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NEAR FALLUJAH: Iraqi forces cleared areas
around Fallujah yesterday after launching an
assault to retake the city, tightening their
siege on Islamic State group fighters but also
raising fears for civilians trapped inside. With
the jihadists surrounded and outnumbered,
the recapture of their iconic bastion looked
ultimately inevitable, especially after IS suf-
fered a string of losses in recent months. But
illustrating that even a diminished IS is still
dangerous, the group has struck back with a
wave of bomb attacks, including a series of
blasts that left more than 160 dead in Syrian
regime coastal strongholds on Monday.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi
declared the start of the operation to retake
Fallujah on Monday and less than a day into
the battle, Iraqi forces had secured the nearby
town of Garma. That cut off IS fighters in
Fallujah from one of their last support areas
and paved the way for more advances towards
the city, which lies only 50 km west of
Baghdad. “Federal forces advanced towards
the east of Fallujah early today from three
directions,” police Lieutenant General Raed
Shakir Jawdat told AFP.

The Hashed Al-Shaabi umbrella paramili-
tary organization, dominated by Tehran-
backed Shiite militias that are heavily involved
in the operation, said ground was also gained
south of Fallujah. With forces converging on
the city, concerns mounted that the tens of
thousands of civilians believed to still be
inside had nowhere to go.

50,000 Civilians Trapped 
The Norwegian Refugee Council estimated

the number at 50,000 and urged efforts to get
them out. “Families who have been suffering
food and medical shortages over the last

months now risk being caught in the crossfire
and it is absolutely vital that they are granted
safe routes out of there so that we can assist
them,” NRC country director Nasr Muflahi said
in a statement. He told AFP that only 80 fami-
lies appeared to have been able to flee the city
in the hours before the fighting began, and
none since. “We were expecting more to come

out overnight, this hasn’t happened,” Muflahi
said, adding that plans by local authorities to
open humanitarian corridors had not yet
materialised.

Officials from Anbar, the vast western
province in which Fallujah is located, reported
that small numbers of civilians had managed
to sneak out. A Fallujah resident reached by

telephone told AFP there was heavy shelling
on the northern edge of the city yesterday.
“Daesh (IS) is still imposing a curfew, prevent-
ing people from coming out on the street.
Some of them are allowed to stand at their
gates,” said the man, who gave his name as
Abu Mohammed al-Dulaimi.

“The number of Daesh members is decreas-

ing and we have started seeing them walk in
the street in groups of two or three. We don’t
know where the others are,” he said. It was
unclear what kind of defence IS was prepared
to put up in Fallujah, a city that looms large in
modern jihadist mythology since 2004 battles
that saw US forces suffer some of their worst
losses since the Vietnam War.

‘Extensive Air Power’ 
As the assault began on one of the only

two major Iraqi cities IS still holds - the other
being Mosul - the jihadist group claimed an
unprecedented string of bombings in coastal
Syrian towns home to President Bashar Al-
Assad’s Alawite minority. The wave of bomb-
ings in Jableh and Tartus on Monday left at
least 161 people dead, according to the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights monitoring
group. Iraqi and US-led coalition aircraft have
been pounding Fallujah and its surroundings
in recent days to support the operation.

The coalition of Western and Arab nations
launched air strikes against IS in Syria and Iraq
in mid-2014, after the group seized control of
large parts of both countries and declared an
Islamic “caliphate”. “This operation will again
be led by the Iraqi counter-terrorism service
(CTS), which made extensive use of air power
in the battle of Ramadi, and levelled a great
deal of the city,” said David Witty, a retired US
army special forces colonel.

Ramadi, the capital of Anbar, was lost to
IS a year ago and brought back under gov-
ernment control  earl ier  this  year.  “ This
model should not be used in upcoming
battles - they don’t want to say they had to
destroy the city to save it, or made a waste-
land and called it peace,” said Witty, a for-
mer adviser to the CTS. — AFP 

Iraq forces close in on Fallujah

UN concern mounts for civilians amid shelling 

Members of Iraqi pro-government forces drive their vehicles near the city of Fallujah yesterday as part of a major assault to retake the
city from Islamic State (IS) group. — AFP 

CAIRO: The head of Egypt’s forensics authority
dismissed a suggestion yesterday that the small
size of the body parts retrieved since an
EgyptAir plane crashed last week indicated
there was an explosion on board. Investigators
struggling to work out why the Airbus 320 jet
vanished from radar screens last Thursday, with
66 passengers and crew on board, are looking
for clues in the human remains and debris
recovered from the Mediterranean Sea so far.

The plane and its black box recorders,
which could explain what brought down the
Paris-Cairo flight as it entered Egyptian air
space, have not been located. An Egyptian
forensic official said 23 bags of body parts
have been collected since Sunday, the largest
of them no bigger than the palm of a hand.
The official,  speaking on condition of
anonymity, said their size suggested there
had been an explosion although no trace of
explosives had been detected.

But Hisham Abdelhamid, head of Egypt’s
forensics authority, said that assessment was
“mere assumptions” and that it was too early
to draw conclusions. At least two other
sources with direct knowledge of the investi-
gation also said it would be premature to say
what caused EgyptAir flight 804 to plunge
into the sea. French investigators say the
plane sent a series of warnings indicating that
smoke had been detected on board as well as
other possible computer faults shortly before
it disappeared.

