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BAGHDAD: Thousands of children are
facing extreme violence in Fallujah,
which the Iraqi army is trying to retake
from Islamic State, and  food stocks in
the besieged city are dwindling, the
United Nations warned yesterday.

At least  20,000 chi ldren remain
inside the Islamic State’s stronghold
near Baghdad and face the r isk of
forced recruitment into fighting and
separation from their  famil ies,  the

United Nations’ chi ldren’s  agenc y
UNICEF said.

The World Food Program, in a sepa-
rate statement, said the humanitarian
situation was worsening as family food
stocks were running down, pushing up
prices to a level few can afford. “We are
concerned over the protection of chil-
dren in the face of extreme violence,”
UNICEF Representative in Iraq Peter
Hawkins said in a statement.

“Children face the risk of forced
recruitment into the fighting” inside the
besieged city, and “separation from
their families” if they manage to leave,
he added. Backed by Shi’ite militias and
air strikes from the US-led coalition, the
Iraqi armed forces launched an offen-
sive on May 23 to recapture the city, 50
kms west of Baghdad.

The assault on Fallujah, the first Iraqi
city to fall under control of the ultra-

hardline Sunni militants in January
2014, is  expected to be one of the
biggest battles fought against Islamic
State.

About 50,000 civilians remain there,
according to the UN. I raqi security
forces operating in Fallujah systemati-
cally separate men and boys over 12
from their families to check possible
links with Islamic State. “UNICEF calls
on all parties to protect children inside

Falluja, provide safe passage to those
wishing to leave the city and grant safe
and secure environment to civilians
who fled Fallujah,” Hawkins said.

The WFP statement said the city was
inaccessible for assistance and market
distribution systems remained offline.
“The only food available does not come
from the markets, but from the stocks
that some families still have in their
homes,”it added. —Reuters

UN sounds alarm about Fallujah children, food supply

AMMAN: Jordanian King Abdullah II (L) shaking hands with members of
Jordan’s new government at a swearing in ceremony yesterday. —AFP

NEAR FALLUJAH: I raqi  forces
stalled at the fringes of Fallujah,
slowed in their advance yesterday
by concerns over the fate of
trapped civilians and resistance
from the Islamic State group.

Fighting also raged hundreds of
k i lometers fur ther up the
Euphrates Valley in Syria, as US-
backed Kurdish and Arab fighters
opened a new front against the
jihadists in the strategic Manbij
pocket on the Turkish border.

After a week of shaping opera-
tions aimed at sealing the siege of
Fallujah, which lies just 50 kilome-
ters west of Baghdad, elite forces
launched a new, more aggressive
phase on Monday morning.

But they have so far been
unable to reach the city centre and
battle IS fighters in the streets of
one of their historical strongholds.
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
said concern for the estimated
50,000 civilians the United Nations
has said IS was using as human
shields was slowing progress. “It
would’ve been possible to end the
battle quickly if protecting civil-
ians wasn’t one of the foundations
of our plan,” he told commanders
in comments broadcast by state
television.

Inside Fallujah, trapped resi-
dents were under increasing pres-
sure from worsening shortages
and nervous IS fighters preparing
for a desperate holdout.

The United Nations Children’s
Fund said at least 20,000 of them
were thought to be children, most
vulnerable to dire living conditions
and to forced recruitment as fight-
ers. “Children who are recruited
see their lives and futures jeopar-
dised as they are forced to carry
and use arms, fighting in an adult
war,” the agency’s Iraq representa-
tive Peter Hawkins said.

Heavy toll 
No aid has reached Fallujah

since September last year and resi-
dents have been living on dates,
dirty water from the Euphrates
and animal feed.

Commanders said another fac-
tor slowing the operation is the
resistance they are meeting from
jihadists fighters. “Our forces are

still pushing to break into the city
centre but there is tough resist-
ance from Daesh,” said Lieutenant
General Abdelwahab al-Saadi, the
overall commander of the opera-
tion, using an Arab acronym for IS.

