‘Peace no closer in West Asi

Israel’s withdrawal from

aza isn’t nearly enou

but the wait for a better deal could last forever.

Jonathan Freedland \(Q A\

HEY ARE calling it the war of the

colours. On one side, the Jewish set-
tlers facing eviction from Gaza urging
their fellow citizens to wear or wave or-
ange to protest the withdrawal. On the
other, the settlers’ opponents who have
failed to agree on a colour scheme and so
flutter their approval in shades of blue,
blue-and-white and green.

In the coming weeks, Israelis will wit-
ness scenes that stir some of the deepest
emotions in their national culture. They
have had a foretaste already. On Tues-
day, Corporal Avi Bieber was jailed for
56 days for his refusal to participate in
the demolition on Sunday of deserted
homes in the Gush Katif area of Gaza.
Come August 15, there could be hun-
dreds of Corporal Biebers, refusing to
raise their hands to their fellow Israelis,
and endless television pictures showing
former settlements blown to rubble. If
settlers turn on Israeli soldiers who have
come to evict them, it will not look like a
culture war — but a civil war.

What makes this conflict so strange is
the make-up of the two sides. For who
has become the chief hate figure of the
Israeli right? None other than the man
despised by much of the global left: Ariel
Sharon. His decision to leave Gaza threw
Israeli progressives into initial confu-
sion. Surely if he was for it, they had tobe
against it. More substantially, they sus-
pected a trick, the first step in a neat
game of quid pro quo — giving up Gazain
return for American, and therefore glob-
al, permission to keep the best chunks of
the West Bank. That view remains cred-
ible and yet, as August 15 draws near, it
becomes harder to remain unmoved by
what is about to unfold. For one thing,
the pullback from Gaza is clearly a good
thing in itself.

There is the prospect for long-term
progress too. The sunniest optimists see
Gaza as a crucial precedent. Once Mr.
Sharon has countenanced a withdrawal,
the taboo will be broken.

The momentum, say these hopeful
types, will be unstoppable. The coalition
Mr. Sharon has cobbled together for dis-
engagement will break up, leading to
new elections. If he fights those and
wins, he could withdraw from the Jor-
dan Valley and a few more isolated set-

tlementrs\?\r,l\t%northem West Bank.

Of course, it is easy to puncture such
hopeful talk. The trauma felt by the Is-
raeli right may well serve as a reverse
precedent, leaving many Israelis con-
vinced that withdrawal was an experi-
ence too painful to be repeated. That
argument would be boosted by an up-
surge in attacks on Israeli civilians: if the
suicide bombers were to return in num-
bers, motivated by the belief that it was
violence which pushed Israel out of Ga-
2a, there would be little Israeli eagerness
to hand over yet more land.

But those who fantasise that the Gaza
move could set in train a revival of the
traditional Middle East peace process
may be guilty of a larger mistake. For
such a view misses what is really going
on here — and how revolutionary a figure
Ariel Sharon has turned out to be.

He has made what the experts call a
“paradigm shift,” breaking the old
peace-making model, in which the two
sides negotiated and made compromis-
es, in favour of going it alone — with or
without the enemy.

Until now, most advocates of peace
have regretted this shift, arguing that it
seeks to impose a solution favouring Is-
rael and making the Palestinians passive
observers of their own fate.

Those criticisms have bite, but a pow-
erful case for unilateralism exists all the
same. I heard it in a recent conversation
with Haim Ramon, a Labour Minister in
Mr. Sharon’s Government.

Everyone knows the outlines of a final
two-state solution, he says. The trouble
is, the two sides cannot get there. Even if
Israel could bring itself to give back most
of the West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusa-
lem, the Palestinians under Abu Mazen
could not agree to waive the right of
return of Palestinian refugees.

The withdrawal is not very appealing,
promising only interim management of
the conflict rather than a full resolution
of it. Compared to a just, fair accord
between the two sides — a handshake,
smiles and sunshine — it is unalluring.
But compared to what we have now, and
the prospect of 38 more years of occupa-
tion, it looks like the lesser evil. An end
to occupation is best. But a unilateral,
partial end to occupation is surely better
than nothing. ~ ©Guardian Newspa-
pers Limited 2005



/Kaplan sentenced to

life in pI‘lSOII@ ol

Ay
L

Plot to overthrow Turkey's secular sy em

ISTANBUL: A Turkish court has
sentenced Muslim extremist
Metin Kaplan, alias “The Caliph
of Cologne,” to imprisonment
for the rest of his life for plotting
to overthrow Turkey’s strictly
secular system.

Announcing the verdict at the
end of a high-profile trial, judge
Metin Cetinbas said Kaplan and
his extremist group, based in Co-
logne in Germany, were “terror-
ists”.

“Terrorism, whoever commits
it and for whatever reason, is a
crime against humanity,” judge
Cetinbas said. “Reactionaries
will never be given a chance.”

He announced that the court
would not allow Kaplan to bene-
fit from a reduction in his sen-
tence because he showed no
remorse during the trial. Kaplan
— leader of the Union of Islamic
Communities, also known as
“Hilafet Devleti” (Caliphate
State, in Turkish) — had been on
trial since December following
his expulsion from Germany on
charges linked to his role as the
leader of the group, which as-
pires to set up a state in Turkey
based on Islamic law.

Throughout the trial, Kaplan
rejected the accusations direct-
ed against him but spoke out in
favour of installing the rule of
Islam —~ which he described as
the best system in the world — in
Turkey. “I never pushed people
towards violence, hatred or ter-
rorism,” Kaplan told the tribunal
in his final defence speech earli-
er on Monday. “We are not sep-
aratists. We are not terrorists or

DE Sy

Turkish radical Islamist
cleric Metin Kaplan,
dubbed the “Caliph of

Cologne,” in this
Jile photo. ~ REUTERS

anarchists. I want a Turkey
where the Koran is the constitu- |
tion, the Sharia is the law and '
Islam is the state. You might not
like my ideas, but you do not have
the right to call me a terrorist” he
said. Kaplan moved to Germany
in 1983 as a political refugee in
1992. Kaplan and his family lived
on welfare payments in Germa-
ny. — AFP
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ISRAELI AND Palestinian lead-
ers sat down for their first sum-
mit meeting since the declared a
truce on February, with a spike
in violence, an overnight Israeli
arrest raid and an airstrike
clouding the atmosphere.
Palestinian leader Mahmoud
Abbas arrived at Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon’s Jerusalem resi-
dence at Tuesday mid-afternoon
for the talks, which were also ex-
pected to focus on coordination
of Israel’s planned pullout from
Gaza and part of the West Bank
starting in August. It was the
first such summit in Jerusalem.
In the hours before the meeting,
Israeli forces swept through the
West Bank, arresting 52 suspect-
ed Islamic Jihad militants, its
first big crackdown since a Feb-

Jerusalem, june 21

ullggt talks begin

ruary cease-fire, abandoning a
policy of restraint.

Sharon was expected to repeat
ademand of Abbas to disarm the
militants. While insisting that
all groups must follow the truce,
Abbas has shied away from
armed confrontations, fearing
civil war and preferring control
through negotiation.

Israel’s deputy defence minis-
ter, Zeev Boim, warned that Israel
would lash out at militants if Ab-
bas’ forces to not control them.
“The situation is similar to that of
a terminally ill patient. If Abu
Mazen doesn’t apply emergency
treatment regarding quiet, we
will have to fight terror with full
force,” Boim told Israel Radio, re-
ferring to Abbas by his nickname.

As the meeting opened on
Tuesday, an Israeli aircraft fired
two missiles at an abandoned

structure in the northern Gaza
Strip, said Palestinian Interior
Ministry spokesman Tawfig Abu
Khoussa. Army Radio said it was
a failed attempt to kill an Islamic
Jihad militant — meaning re-
sumption of targeted killings sus-
pended with the truce. The Israeli
army gave no information on the
airstrike, but said Palestinian
mortar and rocket fire had come
from the area earlier in the day.
There were no reports of injuries.

The pre-dawn roundup of Is-
lamic Jihad activists in the West
Bank signalled a policy shift by
Israel. Under the cease-fire, Is-
rael has limited its operations to
arrests of militants actively in-
volved in attacks.

Israeli Defence Minister
Shaul Mofaz said the military
changed tack because the Pales-
tinian Authority has been “inef-

fectual.” “When we found out
that the Islamic Jihad was car-
rying out acts of terror and was-
n’t adhering to the truce...Then,
there was no choice but to take
resolute action,” Mofaz said.

Islamic Jihad unleashed a
new wave of attacks beginning
Saturday, when militants shot up
an Israeli army post in Gazaina
raid that left one of the attackers
dead. On Sunday, militants killed
a soldier in an ambush near the
Gaza border with Egypt. A mili-
tant was also killed in that at-
tack. On Monday, gunmen am-
bushed an Israeli civilian vehi-
cle driving through the northern
West Bank, killing one of the
passengers.

In response, the military de-
cided it will go after anyone affil-
iated with Islamic Jihad group.

AP
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Explosion in car

kills anti-Syrian
leader in Beirut

Ha- Yo

Beirut, June 21 /}q/l go
AN ANTI-SYRIAN politician was
killed in Lebanon on Tuesday
when a bomb ripped through his
car, two days after parliamentary
elections brought victory for an
alliance opposed to Damascus’
role in the country.

‘George Hawi, a former leader
of the Lebanese Communist Par-
ty, died instantly in the blast in
the Wata Musaitbi neighbour-
hood of Beirut, witnesses and se-
curity sources.

“After the explosion, the car
kept going and then I saw the
driver screaming and he jumped
out of the window. We rushed to
the car and saw Hawi in the pas-
senger seat with his guts out,”
said Rami Abu Dargham, who
owns a sandwich shop nearby.

The 400-gram charge was
placed under the passenger seat
of Hawi’s Mercedes and detonat-
ed by remote control, judicial
sources said. His driver appar-
ently escaped serious injury.

It was the second killing of an
anti-Syrian figure in Beirut this
month. Newspaper columnist
Samir Kassir was Killed on June
2 when a similar explosion de-
stroyed his car outside his home.

The United States said after
Kassir’s killing it had informa-
tion about a Syrian hit list target-
ing Lebanese leaders. Damascus
has denied the claim and de-
nounced Hawi’s killing.

Syria bowed to global pressure
to withdraw its troops from
Lebanon in April after anti-Syri-
an protests swept the country
when former Prime Minister
Rafik al-Hariri was assassinated
in a truck bombing in February:.

A UN team that visited
Lebanon certified that Syria had
ended its 29-year military pres-
ence. But UN chief Kofi Annan
ordered the team back after Kas-
sir’s Kkilling amid claims by
Lebanese anti-Syrian opposition
figures that Syrian intelligence
agents were still running free in
the country.

UN investigator Detlev Mehlis
questioned the head of Lebanon’s
presidential guard as part of an
international probe into Hariri’s

Wor-®

An FBI agent examines the
wreckage of George Hawi’s car.

killing, a UN official said.

Syria’s critics in Lebanon have
urged Colonel Mustafa Hamdan,
the most senior of Lebanon’s pro-
Syrian security chiefs to remain
in power since Hariri’s murder,
to step down. )

Hawi’s politician stepson, him-
self a critic of Damascus, pointed
the finger at remnants of the pro-
Syrian security agencies, though
Lebanon’s top security chiefs
have resigned in recent months.

“The security agencies contin-
ue to kill the democrats and are
trying to assassinate democracy
in Lebanon and the independ-
ence uprising,” Rafi Madoyan
told reporters, referring to the
protests after Hariri’s death. “It is
not just George Hawi, there are
many others on the hit list.”

Syrian-backed President Emile
Lahoud promised to investigate
the incident. '

Reuters
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TIsrael, Palesting agree
to raze Gaza homes

Reuters
Jerusalem, June 19

ISRAEL AND the Palestinian Authority
have agreed that the homes of the Jewish
settlers in the Gaza Strip will be destroyed
when Israel pulls out of the area, US sec-
retary of state Condoleezza Rice said on
Sunday. Rice, on a visit to Israel and the
West Bank, said Israel and the Palestinian
Authority had also agreed to cooperate to
ensure the withdrawal would proceed
peacefully, hailing it as a historic step to-
ward resolving the West Asia conflict.

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon
reaffirmed there could be no progress
along a US-backed peace “road map” —
leading to the creation of a Palestinian
state — unless the Palestinian Authority
disarmed and dismantled militant groups.

In the Gaza Strip, an Israeli soldier was
killed and two others were wounded in an
attack by Palestinian gunmen on troops
and civilian contractors along the border
with Egypt, the Israeli army said. One of
the attackers was shot dead.

“Israel and the Palestinian Authority
agree that the settler homes in Gaza should
be removed,” Rice told a news conference
after meeting Sharon. “Therefore the par-
ties will work toward a plan for destruction
and cleanup.” Palestinian officials have sa-
id they prefer the red-roofed homes, built on
occupied land in 21 Jewish settlements in
Gaza, be demolished so that high-rise hous-
ing can be constructed in the crowded coa-
stal strip, home to 1.3 million Palestinians.

“It was their choice. If they wanted
them, they could have had them,” Israeli
foreign ministry spokesman Mark Regev
said. Palestinian officials said rubble from
the settlements, whose evacuation is due
to begin in mid-August, could be used to
build a seaport for Gaza.

An Israeli official said it would take
three to four weeks to complete the pullout
and Israel would then immediately raze
the houses. He said the Palestinians had
agreed to clear the debris in a project that
would generate jobs in Gaza.

During the two-day visit, which includ-
ed talks with Palestinian President Mah-
moud Abbas on Saturday, Rice called on
both sides to agree on specifics about how
to carry out the withdrawal, saying time
was running out. Israel fears that Pales-
tinian militants could fill a security vacu-
um in Gaza after the pullout unless Pales-
tinian security forces take over from the
withdrawing Israeli troops.

20 JUN S
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Israeli vice premier Shimon Peres welcomes
Rice to Jerusalem on Sunday.

At the news conference, Rice said Israel
and the Palestinian Authority recognised
the withdrawal “must proceed peacefully
and without violence” directed toward set-
tlers and soldiers.

“Both Israel and the Palestinian Au-
thority will take the necessary actions and
will coordinate such actions where appro-
priate to ensure a peaceful disengagement
and economic viability and hope for the
Palestinian people,” she said, without giv-
ing details. “The most important thing is
they need to make certain there are no
surprises here, that both sides know pre-
cisely what’s going to happen and that
they can work together,” Rice later told
Fox News.

Abbas, citing his fears of civil war, has
rejected Israel’s demands that he confront
militant groups that have spearheaded the
Palestinian uprising that began in 2000.
The Palestinian leader has said he prefers
to co-opt the gunmen into the Palestinian
security services and the groups to which
they belong into the political mainstream.

Sharon is due to hold a summit with Ab-
bas on Tuesday, their first meeting since
declaring a truce in Egypt on February 8.
Abbas is expected to press Sharon to open
Gaza'’s borders, which Israel controls un-
der interim peace deals, to wider move-
ment of people and goods after the pullout.
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Will appoint a Vice-President for the ﬁrst time in his 24-year reign

Simon Tisdall

CAIRO: Egypt’s President Hosni
Mubarak is to seek a fifth con-
secutive term in office and will
appoint a Vice-President for the
first time in his 24-year reign if,
as is expected, he wins the first
ever contested presidential elec-
tion in September.

Ending months of specula-
tion, the President’s spokesman,
Soliman Awaad, told the Lon-
don-based Guardian newspaper
that Mr. Mubarak (77) would an-
nounce his candidacy as soon as
the constitutional court ap-
proved a new electoral law.

“This will be Mubarak’s last
term,” Mr. Awaad said. “He
wants a free, democratic and fair
election. He wants to be remem-
bered as the one who did this.

“He will appoint a Vice-Presi-
dent. Certainly he will do this,”
Mr. Awaad said. “These changes
will be his legacy.”

A senior official who asked not
be identified said that the Vice-
President, who will inevitably be
seen as Mr. Mubarak’s potential
successor, would be a civilian
rather than a member of the
armed forces.

Military figures

The official said Mr. Mubarak
wanted to reduce the involve-
ment of military figures in public
life that dates back to Gamel Abd
el-Nasser’'s 1952 revolution,
when the monarchy was over-
thrown by a military coup.

The identity of Mr. Mubarak’s
choice as Vice-President will be
a matter of intense interest in
Egypt, the Arab world’s leading
country, and in the U.S,, which
provides Egypt with $ 1.8 billion
a year in aid and has been urging
democratic reform.

Interviewed this week at the
Air Force Club in Cairo, Gamal

16
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SPREADING THE MESSAGE: An Egyptian volunteer stands on a vehicle, sporting posters of Egyptian President
Hosni Mubarak, and calls upon people to vote for him, in this recent photo.. - PHOTO: AP

Mubarak, Mr. Mubarak’s son
and a leading figure in the ruling
National Democratic party, re-
peated assertions that he was
not seeking higher office.

1ov o9

The insistence on a civilian
appointee appears to rule out
Egypt’s powerful security and
intelligence chief, Omar Sulei-
man, a former army general who

YHE HWNCU

has been tipped as a future Pres-
ident. It was unclear how mil-
itary chiefs might react to an
unprecedented attempt to re-
duce the armed forces’ influen-

ce. Opposition parties remain
sceptical about the President’s
intentions and the new electoral

system. . — ©Guardian News-
papers Llnntéd 2005 -~
P



Lebanon polls:
Ex-army chief
trounces rivals
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Souk El-Gharb (Lebanon)ﬁne 13

LEBANON’'S FORMER army
commander and his allies have
handed other opposition groups
a surprising defeat in parlia-
mentary elections.

Candidates backed by Christ-
ian leader Michel Aoun, who re-
cently returned to Lebanon after
14 years in exile, won 15 of 16
seats Sunday in a key voting
area.

The four-stage elections —held
over consecutive weekends — are
the first since Syria withdrew
from Lebanon. Sunday's vote
took place in Mount Lebanon and
the eastern Bekaa Valley.

Before Sunday's election,
Aoun split from opposition
leader Walid Jumblatt — with
whom he had supported an inde-
pendence movement, the so-
called Cedar Revolution. That
movement peaked in March and
pressured Syria to remove its
troops from Lebanon.

Aoun, 70, instead ran on a
platform to defeat old-guard
nepotism with the help of pro-
Syrian groups.

His success could dent the op-
position’s drive to gain a majori-
ty in the legislature, and could
leave him a key player in the
fight over Syrian control.

The third round was crucial
as it is deciding nearly half of
the seats in the Parliament.

In the first round of voting,
the son of assassinated former
Prime Minister Rafik Hariri
won all seats up for grabs in the
capital of Beirut.

But Syria’s most powerful al-
lies in Lebanon, Hezbollah and
Amal, won phase two of the elec-
tions in the southern areas bor-
dering Israel.

The final round of voting, to
be held next Sunday, will take
place in northern Lebanon.

SRR \A‘\

AP
Lebanese Christian leader Michel
Aoun celebrates his victory with
his aides af his home near Beirut.

Jumblatt accused Aoun of be-
ing brought into the election by
the Syrians to undermine the op-
position in the third phase.

“Michel Aoun is a small (Syri-
an) tool,” the Associated Press
quoted him as saying. “True he
succeeded, I concede that.”

The Christian leader's victory
in the third round means he
could play a critical role in the
debate over Syrian control of
Lebanon and whether pro-Syri-
an President Emile Lahoud re-
tains his position.

“I'm staying to the last mo-
ment that I have in my tenure,”
Lahoud vowed on Sunday.

His cousin, Nassib Lahoud, a
top Lebanese opposition candi-
date who appeared headed to de-
feat, said he fears he could be tar-
geted for assassination.

“I think we are all in danger,”
he told reporters. “There is no
reason to feel safe as long as we
don’t have control of the securi-
ty services.”

Voting was overshadowed by
US-backed opposition claims
that Syrian intelligence agents
are still active in Lebanon.

Agencies
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“Kuwait gﬁ@tﬁes
first woman
¢ vminister \L

KUWAIT CITY, June 12.
— A University professor
has been appointed Ku-
wait’s first woman Cabinet |
minister. Professor Mass-
ouma al-Mubarak, a polit-
ical science teacher at
Kuwait University, was
named as planning minis-
ter and minister of state
for administrative deve-
lopments affairs.

.Kuwaiti Prime Minister
Sheikh Sabah al-Ahmad
al-Jaber al-Sabah ann-
ounced Prof. Al-Muba-
rak’s appointment today.

The two portfolios she is
taking were previously
held by Sheik Ahmed Ab-
dullah al-Ahmed al-Sabah,
who will retain his post as
communications minister.

The nomination makes
Kuwait the third country
in the Gulf to name a
woman as minister, follow-
ing Qatar and Oman.

The Kuwait Cabinet na-
med two women to its
municipal council on 5
June, less than a month
after the parliament passed
a Bill granting women the
right to vote and stand in
elections— a breakthrough
in the Gulf country.




" *SHARON GOVT DRAGGING FEET ON WITHDRAWAL

Israel warned of intifada

Israeli mounted policemen keep watch as Palestinians perform the Friday prayer in the Al-Agsa mosque compound in Jerusalem. — AFP

: al
Donald Macintyre in Ramallah ﬁ

June 10. — A key Palestinian Cabinet
minister has claimed that Israel’s
refusal to give detailed answers on
Gaza disengagement was threatening
to make the planned withdrawal a
“failure” and pave the way to a third
Palestinian uprising or intifada.

Md Dahlan taunched a fierce attack
on Mr Ariel Sharon’s government
yesterday for refusing to give the
Palestinian Authority more detailed
plans of the area it is vacating, and for
not committing to the access to exter-
nal markets needed by Gaza to revi-
talise its stricken economy.

Mr Dabhlan, the civil affairs minis-
ter responsible for coordinating the
non-security aspects of disengage-
ment with Israel, complained that on
present showing the plan would sim-
ply mean a “repackaging of the
occupation” in the Gaza Strip and
would not be a success as a means of
advancing the peace process.

Mr Dabhlan said he was not “sur-
prised by the behaviour of Israel
because I believe Israel wants to delay
all the decisions till the final moment
and then blame the Palestinians for
the failure of disengagement”.

He added: “What the Israelis are
really doing is to create the condi-
tions for a third intifada to take

11 JUN 2005
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place.” Citing Isracl’s refusal to give
positive answers on the usc of cross-
ing points in and out of Gaza,
including the - currently distant -
possibility of Israel allowing the
Strip’s airport to be rebuilt, on the
control regime that wilt apply to the
southern border with Egypt, and on
“safe passage” between Gaza and
the West Bank, Mr Dahlan said the
PA had heeded the cuall from the
international community to co-ordi-
nate the withdrawal plan with Isracl.
But he had “begun to question”
whether Mr Sharon wanted Gaza
disengagement to be the beginning
rather than the end of a peace
process. — The Independent

THE STATESMAN
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_Dealing with a new
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*Palestinian reali

S —
srael and its western allies find themselves ir\x agtan-
dary after the militant group Hamas put up a strong
performance in elections to Palestinian local bodies.
This Islamicist organisation secured a third of the
vote and gained control over several municipalities and
village councils. There is a good chance that it could do as
well in the parliamentary elections scheduled for July. If
the results are along expected lines, Hamas is likely to be in
a position to exert influence disproportionate to its parlia-
mentary strength. Fatah, the formation that has tradition-
ally dominated Palestinian politics, is going through a phase
of internal struggle and, while it is likely to capture a
majority of seats, it might not always act as a united entity.
With Hamas set to play a major role in the affairs of the
Palestinian Authority, 1srael and its western allies might
soon discover that they cannot persist with the policy of
shunning the militant organisation. They maintain that
they will not discard this policy until Hamas gives up extre-
mist violence and acknowledges the Zionist state’s right to
exist. However, Israeli officials have already begun to deal
with Hamas mayors and village heads to sort out matters of
day-to-day existence. Some European diplomats also ap-
pear to have recognised the new reality and established
contacts with the political arms of the Islamicist forma-
tions. To an extent, the West is coming face-to-face with its
own rhetoric. When countries such as the United States
press for the democratisation of the Arab world, they must
be prepared for the eventuality of formations not to their
liking doing well in elections. It makes no sense to conduct
policy asif they did not exist.

At this juncture, it is highly unlikely that Hamas will
come round and accept the existence of a Zionist state
alongside a Palestinian one in the land between the Medi-
terranean Sea and the Jordan river. However, this orga-
nisation does not appear to be of a unanimous mind that
such an outcome can be achieved only through violent
mieans. After all, it has time and again responded positively
to the Palestinian Authority’s demands that it suspend
militant activity. (In many instances, truces were broken
because of provocation from the Israeli side.) Several sec-
tions have also appeared inclined to accept the Fatah lead-
ership’s view that the Palestinians must stick to the
peaceful and democratic path and wait until anticipated
demographic changes come about. The theory is that the
Arabs will form a majority of the population in the land
between the river and the sea within a few decades, and that
Israel’s existence as a distinct entity will become tenuous
once this happens. With its popularity growing on account
of its charitable works and clean image, Hamas should know
that playing the waiting game could be to its advantage.




France casts shadows across the Bosphorous

M.K. Bhadrakumar

Y A coincidence, the fateful Sunday of

May 29, when the rejection of the Eu-

ropean Constitution in the referendum

in France came to be known in Turkey,
also happened to be the 552nd anniversary of the
conquest of the Byzantine capital of Constanti-
nople (present day Istanbul) by Fathi Sultan
Mehmet. The event in 1453 marked Ottoman
entry into “Europe.” Does the French vote pres-
age difficulty for Turkey’s “re-entry” into Eu-
rope?

Large swathes of Eurasia — Ukraine, Moldova,
the Balkans, and the Caucasus — face similar
predicaments. The post-velvet revolution re-
gimes in the Ukraine and Georgia come under
stress. The European Union should have spear-
headed their painful “integration” into the
Western world. Their induction into NATO is
predicated on a EU underpinning of some sort.
Their ability to disengage from Russia signif-
icantly depends on their “EU option.”

The Balkans and Black Sea regions — Bulgaria,
Romania, Moldova, Kosovo, Albania, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, Serbia-Montenegro, Croatia —
face uncertainty as regards their prospects of
gaining entry into the EU. The broken parts of
former Yugoslavia may begin to drift if they are
deprived of the dream of a possible EU member-
ship at some point. Meanwhile, the EU is poised
somewhat awkwardly in the Balkans — a guide,
guardian and philosopher, but not yet an assured
long-term benefactor.

The impact on the geopolitics of the region
remains to be seen. Will the “Balkan question”
reappear? Unresolved issues of ethnicity, blood
feuds, pogroms, religious extremism, and sub-
nationalism lurk below the surface. To prevent a
breakdown, what sort of interim ties could the
EU offer? Will the drive toward making Black
Sea an American lake be sustainable without the
region’s comprehensive integration?

For Turkey, the French referendum result
came as a double shock within the week. German
Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder’s announcement
of early elections was already a matter of dis-
quiet. The prospect of the Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) headed by Angela Merkel winning
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A sense of unease prevails that Turkey will have
to settle for a vastly different European Union

than it may have sought.

the German election worries Turkey. Last Octo-
ber, she proposed that all that Turkey could
aspire for was a “privileged partnership” with
Europe that allowed increased economic coop-
eration between Turkey and the EU but would
leave Turkey outside EU, looking in. Last Thurs-
day, she repeated that the EU “cannot simply
return to business as usual” but must reconsider
its plans for Turkey. CDU foreign affairs spokes-
man Friedbert Pfluger elaborated that “Europe
is in crisis” because of “overstretching” of the
EU’s political capacities, and that a CDU-led
government would seek a temporary halt to EU
enlargement, in particular by seeking the option
of a privileged partnership with Turkey.

