
MOSCOW: Russia accused the US-led coalition in
Syria yesterday of wiping the city of Raqqa “off the
face of the earth” with carpet bombing in the same
way the United States and Britain had bombed
Germany’s Dresden in 1945. The Russian Defense
Ministry, which has itself repeatedly been forced to
deny accusations from activists and Western politi-
cians of bombing Syrian civilians, said it looked like
the West was now rushing to provide financial aid to
Raqqa to cover up evidence of its own crimes. 

Major-General Igor Konashenkov, a spokesman for
the Defense Ministry, said in a statement that around
200,000 people had lived in Raqqa before the conflict
in Syria, but that not more than 45,000 people
remained. US-backed militias in Syria declared victo-
ry over Islamic State in
Raqqa, the group’s capi-
tal, last week, raising
flags over the last
jihadist footholds after a
four-month battle.
“Raqqa has inherited
the fate of Dresden in
1945, wiped off the face
of the earth by Anglo-
American bombard-
ments,” said
Konashenkov. 

Most of the German
city was destroyed in
Allied bombing raids just before the end of World
War Two. Though he said Russia welcomed Western
promises of f inancial  aid to rebuild Raqqa,
Konashenkov complained that numerous Russian
requests for the West to give humanitarian aid to
Syrian civilians in other parts of the country had been
rejected in previous years. “What is behind the rush
by Western capitals to provide targeted financial help
only to Raqqa?,” said Konashenkov. 

“There’s only one explanation - the desire to cover
up evidence of the barbaric bombardments by the US

air force and the coalition as fast as possible and to
bury the thousands of civilians ‘liberated’ from Islamic
State in the ruins.” The US-led coalition says it is
careful to avoid civilian casualties in its bombing runs
against Islamic State in both Syria and Iraq, and
investigates any allegations. It has previously denied
killing civilians in air strikes on Raqqa, saying its goal
is “zero civilian casualties.” 

Meanwhile, US-backed militias said they cap-
tured Syria’s largest oil field yesterday, pressing
their assault against Islamic State in the east of the
country. The Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) said
they took Al-Omar field on the eastern bank of the
Euphrates river in the early hours. “Our forces man-
aged to liberate the fields without notable dam-

ages,” said Li lwa Al-
Abdallah, spokeswoman
for the offensive in Deir
Al-Zor province. The
j ihadists  holed up in
buildings in a nearby
district, where the SDF
was trying to hunt them
down, she said. 

With US-led jets and
special forces, the SDF
has been batt l ing in
Deir Al-Zor bordering
Iraq. The al l iance of
Kurdish and Arab mili-

tias has focused on territory east of the river, which
bisects the oil-rich province. The Syrian army, with
Russian air power and Iran-backed militias, has been
waging its own separate offensive against Islamic
State, mostly to the west of the river. The US-led
coalition and the Russian military have been holding
deconfliction meetings - to prevent clashes between
planes and troops - though the two offensives have
sometimes come into conflict.

Islamic State has lost vast territory across Syria,
and has now come under attack in its last footholds in

a strip of the Euphrates valley and the desert in Deir
Al-Zor. The SDF declared victory over the jihadists in
their former headquarters in Raqqa city this week.
SDF fighters would now move to the frontlines in Deir
Al-Zor, speeding up the battle in eastern Syria. Last
month, the Kurdish-led militias captured a major natu-
ral gas field upstream of yesterday’s advance. Al-Omar
oil field lies some 10 km north of the town of Al-
Mayadin, which government troops and their allies
took earlier this month. 

The town had turned into a major base for Islamic
State militants after the US-backed offensive drove
them out of Raqqa. The Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said Islamic State fighters who had withdrawn
from the oil field mounted a counter-attack overnight
against government forces. The militants made some
gains around Al-Mayadin, the Britain-based monitor
said. But a Syrian military source denied this, saying
there was no significant attack and fighting raged on
at the same pace. —Agencies 
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News in brief

11 sentenced to death 

CAIRO: An Egyptian criminal court has confirmed
death sentences for 11 men and handed down life sen-
tences to 14 others over charges including attempted
murder of policemen. The court ruling Sunday by
Judge Mohammed Nagy Shehata - known for his
severity - can be appealed. Five of those sentenced to
death were tried in absentia. The suspects were
referred to court in 2015, more than a year after the
military ouster of Islamist President Mohammed
Morsi. Authorities later banned Morsi’s Muslim
Brotherhood group and thousands of its members
were referred to courts over numerous charges. 

11 killed in Ethiopia 

ADDIS ABABA: Regional officials in Ethiopia say 11
people were killed in clashes in the restive Oromia
region as the country continues to experience anti-
government protests that at times lead to ethnic vio-
lence. The Oromia and Amhara regional states spokes-
men yesterday issued statements after a week of unrest
in Oromia that reportedly caused major business dis-
ruptions and the burning of several vehicles and prop-
erties in various locations. Addis Arega, spokesman of
the Oromia region, said in a Facebook post Sunday that
eight ethnic Oromos and three Amharas were killed in
the Buno Bedele zone of the Oromia region. 

