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Nearly a year since fall of Iraq’s 
Mosul, hunt for bodies goes on 

Bodies of militants sometimes still clad in suicide belts
MOSUL: Atop an enormous mound of rubble
under blistering sun in Iraq’s second city Mosul,
fire crews and police chip away at a grim but
vital task. Some 10 months after dislodging the
Islamic State group, they are still extracting
bodies from the ruins of the shattered Old City.
“Over three days, 763 bodies have been pulled
from the rubble and buried,” Lieutenant Colonel
Rabie Ibrahim tells AFP. Despite the overpower-
ing stench, the men work relentlessly, braving
unexploded munitions in an area devastated by
the nine-month battle. 

“The operations will continue until all the
corpses are extracted” from the heart of the
city, Ibrahim says. Civilians’ bodies that can be
identified are handed to their families, while the
remains of IS combatants are buried in a mass
grave on the western outskirts of Mosul. Some
of the putrefied corpses are sent to Nineveh
province’s health services, Ibrahim adds.

Booby traps 
The workers, their faces covered with

masks or scarves, move with great caution.
The bodies of militants are sometimes still
clad in suicide belts. Grenades, homemade
bombs and other crude contraptions left by IS
fighters during their retreat to Syria pose a

constant threat. The improvised booby traps
are hidden under multiple layers and obstacles
- the rubble of collapsed homes, disembow-
eled furniture and uprooted trees, in some
places subsiding into the waters of the Tigris
that meander murkily below. 

Where a maze of cobbled streets was once
lined with homes and market stalls, there is
now a formless mess populated by stray ani-
mals, insects and disease. The destruction is
so great that some residents cannot pinpoint
the remnants of their homes or even their
street as they try to direct salvage workers to
the remains of loved ones. The rubble makes it
impossible to bring in heavy construction

machinery, says General Hossam Khalil, who
leads Nineveh province’s civil defense force.
His men therefore have to rely on smaller
vehicles, but Mosul “only has a few,” he says.

Nearly 3,000 bodies 
There is a pressure to work as quickly as

conditions will allow: Residents are exhausted
by three years of IS rule, nine months of brutal
urban combat and now the slow pace of
reconstruction. “But it’s impossible, with this
stench, this pollution and the epidemics they
can cause,” says Othmane Saad, an unem-
ployed 40-year-old whose home in the old
city is entirely destroyed. Another resident,
33-year-old Abu Adel, wants the authorities
“to clear all the corpses as quickly as possi-
ble” and to “compensate residents so they can
rebuild, then establish public services”.

But the task is titanic. Since Mosul was
retaken in July, “2,838 bodies, including 600
IS members, have been retrieved from the
rubble,” governor Naufel Sultane tells AFP.
Even after the corpses are taken away and
buried, they leave harmful bacteria which the
Tigris can carry far beyond the old city. The
authorities insist drinking water stations are
unaffected and that they pump water from the

Tigris’ central depths, avoiding the banks and
other shallows. 

But gastroenterologist Ahmed Ibrahim
advises caution. “You must boil water before

drinking it and don’t use river water, either for
bathing or washing,” he tells AFP. Birds and
fish “can carry typhus, bilharzia and gastroen-
teritis,” he adds. — AFP 

The task 
is titanic

MOSUL: Iraqi civil defense recover a body in this northern Iraqi city on May 16, 2018. —  AFP 

Malaysia sets
up task force
to probe 
1MDB scandal
KUALA LUMPUR: Malaysia yesterday set
up a task force to probe allegations that bil-
lions of dollars were looted from sovereign
wealth fund 1MDB in an audacious fraud
overseen by ousted leader Najib Razak.
New Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad
led a reformist alliance to a shock victory at
the May 9 polls over Najib’s coalition, which
had governed Malaysia uninterrupted for
over six decades. A major reason for the
success of 92-year-old Mahathir was public
disgust at allegations of endemic corruption
among the country’s ruling elite, and in par-
ticular an explosive scandal surrounding
state fund 1MDB. 

