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ERBIL: Iraqi Shiite militia fighters are tighten-
ing a noose around the Islamic State-held city
of Fallujah west of Baghdad as the first stage
of a counter-offensive in the Sunni province
of Anbar, likely to determine the course of the
conflict in coming months. Islamic State
seized Anbar’s capital Ramadi two months
ago, extending its control over the Euphrates
River Valley west of Baghdad and dealing a
major setback to Prime Minister Haider Al-
Abadi and the US-backed army he entrusted
with its defense. While the government initial-
ly vowed to swiftly recapture Ramadi, it now
appears to have turned instead to Fallujah, a
city located further downriver and closer to
Baghdad, meaning supply lines for a counter-
offensive would be less vulnerable.

Colonel Ali Al-Yasiri, commander of Iraq’s
4th armored regiment, 1st division, which is
fighting near Fallujah, said plans for a quick
offensive to retake Ramadi were shelved in
June after commanders concluded that
Fallujah would be “a dagger pointed at the
army in Ramadi” unless it was tackled first.
“Our commanders gave us orders one week
after losing Ramadi to regroup ... in order to
launch a counter offensive to retake Ramadi,”
he said. “This decision failed to win support

from all military commanders.” As the govern-
ment seeks to claw back territory, Abadi has
turned to the mainly Shi’ite Hashid Shaabi
militia fighters who have proven more suc-
cessful than the army on the ground.

In April, the militia recaptured the city of
Tikrit, former dictator Saddam Hussein’s
home town on the Tigris River north of
Baghdad. But until the fall of Ramadi in May,
the government was reluctant to deploy the
Shiite fighters west of Baghdad in the valley
of Iraq’s other great river, the Euphrates,
where Sunni tribes have been hostile to out-
siders for generations. The army seems to be
taking advantage of the extra capabilities
offered by the militia umbrella group, which
includes Iranian-backed elements. Yasiri wel-
comed the Hashid’s involvement, saying the
army had struggled unsuccessfully for 18
months to contain Sunni insurgents in Anbar.

Abadi and the army can rely on US-led air
strikes, more closely coordinated since US
officers moved into a military base less than
10 miles from Fallujah and started overseeing
training of Sunni tribal recruits there. Jets and
artillery have been pounding militant targets
in both Fallujah and Ramadi, inflicting heavy
daily casualties on militants and civilians alike,

according to medical sources. But a US offi-
cial, speaking on condition of anonymity,
suggested a lack of Iraqi army control of mili-
tia activities in Fallujah would prevent the
kind of air support for the campaign that the
United States has offered elsewhere in Iraq.

Militia in lead
Shiite militia figures say they will take the

lead on the ground, not the army. “Hashid
forces are closing in on Daesh terrorists inside
Fallujah after seizing almost all supply routes
around the city,” said Muen Al-Kadhimi, a sen-
ior aide to Hadi al-Ameri, commander of the
Iranian-backed Badr organization, the most
powerful of Iraq’s armed Shiite groups. Shiite
fighters and army troops have made gains
north of Fallujah this week, although they
faced heavy resistance from Islamic State
fighters who sent car bombs to stem the
advances.  Authorities say they already con-
trol Fallujah’s eastern, southern and western
approaches.

Tribal and insurgent sources in Anbar
reported an Islamic State attack early on
Friday in villages between Fallujah and
Ramadi, which lie about 40 km apart on the
Euphrates.  But their opponents insist the

campaign to retake Anbar is on track. “Now
we are only 5 km from the centre of Fallujah
and the plan to liberate the city is going per-
fectly,” said Kadhimi. He confirmed the strate-
gy of retaking Fallujah before the provincial
capital: “We can’t go to Ramadi first and leave
our back exposed. This is why Fallujah is a pri-
or target.” Fallujah saw the fiercest fighting of
the US occupation which followed
Washington’s 2003 invasion to topple
Saddam Hussein, and has also been a centre
of Sunni hostility to the Shiite-led govern-
ment in Baghdad.

