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QARAQOSH, Iraq: This file photo taken on November 26, 2016 shows ammunition and mortar launchers confiscated from Islamic State (IS) group jihadists, after Iraqi forces recaptured it from the group.—AFP

Iraqi gains reveal huge scale of IS arms industry

Conveyor belt for car bombs
QARAQOSH, Iraq: Factories churning
out tens of thousands of munitions
and an entire street turned into a con-
veyor belt for car bombs: advances by
Iraqi forces around Mosul have laid
bare the scale of the Islamic State
group’s arms industry.

In the more than two years since it
seized control over swathes of the
country, IS established a sprawling
and highly organized system that
experts say no other insurgent group
has matched.

The capability has seriously boost-
ed the threat from the group as it bat-
tles ferociously to cling to territory in
Iraq and Syria-and the fresh intelli-
gence could now prove vital in coun-
tering its plots to carry out attacks on
the West.

Iraqi army deminer Hashim Ali
picked his way carefully through the
rubble as he explained how IS trans-
formed Mart Shmony street in
Qaraqosh, some 16 kilometers (10
miles) southeast of Mosul, into a pro-
duction line of death after seizing the
town in 2014 and forcing the mainly
Christian population to flee.

Once it was a bustling thorough-
fare of car workshops and stores sell-
ing Turkish furniture, but for the
jihadists it offered all they needed to
make the armored car bombs they use
to blow up civilians and slow advanc-
ing Iraqi troops.

In one building they stripped the
vehicles, in the neighboring one they
cut the metal plates for armour. A few
doors down they made the explosives.
Just up the road they loaded the
bombs into the car. “These people are
not stupid, they are very well organ-
ized,” Ali told AFP. “If you give them
more time then they always find ways
to surprise you.”

Nearby the remnants of a pickup
truck with a metal plate welded to its
front stood inside a former furniture
shop devastated by an air strike from
the US-led coalition backing Iraqi
troops. In towns, villages and districts
retaken from IS the pattern was
repeated.

AFP visited a number of sites where
the group cannibalized existing infra-
structure to create their own impro-
vised arms factories. In a former
cement plant in the town of Areej the

lathes in a cavernous hall had been
put to work manufacturing mortars
and rockets. Moulds for shells lay on
tables and unfinished casings littered
the floor.

At another location nearby, part of
an abandoned gas storage facility was
strewn with the deadly improvised
explosive devices IS produced there.
The white powder of homemade
explosives spilled out of large bombs
that the group had not had time to lay
in the path of the advancing Iraqi
troops.

‘Something else’ 
“In terms of scale, planning, central-

ized command and control and the
precision to which they are manufac-
turing, this is something else,” James
Bevan, director of Conflict Armament
Research, a UK-based group which
investigates arms flows around the
globe, told AFP. “I can’t name another
armed group that manufactures on
such a scale and with such a degree of
coordination.”

Bevan and teams from his organiza-
tion have been on the ground in Iraq
cataloguing the extent of IS arms pro-
duction. Their findings, detailed in a

report released yesterday, show a
sophisticated system that pours out
tens of thousands of standardized
mortars, rockets and explosives on an
“unprecedented scale” and under
strict quality controls.

While the raw materials for shell
casings and missiles come from scrap
metal and spare parts in the cities that
IS have captured, the explosives and
propellant are made from precursors
mostly procured in bulk from the
open market in Turkey and diverted
through Syria.

As proof of their high standards the
final IS products are often painted a
military green, branded with the
group’s logo and packed into specially
made crates to be dispatched to the
various fronts it is fighting on.

Lessons for West?    
On the battlefield the weapons

they manufacture themselves have
proven an important way for IS to sup-
plement their flow of factory-made
arms seized from government forces
or rebel groups in Iraq and Syria.
Commanded by former Iraqi military
and intelligence officers, the group
has fought conventional campaigns

with the help of its own improvised
weaponry. But now, as the group faces
increasing fragmentation with the ter-
ritories it controls under pressure from
various offensives, the intelligence
being gleaned could prove invaluable
for countering its threat beyond its
shrinking heartland. “This will be criti-
cal for future efforts to counter the
spread of this group,” said arms expert
Bevan. From France and Belgium to
Egypt and Turkey the group and its
affiliates have already carried out
bloody terror attacks in a string of
countries across the globe. Earlier this
month the Europol police agency
warned that IS where evolving their
tactics to attack soft targets in Europe
and could use the deadly car bombs
they have employed to devastating
effect in Iraq and Syria.

“If you look at the Iraq and Syria
theatre as a hotbed for the develop-
ment of more and more sophisticated
improvised devices then it is probably
unparalleled,” Bevan said. “If and when
Islamic State is pushed out of Mosul
and pushed out of large parts of Syria
its fighters will  disperse and that
means its bomb-makers will disperse
too.”—AFP

MIAMI: Treasure hunters have apparently found the 500-
year-old remains of a naval expedition led by a colonizer
who could have changed Florida’s history, making it French-
speaking at least for a while.

The big question is if the shipwreck is that of “La Trinite,”
the 32-gun flagship of a fleet led by Jean Ribault, a French
navigator who tried to establish a Protestant colony in the
southeast US under orders from King Charles IX.

They probably are, say authorities in Florida, the French
government and independent archeologists. And if they in
fact are, this is an unparalleled find, said John de Bry, direc-
tor of the Center for Historical Archeology, a not-for-profit
organization. “If it turns out to be ‘La Trinite,’ it is the most
important, historically and archaeologically, the most impor-
tant shipwreck ever found in North America,” he told AFP.

All indications are that the shipwreck found is the real
thing. The artefacts found at the site off Cape Canaveral
include three bronze cannons with markings from the reign
of King Henri II, who ruled right before Charles IX; and a
stone monument with the French coat of arms that was to
be used to claim the new territory. The remains are “consis-
tent with material associated with the lost French Fleet of
1565,” said Meredith Beatrice, director of communications
with the Florida Department of State. In 1565, Ribault set sail
from Fort Caroline, today Jacksonville, to attack his arch-ene-
my, the Spaniard Pedro Menendez de Aviles, who had been
sent to Florida by King Philip of Spain to thwart French plans
to set up a colony.

But Ribault got caught in a hurricane, which destroyed
“La Trinite” and three other galleons and ended French
dreams of claiming Florida. Ribault and hundreds of other
French Huguenots were massacred by Menendez de Aviles.

Historical interest   
“If the French had not been driven south and ships sunk

by the hurricane, we would have a totally different story,”
said de Bry. “Florida could have been speaking French for a
number of years.” In modern day Florida, archeologists and
historians have been looking for this shipwreck for years.
Two years ago, an expedition from the state -run St.
Augustine Lighthouse Archaeological Maritime Program
gave it a shot but found nothing. Marine archeologist Chuck
Meide, who led that try, said “this is one of the most impor-
tant shipwreck discoveries we have had in Florida.” The find
was finally made in May of this year by a treasure hunting
firm called Global Marine Exploration. Precisely where has
not been disclosed. 

“It is not advisable,” said French consul general Clement
Leclerc. “This is potentially a major discovery and we think it
deserves a scientific and rigorous analysis and exploitation,
because we think it should be later presented to the general
public given its historical interest,” he told AFP.—AFP

Shipwreck in Florida: 

The stuff of history?

QARAQOSH, Iraq: This file photo taken on November 7, 2016 shows soldiers of the Iraqi army displaying weapons confis-
cated from the Islamic State (IS) group jihadists.—AFP