A police colonel on the out-
skirts of Fallujah said “every time
our forces tr y to push in,  they
encounter really tough defence
systems set up by Daesh”. The clos-
est Iraqi forces have come to mov-
ing into the centre is from the
south, where they entered a sub-
urb of Fallujah but were pinned
back by a massive counterattack

on Tuesday. I raqi commanders
claim they have killed dozens of IS
fighters since the start of the oper-
ation on May 22-23 but have been
coy about releasing their  own
casualty figures. Yet the number of
coffins being sent back to some of
Iraq’s southern provinces and of
burials repor ted in the Shiite
Muslim holy city of Najaf suggest
that the anti-IS camp is also paying
a heavy price.

“Since the start of the opera-
tion, we have received about 70
martyrs, probably a bit more,” said
a member of the security forces

posted outside Najaf ’s Valley of
Peace, the world’s largest ceme-
tery, where many from Iraq’s Shiite
majority bury their dead.

Officials in Basra said the south-
ern province had lost 26 fighters
from the Hashed al-Shaabi para-
military force alone. An official in
Najaf province, who did not want
his name to be published, con-
firmed 12 deaths from the
province.

Medics also repor ted many
wounded from the battle for
Fallujah. Since Monday, just two of
the capital’s hospitals received 97.

Syria offensive   
Many Iraqi officers expect IS to

put up more of a fight for Fallujah
than some of the other cities they
have lost in Iraq, such as Tikrit and
Ramadi.

Fallujah is  one of only two
major cities they still control in the
country the other being Mosul-
and it  looms large in modern
jihadist mythology. IS has been on
the back foot in Iraq, losing much
of the territory it seized in 2014. 

But it  has also come under
growing pressure in the Syrian part
of the “caliphate” it proclaimed two
years ago. A US-backed alliance of
Kurdish and Arab fighters launched
an offensive against IS-held territo-
ry along the Turkish border that is
seen as a main entry point for for-
eign fighters.

The advance brought the Syrian
Democratic Forces to within 18
kilometers of Manbij, a strategic
town held by IS since 2014 which
was hit by intensive US-led coali-
tion air strikes, the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights said.

The Pentagon has deployed
more than 200 special  forces
alongside the SDF, a Kurdish-led
alliance in which it has been trying
to boost the Arab element. “Over
the past 24 hours, the SDF have
seized control of nine villages...
west of the Euphrates,” the
Observatory said.

The US-led coalition against IS
supports the operations in Fallujah
and in Manbij, where it said its air-
craft carried out 18 air strikes in
the past 24 hours. —AFP

Iraq’s Fallujah op slowed 
by civilians, IS resistance

Over concerns for those trapped

NEAR FALLUJAH: Smoke billows during fighting between
Iraqi government forces and jihadists of the Islamic State (IS)
group as seen from area on the southern outskirts of Fallujah
yesterday. —AFP

AMMAN: Jordanian King Abdullah swore in
a new government led by a business-
friendly politician on yesterday, charging
him with preparing for parliamentary elec-
tions by September and pushing legislation
to spur sluggish growth.

Hani Mulki, 64, who has held a string of
senior diplomatic and ministerial posts, is a
former chief commissioner of Jordan’s eco-
nomic zone in the Red Sea port city of
Aqaba. He was appointed by the king on
Sunday to replace Abdullah Ensour shortly
after the monarch dissolved parliament as
it neared the end of its four-year term.
Elections must be held within four months
under the constitution.

Official sources said the government is
expected to maintain traditional support
for US policies in the region and continue
with International Monetary Fund-guided
reforms. Long-serving Foreign Minister
Nasser Joudeh and Finance Minister Omar
Malhas, who is negotiating a new program
with the IMF, kept their posts in a 28-mem-
ber cabinet dominated by a mix of tech-
nocrats and conservative politicians who
held sway in previous governments.