11 die at construction site 

TANJUNG BUNGAH: Eleven people, mostly for-
eign workers, were killed in a landslide at a con-
struction site on Malaysia’s Penang Island, officials
said yesterday, as anger mounted among residents
at the accident. Huge mounds of earth slipped off a
hillside Saturday morning and buried the men as
they worked on two apartment blocks of affordable
housing on the island, which is popular with tourists.
Authorities initially said that 13 foreign workers and
a Malaysian supervisor were trapped under the mud
and rubble at the site in Tanjung Bungah, north of
Penang’s historic capital George Town.  

Australia fishing tragedy

SYDNEY: Australian police divers have recov-
ered the bodies of two fishermen from a sunken
trawler and were searching for four others missing
since the boat capsized nearly a week ago. The
commercial fishing trawler with seven on board
sank in rough seas off  the coast  of  central
Queensland state on Monday. Rescuers have been
scouring the waters near Middle Island, north of
the town of Seventeen Seventy, but just one crew
member has been found alive. Ruben McDornan
was rescued by a passing catamaran after tread-
ing waters for several hours in heavy seas without
a life jacket, Queensland’s Courier Mail reported.
McDornan told rescuers he had heard his crew-
mates trying to get out of the trawler’s cabin. Two
bodies were recovered late Saturday after the
boat “Dianne” was located by sonar lying on the
seabed at a depth of 30 meters, Queensland
Police said. The identities of the pair have not
been confirmed. 

Raqqa wiped of ‘off the face of the earth’

Russia accuses US-led coalition 
of ‘barbaric’ bombing of Raqqa

RAQQA, Syria: Photo shows a general view of heavily damaged buildings in Raqqa, after a Kurdish-led
force expelled the Islamic State group from the northern Syrian city. —AFP

Xi’s eyes and 
ears in Beijing: 
Red-armband army
of ‘volunteers’
BEIJING: While Chinese President Xi Jinping and his
cohorts chart the nation’s future at their leadership conclave
in Beijing, his citizen army of red-armbanded foot soldiers
are keeping an eye out for trouble outside. Stationed on
street corners, in front of shops and outside bars, civilians
with armbands labeled “Public Security Volunteer” have
deployed across the capital as the Communist Party holds its
crucial five-yearly gathering. The formalized neighborhood
watch patrols come out in full force during special events
like the congress, which is being held mostly behind closed
doors and will likely hand Xi a second five-year term when it
ends on Tuesday.  

The civilians are just one piece of the comprehensive
security apparatus for the conclave: from black-uniformed
guards who stand sentry on pavements to identification
checks at subway stations. While they see themselves as
providers of a public service, their presence is a reminder
of the scrutiny that the Communist authorities maintain
over citizens. “We’re in the business of improving people’s
quality of life,” said Ma Shuying, a 60-year-old party
member who was patrolling the area underneath a bridge
in Beijing’s city centre.

Ma arrived at her spot at 7:00 am on the opening day of
the congress on Wednesday, ready to look out for trouble. In
her 17 years as a member of the patrol, Ma has witnessed
few incidents, she said, because “Beijing is so safe.” “We’re
more here to give community members a sense of security,”
she beamed, undeterred by the grey smog and light rain.
“People see us and feel that they’re being taken care of. And
when government officials see us during important political
events, they know that we’re supporting their work.”

Dama duties 
There are 850,000 registered public security volun-

teers in Beijing, the city announced this summer, organiz-

ing under neighborhood tags like the “Fengtai Persuaders,”
the “Chaoyang Masses” and the “Xicheng Dama.”(In
Chinese, “dama” is a colloquial term used to describe ram-
bunctious elderly women who congregate in loud groups,
dance in public squares and mind other people’s business.)
Despite their striking “volunteer” armbands, many of the
patrollers approached by AFP appeared not to be serving
the people for free.

One middle-aged woman standing outside a subway sta-
tion looked up from her phone long enough to say that it
was “company policy” not to speak to reporters.  Another
two armband-wearers who were helping to direct traffic in a
busy commercial district appeared bewildered when asked
whether they were volunteers. “We’re working,” said a
woman who looked harried as she pointed a driver to a par-
allel parking spot. 

“They just gave us these armbands to wear.” Even Ma,
who also handles Communist Party affairs on her neighbor-
hood committee, earns 3,000 yuan ($450) a month for per-
forming her duties. These range from telling people about
their retirement benefits to helping them rid their homes of
mice. “All my neighbors know me,” she said. “It gives me a
warm feeling inside.” Several other volunteers declined to be
interviewed, either because they were “on duty” or were
concerned that a foreign journalist would not lend “positive
energy” to their vocation. —AFP

US-backed
militias seize

key oil field 

Gabon students
angry at 
sex-for-grades 
pressure
LIBREVILLE: In Gabon, they’re called “sexually trans-
mitted grades”-when university teachers use the threat of
giving low marks in order to coerce female students into
providing sexual favors. “He started coming on to me. I
began refusing him, refusing and refusing...  until the day
when he gave me zero for my main piece of work,”
Melanie said, speaking on condition of using a pseudo-
nym. Another student said that she was forced to switch
courses after she rejected the advances of a teacher who
had “made my life hell.” 

