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World
Iraq launches air assault
in fightback against Isis
Iraqi forces began the fight to recapture
a vast swathe of the country lost to al-
Qaeda-linked militants yesterday with
a helicopter-borne assault on Saddam
Hussein’s home town of Tikrit, deep
inside insurgent-held territory north of
Baghdad.
Scores of special forces commandos

flew toTikrit and seized itsuniversity as
a base fromwhich to begin the battle to
retake the city and push into surround-
ing countryside. The helicopters came
under fire, andonewas reported lost, as
they landed at the university’s sports
stadium. Battles betweenmilitants and
commandos were reported.
The Tikrit assault is the first big

offensive to recapture territory lost to
Sunnimilitants in their lightning offen-
sive through northern and central Iraq
after seizing thecountry’s secondcityof
Mosul two weeks ago.
The Islamic State of Iraq and al-

Sham (Isis) and its allies overran most
of five Iraqi provinces all but
unopposed after tens of thousands of
Iraqi troops fled.
Much of the territory is now under

the control of remnants of Saddam’s
former regimeas Isis troops continue to
push south and west. They aremeeting
resistance from Iraqi troops and Shia
militias loyal to the government north
of Baghdad.
Tikrit university, which was under

the control of Iraqi troops last night,
offers a base from which to begin a
wider offensive on militant-controlled
territory in the north. The university is
just outside Tikrit, on the way to the
town of Baiji, where Isis and govern-
ment troops have been locked in a
week-long battle for control of a critical
oil refinery supplying power and fuel to
much of central and northern Iraq.
The Tikrit offensive came as Nouri

al-Maliki, Iraq’s prime minister, con-
ceded for the first time that radical
political measures were needed along-
side military action to halt the insur-
gency threatening to tear Iraq apart.
He admitted as much to William

Hague, the foreign secretary, who flew
to Baghdad to urge Iraq’s political

leaders to put aside their differences to
see off the “existential threat” facing
Iraq. Mr al-Maliki said that he would
pursue two parallel tracks: one, a mili-
tary offensive against the insurgents,
and the second, the formation of a new
government.
AliMoussawi,Mr al-Maliki’s spokes-

man, told The Times that the prime
minister was committed to forming a
unity government with Sunni and
Kurdish rivals. After their meeting, Mr
Hague warned that political unity was
“the single most important factor that
will determine whether or not Iraq
overcomes this challenge”.
However, Iraq’s divisions, not unity,

were on show across the country yes-
terday. Hundreds of Christians fled an
artillery offensive in northern Iraq
launched by Sunni militants. Shias
from the ethnicTurkmenminority also
fled north, seeking sanctuary in the
autonomous Kurdish region.
Massoud Barzani, the Kurdish presi-

dent, travelled to Kirkuk yesterday to
inspectKurdish troopswhomoved into
the oil-rich city two weeks ago.
The Kurds have long coveted the

Kurdish-majority city as part of their
autonomous region and there are fears
that they are girding themselves to
break from the rest of Iraq and seek full
independence. A spokesman for Avigd-
or Lieberman, the Israeli foreignminis-
ter, declared yesterday that Kurdish in-
dependence was a “foregone conclu-
sion” and that his country would
quickly recognise a Kurdish state.
As the Iraqi government offensive

got under way in Tikrit, there were
fresh concerns about insurgent gains
closer to the capital. Sunni militants
overran several villages near the Man-
suriya gas field east of Baquba.
Militants also pushed into territory

in Anbar, the Sunni-dominated prov-
ince west and southwest of Baghdad, a
potential launching pad for any
attempt to storm or infiltrate the city.
6TheWhiteHouse is askingCongress
to approve $1.5 billion toworkwith Syr-
ia’s neighbours, including Iraq, in a ‘re-
gional stabilisation initiative”. Some
$500 million of it will be to train and
equip the moderate Syrian armed op-
position.

Humvees are turned into taxis as looters cash in

Iraq
Catherine Philp Baghdad

Showing off the new Kalashnikov he
bought on the black market for $600
(£350), Ismail Domad explains how
plentiful stolenmilitary equipment is in
Kirkuk.
“They stole somanyHumvees, there

are people in Kirkuk using them as
taxis,” the Kurdish soldier said.
When Baghdad’s forces deserted on

