
ARBIN: Regime air strikes killed 28 civilians in a rebel
enclave near Damascus yesterday as Syria’s seven-year-
old conflict raged on several fronts with non-combatants
paying a heavy price. The region of Eastern Ghouta is
home to an estimated 400,000 people living under a crip-
pling government siege that has made food and medicine
almost impossible to acquire. The area has been designat-
ed as one of four de-esca-
lation zones in Syria, but
residents there have been
facing escalating bombard-
ment in recent weeks.
“Dozens of air strikes hit
several areas in Eastern
Ghouta,” said Rami Abdel
Rahman, head of the
Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human
Rights monitor.

The deadliest raids yes-
terday hit a market in the
town of Beit Sawa, killing
10 civilians including two children. Another nine civilians,
two of them children and one a local rescue worker, were
killed in Arbin. Nine more civilians died in strikes across
the rest of the besieged region, and dozens more people
were wounded, the Observatory said.  

The barrage of bombardment came as the United
Nations children’s agency warned of the dire risks to chil-
dren in the Middle East’s war zones.  At least 83 children
were killed in conflicts across the region in January includ-
ing 59 in Syria alone. And four Syrian children were among
at least 16 refugees who froze to death in a snowstorm as
they tried to flee to neighboring Lebanon. 

Sobbing silently 
In Arbin yesterday, an AFP correspondent saw the life-

less bodies of young children laid out on the floor in the
local hospital. One of the dead was a member of a volun-
teer rescue force in the town, and a group of his col-
leagues could be seen crying over him. Outside, a man sat

sobbing silently atop a pile of rubble after having lost two
of his family members in the raids. AFP correspondents
reported that air strikes began at around 10:00 am yester-
day, and airplanes could still be heard circling above in the
afternoon.  

In apparent retaliation, rockets and mortars rained
down on government-controlled districts of Damascus,

Syria’s state news
agency SANA reported.
One woman was killed
and four people were
wounded in mortar fire
on the Bab Touma neigh-
borhood and the capital’s
Mariamite Cathedral, a
Greek Orthodox church,
a police source told the
agency. Another person
was killed and nine peo-
ple wounded in rocket
fire on the regime-held
part of Harasta district.

Syria’s war has killed more than 340,000 people and dis-
placed millions since it began in March 2011 with the bru-
tal repression of anti-government protests.

Chlorine accusations
Eastern Ghouta is supposed to be one of four de-esca-

lation zones agreed last year by rebel ally Turkey and gov-
ernment supporters Iran and Russia. But violence has
ramped up there in recent weeks, with at least 11 civilians
killed in raids on the district on Friday. This month alone,
chlorine is suspected of having been used on two occa-
sions in munitions launched by the regime on Eastern
Ghouta, causing respiratory problems among civilians.
Accusations of toxic gas use have also come from Idlib, an
opposition-controlled province in the country’s northwest
that also falls in a de-escalation zone. 

Syrian troops have pressed a fierce offensive on Idlib
for more than a month with air cover from Russian war-
planes. Nearly a dozen people were treated for breathing

difficulties on Sunday after Syrian government raids on the
town of Saraqeb, the Observatory said.  Mohammad
Ghaleb Tannari, a doctor in a nearby town, said his hospi-
tal had treated 11 people.

“All the cases we received had symptoms consistent
with inhaling the toxic gas chlorine, including exhaus-
tion, difficulty breathing, and coughing,” he said. The

United Nations has found that Syria’s government car-
ried out chlorine gas attacks in 2014 and 2015 and also
used sarin against a town in Idlib last year.  Syria’s gov-
ernment has vehemently denied ever using chemical
weapons. Another 16 civilians were killed across south-
ern parts of Idlib on Sunday, the Observatory said in an
updated toll. —AFP
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Syrians suffer breathing difficulties after strikes
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HALABJA: Islamic State may be on the wane in Iraq
and Syria but for Iran, the threat is still strong, centred
on Kurdish communities along the Iraq-Iran border
where militants have operated in recent years. The
locals even have a nickname for the area, “Tora Bora”,
after the mountain hideout Al-Qaeda leader Osama
bin Laden fled to after the United States invaded
Afghanistan in 2001, a senior Iraqi security official in
the border region said.

