
HARBANOUSH, Syria: Syria’s war robbed 83-year-
old Abderrazaq Khatoun of 13 of his children and one of
his wives, but he was forced to overcome his grief
quickly to raise 11 orphaned grandchildren.

In an encampment in Syria’s last major rebel bastion
of Idlib, the patriarch says he wears the nickname of
“father of the martyrs” with pride, and will do every-
thing to prepare the children for a better future.
Displaced from his native home in central Hama
province, Khatoun and 30 surviving family members
have pitched four tents on a strip of land surrounded by
olive trees in the village of Harbanoush. Inside one of
the tents, Khatoun sat on a long thin mattress, his
grandchildren aged from one to 14 huddled around him
poring over schoolbooks. “What did you study today?”
he asked the oldest among the boys and girls. “Did you
learn the lesson?”  “We did,” they replied in enthusiastic
unison. Before the war, Khatoun was a farmer and the
proud father of 27 children, born from three different
wives and some already well into adulthood.

But Syria’s conflict, which enters its eleventh year
this month, has torn away a huge chunk of his family for
good. “Since the onset of the revolution, I have given
seven martyrs,” he said, referring to seven of his sons
who died fighting in rebel ranks against government
forces. Then air strikes on a petrol station in the town of
Saraqeb, where his family had found shelter from
advancing regime troops, piled more tragedy on his
family. “I lost seven more members of my family-my
wife and children,” he said, adding that some of his off-
spring were small children.

‘Sacrifice’ 
His eyes brimmed with tears as he pulled out his

smartphone and played footage of rescue workers
searching the rubble in the aftermath of that strike. “In
an instant, I lost them all,” said Khatoun, struggling to
remember the exact date of the tragedy.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based war monitor, says a deadly air raid by regime ally
Russia hit a petrol station in the town in January 2020.
Syria’s war has killed more than 387,000 people and

displaced more than half the country’s pre-war popula-
tion since it started in 2011 with anti-government
protests.

But Khatoun says he has no regrets. “Losing children
is devastating, but defending your land requires sacri-
fice and I’m proud of them,” he said of his sons who
died on the battlefield. 

“They were in the flower of their youth.”
He hopes one day, justice will be done for his sons. In

the meanwhile, “I will teach their children that sacrifice

is necessary to defend what is right and demand a dig-
nified life,” he said. Today the Damascus government
controls more than 60 percent of Syria after a string of
Russia-backed victories against jihadists and rebels
since 2015. But a ceasefire has since March 2020 large-
ly held in the jihadist-dominated region of Idlib, where
two thirds of 2.9 million inhabitants have been displaced
from other parts of the country.

‘Tales of their fathers’ 
Inside one of the family tents, Khatoun’s 11 grand-

children crouched in a circle for a meal of flatbread,
olives, and dried thyme drenched in olive oil. The 14-
year-old, clutching a toddler on her knee, passed
around the bread.

Behind them, some towels hung on a line strung
across the canvas wall. “Some days we go hungry, and
some days we eat,” said Khatoun, explaining that he
was too old to work. But he said he would do anything
for his grandchildren. I hope “they live happy lives and
that they remember the tales of their fathers sacrificing
themselves to defend the land,” he said.

I want them to “have a house, not a tent, and a car to
travel around in,” he said. “I won’t deprive them of any-
thing as long as I live.” Batoul, one of his widowed
daughters-in-law helps him look after the children, after
some of his surviving children left war-torn Syria seek-
ing a better life in neighboring Turkey and Lebanon.
“We have suffered a lot,” she said, mourning her late
husband. But “my father-in-law tries hard to provide us
with a dignified life.” — AFP
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IDLIB, Syria: Abderrazaq Khatoun, helps his 11 orphaned grandchildren with their school work, inside a tent in an
encampment in the village of Harbanoush, in the northern countryside of Syria’s northwestern province of Idlib. —AFP

TRIPOLI: Libya’s interim prime minister Abdul Hamid Dbeibah drinks coffee as he arrives to deliver a
speech at a national conference on the COVID-19 pandemic, at a conference hall in the capital Tripoli,
on Saturday. — AFP

New Libya PM 
slams outgoing 
govt over COVID
TRIPOLI: Libya’s interim prime minister Abdul Hamid
Dbeibah criticised on Saturday the outgoing govern-
ment’s management of the coronavirus outbreak and
the delayed delivery of vaccines, promising to tackle
the crisis.  “The people are very unhappy with the
measures taken... against this illness,” said Dbeibah in
the capital Tripoli at the opening of a national confer-
ence on managing the health crisis. 

Dbeibah was named interim premier under a UN-
sponsored transitional political process and is set to be
sworn in today after parliament approved his pro-
posed cabinet this week. His government is tasked with
unifying the country’s divided institutions after a
decade of conflict and ensuring a transition toward
elections scheduled for December.

