
In Syria, a bus ride shows 
shifting map of war

QAMISHLI, Syria: A new bus service linking Syria’s Kurdish-con-
trolled northeast with the government-held west, unthinkable
before Islamic State was driven from the area, is raising hopes of
renewed commerce between two long-estranged parts of a frac-
tured country. Kurdish-led authorities hope the new corridor will
end the economic isolation of their region, bordered as it is by
hostile parties. For Damascus, the corridor holds out the prospect
of sourcing fuel and food from the resource-rich northeast. 

The service from Kurdish-controlled Qamishli to Aleppo city
goes through territory captured from Islamic State (IS) by
Russian-backed Syrian government forces in February. Until
then, only an intrepid few would make a journey that entailed
crossing through areas held by Islamic State and competing
rebel groups. “Before, there were no passengers, very, very few,
because of the security conditions,” said Ahmad Abou Abboud,
the head of Qamishli office of the bus company that started the
service in late April.

Demand has risen steadily since the first busses - sleek,
white, air-conditioned coaches with purple curtains - went into
operation. Weekly trips have increased from two to three,
Abboud said in Qamishli. A Kurdish official said so far the road
was being used only for travel, not trade. The new bus service is
the result of one of the most important shifts in the map of the
Syrian conflict in recent times, with the areas controlled by gov-
ernment forces and Kurdish-allied militias being linked up near
the city of Manbij.

Historic enmity
It points to the highly nuanced state of relations between the

Damascus government of President Bashar Al-Assad and the
Kurdish authorities that have established control over wide
areas of the north since war began in 2011. Despite historic
enmity, Syria’s Kurds and government have seldom clashed.
They have also found themselves fighting the same adversaries
in the civil war in areas where their military interests have con-
verged, including Turkey-backed rebel groups. 

Its critics say the main Kurdish militia, the YPG, has cooperat-
ed with government forces. The YPG denies this. The newly
opened route passes west from Qamishli through a swathe of
territory held by the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), an alliance
of militias dominated by the Kurdish YPG. Much of the SDF-held
territory was captured from Islamic State with support from the
US-led coalition. The SDF-held region meets areas held by the
Syrian government and its allies to the south of Manbij.

Lingering suspicion
“We heard about this route in the media, after that we knew

it was opened,” Abou Abboud said. “We were in contact with
the relevant parties, and we have contacts with all parties - the
regime and the autonomous administration. “The two sides
facilitated it.” Abdul Karim Saroukhan, head of the Kurdish-led
administration in northeastern Syria, said the bus route was a
private initiative, and not sponsored by the government he runs
from the city of Amuda 30 km from Qamishli. Speaking to
Reuters, he said the route had yet to be used for commerce. In a
Reuters interview in March, Saroukhan expressed hope the
route would end the economic “siege” imposed on his region,
which is bordered to the north by Turkey and to the east by the
Iraqi Kurdish administration - both of which are hostile to the
nascent Kurdish government in northern Syria. Syrian govern-
ment officials could not be reached for comment. —Reuters

HONG KONG: Fugitive whistleblower Edward
Snowden hit back at the Hong Kong government
yesterday for rejecting the protection bids of a group
of refugees who sheltered him while he was hiding
out in the city. The impoverished Philippine and Sri
Lankan refugees helped the former National Security
Agency contractor evade authorities in 2013 by hid-
ing him in their cramped homes after he initiated
one of the largest data leaks in US history.

They have spent years hoping the Hong Kong
government would recognize their cases and save
them from being sent back to their home countries
where they say they were persecuted. But the family
of four, a mother and her daughter and a single man
saw their protection claims rejected Monday by the
city’s immigration authorities, which said there were

“no substantial grounds” for believing they would be
at risk if they went home. They now face deportation. 

“These are good people that were driven from
their homes by torture, rape, abuse, blackmail and
war, circumstances that are really difficult for us to
imagine,” Snowden said in a video released yester-
day. “Now what they’re facing is a transparent injus-
tice from the very people that they asked to protect
them,” he said. “Someone in the Hong Kong govern-
ment has decided that they want to make these fami-
lies disappear immediately, no matter the cost,”
Snowden added in the video in which he spoke
against a plain white background.

He has been living in exile in Russia since the sum-
mer of 2013. Russia’s immigration service in January
extended Snowden’s residency permit to 2020. After

leaving his initial Hong Kong hotel bolthole for fear
of being discovered, he went underground, fed and
looked after by the refugees for around two weeks.
Their stories only emerged late last year.  The
refugees’ lawyer, Robert Tibbo has called the deci-
sion by Hong Kong authorities “completely unrea-
sonable”, and said he had less than two weeks to
submit appeals before the families were deported.

He said there was a risk his clients could be
detained and their children placed in government
custody. Hong Kong is not a signatory to the UN’s
refugee convention and does not grant asylum.
However, it is bound by the UN Convention against
Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading
Treatment or Punishment (UNCAT) and considers
claims for protection based on those grounds.  —AFP
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MOSUL: The black Humvee slaloming between car bomb car-
casses and mortar craters stops to let fleeing civilians cross
and then resumes its tooth-loosening ride down the churned
up west Mosul street. Other vehicles follow-they are from
Iraq’s elite Counter-Terrorism Service and are heading to the
front line in Rifai, one of the last areas left to retake before a
final assault on jihadists holed up in the Old City.

Further down, the street is almost entirely blocked by a
berm. “Look out, it’s mined. Go around the sides,” the gunner
shouts from his turret to a group of civilians dragging their
children, lugging chequered plastic shopping bags and
pushing an elderly woman in a wheelchair. As they walk past
the armored vehicle, the civilians crack a smile, flash a victory
sign and thank the soldiers before walking on to join the half
million other people who have fled the west side of Mosul
since February.

The CTS fighters are torn between compassion and suspi-
cion. Islamic State group jihadists trying to escape certain
death sometimes shave off their beards and attempt to blend
in with fleeing civilians, whose flow never stops and federal
forces can’t always control. “Yesterday, a woman left a plastic
bag in the street as she walked past. When we searched the
bag later, we found Daesh (IS) clothes, a handgun and a knife,”

says one of the soldiers. “Maybe it wasn’t a woman.” A few
blocks down, CTS units are gearing up for the day’s push, the
“men in black” strapping themselves up for battle, unloading
crates of ammunition and lining up rocket-launchers against a
wall. They don’t know how many IS fighters they will face and
incoming mortar fire is the only sign of enemy activity.

Harvesting spent casings   
One unit goes first and enters a property through a hole

punched in the compound wall. Elite forces breaching enemy
lines usually take the position but refrain from actually enter-
ing homes, which can be booby-trapped. They clamber along
from one plot to another, retaking ground one street at a time,
one house at a time. Suddenly, there are no more holes in the
walls and the forces have to abandon cover and run across the
street, exposed to sniper fire.

As they wait for the green light of the group ahead of
them, muffled laughter breaks out as some fighters crack
nervous jokes. A ring tone goes off and a soldier fumbles for
his mobile: “I’ll call you back later.” As they advance through
the neighborhood, civilians who had been hunkering down
waiting for their arrival emerge onto the street with their
belongings, ready to leave the city. —AFP 

On west Mosul front, Iraqi 
forces come as civilians go
CTS fighters torn between compassion and suspicion 
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MOSUL: A displaced Iraqi walks past a destroyed vehicle after residents were evacuated from their homes in a neigh-
borhood of west Mosul during an ongoing offensive from the Iraqi forces to retake the area from Islamic State (IS)
group fighters. — AFP


