
DAQUQ: A French volunteer surrounded by Iraqi Kurdish forces flies a small drone carrying out a reconnaissance mission over a
frontline with the Islamic State group. — AFP 

DAQUQ: The translator rushed towards the rudimen-
tary trailer housing the French volunteers who came
to Iraq to fight against the Islamic State jihadist group
alongside Kurdish forces. “Come quick, the general
wants to see you! And bring your helicopter,” he told
them, as an armored convoy assembled and prepared
to leave the base.  General Araz Abdelkader, who com-
mands the Kurdish peshmerga forces stationed in
Daquq, a town around 200 kilometers north of
Baghdad, had just received information on possible
jihadist movements near the front line.

What the translator calls a helicopter is in fact a
small commercial drone which can be carried in a
backpack and has turned out to be the French volun-
teers’ most valuable “weapon”. Fred, Kim and Pascal
are among six former servicemen from France form-
ing the French contingent in Daquq, not counting
Bella the dog, the group’s mascot.  They have called
themselves “Unit 732”, a reference to the date of a bat-
tle that saw Frankish-led forces defeat the troops of
the Umayyad caliphate in central France.

All six have significant military experience, but the
peshmerga keep them mostly in the rear and they
have not yet fired a shot in anger. “We’re working on a
training program and, mostly, what we do is recon
and intelligence gathering,” said Pascal, a Corsican
sporting a salt-and-pepper moustache. With 25 years’
experience in private security in France, Africa and the
Middle East, he’s the group’s veteran.

Paris attacks 
The tiny contingent was welcomed by Iraqi Kurds,

who are some of the main recipients of Western mili-
tary aid to fight the Islamic State (IS) group.  France has
good relations with Iraqi Kurdistan, and the Daquq
front line, where the autonomous region’s forces are
deployed, is one of the areas where the French jets
that are part of the US-led coalition have been the
most active.  “These six men are worth many more,
they master some technologies we don’t,” the pesh-
merga general said. “They brought this drone from
France, it is very useful to us.”

That day, the small device-which has a range of
four to five kilometers — flew across a wide open
plain to monitor and record enemy movements with-
out exposing a peshmerga reconnaissance unit on the
ground.  The volunteers in Unit 732 got together on
social media following the January attacks which IS
claimed against satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo
and a Jewish supermarket in Paris.

“It started with Charlie Hebdo... something hap-
pened inside of me,” said Pascal, who wears the
Kurdish flag on one arm patch and the French tri-
colour on the other. Other foreigners have volun-
teered to fight alongside the Kurds in Iraq and Syria
since 2014, but no Western country has been harder
hit by IS than France and the deadly November 13
attacks in Paris spawned new volunteers.  “The attacks
at the Bataclan (concert hall) sparked a wave... Many
people want to join us now,” said Pascal, warning
nonetheless against a mass influx.

‘Not crusaders’ 
Despite its name, the six Frenchmen insist on the

apolitical and non-religious nature of the group.
“We’re not Crusaders, we didn’t come here because
we’re unemployed or bored,” said Fred, another mem-
ber of the group who served 10 years in the army.  “We
are all fathers and have families... We came here to
defend our values,” he said.

Sipping tea at the little blue plastic table outside
their trailer, the volunteers also speak of their love for
adventure, and some of them feel confined to a token
role. “I don’t necessarily want to kill, and even less be
killed, but we’d like to get more involved,” said one of
Daquq’s Frenchmen, who gave his name as Kim.  He
and his comrades are aware their presence is essen-
tially a PR windfall for the peshmerga, who have cast
themselves as the world’s first rampart against IS, and
do not plan to stay longer than three months.  They
could not afford to stay much longer, given that they
all arrived in Iraq with barely enough cash for a hotel
room and are only housed and fed by the peshmerga
but not paid. That is one of the conditions for a
smooth return to France, where diplomatic sources
say they are unlikely to run into any legal trouble, hav-
ing not fought as mercenaries nor in the ranks of a ter-
ror-listed organization. France, a leading member in
the coalition against IS, is busy trying to track the hun-
dreds of nationals it has among the very jihadists that
Unit 732 wants to battle. Kim, himself a Muslim,
explained that IS’ recruiting prowess in France was a
motivating factor in his decision to come to Iraq.
“These people are not Muslims, they’re pigs,” he said. “I
wanted to show that there were French people fight-
ing on the other side too.” — AFP 
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VICTORIA FALLS: Zimbabwe’s ruling party
at the weekend publicly endorsed 91-year-
old President Robert Mugabe as its candi-
date for elections in 2018 — but his visible
frailty means that backstage the focus was
on his successor. Mugabe has stumbled
twice in recent public appearances, and in
September read a speech to parliament
apparently unaware that he had delivered
exactly the same address a month earlier.
These signs of weakness in a man who has
ruled Zimbabwe with an iron fist for 35
years have injected new urgency into fac-
tional battles led by the elite within his rul-
ing ZANU-PF party.

