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BEIRUT — Sectarian
battles erupted in Syria on
Wednesday, killing at least 16
security personnel and civil-
ians in a suburb near Dam-
ascus, and drawing Israeli
airstrikes against what Isra-
eli leaders said were groups
targeting the minority
Druze sect.

The violence in the sub-
urb of Ashrafiyah Sahnaya,
about five miles southwest
of the Syrian capital, came
one day after a wave of
clashes in the Druze-major-
ity suburb of Jaramana. A
monitoring group put the
death toll at 17.

Later Wednesday, securi-
ty officials said government
forces had restored order,
but the bloodletting cast
fresh doubt on the ability of
Syria’s newIslamist rulers to
impose their control over
armed factions and to calm
sectarian tensions that
threaten to tear the country
apart. 

It has also provided an
additional justification for
Israel to intervene in its
northern neighbor. Israel
views Syria’s fledgling gov-
ernment as a jihadi threat on
its borders that it must
counter, both to protect it-
self and its neighbor’s Druze

minority.
Skirmishes began over-

night, with reports of pro-
government fighters sneak-
ing through agricultural
fields near the Druze-major-
ity town of Ashrafiyah Sah-
naya and clashing with
Druze militiamen. 

An unnamed security
source quoted by the official
Syrian Arab News Agency,
or SANA, said fighting
started when “groups work-
ing outside the law launched
a coordinated attack on a
government checkpoint and
shot at civilian and security
forces’ vehicles.” It did not
specify with whom the at-
tackers were affiliated.

Residents in Ashrafiyah

Sahnaya and other Druze-
majority areas near the capi-
tal reported that authorities
were preventing motorists
from going in and out of the
area.

Videos released by an 
activist traveling with one
of the Islamist factions 
depict battles that went
on for hours in Ashrafiyah
Sahnaya’s streets, with
fighters shooting antiair-
craft guns and rocket-pro-
pelled grenades down boule-
vards emptied of residents.

The Druze, members of a
religion with links to Islam,
number around 500,000 peo-
ple in Syria, most of them liv-
ing in cities and towns south
of Damascus. Many have fa-

milial ties to Druze commu-
nities in Lebanon and Israel. 

Israeli airstrikes soon fol-
lowed in what Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netan-
yahu and Defense Minister
Israel Katz in a joint state-
ment called a “warning oper-
ation” that “struck elements
of an extremist group that
was preparing to continue
attacks on the Druze popu-
lation in the town of Sah-
naya.”

“At the same time, a stern
message was conveyed to
the Syrian regime: Israel ex-
pects it to act to prevent
harm to the Druze,” the
statement said. “Israel will
not allow the Druze commu-
nity in Syria to be harmed

given the deep commitment
to our Druze brothers in Is-
rael, who are bound by fam-
ily ties and history to their
Druze brothers in Syria.”

Israel has vowed to de-
fend the Druze in Syria
against what it says is a gov-
ernment led by extremists.
Hours after the ouster of
Syrian President Bashar
Assad in December, Israel
dispatched troops across
long-established armistice
lines into Syrian border vil-
lages, where they remain in
place to establish what Isra-
eli leaders have said is a
buffer zone. It also informed
Syrian authorities that gov-
ernment forces would not be
allowed to move into south-
ern Syria. Many in the Syr-
ian Druze community reject
Israeli intervention.

Though Druze cele-
brated the fall of Assad, they
have kept at arm’s length the
rebel coalition that over-
threw him and is now in
charge; the coalition in-
cludes jihadi groups that
once had ties to Al Qaeda.
Despite repeated negotia-
tions with government offi-
cials, Druze militias have re-
fused to disband or to inte-
grate under the Syrian army
before an inclusive state is
formed.

Fighting between the
Druze and government-
aligned factions was trig-
gered Tuesday after an au-
dio clip purportedly of a
Druze cleric surfaced in
which he insulted the proph-
et Mohammad. The cleric,
Marwan Kiwan, later re-
leased a video denying any
connection to the clip, while

the Syrian Interior Ministry
confirmed in its initial inves-
tigations that Kiwan was not
involved.

