
TEHRAN: Iran said yesterday it would
accept no US “inter ference” after
Washington demanded the release of a
dual national and his 80-year-old father
given 10 year sentences for espionage. The
State Department demanded the immedi-
ate release of Siamak and Baqher Namazi,
both Iranian-American dual nationals, after
their sentences were announced on
Tuesday. But foreign ministry spokesman
Bahram Qassemi told Iranian media: 

“The government and the Iranian peo-
ple give no importance to the statements
and interference of American officials and
their efforts to divide the ranks of the
Iranian people. “The American threats only
add to the wall of mistrust Iranians have
regarding the United States.” Washington
expressed concern over the health of the
elder Namazi, a former UN Children’s Fund
employee who also served as the governor
of an Iranian province before the Islamic

revolution of 1979. Both were jailed for 10
years for “espionage and collaboration with
the American government”, Tehran prose-
cutor Abbas Jafari Dolat-Abadi announced
on Tuesday. Three other Iranian-American
dual nationals-Farhad Abd-Saleh, Kamran
Ghaderi and Alireza Omidvar-were also
sentenced to 10 years on the same charges,
along with a US resident from Lebanon,
Nezar Zaka.

Siamak Namazi, a well-connected busi-
ness consultant who has supported Iranian
reformists and sought to promote ties
between Iran and the United States, was
arrested as he arrived in Tehran a year ago.
His father was detained in February when
he came to Iran to seek his son’s release.
Conservatives in Iran have criticized
attempts by the moderate government of
President Hassan Rouhani to improve ties
with the West following a nuclear deal with
world powers last year. — AFP
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DAKAR: Senegalese prosecutors
requested a six-month sentence yester-
day for an imam accused of insulting the
country’s most powerful Muslim broth-
erhood, in a case that has underlined the
group’s outsized influence. The Mourides
are one of four important Sufi brother-
hoods followed by Senegal’s Muslims,
who overwhelmingly practice a moder-
ate version of Islam while following the
teachings of local spiritual guides.

The case relates to a video posted in
September by imam Cheikh Mbacke
Sakho in which he accused Mouride
elders of taking money from Muslims to
further their own business interests,
and of “swindling” followers. Now in
“fear of his life”, according to a close
friend contacted by AFP, Sakho could
face a six-month suspended jail sen-
tence and a f ine of  a  mil l ion FCFA
($1,673) for abusing a religious group
on a digital platform, prosecutors said. 

They added this would be the mini-
mum sentence possible “taking into
account the apologies” the imam had
already offered in another online video.

Sakho was not present at the hearing in
Dakar for security reasons after threats
of lynching by Mouride members. His
case will be decided on October 26. The
Mourides are highly entrepreneurial
and best known outside Senegal for
selling trinkets and counterfeit goods
on the streets of New York, Paris and
Rome, where they have built up signifi-
cant networks.

In Senegal they are highly influential
in government and business. Former
president Abdoulaye Wade is among the
country’s most high-profile Mourides.
Many Senegalese looked to the brother-
hood for leadership in the fight against
French colonial authorities in the late
19th century. The Mourides’ holy city of
Touba, created by founder Ahmadou
Bamba Mbacke in 1888, has grown to be
Senegal’s second-largest after Dakar, with
some 1.5 million inhabitants. Senegal’s
Sufi movements have no relation to the
Sunni Islamist Muslim Brotherhood popu-
lar across the Middle East and Africa and
currently considered a terror organization
in several nations. — AFP 

Imam risks jail for ‘insulting’ 
Senegal Muslim brotherhood

An Iraqi forces M109 self-propelled howitzer fires towards the village of Tall Al-Tibah, some 30 kilometers south of Mosul,
during an operation against Islamic State (IS) group jihadists to retake the main hub city. — AFP 

QAYYARAH: Iraqi forces prepared yesterday to
retake several key areas around Mosul, including
the country’s largest Christian town, to tighten
the noose on the Islamic State group’s strong-
hold. Kurdish and federal troops have made
quick progress since the offensive was launched
on Monday but officials have cautioned that
Iraq’s largest military operation in years could
last months. Hundreds of thousands of civilians
were still trapped in the city with dwindling sup-
plies, many sheltering in basements as air strikes
intensified on IS targets.

