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AL-KHAZIR CAMP, Iraq: A displaced Iraqi child, who fled the ongoing fighting between Islamic State (IS) group jihadists
and government forces around Mosul, walks in the mud following heavy rain at the al-Khazir camp for displaced people,
located between Arbil and Mosul, on December 1, 2016. —AFP

MOSUL: Up to 500,000 civilians in Mosul
are facing a “catastrophic” drinking
water shortage, the UN warned, as Iraqi
forces advance against the Islamic State
group in the city. Already suffering from
a severe lack of food and electricity,
civilians in Iraq’s second city are now
also running out of drinkable water, said
Lise Grande, UN humanitarian coordina-
tor in Iraq. “Nearly half a million civilians,
already struggling to feed themselves
day to day, are now without access to
clean drinking water. The impact on
children, women and families will be
catastrophic,” Grande said Wednesday.

Tens of thousands of Iraqi troops and
allied forces launched an offensive last
month to retake Mosul,  which was
seized by IS more than two years ago.
Weeks of fighting have seen the Iraqi
forces surround the city and break into
its eastern neighborhoods, where there
have been heavy street-to-street battles
with the jihadists. Inside the city on
Wednesday, AFP journalists heard loud
explosions and heavy fighting as Iraq’s
Counter-Terrorism Service special forces
tried to mop up IS pockets and set their
sights on the area of Al-Ikhae. But CTS
commanders said heavy clouds cover-
ing the city could hamper aerial surveil-
lance and slow down operations in the
coming two days.

A yellow suicide truck bomb, of the
type frequently used by IS as a defensive
tactic, stood smouldering near homes
where CTS forces were deployed. The
battle for Mosul has destroyed a major
water pipeline, the UN children’s agency
UNICEF said, adding that the break was
located in an inaccessible part of the city
controlled by IS. “Unless running water is
restored in the next days, civilians will be

forced to resort to unsafe water sources,
exposing children to the risk of water-
borne diseases such as severe diarrhoea
and the threat of malnutrition,” it said.

Residents in east Mosul say they have
resorted to pumping water from wells.
“We don’t have water or electricity. We
are drinking well water but that’s not
enough,” said Mosul resident Mohamed
Khalil, 25. “Water is the most important
thing. We aren’t washing. We are going
to catch lice and our homes are filthy,”
said Iman Baker, a 34-year-old mother of
three who lives in an eastern neighbor-
hood recently retaken from IS. Since the
launch of the assault on October 17,
more than 70,000 people have fled the
fighting, but more than a million people
are estimated to remain in the city,
including around 600,000 in the eastern
neighborhoods.

Disease warnings
Abdelkarim al-Obeidi, the secretary

general of the local civil society organi-
zation Mosul People Gathering, warned
of a “humanitarian disaster” in the mak-
ing. “The government as well as aid
organizations must step up and offer
assistance to the people, especially
those families forced to drink water
from the wells that is not fit for drink-
ing,” he said. At a hospital in the village
of Gogjali on the eastern outskirts of
Mosul, a medical source said civilians
were starting to arrive with “cases of
diarrhoea and intestinal cramps, espe-
cially among children”. 

Abu Ali, a resident of eastern Mosul,
said he hoped running water would
return before an outbreak of disease.
Some residents “will take water from the
Tigris”, he said, referring to the river that

divides the city. While it was unclear
what had caused the massive water
shortage, some residents blamed the
US-led coalition backing Iraqi forces in
the assault, saying its warplanes had
damaged the main pipeline bringing
water from the western side of the city.

But Basma Basseem, an official with
the Mosul municipality, suggested IS
may have intentionally stopped the
flow. “There are efforts to bring water
tankers to neighborhoods that have
been retaken,” Basseem said. Residents
said that many were also running out of
food supplies and relying on aid distrib-
uted by Iraqi forces. “Some people had
stocks of dried goods but food is start-
ing to run out, and we have neither
water, nor electricity, nor fuel for heat-
ing,” said 54-year-old Natiq, who was
receiving food aid at a distribution cen-
tre in the eastern neighborhood of
Khadraa. Iraqi commanders say around
40 percent of the eastern half of Mosul
has been retaken in the offensive.