Plans changed
Washington, which criticized the Iraqi mili-

tary for allowing Ramadi to fall, has support-
ed its decision not to rush to recapture it. “The
Ramadi campaign, which about a month ago
was about to be executed precipitously, has
actually been, with our help... a very deliber-
ate campaign,” the top US military officer
General Martin Dempsey said this week.
Along with the shift in tactics after Ramadi’s
fall came recriminations, with Abadi sending
his army chief of staff into retirement and
suggesting the army’s withdrawal in mid-May
directly contravened instructions.

“If the orders had been carried out,
Ramadi would not have fallen,” the prime
minister said. Dempsey, welcoming the retire-
ment of General Babaker Zebari, said there
had been “issues up and down the chain of
command” in the Iraqi military. Yasiri, the
army colonel, said army operations in Anbar
had been troubled from the start. “Troops
were deployed in Anbar to fight insurgents
since late 2013 and what was supposed to be
a smooth operation to take out scattered ter-
rorist groups turned out to be a war of attri-
tion,” he said. “With lack of military equip-
ment, soldiers and effective air force, our
troops started to lose initiative.”

The loss of Ramadi was the army’s worst
defeat since Islamic State militants swept
through north Iraq last summer, and pushed
plans for an eventual offensive against the
Islamists’ northern stronghold Mosul further
back. While the army was forced on the defen-
sive, militia leaders have moved into Anbar
with their fighters. Photographs have also cir-
culated purporting to show Qassem
Soleimani, commander of Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards Quds Force, in the western province.
Iran’s support for the Shiite militia is uncom-
fortable for Washington.— Reuters

Shiite militias target Fallujah in Anbar campaign

SANAA: A UN-proposed truce in Yemen, aimed at
delivering desperately needed aid to millions threat-
ened with famine, failed to take hold yesterday as
clashes and Saudi-led coalition air strikes persisted.
The six-day ceasefire formally went into effect just
before midnight Friday, but clashes between Iran-
backed Shiite rebels and fighters loyal to exiled
President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi hit several
areas, while Saudi-led coalition air strikes targeted
rebel positions.

The United Nations hoped the truce would hold
until the end of the Muslim fasting month of Ramadan
on Friday, allowing sorely needed aid to reach civil-
ians. But with fierce fighting resuming just hours after
the truce was supposed to take effect, attempts to
end the violence appeared stillborn as each side
accused the other of not taking peace efforts serious-
ly. The coalition said it “did not yet receive any request
from the legitimate Yemeni government asking for a
truce or cessation of military operations.” 

Coalition spokesman Brigadier-General Ahmed
Al-Assiri said the alliance was “not concerned with this
truce because it does not provide a commitment
from the Houthi militia”. Coalition warplanes raided
Houthi positions in the central city of Taez, where
clashes between the rebels and loyalists continued
after the truce. Violence also raged overnight in Taez,
with witnesses saying the Houthis had also bombed
several districts.

Yemen’s official news agency, run by the exiled
government, accused the Houthis and allied troops
loyal to former president Ali Abdullah Saleh of send-
ing reinforcements to the city ahead of the cessation.
In the south, coalition warplanes also hit rebels in the
port city of Aden and nearby Lahj province, witnesses
said. The raids came after the rebels bombed second
city Aden, according to Abdullah Al-Dayani, a
spokesman of southern fighters allied with Hadi.

‘Final Hope’ 
Warplanes also struck rebels in the southern Daleh

province and in Marib east of Sanaa. The ceasefire was
declared after UN chief Ban Ki-moon received assur-
ances from Hadi and the Houthis that it would be
respected. But rebel chief Abdulmalik Al-Houthi said
ahead of the deadline that “we do not have much
hope for the truce to succeed. Its success “depends on
the commitment of the Saudi regime and is condi-
tioned to a complete end to the aggression.”

The spokesman for armed forces allied with the
rebels, Brigadier General Sharaf Luqman, welcomed
the truce, but said his forces are only “exercising the
right of defence”. “Any breach to the truce by the
aggressors will push our armed forces to retaliate,” he
added. If the truce is respected, the World Health
Organization and its partners aim to reach more than
2.37 million people. “This humanitarian pause will
allow WHO and... partners to more effectively scale up

their response in affected governorates by reaching
populations that have been cut off from care and
urgently need life-saving health services,” said Yemen
representative Ahmed Shadoul. World Food
Programme spokeswoman Abeer Etefa said Friday the
truce was “our final hope” to reach the needy.

