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DEIR EZ-ZOR: Arab fighters of the US-backed Kurdish-Arab coalition of the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) take part in a training exercise near the Omar oil field in the eastern Syrian Deir Ezzor province. —AFP

WASHINGTON: European nations must take back hundreds of
Islamic State group fighters captured in Syria, President Donald
Trump said late Saturday, after a delay in announcing what he
said would be the end of the “caliphate.” Trump shocked allies
in December by declaring the pullout of roughly 2,000 US
troops who had been assisting local forces in Syria against IS,
whose sole remaining territory is half a square kilometer in
eastern Syria. The pending US pullout set off a countdown for
governments whose citizens, having joined IS, were captured by
the US-backed, Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF).

“The United States is asking Britain, France, Germany and
other European allies to take back over 800 ISIS fighters that
we captured in Syria and put them on trial,” Trump said in a
tweet, using another acronym for IS. “The Caliphate is ready to
fall. The alternative is not a good one in that we will be forced to
release them. The US does not want to watch as these ISIS
fighters permeate Europe, which is where they are expected to
go.” Once the US-led coalition declares it has taken all IS terri-
tories, the White House is expected to withdraw American
troops. When that happens, the risk is high that “foreign terror-
ist fighters” will escape SDF control, posing a new threat.

For about two weeks, the Trump administration has been
pushing its allies to take their citizens home, and the US said it
was ready to help in the repatriation, but time has been run-
ning out. Several countries, including France, that have chosen
to leave the jihadists in SDF detention now confront a diplo-
matic, legal, political and logistical puzzle. “We do so much,
and spend so much - Time for others to step up and do the job
that they are so capable of doing. We are pulling back after
100% Caliphate victory!” Trump said in his late-Saturday
tweets. On Friday he said announcements on the fall of the
caliphate would be made “over the next 24 hours,” but that
deadline came and went.

Deep transatlantic rift 
An SDF commander said his US-backed forces slowed their

advance to protect civilians. The jihadists declared a “caliphate”
in large parts of Syria and neighboring Iraq in 2014, but have
since lost all but a tiny patch of territory near the Iraqi border.
Trump’s Syria pullout has highlighted the deep trans-Atlantic rift
that emerged under his presidency, and the differing views of the
two sides were on display Saturday at a security conference in
Munich. A French government source criticized the Trump
administration’s approach as “we’re leaving, you’re staying” and
added: “They’re trying to man-
age the consequences of a hasty
decision and making us carry
the responsibility.”

Diehard jihadists have
blocked roads out of the last
scrap of their Islamic State group
“caliphate” in Syria, US-backed
forces fighting them said yester-
day, preventing hundreds of civil-
ians from fleeing. Ahead of a vic-
tory declaration expected within
days and a subsequent US mili-
tary pullout, US President Donald
Trump called on his European allies to take back hundreds of
alleged jihadists captured in Syria. The jihadists declared a
“caliphate” across large parts of Syria and neighboring Iraq in
2014, implementing their brutal interpretation of Islam on millions.

But several offensives have expelled them from all of it, except
a tiny patch of less than half a kilometer square on the banks of
the Euphrates river near the Iraqi border. Thousands of people
have streamed out of the so-called “Baghouz pocket” in recent
weeks, but hundreds of civilians-including IS family members-are

believed to still be inside. At a collection point for new arrivals
outside Baghouz yesterday, dozens of tents and a few trucks sat
empty.  Earlier in the week, the area had been thronging with
people-women and children, but also suspected jihadists led to
one side. “It’s been two days since anyone came out,” an SDF
fighter said. SDF spokesman Mustefa Bali said IS had blocked
roads out of its holdout, preventing those remaining from escap-
ing to safety. “Daesh has sealed off all the streets” but up to
2,000 civilians could still be inside, he said, using the Arabic
acronym for IS. The jihadists are confined to “a few hundred

meters square in... Baghouz with
a number of civilians they hold
hostage and refuse to release”,
he said on Twitter Saturday.

