
ISTANBUL: Twenty-two pro-Ankara Syrian
rebels were hit by a chemical gas attack
from Islamic State (IS) jihadists in northern
Syria, the Turkish army said yesterday. “After
a rocket was fired by Daesh (IS), 22 opposi-
tion members were observed to have been
exposed in their eyes and bodies to chemi-
cal gas,” the general staff said in a statement,
quoted by the state-run Anadolu news
agency.

It said the attack happened in the area of
the village of Khaliliya, east of Al Rai in
northern Syria. Turkish media said that the
affected Syrian fighters were brought over
the frontier to the Turkish border town of
Kilis by teams from Turkey’s AFAD emergen-
cies agency.

The reports said that the Turkish emer-
gency workers were equipped with special
chemical suits to protect themselves. The
Syrians were brought to the main hospital in

Kilis where they are currently undergoing
treatment.

Television pictures showed some of the
Syrians being transferred on stretchers to
the hospital, with the emergency workers
dressed in full-body white protective cloth-
ing and gas masks. The Turkish army is back-
ing the Syrian fighters in an unprecedented
incursion aimed at rooting out IS jihadists
from the border area and also ensuring
there is no Kurdish militia presence.

In a three-month operation, the rebels
have so far captured the IS stronghold of
Jarabulus, cleared IS from Al Rai and retaken
the symbolically important town of Dabiq
without much resistance.

With Turkish support, they are now
pressing to take Al Bab from the jihadists
in an advance that appears to be taking
more time and encountering greater
opposition. — AFP
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MOSUL, Iraq: When Islamic State militants in
Mosul discovered that Ahmed’s brother had
served in the army, they went to his house,
pulled him into the street, and shot him dead as
his parents watched.

Now, it was time for revenge, and after two
years of ferrying the extremists around as a taxi
driver, Ahmed had plenty of information to offer
special forces at a command post in an east
Mosul apartment on Friday.

“They’re in this church, and only God knows
what goes on in there,” he told intelligence offi-
cers, pointing out map coordinates during a
half-hour session. They met in a living room used
to receive residents just a few blocks away from
the battle, some seeking help, others being
questioned, while the unlucky ones faced inter-
rogation or stern reprimands for various infrac-
tions. Ahmed asked his full name be withheld for
fear of reprisals.

With heavy weapons less useful in the dense
urban alleyways of Iraq’s second city, local intelli-
gence is growing in value. Special forces on the
front lines are beefing up efforts to win civilians’
trust, passing out food and medicine and glean-
ing real-time information about the extremists
they are fighting in pitched, house-to-house
combat.

Classic counterinsurgency roles 
In doing so, officers are also taking on classic

counterinsurgency roles, becoming actors of
local governance, addressing grievances and
dispensing swift battlefield justice. The offensive
to free Mosul of IS militants is now in its second
month, and progress has slowed as troops try to
avoid mass civilian casualties that could give the
impression the Shiite-heavy military was riding
roughshod over the city’s majority Sunnis.

While tens of thousands of civilians have fled

the fighting, over a million remain in their
homes - some following official requests by the
government to stay there, others preferring the
risk of crossfire to spending the winter as an
anonymous number in cold displacement
camps.

In the Bakr neighborhood, parts of which are
still contested, civilians lined the streets. Smiling
children waved and greeted the troops, while
younger men and elders watched convoys of
Humvees pass with an air of skepticism.

Automatic rifle fire and heavy machine guns
blasted all day from both sides, while mortars
lobbed shells across neighborhoods, the city’s
relentless soundtrack. In the dusty wasteland to
the east, a family pushed a relative’s body on a
cart back toward an aid station.

Part of the intelligence gathering is rough - in
the Samah neighborhood, soldiers arrested at
least two suspected IS militants, wrapping T-
shirts over their heads and beating them in the
street as they dragged them off. Not every com-
batant shares the government’s optimism that
sectarian reconciliation can happen here. “Why
do you speak to them? They’re all (IS),” one sol-
dier said of civilians leaving homes to visit rela-
tives further from the crossfire.

But the softer approach, as advancing forces
have learned countless times in modern warfare,
can yield more value, and keeping civilians on
one’s side has become a major part of opera-
tions for Iraq’s special forces, known officially as
the Counter Terrorism Forces.

Speaking in the Bakr apartment, Lt. Col. Ali
Hussein said his forces have strict orders to take
care of civilians to win the peace, but that they
went a bit further, buying medicine for the old
and infirm. “We pay with our own money, it’s the
humane thing to do,” he said. “It’s a modest
neighborhood and we have to keep a good rep-

utation and show the civilians we are on the
same side - Daesh has brainwashed them for
two years,” he said, using the Arabic acronym for
the group.

IS forces as well, driven underground and
unable to group into formations for risk of
attracting airstrikes, also realize the importance
of information. On Friday alone, they sent three
reconnaissance drones to scout positions in the
district - the same amount as over the previous
two weeks. “It was a big push, much more than
normal,” Hussein said, showing off a damaged
commercially available DJI Phantom 4 drone the
size of a record player.