‘Extremely Hazardous Conditions’ 
It is now more than a week since the UN declared

Yemen a level-3 humanitarian emergency, the high-
est on its scale, with nearly half the country facing a
food crisis. “It is imperative and urgent that humani-
tarian aid can reach all vulnerable people of Yemen
unimpeded and through an unconditional humani-
tarian pause,” said UN spokesman Stephane Dujarric.
UN aid agencies are ready to scale up operations,
although the response to an appeal for $1.6 billion
has been meagre, with just 13 percent of that amount
received so far.

More than 21.1 million people - over 80 percent of
Yemen’s population - need aid, with 13 million facing
food shortages. The UN says the conflict has killed
more than 3,200 people, about half of them civilians,
since late March. Etefa said the WFP delivered 9,000
tonnes of food to its warehouses in Yemen during the
past week, and that the truce was needed to secure its
mission. “We hope to see an effective respect for the
ceasefire, and to allow us to reach all parts of Yemen
regardless of who controls them,” she said.— AFP

VIENNA: World powers huddled again yes-
terday behind closed doors on the 15th
day of negotiations seeking a deal to curb
Iran’s nuclear ambitions, with no sign of
any end to the nail-biting deadlock.
Despite a warning from US Secretary of
State John Kerry that he would not sit at
the negotiating table forever, an Iranian
official told AFP the talks, now entering
their third week, could stretch on and on.
“We have no time-limit in order to reach a
good deal,” the senior Iranian official said,
asked if the negotiations could be formally
extended again in a bid to end the current
deadlock.

Iran and the so-called the P5+1 group -
Britain, China, France, Germany, Russia and
the United States - are seeking to curtail
Tehran’s ability to develop nuclear
weapons in exchange for relief from painful
sanctions.  After a very public blame game
about the reasons behind the stalemate,
Kerry Friday had offered a glimmer of hope
that some progress may be being made
saying some outstanding issues had been
resolved.  But the top US diplomat
emerged from almost 90 minutes of fresh
talks yesterday morning with his Iranian
counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif and
almost immediately tweeted that things
remained tough.  “Met with @FedericaMog
and @JZarif this AM. Still have difficult
issues to resolve,” he said in his Tweet.

Despite almost two years of negotia-
tions, this round of talks in Vienna touted as
the last push for a historic  accord to end a
13-year standoff, has moved at a snail’s
pace in an indication of how difficult the
remaining issues are. France’s Foreign
Minister Laurent Fabius also arrived back in
the Austrian capital yesterday to rejoin
Germany’s Frank-Walter Steinmeier, while

their British counterpart was expected back
too. It remained unclear when the Russian
and Chinese foreign ministers would return
to the city.

Time to call it quits?
With many politicians on both sides of

the Atlantic openly questioning whether it
was time to walk away, Mogherini tweeted
her thanks to the Austrian people for their
“prolonged hospitality. “Vienna, still work-
ing day and night on #IranTalks,” she said in
her Tweet.  The toughest problems have
been left to last, including a mechanism for
lifting interlocking EU, US and UN sanc-
tions, as well as ways to ensure Iran can
have a peaceful nuclear program for its
own energy needs.  A new headache
emerged in recent days, when the Iranian
delegation insisted that a UN arms embar-
go must be lifted once a deal is reached,
something that Western countries are wary
about given Iran’s alleged role in several
Middle East conflicts.

