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Burkina jihadists claim 
attack on police posts

OUAGADOUGOU: A night attack on two police posts in
Burkina Faso was claimed by  jihadists who killed 12 sol-
diers in the area in December, a senior official said yester-
day. There were no deaths in the raids, which happened
late on Monday, but a woman police officer was injured,
Mohamed Dah, the top official of the Soum region near
Mali said. The attack coincided with Africa’s biggest film
festival Fespaco, which is being held in the capital
Ouagadougou with tight security in place. Dah said the
assailants, who were travelling by motorbike, attacked
police posts in two villages. In Tongomayel, they “torched
the police station” leaving a poster in Arabic in the name of
the Ansarul Islam jihadist group. In Baraboule, they sprayed
the police station with bullets and stole two computers
from an adjoining government office, he said. Ansarul
Islam claimed the December 16 attack on an army squad
near the Malian border in what was the deadliest-ever
assault on the military. 

Municipal elections 
in West Bank ‘only’

RAMALLAH: Palestinian local elections scheduled for
May will take place in the West Bank only and not in
Gaza, the government announced yesterday, scupper-
ing hopes of the first vote in both territories in a
decade. The Palestinian Authority, run by President
Mahmud Abbas’s Fatah party, sits in Ramallah in the
occupied West Bank, while the Islamist Hamas move-
ment controls Gaza. The rival parties have not compet-
ed in an election since parliamentary polls in 2006,
which Hamas won-sparking a conflict that led to near
civil war in Gaza the following year. “(We will) hold the
municipal elections in the West Bank on May 13 and
postpone them in the Gaza Strip,” Tarek Rishmawi,
spokesman for the government in Ramallah said. He
did not give a date for elections in Gaza. Civil society
organizations had attempted to find a way to hold the
elections in both territories simultaneously. 

Bangladesh starts census 
for Rohingya’s relocation

DHAKA: Bangladesh authorities have began a census
of Rohingya refugees living in the country’s southeast
as part of a controversial move to relocate them to an
uninhabited island, officials said yesterday. The gov-
ernment statistics officers fanned out in refugee camps
in Cox’s Bazar district to count the number of refugees
who have fled persecution in Rakhine state in neigh-
boring Myanmar.  “Initially we’ll make a list of families
of Myanmar nationals who are living in the camps and
outside, then we’ll do the head count,” said Wahidur
Rahman, an official of the Bangladesh Bureau of
Statistics.  He said the government’s plan to relocate
the Rohingya population to Thengar Char island in the
Bay of Bengal “is one of the key reasons for the census”.
Ali Hossain, the chief administrator of Cox’s Bazar, said
the census would take at least three months and “will
benefit the government’s (relocation) initiative”. 
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TALUL AL-ATSHANA: Much of the fighting
for west Mosul will be at close quarters, but
Iraq’s battle against the Islamic State group
is also being waged in the open desert. On a
dusty ridge west of Iraq’s second city, the
army’s 9th Division is advancing through
exposed territory in a push to sever the road
between west Mosul and the IS-held town
of Tal Afar.

The main route from Tal Afar to IS-held
territory in Syria has already been cut, but
severing the road from the town to Mosul
will prevent the jihadists from resupplying
or retreating as they come under pressure
from Iraqi forces advancing from the south.
The fight is not an easy one, says the divi-
sion’s commander, Staff Lieutenant General
Qassem Al-Maliki. “The progress is slow,
honestly,” he said. “The problem is one of
terrain, not the enemy. It seems easy, but it’s
exposed and there are no roads. Everywhere
we move the bulldozers have to go ahead
to make a path for us.”

As he spoke, army forces illustrated his
point as they moved across the plain below.
The seemingly endless convoy of tan tanks
and armored vehicles crawled slowly across
the open desert behind a bulldozer, throw-
ing up a massive plume of dust. The 9th
Division’s position in Talul al-Atshan is one
of the highest points in Nineveh province,

and would ordinarily provide them with a
view across Mosul and the plain around it.
But on Monday, the view gradually disap-
peared behind a thick haze of grey-black
smoke rising from fires set by IS to stymie
attack helicopters and warplanes.

Post-apocalyptic scene
The tactic rendered the landscape post-

apocalyptic, with only the highest points in
Mosul-a white water tank, the tip of an elec-
tricity pylon-still visible above the smog.
“They want to hide from us by burning oil
and creating this smoke,” said Maliki. On a
red plastic chair perched on the ridge edge
sat Brigadier General Abdulrazzaq, working
two walkie-talkies to coordinate strikes from
helicopters overhead. Sporting a blue base-
ball cap and aviator sunglasses, he smiled
mischievously as he received calls and
offered encouragement to pilots.