“We shot down two”
Fighting in built-up areas has slowed to a

slog, as small numbers of IS snipers and suicide
bombers in heavily-armored vehicles infiltrate
neighborhoods to surprise troops and stunt
advances. Battles play out on rooftops with IS
forces holed up in buildings just a street or two
away, with troops often jumping walls between
houses to reach their positions.

On patrol, Iraqi forces here said that IS was
now sending in two cars at a time packed with
explosives. The first one destroys the giant sand
barriers the army builds on side streets to create
safe zones, and the second one races through
the opened passage to attack troops. As a
response, the special forces now line up parked
civilian cars in front of the barriers.

Troops also listen in on IS radio traffic, where
they can sometimes hear the extremists direct-
ing suicide bombers who can’t see through the
heavy armor plating protecting their moving
vehicles. Many of the dialects are foreign, includ-
ing Gulf Arab and Egyptian.

As Hussein walked the streets with his troops,
a man approached, beseeching the soldiers for
help to protect his family on the IS-controlled
side. After a brief stand-off, and the man lifting
his shirt to show he wasn’t wearing explosives,
he became the latest informer.

“They are knocking down walls so they can
move house to house, and they’re approaching
this line,” said the man, who also asked that his
name be withheld for fear of IS reprisals. “They
dig all night, we can hardly sleep.” After sunset, IS
was burning tires and homes to obscure night
vision scopes used by the special forces.

The patrol went to the neighbors to confirm
the story, lecturing the man for crossing over the
front line via a rooftop but letting him go after
locals vouched for him. Speaking with elders,
Hussein told families to stay indoors and
explained that cars must have their tires flat-
tened or be considered a security risk. 

Another man was scolded for trying to break
into a house, claiming his uncle had sent him to
secure belongings. Soldiers pushed him by the
shirt collar to the area’s de facto governor, who
waved him off after some angry words.

“We cannot allow this,” said Hussein. “When
civilians return they must not think that the spe-
cial forces looted their homes.” — AP

Local intel key in house to
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‘We cannot allow this’

JULUKHAN, Iraq: Major General Najm al-Jubbouri,
a top commander in the offensive against Islamic
State in the Iraqi city of Mosul, peered through
binoculars at flames after his men shot dead an
Islamic State suicide bomber.

It was a small victory for a man whose war
against jihadists is deeply personal. “You are
heroes,” he said through a walkie talkie as Iraqi
forces cleared another village, hoping to open a
new route to the militants’ stronghold of Mosul.
“You are heroes”.

Last year, Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
asked Jubbouri to return home from the United
States to help lead the fight against Islamic
State, which swept through Mosul and other
parts of northern Iraq in 2014 and imposed a
reign of terror.

Upbeat
Jubbouri is upbeat as he paces on the rooftop

of a house that serves as a makeshift command
centre, surveying the battlefield and tightly man-
aging advances. But he is acutely aware of what

Islamic State, also known as ISIS, is capable of. Last
year, he watched an Islamic State video broadcast
on social media which showed the drowning of
prisoners who are locked inside a steel cage and
slowly lowered to their deaths in a pool.

Some of the victims were Jubbouri’s cousins, he
said. “My relatives and citizens suffered a lot from al
Qaeda and ISIS.  I decided to return back here. In
Mosul, ISIS killed a lot from my tribe and from my
friends,” he told Reuters in an interview.

Jubbouri left his family behind and his job at
the National Defence University in the United
States and put on his military fatigues again at
home. Eager to avenge the deaths of his relatives
and help stabilize Iraq, Jubbouri is trying to figure
out ways to overcome the complex challenges of
fighting Islamic State in Mosul, home to about one
million people.

Iraqi forces can’t move heavy weapons and
tanks through Mosul’s narrow streets, and Islamic
State is using civilians as human shields to slow
government advances, said Jubbouri, who served
in Saddam Hussein’s army for decades.

In the desert just beyond Jubbouri are two army
trucks mounted with machineguns, primed to
attack any suicide bombers in vehicles who try to
approach the makeshift command centre, which is
surrounded by bodyguards. “We want to remove
the cancer (of Islamic State) from the body and this
is a very difficult mission inside Mosul,” said
Jubbouri.

Jubbouri, who moved to the United States in
2008, is acutely aware of the dangers posed by
Islamic militants, and the sectarian animosities
which have destabilized Iraq. As mayor of Tel Afar
from 2005-2008, he cleared out al-Qaeda fighters
from the town and promoted reconcil iation
between Sunnis and Shi’ites.

Iraq has been struggling to find a formula for
stability since a US-led invasion toppled Saddam
Hussein in 2003.

Islamic state defeat
Even if Islamic State is defeated in Mosul, Iraqi

leaders must ensure that the same ethnic and sec-
tarian hostilities which helped Islamic State estab-

lish a widespread presence in the country do not
creep up again. The group initially won over Sunni
supporters because that sect felt marginalized by
the Shi’ite-led government in Baghdad. Jubbouri
called for an end to a governing system which allo-
cates top posts based on sects. “It won’t be rosy.
Many difficulties,” he said. “Some politicians will not
like to change because many of them would lose
their positions.”

