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BEIRUT: The Islamic State group has
beheaded the 82-year-old retired chief
archaeologist of Palmyra, who refused to
leave the ancient city when the jihadists
captured it, Syria’s antiquities chief said.
A UNESCO World Heritage site famed for
well-preserved Greco-Roman ruins,
Palmyra was seized from government
forces in May amid fears IS might destroy
its priceless heritage as it had done in
other parts of Syria and Iraq. Syrian
antiquities chief Maamoun Abdulkarim
told AFP he had urged Khaled al-Assaad
to leave Palmyra, but he had refused.

“He told us ‘I am from Palmyra and I
will  stay here even if they kill  me.’”
Abdulkarim said Assaad was executed
Tuesday afternoon in Palmyra, in central
Homs province. “Daesh has executed
one of Syria’s most important antiquities
experts,” he said, using an Arabic
acronym for IS. Photos purporting to
show Assaad’s body tied to a post in
Palmyra were circulated online by IS sup-
porters. The execution is one of hun-
dreds that have been carried out by IS in
and around Palmyra since they took the
city in May. 

“He was the head of antiquities in

Palmyra for 50 years and had been
retired for 13 years,” Abdulkarim said. He
hailed Assaad as a leading expert on the
ancient history of the city, which grew
from a caravan oasis first mentioned in
the second millennium BC. 

“He spoke and read Palmyrene, and we
would turn to him when we received
stolen statues from the police and he
would determine if they were real or fake.”

Body hung on display   
Abdulkarim said Assaad’s body had

been hung in the city’s ancient ruins after
being beheaded. But the photo circulat-
ing online showed a body on a median
strip of a main road, tied to what
appeared to be a lamp post. A sign
attached to the body identified it as that
of Assaad. It accused him of being an
apostate and a regime loyalist for repre-
senting Syria in conferences abroad with
“infidels”, as well as being director of
Palmyra’s “idols”.  It also claimed he had
been in contact with regime officials. 

Abdulkarim said Assaad had been
detained by IS last month along with his
son Walid, the current antiquities director
for Palmyra, who was later released. He

said the jihadists were looking for “stores
of gold” in the city. “I deny wholehearted-
ly that these stores exist,” Abdulkarim
said. “The whole family is truly remark-

able. (Assaad’s) other son Mohammed
and his son-in-law Khalil actively partici-
pated in the rescue of 400 antiquities as
the town was being taken over by the

jihadists,” he said.  The Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based monitor, also reported the execu-
tion, saying Assaad had been killed in a
“public square in Palmyra in front of
dozens of people”.  IS captured Palmyra
on May 21, prompting international con-
cern about the fate of the city’s antiqui-
ties. IS’s harsh version of Islam considers
statues and grave markers to be idola-
trous, and the group has destroyed
antiquities and heritage sites in other ter-
ritory under its control in Syria and Iraq.

So far, Palmyra’s most famous sites
have been left intact, though there are
reports IS has mined them, and the
group reportedly destroyed a famous
statue of a lion outside the city’s muse-
um in June. Most of the pieces in the
museum were evacuated by antiquities
staff before IS arrived, though the group
has blown up several historic Muslim
graves. IS has also executed hundreds of
people in the city and surrounding area,
many of them government employees.
The group also infamously used child
members to shoot dead 25 Syrian gov-
ernment soldiers in Palmyra’s ancient
amphitheatre. — AFP 

IS beheads elderly ex-antiquities chief 

DAMASCUS: Syrian antiquities chief Maamoun Abdulkarim looks at a photo on his
laptop at his office in Damascus of Khaled Al-Assaad - the 82-year-old retired chief
archaeologist of Palmyra, after the Islamic State (IS) group beheaded Al-Assaad who
refused to leave the ancient city when the jihadists captured it. — AFP 

BAMAKO: Police tape blocks off the site in Mali’s capital Bamako where a policeman and a civilian were wounded when gunmen opened fire on
a police outpost. — AFP 

BAMAKO: Imam Elhadji Sekou Ba was one of the
few people in his village of Barkerou who dared to
speak out against the rise of Islamist militants in
central Mali, denouncing in his sermons the young
men taking up arms in the name of religion. Last
Thursday, shortly after dinner, he was gunned
down on his doorstep. Locals suspect the killing
was carried out by the Massina Liberation Front
(MLF), a new group blamed for a wave of attacks
that is shifting Mali’s three-year-old Islamist conflict
from the remote desert north ever closer to its
populous south.

