
The black flag of the Islamic State group flutters
above a bullet-scarred building. Women covered
head-to-toe stroll below, as bearded men zip on

motorbikes down dirt roads strewn with debris. Pushed
flush along a bend in the Euphrates River, this scrap of a
desert hamlet in eastern Syria is the only territory the mili-
tants have left. “We’re a few dozen meters away from
them,” said Ahmad Al-Siyyan, a fighter with the Syrian
Democratic Forces, raising a pair of binoculars for a better
look. “This is the closest point we control,” he told AFP
journalists on the front line during a fragile ceasefire.

The 24-year-old motioned towards three men
dressed in khaki tunics walking through an end-of-days
mass of tattered tents and cloth-covered trenches. “This
is the Baghouz camp,” he said. The Kurdish-led fighters
pushed into the ragged tent encampment some 10 days
ago as they and their US-led coalition backers pounded
the militants, but they soon paused to allow more civil-
ians to leave.  

The no-man’s land between the SDF and the militants is
filled with abandoned cars, shreds of clothing and holes
dug by IS fighters and civilians for shelter. The charred and
twisted remains of a truck’s freight trailer lie on the
ground. Once an IS ammunition cache, it was hit during the
most recent spurt of fighting, sending a pillar of black
smoke jutting into the sky for days. “When the sun comes

up, civilians come towards us... but (IS) snipers fire on
them to force them back,” Siyyan said. 

A fragile ceasefire has held since the last round of fight-
ing, as the SDF continues its push to clear the redoubt of
non-combatants. “We’ve managed to pull some civilians
out of the camp,” he added. “Today, an Emirati (fighter)
tried to sneak up on us, but we managed to capture him.”
The US-backed fighters have been hoping for weeks that
the final day has come for IS’s “caliphate”. Tens of thou-
sands of women, children, and men have streamed out of
the besieged bastion since December. Thousands more
poured out after last week’s fighting, upending assump-
tions that few families remained holed up in the area.

Pots, pans, explosive belts 
Black smoke billows into the air from an IS-held area of

the camp where SDF fighters say militants sometimes burn
tyres. Sporadic bursts of gunfire echo across the flat dusty
terrain, punctuated by a singular roaring explosion. The
ground floor of the pockmarked building serving as the
SDF frontline position is strewn with syringes and packs of
medicine - remnants of a field hospital. Spent ammunition
of all sizes lie between zigzagging trenches, scorched pots
and pans and scraps of clothes left behind.

The SDF worry the area has been littered with mines
left by the militants, who have routinely planted explosives

and dispatched car bombs to halt advancing forces.
“Everywhere we go we find two or three explosive belts,”
said SDF member Shevan Al-Hasakeh, adding there is a
real fear that “most of the fighters left would be using
them”. “In this area I’ve personally seen 10 to 15 - all dif-
ferent sizes,” he added.

Inside one makeshift tent, a wood stove topped with
metal cookware sits on the lip of a metre-deep trench
lined with mattresses and blankets. Flies buzz above the
discarded detritus of everyday life. An infant’s blue
sweater, an overturned baby stroller, a crushed pair of
glasses. “They were stashing weapons here,” said one
fighter, gesturing towards a trench lined with a singed car-
pet. He said the SDF also found stores of ammunition and
the bodies of dead militants.

With jets from the US-led coalition rumbling overhead,
two young SDF fighters fiddle with the scope on a sniper
rifle, joking easily between each other before falling into
song for a faraway sweetheart. “If my heart wanes, how will
I embrace you,” the two belt out, their comrades looking on
with broad smiles. They have all fought for years against IS,
losing friends and family along the way. But with hopes
high that the end of the long battle is near, the mood among
those surrounding the holdout militants is triumphant.
“They only have the camp, they’ve lost,” said Hasakeh. “The
battle is settled... It’s a fait accompli.” —AFP
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Fired-up Modi 
guns for new term 
in mega-election 

India’s mega-election announced yesterday will see
Narendra Modi run for a new term boosted by the latest
Pakistan bust-up but vulnerable to attacks over the econ-

omy by the Gandhi-Nehru dynasty’s latest scion. Prime
Minister Modi’s Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) is hoping for a repeat of the 2014 contest when it deci-
mated Rahul Gandhi’s left-leaning Congress party to win an
outright majority. The rightwing party is banking on Modi’s
charisma and sharp tongue and an array of emotive issues,
not least hostility to Pakistan after their tit-for-tat air strikes
and aerial dogfights late last month.