Like many people around the world, female students at
Libreville’s Omar Bongo university have followed the saga
of sexual harassment surrounding Hollywood mogul
Harvey Weinstein. These young women may lack the
media draw of glamorous actresses who are stepping into
the TV lights-but they have tales of male power and sexu-
al intimidation that are hauntingly familiar. Sexual coer-
cion at university and high schools has for decades fed
the “kongossa”, as the rumor mill is known in this central
African state.

But they rarely make the public eye. Student leader
Franck Matoundou said he had brought the problem of
sexual predation to the attention of the educational
authorities. Responding to AFP, university administrative
staff point to the difficulty of clearly proving cases of sex-
ual harassment by teachers. They also argue that students
should lodge formal complaints through their department
heads. “If there is incontestable proof that a teacher is
guilty, that person must answer for their actions,” a
spokesman for the ministry of higher education.  “If this
really happens, it is unacceptable and the government
condemns such behavior,” the official added.

Gabonese law provides for charges of sexual harass-
ment by “any person occupying a hierarchical post” and
President Ali Bongo himself has denounced a problem
“that is growing in scale and which demotivates compe-
tent people.” Yet not a single teacher has been tried over
the sex-for-grades bribery, according to official sources
including the state prosecutor. “I understand it if people
don’t dare to file a complaint,” said a teacher, aware that
students fear reprisals and complicity among education-
al staff.

Gossip 
Valery Mimba, head of the Iberian Studies department,

says the problem of sexual harassment “does exist,”
although hearsay and scandal-mongering make it hard to
assess the scale of the phenomenon and deal with it.
“When you want to give better grades to certain students,
people will immediately think they have slept with the
teacher,” he says.

Some academics also say the teaching staff are also
exposed to sexual blackmail from students in exchange
for good grades. “Somebody offered to sleep with me to
raise her average mark,” a departmental head said, ask-
ing not to be named. Another teacher said he turned
down a bribe of 150,000 CFA francs (about 230 euros /
$270) from a student wanting to obtain a master’s
degree.  Stigma and taboo provide fertile grounds in
which both sexual harassment and rumors thrive in
Gabon’s higher education. 

Some activists are calling for a specialized channel to
put in place that would help to break the silence and let
victims speak out. “Proposals from students are wel-
come,” said the representative of the ministry of higher
education, adding that the only reason for inaction has
been the absence of tangible evidence. —AFP

BEIJING: A boy holds a Chinese national flag in
Tiananmen Square during the Communist Party’s
19th Congress in Beijing yesterday. —AFP

Free but in ruins, 
uphill struggle 
to rebuild Raqqa
BEIRUT: The Islamic State group’s former Syrian strong-
hold Raqqa has been captured, but it lies ruined, littered
with explosives, and lacking electricity or running water for
residents desperate to return. Aid groups and the United
Nations say clearing and rebuilding what was once the
jihadist group’s de facto Syrian capital will be a massive,
expensive effort, and it could be months before life
resumes. Four months of fierce fighting including heavy
US-led coalition air strikes has collapsed multi-storey
buildings and left others torn apart by heavy artillery and
gunfire.  The United Nations estimated in September that
up to 80 percent of the city could be uninhabitable, and
Raqqa’s basic infrastructure is now virtually non-existent.  

“In the previous months, local sources reported... a
severe shortage of food, medicine, electricity, safe drinking
water and basic commodities,” said Linda Tom, spokes-
woman for the UN Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs. “The presence of water-borne dis-
eases and of unburied corpses were also reported, posing

a grave public health risk,” she said. Running water has
been out for months, and just a few water boreholes
remained in use before the last phase of the battle for the
city. There is no electricity supply at all, with the grid dam-
aged by fighting and the generators that had provided two
hours of power a day out of fuel.  

There are also no functioning medical facilities in the
city, and schools have long since closed, non-governmental
organizations say. “Substantial investment will be required
to reconstruct the city’s destroyed homes, health facilities
and schools, and to remove unexploded mines, before peo-
ple can safely go home,” said aid group Save the Children.
“The military offensive in Raqqa may be coming to an end,
but the humanitarian crisis is greater than ever,” the
group’s Syria director Sonia Khush said in a statement.

‘It’ll take some time’
Before Syria’s conflict erupted in March 2011, some

220,000 people lived in Raqqa, a population that swelled
in the early years of the war as people displaced from
elsewhere settled there.But the city has been gradually
emptied of its population, with some fleeing during IS
rule and others escaping as the attacking Syrian
Democratic Forces battled to capture the city. Around
270,000 people have been displaced by the fight for
Raqqa, but they will be unable to return until the city is
cleared of explosives, which IS has regularly laid across
territory under its control. —AFP


