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GAZIANTEP, Turkey: As US-led coalition jets
from a Turkish air base began to pound
Islamic State targets in Syria in the summer of
2015, Ilhami Bali passed on what appeared to
be an order from the militant group’s leader-
ship in Raqqa: Unleash war on Turkey. Bali,
identified by Turkish prosecutors as the most
senior Islamic State figure in Turkey, asked a
fellow militant in the border city of Gaziantep
to draw up a list of potential targets.  Cash,
suicide bombers and equipment would be
sent from Syria, he said.

“Turkey has waged war on us ... so we’re
waging war back,” the Turkish national wrote
in an email from Syria, according to docu-
ments prepared by Ankara prosecutors and
reviewed by Reuters. “I asked who should we
hit and they say it does not matter; be it PKK
(Kurdish militants), be it Turkish soldiers, be it
tourist spots. Whatever you have planned.”

The email was sent to Yunus Durmaz, who
prosecutors say co-founded Islamic State’s
Gaziantep cell along with Bali. Durmaz provid-
ed a long list of possible targets, including
NATO Patriot missile batteries, foreign mis-
sions, UN offices and a popular nightclub in
the Mediterranean resort of Antalya.
Documents that form part of a judicial investi-
gation into the cell, which Turkish prosecutors
say carried out at least two major bombings
last year, give a rare insight into the genesis
and operations of the wider Islamic State net-

work in Turkey. Islamic State has grown
increasingly active in Turkey, according to the
government which blames it for seven suicide
bombings across the country over the past
year, though the group has not claimed
responsibility for the attacks. The prosecution
documents show how suspected members of
the Gaziantep cell set up safe houses to
accommodate fighters, facilitated the passage
of some to Syria, rented depots to store
weapons and ammunition, paid salaries, kept
records of expenses and made bombs and
suicide vests with components purchased
inside Turkey.

Having a strong presence in Turkey has
been crucial to Islamic State’s Middle Eastern
battle plans and their attempts to strike at the
West, as they use the NATO country as a tran-
sit route for fighters and equipment.
Hundreds of Turks have been recruited to
fight in Syria, while weapons experts say
Turkey has become the most important
source for components to make improvised
bombs used by Islamic State forces.

Turkey has also been used as the gateway
between the group’s territory, in Iraq and
Syria, and Europe - where it has carried out
attacks in countries including France and
Belgium. The country is also traditionally a
popular destination for Western tourists, who
have been struck in at least two of the Turkish
bombings blamed on Islamic State earlier this

year. The documents regarding the Gaziantep
cell were prepared by prosecutors based on
suspects’ testimonies, email exchanges, secu-
rity camera footage and digital evidence col-
lected during police raids. An official at
Ankara’s main courthouse verified the docu-
ments were genuine. The Ankara prosecutors’
office could not be reached for comment on
the cell or the investigation.

Home-Made Explosives
Turkey, initially seen by Western allies as a

reluctant partner in the fight against Islamic
State, stepped up its campaign in July 2015
by opening by its Incirlik air base to the US-
led coalition, making bombing raids on the
group’s positions in northern Syria easier and
more frequent. The country then became a
primary target. “The planes are hitting us here
more,” Bali wrote to his fellow Turkish nation-
al Durmaz in the email last summer. “I know
you have a tough job, but console the hearts
of devout Muslims.  Hit them ... so we can be
happy.” The Turkish attacks blamed on Islamic
State have been a factor in Turkey’s decision
to send troops and tanks into northern Syria
for the first time last month in an attempt to
drive back the group from its border. Bali and
Durmaz’s Turkish cell carried out at least two
major bombings, the prosecution documents
say: one in July 2015 in the southeastern town
of Suruc, where 35 mostly Kurdish activists

were killed, and a twin suicide attack in
Ankara last October, when more than 100
people died.

Durmaz was also the mastermind of two
more attacks carried out earlier this year,
Gaziantep governor’s office said in a statement
on Thursday. The two men, helped by a core of
around a dozen accomplices, trained at least
150 fighters for attacks across Turkey, accord-
ing to the documents. Their cell ran at least
two safe houses and four depots in Gaziantep.
The group bought at least 1.5 tonnes of ammo-
nium nitrate - a chemical used in agriculture
but also to make bombs. Police have also
seized hand grenades, machine guns, ammuni-
tion and bombmaking components such as
fuses, ball bearings and explosives in raids on
the cell since last October. “Data points to
Turkish Islamic State members manufacturing
explosives inside Turkey, including the vests
used in at least three, but perhaps more,
attacks inside Turkey since 2015,” said Aaron
Stein, a Turkey specialist at the Atlantic
Council, a Washington-based international
affairs think-tank. “The vests are far better con-
structed than the ones used by Islamic State in
France and Belgium. These guys are far better
trained in bombmaking.” A February report by
the UK-based Conflict Armament Research said
Turkey was a hub for acquiring bomb-making
components which can then be shipped to
Syria and Iraq. — Reuters