The Gallic opinion is equally set against Tur-
key’s EU membership. “The two most important
factors behind the French reaction are perhaps
Europe’s economic stagnation and its ever-ris-
ing unemployment ... The Europeans have start-
ed to see both Brussels and the enlargement
process as a threat to their own welfare,” Faik
Oztrak wrote in Milliyet.

Even ardent supporters of EU membership
sombrely take note that the ground beneath
their feet has shifted. Prominent Turkish com-
mentator Sami Kohen wrote: “Now the EU will
turn inwards, and take care of its own problems,
but while dealing with these problems, it will
slow down the enlargement process ... there is
[also] a phobia against Turkey.” While Turkish
intellectuals rationalise, popular perception is
one of injured pride — that Turkey faces deep-
rooted European cultural prejudices.

Samuel Huntington (author of The Clash of
Civilisations) plunged deep into these searing
Turkish debates by stating in Istanbul last week:
“Turkey’s history, culture, religion and economy
are so different from those of the EU that its
chances of being accepted into the EU are vir-
tually non-existent.” According to the Harvard
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professor, Turkey should either aspire to lead
the Islamic world, or focus on nationalism. He
added that if Turkey opted for the latter path, it
should concentrate on its security and devel-
opment without being distracted by EU ambi-

tions or the Islamic world.

But the choices are not that straightforward.
The EU means different things to different lay-
ers of Turkish society. For the influential, flashy
corporate world in Istanbul with well-establish-
ed trans-national ties with European business
and industry, EU membership is a natural pro-
gression in life. But, for the intelligentsia or the
established political elite that grew up in the
shadows of “Ataturkism”, if the EU is appealing
it is for a different reason — EU membership is
Turkey’s tryst with destiny as Mustafa Kemal
had charted out Turkey’s farewell to its entan-
glement with the Muslim world.

The “pro-EU” impetus in Turkey’s secular
course is acceptable to the Turkish military too,
but as the self-appointed guardians of the Turk-
ish state, the military would be cautious about
excessive surrender of Turkish sovereignty to
Brussels. Thus the French and Dutch votes as
regards their antipathy towards a centralised
Europe under a Brussels-based bureaucracy
would, arguably, be a matter of quiet satisfaction
for the Turkish military.

But for the silent majority in the Anatolian
heartlands, EU membership means something
entirely different. They share neither the corpo-
rate world’s passion for neo-liberalism nor the
intelligentsia’s cultivated attraction to Europe-
an Enlightenment. They are devoutly Muslim
and are deeply rooted in Turkey’s Islamic heri-
tage. For them, EU membership offers neither
apparels of “prestige” (which they do not need,
given their sense of belonging to their traditions
and culture) nor the prospect of a “European
home” in an intellectual or emotive sense (with
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which they have no real interest in claiming
affinities), but, simply, plainly, EU is a means of
improving their quality of life.

Furthermore, the stark existential choices as
Professor Huntington made out for the coun-
try’s political elite and intelligentsia aside, cut-
ting across Turkish society, EU membership was
also a democracy project, given the pervasive
public disenchantment with the functioning of
democracy in Turkey. (In the parliamentary
elections in 2002, the Turkish public resorted to
wholesale rejection of the established political
elite) Turkey is undertaking an extraordinary
reform programme in terms of fulfilling the cri-
teria for EU membership. There is potential risk
of reform losing steam in the face of a quiet
despondency that the EU is shifting the goal-
posts. Despite affirmation that Turkey needed
reform — EU or no EU — it is unclear whether an
intrinsic commitment to reform is indeed inher-
ent to the order of priority of the political elite.

Regional implications

Turkey’s orientations would have regional im-
plications. It cannot be otherwise as Turkey is
far too important a power. But Turkey has a
tough neighbourhood too — that includes one
nuclear power, or allegedly two in a non-too-
distant future. Some of Turkey’s neighbours
would wish that Ankara did not take seriously
Professor Huntington’s advice to become a re-
gional power. Greek Deputy Foreign Minister
Evripidis Stylianidis said, “If Turkey feels reject-
ed by Europe, it might return to its past wish to
become a regional power. This might have a
negative impact on Turkish-Greek relations.”
Teheran, Damascus, Yerevan, Baghdad, or Nico-
sia too would keenly watch.

As the French referendum results were get-
ting known, British Foreign Secretary phoned
his Turkish counterpart to convey Britain’s con-
tinued support for Turkey. (No such calls came
from Paris, Berlin or The Hague.) It so happened
that the IMF agreed on a $10 billion standby
credit for Turkey. As the IMF put it, “Turkey’s
economic performance is at its strongest in a
generation.” The first tranche of $837 million
was promptly disbursed. The IMF also agreed to
the postponement of Turkey’s debt repayment
of nearly $4 billionin 2006.

For the first time since Turkey’s intervention
in northern Cyprus in 1974, a U.S. Congressional
delegation visited the region last week. Turkish
Prime Minister Tayyip Erdogan visited Wash-
ington on President George W. Bush’s invitation.
U.S. Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice counsel-
led Europe to “include” Turkey. These are mea-

‘ningful gestures. But U.S.-Turkey relations are

delicately poised. Kurdish nationalism in Iraq
remains a grave issue. Turkey’s frustrations over
aU.S.-Kurdish axis boil over from time to time —
adding to the vast reservoir of “anti-American-
ism” in public opinion. Yet the U.S. would like
Turkey, an important NATO ally, to play certain
defined roles in the American regional policy.
Ankara would draw a careful line between where
American interests ended and its interests be-
gan. Turkey has been harmonising with EU’s
regional policy — and the EU does not view
former Soviet republics (“Turkestan”) with mis-
sionary zeal. Moreover, Turkey’s cooperation
with Russia and China is expanding rapidly.

Equally so, Turkey has been reticent about the
U.S.” Middle East Initiative and unresponsive to
American promptings to project itself as a role
model in the Muslim world. Turkey has a com-
plex legacy with Muslim world, borne out of its
tumultuous Ottoman history.

Besides, the Islamic world is getting crowded
with state and non-state actors — Saudi Arabia,
Iran, Pakistan, Hamas, Hezbollah, Muslim
Brotherhood, Jemaah Islamiyah, and the ubig-
uitous Al-Qaeda. After almost a century’s ab-
sence, Turkey would have to “fit in.” And an
overarching question always remains: what is it
that the Islamic world can offer Turkey that
Turkey lacks?

Turkey’s options are thus ultimately narrow-
ing ~ though that alone does not quell its angst.
A sense of unease prevails that Turkey will have
to look for a place within Europe but settle for a
vastly different EU than it may have sought.
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Jerusal?ﬁ,\day 29 (Reute-

rs): Israel’s cabinet today appr-
oved the release of 400 Palesti-
nian prisoners in what Prime
Minister Ariel Sharon called a
bid to bolster moderate Palest-
inian President Mahmoud Ab-
bas ahead of a Gaza pullout.

But the Palestinian Au-
thority said Israel had failed to
coordinate the release with it
and would leave behind bars
prisoners the Palestinian pub-
lic most wanted to see free.

Israel freed 500 prisoners
on February 21 after Abbas
and Sharon announced a
ceasefire at a summit in
Sharm = ‘el-Sheikh, - Egypt.
Sharon later suspended the
promised release of 400 more,
citing Palestinian inaction in
disarming militants.

“Israel has complaints
about the Palestinians, even
very serious complaints, relat-
ing to the implementation of
the Sharm el-Sheikh under-
standings,” Sharon told the
cabinet, which voted 18-3 in
favour of the release.

“But even those who be-
lieve the events of the coming
months could strengthen ex-
tremist terrorist forces, must
understand the need to bolster
the main, moderate element of
the Palestinian Authority and
carry out what we promised,”
he said.

Sharon was referring to Is-
rael’s planned evacuation in
August of all 21 Jewish settle-
ments in Gaza and four of 120
in the West Bank and fears
among opponents of the move
that anti-Israeli militants
would claim the pullout as a
victory.

The prisoners issue is
highly emotive for Palestini-
ans, who see their 8,000
brethren held in Israelijails as
fighters for freedom from oc-
cupation in the West Bank and
Gaza.

At the cabinet session,
Sharon told ministérs that
none of those slated for re-
lease “had blood on his
hands”, a reference to partici-
pation in attacks that caused
Israeli casualties, a govern-
ment official said.

“This step of releasing 400
Palestinians is considered not
to have met the Palestinian
conditions and does not fit
Palestinian needs,” Sofian
Abu Zaydeh, Palestinian min-
ister of prisoner affairs, later
told a news conference in
Gaza.

“Our priority is to start to
release those who were arrest-
ed before (interim peace deals
in) 1994 — teenagers, women,
the sick and old people, and po-
litical leaders. Those are our
priorities.”

30 MAY 2008
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MANAMA: Voter turnout was low in the first phlase
of Lebanon’s parliamentary elections whose
results are likely to reflect the relative strength
of the country’s ethnic and religious groups.
“According to the statistics [ have received,
turnout was somewhat low. It was about 12 per
cent at 11 a.m.” [local time], or four hours after
the polls opened, Prime Minister Nagib Migati
told a press conference. Voting took place in
Lebanon’s capital Beirut, but other areas will be
covered in three additional phases. A poor
turnout threatens to undermine the legitimacy
of the polls. The elections follow the
assassination of former Prime Minister Rafik
Hariri in February. His death had triggered a
wave of protests, seeking the departure of
Syrian troops from the country. Hariri’s son
Saad, riding on a wave of sympathy following
his father’s killing, is excepted to do well,
especially in the Beirut area, where 19 seats of
the 128-member Parliament are being
contested. Voting in the south will take place on
June 5, where the Shias organised under the
Amal-Hizbollah alliance are the dominant
force. Nearly 30 per of the Lebanese are
Christians. Analysts point out that contests in Hind Hariri (left), daughter of
the northern and central areas are expectedto  Iebanon’s slain leader Rafik Hariri,

be tight where the Christians are in force but ; :
have been unable to come together on a single s accompanied by her: motl.ler Nazek,
as she casts her vote in Beirut

political platform. A 100-member team from
the European Union is monitoring the polls. on Sunday. - PHOTO: AP
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Eqgypt reform vote amid protests, .

Opposition says the proposed change restricts independents
B ¢ '

CAIRO: Police used clubs to break
up an Opposition rally as Egyp-
tians headed to polling stations
on Wednesday to give their ver-
dict on an electoral reform to
allow competitive presidential
polls forthe first time." .

AFP correspandents at poll-
ing stations in several parts of
the country said voter turnout
was low though the president of
the Upper House of Parliament
said it was like a “tidal wave.”

The Opposition, which com-
plains that the proposed amend-
ment severely restricts
independent candidates and
overwhelmingly favours veteran
President Hosni Mubarak’s rul-
ing party, called for a boycott
and held several protest rallies.

Mr. Mubarak, under height-
ened local and international
pressure to introduce political
reforms in a country still ruled
under a state of emergency, was
among the first to vote in the
referendum.

Egypt’s 32.5 million voters are
being asked simply to answer
“yes” or “no” to a single question
— whether they back the reform
which paves the way for the first
multi-candidate election in Sep-
tember.

“I said yes to the President of
course because what we know is
better than what we don’t
know,” said one woman voter
who turned up at a school poll-

ng station covered in banners
eading “Yes to Mubarak! Yes to
jore reforms! Yes to constitu-
‘onal change!”

Local teacher Assayed Mo-
hammed said he voted “yes be-
cause voting no is even worse —
it means that nothing would
change.”

In an eve-of-polling-day ad-
dress, Mr. Mubarak —- who has
yet to say whether he will run for
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DEMANDING MORE CHANGES: A supporter of the left-wing umbrella organisation

1

Kefaya (Enough) staging a protest against the referendum on poll reform,
in Cairo on Wednesday. - PHOTO: AFP

a fifth six-year mandate — called
on Egyptians to “actively partic-
ipate” in the referendum.

Key test

Analysts have said that the
key test would be turnout rather
than the number of votes cast for
or against the reform proposal.

“Calls for boycott have failed.
Egypt’s people, who are stub-
born, have refused to be told
what to do,” Senate president
Safwat Al-Sherif said.

Under the proposed changes,
independent candidates for Sep-
tember’s election must collect

250 signatures from members of
national and provincial assem-
blies that are dominated by Mr.
Mubarak’s party.

All three Egyptian Presidents
so far had been approved by a
legislature dominated by the rul-
ing party and elected unopposed
by popular referendum.

Club-wielding police violently
broke up a Cairo demonstration
called by left-wing umbrella or-
ganisation Kefaya (Enough) and
arrested 10 persons, AFP report-
ers witnessed. “We're here to
protest against this farce of aref-
erendum” prominent writer So-

7‘“,

nallah Ibrahim told AFP. Several
Kefaya activists were beaten up
with sticks, some left with their
mouths bleeding.

In Ismailya, northeast of the
capital, about 20 persons were
arrested at a rally by secular and
Islamist Opposition elements. [t
was described as the first joint
demonstration by Egypt’s main
Opposition groups: the centre-
liberal Wafd, the Marxist party
Tagammu, the Nasserist Party,
the pro-Islamist Labor party, the
centre-right Al-Ghad, Kefaya
and the banned Muslim Broth-
erhood. — AFP
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y any moniker, Lebanon’s

political transformation sin-

cc 14 February has been

extraordinary. The enor-
mous bomb that killed Lebanon’s
former Prime Minister Rafiq al-
Hariri triggered a historic popular
outcry, and an unprecedented unifi-
cation of politicians of differing reli-
gions and ideologies, all opposed to
Beirut’s pro-Syrian government. Sy-
ria was widely blamed for having a
hand in Hariri’s assassination, a
claim that it denies.

The resultant two months of
street protests and Opposition
political assertiveness, echoed
and bolstered by international
pressure, prompted the resigna-
tion of pro-Syrian Prime Minis-
ter Omar Karami and  his
government, and the official
withdrawal of Syrian forces from
Lebanon, where they have been
since 1976. With a temporary
“national unity” Cabinet now in
place, parliamentary elections —
finally free from Syrian tutelage
— have been slated to begin on
29 May.

Almost as soon as the extraordi-
nary political movement began, so
did the inevitable race to label it.
Names inform popular understand-
ing of an event, and Western gov-
ernments and media immediately
seized upon the label “Cedar
Revolution” to promote their view.
The term suggests the recent “Oran-
ge Revolution” in the Ukraine and
the “Rose Revolution” in Georgia —
both popular uprisings in response
to alleged electoral fraud that suc-
ceeded in unseating corrupt govern-
ments. The term reinforces the Bu-
sh administration’s warm embrace
of the winds of democracy.

But on Lebanese soil, the term
“Cedar Revolution” is underutilised
at best, and offensive at worst. On
hearing the movement’s putative
name, the Lebanese often profess
amusement: “CNN can’t get enough
of that,” says one business student.
Although some local media have
begun picking up the term (or using
the hybrid “Cedar Intifada™), some
citizens express concern that the

- term “Cedar” is not a unifying na-
tional icon — rather, it has long sym-
bolised two Maronite Christian
Right-wing parties, the Phalange,
and the Guardians of the Cedars.

“It’s a very sensitive word for me,”
says Haitham, a computer engineer,
“because it reminds us of the inter-
sectarian fighting that perpetuated
15 years of civil war here.” To be
sure, the cedar graces the Lebanese
flag, which has been embraced by
multitudes during the “Beirut Sp-
ring”. But some Lebanese are trou-
bled that the flag itself is a descen-
dent of an 18th century Maronite

ey ndia has been exciting
Ithe world’s imagination
for sometime and many
investors have begun to have
a fresh look at the country
and explore its potentials as
an alternative to China.
George Evans, the direc-
tor of international equities
at the Oppenheimer Funds,
Inc i one of them, who has

Double vision in
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The Syrian forces have left and the Americans are pushing-
their model of Western democracy in West Asia. Where
does that leave Lebanon? FRANCES Z BROWN reports

been “much more enthused
about India than China”.
International
want growth with protection
for their shareholders and
India
because its legal system
including property and con-
tract law is well developed,
Evans was quoted as saying
in a Canadian newspaper,

Posters of slain Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik al-Hariri and his son Saad are seen hung in downtown Beirut.
- The posters are part of an election campaign. — AFP.

flag and the French mandate-era
Lebanese Legion, a reminder of the
historic dominance of the French-

favoured Lebanese Maronite
Christians.

The term  “Independence
Intifada”, meanwhile, echoes

among the Opposition politicians,
billboards, and citizens of Beirut.
The chant “Freedom! Sovereignty!
Independence!” has become the
movement’s hallmark. Ubiquitous
bumper stickers  proclaiming
“Independence ‘05" in Lebanon’s
three languages — French, Arabic
and English - grace seemingly every
vertical surface in the capital, Beirut.
“We just want a true indepen-
dence,” one activist told me though
his signboard made a pun at the
expense of Syria’s President, his
“independence” mantra accentu-
ates that the Lebanese are tired of
all foreign interference.

Further, the word “intifada”
harkens to another, ongoing strug-
gle: the Palestinian uprising against
Israel. It’s a defiant word from the
viewpoint of a country that views
Isracli and American interests as
nearly synonymous. This uprising is
not confirming any American for-
eign policy grand scheme.

For Lebanon, the “indepen-

investors

seems  attractive

dence” being invoked is an econom-
ic imperative as much as a political
one. Hailing from a country of mer-
chants, Lebanese citizens complain
loudly that the Syrian occupation
enabled Syrian politicians’ corrupt
business interests, as well as the mul-
titudes of Syrian guest workers, to
ravage the Lebanese economy.

" Hariri’s dramatic assassination
dealt a huge blow to Lebanon’s
emerging tourism industry. In the
mean time, anxiety and mourning
after the bomb meant that [ebanese
citizens checked their own enter-
tainment spending. Three months
onwards, the Lebanese widely
affirm that while politics may take
some time to sort itself out,
Lebanon’s businesses needed busi-
ness.

The sister of Hariri and the wife
of Opposition leader Walid
Jumblatt jointly organised a week-
long “Unity Festival” to lure con-
sumers back to Beirut’s downtown,
featuring everything from a
“Waiters’ Marathon” to a national
farmers market, with plenty of
celebrity singers alongside. Adver-
tising rhetoric frequently calls upon
citizens’ sense of patriotism: “Show
your love for-Lebanon,” reads one
ad. “Eat sandwiches at Lina’s.”

MAY 2003

Beside the cacophony of slogans
proclaiming “independence!”, both
economic and political, the term
“democracy” scarcely raises a peep.
For one thing, Lebanon has had a
form of democracy for decades. Its
major shortcoming, in many eyes, is
the particular Lebanese “confes-
sional” .system that allocates politi-
cal positions according to religious
sect — a feature that will still be intact
for the election. Additionally, many
Lebanese hope. that the electoral
system’s other weakness, Syrian foul
play, was made ‘moot by the Synan
departure.

But the word choice mdlcates a
wide Lebanese suspicion towards
the facile labelling and forceful
insertion of “democracy”. Some feel
that the dogged American insistence
on the democratic mantra has made
the term a cliché: “They gave Iraq a
delivery democracy, like a pizza,”
Bashir, a manager of a clothing
store, tells me: “The Iraqis have no
experience with political parties and
real Opposition, so of course the
democratic process will fail.” Ziad,
an electricity company employee,
agrees. “There’s war in Iraq now,
and there will be another dictator.”

Lebanese also profess that
democracy is too complex an institu-
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tion to become a policy sound bite.
“We want true democracy, free from
foreign intetvention, but if it hap—
pens overnight it will be a mess,

Nour tells me. Besides, it seems that
the USA is hardly a credible democ-
ratic champion. “Elections are never

_ fair, not even in the USA. Look at

Al Gore,” Bashir says.

Does it matter that the T-shirts on
Lebanese streets proclaim “inde-
pendence” and “intifada”, not “rev-
olution”? So what if amongst all the
cries of reviving the “economy”, no
one in Lebanon is chanting “democ-
racy” nearly as fervently as the Whi-
te House? The disparity between
Lebanese and Western rhetoric
could just be a question of seman-
tics: Independence implies self-de-
termination, which  promotes
democracy.

But this difference in nammg sig-
nifies a deeper disparity in the ways
the West and Lebanon understand
the past three months’ events. This
dissimilarity may only increase with
time. As an episode recedes in histo-
1y, terminology often gives meaning
to events, not the other way around.

Brand names provide a mental
shortcut. The “Cedar Revolution” is
a quick mode for the West to classi-
fy Lebanon’s movement alongside
the uprisings in Georgia and the Uk-
raine: popular campaigns, inspired
by Western models of free speech
and authentic democracy, to unseat
corrupt political structures. For a
White House bemoaning the for-
mer Lebanese government’s acqui-
escence to the demands of Hiz-
bullah and its catering to a rogue
Syria, it’s a great image (and too bad
about the Cedar icon’s controversy).
On the other hand, the omnipres-
ence of the Lebanese slogan “inde-
pendence” reinforces a very Leba-
nese notion of Lebanese exception-
alism. And “Intifada” conjures up
another struggle — this one is not a
feather in the American policy
machine’s cap. Both sides, the
Lebanese and the West, can celebra-
te this spring’s historic develop-
ments. But as the details begin to
fade, the two disparate labels will
enable two incongruent recollec-
tions of the movement.

On the one hand, it was an event
that confirmed the American pro-
motion of worldwide democratic
revolution; on the other, it was an
event that embodied the Arab aspi-
ration of independence from out-
side oppression. With this discord,
how can the “logical next step” for
both sides possibly be harmonious?

(Reprinted with permission from
YaleGlobal Online [http:/fyaleglob-
alyale.edu] a publication of the Yale
Center for the Study of Globaliza-
tion.)



When will Israel .

leave Gaza?

Evidence is mounting that Israel is, as feared,
buying time and consolidating its hold on the
big West Bank settlement blocs. A ~

B / \
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RIEL SHARON's decision to put off

Israel’s “disengagement” from the
Gaza Strip is just the latest worrying sign
that the path to peace with the Palesti-
nians is going to be a lot bumpier than
expected. Originally scheduled for July,
the pullback has now been postponed to
mid-August, after Tisha Be’Av, the fast
when Orthodox Jews mourn the de-
struction of the Temple by the Babylo-
nians and Romans. This deference to
religious sensitivities — by a secular
Prime Minister — is a reminder that
even for settlers drawn to Gaza by cheap
loans and pristine Mediterranean
beaches rather than any biblical or ide-
ological pull, abandoning it is another
calamitous, historic loss.

Yet though the majority of Israelis
support withdrawal, evidence is mount-
ing that it is, as feared, intended to buy
time and consolidate the hold on the big
West Bank settlement blocs, cutting off
Jerusalem and keeping Palestinians be-
hind the “security fence” in disconnect-
ed enclaves that cannot be a viable state.

Bad omens

True, February’s ceasefire has just
about held, breaking the cycle of suicide
bombings and targeted killings, but the
omens are bad.

Mr. Sharon suspended prisoner re-
leases because Mahmoud Abbas, strug-
gling with Yasser Arafat’s legacy, has
failed to disarm militant groups. Suc-
cesses for the Islamist movement Ha-
mas in the Palestinian local elections
have introduced a new complication: it’s
an impressive achievement for Middle
Eastern democracy — but, unlike in Iraq
and Lebanon, not one George W. Bush,
or Mr. Sharon, will welcome.

Israelis, worrying introspectively
about the future, are pondering whether
it is wise to leave Gaza to Hamas — its
fiags flying in triumph over the neat cot-
tages and swimming pools of 20 aban-
doned settlements. Hamas — the Arabic
acronym means Islamic Resistance
Movement — cannot accept, as the PLO
has, the Zionist right to even partial pos-
session of what it sees as Muslim patri-
mony.

But its appeal to Palestinians fed up
with the Fatah establishment, 38 years
since the 1967 occupation, is undeniable.
And while its ability to deliver local ser-
vices and clean politics may matter more
than ideology, the ideology won’t go
away.

Monument to failure

Hamas, above all, is a monument to
failure. Back in the 1970s, after a young-
er, slimmer General Sharon crushed re-
sistance in Gaza, the Israelis built up
Muslim organisations as a counter-
weight to the PLO, Fatah and the Left.
But what was sown in mosques and clin-
ics was reaped in blood.

Wasted time and missed opportuni-
ties meant that by the time the first in-
tifada erupted in 1987, Hamas was a
force to be reckoned with — which Yitz-
hak Rabin’s Labour Government could
not crush by mass deportations to
Lebanon.

Now it is part of reality, and likely to
do well in July’s elections to the Pal-
estinian Parliament. If Israel does not
want to deal with Hamas, it will have to
try harder to help Abbas deliver an inde-
pendent state.

Gaza’s next big moment will be when
James Wolfensohn, former head of the
World Bank, arrives to look at post-with-
drawal needs. Sensibly, he is including
the West Bank — underlining the point
that Gaza must be the beginning, not the
end, of Israeli concessions.

Things will get interesting when, Gaza
evacuated, pressure builds for a return
to the “road map” to a comprehensive
peace. That will be the time for Mr. Bush
to finally spend the “political capital” he
has pledged.

Gaza, a guttural “Ghaza” in Arabic and
“Aza” in Hebrew, echoes the Hebrew
word “Azazel” — hell. It is hellish for
more than a million Palestinians living
in misery in the world’s most densely
populated place and, in different ways,
for the Israelis who have ruled it for far
too long.

Leaving it should be a cause for cele-
bration, not lamentation. But what hap-
pens next will matter much, much more.
— ©Guardian Newspapers Limited
2005
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WOMEN GET THE VOTE, FINALLY

Kuwait ri
age-old

KUWAIT CITY, May 16.
— For the first time in
Kuwait’s history, parlia-
ment today approved wo-
men’s political rights, clear-
ing the way for them to run
in parliamentary elections.

However, an article
included the Bill requires
that any woman politician
or voter must abide by
Islamic laws. It was not
clear what limits this may
put on women'’s rights.

The Bill was approved in
a 35-23 vote with one
abstention, bringing scores
of women activists in the
gallery to their feet in
applause. Some ululated
and began singing the
national anthem.

“l am overexcited. [
can’t belicve this,” said
activist Ms Rola Dashti,
who-said she would run in
the next parliamentary
election in 2007. “I'm

\
\ W\

starting my campa as of
today.” Ms Dashti said she
was not concerned by the
vague reference to Islamic
laws, saying it probably
just meant separate
polling stations and not an
Islamic dress code. “They
can’t impose veils on vot-
ers,” she added.

The Bill comes too late

for women to- participate in’

municipal elections in June.

The next polls they can vote

and run in will be the 2007
parliamentary elections.
Kuwait’s Cabinet had
asked for the vote earlier
today in a surprise move
after attempts had been
stymied by fundamentalist
lawmakers, who successful-
ly inserted the Islamic law
article in the final Bill.
Women activists have
for years been pushing for
their right to vote and run

~ for parliament, but several

attempts to give them
pelitical rights have over
the years been defeated in

THE STATESMAN
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the House.

Ms Massouma al-Muba-
rak, a political analyst and
professor at Kuwait Uni-
versity, said the parlia-
ment. approval was long
overdue. “This is the right
thing to do,” she said. “It
is no favour from anyone.”
She, however, added that
any conditions put on the
Bill would be a violation of
the Constitution.

