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Turkey restricts 

internet after 

release of IS video

ANKARA: Turkey restricted access to social media websites for
several hours after the Islamic State group released a video
purportedly showing two Turkish soldiers being burned alive,
as Turkish warplanes yesterday pounded the extremist-held
town in Syria near where the soldiers are believed to have
gone missing. IS released the video late Thursday, which pur-
ports to show the killing of two soldiers captured near the
northern Syrian town of Al-Bab last month. Turkish officials
have not commented on the video. Syrian activists said the
soldiers went missing in the area of al-Dana, northwest of Al-
Bab, in late November.

Turkey Blocks, an internet monitoring website, said it had
detected the “throttling of Twitter and YouTube,” affecting
many users in Turkey. Turkey frequently restricts access to
social media websites to prevent the spread of graphic
images and other material authorities say would harm pub-
lic order or security. The websites appeared to be back to
normal yesterday.

Police meanwhile rounded up 31 suspected IS militants in
Istanbul and were searching for 10 others wanted by prosecu-
tors investigating the extremist group, the state-run Anadolu
Agency reported.

Turkish warplanes have meanwhile carried out airstrikes
over the past three days on al-Bab, killing dozens of people.
The IS-run Aamaq news agency said a Friday airstrike on Al-
Bab killed at least 20 people, and released a video showing
infants among the dead being pulled from the debris.

The Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said Friday’s airstrike killed 16 people, including three chil-
dren. It said 88 people have been killed by airstrikes over the
past three days.

Turkey sent ground troops into northern Syria in August to
support Syrian opposition forces in clearing a border area of IS
militants and to prevent Syrian Kurds from making greater ter-
ritorial advances. At least 37 Turkish soldiers have been killed
in northern Syria since then, including 16 during the clashes in
Al-Bab this week.

Yesterday, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan declared that
the Turkish-supported offensive to recapture Al-Bab was on
the verge of completion, without providing further informa-
tion. “Now Al-Bab is almost completed and our armed forces,
together with the (Syrian opposition fighters) are sorting it
out,” Erdogan said, at a ceremony marking the inauguration of
a natural gas terminal in western Turkey. — AP

ALEPPO: Syrian troops cemented their
hold on Aleppo yesterday after retaking
full control of the city, as residents anx-
ious to return to their homes moved
through its ruined streets. The army
announced on Thursday it had recap-
tured the former rebel stronghold of east
Aleppo following a landmark evacuation
deal that saw thousands of opposition
fighters and residents bussed out.

It was the biggest victory for
President Bashar al-Assad’s forces in
nearly six years of civil war and a major
win for his foreign backers, with key ally
Russia hailing the recapture as “very
important” step.

Braving the cold, war-weary residents
crossed districts that had become infa-
mous front lines, eager to return to
neighbourhoods they had not seen in
years. An AFP correspondent saw civil-
ians wrapped in coats trekking through
the cold, some rolling their belongings
on wheelbarrows.

“I came to check on my house, which
I haven’t seen in five years,” resident
Khaled Al-Masri said. “I really hope my
home wasn’t badly damaged.” The
evacuation operation ended more than
four years of ferocious fighting inside
Aleppo, which had been divided
between government forces in the west
and rebels in the east. 

Opposition forces remain in control
of areas west of Aleppo and yesterday
at least two civilians were killed in the
first wave of rebel rocket fire on the city
since it fell under government control,
the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said.

‘Nothing left’ 
Seven civilians were also wounded in

the fire on the Al-Hamdaniyeh district,
the Britain-based monitor said, while
state news agency SANA reported three
killed. The evacuation agreement was
brokered by rebel backer Turkey and
regime supporter Russia, which said it
would strive to end fighting across Syria.

“The liberation of Aleppo from radical
elements is a very important part of the
normalisation in Syria, and I hope, for the
region overall,” President Vladimir Putin
said. “Everything needs to be done for
fighting to stop on all Syrian territory,”
Putin said. “In any case, we will strive
toward this.”

The Kremlin also announced that
Putin had signed an order to expand
Russia’s naval facility in the Syrian city
of Tartus, and that it had dispatched
military police to newly acquired terri-
tory in Aleppo. “We sent in a battalion
of military police yesterday evening to
maintain order in the liberated territo-
ries,” Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu
told Putin.  Yesterday morning, govern-
ment fighters moved into Ansari, Al-
Mashhad, and other neighbourhoods
they had not entered since mid-2012.
They searched for improvised explosive
devices and mines, clearing buildings in
anticipation of civilians returning, the
Observatory said.

As they finished sweeping through
the main streets, soldiers moved into the
smaller alleyways to check for bombs, an
AFP correspondent in one district said.
In Bustan Al-Qasr, a heavily damaged
neighbourhood near Aleppo’s famed old

city, small bulldozers removed rubble
from the streets.

As the army moved through Al-
Myassar district, Umm Abdo, 42, said she
had found her former home but it had
been destroyed. “There’s nothing left...
but houses can be rebuilt,” she said.
Syria’s war transformed Aleppo from the
country’s industrial hub to a worldwide
symbol of bloodshed and devastation.

The army’s statement on Thursday
announced “the return of security to
Aleppo after its release from terrorism
and terrorists, and the departure of
those who stayed there”.

‘Toughest battles’ 
It came after state television said the

last convoy of four buses carrying  rebels
and civilians had left east Aleppo and
arrived in the government-controlled
Ramussa district south of the city.

The evacuation deal, overseen by the
International Committee of the Red
Cross and the Syrian Red Crescent, put
an end to a month-long offensive
waged on Aleppo’s east by pro-govern-
ment forces.

The assault was backed by pro-gov-
ernment militia, including powerful
Lebanese Shiite movement Hezbollah. In
a televised speech yesterday, Hezbollah
head Hassan Nasrallah said the army’s
win in Aleppo put an end to any hopes
Assad’s regime would collapse. “After
Aleppo, one can comfortably say that
the goal of regime downfall has failed,”
Nasrallah said. He described the fight for
Aleppo as “one of the toughest battles
that the region has seen in years.” — AFP

Syria army and civilians 

reclaim Aleppo streets
The goal of regime downfall failed: Nasarallah

ALEPPO: Syrian soldiers sit by a fire in the former rebel-held Ansari district in the northern Syrian city of
Aleppo yesterday. —AFP

Christians in Aleppo

prepare war-ravaged 

church for Christmas

ALEPPO, Syria: Inside Aleppo’s crumbling Saint Elias
Cathedral, Nehme Badawi and his brother Bashir rum-
mage through the snow-covered rubble for wood and
scrap metal to make a crude Nativity scene for
Christmas.  The roof of the famed church in Aleppo’s Old
City had collapsed years ago under a salvo of rocket fire,
and bright white flakes floated down and rested on the
destruction inside. 

“We’re using whatever debris we can find to symbol-
ise the triumph of life over death,” says 53-year-old
Nehme, as he gathered broken tree branches to deco-
rate the scene.  

After more than four years of fierce fighting, the guns
have fallen silent in Syria’s second city just a few days
before Christmas. The army announced on Thursday that
it had fully recaptured Aleppo, putting an end to the vio-
lence that transformed the city from a hub of culture and
history into a worldwide symbol of destruction.

Aleppo’s small Catholic minority has wasted no
time in trying to bring life back to the ruins of Saint
Elias, preparing the church for its first Christmas mass
in five years. 

Along with his brother and a group of boy scouts,
Bashir is surrounded by overturned church pews, pieces
of corrugated metal and scraps of wood strewn across
the floor. “The emotional impact is much bigger and
deeper than the material loss,” he says. — AFP