“Get on with it you hero, give me a good
result,” he urged one pilot after calling in
coordinates for a strike on a group of sus-
pected IS fighters. He declined to give his
family name, concerned like many in the
Iraqi security forces about the safety of rela-
tives. A call came in on the smaller of his
walkie-talkies: “There’s a group of fighters
behind the convoy, we need them dealt
with,” the voice says. “Okay, okay,” he replied,

picking up his second device and relaying
coordinates before watching to observe the
attack helicopter fire. “Give me the result,
you hero,” he said. “Seven dead, all fighters,”
came the reply.

Maliki said his forces had advanced

some 13 kilometers in the past six days,
capturing 10 villages and a power plant
from IS as they moved. He estimated it
would take another few days to reach and
secure the Tal Afar-Mosul road. Close at
hand were a team of US troops, part of the

“advice and assist” unit operating alongside
the 9th Division. “Wherever I go they’re
with me, there’s continuous coordination,”
said Maliki, adding Iraqi personnel were
also embedded with the US-led coalition
against IS to guide strikes.

US Lieutenant Colonel James Browning
said his forces had been assisting Iraqi
troops for nearly two months, including dur-
ing the earlier phase of the operation to
capture east Mosul. “Our job here is to
ensure that the 9th Division commander
has the full capability of the coalition at his
side,” he said. “Everything from intelligence
to a lethal capability as well as an observa-
tion platform, that way he can see the bat-
tlefield a little bit better... understanding
where his forces are at and understanding
where the battlefield is at.” 

The Pentagon says around 450 US mili-
tary advisers are currently assisting Iraqi
partners in the fight for Mosul, performing
roles including providing guidance and call-
ing in air strikes. But US forces have been
involved in firefights with the jihadists, a
spokesman acknowledged this month.
Browning said the operation faced chal-
lenges including “gaps in intelligence” but
praised the Iraqi army’s “vigor and... willing-
ness to fight.” “The steel that they have with-
in them... it’s incredible,” he said. — AFP 

To secure Mosul, troops make desert push with US help

MOSUL: A convoy of tanks and armored vehicles of the Iraqi army’s 34th brigade
advances near Talul Al-Atshana, on the southwestern outskirts of Mosul, during
an offensive to retake the city from Islamic State (IS) group fighters. — AFP

OFRA: Israeli police forces arrive to evacuate Israeli
supporters of settlements in the settlement of Ofra in
the occupied West Bank. — AFP 

Israel removes settlers from 
homes on Palestinian land 

OFRA: Israeli police began removing settlers and hundreds
of supporters yesterday from nine houses built illegally on
privately owned Palestinian land in the occupied West
Bank. Police carried some of the settlers and protesters out
of the red-roofed structures in the settlement of Ofra, while
others walked out, escorted by officers. Israel’s Supreme
Court has ordered the demolition of nine buildings in the
settlement of more than 3,000 people after finding that
those homes were constructed on land where Palestinians
proved ownership. Such judicial rulings upholding
Palestinian property rights have riled Israel’s right-wing, as
it promotes plans to expand construction in settlements
built on occupied territory Palestinians seek for a state. In
one home in Ofra, police and protesters, mainly youths,
linked arms and swayed in prayer before the youngsters,
offering passive resistance, were taken outside. 

MOSUL: Members of the Iraqi army’s 9th Division fire a multiple rocket launcher from a hill in Talul Al-Atshana, on the southwestern outskirts of Mosul. — AFP 

MOSUL: The families cowered in basements, huddling in
the dark as war raged overhead between Iraqi forces and
Islamic State militants fighting for control of the streets of
Mosul. Above ground, soldiers from Iraq’s Rapid Response
division move from house to house through the same
openings Islamic State militants smashed through the
walls in preparation to defend their last remaining strong-
hold in the city’s west.

The passageway led them through living rooms and
gardens, into a kitchen with a pot of lentil soup on the
counter — the scenes of domesticity highlighting the
chaos of war that is intensifying as Iraqi forces advance. “It’s
strange and terrifying,” said a young woman who was bare-
ly visible in the gloom of a basement under her house in
the Josaq district, where she went into hiding after giving
birth to a baby girl 72 days ago. “I rarely go upstairs.”

Iraqi forces advanced quickly in the early stages of the
offensive to recapture Mosul’s western half, retaking the
airport and piercing Islamic State defenses around the city
within days. Now they are encountering tougher resistance
as they push into residential districts where as many as
750,000 civilians are essentially trapped. If they defeat
Islamic State in Mosul that would crush the Iraq wing of the
caliphate its leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi declared in 2014
over parts of Iraq and neighboring Syria.

Fighters battle to the end
The Iraqi soldiers climbed through a hole in the wall of a

garden strewn with ripe oranges and shattered glass, and
emerged to find an Islamic State fighter lying flat on his
back where he had been killed by Iraqi forces. Lt Colonel
Abdel Amir Al-Mohammadawi went through the dead
man’s pockets after making sure he was not wearing a sui-
cide belt, and pulled out a small address book containing
telephone numbers of other fighters, and a contact for
“Islamic Police”. “He’s not Iraqi. He’s probably not an Arab,”
said Mohammadawi, judging the man by his appearance
and imperfect spelling. “The closer we get to the centre,
the more we come up against the foreigners”.   

