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AL-HOL, Syria: Faraj was born in the pouring rain on a
nondescript stretch of desert road in eastern Syria as his
family fled escalating fighting over the Islamic State
group’s last bastion. His family was part of a group of
around 200 civilians who managed to escape from a pock-
et of territory in Deir Ezzor province that is still held by
the jihadists. “I had to resist hunger, cold and rain,” the
newborn’s mother Kamela Fadel said in a camp for dis-
placed people in the northeastern region of Al-Hol. 

The young woman, her husband and their four children
now sleep under white tents, with hundreds of other peo-
ple who fled eastern flashpoints in past weeks. They are
huddled on straw mats laid out directly on the gravelly
earth, wrapped in blankets and hugging bags packed with
their meagre belongings.

A nurse helps an elderly lady to the camp clinic as chil-
dren play at scaling piles of foam mattresses and families
sit cross-legged, eating from tin cans. It is still cold in the
vast tent but at least they are sheltered from the rain. They
walked for several days in the winter weather before being
met last week by the Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) battling IS in Deir Ezzor. “It was hunger that
prompted us to leave, there was nothing left to eat,” says
Kamela’s husband, still sporting the thick beard the
jihadists impose on all adult men.

‘Destruction everywhere’
He and his family were living in Al-Shaafa, one of the

last villages, together with Sousa and Hajin, that are still
under the control of IS. The SDF, with the support of air
strikes by the US-led coalition against IS, launched a
major operation against the last rump of the jihadists’
moribund “caliphate” in September this year. The jihadists
hunkering down in their Euphrates Valley heartland have
offered stiff resistance, thwarting coalition hopes of a
quick victory.

Warplanes have been raining bombs on IS targets in
and around Hajin, causing significant civilian loss of life in
the process, according to the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights. The Observatory says almost 320 civilians
have been killed, including 113 children. “There is destruc-
tion everywhere because of the fighting and the bombard-
ment. We were scared for the children,” says Faraj’s father.
Local camp official Mohamed Ibrahim told AFP around
1,700 civilians had arrived in Al-Hol in recent days. The
intensity of the bombardment and the remoteness of the
area make it is difficult to estimate the number of civilians
who remain, voluntarily or not, in the IS pocket.

“In Syria, displacement leads to food insecurity as peo-
ple leave their belongings behind,” said Marwa Awad, a
spokeswoman for the UN’s World Food Program in
Damascus. “This is why it’s vital to maintain a lifeline of
food assistance for vulnerable families such as those escap-
ing violence in Deir Ezzor,” she said. Awad said at least
16,500 people had been forced to flee their homes in Hajin
and surrounding areas since violence in the area intensified

in July this year. SDF fighters too suffered heavy losses in
their assault on Hajin, where a group of die-hard jihadists
with little to lose are making a bloody last stand.

Last stand
“There are landmines everywhere on the roads,” says

Abu Omar, one of the displaced in Al-Hol. Fearing retribu-
tion against relatives who have stayed behind in IS-con-
trolled territory, he refused to give his full name. “The vil-
lage and our homes have been destroyed by the bombard-
ment,” says Abu Omar, a man in his thirties. “There are still
high-ranking members of IS and foreigners there, but most
are on the Hajin frontline,” he says. “They won’t give up
easily, they are fighting to the death.” The US-led coalition
puts the number of jihadist fighters holding out in that area
at around 2,000. 

“The day we managed to flee, the fog was thick and
gave us cover. Had they seen us, they would have wiped us
out,” says Ziba Al-Ahmed, who escaped the town of Sousa.
“The bombardment was so scary and our bellies were cry-
ing,” says the mother of four. Their farming machinery was
too precious to leave in Sousa and her husband stayed
behind with one of their daughters. “We’re worried about
them, we don’t know what’s going to happen to them.”

Seven mass graves 
Meanwhile, seven mass graves containing hundreds

of unidentified bodies have been unearthed near the

former Islamic State group stronghold of Albu Kamal
in eastern Syria, official news agency SANA said. Most
of the more than 100 bodies recovered so far at the
site appear to “have been subjected to torture and ill-
treatment before execution,” it said, accusing IS of
killing the victims. Work was under way to retrieve the
rest of the bodies from the graves in the eastern
province of Deir Ezzor, SANA said in its report pub-
lished late Tuesday.

It released a video showing forensic experts in protec-
tive clothing recovering remains, and corpses laid out on
the ground in a row under white sheets. A Syrian Red
Crescent official said the main focus at present was identi-
fying the remains already recovered which included those
of several women. “Exhumations will resume afterwards,”
the official said, asking not to be identified. “The bodies
show signs of torture and some were blindfolded and
handcuffed.”

IS has been held responsible for multiple atrocities dur-
ing its reign of terror, including mass executions and
decapitations. In recent months, both Syria and Iraq have
discovered a number of mass graves in areas previously
occupied by the jihadists. IS proclaimed a “caliphate” over
swathes of the two countries in 2014, but has since lost
almost all the territory it once held. Albu Kamal, which lies
in the Euphrates Valley near the border with Iraq, was the
last major town that IS controlled fully before losing it in
November 2017. — Agencies 

Thousands flee bombs, hunger in East Syria
Hundreds of bodies found in mass graves 

HASAKEH: A Syrian displaced woman carries her child inside the Internally Displaced Persons (IDP) camp of Al-Hol in Al-Hasakeh governorate in northeastern Syria. — AFP

Indonesia’s
Aceh lashes 2
men 100 times
each for sex 
LHOKSEUMAWE: Two men caught
having sex with underage girls were
whipped 100 times each in Muslim-
majority Indonesia’s conservative
Aceh province yesterday, as one
begged officials to stop the painful
punishment. Flogging is common for
a range of offences in the region at
the tip of Sumatra island, including
gambling, drinking alcohol, and hav-
ing gay sex or relations outside of
marriage. It is the only province in
Indonesia that imposes Islamic law. 

