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Hollande vows to tackle foreign fighters
BAGHDAD: Iraqis inspect a charred vehicle on the site of a bomb attack yesterday in Sadr City, a majority Shiite neighborhood in the northeast of the capital. (Inset) Iraqi Prime
Minister Haider Al-Abadi greets Hollande prior to their meeting yesterday. — AFP/AP 

ARBIL, Iraq: Western support for military
action against the Islamic State group is key to
preventing attacks at home, French President
Francois Hollande said yesterday in Iraq, where
yet another bombing killed dozens. A suicide
bomber detonated an explosives-laden car on
a square in Baghdad’s Sadr City neighborhood,
killing at least 32 people in the latest attack on
the Iraqi capital claimed by IS.

France, one of the most active members of
the US-led coalition fighting the extremist
group, is particularly concerned over the return
of a large contingent of French militants from
Syria and Iraq. “Taking action against terrorism
here in Iraq is also preventing acts of terrorism
on our own soil,” Hollande said at a base where
French soldiers have been training elite Iraqi
forces. Hollande, the only major Western head
of state to have visited Baghdad since the
coalition was set up in 2014, stressed that sup-
porting Iraq was one of the surest ways of

securing Europe. Of European countries target-
ed by terror attacks claimed or inspired by IS,
France has been the worst hit, but attacks have
also been carried out in Belgium and Germany.
Besides the defeated fighters who are expect-
ed to return to Europe in the coming months,
radicalized children who grew up in the
“caliphate” IS proclaimed in 2014 are also seen
as ticking bombs. “We will have to deal with
the issue of the return of foreign fighters... who
committed crimes, who brought their families
with them, including in some cases very young
children,” Hollande said.

Since it joined the United States in the
coalition in September 2014, France says its
warplanes have conducted 5,700 sorties,
around 1,000 strikes and destroyed more than
1,700 targets. France has 14 Rafale fighter jets
that are stationed in Jordan and the United
Arab Emirates and taking part in coalition
operations. It also has 500 soldiers training

and advising elite Iraqi forces and CAESAR
artillery vehicles stationed south of Mosul to
provide support for ongoing operations to
retake the city. Australia, Britain and Italy are
also part of the 60-member coalition support-
ing Iraq’s efforts  against IS.

2017 ‘year of victories’
Hollande said the recapture of Mosul, Iraq’s

second city and the militants’ last major bas-
tion in the country, was a matter of weeks but
warned efforts should then focus on Raqqa in
Syria. “I f  Daesh is eradicated in Iraq but
remains in Syria, we know full well that acts
will be carried out here in the Middle East but
also on our own soil in France, in Europe,” said
Hollande. He met Iraqi President Fuad Masum,
a Kurd, and Prime Minister Haider Al-Abadi,
from the largest Shiite political bloc, and
called for reconciliation and unity after IS is
defeated. He then flew to the northern city of

Arbil, the capital of Iraq’s autonomous Kurdish
region, where he met local leader Massud
Barzani. Hollande began his trip with a visit to
a base near Baghdad where French forces are
training Iraq’s elite Counter-Terrorism Service,
the force that has spearheaded most major
anti-IS operations in Iraq since 2014. It was CTS
that first breached the city limits of Mosul late
last year in an effort to retake it from IS.

But the going has been tough for Iraqi
forces, partly because hundreds of thousands
of civilians have remained in the city, slowing
their advance. Abadi had promised his forces
would rid the country of IS by the end of
2016 but he said last week that three more
months would be needed to achieve that
goal. Some observers argue the new timeline
remains ambitious, given the continued pres-
ence of IS fighters in other parts of the coun-
try. Hollande predicted yesterday that 2017
would be “a year of victories” against terror-

ism but,  while its  “caliphate” appears
doomed, IS still has the ability to sow chaos
by attacking softer targets. 