Dapper Modi, 68, will also harp on his humble origins as
the proud Indian tea seller’s son, contrasting with designer-
stubbled Gandhi, 48, the privileged, half-Italian princeling of
India’s most famous family. But opinion polls have suggested
a dip in BJP support, and even that it may fall short of the 272
seats it needs for a government on its own, in the election
running from April 11 to May 19. This could mean a hung par-
liament - and maybe curtains for Modi. “If the BJP fails to
win a majority on its own. Modi will lose power forever,”
Mohan Guruswamy from the Centre for Policy Alternatives
think-tank told AFP. “It will the beginning of his end,” he said. 

Cow Belt 
Congress, which has ruled India for much of the time

since independence from Britain in 1947, won three key state
elections victories in December, suddenly making Gandhi
look a lot more like a serious challenger. The states form part
of the Hindi “Cow Belt” region of some 475 million people -
nearly as many as the United States, Canada and Mexico
combined - where the BJP has its core support base. The
shock defeats were largely attributed to Modi’s perceived
failure to improve the lot of India’s farmers - thousands of
whom have committed suicide in recent years - and to create
enough jobs.

In addition, the silver-haired, silver-bearded Modi is
dogged by corruption allegations involving a fighter jet deal
with France that Gandhi says was done to benefit a close bil-
lionaire chum. “This election will truly assess the perform-
ance of Modi government,” Gurpreet Mahajan, political sci-
ence professor at New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru University,
told AFP. “It is a referendum on whether Modi delivered on
its promises or not,” she said.

Grassroots to greatness 
Modi, one of the strongest and most popular Indian lead-

ers in decades, rose through the grassroots of Hindu groups
to become the head of the world’s largest democracy. But
BJP figures have been accused of stoking religious polariza-
tion to woo Hindu votes, including pledges to construct a
temple on the ruins of a medieval mosque demolished by
Hindu mobs in 1992. Many critics say the radical Hindu
rightwing, including groups closely allied to Modi’s party,
have been emboldened. 

A US intelligence report earlier this year warned of a com-
munal flare-up in India ahead of the election as the BJP rakes
up Hindu nationalistic themes. With India now home to 830
million mobile phones, the election campaign will also likely be
awash with rumors and fake news - some of it generated by
the parties themselves. A key to Modi will be the northern bell-
wether state of Uttar Pradesh (UP) that gave the BJP 73 seats
out of the 80 on offer in 2014, and where it sailed to victory in
a state election three years later. This was despite the vote
coming in the wake of the chaos that followed the withdrawal
of 86 percent of Indian banknotes in circulation overnight in
2016, seen as one of Modi’s biggest missteps.

And this time India’s most serious standoff with Pakistan
in years, which has enabled Modi to grandstand as a leader,
may help him over the line - provided he can keep the
nationalism on the boil. The opposition “are not ready to
trust our armed forces. India’s 1.3 billion people who believe
the government are my proof. Stop pleasing Pakistan,” Modi
thundered at a recent rally. “Modi has the skill to keep the
nationalist frenzy kicked off by this act of getting even with
Pakistan going for some time,” T K Arun, the editor of
Economic Times daily, said in a column. —AFP

How film format 
brought ‘Apollo 
11’ back to life 

New documentary “Apollo 11”, which
tells the story of man’s first steps on the
Moon, contains footage so striking that

it seems practically a crime that it remained
hidden for nearly five decades. The film - which
premiered at Sundance in January but only hit
US theaters this weekend - injects new life into
the most famous space mission of all time,
which transfixed the world from July 16-24,
1969. It blends images that are well known with
long lost gems found in a National Archives
warehouse and digitized for the first time. 

“A good 50 percent of the film is images
that have never been seen before but really,
100 percent of it has really never truly been
seen before - the quality of it all,” director Todd
Douglas Miller told AFP in a recent interview.
The visuals are mesmerizing: Seen in color in a
theater, the tracks of the giant NASA crawler-
transporter - used to carry the massive Saturn
V rocket that launched the crew into space - fill
the entire screen. 

