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AMMAN: insurgents say they have begun a
campaign to capture full control of the divid-
ed city of Aleppo, Syria’s most populous city
before it become a main battleground in its
four-year-old civil war. Neither side has been
able to control Syria’s main commercial hub,
50 km from Turkey, since battle erupted
there in 2012, turning its UNESCO-listed his-
toric centre into a ruin. The prospect of a
rebel offensive in the city is a stark sign of the
turn of momentum against President Bashar
Al-Assad’s government, which has lost
swathes of territory to fighters in recent
months in the northwest, east and south of
the country.

Just four months ago it was the army and
its allied militia that were launching a major
bid to besiege rebel-held areas of eastern
Aleppo. Now, rebels are claiming the initia-
tive. “The big battle of Aleppo you can say
has started in its preparatory phases,” said
Yasser Abdul Rahim, a rebel commander
who directs a joint operations room set up in
April to capture government-held Aleppo.
“There is a decisive final blow coming that
will expel the regime from Aleppo and to lib-
erate the city completely,” said Abdul Rahim,

a member of the Nour al Din al Zinki rebel
group that has been a recipient of foreign
support. He was speaking to an opposition-
affiliated TV station, Halab Today.

The city’s fall would be a major blow for
Assad, restricting his control mainly to a belt
of territory stretching north from Damascus
to the Mediterranean coast. This would deep-
en Syria’s de facto partition between the
Assad-run west and other areas held by a
patchwork of armed groups. The UK-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, which
tracks the war, said rebels had captured
some ground in government-held districts in
the city and to the north of it.

“They are now trying to mobilize around
Aleppo, but until now they haven’t made big
progress,” said Rami Abdulrahman, who runs
the Observatory. An alliance of rebels includ-
ing recipients of Western aid fighting under
the name Free Syrian Army made a small but
notable advance into a government-held
part of Aleppo this week. The army says it
beat back the foray into the Rashidin district -
the first rebel advance into the heart of
Aleppo’s government-controlled residential
area in more than two years. Insurgents have

also been bombarding government-held
areas previously unaccustomed to the level
of destruction inflicted on insurgent-held
parts of the city. More than 30 people were
killed in an insurgent bombardment this
week, the single most lethal rebel attack of its
type there since the war began, according to
the Observatory. Government officials say
they are still confident. A government mili-
tary source said the insurgents had in recent
months received artillery capable of destroy-
ing buildings, but still lacked the capability
“to do something of strategic importance in
Aleppo .... because the army is prepared.” But
as government forces and the militia fighting
alongside them lose ground elsewhere,
diplomats see the fall of Aleppo as a real pos-
sibility. One said it would “not be a big sur-
prise”.

Change in momentum
The United States and its Western and

Arab allies joined Syria’s multi-sided civil war
last year by launching a campaign of air
strikes against Islamic State, the most power-
ful of the mainly Sunni Islamist groups fight-
ing against Assad. — Reuters

Rebels set eyes on Aleppo

English city
stunned by family’s

flight to join IS
BRADFORD, England: Zahoor Ahmed shakes his head in dis-
belief as he surveys the back of a terraced house belonging to
the family of the three Dawood sisters, believed to have trav-
elled to Syria to join Islamic State militants and brought their
nine children with them. “Why would you go to Syria? I don’t
understand it,” said Ahmed, 52, wearing traditional Muslim
attire as he surveyed the unremarkable street in the northern
English city of Bradford, where he said he had never encoun-
tered extremism. He is far from the only person in Bradford
bewildered by the apparent decision of Sugra, Zohra and
Khadija Dawood to journey to Syria with their children, the
youngest aged just three, and leave their husbands behind.

The case came to light just two days after reports that
Talha Asmal, a 17-year-old from Dewsbury just a few miles
from Bradford, had carried out an Islamic State attack in Iraq,
becoming what is believed to be Britain’s youngest suicide
bomber. Both incidents have provoked soul searching among
British Muslims at a time when the government is proposing
new laws to give the authorities greater powers to fight radi-
calization and potentially shut down mosques linked to
extremists. The authorities say more than 700 Britons - men
and women, some teenagers, some well-educated - have
been lured to fight in Syria and Iraq, most to join the group
Islamic State.

