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REPORTS: RUSSIAN CONTRACTORS 
KILLED BY US STRIKE IN SYRIA
  By Vladimir Isachenkov,    Associated Press  

An unknown number of private Russian military contractors were killed by a U.S. strike in 
Syria, Russian media reported Tuesday in a development that could further inflame Russia-U.S. 
tensions.

Officials in both Moscow and Washington remained coy about the deaths, which would be 
an embarrassment for both countries if it turns out that Russian fighters were part of a unit that 
attacked a military force with American troops.

President Vladimir Putin’s spokesman, Dmitry Peskov, refrained from commenting on reports 
about the incident last week, saying they need to be verified.

Asked during a conference call with reporters if Putin raised the episode during a phone con-
versation Monday with U.S. President Donald Trump, Peskov said the situation in Syria wasn’t 
discussed during the call.

Defense Secretary Jim Mattis said Tuesday that Russia has told the U.S. there were no Russians 
in the area of the strike. Mattis said he saw the news reports about Russian contractors possibly 
being casualties of the bombing.

“I don’t have any reporting that some non-Russian Federation soldiers, but Russian contrac-
tors were among the casualties,” Mattis told reporters traveling with him in Europe. “I can’t give 
you anything on that. We have not received that word at Central Command or the Pentagon.”

Russian media said the Russian private contractors were part of pro-government forces that 
advanced on oil fields in the eastern Deir el-Zour province and were targeted by the United 
States. The reports cited activists who confirmed that at least four Russian citizens were killed 
in Syria on Wednesday.

During the war in Syria, Russia and the United States have maintained a communications 
channel to avoid collisions between their warplanes and soldiers in the chaotic battlefield. If 
Russian deaths from the U.S. strike are confirmed, it would mean the two countries were on the 
verge of a direct military confrontation in Syria.

The episode could further strain ties between the two countries, which have plummeted to 
the lowest levels since the Cold War over the Ukrainian conflict, the war in Syria and the alleged 
Russian meddling in the 2016 U.S. presidential election.

The U.S. military said last week it unleashed air and artillery barrage on Syrian government-
backed troops after some 300 attackers launched what appeared to be a coordinated assault on 
Syrian opposition forces accompanied by U.S. advisers in the province of Deir el-Zour. It said it 
was in regular communication with Russian counterparts before, during and after the attack, and 
Russian officials assured coalition officials they would not strike coalition forces.

It said the U.S. strikes, which reportedly killed about 100 of the attackers, were in self-defense.
The Russian Defense Ministry has insisted that its troops weren’t involved in the incident, 

saying 25 Syrian volunteers were wounded in the U.S. strike.
It also noted pro-government forces that advanced toward the area under control of the U.S.-

supported forces had failed to coordinate their action with the Russian military in Syria.
Mattis last week dismissed any suggestion that Russia had any control over the attacking force, 

whose nationalities, motives and makeup he could not identify.

The U.S. strike came as U.S.-backed Kurdish-led forces were vying with Russian-backed Syrian 
troops that are reinforced by Iranian-supported militias for control of the oil-rich Deir el-Zour 
province.

The Russian Defense Ministry charged that the Feb. 7 incident reflected a U.S. push to grab 
Syria’s economic assets under the cover of fighting the Islamic State group.

Without mentioning the U.S. strike, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov noted Tuesday 
that “Americans have taken dangerous unilateral steps.”

“Those steps look increasingly as part of efforts to create a quasi-state on a large part of Syrian 
territory — from the eastern bank of the Euphrates River all the way to the border with Iraq,” 
he said.

The state Tass news agency on Tuesday cited Natalya Krylova, a municipal lawmaker in the 
town of Asbestos in the Urals, as saying local residents Igor Kosoturov and Stanislav Matveyev 
were killed in Syria Wednesday.

The Interfax news agency said that the Cossack group in the westernmost Kalningrad region 
said a member named Vladimir Loginov was killed in combat in the province of Deir el-Zour. It 
also quoted Alexander Averin, leader of extreme leftist group Another Russia, as saying that one 
of its activists, Kirill Ananyev, was killed by the U.S. strike near Khusham.

Russian media also cited unconfirmed claims that overall casualties could have been as high as 
200 and Russians could have accounted for the bulk of them. Those claims couldn’t be verified.

Liberal politician Grigory Yavlinsky, who is running for president in Russia’s March 18 presi-
dential election, urged Putin to come into the open regarding the deaths of Russians in Syria, 
saying that official silence on the subject was “unacceptable.”

“If many Russian citizens were killed, officials, including the commander-in-chief, must tell the 
nation about it and determine who is responsible for that,” he said.

Russia has waged a military campaign in Syria since September 2015, helping Syrian President 
Bashar Assad’s government seize large chunks of territory and turn the tide of war into its favor.