“We couldn’t sleep last night because of the
air strikes. The explosions were huge but I’m not
sure what the targets were,” said Abu Saif, a 47-
year-old resident contacted by AFP. “Many fami-
lies are starting to run out of some basic food
goods, there is no commercial activity in Mosul-
the city is cut off from the world,” he said. East of
Mosul, forces were poised for an assault on
Qaraqosh, which lies about 15 kilometers and
was once Iraq’s largest Christian town.

News of the move to recapture Qaraqosh
sparked jubilation among Christians who had
fled the town, with many dancing and singing in
the city of Arbil on Tuesday night. Units from
Iraq’s elite counter-terrorism service, which has
done the heavy lifting in most recent operations
against IS, were poised to flush jihadists out of
the town yesterday, officers said. “We are sur-
rounding Hamdaniya now,” Lieutenant General
Riyadh Tawfiq, commander of Iraq’s ground
forces, told AFP at the main staging base of

Qayyarah, referring to the district that includes
Qaraqosh. “There are some pockets (of resist-
ance), some clashes, they send car bombs but it
will not help them,” he said.

Qaraqosh was the largest of many Christian
towns and villages seized by the jihadists who
swept across the Nineveh Plain east of Mosul in
August 2014. The mass exodus it sparked dis-
placed a large proportion of Iraq’s already dwin-
dling Christian minority, sending most into the
neighboring Kurdish region.

Displaced families 
Qaraqosh was home to around 50,000 people

in 2014 and has at least seven churches, making
it a key hub for the more than 300,000 Christians
still in Iraq. Kurdish peshmerga forces prepared
to attack IS positions on several fronts north of
Mosul while federal forces worked their way up
the Tigris Valley. Some families recovering their
freedom from IS for the first time in more than
two years cautiously approached security forces
waving white flags.

In one village in the Al-Shura district south of
Mosul, the men were promptly isolated and
herded into a handful of buildings for screening.
The families were being dispatched to various
temporary camps, including near Qayyarah. The
“caliphate” that IS leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi
proclaimed in Mosul’s Great Mosque in June
2014 once covered more than a third of Iraq and
parts of Syria. But it has been shrinking steadily
for more than a year and retaking Mosul would

be a major setback for IS, all but ending its
experiment in statehood. “IS simply has too
many enemies with the world arrayed against it,”
said Aymenn Al-Tamimi, a jihadism expert at the
Middle East Forum.

No safe exit 
Tens of thousands of personnel are involved

in the operation to retake Mosul, where the
jihadists have an estimated 3,000 to 4,500 fight-
ers. World leaders and military commanders
warned that-despite signs that early progress in
the Mosul offensive was faster than predicted-
the battle could be long and difficult. “Mosul will
be a difficult fight. There will be advances and
there will be setbacks,” Obama said on Tuesday.

After clearing towns and villages on the out-
skirts of Mosul with air support from a US-led
coalition, Iraqi forces are expected to besiege the
city before entering it. Iraqi forces may allow flee-
ing IS fighters an exit to the west in a bid to mini-
mize human and material losses from the fight-
ing inside the city. But the chief of Russia’s
General Staff Valery Gerasimov argued it was
“necessary not to drive terrorists from one coun-
try to the other but to destroy them on the spot”.

Russia, he said, was focusing on “possible
attempts by fighters to break out of Mosul” and
“freely leave the city in the direction of Syria”.
Many civilians have been able to flee the wider
Mosul region to safer areas, with some desper-
ate enough to seek refuge over the border in
war-torn Syria. — AFP 

Iraqi forces poised for 
assaults around Mosul

Noose tightens on IS stronghold

ADEN: Heavy fighting rocked Yemen hours
before a UN-brokered ceasefire was due to
begin yesterday, as warring parties come
under mounting pressure to end a conflict
that has raged for more than two years. The
truce will be the sixth attempt to end the
bloodshed since a Saudi-led Arab coalition
intervened in March 2015 to support the
government of President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi after rebels overran much of
Yemen. Civilians have paid the highest
price in a country that was already the
Arabian peninsula’s poorest.

Almost 6,900 have been killed-more
than half of them civilians-while another
three million are displaced and millions
more need food aid. A United Nations
report said air strikes by the coalition were
suspected of causing around half of all
civilian deaths, while rebel-affiliated groups
were responsible for about a quarter. The
UN special envoy for Yemen, Ismail Ould
Cheikh Ahmed, on Sunday announced the
truce from 23:59 (2059 GMT) for an initial
three days, subject to renewal. But clashes
involving heavy artillery and air raids killed
at least five people across the country yes-
terday, including fighting near the Saudi
border and around the capital Sanaa, mili-
tary sources said. 

