
BEIRUT: The call came around noon, about four
hours after US-backed Syrian fighters announced
they had taken over an air base outside a town held
by the Islamic State group near the Iraqi border. “We
are trapped. Pray for us,” a commander called into the
operation room. Then communication was cut. Six
hours later, the exhausted fighters from the group,
known as the New Syrian Army, returned to their
base in Tanf, nearly 240 km across the desert to the
west, having lost four fighters, four vehicles and
ammunition.

The swift, humiliating defeat last Wednesday
marked the end of a widely advertised offensive
launched less than 24 hours earlier with intense US-
led air cover. The fighters had hoped to capture
Boukamal, a prize possession of IS and the extremist
group’s last border crossing between Iraq and Syria.
The Boukamal offensive was the first serious attempt
to take on IS in the northeastern province of Deir el-
Zour, and the first major test for the nascent force of
some 1,000 fighters, formed in November from a
coalition of Syrian army defectors, local militias and
Islamist fighting groups, many of them from the area.

The quick collapse of the offensive reflects the
difficulties the US faces in creating an effective Syrian
force against IS, given the complex terrain, compet-
ing personal and tribal loyalties - and the extremists’
continued ability to fight on multiple fronts. The US
has struggled to find local partners in Syria. The
exception has been the Kurds, who heavily dominate

the US-backed Syrian Democratic Forces, which have
had success wresting territory from IS in the north.

All other known attempts to train rebel groups
have largely failed, in part because of Washington’s
focus on the fight against IS rather than toppling the
Syrian government, and its failure to protect its part-
ners from better-equipped rivals. The offensive on
Boukamal, a city of nearly 160,000 people along the
Euphrates River - mostly Sunni Arab tribes that move
freely between Iraq and Syria - aimed to take advan-
tage of IS’ focus on defending its northern strong-
hold of Manbij, which is under attack by the SDF.

Some 200 New Syrian Army fighters took part in
the Boukamal operation, according to activists and
media reports. They had extensive air support from
the US-led coalition, a vote of confidence in the new
force, said Jennifer Cafarella, of the Institute for the
Study of War. But the group “is definitely not off to a
good start,” she told AP. Commanders of the US-
backed militia say they have received extensive train-
ing since June last year by US and British special
forces, with the Jordanian military playing an adviso-
ry role. Activists and observers say the group appears
to have equipment and weapons not often seen
with other rebels, such as special vehicles for difficult
terrain and exclusively US-made small arms.

US officials have not specified the extent of their
support for the group, which has been channeled
through the Pentagon. The US military refers to the
New Syrian Army as a “partner”. The group’s first

major operation - though much smaller than the
Boukamal push - was in March, when it took over
Tanf, a smaller IS-held crossing on the border with
Jordan. Ahead of the Boukamal offensive, the
American-backed fighters posted a number of mes-
sages online indicating that an attack was imminent
and taunting IS as “rats”. Days before the New Syrian
Army offensive, IS announced it had killed five
Boukamal residents, describing them as spies.

The fighters made gains early on, taking the small
Hamdan air base - but then the offensive quickly
unraveled. A member of the New Syrian Army
debriefed on the battle said the American-backed
force closed two or three routes to the base but left
another one unguarded. IS then used that approach
to attack and surround the facility. The member of
the force spoke on condition of anonymity because
he was not authorized to speak to reporters.

After hours of fighting and heavy airstrikes, the
US-backed fighters found a way to escape, but
were chased for six hours.  Reinforcement from a
separate US-backed brigade arrived, the group
member said, adding that some tribal members in
the area offered logistical support but didn’t take
part in the fighting. The spokesman for the US-led
coalition, Col Christopher Garver, described the
Boukamal operation as a “very tough fight”, and
acknowledged it had been a setback. He said the
implications will need to be analyzed to determine
the way forward. — AP 

This photo released on June 28, 2016 shows US-backed Syrian rebels of the New Syrian Army running in an unknown place in Syria.  — AP 
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ANKARA: Syrian refugees living in Turkey could eventually be
granted Turkish citizenship, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has
signalled, a plan that has sparked controversy at home. “I want
to announce some good news,” media quoted Erdogan as say-
ing late Saturday at a dinner to break the Ramadan fast in Kilis
province, on the Syrian border. “We are going to help our Syrian
friends in offering them the chance, if they want it, to acquire
Turkish nationality.”

The interior ministry will shortly announce how the citizen-
ship procedure would work, Erdogan said. He did not specify
whether all of the 2.7 million Syrians that Turkey is hosting
would be able to apply, and gave no details on eligibility criteria
or how long the process would take. “We regard you as our
brothers and sisters - you are not far from your homeland, but
only from your homes and your land,” Erdogan told a group of
Syrian refugees in Kilis. “Turkey is also your homeland.”

Ankara has refused to grant refugee status to Syrians who
have fled the devastating war across the border since 2011,
referring to them as “guests”. Only a select group have been
granted work permits and residency. The country’s open-door
policy to Syrian refugees was initially a source of pride for
many Turks. But more and more have come to resent the new
arrivals, seeing them as a drain on state resources and rivals for
scarce jobs.

