
By Eric Randolph

Tweets and YouTube videos by fight-
ers from the Islamic State group
have allowed analysts to pinpoint

their movements in Iraq and Syria, high-
l ighting the group’s increasing push
towards government strongholds. The
data compiled by Britain-based analysts
from IHS Conflict Monitor, and shared
exclusively with AFP, shows how the
Islamic State (IS) group is probing beyond
the territory it currently holds and push-
ing the bulk of its  forces towards
Damascus and Baghdad.

IHS ranks the most reliable Twitter and
YouTube accounts from known IS mili-
tants, as well as opposition activists and
government sources, using the geo-loca-
tion data from around 4,000 entries a
month to map attacks ranging from assas-
sinations to large-scale bomb attacks.

“The Islamic State is shifting its atten-
tion to the weakened Syrian government
at the expense of losing territory to the
Kurds in northern Syria,” said Firas Abi-Ali,
head of Middle East analysis for IHS. “We
see the group’s operational reach goes far
beyond the territory it controls,” he added.
“This is a continually expanding project,

there is no limit to where they would stop.”
The IHS data from March to May showed
IS was making a tactical decision not to
launch offensives against Kurdish forces
on the northern front, which could leave
its forces vulnerable to air strikes. 

“Neither the Kurds nor the Islamic State
appear interested in changing that front
line,” said Richard Jackson, deputy head of
political violence forecasting at IHS. “That
frees up IS fighters to push towards the
capitals.” The exception has been a key
border crossing into Turkey, Tal Abyad,
which the Kurds recaptured from IS this
week.

Tal Abyad was the main entry point for
IS to bring in foreign fighters, weapons
and supplies-forcing the group to throw
men and resources at trying to defend it.
But Jackson said that would be an excep-
tion, with IS forces continuing to press
towards Syrian and Iraqi government
strongholds.

“They’re not strong enough to take
Damascus because the strong Sunni
threat in that region is (Al-Qaeda affiliate)
Jabhat Al-Nusra and Jaish Al-Islam, but
they will push towards the Damascus-
Homs road,” cutting off the Syrian regime
of Bashar Al-Assad from his Alawite com-

munity’s coastal stronghold of Latakia. 
“Damascus is important, but Latakia is

their home,” said Jackson. “That frightens
Assad supporters.”

‘Divide and conquer’ 
Abi-Ali said the team began the mapping

project and ranking the reliability of sources
in January 2014 to try to sift through the lies
from all sides in the war. “What we’ve seen in
the Syrian conflict is groups over-reporting
their activity to gain credibility. There were a
lot of unsubstantiated claims that one side
or another was winning,” he said.

Given the speed of their movement, IS
fighters have made little effort to disguise
their locations on social media. “They rely
heavily on their mobility, they move
between battle fronts quite quickly and
effectively, so they are less worried about
giving away their location,” said Abi-Ali.

In Iraq, weak security forces and an inef-
fectual government mean IS is still able to
make offensive gains despite a massive
international effort involving thousands of
air strikes, deliveries of weapons and other
equipment and training for Iraqi forces.

The IHS data shows IS pushing into the
capital, with 70 improvised explosive device
(IED) attacks in Baghdad between February

and April, as well as three suicide bombings. 
“This is about undermining the enemy’s

will to fight,” said Abi-Ali. “In their grander
aspirations, it’s about inflicting enough casu-
alties that you bring down the government
or spark an exodus of the enemy popula-
tion.”  Some IS operatives were members of
the feared intelligence services under the
regime of former Iraqi leader Saddam
Hussein, and the group has been able to
infiltrate towns, villages and tribes to lay the
ground for takeovers.

“They have really well-structured sleeper
cells,” said Jackson. “The beards come off.
They speak against the Islamic State to see
who disagrees. It’s divide and conquer.” In
the long-term, IS brutality and its totalitarian
approach could provide an opening for oth-
er militant groups, including Al-Qaeda,
which has been displaced by IS as the most
active and feared jihadist organisation.

“Al-Qaeda tends to work with a group to
take over an area and then back off, letting
the local group run it,” said Jackson, citing
examples in Yemen and Syria.

“That sort of cooperative approach is
more likely to pay dividends than the IS
approach of mass executions and killing all
the dissenters. But that’s long-term, and
we’re talking years.” —AFP
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Chad’s decision to ban women from wearing the Islamic
veil, which came two days after bloody suicide bomb-
ings hit the capital, has divided Muslims but the gov-

ernment defends it as part of an anti-terror strategy. “Wearing
the burqa must stop immediately from today,” Prime Minister
Kalzeube Pahimi Deubet told religious leaders on Wednesday,
after the twin bombings left 33 people dead and more than
100 others injured in the capital N’Djamena.

