
QAMISHLI: In northeastern Syria, prisons and
detention camps hold thousands of men, women and
children whose lives are in limbo nearly a year after
the final defeat of Islamic State to which they once
belonged. The area around Qamishli city is mainly
controlled by Kurdish fighters who helped defeat the
Islamist militant group. They have since been pushed
into a small pocket of northeastern Syria by Turkish-
led forces who consider them a security threat.
Kurdish forces bear the brunt of looking after those
captured as Islamic State collapsed, including hun-
dreds of foreigners who fought alongside local mili-
tants to create a self-declared caliphate in the
Middle East.

What to do with the remnants of Islamic State,
whose fighters tortured and executed thousands of
people during its zenith from 2014, is a thorny issue
for countries whose citizens went to fight with the
group. Many European countries, for example, have
hesitated to repatriate nationals, fearing a public
backlash if they do. Europeans comprise a fifth of the
roughly 10,000 Islamic State fighters held captive in

Syria by Kurdish militias. 
Kurdish officials say they lack the resources to

properly detain, investigate and prosecute the large
number of prisoners as well as their families in camps.
They have called repeatedly on foreign nations to take
back their citizens. “We want to know what our fate
is,” said Mahmoud Mohammad, an IS fighter from
Syria held by Kurdish forces in a prison near the town
of Hasaka, south of Qamishli.

“We don’t know anything about our families,” he
told Reuters in an interview arranged and supervised
by Kurdish security forces during a sanctioned visit to
the jail. “We don’t know if they’re alive or dead, in
Syria or outside. I want to know my sentence and my
fate.” Mohammad, whose nom de guerre is Abu
Hamza, was one of nine men interviewed by Reuters in
two prisons - one located near Hasaka and the other
the town’s central jail.

Most were from Syria or Iraq, one was from the
United States and another from Belgium. Some were
fighters, others said they were corralled into working
for Islamic State as the movement won territory

across Syria and Iraq. “I worked with (Islamic State)
as a civilian,” said Abdurrahman Mustafa Al-Jomaa, a
32-year-old Syrian from Raqqa, who was being held
at the central Hasaka jail.  “My sentence is 2 years. I’m
married and have two children. My family is in Raqqa
and they come and visit me.”

Crowded prison, sprawling camp
Conditions in the prison near Hasaka, which used

to be a school before being transformed to cope with
the influx of captives, were markedly worse than
those at the central jail. Reuters reporters saw more
than 50 men lying head-to-toe across the floor of one
cell, leaving virtually no room to move. Natural light
was minimal and the air was heavy with the smell of
sweat and dirt.

In a hospital on the ground floor, about 100 men
crowded on to around half the number of beds suffer-
ing from ailments and injuries. Several were in orange
jumpsuits, similar to those often worn by IS captives
before they were executed. Beyond the prisons, thou-
sands of mostly woman and children are detained in

camps in the area. The Al-Hol facility in Hasaka
province is the biggest and holds tens of thousands of
people in a sprawling camp of white canvas tents that
provide minimal shelter from the winter cold and rain.

Children play on muddy paths and large puddles
full of refuse collect in open spaces. Women wearing
black robes and niqabs move around in small groups,
chatting or carrying out daily chores. Most women
approached by Reuters for an interview declined and
some were verbally hostile. One who agreed to talk
did not give her name, but spoke in broken English
and said she was originally from Hong Kong before
coming to the Middle East to join Islamic State. 

“I have one child and my husband died in
Baghouz,” she said, flanked by her toddler son. The
town of Baghouz, Islamic State’s last enclave in east-
ern Syria, fell to US-backed Kurdish forces in spring
last year. The woman said she was in touch with her
family in Hong Kong but did not want to return. “I
know here the situation is very difficult. This is not
home, it’s just a tent ... But we all live to (the wishes of)
Allah, so God-willing, all is good.”— Reuters
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MAARAT AL-NAASAN: An aerial view shows the village of Maaret Al-Naasan in Syria’s Idlib province yesterday following a weeks-long regime offensive against the country’s last major rebel bastion. Syrian regime forces pushed on
with their offensive in the country’s northwest, securing areas along a key national highway they seized, as tensions spiraled with Turkey which supports rebel groups. —AFP 

Remnants of Islamic State in limbo 
Widowed, imprisoned, detained in Syria

Daulatdia brothels:
Sex workers to get
‘honorable’ funeral
DAULATDIA: Often treated as less than
human in life, there has been little dignity in
death for the sex workers of one of the
world’s biggest brothels: their bodies fre-
quently tossed into unmarked graves or
dumped in the river. Until now. On Thursday,
Hamida Begum became the first sex worker
from Bangladesh bordello Daulatdia to
receive a formal Islamic funeral, breaking a
longstanding taboo in Muslim majority
Bangladesh where prostitution is legal but
regarded by many as immoral. 

