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BEIRUT: In Syria’s coastal Latakia province,
Abu Mohammad sends a warning from his
phone to a secret network of colleagues:
“Caution: A Russian plane just took off in
your direction.”

Moments later, activists in a rebel-held
area in northwestern Syria sound warning
sirens that prompt civilians to take cover
before incoming air raids. The message,
sent via the mobile application WhatsApp,
is part of an effort by a network of civilian
and rebel coordinators across Syria who call
themselves “the monitors”. From positions
near government-held military airports,
they use messaging services or walkie-
talkies-depending on Internet coverage-to
warn activists, medics, and rebels about
incoming aerial attacks. They track flight
paths and try to decipher communication
codes to warn them that Syrian or Russian
military aircraft are headed their way.

Fearing retribution from forces loyal to
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad, “the mon-
itors” will not divulge their names or loca-
tions. But Abu Mohammad agreed to
speak to AFP using a pseudonym. He says
he is based near a Syrian army position in
the regime stronghold of Latakia, and
describes dodging artillery and Russian
reconnaissance drones to keep an eye on
outgoing warplanes.

His job has become even more compli-
cated since September 30, when long-time
regime ally Russia began an air campaign
in support of the government.

Russia operates military aircraft from
Latakia’s seaside military airport of
Hmeimim, where thousands of its troops
are also based.  “I know when the plane
takes off, and as soon as it does, I tell peo-
ple that a plane is coming towards them,”
he tells AFP. “As soon as the news reaches

people, they either hide in their bomb shel-
ters, or some people hide in underground
tunnels.”

Walkie-talkies in minarets 
Rights groups have regularly accused

Assad’s regime of indiscriminate aerial
bombardment of rebel-held territory since
the conflict began with anti-government
protests in March 2011. Russia has also
been accused of causing civilian casualties
in its strikes, though it denies the claims
and says it is targeting the Islamic State
group and other “terrorists”.

Another monitor in Latakia, Abu Omro,
says he and his colleagues are loosely
organised into units and the network is not
affiliated with a specific rebel group. “The
idea is to protect people, and rebels, from
the planes and the shelling... These moni-
tors are really necessary,” he told AFP over

WhatsApp, which is popular across the
Middle East.

The monitors operate like a chain: when
a Russian plane takes off from Hmeimim,
the spotter warns counterparts in the
provinces where the plane is heading, who
in turn contact activists and rebels there.
Activists who rely on the monitors say the
warnings are essential.

In the central province of Homs, activist
Hassaan Abu Nuh is on alert for messages
about warplanes headed to his town of
Talbisseh, which is regularly bombarded by
Russian and Syrian government planes.

Even before the Russian campaign
began, activists had begun trying to find
ways to minimize casualties in air strikes.
“When the regime began using warplanes
and helicopters on cities, people started
thinking of ways to warn civilians,” he told
AFP via the Internet.—AFP

Secret Syria network saves lives with air raid warnings

DAMASCUS: Syria’s UN envoy will be
the regime’s chief negotiator in upcom-
ing peace talks, a government source
said yesterday as a dispute over the
opposition’s representatives threatened
to delay the negotiations. The latest bid
to end the Syrian war through indirect
talks between the government and
opposition was scheduled to begin on
January 25 in Geneva.

But a disagreement over which parts
of the opposition will be present, and
who will represent them, is posing new
obstacles. Syria’s ambassador to the
United Nations, Bashar Al-Jaafari, will be
the government’s chief negotiator, with
Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal  Al-
Moqdad heading the delegation, the
Syrian government source said.

Jaafari also served as the regime’s
chief negotiator in a previous round of
peace talks in Geneva in 2014. The Al-
Watan daily, which is close to the gov-
ernment, said the delegation would
also include several senior lawyers and
other foreign ministry officials.

On Wednesday, the main coalition of
opposition bodies, the so-called High
Negotiations Committee, announced its
own delegation to the talks.

But its decision to name a member
of the Jaish Al-Islam rebel group as its
chief negotiator has drawn criticism
both from some of its own members,
and opposition figures excluded from
the coalition.

The National Coordinating
Committee for Democratic Change, a
key opposition 

body still present in Damascus, said
it was “not acceptable” for the delega-
tion’s chief negotiator to come from the
armed opposition. “This sends the
wrong political message to the Syrian
people,” it said in a statement.

