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JABLEH, Syria: Syria’s coastal city of Jableh, a 
regime heartland, was largely spared the worst of 
war but a massive quake has now joined it in mis-
ery with the rest of the battle-scarred country. 
With flattened buildings, civilians trapped under 
rubble and residents forced to flee their homes, 
Jableh is no longer sheltered from the kind of dev-
astation that has long plagued neighboring regions. 
“It’s the first catastrophe of its kind in Jableh,” said 
Abdulhadi al-Ajji. “I am 52 years old and I have 
never gone through anything like this in my life.” 

The father of four, whose cracked cinderblock 
home overlooks a building in ruins, said his city had 
always been a safe haven even at the height of 
Syria’s nearly 12-year war. When rebels expanded 
their foothold across the country, Jableh sent men 
to fight, but never saw major battle on its own soil. 
“Even my mother who is 80 years old told me 
nothing like this has ever happened here,” said Ajji, 
a carpenter. Jableh is located in Latakia, a province 
largely under government control and one of the 
worst impacted by the tremor. Monday’s 7.8-mag-
nitude quake that struck near the Turkish city of 
Gaziantep, about 40 kilometers (25 miles) from the 
Syrian border, killed more than 24,000 people, 
including at least 3,553 in Syria. In Latakia 
province alone, the quake killed at least 623 people, 
and the death toll continues to mount minute by 
minute, according to Alaa Moubarak, head of 
Jableh’s civil defense. 

 
‘Nowhere to go’ 

Jableh’s residential neighborhoods have long 
been dilapidated, though they have been spared 
the scars emblematic of the country’s years of bat-
tle. But more than 50 apartment blocks in the city 
and its environs have completely collapsed because 

of the quake, and at least 50 others are at risk of 
falling, Moubarak said. An estimated 4,000 to 
5,000 residents have been forced from their 
homes, taking shelter in mosques, hospitals and the 
city’s stadium, he added. On Friday, a rescue force 
from the United Arab Emirates operated on a com-
pletely flattened building that initially split in half 
when the quake hit. The first section fell immediate-
ly, with the remaining part following shortly after. 
At least 15 people were killed. Imad al-Daou barely 
made it out alive with his wife and two children 
when the floor crumbled beneath their feet. “This is 
the first catastrophe of its kind that I ever experi-
enced in my life,” said the 42-year-old merchant. 
“They had to pull me out using an excavator.” 

Jableh is part of a Syrian coastal region that 
includes the government strongholds of Latakia 
and Tartus - too, largely spared the impact of the 
conflict. The area is known as a recruiting ground 
for President Bashar al-Assad’s forces, with much 
of his military hailing from the area. Assad’s Russian 
allies also have major stakes in the region. The 
Russian airbase in Hmeimim is five kilometers 
(three miles) from Jableh, and the naval port of 
Tartus lies roughly 60 kilometers to the south. 

 
‘Tent on the street’ 

Syria’s war, which started in 2011 with a brutal 
crackdown on anti-regime protests, has killed 
nearly half a million people and has forced at least 
half of the country’s pre-war population from 
their homes. The vast majority of the country has 
seen major population movement due to fighting. 
But the residents of Jableh were not forced to flee 
their homes until the quake hit. In the city’s Al-
Fayed neighborhood, dozens of evacuees huddled 
in a mosque-turned-shelter waiting to hear if their 

homes are safe for return. With nowhere else to 
go, they have been living there for five days, bare-
ly able to afford food, let alone temporary accom-
modation.  

“I’ll pitch a tent on the street” if I can’t go back 
home, said Fatima Hammoud. The 42-year-old 
mother of three fled her damaged home with her 
husband and children on Monday, fearing the roof 

would cave in over their heads. “I can’t sleep. 
Anytime I feel a minor movement I remember all 
the shaking,” she said. Sprawled on the floor near-
by, Halima al-Aswad also said she has been stalked 
by dread since the disaster. “Where will I go? The 
only safe place is the mosque,” the mother of three 
said, fighting back tears. “Wherever is safe, I will 
go there.”  —AFP

Earthquake brings ‘first  
catastrophe’ to Syria city

Thousands left homeless as whole apartment blocks collapse in Assad stronghold

 

WHO chief  
brings aid to 
quake-hit Aleppo 

 
ALEPPO: World Health Organization chief 
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus arrived on 
Saturday in Syria’s quake-stricken city of Aleppo, 
state media reported. Tedros “arrived at Aleppo 
airport to tour some hospitals and shelters with 
(Syria’s) health minister and the governor of 
Aleppo”, the official news agency SANA said.  
Upon his arrival, Tedros said he was accompanying 
“emergency medical supplies of around 37 metric 
tons”. “We are very happy that we could come 
with the supplies,” he told reporters at Aleppo air-
port. “This is the first supply we are sending.”  

