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Russia accuses Syria 
rebels of preparing 
a chemical attack
MOSCOW: Russia yesterday said Syrian rebels are
preparing a chemical attack in Idlib province which
will be blamed on Damascus and used as a pretext for
Western powers to hit government targets in the war-
torn country. Moscow’s accusation comes after US
President Donald Trump’s national security adviser
John Bolton this week said Washington will respond
“very strongly” if Syrian President Bashar al-Assad
uses chemical weapons in an offensive to retake Idlib,
one of the last rebel held provinces in the country. 

Russian defense ministry spokesman Igor
Konashenkov said in a statement that the jihadist
group Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham is “preparing another
provocation of the ‘use of chemical weapons’ by Syrian
government forces against the peaceful population of
the Idlib province.”  He said the group delivered “eight
chlorine tanks” to Jisr Al-Shughur town in order to
“stage” the attack and that these were later taken to a
village eight kilometers away. The statement also said a
group of militants “trained in handling poisonous sub-
stances under the supervision of specialists from the
private British military company ‘Oliva’” arrived in the
town a day earlier.

“The militants have the task of simulating the rescue
of the victims of the chemical weapons attack dressed
in the clothes of the famous ‘White Helmets’,” it said.
Konashenkov accused British special services of being
“actively involved” in the “provocation” which will
“serve as another reason for the US, the UK and
France to hit Syrian government targets with air
strikes.” In April, the US, France and Britain launched
joint missile strikes on Syrian targets in response to an
alleged chemical weapons attack in the town of Douma
that left scores dead. 

Russian stuck by its ally Syria and angrily insisted
the Douma attack was staged by the White Helmets
volunteer rescue service.

In Jerusalem on Wednesday, Bolton said
Washington was “concerned about the possibility that
Assad may use chemical weapons again.”  “Just so
there’s no confusion here, if the Syrian regime uses
chemical weapons we will respond very strongly and
they really ought to think about this a long time,”
Bolton said.  Speculation is increasing that there could
be a Russian-backed government assault on Idlib, one
of the so-called “de-escalation” zones set up as a
result of talks by Russia, Turkey and Iran last year. 

On a visit to Moscow on Friday, Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu warned Russia that seeking
a military solution in Idlib would be a “catastrophe”
before meeting President Vladimir Putin. Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said the situation in
Idlib is “multi-faceted” and called for separating out
“the healthy opposition from terrorist structures.”
Damascus still holds the southeastern tip of Idlib, a
strategically important province adjacent to Latakia on
the Mediterranean coast that is home to Assad’s clan.
More than 350,000 people have been killed and mil-
lions displaced since Syria’s war started in 2011 with
the brutal repression of anti-government protests.

At least 27 people are being held by the Islamic
State group in southern Syria, Human Rights Watch
said yesterday as it deplored the hostage-taking as a
“war crime”. The group of mostly women and children
were abducted by IS during a massive July 25 assault
on the Druze community in Sweida, in which the
jihadists killed more than 250 people.

They are being held by IS to use as leverage in
negotiations with the Syrian government and its ally
Russia, according to HRW. “Hostage-taking is a war
crime,” the rights group said. “Civilian lives should not
be used as bargaining chips,” said its deputy Middle
East director Lama Fakih. Of more than 30 people tak-
en hostage in the July offensive, at least two have since
died. A 19-year-old male student was beheaded and a
video circulated of the killing, which was not released
on the jihadists’ usual channels. — Agencies 

Ethnic unrest tarnishes new 
Ethiopian leader’s reforms

Oromo youths seen taking revenge for marginalization
CHELELEKTU, Ethiopia: Shiburu Kutuyu, a 45-year-old
Ethiopian maize and coffee farmer, was jolted awake by
gunshots one night in June. He told his wife and seven chil-
dren to flee. They returned to find their mud-walled home
had been burned down, but no sign of Shiburu. Eleven
days later, fellow farmers found his body hanging from a
tree, his severed limbs strewn on the ground.

