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MOSUL:  Iraqi girls attend a class at a school in west Mosul. — AFP 

MOSUL: Despite having fallen three years
behind their peers elsewhere in Iraq, it’s been
mostly smiles all around for the girls at Mosul’s
Trablus school since it reopened its damaged
gates after the jihadists fled. With a blast from
her whistle to signal the end of recess, a super-
visor in a black robe and white headscarf called
the teenage girls back to class, during a recent
visit to the school.

The girls chatted all the way back to the
classrooms, each packed with an average of 90
pupils. In late May, the school became the first
to reopen in western Mosul, as Iraqi forces
pressed a sector-by-sector campaign that
would finally this month expel the Islamic
State group from the whole of the country’s
second city.

Several other schools have followed suit.
Under IS, “we had 27 pupils. Now they number
650,” said Nihad Jassem, an administrative
employee at the school in the Mosul al-Jadida
district. Its shrapnel-scarred metal gates have
been covered with sheets and blankets, shat-
tered windows let in the raging summer heat,
the walls are cracked, water and electricity
were only restored on Wednesday, the teach-
ers have not been paid, and the school has a
severe shortage of books-”But we’re happy!”
insisted Jassem.

After three years under IS rule, “we want to
develop, we want to be civilized again. These
girls have a fresh chance,” she said. “Their future
was about to be destroyed forever.” At the next
recess, the girls, aged between 13 and 15, go
back to chatting and giggling in the corridors
or outside in rare spaces in the shade. They all
sport headscarves, at times with a broach or
bow attached, some wearing makeup and a
small number in the niqab full-face veil. “We
cater to everyone here,” Jassem said. “We have a
mission. I want them (the girls) to succeed,” said
Iman Yussef, a teacher of 26 years standing, 10
of them at Trablus school.

‘Wound that hasn’t healed’ 
Under IS rule, teachers were forced to show

up or face arrest by its religious police. “Many
just ran away but those with nowhere to go
had to come,” she said. Biology, history, geogra-
phy and sciences were scrapped from the cur-
riculum, leaving only studies on Islam, and the
Arabic and English languages.

“We don’t talk about those times any more.
It’s like a wound that hasn’t healed, so we don’t
touch it,” said Shada Shammaa, who teaches
Arabic at the school. “In any case, we are not
totally rid of IS. Some of the girls may have fam-
ily members in IS.” Behind the stream of smiles

around the school, fear and sorrow sometimes
come to the surface.

“We’re all happy but our happiness is not
complete because we’ve all lost someone. A
friend of mine was killed together with her
family a few days ago in the Old City,” the last
sector of Mosul recaptured earlier this month,
said 15-year-old Seema Faris. A schoolmate,
Nur Kheiri, chipped in: “The other day someone
apparently wanted to carry out a suicide attack
on a school but was stopped in time. The gov-
ernment should send in soldiers to protect us.”

On the academic front, the priority for pupils
aiming to become professionals one day is to
catch up with their peers, as the Iraqi govern-
ment has said it does not recognize schooling
under IS, which seized control of Mosul in 2014.
In the race to catch up, schools in western
Mosul, which was retaken months after the
eastern sector, are operating in the summer-
time, with holidays cancelled this year.

“ We only have 40 days lef t  before the
exams and we’ve only covered half of the
book,” complained Shams Maher. “It ’s very
crowded and the heat is unbearable, but we
don’t care. What we want is books,” said her
friend Kheiri, with a cheeky smile on her face.
“My favorite subject is chemistry because
that’s the only book available.” —AFP 

Mosul’s schoolgirls aim 
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‘Under IS, we had 27 pupils. Now they number 650’

BEIJING: President Xi Jinping held talks at
the Great Hall of the People with President
Mahmoud Abbas of Palestine, who was in
China for a state visit. Xi Jinping pointed
out that the friendship between China and
Palestine has a long history. China is one of
the first countries to support the just cause
of the Palestinian people, and recognize
the Palestine Liberation Organization and
the State of Palestine. The Chinese and
Palestinian people are truly good friends,
good partners and good brothers with
mutual understanding, mutual trust and
mutual support. In recent years, both coun-
tries have conducted close high-level
exchanges, further consolidated political
mutual trust, and achieved steady develop-
ment from cooperation in various fields.

