
INTERNAT IONAL
SATURDAY, JUNE 11, 2016

First food aid 
reaches Daraya

BEIRUT: After nearly four years of siege, first food deliv-
eries have reached the Damascus rebel suburb of
Daraya but government airstrikes were holding up the
distribution of the aid yesterday, opposition activists
said. In northern Syria, Kurdish-led opposition fighters
besieged the Islamic State-held town of Manbij yester-
day in the climax to a Western-backed offensive that
could see a major strategic victory in the region against
the militant group.

Before surrounding Manbij ,  the predominantly
Kurdish Syria Democratic Forces captured dozens of vil-
lages and farms around it in the past weeks, according to
the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human Rights,
which closely monitors the fighting in Syria. SDF has
been pushing in an offensive since late May in an
attempt to capture the Islamic State’s stronghold, one of
its largest in Aleppo province. The Observatory said an IS
commander from north Africa was killed in the latest
round of fighting.

If the US-backed SDF captures Manbij, it will be the
biggest strategic defeat for IS in Syria since July 2015,
when it lost the border town of Tal Abyad, a major sup-
ply route to the militants’ de facto capital of Raqqa. The
Damascus suburb of Daraya, just southwest of the Syrian
capital, has been under siege by government forces
since November 2012 and has witnessed some of the
worst bombardment during the country’s civil war, now
in its sixth year. Severe cases of malnutrition have been
reported among its few thousand residents due to
severe shortages of food and medicine.

Convoys organized by the Syrian Arab Red Crescent
and the United Nations delivered the food from late
Thursday into early hours of Friday, after the UN said the
Syrian government had approved access to 15 of the 19
besieged areas within Syria. SARC said the food delivery
was coordinated with the UN in the Syrian capital. It said
food, flour and medical supplies were delivered. The aid
was placed in storage and activists and local council
members were to deliver it during the day.

Last week, a joint convoy of the UN, the International
Committee of the Red Cross and SARC reached Daraya
and delivered medicines, vaccines, baby formula, and
“nutritional items for children”- but no food. The UN esti-
mates that there are currently 592,700 people living
under siege in Syria, with the vast majority of them -
some 452,700 people - besieged by government forces.
Lifting the siege on rebel-held areas was a key demand
by the opposition during indirect peace talks held in
Geneva earlier this year.

But yesterday, the Observatory reported new govern-
ment airstrikes and bombardment of Daraya. An opposition
activist in Daraya said the government allowed only mini-
mal amounts of food in order to create problems between
the starving residents. “Nothing has been distributed so far
and the barrel bombs are falling on the city,” said media
activist Muhannad Abu al-Zein. “They allowed in food stuff
for a quarter of the families here.” —Agencies

PARIS: Growing numbers of Western jihadists are
deserting the Islamic State (IS) group and returning
to countries like France, where security services are
trying to sort genuine repenters from terror sus-
pects, experts say. IS, which is losing ground on
several fronts in Syria and Iraq, is also battling to
prevent some of the thousands of foreign volun-
teers who have joined its ranks since 2014 giving
up the fight and going home.

“They sense that we have entered the final
stage. Many are starting to send us messages to
know how they can return,” France’s national intel-
ligence coordinator, Didier Le Bret, told AFP.
“Expanding the glorious caliphate is no longer on
the agenda and we know that some have been
killed while trying to flee,” he added. Slipping past
the Sunni extremists is no easy task, making
Western security services wary of returning
jihadists. “We worry when we get someone back.
How do you know whether he is sincere or on a
mission?” Le Bret said. Patrick Calvar, head of the
domestic intelligence agency DGSI told the
National Assembly, or lower house of parliament, in
mid-May that 244 people had returned to France
from Syria and Iraq.

“We’re seeing more and more (expressions) of
intention to return home,” he told lawmakers. But

many of those who wanted to defect were “prevent-
ed by Daesh (IS) policy, which considers those who
want to leave Syria as traitors to be immediately exe-
cuted,” he said. In January 2014, five months before
IS proclaimed a caliphate in parts of Syria and Iraq, a
study by the International Centre for the Study of
Radicalisation (ICSR) at King’s College London set up
a database of returning jihadists, to try understand
their motivations. The list currently runs to 60 names.