“A mob of Oromo youths killed him in the most grue-
some manner,” Shiburu’s brother-in-law Mulugeta Samuel
told Reuters from one of the dozens of camps in southern
Ethiopia filled with people who fled violence between two
ethnic groups: the Oromo and
the Gedeo. A surge in ethnic
violence, sometimes in the form
of mob attacks, has displaced
nearly 1 million people in the
past four months in southern
Ethiopia and is inflaming bad
feeling between ethnic groups
in other regions.

The violence threatens to
undermine Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed’s calls for unity in one of
Africa’s most ethnically diverse
countries. It also overshadows the popular liberal meas-
ures he has announced since coming to power in April.
Some observers say young men from Abiy’s ethnic group,
the Oromo, have been emboldened by his rise and are
attacking other groups in revenge for years of marginal-
ization. Ethiopia’s security apparatus is in a state of flux
since Abiy announced reform plans, said Asnake Kefale, an
assistant professor of politics at Addis Ababa University.
“Some individuals have taken advantage of this state of
affairs,” he said.

On Thursday, Sorri Dinka, spokesman for the Oromiya
Police Commission, said authorities are taking action

against individuals suspected of ethnically motivated
crimes. He mentioned the so-called “qeerroo”, a term used
to describe young Oromo men involved in the protest
movement over the past three years that culminated in for-
mer Prime Minister Hailemariam Desalegn’s resignation.
Some people who fled their homes still feel federal gov-
ernment and local authorities are failing to halt violence
against them.

Tihun Negatu escaped an attack on her village in June.
She and her two children have been living in a school con-
verted into a shelter, wearing the clothes they fled in. “The

government is not willing to
bring them to justice,” she said
of the Oromo men who chased
her farming community off its
land, and burned down her
home and a bar she ran. The
government denies turning a
blind eye. Federal disaster man-
agement chief Mitiku Kassa
said a committee of ministers
and regional officials has been
formed to oversee rehabilitation
and reconciliation efforts.

He told Reuters nearly 400 people in Oromiya have
been arrested on suspicion of inciting violence between
Gedeos and Oromos. “If not stopped altogether, such inci-
dents are very dangerous for the country as they may
spread,” he said.  The government has urged elders in both
communities to seek reconciliation. Townhall meetings
have been taking place regularly though they have not
halted the violence. Officials in camps visited by Reuters
last week said about five children die every day due to ill-
ness and hunger. Plans to return displaced populations to
their home areas triggered protests this month by people
who said their safety was not guaranteed.

Changes
One of Abiy’s boldest moves has been to loosen the

grip of a state that had ruled with an iron fist. He has said
security forces must be reined in, emergency rule has been
lifted and thousands of political prisoners released. Abiy,
42, rode the wave of anti-government unrest that originat-
ed in his Oromiya region. He was appointed by the ruling
Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front
(EPRDF) as it sought to ease ethnic tensions and appeal to
disaffected youth. The sweeping changes, however, have
lifted the lid on historic conflicts over land, resources and
local power. Underlying ethnic divides have also flared.
The Gedeo who have lived as minorities in modern-day
Oromiya for generations say that although they have been
subjected to violence by Oromos in the past, the worst
attacks began a day after Abiy took office.

Since then, Abiy has toured Ethiopia extensively, but
not visited the areas where the Gedeo and Oromo have
been fighting. He says unspecified “forces with the goal
of undermining peace and unity” are to blame for the
violence. But some critics say he has avoided tackling the
issue head on for fear of alienating his Oromo base. “It is
difficult for the people to rely on your rhetoric unless you
practically toil to bring lasting peace for all Ethiopians
irrespective of their ethnic or religious background,” a
diaspora group of Gedeos wrote recently in an open let-
ter to Abiy.

