
Iran-backed forces 
in Iraq under focus 
after US strikes
BAGHDAD: US air strikes in Iraq and Syria against the Iran-
backed Kataib Hezbollah militia group have brought a threat
of reprisal.  These are the most powerful such paramilitary
groups in Iraq.

KATAIB HEZBOLLAH
Formed in 2003 after the US-led invasion, the secretive

Kataib Hezbollah (Battalions of the Party Of God) is one of the
smallest Iranian-backed militias in Iraq, with an estimated 5,000
members. But it is considered one of the most dangerous. During
the recent war against Islamic State, Kataib received battlefield
training from Lebanon’s Hezbollah.

Kataib has long targeted US forces and was one of the earli-
est groups to dispatch fighters to Syria to support President
Bashar al-Assad in the civil war. In 2009, Washington declared
Kataib Hezbollah a foreign terrorist organization, saying it
threatened stability in Iraq, one of the most important US allies
in the Arab world. The group’s founder Jamal Jaafar Ibrahimi,
known by his nom de guerre Abu Mahdi Al-Mohandes, has
warned of a strong response against US forces following
Sunday’s attacks on several bases that killed at least 25 people.
Muhandes is an adviser to Qassem Soleimani, commander of
Iran’s Qods Force - an arm of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps that gives material support to groups like Hezbollah,
Hamas and Palestinian Islamic Jihad.

The United States has declared the former lawmaker a ter-
rorist. In 2007, a Kuwaiti court sentenced him to death in absen-
tia for his involvement in the 1983 US and French embassy
bombings in Kuwait. Mohandes also oversees Iraq’s Popular
Mobilization Forces (PMF), an umbrella grouping of paramilitary
groups mostly consisting of Iran-backed Shi’ite militias that was
formally integrated into Iraq’s armed forces.

BADR ORGANISATION
Badr leader Hadi Al-Amiri is widely seen as Tehran’s man in

Iraq. He fought on Iran’s side in its 1980-1988 war with Iraq.

Amiri, a Farsi speaker, spent more than two decades fighting
Saddam Hussein from exile in Iran. Badr, established in 1982, was
named after a key seventh century battle during the time of the
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH). It was the backbone of the volun-
teer forces fighting Islamic State. Badr was known for brutal tac-
tics during Iraq’s civil war but has tried to soften its image. Since
2014, Badr has transformed itself into a leading force in Iraqi pol-
itics, an important ally for Iran which has extended its reach to
parliament. Like some other groups, Badr gets its inspiration
from Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. Badr has
also sent thousands of fighters to Syria.

ASAIB AHL AL-HAQ
“League of the Righteous” is one of Iraq’s most notorious

militia groups. Formed in 2006 by its leader Qais Al-Khazali, the
sectarian force has launched numerous operations against
American and Iraqi forces.

Critics say Asaib is still violent despite announcing it was
ready to lay down arms in 2012 and join the political process.
In 2007, Khazali was arrested by American forces for his
alleged role in an attack on a government compound in
Karbala in the Shi’ite heartland of southern Iraq, which left five
American soldiers dead.

He is now one of the most feared and respected Shi’ite militia
leaders in Iraq, and one of Iran’s most important allies in the
country. He was among the thousands of militia fighters, armed
and wearing green camouflage military fatigues, who flocked to
northern Iraq to battle Islamic State. —Reuters

Displaced Syrians find shelter in Idlib mosque

International
Churchgoers kill 
gunman who shot two
during Texas service

Page 8

Bangladesh halts breast milk scheme after Islamist backlash
Page 9

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 31, 2019

BAGHDAD: Iraqi men looks at a Christmas tree made of national flags during ongoing anti-government demonstrations at
Tahrir square in the capital Baghdad yesterday.—AFP

Merkel, Erdogan 
and Putin discuss 
solution for Libya
BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel discussed
efforts to reach a diplomatic solution for the Libyan
conflict in separate phone calls with Russian President
Vladimir Putin and Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan,
whose government intends to send troops to Libya, a
government spokesman said yesterday.

Turkey’s foreign minister has warned that the Libyan
conflict risks sliding into chaos and becoming the next
Syria, as he sought to speed up domestic legislation to
allow Ankara to send troops to the North African coun-
try. Last week, Erdogan announced his government’s
decision to seek parliamentary consent to send troops
to Libya, at the request of Tripoli. The troops would help
to defend Libya’s UN-backed Government of National
Accord against General Khalifa Haftar’s forces, which
get military support from Russia, Egypt and the United
Arab Emirates. A German foreign ministry spokesman in
Berlin said Germany was following the reports about
Turkey’s military plans in Libya with “great concern”. He
urged all involved parties to exercise maximum restraint,
respect an international embargo for arms exports to
Libya and step up efforts for a diplomatic solution.

