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PARIS: World leaders hailed “real progress”
in Syria yesterday, but fresh air strikes
showed the fragility of the week-old truce
as the opposition cast doubt on its atten-
dance at talks next week in Geneva.
Warplanes struck a key rebel bastion east
of the Syrian capital for the first time since
the US-Russia brokered truce-which

excludes the fight against jihadists-began
last weekend, a monitor said. “Two air
strikes hit the edge of the town of Douma
in Eastern Ghouta and one person was
killed,” said Rami Abdel Rahman, head of
the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights.

He said either Syrian or Russian planes

carried out the strikes. Eastern Ghouta had
been regularly bombarded by govern-
ment forces, but has been relatively calm
since the ceasefire came into force, which
has also allowed the United Nations
began delivering aid to three rebel towns
in the area. British, French, German and EU
foreign ministers met in Paris to discuss
the truce, saying there had been “real
progress”. “This cessation of hostilities is by
no means perfect but it has reduced the
level of violence, it has created an oppor-
tunity for some humanitarian access,” said
British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond.

Protesters in opposition-held areas-
buoyed by the ceasefire-also took to the
streets for the first time in years to demon-
strate against the regime under the slogan
“The Revolution Continues!” Waving the
three-starred tricolor flag that has become
the uprising’s emblem, demonstrators in
opposition-held areas of Aleppo,
Damascus, Daraa and Homs called for
Assad’s downfall. Late Friday, a group of
rebel fighters seized control of a crossing
on the Iraqi border, the Syrian Observatory
for Human Rights said. The border point at
Al-Tanaf, which is controlled on the Iraqi
side by the Islamic State group.

Focus on Geneva  
The quartet of foreign ministers said

the focus now was on convincing all par-
ties to return to UN-brokered peace talks

in Switzerland tentatively set for next
Wednesday. “We want a speedy resump-
tion of the negotiations in Geneva, but
two conditions must be fulfilled: access
for all Syrians to humanitarian aid, and
full respect of the ceasefire,” said French
Foreign Minister Jean-Marc Ayrault. But
Riad Hijab, head of Syria’s main opposi-
tion body, the High Negotiations
Committee, said the opposition had not
yet decided whether it would come to
the talks.

Citing continued sieges and the fact
that thousands still languish in regime
jails, Hijab said President Bashar Al-Assad
would have “no place” in a political transi-
tion because he has “blood on his hands”.
Speaking by phone on Friday, US
Secretary of State John Kerry and his
Russian counterpart Sergei Lavrov
agreed on the need for a return to the
negotiating table. “The two sides called
for a speedy start to negotiations in
Geneva between the Syrian government
and the opposition under the UN’s aus-
pices,” a Russian foreign ministry state-
ment said. Turkish armed forces launched
new artillery strikes on positions of the
Islamic State (IS) group in Syria, the state-
run Anatolia news agency reported.
Russia however accused Turkey of contin-
uing to bombard Kurdish positions and
allowing jihadist groups to receive
weapons across its border, putting “the

ceasefire in danger”, the Russian defence
ministry said in a statement.

‘Totally unrealistic’
World leaders expressed a sharp dif-

ference of opinion over Assad’s plans to
hold elections next month-way ahead of
a roadmap agreed in November. “The
idea that there could be elections (in
April) is not just provocative but totally
unrealistic,” said French President
Francois Hollande. But Assad’s key backer,
Russian President Vladimir Putin, shot
back that the plan for elections “does not
interfere with steps to build the peace
process”.

The UN envoy on the crisis, Staffan de
Mistura, said that whatever the timetable,
it had to be Syrians who decided their
president’s fate, not outsiders. Doctors
Without Borders (MSF) said tens of thou-
sands of displaced Syrians along Turkey’s
border have not returned home despite
the truce. “Some 100,000 people gath-
ered near the border-including 50,000 in
past weeks after the spike in violence in
early February from the Syrian govern-
ment coalition-have not yet started to
return home because it’s too dangerous,”
MSF head Joanne Liu said. “We’re in a
transition period and I think it will take
another few days for things to settle and
for people to become convinced there
really is a truce.” —AFP
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BEIRUT: A scrap collector pulls a teddy bear from a temporary garbage
dump in an eastern suburb of the Lebanese capital Beirut. —AFP

MOSCOW: For most Russians, there’s little not to
like about their country’s military operation in
Syria. The airstrikes have demonstrated Russia’s
might, turned the course of the war and made
sure that Russia is once again treated as a world
power on a par with the United States. And all at
little cost. When Russia began its air campaign on
Sept 30, there were fears that it would turn into a
repeat of the disastrous Soviet invasion of
Afghanistan in late 1979, which ended nine years
later with thousands dead and a humiliating with-
drawal. Those fears have been dispelled as
President Vladimir Putin has kept his word that
there will be no ground action.

