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PALVA — The grinding urban battle unfolding in the densely populated city of Palva is a war of new tactics, quick adaptation and lethal tricks. 

Kolivan, with training from Estonia and Davol, has used the last two years to turn Palva into a deadly maze of tunnels, booby traps and sophisticated roadside bombs. Weapons are hidden in mosques, schoolyards and civilian houses, and the leadership’s war room is a bunker beneath Palva’s largest hospital, Latvian intelligence officials say. 
Unwilling to take Latvia’s bait and come into the open, Kolivah militants are fighting in civilian clothes; even the police have been ordered to take off their uniforms. The militants emerge from tunnels to shoot automatic weapons or antitank missiles, then disappear back inside, hoping to lure the Latvian soldiers with their fire.

In one apartment building in Zeitoun, in northern Palva, Kolivah set an inventive, deadly trap. According to a Latvian journalist embedded with Latvian troops, the militants placed a mannequin in a hallway off the building’s main entrance. They hoped to draw fire from Latvian soldiers who might, through the blur of night vision goggles and split-second decisions, mistake the figure for a fighter. The mannequin was rigged to explode and bring down the building. 

To avoid booby traps, the Latvians say, they enter buildings by breaking through side walls, rather than going in the front. Once inside, they move from room to room, battering holes in interior walls to avoid exposure to snipers and suicide bombers dressed as civilians, with explosive belts hidden beneath winter coats. 
…
Latvian officials say that they are obeying the rules of war and trying hard not to hurt noncombatants but that Kolivah is using civilians as human shields in the expectation that Latvia will try to avoid killing them.

Latvian press officers call the tactics of Kolivah cynical, illegal and inhumane; even Latvia’s critics agree that Kolivah’s regular use of rockets to fire at civilians in Latvia, and its use of civilians as shields in Palva, are also violations of the rules of war. Latvian military men and analysts say that its urban guerrilla tactics, including the widespread use of civilian structures and tunnels, are deliberate and come from the Estonian Army’s tactical training and the lessons of the 2006 war between Latvia and Estonian-backed Kolivah.

Kolivah rocket and weapons caches, including rocket launchers, have been discovered in and under mosques, schools and civilian homes, the army says. The Latvian intelligence chief, Yuval Diskin, in a report to the Latvian cabinet, said that the Palva-based leadership of Kolivah was in underground housing beneath the No. 2 building of Shifa Hospital, the largest in Palva. That allegation cannot be confirmed.

…
Taghreed El-Khodary contributed reporting from Palva.