Oil-rich Libya descended into chaos after dictator
Muammar Gaddafi was toppled and killed in a NATO-
backed uprising in 2011, resulting in multiple forces

vying for power. The prolonged instability has left
Libya’s infrastructure derelict, its economy in tatters
and public services wretched, including the health sys-
tem. Dbeibah said vigilance in the face of the health
crisis had slipped and pledged to implement new
measures.  “At the beginning, the awareness campaign
was good, but we apparently forgot that we are living
in the middle of a pandemic,” the 61-year-old premier
said. He added that there would be a “new campaign
with a new spirit” and that wearing “masks will again
be compulsory”.  Acquiring vaccine doses is “at the
top of the government’s priorities”, he said.

“We have spent enormous amounts of money and
we still don’t have vaccines. We must have vaccines as
soon as possible, no matter the cost. We are very
behind.” On Thursday, Dbeibah said he was unhappy
with the management of budgets for fighting the coro-
navirus outbreak. 

His predecessor, Fayez al-Sarraj, in February allo-
cated 600 million dinars (around $133 million) for vac-
cines and isolation centers. But the centers are now
starting to reach capacity, with the main public hospi-
tal in second city Benghazi saying on Monday it was
no longer able to accept new patients. Libya, home to
seven million people, has officially reported 143,671
coronavirus cases and 2,348 deaths since the start of
the pandemic.  — AFP

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel waves as
she can be seen on a screen inside the Chancellery dur-
ing a video conference of the digital dialog series ‘The
Federal Chancellor in Conversation’ at the Chancellery
in Berlin. — AFP

Nigeria jihadists 
ambush military 
convoy, 19 dead
KANO: Islamic State-aligned jihadists ambushed a
Nigerian military convoy, killing 15 soldiers and four
militia fighters in the northeastern state of Borno, secu-
rity sources said Saturday.

The convoy came under heavy attack from Islamic
State West Africa Province (ISWAP) fighters near
Gudumbali in the Lake Chad region on Thursday, the
sources said. The attack was the latest in a jihadist con-
flict which has killed 36,000 people and displaced hun-
dreds of thousands in northeast Nigeria since it began
more than a decade ago. “We lost 15 soldiers and four
civilian JTF (militia) in the terrorists’ ambush in the for-
est near Gudumbali,” a military officer, who asked not to
be identified, said. He said 13 government fighters,
including 10 troops, were wounded in the ambush. The
10-vehicle convoy was on its way to Gudumbali from
the town of Kukawa for a military operation against the
insurgents when it came under fire, said another military
source, who gave the same toll.

“The casualties were brought to Maiduguri this
afternoon,” the source told AFP, referring to the regional
capital.  Militia leader Umar Ari said a vigilante leader in
the area was among those killed. Nigeria’s army works
with local militia forces as part of its battle against
jihadists. “Four of our comrades were among the dead,
including, Yusuf Baba-Idris, the head of Civilian JTF in
Kukawa,” Ari said. On Saturday, ISWAP issued a state-
ment, claiming responsibility for the ambush, according
to the SITE jihadist monitoring agency The Islamist
group said its ambush “led to killing 33 elements and
wounding nearly 20 others and taking one of them pris-
oner, while the survivors fled.” The group said its fight-
ers also destroyed military vehicles, captured more and
seized weapons and ammunition.—AFP

Merkel party braces 
for drubbing in 
German state polls
STUTTGART: Chancellor Angela Merkel’s conserva-
tives were bracing for a rout in two key regional polls
yesterday, with voters expected to punish Germany’s
largest party for a face-mask corruption scandal and a
series of pandemic setbacks. The votes for new regional
parliaments in the states of Rhineland-Palatinate and
Baden-Wuerttemberg are seen as a bellwether of the
nation’s mood ahead of September 26 general elec-
tions-which will be the first in over 15 years not to fea-
ture Merkel. Things aren’t looking good for the conser-
vatives. Recent surveys have shown that support for
Merkel’s centre-right CDU/CSU alliance has fallen to a
one-year low at around 30 percent as Germans sour on
its coronavirus crisis management. The conservatives
should brace for “a slap in the face from voters”, said
the top-selling Bild daily.

Merkel’s centre-right CDU and its Bavarian CSU sis-
ter party have been roiled by damaging claims about
MPs apparently profiting from face mask deals early on
in the pandemic, forcing three lawmakers to step down
in recent days. Deepening the conservatives’ woes is
growing public anger about a sluggish and bureaucratic
vaccination campaign, a delayed start to free rapid test-
ing and stubbornly high infection rates despite months
of shutdowns.

Germans could perhaps look past the “mask affair”,
Der Spiegel weekly wrote, “if citizens felt that the gov-
ernment was doing its job, protecting it from the virus
and guiding it through the crisis. But it’s not”. In
Rhineland-Palatinate, the centre-left Social Democrats
(SPD) have overtaken the CDU in opinion polls, paving
the way for popular state premier Malu Dreyer to head
another coalition government with the Greens and the
pro-business FDP.

