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AL-ASAD AIR BASE: President Donald Trump
used a lightning visit to Iraq — his first with US
troops in a conflict zone since being elected —
to defend the withdrawal from Syria and declare
an end to America’s role as the global “police-
man.” Trump, accompanied by his wife Melania,
landed late Wednesday at Al-Asad Air Base in
western Iraq after what he described as a stress-
ful, secrecy shrouded flight on a “pitch black”
Air Force One.

He spoke to a group of about 100 mostly
special forces personnel and separately with
military leaders before leaving a few hours later
after a visit that sparked controversy in Iraq. A
planned meeting with Iraqi Prime Minister Adel
Abdel Mahdi was scrapped and replaced by a
phone call, the premier’s office said. Trump in-
vited Abdel Mahdi to visit Washington and he
accepted, according to the White House.

The president was seen shaking hands with
camouflage-clad personnel, signing autographs
and posing for photos at the base. Morale-boost-
ing presidential visits to US troops in war zones
have been a longstanding tradition in the years
following the September 11, 2001 terror attacks.
Trump has been soundly criticised for eschewing
such a trip in the first two years of his presidency.
But speculation had been mounting that he would
finally make the gesture following his controver-
sial plan to slash troop levels in Afghanistan and
his order to withdraw entirely from Syria.

Trump sought to defend his “America First”
policy of pulling back from multinational al-
liances, including what to many Americans seem
like the endless wars in the Middle East. “It’s not
fair when the burden is all on us,” he said. “We

don’t want to be taken advantage of any more
by countries that use us and use our incredible
military to protect them. They don’t pay for it
and they’re going to have to.” “We are spread
out all over the world. We are in countries most
people haven’t even heard about. Frankly, it’s
ridiculous,” he added.

‘Enough time’ 
Trump told reporters he had overruled generals

asking to extend the Syria deployment, where
about 2,000 US forces, joined by other foreign
troops, assist local fighters battling the Islamic State
jihadist group (IS). “You can’t have any more time.
You’ve had enough time,” he said he told the top
brass. Trump’s visit appeared to take Iraqi author-
ities by surprise and prompted criticism including
from former prime minister Haider Al-Abadi.

The way in which Trump visited was “not
commensurate with diplomatic norms and rela-
tions with sovereign states”, Abadi said. “Dealing
with Iraq and its sovereignty in this way will
harm Iraqi-US relations,” he said. Iran-backed
groups that make up a key bloc in the Iraqi par-
liament reacted angrily. Shiite movement Harakat
al-Nujaba said the presence of US forces in Iraq
was a “violation of the country’s sovereignty”
and it was “now the duty of the government to
expel American forces”. 

“Trump’s disrespect of Iraq’s sovereignty
will not go unpunished,” it said, adding it would
“not allow Iraq to be a base used to threaten
other countries”. The head of the Asaib Ahl al-
Haq pro-Iran paramilitary group, Qais Al-
Khazali, tweeted that “Trump’s visit to a US
military base without regard for diplomatic

norms reveals the reality of the American proj-
ect in Iraq”. The Iraqi response, he said, “would
be the parliament’s decision to remove your
military forces” unilaterally 

Trump’s troop drawdowns — and the abrupt
way that they were announced — helped trigger
the resignation of his defense secretary, Jim
Mattis, who has been one of the administration’s
heavyweights. But the president has made dis-
entangling America from its wars a priority since
his 2016 election and he said in Iraq that the US

would no longer be treated as “suckers.”  IS,
which once controlled swaths of territory in Iraq
and Syria, has been driven mostly into hiding. On
Wednesday, Trump said “we’ve knocked them
out,” although he added Iraq might be used as a
future base “if we wanted to do something in
Syria.” According to a transcript released by the
White House, he thanked troops for the “near-
elimination” of IS, and said some US troops from
Syria “will come here for a stay, but a lot of them
are going to be going back home”. — AFP

Key French
jihadist Peter
Cherif set to 
return behind bars
PARIS:  One of France’s most wanted jihadists,
considered a potential source of valuable infor-
mation by Western intelligence agencies, is set
to return to prison yesterday following seven
years on the run. Peter Cherif, 36, was close to
the brothers who massacred the staff of French
satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo in 2015. He
later became a high-ranking member of Al-
Qaeda in Yemen.