The emergence of the new group, recruiting
among central Mali’s marginalized Fulani ethnic
minority, has sown panic among residents, forced
some officials to flee, and undermined the efforts
of a 10,000-strong UN peacekeeping mission to
stabilize the West African state. Inspired by veteran
jihadist Amadou Koufa, a radical preacher from the
central Malian town of Mopti, the MLF has intro-
duced a volatile new ethnic element to the Islamist
conflict in a nation riddled with tribal tensions.

Security experts fear that the rise of a jihadist
group among the Fulani - whose 20 million mem-
bers are spread across West and Central Africa -
could regionalize the violence. 

“The risk is that links develop between Fulanis
throughout the region and it could be the next
major regional conflict,” said Aurelien Tobie, a con-
flict adviser formerly based in the Malian capital
Bamako. “Everywhere Fulanis are marginalized,
they have a strong identity and there are connec-
tions between them.”

The assassination was the latest in a wave of
kill ings in the Mopti region targeting those
opposed to Mali’s array of Islamist groups. Many of
the militants come from the ranks of jihadist fight-
ers that seized the northern two-thirds of Mali in
2012 alongside Tuareg rebels. A French-led military

intervention in early 2013 scattered the insurgents,
after Paris said the Islamist enclave could become a
launchpad for terror attacks on Europe. Some mili-
tants have since gone to Mali’s centre belt to
regroup and recruit, using it as a staging post to
strike at areas in the south once considered safe.

During the Islamist occupation of northern Mali,
Mopti was the last bastion of government power
before the lawless desert.   That image was
destroyed this month when armed men attacked a
hotel in nearby Sevare and killed at least 12 people,
including five United Nations contractors. One of
the attackers wore an explosive belt that did not
detonate, in the first suicide attempt outside the
north. The army blames the MLF for the siege and
at least two other attacks in Mali’s centre and south
which are hindering attempts by the government
and the UN peacekeeping force to restore order.

The Sevare attack has also been claimed by a
group led by veteran Algerian jihadist Mokhtar
Belmokhtar, which has rebranded itself as Al Qaeda
in West Africa. Experts say the claims are not mutu-
ally exclusive and there are fluid relations between
Mali’s Islamist cells. 

“The strategy of those loyal to Koufa appears to
be to empty the region of administrative leaders,
government officials and others collaborating with
the army to both establish their authority and, per-
haps, recruit more easily,” said Corinne Dufka, West
Africa Director at Human Rights Watch.

Islamic empire
To achieve this, Dufka said, the Islamists are

employing tactics of intimidation and targeted
killings. She documented five summary executions
of people accused of collaborating with the army
this year. A resident said several other village lead-
ers had fled to Bamako, fearing reprisals. Military
sources say MLF is formed partly from local fighters

who went north to fight three years ago but then
returned to Mopti as French military pressure
increased.

Its leaders have been able to exploit local griev-
ances among the locally dominant, semi-nomadic
Fulani population to swell their ranks. Some Fulani,
who represent 9 percent of Mali’s population, have
obtained weapons from long-established militias
set up to protect grazing lands. Similar Fulani mili-
tia exist across much of the arid Sahel belt stretch-
ing across west to east across Africa, from Senegal
to Sudan. The MLF is believed to be closely allied
with Malian Islamist rebel group Ansar Dine, whose
leader Iyad Ag Ghali fought alongside Koufa during
the northern occupation.

Ansar Dine also has a group of fighters called the
Massina brigade - a reference to the 19th century
Fulani empire of Massina - and has claimed a series
of attacks against UN peacekeepers and Malian
army targets in Bamako and the border areas near
Ivory Coast and Mauritania. Andrew Lebovich, visit-
ing fellow with the European Council on Foreign
Relations, says Mopti is an appealing area for radical
groups’ expansion because of its historical impor-
tance as a centre for Islamic governance.

Koufa’s speeches evoke the jihad led by Fulanis
against the rival Bambara ethnic group to create
the vast Massina Empire which spread across Mali,
Senegal and Nigeria. Its capital Hamdallaye, near
present day Mopti, now lies in ruins. Residents say
there are few outwards signs of support for Koufa,
whose whereabouts are unknown, although one
local said cassettes of his sermons sell well in the
market. Dufka says support for radical groups has
been stirred by the army’s summary executions
army of Fulanis accused of being jihadists. A UN
human rights report documented signs of dried
blood on the side of wells in Sevare in 2013. Mali
never investigated the killings. —Reuters
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Assassinations reported around Mopti region

ADDIS ABABA: South Sudan’s government has until
early September to sign a peace deal or face possi-
ble international sanctions. Rebel chief Riek Machar
met a Monday deadline to sign the power-sharing
agreement, but President Salva Kiir only initialed
part of it and said he would return to the table in
early September to finalize the accord. Government
officials have called the deal to end 20-months of
war a “sellout”.  Rebels say they still want a military
solution. The peace proposal has been put forward
by the regional eight-nation bloc IGAD, the
Intergovernmental Authority on Development, as
well as the United Nations, African Union, China and
the “troika” of Britain, Norway and the United States.
“This is not for negotiation anymore, this is for sign-
ing,” chief mediator Seyoum Mesfin said late Tuesday
in Ethiopia, when the 72-page deal was released.
Here are the key points.