June 10, as news of the fall of Mosul to
the Islamic State of Iraq and al-Sham
(Isis) spread, it took several hours for
the Kurdish forces— peshmerga— to
take control.
By the time they arrived, the base’s

weapons had been stolen.
“There were around two or three

thousand people looting when we

arrived,” said Karoukh Ramazan, a 24-
year-old peshmerga officer. “The army
tried to burn the weapons as they left,
but all the sniper rifles, Humvees and
Kalashnikovs are being traded on the
black market in Kirkuk now.”
Most of the weapons and equipment

on sale were given to the Iraqi army by
departingUS forces in 2011— and their
disappearance is hugely embarrassing
for the US military, which trained the
Iraqi armed forces that deserted.
“I’ve noticed that there are more

weapons for sale since the fall of
Mosul,” said Hunar, a security officer.
“Some people stole carloads. I’ve seen
Kalashnikov bullets on sale for 1,000
Iraq dinar (50p) because there are so
many available now.”
TheKurdish forces are eager to show

that they are maintaining security in
Kirkuk, a disputed and multi-ethnic
city that fell outside the Kurdistan
regional government’s sphere of influ-
ence before the collapse of the Iraqi
army two weeks ago.
However, a weapons market was hit

by a suicide bombing on Wednesday,
the first terror attack in the city since
the peshmerga took control.
Themarket, in theRahimawadistrict

in the north of the city, was packedwith
people buying and selling light weap-
onry and ammunition when the attack
happened. Three people were killed.
Kurds make up less than 50 per cent

of Kirkuk’s population, and many non-
Kurds are unhappy that it is now under
the control of the peshmerga. The Iraqi
Turkmen Front announced last week

that it was preparing to take up arms to
fight the peshmerga should they refuse
to hand Kirkuk back to the central
government in Baghdad. On Sunday,
the Sadrists – a Shia militia – also
paraded through the city.
The front linewith Isis lies 30miles to

the south of Kirkuk, and faced with the
spectre of sectarian violence, weapons
markets are swarming with customers.
In Chamchamal, a small town

30 miles east of the city, officials said
that anyone caught selling weapons
thatwere looted fromthebasewouldbe
arrested.
“This is the place where everyone

will get ready to fight Isis,” one trader
said. “People are buying weapons for
their own protection. If you don’t kill
them, they will kill you.”

Hannah Lucinda Smith Kirkuk
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Roger Boyes

The children were noisily celebrating
the end of their exams when masked
Isis gunmenambushed their school bus
and took them to a stronghold in
northern Syria to be brainwashed into
fighting for the jihad.
About 140 boys were kidnapped last

month as they were driven away from
exam halls back to their
school in Aleppo,
according to the
Syrian Obser-
vatory for Human
Rights and local
activists.
The Isis rebels

yelled at the
teenage boys:
“How can you
sit with girls?
It’s forbidden.”
The girls

were left
behind with
the driver,
while the
boys were
taken in a
convoy to
the Isis-
controlled town

Fears for trapped Chinese workers

A ttempts to
evacuate more
than 1,000

Chinese engineers
trapped in a camp in
northern Iraq have
failed, heightening
fears for their safety
and exposing Beijing’s
foreign policy
limitations as its
workers are dispatched
around the globe (Leo
Lewis writes).
The engineers, who

are working on a
$1 billion power station
on the banks of the
River Tigris, are
stranded at a camp in
the northern region of
Samarra, where
supplies of food and
water are said to be
dwindling. The
sensitivity surrounding
the workers’ fate is so
high that reporting on
their attempts to
escape has been almost
entirely suppressed by

China’s state-owned
media. The Chinese
foreign ministry has
also been terse, saying
only that Beijing and
Baghdad remain in
communication.
The company that

employs the workers,
China Machinery
Engineering
Corporation (Cmec),
posted a message on its
website saying that it
was “pointless to
worry” about them.
Last week Cmec issued
a statement assuring
families that none of
the workers was
trapped, despite claims
to the contrary by
relatives who managed
to speak to them.
Cmec first tried to

evacuate the workers
on a fleet of buses.
They were stopped by
the Iraqi army near
Baghdad and forced
back to the camp. A

second evacuation
attempt, scheduled to
run between Sunday
and Tuesday, was
supposed to have
involved chartered
helicopters but it never
took place.
The evacuees were

forced to wait in the
designated spot for a
full day, peering up at
empty skies for the
rescue flights that
never arrived.
China’s rapid

international
expansion, led by large
infrastructure and
energy companies and
often in unstable
regions, has raised
Beijing’s exposure to
political risk around
the world.
When the instability

becomes threatening,
as it has in Libya and
South Sudan, China
has struggled to mount
a coherent response.
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kidnap 140 schoolboys for lessons in jihad
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being held in an Isis stronghold in northern Syria where they are being groomed to fight in the jihadists’ campaign. “We were all so scared,” said a boy who escaped

Missing jet
pilots ‘were
unconscious
for hours’
Australia
Bernard Lagan Sydney

Acatastrophic event soonafter take-off
that incapacitated the pilots of the
missing Malaysia Airlines flight
MH370 is the most likely explanation
for its disappearance, according to the
first international report byair accident
investigators into the disaster.
A 50-page report, by the Australian

