
JURUD RAS BAALBEK: The dust-covered sol-
diers, armored vehicles and tents may not look
very official, but they mark the first time Lebanese
troops have deployed in this sliver of land along
the Syrian border. After a week-long campaign
against the Islamic State group, Lebanese troops
have established an unprecedented presence in
the northeastern area of Jurud Ras Baalbek, a belt
of territory that has been a longstanding source
of contention with Syria.

An evacuation deal led to the jihadists’ with-
drawal into eastern Syria on Monday, as the
Lebanese army organized a press tour of the area.
Dozens of Lebanese troops are manning newly
erected outposts on a string of barren hilltops
near Syrian territory. “Before Daesh was here,
there was no Lebanese army presence,” a member
of the special forces’ airborne division said, using
the Arabic acronym for IS.

“When we advanced, we pulled out the
Daesh flag and stuck in a Lebanese flag for the
first time,” the soldier said, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity.  Lebanon and Syria share a
330 kilometer border, with no official demarca-
tion at several points, including in the northeast.
For years, the mountainous territory now held
by the army was expertly navigated by smug-
glers bringing state-subsidized diesel from Syria
into Lebanon. Syrian troops had also maintained

a presence on Lebanese land there, according to
Beirut-based geographer Issam Khalifeh, some-
times preventing farmers in the area from tend-
ing to their crops. 

Closest to real border    
Damascus and Beirut signed an agreement in

2008 to more clearly demarcate the border, but
progress has been slow and the northeastern
frontier remained largely uncontrolled-until now.
“This is the closest that the Lebanese army and
state have gotten to completely controlling the
border with Syria,” said Aram Nerguizian of the
US-based Center for Strategic and International
Studies. He said many of the new army positions
lay inside territory historically contested by the
two countries, closer to where Lebanon says the
real border lies.

Many of the soldiers who spoke to AFP on
Monday described it as the closest they had ever
been to this sector of the border. “These roads
weren’t here before. We opened them so that our
vehicles could come through,” said the special
forces member, gesturing to white gravel roads
criss-crossing the hilly terrain. “This is the first
time the Lebanese army has an established pres-
ence in this area,” one heavyset fighter from the
6th Brigades said. 

The positions did not appear reinforced yet.

Most soldiers relaxed near armored cars or in the
shade of tents, but some manned vehicle-mount-
ed heavy machineguns pointed at arid valleys
below. After Syria’s conflict erupted in 2011, the
northeastern border areas were regularly hit by
stray shells. 

Battle over narrative   
In 2014, jihadist militants overran both sides of

the frontier, including Jurud Ras Baalbek and the
Lebanese border town of Arsal further south. The
army launched its operation against jihadists in
the area on August 19, coinciding with a simulta-
neous assault waged from the Syrian side by
Lebanese militant movement Hezbollah and the
Syrian army. Lebanese troops had cornered IS
into 20 square kilometers of territory in the bor-
der region when a ceasefire deal was announced
on Sunday morning. 

The agreement was reportedly negotiated
between Hezbollah and IS and has seen hun-
dreds of fighters leave the border area for eastern
Syria. Lebanon’s army has insisted that there was
no coordination with Hezbollah on the offensive.
Hezbollah, which has intervened in Syria’s conflict
on behalf of the Damascus regime, is the only fac-
tion that did not hand over its weapons after the
1975-1990 Lebanese civil war. Its arsenal is a high-
ly controversial issue in Lebanon. —AFP 
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JOHANNESBURG: The former wife of
South African President Jacob Zuma yes-
terday dismissed criticism that her bid to
succeed him in office is a strategy to pro-
tect him from criminal prosecution.
Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma, the former
chief of the African Union, is a leading can-
didate to replace Zuma as head of the rul-
ing ANC party in December and then as
national president within two years.
President Zuma is widely seen as favoring
Dlamini-Zuma, with whom he has four
children, ahead of Deputy President Cyril
Ramaphosa in the race that could split the
African National Congress (ANC).

Dlamini-Zuma said that she found it

“offensive” to be seen as her ex-husband’s
chosen candidate to protect him from
prosecution when he leaves office. “I will
not be elected by President Jacob Zuma,”
she said after delivering a speech in
Johannesburg. “If I am elected, I will be
elected by South Africans, and they will
have reasons why they elect me-and that
is why I find it offensive.” Dlamini-Zuma,
68, a former South African health minister,
has not publicly declared her candidacy in
the ANC leadership battle.

