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News in brief

Fearing attacks from above, 
Syrians head underground

Idlib residents bracing for Russian-backed government offensive 

Amiri withdraws candidacy 
ERBIL: Shiite militia leader Hadi Al-Amiri, one of the
most powerful figures in Iraq, withdrew his candida-
cy for prime minister yesterday, putting the country
one step closer to forming a government after
months of political stagnation. Amiri heads the Fatih
Aliance, an electoral bloc which came in second in
May’s inconclusive national election. His coalition
has been vying to build the largest bloc which would
form the government, with him as prime minister. “I
would like to announce to the dear Iraqi people the
withdrawal of my candidacy for prime minister, to
open the way for serious dialogue to elect a prime
minister and his government according to the vision
of the Supreme religious authority,” he said in a
news conference.— Reuters

Visa rules for gays 
HONG KONG: Hong Kong announced yesterday that
overseas same-sex partners would qualify for the right
to live and work in the city after a landmark court vic-
tory by a British lesbian earlier this year. It is a step
forward for LGBTQ rights in Hong Kong, which has
been criticized by campaigners for lagging behind on
equality issues. Under the revised immigration policy
which will come into force Wednesday, anyone who has
entered into a same-sex civil partnership, same-sex
civil union or same-sex marriage abroad could be eligi-
ble to apply for a dependant visa. But it added that a
valid marriage under Hong Kong law would still require
a couple to be heterosexual, saying there should not be
“any expectation” that the government would fully
legalize same-sex partnerships, which are currently
unrecognized.—AFP 

Decapitated policeman
LIBREVILLE: Amnesty International said yesterday it
has authenticated a video showing English-speaking
separatists in Cameroon with the decapitated head of a
policeman, and condemned a “horrific escalation of vio-
lence” in the anglophone regions. The video showed the
policeman’s head, with bruises on it, on blood-soaked
white cloth with what “could be his genitalia” placed
nearby, the rights group said in a statement. It said its
forensic experts had authenticated the clip, as well as
another believed to be continuation of the first, in which
a voice can heard saying that the separatists had taken
the officer’s rifle. Amnesty International said it was not
able to independently confirm the exact location where
the videos were shot, but analysis suggests it might be
in the area of Belo, in the North-West region.— AFP 

Zimbabwe MP walk out 
HARARE: Zimbabwean opposition lawmakers
walked out of President Emmerson Mnangagwa’s
state of the nation address to parliament yesterday,
signaling their lingering bitterness after losing a
disputed July 30 presidential and parliamentary
election. Members of Parliament from the
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC) that is
led by Nelson Chamisa heckled Mnangagwa when
he started reading his speech before filing out.
Chamisa - who is not a member of parliament and
lost a court challenge to Mnangagwa’s win last
month - maintains that he was cheated of victory by
the electoral board and says the 76-year-old presi-
dent lack legitimacy. After leaving parliament, the
MDC lawmakers broke into song denouncing the
ruling ZANU-PF party.—Reuters

KAFR AIN, Syria: The grotto in northwestern Syria has
already saved his children’s lives once. Fearing more air
attacks, Abdulmonem is expanding the makeshift bomb
shelter in case they need to take refuge there again.
Residents of Idlib province
and surrounding areas have
been bracing themselves for a
Russian-backed government
offensive on the country’s
largest remaining rebel-held
zone. Some three million peo-
ple live in the area and the
United Nations has warned
that a full-scale regime
assault could spark the cen-
tury’s worst humanitarian
catastrophe. Residents’ fears
have been heightened by Russian and Syrian air strikes,
artillery fire and barrel bombs that have killed more than
30 civilians across the province in the past month,
according to the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights.
Sat outside the craggy cave opening in his hometown of
Kafr Ain, in Idlib’s south, Abdulmonem Sheikh Jassem
explains how he is trying to keep his family safe. “About
10 days ago, we started digging out, expanding, and
equipping the cave in case there’s new bombing,” says
Jassem, a 55-year-old former truck driver.

Citing a bad back and knee problems, he has hired a
laborer to transform the grotto into a full shelter.
Working by the dim light filtering in through the mouth
of the cave, the elderly worker chips away at the rock
face with a pickaxe to widen the cramped space. The
builder’s two scrawny children, covered in a thick layer
of dust, move rocks torn loose from the wall to a wheel-
barrow outside, which they periodically dump in the
nearby hills. “We’re expanding it out, then we’ll paint it
and put stairs at the entrance so you can go up and
down easily,” says Jassem, who has four daughters and
two sons of his own. Two years ago, Jassem and his family

rushed to the very same cave to hide from an incoming
regime helicopter. “Our house was demolished but we
were in the cave, thank God, so no one was wounded or
hurt,” he says, his coarse salt-and-pepper hair tapering

down into stubble on his
tanned, wrinkled face. “I’m the
most scared for my children,”
he says. “Fear is normal for
those who have a family.”
Syria’s conflict erupted in
2011.  Within four years,
rebels and hardline jihadists
had overrun swathes of terri-
tory, including Idlib province.
But since then, government
troops have made a fierce
comeback and recaptured

nearly two-thirds of the country, bolstered by Syrian and
Russian warplanes. The regime’s use of air raids across
Syria has sent residents fleeing to basements or caves,
even forcing hospitals, community centers and schools to
move underground.

