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A US Air Force B1-B bomber plane flies above the Syrian town of Kobane yesterday as seen from the Turkish border town of Suruc. — AFP 
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headquarters, perhaps in Kuwait. On Wednesday it for-
mally named the campaign “Operation Inherent Resolve”.
As of Thursday the US had launched nearly 300 airstrikes in
Iraq and nearly 200 in Syria, and allies had tallied fewer
than 100, according to Central Command. Those figures
don’t capture the full scope of the effort because many
airstrikes launch multiple bombs on multiple targets.
Central Command said that as of Wednesday, US and part-
ner-nation air forces had dropped nearly 1,400 munitions.

Officials say the strikes have squeezed IS and slowed its
battlefield momentum. More specifically, they claim they
have destroyed an array of Islamic State military targets:
command posts, sniper positions, artillery guns, armed
trucks, tanks, mortar positions, buildings, mobile oil
refineries and more. The Pentagon has shied from provid-
ing a body count, but Kirby said several hundred IS fighters
have been killed in Kobane alone in recent days.

Yet the militants are making gains in some parts of Iraq,
particular in Sunni-dominated Anbar province, even as
they stall or retrench in other areas. At times they have
appeared within reach of taking control of Syria’s Kobane.
Baghdad is not believed to be in imminent danger of

falling but it is “certainly in their sights,” Kirby said.
Some US analysts call Obama’s approach overly cau-

tious, given the comparatively small number of airstrikes
launched thus far and the president’s refusal to involve US
soldiers more directly in the ground war. Calling it an
“unserious air war”, analysts Mark Gunzinger and John
Stillion of the Center for Strategic and Budgetary
Assessments wrote this week on the center’s website, “In
the end, no matter the reason, the timorous use of air
power against Islamic State fighters in Iraq and Syria is
unlikely to reduce the territory under their control, curb
the brutal murder of innocent civilians or prevent the cre-
ation of a sanctuary for an enemy that has sworn to contin-
ue its fight on a more global scale.”

Others take a more approving view. “The air war is really
degrading their infrastructure,” said Sen Angus King of
Maine, who just returned from a trip that included a brief-
ing at the US air operation center at Al-Udeid air base in
Qatar. “At some point in the next several months, they are
not going to have tanks, they are not going have (US-
made mine-resistant vehicles), they are not going have the
stuff that they stole from the Iraqis. They are going to have
AK-47s,” he said, and at that point Iraqi and US-trained
Syrian opposition fighters can make inroads. — AP 

US military sees long haul ahead in IS war

TEHRAN: The number of foreigners visiting Iran jumped
dramatically over the 12-month period ending in March,
with 35 percent more tourists compared to the same
period a year earlier, Iran’s top tourism official said yester-
day. Masoud Soltanifar said on state TV that the thriving
industry could help boost Iran’s economy out of reces-
sion and bring in much-needed hard currency. He said
4.5 million foreign tourists that came to the Islamic
Republic over the period, bringing in some $6 billion in
revenue.

He attributed the increase to the 2013 election of
President Hassan Rouhani, who has shifted away from
the bombastic style adopted under his hard-line prede-
cessor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. Rouhani, who has advo-
cated for tourism, hopes it will boost the country’s image.
“The new government has employed a proper language
in international relations, leading to growth in tourism,”
Soltanifar said, adding that foreign tourists, most of
whom are from neighboring countries, spend about
$1,500 each in Iran.

Looser visa policies have also helped. The government
has instructed its embassies around the world to issue
visas, especially for group tours, within less than a week,
while in the past applications took over a month. Tourism

from Europe has grown 200 percent, he said, thanks to
fewer restrictions at embassies, especially in Germany.
Iran has 17 UNESCO-registered world heritage sites, and
plans to host 20 million tourists a year by 2025, Soltanifar
said, a sum that would fetch $30 billion annually.

That would require tripling the number of four- and
five-star hotels, for which the government plans to offer
incentives for investors to build. “The government is
ready to provide low-cost loan facilities out of the
National Development Fund to investors,” Soltanifar said.
“There is a strong government will to help promote
tourism and good coordination is being developed
among all sectors to make that happen,” he said.

Ebrahim Pourfaraj, a leading tour organizer, said all
four- and five-star hotels at Iran’s three major tourist-
destination cities of Isfahan, Shiraz and Yazd have been
sold out for 2014 and are now being booked for 2015.
One factor driving the surge is cost: Iran’s currency, the
rial, has fallen sharply in value over the past years under
international sanctions over Tehran’s disputed nuclear
program. That makes top Iranian hotels cheaper com-
pared to those in other countries, with a room at a four-
star hotel in Yazd for example costing about $100 a
night. — AP 
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foreign tourists surges

RIYADH: Authorities in Saudi Arabia say they have
seized half a tonne of ivory being smuggled from Africa
to east Asia.  Customs agents at King Khaled
International Airport in Riyadh intercepted the ship-
ment, which was in transit, the official SPA news agency
said yesterday. They found 588 pieces of different shapes
and sizes weighing about 490 kg hidden in the luggage
of a passenger on a flight from an African country to east
Asia, it said, without elaborating.

A 1989 ban on the ivory trade has not stopped crimi-
nal gangs seeking to exploit a continued demand for
tusks in Asia. Poaching of African rhinos is increasing to

meet demand from Asia, where the horn has long been
used in traditional medicines for a variety of ailments,
including fever and rheumatism. Thousands of ele-
phants are also killed across Africa very year for their
tusks, which are prized especially in China for use in
making decorations and trinkets.

According to the World Wildlife Fund, the African ele-
phant population has dropped from between three mil-
lion and 5 million to approximately 400,000 over the
past century. In January, authorities in the African nation
of Togo found 3.8 tonnes of ivory in port containers
bound for Vietnam. — AFP 
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Activists in Hodeidah told Reuters yesterday that resi-
dents took to the streets of the city, the second-largest
port in the Arabian peninsula after Aden, calling on the
Houthis to leave. The Houthis, who come from the
northern highlands and champion the interests of the
Zaydi community, which makes up a fifth of Yemen’s
population of 25 million, extended their control to the
Red Sea port of Hodeidah on Tuesday. The conflict with
the Houthis has also extended to clashes with Al-Qaeda
fighters who view the group as pawns of Iran. Before its
fight with the Shiite group, Al-Qaeda was already bat-
tling the government, frequently attacking security offi-
cials and government targets.

Early yesterday, suspected Al-Qaeda militants shot
dead Saleh Al-Subaihi, the head of the government-

allied local militia in the southern province of Lahj, and
two of his aides, a local official said. Tribal leaders said
Houthi fighters withdrew to the outskirts of Radda in
Bayda province, an Al-Qaeda stronghold, on Saturday
after an agreement with the tribes.

In Sanaa, dozens of armed Houthi demonstrators
protested in front of the Saudi embassy on Saturday,
calling for the release of a prominent Shiite cleric who
was sentenced to death by a Saudi court this week, a
Reuters witness said. The Houthi demonstrators, who
were carrying AK-47 rifles, also chanted “Death to
America, Death to Israel” slogans. Yemeni security and
military forces blocked both sides of the street in front of
the embassy and watched the demonstration. A Saudi
judge on Wednesday sentenced to death Sheikh Nimr
Al-Nimr, who had called for greater rights for the king-
dom’s Shiites.— Reuters 
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