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Italy probes fatal 
shipwreck with 
all-female victims
ROME: The bodies of 26 women who drowned
attempting the perilous crossing from Libya to
Europe were brought to Italy yesterday, where
investigators launched a murder inquiry. A seem-
ingly endless line of black plastic body bags
were lowered by crane from a Spanish ship onto
the portside in Salerno, southern Italy, where
they were placed in coffins and loaded onto
waiting hearses. Twenty-three of the women
died on Friday after the inflatable dinghy they
were travelling on sank, and their bodies were
recovered by the Spanish ship Cantabria, which
was operating as part of the EU anti-trafficking
force Sophia.

A Sophia spokesman said another three bod-
ies had been discovered during other life-saving
operations in the Mediterranean this week, and
transferred to the Cantabria as it headed towards
Italy with its grim cargo. There was no immedi-
ate explanation as to why all the dead were
women, though the crossing is riskier for them.
For every five men who drown in the rubber
boats trying to cross the Mediterranean, six
women also die, according to migrant expert
Sine Plambech, adjunct professor at Columbia
University. They can have poorer swimming skills
compared to men and their attempts to save
their children often lead to their drowning, as
does the heavier clothing they wear, he said

‘A tragedy’   
“It’s a tragedy. The prosecutor’s office will

begin looking into it immediately,” Salerno’s pre-
fect Salvatore Malfi said. “We will need to see
whether there are suspects to concentrate on or
whether the murder inquiry will proceed against
persons unknown,” he said.  Investigators would
be looking for signs of violence against the
women, who are believed to have been Nigerian.
“They were on a dinghy that was also carrying
men,” Malfi told Italian media in response to
fears the doomed vessel may have been a sex-
trade boat carrying victims destined for prostitu-
tion. “The sex trafficking routes are different.
Loading women onto a boat is too risky, the traf-
fickers would not do it as they could lose all their
‘goods’-as they describe them-in one fell
swoop,” he said.

The Cantabria was also carrying 375 migrants
rescued from the waves, including 116 women-
nine of whom were heavily pregnant. According
to Italy’s interior ministry, more than 111,700
people have reached the country by sea in the
first 10 months of 2017, 30 percent down on the
previous year.  Despite the drop, traffickers are
stil l  sending migrant boats out into the
Mediterranean: the International Organization
for Migration (IOM) said Friday that more than
2,560 migrants had been saved over four days. In
all, 2,839 people have died while attempting the
crossing so far this year, it said. —AFP

BEIRUT: A car bombing by the Islamic State group
killed at least 75 displaced people in eastern Syria, a
monitor said yesterday, as the cornered extremists
appeared to target fleeing civilians. Saturday’s attack
in the eastern province of Deir Ezzor killed “at least
75 displaced civilians including children” and wound-
ed 140, said Rami Abdel Rahman, head of the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights. The scale of the attack
showed that despite losing vast swathes of territory it
held in Iraq and Syria, the group is still capable of
mounting deadly attacks.

Abdel Rahman said “a new convoy of displaced
people joined the gath-
ering at the time of the
attack”. The displaced
had fled battles in the
province, where Syrian
regime forces and the
US-backed Syrian
Democratic Forces
(SDF), are fighting the
jihadist group in sepa-
rate offensives. The
Britain-based war mon-
itor, which relies on a
network of sources on
the ground inside Syria
for its information, reported Saturday that dozens had
died in the bombing. Fighting across Deir Ezzor
province has sent thousands of civilians fleeing for
their lives, some straight into the desert.

Syrian and allied forces converged Saturday on
holdout IS fighters in the border town of Albu Kamal,
the jihadists’ very last urban bastion after Russian-
backed regime forces seized Deir Ezzor city on Friday.

The jihadists, who in 2014 declared a “caliphate”
spanning territory in Iraq and Syria roughly the size of
Britain, have also lost most of the territory they once
controlled in neighboring Iraq, including second city
Mosul. On Friday, Iraqi forces retook the border town
of Al-Qaim, also on the Euphrates river.