The fund, 1Malaysia Development
Berhad, was set up in 2009 ostensibly to
promote the development of the Malaysian
economy. But it is alleged that Najib, his
family and cronies looted the investment
vehicle in a massive fraud stretching from
the Cayman Islands to New York, with
stolen funds used to buy everything from
real estate to artworks. Since Najib’s ouster,
Malaysians have been gripped by a series
of police raids on properties linked to the
ex-leader, which have yielded a stash of
hundreds of luxury handbags believed to
belong to his despised wife Rosmah
Mansor, as well as suitcases stuffed with
cash and jewels.

Mahathir - who first served as premier
from 1981-2003 and came out of retirement
to take on Najib - had pledged to reopen
probes into 1MDB. The new task force will
be charged with seizing back assets and
pursuing legal action against those suspect-
ed of breaking the law in relation to the
fund, said the prime minister’s office. “The
government hopes the setting up of this task

force, comprising a multi-agency enforce-
ment unit, will help restore the dignity of
Malaysia that has been tainted by the 1MDB
kleptocracy scandal,” said Mahathir’s office.
The task force will include representatives
of the anti-graft agency, the police and the
attorney-general’s office. Some of those on
the body were part of previous probes into
the controversy but were pushed out by
Najib’s regime as he moved to shut down
domestic investigations.

Complex web of transactions 
Several current and former senior gov-

ernment officials will lead the task force,
including Abdul Gani Patail, the former
attorney-general who was removed from
his post in 2015 as he was leading investi-
gations into 1MDB. Huge sums of money
from the fund are believed to have been
funnelled round the world in a complex web
of transactions, and the task force’s remit
will include reaching out to law enforce-
ment agencies in other countries, including
the US, Switzerland, Singapore and Canada,
according to Mahathir’s office.

The US Statement Department alleges in
civil lawsuits that $4.5 billion was stolen
from 1MDB and sent to the United States,
where it was spent on funding the
Hollywood film “The Wolf of Wall Street”
and lavish purchases including Monet and
Van Gogh paintings. Najib and 1MDB have
consistently denied any wrongdoing. The
ex-leader, 64, sought to mount a fightback
over the weekend, insisting he had not
stolen any public money during a speech to
hundreds of supporters in the constituency
where he has been an MP for decades.

Mahathir, a former mentor of Najib who
turned on him over 1MDB, is determined to
breathe new life into democratic institutions
that suffered under the ex-premier’s
increasingly authoritarian rule and usher in
a new dawn for the country. In a speech to
civil servants yesterday, Mahathir said that
Malaysia’s debt had ballooned to more than
one trillion ringgit ($251 billion). “We must
realize that before our country was
respected, but now it is no longer respect-
ed,” he said. — AFP 

Thai politicians 
charged as dissent 
grows before 
coup anniversary
BANGKOK: Three politicians from the party
ousted by Thailand’s generals were charged
on Monday with sedition for holding a press
conference, as dissent grows before the
fourth anniversary of the junta’s 2014 coup.
The military filed a case after senior Pheu
Thai figures railed against the coup organiz-
ers at their party’s headquarters last week,
blasting the generals for breaking repeated
promises to restore democracy. The party
supports former premiers Thaksin Shinawatra
and his sister Yingluck, whose elected gov-
ernments were both toppled by coups but
who remain popular among many rural Thais
despite both being in self-exile. 

The military now says it will allow elec-
tions in February but has refused to lift its
ban on politics or on gatherings of more than
five people. But critics are increasingly test-
ing the limits of the ban, which they say is
intended to give the generals time to build a
political coalition before the vote without
any public debate.  On Monday Pheu Thai’s
Watana Muangsook, Chaturon Chaisang and
Chusak Sirinil were all charged with sedition
for speaking at the press conference, while
five other party leaders were charged with
violating the ban on gatherings for attending.
“They were summoned to hear charges that
were filed by the (junta) on Thursday,” said
deputy national police chief Srivara
Rangsibhramanakul. 