The last ceasefire attempt began in April
alongside UN-brokered peace talks in
Kuwait but both the rebels and the coalition
accused each other of breaches. After peace
talks collapsed in August, fighting escalated
until an October 8 coalition air strike which
the UN said killed more than 140 people
and wounded at least 525 at a funeral in
Sanaa. The United States announced an
“immediate review” of its intelligence and
refueling assistance to the coalition, whose
investigative team then released unusually
quick findings from a probe of the incident.
It said a coalition aircraft “wrongly targeted”
the funeral based on “incorrect information”.
In another major development, the US Navy
for the first time targeted Huthi rebels
directly. On October 13 it hit radar sites
which, the US said, were involved in missile

launches against a US warship and other
vessels. Yemen’s Houthi rebels are allied
with members of the security forces loyal to
ex-president Ali Abdullah Saleh.

‘More optimistic’ 
They control the capital Sanaa and other

territory but coalition-backed forces earlier
pushed them back from the southern port
of Aden and adjacent areas. Both the rebels
and pro-government forces have come
under increased international pressure to
silence their guns. On Tuesday, US
Secretary of State John Kerry hailed the
announcement of the new truce and
echoed an urgent plea from the UN envoy
for unfettered humanitarian access
throughout Yemen. “We ask the parties to
take all steps necessary to advance the
implementation of this cessation, call on
them to sustain it, and strongly encourage
its unconditional renewal,” Kerry said.

Hadi’s government said it would agree
to the truce if rebels also adhered to it, and
also called for the insurgents to monitor
the ceasefire and end their siege of Yemen’s
third city, Taez. The rebels, in a statement
on Tuesday night, expressed readiness for a
“lasting ceasefire, comprehensive and with-
out conditions”. Military sources however
said rebel positions in the northern Saada
province were struck by coalition raids yes-
terday. At least three strikes also hit a con-
voy of rebel reinforcements in Omran
province, north of Sanaa. 

At least two loyalists were killed and 15
wounded in fighting near the Red Sea, in
Hajja province, the sources said. And in
Taez, at least two rebels and a pro-govern-
ment fighter were killed during overnight
fighting, according to witnesses and mili-
tary sources. In spite of yesterday’s vio-
lence, Mustafa Alani, a senior adviser to the
Gulf Research Centre, said the prospects for
peace were growing. “I am more optimistic,
actually, because the environment is com-
pletely different from the previous one,” he
told AFP. “At the same time, both parties in
the conflict are getting tired. — AFP 

Deadly clashes before 
latest Yemen ceasefire

BEIRUT: Former Lebanese Prime
Minister Saad Al-Hariri  intends to
endorse Michel Aoun for the vacant
presidency, senior political sources said,
and the Hezbollah ally could be elected
head of state later this month. Long an
opponent of the Iran-backed Shiite
group Hezbollah, Hariri would become
prime minister again under the plan
that could reshape Lebanese politics. It
has drawn opposition in his party and a
final decision has not yet been taken,
allies said.

The presidency, which is reserved for
a Maronite Christian in the country’s
sectarian power-sharing arrangements,
has been vacant for 2 1/2 years due to
political conflicts. Aoun, a veteran politi-
cian in his 80s, has long coveted the
post. It was not immediately clear if

Aoun’s candidacy would enjoy enough
support among other politicians to
secure the necessary two-thirds quorum
for the vote in the 128-seat parliament.
The next scheduled parliamentary ses-
sion to elect a president is set for Oct.
31. Opponents of Aoun’s candidacy
include Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri,
head of the Shiite Amal Movement and
a close ally of Hezbollah, which itself has
yet to comment. Hariri ,  46, led the
“March 14” alliance against Hezbollah
and its allies, after the 2005 assassina-
tion of his father Rafik Al-Hariri. He
remains a fierce critic of Hezbollah,
which is fighting in Syria in support of
President Bashar Al-Assad.