Hundreds of thousands flee 
Many of the remaining IS fighters are believed to

have fled across the border to Albu Kamal, also in
Deir Ezzor province and the ultimate goal of an inten-
sifying Syrian regime campaign. Aid group Save the

Children estimates that
some 350,000 people
have f led the recent
fighting in the oil-rich
province, half of them
children. Some of those
displaced had sought
refuge in a desert area
controlled by the SDF, a
Kurdish-Arab alliance,
on the eastern bank of
the Euphrates River
where the Saturday
bombing struck, the
Observatory said. It was

not the first attack attributed to IS against civilians
fleeing Deir Ezzor. On October 12, a car bombing in
the northeastern province of Hasakeh killed at least 18
people, including displaced people and Kurdish secu-
rity forces, the Observatory said.

The jihadists have been repeatedly accused of tar-
geting those attempting to flee during fighting. The
United Nations on Thursday said the group had exe-

cuted 741 civilians in the battle for the Iraqi city of
Mosul, accusing it of “indiscriminate targeting of
civilians trying to flee the city”. The Euphrates Valley
border area was the heart of IS’s so-called caliphate
and is now its last redoubt, where a US-led coalition

supporting the military effort said around 1,500
jihadist fighters remained. Despite being driven out
from large parts of Deir Ezzor, IS still controls 37
percent of the province and its fighters are deployed
in the eastern side. —AFP

Cornered extremists target fleeing civilians

Islamic State’s attack kills 
at least 75 Syrian civilians

IS still capable 
of mounting 

deadly attacks

DEIR EZZOR: A picture shows the damage in the eastern Syrian city of Deir Ezzor during a military opera-
tion by government forces against Islamic State (IS) group jihadists. —AFP

Islamic State storms 
Yemen govt bastion 
of Aden, killing 15 
ADEN: The Islamic State group claimed a major attack
on Yemen’s government bastion of Aden yesterday
which killed at least 15 people, wounded 18 others and
sparked a hostage crisis. IS and its extremist rival Al-
Qaeda have taken advantage of the war between
Yemen’s Saudi-backed government and the country’s
Shiite Houthi rebels, who are allied with Iran, to bolster
their presence across much of the south.  

While Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula (AQAP)
has for years been the stronger presence in southern
Yemen, IS has recently come forward to claim attacks
on both the army and the country’s Shiites, whom it
considers heretics. The Islamic State group claimed the
attack on the criminal investigations unit in an online
statement released by the IS Aden and Abyan Wilayah,
which said clashes were “still ongoing”.

Security officials in the southern province of Aden,
where the Yemeni government is based, said an explo-
sives-rigged car blew up outside the investigations unit,
killing six officers on the spot along with the driver.
Around 30 gunmen then stormed the unit and freed
dozens of detainees from their holding cells, some of
whom took up arms to fight alongside the militants,
according to a high-ranking official. The gunmen also
took an unknown number of people hostage inside the
unit yesterday afternoon. Two policewomen were killed
execution-style by the attackers, the official said.
Earlier yesterday, Yemeni security sources had said
they suspected Al-Qaeda militants were behind the
well-coordinated attack. 

End of the calm? 
The attack spells an abrupt end to a period of rela-

tive calm that has reigned in Aden, where the govern-
ment of President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi has been
based since it was driven out of the rebel-held capital
Sanaa in 2014. Yemen’s complex war, which pits the

Saudi-backed Hadi government against former presi-
dent Ali Abdullah Saleh and his Houthi rebel allies, has
allowed AQAP and IS to flourish in the south of the
country.

IS has not claimed a Yemen attack in almost one
year. The group claimed responsibility for a December
18, 2016 attack in Aden that killed 48 and wounded 84
soldiers who had lined up to get their salaries. While
southern Yemen has long been the target of the a drone
war by the United States, which classifies AQAP as the
radical network’s most dangerous branch, Washington
appears to have recently turned its aim towards IS as
well.  In October, a US drone strike targeted what local
officials said was an IS group in the central Bayda
province-the second known strike by Washington
against the jihadists in Yemen.

