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MOSUL: Army medics and volunteers attend to an influx of patients suffering a multitude of injuries at an Iraqi Special
Forces 2nd division open air field clinic in the Samah neighborhood of Mosul yesterday. — AFP

MOSUL: Iraqi forces piled pressure on
the Islamic State group around Mosul
yesterday, moving closer to cutting off
the jihadists’ escape route west to Syria
and thrusting deeper into the east of
the city.

Pro-government paramilitaries
advancing on the town of Tal Afar,
which commands the city’s west
approaches, entered its airport, while
troops moving up from the south had
the Mosul airport in their sights.
Wounded civilians continued to stream
out of the east of Mosul as government
forces battled IS fighters on the streets.

The first casualties began arriving at
a field clinic on the city’s eastern edge
after a mortar attack at around 11:00 am
(0800 GMT), filling its nine blood-stained
cots within minutes. Others were forced
to sit on plastic chairs or lie on rugs in
the dirt awaiting treatment. Mortar fire
and bombs killed three children and
wounded more than two dozen people
yesterday morning alone, one of the
clinic’s staff, Hossam Al-Nuri, told AFP. 

Medics zipped a white body bag
around one of the dead, as a relative
sobbed nearby.  “We were waiting at
home in Al-Samah to have lunch when
the mortar round hit,” said Hassan, who
was wounded along with three of his
brothers.

Lying on his side on a cot, Hassan
frantically asked passing medics about
his infant son Jassem, who was being
treated nearby for wounds to his eyes.  

Iraqi forces and civilians alike have
paid a heavy price in the first month of
the battle for Mosul, although casualty
figures have not been released by the
authorities.

Tightening noose 
Hashed Al-Shaabi paramilitaries

allied to the government were battling
IS fighters and looking for booby traps
inside Tal Afar airport, the last major
objective before the town itself.

“Daesh has planted bombs in large
parts of Tal Afar airport and operations
are under way to clear it completely,”
the Hashed Al-Shaabi said in a state-
ment. Control of Tal Afar, some 50 kilo-
metres (30 miles) from Mosul, would
bring pro-government forces closer to
surrounding IS in its last major Iraqi
stronghold.

The city would be cut off from IS-
controlled territory in Syria, where its de
facto capital Raqa is also in the sights of
US-backed forces.  South of Mosul,
advancing troops were nearing the
city’s airport. 

An officer with elite interior ministry
forces said a planned advance yesterday
would bring them to within four kilome-
tres (two and a half miles). Anti-IS fight-
ers were also within striking distance of
Mosul’s northern neighborhoods while
in the east elite counter-terrorism forces
and army troops punching in from two
directions were expected to join up
despite stiff resistance.

Mass grave  
Their strategy remains unclear, how-

ever, and Michael Knights of the
Washington Institute for Near East
Policy said it was hard to know whether
the worst was yet to come. “We could
be fighting through a hard crust with a
soft inside, or it could be all hard,” he
said. Human Rights Watch issued a
statement yesterday that included
accounts by residents of the Hamam al-
Alil area south of Mosul suggesting that
a mass grave found there contains the
bodies of former police killed by IS.

The grave was found outside the

town of Hamam Al-Alil on November 7
after troops overran it in their drive
north. One witness told HRW that over
two nights last month at least 230 peo-
ple, some of them former police, were
brought to the site and may have been
executed there.

“This is another piece of evidence of
the horrific mass murder by (IS) of for-
mer law enforcement officers in and
around Mosul,” said HRW deputy Middle
East director Joe Stork.

According to the United Nations,
nearly 60,000 people have been dis-
placed since the offensive to retake
Mosul was launched on October 17.

Division of territory
Iraq’s premier and its Kurdish region-

al chief were publicly at odds yesterday
over territorial control after the recap-
ture of Mosul, even with the battle for
the city far from over. The war against
the Islamic State (IS) group to recapture
Mosul, the jihadists’ last main strong-
hold in Iraq, has seen the autonomous
Kurdistan region gain or solidify control
over swathes of disputed territory in
northern Iraq. A long-running territorial
row between Kurdistan and Baghdad
has been overshadowed by the battle
against IS, but with the end of largescale
fighting against the jihadists in sight, it
is again moving to the fore.