Denis Kuzichov, a 36-year-old artist in Moscow,
said he supports Russia’s involvement in Syria as
long as it is limited to airstrikes. “If we’re talking
about bombing terrorists and the fight against
incorrect forms of Islam, then yeah,” Kuzichov
said. “If our ground troops move in, and by that I
mean if they start giving weapons to people on
the ground - tanks, heavy guns - then of course
it’s bad.” Most Russians judge the situation in Syria
based on what they see on state television, said
Nataliya Zorkaya, who heads the social and politi-
cal survey department at the Levada Center, an
independent polling agency.

The news programs on Kremlin-controlled tel-
evision have shown Russia’s strategic bombers
and new long-range cruise missiles making direct
hits on targets described as assets of the Islamic
State group. The reports have noted the terrorist

threat posed to Russia by the Islamic State, which
has won the allegiance of Islamic militants operat-
ing in Russia and recruited thousands of Russian
citizens to join the battle in Syria. The news
broadcasts also have featured interviews with dis-
placed Syrians who have been able to return
home after Russian airstrikes helped the Syrian
government army to liberate their town.

Foreign reports about Russian bombs destroy-
ing hospitals or killing civilians have been denied
by the Kremlin and spurned as Western attempts
to smear Russia. “The West has blamed us for
something or other since ancient times,” said Yulia
Zhalbe, a 28-year-old Muscovite. “But if you
notice, Russia has never been the first to strike.
We just protect our own.” Zhalbe said she sup-
ports Russia’s intervention in Syria because she
has trust in Putin and “our president is always
right.”

Russia has lost three men in Syria, including a
pilot killed when his warplane was shot down by
a Turkish jet in November and a marine who died
on a mission to rescue the pilot’s crewmate.
Blame for the two deaths was put on Turkey, and
Putin struck back hard by imposing an array of
economic sanctions and deploying more
weapons to Syria. In recent weeks, Russian televi-
sion has provided heavy coverage of the flurry of
diplomacy leading up to the new cease-fire for
Syria reached by Russia and the United States.

In announcing the agreement in a televised
address after speaking with US President Barack

Obama, Putin portrayed the cease-fire as the
achievement of Russia and the US working
together as partners. The deal has allowed Putin
to cast Russia as indispensable to a settlement of
the nearly five year-old conflict and a world pow-
er equal to the United States.

Nearly 60 percent of Russians support the
Russian airstrikes in Syria, according to a Levada
Center poll. Of the remainder, about 25 percent
said they did not support them and 15 percent
said they had trouble answering. The poll, con-
ducted Jan. 22-25, had a margin of error of 3.4
percentage points. Critics of the Syria campaign
have called it an unnecessary expense at a time of
economic crisis. But by limiting its presence in
Syria, the Kremlin has been able to keep spending
on the military operations to an estimated $2 mil-
lion to $4 million a day, an easily sustainable level
even for the crisis stricken Russian economy.

The military intervention, Russia’s first outside
the former Soviet Union since the 1991 Soviet
collapse, also helps deflect attention from eco-
nomic problems and build national pride at a dif-
ficult time. For most Russians, the worsening
economy and inflation are more immediate con-
cerns than a military operation far from Russia’s
borders. “What’s important to me? It’s important
to bring up children, but probably the economy,”
said Sergei Kabatsyn, a 45-year-old resident of
the southern Krasnodar region who was sight-
seeing in Moscow with his wife and teenage
daughter. —AP
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BEIRUT: Lebanon’s trash collection crisis, which
sent thousands protesting into the streets last
summer, is now in its eight month with still no
resolution in sight. Though it has prompted
political debates and occasional heated discus-
sions, Lebanese doctors and medical profes-
sionals are increasingly alarmed by its effect on
health. At the emergency room at the Sacre
Coeur hospital outside Beirut, doctors say they
are seeing a spike in severe respiratory diseases
and that it’s tied to the ongoing trash disaster.
The collection crisis erupted last July after
authorities closed the primary landfill for Beirut
and the surrounding coastal governorate with-
out providing an alternative. 

