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MAARET AL-NUMAN: Sitting inside his bull-
dozer in embattled northwest Syria, civil defense
worker Bassel Al-Rihani quietly maneuvers a
giant shovel through red earth to dig a grave for
whoever is killed next. The Idlib region of some
three million people has suffered increased
regime and Russian air strikes in recent weeks,
with hundreds of civilians killed since late April.

To keep up, civil defense workers known as
the White Helmets are digging graves in ad-
vance, to ensure funerals are swift and the few
who attend are not killed at the cemetery.

“We’re digging graves, preparing them, we
don’t even know for who,” said the gravedigger
in the town of Maaret Al-Noman, which has
been repeatedly hit by bombardment in recent
weeks. “We could be digging one for me, my
brother, my father, my friend — God only
knows,” said the 25-year-old father of five.

Using a bulldozer allows him to finish a grave
in less than ten minutes, he explained, instead of
toiling away for up to three hours at risk from
jets in the sky.”We get them ready so when there
are war planes all over, we can bury people as
fast as possible, because often cemeteries are
targeted,” Rihani said.

Idlib, one of the last regions in war-torn Syria
to resist government control, is supposed to be
protected by a September buffer zone deal co-
signed by regime ally Russia and rebel backer
Turkey. But a spike in air raids, shelling, and
rocket fire by the regime and Russia has since
late April hit the region. Idlib has been domi-
nated since January by an alliance led by Syria’s
former Al-Qaeda affiliate.

‘We buried her quickly’ 
The violence has killed more than 360 civil-

ians, including 80 children, the Syrian Observa-
tory for Human Rights says, and caused tens of
thousands to flee their homes. On Monday, Mo-
hammad Turman, 21, buried his two-year-old
daughter Fatima. The young father was out buy-
ing vegetables when a regime air raid hit his
family home in the village of Maar Shureen. 

He rushed home and extracted Fatima from
the rubble, but she died shortly after arriving at
the hospital. Turman brought her home to clean
her body, and allow the family to say a prayer.
“We buried her quickly. We weren’t even able to
say goodbye properly,” he said. “There were
very few of us. People were too scared of the
planes.”

Back in Maaret Al-Noman, Rihani said funer-
als today are much simpler and smaller than be-
fore the eight-year war. Today, there is little
money to spend on proper tombs and hardly
anyone dares venture out to pay their respects.
“Before the war, half the town would turn up if
someone was buried, but now it’s just four to five
relatives,” the rescue worker said. Victims are
sometimes unrecognizable — burnt, or torn to
pieces — and often buried en masse, different
generations of the same family together.

‘Have they no conscience?’ 
Rihani said he was once burying a close

friend’s nephew after he was killed in an air
strike, when someone ran up urging him to stop.
The nephew’s father had died of his wounds and

should be buried with him, he was told. “I’d been
digging a single grave, but then I had to make it
wider to fit both father and son,” Rihani said.

Outside the village of Kafr Aweid last week,
a dozen men gathered to bury their loved ones
on the edge of a field of tall dry grass. Residents
were supposed to mark the Islamic holiday of
Eid Al-Fitr, but instead air strikes and shelling by
regime forces had hit the town, killing 10 civil-
ians. By a deep burial pit, one man comforted
another, his face contorted with emotion and his
long robe streaked with dried blood.

Under a tree, one family cradled a small,
blood-stained cardboard box. Inside lay the scant
remains of four-year-old Yamen, including the lit-
tle boy’s dust-covered head. Yamen’s grandfather
sat legs sprawled on the ground, stooped over the
precious package. “Where is humanity? Have
they no conscience?” he cried, gesturing towards
the sky. Nearby, men interred bodies wrapped in
blankets, each grave sealed off with slim concrete
blocks. The large metal blade of a bulldozer then
dropped mounds of fresh earth over their tombs,
laying them to rest. — AFP

