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ROME: Nightmarish conditions in Libya are
helping to drive a surge in the numbers of
migrants attempting to reach Italy in the
depths of winter, humanitarian officials and
asylum seekers say. European efforts to
close the route are also thought to lie
behind a 30 to 40 percent increase in the
number of mainly African migrants who
have landed at Italian ports in the first two
months of this year, compared to the same
period in 2015 and 2016.

More than 2,700 people have been res-
cued in recent days, including a newborn
delivered on a Norwegian police vessel. The
latest arrivals will lift the total for January
and February above 12,000. The number of
deaths has also spiked: survivor testimonies

point to 350 so far this year, compared to
around 100 in the same period of last year,
according to the UN. The dangers of winter
crossings were underlined in February 2015
when four rubber dinghies packed with
migrants were caught in a storm that was to
claim some 330 lives, including many who
froze to death and 20 who perished in the
course of what rescuers described as a hell-
ish salvage operation.

‘Hit until you faint’ 
“The increase in arrivals is probably due to

living conditions in Libya becoming ever
more dangerous,” said Flavio Di Giacomo,
spokesman for the International Organisation
for Migration (IOM), one of the agencies that

helps migrants on their arrival in Italy. Sairon
Kamara, one of the people rescued last week,
described the brutality of the traffickers who
organise the migrants’ journeys.

“The people would beat us every day
and hang us (upside down) with rope,”
Kamara told an AFP reporter on board the
Golfo Azzurro, a rescue boat operated by
Spanish charity Proactiva Open Arms. “It was
not easy, every day people are dying. Every
day, people die.” 

Another Guinean, Bari Mamadu,
described how the smugglers would force
migrants to call their families to ask for more
money. “When you dial the number, they hit
you so your parents will hear you screaming
... there are five people hitting you with

thick piping, hitting, hitting until you faint.”
Griselle, from Guinea-Bissau, said he had

seen 15 people die from the blows, or as a
result of being deprived of food and water.
“Libya is hell,” he said. “They treat us like
goods that can be bought and sold.” Last
week, the corpses of 13 Africans were found
suffocated in a container they had been
locked in for four days prior to a planned
departure.

Not all those leaving Libya had come to
the North African state with the firm inten-
tion of trying to travel on to Europe. A group
of 75 Bangladeshis rescued last week said
they had worked in the country for four
years before deciding it had become too
unsafe to stay amid ongoing violence

between warring factions. At the same time,
the traffickers are using European moves to
block their trade as an enticement to per-
suade would-be migrants to book their pas-
sage as soon as possible.

Earlier this month, Italy and Libya signed
an EU-backed memorandum of understand-
ing under which Italy’s coast guard will help
train and equip its Libyan equivalent to make
it more effective in stopping boats. 

“The traffickers say it will be the Libyans
doing the rescue operations in a couple of
months and bringing everyone back to
Libya,” said the IOM’s Di Giacamo. 

“ That ’s the last thing most of the
migrants want so they think they have to
hurry up and leave.” — AFP 

Libyan ‘hell’ driving new migrant surge

MOSUL: Iraqi forces stand next to the body of an alleged Islamic State (IS) group fighter as they advance through Mosul’s Jawasaq neighbor-
hood yesterday, during an offensive to retake the area from the jihadists. — AFP 

SOUTH OF MOSUL: Iraqi forces battling the
Islamic State group in west Mosul reached the
city’s southernmost bridge yesterday, a key step
in efforts to defeat the jihadists in their strong-
hold, a spokesman said. The move, a little more
than a week into a major push on Mosul’s west
bank, could allow Iraqi forces to extend a float-
ing bridge between the city’s two halves and
pile pressure on the jihadists.

“The Rapid Response force and the federal
police have liberated Jawsaq neighborhood and
now control the western end of the fourth
bridge,” Brigadier General Yahya Rasool told AFP.
The spokesman for the Joint Operations
Command was referring to the southernmost of
five bridges-all of which are damaged and unus-
able-across the Tigris River that divides the
northern Iraqi city. “That means the bridge is
under control on both sides,” said Rasool.

