
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, February 15, 2019

Friday 17

LONDON: An unrepentant British teenager who
joined the Islamic State group in Syria said in an
interview yesterday that she wants to come
home, highlighting the challenge for Western
governments on how to deal with returning ji-
hadist supporters. Shamima Begum, who ran
away from London with two school friends in
2015, spoke to The Times from a refugee camp
where she had fled the collapse of the IS group’s
“caliphate” in eastern Syria.

Now 19, she expressed no regrets about join-
ing the jihadists but said that two of her children
were dead and she was now heavily pregnant. “I
just could not endure any more,” she told the
newspaper. She added: “I was also frightened
that the child I am about to give birth to would
die like my other children if I stayed on. “So I fled
the caliphate. Now all I want to do is come home
to Britain.”

Begum made headlines around the world
when, aged just 15, she left to join the jihadists
with friends from Bethnal Green in east London.
Another girl from the same school had run away
the year before. One girl, Kadiza Sultana, has
been reported killed. Begum said the other two,
Sharmeena Begum — no relation - and Amira
Abase stayed on in Baghouz, where IS fighters
are making their last stand to hold on to the
proto-state they declared in 2014. “They were
strong. I respect their decision,” Begum said of
her friends. She added: “I’m not the same silly
little 15-year-old schoolgirl who ran away from
Bethnal Green four years ago. And I don’t regret
coming here.”

‘Challenge for all of us’ 
The British authorities estimate around 900

Britons travelled to Syria and Iraq to join the
conflict, of whom around 300-400 have since
returned — and 40 have been prosecuted. As of
last month, around 200 were believed to still be
alive and in the region. Speaking to Sky News,
Security Minister Ben Wallace said it was “wor-
rying” that Begum had not expressed regret
about going to Syria.

He also noted the difficulties faced by many
governments of how to deal with those returning
from abroad. “It is a challenge for all of us,” he
told BBC radio. “Some of them were groomed...
when they were young but are now adults and
some of them are hardened fighters. “We have
successfully prosecuted a number of them in the
last few years when they have come back and
the others should expect the same if they re-
turn.” The United States had said it is ready to
help countries repatriate IS jihadists detained in
Syria but that ultimately it is up to their home
governments to come up with solutions.

Under new anti-terrorism legislation adopted
in Britain this week, British nationals spending
time in Syria face arrest and up to 10 years in
prison on their return. The law toughens previ-
ous legislation that required authorities to prove
returning nationals had engaged in terrorist ac-
tivities while abroad. A lawyer who represented
the families of Begum and her two friends four
years ago, Tasnime Akunjee, told The Times he
was “thankful she’s alive”. He noted that when
they ran away, “there was an understanding that

as long as they had committed no further offence
they will not be prosecuted and be come to seen
as victims”.

Begum married a Dutch fighter soon after ar-
riving in Syria. “Mostly it was normal life in
Raqqa, every now and then bombing and stuff,”

she told The Times. “But when I saw my first sev-
ered head in a bin it didn’t faze me at all. It was
from a captured fighter seized on the battlefield,
an enemy of Islam. “I thought only of what he
would have done to a Muslim woman if he had
the chance.”—AFP 
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LONDON: In this file photo, Renu Begum, eldest sister of missing British girl Shamima Begum, holds a
picture of her sister while being interviewed by the media in central London. — AFP 

Blast kills 18 soldiers 
in Indian Kashmir
NEW DELHI: At least 18 Indian soldiers were killed yesterday in
the deadliest attack on government forces in Indian-administered
Kashmir in more than two years, police said. They died when an
improvised explosive device (IED) went off as a convoy of military
vehicles drove on a highway some 20 kilometers (12 miles) from
the main city of Srinagar. “An IED went off as a CRPF (Central
Reserve Police Force) convoy passed by,” senior police officer
Munir Ahmed Khan said. 

“We have 12 CRPF fatalities. We are evacuating the injured
from the site and don’t have their number at the moment.” The
Press Trust of India (PTI) news agency put the death toll at 18.
Local media reports said the Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammed
Islamist group had claimed responsibility for the attack. A
spokesman for the group said “the suicide attack” was carried out
by Aadil Ahmad, alias Waqas Commando, in a statement sent to
local newspapers. Unconfirmed photos showed the charred re-
mains of at least one vehicle littered across the highway, alongside
blue military buses.

It is the deadliest attack on Indian forces in that part of Kash-
mir since September 2016 when 19 soldiers were killed in a pre-
dawn militant raid on the Uri army camp. India has an estimated
500,000 soldiers in Kashmir, which has been divided between
India and Pakistan and riven by unrest since the end of British rule
in 1947. Rebel groups have been fighting for an independent
Kashmir, or a merger with Pakistan, since 1989. — Agencies 

KABUL: The Taleban said yesterday that its negotiators would
meet US envoys for talks this month in Islamabad, and also sit
down with Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan to discuss
Afghanistan. While Islamabad did not immediately confirm the
talks, Washington said it had “noted” the announcement, which
comes after weeks of meetings between the US and Taleban
officials.  “We are not going to negotiate in public,” a US State
Department spokesperson told AFP, adding that the US had
not received a formal invitation to any talks. “This is the be-
ginning of a long process which we continue to work through
private diplomatic channels.” The announcement comes as
America’s chief negotiator tours the globe shoring up support
for a peace process to end its longest war.

Zalmay Khalilzad, a former ambassador to Afghanistan, held
extensive talks with the militants last month in Qatar, where
the Taleban have an office. More talks are slated for later in
February. The Taleban’s statement said separate meetings
would be held first on February 18 in Islamabad “by the formal
invitation of the government of Pakistan”. Talks in Doha would
follow a week later on February 25, the statement read.
Khalilzad is heading a large delegation on a tour of Belgium,
Germany, Turkey, Qatar, Afghanistan and Pakistan to boost the
peace process and bring all Afghan parties to the table.

He has expressed cautious hope for a deal before Afghan

presidential elections slated for July, but says the Taleban
must come to the table with the Kabul government, which the
insurgents consider a US puppet. President Ashraf Ghani-
who has expressed frustration at being sidelined from recent
talks-flew to Munich on Wednesday to attend an interna-
tional security conference, his office said. The Taleban also
announced a meeting with Prime Minister Khan in Islamabad
for “comprehensive discussions” about bilateral affairs with
Afghanistan. News reports in Pakistan last month had sug-
gested Islamabad was open to hosting the next round of talks
with the insurgents.

Souring ties
In January, as he travelled the region building support for

the peace process, Khalilzad met Khan in Pakistan-one of just
three countries that recognized the Taleban regime before
their ousting by US-led forces in 2001. Pakistan’s foreign min-
istry said in December that President Donald Trump, who is
pushing to end the 17-year war in Afghanistan, wrote to Khan
seeking Islamabad’s support for peace efforts. Ties between
Washington and Islamabad have soured recently. US officials
have repeatedly accused Pakistan of turning a blind eye to, or
even collaborating with, the Afghan Taleban, which launch at-
tacks in Afghanistan from alleged havens along the border be-
tween the two countries. The White House believes that
Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence agency and other military
bodies have long helped fund and arm the Taleban, and believe
a Pakistani crackdown on the militants could be pivotal in de-
ciding the outcome of the war. Pakistan has long denied the
claims, saying thousands of its citizens have been killed in its
long struggle with militancy.—AFP 
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