Nobody has claimed responsibility for the attacks, but
authorities blame Nigerian jihadist group Boko Haram, which
has carried out many suicide bombings inside Nigeria in the
past six years, sometimes by women who hid explosives
under modest outer garments.

Chad’s army has spearheaded a regional military effort to
fight Boko Haram as the militant sect extended activities
beyond Nigeria’s northeastern borders.  After Monday’s blasts,
the Chadian air force bombed Boko Haram positions inside
Nigeria.

Many Muslim women in N’Djamena wear the full-face veil
with just the eyes exposed known as the niqab, which is usu-
ally black. But Deubet outlawed any clothing “where you can
only see the eyes”.

In a country where Muslims make up 53 percent of the
population-with Christians accounting for 35 percent-the ban
on the Islamic veil, including the completely face-covering
burqa, has prompted mixed reactions.

Abdelsadick Djidda, a 45-year-old teacher, said the move
was “taken for our safety”. “Wearing the burqa doesn’t derive
from Chadian culture,” he said. “It comes from elsewhere. And
it’s recommended nowhere in the holy book (the Koran).”

Djidda added: “As a Muslim, I find that people go over-
board a little with this camouflage.”

‘Seize all burqas on sale’ 
Other Muslims are shocked by the decision, which comes

as the holy fasting month of Ramadan gets under way. Hassan
Barka, a mechanic, said he didn’t see the connection between
the burqa and terrorism. “It isn’t people in burqas who commit
attacks and this dress has become customary for many
Chadians,” said Barka, a mechanic. “It is difficult to implement
this decision. Maybe time is needed to spread awareness.”

The tough prohibition is a first in Africa. Some countries
like Tunisia ordered similar measures before now because of a
growing risk of terrorist attacks, but they were partial and
temporary steps.

The Chadian regime has ordered security forces to “go into
the markets and seize all burqas on sale and burn them”, while
warning of arrest and summary trial for anyone caught
dressed in the veil and robe. “The Superior Council of Islamic
Affairs (CSAI) finds that the government’s decision is not con-
trary to the principles of Islam,” influential CSAI chairman
Cheick Hussein Hassan Abakar has ruled.

In a poor nation that bears deep scars after the bloody
inter-faith clashes during a civil war in 1979-1982, President
Idriss Deby Itno has long been wary of the emergence of
extremist movements.

In power since 1990, when he toppled dictator Hissene
Habre-who is set to go on trial in Senegal for crimes against
humanity on July 20 — Deby has repeatedly stressed that “the
secular nature of the state is an essential value”.

‘Very tolerant Islam’ 
“We’re lucky to have very tolerant Islam. The Muslims of

Chad are mainly Sufis, they are pacifists,” said the secretary
general of King Faisal University in N’Djamena, Abakar Walar
Modou. “But Islam can be manipulated. In (the civil war) politi-
cians tried to plunge Christians and Muslims into chaos,” he
recalled.

As Boko Haram has gained ground towards N’Djamena,
which lies on the border with a narrow strip of Cameroon that
separates it from Nigeria, the authorities have redoubled their
watch over the capital. The regime seeks to prevent radical
Islam from taking root in Chad, where conservative Wahhabis
and Salafis make up between five and 10 percent of Muslims,
according to the US State Department.

“The Boko Haram phenomenon has thus far had no
impact on the population, but the risk is there,” warned Walar
Modou. “The CSAI keeps an extremely close watch over
Koranic teachings, preaching in the mosques and even the
radio,” he added.

Last March, authorities dissolved a Salafist association held
to be a risk to law and order. International watchdog Freedom
House in 2013 reported bans on some Islamic charities oper-
ating in poor districts. “Purely and simply banning an associa-
tion is no solution,” Walar Modou said. “You can’t halt an ideol-
ogy that way, it causes frustration.” —AFP
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Achilling website apparently created by
Dylann Roof emerged Saturday in which
the accused Charleston church shooter rails

against African Americans and appears in photo-
graphs with guns and burning the US flag. It came
to light as a mournful vigil Friday for the nine black
worshippers killed at Emanuel African Methodist
Episcopal Church gave way to anger and protests
in Charleston and the state capital Columbia.

