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Iran arrests 3 
‘terrorists’ over 
suicide attack
TEHRAN: Iran’s elite Revolutionary
Guards said yesterday it has arrested
three “terrorists” involved in last week’s
deadly suicide bomb attack on security
forces in a region bordering Pakistan.
“Safe houses in (the cities of) Saravan
and Khash were identified and eliminat-
ed, and the terrorists based in them were
arrested,” the force said on its official
Sepah news agency. “Three of the ter-
rorists were arrested and 150 kilograms
(330 pounds) of explosives and 600
kilograms of explosive materials as well
as weapons and ammunition were con-
fiscated,” it said. The Guards said the
three arrested had “produced, guided
and supported” the vehicle used in
Wednesday’s suicide bombing.

The attack killed 27 members of

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards travelling
on a bus in the volatile southeastern
province of Sistan-Baluchistan, which
straddles the border with Pakistan. It
was claimed by the jihadist outfit Jaish
al-Adl (Army of Justice). Iran has pro-
vided Pakistani officials with “informa-
tion on the terrorist groups’ hidden and
semi-hidden training centers”, army
chief-of-staff Mohammad Bagheri told
Tasnim news agency. In a phone call
with Pakistani army commanders,
Bagheri asked them to “either confront
the groups or allow (Iranian) forces to
enter.” Islamabad launched an operation
against the “terrorists” in its Balochistan
border province on Sunday, he said.

Guards commander Major General
Mohammad Ali Jafari has accused
Pakistan’s army and intelligence agency
of sheltering the jihadists. The foreign
ministry said Iran “cannot tolerate”
Pakistan’s inability to stop cross-border
attacks on Iran and said Tehran’s frustra-
tion had been communicated to
Islamabad. “We hope the Pakistani gov-
ernment can and wants to prevent such
things from happening again,”

spokesman Bahram Ghasemi told
reporters yesterday. The ministry has
summoned the Pakistani ambassador in

Tehran and urged Islamabad to “serious-
ly confront... the terrorist groups active
on its border” with Iran. —AFP

ISFAHAN: Iranian mourners gather around the coffins of Revolutionary Guards
who were killed in a suicide attack, during their funeral in southeastern city of
Isfahan.  —AFP

Libyans mark
eight years
since uprising
TRIPOLI: Thousands of Libyans took
the streets Sunday to mark eight years
since the uprising that ousted dictator
Muammar Gaddafi, despite chronic
political and security crises. Waving
flags and wearing the country’s national
colors of red, black and green, marchers
poured into Tripoli’s Martyrs’ Square,
where the late autocrat once gave
speeches, to continue celebrations
kicked off the day before. The day’s fes-
tivities were filled with fireworks, con-
certs and music blasted from loudspeak-
ers. In Benghazi, Libya’s second largest
city and the “cradle of the revolution”,
celebrations were dimmer.

Only a few dozen people gathered at
the Benghazi court square where the
first anti-Gaddafi demonstrations began.
Once a symbol of the uprising, it now

lies in ruins, bearing the scars of a war
against jihadists launched in 2014. “This
revolution was born in the streets and
squares, carried by the youth... but some
are trying to steal the dreams and
desires of our people for a dignified life,”
said 32-year-old Benghazi resident
Mohamad Al-Agouri. Libya has been
mired in power struggles since the 2011
NATO-backed uprising, with militias and
tribes vying for control of the country’s
resources.

The oil-rich country is torn between
rival administrations, with the UN-
backed Government of National Accord
based in Tripoli and a parallel body in
the east backed by strongman Khalifa
Haftar and his self-styled Libyan
National Army. Basic public services are
wanting and continued violence and
divisions are fuelling uncertainty and
desperation, especially among the coun-
try’s youth. “I’m impatiently waiting to
see Libya stabilize and to be able to live
in peace,” pharmacist Abdelhamid Al-
Maghrabi said. “We’ve had enough of
wars, massacres and destruction,” said
the father of four. —AFP

BENGHAZI: Libyan men on a bulldozer wave the national flag as they gather
to mark the eighth anniversary of the uprising in Libya’s second city of
Benghazi. —AFP

Russia pioneering 
return of ‘IS kids’
MOSCOW: As the end nears for the IS enclave in Syria
and the fate of jihadists’ family members becomes a
prescient issue, Russia can be seen as a pioneer in sys-
tematically returning children of Islamist fighters home.
A potential homecoming of the many foreign women
who have gone to live in the IS “caliphate” and their
children, many of whom were born there, has been a
subject of debate in Russia, with some security chiefs
seeing them as potential threats. Earlier this month, 27
children, from four to 13 years old, were flown from
Iraq to the Moscow region. Clutching stuffed toys and
bundled in winter jackets, the children were carried off
the cargo plane to face the Russian winter after years
in the desert.