“The focus is on retaining power or
accessing power as a way of securing their
gains and privileges,” said Godfrey
Kanyenze, head of the Labour and
Economic Research Institute of Zimbabwe.

“They know if they lose power their farms
and businesses will be undermined. That’s
why we saw the First Lady (Grace Mugabe)
joining in the fray.”

Grace, 50, was appointed leader of the
powerful ZANU-PF women’s wing last year
and led a vicious campaign that brought
about the expulsion of Mugabe’s deputy
president and possible successor Joice
Mujuru. Mujuru is believed to be planning
to form a new party to contest the next
elections, but given ZANU-PF’s record of
vote rigging analysts say the real battle for
power lies within the ruling party itself.

Vice-President Emmerson Mnangagwa is
seen as a front-runner, but there are signs
that Mugabe and his wife could be plan-
ning to keep power within the family. At the
party’s annual conference in Victoria Falls at
the weekend, the women’s wing pressed for

a quota system ensuring that one of
Mugabe’s two deputies be a woman-a post
which could go to Grace and put her in pole
position to take over. 

‘Political feuding’ 
“The succession question is the mother

of all problems bedeviling the party and it
will continue to haunt the party until its
resolved,” said Eldred Masunungure, a politi-
cal scientist from the University of
Zimbabwe. “National development is being
sacrificed at the altar of political feuding.”
Zimbabwe’s economy has been in crisis for
15 years since land reforms led to a collapse
of agriculture, while hyper-inflation
wreaked havoc, unemployment boomed
and millions of Zimbabweans fled abroad.

At the same time, many within the
ZANU-PF elite seized farms and enriched

themselves-and it is these gains that they
fear losing if they are on the wrong side of
the succession struggle. Grace Mugabe’s
dairy company provided milk, drinks and
yogurt to delegates at the Victoria Falls con-
ference. Mugabe, who has refused to name
a successor, used the meeting to call for an
end to factionalism.

“We don’t want to hear people saying
‘these ones belong to (second vice-presi-
dent Phelekezela) Mphoko, these ones to
Mnangagwa’. If all people belong to fac-
tions, who then are mine?” It is a good ques-
tion, and there is increasing suspicion that
the answer lies with Grace.

Despite the infighting within the ruling
party, the chances of an outsider winning
the next election are seen as slim, and not
only because of ZANU-PF’s history of
manipulating elections. “The opposition is

nowhere,” said Masunungure. “Ordinarily,
you would expect them to take advantage
of the deep and profound problems in
ZANU-PF but they are in a comatose state.

“That’s why ZANU-PF can afford to
engage in factional fighting because they
know there is no strong opponent outside
the party. As things stand the real rivals for
ZANU-PF are within ZANU-PF.” Former trade
unionist Morgan Tsvangirai led his
Movement for Democratic Change (MDC)
to victory in 2008 parliamentary elections
and won the first round of the presidential
vote. But he backed out of the second
round after 200 of his followers were killed
in a wave of violence unleashed by ZANU-
PF. He later served as prime minister in a
unity government brokered by neighboring
states, but his reputation suffered and his
party has split several times. — AFP 
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BANGUI: Peacekeepers massed in a flashpoint
district of the Central African Republic capital
Bangui yesterday to enable people to vote
safely a day after violence prevented them
from casting ballots in a key referendum. Five
people were killed in clashes Sunday in the
Muslim-majority PK-5 district, heightening
fears over whether long-delayed elections can
go ahead on December 27.

