
France repatriates 
51 from Syria camps 
PARIS: France repatriated 35 children and 16 mothers
from camps in Syria holding family members of suspect-
ed Islamic State jihadists on Tuesday in the largest such
operation by Paris after pressure from campaigners.

The French government had long refused mass repa-
triations of the hundreds of French children detained in
Kurdish-controlled camps, dealing with them on a case-
by-case basis that rights groups criticised as deliberate-
ly slow. “France has today undertaken the return to the
country of 35 French minors who were in camps in
northeast Syria. This operation also includes the return
of 16 mothers from these same camps,” a statement from
the foreign ministry said.

It added that the minors were handed over to child
protection services while the mothers would face judicial
proceedings that lawyers expect to lead to their prose-
cution for terror offences. One of the women was 37-
year-old Emilie Konig, a Muslim convert from northwest
France who became a notorious recruiter for the group
and urged supporters in the West to carry out attacks, a
security source told AFP. Family members of the
returnees said that French officials had entered the
sprawling and squalid Roj camp on Monday to select
orphans and women with medical problems for the flight
home. “It’s a 180-degree turn from the French govern-

ment to repatriate women as well. It gives us hope, but
there are still a lot of children over there,” the aunt of
one of the repatriated women told AFP, asking not to be
named. Western countries have faced a dilemma over
how to handle their citizens detained in Syria since the
end of military operations against the Islamic State
group there in 2019. Thousands of extremists in Europe
decided to join the group as fighters, often bringing their
wives and children to live in the “caliphate” declared in
territory conquered in Iraq and Syria.

Until now, France had prioritised its security over
welfare concerns for the detained, pointing to a series of
attacks by IS jihadists, including the November 2015
assaults on Paris that left 130 people dead. In a 2019 poll
by Odoxa-Dentsu Consulting, seven out of 10 people
surveyed were opposed to bringing back the children of
jihadists to France. Before Tuesday’s operation, Paris had
repatriated 126 children since 2016. The decision to
return 51 people in a single operation points to a change
in policy that came after Germany and Belgium
announced that they would bring back all of their minors
from Syria. Around 150 remain in Syria, lawyers and
campaigners said on Tuesday. “Our country has isolated
itself more and more by choosing inhumanity and irre-
sponsibility, unlike Germany, Belgium and many other
European countries,” the French campaign group
Collective for United Families said in a statement on
Tuesday. A UN watchdog also increased the pressure in
February when it said that France had violated the rights
of children by leaving them for years in inhuman and life-
threatening conditions.—AFP
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Russia targets Kharkiv with ‘high-precision’ weapons killing 150 Ukrainian servicemen
SLOVIANSK, Ukraine: Fighting raged Tuesday in
and around Ukraine’s eastern Donbas region as
Russian troops tried to build on recent battlefield gains,
while NATO pressed ahead with Finland and Sweden’s
historic membership bids. With the war now well into
its fifth month, Kyiv’s allies committed Tuesday to sup-
port Ukraine through what is expected to be a long and
expensive recovery, and agreed on the need for broad
reforms to boost transparency and battle corruption.

The talks in Switzerland heard that the rebuilding of
war-shattered Ukraine is estimated to cost at least
$750 billion. But on the battlefield the conflict contin-
ued to wreak devastation, with Ukraine’s presidency
reporting Russian shelling and missile strikes in several
regions overnight. In Moscow, the defence ministry
reported that over the past 24 hours, Russian forces
have targeted the city of Kharkiv with “high-precision”
weapons killing up to 150 Ukrainian servicemen.

The attack followed shelling in Donetsk, which
Russian President Vladimir Putin on Monday ordered
his troops to continue assaulting as they bid to take
total control of the Donbas.

In Brussels, NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg
announced the process to ratify Sweden and Finland as

the newest members of the military alliance had formal-
ly launched. “With 32 nations around the table, we will
be even stronger and our people will be even safer as
we face the biggest security crisis in decades,” he said
in a joint press statement with the Swedish and Finnish
foreign ministers.

Sweden and Finland both announced their intention
to drop decades of military non-alignment status and
become part of NATO in the wake of Russia’s invasion
of Ukraine in February.

‘Fighting continues’ 
After abandoning its initial war aim of capturing

Kyiv following tough Ukrainian resistance, Russia has
focused its efforts on securing control of the Donetsk
and Lugansk areas which make up the Donbas region.

Ukraine said its forces were still defending “a small
part” of Lugansk province-the northeastern portion of
the Donbas-despite Moscow claiming that its troops
were now in full control there.

Russia on Sunday captured the strategic city of
Lysychansk, near the border between Lugansk and
Donetsk, after the Ukrainian army said it had retreated
to save lives among outnumbered and outgunned

forces. Lysychansk’s fall-one week after the army also
retreated from the neighbouring city of
Severodonetsk-frees up Russian forces to advance on
Kramatorsk and Sloviansk in Donetsk.

“Fighting continues on the administrative borders of
the region,” the Ukrainian presidency said Tuesday. In a
sign Moscow was trying to consolidate supply lines for
the next push, Ukraine’s armed forces said Russian
forces in Lugansk were “taking measures” to restore
transport infrastructure behind the fighting lines.

In Sloviansk, about 75 kilometres (45 miles) west of
Lysychansk in Donetsk, the situation was calm mid-
morning Tuesday, while artillery fire could heard out-
side the city, AFP reporters on the ground noted.