Mulki will be overseeing preparations
for elections that have long been marred
by accusations of meddling by the authori-
ties and the powerful security forces.
Jordan’s main political opposition comes
from the Muslim Brotherhood movement
but it faces increasing legal curbs on its
activities, leaving mostly pro-monarchy
parties and some independent Islamists
and politicians to compete in these elec-

tions, political analysts say.
The Brotherhood, wants sweeping polit-

ical reforms but stops short of demanding
the overthrow of the monarchy in Jordan.
Analysts say it could be difficult for the
Brotherhood, which has operated legally in
Jordan for decades, to participate in the
election after the authorities closed many
of its offices and encouraged a splinter
group to legally challenge the main move-
ment’s license to operate.

Western diplomats and independent
politicians say the absence of the group,
which has strong grassroots support in
urban centers, could undermine the legiti-
macy of the election.

Western donors have pushed Jordan’s
authorities to widen political representa-
tion to stem radicalization among alienated
and unemployed young people in poor
overcrowded areas. Hundreds of them have
already joined jihadists in Syria and Iraq

The monarch also charged Mulki in a let-
ter of appointment to help spur invest-
ment,  especially from main Gulf oil pro-
ducer Saudi Arabia, which has shown inter-
est in investing in the debt-laden kingdom
that official sources say is tied to Amman
becoming more supportive of Riyadh’s
regional policies.

Jordan’s finances have been hit by a
drop in Gulf aid which traditionally tops up
its coffers and worsened investor confi-
dence hit by regional uncertainty. The
economy has also been strained by a flood
of refugees from the five-year-old civil war
in neighboring Syria. —Reuters

Jordan king swears in new 
govt to prepare for elections

GORONGOSA, MOZAMBIQUE: Decomposing
corpses in the bush, destroyed villages, abduc-
tions-in the central Mozambican district of
Gorongosa clashes between the army and
rebels have revived the spectre of a civil war
that ended 20 years ago.

“It has been two months since I have found
these bodies and no one has come to remove
them,” Donca Sabir, a local farmer, told AFP as he
contemplated remains barely hidden among
shrubs on his land. Wearing scraps of civilian
clothes, their trousers often pulled down, and
their jaws open in macabre expressions of pain,
the skeletal corpses lie just 100 meters from
Mozambique’s main north-south road.

From the roadside, the smell is strong from
the bodies of at least nine men and women. A
little further down the road, under a small
bridge, local authorities said they recently
buried 11 other corpses. But no proper autopsy
was conducted, and four skulls and some
bones are still visible in the sand.

The discovery of bodies in the area last
month shocked many in Mozambique and
alerted international human rights groups.
Local villagers had also earlier reported an
unconfirmed mass grave that could contain
more than 100 corpses. But in Zone 76, the
alleged location of the mass grave, everyone
is too scared to speak about it, and the gov-
ernment has dismissed the reports.

“The Mozambican government must tell
us who are these people, how they died and
who left their bodies there,” Zenaida Machado,
Mozambique researcher for Human Rights
Watch, told AFP. “I find it difficult to under-
stand how any investigation can be made
without performing an autopsy on the bod-
ies. “It is extremely worrying that instead of
taking these reports (of graves) seriously, the
first action of the authorities is to deny them.”

Old enemies    
Ivone Soares, head of the Renamo party in

parliament, alleges that Frelimo, the ruling
party in power since 1975, has implemented a
campaign to eliminate all opposition. “Death
squads terrorize those who criticize the
regime... People are abducted and murdered
in their homes,” she told AFP.

The “death squads” are said to patrol in
white trucks and target supporters of
Renamo-a movement that operates as both
an armed insurgent group and an elected

opposition party. Frelimo and Renamo fought
a bloody civil war between 1976 and 1992
that claimed one million lives. Since 2013, ten-
sions have risen and Renamo fighters have
again taken up arms in a battle that it says is
against a Frelimo elite that has enriched itself
at the expense of the country.

Starting with a low-intensity insurgency,
attacks intensified from late last year, forcing
thousands of refugees to flee to neighboring
Malawi. In Gorongosa, a local government
official insisted that the situation was calm
across the region, but declined to go into fur-
ther details. About 30 kilometers east of
Gorongosa, on the small dirt track, 10
armoured army trucks patrol outside the
deserted village of Vunduzi, a Renamo strong-
hold surrounded by corn fields. 

