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BEIRUT: President Bashar Al-Assad’s assault in the
northwest has been met with a painful rebel counter-
punch that underlines Turkish resolve to keep the area
out of his hands and shows why he will struggle to
take back more of Syria by force. More than two
months of Russian-backed operations in and around
Idlib province have yielded little or nothing for
Assad’s side. It marks a rare case of a military cam-
paign that has not gone his way since Russia inter-
vened in 2015. 

While resisting government attacks, the insurgents
have managed to carve out small advances of their
own, drawing on ample stocks of guided anti-tank
missiles that opposition and diplomatic sources say
have been supplied by Turkey. “They’re even target-
ing personnel with these missiles ... it means they are
comfortably supplied,” a rebel source said, speaking
on condition of anonymity because he was discussing
rebel military capabilities. Turkey’s foreign ministry
did not immediately respond to a request for com-
ment on reports that Ankara has stepped supplies of
arms to rebels. With Turkey committed to the rebels,
the battle for the northwest stands in stark contrast
to a campaign in the southwest a year ago, when
Western and Arab states stood by as Assad and his
Russian- and Iranian-backed allies took the area. De-
spite Russian backing in the latest fighting, questions
have arisen over whether Assad and his allies are en-
tirely on the same page when it comes to the north-
west, where Turkey has deployed forces in agreement
with Russia and Iran.

Moscow has appeared keen to preserve its ties
with Ankara even as its air force bombs in support of

Assad: Turkey says Russia has intervened to stop at-
tacks on Turkish forces from Syrian government-held
territory. And this time there has been no sign of a
major role for Iranian-backed Shiite forces that have
helped Assad to victories in parts of Syria that are of
greater interest to Iran, including territory near Iraq,
Lebanon and Israel. The capture of the southwest a
year ago remains Assad’s last big gain. The prospects
of further advances have been obstructed not only by
Turkish interests in the northwest but also the pres-
ence of US forces in the east and northeast. American
troops are still supporting Kurdish-led fighters fol-
lowing a reversal of President Donald Trump’s deci-
sion last December to pull them all out.

After more than eight years of war, this leaves
Syria carved up into areas of US, Russian, Turkish and
Iranian influence that seem unlikely to be stitched
back together any time soon. “We could see the front
lines harden and remain like that for some time, where
either the appetite or capability to fight through them
is not there on the part of the regime or its allies,” said
a Western diplomat speaking anonymously in order
to offer a candid assessment.

‘Bone-breaking battle’
The Idlib area is dominated by Tahrir al-Sham, the

jihadists formerly known as the Nusra Front. Pro-
scribed as a terrorist group by the UN Security
Council, the group has set aside past conflict with
Turkish-backed rebels to defend the northwest.
Colonel Mustafa Bakour, a commander in the Jaish al-
Izza rebel group, said coordination among rebels was
a major factor in foiling government attacks.

“I expect the battles to continue for a time be-
cause it has become a bone-breaking battle,” he said
in written answers to questions from Reuters. The
government campaign of air strikes and barrel bomb-
ing that began in late April was followed by the cap-
ture of around 20 villages. This led to a rebel
counter-attack in early June that seized ground the
government has been unable to recover. The Syrian
government has described its operations as a re-
sponse to militant violations of ceasefire agreements.

Russia says action was needed to stop attacks

from being launched from Idlib, including drone
strikes on its nearby air base. President Vladimir Putin
said in April a full-scale operation in Idlib was imprac-
tical for now. Though the government has not de-
clared the goals of the campaign, rebel sources
believe it was to capture two highways that pass
through rebel-held territory. Some 300,000 people
fleeing bombardment have moved towards the Turk-
ish border since April, prompting the United Nations
to warn that Idlib was on the brink of a “humanitarian
nightmare”. —Reuters

Assad hits a wall in Syrian 
war as front lines harden

Fighting brings no real gain for government

KHAN SHAYKHUN: Smoke billows after reported regime air strikes near Khan Sheikhun in Syria’s Idlib
province. —AFP

Huge fire erupts 
at power station 
outside Moscow
MOSCOW: A huge blaze broke out yester-
day at a gas-fired power station just outside
Moscow sending a plume of smoke and
flames 50 meters into the sky, Russian tele-
vision showed. The fire at Power Station No
27 broke out around 11:00 am around 20
kilometers from Moscow. The emergencies
ministry said that 11 people received medical
treatment including five people with minor
burns but no one was hospitalized. There was
no risk of the fire spreading to nearby resi-
dential areas, it said.