In Kilis, where Erdogan spoke, refugees now outnumber

the native Turkish population. Life is a struggle for most
Syrians in Turkey, who mainly live off odd jobs that are often
insufficient to feed and house a family. The country is also
hosting some 300,000 Iraqis who have fled the Islamic State
group. Erdogan’s announcement sparked fierce debate on
social media, with many Turkish web users questioning
whether it was a good idea. “Granting citizenship shouldn’t
depend on what one person wants. We need a referendum!”
wrote Mahomet Mahomet on Twitter.

The hashtag #ulkemdeSuriyeliistemiyorum (“I don’t want
Syrians in my country”) trended on Twitter, though some users
denounced the reaction as racist. “The reaction is racist pure and
simple - before everything else we need a measured response,”
tweeted Omer Sloukas. Some critics suggested the move might
be a bid by Erdogan to register an army of thankful Syrian voters
who might back his plans to boost his presidential powers.

The Turkish strongman is accused of increasing authoritari-
anism since he came into power as 2002 as prime minister
becoming the country’s first directly-elected president two
years ago. He is seeking to change the constitution to give
Turkey a presidential system, a proposal that has prompted
staunch criticism from the parliamentary opposition. To
achieve his goal, he would need a three-fifths majority in par-
liament to call a referendum on the issue, or a two-thirds
majority for direct approval. — AFP 

PARIS: Concern about immigration and a wish for
stricter border controls were important factors in
Britain’s vote to leave the European Union last week.
But the mayor of Calais in northern France hopes the
neighbor’s decision to quit the bloc can have a
reverse effect and eventually help unravel a deal that
has kept migrants attempting to reach Britain
trapped on the French side of the English Channel.
The French-British bilateral Touquet Treaty was
signed in 2003 with the aim to stop migrants from
crossing the channel. It effectively moved Britain’s

southern border to northern France, allowing British
police, customs officials and their sniffer dogs to
operate around Calais.

Bilateral deals aren’t legally affected by a British
exit from the EU and French leaders haven’t shown
any appetite to undo the Touquet Treaty for now, but
Calais Mayor Natacha Bouchart hopes they can use
the June 23 referendum result to gradually start
chipping away at the deal and squeeze more conces-
sions out of Britain in its hour of vulnerability.
Because of the agreement, Calais’ economy and

image have suffered, Bouchart says. 
A fortress-like defense system has been mounted

against the thousands of migrants, from Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan, Eritrea and elsewhere, living in dire con-
ditions in a Calais slum camp and nearby towns as
they try to hop into freight trucks headed to Britain,
via the Channel Tunnel or the huge ferry port. High
barbed wire fences stretch along the urban land-
scape, trees and bushes have been razed to elimi-
nate hiding spots and flashing police lights illumi-
nate the night sky.

“We can’t take it anymore. We don’t want it any-
more. We’re sick of it,” Bouchart said Wednesday after
she and other regional officials met with Interior
Minister Bernard Cazeneuve to discuss the next steps
after Britain’s EU vote. Cazeneuve noted that chuck-
ing the treaty would require a two-year notice and
would further worsen the humanitarian situation in
Calais. He said it would encourage smugglers attract-
ed by easier passage across the channel, risk an
increase in deaths of migrants trying to cross and
add an extra burden on the hundreds of French
police posted around Calais.

However, he suggested the referendum result
could help France put more pressure on Britain to
help out. “We’ve already increased cooperation in a
tough dialogue, and the choice of the British on June
23 must make us become still tougher,” Cazeneuve
said without elaborating. He said he was seeking a
meeting this fall to discuss the issue with regional
officials and his British counterpart Theresa May - a
contender to become new prime minister after
David Cameron’s resignation. — AP 

ISTANBUL: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (center) prays near flowers and
portraits of the victims of the Istanbul Ataturk Airport attack at the international
departure terminal on Saturday. — AFP 

MUMBAI: Just hours after Shagufta Sayyed
was married, her new husband told her he
was having a relationship with another
woman. He was clear the two would have no
future, the 21-year-old Sayyed said. He was
only marrying her to please his mother. “He
said, ‘no, I don’t want to keep you,’” she said.
“So he said, ‘divorce, divorce, divorce, three
times, and that was it.” Sayyed still insists on
using her husband’s surname, until she can
end the marriage officially in an Indian court.
But like many other women from India’s large
Sunni Muslim minority, her fate and status
are governed by Muslim Personal Law that
follows the tenets of the Islamic faith, as
interpreted by local imams and religious
schools across India.

The so-called triple talaq, or instant divorce,
has been banned in more than 20 Muslim
countries, including neighboring Pakistan and
Bangladesh. But in India, the practice is
allowed thanks to the country’s rules protect-
ing Muslim, Christian and Hindu communities
following religious law. Most of the 170 million
Muslims in India are Sunnis governed by
Muslim Personal Law for family matters and
disputes. Those laws include allowing men to
divorce their wives by simply uttering the
word “talaq”, or divorce in Urdu, three times -
and not necessarily consecutively, but at any
time, and by any medium including tele-
phone, text message or social media post.

