 people in a crowded vegetable
market in rebel territory, with the opposition
saying a truce was finished and it would keep
away from negotiations indefinitely.

France described the bloodshed as “another
massacre”. A monitoring group said it believed
the strike on the market in Maarat al-Numan in
Idlib province was the deadliest single attack
since a partial ceasefire took effect on Feb. 27.

A rescue worker said warplanes had simulta-
neously struck crowded markets in two towns in
Idlib killing at least 38 people in Maarat al-
Numan and 10 others in nearby Kafr Nubl. “We
have more than 20 cars that have been moving
dead and injured to hospitals in the area,” said

Ahmad Sheikho, a member of the civil defense
corps, a rescue service operating in opposition-
held territory. The air strike, accompanied by
intense fighting in other areas, appears to leave
the fragile six-week-old ceasefire in tatters. The
truce was brokered by the United States and
Russia to pave way for the first peace talks
attended by the warring factions since fighting
began five years ago.

Those talks, taking place under UN auspices
in Geneva, also appear to have collapsed this
week. The opposition says it has called a “pause”

to negotiations, although it is reluctant to accept
blame for the collapse by walking out altogeth-
er. It was not immediately clear whose aircraft
were responsible for the strikes. Both Syria’s own
air force and that of its Russian allies have been
operating despite the truce.

Damascus and Moscow say they are only
attacking territory held by Islamist fighters who
are not covered by the ceasefire, but opposition
groups dismiss this, saying the government and
its Russian allies use the Islamists to justify wider
attacks. The Britain-based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights which monitors the conflict
through a network of sources on the ground,
said 37 people were killed in Maarat al-Numan
and seven in Kafr Nubl. Many of the injured were
in a serious condition and the death toll was

expected to rise, it said. Asked if it was the dead-
liest attack recorded since the ceasefire began,
the Observatory’s head Rami Abdulrahman said:
“I believe so.”

“Another massacre”
Ahmed al-Seoud, head of the 13th Division, a

foreign-backed faction fighting under the
umbrella of the Free Syrian Army, also gave a
death toll of around 40 in the larger attack and
said 80 people were wounded. “We learned today
there had been another massacre this morning,”

French envoy Franck Gellet said in Geneva. The
Syrian military could not immediately be reached
for comment, and state news agency SANA made
no mention of air  strikes in Idlib.

As fighting raged and air strikes on rebel-held
areas intensified, the opposition urged foreign
states to supply them with the means to defend
themselves, a thinly veiled reference to the anti-
aircraft weapons long sought by insurgents.

US President Barack Obama told Russia’s
Vladimir Putin in a phone call on Monday that
Syria was starting to fray more rapidly. The two
Cold War era super-powers are joint sponsors of
the peace process and ceasefire, after intensify-
ing diplomacy following Russia’s decision last
year to join the war, an intervention that tipped
momentum Assad’s way.

The Geneva talks aim to end a war that has
killed more than 250,000 people, created the
world’s worst refugee crisis, allowed for the rise
of the Islamic State group and drawn in regional
and major powers. Damascus blames the rebels
for breaking the cessation of hostilities. Chief
Syrian government negotiator Bashar Ja’afari
said his team was pushing for an expanded gov-
ernment as a solution to the war, an idea reject-
ed by the armed opposition which has fought
for five years to oust Assad.

With fighting reported across much of north-
west Syria yesterday, both sides were obdurate.
“Our mandate in Geneva stops at forming a
national unity government,” Ja’afari told Reuters.
“We have no mandate whatsoever either to
address the constitutional issue meaning estab-
lishing a new constitution or addressing parlia-
mentary elections or addressing the fate of the
presidency. “It’s not the business of anybody in
Geneva. It happens when the Syrian people
decide,” he said in an interview.

Assad is “dreaming”
Riad Hijab, chief coordinator of the main

opposition HNC bloc, said he would leave
Geneva although experts would stay to discuss
certain issues. There was no chance of returning
to the main talks while the government broke
the truce, blocked humanitarian access and
ignored the issue of detainees.

Clearly angry, Hijab dismissed any suggestion
that Assad could stay in power, saying he was
“dreaming”. Major powers were paralysed and
needed to reevaluate the truce and the humani-
tarian situation, Hijab said.