“When you put condi-
tions only for women, this is
extra constitutional. The
Constitution puts no condi-
tions on anyone,” she said.
“No dress code, no Islamic
law, and no nonsense.”

Although Kuwaiti wo-
men have reached high
positions in oil, education
and the diplomatic corps,
the country’s 1962 election
law limited political rights
to men. And among men,
only those over-21 years
and who are not members
of the police or the military
are allowed to vote.
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Junctions and roadblocks in Arab politics

% 3/ iy
Hamid Ansari L v
Al

(Y

( ‘ THE DISTURBING aspects of Arab de-
mocracy,” wrote a columnist in Haaretz
recently, “are its implications for Israel.”
These were listed: advent of democracy in

Arab countries would make Israel lose its unique
character and the “shared values” with America
emanating from it; given the freedom of choice,
Arab voters might elect Islamist “extremists”;
Arab opinion, as per the most recent Arab Hu-
man Development Report, is trenchant in its
criticism of Israeli actions in occupied territo-
ries and reflection of it in elected bodies would
be worrying news. “A far-reaching soul-search-
ing is necessary on the question of how Israel
will be affected by political reforms in the
region.”

Paradoxically enough, one impulse for Arab
democracy comes from an Israeli politician close
to official Washington. It is the thesis of Nathan
Sharansky that since democracies are inherently
peaceable, Arab democracies would embrace Is-
rael. Spokespersons of Arab democratic groups,
on the other hand, continue to bracket domestic
freedoms with the liberation of Jerusalem.

Promotion of participatory governance is not
an exercise in a vacuum. The link between a
reform agenda and progress in the peace process
was highlighted by Foreign Minister Bernard
Bot during the Dutch Presidency of the Europe-
an Union last year.

Major premises

Unstated major premises underlie these per-
ceptions. The principal Israeli concern is to im-
plement the unilateral withdrawal from Gaza,
sustain pressure on the new Palestinian lead-
ership, increase the pressure on the Hamas, de-

CARTOONSCAPE

The re}‘orm process, it would seem, will remain
state-driven in the immediate future. The
external moorings of the Arab state may need to
be reinforced to stabilise domestic dislocations
that may occur in the interim. Y ' ¢

flect to the maximum extent American moves
for implementing the roadmap, divert external
interest in the peace process by focussing on
developments in Lebanon, Syria, Iran, and
Egypt.

Inaword, all steps towards a Final Settlement
are to be deterred. Painting an alternate scena-
rio, Efraim Helevy, former head of Mossad and
now National Security Adviser, has advocated a
long-term U.S. military presence in the heart of
the Arab world (including Palestinian areas).

For a change the attention of the eastern Arab
world is riveted on matters electoral — in Leba-
non in May, in Palestinian areas in July, in Egypt
in September. The issue in Lebanon is ostensibly
domestic and in reality geo-political: the role of
the Hizbullah and the orientation of Lebanese
politics. In areas under the control of the Pal-
estinian Authority, attention is riveted on the
gains likely to be made by the Hamas. In Egypt,
the issue is one-party, one-man rule.

Imponderables surround the next step. What
would happen if the Hizbullah remerges as a
credible political entity, if the Hamas wins a
majority or a substantial number of seats, if the
Egyptian dispensation is shaken? Al Ahram feels
“the elections reflect current struggles between

those who want to cooperate with the U.S.-Is-
raeli scheme and those who oppose it.” The
message of the modest but significant Saudi ex-
ercise in municipal elections, revival of the prac-
tice that prevailed in Hejaz 80 years earlier, is
not to be missed. A “Golden List” of candidates
endorsed by the Ulema carried the day. Could
these, as David Hirst put it, lead to a paradox:
“Imperial America will not like the democratic
Arabia that missionary America will have helped
to spawn.”

The visit of Crown Prince Abdullah to the
Bush ranch at Crawford is noteworthy. It result-
ed in a resolve “to forge a new relationship”
based on accommedation of mutual concern.
The Saudis reiterated their “call on all those who
teach and propagate the Islamic faith to adhere
strictly to the Islamic message of peace, moder-
ation and tolerance; and reject that which de-
viates from those principles.”

In return for this encyclical, and an endorse-
ment of “an Israeli withdrawal from Gaza and
parts of the West Bank,” Mr. Bush applauded the
Saudi reform programme and promised an entry
to the WTO before the end of 2005. To drive the
point home, the U.S. “thanked” Crown Prince
Abdullah for his peace plan of March 2002 but

did not endorse it!

The complexity of strategic games now in pro-
gress is evident. At state level, each player wishes
to outfox the other, concede the minimum and
extract the maximum. On another plane, public
perceptions are assertive of principles and ex-
ploratory of the limits that can be reached. The
protests in Bahrain and Egypt are one manifes-
tation of it; the violence in Saudi Arabia and
Kuwait are another.

A more ominous happening is the trial and
conviction this week of 30 Omanis for plotting to
overthrow the Sultan and install an Islamic gov-
ernment. The charge sheet makes evident the
indigenous nature of the group. It was said in
defence of the accused that they sought to propa-
gate the teachings of “Ibadi Islam” — the earliest
and most principled case of dissidence in Mus-
lim history.

The reform process, it would seem, will re-
main state-driven in the immediate future. The
external moorings of the Arab state may need to
be reinforced to stabilise domestic dislocations
that may occur in the interim. Constraints on
autonomy of decision-making would be attribut-
ed to imperatives of globalisation.

The National Press Club, Washington, was
recently the venue of a discussion among “in-
siders” on nuances of policy on the peace proc-
ess. Fatal mistakes were identified in the Clinton
period; these include change in “the vocabulary
and the vernacular with respect to settlement
activity,” and acting as “Israel’s lawyer.” It was
felt the present time is not appropriate for diplo-
matic initiatives since Abu Mazen has the in-
tention to do a deal with Israel but lacks
capabilities while Ariel Sharon has the capability
but lacks the intention.

The Bush administration, said a participant,
has a “preference for promoting democracy
rather than promoting peace”; if a way is not
found to promote both at the same time “we are
likely to end up without democracy and without
peace.” Another participant was critical of the
step-by-step approach to a two-state solution:
“Sharon would like either long-term interim
agreement or a Palestinian state with provision-
al borders, which may be the same thing. Abu
Mazen has said he can’t accept anything short of
a final status agreement.” President Bush, while
formally committing himself to a two-state solu-
tion, is “ambivalent” about the options and does
not consider the matter a strategic priority.

Unavoidable conclusion

The conclusjon is unavoidable that movement
at Israel’s pace suits American strategic inter-
ests. Official declarations signed with Arab lead-
ers reiterate the need for a just, negotiated,
settlement; Arab public opinion perceives the
status quo as unjust, imposed, and perpetuation
of a regime of settlements.

Rhetoric, in the meantime, abounds. The U.S.,
an ardent supporter of the President writes, “has
signalled its wiilingness to gamble on the young,
the new and the unknown.” The focus is also on
public diplomacy. A Beirut editor, supportive of
the cause, has offered some practical advice on
how to go about it. Emphasis, he says, should be
on style and mannerism, credibility, consisten-
cy, clarity of motives, contextual relevance, legit-
imacy, and avoidance of militarism.

More evidence regarding militarism is con-
tained in the text of the secret memorandum
that Prime Minister Tony Blair was compelled to
make public this week. It was written on July 23,
2002, and contains the assessment that “Bush
has made up his mind to take military action”
and that “intelligence and facts were being fixed
around policy.” One last sentence in this re-
markable document is noteworthy: “There was
little discussion in Washington of the aftermath
after military action!”

(The writer is a Distinguished Fellow at the
Observer Research Foundation, New Delhi)
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Putin firm on missil¢ sale to Syria

April 28. — The Russian President,
Mr Vladimir Putin, today made
clear his determination to go ahead
with the sale of anti-aircraft missiles
to Syria despite strong pressure from
Israeli leaders to revoke it.

Neither Russia nor Israel made any
effort to disguise the open disagree-
ment on this and other issues in talks
which both Mr Putin and the Israeli
Prime Minister, Mr Ariel Sharon,
nevertheless went out of their way to
depict as cementing improved rela-
tions between the two countries.

In civilities that went beyond the
routinely diplomatic, Mr Sharon,
whose parents were born in Russia,
today greeted Mr Putin in Russian
and told him “he should feel among
brothers” on his visit to Israel. Mr
Putin reflected that he was glad to

29 APR 2005

To Ie&ker with Iove

JERUSALEM, April 28. — Hoping to
rekindle childhood memories, Mr Viadimir
Putin has invited his school teacher Ms
Mina Yuditzkiya to dinner, 32 years after
her immigration to Israel. Ms Yuditzkiya
taught German to the Russian leader in
Leningrad, rechristened St Petersburg
after the collapse of the USSR, the Yediot
Ahronoth daily reported. — PTI

be visiting at the time of the
Passover and the Orthodox Chris-
tian Easter and declared: “I would
like to wish the Jewish People well
with all my heart; I wish joy for the
entire Jewish family.”

But on arms for Syria, on the best
way of securing peace in West Asia,
and on Russia’s help for Iran’s
nuclear programme — help which
the Russian President insisted was
confined to peaceful uses — the

THE STATESIird!

talks did 11ttle to re ove the sharp
differences which remain between
the two governments.

Mr Putin defended his decision to
sell SA-18 missiles to Syria and dis-
closed in talks with the Israeli
President, Mr Katsav, for the first
time that he had vetoed a contract
also to sell longer range — 185 mile-
Iskander missiles to Damascus on
the grounds that Israel would not be
able to intercept them.

By contrast, the anti-aircraft mis-
siles being sold “cannot reach Israeli
territery”, he said, adding: “To come
within their range, you have to attack
Syria. Do you want to do that?”

Responding to Israeli complaints
that the weapons couid fail into the
hands of Hizbollah, Mr Putin said the
missiles could not be shoulder-fired
and would not work if uncoupled
from the jeeps on which they were.
mounted. — The Independent
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““The future doesn’t hang on a single man”

Israeli Vice-Prime Minister, Shimon Peres, says his Labour party will leave the
government if Israel halts the process of peace with’the Palestinians.

-

HIMON PERES does not like talk-

ing about the past. History, the Is-

raell  Vice-Prime Minister and

Labour party leader says, bores him.
“I never think back. Since I cannot change
the past, why should I deal with it? You have
to really deal with the future,” he said in an
interview.

Those Tsraelis who cast the Nobel peace
prize winner as one of the “Oslo criminals”
for attempting to make peace with the Pal-
estinians a decade ago might say he cannot
bear to reflect on his failure. But the octoge-
narian former Prime Minister is almost as
reluctant to talk about a not-too-distant fu-
ture; what the Israelis call “the day after.”

Chris McGreal

‘Disengagement plan’

Only the very pessimistic — or optimistic
for those who share the views of the hard
core of Jewish settlers — now doubt that
Ariel Sharon intends to carry through his
“unilateral disengagement plan” to pull out
of the Gaza Strip.

The Israeli Prime Minister has staked his
political future on removing the 8,000 Jew-
ish settlers living there. The 1sraeli public
overwhelmingly backs the move as a step
toward “separation” from the Palestinians,
and Mr. Peres has taken his Labour party
into the government to ensure it goes ahead.

But then what? Is Gaza the beginning ofa
process that will also see Israel withdraw
from most of the West Bank and the estab-
lishment of a real state for the Palestinians?
Orisit Gaza first and last, as the Palestinians
fear, with disengagement a cover for Mr.
Sharon to entrench more than 400,000 set-
tlers living in the rest of the occupied terri-
tories while unilaterally imposing the
borders of a rump Palestinian homeland
that would remain in Israel’s grip?

Mr. Sharon is not saying, but Mr. Peres
may hold the key. “The only reason I am in
the government is the peace process. We
don’t have any other reason,” he said, adding
that the party would leave the government if
Israel halted the peace process.

“One thing I believe is that the future
doesn’t hang on a single man, whether he’s a
Prime Minister or anybody else ... Clearly it’s
not the man that decides about reality, it’s
the reality that decides about the leader.”

‘Security fence’

By rights, it should be Mr. Peres’ Labour
party that is leading the charge from Gaza.
Under a different leader, the party cam-
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Shimon Peres ... commitment to the peace process.

paigned in the general election two years ago
on a pledge to unilaterally pull out of Gaza,
and it first proposed building a “security
fence” along the West Bank border. Mr. Sha-
ron used to dismiss both measures as a victo-
ry for terrorism.

The Prime Minister stole the tactics when

his support began to ebb, but the manoeuvre
deeply divided his Likud party and now he is
forced to rely on Labour to make his dis-
engagement plan possible.

Despite criticism from his own party, Mr.
Peres says he will keep the administration
afloat so long as there is a return to the

United States-led “road map.”

“The day after there will be an extreme
difference between us and Likud. Labour
will say go for the road map. Likud will say it
too but only after the Palestinians destroy
the infrastructure of terror,” he said.

But he is in no great hurry to get there. “If
you have a brilliant plan without a majority
or a mediocre plan with a majority, you have
to pay attention to the majority, not to the
brilliance of the proposals. And for the first
time here there was created a majority.”

Nervous Palestinians

Talk of moving slowly makes the Palesti-
nians nervous and suspicious. They say Is-
rael uses delay to tighten its grip on territory
by creating “new facts on the ground.”

“It seems the Israeli negotiations are on
the basis of making peace among them-
selves,” said the Palestinian chief negotiator,
Saeb Erekat.

“My analysis is that Mr. Sharon is trying
to cancel the third phase of the road map
that specifies Israel has to end the occupa-
tion and negotiate the status of Jerusalem
and refugees. Everything I see is going in
that direction.”

The Palestinian leadership wants Israel to
state clearly that the final objective is a Pal-
estinian state based on the 1967 borders
with East Jerusalem as its capital.

Mr. Sharon’s allies say that even if that is
his intent he cannot say so publicly without
inflaming opposition to the withdrawal from
Gaza and provoking a further revolt in his
Likud party that might bring down the
government.

Two key issues

Mr. Peres doubts that the Israeli public is
ready to go that far. “I’'m not sure. I think I
would wait on the issue of Jerusalem ... and
also the issue of refugees. These are the two
things that may prevent us from having a
majority for the time being.”

So is Mr. Peres confident that, after the
pullout from Gaza is complete, Mr. Sharon
will return to the road map and negotiate a
settlement?

“I don’t have a reason to deny what the
Prime Minister says but I believe a combina-
tion of what he said and what is happening
on the ground will really push all of us to
continue the peace process.

“You can’t stop it. If you reach the middle
of the lake and you feel tired, don’t swim
back,” he said. — ©Guardian Newspapers
Limited 2005



21 Kurdish rebels kllled in clash.ym YA

DIYARBAKIR (TURKEY): Four members of the Turk-
ish security forces and 21 Kurdish rebels were
killed in a clash during a security operation in
the southeast of the country, local officials said
on Friday. The death toll from Thursday’s clash
had earlier stood at three soldiers and an un-
known number of rebels. Fighting broke out
when a group of outlawed Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK) rebels responded with fire after
they were ordered to surrender by security
forces near the town of Pervari in Siirt province
and the town of Eruh in Sirnak, the Sirnak gover-
nor’s office said. Several guns, hand grenades,
mines, rounds of ammunition and explosives
were seized in rebel hide-outs in the area, a
communique said. Security forces were pressing
on with their sweep of the region which began on
April 12, it added. The PKK waged a bloody
campaign for self-rule in southeastern Turkey
between 1984 and 1999. The conflict claimed
more than 36,000 lives and was the source of
accusations of gross human rights violations on

Ankars® TURKEY
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both sides. The PKK declared a unilateral cease-
fire in 1999 after its leader Abdullah Ocalan was
captured and tried in Turkey, but it called off the
truce last year, raising tensions. — AFP

Kyrgyzstan not for more foreign forces

Vladimir Radyuhin

MOSCOW: The “tulip revolution” leaders in Kyr-
gyzstan are against any build-up of foreign mil-
itary presence in the Central Asian republic.

“I do not think there is any need to deploy
additional foreign forces in Kyrgyzstan,” the
Prime Minister and acting President, Kurman-
bek Bakiyev, said after talks with the visiting U.S.
. Defence Secretary, Donald H. Rumsfeld, in Bish-
kek. Mr. Rumsfeld said the U.S. air force base at
Ganci in Kyrgyzstan will remain till the comple-
tion of the war in Afghanistan. Earlier, U.S. de-
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fence officials suggested the U.S. bases in
Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan will stay
beyond the Afghanistan campaign. Mr. Bakiyev
also poured cold water on U.S. plans to deploy
several AWACS spy planes at the Ganci base. He
said the issue was not discussed during his talks

with Mr. Rumsfeld. The U.S. military has KC-135
refuelling aircraft and C-130 cargo planes, as
well as about 1,000 troops stationed at Ganci.
Russia also has an air force base in Kyrgyzstan,
and the new Kyrgyz leaders have pledged to keep
both the Russian and the U.S. bases in place.
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BAGHI}&), APRIL 10. An orange sun
set over the city, casting just
enough light to finish the kicka-
bout, when the players heard the
unmistakable sound of rockets
whooshing overhead.

Seconds later the missiles
slammed into Abu Ghraib, the jail
adjoining their football pitch. Ex-
-plosions resounded across ' the
complex and more rockets
launched. The Americans fired
back. :

The 25 children and seven adults
sprinted to a wall enclosing the
school grounds and huddled to-
gether, waiting for the storm to
pass. But the attack intensified and
bullets peppered closer so the
group scrambled into.a communal
toilet. They cowered in darkness as
hits on their shelter showered dust
and masonry fragments. Some of
the children started to sob, vomit
and soil themselves.

“We put our hands in the chil-
dren’s mouths to stop them crying.
It was the most difficult time of my
life,” said Abu Mohammad (38).

For 12 hours the group crouched
in the three square metre space,
murmuring prayers as car bombs
detonated outside, until dawn
broke and they emerged, waving a
white T-shirt, to a scene of
devastation.

Demand for withdrawal

Last Saturday’s attack on Abu
Ghraib drew worldwide headlines
as one of the boldest militant oper-
ations in Iraq, which wounded 44
1.S. troops and underlined the vul-
nerabilities of the occupation two

Fire and rage in the shadow of Abu Ghraib

years after the invasion.

Thousands of Shias loyal to the
militant cleric Moqtada al-Sadr
gathered in Baghdad yesterday, the
anniversary of the city’s fall and the
toppling of Saddam Hussein’s stat-
ue, to demand an American with-
drawal. It is a wish even closer to
the heart of Arab Sunnis, who form
the insurgency’s backbone. The at-
tack on Abu Ghraib, a symbolic tar-
get since last year’s inmate abuse
scandal, underlined a shift from
hit-and-run ambushes to large-
scale assaults. .

To tackle the sprawling complex
32 km west of the capital, which
doubles as a U.S. base, they used
almost every type of weapon in
their armoury. An internet state-
ment purportedly from the militant
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi claimed it
was the work of his group, Al-Qaeda
in Iraqg, and depicted a heroic, slick
engagement which lasted several
hours and deployed seven suicide
car bombers. “Then the merciful
brigades and Muslim soldiers
clashed with the infidels.”

This version, according to senior
coalition commanders, was aimed
at sympathisers in the Gulf who
funded the insurgency and expect-
ed to see results before stumping
up again. The Americans painted a
less dramatic picture, saying mor-
tar rounds and rockets were fol-
lowed by attacks by gunmen on
foot. At one point, defenders de-
stroyed a suicide car bomb before it
reached the walls and rapid-re-
sponse troops backed by Apache
helicopters and artillery repulsed
the rest of the attack after 40 min-
utes. — ©Guardian Newspapers
Limited 2005

QUIT IRAQ CALL: Followers of the radical Shla cleric Moqtada Sad
gather In their thousands calling for the U.S. forces to leave their
country, near the Freedom Statue in Baghdad. — AFP
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HE ASSASSINATION of the

former Prime Minister of Le-

banon, Rafiq Hariri, on Feb-

ruary 14, 2005 has hit the
small Mediterranean nation like a
small tsunami. The impact of the
forces it has unleashed is difficult to
assess now but it will surely be felt
beyond the confines of Lebanon. Un-
less the various political and reli-
gious groups display maturity and
wisdom, the country could slip back
into a civil war like the one it experi-
enced from 1975 until 1990.

Lebanon has a population of about
four million, just over a quarter of
Delhi’s population. There are as
many as 18 religious groups, but for
political purposes, it is divided into
roughly equal proportions among
Sunnis, Shias and Christians. The
Druze, a sect of Shias, constitute
around 10 per cent of the population,
and are extremely influential, thanks
mainly to the leadership of the Jum-
blat family.

The Lebanese Constitution pro-
vides for safeguards to ensure that no
single confessional group, as reli-
gious groups are described there,
monopolises power. Thus, the Presi-
dent has to be a Christian, the Speak-
er a Shia and the Prime Minister a
Sunni. The Commander of the
Armed Forces must be a Christian
and the troops have to maintain a
ratio of 50:50 between Muslims and
Christians. All these arrangements
may not seem to conform to com-
monly-understood democratic
norms but they have worked for Le-
banon, so far. '

The current crisis owes its origin to
the amendment of the Constitution
in September 2004 which made it
possible for Emile Lahoud, the Chris-
tian Maronite President, to be re-
elected for an additional, but abbre-
viated, three-year term. Rafiq Hariri
was most reluctant to support the
constitutional amendment but, ac-
cording to all Lebanese accounts,
was prevailed upon by Syria to go
along. Hariri resigned following the
constitutional amendment. Soon
thereafter, the United Nations Secu-
rity Council adopted Resolution 1559
which called for the withdrawal of all
foreign, meaning Syrian, forces from
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Crisis in Lebanon

By Chinmaya R. Gharekhan

Unless the political and religious groups display
wisdom in tackling the crisis that developed after
Rafiq Hariri’s assassination, Lebanon could
slip back into a civil war like the one it
experienced from 1975 until 1990.

Lebanon. Hariri was widely believed
to have worked with France and the
United States in having the resolu-
tion pushed through the Security
Council. His popularity with the Le-
banese people increased beyond the
Sunni population. The history of the
Syrian presence in Lebanon is quite
complex. Syrian forces first went to
Lebanon in the 1970s to protect the
Christian population and stayed on
after Israel occupied a swath of
southern Lebanon and established
its own security zone inside Leba-
nese territory in 1982. The presence
of the Syrian troops was legitimised
by the Taef agreement in 1989. How-
ever, when Israel vacated southern
Lebanon in 2000, the Lebanese peo-
ple thought there was no longer any
justification in Syria maintaining a
presence in their country.

Hariri had a sophisticated system
of personal security. His convoy al-
ways consisted of three identical
black Mercedes vehicles, one of
which he drove himself. His assassi-
nation is further confirmation that
there is no such thing as foolproof
security. The identity of the assassins
remains a mystery. The day after
Hariri’s murder, the Security Council
asked the Secretary-General to “fol-
low closely the situation in Lebanon
and to report urgently on the circum-
stance, causes and consequences of
this terrorist act”. It was perhaps not
wise to give such a broad, political
mandate to a fact-finding mission
which was headed by a police officer.
The mission, sure enough, did not re-
ach any conclusion regarding the
causes of the assassination nor about
the identity o f the perpetrators. It
only reported that the assassination
took place in an atmosphere polar-
ised around the Syrian influence in
Lebanon. The Security Council will
shortly ask the Secretary-General to
establish an international investiga-
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tion commission to get at the truth.

The circumstances of Hariri's
death have galvanised and united
hitherto rival sections of Lebanese
society into demanding the truth —
Hagiqa in Arabic. All sorts of conspir-
acy theories are doing the rounds in
Beirut, but no one in any responsible
position, even in the Opposition, is
pointing the finger at Syria, though
nearly all of them want Syrian forces
to leave Lebanon. Syria vehemently
denies any role in Hariri’s assassina-
tion and reminds everyone that it
had absolutely nothing to gain from
it. Lebanon’s President, Emile La-
houd, whose extension in office Hari-
ri did his best to prevent, told me that
whoever killed Hariri was an enemy
of Lebanon.

Hariri, in his death, has emerged
as an even larger figure than he was
in his lifetime. He came to occupy
the office of Prime Minister after the
end of the brutal and brutalising civil
war. A self-made billionaire who
made his money in Saudi Arabia,
Hariri rebuilt Lebanon after the civil
war. He invited foreign corporations
to invest in Lebanon and made huge
strides in recreating Lebanon of the
pre-civil war era. Beirut once again
became a popular tourist resort for
the Arab world.

International media flocked to
Beirut which regained its proud posi-
tion of being the intellectual and
media centre of West Asia. Hariri
started his political career as the
leader of the Sunnis and ended up,
more so after his death, by being ac-
knowledged as the leader of certainly
a large majority of the Lebanese peo-
ple. Nabih Berry, the leader of the
Shia group, Amal, and Speaker of
Parliament, told me that Hariri was
the only person he knew who com-
bined in himself three assets: im-
mense wealth, immense ability and
immense dynamism.

Lebanon is very tense today. In the
wake of Hariri’s death, the govern-
ment of the day resigned but the
Prime Minister was asked to form a
new government. He has the neces-
sary majority to do so, but he is in-
sisting on forming a government of
national unity together with the Op-
position. The Opposition, however,
is unwilling to support this. If the
government is not formed within a
few days — it might be too late al-
ready — the elections, due by the end
of May, might have to be postponed.
The Opposition does not want that
either. In fact, it is accusing the Prime
Minister of deliberately delaying
forming the Government so that the
elections can be postponed. One
possible solution being considered is
the formation of a ‘neutral’ govern-
ment or a government of ‘wise’ men
and women. Bahia Hariri, MP and
sister of the late Prime Minister, is
increasingly mentioned as a consen-
sus prime ministerial candidate.

Another notable feature of the cur-
rent scene is the respect in which the
Hizbollah, the Party of Allah, is held
by nearly all sections of society. The
Lebanese people might be unhappy
with the Syrian presence on their
soil, but they deeply resented Israeli
occupation of a sizeable chunk of
their territory from 1982 until 2000.
The Hizbollah is given the credit by
everyone, including the present gov-
ernment, for the liberation of south
Lebanon.

Furthermore, the Hizbollah is not
using its militia for any violent activ-
ity in the country. Indeed, its mem-
bers are increasingly merging into
the mainstream of political life. Al-
ready, a dozen Hizbollah members
are in the present Parliament; their
numbers are expected to increase af-
ter the next election. The external de-
mand for disarming the members of
the militia has also been substantial-
ly muted in recent weeks.

Terrorist attacks, apparently tar-
geting Christians, have taken place in
recent weeks in which a couple of
Indians have been the innocent vic-
tims. No one in Lebanon believes the
country will once again descend into
a civil war. One can only hope that
they are right.
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SITUATION IN LEBANON

T

/

non has driven the Middle

East to the brink of another
war. After the 14 February assa-
ssination of Rafiq Hariri, the
former premier and one of the
richest men in Lebanon, his
country and the region in gene-
ral found themselves facing ano-
ther crisis. Hariri, who was close
to the French and Saudi leaders,
opposed the presence of Syrian
troops in Lebanon. Although in
September 2004, the UN Secu-
rity Council adopted Resolution
1559 on the initiative of Paris
and Washington, and which sti-
pulated the withdrawal of Syrian
troops from Lebanon, no prog-
ress was made in this area until
Hariri’s murder.