Government forces retook the east bank from
IS a month ago, completing a key phase in an
offensive on Mosul that began on October 17
and has involved tens of thousands of fighters.
Engineering units will be expected to deploy a
so-called “ribbon bridge” across the Tigris that
will allow the connection of the western side’s
active front lines to the already retaken east
bank. Rasool said that the interior ministry’s
Rapid Response force had now fully retaken two
neighborhoods on the west bank, while forces
from the elite Counter-Terrorism Service have
retaken another further west. “The street fight-
ing is intense, these are populated neighbor-
hoods,” Rasool said. “But our forces are fighting

deep in the west, the enemy is broken.” Iraq
forces were also retaking desert territory south-
west of the city in order to further cut off Mosul
from IS-held territory in Syria. “In general, all the
troops are moving forward as planned and
doing so rapidly,” Staff Lieutenant General
Abdelamir Yarallah told AFP from Talul Al-
Atshana, the highest point in the Nineveh
province, of which Mosul is the capital.

Nearly a month after wresting back full con-
trol of the city’s east bank from the jihadists, Iraqi
forces launched a fresh push on the western
side, which is a little smaller but very densely
populated. They made quick initial gains, blitz-
ing through the last open areas south of the city
limits, facing limited resistance from IS as they
retook the airport and a nearby military base. IS
fighters have hunkered down deep inside the
city, and while Iraqi forces are still advancing
steadily, the battle is expected to get tougher
the farther they venture towards the centre.

Iraqi aviation helicopters and air strikes by
the US-led coalition have played a key role in the
latest progress, but the density of the civilian
population inside the city will limit air support.
The west bank of Mosul includes the Old City,
where Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi made his only pub-
lic appearance in July 2014 and proclaimed a
“caliphate” straddling Iraq and Syria.

Some of its streets are too narrow for military
vehicles and will oblige Iraqi forces to undertake
perilous dismounted operations. What the
jihadists still hold of Mosul is their last major
urban bastion in Iraq, and its recapture would

crown more than two years of a bloody counter-
offensive to retake the third of the country it lost
to IS in 2014.

Starvation risk 
IS’s “caliphate” has shrunk to a rump, but it still

controls the Syrian city of Raqa and remote, scat-
tered pockets of territory in both countries. The
fighting in Mosul’s west bank has raised con-
cerns about the fate of the estimated 750,000 or
more people trapped there with dwindling food
supplies and little or no access to health servic-
es. The United Nations’ food agency said
accounts by recently displaced people it was
helping were very alarming. 

“We are hearing from some families that food
has drastically risen in price and is unaffordable.
In extreme cases, people cannot access food at
all,” the WFP’s Iraq chief Sally Haydock said. The
Norwegian Refugee Council said on Sunday it
had received reports that some people were sur-
viving on bird feed.

The UN has said it was planning for a possible
exodus of 250,000 people or more from west
Mosul. Yet only a few hundred families have fled
their homes as Iraqi forces retook their neigh-
borhoods over the past week.

Some are unable to leave because IS uses
them as human shields, while others decide
against exposing themselves to cross fire or leav-
ing their property unprotected. Some residents
may also be IS supporters willing to help
jihadists in their last stand or afraid to face arrest
if they leave. — AFP 

Iraq forces reach 

key Mosul bridge
Next step to defeat the jihadists in their stronghold

BATI KOT: Two Afghan friends were incarcerated
together at Guantanamo Bay, but they chose stark-
ly divergent paths after release-one became an
Islamic State jihadist, the other joined the US-led
government fight to crush the group. Haji Ghalib
and Abdul Rahim Muslim Dost, whose friendship
coalesced around a shared love for poetry, were
scooped up in the post-9/11 American dragnet and
shipped off to the prison camp in Cuba.

Their journey encapsulates Guantanamo’s failed
legacy in the fight to expunge radicalism, as
President Donald Trump appears set to reverse pre-
vious US efforts to scale it back. “Guantanamo is
the worst place on Earth,” said Ghalib, who esti-
mates he is 49, deep creases lining his gaunt face.
“Every day I ask myself the same questions: ‘Why
was I taken? Why did they ruin five years of my life?
Why is there no justice, no compensation?’” 

After burnishing his reputation as a fearsome
commander against the Soviets and the Taleban,
Ghalib was serving in the Afghan police in 2003
when he was unexpectedly accused of insurgent
links. Authorities ignominiously stripped him of his
post, tore his uniform off publicly, and sent him to
Guantanamo until the American military conclud-
ed in 2007 that he was “not assessed as being a
member of Al Qaeda or the Taliban”.

When freed, Ghalib channelled his resentment

to fight not the Americans but those he calls the
“real enemies of Afghanistan”-the Taliban and,
recently, Islamic State jihadists, who are making
inroads into the country. That includes his former
friend Muslim Dost, who Western and Afghan offi-
cials describe as a top IS commander in eastern
Nangarhar province, and who was released from
Guantanamo two years before Ghalib.

