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BEIRUT: Syrian troops and allied militiamen yes-
terday expelled Islamic State group fighters from
Albu Kamal, the last significant town the jihadists
still held in their disintegrating “caliphate”. The ji-
hadists’ latest rout left them with only the dregs of
a self-styled “state” that once spanned huge ter-
ritory in Iraq and Syria, with surviving IS fighters
melting away into desert hideouts.

Anti-IS forces stormed into the town just
across the border from Iraq on Wednesday and
while fighting was initially reported as fierce, the
outcome of one of IS’s last major battles was never
in doubt. “Our armed
forces units, in coopera-
tion with allied and auxil-
iary forces, have liberated
the town of Albu Kamal in
Deir Ezzor province,” a
statement carried by the
official SANA news
agency said.

“Albu Kamal’s libera-
tion is very important
because it means the failure of the IS terrorist
group in the region,” the army statement said. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, a Britain-
based monitor of the war, said much of the fight-
ing had been done by allied militias rather than
the regular army.

The capture of Albu Kamal was the last in a
string of setbacks that saw IS lose its urban bas-
tions of Mosul and Raqa within a few weeks and
its embryonic state shrink to a rump.

Leading the battle for the town were the
Lebanese Shiite militant group Hezbollah and ad-
visers from Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guards, as
well as fighters from mostly Shiite Iraqi militias, ac-
cording to Observatory chief Rami Abdel Rahman. 

He said that even as IS still controlled half of
the town and fighting raged earlier Thursday, the
jihadists retained one escape route to the north.

Abdel Rahman said that “IS withdrew to
desert areas in eastern Deir Ezzor” province,
where they are likely to encounter US-backed
Kurdish-led fighters.

A senior Iraqi army
commander told AFP that
his forces shot dead four
IS members who had tried
to cross into Iraq, where
the group holds the small
town of Rawa, near the
border.

The jihadists’ flight
from the town, where IS
leaders used to meet and

were once considered untouchable, caps a
process which has seen the group relinquish any
ambition as a land-holding force and return to the
desert to fight a clandestine guerrilla war.

Many of the group’s top leaders have been
killed as Syrian and Iraqi forces with backing from
Russia, Iran and a US-led coalition rolled back the
territorial losses that saw the jihadists declare a
“caliphate” roughly the size of Britain in 2014.

But the whereabouts of the first among them,

self-proclaimed “caliph” Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi,
remains unclear. He has been reported killed or
wounded many times but IS has never offered any
confirmation.

The capture of the group’s last urban strong-
hold had always looked to be a matter of days after
Syrian forces last week retook provincial capital
Deir Ezzor and Iraqi forces reconquered Albu
Kamal’s twin town of Al-Qaim just over the border.
There was little to slow the advance of the Syrian
army and its allies after their victories further up

the Euphrates valley, but while the military phase
of the fight against IS was nearing its end, the hu-
manitarian crisis it sparked was still in full swing.

“In the last few weeks, an estimated 120,000
people were displaced from Albu Kamal,” the
United Nations’ humanitarian affairs office in
Damascus said.

The head of the UN’s humanitarian taskforce
for Syria, Jan Egeland, questioned whether all was
being done to protect civilians as mass displace-
ment continued. —AFP
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DAMASCUS: Syrian children tour their damaged school yesterday in the besieged rebel-held Eastern Ghouta
town of Saqba, on the outskirts of the Syrian capital Damascus, following air raids by government forces on
the area the previous day. —AFP

29 civilians ‘will die’ 
if not evacuated from
Eastern Ghouta: UN
GENEVA: Some 400 civilians are in urgent need
of medical evacuation from Syria’s Eastern Gh-
outa region, including 29 who will die if they are
not allowed to leave immediately, the United Na-
tions warned yesterday.

“Around 400 men, women, children... need to
be evacuated now,” Jan Egeland, head of the
UN’s humanitarian taskforce for Syria, told re-
porters in Geneva, adding that 29 of them, includ-
ing 18 children “will die if they are not evacuated.”
As of now, “we have confirmation of seven pa-
tients dead because they were not evacuated,
some of them children,” he said. The Eastern Gh-
outa region, near the capital Damascus, is one of
the last strongholds of rebels fighting Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime.