He added that the WHO would continue to pro-
vide emergency medical services and bring in more 
emergency supplies necessary for “trauma man-
agement”. “Tomorrow, there will be another round 
with more than 30 metric tons,” he said. He 
expressed concern over the after-effects of the 
earthquake, especially the disruption of services. 
“People are exposed to diarrheal diseases ... and 
other health problems especially mental health 
problems,” he said. “We will work together to 
address the impact of the earthquake, not only the 
emergency services during the earthquake.”  

Syria’s Health Minister Hassan al-Ghabash wel-
comed Tedros at the airport, saying his visit was 
“of great importance in many aspects”. “He will 
first see the reality and what this disaster caused,” 
he said. “We hope that Dr Tedros sees the reality 
of hospitals and what they lack,” he added, calling 
on the WHO to help provide equipment which is 
lacking. Syria’s health care system has been rav-
aged by years of conflict.  

“Many hospitals, almost 50 percent of health-
care facilities are not functioning, and those which 
are functioning are lacking equipment, lacking 
staff, lacking medications,” according to Ahmad Al 
Mandhari, WHO regional director for the Eastern 
Mediterranean. The organization will issue “an 
appeal for Turkey and Syria for over $40 million,” 
WHO regional emergency director Richard 
Brennan said. The White Helmets rescue group 
had accused the UN on Friday of botching its 
quake response in rebel-held areas of northwest-
ern Syria.  —AFP

Cotton field turns 
into cemetery  
after quake 

 
ANTAKYA, Turkey: Softly patting the ground, the 
tearful mourner bids farewell to the deceased - one 
among 1,000 resting in a hastily-made cemetery that 
used to be a cotton field in southern Turkey. All he has 
to identify his loved one, who died in Monday’s massive 
quake, is a concrete slab with a number. “97” is one of 
more than 24,000 people killed after the 7.8-magnitude 
earthquake hit Turkey and Syria. Dozens of sheep graze 
meters away from the freshly dug graves in the city of 
Antakya in Hatay province. The road leading to Antakya 
is blocked by vans carrying more bodies as the death 
toll mounts with each passing day. 

A white van arrives at the field. Inside, there are four 
bodies in black body bags. Six men lift each bag, placing 
them gently in the newly dug graves. A man begs them 
to wait, in tears: “One minute, one minute”, he says, 
repeating just one name - “Emine”. Within a few min-
utes, the bodies are covered by earth and the concrete 
slabs spray-painted with the numbers 94, 95, 96 and 97 
serving as temporary tombstones. More bodies arrive. 
Around 600 people were laid to rest on Friday, among 
the more than 5,000 people who died in Hatay, includ-
ing Antakya. Families hug each other tightly near the 
graves. A group of women weeps as volunteers try and 
console them. 

 
‘Terrible’ 

In the car park nearby, vans carrying bodies struggle 
to find parking space. The vehicles came from all over 
Turkey - Antalya province in the south, Bursa in the 
northwest and even Kars in the northeast 14 hours away 
- to carry the bodies from Hatay. The stench of death is 
overpowering. A volunteer, in a black coat and blue vest, 

hands out gloves and surgical masks. Behind folding 
tables, around 15 people wearing masks wait for rela-
tives to sign death certificates for victims who have 
been identified. But almost no one comes to find them. 
Close to the tables, an imam is sitting on the ground. He 
came from Usak province, 900 kilometers (560 miles) 
away from Hatay. “Some 400 imams from all over 
Turkey have been sent to Hatay to perform the funeral 
prayers,” Yusuf Ozcan said. 

