
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Tuesday, December 5, 2017

7

Deadly bombs crush illusion of 
‘de-escalation’ near Damascus

Blistering air campaign reduces Ghouta deal to tatters
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News in brief
Post-Mugabe cabinet
HARARE: Zimbabwe’s new president Emmerson
Mnangagwa swore in his cabinet yesterday, with allies
defending him against criticism for giving top posts to the
generals who helped his rise to power. Sworn in as presi-
dent on Nov 24 after 93-year-old Robert Mugabe quit
following a de facto military coup, Mnangagwa has also
come under fire for bringing back several faces from the
Mugabe era, including Patrick Chinamasa as finance min-
ister. Air Marshall Perrance Shiri, who was handed the
sensitive land portfolio, defended his appointment in
remarks to reporters after a simple ceremony to take
oaths of office. “Who says military people should never be
politicians? I’m a Zimbabwean so I have every right to
participate in government,” he said.  

German coalition woes 
MUNICH: German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s struggling
bid to form a government was hit by a new setback yes-
terday as her key ally was weakened in a leadership tussle.
Horst Seehofer, head of Merkel’s Bavarian allies the CSU,
will step down as premier of the wealthy southern state in
early 2018, leaving the post to regional finance minister
Markus Soeder. Seehofer, 68, intends to stay on as chair-
man of the Christian Social Union, a less influential post
than that of premier of the Alpine state. The party veteran
has held both roles since 2008, but has come under fire
after leading his party to a record low score in
September’s general elections. “A new chapter is begin-
ning,” said Soeder, 50, as he called for unity within the
party. “Politics is always teamwork, going alone would
achieve nothing.” The leadership change is expected to be
approved at the CSU’s party congress in mid-December. 

Disabled abandoned 
STILLWATER: An Oklahoma woman is accused of aban-
doning her diabetic and nearly blind husband, leaving him
to die and his body to lay undiscovered for months. The
woman was arrested in Sayre last week. Court records
don’t show that formal charges have been filed. Payne
County Sheriff’s Investigator Rockford Brown told the
Stillwater NewsPress that the man’s body showed no
obvious sign of foul play and that an autopsy will deter-
mine if he died due to neglect. Two dogs were also found
dead in the home. Brown says the man was diabetic, blind
and unable to get food or water that was not inside the
home. He has sent the prosecutor complaints of caretaker
neglect, financial exploitation and animal cruelty. Sayre is
about 130 miles west of Oklahoma City.

South Sudan’s drones
JUBA: Cash-strapped South Sudan has spent millions of
dollars on Israeli surveillance drones and security cam-
eras aimed at fighting rampant crime in the capital Juba,
officials said yesterday. The first two drones and 11 cam-
eras will be deployed by Israeli company Global Group,
President Salva Kiir said at a launch event.  Criminals
“can now be traced and they cannot get away with
crime,” he said. “All the planes at the airport will be safe.
Everybody can be screened wherever he or she is
going,” Kiir said, speaking at the drone control centre at
a police training centre. Edward Dimitiri, technology
director at the interior ministry, would not put an exact
price tag on the project, which he said was costing “mil-
lions of dollars”. Since the outbreak of a fresh civil war
four years ago, South Sudan’s oil-based economy has all
but collapsed, further impoverishing an already poor
population, while the ongoing conflict has uprooted a
third of the population and pushed millions more to the
brink of starvation. 

BEIRUT: Three weeks of ferocious bombardment of
Syria’s Eastern Ghouta have crushed illusions of a lasting
truce in the rebel enclave which Damascus appears deter-
mined to recapture at all costs.  A blistering air campaign
has reduced a “de-escalation” deal in Eastern Ghouta to
tatters, just as regime and opposition representatives
struggle to progress at sputtering peace talks in Geneva.
At least 193 civilians, including 44 children, have been
killed in three weeks of Syrian government raids and
artillery fire on the area, according to the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights.

Rebels based in the area have also ramped up rocket
fire onto Damascus, killing 29 civilians and wounding more
than 200 in the capital.
Eastern Ghouta, the last
opposition stronghold
near Syria’s capital, was
one of four “de-escala-
tion zones” agreed in
May by powerbrokers
Russia, Iran and Turkey.
The deal aimed to pave
the way for a nation-
wide ceasefire and
political settlement that
would finally put an end
to the conflict that has
killed 340,000 since
2011.  A reduction in violence has more or less held in the
other three zones in Syria’s northwest, centre and south.

In mid-November, a relative calm that had prevailed
over the Eastern Ghouta area ended with an explosive
bombing campaign by regime forces.  “Eastern Ghouta is
suffering the fiercest bombing and worst situation since
the war began,” said Thomas Pierret, a Syria specialist at
the University of Edinburgh. “We’re really very far away
from a reduction in violence,” said Pierret, adding that the
de-escalation zone had been reduced to “a big joke”.