The captivating shots were a few of the
many found on 177 65mm reels uncovered by
Dan Rooney, supervisory archivist of the
National Archives film section. They were
found poorly labeled, without any real indica-
tion of their contents except for a generic
“Apollo 11”, at a storage facility in the
Maryland suburbs where the temperature was
below freezing.

“We knew these large format holdings
existed, but it took a lot of research to really
understand what was there,” said Rooney,
who worked with Miller to bring the reels to
the silver screen. “The real discovery part was
in the research that led us to a lot of new
information about the content and the quality
of the material.”

All told, the Archives provided the film crew
with 279 reels of 16, 35, 65 and 70 mm film. The
65mm and 70mm were considered the luxury

format of their time, used in cinema in the
1950s and 1960s. Only a part of the trove was
used for the 1972 film “Moonwalk One”. NASA
probably didn’t use the reels “because of the
difficulty of working with these large formats,
and they probably lacked the equipment and
the expertise,” said Rooney.

Is there any more footage? 
NASA used the large formats for filming

ground operations at the Kennedy Space
Center, and on the ship used to retrieve astro-
nauts Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin and Michael
Collins at the end of their historic mission. As
the camera pans from the top to the bottom of
the rocket, viewers get a sense of its sheer
enormity, as the astronauts silently pull on their
suits.  Also captured is the space mania among
the general public of the time, as thousands
took to Cocoa Beach to watch the launch,
binoculars in hand.

In the firing room and at mission control in
Houston, rows and rows of male engineers are
seen in white shirts and dark ties, as opposed
to the somewhat more gender balanced teams
at NASA and SpaceX today. In contrast to the
large format images, many shot in smaller for-
mats by the astronauts aboard the Apollo cap-
sule and on the Moon were already on
YouTube.

But the director re-digitized some that were
previously only seen in mediocre quality, such
as the nail-biting landing of the Eagle lunar
module. Brilliant color photos captured by the
crew complete the picture. The film’s success
lies in its seamless combination of the iconic
and the re-discovered in a single, fluid narra-
tive, occasionally seen on split-screens.

The only narration is from the period: view-
ers are guided by the voice of the late, great
CBS anchorman Walter Cronkite and the radio
exchanges between the astronauts and
“Houston,” which have been resynchronized
with the new images. Back at the National
Archives, a team of 25 is working to finish digi-
tizing the rediscovered film reels to make them
public. Rooney says it’s likely that all the mate-
rial related to Apollo 11 and in the Archives’
possession has now been found, but adds: “I
can’t say for sure that they don’t exist some-
where else.”  —AFP 

THE LEADING INDEPENDENT
DAILY IN THE ARABIAN GULF

ESTABLISHED 1961

Founder and Publisher 
YOUSUF S. AL-ALYAN

Editor-in-Chief
ABD AL-RAHMAN AL-ALYAN

EDITORIAL               : 24833199-24833358-24833432
ADVERTISING          : 24835616/7
FAX                            : 24835620/1
CIRCULATION          : 24833199 Extn. 163
ACCOUNTS              : 24835619
COMMERCIAL          : 24835618

P.O.Box 1301 Safat,13014 Kuwait.
E MAIL :info@kuwaittimes.net
Website: www.kuwaittimes.net

Established 1961 
The First Daily in The Arabian Gulf

Dying ‘caliphate’ on display in desert

In this photo taken on Jan 24, 2019, an astronaut poses with the audience during the
“Apollo 11” premiere during the 2019 Sundance Film Festival at The Ray in Park City,
Utah. —AFP

Women and children evacuated from the Islamic State group’s embattled holdout of Baghouz arrive at a screening area held by the US-backed Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF) in the eastern Syrian province of Deir Ezzor on March 6, 2019. —AFP

Do Kraft
Heinz’ 
travails signal 
a reckoning?

