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ROME: The United States and Italy
warned yesterday that the Islamic State
(IS) group is expanding its reach, threat-
ening to seize Libya and launch attacks
in Western countries. But as representa-
tives from the 23 countries of the US-led
coalition battling the jihadists’ self-
declared “caliphate” reviewed their
progress at talks in Rome, Italy and
France made it clear military action
against IS’s Libyan wing is not on the
immediate agenda. I talian Foreign
Minister Paolo Gentiloni and US
Secretary of State John Kerry opened the
talks by telling their allies that, since their
meeting six months ago, the IS group
had suffered setbacks in its core territory
in Syria and Iraq.

But the hosts warned that the group is
adapting to the pressure on its heartland
and is redirecting its efforts towards
Libya, where it has seized new territory,
and into attacks like those in Paris,
Ankara and San Bernadino, California.
“We are surely not here to brag about
anything,” Kerry said, after saying IS fight-
ers have lost 40 percent of their territory
in Iraq and 20 percent in Syria. “We’re
here to recommit, we’re here to re-evalu-
ate, we’re here to make judgments about
things we have started that we could do
better,” he said.

Gentiloni said the challenge facing
the coalition of mainly Western and Arab
nations is stark. “We know that we have
in front of us an organization that is very
resilient and able to plan strategically
and so we should not underestimate it,”
he said. “If anything we need to be ever
more wary and more watchful because
we know that the more Daesh is
squeezed in its core territories, the more
tempted it is pursue its terrorist activities
elsewhere,” he warned, using an Arabic
acronym for IS. “We are witnessing
renewed activity in Libya and in sub-
Saharan Africa,” he said. Within the coali-
tion, Italy has taken the lead in planning

how to address the IS threat which is just
a short boat ride from its southern
shores, in and around the Libyan city of
Sirte.

No military intervention
Rome’s focus is on trying to rally the

international community behind efforts
to create a national unity government in
Libya that is capable of stabilizing its for-
mer colony. Direct military intervention
against IS fighters is not on the immedi-
ate agenda, French Foreign Minister
Laurent Fabius told reporters, rubbishing
reports that Paris was pushing for strikes.
“There is absolutely no question of mili-
tary intervention in Libya,” Fabius said.
“There is pressure (for that) but that is
not the position of the government.”
Gentiloni told the Messagero daily time
was running out to stabilize Libya but
stressed there was no enthusiasm in
Rome or the international community for
“hasty military intervention.” Washington
says it has built a 66-nation coalition to
fight the IS group, with Afghanistan
becoming the latest country to join,
Kerry said.

But a so-called “small group” of 23
nations has taken the lead in carrying
out air strikes in Iraq and Syria and train-
ing and arming local forces to fight the
jihadists. Kerry said the effort now needs
to be stepped up, citing the example of
Washington’s deployment of small num-
bers of special forces troops inside Syria.
The allies need to “push ahead with a
strategy we have learned will work and
to do so relentlessly, giving Daesh no
time to regroup, no place to run, no safe
havens in which to hide,” he said. Fabius
said France also supported intensified
strikes in Syria but suggested “more
strategic” targeting was required while
peace talks are under way in Switzerland.
“We cannot bomb in Syria and negotiate
in Geneva,” he said in an explicit allusion
to Russia’s air campaign in Syria. — AFP 

MAHIN: Syrian government troops fire at Islamic State group positions near Mahin, Syria. The nearly five-year Syrian conflict has left at least 250,000
people dead, forced millions to flee the country and given an opening to the Islamic State group to capture territory in Syria and Iraq. — AP 
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ANKARA: The Turkish coastguard yester-
day recovered the bodies of nine migrants
including two babies after their boat sank
just a short distance from land while trying
to reach Europe. The coastguard said it dis-
covered the boat half capsized only 25
metres (yards) from the coastline after it set
off from the western  town of Seferihisar in
an apparent bid to reach Greece. Two sur-
vivors had been rescued, the coastguard
said in a statement, adding that the search
was continuing in the Aegean.

The nationalities of the victims were not
immediately known. The deaths come after
37 migrants drowned off another part of
the Turkish coast on Saturday-in harrowing
scenes reminiscent of the death of Aylan
Kurdi, the Syrian toddler whose tiny body
was found lying face down on a Turkish
beach in September. Turkey reached an
agreement with the European Union in
November to stem the flow of migrants
bound for Europe in return for three billion
euros ($3.2 billion) in financial assistance.
But the agreement has failed to check the
tide of arrivals, many of them refugees
from Syria fleeing the conflict in their
homeland. Turkey, which is hosting at least
2.5 million refugees from Syria, has become
the main launchpad for migrants fleeing
war, persecution and poverty to Europe.

Tougher penalties for smugglers
Brussels is pressing Ankara to imple-

ment tighter border controls because nei-
ther the Turkish-EU deal nor harsh winter
conditions appear to have deterred
migrants, many of whom pay people smug-

glers thousands of dollars for the risky
crossing. The Turkish government said on
Monday it was working on new legal meas-
ures to strengthen penalties for human
smuggling by making it an “act of terror
and organized crime”. The International
Organization for Migration (IOM) said
Tuesday that the number of refugees and
migrants who perished in the
Mediterranean in January alone topped
360. In January, almost 62,200 migrants
and refugees entered Europe through
Greece, according to the IOM. Surveys by
the Greek authorities indicate that 91 per
cent came from three countries-Syria,
Afghanistan and Iraq, it said.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said on Monday his country had spent
more than $9 billion (8.2 billion euros) in
services for the refugees. “ Turkey has
opened its doors without distinction to
more than 2.5 million Syrian and Iraqi
refugees,” he said on a visit to Chile-a figure
that dwarfs the one million who reached
Europe last year. Deputy Prime Minister
Numan Kurtulmus told reporters on
Monday that the costs were increasing by
the day. “Nobody should see this issue as a
problem only for the east. This is an issue of
the humanity,” he said.  He said the EU
funds would not go into Turkey’s budget
but be spent directly tackling the humani-
tarian crisis. EU member Italy has ques-
tioned how much of the money should
come from the EU budget, and how much
control the bloc will have over how Ankara
spends the funds.— AFP 
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ANAKKALE: The body of migrant child is washed ashore on the beach in Canakkale’