In the distance stand the lush mountains
where Renamo leader Afonso Dhlakama is
hiding after escaping several assassination
attempts. On the side of the road, Joaquim
Assais is visibly upset as he contemplates the
fate of his village. “My father was sitting there
when the army arrived. They tied him, beat
him up and burned down the houses,” said
Assais, who now sleeps with 12 other mem-
bers of his family under a tree in the bush. 

At the end of the dirt track, Vunduzi is a
ghost town. A few military men patrol the
small main square, their Kalashnikov rifles by
their sides. Everything is closed, and there is
little activity except for one or two banana
sellers. In the abandoned village school, a
blackboard suggests that the last maths les-
son was given on March 16.

‘Both sides kill innocent people’   
“It’s war here,” Siwageros Campira said,

pointing to his general store which is riddled
with bullets. “When it gets dark, we pack our
belongings up and hide in the bush. In recent
months, there has been a lot of shooting and
many people were captured and killed by sol-
diers.” Villagers say that just to have relatives
who are accused of links to Renamo can mean
kidnapping and death. In retaliation, Renamo
has conducted 18 attacks in the past two
weeks on the main road of the country, killing
seven people and leaving more than 30
wounded, according to police. “Both sides are
killing innocent people, both violate human
rights,” said Daviz Simango, the mayor of Beira,
the main city in the central region.—AFP

In Mozambique, a return to
the horrors of civil war

Four UN Mali mission staff killed in attack
BAMAKO: Chinese peacekeeper and three civil-
ians working for the UN’s Mali mission have
become the latest casualties of the troubled
outfit, the UN and China’s foreign ministry said
yesterday.

The last month alone has seen three attacks on
members of the mission, known as MINUSMA,

fuelling concern over its future with 65 killed in
under three years. It is the deadliest active deploy-
ment for UN peacekeepers. Al-Qaeda’s North
African affiliate AQIM claimed responsibility for
Tuesday’s attacks, the US monitoring SITE said. 

The MINUSMA camp was targeted in a mortar
or rocket attack on Tuesday night, a statement

from the mission said, during which “a peace-
keeper was killed and three peacekeepers seri-
ously wounded.” A second armed attack on a UN
de-mining unit killed “two security guards and an
international expert”, said the same statement
said, without giving the nationality of the foreign-
er killed. —AFP

Lone voices speak
out in Zimbabwe as
Mugabe clings on

HARARE: Dissent is seldom aired publicly in Zimbabwe
after Robert Mugabe’s 35 years of authoritarian rule but,
against all the odds, individual voices are taking a stand
and tapping into anger bubbling below the surface.

President Mugabe, now aged 92, oversees a moribund
economy, a food shortage crisis and a listless political
scene with opposition parties weakened by rigged elec-
tions and constant intimidation.

Amid such gloom, pastor Evan Mawarire has emerged
as a national hero in recent weeks after starting his
“ThisFlag” campaign that rapidly became an unlikely outlet
for many Zimbabweans’ frustration.

Two days after Mugabe recited a list of his achieve-
ments at a rally in April, Mawarire posted a video of himself
on Facebook venting against state corruption and the gov-
ernment’s failure to provide basic services.

The video, in which Mawarire was wearing a
Zimbabwean flag, became a huge hit-viewed more than
100,000 times-and spawned a wave of Internet activism in a
country where any expression of protest can be dangerous.

“This is how political reform is going to happen,”
Mawarire told AFP. “I asked as many Zimbabweans as pos-
sible to carry our national flag as a way of saying to our
government ‘enough is enough’. “Citizens are aware, they
are watching the government when it comes to issues
where we feel there is mismanagement of resources or an
injustice.”

‘A regular guy’    
The campaign has unnerved the government due to its

non-political stance and its choice of the national flag as its
symbol-making it a difficult target for official criticism. Two
cabinet ministers have instead sought to focus on
Mawarire himself, alleging that he is linked to western
powers supposedly plotting to oust Mugabe, who has
ruled since 1980.—AFP