Egeland said the region was now “the epicen-
tre of suffering” in the war-ravaged country, with
some 400,000 civilians stuck in a dozen be-
sieged towns and villages.

The region, where a “de-escalation zone” deal
was agreed by regime allies Iran and Russia and

rebel backer Turkey in July, is now seeing increas-
ingly dire conditions, he said.

“Since September, it has been completely
sealed off,” he said, pointing out that UN convoys
are now the only lifeline to the area, and more
often than not, those convoys are unable to get
through.

“We cannot continue like that. If we get in
only a fraction of what is needed, it would be a
complete catastrophe,” he said. UN staff last
week entered the area for a few hours and as-
sessed that there  are now “a growing number of
acutely malnourished children,” meaning they are
“very close to dying”, Egeland said.

He said many were babies whose mothers
had been too malnourished themselves to
breastfeed. He pointed out that since May, ef-
forts to carry out desperately needed medical
evacuations from the area have largely failed,
with only about a dozen patients evacuated to
date. This has created a situation where hun-
dreds of civilians, most of them women and chil-
dren, need to be evacuated.

They are currently languishing “in clinics, in
basements, in makeshift hospitals inside the East-
ern Ghouta besieged towns and villages,” Ege-
land said. “They range from acutely malnourished
children ... to severely wounded civilians, children,
women, men. We really cannot understand that
they can’t be evacuated,” he added. —AFP

Egypt fears influx 
of militants 
after IS defeat
SHARM EL-SHEIKH, Egypt: Egyptian Presi-
dent Abdel-Fattah Al-Sisi says Islamic State
militants are making their way to his country
via Libya after the defeat of the extremist
group in Syria and Iraq.

Egypt has been battling a powerful IS affil-
iate in its northeastern Sinai Peninsula for the
last three years, and has recently seen an
uptick in attacks in its vast western desert re-
gion, which borders chaotic Libya. Al-Sisi said
a “strategic imbalance” caused by the regional
turmoil had forced Egypt to build up its mili-
tary in recent years. The country has spent
more than $10 billion since 2014 on a wide
array of weaponry, including French-made
Rafale fighter jets and helicopter carriers,
MiG-29 fighter jets and assault helicopters
from Russia, and submarines from Germany.

The shopping spree comes at a time when
Egypt’s economy is struggling to recover from
years of unrest since the 2011 uprising. Egypt
secured a $12 billion loan from the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund last year to bolster re-
form efforts, and it receives some $1.3 billion
a year in US military aid. Speaking at a news

conference at the Red Sea resort of Sharm Al-
Sheikh late Wednesday, Al-Sisi said it was only
“natural” that IS militants would flee to Libya,
which has been mired in chaos since its own
2011 uprising. “We must have the military ca-
pabilities that compensate for that imbalance
in the region and to counter terrorism,” he
said. “This is a threat not just faced by us, but
also by Europe.”

Libya is split between two governments,
each backed by an array of militias. Egypt
supports Field Marshal Khalifa Hifter, a mili-
tary leader in the east who is at odds with UN-
backed authorities in Tripoli. Forces allied to
the UN-backed government drove IS from its
main Libyan stronghold last year.

Egypt has long sought to portray terrorism
as a threat originating outside its borders, but
experts say the insurgency in Sinai is rooted
in longstanding local grievances. New militant
groups have emerged elsewhere in Egypt in
the wake of the 2013 military overthrow of an
elected but divisive Islamist president, which
was led by Al-Sisi.

Last month, militants attacked Egyptian se-
curity forces west of Cairo in what appeared
to be an elaborate ambush. The Interior Min-
istry said 16 police officers were killed, but se-
curity officials said the toll exceeded 50.
Al-Sisi said subsequent operations by security
forces have killed the 14 militants he said par-
ticipated in the attack. —AP


