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VARCES-ALLIERES-ET-RISSET: A man driv-
ing a car with fake license plates tried to ram a
group of soldiers out jogging in southeast
France yesterday, security sources said, spark-
ing fears of a new attempted attack as the coun-
try mourns the victims of an Islamist shooting
spree last week.

Speaking French and
Arabic, the man first
threatened a group of sol-
diers at around 8 am in
Varces-Allieres-et-Risset,
near Grenoble, and then
tried to run down another
group returning to their
barracks from a jog, the
sources added. “The sol-
diers managed to get up
onto the pavement without being hit,” army
spokesman Colonel Benoit Brulon said.

The driver of the small Peugeot 208 hatch-
back, who was accompanied by a woman, sped
off before being arrested around lunchtime in
Grenoble, police and military sources said.
Prosecutors in Grenoble, a town in the foothills
of the French Alps, said the incident was not
being treated as a terrorist attack for the mo-
ment and the motive remained unclear.

The incident comes with France on edge
after a jihadist rampage in the towns of Carcas-
sonne and Trebes last week where a 25-year-
old gunman killed four people, including a
policeman who took the place of a hostage in a
supermarket siege. The people of Trebes paid an
emotional farewell to three local victims at a cer-
emony in the square of the sleepy town yester-
day, held a day after a national tribute to officer

Arnaud Beltrame in Paris led by President Em-
manuel Macron. “You fell under the bullets of
terrorism and took with you the insouciance of
a little town in Occitanie where no one expected
to ever experience such happenings,” Trebes
Mayor Eric Menassi told mourners at the gath-
ering attended by Prime Minister Edouard

Philippe.

Security forces
under fire 

The security forces
have been repeatedly
targeted during the
string of jihadist attacks
that have claimed the
lives of 240 people
around France in the

past three years. At least six security force
members have been killed during that period. In
last week’s attack, the Moroccan-born gunman
Radouane Lakdim fired at a group of policemen
returning from a jog before storming the Super
U store and shooting dead two people. He also
killed the passenger of a car he hijacked in Car-
cassonne. Beltrame intervened during the su-
permarket siege to take the place of a cashier
Lakdim was using as a human shield.  But after
three hours of negotiations the gunman, who
claimed allegiance to the Islamic State group,
slit Beltrame’s throat before himself being shot
dead by police. Paying tribute to Beltrame at a
national ceremony in Paris on Wednesday, Pres-
ident Emmanuel Macron said his act of self-sac-
rifice would “remain etched in French hearts”.

Lakdim, who had a criminal record for
weapons and drugs offences, was on a watchlist

of suspected radicals, but authorities had con-
cluded that he did not pose a threat. His 18-
year-old girlfriend, a radicalised Muslim
convert, has been charged with being part of a
terrorist conspiracy. 

Other deadly assaults on police include the
massacre at the Charlie Hebdo satirical maga-
zine in Paris in January 2015, in which two offi-

cers were killed, and the fatal April 2017 shoot-
ing of a policeman on the Champs Elysees. The
army and police have also been targeted in sev-
eral non-deadly attacks. 

In August 2017, a man rammed his car into a
group of soldiers on anti-terror patrol in the
western Paris suburb of Levallois-Perret, injur-
ing six people. —AFP 

Syria’s Idlib 
at heart of
tense face-off
BEIRUT:The fate of Syria’s Idlib will
depend on Turkey’s ability to keep a
lid on the jihadist-dominated tinder-
box and prevent an explosive Russ-
ian-backed government offensive on
its doorstep, analysts say. Largely
outside government control since
2015, the northwestern province is
home to some 2.5 million people, in-
cluding many rebels from other
areas who were evacuated there
after being defeated by government
forces.