‘Seedbed of terrorism’ 
A gifted demagogue, Muslim Dost spent his

time inside Guantanamo praying and preaching to
other inmates about jihad alongside 9/11 accused
Khalid Sheikh Mohammed. “When he preached the
inmates wept,” Ghalib recalled. 

“They were left shaken by his loud, mesmerising
voice.” Muslim Dost scribbled poems on drinking
cups for lack of writing material. One verse pub-
lished in the book “Poems of Guantanamo” by US
law professor Marc Falkoff reads:

“Consider what might compel a man to kill him-
self, or another // “Does oppression not demand
some reaction against the oppressor?”
“Guantanamo is a seedbed of terrorism,” said Kako,
35, who was imprisoned along with his cousin
Ghalib and returned to be a corn farmer. “It gave
legitimacy to fanatics like Muslim Dost.”

Guantanamo, opened in 2002, remains a light-

ning rod for anti-American sentiment. Nearly a
quarter of the total number of detainees were
Afghans, most later found to be noncombatants
who were mistakenly apprehended or wrongfully
turned over by local bounty-hunters or personal
rivals. “Arbitrary detention was a powerful factor
driving some Afghans to insurgency, helping spark
a new phase in a long and bitter conflict,” said
“Kafka in Cuba”, a recent report from the
Afghanistan Analysts Network.

The report by AAN analyst Kate Clark revealed
that eight of the longest-serving Afghan detainees
were held on “vague accusations, rife with hearsay,
gross errors of fact and testimony obtained under
duress and torture”. 

“It is now 16 years since the US began its inter-
vention in Afghanistan and 15 years since it sent
the first Afghans to Cuba. Yet the conflict, like
America’s dilemma of what to do with its legacy of
war on terror detainees, shows no sign of ending.”

Barack Obama, who sought to shut down
Guantanamo, shipped detainees out until the last
days of his presidency. But Trump may be set to bar
the transfers and bring in new detainees, US media
have said, citing a draft executive order. “America
may consider Guantanamo a necessity, but they
need to differentiate between fundamentalists and
patriots,” Ghalib said. — AFP

ATHBAH: The sinkhole that could be the
largest mass grave in Iraq’s latest conflict is
barely visible from the road, nothing more
than a small depression behind a desert ridge
near Mosul.  The place known as the Khasfah
(an Arabic word for a crack or a hole that
opens up in the ground) was once a local
curiosity, a natural formation that many locals
believe was caused by a meteorite.

But the Islamic State group transformed it
into a “place of death” after capturing the area
in June 2014, using it as an execution site and
a mass grave where they disposed of victims,
according to local residents.  “They would
bring them blindfolded, their hands tied
behind their backs.  The Khasfah would be in
front of them, they would make them kneel
down, shoot them in the head and push
them in,” said Mohamed Yassin, 56, a resident
of the nearby town of Hammam Al-Alil.

A retired soldier, he said he saw people
being executed at the site on several occa-
sions after IS captured the area in June 2014.
He was in the area regularly, transporting oil
from a site just meters away, and said he saw
executions there at least six times.  Most of
those killed, he said, were policeman, soldiers
or government employees, judged guilty for
their association with the Iraqi state.  “People
became afraid of the place, it became a place
of death, a place where you’d be executed.”

Sinkhole bulldozed over 
Hussein Khalaf Hilal, 73, was taken to the

Khasfah by IS fighters who accused him of
violating their rules by treating people with
religious folk medicine. “They came to the
house, they blindfolded me, tied my hands
behind my back and took me away in a car
with blacked out windows,” he told AFP.
“They took me there because they wanted
me to pledge allegiance, to frighten me.”

He said IS fighters marched people into
the pit after forcing them to take pills. “They
would line them up, ten by ten, 15 by 15,” he
said.  He declined to pledge allegiance, but
asked for a chance to consider the matter,
and was taken to prison instead.

The stories of mass executions match
what Belkis Wille, senior Iraq researcher for
Human Rights Watch, has heard for months.
“I started hearing about this location about a
year ago, in interviews I was doing with peo-

ple who had fled IS control,” she said.  They
told her about people who had been execut-
ed at the sinkhole, and prisoners whose IS
guards told them they were taking detainees
to the Khasfah to be killed.

HRW examined satellite imagery that sug-
gested the sinkhole was filling up, and local
residents told AFP that IS had piled rusted car
parts and shipping containers into it, before
bulldozing earth on top.  A month after the
area was taken from IS, the once-cavernous
hole now extends just a few meters down for
most of its surface.  In the centre, there is a
smaller, deeper hole, with the carcass of a
vehicle lying on top. The area is strewn with
IEDs, both inside and around its perimeter,
and is in territory patrolled by Iraq’s Hashed
Al-Shaabi paramilitaries.

