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WASHINGTON: Just four weeks after President
Donald Trump declared victory over the Islamic
State group, the jihadists claimed responsibility
for a brutal attack in Syria that highlighted a very
different reality on the ground. Four Americans,
including two troops, were among those killed
when a suicide bomber hit a restaurant in the key
city of Manbij in Syria’s north-the deadliest attack
against US forces since they first deployed in the
war-torn nation four years ago.

Trump claimed on December 19 that the US
and its allies had “beaten” IS, and he ordered an
immediate troop withdrawal from the war-torn
country. While many Americans have cheered
Trump’s decision, fed up after years of costly and
seemingly interminable conflicts, observers said
Wednesday’s attack shows he was too hasty.
Charles Lister, a senior fellow at the Middle East
Institute, said the attack demonstrated how IS can
now conduct a low-level insurgency in Syria.

This is “precisely how this jihadist organization
has adapted and gone back on the attack in years
past,” Lister said.  “Trump’s order was reckless and
driven far more by domestic political concerns
than it was by facts on the ground.” To bolster his
argument that IS had been defeated, Trump high-
lighted how much territory the group had lost
since it declared a “caliphate” across swaths of
Syria and Iraq in 2014. 

But the jihadists still hold small pockets of land in

the Euphrates River Valley, and thousands of fighters
are thought to remain in Syria. “To suggest ISIS is
‘defeated’ because it no longer controls territory is
to fundamentally misunderstand how ISIS and similar
organizations seek to operate,” Lister said, using an
alternate acronym for the jihadist group.

No time to retreat    
Members of Trump’s own Republican Party have

spoken out against his withdrawal plans, including
Senator Lindsey Graham, usually a stalwart sup-
porter. “My concern about the statements made by
President Trump is that (he) had set in motion an en-
thusiasm by the enemy we are fighting,” Graham said.
“I would hope the president would look long and
hard with where he’s headed in Syria. I know people
are frustrated, but we are never going to be safe here
unless we are willing to help people over there who
will stand up against this radical ideology.”

Senator Marco Rubio, another Republican,
said IS’s claim for the attack serves as a “tragic
reminder that ISIS not been defeated and is trans-
forming into a dangerous insurgency.” “This is no
time to retreat from the fight against ISIS. Will
only embolden & strengthen them,” Rubio said on
Twitter. The American president did not immedi-
ately react to the US troop deaths, but Vice Pres-
ident Mike Pence doubled down on Trump’s
declaration that IS was beaten.

“The caliphate has crumbled and ISIS has been

defeated,” Pence said. In a statement, he later
added: “We have crushed the ISIS caliphate and
devastated its capabilities.” Pence added that the
American people “can be assured” that the US
would never allow ISIS to reestablish “their evil and
murderous caliphate.” In the weeks since he gave
the withdrawal order, Trump and members of his
administration have delivered mixed messages

about the timeline. National Security Advisor John
Bolton last week announced conditions for a with-
drawal that appeared to slow it for an undetermined
amount of time. Adding to the confusion, the Pen-
tagon then said the US has already begun “the
process of our deliberate withdrawal” from Syria,
but stressed this was only for “non-essential” mili-
tary gear-and not troops. — AFP 
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Iran FM says journalist 
arrest in US ‘tramples 
free speech’
TEHRAN: Iran’s FM Javad Zarif called the detention of one of its journalists
in the United States a “political action” that tramples on freedom of speech
and demanded her immediate release. “The arrest of Marzieh Hashemi by
America is an unacceptable political act that tramples on freedom of
speech,” Zarif told state run Al-Alam TV on Wednesday. US-born Hashemi,
who works for Iran’s English-language Press TV, was arrested on arrival at
St Louis Lambert International Airport on Sunday, according to family and
friends cited by Press TV.