Another opposition figure made clear the
suspension of talks was indefinite. “There is no
date, the date ... is the implementation of mat-
ters on the ground, and likewise the correction
of the path of negotiations. All the while that
does not happen, the time period will remain
open,” the opposition’s George Sabra said.

The opposition also had “big complaints”
about US policy which he said sought to carry
on talks “without us obtaining anything real”, he
said. He called on international powers to supply
Syrians with the means to defend themselves.

Syrian forces backed by Russian warplanes
launched a counter-attack against rebels in the
northwestern province of Latakia, a rebel group
and the Observatory reported.

Targets included towns and villages where
the truce agreement had brought about a lull in
fighting. Fighters predicted more bloodshed.
“Let’s be realistic. The escalation will start,” said
Bashar al-Zoubi, a prominent rebel leader.

Ahmed Al-Seoud, the head of another rebel
group, said he hoped for more military support
from Assad’s foreign enemies. Rockets fired by
insurgents killed three children in Kefraya, a
Shi’ite town loyal to the government, the
Observatory said. State media said the dead
were members of one family.

Fighting in Latakia focused on areas where
insurgent groups had launched an attack on
government forces on Monday, and where bat-
tles had often erupted despite the cessation of
hostilities. “The regime is trying to storm the
area, with the participation of Russian helicop-
ters and Sukhoi (warplanes),” said Fadi Ahmad,
spokesman for the First Coastal rebel group in
the area. The Observatory said fighting had
raged since morning.

Government air strikes were also reported in
northern areas of Homs province under rebel
control. — Reuters

JERUSALEM: A Jerusalem district court has
convicted the main suspect in the July
2014 murder of a Palestinian teenager. The
court convicted 30-year-old Yosef Haim
Ben David yesterday of murder, rejecting a
plea that he was not responsible for his
actions. Ben David is to be sentenced next
month and could face life in prison.

Two other Israelis have already been
sentenced for their roles in the murder of

16-year-old Mohammed Abu Khdeir in
revenge for the death of three abducted
Israeli teens earlier that summer. The
Israelis snatched Khdeir from an east
Jerusalem neighborhood, drove him to a
Jerusalem forest and burned him to death.
The gruesome killing sparked deep outrage
in Israel and was part of a series of events
that helped spark the Gaza war later that
summer. — AP
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MAARET AL-NUMAN, SYRIA: A Syrian child receives treatment at a makeshift hospital follow-
ing an air strike on a vegetable market yesterday. — AFP

MARIB: Clashes between Yemeni loyalist forces
and rebels have killed 13 fighters, military
sources said yesterday, after UN-brokered peace
talks were delayed with warring parties trading
blame for truce violations. 

The fighting erupted late Monday in Marib
province, east of the rebel-held Yemeni capital
Sanaa, despite pledges by all warring parties to
commit to a ceasefire that came into effect on
April 11. Five soldiers loyal to President
Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi and eight rebels were
killed in the clashes which continued intermit-
tently through yesterday, the pro-government
military sources said.

They said the fighting erupted when the
Iran-backed Huthi rebels and their allies tried to
capture positions held by loyalist troops. AFP
could not independently confirm the toll.
Sporadic fighting was also reported in other
areas, including Nahm northeast of Sanaa and
in the southwestern province of Taez.

Pro-Hadi chief-of-staff General Mohammed
Ali al-Maqdishi accused the rebels of “not
respecting” the April 11 ceasefire which he said
his forces were committed to. “The truce is still
holding based on orders from our political lead-
ership,” said Al-Maqdishi. The rebels meanwhile
accused loyalist forces of launching attacks and

dispatching reinforcements to several
provinces, in a statement on their sabanews.net
website. They also said warplanes belonging to
the Saudi-led coalition, which has intervened
militarily in support of loyalists since March last
year, flew sorties over several areas of Yemen
despite the ceasefire. 

On Monday, the Yemeni government and
rebels were due to start a new round of peace
talks in Kuwait but they were delayed after the
insurgents failed to show up over alleged Saudi
truce violations. In a Facebook statement yester-
day, rebel spokesman Mohammed Abdulsalam
said “we affirm our continued commitment to
dialogue... and this is why our demand from the
first day was for talks to be held in an atmos-
phere of calm, peace, and stability.” “But unfortu-
nately, since April 11, the aggression hadn’t
stopped and the air strikes have continued on
several areas,” he said. UN envoy Ismail Ould
Cheikh Ahmed and government representa-
tives were still in Kuwait on Tuesday, according
to officials close to the government delegation.

