
I N T E R N AT I O N A L
WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 19, 2016

BAGHDAD: As Iraqi forces close in on
Mosul, trapped civilians report thick
smoke enveloping the city ’s empty
streets as their jihadist rulers attempt to
shield themselves from intensifying US-
led coalition air strikes. After more than
two years of Islamic State group rule,
there is hope but also fear of what lies
ahead. Mosul, a large city split by the
Tigris river, is where IS declared its
“caliphate” two years ago but is now the
jihadists’ last major stronghold in Iraq.

Abu Saif, a 47-year-old former compa-
ny manager contacted by AFP, said the
streets felt eery as fighters and civilians
alike stayed indoors. “The atmosphere in
Mosul is strange, the sky is constantly
black with smoke from tyres Daesh (IS)
lit everywhere,” he said yesterday. “There
is also the black smoke from the burning
oil in the trenches Daesh dug around the
city to hide their members’ movements.
“The streets are empty, the people have
been staying at home since the strikes
started yesterday,” said Abu Saif, a resi-
dent of the eastern half of Mosul.

He said he could hear air strikes and
explosions coming from Bartalla, a
Christian town just east of Mosul on
which Kurdish and federal forces are
advancing. “It seems a lot of Daesh
members have already left this side of
the city and crossed to the other bank of
the river,” Abu Saif said. Military sources
have predicted that east Mosul could be

significantly easier to retake than the
western half, which is considered the
jihadists’ real bastion in the city. “They
still have a lot of snipers perched in high
places around here though and we
know they have lots of car bombs ready
and have planted roadside bombs
everywhere,” he said.

Living in basements
Abu Saif, who is now jobless and

managed to smuggle his family out of
the city earlier this year, said the peo-
ple around him were torn between the
prospect of  being freed from the
jihadists’ yoke soon and the fear that
they will not survive the impending
battle. “There is this happiness inside
us besieged people of Mosul, because
we feel that we are about to be res-
cued,” he said.

“But we are scared that Daesh can still
carry out acts of revenge against the
population.” As the noose has tightened
around Mosul in recent months, IS fight-
ers have executed countless people,
including their own, over accusations of
spying or collaborating with govern-
ment forces. Abu Saif said two people
were executed near Al-Zuhoor school as
recently as Sunday. “There is also the fear
of all these bombs falling from the sky.
People have moved back into the old
shelters that were used during the war
with Iran in the 80s,” he said. — AFP 

Inside Mosul, tense wait 

under the clouds of war

ALEPPO: Syrian Civil Defense group known as the White Helmets try to remove a boy stuck in the debris of a building in the
neighborhood of Qaterji in rebel-held east Aleppo following an airstrike in Aleppo, Syria. — AP 

MOSCOW: Moscow announced yesterday that
Russian and Syrian air forces have stopped
bombing Aleppo ahead of a brief truce, a move
the Kremlin said showed “goodwill” as it faces
mounting criticism for backing a brutal regime
offensive. Russia had said there would be an
eight-hour “humanitarian pause” in the battered
city tomorrow, a move welcomed by the United
Nations and the European Union which never-
theless said the ceasefire needed to be longer to
allow the delivery of aid. The UN said yesterday it
was waiting for safety assurances from all sides
before going in with “critical humanitarian assis-
tance” for Aleppo’s desperate population.

The West has voiced increasing alarm at the
situation in Aleppo, saying the ferocious Russian-
backed onslaught on the rebel-held east could
amount to a war crime. “Strikes in the Aleppo

region by the Russian and Syrian air forces are
stopping today starting at 10:00 am,” Russian
Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu said in a tele-
vised briefing, adding that the measure was “nec-
essary” to pave the way for the truce. “This guar-
antees the security of civilians’ exit through six
corridors and prepares the evacuation of the sick
and injured from eastern Aleppo,” he said, adding
that it would also guarantee safe passage for
armed rebels to leave eastern Aleppo.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov hailed the
move as a “manifestation of goodwill” and
denied it was meant to assuage Western critics
who have accused Moscow of perpetrating
potential war crimes in Syria’s second city. “This
is an obvious continuation of Russian efforts, on
the one hand, to fight terrorists in Syria, and on
the other, to unblock the situation in Aleppo,”

Peskov told reporters.  “It is exclusively a mani-
festation of goodwill by the Russian military.”
Raids in the eastern neighborhoods of Aleppo
have stopped since the Russian announcement,
but air strikes are still being conducted in the
broader Aleppo region, the Britain-based moni-
toring group Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said yesterday. 

Under siege   
Over 250,000 people are under government

siege in the city that was once Syria’s thriving
commercial hub. Yesterday’s halt in bombing
came just hours after Russian warplanes pound-
ed Aleppo’s rebel-held districts, killing a couple
and their three children, the Observatory said.
On Monday, dozens of civilians including 12
members of the same family were killed in strikes
against Aleppo, the monitor said. 