But she has campaigned across the
country in recent weeks, drumming up
support ahead of the party conference in
December where the new leader will be

elected by delegates. President Zuma,
who completes his final term in power in
2019, faces multiple court cases including
almost 800 corruption charges that may
be reinstated over a multi-billion dollar
arms deal in the 1990s. Dlamini-Zuma was
an anti-apartheid student activist who fled
into exile in Britain to qualify as a doctor
before meeting Jacob Zuma in Swaziland.

“She is seen as one of the main con-
tenders to take over from her ex-husband,”
the Institute of Security Studies think-tank
said when she left the AU. “It is alleged
that she will protect Zuma and family
members from prosecution for corruption
if she becomes president.” —AFP 
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LEBANON: A picture taken on an army-organized press tour shows Lebanese army commandos standing on a hill they recently took from the
Islamic State (IS) group in Jurud Ras Baalbek on the Lebanese-Syrian border. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: European Commission
President Jean-Claude Juncker yester-
day said Turkey was fully to blame for
the breakdown of its EU accession
talks  and warned Ank ara was fast
withdrawing from Europe.  And in
Berl in,  German Chancellor Angela
Merkel  warned there could be no
progress even in trade relations with
Turkey while the rule of law was not
guaranteed there. Juncker charged
that  “ Turkey is  withdrawing from
Europe by giant steps,” adding that it
was up to President Recep Tay yip
Erdogan to off ic ia l ly  cal l  an end
Turkey’s efforts to join the EU.

Juncker said he suspected that
Erdogan was hoping that  Europe
would be the one to break off the talks
“in order  to blame the European
Union” for their failure. But the bloc
must avoid “falling into the trap” as the
“responsibi l i ty  is  entirely  on the
Turkish side,” he told an annual confer-
ence of EU ambassadors in Brussels.
“The question is to know if we must
put an end to the negotiations-which
is a purely theoretical question as
there are no negotiations.”

Relations with Turkey, and especially
between Berlin and Ankara, have hit
rock bottom in recent months, stoking
calls for Ankara’s EU accession talks to
be suspended. Turkey began formal
membership talks in 2005 after years of
foot-dragging by some EU member

states such as France who were wary of
admitting a large Muslim country. But
progress has been slow and the negoti-
ations came to a virtual halt last year
after Erdogan began a massive crack-
down following an attempted coup in
July, sending ties plunging to a new low. 

Immediately after the failed coup,
Turkey imposed a state of emergency
under which more than 50,000 people
have been arrested and almost three
times that number have lost their jobs,
including teachers, judges, soldiers
and police officers. In December, EU
member states agreed that no new
accession chapters would be opened
until Ankara reversed course. Merkel,
at  a  Ber l in  press  conference,  said
about Ankara ties that “I would very
much like having better relations, but
we have to face reality”.

Under current conditions, she also
said she did not see how the EU and
Turkey could hold talks on expanding
their customs union. Good ties are
“linked to respect for the rule of law,
and this isn’t guaranteed right now in
Turkey”. “Therefore it’s a very compli-
cated phase of our relations.” She reit-
erated Germany’s demand that Turkey
free from custody several journalists
and rights workers, including Die Welt
daily correspondent Deniz 

Yucel. “Our demand is very clear-
that the people who have been arrest-
ed there are released.” —AFP 
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TAL ABTA, Iraq: Fighting in 50-degree
desert heat is bad enough, but add chok-
ing exhaust fumes amid the confines of
armored vehicles, and no wonder the sol-
diers await their daily ice deliveries. In Tal
Abta south of Tal Afar, where Iraqi forces
have been engaged in mopping up opera-
tions against diehard jihadists of the
Islamic State group, a key force is engaged
in a vital mission. Men in T-shirts or military
camouflage busy themselves around a
special truck amid the constant drone of
generators.

At the back of the truck, hosepipe in
hand, one member of the team fills eight
huge rectangular moulds that are then low-
ered into an enormous cistern for refrigera-
tion. The cistern itself holds water that has
been salted to accelerate the freezing
process as it circulates at high speed. Salt
helps absorb the heat of the water in the
moulds which slowly solidifies into ice in an
endothermic reaction over five to six hours.

The huge blocks of ice are then trucked
to the front line and the thirsty fighters.
Hamid Sallal set up his mobile plant to sup-
ply ice to the men of the Hashed al-Shaabi’s
Ali al-Akbar brigade. The Hashed is a mili-
tary coalition of mainly Shiite fighters that
was created to help in the Iraqi forces’ offen-
sive aimed at eradicating the extremist
Sunni IS from the country. It was estab-
lished in 2014 following a call by Grand
Ayatollah Ali Sistani the highest Shiite
authority in Iraq-to counter a sweeping
jihadist breakthrough.