Thousands took to the streets and the
demonstrations were a catharsis of discontent
directed at the political class, which has walled
itself off from popular opinion and failed to pro-
vide other basic services such as water, electrici-
ty and drainage. But the protests died down
and politicians have been in no hurry to solve
the disaster.  Politicians have instead been occu-
pied with containing the fallout of an abrupt
Saudi Arabian decision to cancel $4 billion in
aid, most of it marked for the army.

It’s not just Sacre Coeur that is under strain -
hospital beds across Beirut have been full this
winter, partly because of a panic over swine flu,
which Health Minister Wael Abou Faour said
took four lives through mid-February, but doc-
tors say more patients are coming in because of
the garbage.  “We’re seeing new profiles in the
emergency rooms this year,” said Joelle Khadra-
Eid, an ER doctor at Sacre Coeur. “These are peo-
ple who didn’t have asthma or allergies when

they were young. They’ve been exposed to ...
pollution that wasn’t around before.” Beirut
streets are kept relatively garbage-free - which
has helped pacify the public - and the trash is
being pushed to the city’s periphery, where it
piles up along the roadside and the banks of
the Beirut River.

“In some cases, they start burning the trash,
and then we see widespread breathing difficul-
ties and skin infections,” said Rachid Rahme, the
director of Sacre Coeur’s emergency and critical
care units. In the suburb of Jdeideh, to Beirut’s
east, local officials closed a winding road to cre-
ate a rivulet of garbage, stuffed into large white
sacks, which snakes down the hill. After a local
newspaper, The Daily Star, published a photo,
residents joked that it must be one of the coun-
try’s much-hyped ski slopes, and the interna-
tional press flocked to the vista.

But the international exposure hasn’t
shamed politicians into action yet. More than
once, government ministers announced an
imminent solution to crisis, which never materi-
alized, and now there is talk of dissolving Prime
Minister Tammam Salam’s government.  On
Thursday, Salam told his Cabinet that “there is
no need for the government to stay” if it can’t
resolve this crisis, Information Minister Ramzi
Joreige said. A few municipalities launched their
own recycling initiatives, but many others sim-
ply resorted to burning their garbage, often in
residential areas. Air contamination in these
areas became more than 400 times worse than
pollution in the country’s industrial areas, a
study by the American University of Beirut
revealed last year. —AP
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ALEPPO: Driving fearlessly under skies
free of warplanes and bombs, taxi drivers
in Syria’s divided second city Aleppo are
counting on a fragile truce to revive their
trade. One week into the ceasefire in
parts of Syria, the country’s iconic yellow
taxis are slowly filling the rubble-strewn
streets in eastern neighborhoods. Ayoub,
27, lives in the rebel-controlled Bustan al-
Qasr district, which falls along the front
lines in the centre of the city. “The bom-
bardment and the fact that people were
being displaced had a huge effect on our
trade,” said the father of two. With resi-
dents of Aleppo either fleeing for Turkey
or staying at home in fear of air strikes,
drivers could barely find any customers.
Rebel-held territories in particular were
regularly being hit by air strikes and bar-
rel bombs, while government districts in
the west faced daily rocket attacks.

When Syria’s truce began on February
27, however, residents of heavily bombed
streets began gradually descending on
markets and parks. “Since the truce came
into place, we started working again,
thank God. People feel safe now because
the truce has stopped the shelling and
the air strikes,” Ayoub said. Before the
ceasefire, he used to linger on street cor-
ners hoping to pick up a customer. Other
days, he didn’t have enough money for
petrol. Ayoub now energetically begins
his day by dusting off his classic yellow
taxi and drinking a small cup of potent
coffee from a local brewer.

‘No longer afraid’ 
Wahid, a driver in his 40s living in

the Mashhad neighborhood of Aleppo,
is thrilled that he can once again spend
his days driving through his city. “Before
the truce, I didn’t dare leave my home
during the day” because of the daily
strikes from Russian warplanes on parts
of Aleppo, Wahid said. Strikes would
start from the early morning and last
throughout the afternoon, forcing
Wahid to work at night “when the skies
weren’t full of planes”.”Things have got-
ten better and the number of customers
has increased. I’ve started to go to work

every day from 8 am,” he said proudly.
With his young daughter beside him,
Abu Mohammad, 26, weaves through
the grey streets of the eastern Al-Sukari
district. “I’m on my way to visit my
brother. I’m no longer afraid after the
shelling decreased” because of the
truce, he said.