For now, he is focused on the fight against
Islamic State.  Jubbouri said Iraqi forces had set a
six-month timetable for the Mosul campaign. But
he is confident of victory by the end of this year,
predicting the group will collapse.

So far, Iraqi forces have captured about 60 per-
cent of eastern Mosul, and the western part of
Iraq’s second biggest city could prove far more
dangerous. “In beginning, everyday we faced
between 60 and 70 car bombs. Now we are facing
about two or three,” said Jubbouri, as his forces
fired mortar bombs and rockets at an asphalt fac-
tory where militants strapped with explosives were
positioned. — Reuters

MOSUL, Iraq: Iraqi special forces soldiers pass civilians, sitting in the back yard of their houses used in fighting against the
Islamic State militants, in the Bakr front line neighborhood on Saturday. — AP

TEHRAN: Five people on board an
Iranian helicopter were killed when it
crashed into the Caspian Sea yesterday,
state television reported.  The bodies of
four crew and a civilian, plus the helicop-
ter, had been found, a security official
told state television website.

The helicopter, owned by the
National Iranian Drilling Company, was
carrying an emergency patient from
Amir Kabir offshore oil platform when it

“disappeared half a mile from the oil rig
on its way back,” ISNA news agency
quoted Behshahr governor Khalegh
Sajadi as saying. “The reason of the crash
will not be known until the black box is
found,” he added. 

Amir Kabir drilling rig is 137 air miles
(250 kilometers) off the Caspian Sea
coastal line and extracts oil from the
water depth of 1,000 meters, according
to official IRNA news agency. — AFP

Helicopter crashes in 

Iran, killing five: Official

DARAA, Syria: Smoke billows following a reported air strike by Syrian government
forces in a rebel-held area of Daraa, in southern Syria, yesterday. — AFP

For top Iraqi commander, Mosul offensive is personal battle

DOHA: Qatar will continue to arm Syrian
rebels even if Donald Trump ends US back-
ing for the multinational effort, Doha’s for-
eign minister said in an interview, sig-
nalling its determination to pursue a poli-
cy the US President-elect may abandon.

But Foreign Minister Sheikh
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani
said the wealthy Gulf state would not “go
solo” and supply shoulder-fired missiles to
the rebels to defend themselves against
Syrian and Russian warplanes.

While the rebels needed more military
support, any move to supply “Manpad”
anti-aircraft weapons to them would have
to be decided collectively by the rebels’
backers, the minister, a member of Qatar’s
royal family, told Reuters late on Saturday.

Some Western officials worry that Gulf
states, dismayed at effective Russian air
support for Syrian President Bashar al-
Assad, could supply such weapons.
Washington fears they could be seized by
jihadi groups and used against Western
airliners.

Qatar is a top backer of rebels fighting
Assad, working alongside Saudi Arabia,
Turkey and Western nations in a military
aid programme overseen by the US
Central Intelligence Agency that provides
moderate groups with arms and training.

Qatar was determined to carry on,
Sheikh Mohammed said, sipping tea in his
spacious office on the ministry’s top floor
overlooking the Gulf. “ This support is
going to continue, we are not going to
stop it. It doesn’t mean that if Aleppo falls
we will give up on the demands of the
Syrian people,” he said.

Historic ally
“Even if  the regime captures it

(Aleppo), I am sure they will have the abili-
ty to capture it back from the regime ... We
need more military support, yes, but even
more important we need to stop the
bombardment and create safe zones for
the civilians.” He said Assad was “the fuel
of Daesh” - an acronym for Islamic State -
because his forces’ k i l l ing of Syrians
helped the hardline group motivate
young Syrian recruits. “We never see any
effort for him fighting Daesh,” he said. But
Trump has signalled opposition to US sup-
port for the rebels, indicating he could
abandon them to focus on f ighting
Islamic State which controls land in east-
ern and central Syria. 

He might even cooperate against IS
with Russia, which has been bombing the
rebels for more than a year in western
Syria.  In an interview published this
month, Assad said Trump would be a “nat-
ural ally” if he decides to “fight the terror-
ists”. “We want to have the US with us, for
sure, they have been our historic ally,”
Sheikh Mohammed said.

“But if  they want to change their
minds, are we going to change our posi-
tion? For us, in Qatar at least, we are not
going to change our position. Our posi-
tion is based on principles, values and on
our assessment of the situation there.”

Qatar and other Gulf states believe the
nationalist Sunni rebels are needed to
build a stable Syria. But their policy has
long been hampered by splits in the oppo-
sition and the prominent role jihadists
have played in the insurgency. — Reuters

Qatar will help Syrian rebels 

even if Trump ends US role

MOSUL, Iraq: Iraqi Special Forces parade with Staff Lieutenant General Abdul Ghani Al-Asadi,
commander of the Counter-Terrorism Service (CTS) in a recently recaptured district of south-
east Mosul, yesterday. — AFP
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