Previous attempts at peace talks-including a
failed round in January-have been unable to stop
Yemen’s conflict, which the United Nations says
has killed more than 6,400 people and forced
almost 2.8 million from their homes. — AFP
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AMMAN: French President Francois
Hollande says Jordan is facing a “real threat”
from Islamic State extremists and that his
country’s military cooperation with the king-
dom is “exceptional.”

Hollande spoke yesterday during a meet-
ing with Jordan’s King Abdullah II in the cap-
ital of Amman. The French leader also says it
is “very worrying” that indirect peace talks
between Syria’s government and opposition

have been suspended. Hollande says this
could potentially lead to renewed fighting,
more airstrikes and greater civilian suffering.

Syria’s civil war, now in its sixth year, has
contributed to the rise of Islamic State,
which controls large areas of Syria and Iraq.
Both countries neighbor Jordan. Abdullah
told the visitor that Jordan stands “shoulder
to shoulder” with France, which has also
been struck by IS extremists’ attacks. — AP
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UNITED NATIONS: US Secretary of State
John Kerry and Iran’s Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif met behind closed
doors yesterday following Iranian com-
plaints that the United States isn’t fulfilling
last year’s landmark nuclear deal and pro-
viding adequate sanctions relief. The two
ministers shook hands before the meeting
at UN headquarters started with Kerry
standing in front of the Iranian flag and
Zarif before the American flag - where
small signs on the floor signaled they
should stand. Kerry greeted the media but
neither he nor Zarif made any comments.

Zarif said Saturday that he would ask the
United States to ease restrictions on non-
American banks doing business with the
Islamic Republic, saying it would help reas-
sure Iranians over the nuclear deal. He said
the US “is required to implement its com-
mitments in banking cooperation”. A day
earlier, the head of Iran’s central bank,
Valiollah Seif, accused the US and the
European Union of failing to honor the
nuclear agreement by keeping Iran locked
out of the international financial system.

The White House, Treasury and the State
Department have all said the United States
has done what is required of it. Yet, officials
say the Obama administration is consider-
ing easing or formally clarifying financial

restrictions that prevent US dollars from
being used in transactions that enable
business with Iran. The officials have ruled
out granting Iran access to the US financial
system or direct access to the dollar, but
they have left the door open to other steps
to encourage trade that is now legal under
the nuclear deal.

In a speech Monday night, Kerry
defended the nuclear agreement, in which
Iran curbed its atomic program in
exchange for sanctions relief, to the pro-
Israel, pro-peace advocacy group J Street
that supports the deal. But his comments
may have put a price tag on Iran’s anger
over sanctions relief. “Despite the skeptics’
most dire predictions, we are in a place that
some people thought was unimaginable
and others unacceptable,” Kerry said. “Do
you remember the debate over how much
money Iran was going to get?,” he asked.

Kerry said some presidential candidates
said it was $155 billion, which was a mis-
take, and others thought it would be about
$100 billion. “We calculated it to be about
$55 billion, when you really take a hard look
at the economy and what is happening,”
Kerry said. “Guess what, folks? You know
how much they have received to date as I
stand here tonight? About $3 billion. So
what we said to people was true.” — AP 
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AMMAN: French President Francois Hollande, right, shakes the hand of Amman
Mayor Aqel Biltaji after landing in Jordan yesterday. — AP

NEW YORK: US Secretary of State John Kerry (right) poses for a photo opportunity
prior to a meeting with Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif yesterday at
the United Nations. — AFP 

SANAA: Yemeni security officials say a mem-
ber of the country’s Jewish minority has
been detained over allegations he helped
smuggle an 800-year-old scroll to Israel.

The officials say Yahia Youssef Yaish is
being interrogated by the intelligence serv-
ice run by Shiite Houthis rebels, who con-
trol the country’s capital, Sanaa. The offi-
cials also said yesterday that three airport
employees have also been detained over

the same allegations. They spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity because they are not
authorized to speak to the media.

In Israel, Avi Mayer, the spokesman for the
Jewish Agency, confirmed the Torah scroll was
smuggled out of Yemen with a rabbi and 18
Yemeni Jews who left to Israel last month.
Yemeni intellectuals issued a statement
demanding Yaish’s release and describing alle-
gations against him as “fabricated.” — AP
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