Another 20 people were wounded, several
seriously, in fighting involving rocket launch-
ers and machine guns, the Red Cross said yes-
terday. UN peacekeepers and French soldiers
massed yesterday in the PK-5 district, and a
military helicopter circled overhead, to allow
its voters to complete polling in a constitution-
al  referendum aimed at ending Christian-
Muslim sectarian strife.

Turnout was strong and no new violence
was reported by midday in the district, nor-
mally Bangui’s bustling trading hub. The
Muslim community in PK-5 is split between a
majority who favor the electoral process and
those opposed, now labeled the “enemies of
peace”.

‘Live in peace’ 
“We agree to live together with the

Christians. We want to live in peace but we
have been taken hostage” by armed groups,
said Hassan Brassoul Moussa, a spokesman for
Muslim youth in PK-5. He demanded the arrest
of “criminals who want to sow chaos amongst
us” and Abdoulaye Hissene, a former Seleka
“general” accused of orchestrating Sunday’s
violence, came in for special vitriol.

“This has to stop,” said a young vendor,
Mustapha Younous, as people cheered around
him. “If Abdoulaye Hissene (and associates)
want to do politics they can do it somewhere
else. We are businessmen and we want to do
business!”

A pensioner wearing a baseball cap with
the word “Paix” (peace) emblazoned on it said:
“Let them be beheaded if need be. While we
have to pay for the broken goods, they go
around freely in their cars with tinted glass. We

have had enough, enough!” Makeup balloting
was also held elsewhere in the troubled former
French colony where armed men interfered
with Sunday’s polling, electoral authorities said.

An unnamed source in the UN peacekeep-
ing force MINUSCA, sent in to quell fighting
that has forced 10 percent of the population to
flee their homes, reported scattered violence in
the north and east of the landlocked country. 

Some supporters of the mainly Christian
militia known as the “anti-balaka” (anti-
machete) also opposed the vote, namely back-
ers of ousted president Francois Bozize, whose
candidacy for the upcoming presidential elec-
tion has been rejected by the constitutional
court.

‘Historic step’ 
Late Sunday, UN special envoy Parfait

Onanga-Anyanga, praised the voters for their
“courage”, saying they overcame “all fears and
threats” to cast their ballots. “The Central
Africans took a historic step in their march
towards greater democracy,” he told reporters. 

The UN Security Council was to discuss the
situation following the referendum yesterday.
The vote is seen as a test run for presidential
and parliamentary elections set for December
27 to end more than two years of conflict
between the Muslim and Christian militias. The
proposed constitution would limit presidential
tenure to two terms, fight institutional corrup-
tion and rein in the armed militias, blamed for
years of chaos and terror.

If adopted, it would usher in the sixth
republic since independence from France in
1960 and mark the 13th political regime in a
country notorious for its chronic instability.
Results are expected in the next two days.
Unrest has forced the impoverished country to
postpone elections repeatedly despite intense
international pressure to hold them. The
Central African Republic plunged into its worst
crisis since independence after Bozize was
ousted by rebels from the Seleka force in
March 2013, triggering a wave of tit-for-tat vio-
lence with “anti-balaka” militias. — AFP 
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JERUSALEM: Israeli authorities on Sunday
said they have opened an investigation into
the actions of a police officer who fatally
shot a 16-year-old Palestinian girl during a
stabbing attack in Jerusalem last month.

In a statement, the Justice Ministry said
it was looking into whether the officer used
excessive force while stopping a stabbing
attack by two teenage Palestinian girls. In
the Nov 23 incident, the 16-year-old girl,
along with a 14-year-old accomplice,
stabbed and wounded a 70-year-old man
with scissors before they were shot by the
officer.

The ministry said the attorney general
had requested the investigation into claims
that the officer shot the 16-year-old girl
after she had already been restrained.
During questioning, the officer said he
believed the girl still posed a threat, the
statement said.