The two men whipped yesterday
were arrested this year-one for hav-
ing sex with his underage step-
daughter and the other for engaging
in relations with a neighbor who was
also below the age of consent.
Indonesia’s age of consent is 18,
although 16-year-olds can marry
with parental permission. The 100-
stroke punishment is reserved for the
most severe crimes and the pair were
also sentenced to as much as five
years in prison.

By contrast, a half dozen men
whipped this week for online gam-
bling-an offence under Islamic law-
received between seven and 11
strokes each from a rattan cane.

Yesterday, one of the men raised his
hand and begged a masked sharia
officer to stop after he had received
just five lashes, saying he could not
take the pain. The flogging resumed
after doctors on the scene declared
him fit enough to receive some 95
more strokes. “We’ll only postpone a
caning if the doctors say there’s a
serious health threat,” local prosecu-
tor Isnawati, who goes by one name,
told reporters yesterday. 

The other man quietly endured his
punishment as blood seeped through
the back of his shirt. Unlike some
public floggings that can attract hun-
dreds of spectators, including chil-

dren, only a few dozen people
watched yesterday’s whipping, which
took place in a sports stadium.
Usually public whippings are held
outside a mosque after Friday
prayers. Rights groups slam public
caning as cruel, and Indonesia’s
President Joko Widodo has called for
it to end. But the practice has wide
support among Aceh’s mostly Muslim
population-around 98 percent of its
five million residents practice Islam.
Earlier this year, Aceh said that flog-
ging would be carried out behind
prison walls in future, but some local
governments have continued public
whippings. — AFP 

Eerie quietness in 
France’s bloodied 
‘Christmas capital’
STRASBOURG: Around two million people converge
on the postcard-perfect island at the heart of
Strasbourg every year for the Christmas market.
Yesterday morning, it was shut and grimly quiet after
a shooting spree left three dead. “There was a knot in
my stomach when I went to work this morning. We
don’t know how this is going to go,” said Cathia, a
delivery woman who lives just south of the city. 

She was at the market when the attack began
Tuesday night, sending thousands of people running
for safety and prompting a security lockdown in the
city known as the “capital of Christmas.” Hundreds hid
in bars and restaurants and were finally able to leave
under police escort at around 2:00 am (0100 GMT),
but the city remained on edge as hundreds of police
sought the gunman, a 29-year-old Strasbourg native.

Flags were lowered to half-staff as theatre perform-
ances and other shows were cancelled, though schools
remained open for parents unable to keep their chil-
dren at home. The annual market has become a verita-
ble fortress since 2015, when France suffered jihadist
terror strikes that left scores dead and marked the
beginning of a wave of attacks. Access to the island
formed by the River Ill is tightly controlled via the
nearly 20 bridges connecting it to the rest of the city.

For Christmas, the island becomes home to around
300 wooden chalets warming visitors with mulled wine
and sausages, under the dazzling lights of a 30-metre
(100-foot) fir tree in Kleber Square. On Tuesday night,
wounded victims could be seen in the streets which
are flanked by traditional Alsatian buildings with their

exposed wooden beams. “I’m having a hard time
believing what happened here,” said Antoine, a 20-
year-old medical student in the city of 300,000 peo-
ple which lies on the border with Germany. “This is a
first for Strasbourg, it’s really a peaceful city.”

‘Threat very high’ 
The market has long been a prime target, with

French authorities foiling a bomb plot as far back as
December 2000, when four men suspected of Al-
Qaeda links were arrested. Concrete bollards and
trenches dug between tramway lines are now a com-
mon site, to avoid vehicle attacks like that which
struck Berlin’s Christmas market in 2016, killing 12.
That attack was claimed by the Islamic State group,
which has claimed others in France that have killed
more than 245 people since 2015. “The terror threat
remains very high,” junior interior minister Laurent
Nunez said on November 23 during this year’s inau-
guration of the market. “Our forces are ready to
secure this major event for Strasbourg and France,
with lots of visitors from around the world,” he said.
The security budget has more than tripled since
2015 to stand at one million euros ($1.13 million).
Around 260 police officers are deployed each day,
bolstered by 160 private security agents and 50
municipal police agents.

Dozens of soldiers from France’s anti-terror
Sentinelle operation, created after the January 2015
massacre at the offices of the satirical magazine
Charlie Hebdo, also carry out patrols. It was Sentinelle
soldiers alerted by the shots who first engaged with
the gunman. He later exchanged fire with other securi-
ty forces before fleeing in a commandeered taxi.
Strasbourg Mayor Roland Ries said the market would
be closed yesterday, but even if it reopens in the com-
ing days, a lingering apprehension will likely cast a
pall over the Christmas cheer. “It’s hard to imagine
what comes next, because we’ve never been through
something like this,” said Antoine. — AFP 

ACEH, Indonesia: A Sharia law enforcement medical official checks the injuries of
a man who was whipped in Lhokseumawe. — AFP