Buffeted by rising consumer taste for
fresh ingredients, competition from
upstarts and a tricky retail environ-

ment, 150-year-old Campbell Soup now
finds itself having to rethink the business of
soup. It is a similar tale at Kraft, whose
once-popular yellow and white cheese sin-
gles are no longer ubiquitous. And at
Kellogg, which has seen demand for cereal
go soft. As the travails of these and compa-
nies show, iconic brands that dominated
20th century American supermarkets are
having a much tougher time in the Amazon-
Whole Foods era. 

Kraft Heinz last month announced a
steep annual loss following a $15.4 billion
asset impairment, partly from writing down
the value of the Oscar Mayer and Kraft
trademarks. Some experts see a broader
reckoning in the American food industry
akin to the shakeout in other sectors,
though technology is not really the main
culprit in this case. 

Many of Kraft Heinz’ products are “geri-
atric brands” that were “created in the early
or mid-20th century, at a time when con-
sumers aspired to eat ‘American food’ and
advertising reached almost everyone
through television”, said Anastacia Marx de
Salcedo, author of “Combat-Ready
Kitchen”, a history of processed foods. By
contrast, today’s consumers are more ethni-
cally diverse, health conscious and food
adventurous, she said, adding that many of
the older brands will see market share fall
further or disappear entirely. 

Saved by treats, snacks 
The industry’s response thus far has

included healthier options that are low-fat,
low-sodium or gluten-free items. There are
also more flavors of flagship products, with
Special K breakfast cereal now available in
vanilla and almond as well as blueberry with
lemon clusters, among other options. But
these efforts have not reversed the trend.
Major food companies also have popular
cookie and snack products that can make up
for weakness in other products, although the
industry’s overall record with consolidation
is mixed. 

Campbell Soup, which has faced pres-
sure from activist investor Daniel Loeb, has
offset weakness in soup with solid
Pepperidge Farm sales. The company
acquired Pepperidge farm, known for
Milano cookies and “Gold Fish” crackers, in

1961. But Campbell Soup last year wrote
down $748 million mostly on a 2011 acquisi-
tion Bolthouse Farms of refrigerated salad
dressings, carrots and other fresh foods it
now plans to divest.  

Soups, meanwhile, remain challenged,
suffering lower US sales in 2018. Campbell’s
blamed the decline on the change in promo-
tion strategy by a major retail customer and
said retail sector consolidation and the rise
of private label competitors could further
affect sales, according to a securities filing.
Campbell’s new Chief Executive Mark
Clouse, said last month he was still develop-
ing a strategy for turning around soups but
that a “much more holistic and comprehen-
sive” approach was needed.

Targeting Rover 
At General Mills, which announced a

$193 million write down last year on
Progresso soups and two other brands, part
of the strategy is to diversify. Last year,
General Mills, which makes Cheerios cereal,
Yoplait yogurt and Haagen-Dazs ice cream,
bought natural pet food company Blue
Buffalo for $8 billion, a sum that raised eye-
brows with some analysts. Chief Executive
Jeffrey Harmening gave a bullish outlook on
the brand during a recent conference call,
highlighting wet pet food and treats as two
growth areas that have high profit margins.
Treats “are just pet food speak for snacking
and we see snacking can trend in human
food and we see it in Pet the same way,”
Harmening said, calling the dynamic the
“humanization of pet food.”

Whither Miracle Whip?
But the dangers of acquisitions were

underscored with Kraft Heinz, which share-
holder Warren Buffett has said was a case of
spending too much. Baruch Lev, an account-
ing professor at New York University, said
big mergers like Kraft-Heinz usually under-
performed, undermining the logic of further
deal making by the company. Daniel Binns,
chief executive of Interbrand NY, said some
of Kraft Heinz’s brands, such as pasta sauce
Classico or Philadelphia cream cheese can
be successfully updated, while others, such
as Jell-O or Miracle Whip sauce could fade
further. “It’s so rooted in another era,” he
said. “You’re not going to create a Miracle
Whip for the 21st Century that’s going to
appeal to the farm-to-table consumer.”

But Moody’s analyst Brian Weddington
predicts leading food companies will adapt
to changing consumer needs over time,
adding that established brands still have
credibility. “Brands like these still resonate
with the core consumer,” he said. “There’s
no question that more consumers are look-
ing for premium or fresher products, but
there will always be a very large market for
products that give you consistency and val-
ue as well. Everyone can’t afford organic
products.”  —AFP
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