The brutal government offensive against east-
ern Aleppo-which has destroyed hospitals and
other civilian infrastructure-has plunged Syria
into some of the worst violence since the conflict
erupted in March 2011.  The European Union said
on Monday that the Russian and Syrian air strikes
could amount to war crimes. “The deliberate tar-
geting of hospitals, medical personnel, schools
and essential infrastructure, as well as the use of
barrel bombs, cluster bombs, and chemical
weapons, constitute a catastrophic escalation of
the conflict...  and may amount to war crimes,” EU
foreign ministers meeting in Luxembourg said.

They also warned that the 28-nation bloc
could impose additional sanctions against
Damascus, but decided against targeting Russia
despite US and British calls to punish Moscow as
well. Talks in Switzerland at the weekend involv-
ing foreign ministers from Washington, Moscow
and Syria’s neighbors ended with no break-
through on halting the violence. The talks were
the first international meeting on Syria since
Washington froze bilateral ceasefire negotiations
with Moscow over its unwavering support of the
Syrian regime. 

A short-lived truce brokered by Moscow and
Washington last month could have led the two
countries to coordinate strikes against jihadists,
but the deal quickly unraveled. Shoigu said yes-
terday that the halt in bombing could “con-
tribute to the success” of international military
talks in Geneva on Wednesday on efforts to dis-
tance Syrian opposition fighters from jihadist
group Fateh al-Sham Front, which changed its
name from Al-Nusra Front after renouncing its
ties to Al-Qaeda. Russia has repeatedly demand-
ed that the Syrian rebels break off from Fateh Al-
Sham Front, which the United Nations considers
a terrorist group, as a condition to revive a
ceasefire in Aleppo. — AFP 

Russia and Syria halt Aleppo 

strikes ahead of brief truce
An 8-hour ‘humanitarian pause’ in battered city

BAGHDAD: For one policeman, the battle
for Mosul is a chance to return home as
part of victorious Iraqi forces two years
after leaving the city in defeat. Ahmed,
whose last name is being withheld to pro-
tect his family from reprisals,  fought
against the Islamic State group and was
wounded by a suicide bomber in June
2014, when the jihadists overran Mosul.

He lived in a camp for displaced Iraqis
for more than half a year, then stayed with
family, rejoined the police and is now
deployed in the country’s north. The battle
for Mosul, the last IS-held city in the coun-
try, will bring Iraqi forces back to the scene
of the 2014 debacle, giving them an oppor-
tunity for redemption where they suffered
one of their worst defeats. Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi announced the start of the
long-awaited offensive on Monday.

For Ahmed, the operation is personal on
several levels: he is a native of Mosul and
still has relatives living in the city. Retaking
Mosul means a “return to my house and my
family and my people, and this is the same
situation for my friends-we all have rela-
tives” there, Ahmed said by telephone. It is
a chance to “rescue my family and my rela-
tives-I want to save them”, he said. As an
added incentive, “we always feel that the
state considers us traitors, and we want to
prove to them that we are the opposite of
that”, he said. Ahmed said he had been
working in the police for around two years
when IS seized Mosul.

‘Our morale was finished’
Ahmed was out early that day with a

patrol that clashed with IS forces for sever-
al hours before running out of ammuni-
tion and falling back, with two of its mem-

bers dead. Later, a suicide bomber deto-
nated an explosives-rigged tanker truck,
killing a colonel and wounding Ahmed in
the leg. Reinforcements that were said to
be coming from Baghdad did not materi-
alize, and Ahmed and other security per-
sonnel were ordered to withdraw from the
battle, he said. 

“Our morale was finished, and we con-
sidered ourselves dead,” Ahmed said. The
battle for Mosul, which fell on June 10,
2014, was an unmitigated disaster in which
top commanders and the prime minister
played major roles. Ample intelligence
pointed to the impending attack, including
from a captured IS commander who gave
the day of the assault and the planned line
of advance, according to a parliamentary
inquiry into the city’s fall. But that informa-
tion was not acted upon and the attack
went ahead as the jihadists had planned. 

Living in exile
Top officers performed poorly, includ-

ing a general who departed west Mosul
with dozens of armored vehicles the
night before the city’s fall, “greatly harm-
ing the morale of  the f ighters”,  the
inquiry found. Nuri Al-Maliki, the prime
minister at the time, had already weak-
ened the military by appointing “incom-
petent leaders and commanders”, while
the general in charge of Iraqi ground
forces failed to keep units in Mosul sup-
plied with troops and equipment. For
Ahmed, the fall  of Mosul marked the
beginning of a period of exile. Eventually,
a call was made for the province’s police-
men to return to work,  which he did
some eight months after Mosul’s fall-a
period in which he was not paid.  —AFP 

For Iraq policeman, battle for 

Mosul means returning home

AL-HOL: Displaced Iraqis who fled fighting in the Mosul area playing
volleyball at a camp for internally displaced people in the northeastern
town of Al-Hol in Syria’s Hasakeh province.  — AFP 

SIRTE: The Islamic State group’s beleaguered
Libyan stronghold of Sirte has been devastated by
months of fighting, the second time in five years it
has been wrecked. Tanks roar through rubble-
strewn streets while explosions and gunfire rock
gutted buildings. Most of the 120,000 residents
have fled, either in fear of jihadists or forced out by
pro-government forces who have been battling
since May to oust IS from what was once its north
African headquarters.

