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BAGHDAD: Three rockets slammed into the US embassy
in Iraq’s capital on Sunday in the first direct hit reported
after months of close calls, as thousands of protesters
kept up anti-government sit-ins across the country. The
attack marked a dangerous escalation in the spree of
rocket attacks in recent months that have targeted the
embassy or Iraqi military bases where American troops
are deployed.

None of the attacks has been claimed but Washington
has repeatedly blamed Iran-backed military factions in
Iraq. On Sunday, one rocket hit an embassy cafeteria at
dinner time while two others landed nearby, a security
source said. A senior Iraqi official told AFP at least one
person was wounded, but it was not immediately clear
how serious the injuries were and whether the person was
an American national or an Iraqi staff member working at
the mission.

The US embassy did not immediately respond to
requests for comment. The US State Department called on
Iraq late Sunday to “fulfill its obligations to protect our
diplomatic facilities”. The attack took place earlier in the
day than usual, with AFP reporters hearing the booms on
the western bank of the river Tigris at precisely 7:30 pm

(1630 GMT). Iraqi Prime Minister Adel Abdel Mahdi and
Speaker of Parliament Mohammed Halbusi both con-
demned the incident, saying it risked dragging their home-
land into war.

Iraq has already been dragged into a worrying tit-for-
tat between the United States and Iran over the last month.
A similar attack on a northern Iraqi base killed an
American contractor, and the US retaliated with a strike on
an Iran-backed faction known as Kataeb Hezbollah. Less
than a week later, a US drone strike killed Iranian general
Qasem Soleimani outside the Baghdad airport — prompt-
ing Iran to fire ballistic missiles at an Iraqi base where US
troops are stationed.

‘Only for you, Iraq!’ 
Some 5,200 Americans are stationed in Iraq to lead the

global coalition fighting the Islamic State militant group,
but the US strike on Baghdad has rallied top Iraqi figures
around a joint call to order them out. Vehemently anti-
American cleric Moqtada Sadr organized a mass rally in
Baghdad on Friday, where thousands of his supporters
called for American troops to leave. Sadr had previously
backed separate anti-regime protests sweeping Iraq’s cap-

ital and south, even though he controls the largest bloc in
parliament and top ministerial posts. Bolstered by his own
protest on Friday, Sadr announced he was dropping sup-
port for the youth-dominated reform campaign rocking
the country since October.

His followers, widely regarded as the best-organized
and well-stocked of the anti-government demonstrators,
immediately began dismantling their tents and heading
home. Activists feared that without his political cover,
authorities would move to crush their movement — and
indeed, within hours, riot police tried to storm protest
camps. Those efforts continued into Sunday, with securi-
ty forces using live rounds and tear gas to try to flush
protesters out of squares and streets they had occupied
for months.

One protester was shot dead in Baghdad and another in
the flashpoint southern city of Nasiriyah, medical sources
said, and dozens more were wounded across the country.
In the capital, riot police have tried to clear streets around
the main protest camp of Tahrir Square but have yet to
enter the symbolic area, where many protesters stood
their ground even after tents there were dismantled. Just
after midnight in Nasiriyah, unknown assailants stormed

the main protest camp in Habbubi Square and set the tents
on fire, the flames lighting up the night sky, an AFP corre-
spondent there said.

UN hails ‘Iraqi hopes’ 
Despite the renewed violence, thousands of students

flooded the streets in the capital and across the south in a
bid to keep national attention focused on their demands.
“Only for you, Iraq!” read a sign held by a young protester
in the shrine city of Karbala, hinting at the movement’s
insistence on not being affiliated with any political party or
outside backer.

In Basra, hundreds of students gathered to condemn the
riot police’s dismantling of their main protest camp the pre-
vious day, according to an AFP correspondent. The youth-
led protests erupted on October 1 in outrage over lack of
jobs, poor services and rampant corruption before spiraling
into calls for a government overhaul after they were met with
violence. More than 470 people have died, a vast majority of
them demonstrators, since the rallies began. Protesters are
now demanding snap elections, the appointment of an
independent premier and the prosecution of anyone impli-
cated in corruption or recent bloodshed. — AFP 

Three rockets hit US embassy 
Thousands of protesters keep up anti-government sit-ins 

BAGHDAD: Iraqi protesters cover their eyes to avoid tear gas amid clashes with security forces during an anti-government demonstration in Al-Khilani square in the capital Baghdad. — AFP 

Jihadist attack on 
Mali military camp 
leaves 20 dead
BAMAKO: Twenty members of the security forces
were killed on Sunday in a major assault by suspected
jihadists at a military camp in Mali near the border
with Mauritania. The attack on the Sokolo camp
around dawn left “20 dead and five wounded” and
“four dead on the enemy’s side,” the army said updat-
ing the toll late Sunday.

The victims were buried with military honors at
Sokolo, the Malian armed forces said on Twitter.
Sokolo is the last town before the Mauritanian border,
near a forest considered a base for groups linked to
Al-Qaeda. Malian officials blamed the attack on “ter-
rorists”, a term used for jihadist groups which have
been operating in Mali for eight years, despite mili-
tary interventions by the French, the UN and joint
force of soldiers from five Sahel countries.

