
I N T E R N A T I O N A L
SATURDAY, AUGUST 15, 2015

Iraqi Kurdish forces
hit with suspected

chemical attack
BERLIN: Kurdish forces fighting Islamic State (IS) jihadists in
northern Iraq appear to have been attacked with chemical
weapons, the German defense ministry said Thursday. The
allegations, deemed “plausible” by a US official, follow claims
in March by the autonomous Kurdish government in north-
ern Iraq which said it had evidence that the jihadist group
used chlorine in a car bomb attack on January 23.

“We have indications that there was an attack with chemi-
cal weapons” against Kurdish peshmerga fighters that left
many suffering from “respiratory irritation”, a German defense
ministry spokesman told AFP. A senior peshmerga official said
the attack took place Tuesday, injuring several dozen fighters.
The Wall Street Journal cited US officials as saying they
believe the attack used mustard gas, which may have come
from stockpiles of banned poisons that Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad was forced to get rid of in 2013. But the pesh-
merga official, speaking on condition of anonymity, suggest-
ed the attack used chlorine and did not mention mustard gas.

“Last Tuesday afternoon, peshmerga forces in the
Makhmur area 50 kilometers west of the city of Arbil were
attacked with Katyusha rockets filled with chlorine,” the
official said. The German defense ministry, which is provid-
ing arms and weapons training to the Kurdish forces, said
that “American and Iraqi specialists from Baghdad are on
their way to find out what happened”. A ministry
spokesman later stressed that German forces were not
present during the attack.

‘Plausible’ 
Germany has been supporting peshmerga fighters since

September in their push against IS jihadists, and currently has
about 90 personnel on the ground. “German soldiers were
not affected or in danger” during the reported attack, the
spokesman said. “The protection of our soldiers in northern
Iraq is already at the highest level.”

A US official, speaking on condition of anonymity, said
claims IS had used chemical weapons on the Kurds were
“plausible”. The Pentagon, meanwhile, said it was “seeking
additional information” about the alleged attack. “We contin-
ue to take these and all allegations of chemical weapons use
very seriously,” said Pentagon spokesman Navy Captain Jeff
Davis. IS has previously been accused of using chlorine
against Kurdish forces in Iraq.

Along with the January attack, the Conflict Armament
Research group and Sahan Research group said last month
that IS had also targeted peshmerga with a projectile filled
with an unknown chemical agent on June 21 or 22. The
chemical used had characteristics and clinical effects “consis-
tent with a chlorine chemical agent”, the groups said.

The organizations said they had also documented two
such attacks against Kurdish fighters from the People’s
Protection Units in Syria’s northeastern Hasakeh province
on June 28. It said that upon impact, the projectiles had
released a yellow gas “with a strong smell of rotten onions”.
There were no deaths but troops exposed to it had experi-
enced burning of the throat, eyes and nose, severe
headaches, muscle pain, impaired concentration and
mobility, and vomiting. “Although these chemical attacks
appear to be test cases, we expect IS construction skills to
advance rapidly as they have for other IEDs (improvised
explosive devices),” Emmanuel Deisser, managing director
at Sahan Research, said at the time. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: With a ceasefire between Turkey
and Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) militants
in tatters, the man who could hold the key to
restarting the peace process is sidelined and
increasingly isolated on a heavily fortified
prison island.

Abdullah Ocalan, the iconic leader of the
PKK, has only the most limited access to the
outside world from his top security jail on the
island of Imrali on the Sea of Marmara follow-
ing his sensational arrest by Turkish agents in
Kenya in 1999.  Crucially, the Turkish govern-
ment has not given permission for a delega-
tion of pro-Kurdish lawmakers to visit him
since April, cutting off Ocalan’s main means
of communication with the outside. Ocalan,
66, known as “Apo” or uncle to Kurds, was
once the nemesis of the Turkish state but in
March 2013 announced a PKK ceasefire after
months of clandestine talks with Turkey’s
secret services.

