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NEAR BAGHOUZ: Civilians evacuated from the Islamic State (IS) group’s embattled holdout of Baghouz wait at a screening area held by the US-backed Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), in the eastern Syrian province of Deir Ezzor. —AFP 

SOUSA: Holdout Islamic State group fighters hun-
kered down in a riverside camp in eastern Syria yes-
terday as US-backed forces looked to expel them
from the last shred of their dying “caliphate”.
Thousands of men and women have poured out of the
pocket of territory in the village of Baghouz near the
Iraqi border in recent days, suitcases and dust-cov-
ered children in tow. The exodus has sparked a
humanitarian emergency, with an aid group saying one
camp for non-combatants has reached “breaking
point” after receiving 12,000 people from Baghouz in
the past 48 hours. 

IS carved out a proto-state across large parts of
Syria and Iraq in 2014, ruling millions of people, but
has since lost all of it except the last tiny patch by the
Euphrates River. The group’s fighters and their fami-
lies are cornered by the advancing US-backed forces
in an improvised encampment on the water’s edge.
Footage obtained by AFP showed men, as well as
women draped in black, walking among a sea of pick-
up trucks and rudimentary tents scattered across the
uneven riverbank. A black cow grazed on a patch of
dry grass between the makeshift dwellings.

The images, filmed by the Free Burma Rangers aid
group, showed a motorbike darting between a dark
earth berm topped with clumps of reeds and a line of
temporary shelters. Just a few meters from the river, a
few figures sat behind a wall of breeze-blocks erected
among a thick bed of reeds, shielding them from the
other side of the waterway, which is held by regime
troops. The Syrian Democratic Forces, who are
backed by air power of a US-led coalition, are waiting
for all civilians to be evacuated before moving in to
retake the last scrap of IS-held territory.

‘Breaking point’ 
SDF spokesman Adnan Afrin said no civilians had

been evacuated on Friday, but expected more to flow
out on Saturday. “The situation has completely stalled
except for some intermittent clashes,” he added on the
situation on the frontline. Nearly 58,000 people have
left the last IS redoubt since December, according to
the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights. It is unclear
how many people remain inside, but the SDF has been
surprised by the seemingly endless flow from the IS
pocket.  The International Rescue Committee on Friday

said that 12,000 women and children had arrived at the
Kurdish-run Al-Hol camp since Wednesday. 

The latest batch of evacuees, including 6,000 peo-
ple who came on Thursday, has pushed the camp’s
population to over 65,000, exacerbating to a tent
shortage and “health crisis”, it said. “The IRC and oth-
er agencies are doing all they can do to help the new
arrivals but Al-Hol camp is now at breaking point,”
IRC’s Misty Buswell said.  The organization said there
have been “hundreds of cases of severe acute malnu-
trition, including 220 children who needed to be trans-
ferred to a local hospital for treatment”. A large num-
ber of people are also arriving with shrapnel wounds
and are in need of immediate surgery, it added. 

‘Blood to your knees’ 
At the height of its rule, IS imposed its brutal inter-

pretation of Islam across an area the size of the
United Kingdom. After it lost major cities in both
countries in 2017, the fall of Baghouz would be a sym-
bolic end to its territorial control. But many warn the
battle is far from over, and some of those fleeing
jihadist territory appear to have their devotion intact.

At an SDF position outside Baghouz this week,
women covered from head to toe in black stood in
front of journalists, pointing their index fingers to the
sky in a gesture used by IS supporters to proclaim the
oneness of God. “The Islamic State is here to stay!”
they cried in unison. One woman added: “We will seek
vengeance, there will be blood up to your knees.”
General Joseph Votel, head of the US Central
Command, warned Thursday that many of those being
evacuated are “unrepentant, unbroken and radical-
ized”. He stressed the need to “maintain a vigilant
offensive against this now widely dispersed and dis-
aggregated organization”.

Beyond Baghouz, IS fighters are still present in
Syria’s vast Badia desert and have claimed deadly
attacks in SDF-held territory. US President Trump
stunned allies in December when he announced all
2,000 US troops would withdraw from Syria as IS had
been defeated. The White House later said that around
200 American “peace-keeping” soldiers would remain
in northern Syria. Baghouz is the latest front in Syria’s
eight-year civil war, which has killed more than
360,000 people and displaced millions. — AFP 

IS clings to last scrap of ‘caliphate’
Thousands of men and women pour out of Baghouz
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NEW DELHI: India and Pakistan have retreated from the
brink of possible war but an information conflict still rages
over their tit-for-tat air strikes and an aerial dogfight
between the nuclear-armed arch rivals. A suicide bombing
on February 14 killed 40 troops and was the deadliest
attack in Kashmir on Indian forces in a 30-year insurgency
by militants wanting independence or to be part of
Pakistan.

