
WASHINGTON: The Islamic State (IS) jihadist group was
“resurging” in Syria while the United States withdrew
troops, and has solidified its insurgent capabilities in neigh-
boring Iraq, a Defense Department watchdog said yesterday.
The jihadists-who suffered major territorial losses at the
hands of Iraqi and Syrian forces backed by a US-led inter-
national air campaign-are exploiting weaknesses in local
forces to make gains, the report from the Office of Inspector
General said.

“Despite losing its territorial ‘caliphate,’ the Islamic State
in Iraq and Syria (ISIS) solidified its insurgent capabilities in
Iraq and was resurging in Syria this quarter,” according to the
report, which uses an alternate name for the jihadist group. IS
has been able to “regroup and sustain operations” in the two
countries partially because local forces “remain unable to
sustain long-term operations, conduct multiple operations
simultaneously, or hold territory that they have cleared,” the
report said.

The group’s Syria resurgence came as Washington
“completed a partial withdrawal” from the country, a move
made despite commanders saying that the local US-backed
Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) “needed more training
and equipping for counterinsurgency operations.” Last
year, US President Donald Trump declared victory against
IS and ordered the withdrawal of all American troops from
Syria-a decision that prompted then defense secretary Jim
Mattis to quit.

‘Create turmoil’
A small number of American troops have remained in

northeastern Syria, an area not controlled by the regime of
President Bashar Al-Assad, and Washington is pushing for
increased military support from other members of the inter-
national coalition against IS. IS jihadists have carried out tar-
geted assassinations, ambushes and suicide bombings in both
countries and in Iraq have “established a more stable com-

mand and control node and a logistics node for coordination
of attacks,” the report said. The group’s strategy in the two
countries is to “create turmoil in territory it has lost” and pre-
vent local security forces “from establishing effective control
and maintaining civil order.”

The US-led coalition against IS believes the jihadist group
likely has between 14,000 and 18,000 “members” in Iraq and

Syria, among them up to 3,000 foreigners, the report said. IS
has suffered major losses, but its predecessor the Islamic State
of Iraq likewise appeared on the ropes after Sunni Muslim
tribesmen turned against the jihadists, combining with the US
“surge” of troops in 2007-2008 to deal them a body blow.

Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi was however able to revive the
extremists’ fortunes, drawing on subsequent widespread
Sunni anger with Iraq’s Shiite-led government to rebuild, aid-
ed by the chaos and violence of the Syrian civil war. The
jihadists seized control of large parts of Syria and Iraq,
declaring an Islamic “caliphate” in 2014 and committing wide-
spread atrocities, and were only pushed back after multiple
years of heavy fighting and a massive US air campaign.

Regime advances 
Meanwhile,  regime loyalists captured a town and a village

from jihadists and allied rebels in northwest Syria Wednesday,
after fierce clashes that killed nearly 30 combatants
overnight, a war monitor said. The town of Al-Zakat and the
Al-Arba’een village in Hama province came under regime
control on Wednesday morning, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said. It said the clashes overnight killed 10
regime loyalists and 18 opposition fighters, including 13
jihadists. The push has also seen regime loyalists reach the
edges of Kafr Zita and Al-Latamneh - respectively, a major
town and a village - held by the opposition in northern Hama,
according to the Observatory.

Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), a jihadist group led by Syria’s
former Al-Qaeda affiliate, has since January controlled
Northern Hama as well as all of Idlib and adjacent parts of
Aleppo and Latakia governorates.  A truce that started on
Friday was supposed to protect three million people living in
the region after three months of deadly bombardment by the
regime and its ally Russia. But HTS on Saturday refused to
comply with a key condition to that truce, declaring it would
never withdraw from a planned buffer zone around the area.

On Monday, the government declared the truce over,
accusing its opponents of attacking civilian areas and bom-
barding an air base of its ally Russia. Moscow and Damascus
have since resumed air strikes. “The regime leveraged the
ceasefire to send reinforcements to Northern Hama,” said
Rami Abdul Rahman, the head of the Britain-based monitor. A
Turkish-Russian deal struck in September last year was sup-
posed to avert a massive government offensive on the Idlib
region.

But that deal was never fully implemented as jihadists
refused to withdraw from the planned demilitarized cordon.
Instead, heightened attacks by the regime and Russia have
killed more than 800 civilians since the end of April, the
Observatory says. It has also pushed 400,000 people from
their homes, according to the UN. Syria’s conflict has killed
more than 370,000 people and driven millions from their
homes since it started with the brutal repression of anti-gov-
ernment protests in 2011. — Agencies 
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KHAN SHAYKHUN: An aerial view taken shows graffiti scribbled on the roof of a collapsed building in the town of Khan Sheikhun in the southern countryside of Idlib, reading in Arabic ‘truce is betrayal’, ‘Russia kills us and
the civil defense saves us’, and other insults against Russian President Vladimir Putin. — AFP 

IS ‘resurging’ in Syria as US pulls troops
Regime advances after scrapping northwest Syria truce
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Photo of US officers 
leading black man 
by a rope sparks 
outrage
WASHINGTON: A police chief in Texas has apologized
after a photo went viral of two officers mounted on
horseback walking a handcuffed black man by a rope, as
if on a leash. The image caused outrage, serving as a
painful reminder of some of the bleakest moments in
America’s brutally racist past, including the chaining of
enslaved people and lynching of blacks in the Jim Crow
South in the years after emancipation.