Scores of women gathered at the grave-
side, weeping for the 65-year-old’s passing
but also because of the symbolic break-
through her burial represented. “I never
dreamed that she would get such an honor-
able farewell ,”  said Begum’s daughter
Laxmi, who followed her mother into the
trade. “My mother was treated like a human
being,” she added. Islamic spiritual leaders
have for decades rejected funeral prayers
for sex workers because they view prostitu-
tion as immoral.

When Begum died, her family planned to
put her in an unmarked grave - standard
practice for women like her - but a coalition
of sex workers persuaded the local police to
talk religious leaders into giving her a proper
burial.   “The Imam was initially reluctant to

lead the prayers. But we asked him whether
Islam forbids anyone from taking part in the
Janaza (funeral prayers) of a sex worker. He
had no answer,” said local police chief
Ashiqur Rahman, who oversaw negotiations.

Stigma and shame
Bangladesh is one of the few Muslim

countries in the world where prostitution is
legal for women aged 18 or older and workers
are required to hold a certificate stating they
are adults, and consent to the work. The real-
ity is more murky, charities have reported
finding girls as young as seven being
groomed to sell sex, and warn that trafficking

of children for the trade is on the rise.
The police are often accused of being

complicit - taking bribes from pimps and
brothel owners to provide certification for
girls much younger than 18. Begum was just
12 years old when she began sex work in
Daulatdia, where more than 1,200 women
and girls cater for up to 5,000 clients a day.
The site, one of around 12 legal brothels
operating in the country, is a series of shacks
spread across a warren of alleyways some
100 kilometers west of Dhaka. Close to a
busy road and rail junction, its frequented by
both local and long haul drivers and travelers
passing through. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Facebook said
yesterday it purged dozens of
accounts linked to Russian military
intelligence in the latest effort to root
out manipulation and disinformation
of the huge social network. Other
accounts originating in Iran, Vietnam
and Myanmar were also blocked on
Facebook and Instagram for “engag-
ing in foreign or government interfer-
ence,” Facebook head of security
policy Nathaniel Gleicher said. The
Russia-based network which included
78 Facebook accounts and four on
Instagram focused mainly on Ukraine
and neighboring countries and posted
content about the conflict in Syria,
ethnic tensions in Crimea and the
downing of a Malaysian airliner in
Ukraine in 2014. 

“Although the people behind this
network attempted to conceal their
identities and coordination, our inves-
tigation found links to Russian mili-
tary intelligence services,” Gleicher
said in a blog post. The move is the
latest by social networks seeking to
crack down on foreign manipulation
including efforts to artificially pro-
mote certain political messages, often
with misinformation. Facebook said it

also took down separate networks in
Iran, Vietnam and Myanmar.

Six Facebook and five Instagram
accounts from Iran that were focused
on the United States and US-Iranian
relations were removed for “coordi-
nated inauthentic behavior,” and
apparent links to a similar network
taken down by Facebook in January
2019. “They shared posts about polit-
ical news and geopolitics including
topics like the US elections,
Christianity, US-Iran relations, US
immigration policy, criticism of US
policies in the Middle East and public
figures as well as video interviews
with academics, public figures and
columnists on issues related to Iran
and US elections,” Gleicher said.

An additional 13 Facebook
accounts from Myanmar and Vietnam
were removed for using fake accounts
to manage pages “posing as inde-
pendent telecom consumer news
hubs,” which disparaged business
rivals, according to the Facebook
statement. These pages turned out to
be linked to telecom services Mytel in
Myanmar and Viettel in Vietnam, and
Gapit Communications, a communi-
cations firm in Vietnam. — AFP 

DAULATDIA: Photo shows Jhumur Begum (left), who heads a sex workers group, walking
with other members next to a graveyard used for the burial of sex workers in Daulatdia,
Rajbari District, 110 kms west of Dhaka. — AFP 
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