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A Syrian child stands next to a pail of water outside a tent at Abu Al-Khashab camp for the displaced from the eastern province of Deir Ezzor, northwest of the city of Deir Ezzor. —AFP

BEIRUT: Kurdish-led fighters overran the last village
held by the Islamic State group in Syria yesterday, con-
fining its once vast cross-border “caliphate” to two small
hamlets, a war monitor said. It is the culmination of a
broad offensive launched by the Syrian Democratic
Forces last September with US-led coalition support in
which they have reduced the jihadists’ last enclave on the
north bank of the Euphrates valley near the Iraqi border
to a tiny rump.

The capture of the village of Baghouz leaves the few
remaining diehard IS fighters holed up in scattered
farmhouses among the irrigated fields and orchards on
the north bank of the Euphrates River. “Search opera-
tions are continuing in Baghouz to find any IS fighters
who are still hiding,” the head of the Britain-based
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights, Rami Abdel
Rahman, told AFP. Redur Khalil, a senior Kurdish offi-
cial, said the latest gains only heralded a new phase in
the fight against the jihadists.

“Geographically, the noose is tightening around IS,” he
told AFP. “But we have to repeat it: the geographical end of
IS does not mean the organization is terminated.” “Our
battle is still long and will be waged in several phases.” The

Observatory said late on Tuesday that around 4,900 peo-
ple, mostly women and children but including 470 IS fight-
ers, had fled the jihadists’ fast dwindling enclave in two
days. Of those 3,500 surrendered to the advancing SDF on
Tuesday alone. They were evacuated on dozens of trucks
chartered by the SDF.

‘Diehard fighters’ 
The fall of Baghouz follows the SDF’s capture of the

enclave’s sole town of Hajin and the villages of Al-Shaafa
and Sousa in recent weeks. The last two hamlets still
under IS control are Safafna and Sajla, on which
Kurdish-led operations are expected to focus in the
coming days. The new wave of departures means that
nearly 27,000 people have left former IS areas since
early December, including almost 1,800 jihadists who
have surrendered, the Observatory said.

The whereabouts of the ultra-elusive IS supremo Abu
Bakr al-Baghdadi, who has made just one public appear-
ance — in Iraq’s then IS-held second city Mosul in 2014
— are unknown. The US-led coalition declined to be
drawn on when it expected its SDF allies to overrun the
final sliver of territory still under IS control. “It is difficult

to say how much longer, despite the progress,” coalition
spokesman Colonel Sean Ryan said. “We try to stay
away from timelines as it is more about degrading the
enemy’s capabilities.

“We are seeing a lot of enemy fighters fleeing. The
Syrian forces are less than 10 kilometers from the Iraqi
border but still fighting against a resistance of diehard
fighters.” The remaining jihadists are well within artillery
range of Iraqi forces stationed along the border, who are
determined to prevent fugitive IS fighters from slipping
across. On Saturday, Iraqi shelling and air strikes on IS
positions in an around Baghouz killed at least 20
jihadists, according to the Observatory.

Trump controversy 
The coalition has stepped up its own air strikes

against IS since the jihadists killed four Americans and 15
other people in a suicide bombing on a restaurant in the
flashpoint northern town of Manbij on January 16. The
US losses were the biggest since Washington deployed
troops in Syria in 2014 in support of the SDF.

Previously it had reported just two combat losses in
separate incidents. The Manbij bombing rekindled con-

troversy triggered by President Donald Trump last
month with his surprise announcement of a full with-
drawal from Syria. The US president justified the order
with the assertion that the jihadists had now been “large-
ly defeated” in Syria, a claim that the attack threw into
renewed question.

It is a far cry from the jihadists’ peak in 2014, when
they overran large parts of Syria and neighboring Iraq,
and IS proclaimed a “caliphate” in areas under their con-
trol. The gains have come at the cost of heavy losses for
the mainly Kurdish fighters of the SDF and despite their
sense of betrayal by their US ally after Trump’s with-
drawal announcement.

Neighboring Turkey has threatened repeatedly to
launch a cross-border operation to crush the Kurdish
fighters of the SDF and the autonomous region they
have set up in areas of northern and northeastern Syria
under their control. Turkish troops had been held at bay
by the intervention of US troops who set up observation
posts along the border and mounted joint patrols with
Kurdish fighters. But with those troops gone, the Kurds
fear they will be exposed to the full might of the Turkish
military. —AFP

Kurd forces overrun last Syrian IS village
Heralds a new phase in the fight against the jihadists

France won’t 
enter a ‘stupidity
contest’ with 
Italy: Minister
PARIS: Paris will not be drawn into a
“stupidity contest” with the populist
government of Italy, where officials
have launched several verbal attacks
on President  Emmanuel  Macron,
France’s Europe Minister Nathalie
Loiseau said yesterday. “Our inten-
tion is not to have a stupidity con-
test,” Loiseau said, indicating that the
government would not wage a war of
words or otherwise seek to retaliate
against Rome.