‘It’s just slaughter’ 
The ICSR gave various reasons for the growing

disenchantment among IS recruits. “The defectors’
reasons for leaving may be as complex as the rea-
sons they joined,” ICSR director Peter Neumann
wrote in a report in September. “Not everyone has
become a fervent supporter of liberal democracy.
Some may have committed crimes.”

Neumann said four main complaints emerged
from the testimonies of the returnees: “‘IS is more
interested in fighting fellow (Sunni) Muslims than
the Assad government’, ‘IS is involved in brutality
and atrocities against (Sunni) Muslims’, ‘IS is cor-
rupt and un-Islamic’ and ‘life under IS is harsh and
disappointing’.” Shiraz Maher, one of the
researchers who interviewed the deserters, told
AFP that “most” of the returning fighters insisted “I

didn’t come (to Syria) for that”.  “I want to tell all
the mujahideens not to come to Syria. This is not
jihad. You will find yourself killing other Muslims,”
she quoted them as saying.

Wanton barbarity 
The losses sustained by IS in Syria and Iraq in

recent weeks may also spur the homeward
movement. Scores of IS fighters have been killed
on various fronts, according to monitors. Life in
Islamic State strongholds like the Syrian city of
Raqqa is often a far cry from the utopian visions
of a pure Islamic society that lured some foreign
combatants. 

Heady dreams of adventure, comradeship and
glory on the battlefield founder on a daily diet of
grinding hardship, wanton barbarity and constant
fear-of IS itself, bombardments by its adversaries or
both. Shiraz recalled: “One told me they think noth-
ing of bringing down buildings with women and
children inside, just to kill one person. It’s not revo-
lutionary jihad, it’s just slaughter’.” Some of the
returnees also complain of discrimination by IS
commanders on the basis of country of origin. An
Indian who went to fight was relegated to the most
menial of tasks. “They made me clean the toilets,”
he said. —AFP

Desertions on the rise as 
Islamic State loses ground

SHUHADA: Iraqi government forces members gesture as they stand at the edge of Shuhada neighborhood,
south of Fallujah, during an operation to regain control of the area from the Islamic State (IS) group. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Abu Marwan, his wife and his three children
are among the very few Iraqi civilians to have escaped
from the heart of the Islamic State group’s besieged
stronghold of Fallujah. Most of the more than 20,000 peo-
ple who have reached safety since Iraqi forces launched
an offensive last month are from the outskirts of the city,
which lies only 50 kilometers west of Baghdad.

The 49-year-old man and his family were able to leave
Fallujah this week but tens of thousands more civilians
remained trapped in the city by IS. This is the account he
gave AFP by telephone of life under the jihadists and how
his family eventually got out:

“We did not flee Fallujah when Daesh (IS) took over at
the end of 2013,” he said, referring to the start of a period
of anti-government protests during which IS’s previous
incarnation gradually took over the city. “We expected

the crisis would end within weeks or months. But the gun-
men soon had the people on a tight leash, imposing new
rules, issuing decrees, setting up barriers and planting
bombs on the streets. “That continued through 2014 and
2015... We were already affected by this but our living
conditions deteriorated abruptly at the beginning of this
year. “My neighbor and I contacted somebody called Abu
Omar, who is a Daesh member known as the “wali” (local
chief) of southern Fallujah, to facilitate our exfiltration
from the city in return for smuggling his wife with us,”
Abu Marwan said.

“He had cut a deal for his wife to be taken to Kirkuk.
“Daesh calls the wives of its members ‘State women’ and
women in the city who have not pledged allegiance to
the movement are called ‘common women’,” Abu
Marwan explained.

Euphrates crossing 
The deal was sealed with the ‘wali’ in two days.

Abu Marwan prepared his car and his family and
A b u  O m a r ’ s  w i f e  a l l  s q u e e z e d  i n .  “ W e  w e r e
stopped at many checkpoints but when we said
Abu Omar sent us,  they let us through. Then he
appeared on a motorcycle and drove in front of us
to open the way. He told us we should keep a dis-
tance of 100 meters.

Abu Marwan said they snaked their way down to
an area called Zoba by the Euphrates. “There were
many Daesh fighters along the way, heavily armed
and hiding in various shelters,” he said. A senior com-
mander in the operation to retake Fallujah, one of
the jihadists’ most emblematic bastions, said up to
2,500 IS fighters were defending the city. —AFP

How one family escaped besieged Fallujah