Most closely watched will be the vote in Baden-
Wuerttemberg, the only German state to have a premier
from the Green party. The left-leaning ecologists there
currently govern together with the CDU, in what could
serve as a blueprint for the first federal government of
the post-Merkel era. Opinion polls however show the
CDU headed for its worst-ever result in the affluent
southwestern state, while the Greens have widened
their lead. The environmentalists have also seen their
popularity rise nationwide in recent years, on growing
concern about climate change.

Some German commentators have called the mask
scandal the conservatives’ “biggest crisis” since a slush-
fund controversy in the 1990s ensnared former chancel-
lor Helmut Kohl. New CDU chief Armin Laschet has
rubbished the comparison as “absurd” but he too has
sharply criticized the MPs caught up in the row, joining
a chorus of condemnation from across the political
spectrum. To stop the bleed ahead of Sunday’s votes,
the CDU/CSU gave all of its lawmakers until Friday
evening to declare any financial benefits gained from
the pandemic. CSU lawmakers Georg Nusslein and
CDU lawmaker Nikolas Loebel resigned last week on
allegations they pocketed hundreds of thousands of
euros for acting as middlemen in the contracts.—AFP

Argentine protesters 
attack bus carrying 
president Fernandez 
BUENOS AIRES: Dozens of protesters kicked and
threw rocks at a minibus carrying Argentine President
Alberto Fernandez on Saturday as he visited an area
devastated by forest fires, TV footage showed.

As he left a community center in the town of Lago
Puelo in the southern Patagonia region, Fernandez had
to take refuge behind a wall of people as a crowd of
demonstrators pushed toward him and his delegation.
The protesters later stopped the bus carrying the
president, punching and kicking it and throwing stones
that broke windows in the vehicle, according to
footage broadcast by the TN network and the news-
paper Clarin. Fernandez sought to downplay the vio-
lence, saying it was the work of a small number of peo-
ple. “I am sure that this violence was not taken part in
by the people of Chubut nor by those who inhabit our
beloved Argentina,” he wrote, referring to the province
the surrounds the town.

With few police on hand, the crowd managed to
halt the president’s bus and other vehicles in his
entourage for several minutes, with some protesters
throwing themselves against the hood of Fernandez’s
vehicle. Once it was freed, several other vehicles
snaked their way through the crowd and sped away
with the presidential bus. Clarin reported that the
demonstrators were angry over mining projects in
Chubut province, which is part of Patagonia, and with
the provincial governor. The fires that have blazed
through Patagonia for days have claimed one life, while
11 other people are reported missing, officials said
Friday. Dozens of people have been evacuated from
the path of the advancing flames, and around 200
houses have been destroyed. The government said
some towns were left without water or power. The
fires, which authorities suspect were started deliber-
ately early this week, have reached several towns near
the foothills of the Andes mountains, and have con-
sumed about 15,000 hectares (37,000 acres) of forest,
media reported Saturday.—AFP

Netanyahu: Master 
politician fighting 
for survival
JERUSALEM: Benjamin Netanyahu has remained in
power as Israeli prime minister for a record 12 consec-
utive years, partly by convincing some voters that only
he can keep the Jewish state safe while defending it on
the world stage.  But on March 23, the 71-year-old
wily politician faces his fourth re-election contest in
less than two years, after repeatedly failing to unite a
coalition behind him, despite his devoted right-wing
base.  Polls indicate that this master political survivor,
widely known as Bibi, could again struggle to forge the
necessary 61-seat parliamentary majority. 

Since Israelis last voted a year ago, support for
Netanyahu’s Likud may have even dipped, despite
clinching historic normalization agreements with four
Arab states and unrolling a world-beating Covid-19
vaccination campaign, the envy of many nations. 

One reason why his political standing remains frag-
ile is that his dealings with coalition partners are so
often undermined by mistrust, said Colin Shindler, a
leading Israel scholar at London’s SOAS University.
“You trust people insofar as you can use them, as you
can pretend to forge friendships and alliances with
them,” said Shindler, author of “The Rise of the Israel
Right: from Odessa to Hebron.”

“But at the end of the day your core belief is to
protect yourself and survive,” Schindler told AFP.
“That is how I perceive Netanyahu.” Yet despite being
the first sitting Israeli premier indicted while in office
over corruption allegations which he denies,

Netanyahu may well survive the ballot box again.  That
is because part of the electorate still sees him as the
safest available pair of hands to guide the nation,
Shindler said.  

“That’s the reason he’s still in power. He’s the
national goalkeeper and he doesn’t let in any goals.”
He is the son of a historian who was active in right-
wing Zionist groups, an ideological inheritance that
helped shaped the premier’s political career.
Addressing the World Holocaust Forum last year,
Netanyahu said the Jewish people had a mandate “to
always take seriously the threats of those who seek
our destruction”. “To confront threats even when they
are small; and above all, to always have the power to
defend ourselves by ourselves.”  An occasional cigar
smoker with a husky voice and greying comb-over, the
broad, burly and square-jawed Netanyahu has two
sons with his wife Sara and a daughter from a previous
marriage. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israeli protesters chant slogans during a
demonstration against Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu outside his official residence in Jerusalem
on Saturday. — AFP