The Pheu Thai veterans kept up their criti-
cism of the military as they cut through a
crowd gathered outside the police office and
shouting “Fight, fight!” in support. “This gov-
ernment abuses the laws. They use laws to
prevent people from investigating (them),”

said Pheu Thai’s secretary general Phumtham
Wechayachai.

Coup anniversary 
The regime is taking a harder line as it

gears up for protests on the coup’s fourth
anniversary on Tuesday, with activists vowing
to march on Government House in the morn-
ing. Police have warned they will enforce a
“restricted area” around the building. The
pro-democracy movement, which is led by a
dedicated cohort of student activists, said
they have come under increasing surveillance
before their planned march. In a statement the
activists said their sound technician was taken
to a military camp on Sunday night. 

He was released yesterday, according to a
group of human rights lawyers, who say more
than 50 people have been visited, called or
monitored by security officers since May 17.
A junta spokesman could not be reached for
comment. Titipol Phakdeewanich, a politics
professor based in Thailand’s rural northeast,
said officers had been visiting local activists in
the region, a Pheu Thai stronghold. “They are
also using their network in local areas as
well... having some of their military going into
villages and asking people not to go (to the
Bangkok demonstration),” Titipol told AFP,
adding that he himself received a phone call
from the military asking if he planned to
attend the march. — AFP 

BANGKOK: Pheu Thai party leaders leave the crime suppression division after being charged
with sedition and violating the ban on gatherings yesterday. — AFP 

French police 
arrest 3 after
teens beat 
man to death
PAU, France: French police have arrested three
people after a man was beaten to death in broad
daylight by a gang of teenagers in Pau, a town in
southern France. A 32-year-old was murdered
early on Friday evening in a notorious area of
the town by a group of youths, whom witnesses
described as being in their early teens and aged
16-17 at most. The victim, who had a history of
violent crime and drug dealing, was repeatedly
kicked and punched by a group of up to 12
teenagers, and was also beaten with a plastic
chair leg and a piece of wood in front of horri-
fied witnesses, local media reported.

Pau prosecutor Cecile Gensac confirmed
Monday that three people had been arrested

over the murder of the victim, a French national
born in Burkina Faso in west Africa who had
moved from Paris to Pau in recent years. “The
man died Friday in the street in an area of Pau
after a group attacked him,” Gensac told AFP.
The housing estate in the Saragosse area of Pau,
where the crime took place, is known for its high
crime rate and is typical of many deprived, high-
immigration urban neighbourhoods in France.

But murders committed by minors are rare
and the man’s death on a grassy public area was
widely reported on Monday, with Le Parisien
newspaper describing it as a “terrifying lynch-
ing”. “They’re very young: 12, 13, 14 years old. It’s
a gang around here that smokes weed, that caus-
es problems,” one local told La Republique des
Pyrenees newspaper. The death came as French
President Emmanuel Macron prepares to unveil
his long-awaited strategy for tackling the
entrenched social problems found in many poor
areas in the country’s towns and cities. The 40-
year-old leader has faced criticism from some
associations for failing to put tackling crime,
unemployment, poverty and Islamism at the heart
of his agenda since his election in May 2017.

‘Doing badly’ 
Presidential aides have said Macron will

avoid announcing a new strategy based on mas-
sive increases in public spending. “The aim is not
to reinvent grand projects” that are “top-down”,
an aide told reporters last week, but to “be effi-
cient and succeed in bringing on board locals”
to encourage community projects. Macron is
likely to insist on his government’s record of
investing in schools in poor areas, creating a
new community police service for crime-hit
zones, and economic reforms which he believes
will generate more jobs.