After health exams, they would be given into the care
of their uncles, aunts, and grandparents in the Russian
North Caucasus, the majority-Muslim territory in the
south of Russia that is home to most of the Russians that
had joined the Islamic State group.  Another 30 children
were brought back in late December. “They attend
school and kindergarten. Volunteers work with them and
talk to them about what they have been through,
explaining how they have been indoctrinated,” said
Kheda Saratova, an advisor to Chechnya leader Ramzan
Kadyrov, who has assumed a central role in the process
of repatriating Islamists’ relatives.

An ‘honorable’ deed 
Russian authorities have given sometimes conflicting

figures of returnees. Saratova said that about 200 chil-
dren have been brought to Russia, but nearly 1,400 are
still stuck in Iraq and Syria. Kadyrov, a longtime Kremlin
protege with vast resources, began efforts to bring back
fighters’ children in 2017. Diplomatic negotiations are
often led by Aleppo-born Chechnya senator Ziyad
Sabsabi.  Endorsing Kadyrov’s efforts, President
Vladimir Putin in late 2017 called the drive to return the
children “a very honorable and correct deed” and prom-
ised to help.”It’s very good for the image of Kadyrov. He
seems somebody who doesn’t just use violence against
terrorists but who builds mosques and hands out
humanitarian aid,” said Grigory Shvedov, who edits a
Caucasus-focused news website Caucasian Knot.

When he began Russia’s intervention in Syria in 2015,
Putin justified it by the need to kill jihadists before they
come to Russia. Although some regions have tried reha-
bilitation programs for Islamic extremists, these have
failed to catch on at the national level. Young men who
returned from Syria or Iraq and turned themselves in
have faced harsh punishment. This month Russia’s
Supreme Court confirmed a 16-year-term for a young
man who went to Syria as a 19-year-old student and
worked as a cook and driver on IS-controlled territory
for six months. 

The promise of amnesty 
Returning the wives of jihadists is also complicated

by the absence of an extradition agreement between
Russia and Iraq, where many have been sentenced,
sometimes to life, in prison. But there is also reluctance
by Russia’s powerful security services to bring home
adult civilians. FSB chief Alexander Bortnikov in
November noted that many women with children exiting
conflict zones have been used by jihadists as suicide
bombers or recruiters. 

“The FSB sees them as dangerous, even though
many of these wives purchase their freedom from the
Kurds and will eventually return one way or another,”
said Saratova. Any affiliation with Islamic State
jihadists is a crime, since the group is banned under
Russian law. “Some sort of amnesty has been promised
to many, but it doesn’t actually happen,” said Shvedov.
“They are put on trial, (charges) sometimes trumped
up and sometimes real.” —AFP

ABUJA: Nigeria’s President Muhammadu Buhari said
yesterday he had ordered the police and military to be
“ruthless” with vote-riggers, as preparations were
made for rescheduled elections. Presidential and par-
liamentary elections were put off just over five hours
before polls were due to open on Saturday, causing
widespread anger. New polls have been rescheduled
for this Saturday, while governorship and state assem-
bly elections have been pushed back to March 9. 

At an emergency meeting of his rul ing All
Progressives Congress party (APC) in Abuja, Buhari
said he intended to make sure the rescheduled ballot
proceeds without a hitch. “I do not expect anybody
to make any disturbance,” he
told senior party members.
“Anybody who decides to
snatch (ballot) boxes or use
thugs to disturb it (the vote),
maybe this will be the last
unlawful action he will take.”

Buhari , 76, said he had
ordered “the military and the
police to be ruthless” to
ensure all Nigerians can vote
for their chosen candidate. “I
am going to warn anybody
who thinks he has enough influence in his locality to
lead a body of thugs or snatch (ballot) boxes or to
disturb the voting system, he will do it at the expense
of his life,” the president added. Both the APC and the
main opposition Peoples Democratic Party (PDP)
have been accused of wanting to rig the result,
notably by buying biometric voter identity cards.

The Independent National Electoral Commission
(INEC) blamed the last-minute delay on logistical dif-
ficulties in the distribution of election materials, as
well as sabotage. Elections have been delayed before
in Nigeria: in 2015, there was a six-week postpone-
ment on security grounds linked to the Boko Haram

conflict in northeast Nigeria. In 2011, the election was
halted after it had already begun due to problems
with the non-delivery of ballot papers, results sheets,
and other voting materials. This year’s election is the
sixth in the 20 years since Nigeria returned to civilian
rule after decades of military government. Some 84
million voters are registered.

