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(From top, clockwise) Smoke billows as Iraqi forces attack Mosul airport during an offensive to retake the western side of the city from IS jihadists yes-
terday; army launch a rocket towards IS militants during a battle with militants near Ghozlani military complex; and civilians flee fighting near Mosull.

Forces enter airport

AFP, Mosul Airport

Iraqi forces yesterday thrust into Mosul air-
port on the southern edge of the jihadist
stronghold for the first time since the Islamic
State group overran the region in 2014.

Backed by jets, gunships and drones, forces
blitzed their way across open areas south of
Mosul and entered the airport compound,
apparently meeting limited resistance but
strafing the area for suspected snipers.

"Right now thank God we're inside Mosul
airport and in front of its terminal. Our troops
are liberating it," Hisham Abdul Kadhem, a
commander in the interior ministry's Rapid
Response units, told AFP inside the airport.

Little was left standing inside the perime-
ter and what used to be the runway was
littered with dirt and rubble.

Most buildings were completely levelled
but Iraqi forces celebrated the latest land-
mark in the four-month-old offensive to
retake Mosul.

While Iraqi forces were not yet deployed
in the northern part of the sprawling airport
compound and sappers cautiously scanned
the site for explosive devices, IS appeared to
offer limited resistance.

As Iraqi forces approached the airport
moments earlier, attack helicopters fired
rockets at an old sugar factory that stands
next to the perimeter wall, sending a cloud
of ash floating across the area.

The push on the airport was launched at
dawn and Iraqi forces stormed it within
hours from the southwest.

The regional command said elite forces from
the Counter-Terrorism Service were simulta-
neously attacking the neighbouring Ghazlani
military base, where some of them were sta-
tioned before IS seized Mosul in June 2014.

Control of the base and airport would set
government forces up to enter Mosul neigh-
bourhoods on the west bank of the Tigris, a
month after declaring full control of the east
bank.

All of the city's bridges across the river are
damaged.

The LIS-led coalition has played a key role
in supporting Iraqi forces with air strikes

and advisers on the ground, and yesterday
US forces were seen on the front lines.

The American troops are not supposed to
be doing the actual fighting but in recent
weeks have got so close to the front that they
have come under attack, coalition spokes-
man Colonel John Dorrian said.

The latest push to retake Mosul, the coun-
try's second city and the last stronghold of the
jihadists in Irag, was launched on Sunday and
involves thousands of security personnel.

They started closing in on the airport four
days ago. Itisunclear how many jihadists tried to
defend the airport but US officials said Monday
that only around 2,000 remain in Mosul.

There are an estimated 750,000 civilians
trapped on the city's west bank, which is a
bit smaller than the east side but more
densely populated.

It includes the Old City and its narrow

ANTI-IS OFFENSIVE IN MOSUL

Dwindling food supplies forcing many
families to survive on just
one meal a day

streets, which will make for a difficult terrain
when Iraqi forces reach it because they will be
impassable for some military vehicles.

The noose has for months now been tight-
ening around Mosul and the living condi-
tions for civilians are fast deteriorating,

Residents AFP has reached by phone spoke
of dwindling food supplies forcing many
families to survive on just one meal a day.

Medical workers say the weakest are
beginning to die of the combined effect of
malnutrition and the lack of medicines,
which IS fighters are keeping for themselves.

An army plane late Wednesday dropped
thousands of letters written by residents of
the retaken east bank to their fellow citizens
across the river,

"Be patient and help each other... the end
of injustice is near," read one of them which
was signed "People from the east side.”

IS loses Al-Bab

Claim Syria rebels; peace talks
stumbles over meeting format

AFP, Beirut

Turkish-backed Syrian rebels yesterday announced that they
had taken full control of the northern town of Al-Bab from the
Islamic State jihadist group after weeks of deadly fighting.

Turkey's state-run Anadolu Agency reported that rebels
had overrun the centre of the town, which had been a key IS
stronghold just 25 kilometres south of the border.

"We are announcing Al-Bab completely liberated, and we
are now clearing mines from the residential neighbour-
hoods," said Ahmad Othman, commander of the Sultan
Mourad rebel group.

But the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said that IS
fighters were still present in parts of the town and the rebels
were in control of less than half of it.

Turkish defence minister said armed forces and allied
rebels have almost total control of the townafter entering
the centre of the former jihadist stronghold.

