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MOSUL: When Islamic State militants
swept into Mosul in 2014, they wan-
dered into Manaf Younes’ billiards hall
and declared it un-Islamic, taking away
his billiard balls with a stern warning. A
hall that was often packed with players
until midnight was suddenly abandoned.
Photographs of awards that made
Younes proud gathered dust for two
years and the billiard tables remained
covered up. Iraqi government forces
have now pushed the militants out of
east Mosul and are poised to attack the
west. While Younes is thrilled, like many
other small businessmen in the city, his

joy is tempered by uncertainty as he tries
to revive his former life.

Islamic State imposed a radical ver-
sion of Islam in Mosul after establishing
the country’s second biggest city as its
de facto capital: banning cigarettes, tele-
visions and radios, and forcing men to
grow beards and women to cover from
head to toe. “I am broke. I had to sell my
two cars to survive. Now my landlord is
demanding two years of back rent,” said
Younes, picking up a trophy that remind-
ed him of the old days. He frowned at
explosions in the distance, where Iraqi
forces and jihadists are exchanging fire

along the Tigris River that bisects the
sprawling metropolis, once a trade hub
and centre for higher learning.

“These explosions hurt the business.
They shake the billiard tables and make
them imbalanced,” he said. The fighting
has already caused widespread destruc-
tion. US-led airstrikes have demolished
scores of buildings and left huge craters
that destroyed roads. Rooftops have col-
lapsed into the bottom floors. Other
buildings have gaping holes from rock-
ets or machinegun fire. Mortar bombs
still land in the city and gunfire is heard.
Across from Younes’ billiard hall stands

what’s left of Mosul University, once one
of the finest education institutions in the
Middle East.

Islamic State sold the university’s
ancient manuscripts and imposed its
own form of education, banning philoso-
phy books.  When the army arrived, the
jihadists burned down many of its build-
ings, leaving piles of ashes. A few pages
of textbooks on hematology and diffu-
sion were scattered on floors cluttered
with debris. Upstairs in the cafeteria
were blackened tables and chairs, below
huge holes from airstrikes.

A few bakers and restaurant owners in

the neighborhood stood mostly idle. They
too recalled hardships under Islamic State
rule. The militants and their wives would
show up clutching AK-47 assault rifles and
jump to the front of queues, demanding
discounts, they said. One restaurant own-
er, Qusay Ahmed, said he was dragged
away to an Islamic State jail and tortured
for four months after militants accused
him of stealing. “They ripped my toenails
off with pliers,” he said. The torturers may
be gone, but there are new challenges. He
and other restaurant owners have no
potable water and scarce electricity, and
hardly any customers. — Reuters

With Islamic State gone, East Mosul residents face an uncertain future

LONDON: Britain took a key step toward leaving
the European Union yesterday as lawmakers
begin debating whether to empower Prime
Minister Theresa May to embark on the historic
divorce. MPs will hold their first discussion on
legislation giving the government the power to
trigger Article 50 of the EU’s Lisbon Treaty, open-
ing two years of negotiations on leaving the

bloc. While the bill is expected to pass the House
of Commons, it could be delayed in the upper
House of Lords as May’s Conservative Party does
not have a majority there. The government had
sought to exclude parliament, insisting it had
the power to trigger Article 50 on its own, but
the Supreme Court last week ruled it must con-
sult lawmakers.

A majority of both houses of parliament

opposed Brexit, but May has urged them to
respect the result of the June referendum, when
52 percent of Britons voted to end the country’s
four-decade membership of the EU. “I hope that
when people come to look at the Article 50 bill
they will recognize it is a very simple decision:
do they support the will of the British people or
not?” she told reporters on Monday. May is

under intense pressure to push the bill through
quickly, having promised EU leaders that she will
trigger Article 50 by the end of March.

‘Decision already made’
At just 143 words, the European Union

Notification of Withdrawal Bill has been tightly
drafted, making it difficult to amend either to
delay the government’s plans or to tie its hands

in the talks. Opposition Labor leader Jeremy
Corbyn has promised not to block the bill, but
his party-like the wider country-is deeply divid-
ed over Brexit and a large minority of his MPs
are expected to rebel.  Dozens of May ’s
Conservative MPs are also opposed to her plan
to pull Britain out of the single market when it
leaves the EU, fearing the damage to one of the
bloc’s biggest economies.

But most have promised to back the govern-
ment, as long as ministers keep parliament
informed on their strategy and the course of the
negotiations. “It is not a bill about whether or not
the UK should leave the EU, or how it should do
so,” Brexit secretary David Davis said ahead of the
debate. “It is simply about implementing a deci-
sion already made, a point of no return already
passed.” Several opposition MPs have submitted
amendments to kill the legislation in its prelimi-
nary phase, but they are unlikely to succeed.

A vote today allowing the bill to move to its
next stage is viewed as largely procedural. Over
three days next week, however, the Commons
will consider more substantive amendments on
issues such as access to Europe’s single market.
There are also demands for greater involvement
from the devolved parliaments of Wales,
Scotland and Northern Ireland, with the latter
two voting in June for Britain to remain in the
EU. The bill will then move to the Lords for
debate from February 20, with the government
hoping for their approval by March 7.