The United States has ties to Yemeni Special Forces
trained by the United Arab Emirates, a key member of
the Saudi-led coalition, who have closed in on AQAP

southern strongholds in recent weeks. The UAE has
played a key role in a Saudi-led military campaign to
prop up Hadi’s government against both AQAP and the
Houthis, who forced him into exile back in 2014. More
than 8,600 people have been killed in Yemen since
Saudi Arabia and its allies joined the war in 2015 to
support government forces, according to the World
Health Organization.

Another 2,100 have died of cholera this year. Long
the poorest country in the Arab world, Yemen now
stands steps away from an official declaration of famine,
as war, displacement, and port and airport blockades
leave Yemenis struggling to secure food.  All parties in
the Yemen war have drawn harsh criticism for their fail-
ure to protect civilians, but the Saudi-led coalition
allied with the government has been singled out by the
United Nations for civilian casualties. In September, the
UN Human Rights Council announced an agreement to
send war crimes investigators to Yemen. —AFP

US militants fail to 
build a significant 
network, act alone
WASHINGTON: Sayfullo Saipov, the radi-
calized Uzbek who mowed down eight
people on a New York bike path, apparent-
ly developed his plot in relative isolation,
like most other jihadist attackers in the
United States. But in Europe many have
had community support, an underground
network, or even a hardline Islamist to
guide them, as in the twin attacks in Spain
in August. 

What makes the difference? 
Experts say that in part, a better rooted,

more affluent US Muslim community shows
no tolerance for anyone exhibiting sympa-
thy for causes like the Islamic State group
or Al-Qaeda. And tougher and expansive
US laws and more aggressive law enforce-
ment than Europe have also made a differ-
ence. Together, they leave aspiring jihadists
in the United States isolated with their
social media links and, at times, just a few
friends in the know. Saipov, who crashed a
rented truck down a busy New York bike
path Tuesday, is so far believed by investi-

gators to have been “self-radicalized”
online without any apparent support inside
the United States.

Analysts say that’s because it is much
harder to safely find support. “We tend not
to have large clusters in the US.... For the
most part you are talking about ones and
twos,” said Seamus Hughes, deputy direc-
tor of the Program on Extremism at George
Washington University. Hughes said one
fundamental reason is distance: the country
is much farther away from jihadist networks
and it is much harder to travel to the
Middle East because of official no-fly lists.
European Muslims find it much easier to
travel to areas where radical groups like
Islamic State group operate. As a conse-
quence, he said, “We don’t have the kind of
in-person recruitment done in Europe.”

Tougher law enforcement
Another factor is the expansive use of

the charge of “material support of terror-
ism,” a catch-all that “allows the FBI to
interject themselves at an earlier stage than
our European partners,” Hughes said. For
critics, the FBI is too aggressive and
stretches the law with undercover schemes
that entrap people who are not really
threats. But the net effect is to prevent
them from establishing connections and
frightening others thinking of trying to
build networks.

According to Daveed Gartenstein-Ross,
a senior fellow at the Foundation for Defense
of Democracies think tank, heavier prison
sentences in terror cases in the US makes a
difference. US sentences are 15-20 years,
compared to four to seven years in Europe,
which releases terror convicts back into the
community much more quickly. That helps
sustain dangerous Islamist cells, he said. 

That is not to say the United States has
not had its own cells or ringleaders,
Gartenstein-Ross notes.  Anwar Al Awlaki,

one of the most influential jihadist thinkers
and propagandists, was born and raised in
the United States before he joined Al-
Qaeda in Yemen and was killed in a 2011
drone strike.And in the late 2000s a cell
that involved maybe 20 people developed
around the Somali community in
Minneapolis that became an effective body
to recruit people to join IS. “That was
clearly a network,” like those in Europe, he
said. “They have not been prevented, they
still exist.” —AFP

SANAA: Yemeni men inspect the site of an air strike in the capital Sanaa yesterday. —AFP

NEW YORK: Men pray in the Eyup Cultural Center mosque which has a large
number of Uzbek and Turkish worshippers from the Brighton Beach section of
Brooklyn in New York City. _ AFP 


