
Friday, October 19, 2018I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 11

Lebanon govt to be
formed very soon 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s president said yesterday a government
would be formed very soon as political parties intensified
negotiations to break a deadlock more than five months after
elections. Prime Minister-designate Saad al-Hariri has been
negotiating with Lebanon’s rival parties since a parliamen-
tary election in May to form a new power-sharing cabinet,
but they have so far been unable to reach consensus.

Asked by reporters yesterday if a government would
be agreed on, President Michel Aoun replied: “Yes, the
government will be very soon or sooner.” The major par-
ties have jostled over the number of cabinet seats they
should get and over the apportionment of the most pow-
erful ministries. In recent days stepped-up talks be-
tween leaders have increased optimism that the
deadlock may soon be broken.

“Forming the government is taking longer than ex-
pected but we will get there,” Hariri said on Tuesday. Par-
liament Speaker Nabih Berri is expected to return to
Lebanon from a trip abroad today. The delay has in-
creased concern over the threat of an economic crisis in
the heavily-indebted country. Lebanon has the third
largest debt-to-GDP ratio in the world at more than 150
percent, and a new government is expected to start
moves towards bringing down the deficit.—Reuters

RAQA, Syria: A year after a US-backed alliance
of Syrian fighters drove the Islamic State group
from the northern city of Raqa, traumatized civil-
ians still live in fear of near-daily bombings. “Every
day we wake up to the sound of an explosion,”
said resident Khaled al-Darwish.  “We’re scared
to send our children to school... there’s no secu-
rity,” he added. The jihadists’ brutal rule in Raqa
was brought to an end in October 2017 after a
months-long ground offensive by the Kurdish-led
Syrian Democratic Forces supported by air strikes
from a US-led coalition.

But despite manning
roadblocks at every street
corner, the SDF and the
city’s newly created Inter-
nal Security Forces are
struggling to stem infiltra-
tion by IS sleeper cells. At
Raqa’s entrance, soldiers
verify drivers’ identity pa-
pers and carefully sift
through lorry cargoes.
Inside the city, there are regular foot patrols and
armored vehicles sit at strategic points. Women
wearing the niqab are asked to show their faces to
female security members before entering public
buildings. 

“If there wasn’t fear about a return of IS, there
wouldn’t be this increased military presence,” said
Darwish, a father of two, speaking near the infa-
mous Paradise Square. It was here that IS carried
out decapitations and other brutal punishments,

earning the intersection a new name-”the round-
about of hell”.

‘We are exhausted’ 
While the nightmare of jihadist rule may be

gone, most of the city still lies in ruins and there
are near daily attacks on checkpoints and military
vehicles, according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights. Although a series of stinging de-
feats have cut IS’s so-called caliphate down to
desert hideouts, the jihadists still manage to hit be-

yond the patches of
ground they overtly con-
trol.  Some Raqa resi-
dents say the city’s new
security forces lack the
expertise to cope.

“We are exhausted.
Every day we don’t know
if we will die in a bomb
explosion or if we will go
home safe and sound,”
said Abu Younes, sitting in

his supermarket near a roundabout not far from
Paradise Square. “There is no security — (the new
security forces) on the roadblocks are not quali-
fied and there is a lot of negligence,” he com-
plained. “There are faults that enable IS to infiltrate
the city easily and carry out attacks.”  

But despite the continued attacks, a semblance
of normal life has returned to the city.  Shops have
reopened and traffic has returned to major roads-
albeit choked by the impromptu checkpoints. In a

public garden, children climb up a multi-colored
slide and onto dilapidated swings as their mothers
sit on nearby benches carefully keeping watch.
They are set amidst an apocalyptic backdrop of
twisted metal and splayed balconies-the remnants
of buildings torn apart by US-led coalition air raids. 

Nearby, Ahmed al-Mohammed pauses as he lis-
tens to music on his phone. Like others, he does not
hide his disquiet. “We’re scared because of the pres-
ence of IS members in the city,” the 28-year-old
said. “The security forces need to tighten their grip.” 