‘Place of sadness’ 
“This is a place where you feel sadness,”

said Hashed fighter Abu Ahmed Hassani. “You
think about all the Iraqis who have been exe-
cuted, from all the sects,” he said. “They killed
children, they killed old people, women,
men.” And the Khasfah is still claiming lives.
On Saturday, a reporter from Kurdish channel
Rudaw and three Hashed members were
killed at the mouth of its central hole, when
an IED detonated.  No exact figures yet exist
for the number of bodies that could be
buried in the sinkhole.

“The figure that we hear over and over
again in interviews is 4,000,” said Wille, stressing
the information was as yet impossible to verify.
HRW wants to see Iraq’s government, which
has an inter-ministerial team dedicated to deal-
ing with mass graves, carry out an extensive
operation to protect and excavate the site.

“We’d want to see that team going up as
quickly as possible, marking off the site both to
protect it and also to stop people going to a
site that’s contaminated,” said Wille. “After that
comes the harder job, which is first collecting
the surface remains... for use by forensic
experts to start identification, and after that the
much harder work of excavating the remains
that are below.” 

But Hassani said he thought it would be
impossible to excavate the many layers of the
sinkhole. “What should happen is that it should
be covered over, and become a cemetery for
Iraqi martyrs,” he said. — AFP

The hidden horror at Khasfah: 

Mass graves beneath the dirt

ATHBAH: A member of the Hashed Al-Shaabi (Popular Mobilisation) paramilitaries,
walks next to a sinkhole, known as the Khasfah (an Arabic word for a crack or a hole
that opens up in the ground), in the village of Athbah, south of Mosul. — AFP

KADUNA: Long-standing tensions between
herdsmen and farmers have flared up again
in Kaduna state, northern Nigeria, leaving
possibly hundreds dead in tit-for-tat vio-
lence. Earlier this month at least 21 people
were killed and several homes were
destroyed when suspected cattle drivers
attacked five farming communities.

Three districts in the predominantly
Christian south of the state-Kaura, Jema’a
and Zangon Kataf-have been riven by con-
flict for the last three decades. But the
clashes between the Muslim, largely Hausa-
speaking Fulani cattle drivers and the main-
ly Christian farmers have escalated since
December, when a Fulani chief was killed.
The Roman Catholic Church last month
claimed more than 800 local Christians
have died in that time and 27,000 people
have been forced to flee, while 16 churches
and 1,500 homes were destroyed. Police
and the National Emergency Management
Agency (NEMA) disputed the figures but
still put the death toll at about 200.

Foreign herdsmen? 
Land and grazing rights have long been

seen as the root of the fighting, although
politics, religion and ethnicity are also driv-
ing factors. The Kaduna state governor,
Nasir el-Rufai, blamed the latest attacks on
herdsmen from as far away as Chad in the
east and Mali to the west. Traditional cattle
routes bring nomadic Fulani from about 14
African countries into southern Kaduna as

they seek out pastures for their herds.
Ibrahim Abdullahi, from the Miyetti Allah
Cattle Breeders Association of Nigeria
(MACBAN), said foreign-based Fulani lost
cattle in post-election violence that hit
Kaduna in 2011. El-Rufai said he had to
compensate them for their livestock to pre-
vent further revenge attacks. But Sunday
Ibrahim, secretary of the Christian
Association of Nigeria (CAN) in northern
Nigeria, disagreed with the payments and
said they had been ineffective. “Paying
herdsmen who crossed into Nigeria and
killed such a large number of people only
emboldens them to carry out more killings
for which they get paid,” he told AFP.

Fulani of the Jema’a emirate began rul-
ing the pagan tribes of what is now south-
ern Kaduna state in the early 1800s, as part
of the Sokoto caliphate in northern Nigeria.
Solomon Musa, from the Southern Kaduna
People’s Union, said the Fulani treated
indigenous tribes as “second-class citizens”-
and still do, putting “a wedge to peaceful
coexistence”. Benedicta Kato, publisher of
Minority Report Nigeria that documents the
violence, said nothing changed even with
the later conversion of tribes to Christianity
and British colonial rule. “The general feel-
ing of oppression of our ancestors is there,”
she said. The Kaduna state government has
tried to ensure equal rights but tensions
remain. Last month, suspected Christian
militia ambushed the Jema’a emir’s convoy.
He escaped unhurt. — AFP
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