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MUNDRI: After months of being raped
by her rebel captors in the middle of
South Sudan’s civil war, the young
woman became pregnant. Held in a
muddy pit, sometimes chained to other
prisoners, she later watched her hair fall
out and her weight plummet. But the
child was a spark of life. And so she
named him Barack Obama, she explains,
now free. “I still have hope,” she says,
caressing the baby’s cheek with a finger.
“I just don’t even know where to start.” 

The slender 23-year-old is one of
thousands of rape victims in South
Sudan’s three-year-old conflict, which has
created one of the world’s largest
humanitarian crises. Sexual violence has
reached “epic proportions,” says the UN
Commission on Human Rights in South
Sudan.  Reported incidents of sexual or
gender-based violence rose 60 percent
last year. Seventy percent of women shel-
tering in UN camps in the capital, Juba,
had been raped since the conflict began,
according to a UN humanitarian survey
conducted in December.  

Mundri, a city of 47,000 people in
Amadi state, has been called the epicen-
ter of the problem. Aid organizations

blame it on the recent increase in fight-
ing here between rebels and govern-
ment troops, the latest shift of the war in
an already devastated nation.  The young
woman didn’t expect to become
embroiled in South Sudan’s conflict.  “I

just came back to visit my home and I
lost my dreams,” she said in an interview
earlier this month. “If I talk about it, I just
cry.” She had been visiting her family in
the summer of 2015, with plans to return
to school in the capital, Juba.  She never

made it back. Instead, she was abducted
by rebels loyal to an opposition group
calling itself MTN, after a popular African
telephone company. Their catch phrase
riffs on the company’s slogan, taunting:
“We’re everywhere you go.” The rebels
burst through the door of her mother’s
hut, firing their weapons and shouting,
she said. They were searching for her
uncle, who’d been accused of conspiring
with government forces.  “They beat my
grandfather and aunt and then said if
they couldn’t find my uncle they’ll take
me instead,” she said. “I told them I’d
rather die than go with them.” 

But the rebels dragged her into the
bush and brought her to their headquar-
ters, where she was charged, tried and
convicted for her uncle’s “crimes.” For the
next 16 months, she was forced to live in
large, muddy pits infested with snakes,
she said. Subsisting on only vegetables,
she wasted away. “I’m not attractive any-
more,” she says now, tugging at the waist-
band of her baggy pants.  Shifting
around in a plastic chair outside a coffee
shop, she shyly adjusted her headscarf,
covering what little hair she has left.

She said she was released in December

because she became ill. “They told me to get
medicine and then changed their minds
and told me to leave and never come back,”
she said. Mundri has many such stories.
According to a recent Inter-Agency assess-
ment by international and local organiza-
tions focused on gender-based violence, 29
rape cases were reported in Mundri
between August and October. Local organi-
zations say the number is likely double that,
but most incidents go unreported because
of stigma surrounding rape. “Realistically, it’s
more like over 50 cases,” said James Labadia,
founder of MAYA, a local aid organization
that focuses on women’s empowerment. He
has been working with rape survivors for
several years but said things have never
been so dire.

“The end of 2016 was the worst quarter
I’ve ever seen,” he said. The group received
funds from the US Agency for International
Development last year and Labadia plans
to seek more, a possibility which may be
clouded by President Donald Trump’s pro-
posed budget cuts. Reports of rape and
abduction are rampant on both sides in
Mundri, which is under government con-
trol while neighboring villages are held by
the opposition.  — AP

South Sudan’s rape reaches ‘epic proportions’ 

MOSUL: Iraqi government forces paused in their
push to recapture western Mosul from Islamic
State militants on Saturday because of the high
rate of civilian casualties, a security forces
spokesman said. The halt was called as the United
Nations expressed its profound concern over
reports of an incident during the battle on March
17 that killed or wounded dozens of people in the
Islamic State-held Al-Jadidah district of Mosul,
apparently involving air strikes by Iraqi or US-led
coalition forces. “We are stunned by this terrible
loss of life,” Lise Grande, the humanitarian coordi-
nator for Iraq, said in a statement. Civil defense
officials and residents have said many people lay

buried in collapsed buildings after air strikes
against Islamic State insurgents triggered a big
explosion. The exact cause of the collapses was
not clear but a local lawmaker and two residents
said the air strikes may have detonated an IS truck
filled with explosives, destroying buildings in the
heavily-populated area. Reports on the numbers
of civilian casualties have varied but Civil Defense

chief Brigadier Mohammed Al-Jawari told
reporters on Thursday that rescue teams had
recovered 40 bodies from collapsed buildings. The
coalition is investigating the reports. Residents
escaping besieged western Mosul have told of
Iraqi and US-led coalition air strikes demolishing
buildings and killing civilians in several cases.

The insurgents have also used civilians as
human shields and opened fire on them as they
try to escape Islamic State-held neighborhoods,
fleeing residents said. “The recent high death toll
among civilians inside the Old City forced us to
halt operations to review our plans,” a Federal
Police spokesman said on Saturday. “It’s a time for

weighing new offensive plans and tactics. No
combat operations are to go on.” The US-backed
offensive to drive Islamic State out of Mosul, now
in its sixth month, has recaptured the entire east-
ern side of Mosul and about half of the west.