But by then, Sunni gun-
men were already converg-
ing on the Jaramana neigh-
borhood. Government offi-
cials and local leaders were
able to stop the fighting
there before clashes began
anew in Ashrafiyah Sah-
naya.

The latest spasm of sec-
tarian killings snarls the gov-
ernment’s all-out effort to
move beyond the country’s
14-year civil war, which pit-
ted Assad and his allies
against a Sunni-dominated
opposition comprising doz-
ens of armed factions.

Authorities have so far
been unable to corral those
factions, many of which
fought by their side during
the civil war and are now pu-
tative allies in the country’s
new security apparatus.

The scenes on Wednes-
day echoed those seen last
month, when pro-govern-
ment factions descended on
Syria’s coastal region and
massacred more than 1,000
civilians. The massacres
spurred a wave of global op-
probrium, with the U.S., Eu-
rope and other world powers
demanding guarantees that
minorities’ rights would be
preserved before far-reach-
ing sanctions on the country
can be lifted.

Syria’s Foreign Ministry
said Wednesday that it re-
jects all forms of outside in-
tervention in its affairs and
that it would “protect all seg-
ments of the Syrian people
without exception.”

Israel says strikes in Syria aim to protect Druze

SYRIAN security forces deploy troops and equipment to Jaramana, a Druze-
majority suburb of Damascus, on Wednesday, a day after clashes erupted there.

Bakr Al Kasem Anadolu

Military intervenes
after deadly sectarian
fighting raises doubts
about the new rulers’
control over factions.

By Nabih Bulos

ATTARI, India — Paki-
stan on Wednesday said it
had “credible intelligence”
that India is planning to at-
tack it within days, as sol-
diers exchanged gunfire
along borders and Paki-
stanis heeded New Delhi’s
orders to leave the country
after last week’s deadly as-
sault in the Indian-con-
trolled part of Kashmir.

India’s moves to punish
Pakistan after accusing it
of backing the attack in
Pahalgam, which Islamabad
denies, have driven tensions
between the nuclear-armed
rivals to their highest point
since 2019, when they came
close to war after a suicide
car bombing in Kashmir.

The region is split be-
tween India and Pakistan
and claimed by both in its
entirety.

Pakistan said the intelli-
gence shows that India
plans military action against
it in the next 24 to 36 hours
“on the pretext of baseless
and concocted allegations of
involvement.”

There was no immediate
comment from Indian offi-

cials. However, Indian gov-
ernment officials said Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has
“given complete operational
freedom to the armed forces
to decide on the mode, tar-
gets and timing of India’s re-
sponse to the Pahalgam
massacre.” They spoke on
condition of anonymity to
discuss sensitive deliber-
ations.

Last week’s attack was
claimed by a previously un-
known militant group call-
ing itself the Kashmir Re-
sistance. New Delhi de-
scribes all militancy in the
Indian-held part of Kashmir
as Pakistan-backed terror-
ism. Pakistan denies this,
and many Muslim Kash-
miris consider the militants
to be part of a homegrown
freedom struggle.

United Nations Secre-
tary-General António Gu-
terres, in separate phone
calls with India and Paki-
stan, stressed the need to
“avoid a confrontation that
could result in tragic conse-
quences.” The U.S. State De-
partment also called for de-
escalation and said Secre-
tary of State Marco Rubio
would be speaking to the In-
dian and Pakistani foreign
ministers.

The deadline for Paki-

stani citizens to leave India,
with exceptions for those
with medical visas, passed
Sunday, but many families
were still scrambling to the
border crossing in Attari
town in northern Punjab
state.

Some arrived on their
own. Others were being de-
ported by police.

“We have settled our fam-
ilies here. We request the
government not to uproot
our families,” said Sara
Khan, a Pakistani who was
ordered back without her
husband, Aurangzeb Khan,
who holds an Indian pass-
port. 

She carried her 14-day-
old child and said she had
been living in the Indian-
controlled part of Kashmir
since 2017.

The Indian authorities
“told me you are illegal and
you should go,” she said
while waiting on the Indian
side of the border crossing.