Some women are fed up with what they
say is an archaic and patriarchal rule that too
often leaves them destitute. Muslim women
do not have the same right, and those left by
their husbands have no claim to alimony
though they can collect a small payment for
three months after divorce. Then, they’re on
their own. “They have been divorced by speed
post, by sending out letters. Some have just
simply said “talaq” three times and the divorce
has happened,” Noorjehan Safia Niaz, co-
founder of Bhartiya Muslim Mahila Andolan,
or the Indian Muslim Women’s Movement.

The movement has been fighting for

equal laws for Muslim women for six years.
“There are cases where women don’t even
know that they’ve been divorced,” Niaz said.
“The children are without any support. So, it
has become very convenient for Muslim men
to just say talaq thrice and .  it is just so easy
for him to get the woman out of his life.”
Legal experts say the practice is unconstitu-
tional, and the Supreme Court has been
pushing for uniformity in laws. In 1985, the
top court ruled ordered a man to pay alimo-
ny to his elderly wife, after verbally divorcing
and abandoning her.

Pressure 
The Indian government in office at the

time, however, managed to overturn the ver-
dict retroactively by passing a law to protect
Muslim divorce law. Many suspect the govern-
ment was under pressure from Muslim leaders
to stay out of their business or lose their elec-
toral support. The move frustrated women’s
rights activists. India had long since banned
dowry payments from a girl’s parents to the
family of a groom before marriage, though
many still practice the ancient Hindu tradition
openly, they note. And more recently, India
threw out Hindu laws that barred women
from inheriting property from their fathers.

What makes the instant divorce laws so
difficult, some say, is the fact that they are not
codified and so are open to interpretation and
adjustment. One Supreme Court lawyer called
the practice “barbaric”. “This is a kind of an
ISIS-like rule prevailing in India,” the advocate,
Monika Arora, said, referring to the militant
Islamic State that controls much of Syria and
Iraq. “No progressive country can tolerate this.”
Earlier this month, the women’s movement
collected more than 50,000 signatures, calling
for a nationwide ban on instant divorces.  That
petition was being added as evidence in an
appeal filed to the Supreme Court to ban
instant divorces. The court has asked the cen-
tral government for its opinion before sched-
uling a hearing. — AP 

Muslim women campaign to 

end instant divorce in India

MUMBAI: In this June 29, 2016 photo, Indian Muslim woman Shagufta Sayyed (right)
sits along with her mother Shama as they listen to Khawtoon Shiekh, an activist of
Bhartiya Muslim Mahila Andolan, or the Indian Muslim Women’s Movement, at their
office. — AP 

France seeks to pressure UK over migrants

Syrian refugees could become Turkish citizens: Erdogan

SAN SALVADOR: After becoming the
world’s murder capital last year and posting
an equally bloody start to 2016, this vio-
lence-torn Central American nation has seen
its monthly homicide rate fall by about half.
The government attributes the drop to a
tough military counteroffensive against the
country’s powerful gangs, deploying a spe-
cial security force and transferring impris-
oned organized crime leaders to a maxi-
mum-security lockup to isolate them.

But the gangs also claim credit. The three
main groups - the Mara Salvatrucha, Barrio
18 Revolucionarios and Barrio 18 Surenos -
forged a nonaggression pact in March to try
to reduce the killings. In a joint video mes-
sage, they said their aim was to convince the
government that the crackdown was unnec-
essary. Either way, killings in El Salvador
dropped from 611 in March to 353 in April
and 351 in May. There were 331 homicides in
June, compared with 677 in the same month
in 2015.

Last year the country recorded over 100
killings per 100,000 residents. That rate was
so high that even if it’s halved for all of 2016,
El Salvador would still be firmly in the top 10
for killings for any country not at open war,
though it’s a fraction of the deaths seen in a
war zone such as Syria, where casualty esti-
mates run into the hundreds of thousands
since 2011. Authorities say most of El

Salvador’s dead are gang members slain by
rivals on the streets and inside prisons, or in
encounters with security forces.

“The reduction in homicides is due to the
effectiveness of the plans by police and the
extraordinary measures by the government,
especially inside prisons” national police
chief Howard Cotto said last week.
Authorities say isolating jailed gang leaders
makes it harder for them to issue orders to
their underlings out on the streets. “We have
gradually been bringing the penitentiary
system under control and we are going to
finish the job,” Vice President Oscar Ortiz said
recently.

The gangs see things differently. A senior
member of one, the Barrio 18 Surenos, told
AP that the killings have fallen because gang
leaders ordered their street soldiers to stand
down. “When we have wanted war, we have
waged war on them, and right now we are
not thinking that way,” the gang member
said, speaking on condition of anonymity to
avoid being targeted by authorities. “We
want things to be solved in a different way.”

He said he is part of a team that coordi-
nates among the three big criminal bands,
and all are open to dialogue and have
agreed to maintain a ceasefire. Experts say
the government crackdown and the gang
truce have both likely played a part in reduc-
ing homicides. — AP 

El Salvador, deadliest nation 

in 2015, sees lull in violence

CALAIS, France: In this Feb 22, 2016 file photo, a migrant makes a phone call from the outskirts
of the migrant camp. — AP 


