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BEIRUT: A US-backed alliance of Syrian
militias promised yesterday that no
harm would come to Islamic State
fighters in Raqqa who turned them-
selves in by the end of the month, call-
ing on them to lay down their arms
ahead of an expected assault on the
city. The Syrian Democratic Forces,
which groups Kurdish and Arab fight-
ers, has advanced to within a few kilo-
meters of Raqqa city at the nearest
point, in an offensive that got under-
way in November to encircle and cap-
ture the city.

The SDF, which includes the power-
ful Kurdish YPG militia, said earlier this
month it expects to launch the final
assault on Raqqa in early summer. YPG
and SDF officials had previously given
April start dates for the assault, but
these slipped. The US-led coalition has
not declared any time frame for the
final assault on Raqqa city, which has
served as Islamic State’s de facto capi-
tal in Syria since the group declared its
cross-border “caliphate” in 2014.

In a statement, the SDF said a May
15 appeal for militants to turn them-

selves in within 10 days had achieved
“positive results”, and the deadline
would now be extended until May 31
based on “requests from the noble
people of Raqqa”. The SDF said it
would guarantee the lives of militants
who turn themselves in regardless of
their position, “paving the way for the
settlement of their situation”. The safe-
ty of their families was also guaran-
teed, it says.

The SDF statement issued by
spokeswoman Jihane Sheikh Ahmad
said the extension would “allow the

greatest number possible of those who
were deceived or forced to join to ben-
efit from this opportunity”. The US led
coalition says some 3,000 to 4,000
Islamic State fighters are thought to be
holed up in Raqqa city where they con-
tinue to erect defenses against the
anticipated assault. The six-year-long
Syrian war has allowed IS to seize
swathes of Syria, where the group faces
separate campaigns by the US-backed
SDF, the Russian-backed Syrian military,
and Free Syrian Army rebels backed by
the United States. — Reuters 

Syria urges Raqqa jihadists to surrender 

JAKARTA: Indonesia’s elite anti-terror
squad was yesterday investigating a suicide
bombing near a Jakarta bus station that
killed three policemen in an assault authori-
ties believe is linked to the Islamic State
group. Authorities raided the houses on
Java island of two men suspected of being
the bombers who unleashed carnage out-
side the busy terminal late Wednesday,
sending huge clouds of black smoke into
the sky and people fleeing in panic.

Three policemen were killed, while six
other officers and five civil ians were
injured in an assault that left body parts
and shattered glass strewn across the road.
Police said they believed there was a link
between the attackers and the Islamic
State (IS) group, without giving further
details. Hundreds of Indonesians have
flocked abroad to fight with the jihadists
and IS-supporting militants have been
behind a series of recent plots and attacks
in the archipelago.

The bus station bombing was the dead-
liest attack in Indonesia since January
2016, when a suicide blast and gun assault
claimed by IS in downtown Jakarta left four

attackers and four civilians dead. In a tele-
vised address, President Joko Widodo said
he had ordered a thorough probe and was
“urging all citizens across the nation to stay
calm and remain united”. “I convey my
deepest condolences to the victims and
their families-especially the police officers
who passed away while performing their
duty,” he added.

Police believe they were specifically tar-
geted in the bombing. The attack came as
they were preparing to provide security for
a traditional torch parade near the
Kampung Melayu terminal, which is an
area frequented by locals but not foreign-
ers. The police’s elite anti-terror squad
Densus 88, which has played a leading role
in tracking down and kill ing some of
Indonesia’s most wanted militants, is now
taking the lead in the investigation.

Struggle with militancy 
In a raid Thursday morning of one bomb-

ing suspects’ house in the city of Bandung,
police discovered documents about Islamic
teaching and two bladed weapons, West Java
province police spokesman Yusri Yunus told

AFP. The man was married with two children
and used to work as a herbal medicine seller,
said the spokesman.

The second suspect’s house in the city
of Cimahi, outside Bandung, was also
searched and his mother and sister were
found to be living there, said Yunus.
Relatives of both men, whose identities
have not been released, were taken in for
questioning, he said. Asked whether there
was a l ink between IS and the group
behind the attack, national police
spokesman Awi Setyono responded “yes
there is”, without giving further details.

Suspicion is likely to fall on local network
Jamaah Ansharut Daulah (JAD), which sup-
ports IS and has been blamed for recent,
mostly low-impact, attacks. The bombs
used in Wednesday’s attacks were made
from pressure cookers, similar to a device
used in an attack by a JAD militant in the
Indonesian city of Bandung in February.
Another figure who may come under scruti-
ny is Indonesian radical Bahrun Naim, who is
fighting with IS in Syria and has been
accused of directing a series of mostly
botched terror plots in his homeland. — AFP

BRUSSELS: EU Council President Donald Tusk
yesterday stressed the importance of human
rights in talks with Turkey’s Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, amid tensions over Ankara’s long-
delayed EU accession process. Tusk, who heads
the European Council of 28 EU member state
leaders, and European Commission head Jean-
Claude Juncker met the Turkish president ahead
of a NATO summit in Brussels.

“I put the question of human rights in the
centre of our discussions,” Tusk tweeted after
the talks, which began with a brief and cordial
handshake for photographers. A spokesman for
Juncker said: “The EU and Turkey must and will
continue to cooperate. Major issues of common
interest were discussed in detail in a good and
constructive atmosphere.”

At another meeting on the margins of the
NATO summit, Erdogan promised French
President Emmanuel Macron he would “rapidly”
look into the case of jailed French photojournal-
ist Mathias Depardon, Macron’s office said.
According to the press freedom group
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) Depardon, who
has been held in Turkey for over two weeks, has
begun a hunger strike. The Turkish authorities
have said he was detained over “propaganda
for a terror group”-a reference to outlawed
Kurdish militants.

Turkey ‘won’t beg’ 
Ahead of his trip to Brussels, Erdogan said it

was up to Brussels to decide whether it wants
Turkey as a member of the bloc. Speaking to
reporters before leaving for Brussels, Erdogan
said Turkey would not behave like a “beggar”
to gain membership. Speeding up the mem-
bership process was a key condition set by
Turkey in a landmark agreement with the EU in
March 2016 to reduce migrant flows into
Europe from war-torn Syria.

But relations between the bloc and Ankara
soured after a failed coup attempt in July, and
worsened further during the campaign for the
April referendum on strengthening Erdogan’s
powers. In the run-up to the referendum-which
he narrowly won-Erdogan had mooted reim-
posing the death penalty in a move that would
automatically end Turkey’s EU bid. Earlier this
month, Erdogan told Brussels it had no other
option than to open new “chapters”, or policy
areas, in Turkey’s long-stalled accession talks
which began in 2005. Most EU states-led by
Germany-officially oppose freezing the acces-
sion talks but Austria has repeatedly called for a
halt. This prompted Turkey to veto all NATO
cooperation with neutral Austria, although the
crisis was partially resolved with a deal on
Tuesday. — AFP 

JAKARTA: Indonesian people stand next to human body parts at a scene where two bombers launched an attack. — AFP 
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