Xi Jinping stressed that China is willing
to make joint efforts with Palestine to con-
tinuously and firmly support each other on
politics, enhance coordination and cooper-
ation and maintain high-level exchanges,
so as to constantly advance bilateral coop-
eration in various fields. China appreciates
Palestine for its constant adherence to the
one-China policy, and will continue sup-
porting the Palestinian people in the just
cause of restoring the legitimate national
rights. China is ready to, together with
Palestine, co-build the “Belt and Road”, and
support qualified and capable enterprises
of China in developing investment and
cooperation in Palestine, in a bid to achieve
mutual benefit and win-win results. 

China stands ready to cooperate with
Palestine in industrial park construction,
talent raining and solar power station proj-
ect, so as to help Palestine improve its self-
development capacity. Both sides should
continuously enhance exchanges and
cooperation in various fields including cul-
ture, education and scientific research, and
at inter-party, local, non-governmental, and
youth levels, so as to continue to enhance
the friendship between the two peoples. Xi
Jinping put forward four propositions on
promoting the settlement of the
Palestinian issue:

The propositions 
First, firmly advance the political settle-

ment on the basis of the two-state solution.
China firmly supports the two-state solu-
tion and the establishment of an independ-
ent State of Palestine, enjoying full sover-
eignty on the basis of the 1967 borders and
with East Jerusalem as its capital, and will
as always play a constructive role in resolv-
ing the Palestinian issue.

Second, uphold a common, comprehen-
sive, cooperative and sustainable security

concept. China calls for earnest implemen-
tation of the UN Security Council
Resolution 2334 and an immediate stop of
all settlement activities in the occupied ter-
ritories. China hopes that immediate meas-
ures will be taken to prevent violence
against civilians. It is imperative to restart
negotiations as soon as possible, speed up
the political settlement of the Palestinian
issue and achieve common and everlasting
security fundamentally. 

Third, further coordinate efforts of the
international community and strengthen
the concerted efforts for peace. The inter-
national community should further coordi-
nate with one another to put forward
measures for peace with common partici-
pation at an early date. China is willing to
participate in and support all efforts mak-
ing for the political settlement of the
Palestinian issue, and will hold a seminar
for the peace lovers in Palestine and Israel
within this year to contribute ideas and
solutions to the Palestinian issue.

Fourth, comprehensively implement
measures and promote peace with devel-
opment. While promoting political negotia-
tion, it is also important to highly value the
issue of development to advance Palestine-
Israel cooperation. China regards both
Palestine and Israel as important partners
along the “Belt and Road”, and stands ready
to carry out mutually beneficial coopera-
tion in line with the idea of promoting
peace with development to continue sup-
porting Palestine in speeding up its devel-
opment. China proposes to launch China-
Palestine-Israel trilateral dialogue mecha-
nism, and coordinate and push forward
major projects aiding Palestine.

Mahmoud Abbas expressed that the tra-
ditional friendship between Palestine and
China is like real gold, the color of which will
never fade. Sincerely thanking the great
China for always supporting its national just
cause, Palestine will continue adhering to
the one-China policy and supporting China
to achieve national unity. Palestine congrat-
ulates and admires China’s enormous
achievements from economic and social
development, and is ready to cement
exchanges with China at high level and in
various fields, actively participate in the
joint construction of the “Belt and Road”
and expand bilateral cooperation in areas
such as economy, science, technology, infra-
structure, industrial parks and tourism.
Speaking highly of and supporting China’s
constructive proposals to press for a politi-
cal resolution of the Palestinian issue,
Palestine hopes to see China play a bigger
role in the Middle East peace process.