The scale of the tragedy has been overwhelming. “It’s 
terrible,” he said, fatigue etched onto his face. Ozcan 
cannot even say how many prayers he has performed. “A 

lot,” said the imam, in blue jeans and vest. On the other 
side of the road looking over the makeshift cemetery just 
200 meters (650 feet) away, the Deniz family watch the 
non-stop arrival of vans and excavators. They can no 
longer live in their home behind them so they have been 
sleeping in a white tent set up 10 meters from the road. 
“The governor and officials came two days to take the 
land. We thought they had come to set up tents for sur-
vivors,” Kemal Deniz, 35, said. The field where the bodies 
lie used to grow cotton and wheat, the mechanic said. 
“From now on, we will wake up every morning to this. It’s 
hard, but we have no other choice,” he added.  —AFP 

JABLEH, Syria: A Syrian boy searches building rubble for items to salvage in the regime-controlled town of Jableh on 
February 10, 2023.  —AFP

HATAY, Turkey: A Syrian man and his grandson walk in the debris in the Antakia historical city in Hatay on February 11, 2023.  —AFP

KAHRAMANMARAS, Turkey: This aerial view shows tents set up by Turkey’s Disaster and Emergency Management Presidency 
(AFAD) in the grounds of the Kahramanmaras stadium on Feb 10, 2023.  —AFP

Armenia-Turkey  
crossing opens for  
first time in decades 

 
ISTANBUL: A border crossing between Armenia 
and Turkey opened for the first time in 35 years on 
Saturday, to allow humanitarian aid through after 
the massive earthquake that hit the region, an offi-
cial said. Five trucks with aid including food and 
water arrived in Turkey from the Alican border 
crossing, tweeted Serdar Kilic, Turkey’s special 

envoy for dialogue with Armenia. State news 
agency Anadolu said this was the first time the 
crossing had opened since 1988, when Turkey sent 
aid to Armenia after the country was hit by an 
earthquake that killed between 25,000 to 30,000. 
Kilic in his tweet thanked Armenia and the 
Armenian national assembly’s vice president Ruben 
Rubinyan. The aid also included medicine, he said. 
“Happy to have been able to assist,” Rubinyan said 
on Twitter. 

The two countries have never established formal 
diplomatic relations and their shared border has 
been closed since the 1990s. Their relationship is 
strained by World War I-era mass killings of 
Armenians in the Ottoman Empire, atrocities 

Yerevan insists amount to a genocide. But in 
December 2021, the two countries appointed spe-
cial envoys to help normalize relations - a year 
after Armenia lost to Turkey’s ally Azerbaijan in a 
war for control of the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh 
region. Turkey fiercely rejects the genocide label, 
arguing that 300,000 to 500,000 Armenians and 
at least as many Turks died in civil strife when 
Armenians rose up against their Ottoman rulers 
and sided with invading Russian troops. In 
February 2022, Turkey and Armenia resumed their 
first commercial flights in two years. The land bor-
der between the two countries has remained closed 
since 1993 however, forcing trucks to transit 
through Georgia or Iran.  —AFP

PKK suspends 
‘operations’  
after quake 

 
ANKARA: Kurdish militants from the outlawed 
PKK group announced a temporary halt in fight-
ing to facilitate rescue work after the huge earth-
quake that struck southeastern Turkey and parts 
of Syria. The Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) has 
been proscribed as a terrorist organization by 
Ankara and its main Western allies for waging a 
brutal insurgency that has claimed tens of thou-
sands of lives since 1984. Monday’s earthquake 
struck a multi-ethnic region that has witnessed 
some of the heaviest fighting between Turkish 
government forces and the PKK.  

The group’s co-leader Cemil Bayik told the 
PKK-linked ANF news agency that “thousands of 

our people are under the rubble” and urged a focus 
on recovery work rather than waging war. “We call 
on all our forces engaged in military actions: stop 
the military actions in Turkey, in metropolises and 
cities,” he said in comments published on the site 
late Thursday. “We have decided to not conduct 
any operation as long as the Turkish state does not 
attack,” he said. Bayik said the pause in fighting 
would stay in place “until the pain of our people is 
relieved and their wounds are healed”. “Of course, 
the attitude of the Turkish state will also be decisive 
in our decision,” he added. 

Turkish officials did not respond to Bayik’s 
comments. The government has been trying to 
ban the Kurdish-backed Peoples’ Democratic 
Party - the Turkish parliament’s third-largest - 
over its ties to PKK. Turkey’s top court was con-
sidering whether to ban the party ahead of elec-
tions that President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
proposed holding on May 14. But most state insti-
tutions have suspended operations to focus on 
earthquake relief work.  —AFP


