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IDLIB: A Syrian family is seen at a shelter after a convoy of buses and ambulances transporting wounded civilians and
rebels from the Syrian villages of Zabadani and Madaya arrived in the area of Idlib yesterday during an operation in
cooperation with the United Nations to evacuate hundreds of wounded people from besieged Syrian towns. —AFP 

QAMISHLI, Syria: Fifty Syrian pro-gov-
ernment fighters surrendered yesterday
to Kurdish forces in the northeastern
city of Qamishli,  a Kurdish security
source said as fighting raged for the sec-
ond consecutive day. “A group of fight-
ers loyal to the regime were taking cov-
er in a prison in Qamishli, and Kurdish
forces gave them until noon to hand
themselves in,” a Kurdish security source
told AFP.

“When they didn’t, the Kurdish forces
stormed the prison, and the 50 regime
fighters surrendered,” he said. He said
other regime fighters from around the
city were firing rockets at the prison. 

Fighting between the Kurdish police
force, known as the Asayish, and fighters
from the pro-regime National Defence
Forces erupted on Wednesday after a
scuffle at a checkpoint in the city. It
resumed at around midday yesterday,
an AFP reporter said, adding that loud
blasts from heavy weapons were heard
across the city. The Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said that
since Wednesday 10 NDF fighters, four
Kurdish forces and two civilians have
been killed.

Meanwhile, the Islamic State group
claimed in a statement that it carried out
a suicide bombing in Qamishli yesterday
afternoon that caused several casualties.

The claim could not be independent-
ly confirmed.  In August, IS claimed
responsibility for a suicide attack that
killed 16 people in the city.

Qamishli is under the shared control
of the Syrian regime and Kurdish author-
ities,  who have declared zones of
“autonomous administration” across
parts of north and northeast Syria.

Syrian troops and seasoned Kurdish
fighters have coordinated on security in

Hasakeh province where IS jihadists
have tried to advance, but tensions have
built up between the sometimes-rival
authorities.

Defence 
In a leafy field in Syria, fighters in

beige fatigues negotiate an obstacle
course as they are trained to defend a
Kurdish federal region across the coun-
try’s north. Clutching rifles under a
bright spring sun, the men are among
thousands undergoing obligatory nine-
month training to join the Autonomous
Protection Forces.

The APF, its commander-in-chief
Renas Roza says, will be responsible for
defending the federal region declared
last month at a Kurdish-led conference.
“This is the nucleus of a new army that
will take up the defence of the federal
region in northern Syria,” Roza tells AFP
in his headquarters at Amuda near the
border with Turkey. The clean-shaven
commander sits under a large poster
bearing the APF logo a long, curved
sword crossed over a rifle below a red
five-point star.

Roza says thousands of Kurdish, Arab
and Syriac Christian men between the
ages of 18 and 30 have completed the
compulsory training. For the first two
months, conscripts are taught military
structure and tactics, and then have les-
sons on human rights and interaction
with civilians.

Three stages of training are led by
the powerful People’s Protection Units
(YPG), the military arm of the leading
Kurdish Democratic Union Party (PYD). 

Fadi Abdo Lahdo, a Syriac fighter
training in the Bawr camp near Rmeilan,
says his trainers are from the YPG’s com-
mando force. 

Dealing with civilians 
“We’re learning how to cross over

both cement barriers and natural barri-
ers,” says the fair-haired fighter, squint-
ing in the sunlight. Other training ses-
sions are administered by civic institu-
tions. “I served five months and I still
have four months before I finish my
service,” says Rinas Ahmad, an 18-year-
old conscript with gelled hair.  “We were
trained on military life and on how to
deal with civilians so we don’t become
like the Syrian (government) army,”
Ahmad says.

Syria’s Kurds have both exploited and
benefited from the chaos of the five-
year-war to expand their control across
northern parts of the country.

When the regime’s armed forces
withdrew from Kurdish-majority areas in
2012, Kurds filled the void with a system
of three “autonomous administrations”.

The three cantons, known from west
to east as Afrin, Kobane and Jazire,
already feature their own independent
police forces, driving licences and
schools. In March, a Kurdish-led summit
in Rmeilan announced that it would
establish a “federal region” uniting the
cantons. It elected a 31-member assem-
bly tasked with laying the groundwork
for the federal region by September.  

