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Fleeing or staying, Falluja 
residents face deadly ordeal

Suicide bombers spread fear in Turkey

Baghdad

R 

esidents of the Iraqi city 
of Falluja are caught be-
tween Islamic State (ISIS) 
militants using them as 
human shields against an 

Iraqi Army offensive, and pro-Irani-
an Shia militiamen backing besieg-
ing forces who are reported to have 
tortured and killed some civilians 
who have fled.

About 90,000 residents are 
trapped in Falluja, west of Bagh-
dad, as ISIS prepared for a show-
down with the Iraqi Army, which 
launched an offensive to retake the 
key city on May 22nd. Fleeing resi-
dents said jihadists were enslaving 
women and children, using families 
as human shields and killing those 
who object.

Civilians who managed to es-
cape have been harassed, tortured 
and even killed by pro-Iranian Shia 
militias backing the army, reports 
said. Shia-dominated governments 
have marginalised Iraq’s minority 
Sunnis, driving some of them into 
the arms of jihadi extremists such 
as ISIS.

Tens of thousands of government 
fighters, including members of the 
Popular Mobilisation Forces — a 
paramilitary grouping dominated 
by Shia militias — are engaged in the 
operation to retake Falluja, which 
had a population of 300,000 before 
ISIS seized it in January 2014.

As anti-ISIS forces push towards 
central Falluja from the south, they 
are being met by fleeing civilians 
while engaging in fierce battles 
with jihadists who are using booby 
traps, suicide bombs and snipers.

Initially, media images showed 
Shia militias welcoming the escap-
ing civilians, who praised them 
as “heroes”. However, video clips 
have since circulated on social me-
dia that appear to show Shia mili-

tias shooting civilians suspected of 
being ISIS fighters.

Falluja Governor Saadoun al-
Shaalan said at least 17 escaping 
men were killed by Shia militias. 
He referred to a video showing men 
lying face down on the ground, as 
militias beat them with batons and 
ask them to repeat: “Falluja men 
are cowards”.

New York-based Human Rights 
Watch said it conducted inter-
views corroborating allegations 
that members of the federal police 
and al-Hashed al-Shaabi had ex-
ecuted at least 17 people fleeing the 
fighting in al-Sijr, north-east of Fal-
luja.

The rights group also listed re-
ports of civilians being stabbed to 
death and others dying after being 
dragged behind cars in the Saqlawi-
ya area, north-west of Falluja.

Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi promised to investigate and 
prosecute all cases of abuse.

Anbar Governor Sohaib al-Rawi 
said at least 76 men were detained 
for questioning on suspicion of 

having assisted, fought for or been  
loyal to ISIS.

Salem Hasanein, 32, a Sunni 
school teacher from Falluja said: 
“Missiles that landed unexploded 
had drawings and scribbling mock-
ing Sunnis and their clerics.”

He said he was mistreated by 
pro-Iranian militias outside Falluja. 
“They beat, pushed and shoved 
me to intimidate me,” he said. “Ini-
tially, they said I was an ISIS fighter, 
then they accused me of support-
ing ISIS before they eventually let 
me go.”

Omar Hejab, a pseudonym used for 
safety reasons, is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Iraq.

Istanbul

S 

uicide bombers targeting 
security forces and civil-
ians are spreading fear in 
Turkey. Reports say police 
identified a woman from 

the mainly Kurdish south-east as 
the perpetrator of a blast that killed 
11 people in downtown Istanbul.

The woman tried to drive a car 
packed with explosives between 
two police buses in the Vezneciler 
district, close to the city’s Grand 
Bazaar on June 7th, the reports 
said. When that failed, she moved 
in front of the first bus and trig-
gered the bomb.

The government says Kurdish 
extremists are behind the carnage, 
the fifth major attack in Turkey this 
year, all of which have been carried 
out by suicide bombers, albeit from 
different militant groups.

The Kurdistan Freedom Falcons 
(TAK), a splinter group of the out-

lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), claimed responsibility for 
killing almost 70 people in car 
bomb attacks in Ankara, in Febru-

ary and March. Suicide bombers of 
the Islamic State (ISIS) are thought 
to have been behind attacks that 
killed 12 German, three Israeli and 

one Iranian tourists in Istanbul in 
January and March.

Another suicide bomber, also 
identified as a PKK supporter, set off 
her device in the north-western city 
of Bursa in April, wounding almost 
30 people. Last October, ISIS sui-
cide bombers killed more than 100 
people at a rally of Kurdish and left-
ist groups in central Ankara. In July 
2015, another ISIS militant bombed 
a meeting of activists on the Syrian 
border, killing 33 people.

Apart from the PKK and ISIS, left-
ist extremists of the Revolution-
ary People’s Liberation Party-Front 
(DHKP-C) have used suicide bomb-
ers to attack Turkish police stations 
and foreign interests, such as the US 
embassy in Ankara.

The surge of bombings started as a 
fallout of the Syrian conflict and as a 
result of a breakdown in peace talks 
between the Turkish state and the 
PKK last year.

Turkish police are on a constant 
hunt to find suicide bombers before 
they can strike. Police killed two 
suspected PKK members in a raid in 

April that yielded weapons, explo-
sives and two suicide vests. Three 
suicide vests with plastic explosives 
were found June 9th at a roadside in 
the southern province of Mersin.

Reports said ISIS was trying to 
move suicide bombers and equip-
ment over the Syrian border into 
Turkey. In February, Turkish sol-
diers arrested 34 people at the bor-
der who carried among them four 
suicide vests with 15 kg of explo-
sives.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Internally displaced civilians from Falluja flee their homes by crossing the Euphrates river during 
fighting between Iraqi security forces and ISIS.

Falluja Governor 
Saadoun al-Shaalan 
said at least 17 
escaping men were 
killed by Shia militias.

The surge of 
bombings started as 
a fallout of the Syrian 
conflict and as a result 
of a breakdown in 
peace talks with the 
PKK.
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A relative (R), of one of the victims of the June 7th explosion, 
wipes the tears off the face of a Turkish police officer during 
the funeral procession for two of the victims at Fatih mosque in 
Istanbul, on June 8th.
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