Hounded by war planes, Syrians 
digging Idlib graves in advance

‘We could be digging one for me, my brother, my father, my friend’

A small group of mourners gather around a cardboard box containing the remains of a child killed in an
aerial bombardment in the country’s northern Idlib province before the victim’s burial on June 5, 2019, on
the outskirts of the village of Kafr Aweid. — AFP 

KHARTOUM: A US special envoy
was set to meet Sudan’s top military
ruler yesterday to push for a “peace-
ful” solution to the standoff between
protesters and generals following a
deadly crackdown on demonstrators.
The diplomatic push comes after pro-
testers demanding civilian rule called
off a nationwide civil disobedience
campaign and agreed to resume talks
with the generals who ousted veteran
leader Omar Al-Bashir in April.

Traffic jams returned to downtown
Khartoum and some shops in the
capital’s famous gold market began to
reopen on Thursday as more resi-
dents and office employees ventured
out. Fewer troops and members of the
feared paramilitary Rapid Support
Forces, who protesters and rights
groups accuse of leading the June 3
crackdown on demonstrators, were
on the streets, according to an AFP
correspondent who toured parts of
the capital.

Several parts of the city suffered
electricity cuts early yesterday, while
internet services remained erratic.
“Today is my first day to work after
the campaign ended but I’m not in the
mood to work,” said Suheir Hassan, an
employee at a government office. “Be-
cause, on my way I passed by the sit-
in area and remembered that all those
voices who used to chant revolution-
ary slogans have now disappeared.”

Protesters ended their disobedi-
ence campaign late on Tuesday and
agreed to hold fresh talks with the rul-
ing generals following mediation led
by Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed. Demonstrators had launched
the strike after men in military fatigues
launched a brutal crackdown on a sit-
in by thousands of people outside the
army headquarters last week, killing
dozens of people.

Protesters brief US envoys 
In a bid to reach a swift solution to

the crisis, Washington, which has con-
sistently pushed for civilian-led rule
following Bashir’s ouster, on Wednes-
day appointed veteran diplomat Don-
ald Booth as special envoy to Sudan.
Booth was due to hold talks with Gen-
eral Abdel Fattah al-Burhan, head of
the ruling military council, to help craft
a “peaceful solution” to the crisis that
has rocked the northeast African
country, Washington said.

Booth, who previously served as
special envoy to Sudan and South
Sudan during the administration of
former president Barack Obama, ar-
rived in Khartoum on Wednesday
along with Assistant Secretary of
State for Africa Affairs Tibor Nagy.
He and Nagy held a series of meet-
ings with Sudanese officials and
protest leaders. The Alliance for
Freedom and Change umbrella
protest movement said that its lead-
ers briefed the two US officials on
the need for a transparent investiga-
tion in the June 3 killings.

They also called for the withdrawal
of “militias” from the streets in Khar-
toum and other towns, an end to the
internet blockade and establishment
of a civilian administration, it said in a

statement. Protest leader Madani
Abbas Madani told reporters that the
US officials told them that Washington
“backed the Ethiopian mediation” to
arrive at a solution. Booth and Nagy
are later expected to travel to Addis
Ababa to discuss the Sudan crisis with
Ethiopian leaders and the African
Union.

Demand for guarantees 
Yesterday, the US diplomats are

also expected to meet diplomats of

Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates
and Egypt in Khartoum. Experts say
the three regional Arab nations appear
to back the generals even as Western
countries push for a civilian-led admin-
istration in Sudan. Days after Bashir’s
overthrow, Saudi Arabia and the UAE
offered a three-billion-dollar aid pack-
age to Khartoum, including a $500
million cash injection into the central
bank to help support the Sudanese
pound which has plunged since last
year against the dollar.—AFP 

US envoy pushes for
‘peaceful’ Sudan solution

KHARTOUM: African union envoy to Sudan Mohamed Al-Hacen Lebatt (L) gives a
press conference. — AFP 