US-French congruence

His death made the problem
worse. It forced both the Leba-
nese opposition and the inter-
national community, first of all
the United States and France, to
bring pressure to bear on Syria
to accelerate the solution of the
issue. Contrary to expectations,
Russia did not side with Syria,
which is part of America’s “axis
of evil”, and urged Damascus to
pull its troops out of Lebanon.

What consequences may Sy-
ria’s implementation of UN
Security Council Resolution
1559 have? For the US, the exis-
tence of an Iranian-Syrian allian-
ce supporting the anti-Israeli
activity of the Lebanese Shia
Hezbollah, recognised by Ame-
rica, Israel and now some Euro-
pean countries (for example, the
Netherlands) as a terrorist orga-
nization is of great importance.
This gives Washington grounds
to be suspicious of the Syrian
presence in Lebanon and serves,
if necessary, as a pretext for
bringing military pressure to
bear on Syria to force it to
withdraw its troops.

Lebanon has been a zone of
France’s special interests since
the 19th century. The mountain-
ous regions of this country, po-
pulated mostly by Christians,

The author is president of the Russian
Institute of the Middle East and is
associated with Ria Novosti
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were under its protection when
Lebanon was part of the Otto-
man Empire. Everyone in the re-
gion knows Paris’s special sensi-
tivity to Lebanese Christians’ de-
mands. Although it may be view-
ed as America’s constant Euro-
pean antagonist, France une-

xpectedly shared the US position

on Syria, which had formerly
enjoyed its support thanks to
Hariri’s force of personality.

Recipe for chaos

If the Lebanese politicians fav-
ouring Syrian presence in Leba-
non were received at Jacques
Chirac’s presidential palace as
warmly as the late former pre-
mier was, Paris’s position could
have been different. France saw
Hariri’s murder as an unde-
niable blow to its interests in the
Middle East and its own pres-
tige. Accordingly, France’s posi-
tion on Syria is as tough as Ame-
rica’s. Guided by good inten-
tions, neither Paris nor Washing-
ton has considered a potential
tragic turn of events in Lebanon,
which is highly similar to how the
countries of the anti-Saddam
coalition did not consider the
consequences of the Iraq war.

De facto, Lebanon may prefer
a new civil war to current stabi-
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Fears Of A Major Regional Conflict

lt seems the situation in Ldba-* = By YEVGENY smmovsxv

lity under Synan control. How-
ever, this will be the choice of
the Lebanese. The Christians,
Druses and some Sunnis are sick
of Syrian occupation, which can
be seen in the mass demonstra-
tions in Beirut. At the same
time, a large part of the Leba-

nese population that advocates
continued Syrian presence, with
Shi’ites at the core, is prepared
to uphold the right to power in a
country where it has been dep-
rived of influence matching its
ranks and the ambitions of its
leaders.

In Lebanon, the presidency
has traditionally been held by
Maronite Christians. However,
whether they can retain power
after the Syrian withdrawal is a
major question. The Lebanese
Shi’ite movements Hezbollah
and Amal, which Teheran and
Damascus have taken under
their wing, oppose the withdra-
wal of Syrian troops from the
country. After this happens, the
Shi’ites will destabilise the situa-
tion, first of all in southern
Lebanon and in the Bekaa Val-
ley where the Syrian military
force is deployed.

Entering into a conflict with
the Druses, Sunnis and Chris-
tians, they will explode Lebanon

young people, including my own
cousin in active politics. — Mr
Varun Gandhi, BIP leader and
cousin of Congress MP, Mr
Rahul Gandhi;
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Otherwise, it was just not possi-
ble. I had been put on a flight to
Lahore and the plane had start-
ed moving when the permission

i /

from within. There is a high pro-
bability that civil war will break
out again after the Syrians with-
draw. It cannot be ruled out that
Lebanon will have to ask for the
introduction of a foreign peace-
keeping force as a result of
conflicts between various ethnic
and religious groups. This will
probably be either a Nato force
or the French army. In reality,
one occupation will be replaced
by another.

From the geopolitical stand-
point, Lebanon is (after France’s
transfer of the Sanjak of
Alexandretta to Turkey in 1939
and Israel’s occupation of the
Golan Heights in 1967) Da-
mascus’s last hope to establish a
“Greater Syria”. This has been
the main project of several gen-
erations of Syrian leaders, inclu-
ding Hafez Assad. Withdrawal
from Lebanon means that Syria
will have to abandon this hope.

Effect on Israel

Another regional player, Isra-
el, is not strategically interested
in a conflict in Lebanon. Nor
does it need any deterioration of
the situation on the Lebanese-
Israeli and the Syrian-Israeli
sections of the border. However,
Israel is on the brink of an in-
ternal political crisis due to the
forthcoming withdrawal of set-
tlements from the Gaza Strip.
The aggravation of the situation
near the northern border may
turn out to be a life belt for Is-
raeli generals. This will allow
them to avoid playing any role in
the internal conflict in Israel that
is threatening to escalate into an
“orange revolution” or a civil
war.

Accordingly, the situation ar-
ound Lebanon gives no grounds
for optimism, even though some
Lebanese are euphoric over the
end of Syrian occupation, while
the US and France see this as an
important stage in the imple-
mentation of their regional poli-
cies. Consequently, the tight
knot of problems involving Syria,
Lebanon, Israel, Turkey, Iran
and the US forces in the region
may become the source of a
major regional war in the near
future.

to enter Delhi was ﬁnally giv
— Meera, Pakistani actress, w
was held up at Delhi airport f
not carrying proper tray:
documents. L
* i
The culture of mamtenanoe
buses and trams is nearly
existent. But how can yo :

should not be judged by the pe
formance of my gavemmcnt’ -
Dr Manmohan Smgh

ths of detention in
ready for a new life in



Sudan slams UN Darfur decree

P

Reuters s
Khartoum, April 1

SUDAN REACTED angrily
to the United Nations reso-
lution of sending Darfur
war crime suspects to the
International Criminal
Court (ICC), calling the
move “unfair, ill-advised
and narrow-minded”.
However, the two main
Darfur rebel groups wel-
comed the resolution and
said they would both com-
ply by sending to the court
any members of their
groups accused of crimes.
The UN Security Council,
late on Thursday, voted 11-0

2 ADD 4.
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with four abstentions to re-
fer a sealed list of 51 people
accused of crimes against
humanity in Darfur to the
ICC, after last-minute wran-
gling to allow exemptions
for US citizens. The resolu-
tion is the first referral to
the ICC by the council.

“I believe it is unfair, ill-
advised and narrow-mind-
ed,” Sudan’s state minister
for foreign affairs Najeeb al-
Kheir Abdul Wahab assert-
ed. “It undermines the gov-
ernment’s quest for justice
in Darfur through reconcil-
iation,” he added.

Abdul Wahab said the
government would never-

theless study the resolution
and take “appropriate ac-
tion” on. its implementa-
tion. He declined to say
whether the government re-
jected or accepted it.
The list includes senior Su-
danese government and
army officials, Arab militia
leaders and some rebel lead-
ers and foreign army com-
mander.

Sudan, for the first time
earlier this week, said it had
arrested 15 officials from
the military and security
forces for crimes including
rape, killing civilians and
burning villages. But ana-
lysts said it was too little too
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late for the Security Coun-
cil, which also strengthened
an arms embargo on the
African nation and imposed
a travel ban and assets
freeze on those who violate
a shaky ceasefire in remote
Darfur.

The UN felt Sudan has
done very little to disarm
the Arab militias, accused
of a widespread campaign
of rape, killing and burning
of non-Arab villages in Dar-
fur in over two years of re-
bellion by non-Arab groups.
More than rwo million peo-
ple have fled their homes
and tens of thousands have
been killed in Darfur.



EBRUARY AND March have

seen wide-scale escalation of

popular Palestinian resist-

ance all over the West Bank
to the ever-intensifying Israeli occu-
pation and apartheid. Particularly in
Hebron, Beit Surik, Saffa, Ni'lein and
Budrus. The Ramallah demonstra-
tion of March 14 was the high point
of mobilisation against the Apartheid
Wall being constructed across the
West Bank. The struggle has escalat-
ed against a backdrop of political de-
velopments designed to make
Palestinians passive subjects to the
racist colonisation project that is the
Apartheid Wall.

These political developments are:
the Sharm al-Sheikh conference; the
announcement by the Occupation
Forces that they were making “mod-
ifications” to the Apartheid Wall; the
conference in London; and the atti-
tude of the United Nations, which
has chosen to pursue the issue of the
Apartheid Wall in “hurnanitarian”
terms. Common to all these is the
attempt to stifle Palestinian opposi-
fion io the Wall, and to shape its
“normalisation” into the demo-
graphics of the West Bank.

The issue of the Wall was negated
in the Sharm el-Sheikh meetings. It
only surfaced in a meek joint state-
ment, which called it a “controversial
issue.” Further, the conference
stressed the need for a “calming” pe-
riod in Palestinian resistance and ac-
tivity. This was expected to occur
while the Apartheid Wall and the set-
tlements continued to expand. In-
deed, the Occupation Forces have
used the de facto impasse to pick up
the pace of the “third phase” of the
Wall, which started in the south in
November 2004. Particular fervour
has gone into construction of the
Apartheid Wall around Jerusalem
and Bethfehem.

The rhetoric of “calming down”
and “ceasefire,” which does not deal
with the Apartheid Wall and settle-
ment copstruction as part of Israeli
violence has no meaning. The imple-
mentation of the IC] (International
Court of Justice) order — to disman-
tle the Wall — is not a negotiable or
controversial issue but forms the ba-
sis of international law.

Undermining the ICJ decision, and
consolidating the U.S. and European
desites to see a re-routing of the
Wwall's path, the Occupation Govern-
ment announced a “modification”
plan. Although some changes in the
Wall route were made in individual
villages, the Wall and its network of
Jewish-only settlements and roads
and military zones continue as be-
fore in the rest of the West Bank, an-
nexing some 47 per cent of it. It will

The great divide -

By Jamal Juma’
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The Wall being built by Israel in the West Bank
has to be seen as a political project. Its fallout for
the Palestinians cannot be seen as only a
humanitarian issue.

S

still leave Palestinians in ghettos or
serni-ghettos, linked together with
tunnels and bridges under Occupa-
tion control. What is new in this Wall
route is that it is being mooted under
the title of a “disengagement plan”
approved by the Americans and Eu-
ropeans who seem to consider it part
of the “road map” (to peace).

The Palestinian people were alert
to the false impressions the Qccupa-
tion Forces were attempting to create
around their colonial project, which
seeks to impose apartheid upon
them. They realise how the Wall
draws the features of the final settle-
ment even before negotiations begin.
They totally reject the notion that
isolated ghettos being created across
the West Bank refer to any kind of
“yiable state.” That the Wall is a bull-
dozer and a catalyst of the expan-
sionist Zionist colonial project in
Palestine is not hard to discern for
the Palestinians, who have experi-
enced decades of colonialism and
destruction of livelihood, dignity and
communities.

It has now been over a year since
the opening session of the IC}, and
more than eight months since its de-
cision that the Wall should be halted
and dismantied. While it was expect-
ed that [srael would reject the deci-
sion (it has never been prepared 1o
abide by international law), it was
more surprising that the call for the
implementation of the ICJ decision
had started to dissipate from the offi-
cial PA discourse. The Wall has been
pushed into the background as ifitis
just an illusion in the Palestinian
consciousness. For the Europeans
and Americans, the issue has been
the Wall’s path and pot the Wall it-
self. Thus the 1C] decision appears to
have been annulled by all parties, ex-
cept by the Palestinian people (the
affected people) who are using every
possible occasion to call for respect
for international law and full imple-
mentation of the decision.

The process to normalise the Apar-
theid Wall — in contempt of interna-
tional law — has been a discourse
increasingly evident in the U.N.,
which prefers to treat it as a “human-
jtarian,” and not political, issue. On
his visit to the West Bank, the U.N.
Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, reit-
erated the previous U.N. announce-
ments that a damage register office
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would be established for those affect-
ed by the Wall. This move is highly
alarming in a context where U.N.
pressure on lIsrael to stop the Apar-
theid Wall is completely missing, 1s it
money instead of respect for interna-
tional law the U.N. seeks to provide
for the Palestinian people? Moreover,
the wealth of reports and statements
by U.N. officials all emphasise the
humanitarian implications, ignoring
the real issue of the Wall's existence,
thus serving to legitimise the de facto
construction of the Apartheid Wall.

The concrete ramifications of the
sell-out of the Palestinian people,
Jand and struggle became really evi-
dent at the Conference held in Lon-
don tast month. Foreign Ministers,
the World Bank and Mr. Annan met
with officials of the Palestinian Au-
thority to lecture about “internal re-
forms,” “security maiters” and,
above all, money. Up to $1.2 billion
has been promised to the Palestinian
Authority. This was slightly more
than the minimum amount ($300
million) calculated by the World
Bank in its report of December 2004,
which appeared to be a do-it-your-
self guide on how to administer an
entire people in an open-air prison
with detailed analysis of the financial
necessities of life behind the Apar-
theid Wall. The bottleneck of the
World Bank feasibility study — the
hi-tech gates in the Apartheid Wall —
has been solved with the Bank volun-
teering to stump up the money and it
is now competing with a U.S. stand-
ing offer of funding the project. How-
ever, despite the meticulous
calculations of the world’s most im-
portant finance experts, and the “ge-
nerosity” of the donor community
the Palestinian people are not put-
ting up their land and lives for sale.

The Palestinian popular resistance
has responded to these develop-
ments with escalating grassroots mo-
bilisation in various locations. In
Jerusalem the people of Beit Hanina,
Beit Surik, Biddu, Dahya, and Ram
struggle against the Wall being built
to isolate Jerusalem from the West
Bank. Land has been confiscated for
settlement expansion and the Judai-
sation of Jerusalem in a systematic
campaign of ethnic cleansing.

The third phase of the Wall has led
to further construction and land con-
fiscation in Hebron, Yatta, and the
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0ld City, and, in turn catalysed resi-
dents into a struggle against the
Apartheid Wall. In West Ramallah,
and in Safa and Belim clashes have
emerged on a daily basis with Pal-
estinians shot at, injured, detained
and tear gassed.

The demonstration on March 14,
organised by the Anti-Apartheid Wall
Campaign, was the crowning mo-
ment in a “month of continuous
struggle.” The huge attendance of
people in the demonstration, from
all areas of the West Bank, reflected
the popular movement against the
Wall. Slogans and statements re-
vealed the deep anger of the people
at the unrelenting construction of
the Apartheid Wall, and widespread
opposition to political developments
designed to demobilise and pacify
resistance to the Occupation.

Rejection of the deceitful “modifi-
cations to the Wall,” were empha-
sised in calls for the restoration of
international law and dismantlement
of the Wall. Criticism was also direct-
ed at the official PA position and dis-
course, which has not sought to use
the ICj decision.

However, it was Mr. Annan, and
the branches of the U.N. in Palestine,
who received the lion’s share of the
people’s anger on March 14. Mr. An-
nan failed to utter one word about
the necessity ta respect international
law. His focus on the register office
suggested the issue is humanitarian
and can be solved with a few dollars.
Moreover, the recent report of the
OCHA (Office for the Coordination of
Humanitarian Affairs) came to the
same conclusion., The inability to
treat the Apartheid Wall as a political
issue — one that is intrinsic to the
Zionist colonial project for the West
Bank — is a deeply disturbing devel-
opment within the United Nations.

What Mr. Annan and the U.N. have
stated simply mirrors the rhetoric of
the Zionists. They too consider the
issue “humanitarian” and show an
“understanding” to deal with it! They
too act in contempt of the 1C] deci-
sion as do Mr. Anpan and the U.N.
report. We are left to ponder what
exactly is the responsibility of the
Secretary-General of the United Na-
tions. Is it to adopt the Israeli-Amer-
ican position in relation to U.N.
decisions, founded on the basis of
double standards? Ot is it to facilitate
the implementation of international
law, and support the Palestinian peo-
ple in their legitimate struggle for
justice, sovereignty and freedom?

(The writer Jamal Juma’ is Coor-
dinator of the Palestinian grassroots
Anti-Apartheid ~Wall  Campaigh,
wwiv.stopthewall.org.)
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CIA report blames Iraq’s
chemical ammo on Egypt

s
Associated Press Vo
New York, March 13 L

EGYPT SECRETLY supplied
crucial help, both technology
and expert manpower, to the
chemical weapons programme
of Saddam Hussein's Iraqg in the
1980s, according to US arms in-
vestigators.

The Central Intelligence
Agency's (CIA) Irag Survey
Group says Egyptian specialists
helped the Iragis make "techno-
logical leaps” on poison gas at
the height of the Iran-Iraq War,
when Baghdad used nerve
agents to kill thousands of Iran-
ian soldiers and Iranian and
Iraqi civilians.

The US report is the most au-
thoritative and detailed since
such collaboration between the
Arab nations was first ru-
moured in the late 1980s.

The Cairo government reject-
ed those earlier allegations, and
Egypt's Washington embassy re-
iterated that denial when asked
about the CIA report. But United
Nations arms inspectors, who
scoured Iraqg's files and facilities
in the 1990s corroborated the US
finding.

Egypt has long been believed
to possess chemical weapons.
Experts say there is strong evi-
dence that Egyptian warplanes
repeatedly used mustard-gas
bombs against royalist forces
during Cairo's intervention in
the Yemen Civil War of the
1960s. .

In 1981, after the outbreak of
war with Iran, Saddam's Iraqi
government paid Egypt $12 mil-
lion "in return for assistance
with production and storage of
chemical weapons,” the US re-
port says.

The Iraq Survey Group, led by
CIA special adviser Charles A.
Duelfer, had spent 20 months in
2003-2004 searching for evidence
of Iraqi weapons of mass de-
struction, cited by US President
George W. Bush as the rationale
for invading Iraq two years ago.

The US arms teams discredit-
ed Bush's claims, finding that
irag had dismantled its ad-
vanced weapons programmes
under UN inspection in 1991. In
the process, the Americans un-
covered previously unreported
details of the programmes, such
as the findings on Egypt and
chemical arms.

"During the early vyears.
Egyptian scientists provided
consultation, technology and
oversight allowing rapid ad-
vances and technological leaps
in building weapons,” the Du-
elfer report says.
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/ Lebanon MPs back
- pro-Syria PM
&I:FP g’l{/ \W o

MDEIREJ (Lebanon), March 9. — The
outgoing pio-Syrian Prime Minister,
who was forced to resign last week by
Opposition protests, was virtually
assured reappointment after a majority
of lawmakers backed him today.

An unofficial count gave Mr Omar
Karami more than half the votes in the
128-member legislature. A formal ann-
ouncement by President Emile Lahoud,
who consulted with legislators today,
could be made as early as tomorrow.

In a related development, Syrian am-
bassador to the USA Mr Imad Mous-
tapha has.said that his country’s troops
will be out of Lebanon long before
May. “They are actually being with-
drawn today.” he told CNN TV yester-
day. “We will do this as soon as possi-
ble, even long time before May.”

The comment followed a demand by
President Bush, who warned Syria yes-
terday that its military and intelligence
forces should be out of Lebanon before
May parliamentary clections in the
country. Mr Bush also warned his Syrian
counterpart, Mr Bashar al-Assad, again
resorting to what he called “delaying tac-
tics and half measures™. /

T 7
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NV
the Mideast?

“Sunrise in

VA

Are these stirrings of democracy for real? Much
%ﬁg depends omthe sagacity of political leaders

HE ripples of chang&are gather-
ing momentum in the Middle
East. Syria hasjust announced a partial
withdrawal of troops to Lebanon’s
Bekka Valley. Although this move falls
short of the demand for total with-
drawal called for by the UN and the
Lebanese people, it nevertheless is a
significant development. The assassi-
jnation of former Lebanese Prime Min-
| ister Rafiq Harriri seems to have gal-
! vanised civil society in the Middle East,
11 long held hostage by an assortment of
] regimes. It is one sign of hope amongst
\u many. The Palestinian Authority has
democratically elected a successor to
Arafat. Despite a suicide bombing in
Tl Aviv, the peace process between Is-
rael and Palestine has once again ac-
quired a dose of realism and much
needed momentum. Even the Saudi’s
are promising that women will be al-
lowed tovote, not in thisyear’s election,
but possibly in the next one. Libya is
now back in the mainstrearmn. And
Egypt has, for the first time, allowed a
multi-party presidential election.

This does not amount to a full-
fledged democratic revolution just
yet. The media and the electoral ma-
chinery will are still largely controlled
by the state and free expression runs
grave political risk. But there is little
doubt that the torchbearer of Arab
nationalism, Egypt, is changing. The
world is waiting to see how enduring
these changes are. There have been
so many false dawns in the Middle

East that it is too prem u\e?o getop-
timistic. Algeria’s retuin'to democ-
racy a few years ago unleashed a
‘deadly civil war. Some are nervous
about a similar fate befalling Egypt.
Much will depend on how prudently
the transition will be accomplished.
There is no denying the fact that there
is considerable American pressure
behind these changes. In a quote at-
tributed to the president of Yemen, it
issaid that if the leaders of the Middle
East do not trim their moustaches,
the Americans will come and shave
them off. Even in Egypt’s case, US
Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice
cancelled her visit and aid was with-
held to put pressure on the Egyptians
to reform. But the United States will
have to be careful in how it applies
pressure. Too much overt pressure or
military action could once again con-
solidate anti-liberal forces. Much in
the Middle East will depend upon the
political judgment of the US.

But there is clear evidence that in
many societies in the Middle East, long
held taboos are being broken. Where
all this churning will end is an open
question. Will the current rulers have
the sagacity to guide these nations to
becoming more open societies? Will
the fear of imperial powers unite Is-
lamist elements or will it give the mod-
erates greater hope? These questions
are yet to be answered, but there
shouldbe little doubt that the region is
waking from its political slumber.
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Syrian troop
pullback by
+~March 31"

| \" By Atul Aneja

MANAMA, MARCH 7. The Presi-
dents of Syria and Lebanon
have announced that Syrian
forces would withdraw to Leba-
non’s eastern Bega'a Valley by
March 31, following which ne-
gotiations on a complete with-
drawal would begin.

The announcement, made af-
ter the Syrian President, Bashar
Assad, and the Lebanese Presi-
dent, Emile Lahoud, had met in
Damascus, said the troops
would pull back from northern
and central Lebanon to the east,
near Syria’s border. Military of-
ficials from both countries will
decide, within a month, how
many troops would remain in
the valley and for how long. A
statement issued at the end of
the summit said, “The two sides
affirmed their commitment to
the Taif Accord and its mecha-
nism ... and their respect to all
resolutions issued by the inter-
national legitimacy including
(U.N. Security Council) Resolu-
tion 1559.”

Under the Taif accord of
1989, Syria is entitled to posi-
tion its troops in an identified
zone within the valley. It stip-
ulates that the two Govern-
ments have to determine the
“strength and duration” of the
forces.

Analysts point out that Syria
might need to keep around 2000
“early warning” forces in the

valley in anticipation oi‘

raeli attack. It would not contra-
dict the accord as long as Israel
continues to occupy parts of Le-
banese territory. Israel with-
drew from most parts of
Lebanon in 2000, but the She-
baa farms area, which is pres-
ently under Israeli occupation,
is disputed.

The pro-Syrian groups in Le-
banon have opposed the with-
drawal. The Hizbullah chief,
Sheikh Hasan Nasrallah, who is
popular among the Shias — the
largest community in Lebanon,
asked supporters to demon-
strate in Beirut on March 8 to
denounce foreign intervention
and to express gratitude to
Syria.

He also invited Opposition
groups — which have staged
protests to demand a Syrian
pullout since the February 14
assassination of the former
Prime Minister, Rafik Hariri, to
join the rally. Mr. Nasrailah re-
jected the U.N. resolution 1559
which calls for the pullout of
foreign troops and the disarma-
ment of Hizbullah, which had
played a leading role in enforc-
ing an Israeli retreat from Leba-
non in 2000.

“We have the right to reject
the international resolution be-
cause it is a blatant interference
in our internal affairs and all its
clauses are free services to the
Israeli enemy,” Mr,~Nasrallah
said. d
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SYRIA IS UNDER increasing pressure to with-
draw its troops from Lebanon after Saudi Arabia
and Egypt joined the West and Russia in asking
it to do so. Damascus had hoped the two leading
- Arab countries would mediate a compromise
that would enable it to refain troops in the Be-
qa’a valley even as they were being pulled out
from the rest of Lebanese territory. Syria’s Presi-
dent Bashar al Assad, who had suggested such a
deal in recent interviews, returned disappointed
from Riyadh after Saudi authorities told him it
was time to follow through on the 1989 Taif
agreement. Under this agreement, which
brought an end to the Lebanese civil war, the
redeployment to the Beqa'a is envisaged as only
a prelude to a complete Withdrawal. With the
Arab countries refusing to mediate with the
West on this issue and Russia unlikely to exer-
cise its veto, the Assad Government might soon
face the prospect of United Nations Security
Council sanctions. Sytia has been able to with-
stand the sanctions imposed on it by the United
States in 2004 since mo#t of its trade is with the
Buropean Uniof, Damdscus also seems to have
believed until recently that the international
community, whi¢h was deeply disturbed by the
devastating impact of the decade-long embargo
imposed on Iraq, would be reluctant to adopt
such a course of action again. However, with
France and the United Kingdom lining up firmly
behind the call for a withdrawal, this calculation
might prove wrong. Syria ensures through its
dominance that Lebanon will not make a sep-
arate peace agreement with Israel and leave it
isolated as the only neighbour that refuses to
recognise the Zionist state. The increased pres-
sure that the West will exert in such a situation is
bound to weaken Syria’s hand when it tries to
negotiate a return of the Golan Heights as the

SYRIA UNDER PRESSURE v ' .

price for making a peace treaty with Israel. The
Assad regime could be in big trouble if the peo-
ple who were driven out of the Golan in 1967 are
deprived even of the hope that they will be able
to return to their lands some day.

Damascus does not of course cite just strategic
reasons to justify its presence in Lebanon. Even
those countries that are calling for a Syrian with-
drawal acknowledge that the Government in
Beirut will not be able to impase its writ over
large parts of the country without assistance. Le-
banese society has not fully recovered from the
turmoil of the civil war. The various ethnic and
sectarian groups that fought one another for
more than a decade could revert to savage strife
in the absence of a powerful force to keep them
apart. In fact, the U.S. has suggested that an in-
ternational peace-keeping force could be insert-
ed as a necessary buffer.

There is no guarantee that international
peace-keepers will be able to reconcile the rifts
between the various Lebanese groups. Indeed,
the presence of such a force might exacerbate
those differences since the equations of power
between these groups have changed over the
years. For instance, the Maronite Christians
might look up to the foreign force as a saviour
that will reinstall them in the pre-eminent posi-
tion they enjoyed in the past. On the other hand,
the Shias who have become powerful under Syr-
ian patronage might regard this force as an ob-
stacle to their advancement. The Shia parties,
Hizbollah and Amal, did not join the anti-Syria
campaign launched by the rest of the Lebanese
political opposition after the assassination of the
former Prime Minister, Rafik Hariri. Damascus
will hope it can play a waiting game so long as
the Shias, and sections of other communities,
remain loyal.
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|- Syria set to announce troop
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TN

‘;\} ' ByAtul Aneja ‘>
MANAMA, MARCH 5. Against th
backdrop of mounting inter-
national pressure, the Syrian
President, Bashar Assad, is set
to announce the redeploy-
ment of his country’s troops
in Lebanon.

