
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, April 20, 2018

Friday 11

UN in security talks with Syria 
after chemical probe put on hold

Safety fears hamper plans for experts to travel to Douma
BEIRUT: UN security experts have said they
were negotiating with Syrian and Russian au-
thorities for international chemical inspectors to
deploy to the site of an alleged toxic gas attack
near Damascus, after a reconnaissance mission
came under fire. The team from the world’s
chemical arms watchdog has not yet been able
to begin its field work in Douma, where dozens
were killed in a suspected April 7 gas attack, as
Western powers warn that President Bashar al-
Assad’s regime may attempt to remove crucial
evidence.

The United Nations Department of Safety
and Security (UNDSS) said it was trying to
make arrangements for the fact-finding experts
to travel to Douma “at the earliest possible
time”, according to a report to the Security
Council obtained by AFP Wednesday. “UNDSS
in Damascus is now engaged in further discus-
sions and coordination with representatives of
the Syrian Arab Republic and the Russian mili-
tary police on how to enhance and reinforce se-
curity arrangements in specific locations in
Douma,” it said.

A team from the Organization for the Prohi-
bition of Chemical Weapons arrived in Syria just
hours after unprecedented US-led strikes on
regime targets Saturday, launched in response
to the alleged gas attack. But the watchdog on
Wednesday said safety fears had hampered
plans for the experts to travel to Douma, a town
that was controlled by rebels until Russian-
backed regime forces fully retook it last week.
The United States, France and Britain have ac-
cused Assad’s regime of carrying out the sus-
pected chemical attack, but Russia and Syria
deny toxic gas was used in Douma.

According to the UN report, a security team
travelled to two sites on Tuesday escorted by
Russian military police. At the second location,
“there was an explosion followed by small-arms
fire directed at (the) UNDSS team and the

Russian military police,” said the report, adding
that the team had returned safely to Damascus.
OPCW chief Ahmet Uzumcu said the incident
highlighted “the highly volatile environment” in
which the fact-finding team had to work.

He added he would only consider deploying
the team to Douma with UNDSS approval and
if the inspectors had “unhindered access to the
sites”. Syria’s UN ambassador Bashar Jaafari
told the Security Council on Tuesday that the
OPCW experts would begin their investiga-
tion once they received the all-clear from the
UN team.

Mission in limbo 
Assad’s regime in February launched a blis-

tering assault on Eastern Ghouta, a semi-rural
area within mortar range of central Damascus
that had been in opposition hands for six years.
Fighters from the Islamist group Jaish al-Islam
held out in the enclave’s main town of Douma,
but the group accused the regime of forcing
them to accept a deal to leave the area by de-
ploying chemical munitions in the April 7 attack.

Grisly footage purportedly of the aftermath
shocked the world, with harrowing testimony
from medics of victims gasping for air and
frothing at the mouth. It prompted a coordi-
nated wave of missile strikes by the United
States, France and Britain against regime tar-
gets. Syria’s ally Russia was given prior notice
and the missiles struck mostly empty buildings,
in what many analysts saw as a hollow move that
allowed all sides to save face.

The OPCW was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize in 2013 for its efforts to destroy Syria’s
chemical weapons stockpile. Its inspectors have
a mandate to determine the circumstances of
the alleged chemical attack, but not to say who
is responsible. But delays and security fears
have cast uncertainty over the current fact-find-
ing mission (FFM). “At present, we do not know

when the FFM team can be deployed to
Douma,” the OPCW chief said.

Western ambassadors to the organization
accused the Syrian regime of obstructing the
mission. The French foreign ministry has said it
is “highly likely that evidence and essential ele-
ments disappear from the site”. Several experts
have said it was likely that Russian and Syrian
forces that now control Douma have tried to re-
move or tampered with incriminating evidence.

Hiding evidence claims 
The “White Helmets”, a Syrian rescue force

that works in opposition-held areas, said it was
working closely with the inspectors. “We pro-
vided information on the burial place of those
killed in the chemical attack,” its chief Raed
Saleh said. The White Helmets and local medics

were the main source of information in the wake
of the alleged chemical attack. Another member
of the organization said he was worried proof
that toxic substances had been used was being
tampered with, particularly the burial site.

“The regime is hiding all the evidence,” said
the member, speaking on condition of
anonymity, adding it was “essential” the inspec-
tors visit the site of the attack. He said the vic-
tims were buried in the city’s east. On Tuesday,
Syrian state news agency SANA said a “mass
grave” had been found there, but did not specify
what had been done with the bodies.  Top Jaish
al-Islam official Mohammad Alloush accused
the regime on Wednesday of “erasing proof of
the chemical (attack) in Douma.”  He specifically
accused them of “storming cemeteries in search
of the victims of chemical substances”. —AFP 

NEW YORK: US ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley talks with the Russian Ambassador
to the United Nations Vassily Nebenzia during a UN Security Council meeting, at United Nations
Headquarters in New York.—AFP 

BAGHDAD: The Iraqi air force yesterday carried out a
“deadly raid” against positions of the Islamic State group
in neighboring Syria, Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s of-
fice said. Abadi ordered the strike against the jihadists “be-
cause of the danger they pose to Iraqi territory,” a
statement said. A video released by the air force showed
two F-16 fighter jets in action. “These raids demonstrate
the growing capacity of our armed forces to hunt down
and liquidate terrorists,” it added. Iraq declared victory in
December against IS, which launched a sweeping offensive
in 2014 and at one point controlled a third of the country.
The jihadists still control pockets of desert along the bor-
der with Syria, where Iraq had already carried out limited
raids against IS before yesterday’s strike.—AFP 

TEHRAN: A moderately strong 5.9-magnitude earthquake yester-
day hit Iran’s southern region of Bushehr, home to the country’s only
nuclear power plant, without causing casualties or damage, media
reported. “The earthquake had no effect on the activity of the
plant,” Mahmoud Jafari, project manager at the Russian-built
Bushehr nuclear plant, said according to the Telegram news channel
of Iran’s state television. The University of Tehran’s seismology cen-
tre said the epicenter of the earthquake that hit at 0634 GMT was
in the sparsely populated Kaki region, around 80 kilometers from
the Bushehr plant.  The head of emergency services said no one
was killed or wounded in the quake, media reported. Bushehr has a
1,000 megawatt reactor built by Russia that became operational in
2011 and reached full capacity the following year. Iran sits atop sev-
eral fault lines and has been hit by a series of earthquakes since No-
vember 2017, when a 7.3-magnitude tremor killed 620 people in
the western province of Kermanshah and eight in Iraq.—AFP 
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IRAQ: A handout picture provided by the Iraqi Air Force shows a F16
fighter jet at an undisclosed location in Iraq.—AFP 