The water boiled 
Everywhere it has fought, the Hashed

has been supplied daily by hundreds of
vehicles loaded with equipment and food
prepared by families in southern Iraq’s
Shiite holy cities. “We built this plant by
ourselves,  with our own hands,” says
Sallal,  dressed in impeccable military
fatigues. He and his men began by taking
drinking water to fighters engaged in the
long and murderous anti-IS campaign to
retake Iraq’s second city Mosul, which fell
in early July.

But that was before the full searing heat
of summer descended on the desert.
When the drinking water began to boil, it
was time for a rethink. “We really needed
ice, but it’s very expensive,” Sallal tells AFP.
New men joined the team and they started
making their own. Every day they supply
288 blocks of ice to the front to cover the
brigade’s potable water needs. And every
day that means they require 13,000 liters
of water to make the ice. It is brought in
both by tanker and in bottles.

One member of Sallal’s team is a 33-
year-old ministry civil servant who took
time off to fight as a member of the
Hashed. Ziad Abdel Wahid was wounded,
but later rejoined the fight in a different
role as an ice-maker. “By doing this, on the
logistics side, I can stay near the front,” he
says. Twice a day, at dawn and sunset, he
loads pick-up trucks with ice for the trip
north to Al-Ayadiah, the last remaining
active front line near Tal Afar. It’s exhaust-
ing work supplying the brigade. “They
need water and ice if they’re to fight and
advance,” chips in his comrade Aref
Ahmed, camouflage cap screwed firmly on
to his head. —AFP

Keeping cool in combat: 
In Iraq the iceman cometh

DURBAN: This file photo shows the Chairperson of the African Union (AU),
Nkosazana Dlamini-Zuma addressing the State of the Continent Media
Briefing for the last time as the Chair of the AU Commission to conclude
her four year tenure, in Durban, South Africa. — AFP

TAL AFAR: Iraqis offload blocks of ice from a truck in Tal Abtah, a desert area south
of Tal Afar, which are to be taken to Iraqi forces on the frontline as fighting contin-
ues to rage between Islamic State (IS) group fighters and Iraqi pro-government
forces. — AFP

JERUSALEM: Israeli lawmaker Yehuda Glick,
shot in 2014 over his campaign for Jewish
prayer at an ultra-sensitive Jerusalem holy site,
visited there yesterday during a one-day break
in a government ban. No incidents occurred as
Glick, of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
Likud party, toured the Haram al-Sharif mosque
compound, known to Jews as the Temple
Mount. Some Muslim worshippers yelled “Allahu
akbar” (God is greatest) as he left and he waved
to them.

Jews are not allowed to publicly pray at the
compound to avoid provoking tensions, but
Glick admitted praying to himself as he walked
the grounds in his bare feet. He said he prayed
for his wife, who he said was in a coma, as well as
his family and Israel. Asked afterwards whether
such visits are provocations that risk more
bloodshed, Glick told journalists “those who are
responsible for terror are the terrorists and those
who incite them, not the victims.”

At least one other Jewish lawmaker, Shuli
Moalem-Refaeli of the far-right Jewish Home
party, also visited yesterday morning, according
to the Waqf, a Muslim religious organization that
administers the site. Jewish lawmakers were
allowed to visit in the morning while Muslim
lawmakers were permitted to do so in the after-
noon although they said they did not intend to
do so. Masud Ganaim, of the Joint List alliance,
said allowing right-wing politicians into the
compound had “the goal of provoking Arab and
Muslim sentiment and inflaming the situation.”

Netanyahu instructed police in October 2015
to bar lawmakers from visiting the site in the Old

City of Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem which
houses the Al-Aqsa mosque complex and the
Dome of the Rock. It was meant to help calm
unrest that erupted in part over Palestinian fears
that Israel was planning to assert further control
over the compound. Netanyahu has said repeat-
edly that he is committed to the status quo
there. Plans to allow a temporary lifting of the
ban in July were put off after violence again
erupted in and around the site.

Yesterday’s one-day lifting of the ban is
intended as a test to see if calm can be main-
tained. The site is the holiest in Judaism as the
location of the two ancient Jewish temples and
the third-holiest in Islam after Mecca and
Medina. It is central to the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict. Glick, a US-born rabbi, survived a 2014
assassination attempt by a Palestinian over his
campaign for Jewish prayer rights at the site
before he joined parliament. —AFP 

Israeli MP prays at flash
point Jerusalem holy site

JERUSALEM: Palestinians are blocked on one side of the the flashpoint Al-Aqsa mosque com-
pound, also known as the Temple Mount complex in Jerusalem’s Old City during the visit of a
controversial Jewish parliament member, after a ban on Israeli lawmakers visiting the ultra-
sensitive holy site was lifted for one day. — AFP




