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AZAZ: A displaced Syrian girl plays with a cuddly toy in front of a damaged wall in the city of Azaz, situated on the border with Turkey on Sunday. —AFP

TABQA, Syria: US-backed fighters cor-
nered the Islamic State group in a last
part of Tabqa yesterday, after tearing
down a huge jihadist flag that had flut-
tered over the northern Syrian city.  The
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), an
alliance of Kurdish and Arab fighters,
were in control of all but a fifth of Tabqa
as of early yesterday, a monitor said.

The city sits on a strategic supply
route about 55 kilometres (35 miles) west
of IS’s main Syrian stronghold Raqa and
served as a key IS command base. The
SDF broke into Tabqa from the south a
week ago and steadily advanced north,
squeezing IS in three contiguous neigh-
borhoods on the bank of the Euphrates
River. At dawn yesterday, IS fighters with-
drew from the western-most district
towards the other two neighborhoods,
said Rami Abdel Rahman, head of the
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
monitoring group.

“The SDF now controls more than 80
percent of Tabqa,” Abdel Rahman said,
with IS only holding the two northern
neighborhoods of Hurriyah and Wahdah.

A total of 35 IS fighters were killed in
24 hours of clashes and air strikes in
Tabqa, the Observatory said yesterday. It
had no immediate information on casual-
ties among SDF fighters. 

In the aptly named Flag Roundabout
in Tabqa’s west, an AFP correspondent on
Sunday saw an SDF fighter climb a ladder
propped on a huge flagpole. He tri-
umphantly pulled down an enormous

black IS flag, dropping it to the rubble-lit-
tered street as fellow fighters cheered
and took pictures. 

“We’ve brought down Daesh’s flag
and we’ll hang our own-the flag of the
Syrian Democratic Forces,” SDF fighter
Zaghros Kobane told AFP, using the
Arabic acronym for IS. Other IS propagan-
da could still be seen around the city,
including a billboard of a balaclava-wear-
ing jihadist with three warplanes behind
him.  “We will be victorious despite the
global coalition,” the billboard read. 

‘Toughest battle’ 
Tabqa is home to an estimated 85,000

people, including IS fighters from other
areas. Many families have fled the incom-
ing offensive, lugging jerry cans, packed
suitcases and blankets as they marched
out of the city.  But other civilians have
stayed on in neighborhoods newly seized
by the SDF, and AFP’s correspondent saw
women and toddlers timidly peering out
at SDF fighters from behind the gates of
their front yards.  The city is also adjacent
to the strategic Tabqa dam, which
remains under IS control. The SDF said
their hard-fought advance had seen
jihadists surrendering in large numbers.
“Tabqa is the toughest battle we’ve ever
waged,” said SDF commander Jako
Zerkeh, nicknamed “The Wolf”.

Zerkeh said the SDF had used new
tactics-including the waterway supply
line and an airlift behind enemy lines in
late March-to kickstart the offensive.

“These were a huge surprise to them (IS)
and shattered their morale...  Dozens of
Daesh fighters have surrendered. There
were more surrenders here than any oth-
er town,” he told AFP.

In an online statement yesterday,
the SDF said its fighters had seized
three IS tanks as well as a bomb-making
factory in Tabqa. 

‘Wrath of the Euphrates’ 
The assault on Tabqa began in late

March when SDF forces and their US-led
coalition allies were airlifted behind IS
lines. The SDF surrounded Tabqa in early
April before pushing into the city on April
24, as part of their flagship offensive for
Raqa further east.

That assault, dubbed “Wrath of the
Euphrates”, was launched in November
and has seen SDF fighters capture
swathes of countryside around the city.
More than 320,000 people have been
killed in Syria since the country’s war
began with anti-government protests in
March 2011.

The US-led coalition bombing IS in
Syria and Iraq said on Sunday that its
strikes had unintentionally killed 352 civil-
ians since the intervention began in 2014.
From November to early March, coalition
strikes killed 45 civilians, it said. Critics say
the real total number of civilian deaths is
much higher than the tally reported by
the US military. The coalition says IS’s use
of human shields makes it difficult to
avoid some civilian casualties. —AFP

US-backed fighters corner IS in Tabqa

SDF takes control of 80% of strategic Syrian city

PARIS: France’s traditional May 1 union marches erupted into
violence yesterday, highlighting the divisions six days before a
crunch presidential election. Four police officers were hurt in
clashes in Paris between masked youths throwing molotov cock-
tails and riot police who responded with teargas.

One officer was engulfed in flames, an AFP photographer saw,
and unconfirmed reports said he had suffered serious burns.
Reacting to the scenes on Twitter, far-right presidential candidate
Marine  Le Pen said: “This is the sort of mess ... that I no longer
want to see on our streets.” The traditional May Day marches
staged by France’s powerful labour unions provided a useful
gauge of the country’s mood as it prepares to choose between
Le Pen and centrist frontrunner Emmanuel Macron.

The protests underlined the conspicuous absence of the unit-
ed front shown in 2002 when Le Pen’s father Jean-Marie shocked
the country by reaching the run-off. On this day 15 years ago,
some 1.3 million people, including 400,000 in Paris, took to the
streets of France in union-led demonstrations to protest against
the founder of the National Front (FN).

That show of force, coupled with a political closing of ranks,
helped centre-right Jacques Chirac inflict a crushing defeat on Le
Pen senior. This time, with the left-wing candidates eliminated in
the first round, the left is deeply divided over the choice between
Le Pen’s 48-year-old daughter and Macron, a 39-year-old former
investment banker.

In Paris’s Place de la Republique, 28-year-old teacher Camille
Delaye was holding a placard that read: “Abstention is a political
act”-meaning he is so disgusted by both candidates, he will not
vote on Sunday. But Nastassja Naguszewski, 28, who works in

local government, said: “You have to put Le Pen as low as possi-
ble. One of them is a candidate who will uphold republican val-
ues and one is not.”

Two unions, the CFDT and Unsa, have called for their mem-
bers to back Macron on Sunday. But while three other more left-
wing unions including the biggest, the CGT, have called for a
demonstration against Le Pen’s vision of French identity, they
have stopped short of backing Macron whose economically lib-
eral outlook worries many on the left.

Seeking to capitalise on those concerns, Le Pen told thou-
sands of her supporters at a rally Monday to reject “the world of
finance, of arrogance, of money as king” that she said Macron
embodied. Her rival told France 2 TV on Sunday that “deep down,
she doesn’t care about the people”.

‘Not the same thing’ 
Some militants have formed a movement they have called

“Social Front” to block both candidates and marched under a
banner saying: “Rock and a hard place: Social Front, it will be won
in the streets.” CGT leader Philippe Martinez said he “deeply dis-
agreed” with that approach, arguing that Le Pen and Macron “are
not the same thing”. “The National Front is a racist, xenophobic
party that is anti-women and anti-workers because it is also an
economically liberal party,” he said.

Le Pen hit back that the unions “are not defending workers’
interests, they are looking after their own interests”. Macron is
currently favouite to become France’s youngest ever president,
leading Le Pen by 19 points in the polls, but she has shown she is
a cunning campaigner. —AFP
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