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AL-HOL CAMP: Iraqi farmer Shaker Salih says he
feared Islamic State, but feared its defeat even
more. His problem is persuading people to believe
that he did not support the jihadists. When Iraqi
forces drove Islamic State from his home town in
Salahuddin province, north of Baghdad, Salih left
with the Sunni Muslim extremist group, known to
its detractors as Daesh. He then stayed as long he
could in its shrinking, self-declared caliphate.

“We thought militias would kill us for living
under Daesh, so we fled,” said Salih, 49, referring
to Shiite Muslim paramilitaries that helped defeat
IS. “That’s why we stayed with Daesh. We were
used to them and knew what to do to survive.” He
now lives in the sprawling, guarded al-Hol displace-
ment camp across the border in Syria, where
among 70,000 fellow Iraqis, Syrians and others,
there are thousands of die-hard IS supporters.

Some are passengers in his car, which he uses
as a taxi to make a living by charging one dollar a
trip. “If God allows, the caliphate will return,” one
Syrian woman at the camp, who gave her name as
Fatima, told Reuters. Iraq is preparing to bring
home its citizens from al-Hol, who number more
than 30,000. But it is struggling to decide what to
do with them - and how to identify those with gen-
uine IS links and those simply caught up in its
caliphate.

The difficulty of distinguishing those groups,

sometimes from the same clans and communities
now in Al-Hol, means that many like Salih face
long-term detention under plans the government
is weighing up. Baghdad recently abandoned the
idea of building a separate internment camp for
those coming from Al-Hol after aid agencies on
which it relies to support hundreds of thousands
of displaced people opposed it, rights and aid
workers say.

The latest Iraqi pro-
posal is to put them in
buildings and more per-
manent structures in iso-
lated areas guarded by
security forces, according
to officials, aid workers
and rights groups.
“Camps are temporary,
people can’t live there for-
ever. The only solution is to designate areas moni-
tored and protected by the state and provide
services and work on reintegrating these people,”
said Ali Bayati, a member of Iraq’s semi-official High
Commission for Human Rights.

Aid agencies have said they will not provide
support for a new internment camp or detention
zone, according to several aid workers, due to the
risk of rights violations. They are seeking instead to
put people who pass security screening into exist-

ing displacement camps, according to a plan seen
by Reuters. Iraq’s immigration and displacement
ministry and the prime minister’s office declined to
comment on current plans for the Al-Hol captives.

Global issue
Since most of those in Al-Hol emerged from the

last sliver of land held by Islamic State in eastern
Syria, it is not easy to sort
those with extremist
views from non-radical-
ized people and ensure
the latter do not change
their views. If Baghdad
gets it wrong, global se-
curity could again be at
risk, Western officials
have said, as it was when
Islamic State - a reincar-

nation of Al-Qaeda groups that had taken years to
suppress - took hold in Sunni areas of Iraq among
communities that felt persecuted by the Shiite-
dominated government. 

Iraqis with clear links to IS, such as militants and
their families, have mostly been detained and some
of them have been transferred to Iraq to face trial.
Many other residents in the camp, which is con-
trolled by US-backed Syrian Kurdish forces, say
they did not back Islamic State but survived its bru-

tal rule by keeping a low profile. 
Salih and other Iraqis from his region live sepa-

rately from the suspected fighters in Al-Hol, and call
the foreigners, who are held in a different area, “ex-
tremists”. When they return to Iraq, the government
says keeping them away from existing camps and
the general population will protect them from vig-
ilante attacks by people who suffered under IS and
help avoid the spread of extremist ideas.

New York-based advocacy group Human
Rights Watch (HRW) says Al-Hol residents
deemed a threat may be housed in abandoned or
half-completed building projects or shipping
containers converted into housing rather than in
camps. “What they are now thinking of creating
is more permanent. It means they foresee holding
people there for longer,” said Belkis Wille, a sen-
ior HRW researcher. HRW has said such plans
would violate international law which forbids ar-
bitrary detention without trial.