Ceasefire
Fighting must end immediately, with a “permanent

ceasefire” beginning 72 hours after signing.  Military
forces have 30 days to gather for “separation, assembly
and cantonment”-or confinement to barracks, with
their weapons secured in storage-with a security
review ahead of an eventual reunification of forces.

Foreign forces out
All foreign forces in the war-Ugandan troops

backing Kiir-must leave within 45 days. Foreign mili-
tia forces, including rebels from neighboring Sudan’s
Darfur and Nuba mountain regions, must also be
disarmed and sent home. No troops are allowed
closer than 25 kilometers (15 miles) to the capital
Juba. Only presidential guards, police and guard
forces protecting infrastructure can remain in the
city. Child soldiers and prisoners of war must be
released, and free access given to aid workers.

First vice-president
The deal gives rebels the post of “First Vice

President”, alongside the current vice-president. That
means Machar would likely return to the post he was
sacked from in July 2013, six months before the war
began. Signatories also take responsibility for the
war, “apologizing unconditionally” for the tens of
thousands killed in a conflict marked by widespread
atrocities on both sides.

Transitional government
A “Transitional Government of National Unity”

begins 90 days after the signing of the deal, last-
ing a further 30 months. Elections must be held 60

days before the end - meaning that if Kiir signs in
September, polls would be slated for early 2018.
At a national level, the government gets 53 per-
cent of ministerial posts and rebels 33 percent,
with the remaining seats for other parties. In sev-
en of the 10 states, the government will get 85
percent of ministerial posts. But in the battle-
ground states of Jonglei, Unity, and Upper Nile,
the government gets 46 percent and the rebels 40
percent of posts. In Unity and Upper Nile states,
the main oil regions and some of hardest hit areas
by the war, the rebels also select the powerful
post of governor.

War crimes court
A Commission for Truth, Reconciliation and

Healing will be set up to investigate “all aspects of
human rights violations.” A “Hybrid Court”, set up in
collaboration with the African Union, will  try
crimes including possible genocide, crimes against
humanity and war crimes cases. Those indicted
cannot be part of the transitional government. “No
one shall be exempted from criminal responsibility
on account of their official capacity as a govern-
ment official, an elected official or claiming the
defense of superior orders,” the deal says. — AFP 
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JERUSALEM: A year after Hamas used
cross-border tunnels to launch deadly
attacks during the Gaza war, Israel is testing
new techniques to detect the hidden pas-
sages as a “top priority”, sources say, but
has yet to announce the system fully opera-
tional. Beyond standard military secrecy,
the reticence to trumpet the measures may
be to mask lingering short-falls in the sys-
tem and avoid giving Israelis a false sense
of security as they return to homes near the
Gaza Strip abandoned during the war.

Israel has been testing half a dozen
technologies for spotting movement or
cavities below ground, or the resulting dis-
ruption of the earth above, using dummy
tunnels in a desert base in southern Israel
security sources said. Foreign geologists
and surveillance experts have been help-
ing, the sources said, declining to give
more details. 

The anti-tunnel system is a “top priority”
for Israel’s Defense Ministry, said one secu-
rity source involved in the project, adding:
“It’s working, but it still isn’t 100 percent.”
Full coverage of the sandy, 65-km (40-mile)
border is a tall order, however. For now,
equipment can be seen, half-buried, half-
exposed, dotted along stretches of the for-
tified frontier.

Palestinians have long used tunnels
under the border with Egypt to subvert the

blockade imposed on the Gaza enclave and
import scarce goods as well as weapons.
During the war of July-August 2014, Hamas
used tunnels leading into Israel to infiltrate
on four occasions, killing 12 soldiers. Israel
said it destroyed 32 tunnels. The war killed
more than 2,100 Palestinians, mostly civil-
ians. Israel lost 67 soldiers and six civilians.
The tunnel raids, combined with cross-bor-
der shelling, spooked Israelis living close to
Gaza and many fled. Those communities
say new residents have been flocking in
since quiet was restored.