Syria’s official Tishrin daily
said that Mr. Assad’s speech
in Parliament would be about

“current political develop-
ments.”
The Lebanese Defence

Minister, Abdul-Rahim Mrad,
who has not yet been relieved
of his duties as the pro-Syria
Government, which resigned
earlier, continues to play a
caretaker role, said that Mr.
Assad was expected to an-
nounce “a redeployment to
the Bekaa region” in eastern
Lebanon.

Mr. Mrad said that Syria

wanted to keep some troops
inside Bekaa for a longer du-
ration, pending negotiations
with the Lebanese Govern-
ment as prescribed by the Taif
Accord of 1989. Syrian politi-
cal commentator, Sami Mou-
biyan, told The Hindu that,
“The Syrians can only guaran-
tee their security interests by
maintaining 2,000 troops in
the Bekaa Valley, as an early
warning system against any
Israeli attack.”

Security concerns

He pointed out that such a
move would not contradict
the Taif Accord, which per-
mits Syria to position its
troops in the Bekaa Valley so
long as Israel occupies any
part of Lebanon. While Israel
has withdrawn from most of

Lebanon in 2000, its forces .
continue to occupy the dis- -

puted Shebba farms. In a day
of fast-paced developments,
Lebanese troops in armoured
carriers briefly surrounded
the Syrian intelligence head-
quarters in Beirut. The around
50 troops, however, later
withdrew, with officers saying
that the move was precau-
tionary, and meant to protect
the Syrians.

Mr. Assad’s expected ad-
dress follows intense pressure
from the United States,
France, Britain and Saudi Ara-
bia seeking an end to Syria’s
political influence in Leba-
non, exercised through the
deployment of its 15,000
troops and intelligence assets
inside the country. The U.S.
President, George W. Bush,
warned Syria on Friday that
nothing short of a fll.witha-
“drawal would do. “When we

say withdraw we mean com-

" redeployment in Lebanon

plete withdrawal — no half-
hearted measures,” he said.
“Syrian troops, Syrian intelli-
gence services must get out of
Lebanon now.” He had earlier
called for all Syrian forces to
be out by May, prior to elec-
tions that are due that month.

Faced with the mounting
pressure Syria sent its Deputy
Foreign Minister, Walid Moul-
lem, to consult officials from
Russia, its traditional ally. Mr.
Bashar himself travelled to
Saudi Arabia, while Arab For-
eign Ministers convening in
Cairo considered the crisis in
Lebanon.

The Russian Foreign Minis-
ter, Sergei Lavrov, following
his meeting with Mr. Moullem
said that Moscow had secured
a commitment from Syria that
“n wolld respect the U.N. reso-

lution demanding the pullout
“of its forces.
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Global heat on Syria
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Riyadh, March 3 (Reuters):
3yrian President Bashar al-
Assad held crisis talks today
with Saudi Crown Prince Ab-
jullah amid resounding inter-
aational calls on Damascus to
juickly end its military pres-
ance in Lebanon.

Diplomats said Assad, ac-
sompanied by Syrian foreign
minister Farouq al-Shara,
held a closed-door meeting
with Prince Abdullah in
Riyadh in the presence of for-
eign minister Saud al-Faisal.

German Chancellor Ger-
hard Schroeder joined the in-
ternational chorus by calling
on Syria to leave Lebanon “im-
mediately”.

“Syria must pull out of
Lebanon immediately,”
Schroeder said late yesterday
during a visit to Sanaa.

Schroeder added that
Lebanon should be given a
chance for sovereignty and its
own development. He said that
could only be achieved
through compliance with Se-
curity Council resolutions
stipulating immediate Syrian
withdrawal.

A protester holds a picture of slain former Prime Minister
Rafik al-Hariri during an anti-Syria rally in Beirut. (Reuters)

Arab heavyweights Saudi
Arabia and Egypt have
stepped up mediation efforts
with Assad to pull out his
14,000 troops from Lebanon in
compliance with UN resolu-
tion 1559 following the assassi-
nation of former Lebanese
Prime Minister Rafik al-
Hariri.

Lebanese Opposition
groups have blamed Syria for

Hariri's death and have been
holding protests to pressure
Damascus to withdraw its
troops and intelligence forces
from Lebanon.

The chancellor’'s com-
ments came in a meeting with
Yemen's President Ali Abdul-
lah Saleh yesterday during a
visit to Sanaa as part of are-
gional tour.

Arab diplomats said the

d visits Riyadh

Arab mediation efforts fo-
cused on securing Syria’s con-
sent to set a timetable to with-
draw its troops from Lebanon.

Analysts said Assad was
reaching out to friendly Arab
states allied with the US to
find a way out of the crisis.

“Syria is under intense
pressure from all sides at the
moment. Assad hopes to get
backing from his ally Saudi
Arabia at this difficult time,”
said Saudi commentator Mo-
hammad al-Harfy.

Assad met Qatar’s Emir
Sheikh Hamad bin Khalifa al-
Thani yesterday to discuss US
pressure on Damascus.

Assad told T'ime that he ex-
pected to remove his troops
from Lebanon in a few months
but Washington said it was
sceptical of Assad’s pledge.

Thousands of demonstra-
tors, blaming Syria for
Hariri's death, have turned
out in Beirut to call for the
troop withdrawal. Lebanon’s
pro-Damascus government re-
signed on Monday, but Syria
denies it was involved in the
killing.
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Beirut, Feb. 28 (Reuters): Lebanon’s Syriah—
backed government resigned today in a sur-
prise move as thousands of protesters waving
Lebanese flags rallied in central Beirut to de-
mand the withdrawal of Syrian forces from
the small country.

Lebanon’s President Emile Lahoud ac-
cepted the resignation of the Syrian-backed
government today and asked it to continue in
a caretaker capacity. The presidential office,
which announced the acceptance in a state-
ment, did not say when Lahoud would start
consulting parliamentary deputies to chose a
successor to outgoing Prime Minister Omar
Karami.

The resignation of the government came
amid unprecedented public pressure and
blame for former Prime Minister Rafik al-
Hariri’s killing this month. “The people have

THE TELEGRAPH

on govt quits

won,” main 0[\)}) rQion leader Walid Jum-
blatt told LBC telédyision after Karami an-
nounced the resignation of the cabinet to a
parliament session debating Hariri’s killing.
Ecstatic protesters waving flags called for
Syria to leave Lebanon where it has wielded
political and military power for decades.

International pressure is piling on Syria
to quit its neighbour. Another Opposition fig-
ure Elias Atallah said the demonstrations
must go on until Syria leaves.

“Out of concern that the government does
not become an obstacle to the good of the
country, I announce the resignation of the
government I had the honour to lead,” Kara-
mi said. His government had a majoyity and
was expected to win a no-co. ence yote that
was meant to close a papliamentary debate on

~ S

Hariri’s assassinatign. i
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Syria pledges
troops pullout
from I.ebanon

/

- ~ \
Associated Press A A\
Damascus, February 24 W @'\, v

SYRIA WILL abide by a 1989 agreement in with-
drawing its troops from Lebanon, the foreign min-
istry said on Thursday in the first government state-
ment since an international uproar arose against
Damascus from the February 14 assassination of
former Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri.

Syria also offered to help Lebanon with the inves-
tigation into Hariri’s slaying. “The important with-
drawals which have already been carried out and
what will be carried out later will be in agreement
with Lebanon based on the Taif Accord,” a state-
ment said, referring to the 1989 Arab-brokered pact.

Hariri and 16 others died in a bombing that de-
stroyed his motorcade of armour-plated vehicles.
More than 100 people were injured. Since then, there
have been loud and massive demonstrations against
Syria and the Damascus-allied Lebanese govern-
ment, as well as calls for Syria to withdraw its
troops. Thursday’s announcement did not break
new ground in Syria’s long-standing policy on
Lebanon, where it has 15,000 troops and is the main
power broker. “Syria once again affirms its commit-
ment to implement the Taif agreement and the bi-
| lateral agreements between Lebanon and Syria,” the
foreign ministry statement said. It did not give a
timetable but noticeably referred to “withdrawals,”
and not just deployment, the term used for past
troop movements.

“Speeding up the pace of withdrawals requires
enabling the Lebanese army and internal security
forces to fill the vacuum that could take place in a
way that does not undermine the security of
Lebanon and Syria,” said the statement, apparently
explaining why Syria may not be considering an im-
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WITH THE ISRAELI cabinet approving plans
for the withdrawal of soldiers and settlers from
parts of the Palestinian territories, the residents
of these areas have reason to hope that they
will soon have a fair measure of freedom. The
cabinet vote on February 20 was the last formal
step that needed to be taken as the Knesset had
already endorsed the plan and voted funds for
its implementation. From now on, the deci-
sions to be taken will largely be administrative
in nature. As laid down in the plan, Israel will
begin to evacuate all civilian settlements as
well as military bases inside the Gaza Strip by
the middle of 2005. (A small military unit will
remain to guard the Rafah border with Egypt.)
A few settlements in the West Bank will also be
dismantled at the same time. A compensation
package has been drawn up and the process of
identifying the beneficiaries has begun. Once
started, the withdrawal is expected to be com-
pleted in about three months. If all goes well,
the Gaza Strip will be free from an Israeli pres-
ence for the first time in 38 years. However, this
does not mean the Palestinian Authority will be
able to exercise control over this slice of territo-
ry in all spheres. The Zionist state will continue
to have the final say on water resource man-
agement. It is also not likely to permit the Au-
thority to make use of the Gaza airport and
harbour. So long as these restrictions are in
place, the Palestinians will not be able freely to
move out of the Strip or develop their econom-
ic resources.

Israel appears to have recognised that peace
efforts will make little headway if unemploy-
ment and poverty levels in the Gaza Strip re-
main as high as they are now. It has made
tentative moves to mitigate this situation by

lifting some restrictions on the employment of
Palestinians. However, most of the Palestinians
who worked in Israel until the outbreak of the
intifada are unlikely to get back their jobs. An-
other measure taken by the Government of
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon can only add to the
resentment over a lack of economic opportuni-
ties. While the boundary wall that runs along
the flank of the West Bank was realigned on the
orders of the Israeli Supreme Court, the chang-
es were not for the better in all cases. The Sha-
ron Government did comply with the Court’s
order that the wall should not cut off West Bank
residents from their schools or means of live-
lihood. However, it carried out the realignment

in such a way that large settlements remained

on Israel’s side of the wall. The Palestinians
have reason to believe that Israel will try to keep
possession of these large settlements, which to-
gether make up at least seven per cent of the
West Bank, even under a final peace pact. Dur-
ing the negotiations held over the 1990s the
Palestinians indicated they could give up small
portions of the West Bank provided they were
given land of equal extent and quality. There is
no sign that Israel is holding out any such offer.
With the Palestinian militant organisations
observing the ceasefire, Zionist extremists pose
the strongest threat to the withdrawal plans.
These elements who hold the view that any
withdrawal from the occupied territories is an
infringement of a religious edict might resort to
violence if their campaign of protest proves in-
effective. The Palestinian Authority has con-
trolled the extremists on its side with a mix of
political adroitness and firmness. Israel will
now be called upon to demonstrate that it can
reciprocate with positive action and gestures.
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Israeli Cabinet

approve

}

“ ““avacl

JERUSALEM, FEB. 20. The Israeli
Cabinet on Sunday gave its
overwhelming approval to the
Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon’s
plan to evacuate the 8,000 Jew-
ish settlers living in the Gaza
Strip, public radio reported.

The so-called disengagement
plan was approved by 17 votes
to five among members of the
coalition Cabinet, it said.

The vote paves the way for Is-
rael by the autumn to leave oc-
cupied Palestinian territory for
the first time in the history of
the Jewish state.

Under the terms of the plan,
all 8,000 Jewish residents of Ga-
za and around 300 living in four
isolated settlements in the
northern West Bank are due to
be uprooted from their homes.

Troops to leave

All but a handful of troops
guarding the Rafah border
crossing from southern Gaza in-
to Egypt will have left by the end
of the year.

The outcome of the vote was
widely expected after Mr. Sha-
ron brought the Centre-Left La-
bour party into his coalition last
month.

While most waverers inside

| his own Likud party appeared to

Ston

have come round by the end,
the Finance Minister, Benjamin
Netanyahu, was among those
who voted against, just four
days after Parliament, which
has already endorsed the prin-
ciples of disengagement, adopt-
ed a law which will grant
compensation pay-outs to the
evacuees.

Revised route for barrier

Once the plan is approved,
Mr. Sharon and the Defence
Minister, Shaul Mofaz, will have
the power to sign orders for the
physical evacuation of the set-
tlements — expected to take
place five months after the or-
ders are signed.

The Prime Minister hopes
that the departure from Gaza
will ease the pressure on Israel
to withdraw from parts of the
West Bank where the majority
of the 245,000 settlers live.

As part of that strategy, the
marathon Cabinet session was
also expected to see Ministers
vote on a revised routing of the
West Bank barrier, which will
incorporate the major settle-
ment of Maale Adumim near Je-
rusalem, and the Gush Etzion
settlement block in the south of
the territory. — AFP
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" Iran, Syria for
united front to
counter thre

\f

MANAMA, FEB. 16. Iran and Syria
have said that they are ready to
form a united front to face chal-
lenges and threats from abroad.

The visiting Syrian Prime
Minister, Naji al-Otari, who held
talks with senior Iranian officials
told reporters that “This meet-
ing, which takes place at this
sensitive time, is important, es-
pecially because Syria and Iran
face several challenges and it is
necessary to build a common
front.”

His host, the Iranian Vice-
President Mohammad Reza Arif
said, “Our Syrian brothers are
" facing specific threats and we
hope they can benefit from our
experience. We are ready to give
them any help necessary.”

Both countries are under in-
tense U.S. pressure, with Wash-
ington accusing Iran of seeking
nuclear weapons. The U.S. ten-
sions with Syria have height-
ened since the assassination of
the former Lebanese Prime
Minister, Rafik Hariri, on Mon-
day. The U.S. on Tuesday re-
called its Ambassador to Syria
for urgent consultations follow-
ing Mr. Hariri’s killing.

The announcement from Iran
and Syria was carefully timed
and came as Hariri was buried
in the Lebanese capital Beirut.

Differences
growing: U.S.
By Sridhar Krishnaswami

WASHINGTON, FEB. 16. The U.S.
has stepped up the pressure on
Syria by announcing that its
Ambassador in Damascus, Mar-
garet Scobey, is being recalled

o Z
A~ /By Atul Aneja )X for urge t cOnsultations even as

the Secretary of State, Condo-
leezza Rice, talked of “growing
differences” with Syria.

“The Syrian Government is
unfortunately on a path right
now where relations are not im-
proving but are worsening,” said
Dr. Rice after a meeting with the
Egyptian Foreign Minister.

U. N. concern

The Security Council ex-
pressed grave concern at the
killing of the former Lebaness
Prime Minister, Rafiq Hariri
and a Presidential statement ap
proved by all the members
called for a report from the Sec-
retary-General on the “circum-
stances, causes and
consequences” of the killing. It
also expressed concern over the
“further destabilisation” of Le-
banon and called on all parties
to “cooperate fully and urgent-
ly” for the implementation of a
resolution that called for Leba-
non'’s territorial integrity, sover-
eignty and independence.

The U.S. has not directly ac-
cused Syria of a hand in the as-
sassination but has used the
developments to point to Da-
mascus’ role in Lebanon. “When
something happens in Lebanon,
Syria needs to help to find ac-
countability for what has hap-
pened there. There is a part of
the destabilisation that takes
place when you have the kind of
conditions that you do now
thanks to Syrian interference,”
said Dr. Rice calling for a “full
investigation.”

The  State  Department
spokesman said the American
Ambassador, Ms Scobey, deliv-
ered a message to Damascus ex-
pressing “profound outrage” at
the “heinous act of terrorism.”
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Harir1 death raises
fears of mstability

\%\ f)//

Associated Press
Cairo, February 15

LEADERS ACROSS West Asia condemned the as-
sassination of former Lebanese Prime Minister
Rafik Hariri, fearing it would reopen old wounds
and threaten the fragile Palestinian-Israeli truce,

The massive attack in Beirut on Monday —
killing 10 people, injuring 100, igniting 20 cars and
shattering windows a mile away — stunned a coun-
try that has been relatively stable since civil war
ended in 1990. “The stability of Lebanon is in the
interest of the Palestinians. The assassination of
Hariri threatens regional security,” said Palestin-
ian National Security Adviser Jibril Rajoub, who
has been involved in the recent Palestinian-Israeli
peace overtures.

Tension in Lebanon has been escalating since the
UN Security Council passed a US and French-spon-
sored resolution in September essentially calling for
Syria to back off of Lebanon, a country where it has
about 15,000 troops and political dominance.

After the blast, attention immediately focused on
Lebanon’s stability. But in the background, many
wondered about the attack’s potential impact on on-
going Arab-Israeli security talks, which so far have
not included Syria and are opposed by militant
groups with Syrian support.

Lebanon, largely because of Syrian influence, re-
mains an important part of the West Asia peace
equation. The Lebanon-based militant group
Hezbollah has been launching occasional attacks on
Israeli forces in a disputed area near the Lebanese-
Israeli border, and Israeli officials recently accused
the group of plotting to assassinate Palestinian
leader Mahmoud Abbas to scuttle a fragile truce.

Israeli Vice-Premier Shimon Peres, apparently re-
ferring to Syrian influence in Lebanon, said “many
innocent people lost their lives because they have a
state within a state, an army within an army and re-
spect for life is not high enough.”

Jordan has been pressing for the resumption of
the peace talks and government spokeswoman
Asma Khader said the attack affects “Lebanon’s se-
curity and stability and that of the region.”

Numerous regional governments rushed to con-
demn the attack. Much of the attention in Lebanon

turned to Hezbollah and Syrian security forces tc
see if the attack signalled a stand against the West
Asian truce or a hardening insistence on Syriar
domination of Lebanon. Lebanese opponents of Syr
ia’s role in their country quickly blamed Damascus

Interim Iraqi Prime Minister Ayad Allawi saic
that the attack “isn’t only directed at Hariri but i¢
targeting the Lebanese situation and the whole re
gional situation. I ask God to protect and preserve
Lebanon from the dangerous slide (into violence).
and that the Lebanese government can quickly
bring things back to normal,” Allawi said, in refer-
ence to the chaos of country’s 15-year sectarian civ-
il war. “Any disturbances in the neighbourhood will
negatively affect the situation in Irag.”

UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan said he hoped
“this bloody assassination attempt will not be a re-
turn to the days of civil war in Lebanon,” and de-
scribed the bombing as a “red flag, a warning sig-
nal.” Assad urged Lebanese “to strengthen their na-
tional unity and oppose those who are seeking to
sow divisions among the people,” according to Sana,
Syria’s official news agency.

Hezbollah and Syrian President Hafez Assad con-
demned the attack, along with Palestinian militant
groups Islamic Jihad and Hamas. Islamic Jihad
called the attack a “cowardly assassination” and
said only the U.S. and Israel would benefit.

In Iran, foreign ministry spokesman Hamid Reza
Asefi condemned the bomb as “an act of terrorism.”
He urged the Lebanese people to stay “watchful”
about “plots of the enemies” of their country.

Lebanese opposition leaders gathered after Hariri
was Killed and issued a statement demanding Syri-
an troops withdraw from Lebanon within the next
three months and calling on the international com-
munity to intervene to help “this captive nation.”

“We hold the Lebanese authority and the Syrian
authority, being the authority of tutelage in
Lebanon, responsible for this crime and other sim-
ilar crimes,” they said in their strongly-worded
statement read by legislator Bassem Sabei, a mem-

ber of Hariri’s party. /
\ /
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Blast rocks Beirut

KILLED

Agence France Presse

BEIRUT, Feb. 14, — Lebanon’s
five-time Prime Minister and bil-
lionaire tycoon Rafiq Hariri was
killed in a massive bomb blast in
Beirut today that stoked fears of
fresh sectarian strife 15 years
after the end of the civil war.

Another nine people were
killed and about 100 wounded
when  the explosion ripped
through Hariri’s motorcade,
leaving a trail of carnage and
devastation in a busy seafront
area in scenes reminiscent of the
1975-1990 war.

The attack, which drew con-
demnation from across the
globe, was claimed by a previ-
ously unknown Islamic group
which said in a video broadcast
on Al-Jazeera TV that it killed
Hariri for his ties with Saudi

. FORMER LEBANESE P
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Lebanese vent their sorrow following news of Harir’'s assassination in Beirut on Monday. (Below) Rafik Hariri. — AFP

Harirl’s death removes a
main political buffer in a
country divided between an
Opposition opposed to
Syria’s 15,000 troops in
Lebanon and the
- pro-Syrian government

Arabia.
Media reports said the blast
was caused by a car bomb and

that the¢/ dead included body-
guards/©6f the 60-year-cld Hariri,

mESTAmAN

a rags-to riches Sunni who
resigned as Prime Minister four
months ago in a row over the
Syrian dominance of Lebanon’s
political affairs.

The attack, which plunged Le-
banon into grief and despair and
raised worries about the stability
of the country that is treading a
delicate path between its Muslim
and Christian communities.

“Such acts are a reversion to a
chapter in Lebanon’s history that
he had hoped was long past. It is
imperative that the already frag-
ile situation in the region should
not be further destabilised,” said
a statement from UN Secretary-
General Mr Kofi Annan.

The killing came at a time of
political tension in Lebanon and
international pressure over
Syria’s role in the country, a few

months ahead of legislative elec-
tions. /
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Beirut: Former Lebanese Prime Minis-
ter Rafik Hariri, who led the country for
much of the 15-year period after its civ-
il war ended in 1990 but had recently
switched to opposing Syria’s role in the
country, was killed in a massive bomb
explosion that ravaged his motorcade,
the official Lebanese news agency said
on Monday.

Hariri moved toward the opposition
camp after leaving office in October—in
large part because of a dispute con-
cerning Syria’s controversial role in
Lebanon. Hariri had rejected a Syrian-
backed insistence that a rival politician,
President Emile Lahoud, remain in of-
fice as president for a longer period.

The US has strongly also criticised
Syria’s interference in the country.

The news agency, quoting a statement

/febanon ex-PM

ngled i

v Vmasswe bomb attack

from American University Hospital,
said Hariri arrived dead at the hospital,
his body mutilated in the massive ex-
plosion. Hariri’s own future TV broad-
cast citations from the Koran, the Is-
lamic holy book. Nine other people
were also killed in the massive blast and
100 wounded, the news agency said. Sev-
eral of Hariri’s bodyguards were among
those hurt or killed, said Lebanese leg-
islator Bassem Yammout,

Syria’s President Bashar Assad
called the attack “a horrible criminal
act”, according to Al-Jazeera television.

At least 20 cars were set on fire in a
blast that devastated the front of the fa-
mous St George hotel, blowing off bal-
conies, and damaged a British bank and
the Phoenicia hotel.

Bystanders and ambulance workers

A disfigured corpse lies on t round ami Iazing cars at the scene of a hue blast in Beirut

made crude stretchers to carry the
wounded to vehicles to take them to
nearby hospitals. TV footage showed
several men dragging a slain victim
partially covered by a brown blanket
through the rubble-strewn street before
letting go of his arms and letting him
fall to the ground. Flames still licked
from his body and his face appeared
grossly disfigured by burns.

Explosions in Beirut—while common
during the 1975-90 civil war—have be-
come rare since the conflict ended.

Hariri is a self-made billionaire who
led Lebanon for 10 of the years since the
end of the 1975-1990 civil war. Since he
resigned in October, he has been con-
sidered to be in the opposition. He has
been in a rivalry with pro-Syrian Presi-
dent Emile Lahoud for years. agencies



& ’ Knesset approves ..
}msoner release llst v

Assocnated Press -

JERUSALEM, Feb. 13. — Israel’s
Cabinet today approved a list of
names of 500 Palestinian prisoners
to be released in coming days, inline
with agreements reached at a West
Asia summit last week.

The prisoner release is one of sev-
eral Israeli gestures to Palestinian
leader Mahmoud Abbas. Israel will
also allow scveral dozen Palestinian
militanits who had been expelled from
the West Bank to return to their
homes and gradually hand five West
Bank towns to Palestinian control.

Later today, Israeli and Palestini-
an security officials were expected to
meet to-discuss the ‘details of the
transfer of the town of Jericho.

An Israeli official said the prison-
ers to be released had not been in-
volved in violent acts against Israelis,
and almost all had completed two-
thirds of their sentences.

However, he said, violent offend-
ers could be freed later if a de facto
ceasefire between Israel and the Pal-
estinians holds. “If we see that things
positively developing on the ground,
there will be other kinds of prisoners
that will be presented to (a Cabinet)
committee,” the official said.

Not included in the initial release is
Qassam Barghouti, son of jailed Pal-
estinian uprising leader Marwan Bar-
ghouti,-Israeli offictals said. Isracli se-
curity officials said last week that Qas-
sam Barghouti would be one of the
500 prisoners to be freed. But Israeli

Cabinet minister Mr Haim Ramon
said a check indicated he had been in-
volved in planning an attack against
Israelis — a violation of the criteria
Israel established for the release. The
younger Barghouti, a student in
Egypt, was arrésted upon cntering the -
West Bank in December 2003 on sus-
picion of “terrorist activities”. The
elder Barghouti is serving five life sen-
tences for involvement in deadly at- -
tacks and is nof up for release.

In line with the agreements
reached at last week's West Asiat
summit in Egypt, Israel is to release
an additiomal 400 Palestinian prison-
crs within three months. Criteria for
these releases is expected to be con-
sidered by a joint Israeli-Palestinian
committee, set up at the summit.
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/A/LLIANCE BAGS 48 PER CENT VOTES

Shi’ites sweep

AP & AFP

BAGHDAD, Feb. 13. — Iraq’s majority
Shi’ites have won nearly half the votes in
the nation’s landmark 30 January elec-
tions, giving the much oppressed com-
munity significant power to form the
first Shi’ite governiment in an Arab state
in 1,000 years. The main Shi'ite list, the
United Iraqi Alliance, backed by power-
ful spiritual leader Grand Ayatollah Ali
al-Sistani, received more than 4 million
votes, or about 48 percent of the total
valid votes. A Kurdish alliance was seco-
nd with 26 per cent of the votes and
Prime Minister Mr Ayad Allawi’s list was
third with about 13.8 per cent votes, the
Iraqi Electoral Commission said today.
The turnout was 58 per cent.

The Shi’ites will now have to form a
coalition in the 275-member National
Assembly with the other main parties.
The new coalition will select a new Pre-
sident and a new Prime Minister. The
President and two Vice-Presidents must
be elected by a two-thirds majority.

“We have a responsibility now to work
together for the sake of the people,”
Vice-President Ibrahim Al-Jaafari, a
leading Shi’ite and a possible prime min-
isterial candidate, said. Mr Mouwafak
Al-Rubaie, national security adviser and
a Shi’ite politician, told Al-Arabiya TV:
“Iraq and its new government can’t be
built by one faction or shade and it is not
possible that only two or three sects par-
ticipate in this government.”