Medics in rural parts of Idlib have done the same. On
September 8, an underground hospital on the outskirts
of Hass in the south of the province was damaged by an
air strike, according to the Observatory. A recent wave
of strikes near the town of Hobeit further south sent
Abu Mohammad, his uncle and his young cousins into
their homemade bomb shelter, he said. The family dug
out the large cellar during the early years of Syria’s war.
The floors and walls have been smoothed over with
concrete and painted, and several fluorescent bulbs
cast a blue-white light into the room. A shelf carved
into one wall holds water and jars of pickles and other
preserves. 

Stocking up
“The bombing got worse on this area because it’s

close to regime territory in northern Hama province,”

just south of Idlib, says Abu Mohammad, 25. “We had
to clean the shelter out again, bring preserves and
everything we might need so that we won’t have to go
back up to the house.” The UN has urged the conflict’s
top powerbrokers-Russia, fellow regime ally Iran, and
rebel backer Turkey-to engage in talks to avoid a
“bloodbath” in Idlib.  Bombardment has slowed over
the past week, and on Friday, Russian Foreign Minister

Sergei Lavrov denied that Syrian troops were planning
a major offensive on Idlib. For eight-year-old Omran, a
cousin of Abu Mohammad, the most important thing is
being able to go to school safely. The threat of air
attacks has prevented the dark-eyed boy going to class
for more than a week.  “I have lots of friends who have
been wounded and some of them died,” says Omran. “I
want to read, write, and go to school every day.” —AFP 

KAFR ‘AYN, Syria: A child carries stones out of a cave that is being dug in the Syrian village of Kafr Ain in the southern
countryside of the rebel-held Idlib province. Residents of Idlib province and surrounding areas have been bracing
themselves for a Russian-backed government offensive on the country’s largest remaining rebel-held zone. —AFP 

Assault could
spark ‘worst 
catastrophe’

SEOUL: Summits between North and South Korea are
closely watched for both spectacular symbolism-on
grand display at the Panmunjom summit in April-and
smaller hints of meaning. Yesterday’s meeting between
the South’s President Moon Jae-in and the North’s
leader Kim Jong Un-their third so far this year, but
Moon’s first trip to Pyongyang as president-was no
exception. Here are five things we have learned so far.

Sister act
Kim’s younger sister Yo Jong, whom he sent to the

South’s Winter Olympics as his special envoy, has
emerged as one of his closest advisers and is regularly
seen at his side at public events. But she is developing a
tendency to stray into shot. At the first Panmunjom
summit, she walked behind Moon and her brother, who
were otherwise alone on the red carpet, until she sud-
denly peeled away. And again at Pyongyang airport she
briefly joined them on a platform where they were to
watch a welcome ceremony, before drifting into the
cameras’ vision several times as the two leaders and
their wives made their way past well-wishers.

Field of view
All major South Korean television channels carried

wall-to-wall coverage of Moon’s arrival in Pyongyang,
showing the airport events live and then switching to
studio commentary and discussion until the next

footage appeared. But the North’s media is tightly con-
trolled, even when reporting events in the country itself,
and often eschews live broadcasts, preferring to show
recorded footage. As Kim and Moon embraced on the
tarmac the North’s main state television channel
showed only a test card, with eight unchanging vertical
blocks of color. 

Disputed islands 
The unification flags waved by North Koreans at the

airport showed a map of the peninsula, clearly including
Dokdo, islands controlled by Seoul but claimed by
Tokyo. When similar flags were used ahead of the
Winter Olympics in the South, Japan swiftly protested,
and Seoul rapidly came up with an alternative version
without the blue specks. But Pyongyang is strongly
nationalistic and constantly denounces Japan’s 20th-
century colonization of the peninsula and its wartime
atrocities. A weekend commentary on the official
KCNA news agency condemned Tokyo as a “political
dwarf”, adding that Pyongyang was “keenly watching
Japan adding more crimes to the past ones and will
have Japan pay dearly for them”.

Domestic bliss
In their constitutions both North and South Korea

claim sovereignty over the whole of the peninsula. The
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea and Republic of
Korea-the North and South’s official names-were
founded 70 years ago but each still technically regards
the other as an illegal entity. Relations between them
are handled by Seoul’s unification ministry and
Pyongyang’s Committee for the Peaceful Reunification
of the Country, rather than their foreign ministries. As
such, a journey between them would not be regarded

as an international flight. And when Kim stepped onto
the tarmac to welcome Moon, he emerged from a door
marked “Domestic departure”.

