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MOSUL: Iraqi forces retook two more neighborhoods in
west Mosul yesterday, tightening the noose around
jihadists holed up in the Old City, commanders said. “The
forces completed the liberation of Al-Thawra neighbor-
hood,” Sabah al-Noman, spokesman for the elite Counter-
Terrorism Service, said. An officer with federal police forces
also deployed in west Mosul confirmed that the neighbor-
hood, which lies just west of the Old City, had been retak-
en from the Islamic State group.

The Joint Operations Command coordinating the fight
against the jihadists nationwide said the Nasr neighbor-
hood was also retaken yesterday. The head of Iraq’s federal
police, Raed Shakir Jawdat, also said in a statement that
Iraqi forces had killed a senior IS operative, who had been
in charge of chemical weapons for the group in Mosul, in a
guided missile strike in the Zanjili neighborhood. A US offi-
cial said on Wednesday that Iraqi forces working alongside
US and 

Australian military advisers had been targeted in an IS
attack that used a low-level chemical agent in west Mosul.
Major General Joseph Martin said nobody died as a result
of the attack. Iraqi forces in mid-October last year launched
a huge operation, their largest in years, to retake second
city Mosul. They retook the side of the city that lies east of
the Tigris river in January and launched a push on remain-
ing IS fighters in western Mosul, which is more densely
populated and has seen fierce fighting.

Anbar push   
On the west bank, Iraqi forces control southern neigh-

borhoods and are slowly surrounding the Old City, whose
narrow streets are expected to make federal operations
very difficult. An estimated 400,000 civilians are believed
to still be there, unwilling or unable to leave because any
escape would be too dangerous or because the jihadists
are using them as human shields. The loss of Mosul would
be a death blow to the “caliphate” IS proclaimed after cap-
turing the city in a massive offensive in June 2014.

According to an Iraqi military spokesman, the jihadists
only control seven percent of Iraq, down from the 40 per-
cent of the national territory over which they ruled three
years ago. The only two other significant towns IS still
holds are Hawija and Tal Afar. The jihadists also control ter-
ritory in remote areas of western Iraq, near the Syrian bor-
der. Iraqi forces yesterday launched a fresh push against IS-
held villages there, as part of a months-old operation to
retake areas along the Euphrates in western Anbar
province. A senior officer said the forces involved in the
operation included the army, local tribal fighters and mili-
tary advisers from the US-led coalition assisting Iraq in the
anti-IS war.—AFP 

Iraq forces retake more 

areas in west Mosul

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan delivers a speech as he receives the children attending the 39th TRT
International Children’s Festival at the presidential Complex in Ankara, yesterday.—AFP 

ISTANBUL: “What George, Hans or
Helga say does not interest us!” roars
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
“What counts for us is what Ayse, Murat,
Mehmet, Hatice say! What Allah says!”.
This mantra-setting common European
names against Turkish ones and finally
invoking God-has become Erdogan’s
standard rhetoric to tell the European
Union he does not care about their reac-
tion if Turkey restores the death penalty. 

But such a move would have
immense ramifications-automatically
drawing the curtain on the half-century
drama that has been Turkey’s bid to join
the EU. Some analysts thought that
Erdogan would drop his rhetoric on cap-
ital punishment, helpful for winning the
support of nationalists, after the April 16
referendum on enhancing his powers.
But with the referendum won, albeit by
a narrow margin and the opposition
claiming fraud, Erdogan has vigorously
returned to the topic. 

After proclaiming victory, Erdogan
promised thousands of supporters
chanting “Idam!” (“Execution!”) that
Turkey would hold a referendum on the
issue if parliament failed to adopt it.
European Parliament president Antonio
Tajani wrote on Twitter that he was
“very concerned” by Erdogan’s com-
ments, saying the reintroduction would
be a “red line” for the European Union.
German Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel
said the move would be “synonymous
with the end of (Turkey’s) European
dream”. 