In turn Iranian officials blamed the
Americans for throwing a spanner in the
works saying that after a video conference
with US President Barack Obama on
Wednesday,  the US delegation had
changed some of their positions. Expert
Kelsey Davenport, from the Washington-
based Arms Control Association, warned:
“Now is not the time for brinksmanship or
a hardening of positions.” “This is an his-
toric moment and there could be serious
repercussions if negotiators fail to seize
this oppor tunity to get a good deal.
Taking a few additional days to continue
talking is far better than walking away
from the table,” she said. “At the same
time, these last decisions will not get easi-
er with time.” — AFP 

Iran, powers struggle 
to overcome deadlock 

Talks hit 15th day

SANAA: Yemeni supporters of the Shiite Houthi movement raise their weapons during a rally to mark the Quds (Jerusalem) International Day in
support of Palestinians on Friday in the capital. — AFP

Yemen’s humanitarian 
ceasefire fails to hold

Bombings and heavy fighting break UN truce

VIENNA: A man cleans the front door of the Palais Coburg Hotel where closed-door
nuclear talks with Iran are taking place yesterday. — AP 

SHANGHAI: The Chinese woman has a history of
selling counterfeit luxury goods. She has been sued
in the US by eight luxury brands. She owes Chanel
Inc $6.9 million for selling products online under its
name. None of it has stopped Xu Ting, a 45-year-old
immigrant, from achieving a comfortable suburban
life in San Diego with her husband and their 3-year-
old son. Last year, she became a legal resident.

China is not the only country with a counterfeit-
ing problem. Most fakes are made in China, but they
are sold in America, where counterfeiting is rarely
prosecuted as a crime. Lack of cooperation with
China makes it easy for counterfeiters to move their
money beyond reach - and hard to root out counter-
feiting kingpins. As long as counterfeiters can stay
out of jail and hold on to their profits - and con-
sumers continue to buy - the trade in fakes will thrive.
“There’s a million ways to game the system,” said Dan
Plane, an intellectual property lawyer in Hong Kong.
“Probably the only thing that’s going to stop her is
when she passes away - probably on an island resort
somewhere - or if she gets arrested.”

So far, Xu Ting has simply refused to show up in
court. She has worked toward a graduate degree at
San Diego State University, helped her family accu-

mulate at least $890,000 in bank accounts in China,
and bought a $585,000 house with her husband,
public records and court cases show. “The essential
point for Chanel is really shutting down the counter-
feiting operations which we did successfully,” Chanel
spokeswoman Kathrin Schurrer wrote in an email.
Schurrer added that the legal process is ongoing and
declined further comment, but did note that
“California has a law prohibiting the civil seizure of a
home if it is a primary residence.”

In 2009, a Florida judge ruled against Xu Ting and
shut down seven websites selling fake Louis Vuitton,
Marc Jacobs and Celine. In 2010, Gucci and other
brands in France’s Kering group filed a lawsuit in New
York federal court against Xu Ting, her future hus-
band, and eight others who allegedly sold more than
$2 million worth of fake handbags and wallets online
to US customers. Xu Ting’s husband, Xu Lijun, has set-
tled. A licensed civil engineer in California, he denied
wrongdoing but agreed to let Gucci keep $400,000
in seized counterfeiting proceeds and pay a $7,500
fine. His lawyer, Eric Siegle, said he was “a small-time
nobody”. “The people they are arresting or suing here
in the United States are low-level people,” Siegle said.
“If you can find where the money is going, you can

get to the heart of the problem.”
But Gucci couldn’t find where the money went

once it landed in China because Chinese banks
refused to disclose account details. “BOC cannot
comply with such orders without violating Chinese
law,” the Bank of China said in an email. The case is
ongoing. Kering spokeswoman Charlotte Judet said
Gucci would “vigorously enforce any judgment” it
obtained. Xu Ting declined multiple requests for
comment. A slight man in wire-rimmed glasses
answered the door in San Diego’s Rancho
Penasquitos area and identified himself as Xu Lijun
but declined comment. “After your colleague’s visit,
we communicated and she still did not want to do
the interview,” the family’s lawyer in Beijing, Chen
Peng, said. In February 2014, Xu Ting got a green
card, thanks to her husband’s advanced degree or
“extraordinary ability,” according to a person familiar
with the matter who spoke anonymously because
immigration records are not public. Immigration
authorities also have the Rancho Penasquitos
address on record as her residence, the person said.
US Citizenship and Immigration Services
spokesman Christopher Bentley declined comment,
citing privacy concerns.— AP

Counterfeiter evades US lawsuits, gets green card

BEIJING: In this photo taken on March 20, 2015, customers line up outside a Chanel retail shop. — AP 