The rebels launched their offensive to capture Al-Bab last
year with the support of Turkish ground troops, artillery and
air strikes.

Meanwhile in Geneva, the UN's Syria envoy met rival
negotiators gathered for peace talks yesterday, but even
getting them into the same room appeared uncertain as
hopes remained slim for a breakthrough.

Persistent violence and deadlock over Syria's political
future are clouding the start of "Geneva 4," the fourth round
of UN-sponsored talks on the conflict which has killed
more than 310,000 people since 2011.

UN envoy Staffan de Mistura had already warned that he
was not expecting a breakthrough in the first peace talks
since April 2016,

Yesterday, he held separate meetings with the regime and
opposition delegates, notably to discuss the agenda and the
format for negotiations proper.

Mistura said he hoped to bring them together later in the
day, but a tentatively-planned fternoon event was delayed
amid disagreement over arrangements.

After the initial bilateral talks with De Mistura, an oppo-
sition source said the UN envoy was understood to want a
"round-table" with all the parties.

But the opposition is divided between the main
umbrella High Negotiations Committee (HNC) -- which
wants direct negotiations with the regime -- and delegations
from Cairo and Moscow.

"This is not accepted at all since it means all parties are
equal and will turn to be exchanging points of view and not
negotiating,” the opposition source told AFP.

Neither regime delegation chief Bashar al-Jaafari nor
opposition team chief negotiator Nasr al-Hariri spoke as
they arrived at UN offices in the Swiss city.

On the eve of the talks, Russia called on Syrian President
Bashar al-Assad to stop bombing during the discussions --
but de Mistura downplayed hopes for the negotiations.

4 Indonesians
wealthier than
poorest 100m

AFP, Jakarta

The four richest
Indonesians are wealth-
ier than the poorest 100
million people in the
country, a study has
found, highlighting
how huge numbers
have been left behind
as the economy booms.

Oxfam said that
President Joko
Widodo had failed to
fulfil pledges to fight
inequality and called
on the government to
urgently increase
spending on public
services and make
corporations and the
wealthy pay more tax.

Indonesia has
enjoyed an economic
boom that has reduced
the number of people
living in extreme pov-
erty but the gap
between rich and poor
has risen faster than in
any other Southeast
Asian country in the
past 20 years, the
Oxfam study said.

"The benefits of
growth have not been
shared equally, and
millions have been left
behind," said the
research, which was
released earlier this
week,

"The widening of
the gap between the
rich and the rest is a
serious threat to
Indonesia's future
prosperity. If inequal-
ity is not tackled, then
reducing poverty will
be much more diffi-
cult, and social insta-
bility could increase."

Syrian civil defence volunteers, known as the White Helmets, search for survivors
following reported government airstrike on the rebel-held neighbourhood of Tishrin,
on the northeastern outskirts of the capital Damascus, on Wednesday.
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Russia open to Syria 'safe zones'

INDEPENDENT.CO.UK

Russia is open to the concept of “safe
zones' in Syria, but only if they are
approved by Bashar al-Assad.

Sergey Lavrov, the Russian foreign
minister, said he had briefly discussed
the US-backed plan with Donald
Trump's administration and was told
specifics were still being worked out.

“We believe that any such initiatives
concerning the territory of Syria need
to be coordinated with the Syrian
government - otherwise it would be
hard to implement them,"” he said at a
news conference.

“Having described our understanding
of what we can talk about, we are waiting
for clarifications from Washington.

"We are also ready to discuss other
proposals concerning our cooperation
in Syria."

Syria's state news agency said that
any attempt to establish safe zones in
the country without coordination with

Damascus would be a wviolation of
national sovereignty:.

Lavrov met Rex Tillerson, the US
Secretary of State, at the Munich
Security Conference in Germany fol-
lowing a speech where he called for a
“post-West world order”.

Russia has been at loggerheads with
the US, Britain and much of the West
over its support for Assad's govern-
ment in the Syrian civil war.

The country's air power and deploy-
ment of “military advisors” on the ground
has been key to reversing gains made by

rebels, includingin the battle for Aleppo.
Vladimir Putin characterised the

launch of his intervention in 2015 as
an operation against Isis and jihadis
but observers have accused the Russian
air force of committing war crimes by
bombing civilian areas controlled by
opposition groups.