The signals did not indicate what may have
caused the smoke, and aviation experts have
said that neither deliberate sabotage nor a
technical fault could be ruled out. Investigators
rely on debris, bags and clothes as well as
chemical analysis to detect the imprints of an
explosion, according to people involved in two
previous probes where deliberate blasts were
involved. An Egyptian team formed by the Civil
Aviation Ministry is conducting the technical
investigation and three officials from France’s
BEA air accident investigation agency have also

been in Cairo since Friday, with an expert from
Airbus, to assist. Egypt has deployed a robot
submarine and France has sent a search ship to
help hunt for the black boxes, but it is not clear
whether either of them could detect signals
emitted by the flight recorders, lying in waters
possibly 3,000 m deep.The signal emitters have
a battery life of just 30 days.

Last Moments
Five days after the plane vanished off radar

screens, Egyptian and Greek officials - who mon-
itored the flight before it crossed into Egypt’s air
space - have given differing accounts of its last
moments. Greek Defence Minister Panos
Kammenos said on Thursday that Greek radar
had picked up sharp swings in the jet’s trajecto-
ry, 90 degrees left, then 360 degrees right as it
plunged from a cruising altitude to 15,000 feet
before vanishing from radar.

But Ehab Mohieldin Azmi, head of Egypt’s
air navigation services, said Egyptian officials
saw no sign of the plane swerving, and it had
been visible at 37,000 feet until it disappeared.
“Of course, we tried to call it more than once
and it did not respond,” he told Reuters. “We
asked the planes that were nearby to give it a
relay and we could not reach it. That’s it.”
Egypt’s public prosecutor has asked Greece to
hand over transcripts of calls between the pilot
and Greek air traffic control, and for the officials
to be questioned over whether the pilot sent a
distress signal

He also asked France for documents, audio
and visual records on the plan during its
stopover at Charles de Gaulle airport and until
it left French airspace. At a hotel near Cairo air-
port where relatives of the victims were giving
DNA samples to help identify the body parts
recovered so far, grief mixed with frustration.
Amjad Haqi, an Iraqi man whose mother Najla
was flying back from medical treatment in
France, said the families were being kept in the
dark and had not even been formally told that
any body parts had been recovered. — Reuters

ANKARA: Turkey’s new prime minister vowed yes-
terday to work immediately on forging the
stronger presidency wanted by the incumbent,
Tayyip Erdogan, and announced a cabinet that
signalled policy continuity but left little doubt as
to who was in charge. Top members of the eco-
nomic management team including Deputy Prime
Minister Mehmet Simsek, favored by foreign
investors as a reformer, kept their posts in the new
government; but around half of the names were
reshuffled as Erdogan consolidated his 14-year
hold on power.

Prime Minister Binali Yildirim told parliament
he would seize a “historic opportunity” to change
a constitution born of a 1980 army coup. The new
basic law would reflect the fact that the president
had for the first time been popularly elected,
rather than chosen by parliament. Erdogan won
Turkey’s first presidential election in 2014 having
stepped down from the prime minister’s post with
the intention of imbuing a largely ceremonial
presidency with strong powers akin to those of
the US and French heads of state.

Opponents fear creeping authoritarianism on
the part of Erdogan, a polarizing figure who com-
mands fervent support from roughly half the
country, helped by a weak and divided opposition
that lacks strong leadership. The nationalist MHP
opposition, whose support Erdogan may need to
press through changes, said a presidential system
would inevitably lead to despotism.

Yildirim told a parliamentary meeting of the
ruling AK Party that change was needed as Turkey
aims to become a top-10 global economy within
seven years. “Turkey cannot reach its 2023 targets
with its current constitution. This suit is too tight
for this body now,” he said. “We are going to start
working immediately on a new constitution that
includes a presidential system ... It’s the AK Party’s
most important duty.”

Yildirim rejected suggestions that the presi-
dent, who will chair the new cabinet’s first meet-

ing, was meddling in government affairs in viola-
tion of the current constitution. His words reflect-
ed the confused nature of a system that, while
parliamentary in name, is dominated by Erdogan,
by far Turkey’s most popular politician but loathed
by opponents suspicious of his Islamist ideals and
intolerance of dissent. The lira currency firmed to
2.98 against the dollar after Yildirim announced
the cabinet, from below 3.00 beforehand, reflect-
ing investors’ relief that Simsek and Finance
Minister Naci Agbal had retained their positions.
The Istanbul stock market rose 3.4 percent, with
banks leading the way.

The two advocate structural reforms to boost
labor productivity and household savings, which
economists say are long overdue. “Logic prevails -
why would Erdogan not keep Simsek, so as to
keep markets and investors on side for the time-
being?” said Nomura strategist Timothy Ash in an
e-mailed note, but added: “This is not to say that
Simsek will have that much leverage to deliver on

his structural reform plan. The power is moving to
Erdogan and his less orthodox policy advisers.”

Erdogan favors consumption-led growth and
has said high interest rates cause inflation, a stance
at odds with orthodox economics. Investors have
been unnerved by pressure on the central bank,
which cut the top end of its rate corridor for a third
month on Tuesday, to push rates down.

Yildirim said he would prioritize growth by
boosting production, encourage investment and
job creation, and maintain fiscal discipline, in a
sign of continuity with policies that fuelled
Turkey’s growth during the AKP’s first decade in
power. Nihat Zeybekci, a close Erdogan ally,
returned as economy minister, a post he had held
until last November. Erdogan’s son-in-law Berat
Albayrak kept his position as energy minister.
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu also remained
in his job, but former AK Party spokesman Omer
Celik became the new EU minister at a critical time
in Turkey’s relations with Europe. — Reuters
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ANKARA: Turkey’s incoming Prime Minister Binali Yildirim (right) meets Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan at the Presidential Palace to submit his new cabinet lineup yesterday. — AFP 