In a statement this week he acknowledged the mob
nature of some of the violence: “Changes have ... brought
mob justice, fuelled by some segments of the youth in
some areas, undermining rule of law.” The prime minister,
who has a doctorate in conflict resolution, has enjoyed
wide support since coming to office. Stickers bearing his
face are plastered on many vehicles in Addis Ababa and
other cities. “He will not want to rock that boat,” said a
Western diplomat in Addis Ababa, referring to the positive

response Abiy has received since taking office after three
years of street protests in which security forces killed hun-
dreds of people. “But he risks further destabilization if he
does not lay down the law.”

Risks
The violence in southern Ethiopia is one of several eth-

nic-based disputes nationwide. Tens of thousands remain
displaced by violence along the border between the
Oromiya and Somali regions. Oromos accuse a local
Somali paramilitary force of atrocities. This month, mobs
looted properties owned by minorities in the Somali
region’s capital Jijiga. The federal government said unrest
had been stoked by regional officials who had fallen out
with authorities in Addis Ababa.

Other incidents, though isolated, show the risks of
mob retaliation. Earlier this month a man was lynched
and left hanging upside down in a public square in the
Oromiya town of Shashemene by a mob who wrongly
suspected he was carrying a bomb. Police stood by idly,
according to an eyewitness. In June in the southern city
of Hawassa, several men from the Wolayta ethnic group
were burned alive by members of the rival Sidama eth-
nic group. According to witnesses interviewed by
Reuters, the men were targeted in a push by Sidamas to
form their own region.

The violence raises questions about the structure of the
state: a federal republic where regional boundaries were
redrawn on ethnic lines in 1994. Seizing power after a long
guerrilla war, the EPRDF said the arrangement it would
empower marginalized ethnic groups after centuries of
domination by Amharas. Critics say it has eroded national
unity. “The ethicized nature of our politics has emphasized
our differences for the last 27 years,” said opposition
politician Lidetu Ayalew. “We have to find a way out of this
if this country is to remain intact.”— Reuters

Ethnic violence 
has displaced 

nearly a million

One year on: Daily 
struggle makes 
Rohingyas forget 
wounds, worries
COX’S BAZAR: Rohingya labourer Jamal struggles to car-
ry bricks in the Bangladesh camp that is now home, having
lost an arm after being shot and left for dead fleeing an
attack in Myanmar one year ago. But like many who fled
the violent crackdown by Myanmar forces, the 20-year-
old has strived to rebuild his life since joining a million oth-
er stateless members of the Muslim minority in the world’s
largest refugee camp. 

“I try to make a habit of working with it but it’s chal-
lenging without my hand,” he told AFP, placing his check-
ered scarf over the scarred stump of his right arm. “I want
to earn some money and support my family. It feels good,”
said the expectant father, whose name was changed to
protect his identity. Many Rohingya have opened small
businesses or market stalls, or found work giving the
makeshift hillside shanties in Cox’s Bazar a greater sense
of permanence in recent months. 

The flimsy shacks and rancid toilets that overflowed as
waves of desperate refugees started pouring into
Bangladesh last August have been replaced by sturdier
structures. Paved roads and drainage canals now cross the
camps. For some, this has created opportunities for work
and a new sense of purpose after the unspeakable horrors
of Rakhine state in Myanmar.

Horror to hope  
Juhara, whose name was also changed, passes her days

carting water to thirsty bricklayers. She has just one hand
- the other was cleaved off in a raid on her village after the
August 25 clampdown started last year. Her husband and
parents were killed. The 40-year-old said she ran for her
life but was hunted down and savagely attacked. “I
couldn’t get away. I fell to the ground and they chopped
me,” she told AFP, gesturing to her arm and face, missing
an eye and badly disfigured from a deep machete wound.
In addition to her scars, she still suffers headaches in the
monsoon heat. The work, however menial, has allowed her
to support her niece and sister after losing her husband in
the brutal Myanmar campaign in which entire villages

were burned to the ground. The United Nations has
likened it to ethnic cleansing. The violence drove Furijullah
over the border, where he opened a barbershop in May,
taking loans from friends to buy supplies and offering
haircuts and shaves under a tarpaulin covering. His busi-
ness grew quickly, and he built a concrete floor and
installed a reinforced roof. But despite running a thriving
outfit - an enviable position in a sea of destitution - the
32-year-old barber pines for home. “This is just temporary.
I have no intention to stay here for any longer than I have
to,” he told AFP as he applied foam on a customer for a
cut-throat shave. “If we have peace, then we will go back.”