The energy ministry said a high-pressure
gas pipe supplying fuel was burning outside
the power station itself. Russian television re-
ported that the cause of the fire “could have
been an explosion”. The smoke and flames
were visible from the capital and the emer-
gencies ministry said that the fire blazed over
an area of 800 square meters (8,600 square
feet). The plume of fire subsided after author-

ities switched off the gas supply but black
smoke continued to billow as gas already re-
leased continued to burn. 

The emergencies ministry said the fire
would be localized shortly. One witness,
Sofiya Fesenko, watching the fire from her flat
in Mytishi, said on Russian television that hot
water flowed from cold taps after the fire
broke out.  “We saw smoke covering half the
sky,” she said. The emergency services sent in
helicopters to drop water and fire-fighting
trains to tackle the blaze, with more than 150
firefighters at the scene. Moscow Mayor
Sergei Sobyanin wrote on Twitter that the city
was sending 50 of its fire engines to the
power station. 

The authorities warned drivers not to use
nearby highways as the smoke hindered traf-
fic and one highway leading to Moscow’s ring
road was closed entirely. The power station
was built at the end of the Soviet era and
opened in 1996. Its four reactors supply part
of Moscow and the Moscow region with elec-
tricity and centralized hot water and heating.
The energy ministry said electricity supplies
to the public would not be affected and the
fire did not damage generation equipment at
the station. Russia is economically dependent
on its vast oil and gas reserves. —AFP 

Fierce storms tear 
through tourist 
area, killing six
THESSALONIKI: Six people died and at least
23 were injured as a fierce storm tore through
a beachfront in one of Greece’s top tourist
areas, terrifying thousands of holidaymakers
caught in the open, authorities said yesterday.
Six tourists including two children were
killed-two each from the Czech Republic,
Russia and Romania-in the northern region of
Halkidiki, near Greece’s second city Thessa-
loniki, in the storms late Wednesday. There
were reports on Thursday that a seventh body
had been recovered, but they have not yet
been confirmed.

“There was panic, people were howling and
running to hide inside,” said Haris Lazaridis,
owner of a tavern where a 54-year-old woman
from Romania and her son were killed when the
roof caved in. “For five minutes it was hellish,”
Lazaridis told AFP. He added that more than
100 people were sheltering under the roof
when it collapsed. In an emergency briefing,
government spokesman Stelios Petsas on
Thursday said the area had been hit by winds
of more than 100 kilometers an hour. 

Twenty-three people were still receiving

treatment in nearby hospitals, including a 72-
year-old woman in critical condition, he said.
Most of them are tourists, Petsas said, declining
to give nationalities. The seventh body recov-
ered Thursday is believed to belong to a miss-
ing fisherman. The freak storm only lasted
about 20 minutes, according to witnesses, but
it was enough to overturn cars, uproot trees
and balcony railings and cause mudslides.

Road access to part of Halkidiki was still
severed owing to a fallen high-voltage electric-
ity pylon, Petsas said, adding that restoring
power to the area could take another two days.
“It was a miracle that there weren’t more
deaths,” said 39-year-old Kyriakos
Athanasiadis, who is vacationing in the area.
“Nearly all the coastal restaurants were full, and
you could see large objects flying,” he told AFP.

One woman reportedly told hospital staff
she was picked up by the wind and thrown in a
garbage bin, which then rolled away.

‘Unprecedented phenomenon’    
On a beach in Sozopoli, the storm toppled

and ripped open a Czech family’s caravan,
killing an elderly couple in their seventies and
injuring their 48-year-old son and 19-year-old
grandson. “The wind picked up the caravan as
if it were a matchbox,” said Yiannis Karabourni-
otis, owner of a nearby tavern. “You cannot de-
scribe it. There used to be 50 pine trees around
my establishment. Most were uprooted or
snapped in two,” he said. —AFP