From Raqqa, IS cell ‘wages war’ in Turkey

MOADIMAYET AL-SHAM, Syria: More
than 300 Syrians living in a rebel held
town near Damascus were evacuated
yesterday under a deal with the govern-
ment, state media reported. The agree-
ment between the regime and the rebels
had already seen thousands of civilians
and opposition fighters leave the town
of Daraya, southwest of the capital, after
a four-year government siege.  Civilians
evacuated yesterday from nearby
Moadimayet al-Sham had been living
there for around three years after fleeing
fighting in Daraya. Moadimayet al-Sham
is also under government siege, but after
a truce deal signed in late 2013 has been
spared the heavy fighting that has rav-

aged other rebel-held areas around the
capital. Negotiations are underway to
secure a deal under which rebel fighters
in the town will also leave, though civil-
ians will reportedly remain, parties to the
talks told AFP.

The evacuees walked to the edge of
Moadimayet al-Sham, where eight buses
were waiting to take them to reception
centres elsewhere in Damascus province,
an AFP photographer reported. Soldiers
searched their suitcases as they left, and
checked their names against a list. State
media said 303 residents of Daraya were
leaving Moadimayet al-Sham and would
be taken to Hrajeleh, a regime-held dis-
trict, for processing. State television said

they consisted of 162 children, 79
women and 62 men.

“I’ve been taking refuge here for three
years and I hope that life in the reception
centre will be better than here,” said
Roueida, a mother of seven, as she left.
The evacuation follows the implementa-
tion of the deal in Daraya itself, which
saw the town emptied of rebels and civil-
ians and retaken by government forces.
Opposition fighters said they were
forced to accept the deal, under which
rebels and their families were given safe
passage to the rebel-held northwestern
city of Idlib, because the blockade and
constant bombardment by the army had
made the humanitarian situation unten-
able. The opposition has criticized such
deals and UN’s Syria envoy Staffan de
Mistura also voiced concern that the
Daraya agreement was part of a wider
strategy by the regime to empty rebel
enclaves that would soon be extended
to other areas. He said there were “indi-
cations that after Daraya we may have
other Darayas.” “There is clearly a strate-
gy at the moment to move from Daraya”
to other besieged areas “in a similar pat-
tern”, he told reporters in Geneva on
Thursday.

Negotiations are underway between
the government and rebels, as well as
the local council in Moadimayet al-Sham,
for the evacuation of fighters in the
town, sources involved in the talks told
AFP. Akram al-Jamili, a member of the
reconciliation committee for
Moadimayet al-Sham, said the deal
would differ from the Daraya agreement.
“All the civilians will stay. The army will
take control of the town. — AFP

NEW DELHI: India and Egypt have agreed to boost coopera-
tion in security and anti-terror efforts, with their leaders yes-
terday calling terrorism one of the gravest threats their coun-
tries face. Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi and visiting
Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi said they will cooper-
ate more in defense and exchange more information that
might help in rooting out radicals. The two leaders “consid-
ered terrorism to be one of the gravest threats to international
peace and security,” a joint statement said.

The Egyptian leader told a news conference that the two
countries are “required” to bolster relations “due to the sizable
threats and common challenges as we face, starting from the
dangers of terror and extremism that entails concerted efforts
at all levels, to issues of climate change and sustainable ener-
gy sources for future generation.”

The two sides also signed an agreement on maritime ship-
ping cooperation and spoke of the importance of boosting
bilateral trade, which in the past year reached $4.76 billion,
making India Egypt’s sixth-largest trading partner. President
Sisi, accompanied by government ministers and business
leaders, arrived Thursday night for a three-day visit during
which he also met with US Secretary of State John Kerry. No
details of that meeting have been released. Kerry had delayed
his planned departure from the Indian capital on Thursday.
The US Embassy said he plans to join President Barack Obama
in China for the weekend G-20 summit. — AP 

India, Egypt agree 

terror a priority

NEW DELHI: Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi (left)
and Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi pose for pho-
tographers at the start of a meeting yesterday. — AP 

300 Syrians leave rebel 

town under govt deal
More evacuations planned 

MOADIMAYET AL-SHAM: Syrian civilians from the town of Daraya prepare to
be evacuated from this rebel-held town yesterday to be taken to a shelter in
the government controlled town of Hrajela. — AFP 