“A further exchange was agreed to strengthen
diplomatic efforts,” the government spokesman said,
adding that Merkel also discussed the developments in
Syria with Erdogan and Putin during the phone calls,
which took place on Sunday.

Germany has offered to host an international peace
conference on Libya that the United Nations is plan-
ning . The conference could take place in Berlin after a
planned meeting between Erdogan and Putin in
January. —Reuters

IDLIB, Syria: An aerial photograph shows children playing near tents sheltering Syrians who fled ongoing battles in the southern and eastern countryside of the Idlib province, surrounded by mud caused by heavy rain, in a camp for displaced
people near Sarmada near the border with Turkey in the northern part of the province on Sunday. —AFP

IDLIB, Syria: Almost 50 displaced civilians
forced to flee their homes in Syria from on-
going regime and Russian attacks have
found refuge in an Idlib mosque.

“I live in the mosque with my five chil-
dren. They gave us money, a stove and a
sponge to go to bed,” Fatma Ahmedi said.
The civilians from 49 families are given food
and bedding by the Turkish Red Crescent
humanitarian agency. “We have taken refuge
in Allah’s house, we stay there and they try
to meet our every need,” Reyhan Ahey said.

Idlib falls within a de-escalation zone laid
out in a deal between Turkey and Russia in
late 2018.

The Syrian regime and its allies, however,
have consistently broken the terms of the
cease-fire, launching frequent attacks inside
the zone.

The de-escalation zone is currently home

to some four million civilians, including hun-
dreds of thousands displaced in recent
years by regime forces throughout the war-
weary country. 

“This is the southern part of Atme Camp
in Idlib countryside and it is Dec. 26. We are
having a great difficulty that the history ever
witnessed. Everything is covered in mud.
People are trying to open the closed roads
with their own means. We need help from
the NGOs here. For instance, yesterday
there was a pregnant woman, who was
about to give birth. But the rescue team
could not reach her. How can you make such
a woman walk for kilometers? The roads are
terrible.”

“We are here at this camp just for an
hour, and you can see the situation. People
living here have to face these difficulties
every moment. It is raining, and the roads

are closed. Vehicles carrying water, bread,
fruits and vegetables cannot move on. If
there is an urgent case, people have to be
carried in arms, as ambulances cannot
reach them on roads. This is only the begin-
ning of winter, and if it continues like this,
people at this camp will have much greater
difficulties. I call on the volunteers and aid
organizations to help people here.”

In the wake of heavy rains, thousands of
Syrian civilians staying at camps along the
Turkish-Syrian border are awaiting human-
itarian aid, locals told Anadolu Agency.
Tents, houses, and roads were badly affect-
ed by heavy rains in the Atme camps
region, according to recent video footage.

“This is the southern part of Atme Camp
in Idlib countryside and it is Dec. 26. We
are having a great difficulty that the history
ever witnessed. Everything is covered in

mud. People are trying to open the closed
roads with their own means,” one local said.

“We need help from the NGOs here. For
instance, yesterday there was a pregnant
woman, who was about to give birth. But
the rescue team could not reach her. How
can you make such a woman walk for kilo-
meters? The roads are terrible.”

Another local shot a video of the envi-
ronment as he told about the situation at
the camp. “We are here at this camp just for
an hour, and you can see the situation.
People living here have to face these diffi-
culties every moment. It is raining, and the
roads are closed. Vehicles carrying water,
bread, fruits and vegetables cannot move
on. If there is an urgent case, people have
to be carried in arms, as ambulances cannot
reach them on roads,” he said, adding: “This
is only the beginning of winter, and if it

continues like this, people at this camp will
have much greater difficulties. I call on the
volunteers and aid organizations to help
people here.”

In September 2018, Turkey and Russia
agreed to turn Idlib into a de-escalation
zone in which acts of aggression are
expressly prohibited. Since then, more than
1,300 civilians have been killed in attacks
by the regime and Russian forces in the de-
escalation zone as the cease-fire continues
to be violated.

Over a million Syrians have moved
near the Turkish border due to the intense
attacks in 2019. According to the
National  Coal i t ion for Syrian
Revolutionary and Opposition Forces, the
Idlib province is home to around 3 million
civilians, 75 percent of them women and
children. —Reuters

Women and children try hard to live in harsh winter conditions in Idlib