Tensions between India
and Pakistan have escalated
after gunmen killed 26 peo-
ple, most of them Indian
tourists, near Pahalgam, a
resort town.

The massacre set off tit-
for-tat diplomatic measures
that included the cancella-
tion of visas and a recall of di-

plomats. New Delhi sus-
pended a crucial water-
sharing treaty with Islam-
abad and ordered the clo-
sure of its border with
Pakistan. In response, Paki-
stan has closed its airspace
to Indian airlines.

Cross-border exchanges
of gunfire between soldiers
have increased along the
Line of Control, the de facto
frontier that separates
Kashmiri territory between
the two rivals.

On Wednesday, India and
Pakistan accused each other
of starting the gunfire.

Pakistan’s state-run me-
dia said Indian forces vio-
lated the ceasefire agree-
ment along the Line of Con-
trol by initiating fire with
heavy weapons. According
to Pakistan Television, Paki-
stani troops returned fire af-
ter coming under attack
overnight in the Mandal sec-
tor of the Pakistani-con-
trolled portion of Kashmir.

Meanwhile, the Indian
army said it responded to
“unprovoked” small-arms
fire from Pakistan in the
Naushera, Sunderbani and
Akhnoor sectors of the Indi-
an-controlled part of Kash-
mir.

The incidents could not
be independently verified. In

the past, each side has ac-
cused the other of starting
border skirmishes in the
Himalayan region.

India’s Cabinet commit-
tee on security, headed by
Modi, met Wednesday. It
was the second such meet-
ing since the attack.

At least three tourists
who survived told the Asso-
ciated Press that the gun-
men singled out Hindu men
and shot them at close
range. 

The dead also included a
Nepali citizen and a local
Muslim pony ride operator.

Aishanya Dwivedi, whose
husband was killed, said a
gunman approached the
couple and challenged him
to recite the Islamic declara-
tion of faith. 

Her husband replied that
he was Hindu, and the at-
tacker shot him “point-
blank in the head,” she said.

“He was on my lap. I was
soaked in his blood,”
Dwivedi said.

Gill, Saaliq and Ahmed
write for the Associated
Press and reported from
Attari, New Delhi and
Islamabad, respectively.
AP writer Rajesh Roy in
New Delhi contributed to
this report. 

Pakistan accuses India of plans to launch assault within days
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MEXICO CITY — Since
President Trump took office
in January vowing the “larg-
est deportation operation in
American history,” Héctor
Silva has been bracing for an
influx of deportees at the
two migrant shelters he runs
in the Mexican border city of
Reynosa.

It hasn’t arrived. Silva’s
shelters, which can house up
to 5,000 people, have been
nearly empty for months. 

“The truth is we haven’t
received the massive wave of
deportees that they warned
about,” he said. “I expected
something very different.” 

Under Trump, the U.S. is
deporting fewer people to
Mexico than it was at this
time last year, new data
show. 

Mexican President Clau-
dia Sheinbaum said this
week that since Trump took
office Jan. 20, the U.S. has
deported 33,311 Mexicans.

That is considerably
fewer than in 2024, when the
Biden administration de-
ported 52,253 Mexicans be-
tween February and April. 

U.S. federal data show
deportations of all national-
ities — not just Mexicans —
are lagging behind Biden-

era levels, and that at this
rate, the Trump administra-
tion is unlikely to meet its
goal of 1 million deporta-
tions annually.

There are several expla-
nation for the decline in de-
portations. 

Illegal border crossings
have dropped to their lowest
point this century, thanks to
a Mexican campaign to in-
terdict northbound mi-
grants and Trump’s actions
to end asylum at the border. 

Many of the deportees
counted under Biden were
migrants apprehended at
the border and turned back
quickly. The Trump admin-
istration, however, has been
focused on deporting mi-
grants already inside the
U.S., where locating, detain-
ing and removing them is
more complicated and more
expensive than it is at the
border. 

To speed up removals,
the White House has asked
lawmakers for tens of bil-
lions of dollars in new fund-
ing to hire more federal
agents and vastly expand
immigrant detention. “The
more money we got, the
more bad guys we take off
the street, the safer America
is,” Tom Homan, Trump’s
“border czar,” said he told
members of Congress earlier

this year. 
In Mexico, meanwhile,

the threatened uptick in de-
portees has not materi-
alized. 