The Times newspaper said this could mean
that Britain-the first country to vote to leave the
EU-would trigger Article 50 at an EU summit on
March 9-10. The Article 50 process gives Britain
just two years to negotiate its departure and, it
hopes, a new trade deal with the EU before it
leaves. But the European Commission’s Brexit
negotiator Michel Barnier has said the talks must
be wrapped up by October 2018 to give the EU
and national parliaments time to ratify the final
agreement. May has promised that parliament
will be able to vote on the final divorce deal
agreed with Brussels. — AFP 

UK lawmakers take first 
step to starting Brexit

Britain to embark on a historic divorce

LONDON: British Prime Minister Theresa May leaves 10 Downing Street after the weekly cabi-
net meeting in central London yesterday. — AFP 

LONDON: British Foreign Minister Boris Johnson arrives at Downing street in central
London for the weekly cabinet meeting. — AFP 

LONDON: The British parliament is set to
debate for the first time the government’s
bill to trigger the country’s departure from
the European Union, following a referendum
last year in which a majority voted for Brexit.
Prime Minister Theresa May has said Britain
will leave the EU’s single market and seek a
new customs deal with the bloc. But the pre-
cise timings and terms of departure are
uncertain as negotiations have yet to begin.
Here is an outline of what we know so far:

Referendum
On June 23, 2016, Britons voted to leave

the EU by 52 percent in favor to 48 percent
against, although most voters in Scotland,
Northern Ireland and London backed
remaining part of the bloc. Britain has had
a love-hate relationship with Brussels since
joining what was then the European
Economic Community in 1973. Former
Prime Minister David Cameron, who took
office in 2010, called the referendum in a
bid to end long-standing divisions in his
Conservative party but his campaign to
stay in the EU failed. 

Timing
Cameron’s successor May has said she

wants to trigger Article 50 - the formal pro-
cedure for leaving the EU under the Lisbon
Treaty-by the end of March. Finance minis-
ter Philip Hammond has said he expects
negotiations to begin before the summer.
Article 50 foresees a maximum two-year
time period for the negotiations. If no deal
is in place by then, Britain would have to
leave without any agreement on future ties
with the EU, unless the timeframe for talks is
extended by unanimous agreement of all
member states. The EU’s top Brexit negotia-
tor Michel Barnier has said there should be
an agreement in place ahead of the 2019
European Parliament elections.

Parliament
Britain’s Supreme Court ruled earlier this

month that May must receive parliamentary
approval before triggering Article 50, and
the government last week brought a short
draft bill backing her timetable before the
House of Commons-to be debated. Most
MPs supported Britain staying in the EU but
are expected to back the start of Article 50
talks-although opponents have already

tabled amendments that could slow up the
process. May has also promised that any
final deal on Britain’s future relations with
the EU would go before both chambers of
parliament for a vote.

Transition deal
In a major speech on January 17, May said

she wanted a “phased approach” to ensure
stability for businesses between the moment
Britain leaves the EU and the implementa-
tion of its new relationship with the bloc. “We
will seek to avoid a disruptive cliff edge,” she
said. May added that all existing EU laws that
apply in Britain will be turned into British
laws under a “Great Repeal Bill” and parlia-
ment will then be able to choose which ones
to keep, reject or amend.

Immigration
May has said she will make cutting

immigration a priority in negotiations, after
the issue dominated the referendum cam-
paign. Hundreds of thousands of people,
mainly from eastern and southern Europe,
move to Britain each year. In her Brexit
speech, she gave no detail of what the new
entry criteria will be for Europeans, but
acknowledged that this demand would
mean Britain leaving the EU’s single market.
May has refused to confirm that EU citizens
already in Britain will be able to stay after
Brexit until similar guarantees are offered
to Britons living elsewhere in the bloc.

Trade
May said she wants “maximum possible

access” for British companies to the single
market even though Britain will no longer
be a member, and also called for a new
customs arrangement with the EU. She
said full  customs union membership
would prevent Britain from striking its
own trade deals with other countries but
said the country could remain a signatory
to some parts of the customs union. May
also warned EU member states against
pushing for harsh exit terms for Britain,
saying it would be “an act of calamitous
self-harm” for the European Union. She
warned that she could “change the basis
of Britain’s economic model”-for example
by slashing business taxes-if British com-
panies are excluded from accessing the
single market. — AFP 

Brexit: What we know

QUEBEC: Abdi was sitting cross-legged on
the floor reading the Quran with his friends
when the shooting began - a staccato spray
of bullets into the crowd of worshippers
gathered on Sunday at the mosque in
Quebec City, Canada. It was the shout from
the doorway that alerted them: “Allahu
akbar!” which means “God is greatest!” “We
all turned and that’s the point when they
started shooting,” said Abdi, a 22-year-old
student who declined to give his last name,
fearing for his safety.

