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Serbian Mortars Traced to Banned Kurdish Militia
   
Former US President Obama vowed not to arm Kurdish groups in Syria to appease Turkey, but reporters have traced Serbian mortar shells purchased by the Pentagon to a banned militia.
Ivan Angelovski, Lawrence Marzouk BIRN Washingtone, Belgrade
Serbia’s Ministry of Trade and the state-owned ammunition producer Krusik have revealed that mortars found with a Kurdish militia in Syria were from a batch sold, almost in its entirety, to the Pentagon’s Special Operations Command, SOCOM.
SOCOM, which is responsible for securing weapons for US-backed rebels fighting ISIS in Syria, has denied buying the mortar shells despite being presented with statements from Krusik and the Serbian ministry, as well as leaked Pentagon shipping documents, which support the claim.
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	The Turkish-backed Sham Legion, a member of the Free Syrian Army, published these photos on its social media accounts in August 2016. The screenshots show various munitions captured from Kurdish YPG fighters of Syrian Democratic Forces near Jarabulus in Northern Syria. The markings on the mortar cases KV01/15 mean that the mortars were produced in 2015 in the Serbian state-owned factory of Krusik. Photo: YouTube


The revelation appears to confirm that Kurdish militia in Syria were getting their hands on ammunition purchased by the US long before US President Donald Trump decided in May to lift a ban on arming them.
It is not clear how the Kurdish People's Protection Units, known as the YPG, which forms a key part of the Pentagon-backed, anti-ISIS group called the Syrian Democratic Forces, SDF, received the mortars back in 2016.
Former US President Barack Obama had repeatedly vowed that only Arab units of the SDF would receive equipment in order to appease NATO-ally Turkey, which brands the YPG a terrorist organisation.
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	A leaked end user certificate revealing the transfer of 4,000 mortar shells from Serbia to SOCOM headquarters in Kuwait. The data matches information provided by Serbia’s Ministry of Trade and Krusik related to lot KV 01/15.


In August 2016, a Turkish-backed rebel group called Sham Legion advanced on the YPG in northern Syria near the Turkish border, seizing piles of Kalashnikovs and ammunition.
Photos of the haul analysed by the Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, BIRN, and the Organized Crime and Corruption Reporting Project, OCCRP, revealed several packages of Serbian 120mm mortar rounds. 
The ammunition was marked with the lot number “KV 01/15” which was clearly visible on the packaging in the released photos. The ID number is not unique but indicates it is part of the first batch of shells produced in 2015 by the state-owned Krusik ammunition factory in Valjevo, western Serbia.
Serbia's Ministry of Trade told BIRN and OCCRP the 8,860 mortar shells from “lot KV-01/15” had been delivered to Cameroon and Saudi Arabia – neither of which have backed Kurdish rebels in Syria – and SOCOM’s US base in Kuwait, a major logistical base for the Pentagon’s programme to arm Syrian rebels.
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	The Turkish-backed Sham Legion, a member of the Free Syrian Army, published these photos on its social media accounts in August 2016. The screenshots show various munitions captured from Kurdish YPG fighters of Syrian Democratic Forces near Jarabulus in Northern Syria.


It declined to say how many mortars went to each destination but added the shipment to Kuwait was made via an unnamed US firm.
Krusik added in a statement that 602 shells were exported to Cameroon and 270 shells to Saudi Arabia, while the remaining 7,988 were sold to Yugoimport, the Serbian state-owned arms broker, in batches of 4,000; 3,938 and 50. It, however, would not reveal their final destination.
The two official statements indicate the full 7,988 shells were transferred to SOCOM in Kuwait, but the ministry, Krusik and Yugoimport declined to confirm this.
Further evidence of the transfer is provided, however, through Azerbaijani Silk Way air cargo documents leaked online in June.
These reveal that in February 2016, 4,000 mortars of the exact type found in Syria were delivered to SOCOM in Kuwait through Yugoimport via US companies Chemring Military Products and UDC USA Inc.
Given the absence of lot numbers in the shipping documents, and a lack of confirmation from the firms and authorities involved, it is impossible to state definitively that this delivery relates to the mortars found with Kurds in Syria, although the dates and figures tally with information provided by Serbia authorities.
SOCOM said in a written statement that it had not bought mortars from this batch, but did not respond to requests for clarification when challenged with official information from Serbia.

This investigation is produced by BIRN as a part of Paper Trail to Better Governance project.
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UNITED STATES SPECIAL OPERATIONS COMMAND
7701 TAMPA POINT BOULEVARD
MACOILL AR FORGE BASE. FLORIOA 3%621.6323 ber 2 2
15

Declaration of End User to the Government of Serbia

This is to certfy that the items listed below were ordered by Special Operations Forces
Acquisition, Technology. and Logistics Contracting office, MacDill AFB, FL, USA, under
‘coniract H9222-15-0072, issued to UDC USA., 4030 Boy Scout Boulevard, Suite 460,
‘Tampa, Florida, 33607.

Manufacture Krusik
Viadike Nikolaja 59
Valievo, Serbia

Suppier Jugoimport SDPR JP

Bulevar Umetnosti 2
11150 Belgrade, Setbia

Buyer: Chemring Miltary Products
10625 Puckett Road
Peny, Florida 32348-8505

Prime Contractor:  UDC USA, Inc.
4030 W. Boy Scout Bivd Suite 460
Tampa, Florida, 33607, USA

- Description ay. |
0003 _| 120mm Mortar HE 4,000

Place of delivery of the goods will be All Al Salem Airbase, Kuwait. These items will be
supplied by UDC and are for the use of the U.S. Special Operations Command. The
signature of the authorized United States Government official shown below serves to
provide the authenticity of the End User Certiicate.

We also certity that all the listed items are for the exclusive use of the U.S. Special
Operations Command, its NATO alies and partners in support of United States training,
security assistance and stabilty operations.

Furthermore, we take the responsibity to send “Delivery Verification Certiicate” to UDC
for each individual consignment of goods within 30 days from the date of its receipt.

JAMES H.
'Deputy Director For Acquisition
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