President Bashar al-”Assad’s
fiercest foes are being gathered in
Idlib, and there would be great
temptation for Russia to green light
a regime offensive on the province,”
Syria expert Nicholas Heras said.
But “Turkey needs Idlib to serve as

a buffer against the war,” said Heras,
a fellow at the Center for a New
American Security. The war in Syria
has killed more than 350,000 people
and displaced more than half the
population from their homes, includ-
ing more than three million to neigh-
boring Turkey.

Already overwhelmed, Ankara is
determined to prevent more Syrians
from crossing into its territory and
even says it wants to create condi-
tions for mass refugee returns.
“Turkey needs Idlib to serve as a
buffer against the war. If Assad tried
to seize Idlib, at a bare minimum
hundreds of thousands of people
would be displaced, and they would
have few places to run to,” Heras
said. The incentive is clear for Turkey
to prevent the chaos that would re-
sult from a regime assault but to do
so it will have to rein in powerful ji-
hadists in the province.

Jihadists dominant 
Hayat Tahrir Al-Sham (HTS), a

group led by Al-Qaeda’s former Syr-
ian affiliate, has faced military set-

backs in Idlib in recent months. But
unless Ankara decides otherwise,
analysts say, the group will probably
retain influence in the province
where a myriad of jihadist and other
rebels have vied for power since
2015.

Since the start of the year, HTS
has lost dozens of areas to a govern-
ment offensive in the southeast of
the province. In the meantime, for-
mer allies Ahrar Al-Sham and
Nureddine Al-Zinki banded together
against HTS to form the Turkey-
backed Syria Liberation Front. The
new group a few weeks ago
launched an assault against the ji-
hadist alliance’s positions, taking
back several areas including the
towns of Ariha and Maaret Al-
Numan. Syria analyst Haid Haid says
recent territorial losses have dented
HTS’s standing.

They have “broken its military
aura” as “a power that cannot be
vanquished, which had helped it
scare off the other factions”, said the
research fellow at King’s College
London. But even as HTS control of

Idlib has dwindled to around 60
percent of the province, it has re-
tained control other key sources of
political and economic power. Sam
Heller, an analyst at the International
Crisis Group, said HTS still holds key
assets in the province.

Putin-Erdogan ‘contest’ 
“It lost areas in the southern

countryside of Idlib but it retained
the Bab Al-Hawa border crossing
(with Turkey) and control over the
provincial capital Idlib city,” he said.
A civilian body that acts in the ji-
hadist-led group’s interests levies
taxes from shopkeepers, and has
tried to impose its will on local coun-
cils in the province.

Heras said HTS “retains a social
organizing power that effectively
makes it a first among equals in the
opposition governance”. “Unless
Turkey wills it and devotes the mili-
tary resources to combat Hayat
Tahrir Al-Sham, the other armed op-
position groups in Idlib will not win,”
he said. Since January, Turkish
troops have deployed to three ob-

servation posts in Idlib province to
monitor a so-called “de-escalation
zone” agreed in September by
Turkey, Russia and Iran.

The de-escalation is essentially
a dead letter and while Russia has
no forces on the ground in Idlib, its
fighter jets have struck targets in
support of regime forces, as they
have elsewhere in Syria. The
province, with its explosive cock-
tail of competing armed groups, is
about to become the latest scene
of the face-off between the two
most powerful brokers in the Syr-
ian conflict.

“Idlib is a contest between Russia
and Turkey,” said Heras, who argued
the deciding factor would be Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erogan’s
“determination to stare down” his
Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin.
Heller agreed that Idlib’s fate would
likely be determined by the interna-
tional powers involved in Syria’s
conflict. “The province’s fate will de-
pend on what Turkish-Russian
agreements are made behind the
scenes,” he said. —AFP 

Driver tries to ram soldiers as 
France mourns terror victims

Sparking fears of a new attempted attack

Sped off before
being arrested

TREBES: French Prime Minister Edouard Philippe (R) holds a white rose to lay the coffin
as he watches family members pay their last respects during the funeral service for the
three people killed in a terrorist attack in the town of Trebes. —AFP 