The proposal,  unthinkable unti l
recent ly,  casts  new l ight  on the
predicament  fac ing Har i r i ,  whose

standing as Lebanon’s most influential
Sunni politician has been shaken by a
financial crisis at his Saudi-based con-
struction business. The troubles at
Saudi Oger,  which has been hit by
fall ing oil  prices and cuts in Saudi
state spending, have led to a cash
crunch in Hariri’s Future Movement.
Diplomats say Hariri has fallen from
favor in Saudi Arabia,  which these
days cares far more about confronting
Iranian influence in the Gulf and Syria
than about Lebanon.

Opposition from within
Two senior politicians told Reuters

that Hariri had expressed his intention
to nominate Aoun for the presidency as
part of the power-sharing deal. A third
source, a member of Hariri ’s Future

Movement, confirmed Hariri  had
expressed this intention, but members
of his own parliamentary bloc opposed
it. Fouad Siniora, a former prime minis-
ter and head of the Future Movement’s
parliamentary bloc, told the newspaper
Daily Star that Hariri had told his MPs on
Tuesday that he had decided to support
Aoun’s candidacy, but added that there
was “no final decision yet on this mat-
ter”. One of the senior sources said Hariri
would announce his support for Aoun
“within the coming few days”.

The current government of Prime
Minister Tammam Salam has been
paralysed by rivalries exacerbated by
regional conflict. Hariri became prime
minister for the first time in 2009, but
his cabinet was toppled in 2011 when
Hezbollah and its allies resigned. Since

then, he spent most of his time abroad.
Last year, he nominated Hezbollah ally
Suleiman Franjieh for the presidency,
but Hezbollah stuck by Aoun.

Aoun, a former army commander,
heads the largest Christian bloc in par-
liament and has a large following in the
divided Christian community. He has
been a political ally of Hezbollah since
2006. A significant figure in Lebanon’s
1975-90 civil war, Aoun led one of two
rival governments during the final years
of the conflict. In 1990, the Syrian army
forced him into exile. He returned in
2005 after Syrian forces withdrew under
international pressure following the
Hariri  assassination. Aoun’s main
Christian rival, wartime enemy Samir
Geagea, earlier this year also endorsed
Aoun’s candidacy. — Reuters 

Lebanon’s Hariri backs Aoun for president

ALEPPO: A pause in Russian and Syrian strikes on
Aleppo was holding for a second day yesterday,
ahead of a brief ceasefire aimed at allowing civil-
ians and rebels to quit the devastated city. Moscow
announced it would extend an eight-hour truce
planned for Thursday to 11 hours and said Syrian
and Russian warplanes were giving Aleppo a wide
berth. French President Francois Hollande said he
would work with Germany to persuade Russia to
adopt a long-lasting truce around Syria’s second
city. But Russia’s ceasefire plan was met with skep-
ticism and the United Nations said it would be
insufficient to allow humanitarian aid to reach
encircled Aleppo inhabitants. 

Moscow is backing President Bashar Al-
Assad’s regime in its war with a wide range of
rebel groups, including with air strikes in the
divided northern city. Under growing interna-
tional pressure over the devastation and civilian
deaths caused by strikes, Moscow announced
early Tuesday that Russian and Syrian warplanes
would stop bombing rebel-held parts of the city
to pave the way for a “humanitarian pause”.

That window, starting at 0500 GMT on
Thursday, was initially meant to last eight hours
and is expected to see all fighting stop to allow
civilians and rebels to exit opposition-held dis-
tricts via six corridors. Senior Russian military offi-
cial Sergei Rudskoi said yesterday that the cease-
fire had been extended “by three hours until 7:00
pm (1600 GMT)”. He also said Russian and Syrian
planes were keeping 10 kilometers from Aleppo.
An estimated 250,000 people live in Aleppo’s
eastern districts and have been under near-con-
tinuous government siege since July.

Clashes continue 
AFP’s correspondent in east Aleppo said yes-

terday that although clashes between rebels and
pro-government forces involving heavy artillery
continued in several neighborhoods, the pause

in air strikes extended into late afternoon. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based monitoring group, said pro-regime fight-
ers were pressing their ground assault in the Old
City as they vied to shift the front line. —AFP 

Aleppo bombing pause holds into second day

Iran rejects US demand for 
release of dual nationals

BERLIN: An activist wearing a mask depicting Russian President Vladimir Putin knees inmid
colour smeared teddy bears during a protest on October 19, 2016 in front of the chancellery in
Berlin ahead of a meeting of leaders of Russia, Ukraine, France and Germany. — AFP 