Nightmare
Ahmed Khalaf, who commands Raqa’s Inter-

nal Security Forces, defended the work of his
men and claimed successes against the jihadists.
He said patrols are highly organized and that a
“joint operation cell” had recently been estab-
lished with coalition forces to monitor the city’s
security. “Recently we arrested four (jihadists)
— it was a cell that took part in attacks that ter-
rorized the city,” said Khalaf, sporting plain
green fatigues. —AFP

One year after IS ‘defeat,’
Syria’s Raqa still in fear

SDF struggle to stem infiltration by IS sleeper cells

RAQA, Syria: A member of the Raqa civil council’s local security forces gestures to a vehicle at a checkpoint
securing vehicles entering into the eastern Syrian city and former Islamic State (IS) group stronghold.—AFP 

Hamas pledges Gaza
rocket fire probe as
calm returns
GAZA CITY: Gaza’s Islamist rulers Hamas pledged an investigation
yesterday into rocket fire at Israel the previous day in an apparent
bid to calm fears of a new war. Israeli children returned to schools
near the border which had been closed on Wednesday after the pre-
dawn rocket fire from Gaza badly damaged a family home in the
southern city of Beersheba. But the risk of a new war, whether
through miscalculation or design, remained.

The family of three children had a narrow escape after the mother
moved them into the safe room, as much of the rest of the house was
destroyed, the army said. Hamas, which has ruled Gaza for a decade,
issued a joint statement with its ally Islamic Jihad publicly disavowing
the rocket fire. But Israel rejected their denial, saying they were the
only groups armed with rockets of a range sufficient to reach Beer-
sheba — 40 kilometers — and the sea off Tel Aviv — 70 kilometers.

Israel in any case holds Hamas responsible, as Gaza’s de factor ruler,
for all fire from the territory regardless of who launches it. “There are se-
curity service investigations in Gaza to uncover who is behind the rocket
fire and there will be harsh measures against those (found guilty),” senior
Hamas official Bassem Naim said. He said the rocket fire “aimed to sab-
otage Egyptian efforts” to broker a long-term truce between Hamas and
Israel, which have fought three wars since 2008. A video published by
Hamas’s military wing on Thursday showed militants preparing rockets
for launch, with the caption: “Read us correctly, a mistake would not ben-
efit,” written in Hebrew.

Near daily protests along the border since March 30 against Is-
rael’s crippling 11-year blockade of the impoverished enclave have

sparked repeated clashes with the army. More than 200 Palestinians
have been killed by Israeli fire, while one Israeli soldier has been shot
dead. Wednesday’s rocket fire triggered retaliatory Israeli air strikes
that killed one suspected militant and raised fears of a new escalation. 

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu chaired a meeting of the
security cabinet lasting several hours on Wednesday evening.

But no statement was released afterwards and Israeli media re-
ported that ministers had failed to agree on how to respond to the
rocket fire and the persistent protests. The mass circulation Yediot
Aharonot newspaper said the swift action of the mother in Beersheba
to protect her family had probably prevented a new war. “If the rocket
attack had resulted in casualties, the political echelon’s manoeuvring
room would have been reduced to zero, and Israel would have
launched, just like it did four years ago, a military operation that it nei-
ther wants nor which it believes will be effective.”

Hamas seized control of Gaza from loyalists of Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas in a near civil war in 2007 and the split has made
peace negotiations with Israel harder. Egypt and the UN have been
seeking to broker an agreement that would see Israel relax its block-
ade of Gaza in exchange for a prolonged period of calm from Hamas.
Abbas’s Fatah movement opposes any such deal, saying it amounts to
a recognition of Islamist control in Gaza.

Egyptian Intelligence Minister Abbas Kamel was expected in Gaza
yesterday for his first visit since taking up the post in January, fuelling
talk of a deal. Egypt is one of only two Arab states to have official re-
lations with Israel and plays a key role in indirect negotiations between
the Jewish state and Hamas. The visit had been expected on Wednes-
day, but Hamas official Naim said the minister was forced to postpone
it due to timetabling clashes.

Mukhaimer Abu Saada, a political analyst in Gaza, said those who
fired the rockets wanted to prevent the visit and “stop reconciliation
and a truce.” Fringe Islamist groups opposed to Hamas have previ-
ously fired rockets. Suspicion could also fall on factions within Hamas
and Islamic Jihad opposed to a truce deal. —AFP

The war has 
worn us out