However, minority Sunni groups,
which largely boycotted the elections
and form the core of the insurgency,
rejected the elections — raising the
prospect of continued violence. In an
interview with Al-Jazeera TV, Moham-
med Bashar of the anti-American Asso-
ciation of Muslim Scholars said the fact
that there was no international or UN
monitor in Iraq made him question the

THE STATESMAN
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A Shi'ite flagellates himself on a Baghdad street
on Sunday during the traditional ashura
procession, even as the community celebrated
its win in Iraq's watershed polls. — AFP

poll results. “Those who boycotted the
polls are more than those who took part
in it. Boycotting elections does not mean
the boycotter will renounce his rights.”
Also today, Kurds in Kirkuk celebrat-
ed absolute victory in local council elec-
tions in Tamin province, flying Kur-
distani flags and shooting in the air.

Iran-clerics entente worries USA

With a Shi'ite coalition set to take
power in Baghdad, US officials have
begun grilling top Iraqi Shr'ite politi-
cians to try and gauge the extent of
their relationship with Iran, a predom-
inantly Shi’ite nation ruled by its clergy.
In recent talks, US diplomats have bl-
untly asked Shi’ite leaders how a Shi’ite
Iraqi government would react if Iran
came under attack, a senior Shi’ite
leader said. The Iraqi Shi'ite leaders
reportedly assured the Americans that
they would be more concerned about
how the attack would affect Iraq. They
also stressed on Irag’s independence.
But despite those assurances, the USA
remains worried over the future role of
the Shi’ite clerics in Iraq and Iran.
More reports on page 2
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Historic handshake
Shal%{nﬁ Abbas have‘a&cgstav e t%/\_;@

he smiles and handshakes on display when Prime Minister

Sharon and President Abbas agreed on a truce offer a
welcome breather in the cycle of violence between Israelis
and Palestinians. The decisions to release 900 Palestinian
prisoners, as well as to turn some West Bank cities over to
Palestinian control, are encouraging. It cannot be said for
certain, hawever, that the roadmap for peace is on track and
will not be derailed again. It is true that Sharon found it
impossible to trust Arafat, but thinks he can work with Abbas.
However, the Palestinian Authority has as many as 12
competing security organisations, which are basically armed
wilitias. There are other groups outside its ambit, such as
Hamas and Islamic Jihad. Both have stated the truce is not
binding on them. If, they were to mount a major attack, how
would the Israelis react? Can Abbas weld together a dozen
militias to form an effective security organisation that would
enforce the peace?

The answers to these would depend on concessions that
Sharon is willing to make, in settling the substantive questions
that remain between Israelis and Palestinians. Returning
some West Bank cities to Palestinian control may mean, in
Sharon’s mind, annexing the rest for Israel, or is it a test for
the time a Palestinian nation will exist in the West Bank and
Gaza strip alongside Israel? There is also the troublesome
question of a right to return of Palestinian refugees. Sharon
has invited Abbas to visit his ranch in southern Israel, when
doubtless these issues will be discussed. Troublesome
questions will pop up over policing the ceasefire and the
answer may involve the presence of international monitors
and security advisers, International aid is also needed to
provide some economic space for Palestinians, as well as help
Abbas reconstruct Palestinian security forces. The truce is a
promising beginning, but there is a long way still to go.
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bbas, Sharon put peace

O process back on track 3 /
S\ ; . : /
At last, evele of violencre
could be broken

e may not have the flamboyance of Yasser Arafat

but Mahmoud Abbas possesses in abundance
a quality the late chairman never had, namely
pragmatism. He has always expressed the view that
the intifada was a self-inflicted catastrophe for
Palestinian national interests. So when he reached
out to Israeli premier Ariel Sharon at the historic
Sharm el-Sheik peace summit and the latter recipro-
cated, we have every reason to believe that peace is

now a very real possibility Abbas is very low-key,
he has not promised Palestinians an all-or-nothing
solution. Despite the fact that militants made an
dent, Abbas has held out a hand of friendship to
them. Surprisingly, they have responded favourably

and a truce is on at the moment.
Tl M ES of five West Bank towns and suspend

all military operations against the

Palestinians. Abbas has regained the
gestures. And irrespective of his personal antipathy
towards the Palestinians, Sharon finds he has no
option but to do business with the Palestinian leader.
militant Hamas has entered the political mainstream
and has accepted that a Palestinian state can be
restricted to the West Bank and Gaza. Of course,
in his party but, for once, he appears willing to
weather the storm. The Americans, without whose
involvement a lasting peace agreement cannot be
pace of the confidence-building measures. The Arab
countries are now gung-ho and have thrown their
considerable weight behind Abbas. For a change,
proceed incrementally, sorting out problems along
the way. Now that the cycle of violence is slowly
being broken, ordinary citizens op both sides can
breathe easy. This is the welcc77geace dividend of

attempt on his life soon after he took over as presi-
Israel, in turn, has agreed to pull out
VIEW

o West’s goodwill with his conciliatory
In fact, so persuasive has Abbas been that even the
Sharon is under siege from the right-wing elements
put in place, have signalled their approval of the
both the Israelis and Palestinians have agreed to

the Sharm el-Sheik accord.
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AN OPPORTUNITY TO restart negotiations for a
permanent settlement of the dispute between
Israel and the Palestinians could arise if the cea-
sefire declared on February 8 is sustained. Is-
rael’'s Prime Minister, Ariel Sharon, and the
Palestinian Authority President, Mahmoud Ab-
bas, did display an intent to put the last four
years of violence behind them when they met at
the Egyptian resort of Sharm-el-Sheikh. Howev-
er, given the history of the conflict, it will be
foolhardy to assert that a lasting peace is around
the corner. While this caveat should be kept in
mind, the first summit-level meeting between
the Israeli and Palestinian leaders since the start
of the second intifada in September 2000 must
be regarded as a welcome development. For pro-
gress to be made, the Zionist state and its in-
ternational backers will need to give Mr. Abbas
sufficient time and incentive to assert his author-
ity and sell the truce to his people. There is no
need to over-react to the declaration by Hamas
that it is not a party to the ceasefire. This militant
organisation, along with others, has already reac-
hed an informal agreement with the Authority to
suspend the violent campaign. A condition set by
the militant organisations appears to have been
met with Israel agreeing to suspend its policy of
assassinating leaders of the armed resistance.
Even before he completed the task of reorga-
nising his security apparatus, Mr. Abbas took the
commendable step of deploying forces to pre-
vent militant attacks.

Israel has promised that it will release hun-
dreds of Palestinian detenus and withdraw its
troops from five West Bank cities. While these
measures can provide some relief to the people
in the occupied territories, the Palestinians are
noylikely to be satisfied by these conciliatory
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€)A CHANCE FOR PEACE \o"
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gestures alone. In particular, they will egpect Is-
rael to stop the construction of the defensive wall
that cuts deep into the West Bank at several
points. The jettisoning of this project will allay
misgivings among Palestinians that the Zionist
state intends to annex the portions of the West
Bank on its side of the wall. Further, the Sharon
Government will have to give up its habit of ex-
erting unreasonable pressure on the Authority to
dismantle the infrastructure of the militant orga-
nisations. Mr. Abbas showed he had his own
plans to draw the militant groups into the main-
stream when he asserted that his people would
have one state, one military, and a pluralistic
society. He clearly intends to disallow the exist-
ence of armed groups outside the ambit of the
Authority even as he grants extremist organisa-
tions the scope to participate fully in the political
process. Israel will only damage its own interest if
it insists that the Authority should forego this
opportunity and tackle the extremists through
harsh measures.

The road map for West Asian peace drawn up
two years ago envisaged that Israel would dis-
mantle some of the illegal colonies it had estab-
lished in the West Bank. However, the Sharon
Government now maintains it can undertake this
measure only after it has implemented plans for a
complete withdrawal from the Gaza Strip. Very
little has been done to execute this plan since the
pre-condition is that the Palestinians cease all
hostile activities. With Egypt’s President, Hosni
Mubarak, promising to assist in the task of con-
trolling militant activity, Israel’s excuses for de-
laying the withdrawal have become weaker.
Palestinians are not likely to give up the ed
resistance without tangible evidence that peace
will bring benefits. /
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‘Rice names W Asia pointman

i Sharon, Abbas to hold talks w1t Bush separately in Washington |

SAUL HUDSON
TELAVIV, FEBRUARY7

ECRETARY  of

State Condoleezza

Rice announced on

Monday the ap-
pointment of a US general as
security coordinator to protect
budding West Asaa peace
moves and that Israeli and
Palestinian leaders would visit
‘Washington.

Isracli Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon and new Palestin-
jan President Mahmoud Ab-
bas, due to hold a landmark
summit in Egypt on Tuesday
on halting more than four
years of violence, will meet sep-
arately with President George
W, Bush in the spring.

Ending a West Asia visit
that signalled a renewed US
commitment to peace efforts

Rice and Abbas In Ramallah on Monday. Reuters

after Yasser Arafat’s death,
Rice told a news conference in
Tel Aviv that Lieutenant-Gen-
eral William Ward had been ap-
pointed security coordinator.
The move fell short of as-
signing a US envoy to oversee

peacemaking, which Rice said
she preferred tobe as free of for-
eign mediation as possible, and
underscored abelief new hopes
for ending the conflict rested on
haltingbloodshed first.
“General Ward’s mandate

is on security, which after all
really has to get established '
and has to be moving forward
in order for us to make \
progress,” Rice said. \
Ward, she said, would “as
sist the Palestinian Authontyto ‘
consolidate and expand their
recent efforts on security and
encourage resumption of Is- -
racli-Palestinian security coor-
dination”. Ward was previously '
commander of the NATO Sta-
bilisation Force in post-war
Bosnia and had previous as-
signments to Egypt, Somalia,
Germany and South Korea,
“We have agreed on a
ceasefire with the Palestinian
factions...and we hope that we
will get a positive response
from the Israelis on a mutual
ceasefire,” Abbas, elected last
month, said aftér meeting
Rice in Ramallah, —Reuters

NDIAN EXPRESS
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Rice harps on a
unified Iraq,

WA51an

A
Assocxated Press M
Ankara, February 6

THE US wants help from
Turkey and other countries to
“sustain the momentum” to-
ward West Asia peace, and in-
citement to anti-Jewish vio-
fence and sentiment must end,
secretary of State Condoleezza
Rice said here on Sunday.

She sought to reassure Tur-
key that the Bush administra-
tion wants Iraq to remain wh-
ole and at peace with its neigh-
bours. “Israel deserves to live
in peace and the Jewish people
deserve the respect of their
neighbours,” Rice said follow-
ing meetings with Turkish
President Ahmet N, Sezer and
foreign minister Abdullah Gul.

“We have been very clear
that incitement cannot be ig-
nored,” Rice said, adding Arab
governments cannot consiste-
ntly say they support peace
while tolerating horrific char-
acterisations of Jews in the
media. “We are looking at what
we can do to sustain the mo-
mentum toward peace between
Israel and the Palestinians,”
Rice said Dbefore leaving
Turkey for Jerusalem, where
she planned to see Israeli
Prime Minister Ariel Sharon
late on Sunday. The next day,
she was to go to the West Bank
for talks with new Palestinian
leader Mahmoud Abbas.

Anti-US sentiments have
been strong in Turkey since
the start of the war in Irag.

Earlier, Rice said Israel and
the Palestinians should con-
trol their own path to peace,
with help from West Asjan na-
tions and others. The US does
not need to take a leading role
now, Rice had said on Saturday:.

“When our involvement
needs to take on a different
character, we will do precisely
that,” Rice said en route to
Ankara, the last stop on this
leg of her European and West
Asia trip.

Later in her first trip abroad
as President Bush’s new chief
diplomat, Rice returns to Eu-
rope for stops in Italy, France,
Belgium and Luxembourg. So-
me of the European stops pave
the way for Bush’s own Euro-
pean trip later this month.

Rice had already met Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdo-
gan on Saturday.

Turks worry the war in Irag
could lead to the disintegra-
tion of the neighbouring coun-
try and the creation of a Kur-

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES
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A

Rice stands in front of a
portrait of Mustafa Kemal
Ataturk during a Press meet
in Ankara on Sunday.

dish state in the northern ar-
eas. That could embolden
Kurds in southeastern Turkey,
where the Turkish army has
been battling Kurdish rebels
since 1984. The fight has left
37,000 dead.

“I'm here really in part to
say to the Turks that we are ful-
Iy committed, fully committed,
to a unified Iraq,” Rice said
aboard the plane to Turkey
“We are making that message
clear through all channels that
we have in Irag.”

Relations between the Unit-
ed States and Turkey have
been strained since Turkey’s
parliament in 2003 refused to
host US soldiers for the Iraq in-
vasion, which most Turks
strongly opposed.

The West Asia portion of
Rice’s trip gives her a chance
to see each of the main players
in what could be renewed ne-
gotiations for a Palestinian
state. However, Rice will not at-
tend a Sharon-Abbas summit
in Egypt next week.

“The United States wants
very much for this to be a
process that is the parties’
process, that is owned by the
parties,” and their neighbours,
the secretary of state said, as-
serting that the United States
will offer assistance in a vari-
ety of ways.

]
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Rice’s effort
to bolster
West Asia

peace

%8

"*’/ By Atul Aneja

tary of State, Condoleezza Rice,
is set to begin talks with Israeli
and Palestinian leaders that
could lead to the revival of peace
talks.

Dr. Rice who arrived in Israel
today will hold discussions with
the Israeli Prime Minister, Ariel
Sharon, and later on Monday
with the President of the Palesti-
nian Authority, Mahmoud Ab-
bas, in Ramallah.

Dr. Rice arrives at a time when
tensions between the Palesti-
nians and Israel have somewhat
eased. Her visit precedes the
first summit meeting between
Mr. Sharon and Mr. Abbas on
Tuesday at the Egyptian resort
town of Sharm-el-Sheikh. The
Egyptian President, Hosni Mub-
arak, is hosting the meeting
which the Jordanian King, Ab-
dullah II, will also attend. Egypt
is keen to give the summit a
wider regional dimension.

The Egyptian Foreign Minis-
ter, Ahmed Abul-Gheit, is today
carrying a message from Mr.
Mubarak to the Syrian Presi-
dent, Bashar al-Assad so that
comprehensive peace talks on
resolving the wider Arab-Israeli
conflict can begin. Israel has
captured the strategic Golan
Heights, which once belonged
to Syria.

The U.S. has strongly praised
the Palestinian election as a step
towards democracy and has
welcomed the efforts of Mr. Ab-
bas to get militant factions to
agree to an informal ceasefire.
| On the eve of her visit, Ms.
* Rice said Washington would
want the sides to continue mak-
ing progress. “I hope we would
all get into a mind-set that says if
the parties are able to continue
to move on their own that’s the
very best outcormne,” she said.
“When our involvement needs
to take on a different character
then we will do precisely that.”

Joint committee

AP reports:

Israel on Sunday signalled it
would consider freeing some
Palestinian prisoners involved
in attacks on Israelis, defusing a
crisis with the Palestinian Au-
thority. Last week, Israel's Cabi-
net approved the release of 900
prisoners, none involved in vio-
lence. Palestinian officials com-
plained that the planned gesture
did not go far enough.

MANAMA, FEB. 6. The U.S. Sﬂe:!ry
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Iran, Syria hlg back at Bush

W

WASHINGTON, FEB. 4. The Syrian and Ira-
nian Governments have reacted angrily to
the U.S. President, George W. Bush’s vow
to confront them over their alleged har-
bouring of terrorists and pursuit of weap-
ons of mass destruction.

Mr. Bush's State of the Union speech
on Wednesday identified Syria and Iran
as the primary obstacles to the adminis-
tration’s declared mission to spread
peace and democracy in West Asia.

It sent tremors through the region, rais-
ing fears that the administration might
have more military action on its second-
term agenda.

Iran’s supreme leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, denounced the U.S. as “like
one of the big heads of a seven-headed
dragon,” menacing his country under the
direction of “Zionist and non-Zionist
capitalists”.

“Bush is the fifth U.S. President seeking
to uproot the Iranian nation and the Is-
lamic Republic of Iran. Carter, Reagan
and father Bush and Clinton failed. This
President will also fail,” the Associated
Press quoted him as saying.

By Julian Borger \g{

Growing nervousness

The response from Damascus also re-
flected growing nervousness at Mr.
Bush’s intentions. “Freedoms cannot be
exported by tanks and planes, death and
destruction,” said Syria’s Information
Minister, Mehdi Dakhlallah.

“Everyone knows that Syria is cooper-
ating in fighting terrorism, but the defini-
tion of terrorism cannot be selective and
based on ideology and politics,” he said.

In his speech, Mr. Bush restated the
commitment he made in last month’s in-
augural address to dedicate foreign policy
to spreading democracy — particularly in
West Asia.

He pledged $350 millions in support for
Palestinian nation-building. He also
made a distinction between non-demo-
cratic allies, such as Egypt and Saudi Ara-
bia, to whom Mr. Bush offered
encouragement for democratic reforms,
and adversaries such as Syria and Iran, for
whom he reserved tougher words.

Using the sort of rhetoric once applied
to Saddam Hussein, he said: “To promote

peace 1nShe ’rkider Middle East (West Asia),
we must cofifront regimes that continue to
harbour terforists and pursue weapons of
mass murder.”

He said Syria was harbouring terrorists, and
dubbed Iran “‘the world’s primary state spon-
sor of terror,” accusing it of pursuing nuclear
weapons. In an apparent call for an Iranian
democratic uprising, he declared: “To the Ira-
nian people, I say tonight, ‘As you stand for
your own liberty, America stands with you.””

Flynt Leverett, a West Asia expert in the Na-
tiohal Security Council during Mr. Bush’s first
term, pointed to a difference in tone between
the warnings aimed at Syria and at Iran.

“He still is basically addressing the Syrian
regime,” said Mr. Leverett. “With Iran, it
struck me that ... this President is not going to
do a deal that would legitimise the regime.”

If that analysis proves accurate, the speech
is bad news for Europe’s hopes of getting the
U.S. more involved in talks with Iran over sus-
pending uranium enrichment. — ©Guardian
Newspapers Limited 2005

Iran not on agenda: Rice

By Hasan Suroor

LONbON, FEB. 4.A military intervention in Iran
to thwart its contentious nuclear programme
was not currently on America’s “agenda” and
Washington hoped to resolve the dispute
through diplomatic means, said the U.S. Sec-
retary of State, Condoleezza Rice, here today.

She did not appear to rule out the option
underlining the fact that there were no mil-
itary plans “at this point in time.”

Dr. Rice, who arrived here on Thursday at
the start of a whistle-stop tour of Europe de-
signed to mend fences after the recent divi-
sions over Iraq, echoed Mr. Bush’s warning
that Iran must give up its nuclear ambitions.

She also attacked Iran’s human rights re-
cord and, in a significant remark in the con-
text of regime changes in Iraq and
Afghanistan, said: “Iran is not immune to the
changes that are going on in this region.”
Earlier she told journalists accompanying
her that “unelected mullahs” were not a good
thing for the Iranian people or the region.

Describing her talks with Mr. Straw as
“productive,” Dr. Rice said Washington and
London shared a common view on Iran’s
controversial nuclear programme.

THE HINBUY
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‘visk’ talking

“Israel ready to
v

)
A\

s
WO
Jerusalem, February 4

AHEAD OF next week’s landma-
rk West Asia summit, Israel said
it was ready to “take risks” in its
negotiations with the Palestinia-
ns but discord emerged over some
gestures by Israel including the
velease of hundreds of Palestin-
ian prisoners.

“We are strong enough to take
risks in negotiating with the Pal-
estinians,” Israeli Deputy Prime
Minister Ehud Olmert told public
radio. “All our security officials
believe that important changes
have taken place within the Pales-
tinian Authority because it’s the
first time a Palestinian leader op-
poses terrorism,” he added, refer-
ring to Mahmud Abbas.

Abbas has publicly called for
an end to the armed struggle aga-
inst Israel while seeking to clinch
a ceasefire deal with hardline mil-
itants. He and Prime Minister
Ariel Sharon are to meet next Tu-
esday at a summit in the Egyptian
Red Sea resort of Sharm El-She-
ikh, the first meeting between the
top Palestinian and Israeli lead-
ers in more than four years.

“We must take risks to improve

77~IF H"D! 5

AN,

AFP

GUNS AND PRAYERS: Israeli soldiers stand guard as Palestinians pray ina

West Bank village on Friday.

the chance” of reaching an agree-
ment with the Palestinians, Olm-
ert said, suggesting that the sum-
mit would probably not be cance-
1lled even if a Palestinian militant
attack took place.

He said the objective at Sharm
el-Sheikh was to succeed to “con-
vince the world of Ariel Sharon’s
courage and boldness in accept-
ing to make gestures towards the
Palestinians.”

“It’s now up to them to prove
that they are capable of imple-
menting what they promised,” ad-

~

ded Olmert, who also serves as In-
dustry and Trade Minister.

The one-day summit is widely
expected to close with a mutual
ceasefire declaration.

Palestinian negotiations minis-
ter Saeb Erakat said he hoped “the
summit will be successful and will
tackle negotiations (on key issu-
es).” Israel’s six-member so-called
kitchen cabinet gave its green light
on Thursday for an army with-
drawal from five West Bank cities
and the transfer of security con-
trol to the Palestinians.
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/Israel to cut West '
\‘xj:}?Bank preseni:e

Jerusalem, Jan. 30
(Reuters): Israel is likely to
pull back its troops from sever-
al West Bank cities within
days, defence minister Shaul
Mofaz said today, in a further
sign of cooperation with a
new Palestinian leadership.

“I think there is an oppor-
tunity to create a new reality,”
Mofaz told Israel Radio after
talks late yesterday with
Palestinian  official Mo-
hammed Dahlan, a former
Gagza security chief, on confi-
dence-building steps.

“One of the issues we dis-
cussed is the transfer of (West
Bank) cities,” Mofaz said.

“It is very possible respon-
sibility will be transferred (to
Palestinian security forces) in
some of the cities in the next
few days. We are supposed to
meet again to finalise the is-
sues.”

Sources close to the Pales-
tinian delegation said agree-
ment was reached on the han-
dover this week of five cities
in the West Bank, where mili-
tants wanted by Israel would
be kept in check by the Pales-
tinian Authority.

Palestinian Prime Minis-
ter Ahmed Qurie called the
Mofaz-Dahlan meeting “very
successful” and said its results
would be evident soon.

31 JAN 2005

Sharon (left) and Abbas: On
the road to peace

The Israeli army has
checkpoints surrounding
West Bank cities and has
mounted frequent raids
against militants since the
start of a Palestinian uprising
in September 2000.

But violence has dropped
significantly since Palestinian
President Mahmoud Abbas
deployed security forces
across the Gaza Strip earlier
this month to prevent attacks
on Israelis before a planned I's-
raeli pullout from the occu-
pied territory this summer.

Abbas, backed by the US as
amoderate and reformist, was
elected to succeed Yasser
Arafat as president on Janu-
ary 9 and has been trying to
coax gunmen into a ceasefire
they say must be reciprocated
by Israel.

Israel said on Friday it was
sharply reducing proactive
military operations in the
Palestinian territories as a re-
sponse to Abbas’ efforts.

Violence flared, however,
in the southern Gaza Strip,
where Israeli troops killed an
unarmed Palestinian near the
Egyptian border, medics said.
The army said he came within
15 metres of a post in an area
off-limits to Palestinians and
soldiers shot him.

Officials said Abbas and Is-
raeli Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon would meet around
February 8 to explore ways to
revive a peace “road map”
charting mutual steps to-
wards the creation of a Pales-
tinian state alongside a secure
Israel.

The talks would coincide
with a visit to the region by
new US secretary of state Con-
doleezza Rice. She has pledged
intensive personal involve-
ment to pursue Israeli-Pales-
tinian peace after Arafat’s
death.

Mofaz said he and Dahlan
also discussed the issue of an
Israeli release of Palestinian
prisoners, a move that could
boost popular support for
Abbas, “but nothing has been
decided on the scope or tim-

i

ing”.
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BAN ON CIVILIAN WEAPONS

Abbas pushes
e ahead with

peace plans

Associated Press m—(

RAMALLAH, Jan. 27, —
The new Palestinian lead-
ership today banned civil-
lans from carrvine wea-
pons and indicated it will
appoint a new interior
minister known for his

tough stance against mili-"

tants, clear signals of seri-
ousness about reining in
violence — an Israeli pre-
condition for peace talks.

The decree banning
Palestinian civilians from
10lding weapons was a
resture toward Israel and
he USA, which have long
femanded disarming of
nilitant groups responsi-
sle for attacks that have
dlled more than 1,000
sraelis, as well a double
signal to Palestinians —
‘hat the Abbas regime will
»e based on law and order,
ind that police will not
allow militants to strut in
sublic with their weapons.

Even before the decree
vas issued, Israeli Prime
Minister Mr Ariel Sharon
said he was “very salis-
fied” with the actions of
the new leader, Mr
Mahmoud Abbas. He has
been pressing hard for a
declaration by militant
groups of a halt to attacks
against Isracl. For now,
the wilitants have agreed
to a temporary suspension
of violence to test Israel’s
response.

Pushing for peace, Mr
Abbas urged [Israel to
respond swiftly to calls for
a mutual ceasefire with
armed factions who have
already agreed to an unot-

ficial temporary truce.
“We are interested in 4
mutual ceasefire. The

Mr Sharon (above) has
expressed his satisfaction over
Mr Abbas’ efforts to stop the
violence by Paiestinians.

Israelis have also told me

‘that they are interested

but they need to respond
very quickly,” he told
reporters. “There is no
reason why they should
delay any decision.”

Also today, Palestinian
police were preparing to
deploy in central and
southern Gaza to stop mil-
itants from attacking
Israelis, as they have been
doing in northern Gaza for
the past week. The new
deployment was set for
tomorrow morning, Pales-
tinian officials said.

THE STATESMAN
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"N AN TURKEY be considered

a European country? The

answer to that question was

given at the 25-member Eu-

ropean Union summit in Brussels on

December 17, 2004, when heads of

state and government agreed to for-

mally open talks on Turkey’s acces-

sion to the select European club at

whose door Ankara has been knock-

ing with singular persistence since
1963.

But the answer, when it came, was
a conditional one. While EU leaders
gave a date — October 3, 2005 — for
the opening of accession talks, they
also warned that the negotiations
could drag on for up to 20 years, with
no firm promises of membership at
the end. This sets Turkey apart from
all other candidate countries for
which accession talks have been
close-ended.

By responding with a conditional
yes, EU leaders were in fact turning
the proposition around. Implicit in
their response is the question: is Tur-
key fit to be in Europe? With the onus
of proof lying with Ankara. For the
past decade, Europe has been drag-
ging its feet over opening formal
membership talks with Turkey, shift-
ing the goalposts each time the Turks
pressed for a firm answer.

The objections to Turkey joining
Europe are numerous: Turkey is large
with a growing population of 70 mil-
lion people. Despite its secular Con-
stitution, it is not considered fully
democratic because of the prepon-
derant role the army has played in its
recent history. Its treatment of the
minorities and its human rights re-
cord do not in any way match Eu-
ropean standards. Turkey is poor and
undereducated and it will cost bil-
lions of Euros in development aid to
allow the Turks to catch up with ev-
eryone else.

But the overriding principal argu-
ment against Turkey’s adhesion to
the EU is that of religion, culture, his-
tory and geography. Straddling East
and West, sharing its frontiers as
much with Europe — Greece, Bulga-
ria — as with the Middle East — Sy-
ria, Iraq, Iran — Turkey falls between
two cultural stools.