Those who make the journey are putting not only their
lives at risk but contributing to “one of the biggest threats our
world has faced,” Prime Minister David Cameron said in a
speech on Friday to a security conference in Slovakia.
Cameron’s emphasis is on persuading Britain’s 2.8 million
Muslims to do more to fight radicalism within their own com-
munity. Too many people are expressing the same “evil” ideol-
ogy as Islamic State, even if they do not advocate violence, he
said. “This paves the way for young people to turn simmering
prejudice into murderous intent; to go from listening to fire-
brand preachers online to boarding a plane to Istanbul and
travelling onward to join the jihadis.”

He plans new laws to ramp up powers to ban “extremist”
groups, close mosques where radicals thrive and censor media
to restrict broadcasts that encourage extremism. But some
British Muslims say such measures are counter-productive,
increasing the feeling of isolation that fuels radicalism. The
state needs to work with Muslims, not demonize them, said
Bana Gora, founding member of Bradford’s Muslim Women’s
Council. “This onslaught of counter terrorism legislation that’s
coming through is not going to help matters,” she said. If the
government takes on “powers to shut down mosques at their
pleasure, how is that going to help build relationships
between the Muslim community and the state?” she said.

Ice cream lady in burqa
Stories of recruits travelling to Iraq and Syria open political-

ly sensitive questions about whether Britain is doing enough
to integrate minorities, especially in poor northern cities with a
history of racial strife. Nearly a quarter of Bradford’s estimated
526,400 population are Muslim and the area has England’s
largest proportion of people of Pakistani heritage. Like many
northern towns and cities it has struggled economically in
recent years with the unemployment rate above the regional
and national average.

Parts of Bradford were torched in race riots between whites
and people of Asian descent in 2001, although today most
people who live there say it is a friendly city and communities
get along well. The Dawoods’ neighborhood is typical: work-
ing class and ethnically-mixed, where women in veils are as
common as white men in England soccer shirts, and churches
and mosques operate cheek by jowl. Unlike officially secular
France, Britain has no policies against religious dress in public
places. The government pays for pupils to study full-time at
Muslim faith-run schools, just as Catholic and Protestant
schools receive state funding.

Secularist critics say such “multi-cultural” policies can
encourage segregation, isolating minorities while provoking
resentment and political backlash among some whites. After
Asmal’s reported suicide attack, the stridently right-wing Daily
Mail tabloid labeled his home town Dewsbury “The breeding
ground for jihadis where even the ice cream lady wears a
burqa”. It printed a photo of a woman hidden behind a black
full-face veil, selling ice cream from the window of a van with a
picture of Mickey Mouse. — Reuters

SURUC: Syrian refugees walk at a refugee camp in Suruc, on the Turkey-Syria border yesterday. — AP 

Kids raped, murdered, castrated
and thrown into fires in S Sudan

JUBA: Warring forces in South Sudan have
carried out horrific crimes against children,
including castration, rape and tying them
together before slitting their throats, the
UN has said. “Survivors report that boys
have been castrated and left to bleed to
death... girls as young as eight have been
gang raped and murdered,” UN children’s
agency chief Anthony Lake said in a state-
ment released earlier this week. “Children
have been tied together before their
attackers slit their throats... others have
been thrown into burning buildings.” 

Tens of thousands are believed to have
been killed in the 18-month war, although
there is no clear toll. At least 129 children

were killed in May in the northern state of
Unity, scene of some of heaviest fighting
in the civil war, Unicef added. Civil war
began in December 2013 when President
Salva Kiir accused his former deputy Riek
Machar of planning a coup, setting off a
cycle of retaliatory killings across the
country that has split the poverty-stricken,
landlocked country along ethnic lines. It
has been characterized by ethnic mas-
sacres, rape and the use of child soldiers.
“The violence against children in South
Sudan has reached a new level of brutali-
ty,” Lake added. Thousands of children
have also been abducted to fight.

“Children are also being aggressively

recruited into armed groups of both sides
on an alarming scale - an estimated 13,000
children forced to participate in a conflict
not of their making,” Lake added. “Imagine
the psychological and physical effects on
these children - not only of the violence
inflicted on them but also the violence
they are forced to inflict on others.” A
quarter of a million children face starva-
tion , while two-thirds of the country’s 12
million people need aid, with 4.5 million
people facing severe food insecurity,
according to the UN. “In the name of
humanity and common decency this vio-
lence against the innocent must stop,” he
said.— AFP 

Loss of city may entrench Syria’s de facto partition


