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MOSUL: Rasha rummages through her kitchen cup-
board and holds up a nearly empty bag of rice - the last
of the stock of supplies for her family of five in Iraq’s bat-
tleground city of Mosul.

“I don’t know what will happen when this runs out,”
she told AFP, as her five-year-old son Yunus fiddled with
a toy bazooka his father made him. “We are relying on
God.” A few blocks away from the home in the densely
packed Aden neighborhood, Iraqi special forces are bat-
tling Islamic State (IS) militants in grinding house-to-
house fighting to oust the group from Mosul, the last
major population center it controlled in the country.

But the family are among the thousands of residents
of Mosul sitting tight in areas retaken by government
troops and praying that the hurricane of violence will
soon pass them by. While aid agencies estimated that
some 200,000 residents could flee the city in the first
weeks of the fighting, five weeks into the operation only
around 70,000 civilians have fled their homes.  Those
who stay behind in the city - often too scared or unable
to quit - are facing both danger and deprivation. “We’ve
already had three mortars hit our roof,” said the mother-
of-three. “I am so afraid for my children.” 

Power lines are cut, gas for heating is running low,
and drinking water is nearly gone. The only supplies the
family receives are the occasional bags of bread and
packs of bottled water the troops from Iraq’s elite
Counter-Terrorism Service (CTS) can bring them. But -
with temperatures at night dropping below zero Celsius
- the thought of making the perilous journey out of
Mosul with three young children to one of the sprawling
camps for displaced people seems daunting. “At least
here we have a roof over our head,” Rasha said. 

‘Huge Concern’ 
For humanitarian agencies, trying to reach the people

inside the recaptured areas of Mosul is becoming
increasingly urgent. The fighting and high risks mean
that aid deliveries have been severely restricted. The
United Nations says it has been able to deliver food to
some 37,000 people, but they are on the very eastern
fringe of the city. “Security and access is the big chal-
lenge,” Inger Marie Vennize, a spokeswoman for the
World Food Programme in Iraq, told AFP. “It is a huge
concern for us because we know that people need food
assistance.” 

Aid agencies have urged the Iraqi forces to ensure
them with access or open up safe corridors. Vennize
insisted agencies were “discussing everything all the
time” for aid to reach people who need it in Mosul, but
said air drops for now were not on the table. With
fighting raging against a determined enemy who is
unwilling to negotiate, there appears precious little
room for manoeuvre and the operation looks set to
last weeks, if not months longer.

Maan Al-Saadi, a commander with the CTS, insisted
that the assault was “ahead of schedule”.  But he said
IS was using unconventional methods that made
retaking territory more arduous.  “They are using car
bombs, suicide bombers and civilians as human
shields - this makes it difficult for us.”  On Wednesday,
pro-government militias west of Mosul said they cut
off the last remaining routes from Mosul to IS-held ter-
ritory in Syria.  And that means the militants left in the
city - already willing to blow themselves up in their
hundreds to slow the Iraqi advance - are now almost
certainly gearing up for a fight to the death. “They can-
not flee. They have two choices - give up or die,” Saadi
said. —AFP

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 26, 2016

Supplies running out for Iraqis left in Mosul

MOSUL: An Iraqi special forces soldier battles
against Islamic State militants in the Bakr frontline
neighborhood yesterday. —AFP

Iraq readies force 
to storm flashpoint 

town near Mosul
BAGHDAD: Iraq is readying a special force tasked with storming Tal
Afar, a bastion of Islamic State west of Mosul, in a way that would
avoid revenge killings against the town’s Sunni population.
Capturing or isolating Tal Afar from Mosul is a key part of the US-
backed offensive to take back Islamic State’s last major city strong-
hold in Iraq, by allowing the ground forces taking part in the cam-
paign to complete Mosul’s encirclement. The army and police
forces planning to storm Tal Afar will include Sunni and Shiite
Turkmens, reflecting the main mix of the town’s population, said
Hisham Al-Hashimi, a Baghdad-based analyst who advises the gov-
ernment on Islamic State affairs. Tal Afar’s Shiite community fled
after Islamic State, a hardline Sunni group, swept through the
region two years ago, declaring from Mosul a “caliphate” that also
spanned parts of Syria.

The offensive to take Mosul started on Oct 17 with air and
ground support from a US-led coalition. The attack on Tal Afar has
been so far executed by Popular Mobilization, a coalition made up
mainly of Iranian-trained Shiite paramilitary groups whose involve-
ment in the Mosul offensive sparked fears of sectarian killings. The
3,500-strong force being set up to storm Tal Afar will operate from
an airbase just south of the city, said Hashimi. Popular Mobilization,
or Hashid Shaabi, will stay outside the town, enforcing a blockade,
he said. The Iraqi government has been keen on allying fears of sec-
tarian killings in Tal Afar after Turkey threatened to intervene, citing
its historic ties to Iraq’s ethnic Turkmens.