In late January, three Revolutionary Guards were
killed in the Bamo region fighting 21 Islamic State mili-
tants who had sneaked in from Iraq. Three militants
detonated suicide vests and two others were killed in
the clash, the Guards said. Days earlier, Iran’s intelli-
gence ministry found a weapons cache in the town of
Marivan on the Iranian side of the border that includ-
ed TNT, C4, electronic detonators, grenades, ammuni-
tion clips for AK-47 machine guns and rocket pro-
pelled grenades.

The clash and discovery indicate that Islamic State
still has the ability to penetrate the tightly controlled
security net of the Islamic Republic, which has largely
managed to avoid the devastation wrought by the
group in neighboring countries. “Today (Islamic State)
does not control a country ... in order to assert that
they exist, they may carry out an attack any day,”
Hossein Dehghan, a former defense minister and now
an adviser to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei,
said in a recent interview with the semi-official Tasnim
news agency.

Halabja, the largest town on the Iraqi side, is most
often remembered for a chemical attack ordered by
then-President Saddam Hussein in 1988 which left
thousands dead. The presence of religious militants in
the area around the town is not new: at the city’s
entrance hang portraits of Iraqi Kurdish security
forces, known as Peshmerga, killed in the battle against
Islamic State. Prior to the US-led invasion of Iraq in
2003, Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, the jihadist largely
blamed for stoking a civil war between Iraq’s Sunnis
and Shi’ites, led a group in the area called Ansar al-
Islam, which merged with Islamic State in 2014.

Many of the Iranian and Iraqi Kurds now fighting
with Islamic State are part of a second generation of
militants largely influenced by Zarqawi’s deadly lega-
cy, Iraqi security officials and Peshmerga commanders
familiar with the matter say. Sunni IS militants see
Shi’ites, who make up the majority of Iran’s popula-
tion, as apostates and have repeatedly threatened to
carry out attacks in the Islamic Republic. Kurds make
up about ten percent of Iranians and are predomi-
nantly Sunni. Hamai Hama Seid, a senior Peshmerga
commander and member of the Iraqi Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK) party, said Kurdish IS militants take
advantage of their knowledge of the language and
region as well as strong cross-border ties.

“There are definitely ties between the Iranian and
Iraqi extremists on the two sides of the border,” Seid
told Reuters in the Iraqi border village of Tawila, only
a few hundred meters from the Iranian border. He
added:  “The militants exploited this area because it’s
mountainous, difficult and wooded.” Many of the
young men are poorly educated and have few eco-
nomic opportunities, allowing extremist recruiters to
flourish, Iraqi security officials and Peshmerga com-
manders say. Iranian authorities say the arms cache
found on the border was going to be used to attack
civilians in public areas, a follow-up to the shocking
assault on the parliament in Tehran and the mausoleum
of the founder of Iran’s revolution, Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, last June that left at least 18 people dead
and dozens wounded. — Reuters
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IDLIB, Syria: Syrian emergency services search for members of four families reportedly stuck under the
rubble of a six-storey building that collapsed following Syrian government air strikes in Idlib. —AFP 

Yemen’s army 
makes a push 
for Sanaa on 
mountain frontline 
NIHM: Ignoring the rumble of heavy
artillery, Yemeni commander Nasr Al-
Dibani points at Houthi bases from a
jagged clifftop, outlining his push to break
a grinding stalemate on the frontline out-
side Sanaa. “Whoever controls Nihm con-
trols Sanaa,” Dibani, flanked by armed loy-
alists, said from atop a newly captured hill,
Al-Humra, on the outskirts of the Yemeni
capital. Backed by air support from the
Saudi-led coalition, the Yemeni army in
recent months has toppled multiple Houthi
rebel bases on Nihm, a rugged chain of
cloud-cutting mountains on the eastern
edge of Sanaa, which has been held by the
insurgents since September 2014.