Bait and switch
Kim and Moon got into separate vehicles at

Pyongyang airport before driving away. But by the time
the convoy arrived at the Paekhwawon State
Guesthouse where Moon and his closest advisers are
staying-the name means “100 different flowers bloom”-
they were in the same open-topped car. It later
emerged that they had switched vehicles on the edge of
the city and paraded together past thousands of citizens
lined up along the streets. “Reunification of the coun-
try!” the crowds chanted in unison, as the motorcade
drove past the Kumsusan Palace where Kim’s predeces-
sors-his father and grandfather-lie in state.—AFP 

PYONGYANG: Kim Jung-sook (right), wife of South Korean
President Moon Jae-in, talks with Ri Sol Ju (left), wife of
North Korean leader Kim Jong Un during a visit to the Kim
Won-gyun Conservatory in Pyongyang yesterday on the
sidelines of the inter-Korean summit. — AFP

Five things about 
the Korea summit 

BEIRUT: Syria’s jihadist-dominated Idlib province is the last
major area remaining mostly out of regime control after more
than seven years of civil war. The northeastern province is
home to some three million people-around half of them dis-
placed from other parts of the country that have been recap-
tured by advancing Russian-backed Syrian regime forces.
Here is some background.

Falls in 2015
The province shares a border with rebel-backer Turkey and

is also adjacent to Latakia, a regime stronghold on the
Mediterranean coast that is home to President Bashar Al-Assad’s
clan. Before fighting broke out in 2011, most of Idlib’s inhabitants
worked in agriculture, mainly growing cotton and cereals, or
commuted to neighboring Aleppo province. In March 2015 a
coalition of Islamist fighters including some linked to Al-Qaeda
seized the provincial capital.

Hardliners come out on top 
Hardcore Islamists and jihadist factions have since over-

powered more moderate rebels. Around 60 percent of Idlib is
controlled by Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), led by Syria’s for-
mer Al-Qaeda affiliate, with other hardliners also present.  The
rest is held by the National Liberation Front (NLF), an alliance
formed in August that merged Islamist groups Ahrar Al-Sham
and Nureddine Al-Zinki with other rebel factions. The NLF,
which has Turkey’s backing, is meant to counter the growing
power of HTS.

Dumping ground 
Idlib province and adjacent slivers of opposition territory

count some three million residents. They include tens of thou-
sands of rebels and civilians transferred since 2014 from for-
mer opposition bastions recaptured by the regime in notorious
“reconciliation” deals. The United Nations has warned that, in
case of a massive regime assault to take back the province,
there is “no other Idlib” for the province’s residents to flee to.

Chemical attacks
Government forces have been accused of several chemical

attacks in Idlib. A UN commission has found that helicopters
from two regime-controlled air bases had dropped chlorine-
filled barrel bombs on two Idlib villages in 2014 and 2015. In
October 2016 the commission concluded that the army also
carried out a chemical attack, probably with chlorine, at a third
village in 2015. A sarin gas attack in April 2017 hit the town of
Khan Sheikhun, killing 83 people, according to the UN. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said 87 died, including
more than 30 children. The UN blamed the government, which
has consistently denied responsibility.

From de-escalation to new target
In 2017 Idlib province was one of four “de-escalation”

zones established by the three main power brokers of Syria’s
conflict-Russia, Iran and Turkey-in a bid to reduce violence.
However, in December, government forces backed by Russian
air power launched an offensive to recapture its southeast.

After weeks of intense fighting they had control of dozens of
villages and towns, and the military airport of Abu Duhur. The
province became a priority for the government after its
Russia-backed victories against rebel holdouts in Eastern
Ghouta, near Damascus, and in the south earlier this year.
“Now Idlib is our goal,” Assad said on July 26.

Buffer zone agreed
On August 9 government forces shelled some areas and

dropped leaflets urging people to surrender. Russian air raids
struck the province over several days from September 7, rais-
ing fears that an all-out assault was imminent. In apparent
breakthrough after a flurry of meetings between key players in
the conflict, regime ally Russia and rebel backer Turkey
announced on September 17 a deal to create a demilitarized
buffer zone in the province. The agreement, which would sep-
arate rebel and regime forces, meant there would be no mili-
tary action against Idlib, Russian Defence Minister Sergei
Shoigu said.— AFP 

Idlib: Last Syrian 
rebel stronghold

BINNISH: Syrians dance, chant slogans and strike drums while others wave flags of Turkey and the opposition, as
they protest against the Syrian government during a demonstration in Binnish in the rebel-held northern Idlib
province late on September 17, 2018. —AFP 