Russian media have reported that in addition to Russian servicemen deployed to Syria, thou-
sands of Russians also fought there as private contractors, most serving with the so-called Wagner 
group. The private fighters allowed the Kremlin to keep the official death toll from its campaign 
in Syria low and avoid the negative public perception of its involvement in Syria as Putin is run-
ning for re-election in the March 18 vote.

The Kremlin and the Russian Defense Ministry refused to comment on media reports on 
Russian private contractors in Syria.

While the U.S. has used private contractors in Iraq and Afghanistan for years, Russian law for-
bids the hiring of mercenaries or working as one even though Russia has used proxies in eastern 
Ukraine, where it has backed pro-Moscow separatists since 2014. Some Russian lawmakers have 
called for legislation that would set rules for private military contractors.

US WOMEN BEAT RUSSIA 
5-0, EARLY SHOWDOWN 
WITH CANADA NEXT
  By Teresa M. Walker    Associated Press  

Jocelyne Lamoureux-Davidson can’t remem-
ber ever scoring twice on the same shift. The 
three-time Olympian looking for her first gold 
medal is just happy to give the Americans a bit 
of a boost.

She did it in Olympic record fashion.
Lamoureux-Davidson had the fastest back-

to-back goals in Olympic history, scoring 6 
seconds apart in the second period as the 
United States shut out the Russians 5-0 on 
Tuesday night.

“I don’t know if I’ll ever come close to that 
again,” Lamoureux-Davidson said. “But we’ll 
see.”

Lamoureux-Davidson not only topped Can-
ada’s Caroline Oullette, who scored twice in 16 
seconds on Feb. 11, 2006, in a 16-0 rout of Italy 
at Turin, but also the men’s mark of 8 seconds 
apart held by Carl Goran Oberg of Sweden in 
1960 at Squaw Valley.

Kacey Bellamy, who scored the first goal of 
the game off a pass from Lamoureux-Davidson, 
called the record incredible.

“She works so hard on and off the ice, she 
deserves it and gave us a really good momen-
tum boost ... obviously in the second period 
leading into the third,” Bellamy said.

With the win, the Americans remained 
undefeated going into their early Olympic 
showdown with Canada, which is also 2-0.

The Americans won eight of the last 10 
world championships, including an overtime 
win over Canada last spring for their fourth 

straight title . But they are at the Pyeongchang 
Games trying to end a 20-year gold medal 
drought. The last time these teams met in the 
Olympics, Canada rallied from an 0-2 deficit 
to win its fourth straight gold in overtime in 
2014 in Sochi .

No medal will be on the line Thursday, just 
positioning for the semifinals. That made tun-
ing up the offense a must for the Americans 
with Canada routing its first two opponents 
9-1 after a 4-1 win over Finland earlier Tuesday.

“I have no doubt we’re ready,” goalie Nicole 
Hensley said.

Gigi Marvin and Hannah Brandt each had 
a goal. Hensley, who started the U.S. win over 
Canada in the 2017 world championship, 
made 13 saves in her Olympic debut.  U.S. 
coach Robb Stauber rotated his goalies, putting 
Hensley in net after playing Maddie Rooney in 
a 3-1 opening win over Finland.

The Americans had played the Russians 
in the Olympics only once before, and they 
routed them 13-0 in 2010 at Vancouver setting 
a single-game record for the U.S. in the games.

This time, they played athletes from Rus-
sia competing under the Olympic flag after 
the country was banned from the games for 
revelations of a massive doping operation. The 
women’s hockey team is playing without six 
players from the world’s fourth-ranked team a 
year ago, though the Russians had a pocket of 
vocal cheerleaders on hand.

“Obviously, we’re aware of what’s been 

going on with Team Russia,” Lamoureux-
Davidson said. “I think at the end of the day 
you just have to come out and be focused on 
us and play the opponent who we’re playing 
regardless of what’s going on.”

Neither team could generate much offense 
in the opening minutes. Then Lamoureux-
Davidson took the puck deep into the left 
circle and found Bellamy, who scored on a 
wrist shot from the top of the right circle, 
beating Valeria Tarakanova stick-side 8:02 for 
the 1-0 lead.

Lamoureux-Davidson led a breakout in the 
second. She tapped in the rebound of a shot 
from her twin sister , Monique Lamoureux-
Morando, at 11:46. Off the ensuing faceoff, 
the puck wound up in the skates of two Rus-
sian players and she poked it away to give her-
self a breakaway. She dipped her right shoulder 
and feigned a forehand shot before beating 
Tarakanova with a backhand.

Marvin’s goal off a rebound at 14:38 gave 
the Americans a 4-0 lead, and Brandt, who 
had a goal overturned for a hand pass, scored 
with 1:37 left.
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