And coalition air strikes have ham-
pered IS’s ability to launch suicide
attacks across the city, British Army
Major General Rupert Jones, a deputy
commander for the US-led coalition,
said Wednesday. Suicide missions, par-
ticularly those conducted in explosive-
laden vehicles, have been a vital
weapon for the jihadists. Iraqi forces
have told civilians to stay at home in
order to avoid massive displacement
from the city. The progress of the forces-
who vastly outnumber the estimated
3,000 to 5,000 jihadists defending their
last major bastion in Iraq-has been
slowed by the presence of a large civil-
ian population often used by IS as
human shields. — AFP 
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500,000 civilians affected

Iraqis displaced - an added 
pain of divided families

KHAZIR: Ihsan Ismail has spoken to his family just twice in a
month. In the desperate flight from their village outside Mosul
they were separated and are now confined to different camps
for the displaced. More than 70,000 people have fled their
homes since Iraqi forces launched their offensive on October
17 to retake Mosul, Iraq’s second-largest city, from the Islamic
State group. As if living under IS rule for more than two years
and being forced from their homes were not enough, now
some of the displaced are having to deal with the added bur-
den of being separated from their families.

Security forces say measures are needed to ensure the
jihadists do not infiltrate the camps that have sprung up
around Mosul to house the displaced.  But rights groups are
concerned that the restrictions go too far. Ismail, 18, fled his
village of Abu Jarbua east of Mosul shortly after the offensive
was launched, and an hour before his parents and little sister
Nurhan were able to leave. Kurdish peshmerga fighters, who
are allied with Iraqi federal forces in the Mosul battle, took him
to a camp at Khazir but his family was taken to another camp.

He has since only been able to speak to them twice. “It’s
been a month like this... I miss them very much,” Ismail said.
“All I’m asking for is to rejoin them. What’s the difference? ... A
camp is a camp.” In nearly all of the camps set up to house the
displaced, residents are forbidden from leaving and in some
cases have had their mobile phones and identity cards confis-
cated. “We are at war with terrorists who use all possible
means to carry out attacks, and members of Daesh can hide
themselves among the displaced and form clandestine cells,”
Jabar Yaur of the Kurdish interior ministry told AFP, using an
Arabic acronym for IS. — AFP 

Blocked Qatari news site 
blames govt censorship 

DOHA: An independent English-language news site in
Qatar accused the Gulf state of censorship yesterday,
saying two Internet service providers had simultaneously
blocked access to it. “We can only conclude that our
website has been deliberately targeted and blocked by
Qatar authorities,” the Doha News said in a statement.
“We are incredibly disappointed with this decision, which
appears to be an act of censorship.” A spokesman for the
Qatari government did not respond to phone messages
seeking comment. The two Internet service providers,
Vodafone Qatar and state-controlled Ooredoo , declined
to comment.

Freedom of expression is tightly controlled in Qatar
with self-censorship prevalent among national newspa-
pers and other media outlets. The gas-rich state has faced
increased international scrutiny over alleged corruption
and labour abuse as it prepares to host the 2022 soccer
World Cup. Internet users outside Qatar were still able to
access the Doha News, which stirred a debate about the
limits of tolerance with an opinion column in August
about gay rights in the conservative country. Rights
group Amnesty International said the government
appeared to have targeted a “key source of journalism”
which fostered “dialogue and discussion about social and
political issues that affect people in Qatar”.

Some Qataris on social media said they were upset at
the news site being blocked, calling it a setback for the
country. “It’s extremely worrying that @dohanews has
been blocked. We always prided our self in being open to
voices,” Anood Al-Thani, a student, said on Twitter. Others
said Doha News, which has an audience of around one mil-
lion unique users per month, was “run by foreigners” and
had put itself at risk by being unfairly critical in its report-
ing. “The site has an unprofessional bias against Qatar and
recently became the source of all those foreign media
attacks on Qatar, feeding them with everything that
offends us,” tweeted Ahmed Al-Kuwari, a Qatari engineer. 

Qatar finances and hosts the pan-Arab satellite TV net-
work Al Jazeera, which has won millions of viewers across
the Arab world and beyond, as well as the government-
funded Doha Centre for Media Freedom. A 2016 survey by
Northwestern University, one of six prominent US schools
with branches in the country, showed most Qataris support
the principle of free speech online. But the same survey
also showed that a majority want the Internet to be more
tightly regulated. — Reuters