Zarif said that since Hashemi was married to an Iranian she is considered
as an Iranian national and “it is our duty to defend our citizens.” “The Amer-
icans must immediately end this political game,” he added, demanding her
release. Earlier on Wednesday the head of Press TV said that Hashemi had
been detained with her son in the United States on unspecified charges.

“As we know the US, especially on combating terrorism, can arrest any-
one with no charges and detain them for weeks. We believe legal action
would not be effective for her freedom,” Payman Jabali told reporters in
Tehran. “We call on the US to explain her charges,” he said. “This is a scan-
dal for so-called US democracy.” Jabali said she may have been targeted
over documentaries she made about US activities in the Middle East, Is-
lamophobia and other issues.

The broadcaster said Hashemi, a Muslim convert who changed her
name from Melanie Franklin, had been visiting “her ill brother and other
family members”. Jabali said all she had been offered to eat was pork, re-
ligiously forbidden for Muslims. He said her son, Reza Hashemi, had also
been arrested but was not in detention while he awaited trial. — AFP 

Dutch journalist 
deported over 
alleged terror links
ISTANBUL: A Dutch journalist based in Turkey was
deported yesterday a day after she was arrested on
suspicion of links to a jihadist group in Syria, Turkish
officials said. The officials insisted Ans Boersma’s de-
portation was not related to her journalistic activity
but that Ankara had received a tip-off from the Dutch
police that she had links to Jabhat al-Nusra, a former
Al-Qaeda affiliate in Syria.

Boersma, a freelance journalist based in Istanbul
who has contributed articles to the financial news-
paper Het Financieele Dagblad, also said she had
been expelled. “I got arrested yesterday (Wednes-
day), got deported this morning. Flying out now,”
she said in a messaging group for foreign journal-
ists in Turkey.

Fahrettin Altun, communications director at the
Turkish presidency, confirmed her expulsion but said
it was “in no way related to her journalistic activities
during her stay in Turkey.” “The Turkish authorities
have recently received intelligence from the Dutch
police that Ms Boersma had links to a designated ter-
rorist organisation and a request for information
about her movements in and out of Turkey,” he said.

Acted on intelligence    
Writing on Twitter, Altun said she was suspected

of links to Jabhat al-Nusra operating in Syria. “The
Netherlands told Turkey that the reporter, who was

deported today (Thursday), had links to Jabhat al-
Nusra,” he wrote. “We acted on intelligence from the
Netherlands and took a precautionary measure.” He
said it was up to Dutch authorities to explain why
they arrived at that conclusion and refused to spec-
ulate on the credibility of their intelligence.

A number of groups including the outlawed Kur-
distan Workers’ Party (PKK) and the Islamic State
have carried out a spate of attacks in Turkey in recent
years.  “Due to the seriousness of the threat, we work
closely with our friends and allies, including the
Netherlands, and rely on their insights to identify and
neutralize threats against Turkish and European se-
curity,” Altun said.

Until now, the Turkish authorities, with help from
their international partners, have blacklisted tens of
thousands of individuals with links to terrorist organ-
izations as part of an ongoing effort to combat ex-
tremism, he added. Another Turkish official, who
wished to remain anonymous, told AFP the authori-
ties would not have issued a press card if they had
had “national security concerns” about the reporter.
The official said Boersma’s press credentials were
valid until January 31, 2019.

Human rights defenders have raised concerns over
a clampdown on freedom of expression in Turkey
under President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, with dozens
of journalists and civil society activists put behind
bars. Turkey is ranked 157th out of 180 countries in
the Reporters Without Borders 2018 World Press
Freedom Index. 

In December, a Turkish court ordered the release
from jail of an Austrian student and journalist charged
with being a member of a terror group. Max Zirngast,
who writes for the far-left German-language maga-
zine Re:volt, had been formally arrested by an Ankara
court in September. —AFP

SYRIA: An image grab taken from a video published by Hawar News Agency (ANHA) shows
the aftermath of a suicide attack in the northern Syrian town of Manbij. — AFP