Vernon Hale, police chief for the coastal Texas
city of Galveston, said that Donald Neely, who was
arrested Saturday for trespassing, should have been
taken to the station in a police car, but only mounted
officers were available. Neely was then escorted on
foot, led by a length of rope and flanked by the
mounted officers.

“Although this is a trained technique and best practice
in some scenarios, I believe our officers showed poor
judgment in this instance,” said Hale, in a statement pub-
lished Monday on Facebook. “First and foremost I must
apologize to Mister Neely for this unnecessary embar-
rassment,” Hale said, adding that policy had been
changed so that the technique would no longer be used.
Hale’s statement sparked frustration, with some activist
groups saying his response was “weak.” —AFP

Taleban bomb
kills at least 14
KABUL: At least 14 people were killed and 145 wounded
in a massive Taleban bomb blast yesterday as fresh vio-
lence gripped Kabul even as insurgents appear to be clos-
ing in on a peace deal with the US. The bloodshed in the
capital comes amid an ongoing surge in attacks across
Afghanistan, where some 1,500 people were killed or
injured last month alone. A huge plume of black smoke
was seen rising over western Kabul following a massive
explosion at the entrance to a police compound around
9:00 am.

The Afghan interior ministry said the explosion was
caused by a car bomb, but the Taleban, which claimed the
attack, said it was a much larger truck bomb. An Afghan
security official also told AFP it was a truck bomb. Images
on social media showed toppled blast walls surrounding
several largely destroyed buildings in a compound. Afghan
authorities said at least 10 civilians and four police officers
had been killed. Another 145 people, including 92 civilians,
were wounded. 

“As the air cleared, I saw several women crying, des-
perately looking for their husbands or children near the
blast site,” local journalist Zakeria Hasani, who lives near
the police station said. Shopkeeper Ahmad Saleh said his
store windows had blown out, sending glass flying. “My
head is spinning and still I don’t know what has happened
but the windows of about 20 shops around one kilometre
from the blast site are broken,” he said.

The US and the Taleban are meeting in Doha this week
for an eighth round of talks aimed at striking a peace deal

that would slash the American military presence in
Afghanistan. Despite the bloodshed sweeping the nation,
both sides have cited “excellent progress”. The attack
came after the Taleban warned Afghans on Tuesday to
keep away from public gatherings ahead of the presiden-
tial election planned for September 28.

The Taleban ordered their fighters to “stand against”
the polls, and previous elections have been rocked by fre-
quent attacks by militants trying to undermine
Afghanistan’s fragile democracy. More than 1,500 civilians
were killed or wounded in the Afghan conflict in July,
according to the United Nations, the highest monthly toll
so far this year and the worst single month since May
2017.

IS presence 
The blast was not the only violence to rock the Afghan

capital in the past 24 hours.
Afghan commandos stormed three Islamic State group

houses in Kabul, officials said. Despite non-stop strikes
from the US and Afghan forces, the Middle Eastern
jihadist group has maintained a persistent presence in
Afghanistan since 2015. The houses were being used as
bomb factories, the Afghan intelligence service said in a
statement. Two IS fighters and three Afghan commandos
were killed in the raids. “A lot of explosives, suicide vests,
arms and technical tools of making car bombs and mines
were seized,” the statement read. In Baghlan province in
northern Afghanistan, authorities said they stopped an
attack on a security forces convoy.

According to an Afghan army statement, three attack-
ers were driving in an explosives-packed Humvee toward
the convoy, but Afghan troops spotted them and
destroyed the vehicle with a rocket-propelled grenade. On
Tuesday, at least five people were killed and seven wound-
ed in Kabul when a vehicle carrying workers from the
counter-narcotics directorate was bombed, the interior
ministry said. Deputy interior minister General Khoshal
Sadat said 4,769 Taleban fighters had been killed since
they announced their spring offensive in April. 

The Afghan military does not reveal how many of its
troops have been killed, but numbers are thought to be
several thousand per year. Still, Sediq Sediqqi, the
spokesman for Afghan president Ashraf Ghani, said Afghan
security forces are foiling about seven in 10 planned
Taleban attacks. “Their leaders are being targeted and air
operations have increased. To retaliate they are attacking
civilian places in the cities,” Sediqqi said. The violence
comes as Afghans prepare to celebrate the Eid al-Adha
holiday next week. —  AFP 

KABUL: Afghan security forces investigate the site where a
Taleban car bomb detonated at the entrance of a police
station in Kabul yesterday. — AFP 