The incident was filmed by a security
camera and the footage was released to the
media. The younger girl was wounded.
Palestinians have accused Israel of using
excessive force during a three-month wave
of violence, and Sunday’s announcement
appeared to be the first official investiga-
tion into the actions of Israeli security forces
during the unrest. Israel says its tactics are a
legitimate response to stabbings and other
attacks.

A total of 19 Israelis and an American
seminary student have been killed by

Palestinian attacks, mostly stabbings, while
at least 112 have been killed on the
Palestinian side, including 75 people said
by Israel to be attackers. In the latest unrest,
Israeli forces shot a young Palestinian
woman Sunday after she allegedly
attempted to stab a pedestrian in the West
Bank.

The military said the woman was evacu-
ated to a Jerusalem hospital. It did not say
how close the woman got to her target. The
incident occurred Sunday in Hebron, a fre-
quent flashpoint of violence. Several hun-
dred Israeli settlers live in heavily guarded
enclaves in the city, which is home to
270,000 Palestinians.

Israel says the violence is fueled by a
Palestinian campaign of lies and incite-
ment. The Palestinians say it is the result of
frustrations rooted in Israel’s nearly 50-year
occupation. Late Sunday, the Israeli army
said Palestinian militants in the Gaza Strip
fired a rocket that landed in an open area of
southern Israel. No injuries were reported.

‘Early yesterday, Israeli aircraft struck
what the military said were two military
posts belonging to Hamas, the Islamic mili-
tant group that controls Gaza. Israel and
Hamas fought a 50 day war last year.
Although Hamas has largely observed a
cease fire since then, Israel said it holds the
group responsible for “all attacks emanat-
ing from the Gaza Strip.” There were no
immediate reports of casualties. — AP 

CAIRO: A preliminary investigation into the crash of a
Russian passenger plane has found no indication yet
of any “illegal or terrorist act,” Egypt’s chief investigator
said in a statement released yesterday. The vaguely
worded statement by Ayman El-Muqadam said the
investigation committee so far has not found “any evi-
dence” indicating foul play in the Oct 31 downing of

the plane, killing all 224 people onboard, mostly
Russian vacationers returning home from the Red Sea
resort of Sharm El-Sheikh. The committee is “continu-
ing its work,” it said.

Russia has said an explosive device had been
placed onboard the Airbus A321-200 and the Sinai
branch of the Islamic State group has claimed respon-

sibility. The crash led Russia to suspend all flights to
and from Egypt, dealing a heavy blow to the country’s
vital tourism industry.

El-Muqadam said the investigating committee
completed its preliminary report Sunday evening,
which contained all available information that will be
further investigated. He said the search for wreckage
extended more than 16 kilometers (10 miles) from the
main crash site and that the committee provided all
parties that are part of the investigation, including the
insurance company and Russian working teams, the
chance to examine the wreckage.

The investigators analyzed the plane’s 38 comput-
ers and two engine computers and is currently check-
ing the technical details of the plane and repairs car-
ried out since it was manufactured in May 1997. El-
Muqadam said the investigation committee made 15
visits to the crash site, and the team was coordinating
with the air force to move the wreckage to a safe loca-
tion in Cairo for further study. Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov declined to comment directly on the
Egyptian statement, but told reporters in a conference
call, “I can remind you of the conclusion of our experts
from the special services, who came to the conclusion
that it was a terrorist action.”Aside from a joint techni-
cal investigation into the crash by experts from Egypt,
Russia, France and Ireland, the Egyptian authorities
also opened an investigation into a possible security
breach or infiltration by militants of the Sharm El-
Sheikh airport staff, security officials have said. That
investigation has focused on baggage handlers, their
security supervisors and also personnel involved in air-
craft catering, according to the officials. — AP 
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BANGUI: A Muslim man sits inside the polling station at the Koudoukou school in the
flashpoint PK5 district. —AFP  
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HASSANA:  In this Sunday, Nov 1, 2015 photo provided by Russian Emergency Situations
Ministry, Egyptian Military on cars approach a plane’s tail at the wreckage of a passenger jet
bound for St Petersburg in Russia that crashed. — AP 