The 2011 uprising that toppled its most famous
son, the late dictator Muammar Gaddafi, laid waste
to Sirte. Residents rebuilt after the war, but this
year’s fighting has once again left the coastal town
in ruins. Apart from fighters, Sirte is now a ghost
town with no electricity or phone coverage within
a hundred kilometers. Pro-government Libyan
forces backed by American air strikes are gradually
tightening the noose on the few remaining IS fight-
ers holed up in District Three in the east.

IS took over Sirte in June 2015, flying their black
flags above public buildings and imprisoning, cru-
cifying or beheading dozens of people. Jihadists
roamed the streets in pickup trucks to check that
residents were praying at the correct times and
that women did not leave home without a male
minder. Forces allied with Libya’s UN-backed and

internationally recognized Government of National
Unity (GNA) launched an offensive in May to oust IS
from the city and surrounding areas.

‘Bye bye Daesh’
They entered Sirte itself on June 9, and the

jihadists hit back with suicide bombings and
snipers. More than 550 GNA fighters have been
killed and 3,000 wounded in the assault. Shop
fronts throughout town still bear the black stamp
of the “Office of General Services”, the jihadists’ tax
authority. On those walls that are still standing, slo-
gans glorifying IS have been erased and replaced
with “Bye bye Daesh”-an Arabic acronym for IS.
Forces loyal to Libya’s unity government suspect
that the jihadists had local help when they seized
the town. The loyalist forces expelled residents and
were preventing them from returning to “liberated”
areas, said Hadi, the commander of a group of
fighters from Tripoli.

“We do not want to take risks by leaving a
potential enemy behind our backs,” he said, adding
that he had come to fight the jihadists and hoped
“to die a martyr”. While most members of the pro-
government forces are from Misrata half way
between Tripoli and Sirte, fighters have come from
across Libya, he said.  — AFP 

Rebuilt once, Gaddafi’s home town lies in ruins again

SIRTE, Libya: Members of the forces loyal to Libya’s UN-backed Government of National Accord
(GNA) gather in the coastal city of Sirte, east of the capital Tripoli, during their military operation to
clear the Islamic State group’s (IS) jihadists from the city. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: The battle for Mosul is a
chance for President Barack Obama to claim
an election-year victory over the Islamic
State group in Iraq and offset failures in Syria.
Ask the White House about the slow motion
catastrophe in Syria and, more likely than
not, officials will talk about the different-if
related-problem of the Islamic State group.
With the battle to retake Mosul kicking off
Monday, the Obama administration now real-
ly has something to talk about. US efforts to
stop the Syrian-Russian bombing of civilians
in Aleppo have come to nothing, another
black mark against Obama’s vexed policies in
the Middle East.

Libya is in chaos, Egypt is run by the military,
while Yemen offers ever-more bloodshed and
embarrassment. And Obama’s refusal to inter-
vene in Syria’s war, which has already killed
300,000 people, will likely have repercussions
for generations to come. But from Aleppo,
head 375 miles east across the Syrian-Iraqi bor-
der, and there is better news.After two years
and some 5,634 strikes against the Islamic State
group, Mosul, the jihadists’ last major redoubt
in Iraq is in the crosshairs of a ground cam-
paign.  Retaking Iraq’s second largest city is
unlikely to be quick. But it would be a major
victory over the Islamic State group in its own
right, and would help Obama greatly.

Obama’s struggle
The bitter 2016 US presidential election

campaign has taken place against a backdrop
of jihadist-inspired attacks from Paris to San
Bernardino, California. Polls show Americans
are more concerned about terrorism today
than at any time since the aftermath of 9/11.
In a TIME/SurveyMonkey poll of 5,478 voters
released this month, 58 percent said terror-
ism and national security should be among
the top three priorities for the next president.
Donald Trump, the Republican who wants the
job, has gained electoral traction with a sim-
ple-if functionally questionable-pledge to
“bomb the shit out of ISIS.” He has repeatedly
accused Obama and his Democratic oppo-
nent Hillary Clinton of “founding” the IS
group-of withdrawing US troops from Iraq
too quickly and creating a vacuum that
allowed the extremists to thrive.

The Islamic State group’s rapid retreat from
towns like Jarabulus and Raqa is likely to fuel
questions about why the jihadists were not
confronted with more military strength on
the ground sooner. Meanwhile, Obama has at
times struggled to find Trump’s levels of clari-
ty. He has tried to show the myriad of actions
his administration has taken to counter IS-
from diplomacy to special ops-while at the
same time tr ying not to overstate their
strength and importance. Privately, aides
argue the group is far from an existential
threat to the United States, and can only be
successful if Americans respond by weaken-
ing their own values and institutions. — AFP 

The battle for Mosul provides 

pre-election boon for Obama


