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DAMASCUS: Al-Qaeda fighters and
other ultraconservative Sunni insur-
gents seized a predominantly Alawite
village in central Syria yesterday,
sparking fears of sectarian violence as
families from the village were report-
ed missing by activists.

Syrian Prime Minister Wael al-
Halqi said “terrorists” were killing
townspeople,  while Syrian state
media said militants had looted and
destroyed homes in the village of
Zaara, which was previously con-
trolled by the government.

Clashes between insurgents and
pro-government forces continued
into the afternoon as government or
allied Russian aircraft pounded rebel
positions, the Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said,
adding that seven militants were
kil led. The Local Coordination
Committees, an activist-run network,
said the insurgents killed over 30 pro-
government fighters in the clashes.

Ahrar al-Sham, an ultraconserva-
tive Sunni Islamic militant group, led
the assault on Zaara, along with the
Nusra Front, al-Qaeda’s Syrian fran-
chise, which often fights alongside
opposition factions. The Observatory,
which covers both sides of the con-
flict through a network of local
activists, said families disappeared
from Zaara after the militants took
over.  Syria’s conflict began with
peaceful protests against President
Bashar Assad but escalated into a civil
war after a brutal government crack-
down and the rise of an armed insur-

gency. It became increasingly sectari-
an with the rise of Sunni insurgent
groups and the arrival of Shiite mili-
tants from across the region to fight
alongside Assad’s government. Assad
and his family are Alawites, an off-
shoot of Shiite Islam, while the major-
ity of Syrians are Sunni Muslims.

Both the government and the
opposition claim to represent the
entire country with its various reli-
gious minorities, but armed groups
on both sides have carried out sectar-
ian attacks.  The International
Committee for the Red Cross had to
cancel an aid convoy to the nearby
town of al-Houla, citing security con-
cerns. A spokesperson for the ICRC
did not say whether it was related to
the clashes in Zaara.

The 24-truck convoy with the
Syrian Arab Red Crescent was to
make the first aid delivery to the town
since March, when aid reached 70,000
residents in the area for the first time
since May 2015. Syrian government
forces have restricted access to the
area since May 2012, according to the
monitoring group Siege Watch. The
Observatory says the siege intensified
into a near-total blockade last year.

The ICRC, in conjunction with the
United Nations and the SARC, was
also expected to dispatch an aid con-
voy to Daraya, a suburb of Damascus
besieged by pro-government forces.
It would be the first aid delivery to the
area since November 2012. The U.N.
estimates the suburb’s current popu-
lation is between 4,000 and 8,000

people,  down from over 70,000
before the war.

In Geneva, the UN humanitarian
aid coordinator for Syria expressed
dismay about “disappointing” levels
of access to besieged and hard-to-
reach areas so far this month. Jan
Egeland said his office hopes to get
aid to about 905,000 people this
month. “We have a convoy fully
loaded, standing for days, as it did last
week, with supplies we know that
there is a desperate need for, and
then you are in the end told, ‘No, you
have to unload,’” he said, referring to
a convoy that was supposed to travel
to the rebel-held al-Waer neighbor-
hood in Homs last week.

In the country’s north,  rebels
fought back a government offensive
to take the Palestinian Handarat
refugee camp north of Aleppo. A gov-
ernment advance there would threat-
en the only supply route to the rebel-
held portion of Aleppo, Syria’s largest
city and former commercial capital.

An interim cease-fire over the
divided city, which brought a few
days of peace after two weeks of
shelling and bombardment, expired
Wednesday night. World powers plan
to meet on Syria next week in Vienna,
with another round of UN-led, indi-
rect peace negotiations between
Syria’s government and the opposi-
tion expected to follow some days
later. The Vienna talks aim to build on
a US-Russia agreement announced
this week to try to restore a nation-
wide cease-fire.— AP
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DAMASCUS: More than 20 percent of
Syria’s Palestinian refugees have fled
the country and its five-year war, the
head of the UN Palestinian refugee
agency said yesterday. 

“Before the war, there were 560,000
Palestine refugees. We estimate that
currently about 110,000 to 120,000
have left the country,” UNRWA chief
Pierre Krahenbuhl said on a visit to
Damascus. “There are about 45,000
who went to Lebanon, 15,000 to
Jordan,” he said. “The others-therefore
almost half of those who have left-have
travelled, we presume, through Turkey
and then to a variety of other countries. 

“Some of them will be in Europe.
We know of Palestine refugees who
have reached parts of Asia. We know
of some who have reached Latin
America.”Syria is home to 12 refugee
camps, three of them unofficial,
according to UNRWA. Before the war,
some 160,000 mostly Palestinians and
Syrians lived in the district of Yarmuk

in southern Damascus. But the once
thriving suburb has been devastated
by conflict since late 2012 and UNR-
WA cannot access the camp to distrib-
ute aid to some 6,000 remaining resi-
dents. “UNRWA will not give up its
efforts to try to find ways to have this
type of access in the future but in the
meantime we are... concentrated on
providing the assistance that we can
in the neighbourhoods directly beside
Yarmuk,” Krahenbuhl said. 

“The situation for Palestine
refugees and civilians inside Yarmuk
remains extremely desperate-very,
very difficult.”

Last month, the Islamic State group
had almost evicted rival Al-Qaeda
jihadists from Yarmuk, according to a
Palestine Liberation Organization offi-
cial. Syria has hosted hundreds of
thousands of Palestinians since their
ancestors fled their homes when the
state of Israel was created in 1948, and
in successive conflicts since. — AFP
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RAFAH, PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES: Palestinians wait at the Rafah border
crossing with Egypt, in the southern Gaza Strip, after it was opened for two
days by Egyptian authorities yesterday. —AFP

BEIRUT: Hezbollah’s parliamentary bloc says US sanc-
tions on banks that do business with the militant group
could threaten Lebanon’s financial sector, hinting that
supporters may withdraw their money from local banks.

Yesterday’s statement said that by abiding by the US
law, which came into effect last month, Lebanon’s cen-
tral bank and private banks would be participating in “a
war of exclusion” against the group.

Lebanon’s central bank governor has said it will abide
by the restrictions in the Hezbollah International
Financing Prevention Act, which was signed into law in
December. Hezbollah leader Hassan Nasrallah said last
year that his group won’t be affected because it doesn’t
deal with Lebanese or foreign banks. — AP
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ANKARA: Turkey is preparing to “clean” the Syrian side of the
border of Islamic State jihadists after a Turkish border town
came under repeated deadly rocket attacks, President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan said yesterday.

“We are doing all the necessary preparations to clean the
other side of the border because of the problems in Kilis,”
Erdogan said amid persistent speculation of a possible Turkish
cross-border ground operation, without giving details on the
preparations. Around two dozen people have been killed in
the Turkish border town of Kilis by rocket fire from IS jihadists
since January, prompting the army to respond with artillery
fire. Turkey, a member of the US-led coalition battling IS, also
allows US jets to use its air base in southern Turkey for air
strikes on the extremists. But Erdogan complained that Turkey
was not receiving the support it desired from its allies in the
fight against IS and indicated Ankara was prepared to take
unilateral action.

“While our citizens fall martyr every day in the streets of
Kilis by rockets launched from the other side, what can we
expect from our allies?” he said. “Let me say it here. We will
not hesitate to take needed steps on our own if necessary,” he
said. Turkish media reports have indicated a 20-strong Turkish
military team crossed into Syria over the weekend on a recon-
naissance mission to seek out IS launchers to target in artillery
strikes, but this has not been officially confirmed. — AFP
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