Abdi hit the floor, arms over his head
and ears. But he could still hear the men
around him praying for their lives until
gunfire cut them short. He felt a trio of bul-
lets whisk over his head. “Everyone got
down, and those people standing in prayer,
two of them were in the same row as I was,
and the bullets hit them,” said Abdi, who
spoke with Reuters Monday from his home
in Montreal. He was in Quebec City visiting

friends when he was caught in the carnage.
“People were praying to God, ‘Save us

from this hell; save us from this massacre.’”
Again and again, Abdi heard the sound of
reloading guns. He prayed the attackers
would not go upstairs, where the women
and children were gathered. “I thought I
was going to die.” Abdi is convinced he saw
two shooters. Police say there was only one.
It was not until police cleared the scene that
Abdi opened his eyes. He stood and beheld
“a graveyard” - dead, dying and injured peo-
ple just feet from where he and his friends
had lain. “It was a horrible moment.”

The phrase “Allahu akbar” is a common
rel igious invocation that  has been
uttered by some attackers in incidents
inspired by Islamic State. But that night,
Abdi said, he could tell it was not a Muslim
speaking it. “The tone of voice is different
for a person who speaks Arabic or who
can recite the Quran.” — Reuters

AVDIIVKA: Fighting between gov-
ernment troops and Russia-backed
separatist rebels in eastern Ukraine
escalated yesterday, killing at least
eight people overnight, injuring
dozens and briefly trapping more
than 200 coalminers underground,
the warring sides reported. Rebels
in Donetsk said an electricity sub-
station was damaged in shelling,
cutting power to the Zasyadko coal
mine in Donetsk. The mine is notori-
ous for its safety standards; 33 peo-
ple were killed there in 2015 by a
methane blast.

With elevators not working, the
miners had been trapped under-
ground for several hours before
local authorities found the backup
generators outside the mine to get
the elevators working. By midday
yesterday, at least 152 of 200 men
had been able to get out.  Separatist
military spokesman Eduard Basurin,
in an interview with Russian state
Rossiya 24 television yesterday,
denied reports that separatist
shelling cut power lines and heat-

ing stations in Avdiivka, saying they
had been damaged earlier.

The artillery shelling, which
appears to be the worst in many
months, was concentrated around
the government-controlled town of
Avdiivka, home to a giant coking
plant. Its director said on Monday that
preparations were being made to
stop production, something rarely
done throughout the conflict that has
claimed more than 9,600 lives since it
began in 2014. A cease-fire deal
struck in Minsk in 2015 has helped to
reduce but not stop the fighting.

Oleksandr Turchynov, chairman of
the Ukrainian Security and Defense
Council, said yesterday that heavy
shelling around Avdiivka, on the
northern outskirts of the separatist
stronghold of Donetsk, killed at least
three troops and injured 24 more.
The press office of the Ukrainian gov-
ernment’s operation in the east
reported an unspecified number of
civilian casualties. It also said the
rebels turned down the govern-
ment’s offer to cease fire to allow the

removal of the dead and wounded.
In Donetsk, the rebels’ Donetsk

News Agency reported four rebel
fighters died and seven were
injured overnight as well as three
civilians. One civilian was killed in
shelling in Donetsk, Basurin told
Russian news agencies. Dmitry
Peskov, spokesman for Russian
President Vladimir Putin yesterday
accused the Ukrainian government
of provoking the crisis. The Kremlin
has “reliable information” that
Ukrainian volunteer battalions
crossed the front line Monday night
and tried to capture rebel territory,
Peskov told reporters in Moscow.

Salvos of heavy-caliber artillery
were heard throughout the night
and late morning in Avdiivka, where
several thousand people have been
without electricity for days. Fighting
has cut water  supplies for most of
the town and it was left without
heating in the dead of winter.
Temperatures plunged to -18
Centigrade (0 Fahrenheit) yesterday
morning. The local hospital was

flooded overnight with injured sol-
diers, who were operated on and
taken to a town further away from
the front line, according to an
Associated Press reporter at the
scene. Several private houses were
damaged in the shelling. Kiev-
based independent political analyst
Vadim Karasyov said an escalation
in the east could be beneficial to
both the separatists and the
Ukrainian government.

“Kiev is eager to win support of
the new Trump administration, and
for this they need to show that sep-
aratists and the Kremlin are derail-
ing the peace accords,” he said. “For
the Kremlin, it’s important to show
that it holds war and peace in its
hands - if the new US administra-
tion wants peace in Ukraine, it
needs to offer something in return.”
Local water supply company Water
of Donbass said on Monday the
Donetsk Water Filtration Station, a
crucial source of clean water for
both sides of the conflict, came
under shelling. — AP

DONETSK: Ukrainian medical servicemen stand on an Armored Personnel Carriers (APC) after they carried wounded servicemen to hospital in
Ukraine-controlled town of Avdiivka, in Donetsk region. — AFP 

8 killed as separatists battle Ukraine troops 

Mosque shooting: A shout, 
hail of bullets, then death

QUEBEC: A police officer looks for evidence under a car in the area of a Quebec City
mosque yesterday. A shooting at a Quebec City mosque Sunday night left multiple
dead and injured. One suspect was arrested at the scene and another nearby. — AP 