Boko Haram kills two 
In another development, two Nigerian soldiers

were killed and six others injured when Boko Haram
jihadists attacked a military post near the Cameroon
border, security sources told AFP yesterday, days

before rescheduled presi-
dental elections. Fighters
loyal to long-time factional
leader  Abubakar  Shekau
launched the at tack on
Sunday evening some 15
kilometers (nearly 10 miles)
from the town of Banki.

President Buhari came to
power on a pledge to defeat
the Islamist mil i tants but
despite his repeated claims
that they have been weak-

ened to the point of defeat, attacks persist. His fail-
ure to end the violence is again a polling issue as
Buhari seeks re-election this weekend. “We lost two
soldiers to Boko Haram terrorists who attacked
Alpha Company location...” a military officer in
Banki said on condition of anonymity.

“Six soldiers were also injured in the attack,”
he said. The account was backed by a civi l ian
militia member in the town. The injured troops
were evacuated to a hospital in Mora, across the
border  in  Cameroon. Banki  i s  130 k i lometers
southeast of Maiduguri, the Borno state capital,
and houses some 45,000 people displaced by the

confl ict  in a sprawling camp. Boko Haram has
launched several attacks in and around Banki, tar-
geting troops and the displaced. Last month two
soldiers were killed and seven civilians injured in
an ambush on a convoy of traders under military
escort in Chachile village.

Boko Haram has in recent months stepped up
attacks against military targets which have been
blamed on or claimed by IS-affiliated Islamic State

West Africa Province (ISWAP). On Saturday, four
soldiers and five jihadist fighters were killed when
ISWAP fighters attacked a base in the town of Buni
Yadi, in nearby Yobe state, the military said. Five
civilians were killed and 11 injured in the crossfire.
The conflict, which began in 2009, has killed more
than 27,000 people and left 1.8 million homeless in
northeast Nigeria. The violence has spilled into
neighboring Niger, Chad and Cameroon. —Agencies

Boko Haram kills two soldiers in North East

Nigerian president orders troops 
to be ‘ruthless’ with vote-riggers

ABUJA: Candidate of the All Progressives Congress (APC) President Mohammadu Buhari (center) sits as
party chairman Adams Oshiomhole (right) speaks while party national leader Bola Tinubu (left) and Vice
President Yemi Osinbajo (2nd left) listen, during the party caucus emergency meeting on the postponed
general elections yesterday. —AFP
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Hamas takes
control of 
Gaza crossing 
GAZA: Gaza’s Islamist rulers Hamas
took control of the Palestinian side of
the enclave’s main goods crossing
with Israel, the strip’s interior min-
istry and an official news agency
said yesterday. Hamas seized the
Gaza Strip in 2007 in a near civil war
with Palestinian president Mahmud
Abbas’ Fatah party. But it agreed to
hand control of the crossings to the

Fatah-dominated Palest inian
Authority in 2017, as part of a since-
failed reconciliation attempt between
the two parties.

The PA administration at the goods
crossing said Sunday that Hamas had
“expelled (its) employees and banned
them from entering the crossing”, the
official news agency Wafa reported.
Known to Israelis as Kerem Shalom
and to Palestinians as the Kerem Abu
Salem, the crossing in the south of
poverty-hit enclave has been a lifeline
for Gazans, who have lived under a
crippling Israeli blockade for more
than a decade. Hamas confirmed PA
employees had left the crossing.
Security forces “put in place proce-

dures dictated by security impera-
tives”, Gaza’s interior ministry
spokesman Iyad Al-Bozum said in a
statement.

“Palestinian Authority employees at
the crossing have refused to cooper-
ate on these procedures for a few
days and today we were surprised by
their departure,” he added. He said
goods continued to pass through the
crossing as normal. The Israeli
defense ministry body responsible for
Palestinian civil affairs, COGAT, said
“trucks were going through” into
Gaza as usual. Last month, Gaza’s
only crossing with Egypt was partial-
ly closed for some 20 days after PA
employees withdrew from the border

point, accusing Hamas of interference.
Hamas employees quickly retook

control of the Rafah crossing, the only
way for Palestinians to leave the
enclave that bypasses Israel. Israel and
Palestinian militants in Gaza, including
Hamas, have fought three wars since
2008. Tensions have risen again since
March as Palestinians have gathered at
least weekly along the border with
Israel for often-violent protests, calling
for an end to the blockade. At least
250 Palestinians have been killed by
Israeli fire since then, the majority shot
during clashes, though others have
been hit by tank fire or air strikes. Two
Israeli soldiers have been killed over
the same period.—AFP