Further east, Russian forces were closing in on the
small city of Siversk-the first on the road from Lugansk
—  after days of shelling. Two Ukrainian Red Cross
minibuses were headed there to evacuate willing civil-
ians, according to AFP reporters.

‘Accountable’ 
To the southwest in the Moscow-occupied Kherson

region, Russia’s troops were deploying helicopters and
various artillery to try to stem Ukrainian counter-

attacks. “Ukrainian aviation and missile and artillery
units continue to strike enemy depots and invaders’
concentrations, in particular in the Kherson region,”
Ukraine’s armed forces added.

The intensifying battles in southern Ukraine come as
Kremlin-installed authorities in Kherson announced
that an official from Russia’s powerful FSB security
services had taken over control of the government
there. Kherson city, which lies close to Moscow-
annexed Crimea, was the first major city to fall to
Russian forces in February.

Moscow has since launched a campaign of so-called
Russification, trying to introduce the ruble, giving out
Russian passports and opening a first Russian bank at
the end of June. Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky on Monday reiterated calls for an increased
supply of weapons from the West so Kyiv can keep up
the resistance and its counter-offensives to regain lost
territories. At the meeting of Ukraine’s allies in Lugano
he also urged the democratic world to unite in rebuild-
ing his country. Leaders from dozens of countries,
international organisations and businesses signed off
Tuesday on a declaration spelling out the principles
and priorities of the reconstruction effort. —  AFP

KHARKIV, Ukraine: A woman holding a dog stands by a huge crater made from the hit of a rocket close to the destroyed school building in Kharkiv. — AFP

Fighting rages in eastern Ukraine 

DELIL SOULEIMAN: File photo shows the Kurdish-run al-Hol camp, which holds relatives of suspected Islamic State
(IS) group fighters in the northeastern Hasakeh governorate. — AFP

Police arrest suspect 
after gunman kills 
six at US parade
HIGHLAND PARK: Police arrested a suspect Monday
after a mass shooting left six dead at a US
Independence Day parade in a wealthy Chicago suburb,
casting a dark shadow over the country’s most patriotic
holiday. Robert Crimo, 22, was identified as a “person of
interest” and became the target of a massive manhunt
across the town of Highland Park in Illinois, where a
rooftop gunman with a high-powered rifle turned a
family-focused July 4 parade celebration into a scene of
death and trauma.

Firing into the holiday crowd, the shooter caused
scenes of chaos as panicked onlookers ran for their
lives, leaving behind a parade route strewn with chairs,
abandoned balloons and personal belongings.
Emergency officials said around two dozen people,
including children, were treated for gunshot injuries,
with some in critical condition.

After a brief car chase, Crimo was taken into cus-
tody “without incident,” Highland Park police chief Lou
Jogmen told reporters. Earlier, police had warned that
he was armed and “very dangerous.” Crimo bills him-
self as a musician, and goes by the online moniker
“Awake the Rapper.” The shooting is part of a wave of
gun violence plaguing the United States, where
approximately 40,000 deaths a year are caused by
firearms, according to the Gun Violence Archive web-
site. And it cast a pall over America’s Independence
Day, in which towns and cities across the country hold
similar parades and people-many dressed in variations
on the US flag-hold barbecues, attend sports events
and gather for firework displays.

In another July 4 shooting, two police officers were
wounded when they came under fire during a fireworks
display in Philadelphia, local officials said. CBS News
aired video taken from a high-rise building showing
crowds fleeing in panic as fireworks burst in the sky.

Philadelphia police commissioner Danielle Outlaw
said both officers had been released from hospital after
receiving treatment, and that authorities were still inves-
tigating the exact circumstances of the incident.

In Highland Park, Emily Prazak, who marched in the
parade, described the mayhem. “We were getting ready

to march down the street
and then all the sudden
waves of these people
started running after, like
running towards us. And
right before that happened,
we heard the pop, pop, pop,
pop, pop, and I thought it
was fireworks,” Prazak told
AFP.

She added: “This is the
day that we celebrate our
country. This is also a day
that our freedom got stolen
from us-because many of
us residents here, in this
building even, we’re all locked down.”

Don Johnson, who attended the parade, said he ini-
tially thought the gunshots were a car backfiring. “And
finally, I heard the screams from a block down and peo-
ple running and carrying their kids and everything, and
we ran into the gas station, and we were in there for
three hours,” he told AFP.

“I’ve seen scenes like this over and over again on the
TV and in different communities, and didn’t think it was
going to happen here ever,” he said. Police officials said
the shooting began at 10:14 am, when the parade was
approximately three-quarters of the way through.

“It sounds like spectators were targeted... So, very
random, very intentional and very sad,” said Lake
County Major Crime Task Force spokesman
Christopher Covelli. Five of the six people killed, all
adults, died at the scene. The sixth was taken to the hos-
pital but succumbed to wounds there.

Dr Brigham Temple of Highland Park Hospital, where
most of the victims were taken, said it had received 25
people with gunshot wounds aged eight to 85. “Four or
five” children were among them, he said, and that 16
people were later discharged.

Police said the shooter used a “high-powered rifle,”
and “firearm evidence” had been located on the rooftop
of a nearby business. “All indications is he was discreet,
he was very difficult to see,” said Covelli. US media
reported that Crimo’s online postings included violent
content that alluded to guns and shootings. His YouTube
and other social media accounts were not viewable
Monday night. One YouTube video posted eight months
ago features images of a young man in a bedroom and a
classroom along with cartoons of a gunman and people
being shot, the Chicago Tribune reported. A voice-over
says “I need to just do it.” — AFP

Robert Crimo 