Xi Jinping holds talks with Prez

Mahmoud Abbas of Palestine

ISTANBUL: Turkish cartoonist Musa Kart of the Cumhuriyet newspaper gestures after
being freed from Silivri prison on July 28, 2017 following a Turkish court order to
free the seven defendants in the trial of the Cumhuriyet newspaper staff. —AFP 

Turkey newspaper staff walks 

free after 9 months in prison 

ISTANBUL: Seven staff from the Turkish
opposition newspaper Cumhuriyet walked
free yesterday after nine months in jail,
expressing hope that four colleagues still
behind bars would be released soon. An
Istanbul court had Friday ordered that the
seven be released under judicial control,
meaning they remain charged and will
have to report to the authorities.

The staff from the newspaper, one of the
few voices in the media in Turkey to
oppose Erdogan, had been on trial for aid-
ing terror groups, in accusations
denounced as absurd by supporters. But
the trial, which started earlier this week, is a
test for press freedom under the rule of
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the
most prominent journalists from the news-
paper remain in jail.  The seven freed,
including respected cartoonist Musa Kart,
left Silviri jail on the outskirts of Istanbul to
cheers and embraces from supporters in
the early hours of yesterday. “We were tak-
en away from the people we love, our rela-
tives, our work,” said Kart after his release.

‘No hatred’ 
But he added: “Believe me, during this

period in jail we have felt no hatred, no ran-
cor, we could not live with such thoughts.”
The others released include books supple-
ment editor Turhan Gunay as well as the
paper’s legal executives. They had been
held for 271 days.

The four remaining in custody are the
commentator Kadri Gursel, investigative
journalist Ahmet Sik, the paper’s editor-in-

chief Murat Sabuncu and chief executive
Akin Atalay. Kart said: “I thought I was
going to be very happy to find out that I
was going to be released but I can’t say
that today. Unfortunately, four of our
friends are still behind bars.

“The image of journalists in jail is not
flattering for our country and I hope our
four friends will come out as soon as possi-
ble.” The Cartoonists Rights Network
International (CRNI), which has pushed for
Kart’s release, said the news was “better
than could have been expected” but added
there was “little comfort” for the families of
those returning to jail.

“Deficient justice,” headlined
Cumhuriyet, above the pictures of the four
staff still in prison. “Our friends and their
lawyers proved that the accusations are
baseless and illegal... The world saw it, the
court did not,” it added. The staff are
charged with supporting in their coverage
three entities that Turkey considers terror
groups-the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK),
the ultra-left Revolutionary People’s
Liberation Party-Front (DHKP-C), and the
movement of Fethullah Gulen, the US-
based preacher who Ankara accuses of
ordering last year’s coup attempt.

The next hearing is set for September 11.
If convicted, they face varying terms of up to
43 years in jail. Prosecutors meanwhile said
they would file new accusations against Sik
over an incendiary defense statement he
made on Wednesday where he slammed
Turkey’s ruling party over its past coopera-
tion with the Gulen movement. —AFP 

RAQA: As Islamic State group fighters steadily lose chunks of
their Syrian bastion Raqa to a US-backed force, the jihadists
are ramping up the ferocity of their counter-attacks. The
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) first broke into Raqa in early
June and have advanced in a pincer-like motion towards the
heart of the city. The alliance’s Arab and Kurdish fighters now
hold half of Raqa, but as they tighten the noose around IS, the
jihadist group appears to be lashing out.

“The closer we get to the city centre, the harder IS
defends itself, because it’s completely besieged,” said
Davram Dersem, an SDF field commander. To defend Raqa,
IS has deployed a barrage of car bombs, suicide bombers,
weaponized drones, snipers, and mines scattered across
the city. “They’re cornered like a wounded animal. Raqa is
their main stronghold-they’re not going to abandon it easi-
ly,” Dersem added. 