‘Half my house standing’
Eastern Ghouta is home to an estimated 400,000 peo-

ple struggling to survive under a devastating four-year
government siege that has made food and medicine

unavailable or too expensive. The United Nations has
warned that 500 of them, mainly women and children, are
at risk of dying without immediate medical care. On
November 28, Damascus nominally accepted a new
Russian-proposed truce in Eastern Ghouta, to coincide
with the resumption of UN-led peace talks in Geneva.  But
it has since ratcheted up its bombing. 

Maysoun, a nurse living in the large Eastern Ghouta
town of Douma, says she can vividly remember the day air
strikes picked up again. “I came back from the market to
find half my house was left standing,” said the 30-year-old,
who has since been staying with a friend.  “I hadn’t
expected that much destruction. Usually, it’s just the doors

and windows that are affect-
ed,” she said. Rajaa, a mother
of four now pregnant with
her fifth child, lives in
Hammuriyeh-one of the most
heavily-bombed towns in
recent weeks. “When they
hear the planes, the children
cry and don’t want to stay at
home anymore. They’re trau-
matized,” she said.  

‘On the capital’s doorstep’ 
President Bashar Al-Assad

has repeatedly pledged his
forces would retake all of

Syria, and observers point to several reasons he appears to
have doubled down on Eastern Ghouta now.  French car-
tographer and analyst Fabrice Balanche said the de-escala-
tion deal had served as a “temporary” arrangement to allow
the regime to redeploy troops elsewhere. With key battle-
fronts against rebels frozen, Russian-backed government
forces could focus on ousting the Islamic State group from
Syria’s centre and east, Balanche said.

Now, with IS territory reduced to a tiny sliver, Assad
could comfortably resume the push for Eastern Ghouta.
“The regime needs to get rid of this pocket,” used by
opposition factions to lob rockets on Damascus and launch
offensives on nearby troops, Balanche said.  “There’s no
question for the regime about allowing rebels to constitute
little republics in these territories,” he said. For Sam Heller,

an expert at The Century Foundation, Eastern Ghouta’s
location “on the doorstep of the capital” has kept it a pri-
ority for Assad.  The Syrian government has worked at
“digesting it over time, through a combination of siege
(and) periodic military pressure”, said Heller. 

Other zones next?
The other three de-escalation areas-the south, Homs in

central Syria, and northwest Idlib-are lower on Assad’s list
and have so far remained relatively quiet.  “The zones’ suc-
cess rate ranges from 20 percent in Eastern Ghouta to 80

percent in the other regions,” said Observatory head Rami
Abdel Rahman.  The southern zone borders Israel, making
a government push sensitive. The “status quo” would likely
prevail there, according to Balanche.  Rebel enclaves in
Homs province are smaller and less threatening-but Idlib
presents a major challenge, with most of the province held
by jihadists once loyal to Al-Qaeda. Tens of thousands of
rebels who were bussed out of opposition zones under
local truce deals were dumped in Idlib, along with thou-
sands of civilians. An assault to take it would take much
preparation, said Balanche. —AFP

At least 193 
including 44 
children die

HAMOURIA, Syria: A Syrian man carries the body of a child who was killed in a reported air
strike in the rebel-controlled town of Hamouria, in the eastern Ghouta region on the out-
skirts of Damascus on December 3, 2017. —AFP 

Malta arrests 10 over 
journalist’s killing 
that shocked world
VALLETTA: Maltese authorities announced yesterday
they have arrested 10 people in connection with the mur-
der of a prominent journalist that sent shockwaves around
the world. Daphne Caruana Galizia, who was killed in a car
bomb attack on October 16, was one of the Mediterranean
island’s most prominent public figures thanks to a widely-
read blog she used to campaign against corruption.  Her
most explosive reports included allegations that members
of Prime Minister Joseph Muscat’s inner circle benefited
from kickbacks. But the 53-year-old also focused attention
on alleged murky behavior by prominent opposition and
business figures.

Speaking to reporters, the prime minister said a joint
team of police, military and security services made the
arrests following a near seven-week investigation carried
out with help from the FBI, Europol and Finnish intelli-
gence. Caruana Galizia’s murder triggered an outpouring
of grief on Malta and an international outcry over press
freedom. It also turned an unflattering spotlight on the EU
country’s problems with corruption and organised crime,
both seen as having flourished against the backdrop of a
booming economy.

PM’s biggest adversary
Muscat announced the arrest of eight of the suspects in

a statement and then added in a tweet, that a further two
had been detained.  The statement said the suspects had
been arrested on the basis of “reasonable suspicion in
connection with involvement in the murder” of Caruana
Galizia. All the suspects were Maltese nationals, it said,
noting that some were “known to police”.

Under Maltese law, they can be interrogated for 48
hours before a decision on whether to prosecute them has
to be made. Muscat would not divulge if the suspects
included the alleged perpetrators of the assassination, or
those suspected of commissioning it. Nor would he com-
ment on the suspected motive, saying he did not want to
go into any detail for fear of prejudicing a potential trial.
The premier, who had described the slain journalist as his
biggest adversary, reiterated his commitment to bringing

her killers to justice. “As I stated as soon as I learnt about
this barbaric act, we will leave no stone unturned to get
this case solved,” he said. “I am committed to doing so
more than ever.”