French authorities have been seeking him
since he disappeared in 2011 on the final day of
his trial in Paris for fighting in Iraq alongside Al-
Qaeda in 2004. Cherif, who was sentenced to five
years in prison in the trial, was arrested on De-
cember 16 in Djibouti after arriving from Yemen
carrying fake ID, according to the presidency of
the Horn of Africa country. He arrived back in
France on Sunday and has since refused to speak
to investigators, according to a source close to

the probe. Cherif is set to appear before a judge
yesterday to start serving his sentence and pros-
ecutors are also seeking fresh charges against
him for “terrorist conspiracy”. Investigators
opened a new investigation in 2017 probing his
activities in Yemen where he joined the senior
ranks of the local branch of Al-Qaeda known as
AQAP, according to a source close to the case.
The United States considers AQAP to be the ji-
hadist group’s most dangerous branch, with US
drone strikes on the outfit increasing since Pres-
ident Donald Trump took office in January 2017.

Cherif, also known as Abou Hamza, was
placed on the US blacklist of foreign terrorists in
2015. He has been a figure of interest for French
police investigating a trio of attacks in January
2015 that left 17 people dead, including at Charlie
Hebdo’s offices and a kosher supermarket in
Paris. But despite media reports suggesting he
may have played a role in the attacks, he is not
the subject of an arrest warrant in the Charlie
Hebdo probe.

The attack on the magazine marked the start
of a wave of jihadist attacks in France which have
claimed more than 240 lives. After his arrest in
the Iraqi city of Fallujah in 2004, Cherif was sen-
tenced to 15 years in jail in Baghdad before es-
caping in 2007 and heading to Syria. He was
extradited to France before slipping away again
during his trial. — AFP

Trump declares an end to US
‘policeman’ role in Iraq visit

Trump seeks to defend his ‘America First’ policy

Civilian exodus
from IS’s last 
Syria bastion
BEIRUT: Thousands of civilians, mostly relatives
of jihadist fighters, are fleeing the Islamic State
group’s last stronghold in eastern Syria, a war
monitor said yesterday. According to the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights, 11,500 people
have fled the area since Kurdish-led forces
broke IS defenses and took the jihadists’ main
hub of Hajin two weeks ago. “The past fortnight
saw the biggest exodus” since the launch in
September of a broad offensive against IS by
the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the moni-
toring group said.

The outfit is an alliance of the Kurdish militia
which controls northeastern Syria and local
Arab fighters that operates with backing from a
US-led military coalition. The jihadist group had
already lost all of its major urban centers earlier
in 2018 but was clinging to the remote area in
the Euphrates River Valley. The SDF launched

an operation involving more than 15,000 fight-
ers to smash the jihadists’ last redoubt, known
as the Hajin pocket, on September 10.

They took the town of Hajin on December 14,
after months of an offensive slowed by Turkish
threats against the Kurds further north as well
as fierce counter-attacks by IS fighters with lit-
tle to lose. “Most of the displaced are IS rela-
tives,” said Rami Abdel Rahman, the head of the
Britain-based Observatory. He added however
that fighters were attempting to blend in with
the civilians to save their lives and that the SDF
had managed to detain 700 so far.

He said that since the loss of Hajin, the last
town of note in the area, the jihadists have been
unable to defend their positions and were
quickly falling back. IS still controls the villages
of Al-Shaafa and Sousa as well as a handful of
hamlets dotting the eastern bank of the Eu-
phrates. Abdel Rahman said he expected the last
rump of what was once a sprawling “caliphate”
straddling swathes of Iraq and Syria to collapse
in the coming days. 

While it could soon lose its last fixed posi-
tions, IS remains a threat, with roving units still
carrying out attacks from their desert hideouts
and cells reportedly regrouping in several parts
of Iraq and Syria. — AFP 
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