And Haytham Manna, an opposition
figure who does not belong to the High
Negotiations Committee, accused it of
including “war criminals” in its delega-
tion.

He told AFP it was “impossible” for
him to participate in an opposition del-

egation with figures like Mohamed
Alloush, whose Jaish al-Islam group is
active mostly around Damascus.

‘Provocative step’ 
Damascus has not responded offi-

cially, but Al-Watan said “observers”
deemed Alloush’s appointment “a
provocative step with the sole goal of
thwarting any possible dialogue”.

Russia’s Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov on Wednesday reiterated that
Moscow viewed the Jaish Al-Islam
group and the powerful Ahrar al-Sham
rebel organisation as “terrorist” groups.
There is also disagreement about
whether the opposition will be repre-
sented by one or two delegations.

The High Negotiations Committee
insists it must be the sole opposition
representative, but other opposition
figures and Syria’s Kurds have been
excluded from its ranks and also want
to participate in the talks. Al-Watan
said that Lavrov and US Secretary of
State John Kerry had discussed the

issue in Zurich on Wednesday.
The newspaper said Lavrov had pro-

posed a joint delegation, with half the
members chosen by Moscow-a close
ally of President Bashar al-Assad —
and the rest by the High Negotiations
Committee.

The daily said Kerry would now raise
the proposal with Saudi officials, who
have pushed back against the atten-

dance of other opposition figures at
the talks. It reported that Kerry would
warn that Moscow was ready to insist
two opposition delegations attend the
talks.

The High Negotiations Committee
said Wednesday it would not attend
the Geneva talks if another delegation
was added. It also said negotiations
were impossible if civilians continued
to face regime strikes and siege tactics.

According to Al-Watan, the UN’s
special  envoy for Syria,  Staffan de
Mistura, will travel to Riyadh for talks
on Sunday and hold a press conference
on the Geneva talks on Monday. —AFP
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Talks scheduled for Jan 25 in Geneva

Pan-Islamic body urges 
de-escalation in 

Saudi-Iran dispute
JEDDAH: The world’s largest Muslim body called
for a de-escalation of tensions between regional
rivals Saudi Arabia and Iran, telling member coun-
tries that unity was required to eradicate terrorism.

The pan- Is lamic  Organizat ion of  I s lamic
Cooperation (OIC), which is based in the Saudi city
of Jeddah, appeared to take a balanced response
to the Riyadh-Tehran crisis after the Arab League
and the Gulf Cooperation Council both took stri-
dently pro-Saudi positions.

The dispute escalated after Riyadh’s execution
of a prominent Shi’ite Muslim cleric, which led
Iranian protesters to storm Saudi missions in
Tehran and Mashhad. Riyadh cut its diplomatic
ties with Tehran in response. Other Gulf countries
took varying measures to downgrade ties with
Iran.

Without naming Saudi Arabia and Iran, OIC
Secretary General Iyad Madani, a Saudi, said that
the continued strains in relations between some
member countries was contributing to “deepening
the fractures in the Islamic political entity”.

Warning against widening sectarian tensions,
he said the attacks against Saudi Arabia’s diplo-
matic missions had “breached diplomatic norms”.

“This situation turns us from effectively address-
ing the true challenges that threaten the future of
our member states and their peoples,” he said,
before going on to name recent attacks by sus-
pected Islamist militants in Afghanistan, Turkey,
Burkina Faso, Cameroon, Libya and Mali.

Saudi Foreign Minister Adel Al-Jubeir,  who
spoke at  the  emergency OIC meet ing which
Riyadh had called for, said the attack on the king-
dom’s diplomatic missions was not an isolated
incident, and that Tehran had done very little to
end them.

“It is the responsibility of the host government
to take measures, not to issue statements aim at
deflecting blame more than offering practical pro-
tect ion to diplomatic  miss ions,”  Jubeir  said,
according to state news agency SPA. Iran’s deputy
foreign minister Abbas Araqchi told Reuters on the
sidelines of the meeting: “My hope is after this con-
ference tension is not escalated, I hope the confer-
ence plays its role to deescalate the situation. It’s
very much hoped by OIC. But apparently some spe-
cific countries do not like that. They prefer tension.
But tension is in favour of nobody.”—Reuters

WENEVA: Syrian Deputy Foreign Minister Faisal al-Moqdad gesturing
as he speaks during a press conference at the United Nations Offices in
Geneva. —AFP