“The IDF (Israel Defense Forces) are
doing their job - this is something we
know, and is reassurance enough,” said
Micky Levy, head of security for the border
village Nativ Haasara. Israeli officials have
stemmed public discussion of the anti-tun-
nel system. A report on it in the Yedioth
Ahronoth newspaper in April prompted the
Defence Ministry to investigate who may
have leaked information, subjecting several
members of staff to lie-detector tests, secu-
rity sources said. A foreign official familiar
with the matter said Israel preferred to
“keep Hamas guessing” while it continues
working on the system. Hamas says it is
digging new tunnels - something Israel
confirms. Neither side has said whether
there currently are tunnels crossing into
Israel. — Reuters
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GAZA: An Egyptian armored vehicle patrols next to a military watch tower on the
Egyptian side of the border, seen from the south of the Gaza Strip. — AP 

IZMIR: They dress in shorts to blend in with
the tourists, buy cheap life jackets and bal-
loons to protect themselves and their belong-
ings at sea and play cat and mouse with police
over places to sleep. They are among tens of
thousands of Syrians who have descended on
the Aegean port city of Izmir this summer
before catching a boat to Greece, their gate-
way to the European Union. Iraqis, Iranians,
Afghans and others also pass through, part of
the biggest global movement of refugees ever
recorded. Paying traffickers to smuggle him
by sea in the dead of night is a “deal with the
devil” that Alaaeddin, a Syrian who fled
Aleppo after four years of war, says he has no
choice but to make.

“I am afraid of the smugglers, men who
take money from desperate people,” the 29-
year old says, asking that his surname not be
used because he fears for his safety. “But it is
impossible for me to go back, and if I stay
here, I fear I will be lost. I have to keep moving
if I am to have a life.” The crisis has dragged the
wars of the Middle East to Europe’s doorstep,
crippling depression-hit Greece and sapping
Turkish resources as it cares for 1.9 million
Syrians and 200,000 Iraqis. Turkey has won
international praise for its open-door policy
on Syrians, making it the world’s leading host
of refugees. But European Union Affairs
Minister Volkan Bozkir warned in July that it
was at capacity and that any new wave would
end up pressing on Europe’s borders.

On any given day, as many as 5,000
migrants throng Izmir’s streets waiting for pas-
sage to Greece, aid groups say. By night, buses
and trucks run them to remote coves, and at
first light, they crowd into inflatable motor
boats or rickety dinghies that ferry them to
Greek islands less than 10 miles (16 km) away.
Worried about piracy, they carry little cash and
seal passports and phones in balloons in the
event boats capsize. “We are face-to-face with
a humanitarian crisis on our streets that we
cannot cope with. We’re unable to meet so

many people’s needs for housing, food, water,
hygiene and health,” says district mayor Sema
Pekdas, adding those leaving for Europe are a
small proportion of the 200,000 Syrians in
Izmir. Outside her office, families crowd the
street, waiting to board buses to the shore.

Forced into backstreets 
Strife and persecution around the world

displaced 59.5 million people-half of them
children-last year, the greatest number ever
recorded, the UN refugee agency UNHCR says.
Millions more are fleeing poverty and instabil-
ity for a better life in affluent but increasingly
hostile Europe. The so-called eastern
Mediterranean route from Turkey has become
the main gateway to Europe, according to
Frontex, the EU border-management agency.
A record 49,550 migrants reached the EU via
Greece in July-more than in all of 2014, it says.
Hundreds of islands ensure calm waters in the
azure Aegean Sea, offering safer passage than
north Africa to Italy, where most of the more
than 2,000 migrants who have drowned so far
in 2015 perished. But the Aegean can be
treacherous. A boat overloaded with 31
Syrians sank on Tuesday, and six, including an
infant, drowned.

Kos and Lesbos, normally tranquil Greek
resorts, have been overwhelmed in recent
weeks by migrants and refugees, who have at
times clashed with one another and police.
The atmosphere is less bleak in Izmir’s run-
down Basmane neighborhood, where a half-
millennium ago during the Ottoman era, Jews
fleeing the Spanish Inquisition also found
safety. Once-grand 19th Century villas have
been converted into cheap hotels. Dozens of
men dressed in shorts and T-shirts line up at a
restaurant serving Syrian cuisine for a last
meal before leaving. Many express joy at
being so close to Europe. In recent days,
authorities have cleared city parks, forcing
migrants into Izmir’s backstreets and mosque
courtyards. —Reuters
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