Touch of home
A year after the beginning of the worst refugee crisis in

decades, boredom and idleness stalks the gigantic settle-
ments in Bangladesh, where Rohingya are barred from local
schools and jobs. Hundreds of thousands of children have
not seen the inside of a classroom since crossing into the
country, putting them at huge risk of becoming a “lost gen-

eration”, warns the UN child agency UNICEF.  Arafat has
been reading any English book he can get his hands on to
try and keep up with his favourite subject. But the 18-year-
old feels himself slipping behind, jeopardizing his dreams of
becoming a teacher. “I would like learn, but there is no
school. I do not know what will happen in the future,” he
told AFP, hanging out in an alleyway with his friends.

Military checkpoints surround the claustrophobic
camps. More than 58,000 Rohingya have been caught try-
ing to leave since the August influx, local police said.
Among them was Shamsu Alam, a 28-year-old farmer and
father-of-three, desperate for work to supplement the
handouts of rice and lentils his family scrapes by on. He
tried to pick up casual work inside the camps but the com-
petition was fierce, forcing him to break the rules. Alam
was caught. “I have nothing to do here. We cannot go out-
side to work. I just want to do something,“ he complained.

Others have found purpose any way they can, small rit-
uals to stave off boredom and distract from the misery that
abounds in the sprawling camps. — AFP

Police break up 
landmark Turkish 
mothers’ protest
ISTANBUL: Istanbul police yesterday broke up a regular
demonstration by Turkish mothers remembering the disap-
pearance of relatives in the 1980s and 1990s, detaining
over 20 people as participants marked the 700th such
weekly protest. The mothers, known as the Saturday
Mothers (Cumatesi Anneleri in Turkish), have met on
Saturdays since May 27, 1995 in the heart of Istanbul,
remembering relatives who disappeared allegedly at the
hands of the state in one of modern Turkey’s most turbu-
lent periods.

Police used water cannon and fired tear gas canisters to
disperse the protest, an AFP photographer said. Turkish
media reports said that at least 23 people were detained,
with protesters seen grabbed by the police and roughly
taken away into waiting vans. Among those detained was
veteran Saturday Mothers protest leader Emine Ocak, who
reports said is aged 82. The crackdown by the police fol-
lowed an announcement by the authorities of the central
Beyoglu district where the rally is held that Saturday’s
demonstration would be banned.

It said that calls for the rally to take place had been
made on social media accounts linked to the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) and no application for
permission to hold it had been made. The disappearances
happened at the peak of the PKK insurgency demanding
self-rule in the Kurdish-dominated southeast. Tens of thou-
sands have lost their lives in the conflict that began in 1984
and continues to this day. The country was also wracked by

political instability and violence following the 1980 military
coup, with many detained for political activism.

Activists say the state has never properly investigated
the fate of those who disappeared after being detained by
the authorities. The Saturday Mothers group were unable
to hold their protests for a decade from 1999 to 2009 due
to repeated police interventions but they then resumed.

Police have since maintained a watchful presence at the
protests but this was the first time in recent years the
protest has been broken up. The forceful dispersion of the
rally comes two months after President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan won a new mandate with enhanced powers which
activists fear will be used to squeeze freedom of expres-
sion in Turkey. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: Turkish riot police detains protesters of Saturday Mothers group demonstration yesterday in Istanbul. — AFP 

UKHIA: Rohingya refugee volunteers walk along Balukhali refugee camp in Ukhia district near Cox’s Bazar. — AFP 