The announcement was swiftly shot
down by both the mainstream opposi-
tion and the regime, which categorically
reject a federal system for Syria.

Rounding up recruits 
In anti-government demonstrations

across the country, some protesters
burned the Kurdish flag to show their
opposition to federalism. Syria’s Kurds
have continued their preparations nev-
ertheless.—AFP
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CAIRO: Arab League chief Nabil Al-Arabi called yesterday for
a special criminal court to be set up for Israel, at a meeting to
condemn an announcement that it will never return the Golan
Heights. Delegates to the 22-member Arab bloc based in
Cairo are expected to pass a resolution denouncing Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s pledge Sunday that the occu-
pied Golan Heights would remain Israeli “forever”.

Israel occupied the Golan during the 1967 Middle East war
with Syria, Egypt and Jordan, and annexed it in 1981, in a
move never recognised by the international community.
Israeli media have reported that Netanyahu organised a cabi-
net meeting in the Golan-where he made the pledge-amid
fears Israel could come under pressure to return the area as
part of a future peace deal for its war-torn neighbour.

Israel was acting like “a country that is above the law and
accountability,” Arabi told delegates at the start of the Arab
League meeting. He demanded “a special criminal court for
the Palestinian cause,” along the lines of international tri-
bunals set up to try ex-officials of “the former Yugoslavia,
Rwanda, Cambodia and Sierra Leone”.

Saudi Arabia’s ambassador in Cairo and delegate to the
Arab League, Ahmed Qattan, accused Israel of trying to profit
from the conflict in Syria.

“The Zionist entity is exploiting the years of crisis in Syria,”
he said. With Syria suspended from the League, its 21 other
members yesterday unanimously approved a resolution con-
demning Israel and asking the UN Security Council to force
Israel to submit to international law and UN resolutions. The
text of the resolution referred to Netanyahu’s “aggressive
statements” on Sunday and “Israel’s repeated attempts to
impose the status quo in order to annex” the Golan. — AFP
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Syria relief efforts
intensify even as
peace talks falter

BEIRUT: Aid groups launched their largest delivery of assis-
tance yet in war-torn Syria yesterday after the UN evacuated
hundreds of besieged residents, intensifying relief efforts
even as peace talks falter. The International Committee of the
Red Cross said that the 65-truck convoy of food and medi-
cines to the besieged rebel-held town of Rastan was the first
aid it had been able to deliver to the area’s 120,000 residents
since 2012.

Earlier, the United Nations evacuated 500 people “in
urgent need of life-saving medical attention,” and their fami-
lies, from four other besieged towns, two held by the govern-
ment and two by rebels. The two relief operations came after
the Syrian opposition walked away from  UN-backed peace
talks complaining that more needed to be done to relieve
civilians in rebel-held areas.  More than four million people
live in besieged or hard-to-reach areas with little or no access
to food or medicines. ICRC spokesman Pawel Krzysiek said
Thursday’s convoy was carrying food parcels, wheat flour and
other nutritional items, as well as medicines and equipment
to improve water supply in Rastan, a rebel-held enclave in the
central province of Homs that has been under army siege
since 2012. “This is the largest joint humanitarian convoy we
have done in Syria so far,” he told AFP.

Once they reach Rastan, ICRC and Syrian Arab Red Crescent
teams will assess the water and waste infrastructure, as well as
the nutritional and other needs of residents.

Many of the 120,000 people living in and around the town
had fled fighting in neighbouring Hama province. The United
Nations carried out the medical evacuations from the four
besieged towns in a carefully synchronised joint operation
with the Syrian Arab Red Crescent that lasted through
Wednesday night.

At dawn yesterday, the evacuees were brought to a stag-
ing area in a rebel-held part of central Syria before being
transported on for treatment, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights monitoring group said. 

Exactly 250 evacuees were brought out of the besieged
rebel-held towns of Madaya and Zabadani near Damascus.
The same number were evacuated from Fuaa and Kafraya,
pro-government towns under siege by Islamist rebels.—AFP