But advances have stuttered in the last two
weeks as fighting enters the narrow alleys of the
Old City, home to the Al-Nuri mosque where

Islamic State leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi
declared a caliphate spanning large areas of Iraq
and Syria in 2014. “We need to make sure that tak-
ing out Daesh (Islamic State) from the Old City
will not cost unwanted high casualties among
civilians. We need surgical accurate operations to
target terrorists without causing collateral dam-
age among residents,” the Federal Police
spokesman said. An army statement published in
the al-Sabah state newspaper said that future
operations would be carried out by ground
troops highly trained for urban combat.

“Our heroic forces are committed to the rules
of engagement which ensure protection of civil-
ians” the statement said. A US deputy command-
ing general for the coalition said on Friday that
the solution could lie in a change of tactics. The
Iraqi military is assessing opening up another
front and isolating the Old City, where the mili-
tants have put up fierce resistance, US Army
Brigadier General John Richardson said. Fleeing
residents have described grim living conditions
inside the city, saying there was no running water
or electricity and no food coming in. Aid agencies
say as many as 600,000 civilians remain in the
western half of Mosul.

But families are streaming out of the northern
city, Iraq’s second largest, in their thousands each
day, headed for cold, crowded camps or to stay
with relatives. Hunger and fighting are making life
unbearable inside. The Iraqi Observatory for
Human Rights said that since the campaign on
western Mosul began on Feb. 19, unconfirmed
reports said nearly 700 civilians had been killed
by government and coalition air strikes or Islamic
State actions.

The militants have used car bombs, snipers
and mortar fire to counter the offensive. They
have also stationed themselves in homes belong-
ing to Mosul residents to fire at Iraqi troops, often
drawing air or artillery strikes that have killed
civilians. The United Nations’ Grande said civilians
were at extreme risk as the fighting in Mosul
intensified and all sides must to do their utmost
to avoid such casualties. “International humani-
tarian law is clear. Parties to the conflict - all par-
ties - are obliged to do everything possible to
protect civilians. This means that combatants
cannot use people as human shields and cannot
imperil lives through indiscriminate use of fire-
power,” she said. — Reuters

Refugees prepare food including maize porridge donated by USAID and known
locally as posho, during the visit of UN High Commissioner for Refugees Filippo
Grandi to a transit center for South Sudanese refugees in the remote northwest-
ern district of Adjumani, near the border with South Sudan. — AP 

Troops pause Mosul 

push over casualties
UN stunned by civilian deaths in explosion

MOSUL: Relatives and friends dig the graves of two civilians killed during fighting between
Iraqi security forces and Islamic State militants on the western side of Mosul yesterday. — AP 

GAZA: Thousands of Hamas supporters yester-
day called for “revenge” during the Gaza funeral
of an official from the Palestinian Islamist move-
ment gunned down the previous day. “Revenge,
revenge!” called participants at the procession
for Mazen Faqha, 38, who was shot dead by
unknown gunmen in the Gaza Strip on Friday.
Hamas-nominated attorney general Ismail Jaber
yesterday blamed Israel for the killing.

“This assassination has the clear marks of
Mossad,” he said, referring to the Jewish state’s

spy agency.  According to Israeli media, Faqha
was responsible for cells of Hamas’s military
wing, the Ezzedine Al-Qassam Brigades, in the
Israeli-occupied West Bank. Israel arrested Faqha
and sentenced him to prison over suicide attacks
that killed hundreds of Israelis during the sec-
ond intifada, or uprising, between 2000 and
2005. 

He was released in 2011 along with more
than 1,000 other Palestinians in exchange for
Gilad Shalit,  an Israeli soldier Hamas had

detained for five years, and transferred to Gaza.
Prime Minister Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar,
the new leader of Hamas in the Gaza Strip, head-
ed the procession from the Shifa morgue to the
Omari mosque, an AFP photographer said. Khalil
Al-Haya, a deputy to Sinwar, promised retalia-
tion.  “If the enemy thinks that this assassination
will change the power balance, then it should
know the minds of Qassam will be able to retali-
ate in kind,” he said. Hamas has ruled the Gaza
Strip for 10 years.— AFP 

SHARJAH: Captains of small  wooden
dhows are carrying food and wares from
the United Arab Emirates to war-torn
Yemen. But supplies are falling even from
this centuries-old Arabian sea route that is
one of the last lifelines to a country on the
brink of famine. A two-year-old civil war
has severely restricted the flow of food
into the main Yemeni cargo ports of
Hodeidah and Salif on the Red Sea, where
all the large grain silos are located. 

The small wooden boats sailing from
souks in the UAE are moving small but vital
supplies by making for the smaller ports to
the south coast that are of little use to larg-
er vessels - and often sidestepping military
inspections that choke traffic by dropping
anchor at secluded coves nearby. The deals
originate in the sprawling Al Ras Market, a
collection of dusty alleyways near the
Dubai Creek where an array of food and
spices are on display including colorful
sacks of Pakistani and Indian rice.

