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Syria market bombing angers UN
Beirut

A 

mid signs of diplo-
matic efforts to reach a 
deal leaving President 
Bashar Assad in control 
of only part of Syria, his 

government has clashed with the 
United Nations after the UN envoy 
condemned air strikes on a rebel-
held Damascus suburb that killed 
more than 100 people.

The first bombers swept in 
about 2pm August 16th as people 
thronged the vegetable market in 
the district of Douma, about 11 kil-
ometres north-east of central Da-
mascus, activists and relief agen-
cies reported.

 At least two bombs hit the 
crowded marketplace, causing 
heavy casualties, they said. A sec-
ond attack struck as the rescuers 
scrambled through the smoking 
devastation to get to the wounded.

“The corpses were scattered eve-
rywhere, human remains thrown 
onto the produce and the vegeta-
bles,” Douma-based photographer 
Basem al-Hakeem told the Guard-
ian newspaper in Britain. “Under 
every box of tomatoes there was a 
corpse or part of a corpse.”

The United Nations’ Syria envoy, 
Staffan de Mistura, a Swedish-born 
Italian who is a veteran of conflicts 
in Iraq, Afghanistan and Lebanon, 
said attacks on civilian areas vio-
lated international law. “Hitting 
crowded civilian markets killing 
almost 100 of its own citizens by a 
government is unacceptable in any 
circumstances,” he declared on Au-
gust 17th.

The Syrian Foreign Ministry ac-
cused him of “making statements 
that lack objectivity and fact, that 
rely on what is promoted in circles 
known for their hostility to Syria”.

The diplomatic spat flared after 
the UN Security Council endorsed 
a plan by de Mistura to set the stage 

for a new round of peace talks 
aimed at ending a complex, multi-
sided conflict now halfway through 
its fifth year in which 240,000 peo-
ple have died.

Douma was hit by ten air strikes, 
witnesses said. Medical facili-
ties were overwhelmed. The bod-

ies of the dead, wrapped in white 
shrouds, lined sidewalks before 
being buried in three mass graves. 
Warplanes returned the next day, 
inflicting more casualties.

Douma, like the neighbouring re-
bel bastion of Eastern Ghouta and 
others in the agricultural belt ring-
ing Damascus, has long been a bat-
tlefield. It is regularly battered by 
the regime, which still has a firm 
grip on the inner urban areas of the 
capital.

The regime said the Douma air 
strikes were retaliation for just such 
a bombardment two days earlier by 
Jaysh al-Islam (Army of Islam).

But the people of Douma and 
Eastern Ghouta have borne the 

brunt of Assad’s wrath for a long 
time. An August 12th air strike on 
Douma killed 37 civilians, includ-
ing children. 

In February, 29 air strikes against 
Jaysh al-Islam killed dozens of ci-
vilians and militiamen.

About 1,500 people, mainly civil-
ians, were killed in Eastern Ghouta 
on August 21, 2013, when the re-
gime unleashed sarin nerve gas on 
the rebel-held suburb.

Ed Blanche is Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. He has 
covered Middle Eastern affairs 
since 1967 and lives in Beirut.

Tunis

T 

he Arab League has 
agreed that Arab states 
can provide military as-
sistance to internation-
ally recognised authori-

ties in Libya to fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS). However, the league 
fell short of authorising Libya’s 
request for Arab air strikes against 
the jihadists.

Libya had called the emergency 
meeting, which convened on Au-
gust 18th in Cairo, following ISIS 
slaughter of Salafists and members 
of the Farjan tribe in the central 
coastal town of Sirte. The latter 
had risen up against ISIS control of 
the town after an imam was killed 
there.

Libyan Foreign Minister Mo-
hammed al-Dairi appealed for air 
strikes in Sirte against ISIS, saying 
that the Libyan Air Force did not 
have the capability to do the job. 
“Libyan national security is Arab 
national security,” he said at Cairo 
meeting.

There was strong support from 
Egypt, Jordan and the United Arab 

Emirates for the request but there 
was opposition from Qatar and 
Algeria, with Algiers saying it was 
against outside intervention in 
Libya. There was “an urgent need 
to swiftly put into place an Arab 
strategy that includes military as-
sistance to Libya” to crush ISIS, the 
Arab League noted as a result. 

It also said there needed to be 
support from the international com-
munity to help Libya defeat ISIS. It 
also called on all the parties in Libya 
to back the UN-brokered dialogue 
process and quickly come up with a 
government of national unity.

However, the Arab League’s deci-
sion to allow member states to pro-
vide military support to Libya in the 
fight against ISIS means it has effec-
tively set aside the UN arms embar-
go against Libya, which was already 

being ignored, and that those states 
that wish to do so can carry out air 
strikes against ISIS targets. If air 
strikes occur, they could affect the 
dialogue process. In a letter to the 
Arab League just before its meet-
ing, the General National Congress 
(GNC) appeared to threaten to quit 
negotiations if a decision to approve 
military action in Libya by outside 
forces was made without its en-
dorsement. It claimed that its forces 
were capable of taking on ISIS.

The league’s call for all Libya par-
ties to back the dialogue and rapidly 
produce a national unity govern-
ment mirrored a joint condemna-
tion of the Sirte killings two days 
before from the US, British, French, 
German, Italian and Spanish gov-
ernments. 

Reflecting earlier statements that 
international military help would 
be provided to fight terrorism only 
when a unity government was 
formed, they said then it would be 
able to partner with the internation-
al community to provide security 
against the extremists.

Michel Cousins is editor-in-chief of 
the Libya Herald.
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Arab League approves military support for Libya against ISIS

UN Humanitarian Chief and Emergency Relief Coordinator Stephen O’Brien waves to a Syrian refugee 
in Lebanon’s Bekaa valley, on August 17th.
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A demonstrator holds a sign expressing support for the Libyan 
army, Benghazi, on August 14, 2015.
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