The ceasefire disintegrated in July with
Ankara launching a two-pronged “anti-terror”
offensive against Islamic State (IS) jihadists in
Syria and PKK militants in northern Iraq and the
southeast of Turkey. But so far, the air strikes

have overwhelmingly concentrated on the
Kurdish rebels, who have responded by wag-
ing a bloody campaign against the security
forces. Idris Baluken, a lawmaker from pro-
Kurdish People’s Democracy Party (HDP), told
AFP that reviving the peace talks hinges on
bolstering Ocalan’s ability to negotiate and
communicate with all parties concerned.  “It’s
not possible to talk about a fair negotiation
process with the state with all its propaganda
tools on one side and Ocalan in total isolation
on the other side,” said Baluken, who has been
part of the HDP delegation that visited Ocalan.

‘We need to see him’ 
Meetings with Ocalan, which last three

hours, take place inside the compound under
the watchful eye of three Turkish officials,
Baluken revealed.  Baluken, himself a doctor,
said Ocalan has a chronic allergy disorder that
needs to be treated by a specialized doctor as
opposed to the general practitioner currently
on duty on the island. 

“The government says he is OK but how
can we know they’re not lying? We need to see
him,” he said.  Ocalan, who has published 15

books since being incarcerated, spends his
days reading academic works and books in his
two-room, 12-square-metre cell.  He has a radio
tuned in to Turkey’s state-run TRT station and a
television set with 12 mainstream channels. 

For five hours a week, he is allowed to
mingle and play sports with the compounds
five other inmates. The European Court of
Human Rights last year condemned Turkey
over its “inhuman” treatment of Ocalan.
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan responded
by saying that “what needs to be done has
been done” to improve the living conditions
of Ocalan and said: “We would not provide
(Ocalan) with a villa.” 

‘Power over PKK weakened’ 
International Crisis Group Senior Turkey

Analyst Nigar Goksel said the lack of communi-
cation has weakened Ocalan’s influence, with
the PKK’s military operations run from the dis-
tant Qandil Mountains in northern Iraq. “The
government has not allowed HDP delegations
to visit Ocalan in prison since April. This has
weakened Ocalan’s power over the organiza-
tion,” she said in a briefing note.— AFP 

On prison island, Kurd leader 
sidelined as peace unravels

The key to peace isolated in jail 

STRASBOURG, France: This picture taken on February 14, 2015 shows members of the Kurdish community
waving flags and banners of convicted Kurdistan Worker’s Party (PKK) leader Abdullah Ocalan during a
demonstration calling for Ocalan’s release. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Russia isn’t committed to keep-
ing Syrian President Bashar Assad in power,
the leader of the main Syrian opposition
group said yesterday after talks in Moscow.
Speaking a day after meeting with Russian
Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, Syrian
National Coalition president Khaled Khoja
said that “the Russian leadership isn’t cling-
ing to Bashar Assad” and is focusing on the
need to preserve Syria’s territorial integrity.

It wasn’t immediately clear whether
Khoja’s statement signaled a shift in Russia’s

stance, or merely reflected Moscow’s
attempt to rally Syrian opposition support
for its new push to help mediate the conflict.
Lavrov’s meeting with his Saudi counterpart
earlier this week highlighted continuing
sharp differences about the Syrian ruler’s
fate. While Russia called for including Syrian
government troops in a coalition fighting
Islamic State extremists, Saudi Foreign
Minister Adel Al-Jubeir rejected any role for
Assad. Moscow has been a key backer of
Assad throughout the conflict that has

dragged on for more than four years, leaving
at least 250,000 dead and turning more than
4 million into refugees. Khoja reaffirmed yes-
terday that Assad and his top lieutenants
couldn’t be part of a transitional govern-
ment. He said he and the Russians didn’t dis-
cuss any candidates for the future interim
authority, adding that his group and
Moscow will continue consultations.

Khoja said Russia’s main focus was the
need to preserve Syria’s territorial integrity
and avoid the collapse of the country’s state

structures, adding that he offered assur-
ances that the National Coalition stands for
preserving state institutions. Lavrov also
met separately yesterday with exiled Syrian
opposition figure Haitham Manna.
President Vladimir Putin launched Russia’s
new mediation effort at June’s meeting
with Saudi  Deputy Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman. Earlier this month,
Lavrov conferred about Syria with US
Secretary of State John Kerry and the Saudi
foreign minister in Qatar. — AP 
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