Like many other European think-
ers and commentators both from Eu-
rope’s Right and Left, Jean-Louis
Bourlanges, a French member of the
European Parliament, questions Tur-
key’s suitability to join the European
club on civilisational grounds. “Tur-
key is not part Europe and it is foolish
to persist in building a multi-civilisa-
tional EU with unlimited, ever-ex-
tending borders. Turkey’s adhesion
must involve, first and foremost, a re-
definition of the European project
with citizens deciding whether they

2 7 JAN 2005

By Vaiju

Naravane

Turkey has a long way to go before qualifying

itself for EU membershi

p. It has to bring itself in

line with the democratic and institutional

principles that gove

rn European nations.

want an EU devoid of specific civ-
ilisational underpinnings or whether
they wish to limit it to borders inher-
ited from history and geography,” he
says.

These geographic, cultural, reli-
gious and political borders, he says,
are clear and set in the Bosporous
Straits. While the contributions of
Turkey to Western institutions such
as NATO, the OSCE (Organisation for
Security and Cooperation in Europe),
the European Council and the Unit-
ed Nations have been valuable, and
must not be underestimated, they do
not make Turkey European. Does
Europe really wish to share its bor-
ders with Syria, Iran or Iraq? Does it
wish to import the endemic instabil-
ity of the Middle East? Can Europe
allow itself to be undermined from
within, he asks.

Those opposed to extending Eu-
rope’s borders up to Syria and Iran
feel such an Europe would have little
consistence. It would be over-
stretched and dysfunctional in bud-
getary, judicial and institutional
terms. Turkey’s adhesion would
make Europe borderless, powerless,
ill-defined and irrelevant as an inter-
national player. Opponents of Tur-
key view Washington's continued
pressure on the EU to accept Tur-
key’s membership bid as proof of
America’s Machiavellian intention to
further weaken its main rival in the
international arena by saddling it
with a time bomb, both in terms of
retarded and costly economic devel-
opment, and the Trojan Horse of a
large and growing Muslim popula-
tion.

Supporters say the absorption of
Turkey should pose no problem
since Europe is no longer a solid uni-
fied bloc of developed economies but
rather a mosaic of nations big and
small with variable geometry, mov-
ing in concentric circles at differing
speeds. An excluded Turkey could
not be an effective firewall against Is-
lamic fundamentalism and Middle
Eastern instability. Anchoring Turkey
in the EU would reassure Europe’s
growing population of Muslims (an
estimated 9 million scattered mainly
across France, Germany, Britain, Ita-
ly and Spain). Turing away Turkey
would send a negative signal to the
fastest growing segment of Europe’s
population.

Writer Guy Sorman, a passionate
supporter of Turkey’s EU bid, says:

“If Europe is to build a new and con-
structive rapport with the Islamic
world, one opposed to what the
Americans have done in the Middle
East, it is imperative that Turkey is
allowed into the EU. Turkey is a liv-
ing example of a compromise be-
tween secularism and Islam, a
reminder that choices other than
purely confrontational ones are both
possible and available. Rejecting
Turkey means closing our horizons,
refusing a global role, accepting
American hegemony.”

In the past three years, there has
been a significant shift in European
public opinion over the Turkish
question. This is closely related to the
afterrnath of 9/11 and an incieas2 in
Islamophobia across Europe. A re-
cent pan-European poll shows that
public opinion in several countries,
including France, Germany, Austria,
Poland and Greece, is opposed to
Turkey’s accession. In France, for ex-
ample, 67 per cent of the population
would vote ‘no’ if a referendum were
to be held today. French President
Jacques Chirac came in for some se-
vere criticism when he announced
he was in favour of allowing in the
Turks, even though his cautious ap-
probation was punctuated by an im-
pressive series of ifs and buts.

Critics of full membership for Tur-
key have proposed a special partner-
ship regime whereby Turkey would
be granted special privileges but
would be formally kept out of the
Union. Turkish Prime Minister Recep
Tayyip Erdogan has already rejected
such an offer saying Turkey would
settle for all or nothing.

A significant stumbling block in
the negotiations process could be the
status of Cyprus and Turkey’s stub-
born refusal to recognise the island
state’s pro-Greek Government. A Tow
over Cyprus, which joined the EU in
May 2004, almost derailed the talks
until a last minute solution was
found, with Turkey agreeing to sign a
protocol extending its 1963 associ-
ation agreement with the EU to cover
all member-states, inctuding Cyprus.
Ankara insists this does not amount
to a formal recognition of the Medi-
terranean island state. However, over
the next two decades that the talks
are expected to last, Turkey will have
to work out some acceptable solu-
tion. Ankara now says it will turn
again to the United Nations and the
good offices of Kofi Annan whose
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peace plan was accepted by Turkish
Cypriots in Northern Cyprus but re-
jected by Greek Cypriots.

It is difficult at this stage to eval-
uate the economic impact of an
eventual integration of Turkey.
Clearly, because of its size, its poten-
tial but also its economic weakness,
Turkey will pose an enormous chal-
lenge to the EU. With its 70 million
people, the adhesion of Turkey
alone, with its mainly agricultural
economy and accompanying pover-
ty, will be equivalent to the addition
of 10 new members last May.

Figures published by the Europe-
an Union appear staggering. Simula-
tions based on Turkish integration in
2015 suggest Turkey would receive 28
billion euros in “catching up” aid by
2025 — a third of the EU’s current
budget.

France and Germany, who would
like to. limit their EU payments to 1
per cent of GDP. would have to con-
tribute significantly more. If they re-
fuse, other beneficiary countries,
such as the new entrants from East-
ern Europe, would receive less. With
Turkish per capita income at 28 per
cent of the EU average, every region
of Turkey would be eligible for extra
development funding, a fact that
makes weaker EU economies baulk.

So is Turkey fit to be part of Eu-
rope? The true answer to this ques-
tion will come in the next decade.
The EU has said Turkey is “not a can-
didate like the others.” Which is a
diplomatic way of pointing to the re-
ligious question while underlining
several difficulties: that Turkey will
be the most populous nation of Eu-
rope in 20 years with tremendous re-
gional disparities within its borders.
Turkey has a long, long way to go
before qualifying. Its human rights
record has to improve. It has to bring
itself in line with the democratic and
institutional principles that govern
European nations. Healthcare, edu-
cation, treatment of minorities, the
status of women, freedom of expres-
sion — all need looking at. But Tur-
key must also work on and reconcile
itself to its own past by recognising
the Armenian genocide of 1915.

As the French daily, Le Monde, said
in an editorial: “One of the major vir-
tues of the European Union is 1o en-
courage applicants to reform, to
modernise themselves, to respect the
rights of minorities, to break with he-
gemonist temptations. There is no
reason why this educational virtue
should not work with the Turks. For
them the choice is clear: if they meet
the conditions set by the European
Union, they could become a full
member in 10 to 15 years. It is now
for the Turks to seize this
opportunity.”
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8 \‘\ Short honeymoon for Mimoud Abbas

he political optimism in the Mide}st that came with the

decisive victory in the Palestinian prgsidential elections of
Mahmoud Abbas, a man of moderatd, convictions who is
known not to favour violence, didn’t last long. Israelis had
cooperated in the holding of Palestinian elections, and Prime
Minister Sharon had called to congratulate Abbas on his
election victory. President Bush, who had taken Sharon’s cue
in boycotting Arafat, invited Abbas to the White House. But
all it took was a deadly attack at a Gaza crossing by a Hamas
suicide bomber before it was back to the familiar tough
posturing. Sharon has launched military manoeuvres and
threatens large-scale raids into the Gaza strip. Abbas is truly
in the hot seat now, because if he cannot demonstrate that he
can turn off the tap of terror and control violence from the
Palestinian side, the Israelis will have no incentive to nego-
tiate with him and will go ahead unilaterally with their plans.
Wisely, Abbas has decided to deployed Palestinian security
forces on the border between Israel and the Gaza strip,
asking them to curb militant attacks.

During his tenure as primie minister under Arafat, he had
managed to get militant commanders to agree to a truce,
which would give him space for talking with Tel Aviv about a
negotiated solution. But Sharon let him down, saying that he
was not interested in a truce, and persisting with targeted
assassinations of Hamas and Islamic Jihad commanders.
That makes Abbas’s job tougher this time, as his preferred
option is to co-opt militant leaders into running the Pales-
tinjan Authority. Sharon, on the other hand, wants him to
confront them, which could lead to civil war among the
Palestinians. In other words, a logjam similar to when Yasser
Arafat was around, except that there is no Yasser Arafat to
blame it on. Perhaps, along the lines of what is called a “con-
fidence building measure” in the Indo-Pakistani context,
Israelis and Palestinians could cooperate on what they both
agree, by coordinating their forces for an orderly Israeli with-
drawal from the Gaza strip. Subsequent to that, some poli-
tical concessions are necessary from Israeli; while Abbas
must demonstrate that he can get a gnp on the anarchy
within the Palestinian camp.

#
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By Atul Aneja

MANAMA, JAN. 21. The Palesti-
nian Authority has started de-
ploying its forces in the
northern Gaza strip to prevent
militants from firing rockets at
Israeli targets.

Hundreds of policemen
werebeing positioned from to-
day — the day marking Eid Al-
Adha festivities. The exercise
will be completed by Sunday.

Israel has also agreed to
ease traffic restrictions on the
main road running north-
south through Gaza. On
Thursday, it announced that
the Rafah border crossing be-
tween Gaza and Egypt would
be reopened in one direction

/(on Friday.

The crossing has been
closed since December 12, fol-
lowing a Palestinian attack on
a nearby army outpost, which
killed five soldiers. The pro-
longed closure had left thou-
sands of Palestinians stranded
on the other side.

Relative calm

The Israeli army on Thurs-
day also reopened the Gush
Katif junction in Gaza until 3
p.m. local time. The junction
was closed for 24 hours follow-
ing a Palestinian attack there,
in which an Israeli security of-
ficer was killed.

Theimplementation of reci-
procal confidence building

srael, Palestinians move
" w towards peace

measures began following *
talks between the Palestinian
security chief in Gaza, Musa
Arafat, and Israeli security au-
thorities. Mr. Arafat told the
Associated Press news agency
that the force deployment in
the north would also be ex-
tended to the southern Gaza
Strip. His remarks came amid
relative calm in Gaza on
Thursday.

For the second day in a row,
Palestinian militants did not
fire rockets at Israeli targets.
This was partly attributed to
the unilateral deployment of
Palestinian policemen in sev-
eral cities and towns in Gaza

where no agreement with th
Israeli military was requiy}.}
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Australian .~

embassy hlt
o N blast>

By Atul Aneja

MANAMA, JAN. 19. A series of

blasts have rocked Baghdad,
killing at least 26 persons, ahead
of the controversial national
elections on January 30.

Five massive explosions — all
suicide car bombings, echoed
through the Iraqi capital within
a space of 90 minutes this
morning. The attacks appeared
to target local and foreign secu-
rity forces.

The coordinated strikes took
place a day after the Iraqi inter-
im government declared that it
was adopting stringent mea-
sures to prevent violence during
the election phase.

At least 18 persons including
five Iraqi police officers were
killed when an explosives laden
car driven by a suicide bomber
exploded near the police
headquarters.

The strike resulted in maxi-
mum casualties.

Half an hour earlier at least
two Iraqis were killed and two
Australian soldiers were stightly
wounded when a suicide car
bomb exploded outside the
gates of the Australian embassy.
Another blast shook the Inter-
national Airport, killing two Ira-
qi security guards.

Two more soldiers died in an
explosion at a military complex.

Claims responsibility

A car bomb also exploded at a
bank used to pay police salaries,
killing at least one person.

A group led by Al-Qaeda ally
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi claimed
responsibility for the suicide
bomb attacks on the embassy
and two police stations, accord-
ing to Internet statements.

The statements from the Al-
Qaeda Organisation for Holy
War in Irag said members of the
group’s “martyrdom squad-
rons” struck the three locations.

The Australian Ambassador
Howard Brown said he believed
the blast targeted a building .
used by its security personnel.
“It was a car bomb aimed at the
building where the security
people are based. It was quite a
substantial explosion.”

In Canberra, the acting For-
eign Minister, Philip Ruddock,
said the attack had blown out
windows of the staff residence.
The AFP news agency quoted a
policeman as saying the suicide
bomber had smashed his vehi-
cle against sand barriers and
blast walls in front of the build-
ing.

American troops and tanks ;
swiftly sealed off the area, .
where burning wreckage was,
scattered.

China taking steps

China has said that it is taking
“all measures” to secure the re
lease of eight of its nationalr
who were kidnapped in Irag.

An official spokesman said
the men had gone to Iraq indi-
vidually in search of work and,
having failed, were returning to
China when they were kid-
napped.

A group calling itself Numan
Brigade released a video of the
men and called on China, an
opponent of the war, to clarify
its role in Iraq.

The body of a staff member,
of the International Committee
of the Red Cross (ICRC), who
had disappeared while on duty
on 13 January, was found yes-
terday.
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Reuters H v
Gaza, January 19

PALESTINIAN SECURITY forc-
es will deploy to the Gaza Strip’s
borders with Israel within days
to enforce President Mahmoud
Abbas’s order to halt militant at-
tacks, their top commander said
on Wednesday.

Abbas met security chiefs and
leaders of Hamas militants ove-
rnight in the shadow of a suicide
bombing that evoked the obsta-
cles he faces in persuading gun-
men to halt violence so he can
start talks on a Palestinian state
on Isra€li-occupied land.

He is caught between the mili-
tants and Israeli demands for an
end to attacks as a condition for
peace hegotiations. Israel cut

tirls after a deadly assault at the
border last week.

After meeting Abbas in Gaza
City, public security chief Major-
General Abdel-Razek al-Majay-
deh said an “arrangement is un-
der way to deploy national secu-
rity forces on the borders within
two days to prevent violations”.

Abbas, the successor to Yasser
Arafat, who Israel refused to
deal with over unceasing blood-
shed in a four-year revolt, orde-
red his security forces on Mon-
day to prevent attacks.

Islamist militants signalled
continued defiance by firing two
mortar bombs into a northern
Gaza settlement on Wednesday,
causing damage but no casual-
ties. Israeli Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon was to convene his secu-

Abbas terror shield for Israel

rity cabinet on Wednesday to
consider tougher military action
in Gaza if Abbas does not sub-
due militants soon.

On Tuesday, a Hamas suicide
bomber killed an agent of Israel’s
Shin Bet security service and
wounded seven other Israelis in a
blast at any army checkpoint
near the Gush Katif block of Jew-
ish settlements in southern Gaza.

Abbas met leaders of the pow-
erful Islamist faction to try to per-
suade them to put down arms.
“Calm was one of the points
raised in the meeting within the
framework of stabilising the Pal-
estinian situation. We have lis-
tened to Abu Mazen (Abbas) and
we will study the issue within the
movement,” said Sami Abu Zuh-
ri, a Hamas spokesman in Gaza.

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

-

2 0 JAN 200



Traq returns to haunt Blair again

| ABU GHRAIB BATON PASSES TO BRITISH FIST Bombs on

London, Jan. 19 (Reuters):
Iraq returned to haunt Prime
Minister Tony Blair today as
pictures of British soldiers ap-
parently abusing Iraqis were
splashed over newspapers in
an echo of last year’s Abu
Ghraib prison scandal.

As a court martial of three
British soldiers continued in
Germany, front-page pictures
showed naked Iraqi prisoners
appearing to be forced to simu-
late anal and other sexual acts
under “Shame” and “Shock”
headlines.

Just four months before an
expected election, Blair was
forced yet again to answer
questions on Iraq — nearly
two years after the deeply un-
popular war started.

“Everyone finds those pho-
tographs shocking and ap-
palling, and there are simply
no other words to describe
them,” Blair told parliament,
adding, however, that the ma-
jority of British troops had
acted with distinction and ho-
nour.

Questions over the Prime
Minister’s decision to side
with President George W
Bush and go to war, especially
given the failure to find any
weapons of mass destruction
in Iraq, have led to a slump in
Blair’s personal trust ratings.

But in the last few months
Blair, tipped to win the elec-
tion expected in May albeit
with a reduced majority, had
steered political debate back
onto domestic issues.

“Everyone finds those pho-
tographs shocking and ap-
palling, and there are simply
no other words to describe
them,” Blair told parliament
today, He insisted a majority of
British troops had acted with
distinction and honour.

“There is obviously a cer-
tain amount of damage be-
cause Blair is associated with
the policy in Iraq,” said Wyn
Grant, politics professor at
Warwick University.

“It had been off the agenda
for the last few weeks and this
will bring it back,” he said,
adding he could come under
greater pressure if Iraqi elec-
tions on January 30 do not go
smoothly.

The court martial is the lat-
est in a series of hearings
against US and British sol-
diers after photographs of

Corporal Mark Cooley beats an Iraqi detainee at an aid camp known as the Bread Basket near Basra, Iraq, in May 2003. (AP)

abuse by US troops at Abu
Ghraib jail emerged last year,
sparking global outrage.

Blair has said the Abu
Ghraib scandal was a personal
low point and it was at that
time speculation arose that he
may stand down. Some ob-
servers said the photos could
help al Qaida.

“There will be such anger
against the coalition, and
against Britain in particular,
that there is no way coopera-
tion and goodwill can prevail,”
Tam Dalyell, a member of
Blair’s Labour Party, told Sky
television. That view had
some resonance in Baghdad.

“Now I'm starting to hate
the British: they are worse
than the Americans, they are
dogs,” said Safaa Hadi, a 16-
year old on a Baghdad street.

But unlike Abu Ghraib, the
trial has not sparked allega-
tions of systematic abuse,

At the trial in Osnabrueck,
Germany, a British soldier ac-

Everyone finds
those photographs
shocking and
appalling, and
there are simply no
other words to
describe them
— Tony Blair

cused of abusing and sexually
humiliating Iraqi prisoners
had only been following or-
ders to work them hard, the
man’s lawyer told a military
court today.

The defence began cross-
examining witnesses at the
trial of Corporal Daniel Keny-

on and lance corporals Darren
Larkin and Mark Cooley.

Accusations against the
soldiers emerged when staff
at a photo lab in Britain
showed police photos taken by
a fourth soldier, Fusilier Gary
Bartlam.

He was found guilty of ase-
ries of offences. Joseph Giret,
a civilian lawyer for Kenyon,
told the court his client was
following orders to round up
looters pilfering food stores
near Basra. Under a plan
called “Ali Baba”, troops were
told that looters were to be
“worked hard” to repair dam-
age and deter further pilfer-
ing.

Yesterday, the prosecution
said the order was against in-
ternational law preventing
civilians from being detained
and forced to work, but the
prosecutors said soldiers’ ac-
tions went far beyond it.

Colonel Nicholas Mercer, a
senior legal officer stationed
in the Gulf during the war,
told the court the soldiers had
received adequate training in
the laws of armed conflict and
should have known civilians
were to be treated humanely.

_ |
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wheels
kill 26

Baghdad, Jan. 19 (Reuters):
Insurgents detonated a sui-
cide truck bomb outside Aus-
tralia’s embassy in Baghdad
today and hit Iraqgi security
targets with at least three car
bombs, killing 26 less than two
weeks before January 30 elec-
tions.

The deadliest attack was a
blast near a police headquar-
ters and hospital in eastern
Baghdad. The US military
said the bomb killed 18 people.

Half-an-hour earlier a sui-
cide truck bomb rammed into
the security barriers outside
the Australian embassy. Two
Iraqis were killed and two
Australian soldiers were
wounded. A third wvehicle
bomb killed two Iraqi security
guards near Baghdad airport
and a fourth bomb Kkilled two
civilians and two soldiers.




‘Abbas sum%ons militants for talks

Associated Press V@
Gaza City, January 18
PALESTINIAN LEADER Mah-
moud Abbas summoned militant
leaders to ceasefire talks in the
Gaza Strip on Tuesday and said
he is hopeful he can persuade
them to halt attacks on Israel.

Abbas, whose political sur-
vival depends on the success of
the negotiations, said in an in-
terview that Israel must do its
part by halting military opera-
tions — a guarantee Israel has
been unwilling to give. “I am go-
ing to Gaza with the hopes of
reaching an agreement,” Abbas
said in Ramallah.

The militants have sent
mixed messages on whether
they would suspend attacks,
with some signaling a truce is
possible if Israel stops arrest
raids and targeted killings of
wanted Palestinians. Abbas has
ruled out using force against
the militants, despite Israel’s in-
sistence that he crack down.

Abbas met on Tuesday with
David Pearce, the US consul-
general in Jerusalem, and said
he is serious about dealing with

e Al

AFP
Israeli children sing a song against Palestinian attacks during a rally
in the southern Israeli town of Sderot on Tuesday.

the militants, but needs time to  to put pressure on Israel to give
reach an agreement, according him some time, the official said
to a top Palestinian official. Ab- on condition of anonymity.

bas asked for the United States Israeli Prime Minister Ariel

THE HIDUSTAN TIMES

Sharon suspended contact with
Abbas after an attack on a Gaza
border crossing last week that
killed six Israeli civilians.
Sharon also has threatened a
major raid into Gaza to stop mil-
itants from firing rockets at Is-
raeli targets, but so far hasn’t
taken any large-scale action.

The European Union on
Tuesday urged Sharon to halt
military operations to give Ab-
bas a chance to bring the mili-
tants under control.

Israeli defence officials say
wide international opposition
to a large-scale Israeli raid is ty-
ing policy-makers’ hands. The
officials said Sharon planned to
meet army commanders Tues-
day to discuss methods of gtop-
ping the rocket and mortar fire.

Israel has demanded that, as
a preliminary step, the Pales-
tinians deploy security forces in
the areas in northern Gaza used
to launch the rockets, Israeli of-
ficials said on Tuesday.

On Monday, Abbas instructed
the Palestinian security forces
to try to prevent attacks against
Israel and to investigate the at-
tack at the border crossing.
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‘Bush keeps
his options

open 0

Press Trust of India L)'i(

WASHINGTON, Jan. 18.
~— Amidst reports that US
commandos had entered
Iran searching for suspec-
ted weapon sites, Presi-
dent Bush has said he
would not rule out military
action against the country
if it did not reveal details
of its nuclear programme.

“1 hope we can solve it
diplomatically, but 1 will
never take any option off
the table.” Mr Bush told
NBC News last night when
asked if he would rule out
military action against
Iran. “If it continues to
stonewall the international
community about the exis-
tence of its nuclear weap-
ons programme.”

Mr Bush's comments
came cven as Pentagon
dismissed as “riddled with
errors™ a report written by

‘I hope we can solve it
diplomatically, but |
will never take any
option off the table’

lraﬂO

Plans u\& d

WASHINGTON, Jan. 18. — Mr
George W Bush has said he
has “a big agenda in mind”,
which includes his campaign
promises to overhau! social
security and the legal liability
system; improve the tax code,
school standards and the
budget process; and make
health care accessible to more
Americans. He acknowledged
that four years is not a lot of
time to get it all done. “We got
to get moving and get some-
things done before — before
people kind of write me off” Mr
Bush said unity across party
lines will be the most important
message in his inaugural ad-
dress on Thursday. — AP

investigative  journalist
Seymour Hersh in the Neu
Yorker magazine claiming
that the US President had
authorised covert military
operations in [0 Asian
countries, including Iran.

The report said US com-
mandos had entered Iran
to search for hidden sites
used for developing nuclear
weapons, adding Pakistan
was helping the USA with
information on the sites.

Pentagon’s spokesman
Mr Lawrence DiRita said
the article “is so riddled
with errors of fundamental
fact that the credibility of
his (Hersh) entire piece is
destroyed”. He, however.
neither confirmed nor de-
nied Hersh's claim.
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- <Tranquility at last? .

JK DUTT on the Herculean task that awaits the newly elected leader

AHMOUD ABBAS' victory in the

just concluded elections for the

presidency of the Palestinian

uthority brings new hope in find-

ing a final solution to the timeless Israel-
Palestine problem.

The biggest factor in Abbas’ favour is, as

Palestine’s Prime Minister of the day he
interacted very well with the two key players
concerned, Ariel Sharon and George Bush,
when a peace plan was evolved by a multina-
tional group some three years ago with the
express objective of establishing an indepen-
dent state of Palestine by 2005.
Unfortunately, Abbas had to quit his job over
ontinuous differences with his boss, the late
Yasser Arafat, resulting in the entire plan get-
ing shelved. Abbas’ successor, Ahmed
Qoureii, the now-on, now-off
rime Minister, went the same
vay. This paved the path for a
esurgence of violence.

Hopefully, and especially after

he Palestinian Cabinet on
vlonday asked the security forces
o prevent attacks against Israel,
1 this will be a thing of the past. £
A reported statement by the lead-
ng faction of Hamas favouring
he peace process’ resurrection
1as added a fresh impetus for
seace. Abbas is well known for his
Jerspicacity, open mindedness
and an even temperament. He must utilise
these traits to good effect in the days to come.
[t might be taken as a fortuitous omen that
his rival for the President’s post, the hardlin-
2r Mohammed al Barghouti, did not make it.

It would behove discussing the outstanding
issues that have been plaguing Israel and Pa-
lestine. A new attempt has to be made now by
both sides, jettisoning dogma and invoking
flexibility in its place. The humanitarian as-
pect of the conflict, an aspect that affects all
categories of Israelis and Palestinians, must
be the guiding beacon. Five issues are at
stake.

Right on top is the removal of Jewish set-
tlements from the West Bank and Gaza strip
to enable Palestinian refugees to return to
their homeland. This issue has been an
extremely contentious one at all the three
previous summits at Camp David, Oslo and
Sharam el Shaikh. Both sides have to under-
stand two facts: one, the vacating Jewish set-
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of the Palestinian Authority

tlers have to be accommo-
dated only in the Israeli
mainland and this mam-
moth task cannot be
achieved in a day but in a
phased manner over a period of time; and
two, the induction of Palestinian refugees
into the vacated areas has to be likewise
scaled over a length of time. Abbas and
Sharon are wise enough to comprehend this
and go about organising a smooth outflow-
inflow. This was indicative when Bush first
mooted the multinational plan.

At the same time, Sharon has to convince
his new government of the sincerity of pur-
pose of this contentious subject and drive
home the dire necessity of breaking down the
so called “security wall” erected by Israel in
Palestinian territory. This act should be the
starting point before any outflow-inflow com-
mences. If so deemed, a UN sponsored
demolition force could be deployed for this
purpose since previous “attempts” by the
Israeli military failed.

The second issue concerns the status of
Jerusalem. Both sides have to give up their
respective dog-in-the-manger positing over

Palestinian women display photographs of prisoners held in Israeli jails. In Hebron,
West Bank. (Inset) Mahmoud Abbas. — AFP

this holy city. The best course would be to
retain Jerusalem as a common religious
arena, to be shared by people of the whole
region. Surely the Palestinians can select
another city, perhaps Ramallah, as their cap-
ital.

The third issue is also linked to Jerusalem
namely, ownership of the Temple Mount-
Noble Sanctuary shrine/Al Haram Al Sharaf-
Al Agsar mosque. Reportedly, the ownership
dispute became so volatile at the time of
Sharon’s taking over from his predecessor,
the moderate Ehud Barak, that fighting
erupted almost immediately. It does not
require bloodshed to prove loyaity to any
faith; on the contrary, the Gods would be
happy to see peaceful religious coexistence.