Unlike Iraqi militants who can blend in with civilians and
possibly slip through the net of security forces, foreign
fighters have no escape and will therefore fight to the end.
Mohammadawi said: “They don’t flee like the locals”. There
are noticeably more foreign militants in the western half of
the city than the east, which Iraqi forces cleared one month
ago after 100 days of fighting, Mohammadawi added. After
losing the east, Islamic State militants prepared for battle in
the west, knocking holes through the walls and expelling
residents whose homes offered a vantage from which to
fire at advancing Iraqi forces.   

At one point, the passage led into an empty hall where
a motorcycle was parked. Evidently it had been used by the
militants because there was a prayer mat in the plastic
crate attached to the back, the soldiers said. “Search
upstairs!,” Mohammadawi ordered, sending two men up
the stairs, gun barrels first, to make sure no militants were
hiding there. Also found were paper slips granting Islamic
State members leave for short periods of no longer than a
day, which one officer said indicated they had no time or
manpower to spare.   

Civilians hide in basements
The densely populated terrain is already proving a chal-

lenge. Mohammadawi said Rapid Response forces had
been forced to pause their advance in Josaq on Sunday
because five Islamic State snipers were hiding among civil-
ians. A tactical unit had then killed the militants in an
overnight raid, Mohammadawi said, clearing the way for
Rapid Response forces to reach the first of five bridges that
straddle the River Tigris bisecting Mosul. As the sounds of
artillery and small arms fire reverberated, a group of civil-
ians came running across the street towards Iraqi forces, the

women weeping in fear. The soldiers corralled them into a
house where the women went down to the basement. 

The women described how the militants had set the
upper floors of their homes ablaze to create a smokescreen
against coalition aircraft. Mahmoud, who was amongst the
group, escaped after secretly contacting the commander in
the area, keeping his phone on silent so the ring tone would
not give him away to Islamic State militants. But his brother
stayed behind. “Brother, get out,” Mahmoud said urgently
over the phone to his brother. “It’s better. Get your stuff
together. Protect your children. No inch is safe.” — Reuters

Mosul caught in strange, 

terrifying, bloody battle 
IS snipers set homes ablaze to create smokescreens

NEW YORK: Jewish community centers and schools in at
least 13 US states reported receiving bomb threats on
Monday, the fifth wave of such threats this year that have
stoked fears of a resurgence of anti-Semitism. The threats,
all of which appeared to be hoaxes, were received in
Alabama, Delaware, Florida, Indiana, Maryland, Michigan,
New Jersey, New York, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode
Island and Virginia, the JCC Association of North America
said. For some centers, it was the second or third time this
year they had been targeted.

Police in Mercer Island, Washington, also reported a
community center was targeted by a bomb threat.
“Members of our community must see swift and concerted
action from federal officials to identify and capture the per-
petrator or perpetrators who are trying to instill anxiety
and fear in our communities,” David Posner, a director at the
JCC Association, said in a statement. The San Francisco
office of the Anti-Defamation League, a watchdog group
that monitors hate groups, received a bomb threat and was
evacuated while police investigated, the Anti-Defamation
League said in a statement.

Jewish groups, President Donald Trump and Israeli offi-
cials have condemned the surge in disruptive intimidation,
as well as the vandalism of Jewish cemeteries. Police said
on Sunday about 100 headstones had been toppled at a
Jewish cemetery in Philadelphia, about a week after a
Jewish cemetery in St Louis was vandalized. White House
spokesman Sean Spicer raised the subject at a news brief-
ing on Monday.  “The president continues to condemn
these and any other forms of anti-Semitic and hateful acts
in the strongest terms,” he told reporters, saying they were
in breach of the country’s founding principles. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation and the Justice Department’s civil
rights division have said they are investigating the threats
alongside police, but little information has been made pub-
lic about any perpetrators.

The Charles E Smith Jewish Day School in Rockville,
Maryland, and the Gesher Jewish Day School in Fairfax,
Virginia, also received telephoned bomb threats, the Jewish
Federation of Greater Washington said. Police later gave the

all clear. The JCC Association said there were 21 incidents of
bomb threats called in to 13 JCCs and eight Jewish day
schools on Monday. Some Jewish groups see the vandalism
and threats as a sign that anti-Semitic groups have been
emboldened by Trump’s election. His campaign last year
drew the support of white supremacists and other right-
wing groups, despite his disavowals of them. — Reuters

Jewish centers report 

wave of bomb threats 

LAS VEGAS: Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department
K-9 officers search the Jewish Community Center of
Southern Nevada after an employee received a suspi-
cious phone call that led about 10 people to evacuate
the building. — AFP 