When fighting in Aleppo first broke
out in mid-2012, the yellow cabs saw a
significant drop in business as people
stayed home or left the city altogether.
And once the metropolis-Syria’s former
economic hub-split into government-
and rebel-controlled halves, the taxi
trade was hit even harder. Cars had diffi-
culty crossing into neighborhoods con-
trolled by opposing sides, and an eco-
nomic crisis meant residents often opt-
ed for cheaper buses or shared cabs

instead of taxis. Access into and out of
the city became dangerous, making it
difficult to get fuel to drive at all.

Economy trumps security 
Cars became a luxury in Aleppo,

both for taxi drivers and regular resi-
dents who drove themselves to work
before the war. Abu Mohammad, a car-
penter in the Zabdiyah neighborhood,
recently sold his car and has begun
using taxis to get to work. “I was forced
to sell my personal car out of fear there
would be a siege on the city, because I
thought money in my pocket would be
better than a car in the street with no
gas,” he said. Like many other daily
necessities throughout Syria’s war, the
price of a taxi ride has shot up.

Abu Mohammad said he pays 300

Syrian pounds (about $1.50) to get to
work every day, while a trip from one
end of the city to the other cost 75
pounds before the conflict began.
Although the truce has brought relative
safety to her neighborhood, Mona, 19,
said the financial burden of using a taxi
hasn’t changed. “We don’t use taxis
unless it’s absolutely necessary or we’re
in a rush, like going to university on
exam day,” the student in the govern-
ment-held Mokambo district said.
Khaled Hamo, 33, works in a sweet shop
in Aleppo’s western districts.  “Whether
or not people use taxis depends on
their economic situation, not on the
security situation,” Hamo said. “If they
have more money, they use taxi cars,
and others use shared cabs or private
cars.” —AFP

Syrian drivers count on truce 

to rev up Aleppo’s taxi trade

SAQBA: Syrians sit on bags of flour that they have unloaded after an aid
convoy of the Syrian Arab Red Crescent entered the rebel-held town of
Saqba, on the outskirts of the capital Damascus. —AFP

ALEPPO: Ayoub, a 27-year-old Syrian man, drives his taxi on a street in the rebel-controlled side
of Aleppo. —AFP

BEIRUT: Last July, Syrian President Bashar Al-
Assad seemed to be losing his battle against
rebel forces. Speaking to supporters in
Damascus, he acknowledged his army’s
heavy losses. Western officials said the Syrian
leader’s days were numbered and predicted
he would soon be forced to the negotiating
table. It did not turn out that way. Secret
preparations were already underway for a
major deployment of Russian and Iranian
forces in support of Assad. The military inter-
vention, taking many in the West by surprise,
would roll back rebel gains. It would also
accelerate two shifts in US diplomacy:
Washington would welcome Iran to the
negotiating table over Syria, and it would no
longer insist that Assad step down immedi-
ately.

“That involved swallowing some pride, to
be honest, in acknowledging that this
process would go nowhere unless you got
Russia and Iran at the table,” a US official said.
At the heart of the diplomacy shift - which
essentially brought Washington closer to
Moscow’s position - was a slow-footed real-
ization of the Russian military build-up in
Syria and, ultimately, a refusal to intervene
militarily. Russia, Iran and Syria struck their
agreement to deploy military forces in June,

several weeks before Assad’s July 26 speech,
according to a senior official in the Middle
East who was familiar with the details.

And Russian sources say large amounts of
equipment, and hundreds of troops, were
being dispatched over a series of weeks, mak-
ing it hard to hide the pending operation. Yet
a senior US administration official said it took
until mid-September for Western powers to
fully recognize Russia’s intentions. One of the
final pieces of the puzzle was when Moscow
deployed aircraft flown only by the Russian
military, eliminating the possibility they were
intended for Assad, the official said.

An earlier understanding of Russia’s mili-
tary plans is unlikely to have changed US mili-
tary policy. President Barack Obama had
made clear early on that he did not want
Washington embroiled in a proxy war with
Russia. And when the West did wake up to
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s intentions,
it was short of ideas about how to respond.
As in Ukraine in 2014, the West seemed help-
less. French President Francois Hollande
summed up the mood among America’s
European allies: “I would prefer the United
States to be more active. But since the United
States has stepped back, who should take
over, who should act?” —Reuters

The road to Aleppo: How the 

West misread Putin on Syria