The dhows - plying the ancient trade
route that once carried the likes of pearls,
frankincense and myrrh - supply 14,000 to
18,000 tons of foodstuffs a month to Yemen,
according to traders. That represents a drop
of about 30-40 percent over the past year
because of problems with payment, as well

as adverse sailing conditions. “The Yemeni
currency is destroyed, sometimes we can’t
get paid enough. We can only go once a
month because the seas are too rough,”
said trader Mohammed Hassan, at a dock-
ing station at nearby Port Khaled in
Sharjah “Sometimes we have to wait 40
days.” The volumes of food carried on this
route represent a small fraction of the sup-
ply to Yemen, which relies on imports for
90 percent of its food. But it has become
increasingly important as fighting has
raged, the economy has collapsed and
Yemen has needed all the help it can get.    

Port damage
Thousands of people have been killed

in the civil war pits the Iran-allied Houthi
group against a Saudi-backed coalition -
which includes the UAE - fighting to
restore the government of President Abd-
Rabbu Mansour Hadi.  The conflict has
choked imports. Sixty percent of Yemenis,
or 17 million people, are in “crisis” or “emer-
gency” food situations, according to the
United Nations. While vessels seeking
access to Houthi-held areas must face
inspections for smuggled weapons, the
government-controlled south has less
restrictions.  —Reuters

BEIRUT: As an international coalition
prepares a final push to drive the Islamic
State (IS) group from Raqa, here are five
facts about the northern Syrian city:

Ancient capital 
In an area inhabited since antiquity,

Raqa reached its heights under the
Abbasid caliphate. From 796 to 809, the
powerful caliph Harun Al-Rashid trans-
ferred the capital of his empire from
Baghdad to Raqa, which sat at the cross-
roads of key trade routes. Major works
were ordered and the city was dotted
with grand palaces and mosques. The
caliph’s court returned to Baghdad in 809
and Raqa remained a major administra-
tive centre for the western part of the
empire. In 1258 the city was destroyed by
the Mongol invasion.

Strategic location
Raqa and its eponymous province

occupy a strategic location where several
major roads intersect on the banks of the
Euphrates River. It is east of Syria’s second
city Aleppo, 90 kilometers (55 miles) south
of the Turkish border, and less than 200
kilometers (125 miles) from the border with
Iraq. Raqa previously prospered from agri-
culture in the fertile river valley and bene-
fitted from nearby hydroelectric dams that
generated power for much of Syria.

First major city to fall 
Two years after the start of Syria’s civil

war in 2011, Raqa was the first provincial
capital to fall to rebels, among them the
Al-Nusra Front, Al-Qaeda’s then-affiliate
in the country. But tensions soon erupted
into clashes between Al-Nusra and fellow
jihadists of a precursor of IS.  On January
6, 2014, fierce fighting between the rival
groups ended when IS’ predecessor
seized control of the city. Five months lat-
er, Mosul in Iraq fell to the jihadists and

on June 29, IS chief Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi proclaimed a “caliphate” that
covered territory in both countries.

IS bastion, gruesome theatre
Raqa became a key city in IS’s self-

declared caliphate, a hub for the organi-
zation’s activities and attacks in Syria, Iraq
and further afield.IS took over all levels of
civil administration, rewriting school cur-
riculums, establishing Islamic courts and
creating police units to implement
Islamic law.  Raqa also became the scene
of some of IS’s worst atrocities, including
gruesome executions, public displays of
bodies and the selling of sex slaves.

Coalition target
The city has long been a target of the

US-led coalition that launched opera-
tions against IS in Syria and Iraq in mid-
2014, and it has also been hit by Russian
airstrikes. IS has since suffered a string of
territorial defeats at the hands of US-
backed forces in Syria and Iraq. On
November 5, the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), a US-backed Arab-Kurdish
alliance, launched a major offensive
dubbed “Wrath of the Euphrates” to take
Raqa, where some 300,000 civilians are
believed to live. IS is also under pressure
on other fronts from a Russian-backed
Syrian government offensive, and an
assault by rebels supported by Turkey.
Ankara considers the Kurdish component
of the SDF a “terrorist” force linked to the
banned Kurdistan Workers Party. The US
says the 30,000-strong SDF now compris-
es mainly Arab fighters and has provided
airlift and artillery support. French
Defense Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian said
Friday that Raqa was now surrounded
and that the final push would begin “in
coming days.” But an SDF spokesman was
more circumspect saying several weeks of
preparatory work was still needed. — AFP 

HODEIDAH: A Yemeni boy rides a donkey to school in the Yemeni port city of
Hodeidah. — AFP 

Decline of ancient trade route

deepens Yemen’s food crisis

Import-dependent nation on brink of famine

Hamas supporters call for 

‘revenge,’ mourn official 

GAZA: The body of Palestinian Islamist movement Hamas’ official Mazen Faqha is carried by members of the Ezzedine Al-Qassam Brigades, the
military wing of Hamas, during his funeral in Gaza city yesterday. — AFP 

Facts on IS-held Syria city 