US President Donald Trump has
supported the idea of “safe zones” to

prevent refuges from leaving Syria,
telling a rally of supporters in Florida
they would be funded by Gulf nations.
“We're going to have the Gulf states
pay for those safe zones, they have
nothing but money,” MrTrump said.
He discussed the plan with King
Salman of Saudi Arabia in January, who
reportedly agreed that safe zones were the
best way forward in Syria and Yemen,
although no concrete plans have emerged.
The previous Obama administration
assessed the prospect of no-fly zones in
Syria to protect civilians from Syrian gov-
ernment air strikes but Russia's interven-
tion raised the threat that moves to enforce
restrictions could trigger a military con-
frontation between the two countries.
Concerns have also been raised
about the logistics of installing the
ground forces and air power needed to
protect such areas and the cooperation
it would require between warring
factions.

Poll: mp's
approval rating
dips further

CNN ONLINE

President Donald Trump's
approval rating has dropped
over the last month, with a
majority of American voters
now disapproving of his job
performance, a new poll has
found.

In a national survey
released Wednesday,
Quinnipiac University found
that 38% of American voters
approve of Trump's job perfor-

mance, while 55% disapprove.

Floodwaters surround children's park on Wednesday, in San Jose, California. Thousands of people were ordered
to evacuate their homes early Wednesday in the northern California city of San Jose as floodwaters inundated

neighborhoods and forced the shutdown of a major highway.

A poll released earlier this
month by Quinnipiac taken
shortly after Trump's inau-
guration found that 42% of
American voters approve of
his job performance, while
51% disapprove.

Since then, Trump has
instituted a variety of con-
troversial measures, includ-
ing his executive order on
immigration and new
deportation policies. His
administration has many
positions currently unfilled,
and town halls of
Republican members of
Congress have been the sites
of protests and outbursts,
largely concerning Trump's
call to repeal and replace
Obamacare.

Thirty-eight percent of
American voters said they
trust Trump to do the right

G thing "almost all of the
. | time" or "most of the time,"
while 61% said they trust
him to do what is right
"some of the time" or

PHOTO: AFP "hardly ever.”

Trump's new travel
ban 'delayed'

INDEPENDENT.CO.UK

Donald Trump's new travel ban has been delayed until next
week, a White House official has said.

The new executive order, replacing the directive suspend-
ing access to the LIS to citizens of seven mostly Muslim
countries, was expected this week but will now be issued
"sometime next week", said the official.

Homeland Security Secretary John Kelly has called the
revised order a "more streamlined version" of the original
travel ban, which sparked mass protests.

The first ban, signed on 27 January, temporarily
restricted entry to the US for citizens of Iraq, Iran, Syria,
Sudan, Somalia, Yemen and Libya - and indefinitely to
Syrian refugees.

[t caused widespread confusion at airports in the US and
elsewhere, but was blocked after three federal judges ruled
that it was not legitimate.

Instead of fighting for the order to be reinstated, the
president is submitting a new one with only "minor techni-
cal differences”, said senior White House adviser Stephen
Miller.

Mexico angrily rejects new
US deportation policy

AGENCIES

US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson meets
with Mexican leaders on Thursday to try to
calm a row over President Donald Trump's
trade and immigration policies.

A bid by US President Donald Trump to
deport non-Mexican illegal
migrants to Mexico that has enraged
Mexicans will top the agenda of the
meetings, Mexico sources said.

The US government on Tuesday
said it would seek to deport many
illegal immigrants to Mexico if
they entered the United States
from there, regardless of their
nationality, prompting a fiery
response from Mexican officials.

Calling the measure "unilateral" and
"unprecedented,” Mexican Foreign Minister
Luis Videgaray said new immigration guide-
lines would top the agenda of meetings in
Mexico City with Tillerson and Homeland

Security Secretary John Kelly.

Trump has outraged Mexico by vowing to
build a wall along the border to keep out
migrants, whom he branded rapists and
criminals during his presidential campaign.

Apart from deportations, Trump has also
threatened to put up barriers to
Mexican exports, shift jobs from that
country back to the United States and
even halt remittances by US-based
Mexicans backto their families.

Tillerson and Kelly were sched-
uled to meet with Pena Nieto at
1900 GMT after talks with Mexico's
ministers of foreign affairs, finance
and government.

Trump's stance on Mexico has
driven the countries' relations to their low-
est pointin years.

Pena Nieto canceled a planned meeting
with Trump in Washington last month over
the US leader's vow to make Mexico pay for
the wall.