A local lawmaker said all those killed at Sokolo mili-
tary camp were gendarmes, or paramilitary police offi-
cers. “The terrorists arrived on motorcycles,” said the
official, who asked not to be named for security reasons.
Sokolo resident Baba Gakou said: “There were more
than 100 attackers. “They arrived at five in the morning.
They cut off any withdrawal by the gendarmes.” He
added that the assailants left with all the weapons and
vehicles at the camp. “They picked up all their dead.
They did not touch anyone in the village,” he said.

A local humanitarian source who managed to enter
the camp after the suspected jihadists had left,
described the scene as “complete chaos”. “It looked
like the attackers knew what they were doing,” the
source said. The armed forces tweet said troops were
combing the area backed by a military aircraft follow-
ing the assault. Mali has been struggling to contain an
Islamist insurgency that erupted in the north in 2012
and has claimed thousands of military and civilian
lives since.   

The Bamako government announced Wednesday it
would hold legislative elections in late March, after
repeated postponements prompted by insecurity and
political infighting. Holding the elections was a key
recommendation from crisis talks in December aimed
at exploring non-military solutions to the worsening
violence. There are some 4,500 French troops in the
Sahel region, plus a 13,000-strong UN peacekeeping
force in Mali, but still the conflict has engulfed the
centre of the country and spread to neighboring
Burkina Faso and Niger. — AFP 

The global spread of the 
coronavirus: Where is it?
BEIJING: A virus similar to the SARS pathogen has
claimed 81 lives since emerging in a market in the central
Chinese city of Wuhan, and spread around the world. Here
are the places that have confirmed cases of the 2019 Novel
Coronavirus:

China 
As of yesterday, more than 2,700 people have been

infected across China, the bulk of them in and around
Wuhan. Nearly all of the 81 who have died were in that
region, but officials have confirmed at least five deaths
elsewhere. The city of Macau, a gambling hub hugely pop-
ular with mainland tourists, has confirmed six cases as of
yesterday. In Hong Kong, eight people are known to have
the disease. Of those, six arrived via a newly built high-
speed train terminal that connects with the mainland.

France
There are three known cases of the coronavirus in

France, the first European country to be affected by the
outbreak. One person is sick in Bordeaux and another is ill
in Paris. A third person, a close relative of one of the other
two, has also been confirmed to have the virus. All three
had recently travelled to China and have been placed in
isolation.

Japan 
Japan’s health authorities confirmed the country’s fourth

case on Saturday: a man in his 40s, visiting Japan from
Wuhan, who is in hospital in a stable condition. Another
man was hospitalized on January 10, four days after his
return from a visit to Wuhan. And a further two people
from the Chinese city - a man in his 40s and a woman in
her 30s - have also been treated in hospital for fever.

Australia 
Australia confirmed its fifth case of the virus yesterday

- a 21-year-old woman who recently arrived in Sydney on
a direct flight from Wuhan. She is being treated in a
Sydney hospital. One man in Melbourne and three men in
Sydney earlier tested positive and were being treated in
hospital isolation units after also arriving in the country
from Wuhan.

United States 
The US has confirmed five cases of the virus in patients

who had recently entered the country from Wuhan. A man
aged in his 30s reported himself to authorities on January
19 after returning to his home near Seattle. On Friday, pub-
lic health authorities said the virus had been detected in a
Chicago woman in her 60s, and on Saturday a traveler

from Wuhan in California was confirmed as the third
infected person on US soil. A second case was confirmed
in California on Sunday, along with one in Arizona.

Canada 
Canada has reported a “presumptive” case of the virus

in a man who returned to Toronto from Wuhan. The patient
is aged in his 50s and has been placed in isolation.

Malaysia 
Malaysia confirmed its fourth case on Sunday. All are

Chinese nationals on holiday from Wuhan who arrived in
the country from Singapore. A 66-year-old woman and
two boys, aged two and 11, were in stable condition,
Malaysia’s health minister said Saturday. The latest con-
firmed case is a 40-year-old man who entered the country
on a bus with a Chinese tour group.

Nepal 
Nepal said a 32-year-old man arriving from Wuhan had

the disease. The patient, who was initially quarantined,
recovered and was discharged.

Singapore 
Singapore announced its fourth case of the coronavirus

on Sunday. All four patients had arrived in the city-state
from Wuhan over the last week.

South Korea 
South Korean media reported the country’s fourth case

yesterday. The latest patient is a 55-year-old Korean man
who returned from Wuhan on January 20. He was quaran-
tined and tested after experiencing symptoms. The other
patients include two South Korean men, both aged in their
50s and working in Wuhan, who returned to the country
earlier this week. Seoul reported the nation’s first case on
January 20 - a 35-year-old woman who flew in from
Wuhan.

Taiwan 
Taiwan has uncovered four cases so far - the latest a

woman in her fifties who was in Wuhan for a sight-seeing
tour and returned home voluntarily on January 25.

Thailand 
Thailand has detected eight cases so far - three are

receiving treatment in hospital and five have been discharged,
according to the health minister’s statement. All the infected
persons are Chinese nationals, except for a 73-year-old Thai
woman who came back from Wuhan this month.

Vietnam 
Vietnam confirmed two cases of the virus on Thursday.

An infected man from Wuhan travelled to Ho Chi Minh City
earlier this month and passed the virus on to his son. — AFP 

DOHA: Travelers coming from Asia walk past scanners for temperature screening upon their arrival at Doha
International airport in the Qatari capital. — AFP 


