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VIENNA: There were small signs that her son was changing:
He prayed more and swapped jeans for traditional long
tunics. “But I wasn’t worried. Not for one second did Syria
enter my mind,” Fatima Ezzarhouni told AFP. And yet that’s
where the young man was headed in June 2013 when he
left his home in the Belgian city of Antwerp, a day after his
18th birthday, to join militants. Almost three years on,
Ezzarhouni gets the occasional phone call from her son con-
firming he’s still alive, but never revealing his exact location.

“I have this feeling that I will never see him again,” said
the 44-year-old, fending off tears. “But at least now I know
I’m not alone anymore.” Ezzarhouni is one of the newest
members of a global project that fights jihadism not with
soldiers, but mums. The so-called Mother Schools teach
Muslim women how to spot early signs of radicalization in
children or develop coping mechanisms if the intervention
comes too late. After completing the 10-module course, the
graduates then go on to train other women.

Race Against Recruiters 
The Vienna-based Women Without Borders (WWB)

organisation created the initiative in close cooperation with
anti-terrorism experts of the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE), also headquartered in the
Austrian capital. Though independent, the WWB receives
funding from various Austrian ministries, the European
Union and the US State Department. “Women are so well
placed to work in the security arena because this is a mission
about safeguarding their families,” WWB founder Edit
Schlaffer told AFP. “They are in direct competition with
recruiters, those toxic influences from mosques who step in
when children reach adolescence and tell them: ‘You’re
wonderful, glory is waiting for you, join us in building the
caliphate.’”

Although there are other female-run programs targeting
radicalization in various countries, the WWB project is the
only truly global one. The first school opened in 2012 in

Tajikistan - an Islamist breeding ground next to Afghanistan -
before branches were rolled out in other nations plagued by
violence, such as Pakistan and Nigeria. In February, WWB
organised its first training session for the new initiative in
Indonesia, home to the world’s largest Muslim population.

Although most practice a moderate form of faith in this
southeast Asian country, the Islamic State (IS) has provided a
potent rallying cry for radicals. Hundreds are thought to
have joined the militant group in Syria and Iraq. “We heard
from other mothers whose children were recruited by
extremists. We could see what their strategies are, which is
very relevant,” Mother School participant Khotimun Susanti
told AFP in Jakarta. “Indonesian women are not used to
speaking out... so we learnt that we need to develop this cul-
ture of openness.” Schlaffer stressed that a key part of the
program focused on current affairs. “I’ve met mothers in
Indonesia who thought their sons had gone off to work as
foreign laborers in Syria. They had no clue where Syria was.
When I told them it was a war zone, they broke down,” she
said.

The project is now also taking root in Europe where terror-
ists have been spreading fear with a string of attacks, the lat-
est hitting Brussels on March 22. While schools in Austria and
Belgium are already up and running, new ones will open in
Britain and Sweden later this year. Ezzarhouni said she first
heard about the initiative from another Belgian mother,
Saliha Ben Ali, whose 19-year-old son Sabri died in Syria three
years ago. “Sabri’s radicalization was very fast, it happened in
three months and we didn’t see the signs,” said Ben Ali, a
social worker from the city of Vilvoorde, near Brussels. “Four
days after he had left, he sent his first message: ‘Please mum,
don’t be angry. I came here to help Syrian people because
nobody helps them.’” Both Ezzarhouni and Ben Ali recently
attended a Mother Schools workshop in Vienna, which unit-
ed Muslim women from around the globe to share their
experiences and receive training on engaging their commu-
nities back home. —AFP
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VIENNA: An Austria based graduate from Chechnya receives her diploma from Maynat Kurbanova (left) of the
so called “motherschool” on March 8, 2013. — AFP 

PALMYRA, Syria: Jihadists have reduced
several temples, columns and other treas-
ures to heaps of stone in Syria’s ancient
city of Palmyra, which archaeologists fear
will never be fully restored to its former
glory. On the rocks at the entrance to the
2,000-year-old Temple of Bel, jihadists
have written in black: “The Islamic State.
No entry for civilians or brothers (fight-
ers).” While the temple’s outer walls, main
entrance and courtyard have survived, the
main cella or prayer chamber has been
destroyed, according to AFP journalists
who visited the world heritage site.

