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Mali’s government 
to sign peace deal 

without rebels
BAMAKO: Mali gathered regional heads-of-state, gov-
ernment officials and armed groups yesterday for a
largely ceremonial signing of a peace accord expected
to go ahead without the main Tuareg-led rebel
alliance. The Coordination of Azawad Movements
(CMA) initialed the document in Algiers on Thursday
but has demanded concessions and says it will not
attend yesterday’s ceremony in Malian capital Bamako
to rubber-stamp the deal. Zimbabwean President
Robert Mugabe, who chairs the African Union, arrived
in Bamako yesterday morning and was expected to be
followed by around 20 heads of government and state
from across the region.

The ceremony-which follows months of UN-backed
negotiations-is going ahead against the odds amid
repeated recent violations of a ceasefire deal between
the army and various pro-government and rebel mili-
tias. But it will be largely devoid of substance without
the CMA, a coalition of five rebel groups which has
called for further negotiations.

The international community had attempted to
persuade at least some rebel groups within the CMA
to sign the accord but the rebel alliance was expected
to present a united front in boycotting the ceremony.
Algerian Foreign Minister Ramtane Lamamra, whose
government has sponsored the peace process, said
after the deal was initialed on Thursday that it was a
case of “mission accomplished but not over”.

He said he was “aware that the situation on the
ground does not lead to optimism but it requires inter-
national mediation to appeal to everyone’s sense of
responsibility”. He added that he had received a mes-
sage from Malian President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita
who he said was “reaching out (to the rebels) and is
ready discuss with them at any time the future of the
country, the future of the northern regions and the rig-
orous implementation of the agreement”.

‘Good faith’ 
“Initialing is a sign of good faith to move towards a

final, comprehensive and lasting solution but further
adjustments are needed before signing,” rebel repre-
sentative Almou Ag Mohamed added. bAnother CMA
member, Sidi Brahim Oud Sidat, said there would be
further negotiations on the alliance’s political and
security demands.

“Once these requests are met, we will sign the
agreement,” he said. Mali was shaken by a coup in
2012 which cleared the way for Tuareg separatists to
seize the towns and cities of the vast northern desert.
Militants linked to Al-Qaeda then overpowered the
Tuareg to take control of northern Mali for nearly 10
months, imposing a brutal interpretation of Islamic
law with punitive amputations and executions.

A French-led military offensive ousted the militants
but the Tuareg rebels and Islamist militants remain
active throughout the northeast of the country. The
country remains deeply divided with the Tuareg and
Arab populations of the north accusing sub-Saharan
ethnic groups in the more prosperous south of mar-
ginalizing them.

Northern Mali has seen an upsurge in attacks by
pro-government militias and various factions of the
Tuareg-led rebellion, leaving many dead on both
sides. The peace agreement calls for the creation of
elected regional assemblies but not autonomy or fed-
eralism, in deference to the concerns of the govern-
ment about separatism. The CMA has said it will not
accept a deal without an amendment recognizing
“Azawad”, the name used by the Tuareg for the north-
ern part of Mali, as a “geographic, political and juridical
entity”. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Islamic State fighters
seized the government compound in
the city of Ramadi yesterday and
edged closer to what would be their
biggest victory in Iraq this year, offi-
cials said. The loss of the capital of
Anbar province, which Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi had said would be
the next target of government forces
after wresting back Tikrit last month,
would be a major setback for
Baghdad. 

IS has threatened to take control of
Ramadi for months and the break-
through came after a wide offensive
on several fronts in the province,
including an assault using several sui-
cide car bombs in Ramadi on
Thursday. The jihadists seized the gov-
ernment complex at around 2:00 pm
(1100 GMT) and raised the black flag, a
police officer said, giving them nearly
full control over Anbar’s capital.

IS “now occupies the government
centre in Ramadi and has also raised
its flag over the police HQ for Anbar,”
the police major told AFP, speaking
on condition of anonymity. The group
itself issued a statement saying its
fighters broke into the government
complex, and blew up the adjacent
buildings of Anbar’s governorate and
the police headquarters.

A few pockets 
A senior tribal leader in charge of the

coordination of local fighters with regu-
lar government forces also confirmed
the government complex had fallen.
“The only (government) forces still
fighting are confined to a few pockets
in Ramadi but they have no command
post anymore,” Sheikh Hekmat
Suleiman told AFP by phone. Provincial
council member Adhal Obeid Al-
Fahdawi had described the situation as
“critical” moments earlier and said civil-
ians were fleeing the city centre, the
second time in a month they have done
so following another IS offensive in
April.

“Families are trying to flee on foot,
leaving their cars and homes behind,
but most areas around Ramadi are
under IS control,” said Sheikh Jabbar
Adjadj Al-Assafi, a tribal leader. The IS
said earlier that it had carried out sever-
al attacks on army positions east of
Ramadi, including one by a British sui-
cide bomber it named as Abu Musa Al-
Britani. “Another vehicle driven by our
brother martyr Abu Khobayb al-Shami
attacked the Al-Majd police station near
Al-Haq mosque in Ramadi, followed by
an assault that killed who was left,” the
group said in its daily radio broadcast
yesterday. It also claimed to have killed

13 Iraqi soldiers in an attack on a hill
east of Ramadi and executed 14 Sunni
tribal fighters when it took over the
central neighbourhood of Jamiya.

Government setback 
Iraqi security sources and IS said the

town of Jubbah, about 180 kilometers
northwest of Baghdad, had also been
seized by jihadists. A tribal leader said
the town, which is near the large air-
base of Al-Asad where several hundred
US advisers are stationed, had been left
insufficiently protected.

Both sides also reported several
attacks east of Fallujah, only a few miles
from the borders of Baghdad gover-
norate, since Thursday but their out-
come remained unclear. IS named its
latest Ramadi operation after Abu
Muhannad Al-Swaidawi, a top IS leader
in Anbar who according to jihadist
forums was killed in a US-led air strike.

He is described as a former lieu-
tenant of slain jihadist leader Abu
Musab al-Zarqawi who fought in both
Fallujah battles against US forces in
2004. Swaidawi is also described as
the architect of a massive prison
break in Abu Ghraib, just west of
Baghdad, which set 500 inmates free
and is considered a key moment in
the rise of IS. —AFP

IS seizes govt HQ 
in Iraq’s Ramadi

‘Families are trying to flee on foot’

ANBAR PROVINCE: Security forces defend their headquarters against attacks by Islamic State extremists
during sand storm in the eastern part of Ramadi. —AP