The Kurdish commander spoke to AFP in the western
Raqa neighborhood of Al-Daraiya. Mortar shells crashed
into surrounding neighborhoods, which were also hit by
the occasional air strike. After IS captured Raqa in 2014, the
group transformed the city into a symbol of its most
macabre practices, including public beheadings. Raqa was
also thought to have been used as a hub for planning
attacks overseas.  Now, much of it has been destroyed by
the fierce fighting and US-led air strikes. Roofs have col-
lapsed and streets are littered with rubble, metal, and glass. 

‘Life-or-death battle’ 
In the adjacent district of Massaken Al-Dubbat, 24-year-

old SDF fighter Talal Sharif pointed at a devastated row of
two-storey homes ahead. “All of this destruction, it ’s
because of their car bombs. There have been at least four in
each of these streets,” Sharif told AFP. “Little by little, they’re
being suffocated in Raqa. This is why they’re resisting.”

Sharif spoke confidently, but his face was marked by
exhaustion after weeks of street-by-street battles. When his
unit recently stormed an IS-held neighbourhood, they
stumbled on four enemy fighters sleeping inside a home.
“During the raid, one of the jihadists blew himself up,
another two were killed, and one was taken prisoner,”
Sharif recalled.

But if they don’t have access to belts of explosives or car
bombs, IS fighters resort to something much simpler-
grenades. “In close combat, they just toss grenades. For
them, it’s a life-or-death battle,” Devrem said. Up to 50,000
civilians remain trapped in Raqa in increasingly dire cir-
cumstances, with little access to food, water, or life-saving
medication, according to the United Nations.

The intensifying fight for Raqa has also forced tens of
thousands of its residents to flee, dodging IS sniper fire,
mines, and even US-led coalition air strikes. On Friday, the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said at least 21 civil-
ians-including eight children from a single family-had been
killed in “intensifying air strikes by the coalition” over the
previous 24 hours. 

The Britain-based monitor says more than 300 civilians
including dozens of children have died since the SDF first
broke into Raqa. Another 467 IS jihadists and 219 SDF have
also been killed in the fighting. SDF advisor Nasser Hajj
Mansour said the battle for Raqa is far from over. “It could
still be long. In the coming days, the battles will become
more ferocious,” Mansour said. “IS jihadists will either try to
hide amongst the civilians or fight until the end.”  — AFP 

Squeezed in Raqa, jihadists 

ramp up counter-attacks

Abbas gets clean bill of 

health after checkup

RAMALLAH, West Bank: Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas, 82, under-
went a checkup at a West Bank hospital
yesterday and his doctors said the
results were good. Abbas underwent
routine checks, including blood tests
and X-rays at the private Al Istishari
Hospital near the West Bank town of
Ramallah, and left after 90 minutes, said
the hospital director, Dr  Fathi Abu
Mughli. “ The results are good,” Abu
Mughli told The Associated Press, but
did not elaborate.

Abbas was flanked by aides and smil-
ing when he left the hospital. Abbas has
suffered heart problems in the past, but
his doctors have said he is fine. A year
ago, Abbas underwent an emergency
heart procedure after suffering exhaus-
tion and chest pains. He went through a
number of tests, including a cardiac
catheterization, a procedure that can
detect and treat heart problems, but was
given a clean bill of health.

Last month, Abbas dispelled rumors
he had suffered a stroke. Any health
scare for Abbas heightens concerns over
the uncertain leadership situation in the
Palestinian territories - which are divided
between two rival governments and
where there is no succession plan for the
aging leader. Abbas, who has no plans to
step down, has ignored calls to appoint
a successor, setting the stage for a bitter
power struggle if he is incapacitated.

Abbas was elected president in 2005
for what was supposed to be a four-year
term. But in 2007 the rival Hamas mili-
tant group forcefully seized control of
the Gaza Strip after their victory in par-
liamentary elections a year earlier. Abbas
remained in power, left in charge of
autonomous enclaves in the Israeli-
occupied West Bank. Abbas, who is a
heavy smoker and overweight, was
treated years ago with prostate cancer
and has had a stent inserted to treat
artery blockage. — AP 

RAQA: Smoke billows out from Raqa following a coalition air strike. — AFP 