Ochre and beige-colored blocks of
stone that once formed the cella walls,
rooftop and eight 16-m tall fluted
columns now lie on the ground. Syria’s
antiquities director Maamoun Abdulkarim
says he is hopeful that part of the temple
can be restored now that the jihadists
have fled. “Of course the Temple of Bel will
never be the same. According to our
experts, we will definitely be able to
restore a third of the destroyed cella, or
maybe even more if we carry out addition-
al studies with UNESCO’s help,”
Abdulkarim said. “It will take five years of
field work.”  The city was recaptured on
Sunday by Syrian and Russian troops who
drove out IS jihadists who had occupied it
for 10 months.

World Heritage 
In Palmyra’s stunning Roman theatre,

jihadists have written their names on one
wall while another is riddled with bullet
marks. It was at this second-century struc-
ture that the children of IS fighters were
made to kill army soldiers in public execu-
tions. Where the cella of the shrine of Baal
Shamin once stood, only four columns
now remain. And the remains of the Arch
of Triumph, dating back to the era of

Roman Emperor Severus in the third cen-
tury, lie on the ground, leaving only the
two columns that once sustained the cen-
tral crown still standing.

“It won’t be complicated to restore it
because all the building blocks are there
and the arch had already been put back
up in the 1930s,” Abdulkarim said. “I invite
archaeologists and experts everywhere to
come work with us because this site is part
of the heritage of all humanity,” he said.

‘Savagery’ 
At the National Museum, the jihadists

committed some of their worst atrocities
against Palmyra’s heritage. They threw
several of the city’s famed busts of large-
eyed, ornately dressed women to the
ground. They mutilated portraits. They
erased the painted faces of dinner guests
portrayed in ornate frescoes of funerary
banquets. “Experts believe that 30 percent
of the old city of Palmyra has been
destroyed,” said provincial governor Talal
Barazi, who came to inspect the damage.
“I have seen proof of IS’ obscurantism. The
damage they caused to the antiquities
bears witness to their savagery,” he said.

“I am happy because the museum’s
finest pieces were evacuated before they
arrived,” Barazi said, referring to 400 pieces
of inestimable value that were transferred
to government-held Damascus before IS
took control of Palmyra.

Hotels close to the museum, once
buzzing with tourists, are vacant. A nearby
church was turned into a recruitment cen-
tre by IS jihadists. The regime’s Palmyra
jail, which IS blew up soon after seizing
the city, had been notorious for hellish tor-
ture of detainees, including political pris-
oners. But IS created several makeshift
prisons of its own across the city, including
in a government courthouse. —AFP

PALMYRA: The remains of Temple of Bel’s ‘cella’, which was blown up by mili-
tants of the Islamic State (IS) group, are seen in this ancient Syrian city on
Thursday.  — AFP 

Palmyra scarred
forever by IS

BEIRUT: Lebanon’s security forces have
dismantled the country’s largest known
sex trafficking ring and freed 75 mainly
Syrian women, a security source said yes-
terday. They had been raped and beaten,
while some showed signs of “mutilation”,
a statement from the Internal Security
Forces said. “This is the largest sex traffick-
ing ring we’ve uncovered since the out-
break of the Syrian war,” a Lebanese secu-
rity source told AFP.

Police officers in the Mount Lebanon
region north of Beirut “identified and
arrested a group of people who made up

Lebanon’s most dangerous human traf-
ficking network”, the ISF statement said.
They “rescued 75 women, most of them
Syrian nationals who had been subjected
to beatings and psychological and physi-
cal torture, forced to perform sexual acts
and had indecent images of them taken
and distributed,” it said.

The ISF arrested two men and eight
women guarding the apartments where
the victims were kept, but two other sus-
pects remain at large, according to the
statement. Security forces also arrested a
doctor and a nurse who worked for the

traffickers. “During their interrogation, the
doctor admitted to performing nearly 200
abortions” for the captive women, the ISF
said in a statement. The security source
also said that “an eight-month-old baby,
likely the child of one of the rescued
women” was found during the raid. Even
before the Syrian conflict erupted in 2011,
Syrian women had been pushed into the
illicit sex trade in neighboring Lebanon.
“However, as with any war, conflict has
made Syrian women and children even
more vulnerable,” the security source said.
“They pay the highest price.” — AFP 

BEIRUT: In this March 15, 2016 photo, a Syrian refugee woman
holds her child as she begs for money on a sidewalk. — AP

Police rescue 75 ‘sex slaves’ in Lebanon