Baghdad wants to avoid a repeat of Camp
Bucca, a US-run detention centre where IS leader
Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, who is still at large, ex-
panded a network of radical Islamists during the
US occupation of Iraq. Prime Minister Adel Abdul
Mahdi said earlier this year there was a “differ-
ence between families which were trapped by
Daesh as hostages and families who accompanied
the terrorists. —Reuters
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MARAWI: Two years after the Philippine city of Marawi was over-
run by jihadists it remains in ruins, with experts warning that stalled
reconstruction efforts are bolstering the appeal of extremist groups
in the volatile region. The May 23, 2017 invasion by gunmen waving
the black flag of the Islamic State group sparked a five-month battle
that shattered swathes of the southern city. Demolition of blast-
pocked buildings has finally begun, but after several false starts the
government does not expect rebuilding to be finished before the
end of 2021.

The delays have left about 100,000 residents in squalid reloca-
tion camps or sharing homes with relatives, feeding simmering
anger among the displaced and providing a recruiting tool for ex-
tremists. “The narratives (to join IS) used to be about the Middle
East and the plight of Muslims around the world,” said Mouhammad
Sharief, who co-founded a support group for Marawi’s youth. “Now
it’s closer to our hearts because the narrative is Marawi,” said 32-
year-old Sharief, who was himself displaced by the fighting.

Marawi is symbolically important because it is the Muslim cap-
ital of the nation’s south, which has been locked in a cycle of poverty
and extremism as separatist insurgencies have raged for decades.
It is all the more significant as IS works to maintain a presence via
its global affiliates following the fall of its self-proclaimed
“caliphate” in the Middle East. IS regularly claims responsibility for
killings of Philippine government troops and took credit for the Jan-
uary bombing of a Catholic cathedral during Sunday mass that was
the nation’s deadliest attack in years.

The organization has links to local extremist networks, including
the kidnap-for-ransom group Abu Sayyaf, that have long operated

in the Philippines’ restive south. In this context, an angry displaced
population in Marawi is not a risk that can be ignored, experts say.
“The government needs to be concerned about the threats of ISIS
attracting young (locals) because of the ongoing resentment from
the failure to rebuild and general anger over the destruction,” ana-
lyst Sidney Jones told AFP.

Fixing the city has been repeatedly delayed. A Chinese-led con-
sortium initially tapped to spearhead the rehabilitation plan was
disqualified over legal and financial issues. The clearing of debris,
the first step before the actual construction, also hit a snag due to
legal problems and the government hopes it will finally be finished
in November. “This will be used as an example again of government
discrimination against Muslims and the government neglect for the
responsibility of rebuilding Marawi,” said Francisco Lara, an adviser
with peace group International Alert.

The government says it is making progress in repairing the city,
which was pounded by military air strikes and artillery as it strug-
gled to dislodge the jihadists. —AFP 
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BANGKOK: Thailand’s constitutional court yesterday temporar-
ily barred the leader of a popular anti-junta party from parliament
a day before it convenes, putting the brakes on his political career
as it agreed to hear a case against him. The dramatic intervention
is the latest blow against billionaire Thanathorn Juangroongru-
angkit and his youth-oriented Future Forward Party, which
stunned the military establishment by securing over six million
votes in March 24 elections but has been squeezed by more than
a dozen legal cases.

One of those cases now moving forward concerns allegations
that he held shares in a media company when he registered to
run, in violation of election rules. The court decided to “accept
the petition to rule on the case and will notify the accused,” it
said in a statement, adding his MP status was suspended until the
verdict. It did not give a date for the ruling. The leader of Thai-
land’s third biggest party will now miss the convening of parlia-
ment Friday and the vote for a lower house speaker Saturday.

The constitutional court, which dissolved another anti-junta
party in February, could ban Thanathorn from politics, impose a
jail sentence and disband Future Forward. The 40-year-old insists
the media shares were divested weeks before he registered to
run and has called the legal assaults political sabotage.  He also
faces a sedition charge with a potential seven-year jail sentence
and additional allegations that he violated the draconian com-
puter crimes act with a Facebook live speech in which he criti-
cised the junta.—AFP
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MARAWI: Soldiers commute on a military truck past destroyed buildings in
Marawi on the southern island of Mindanao. — AFP 


