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In this frame grab from video provided by the Russian Defense Ministry Press Service, Russian long range bomber Tu-22M3 flies during a strike above an undisclosed location in Syria yesterday. — AP 

BEIRUT: Syrian and Russian warplanes have launched a
wave of air strikes in northern Syria, killing dozens in areas
held by a rebel alliance battling to take control of second
city Aleppo. The air strikes, which began Saturday and were
continuing yesterday, killed 45 civilians in and around
Aleppo and 22 more in neighboring Idlib province, said the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. The raids came as
the Faylaq al-Sham Islamist faction, which is part of the
rebel alliance, said it had launched a new offensive to take
the Zahra regime-held district on Aleppo’s western out-
skirts. The Islamist group said a “military operation... to lib-
erate Zahra has started”.

The Britain-based Observatory and opposition fighters
said a car bomb went off in the district yesterday, but did
not mention casualties. The monitoring group said the air
strikes were targeting areas held by the Army of Conquest,
an alliance of rebel, Islamist and jihadist forces that has
mounted a major offensive to seize Aleppo. “The intensifi-
cation of the strikes in Idlib is due to the fact that this
province is the main source of fighters for the Army of
Conquest,” said Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman.

An AFP correspondent in rebel-held eastern Aleppo said
the strikes were especially intense around the southern
district of Ramussa, seized by rebels earlier this month in a
major setback for forces loyal to President Bashar al-Assad.
Nine other civilians were killed in rebel shelling of regime-
held western Aleppo Saturday, the Observatory said.
Aleppo, Syria’s former economic hub and a focal point of its
five-year civil war, has been divided between a rebel-held
east and regime-controlled west since mid-2012.

Intensifying battle 
Fighting for the city has intensified this summer, after

regime troops seized control of the last supply route into
rebel-held areas in mid-July. After a nearly three-week
siege, rebel forces took Ramussa on August 6, linking up
with opposition-held neighborhoods. Emboldened by the
win, the Army of Conquest announced an ambitious bid to
capture all of Aleppo, which if successful would be the
biggest opposition victory yet in Syria’s conflict. The
increased fighting has raised concerns for the estimated
1.5 million civilians still in Aleppo, including some 250,000

in rebel-held areas.
The United Nations has called for regular 48-hour paus-

es in the fighting to allow aid into the city, which has suf-
fered from severe shortages of food, water and medical
supplies. Russia launched air strikes last September in sup-
port of Assad, helping the regime to consolidate its hold
on loyal areas and regain some territory. The defense min-
istry in Moscow said yesterday six long-range bombers
from Russia had struck around Deir Ezzor, a stronghold of
the Islamic State group in Syria. IS controls large parts of
Deir Ezzor city and most of the oil-rich eastern province of
the same name-part of the swathes of territory in Syria and
Iraq that the group seized in mid-2014.

The ministry said the Russian Tupolev bombers carried
out raids to the southwest, east and northeast of the city,
wiping out two command posts, six arms depots, IS vehi-
cles and “a large number of fighters”. IS emerged amid the
chaos of Syria’s conflict, a complex and multi-front war that
has killed more than 290,000 and displaced millions since
beginning with anti-regime protests in March 2011. 

A US-led coalition is also battling IS in Syria and Iraq,

with air strikes and backing for the Syrian Democratic
Forces, an Arab-Kurdish militia alliance, which Friday took
full control of the strategic city of Manbij after an IS retreat.
The jihadists took some 2,000 civilians as they fled to serve
as human shields. Hundreds were released on Saturday but
the SDF said the fate of many remained unclear. Kurdish
television showed footage of jubilant civilians in Manbij,
including smiling mothers who had shed their veils and
men who had lived for weeks under a shaving ban cutting
their beards.

In rare good news, a 10-year-old girl who was shot in
the besieged town of Madaya was evacuated to a
Damascus hospital where she was in a stable condition, the
Observatory and a security source said. Ghina Quwayder’s
leg was shattered when she was shot by a government
sniper at a checkpoint in the southwestern town earlier
this month while buying medicine for her mother,
Amnesty International said. The rights group had launched
a campaign urging help for the girl. The Syrian Red
Crescent was able to bring Ghina and her mother Sahar to
Damascus after midnight yesterday. — AFP 

Warplanes pound rebel-held Aleppo 
Civilian death tolls mount as offensive continues 

RIO DE JANEIRO: The Rio authorities promised total safety during
the Olympics, but for Mauricio Lima da Silva, a 19-year-old street
vendor, it doesn’t feel that way. Never mind the occasional, highly
publicized muggings of foreigners along Copacabana beach and
other Olympic hot spots flooded by police. Just a few miles away
in a favela, or slum, called Complexo da Mare, da Silva and thou-
sands of other people live under the rule of drug traffickers-and
the security forces are nowhere to be seen.

Some 85,000 police and soldiers-double the number used in
London 2012 — have been deployed for the Rio Olympics. But
they patrol areas frequented by tourists and athletes, while swaths
of Rio, often close by, continue to be shaken by deadly, little-
reported violence. Da Silva, who came to Rio two years ago from
the country’s impoverished northeast in search of a better life,
says the Olympics “doesn’t interest me.” He has to worry about sur-
viving stray bullets and clashes between drug traffickers and
police. “Here you go out of your house and don’t know if you’ll
come back,” he said. “You’re always scared. It’s almost like a prison.”
Pushing a cart of soft drinks through the huge, cramped favela, da
Silva has a simple rule. “When the police come I don’t go outside. I
don’t work,” he said. “When there’s police, there’s a risk of shoot-
ing.”

Last Wednesday, three officers from the elite National Force
who stumbled into the Mare favela after getting lost were met
with automatic weapons fire, fatally injuring one of them. Locals
seemed more angry at the police than sympathetic. “The police
don’t have rules. They come in here to aggress us,” said Jansen, 56,
the owner of a small cafe near where the shooting took place.
“They look at us all as suspects because we’re from a favela, but as
you can see, I’m a working man.”

Traffickers, on the other hand, “have rules,” added Jansen, who
did not want to give his full name. “You have to know the right
people, be respectful to them and then life in the favela is not a
problem.” Despite the recent police shooting and a blitz-style raid
the next day by more elite forces, the Mare appeared practically
abandoned by the authorities. One access road to the favela was
unmanned, while another was guarded by only three police offi-
cers parked well out of the way and apparently napping. At a
third, several soldiers with rifles sheltered from the sun under a
tree. They made no attempt to monitor passing vehicles, let alone
venture down the street. Recalling a full-scale occupation of the
Mare by the army in 2014-2015, followed by a total retreat, one of
the soldiers lamented: “The bandits came back.” — AFP

Rio safe? Explain
that to residents 


