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MOSCOW: Russia and the Syrian government said
they will open humanitarian corridors in Syria’s
embattled city of Aleppo yesterday and offer a way
out for opposition fighters wanting to lay down
their arms, even as Syrian forces took another dis-
trict from rebels in the city.

The Russian announcement by Defense
Minister Sergei Shoigu came as Syria’s President
Bashar Assad offered a general amnesty for rebels
who give up their weapons and surrender to
authorities over the next three months.

Rebels and residents of Aleppo said they were
deeply skeptical of the offer, and there was no
immediate sign of people massing to leave the
besieged parts of the city. Rights groups said open-
ing safe passages to civilians trapped in eastern
Aleppo city won’t avert a catastrophe and does not
give Syrian and Russian forces carte blanche to fur-
ther blockade the opposition-controlled territory.

In a statement Thursday, the London-based

Amnesty International said providing safe routes
for those civilians wishing to leave is “no substitute
for allowing impartial humanitarian relief for civil-
ians who remain in opposition-held areas,” many of
whom will be skeptical about government and
Russian promises.

“Providing safe routes for those civilians who
wish to flee Aleppo city will not avert a humanitari-
an catastrophe,” said Philip Luther, director of the
Middle East and North Africa program for Amnesty.

“The fact that you provide this option doesn’t
mean that the people who stay behind are legiti-
mate military targets,” said Nadim Houry, the
deputy Middle East director at Human Rights
Watch, in comments to The Associated Press.

For days now, Syrian government forces and
allied troops have encircled the main rebel enclave
in Aleppo, urging fighters there to surrender. The
encirclement set the stage for a prolonged siege
that the government hopes will eventually force the

rebels to surrender, a tactic Assad’s forces have used
elsewhere, including in the central city of Homs.

Major catastrophe 
But humanitarian groups have warned of a

major catastrophe if the siege on the rebel-held
parts of Aleppo continues. Some 300,000 residents
are trapped in the eastern part of the city that is
controlled by rebels, according to the United
Nations. Shoigu said in televised comments that
President Vladimir Putin has ordered a “large-scale
humanitarian operation” that will be launched out-
side Aleppo to help civilians as well as allow fight-
ers who wanted to lay down the arms to surrender.

He said three corridors will be open for civilians
and fighters who lay down their arms and a fourth
corridor providing fighters a “safe exit with
weapons.” “Given the fact that our American coun-
terparts have not provided intelligence about the
Nusra Front and Syrian Free Army squads (we) will

create a fourth corridor for a safe exist with
weapons in the north of Aleppo in the direction of
the Castello highway,” he said. The Nusra Front is al-
Qaida’s branch in Syria while the Syrian Free Army
is the name of the main Western-backed rebels.
Both have fighters in Aleppo.

The UN envoy for Syria, Staffan de Mistura, said
he wants to see how the United Nations could
coordinate with Russia on its plan to help civilians
and opposition fighters who lay down their
weapons outside Aleppo, which he called “de -fac-
to” besieged.

“In Aleppo, the situation is extremely serious, no
doubt,” de Mistura said. “There is probably - we
heard - two to three weeks of supplies, and in view
of the bombing of the warehouses, medical facili-
ties, bakeries, and the need of treating wounded
people when in fact medical facilities are being hit,
the humanitarian situation is getting more and
more concerning.” — AP

Russia announces humanitarian operation in Syria’s Aleppo

GENEVA: Staffan de Mistura, UN Special Envoy of the Secretary-General for Syria, speaks about the International Syria Support Group’s Humanitarian Access Task Force, at the
European headquarters of the United Nations yesterday. — AP

‘Large-scale humanitarian operation’