Deadly Baghdad bomb 
A suicide car bomb blast killed at least 32

people and wounded more than 60 yesterday
in Baghdad’s Shiite majority neighborhood of
Sadr City. Police officials said the bomber
struck on a square where daily laborers were
waiting for jobs, causing one of the highest
casualty tolls in the capital in months. Pictures
posted on social media shortly after the explo-
sion showed a huge plume of black smoke bil-
lowing into the sky and seriously injured peo-
ple being evacuated. IS claimed responsibility
for the attack via its propaganda agency
Amaq, saying the “martyrdom operation” had
killed about 40 people. It also claimed another
bombing on Saturday that left at least 27 dead
in a busy area of central Baghdad. — AFP 
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CHICAGO: One of the most violent years in
Chicago history ended with a sobering tally: 762
homicides, the most in two decades in the city and
more than New York and Los Angeles combined.
The nation’s third largest city also saw 1,100 more
shooting incidents last year than it did in 2015,
according to data released Sunday by the Chicago
Police Department. The statistics underline a story
of bloodshed that has put Chicago at the center of
a national dialogue about gun violence.

The numbers are staggering, even for those
who followed the steady news accounts of week-
ends ending with dozens of shootings and month-
ly death tolls that hadn’t been seen in years. The
increase in homicides compared to 2015, when 485
were reported, is the largest spike in 60 years.
Police and city officials have lamented the flood of
illegal guns into the city, and the crime statistics
appeared to support their claims: Police recovered
8,300 illegal guns in 2016, a 20 percent increase
from the previous year.

Chicago Police Superintendent Eddie Johnson
said during a news conference Sunday that
Chicago is among many US cities that have seen a
spike in violence, including in attacks on police. He
said anger at police, including in the wake of video
released that showed a white Chicago officer
shooting a black teenager 16 times, has left crimi-
nals “emboldened” to violent crimes. He also said
it’s becoming clearer to criminals that they have lit-
tle to fear from the criminal justice system. “In
Chicago, we just don’t have a deterrent to pick up a
gun,” he said. “Any time a guy stealing a loaf of
bread spends more time pre-trial in jail than a gun
offender, something is wrong.”

Johnson, who has for months complained about
Illinois’ lax gun laws, said he thinks more and more
gang members are arming themselves because the
price for being caught is small compared to other
large cities. He said gang members he has spoken
to consider the court system “a joke”. The bulk of the
deaths and shooting incidents, which jumped from
2,426 in 2015 to 3,550 last year, occurred in only five
of the city’s 22 police districts on the city’s South
and West sides, all poor and predominantly black
areas where gangs are most active.

Police said the shootings in those areas general-
ly weren’t random, with more than 80 percent of
the victims having previously been identified by
police as more susceptible because of their gang
ties or past arrests. The city has scrambled to
address the violence. Mayor Rahm Emanuel
announced last year that 1,000 officers would be
added to the police department. At the same time,
police officials have been trying to figure out why
homicides and shootings - which began climbing
the year before - suddenly surged.

‘Viral video’
On Sunday, Johnson said he hoped several ini-

tiatives - including more street cameras in some of
the city’s most dangerous neighborhoods, and the
expansion of gunshot-detection systems - would
lead to more arrests and drive down the violent
crime rate. Johnson has said several factors have
contributed to the increased violence. 

He noted 2016 was the first full year since the
city was forced in Nov 2015 to release video of the
fatal police shooting of Laquan McDonald, the
black 17-year-old boy who was shot 16 times by a

white police officer. The video cost former Chicago
Police Superintendent Garry McCarthy his job,
sparked major protests around the city, and led to
federal and state investigations of the police
department. It also left Johnson with the task of
trying to restore public trust in what appeared to
be a weakened police force, a perception that was
only buttressed by a dramatic drop in the number
of arrests in 2016. 

The police department has cited several factors
for the declining numbers, including a concerted
effort not to make minor drug arrests and focus on
gun violence. Johnson pointed to gun arrests and
gun seizures as evidence that his officers are
aggressively fighting crime.

But critics said they have no doubt that officers
have become far more reluctant to do their jobs
since the McDonald video was released and the
officer who killed the teen was charged with mur-
der. “It’s almost like a pull back so they (gangs) can
kill each other sort of thing,” said the Rev Marshall
Hatch, a prominent minister in one of Chicago’s
most dangerous neighborhoods on the West Side. 

Johnson acknowledged in a recent interview
with AP that officers have become more cautious -
in part out of fear of becoming the next “viral
video”. He also said a state law that took effect last
January requiring officers to fill out lengthy contact
cards when they stop someone has resulted in few-
er stops, because the cards require more paper-
work for officers and the cards are “scrutinized” by
federal judges. He said those concerns are not lost
on criminals. “Criminals watch TV, pay attention to
the media,” he said. “They see an opportunity to
commit nefarious activity.” — AP 
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