Delhi has long accused Islamabad of supporting the
insurgents and the attack was claimed by Pakistan-based
militant group Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM). India and
Washington say Islamabad uses groups like JeM as prox-
ies to attack India, which despite repeated “crackdowns”
manage to resume their activities. Here is a brief summary
of what both countries, which have fought three wars since
1947, have said in recent days about their most serious
standoff in years.

‘250 dead’ 
India launched air strikes on February 26 on what it

called a JeM training camp at Balakot inside Pakistan, 12
days after the suicide bombing. Vijay Keshav Gokhale,
Indian foreign secretary, hours after its pre-dawn air raid
said the target of the “pre-emptive strike” was “jihadis” in
the “biggest training camp of JeM”. Gokhale said “a very
large number of JeM terrorists, trainers, senior command-
ers and groups of jihadis who were being trained for fiday-
een (suicide) action were eliminated”.  While the Indian
government has given no official statement about the num-
bers of dead, Indian local media ran several source-based

reports claiming as many as 350 killed.
Leading politicians linked to Prime Minister Narendra

Modi’s ruling Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) including
notably BJP president Amit Shah put the death toll at 250.
Some of those asking for proof-such as opposition politi-
cians accusing Modi of using the crisis to boost his stand-
ing ahead of looming elections-have gotten short shrift. In
the next raids, “opposition parties raising these questions
can be tied under the jets... so that they can look at the tar-
gets,” thundered junior foreign minister VK Singh.

Just trees? 
Pakistani officials have said that Indian warplanes did

breach its airspace, dropping what military spokesman
Major General Asif Ghafoor described as “payloads” near
Balakot. But Islamabad has denied there was any damage
or casualties. “Once again (the) Indian government has
resorted to a self serving, reckless and fictitious claim,”
Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi said.

Local residents reported hearing explosions in the
night, but said only one person was injured and that no
infrastructure was destroyed. The army escorted reporters
to the area, but independent reporting by multiple local
and international outlets who visited the site also found no
evidence of a major terrorist training camp-or of any infra-
structure damage at all. An AFP reporter visited what his
Pakistani military escort and locals said was the site and
saw a crater, two trees snapped in half and three mud
houses, one of which had a collapsed wall.

AFP has not independently verified if any JeM training
camps are nearby. Some media have reported that a
madrassa run by JeM was in the vicinity, but undamaged.
The Atlantic Council’s Digital Forensic Research Lab said
that open-source satellite imagery indicated “only impacts
in the wooded area, with no damage being visible to the
surrounding structures.” Pakistan has even-perhaps
tongue-in-cheek-floated the possibility of lodging a com-
plaint against India for “eco-terrorism” for killing of
“dozens” of trees.

Dogfight
A further bone of contention is the air raid by Pakistani

aircraft into Indian airspace and the subsequent aerial dog-
fight in the skies over Kashmir on February 27. Pakistan
said it shot down two Indian planes, one falling on the
Pakistani side of the Line of Control frontier and the other
on the Indian side. Initially Pakistan said it had captured
two Indian pilots but the military later clarified it had just
one pilot in custody.  Attacking Pakistani “disinformation”,
India’s Air Vice Marshal R.G.K Kapoor said India had lost
just one plane, whose pilot was captured-and later
released-by Pakistan. Kapoor also said an Indian Mig21
had shot down one Pakistani F16, crashing on the Pakistani
side, but Islamabad denied this. “The fact... is that Indian

army units had reported sighting two parachutes falling (in
Pakistani Kashmir), which were of two F-16 pilots (from)
the aircraft that was shot down by (a) Mig21,” Kapoor said.

‘Open space’
Pakistan said its planes had crossed the Line of Control

(LoC), their de-facto border, in broad daylight and locked
on to six targets to show they could, but then hit “open
space” instead. But India rejected this too, saying that
Pakistan had intended to attack Indian military installations
but had been “foiled” by its aircraft. “Although PAF bombs
have fallen in the Indian army formation compounds, they
were unable to cause any damage to our military installa-
tions,” Kapoor said.—AFP 
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KASHMIR: Representatives (front left to right) of the Buddhist, Sikh, Muslim and Hindu faiths walk past holding holy
books as recruits from the Indian Army’s Jammu and Kashmir Light Infantry Regiment (JAKLI) take an oath during a
passing out parade after graduating in Srinagar yesterday. — AFP 