The church, one of the most historic African-
American places of worship, meanwhile reopened,
three days after a bloodbath that fueled simmer-
ing racial tensions in the United States and reignit-
ed impassioned calls for gun-control laws. A ram-
bling 2,500-word manifesto on the website, laced
with racist lingo and spelling errors, does not bear
the 21-year-old suspected white supremacist’s
name. But its first-person style, its title-”Last
Rhodesian”-and references to Charleston and

apartheid South Africa suggested he was its
author. There were also photos of Roof on the site.

Roof, who went on the run after Wednesday’s
shooting, was caught a day later in neighboring
North Carolina and is in solitary confinement in jail
charged with nine counts of murder. The FBI said it
was “taking steps to verify the authenticity” of the
website. 

‘Take down the flag’ 
Somber mourning turned to anger Saturday,

with a rally at the state legislature in Columbia,
where the Confederate flag has been a focal point
for controversy for years. Unlike US and state flags,
it was not lowered to half-staff after the killings-
because, officials say, doing so by South Carolina
law requires approval from the state legislature.

While some whites consider the Civil War-era
flag an emblem of Southern regional pride and
heritage, others-black and white-see it as a sinister
symbol of white supremacy and racism. Several

hundred chanting demonstrators massed outside
the state house, the Confederate flag flapping in
the evening breeze. Several politicians, including
US President Barack Obama, weighed in on the
controversy Saturday. 

Former Republican White House hopeful Mitt
Romney posted on Twitter: “it’s time to take down
flag in SC.” In response, Obama tweeted: “Good
point, Mitt,” with a link to Romney’s comment. 

Obama, who said after the Charleston shoot-
ing the United States should closely examine its
gun laws, also recalled firearms deaths statistics on
Twitter Saturday.  “Here are the stats: Per popula-
tion, we kill each other with guns at a rate 297x
more than Japan, 49x more than France, 33x more
than Israel,” Obama tweeted. 

Haunting photos 
Roof ’s alleged online manifesto painted a

chilling portrait of an angry young man. “I have
no choice. I am not in the position to, alone, go

into the ghetto and fight,” the purported mani-
festo stated. “I chose Charleston because it is
most historic city in my state, and at one time
had the highest ratio of blacks to Whites in the
country. “We have no skinheads, no real KKK, no
one doing anything but talking on the Internet.
Well someone has to have the bravery to take it
to the real world, and I guess that has to be me.”

Downloadable files on the website contain
several haunting photos of Roof, who hails from
a small village outside Columbia, more than two
hours by car from Charleston. In one, he is seen
in a garden, holding a Confederate flag and
handgun, wearing aviator-style sunglasses and
oddly surrounded by potted flowers. Two others
depict Roof in a bedroom-one with a
Confederate flag, the other pointing a handgun
at the camera.

Some photos show him wearing garments
with the flags of Rhodesia, as Zimbabwe was
called under white rule, and apartheid-era
South Africa.

Kin voice forgiveness 
On Friday, Roof appeared via videolink in

court and heard devout relatives of the dead-
which included Emanuel’s chief pastor and state
senator Clementa Pinckney-express forgiveness.
Later, thousands-both white and black-gathered
for a twilight vigil at a college basketball arena,
singing the civi l  r ights anthem “ We Shall
Overcome” and vowing not to let the bloodbath
divide Charleston, the one-time American capi-
tal of the transatlantic slave trade.

A prayer service took place at Emanuel
African Methodist Episcopal Church yesterday,
where a large crowd gathered at a makeshift
memorial.

The shooting was the worst attack on a US
place of worship in decades and comes at a time
of revived racial tensions in many parts of the
nation. In San Francisco, Democratic presiden-
tial hopeful Hillary Clinton called for tougher
gun laws in the United States in the wake of the
tragedy. “Race remains a deep fault line in
America. Millions of people of color still experi-
ence racism in their everyday lives,” she said.
Authorities are treating the shooting as a hate
crime and investigating it as possible “domestic
terrorism.”

His arrest warrant revealed how he allegedly
shot the six women and three men, aged 26
through 87, multiple times with a high-caliber
handgun and then stood over a survivor to
make a “racially inflammatory” statement. Roof
faces the death penalty if convicted. —AFP

Racist ‘manifesto’ lays bare Charleston motive

CHARLESTON: Parishioners pray during services at the Emanuel AME Church, yesterday in Charleston four days
after a mass shooting that claimed the lives of the pastor and eight others. —AFP