‘Human shields’
A spokesman for the US-led

coalition, which has been backing
the SDF with its air power and
some troops, said IS was using
these women and children as
“human shields”. “Civilians who
have escaped are reporting ISIS
is using them as human shields

and killing innocent civilians in order to intimidate others from try-
ing to leave,” Sean Ryan said. The Kurdish-led SDF launched the
offensive to expel IS from the eastern banks of the Euphrates in
September. Trump on Friday promised announcements linked to
“the eradication of the caliphate” within 24 hours, but a top SDF
commander then warned the battle would take a few more days.
The US president in December shocked allies when he announced
he would withdraw all 2,000 US troops from Syria because IS
had been “beaten”. That plan is set to be accelerated after a victo-

ry announcement. Since 2015, the SDF have been battling IS with
backing from the international coalition, retaking one major town
after another until reaching Baghouz. They have detained hun-
dreds of foreigners accused of fighting for IS and repeatedly
called on their countries to repatriate them, but Western nations
have been reluctant. Trump yesterday called on his European
allies to bring their nationals home. “The Caliphate is ready to fall,”
he said on Twitter. “The United States is asking Britain, France,
Germany and other European allies to take back over 800 ISIS
fighters that we captured in Syria and put them on trial,” he said,
using an alternative acronym for IS.

‘Sleeper cells’ 
“The alternative is not a good one in that we will be forced to

release them,” Trump said. “The US does not want to watch as these
ISIS fighters permeate Europe, which is where they are expected to
go.” Beyond Baghouz, IS still has thousands of fighters and sleeper
cells scattered across several countries. In Syria, it retains a pres-
ence in the vast Badia desert, and has claimed deadly attacks in
SDF-held territory. The US Department of Defense has warned that
without sustained counterterrorism pressure, IS could resurge with-
in months. “IS is still using sleeper cells,” spokesman Bali said yester-
day. “Over the past month, more than one foreign sleeper cell was
arrested in multiple areas in Syria.” Acting Pentagon chief Patrick
Shanahan has struggled to convince sceptical allies in the interna-
tional coalition to help secure Syria once US soldiers pull out. Any
withdrawal would leave Syria’s Kurds exposed to a long-threatened
attack by neighboring Turkey, which views Kurdish fighters as “ter-
rorists”. They have scrambled to seek a new ally in the Damascus
government after spending most of Syria’s civil war working towards
self-rule. Eight years into the conflict that has killed more than
360,000 people, President Bashar al-Assad’s government controls
nearly two-thirds of the country. —Agencies

Take back jihadists, Trump tells Europe
In Syria, IS in last stand to defend dying ‘caliphate’

Indian govt ends police 
protection for Kashmir 
leaders after bombing
SRINAGAR: Indian authorities withdrew police protection for five separatist lead-
ers in Kashmir yesterday amid mounting fallout from a suicide bombing that killed
41 soldiers in the disputed region. New Delhi has vowed to retaliate after a van
packed with explosives ripped through a convoy transporting 2,500 soldiers
across the Indian-administered territory on Thursday, the deadliest-ever attack in
a 30-year-old armed conflict. Indian officials said police protection had been with-
drawn for Muslim cleric Mirwaiz Umar Farooq and four other leaders. “We have
decided to withdraw the security of separatist leaders in the wake of the attack on
security forces,” home affairs ministry spokesman A. Bharat Bhushan Babu said.

Babu said the decision followed a call by the government for a review of security
for those “taking money from Pakistan.” Until yesterday, Indian police had provided
security details for the five men out of fears that an attack on Kashmiri political
leaders could lead to an outbreak of violence in the Himalayan territory. Mirwaiz-
who has received police protection since the 1990 assassination of his religious
leader father-heads the Hurriyat Conference, a coalition of local political parties that
seeks independence for Kashmir or its merger with neighboring Pakistan.

A Hurriyat spokesman dismissed the significance of the government’s decision.
“It has no bearing, neither can it change the reality of the lingering Kashmir dis-
pute or the situation on the ground,” he said. Kashmir has been split between India
and Pakistan since both countries gained independence from Britain in 1947. Both
claim the whole region and have fought three wars over the territory. India accuses
Pakistan of training and arming militants in Kashmir, while Islamabad says it only
provides diplomatic and moral support for Kashmiris’ right to self-determination.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government, which faces a national election
in the coming months, has adopted an aggressive posture in Kashmir and shelved
dialogue with Pakistan after accusing the previous government of being soft on
militants. It withdrew trade privileges for Pakistan and imposed a 200 percent
customs duty on all imports from its neighbor within hours of Thursday’s attack,
which was claimed by the Pakistan-based Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) militant
group. Pakistan has denied any involvement in the attack and dismissed Delhi’s
accusations, calling them “well-rehearsed tactics from (the) Indian playbook after
such incidents in the past”.