‘One-woman Wikileaks’ 
Muscat’s Labour Party government had offered a one

million euro ($1.2 million) reward for information leading to
a conviction of Caruana Galizia’s killers. Her sons had
denounced the reward as a publicity stunt and called on
Muscat to resign over the failings in the police and judici-
ary that contributed to their mother’s death and his
attempts to silence her through legal suits when she was
still alive.

The family have repeatedly expressed concern that her
death will be explained away as a criminal murder and that
any connection with her revelations about the island’s
political elite will be swept under the carpet. In her final

post on Running Commentary, the widely-read blog she
had written since 2008, Caruana Galizia voiced despair
over the cronyism and sleaze she saw engulfing her island
nation. “There are crooks everywhere you look now. The
situation is desperate,” she wrote minutes before she died
in a blast so powerful her car was blown to pieces and her
body was catapulted into a nearby field.

Friends subsequently revealed that she had feared she
would be assassinated but had been reluctant to accept
police protection that would have restricted her reporting
activity. A significant part of that had involved exposing
what the massive Panama Papers data leak revealed about
corruption at the highest levels of Maltese government.
Earlier this year, online news site Politico included the
journalist on a list of 28 public figures “shaping, shaking
and stirring Europe,” describing her as “a one-woman
WikiLeaks”. She is survived by her lawyer husband, Peter,
and three sons.—AFP 

Risks grow for 
Rohingyas in 
squalid camps
DHAKA: Bangladesh plans to allocate
more land for camps housing Rohingya
refugees as concerns grow over a possible
outbreak of disease in crowded, makeshift
settlements clustered at the country’s
southern tip. About 625,000 Rohingya
Muslims have fled to sanctuary in
Bangladesh from violence, looting and
destruction in neighboring Myanmar after
government forces launched a counter
insurgency following attacks by Rohingya
militants on Aug 25. The swift exodus has
taken the Rohingya refugee population to
837,000, making Bangladesh one of the
world’s largest, most crowded settlement
of asylum-seekers.

More than 60 percent of the water sup-
ply in the camps is contaminated with bac-
teria as temporary latrines overflow into
hastily-built, shallow wells, a World Health
Organization survey showed. Faecal sludge

in the settlements goes largely untreated.
“There is a high risk of a public health
event, not just cholera and acute watery
diarrhoea,” said Naim Talukder of the
group Action Against Hunger, who is coor-
dinating the efforts of 31 groups and agen-
cies to manage water, sanitation and
hygiene. A Reuters graphic uses satellite
imagery to document the mushrooming
spread of the refugee areas. Data show the
challenge of meeting international stan-
dards for water, sanitation and hygiene in
the camps and spillover sites.

More land needed
Most refugees live in flimsy bamboo

and canvas shelters in an area crowded
well beyond emergency standards, said
Graham Eastmond, an official of the
International Organization for Migration
(IOM).       “You are talking a third of the
international standard,” he said. “We need
to decongest urgently and obviously, to do
that, we need more land.” The IOM is
among the bodies that have urged
Bangladesh to free up more land and allow
a wider spread of settlements. “The gov-
ernment already allocated 3,000 acres of
land for the Rohingya,” Shah Kamal, a dis-
aster management official, told Reuters.

That figure is equivalent to 1,214 hectares.
“Considering the current situation, the gov-
ernment is planning to allocate 500 acres
more land for them,” he added. Last week,
Bangladesh approved a $280-million proj-
ect to develop an isolated and flood-prone
island in the Bay of Bengal to temporarily
house 100,000 Rohingya, despite criticism
from rights groups. The overcrowding
spells health and safety risks, Eastmond
added, from rapidly spreading water-borne
and communicable diseases to landslides
and flooding, besides swelling the threat to
vulnerable children and women.

Single women or children head about a
fifth of households, preliminary findings of
a population survey by the UN refugee
agency and Bangladesh show. By Nov 11,
there were 36,096 cases of acute watery
diarrhoea since Aug. 25, as infection rates
climbed, the UN children’s agency said last
month.    Bangladesh, in partnership with
UN agencies and charities, has spent hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in responding to
the crisis. New roads built by the army will
open this month, boosting access for
camp-dwellers, said Eastmond. Yet just 23
percent of funding needs for water, sanita-
tion and hygiene services are being met,
Talukder said. —Reuters

BIDNIJA: Police and forensic experts inspect the wreckage of a car bomb believed to
have killed journalist and blogger Daphne Caruana Galizia close to her home in Bidnija,
Malta, on October 16, 2017.— AFP 

KUTUPALONG: A Rohingya Muslim
refugee child stands in the Jamtoli
refugee camp in Cox’s Bazar. _—AFP 