A bloody battleground, Nihm is a key
gateway to the capital, which still remains
elusive with the Yemeni military advance
impeded by the treacherous mountain ter-
rain and thousands of land mines planted
by the Iran-backed rebels. “What is a big-

ger enemy-the Houthis or the terrain? I say
both,” said Dibani, clutching a walkie-
talkie as he pointed at surrounding Houthi
territory below during a press tour organ-
ized by the coalition. Dibani said his army
stormed many Houthi hideouts on foot,
using donkeys to carry supplies before a
months-long engineering effort to pave a
moonscape of rutted mountain tracks. Now
pick-up trucks carry equipment, fuel and
supplies to captured outposts, in a bone-
jarring ascent. 

Sanaa, less than 30 miles away, remains
stubbornly out of reach despite the recent
gains, highlighting the complexities of
Yemen’s tangled conflict. “Nihm’s rugged
mountains make it quite difficult for even
the most technologically proficient armies
to make progress,” Adam Baron, a Yemen
expert at the European Council on Foreign
Relations said. “This makes it unlikely-
though not impossible-that there will be
any dramatic shifts for the time being, even
if both sides of this conflict see Nihm as
one of the most strategically important
battlefields in Yemen.”

A fight to the death
Further complicating the war, the

Yemen army led by President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi is now distracted by the
emergence of a new battlefront against
southern secessionists who last week

seized the port city of Aden. Yemen’s civil
war took a dramatic turn in December
when Houthi rebels killed Ali Abdullah
Saleh, the country’s toppled ex-president,
punishing him for switching sides and
seeking peace with the Saudi-led coalition.
But the soldiers at Al-Humra seem unfazed.
Dibani used a knife to rip open a rock-
shaped anti-tank mine that blended in with
the dun-colored landscape. Hundreds of
such mines were defused on Al-Humra
alone, he said.

In a small hole punched in the moun-
tainside, used as a Houthi sniper nest, he
pulled out discarded Islamic literature, cig-
arettes, fruit juice and cans of cream
cheese and a condiment made from sesame
seeds.  “They eat like us. They are human,”
Dibani joked. A foul stench came from
another sniper nest, raising fears there was
a dead Houthi inside. “These men fought till
their death, unwilling to surrender,” Dibani
said.  A discarded pamphlet-embossed
with images of university graduates and
smiling youths-which was apparently air-
dropped by coalition jets during the fight,
read: “Oh happy people of Yemen, Iran
only wants the destruction of this Arab
nation. Put your hands in the hands of the
legitimate government of Yemen.”

‘Honour and revenge’
Dibani’s men-including teachers,

lawyers and PhD holders who took up
arms-insist they are capable of a swift
advance to dislodge the rebels from Sanaa,
but they are restrained by the need to pre-
vent civilian casualties. “We don’t want to
capture Sanaa at the cost of burning the
city,” Dibani said. “Our families, our rela-
tives, our brothers are inside.”

The United Nations accuses both sides
of doing little to prevent civilian casualties,
and plunging the country into chaos,
famine and disease. Dibani said ordinary
Yemenis are so inured to tragedies that
death no longer gives pause. He insisted on
pushing ever closer to the city, in the hope
of pressuring the Houthis to surrender and
commit to negotiations. But that may be
wishful thinking, analysts warn. “This is
because the tribes surrounding Sanaa have
fluid allegiances,” Elisabeth Kendall, a
Yemen scholar at Oxford University said.
“It’s also because the Houthis will not sim-
ply surrender, irrespective of superior
Saudi fire power. 

This is about honor and revenge, and not
necessarily about military logic.” Dibani
insists they have no choice in the face of an
intractable enemy unwilling to engage. He
cited a recent encounter between one of his
men who seized a walkie talkie abandoned
by the Houthis on a captured mountain and
a rebel on the other side. —AFP