Widespread anger
Thursday’s bombing has caused widespread anger across India, with some

demonstrations and TV news channels demanding military action against
Pakistan. More street protests were held across India yesterday. Protesters in
New Delhi burned effigies of Pakistani and JeM leaders while attacks on
Kashmiris were reported in different cities. The home ministry said Saturday it
had ordered increased safety measures for Kashmiri civilians following reports
of mob attacks. A man believed to be Kashmiri was beaten by a crowd in New
Delhi that accused him of chanting anti-India slogans, witnesses said. He was
rescued by police. Media reports said about a dozen people, including
Kashmiris, had been arrested for making “derogatory” statements about the
attack on social media. 

A round-the-clock curfew remained in place in Jammu city, the Hindu-
majority region of Kashmir, after mobs vandalized and torched properties
belonging to Kashmiris. Internet services were cut across the state. A shutdown
was observed in Muslim-majority districts of Kashmir, including the main city
Srinagar, following Thursday’s attacks. Kashmir is the world’s most militarized
zone with some 500,000 Indian troops deployed to fight a rebellion that broke
out in 1989. Scores of armed groups are now involved. Tens of thousands of
people, mainly civilians, have died in the conflict. Last year was the deadliest in
a decade with almost 600 killed. —AFP

In Syria’s Baghouz, 
dying palms and a 
wilting IS caliphate
BAGHOUZ: The wilted palms and pomegran-
ate trees at the entrance to Baghouz were
struggling to survive, much like diehard Islamic
State group fighters in the Syrian village.
Pinned down in a patch less than half a square
kilometer, the jihadists faced intermittent air
strikes by the US-led coalition backing the
Syrian Democratic Forces. On a press tour
Saturday organized by the US-backed forces,
the street ahead was punched through by mas-
sive craters and sprinkled with charred lorries.
“The SDF were here,” read a spray-painted
Arabic message on a one-storey house.

Atop a building captured by the SDF, a
fighter peered out at columns of smoke from
fresh bombardment. “They fire at us at night,
then clashes start before they run away again,”
said Hamza Shaddadi, his rifle slung over his
shoulder and a walkie-talkie in his hand. “But
we don’t get any closer because of the civil-
ians,” he told AFP. SDF officials say they have
IS surrounded in a tiny part of Baghouz but are
holding off on an assault because civilians-
including families of IS fighters-are still
thought to be inside. But the town would be
cleared “in just a few days”, said Shaddadi,
who seemed visibly impatient.

Even in areas already captured from the
jihadists, SDF units combed through rubble
and ruined houses used as IS bases in search
of secret tunnels, sleeper cells, or unexploded
ordnance. SDF fighters, their heads covered in
traditional flowered Kurdish scarves, barely
flinched at the sound of gunfire further ahead,

which was quickly followed by the roar of air-
planes and two booming air strikes. There were
no civilians in the homes or in the muddy
streets at the entrance to Baghouz, only
armored cars zipping sharply around corners
in the crushed town. It was not the first time
the SDF had battled for these neighborhoods.
After launching their latest offensive against IS
in September, their units took Baghouz easily,
but IS recaptured it a few weeks later during a
storm and dug in.

Diaa Hasakeh was back for the second
round, but told AFP the town was now in much
worse shape. “When we took it a few months
ago, we’d climb up on the rooftops and pick
dates and pomegranates,” said Diaa Hasakeh, a
bespectacled fighter who fought in the first
round and is back for the final battle. He point-
ed to the shriveled pomegranate trees whose
red fruit had rotted on the branch, near yel-
lowed palm trees some of which had nothing
left but their trunks. “Today, their area of con-
trol has shrunk so they’re being more ferocious
in their fighting,” said of the jihadists. “In the
past, they wouldn’t resist a lot as they had oth-
er places to withdraw to.” SDF commanders
say their fighters have faced explosives-laden
motorcycles, suicide bombers, and ambushes
from behind the front line in recent days. On
Saturday, top SDF commander Jia Furat said
victory was nigh. 

“In a very short time, not longer than a few
days, we will officially announce the end of IS’s
existence,” he said. The jihadists once con-
trolled a territory that sprawled across Syria
and Iraq that was home to millions. But the
“caliphate” their elusive chief Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi declared more than four years ago in
Iraq’s Mosul is about to collapse on the shores
of the Euphrates River. —AFP

The Caliphate 
is ready to fall

KASHMIR: Indian protesters shout slogans against Pakistan next to burning
vehicles during a protest in Jammu after an attack on a paramilitary Central
Reserve Police Force (CRPF) convoy in the Lethpora area of Kashmir. —AFP