Fleeing Civilians
Thousands of civilians fled Tal Afar this week as Popular

Mobilization closed in. Several dozen families from the town also
arrived in Mosul, said a city resident, asking not to be identified as
Islamic State is punishing by death those caught communicating
with the outside world. Mosul is already ringed to the north, south
and east by Iraqi government forces and Kurdish peshmerga forces.
Iraq’s US-trained Counter Terrorism Service breached Islamic State
defences in east Mosul at the end of October. —Reuters

CAIRO: As the Islamic State group loses ter-
ritory in Iraq and Syria, one of its deadliest
branches is struggling against Egypt’s pow-
erful army to maintain a foothold in the
Sinai Peninsula. The affiliate, known as Sinai
Province, has waged a murky war in the
north of the peninsula bordering Israel that
has killed hundreds of soldiers and police-
men. It also claimed the bombing of a
Russian airliner carrying holidaymakers from
a south Sinai resort in Oct 2015 that killed all
224 people on board. Egypt’s tourism has
yet to recover.

But Sinai Province has been unable to
seize population centers, with one attempt
to occupy a town in 2015 ending with the
military unleashing F-16 jets against the mili-
tants. Instead the group has tried to keep up
a steady war of attrition involving roadside
bombings, sniper fire and checkpoint attacks
such as the one on Thursday that killed eight
soldiers. The militants are increasingly encir-
cled in the peninsula, with the military razing
sections of a town bordering the Palestinian
Gaza Strip to create a buffer zone and
destroying tunnels there, while setting up
checkpoints on routes out.

“The military’s biggest success is that they
have been able to contain the insurgency, by
and large, to North Sinai,” said Jantzen
Garnett, an expert on the jihadists with the
Navanti Group analytics company. The army
had been struggling to quash the insurgency
that took off in 2013 after the military ousted
Islamist president Mohamed Morsi, unleash-
ing a bloody crackdown on his followers.

Short Term Progress 
Three years into the insurgency, however,

a decisive victory against the militants
appears distant, as Thursday’s attack sug-
gests. “The Egyptian army has made some
short-term progress against (Sinai Province)
over the past year but the militant group con-
tinues to adapt and this progress should not
be construed as long-term success,” Garnett
said. “The military upped up its presence in
the Sinai following the July 1 attempt at tak-

ing over Sheikh Zuweid,” analyst Mokhtar
Awad said of the group’s attempt to seize the
north Sinai town in 2015.

The militants instead have “doubled
down on types of operations focusing on
trying to commit terrorist attacks... and
focus on planting IEDs (improvised explo-
sive devices) and more sniper attacks,” said
Awad, a research fellow with George
Washington University’s Program on
Extremism. They have also increased assas-
sinations of officers and kidnappings and
executions of suspected informants, in two
cases publicly shooting them in the streets
of North Sinai’s capital El-Arish.

The military toll is difficult to verify. The
military occasionally announces casualties,
such as the eight soldiers killed on Thursday.
Other reported casualties are not always dis-
closed. In November alone, Egyptian media
reported on the funerals - held within a day
of the deaths - of at least 10 military soldiers

and officers, not counting the eight killed on
Thursday. It is impossible to ascertain the toll
among militants, who do not disclose their
deaths. The military says it has killed hun-
dreds of militants, occasionally publishing
pictures of their corpses.

Leader Killed 
“It’s always murky when it comes to

assessing the picture in Sinai due to limits in
verification,” Awad said. The organization’s
hierarchy also remains a mystery. In August,
the military announced it had killed the
group’s top leader in Sinai, identified as Abu
Duaa, without providing further details. The
moniker “Ansari” - used by militants in Sinai
for locals of the peninsula - suggests he was a
Sinai Bedouin. A captured jihadi has said in
interrogations that the identity of the
group’s overall leader in Sinai was unknown
and he passed on instructions through a sub-
ordinate. —AFP

As ‘caliphate’ shrinks, 
IS struggles in Egypt

Car bomb attack kills 8 soldiers in Sinai

EL-ARISH, Egypt: This file photo taken on July 9, 2015 shows a member
of the Egyptian security forces standing guard next to a damaged bus
following a roadside bomb blast which wounded 20 Egyptian police-
men on the outskirts of northern Sinai’s provincial capital. —AFP