Transport Safety Bureau (ATSB), is the
first official document to suggest a sce-
nario for why the Boeing 777 veered off
course and vanished 110 days ago while
flying from Kuala Lumpur to Beijing
with 239 passengers and crew aboard.
The ghost flight scenario put forward

by Australia’s air accident investigation
authority assumes that the aircraft was
on autopilot when its two fuel-starved
engines cut out after more than five

hours flying far off course, and the
pilots made no attempt to make a con-
trolled ditching in the southern Indian
Ocean. The report, based on analyses
by an expert panel, including repre-
sentatives from Boeing, the British sat-
ellite firm Inmarsat and the US Nati-
onal Transportation Safety Board, says
“the unresponsive crew/hypoxia type
event” scenario is the “best fit” with
what is known about MH370’s last
hours of flight.
The incapacitation theory suggests

that MH370’s pilots managed to reset
the plane’s autopilot on to a southerly
heading inadesperate effort toget back
towards Malaysia for an emergency
landing, but became too incapacitated
to complete it— causing their plane to
keep flying south until the fuel ran out.
Hypoxia occurs when the body is

starved off oxygen. The report said that
such events on aircraft were generally
caused by the failure to pressurise dur-
ing the initial climb.However, a fast fire
fuelled by the aircraft’s oxygen supply
in the cockpit area has also been sug-
gested as a possible cause of the crew’s
incapacitation.
The official report drew on five

recorded precedents, including a crash
in Australia in September 2000, when
the pilot of a Beechcraft SuperKingAir
flew far abovehis intended altitude.His
speech became impaired when he
spoke toair traffic controllers, beforehe
became unresponsive.
A jet sent up to observe the aircraft

reported that the pilot and his seven
passengerswerenotmoving. Theplane
was chased for several hours until it ran
out of fuel, spiralling to the ground in
remote northern Queensland. No one
on board survived.
The ATSB document was issued to

explain why the hunt for the lost jet is
being moved to a new 60,000 square
kilometre area south of regions of the
Indian Ocean previously searched.

ofManbij. All but four of the boys, aged
between 14 and 16, are still in captivity
and being subjected to instruction in
Islamic law, followed by hours of
propaganda.
Mohammed, one of four boys who

fled, said: “We were all so scared.” On
the first day of their kidnapping, the
militants told the boys: “If you try to
leave, we will cut your heads off.”
They were issued with blankets and

slept 17 to a room. Prayers began at
dawn. After the Sharia lessons, the
fighters would show them videos of
killings and suicide bombings,Moham-
med said.
The kidnappings followed a pattern

identified by human rights agencies.
Human Rights Watch has uncovered
examples of children as young as 12
being forced to whip prisoners in a
move devised to brutalise the young
and replenish the ranks of Isis.
The terror group’s resources have

become very stretched in their fast-
moving campaign across Syria and
Iraq. To hold on to captured terrain
they need manpower, even in the form
of adolescent boys.
After five days, Mohammed and a

friend slipped out of a back door,
climbed a fence and ran to shops
requesting assistance. A resident gave
them the bus fare to a non-Isis-
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controlled town,where theyusedan in-
ternet café to appeal for help. The chil-
dren are Syrian Kurds, and one conse-
quence of the kidnapping may be to
drive more of their people into Turkey.
“They are trying to brainwash them,”

the father of one of the escaped boys
said. “We have raised our childrenwell,
but we are worried how this will affect
them psychologically.”
Mohammed said: “My friends would

cry quietly at night. Now I try to com-
fort their parents and tell them, ‘No,
they were happy and playing’. But all of
us were depressed,”
The situation has been partly forced

on the Kurds by the Syrian regime,
which has forced nearly 1,500 students
to travel across dangerous territory to
sit exams.
Also in Syria, a television actress has

been killed in shelling in central
Damascus. Suzanne Salman, 31, rec-
ently starred in a TV drama about love
duringwar.Before shediedonWednes-
day, she posted amessage on Facebook
saying: “A shell has landed near my
neighbour’s house.”
Less than an hour later, her friends

announced that she had been killed.
“She came to me, and I tried in vain to
convince her not to go home.MayGod
take your soul, princess,” her friend
Wissal Messaiti wrote on Facebook.

Saudi Arabia has ordered its armed
forces on to high alert as Islamist fight-
ers in Iraq advance closer to theborders
of the world’s largest oil exporter.
Alarm inRiyadhat thegainsmadeby

the al-Qaeda splinter group Islamic
State of Iraq and al-Sham (Isis) has
turned to panic as the insurgents have
attacked key border crossings between
Iraq and Jordan, close to the Saudi

frontier. Security sources in the Gulf
confirmed that extra troops had been
stationed along the heavily fortified
Iraqi perimeter, already protected by a
high-tech border fence, and the king-
dom has reassured its citizens that its
borders are secure.
The greater fear in Riyadh, however,

is an attack from within. The Saudi
government confirmed lastmonth that
it had foiled a plot to assassinate senior
security officials and religious figures
by terrorists linked to Isis.

Saudi Arabia
Hugh Tomlinson

Civilians injured in Damascus yesterday and, left, Suzanne Salman, who died


