
ANKARA: Any mistake in a planned
US-backed operation to drive Islamic
State from the Iraqi city of Mosul
could result in hundreds of thou-
sands of refugees, Turkish presiden-
tial spokesman Ibrahim Kalin said
yesterday.

Turkey is locked in an escalating
row with Iraq over who should take
part in the Mosul assault and Kalin
voiced concern that Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK) militants, viewed by Ankara
and Western allies as terrorists, could
be involved. “Reports that the PKK may
take part in the Mosul operation great-
ly worry us,” he told a news confer-
ence, saying Turkey had no “secret
agenda” in Iraq and favoured solving
problems with Baghdad through dia-

logue. The PKK has fought a 32-year
insurgency in Turkey, in which more
than 40,000 people have been killed,
and its leadership is based in the
mountains of northern Iraq.

Mosul, home to up to 1.5 million
people, has been at the heart of Islamic
State’s self-declared caliphate in Iraq
since 2014. The battle for the city is
seen beginning this month. “A mistake
made there could result in hundreds of
thousands of people becoming
refugees,” Kalin said. “A mistake in the
Mosul operation will not be limited to
Iraq, it will impact the whole region.”

Regional conflict
Turkish soldiers have been training

Sunni Muslim and al l ied Kurdish

Peshmerga units at Iraq’s Bashiqa
camp, near Mosul, and want them
involved in the assault.

But Baghdad’s Shi’ite-led govern-
ment objects to the Turkish military
presence and wants its own forces at
the forefront.  Turkey fears the use of
Shi’ite militias, which Iraqi army units
have relied on in the past, will stoke
sectarian unrest. “It is better for Iraq if
the national army liberates Mosul and
distances sectarian militias from the
battle,” Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-
Jubeir told reporters in Riyadh after a
meeting with his Turkish and Gulf
counterparts.

A joint statement after the meeting
between Turkey and the six-nation
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) raised

concern about “plans to involve mili-
tia forces which perpetrated revenge
attacks, mass killings, torture and clear
human rights abuses against local
populations” in the Mosul operation.
The Baghdad government has con-
demned the continued Turkish mili-
tary presence at the Bashiqa camp
and Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
has warned Turkey risked triggering a
regional war.

Turkey, part of the US-led coalition
against Islamic State, says its troops
are there as part of an international
mission to train Iraqi forces to fight
jihadists. The United States has said
any foreign forces in Iraq should have
the approval of the Baghdad govern-
ment. —Reuters

Turkey says botched assault on Iraq’s Mosul would trigger refugee wave
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ALEPPO: In this picture provided by the Syrian Civil Defense group known as the White Helmets, Syrian Civil
Defense workers search through the rubble on Wednesday. —AP

BEIRUT: Overnight shelling and over a
dozen airstrikes on rebel held parts of the
Syrian city of Aleppo killed at least 11 peo-
ple, bringing the death toll over the last
three days in the embattled city to at least
65, activists said yesterday.

Meanwhile, rebel shelling of govern-
ment-held areas in the divided city killed
two girls at a school. The airstrikes came a
day after an air raid hit eastern Aleppo’s
biggest market, killing at least 15 people
and leveling buildings.

Aleppo’s unabating violence has given
additional urgency to the upcoming meet-
ing between Russian Foreign Minister
Sergey Lavrov and US  Secretary of State
John Kerry on efforts to find a peace deal in
Syria in Switzerland on Saturday. It will be
the first face-to-face contact between the
two men since Washington broke off bilat-
eral diplomatic contact with Moscow on
Syria over the violence in Aleppo earlier
this month.

In other developments in Syria’s multi-
layered conflict, two Iraqi militia command-

ers said Thursday they have started with-
drawing some of their elite forces from
Syria, where they are fighting on the side of
President Bashar Assad’s government, to
Iraq in preparation for the battle to retake
the city of Mosul from the Islamic State
group.

Battle for Mosul
The battle for Mosul is expected to be

the most complex yet for Iraqi forces,
backed by US-led coalition air-power. Since
Mosul first fell to IS in June 2014, the
extremists have been pushed from more
than half of the territory they once held in
Iraq, according to figures released by Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi’s office.

Iraqi Shiite militias are not expected to
take part in the operation, although they
are likely to be part of the offensive to cap-
ture areas nearby such as the town of Tal
Afar, which used to have a large Shiite pop-
ulation.

The two commanders, from Iraq’s pow-
erful Asaib Ahl Haq and Kataib Hezbollah

militias, said more than 2,000 of their fight-
ers have been withdrawn from Syria, mostly
from in and around Aleppo, for redeploy-
ment near Mosul and the IS stronghold of
Hawija. The two spoke to The Associated
Press in Baghdad on condition of anonymity
because they were not authorized to dis-
cuss military tactics.

But two Syrian opposition activists -
Rami Abdurrahman of the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights and
Turkey-based Ahmad al-Ahmad - said they
were unaware of the withdrawal, adding
that Iraqi Shiite militias have recently sent
reinforcements to Syrian government forces
in the Aleppo area.

Earlier this month, an official with the
Iraqi Shiite al-Nujaba militia said it sent
some 4,000 fighters to Syria, also to the
Aleppo area. The two Iraqi commanders
said the al-Nujaba militiamen were not part
of the pullout. The militia’s leader, Sheikh
Akram al-Kaabi, recently visited his fighters
on Aleppo’s front lines, vowing to continue
to fight Sunni extremists. —AP

Syria activists say more than 

65 killed in 3 days in Aleppo

Air strikes continue

Russia offers to secure

rebel evacuation 

from Syria’s Aleppo

ALEPPO: Russia said yesterday it was prepared to secure safe
passage for rebels to quit Syria’s Aleppo but kept up air strikes
on the battleground city as world powers readied new truce
talks.

Syria has been plunged into some of the worst violence of
its five-year war since the collapse last month of a truce bro-
kered by Washington and Moscow. The ensuing surge in
fighting has accompanied a large-scale government offensive,
backed by Russian air power, to capture the opposition-held
half of battered Aleppo.

Russia said Thursday it was willing to give rebels safe pas-
sage out of Aleppo, where over 250,000 people are under
government siege. “We are ready to ensure the safe withdraw-
al of armed rebels, the unimpeded passage of civilians to and
from eastern Aleppo, as well as the delivery of humanitarian
aid there,” Russian Lieutenant General Sergei Rudskoy said in
a televised briefing.

On the ground in the ravaged city, at least seven civilians
were killed in a series of early morning strikes, the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights monitoring group said. On the
northeastern outskirts of the city, advancing regime troops
captured several hilltops overlooking opposition-held areas.

An AFP correspondent in the besieged east said the strikes
had resumed on Thursday afternoon. Syrian state television
said four children were killed by rebel rocket fire on a school
in a western regime-held neighbourhood. Residents in the
west said they had been forced to pull over in their cars to
take shelter in buildings because of the barrage of rebel fire.

Fresh truce talks   
Moscow has come under mounting international pressure

over the rising civilian death toll from President Bashar al-
Assad’s Russian-backed campaign to take east Aleppo, includ-
ing Western accusations of possible war crimes.

Since the army’s assault began in late September, Russian
and government bombardment has killed more than 370 peo-
ple, including 68 children, according to an Observatory toll.
Shelling by rebel and jihadist groups, meanwhile, has killed 68
people in government-held areas.—AFP

ALEPPO: A Syrian boy receives treatment at a hospi-
tal yesterday.—AFP