“There haven’t been
many,” Sheinbaum said re-
cently, noting that Mexico
was considering reducing
the size of the emergency
tent shelters it erected along
its northern border to pro-
vide food, medicine and psy-
chological support in antici-
pation of a large number of

returning migrants.
Meanwhile, Sheinbaum

has acknowledged that her
nation is also accepting U.S.
deportees who are not Mexi-
cans — 5,446 since Trump’s
second term began. 

For months, the White
House has been pushing
countries around the world
to take migrants who come
from countries that don’t al-
ways accept deportation
flights from the U.S. 

Panama and Costa Rica

are two countries that have
agreed to temporarily take
deportees from as far away
as Iran, Afghanistan and
China, on the stipulation
that they will eventually be
resettled elsewhere. 

At her daily news confer-
ence Tuesday, Sheinbaum
said Mexico has not signed a
formal agreement with the
U.S. to take any so-called
“third-party” migrants. The
deportees it has so far ac-
cepted were welcomed for
“humanitarian” reasons, she
said. She did not name their
nationalities, and said most
deportees sent to Mexico
would return home “volun-
tarily.” 

But the Mexican govern-
ment’s handling of the mi-
grants has been opaque, and
it’s clear that there are some
migrants recently deported
from the U.S. to Mexico who
are languishing here.

Though Sheinbaum’s re-
marks this week focused on
numbers, immigrant rights
activists — and the migrants
themselves — note that each
number reflects a very hu-
man tale, often one of des-
peration.

Osmany Ramírez is a Cu-
ban migrant who lived in
Houston since 2021, working
legally as an Uber driver
while he waited for his asy-

lum case to be heard. He said
he was detained by federal
authorities in an immigra-
tion raid outside a grocery
store on Good Friday, just
before Easter. 

Shortly thereafter, he
was released into Reynosa,
Mexico, along with a Haitian
man and a Nicaraguan fam-
ily. Ramírez, 55, said they
were then driven by Mexican
authorities more than 700
miles south, and eventually
released at a migrant shelter
in the city of Villahermosa, in
Tabasco state. 

Ramírez says he is afraid
to either return to Cuba or
cross back to the United
States, where his wife lives.
He says he plans to apply for
asylum in Mexico, which, if
granted, would give him per-
mission to work. 

But for now, he has noth-
ing. He said Mexican offi-
cials said he would be de-
tained if he tried to reach the
nation’s capital. 

“They left us here with no
belongings, without any-
thing at all,” Ramírez said. 

Migrant advocates say
the legal status of third
country migrants sent from
the U.S. to Mexico is unclear,
and leaves them vulnerable. 

“They are absolutely in
the shadows once they get to
Mexico,” said Adam Isacson,
who studies the border at
the Washington Office on
Latin America, a human
rights nonprofit. 

Arturo Rocha, a former
senior migration official in
the Mexican government,
said major questions remain
about how, exactly, Mexico is
collaborating with U.S. im-
migration officials and how
it will care for migrants re-
turned here. 

“If you’re accepting mi-
grants for humanitarian
reasons, then you should
give them documents to
help them integrate into
Mexican society and the for-
mal labor market, and not
leave them going from shel-
ter to shelter and struggling
with their families,” he said. 

Migrant advocates say
that all deportees — Mexi-
cans and international — are
being shuttled by the Na-
tional Guard to points
south, including in Tabasco
and Chiapas, which are near
Guatemala. 

It seems to be a plan
based on optics, they said. 

“I believe the Mexican
government’s strategy is to
prevent large numbers of
people from being seen at
the border, because that
would reflect poorly on the
Trump administration,”
said Esther Gutiérrez, who
runs Casa Nazareth shelter
in Nuevo Laredo.

Special correspondent
Cecilia Sánchez Vidal in
Mexico City contributed to
this report.

Trump pledged vast deportations to Mexico, but it hasn’t happened

A U.S. agent with four men detained at the border in
January. Illegal border crossings have plummeted.
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