Kurdish leader Massud Barzani and
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi are
giving vague but nonetheless differing
interpretations of understandings on
who will control territory in the Mosul
area after the city is retaken. “We are in
agreement with the United States on
not withdrawing from the areas of
Kurdistan,” Barzani said during a visit to
the recaptured town of Bashiqa on
Wednesday. — Agencies

Iraq forces move on two 
airports in Mosul battle
Baghdad, Kurds at odds over post-Mosul division of territory

Yemen’s rebels say they 
back US-brokered truce

SANAA: Amid more clashes yesterday in Yemen, the country’s
Shiite rebels confirmed their endorsement of a US-brokered
cease-fire deal previously announced by US Secretary of State
John Kerry.

However, the backing of the deal by Yemeni rebels, also
known as Houthis, was a moot point since Yemen’s internation-
ally-recognized government has already dismissed the plan as
“unilateral,” saying it was not involved in recent talks between
Kerry and a Houthi delegation in Oman.

On the ground, government forces expelled rebels from
several districts in the western city of Taiz while an internation-
al rights group issued a damning report yesterday, criticizing
the Houthis’ detentions of political opponents. Human Rights
Watch said the Shiite rebels have carried out hundreds of
unlawful detentions and torture since capturing the country’s
capital, Sanaa. The New York-based group said it has docu-
mented two deaths in custody and 11 cases of alleged torture
and abuses. HRW also called upon the Houthis in Sanaa to hold
officials accountable and to release the detainees - without
forcing them to sign false confessions of cooperating with a
Saudi-led coalition that is waging a war to expel the Houthis
from territory the rebels captured.

Sarah Leah Whitson, the Mideast director at Human Rights
Watch, said the war between the Houthis and the Saudi-led
coalition “provides no justification for torture and ‘disappear-
ance’ of perceived opponents.” Houthis descended from their
northern enclave in 2014 to take Sanaa and much of northern
Yemen. The rebels forced President Abed Rabbo Mansour Hadi
to flee the country and seek shelter in Saudi Arabia, which sub-
sequently launched the intervention by mostly Gulf Arab states
that has consisted mainly of a punishing air campaign.

The airstrikes, together with the ground fighting, have
pushed the already impoverished nation to the brink of famine
and displaced nearly three million people. The conflict has killed
over 4,000 civilians. In his announcement, Kerry said the cease-
fire was supposed to start yesterday and lead to the formation
of a unity government before the end of the year. Mohammed
Abdel-Salam, the Houthis spokesman, told Al-Masirah TV late on
Wednesday that the rebels agreed to the deal. — AP

In battered town seized
from IS, Iraq’s Yazidis

dream of return
BASHIQA, Iraq: For the first time since Islamic State mili-
tants swept into Bashiqa two years ago forcing him to
flee, 61-year-old Barakat has finally found work - on
Sunday he will be coming back to help clear debris from
the destruction wrought upon his home town.

He and others who have been living in exile gathered
in the town on Wednesday, just over a week after Kurdish
peshmerga forces drove the jihadists out. Yazidi, Christian
and Muslim former neighbours and old friends kissed and
greeted each other. But it will be a long time before they
can move back for good.

Homes have been flattened by bombardment,
shopfronts and garages gutted, burnt and looted, and
black patches from mortar explosions scorch the ground
along the main road. Bashiqa’s residents fled in different
directions and at different speeds when the militants took
over in 2014 after sweeping into Iraq from Syria.

“We left immediately,” said Bakarat, a Yazidi like most
people from the town. Islamic State has killed Muslims
and non-Muslims alike, but has been particularly brutal
with the Yazidi minority, whose beliefs combine elements
of several religions. Thousands have been killed, captured
and enslaved by the group in what the United Nations
says is genocide.

Bakarat said some Muslim inhabitants had stayed on
for a while, but Christians and Yazidis knew exactly what
their fate would be if they did not get out straight away.
Those who were better off rented homes in other towns,
and those without the means went to camps.

Bakarat and his family still live in the northern city of
Duhok. With most of Bashiqa destroyed and no services or
supplies, they expect it will be a long exile. “We can begin
to clean up this mess, but there’s no point returning to live
until there’s electricity, water, and most importantly full
security,” he said on his first trip back, declining to give his
full name in a sign of lingering concern. — Reuters


