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US to deploy new special ops force to fight Islamic State
02/12/2015 13:17 by admin

Washington: The U.S. military will deploy a new special operations force to Iraq to step up the fight against Islamic
State militants who are unleashing violence and are determined to hold territory they have seized in Iraq and Syria,
Defense Secretary Ash Carter told Congress on Tuesday.

The introduction of the assault force puts U.S. combat troops on the ground in a more permanent role in Iraq and Syria
for the first time in the year-plus fight against IS. It comes as Republicans have called for more U.S. boots on the
ground, while war-weary Americans stand divided about the prospect of greater military involvement.

Carter, who testified alongside Gen. Joseph Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, faced skeptical lawmakers
who argued that the U.S. needs to be more forceful in countering the threat from IS, credited with attacks in Paris and
Beirut and the downing of a Russian airliner.

Carter told the House Armed Services Committee that over time, the special operations force will be able to conduct
raids, free hostages, gather intelligence and capture IS leaders. Carter said that will improve intelligence and generate
more targets for attacks.

There currently are about 3,300 U.S. troops in Iraq, and President Barack Obama had previously announced he was
sending fewer than 50 special operations forces to Syria.

Carter said the number in the new expeditionary force will be "larger” than 50. He said it will be a "standing" force,
meaning it will be stationed in Irag. He said it would focus on helping Iraq defend its borders and build its security forces,
but also would be in position to conduct unilateral operations into Syria.

"This is an important capability because it takes advantage of what we're good at," Carter said. "We're good at
intelligence, we're good at mobility, we're good at surprise. We have the long reach that no one else has. And it puts
everybody on notice in Syria. You don't know at night who's going to be coming in the window. And that's the sensation
that we want all of ISIL's leadership and followers to have."

According to a U.S. official, the force could total up to a couple hundred troops, including the assault teams, aviation
units and other support units. It would likely be based in Irbil. The official spoke on condition of anonymity because the
individual was not authorized to publicly discuss military planning.

Obama has set the maximum number of U.S. troops at 3,550, but it was not clear whether the president will increase
that number to accommodate the force, or whether the teams would have to be built within the current limit.

Polling after the attacks in Paris and Beirut found Americans divided over sending U.S. ground troops to fight IS. A
Gallup survey said 47 percent of Americans favored sending more ground troops to Iraq and Syria and 46 percent were
opposed.

Republican Sen. John McCain called the move a "belated step forward" in the fight against IS. Democratic Sen. Chris
Murphy warned that "the slow buildup of U.S. combat soldiers inside Syria and Iraq risks repeating the mistake of the

Irag War - believing that extremism can be defeated by U.S. troops absent local political and military capacity.”

Carter said the force might be American-only, but more likely would be mixed with Kurdish troops or others who are
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fighting the militants. He said the new force would conduct operations similar to two conducted earlier this year.

In October, U.S. special operations troops and Iraqi forces raided a compound in northern Iraq, freeing about 70 Iraqi
prisoners who were facing execution. One U.S. service member was killed in the raid, the first American combat death in
Iraq since the U.S. began its campaign against IS in August 2014.

In May, a Delta Force raid in Syria killed IS financier Abu Sayyaf, yielding intelligence about the group's structure and
finances. His wife, held in Iraqg, has been cooperating with interrogators.

Rep. Mac Thornberry, R-Texas, the chairman of the committee, said the U.S. military effort must be bolstered and
directed by the military and not "White House aides micromanaging" military operations.

"If we're going to be serious about ISIS, the president needs to assign the military a clear mission and then allow the
military to carry it out,” Thornberry said, using another acronym for the militant network.

Rep. Adam Smith of Washington state, the top Democrat on the committee, said the group needs to be defeated, not
just contained. He said IS gains strength by claiming to be fighting against Western aggression.

"If all we have is Western aggression, we will never win," he said.

Carter said air strikes in recent weeks have destroyed IS oil wells, processing facilities and nearly 400 oil tanker-trucks.
Dunford said about 43 percent of the revenue that IS derives from oil has been affected by the recent strikes and said
the U.S. also is targeting cement and other industries from which IS draws funds.

Carter said U.S-backed local forces in Syria are engaging IS fighters in the last remaining pocket of access between
Syria and Turkey to the north. The U.S. also is helping a coalition of Syrian Arabs in northeastern Syria, fighting
alongside Kurdish forces, that has pushed IS out of the town of al-Hawl and at least 347 square miles of surrounding
territory.

- AP
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