But working meetings and visits
between the two countries are largely
out  of  the quest ion for  now, she
added. “There are several things we
need to do with our important neigh-
bor Italy, and we want to continue to
be able to work together,” Loiseau

said.”Does that mean the current
environment permits ministerial visits
as if nothing has happened? I will go
to Ita ly once things have sett led
down,” she said. 

Tensions have flared between the
two countries since the Five Star
Movement and far-right League par-
ty came to power in a coalition in
Italy last June.

Macron targeted the populist gov-
ernment specifically last year as he
sought to form a pro-Europe alliance
of  part ies  ahead of  European
Parliament elections in May, raising
the hackles of politicians in Rome. On
Monday, Deputy Prime Minister Luigi
Di Maio accused Paris of fuelling the
migrant influx to Europe by continu-
ing to “colonize” Africa. That prompt-
ed France to summon Italy’s ambas-
sador in protest over Di Maio’s com-
ments that “the EU should sanction
France and all countries like France
that  impoverish Afr ica and make
these people leave”.

Italy’s Interior Minister Matteo
Salvini  poured fuel  on the f i re
Tuesday by referring to Macron and

saying he hoped French voters would
soon free themselves from a “terrible
president” . Salvin i , who is  a lso
deputy pr ime minister, sa id in  a
Facebook video that he felt “close,
with all my heart... to the French peo-
ple, the millions of men and women
who live in France under a terrible
government and terrible president”.

Di  Maio and Salvini  have a lso
voiced support for the “yellow vest”
protesters who have been demon-
strating against Macron’s government
since November. Macron himself said
last  year that  European popul ist
leaders including Salvini were right to
see him as their “main opponent,”
denouncing in particular Italy’s hard-
line stance on refusing migrants. But
in recent months French officials have
largely refused to respond to the
provocative statements. “Do (such
comments) help the Italian people, or
contr ibute to their  wel l-being? I
don’t  th ink so,”  Loiseau said
Wednesday. “Have they had any influ-
ence on the pol i t ical  s i tuat ion in
France? I don’t think that’s the case
either.”  —AFP

Modi recounts 
self-discovery 
solo jungle trips
NEW DELHI: Indian Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has claimed he used to
spend days “reflecting” alone in the jungle,
in a new interview seeking to burnish his
religious credentials as tough elections
loom. Modi, who secured a landslide poll
victory in 2014, has long touted his remark-
able backstory that saw him rise from hum-
ble origins as the son of a tea seller to
become India’s devout Hindu leader.

His nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) took office after tapping into the
country’s strong Hindu faith and conserva-
tive traditions, personified in the 68-year-
old premier. Modi shared further details of
his hardscrabble life on Tuesday, telling the
popular Humans of Bombay Facebook
page that he regularly left home to seek
solitude during the Hindu festival Diwali.
“Not many people know this, but I would
go away for the five days... somewhere in a

jungle,” Modi said. “I would pack enough
food to last for those five days. I would
reflect... People often asked me, ‘Who are
you going to meet?’ And I would say, ‘To
meet myself’.”

Modi also spoke candidly about his ear-
ly life, saying he grew up with “a great
need to look sharp and groomed” despite
his family’s meager earnings. “Even though
we couldn’t afford an iron, I would heat
some coal, use an old ‘lota’ (rounded ves-
sel)... This was the beginning of everything
that I am today and I didn’t even know it at
the time,” he said. Modi has used his simple
origins to contrast himself with Rahul
Gandhi, the scion of the Nehru-Gandhi
dynasty that has dominated Indian politics
for decades, who is leading a resurgent
opposition to polls expected by May. 

The prime minister has been a champion
of Hinduism and Indian culture, last year
publicising the yoga exercises he said were
key to his fitness regimen. But Tuesday’s
interview drew a mixed reaction from read-
ers, with praise for Modi’s “inspiring” story
tempered by critics. “I thought this platform
was for genuine people and genuine stories.
Why the sudden need for this political
propaganda,” wrote one user.  —AFP