A host of local lawmakers from the hardest-
hit urban areas of France have warned about the
problems of crime, poverty and Islamism that
blight the lives of local families. The mayor of the
gang-plagued region of Seine-Saint-Denis north
of Paris published a column at the weekend urg-
ing Macron not to miss the opportunity to send
a signal about his intentions. “The suburbs are
doing badly,” wrote Laurent Russier. Ten people
were in police custody yesterday in Seine-Saint-
Denis after a 41-year-old man was stabbed to
death at the weekend in a shop. — AFP 

Son found 
guilty of 
murdering 
family with axe
CAPE TOWN: A South African judge yesterday
found a man guilty of killing his wealthy parents
and brother in a frenzied axe attack that also
left his sister severely injured. Henri van Breda,
23, had denied murdering his 21-year-old
brother Rudi and parents Martin, 54, and
Teresa, 55, and leaving his sister Marli strug-
gling with near-fatal injuries to her head, neck
and throat. During the trial, he told the court
that a late-night intruder had entered the fami-
ly’s home on an exclusive highly-guarded estate
in Stellenbosch, outside Cape Town.

But judge Siraj Desai systematically took
apart the defense case in a five-hour summary
of the trial before delivering a verdict that
Desai said “as a family man, it’s difficult” to
deliver. “After considering all the evidence, the
result in inescapable,” Desai said, finding van
Breda guilty on three counts of murder and one
count of attempted murder, as well as obstruct-
ing justice. “That the accused was the perpetra-
tor of the crime is the only reasonable conclu-
sion,” he said.

“No evidence of a typical house robbery or
breaking is evident. Four of five members of
family found brutally attacked in similar fashion
and left for dead... The accused was left stand-
ing, having lived through the events.” Van
Breda, standing in the dock, showed little emo-

tion as the verdict was read out, while his girl-
friend wept in the back of the court.

Believing he was about to be arrested, van
Breda turned himself in at a local police station
18 months after the killings. The trial has gener-
ated fevered interest over a privileged son
allegedly unleashing a savage attack on his fam-
ily, whose fortune - estimated at $16 million -
was derived from property. Van Breda’s claim of
an intruder had echoes of the defense used by
Oscar Pistorius, who said he thought a burglar
was hiding in the toilet to explain why he fired
four times through the door, killing his girlfriend.
In a recording of van Breda’s call to emergency
services, he said his family members were
“bleeding from the head” before he appeared to
giggle briefly. With close-shaven hair and a
beard, Van Breda was accompanied to the
packed courtroom by his girlfriend. — AFP 

CAPE TOWN: Henri van Breda sits in the dock at
the Western Cape High Court to hear the verdict
in his trial yesterday. — AFP 

Danish minister 
says fasting can 
be ‘dangerous’
STOCKHOLM: A Danish minister known for
her strong anti-immigration views yesterday
called for Muslims to take time off work dur-
ing the fasting period of Ramadan, saying the
practice can be “dangerous for all of us”. The
comments from immigration and integration
minister Inger Stojberg, a member of the cen-
ter-right Liberal Party, come after Ramadan,
one of Islam’s most revered holidays in which

Muslims around the world fast from dawn
until dusk, began last week.

“I want to call on Muslims to take leave
from work during the month of Ramadan to
avoid negative consequences for the rest of
Danish society,” Stojberg wrote in a column
for the BT tabloid. “I wonder if a religious
order commanding observance of a 1,400-
year-old pillar of Islam is compatible with the
society and labor market that we have in
Denmark in 2018.” She said she feared the
fasting could affect “safety and productivity”,
giving as an example bus drivers who have
“neither had a drink nor eaten for more than
10 hours”. “This can be dangerous for all of
us,” she said. Stojberg stoked controversy last
year when she posted to Facebook a photo of

her smiling and holding a cake to celebrate
Denmark’s 50th measure for toughening
immigration laws. One of the strongest meas-
ures came into force in 2016, allowing police
to seize valuables from refugees. The govern-
ment’s guidelines exempted wedding and
engagement rings after the measure prompted
international outrage and drew comparisons
to Nazi Germany. Stojberg also drew criticism
by launching a series of adverts in Lebanese
newspapers in 2015 warning would-be
migrants of the difficulties of seeking asylum
in Denmark. Over the past 15 years, the coun-
try has tightened its immigration policies,
insisting that migrants learn the country’s cus-
toms and language in order to adapt to the
labor market. — AFP 