Here’s the rope
Turkey abolished the death penalty

in all circumstances in 2004 — two years
after Erdogan’s Justice and
Development Party (AKP) came to pow-
er-as a key pillar of its bid to join the EU.
The EU states that abolishing the death
penalty is an absolute pre-condition for
membership. The Council of Europe, of
which Turkey has been a member since
1950, makes abolition a condition for
new members. While it was a previous
coalition led by the Democratic Left
Party that initiated the move to abolish
the death penalty, Erdogan had in the

early years of his rule resisted nationalist
pressure for it to be used.

This included the case of the jailed
leader of the outlawed Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) Abdullah Ocalan,
who was captured in 1999. He was sen-
tenced to death but had his term com-
muted to life imprisonment. Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP) leader Devlet
Bahceli at the time famously brandished
a noose at a rally to challenge Erdogan
to execute Ocalan. “Here is the rope!
Hang him if you can,” Bahceli shouted,
throwing the rope into the crowds. 

But a decade later, Erdogan is pub-
licly praising Bahceli for his support for
capital punishment and, to hisses and
boos from the crowds, lambasting
Republican People’s Party (CHP) chief
Kemal Kilicdaroglu for his opposition.
Marc Pierini,  a visiting scholar at
Carnegie Europe and former EU ambas-
sador to Turkey, said the narrowness of
his victory means Erdogan will remain
reliant on the MHP, which backed the

constitutional changes set out in the ref-
erendum. “Issues such as reintroducing
the death penalty and politically discon-
necting Turkey from the EU are key
ingredients in the political narrative of
both parties,” he said.

Bitter consequences   
Supporters of the move in Turkey

argue capital punishment needs to be
restored in light of the July 15, 2016
failed coup that left 249 people dead.
But the death penalty remains a sensitive
issue in Turkey’s coup-scarred history
and many have no appetite to revive the
painful memories of the past. Erdogan
has himself often evoked the hanging of
the prime minister Adnan Menderes-his
political hero-along with two ministers
after the 1960 military coup as an exam-
ple of the bad old Turkey.  More execu-
tions followed coups in 1971, including
of student militant Deniz Gezmis, and
the 1980 coup when dozens were sent
to the gallows.—AFP
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death penalty in Turkey

BEIRUT: Aid agencies have not been
able to reach as many besieged Syrians
this year as they did over the same peri-
od last year, the UN’s chief humanitarian
adviser for Syria said yesterday. Speaking
to reporters in Geneva, Jan Egeland said
the front lines have shifted but civilian
suffering has “remained the same” in
2017. Of nearly 5 million Syrians living in
besieged or hard-to-reach areas, agen-
cies have only been able to reach
564,000 this year to date, he said.

He drew particular attention to the
dire humanitarian situation in the
opposition-held Eastern Ghouta sub-
urbs of the capital, Damascus. About
400,000 Syrians are trapped inside the
area, which is besieged by government
forces. Aid agencies have been unable
to reach Douma, the largest town
inside the besieged area, in half a year.
Shortages of food and other basic

goods have pushed prices “through the
roof,” said Egeland. “We get reports
that there is no bread or wheat on the
market at all.”

Siege has been a pillar of the gov-
ernment’s military strategy against its
domestic opponents throughout the
six-year-old civil war. By tightly restrict-
ing the delivery of food and medical
relief, the government has secured the
surrender of broad swathes of the
opposition-held countryside around
Damascus, as well as the former opposi-
tion enclaves in Aleppo and Homs,
Syria’s first and third largest cities,
respectively.  The Syrian government
and rebels are allowing up to 30,000
people to leave besieged areas over the
coming two months in a mutually
agreed population transfer that critics
say is redrawing the country’s map
along sectarian and political lines.—AP
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MOSUL: An Iraqi special forces soldier fires at Islamic State
militants as smoke from an airstrike billows from the site,
in the Al-Tanek neighborhood of Mosul, Iraq.—AP 