Fourth is the Golan Heights issue involving
Syria. Israel has a valid case here. Barak had
agreed to vacate these strategic heights if
Damascus gave an assurance that this stretch
would not be used as artillery and mortar
positions for bringing down observed fire on
Israeli settlements. Surprisingly, no such
guarantee was forthcoming either from the
late President, Hafez al Assad, or his succes-
sor son, Bashar. Apparently, Hezbollah calls
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the shots in the matter of the Golan Heights
and the Syrian government does not want to
antagonise Hamas’ sister-in-arms. The sce-
nario should change now. It might be a mag-
nanimous gesture on Tel Aviv’s part to pull
out from these heights in a repeat move as
witnessed in South Lebanon during Barak’s
rule,

The fifth and last issue is sharing of water
from Lake Tiberias. Israel controls the distri-
bution of water in a parsimonious manner.
What with Israel’s remarkable domestic
water management system, it would only be
humane for Tel Aviv to relinquish its stran-
glehold on Tiberias. Truth be told, Israel has
ample water of its own.

Abbas has huge task ahead of him.
Palestine has no industry to call its own other
than a bit-part tourism. All its workers earn
their daily bread from Israeli industrial estab-
lishments. Abbas has to pressurise the Arab
world to set up adequate infrastructure to
kick-start Palestine’s industry in West Bank
and Gaza. Concurrently, the erstwhile Gaza-
West Bank land connector must be revi-
talised in order to facilitate free movement
between the two wings. The UN too can
influence its member nations in setting up
Palestine’s industry as well as agriculture. The
new state of Palestine needs to build up a par-
ent economic growth path if it is to survive
independently. Once the economy starts to
flourish, Palestine can think in terms of rais-
ing its own armed forces.

India can successfully contribute to the
peace process as both Israel as well as
Palestine has always treated India as a friend.
New Delhi’s setting up diplomatic relations
with Tel Aviv in 1992 did not draw any
Palestinian criticism. To begin with, India
should formally invite Abbas at his earliest
convenience. Next, New Delhi can offer its
services as a facilitator, much like Norway in
Sri Lanka, and suggest a salubrious place like
Goa or Nainital, for Israeli and Palestinian
delegations to hold talks. In due course, New
Delhi can also elevate its status to that of a
moderator. Sustained negotiations under
“coercive persuasion” can produce miracles.
India should seize this opportunity to carve a
niche for herself in the realm of International
Relations in the new millennium.

(The author is a retired Lt. Col. Of the Indian
Army.)
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IT WAS ALWAYS on\he cards that the Fatah
candidate, Mahmoud Abbas, would be elected
President of the Palestinian Authority. None of
the six rivals had the personal profile or the
organisational backing to pose a viable chal-
lenge. The election had essentially become a
no-contest when the one potentially serious
opponent, Marwan Barghouti, withdrew from
the fray. However, Mr. Abbas’ victory was genu-
ine and well-earned. As several hundred inter-
national observers have certified, the
Palestinians demonstrated once again that they
have built a healthy democratic tradition. Fa-
tah's various factions and the parties that make
up the Palestine Liberation Organisation did
not throw their weight behind Mr. Abbas out of
an undemocratic sense of subservience to a
leader. They did so because they were alert to
the risk a divisive contest could pose to the na-
tional unity that is of such critical importance at
the current juncture. Mr. Abbas might never
acquire Chairman Yasser Arafat’s stature. How-
ever, the new President does have the political
skills and the administrative experience to pro-
vide sagacious leadership at a crucial juncture
in Palestinian history.

While the verdict does not come as a surprise,
the size of the turnout at the polling stations
and Mr. Abbas’s margin of victory have signif-
icant implications for the future of Palestinian
politics. A low turnout might have boosted the
confidence and stock of the militant religious

THE HINDU
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groups Hamas and Islanylzc ]@id, which boycot-
ted the elections. There is no guarantee that Mr.
Abbas will continue to retain the support he
received at the polls. However, the new Presi-
dent will begin his term with the knowledge that
his people have faith in his political approach.
The militant groups are apparently adjusting to
the reality since they have declared that they
will soon hold discussions with the Palestinian
Authority on their future course of action.
While Mr. Abbas did sporadically resort to fi-
ery rhetoric during the campaign, his overall
message was constructive and forward-looking.
Of particular significance was his call for the
winding up of an armed uprising that he be-
lieved had become counter-productive. Howev-
er, the new President might not be able
immediately to follow through on his intent to
restart negotiations with Israel that have been
stalled for the past four years. The most urgent
task before Mr. Abbas is the revitalisation of the
administrative machinery of the Palestinian Au-
thority, which came close to collapse under the
pressure of Israel’s state terrorism. However,
there is only so much the Palestinian Authority
can do to restore peace in the region. Now that
the Palestinians have voted overwhelmingly in
favour of a leader who seeks a peaceful settle-
ment, Israel has no excuse for persisting with its
brutally oppressive policies. For a start, it must
lift the siege/imposed on Palestinian towns and

villages. /
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Abbas calls for truce:

Israel s

Lé | ByAwl Aneja

MANAMA, JAN. 15, The Palestinian
leader, Mahmoud Abbas, was
sworn in as the Palestinian Au-
thority President today, amid
first signs of friction with Israel
following a militant attack on
Thursday.

During his inaugural address,
Mr. Abbas called for a ceasefire
and implementation of the
“road map” that is meant to
bring lasting peace between
Palestinians and Israelis. Advo-
cating revival of peace talks, he
said: “Our hand is extended to-
ward an Israeli partner for mak-
ing peace.”

“Stick to commitments”

In his speech before mem-
bers of the Palestinian Parlia-
ment, Mr. Abbas stressed it was
important for both sides to
abide by their commitments in
order to make progress.

“Partnership cannot be
achieved by dictation, and
peace cannot be reached by
partiai or interim solutions,” he
observed. Mr. Abbas called on
Israel to cease “assassinations,
closures, confiscation of lands,
and the building of the separa-
tion fence.”

The new President con-
demned Israeli attacks as well
as its violent response by mil-

s

;Y( R’YW\

vai‘mgu

itants. “We condemn these ac-
tions, whether by the Israeli
occupation forces or the reac-
tions of some Palestinian fac-
tions. This does not help bring
about the calm needed to en-
able a credible, serious peace
process. We are seeking a mu-
tual ceasefire to end this vicious
circle.”

As the ceremony began, there
were reports that the Israeli ar-
my had killed seven Palesti-
nians in the Gaza Strip.

Mr. Abbas’ inauguration
came a day after Israel broke off
all contacts with the Palesti-
nians following a militant strike
at a border crossing point, in
which six Israelis were killed.
The militant groups, Hamas,
Popular Resistance Committees
and the Al Aqsa Martyrs Brigade
took joint responsibility for the
strike.

Gaza isolated

In response to the attack, Is-
rael has isolated Gaza by closing
two major crossing points. A
third crossing point near the
southern town of Rafah, close to
the Egyptian border, had been
closed last month. Consequent-
ly, the flow of good and human-
itarian supplies to Gaza has now
been largely restricted.

Mr. Abbas, on his part, has
been unhappy with the Israeli

spaps contact

decision, a group of Israeli law-
makers of Arab origin who met
him on Friday said.

Talab al-Sana, who was part
of the group, told Israel Army
Radio that Mr. Abbas was upset
about Israel holding him re-
sponsible for attacks, even be-
fore he had been sworn in as
President.

No crackdown

Mr. Abbas also reiterated that
he had no intention of launch-
ing a crackdown against mili-
tant groups. Instead, he would
seek their commitment for re-
straint through dialogue. Analy-
sts point out that Mr. Abbas
could offer the groups, especial-
ly Hamas, a say in decision-
making.

He also explained his disposi-
tion towards armed militants in
a letter sent to key Arab leaders.
The Palestinian Foreign Minis-
ter, Nabeel Shaath, who sent the
letters in Mr. Abbas’ name said,
“Our commitment to the cease-
fire will be based on a national
Palestinian agreement.”

Responding to the attacks,
the Hamas leader in the West
Bank, Hassan Yousef, said the
group was ready to suspend at-
tacks as part of a deal with Mr.
Abbas. But Hamas had the free-
dom of action before an agree-
ment was reached, he said.
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/Agenda for Abbas

\(\\/\g\ New PLO leader brings «

\ hope of peace g ‘JS“‘@
oes of the late

Mahib\d Abbas will step into the sh

Yasser Arafat as president of the Palestinian Authority.
He bagged 66% of the votes polled in an election held on
January 9 to elect a successor to Arafat. Does Abbas hold
out a greater chance of peace in Israel? George W Bush
and the Israeli establishment seem to think so because
of his moderate leanings — he has said that violence is
not the road to peace. A key participant in the Oslo talks
leading to the Washington peace accord of 1993, Abbas is
believed to hold the view that Israel and Palestine should
live in peaceful coexistence. His chief task lies in
convincing the Palestinian polity of the need to recapture
the Oslo spirit of a negotiated settlement, since washed
away in rivers of hate and bloodshed. The assassination
in November 1995 of Yitzhak Rabin, who signed the
Washington accord with Arafat, was a major setback
from which the region is yet to recover. Israel began to
lose faith in a shared solution and elected the hardline
Ariel Sharon to power in 2001, after a despairing
Ehud Barak failed with his moderate overtures. Sharon’s
frank aggression bolstered militant forces espousing the
Palestinian cause, such as Hamas and Islamic Jihad.
Meanwhile, Arafat began to lose sight of his earlier
moderate and secular convictions, as elements of Islamic
fundamentalism filtered into what was a just struggle for
a deprived homeland. It is hardly surprising that in such
a poisoned environment, Abbas is seen by some as a stooge
of the US. Meanwhile, Sharon and Bush have emerged
stronger, their misplaced ‘clash of civilisation’ thesis
seemingly playing itself out on the ground.

So what can Abbas do? He would have to work on
restoring the faith of his people in the Authority, eroded
in Arafat’s time. To ensure he is not perceived as a
puppet, Abbas should engage the US and yet not seem too
conciliatory. For instance, Sharon’s offer of ‘disengage-
ment’, or pull-out from Gaza, should not be taken too
seriously, even as it has US blessings, because it is a
distortion of the Washington accord. Under this
disengagement, Israel will continue to control West Bank
and East Jerusalem, while not having to make any
concessions to the millions of Palestinian refugees
displaced in the wars of 1948 and 1967. The elections hold
out a lesson to Palestinian militants as well. In other
trouble spots such as Kashmir, Sri Lanka and Northern
Ireland, espousers of violence were finally isolated. It is to
be hoped that the same will be true of Palestine. :

—

THE TIMES OF INDIA

11 JAR 2005



Vv
/ ABBAS FACES LONG LIST OF CHALLENGES AFT EYR DECISIVE VICTORY

Jan. 10. — Mr Mahmoud Abbas
was elected Palestinian Authority
President by a landslide, partial
results showed today, giving the
pragmatist a2 mandate to resume
peace talks with Israel — but also
leaving him with the tough task of

reining in powerful armed groups.

Israeli leaders welcomed Mr
Abbas’ victory, but said they will
watch closely how hard he tries to
subdue militants. Mr Abbas could
easily lose his political capital
over a major bombing or shooting
attack, and while most militant
groups signaled they are willing to
give him a chance, not all have
signed on to a truce with Israel.

Still, his victory held out the
promise of a new era after four
decades of chaotic and corrup-
tion-riddled rule by Yasser Arafat,
who died on 11 November. Mr
Abbas, has promised to reform
the government and the unwieldy
security services.

Many Palestinians had high
expectations of Mr Abbas, widely
known as Abu Mazen. Based on
results from 14 of 16 electoral dis-
tricts, Mr Abbas won 61.6 per cent
of the vote, election officials said
today.

Final results were expected
later in the day. Mr Abbas’ main
challenger, Mustafa Barghouti,
won 21 per cent, while the
remaining five candidates scored
in the lower single digits.

There was some confusion
about voter participation, a possi-
ble point of contention between
Mr Abbas’ Fatah movement,
which was pushing for a high
turnout, and the Islamic militant
group Hamas, which had called
for a boycott. '

The Central Election
Commission changed voting pro-
cedures mid-way through the

-

Palestinian women walk in front of the Israeli separation barrier at Kalandia checkpoint in Ramallah on Monday.

election, keeping polling stations
open an additional two hours and
allowing all Palestinians above the
age of 18 to cast their ballots, not
just those who had registered.

In his acceptance speech, Mr
Abbas said he faces a difficult
mission, but he reiterated that he
would not go after militants.

Instead, he said, he wants to
“give our fugitives a life of dignity.
I present this victory to the soul of
Yasser Arafat and present it to
our people and to our martyrs.”

After exit polls predicted a
sweeping Abbas victory, cheering
supporters took to the streets of
the West Bank and Gaza late yes-
terday. A US observer team head-
ed by Senators Joseph R Biden

THE STATESMAN
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(Inset) Mr Mahmoud Abbas. — AFP

Jr., and John Sununu, said in a
statement that the Palestinians
“have conducted a clean, open
and fair election.” In Washington,
US President George W Bush
called the election a “historic”
step toward a Palestinian state.
«The United States stands ready
to help the Palestinian people
realist their aspirations,” he said.
The Palestinian Opposition
group, Hamas, announced today
that it will work with the new
Palestinian Authority President,
Mr Mahmoud Abbas.

Sharon’s coalition
In Israel, Prime Minister Ariel
Sharon’s Cabinet approved a new
coalition today, another step towa-

rds a planned withdrawal from the
Gaza Strip and West Bank. Howe-
ver, the new government still needs
Parliamentary approval in a vote
scheduled later today. Approval
was cast into doubt when 13 mem-
bers of the ruling Likud party,
which opposes the Gaza withdraw-
al plan, said they would oppose the
creation of the coalition.

Mr Shimon Peres meanwhile,
praised Mr Abbas as a wise leader,
and expressed hope that peace

‘talks could resume. Mr Ehud

Olmert, the Israeli vice-premier,
said Mr Abbas needs to take
immediate action against militants.
Mr Sharon plans to meet Mr

Abbas soon, the Isrgeli leader’s
aides said. — AP /

{1 JAN 200
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Ramallah, Jan. 9 (Reuters):
Palestinians today voted for a
successor to Yasser Arafat and
looked likely to elect Mah-
moud Abbas, who has pledged
to revive peacemaking with Is-
rael after years of bloodshed.

But while a steady stream
of Palestinians cast their bal-
lots on a cold and sunny day,
Hamas and other militant
groups urged a boycott of the
poll and Israel reasserted that
progress towards peace de-
pended on a halt to “terrorism
and violence”.

Former US President Jim-
my Carter, one of 800 interna-
tional monitors of the first
Palestinian presidential elect-
ion since 1996, said it appeared
Israel was keeping its vow to
ease the passage of Palesti-
nians at military checkpoints.

“There is no (Israeli) in-
timidation I have seen,” Car-
ter said after visiting check-
points near Arab East Jerusal-
em, where observers reported
that some Palestinians had
complained their names were
not on voter lists.

However, voting has been
extended by two hours to 1900
GMT because some voters
were being held up by Israeli
army checkpoints, election of-
ficials said.

Abbas, casting his ballot
under a portrait of Arafat,
who died at the age of 75 on
November 11, said turnout
was high.

“The elections are going
very well and this proves that
the Palestinian people are
moving towards democracy.
There are obstacles but the de-
termination of the people is
stronger,” Abbas, 69, said in
Ramallah.

Analysts said that to build
a popular mandate for talks,
Abbas needed at least 60 per
cent of the vote and a large
turnout among the 1.8 million
eligible voters.

As if to underscore the
hardships facing Abbas, Pales-

I3
{

I\
% 3

poised

victory

Mahmoud Abbas casts his
ballot in Ramallah. (Reuters)

tinian militants fired at least
two rockets into Israel from
the Gaza Strip today, witnesses
said. There were no immedi-
ate reports of Israeli casual-
ties. Abbas has demanded
such attacks stop.

In a disputed area on the Is-
rael-Lebanon border, Hizboll-
ah guerrillas attacked an Isra-
eli patrol. Al Jazeera televisi-
on said an Israeli soldier was
killed and three wounded. Is-
raeli security sources said two
Israelis were hurt.

Abbas, chairman of the
Palestine Liberation Organi-
sation, was forecast to take 52
t0 65 per cent of the vote, more
than twice the support com-
manded by his closest chal-
lenger, human rights activist
Mustafa Barghouthi.

Abbas waged a crowd-
pleasing campaign, pledging
to uphold the iconic Arafat’s
struggle for statehood in Is-
raeli-occupied territories, but
by non-violent means.

Israel, which branded
Arafat an “arch-terrorist”, be-
lieves it can do business with
Abbas, a co-architect with Is-
rael of past peace deals.

0 AR 2005



~"Abbas emerging
“& frontrunner in
Palestinian election

By Atul Aneja W

MANAMA, JAN. 9. Crucial day-lo

elections for the post of the
President of the Palestinian Au-
thority, which are likely to reo-
rient the Palestinian struggle for
a homeland ended tonight, with
Mahmoud Abbas emerging as
the frontrunner for the post.

Balloting across 3,000 polling
stations began at 7 am. (local
time) and ended at 7 p.m. Poll-
ing was brisk in the Israeli occu-
pied West bank and Gaza strip.
Around 30 per cent of the 1.8
million eligible voters had cast
their ballot by 3 p.m. However,
around 500 people were report-
edly turned away from an Israe-
' li-run  polling station in
| Jerusalem.

The former U.S. President,
Jimmy Carter, who was moni-
toring the poll at the station,
said he was unhappy with the
incident. East Jerusalem under
international law has been des-
ignated as occupied territory.
Despite annexing the area in
11967, Israel considers it as its
exclusive domain. Unlike the
West Bank and Gaza, voting in
the area was held in Israeli post
offices. Official announcement
of the poll result is expected on
Monday.

The Islamic Resistance Move-
ment, popularly known as Ha-
mas, which has in the past
spearheaded a campaign of sui-
cide bombings in Israel, has
boycotted the elections. Hamas,

w

JFOTS AR

The Palestinian presidential
candidate, Mahmoud Abbas,
casts his ballot in the West
Bank city of Ramallah
on Sunday. — Reuters

which had participated in re-
cent municipal elections, has
also decided to contest the July
parliamentary poll. While poll-
ing was still underway, the Is-
raeli Foreign Minister, Silvan
Shalom, said the new Palesti-
nian leadership must crack
down on “terrorism”. Mr. Ab-
bas, during the closing stages of
the election campaign has re-
jected this view, saying that he
would negotiate with armed

militant groups and persuagle
them to end violence.
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tipped to win

\
Ramallah, January 8 M(\ ’

PALESTINIANS WILL on Sunday
elect their second president ever.
Pollsters have predicted victory
for PLO chief Mahmoud Abbas.

If the leader pulls it off, the win
will give a boost to his illustrious
career. Less than 18 months ago,
Abbas’ vocation appeared to be at
an end when he quit as Prime Min-
ister after a bruising power strug-
gle with the man he is how poised
to replace. But as Yasser Arafat
lay terminally ill in October last
year, Abbas put aside any linger-
ing resentment and reconciled
with his old boss. Within hours of
Arafat’s death on November 11, he
assumed the mantle of Palestine
Liberation Organisation chair-
man and was soon chosen official
candidate of the Fatah faction for
the presidential election.

Abbas has been careful to asso-
ciate himself with the legacy of
Arafat. Much of his campaign
rhetoric has been straight out of
the Arafat textbook.

While some Israelis call him an

i\
PLO chief Abbas

Arafat mark-two, Abbas has also
peppered his speeches with blunt
denunciations of the militarisa-
tion of the Palestinian uprising,
sentiments unimaginable under

s

to polls today

Israel threat
on vote eve -

Jerusalem, January 8

ISRAEL ON Saturday threatened to cancel
plans to ease restrictions on the Palestinian
territories for the presidential election follow-
ing a West Bank shooting attack that left a sol-
dier dead.

“Israel warned the Palestinian Authority
that it could scrap the measures to ease the re-
strictions for the ballot, following the attack
that killed a soldier,” the public radio reported.

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon’s top
aide Dov Weisglass passed on the message to
chief election observers Jimmy Carter and
Michel Rocard.

The two are expected to convey the message
to Mahmoud Abbas, PLO chairman at a meet-
ing on Saturday, the radio said.

A soldier was killed and four other Israelis
wounded on Friday in the northern West Bank
in a shooting claimed by the Al-Agsa Martyrs
Brigades, an offshoot of the dominant Pales-
tinian movement Fatah.

Israel had announced its troops would keep
a low profile during 72 hours as of Saturday in
order to facilitate the second Palestinian pres-
idential elections.

Some roadblocks and senior officers posted
at the remaining checkpoints have been re-
moved in a bid to allow Palestinians to travel

conference on Friday, Abbas said
he could persuade the armed fac-
tions to sign up a repeat of a truce
signed during his premiership.
AFP

Arafat. Militants have castigated
him for “hurting our own people”.
His comments have inevitably
irked the likes of Hamas.

But in an end-of-campaign press

Spirit of Arafat looms large

more freely from their homes to polling sta-
tions. AFP

Tough task ahead
of Hamas as well

Nablus, January 8

THE SPIRIT of Yasser Araf-
at continues to tower over
the campaign of the man
who hopes to inherit his
mantle as president.
Mahmoud Abbas, who
has already succeeded Ara-
fat as chairman of PLO, has
drawn heavily on his long
relationship with his old
boss to portray himself as
the natural successor to the
“rais” (leader). Campaign
posters festooned around

Posters of Mahmoud Abbas
and Arafat in Ramallah.

the towns and cities of the
West Bank and Gaza Strip

invariably feature images of
the two men side-by-side ag-
ainst a backdrop of Jerus-
alem’s Al-Agsa mosque. Ab-
bas’ speeches at election ral-
lies are peppered with refer-
ences to the “heroic strug-
gle” of Arafat for an indepe-
ndent Palestinian state.

In fact, during a trip to
Nablus, Abbas even wra-
pped himself in the cloak of
Arafat, addressing a rally at
the city’s Al-Najah Universi-
ty, where a poster of Arafat
isthelargeston show. AFP
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Gaza, January 8

THE BOYS from Hamas were busy ripping down plac-
ards to put up a message of their own, under the snap-
ping green flags of Islam. But their message wasn’t
about Sunday’s presidential election; it was a com-
memoration of a Hamas hero, Yahya Ayyash, a master
bomb-maker known as the ‘Engineer’, who was killed
by Israel nine years ago with a booby-trapped cell-
phone.

Hamas, which seeks Israel’s destruction, is urging
its supporters to boycott the election. Yet, the poll is
nearly as big a test for Hamas as for those running for
it. For several years, its popularity was on the rise. But
now, after four years of violence and the death of Yass-
er Arafat, Hamas is struggling against a shift in politi-
cal sentiment toward the mainstream.




~Abbas denounces
‘Zionist enemy’

Mr Abbas greets supporters at an election ral F sday. — AFP
AFP & AP -

Gz
KHAN YUNIS (Gaza), Jan. 4. — Palestinian presiden-
tial poll front runner Mr Mahmud Abpas launched a
withering attack on the “Zionist enenyy” today after
Israeli troops killed seven people in northern Gaza.

“We pray for the souls of our martyrs who fell today in
the Zionist enemy’s tank shelling in Beit Lahiya,” Mr
Abbas, also the PLO chairman, told an election meeting in
southern Gaza. It was unusuaily harsh language from the
former Prime Minister who is considered as a moderate.

An 11-year-old boy was among the seven people killed
in the Beit Lahiya region of northern Gaza this morning
in what the military said was a response to attacks on
Israeli targets.

The Israeli fire came in response to Palestinian mortar
attacks on an industrial zone near the Erez crossing
between Israel and Gaza. The Israeli military said an
Israeli was lightly hurt by the mortar fire, but had no
immediate comment on Israeli tank fire. :

Palestinian witnesses said two Israeli tank shells hit an
area on the edge of the town of Beit Lahiya, close to
Erez. “People were in the streets, including farmers,
school children and women,” a resident said. ' |

Hospital officials said at least three of the bodies had
been decapitated. They said two of the wounded were in

_eritical condition.
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Here’s looking at you, Turkey

ILL. Samuel P.
Huntington be pr-
oved wrong on the
“clash of i
vilisations” if and when Islamic
Turkey joins the European
Union (EU)? And will that en-
able the EU to put an end to the
decades old ethno-territorial
feud in Cyprus? I was in Turkey
in December, 2004 when its
'prime minister, Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan, returned home after at-
tending the EU Summit in Br-
ussels and obtaining a start date
for “accession talks” for EU
membership. There was much
happiness and jubilation, and
also some apprehension. The
ruling liberal Islamist party, the
AKP, organised a huge tri-
umphant rally for the prime
minister. There were minor pr-
otests rallies too, on the prime
minister compromising on Tur-
key’s support to Turkish Cypri-
ots in Cyprus. After fulfilling
EU’s Copenhagen criteria of
democracy, human rights and
fiscal reforms, and obtaining its
approval to start “accession ta-
Iks” on October 3 2005, Turkey
may yet take 10-12 years to be-
come aregular EU member.
Europe today is uneasy about
its Muslim minorities. The alarm-
ists feel that Turkish membership
could turn out to be an Islamic
Ttojan horse. They fear that Tur-

key’s 70 million population, with -

comparatively lower per capita in-
come, will be a drag on the EU.
The optimists, however, bank on
Turkey’s moderate Islamic cre-
dentials, potential consumer mar-
kets, its large armed forces (part
of NATO), and most importantly,
its geo-strategic location.

As compared to the Arabs,
the Turks were latecomers to the
Muslim faith. The bi-continental
spread of the Turkish Ottoman
Empire (13-19th centuty AD)
and their continual interaction
with the west enabled them to

Why the world must
take note as Turkey
knocks on EU’s door

2 V.P. MALK
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make practical decisions on gov-
ernance, adopt new technologies
and reform age-old sharia laws.
They allowed the charging of in-
terest (denounced as usury in the
Koran) and abolished slavery de-
spite strong resistance from the
Arab Wahaabis. The Ottomans
are credited with having intro-
duced secular laws, a constitu-
tion, a parliament, and western
style schools and universities in
Turkey. But the person who in-
jected the strongest dose of
modernisation and moderation
was Mustafa Kemal Ataturk,
founder of the Turkish Repub-

forces and university academics.
Turkish religious moderation is
very noticeable in Istanbul and
Ankara where the malls and
bazaars prepare for Christmas
like any other Muslim festival.
There is no anti-Semitism in
Turkey. Turkey and Israel main-
tain a good relationship. The
Turks sympathise with the Pa-
lestinian predicament and yet al-
low the Jews to live peacefully
and enjoy minority community
status. Kemal Ataturk may not
enjoy the same reverence as he
did some years ago, but it will not
be easy for any Turkish Islamist

There were many modernist theologians in
Turkey who envisaged a comprehensive
renewal of Islam and they have had
considerable public support

lic, in the early 20th century. He
abolished all signs of radical Isl-
am. He established and nur-
tured the democratic institutio-
ns that make Turkey a different
Islamic country today.

There were many modernist
theologians in Turkey who envis-
aged a comprehensive renewal
of Islam and they have had con-
siderable public support. How-
ever, since then, political Is-
lamism has made an entry into
Turkey. The present ruling party
which is pursuing EU member-
ship is also Islamist to an extent.
There are no burqas on the
streets but the number of scarf-
wearing women has been slowly
increasing, a trend resented by
the modernists, Turkish armed

politician to completely change
the Turkish mindset and way of
life institutionalised by him.

The optimists in Europe con-
sider Turkey as the archetype of
“moderate Islam”. They believe
that its membership would be an
antidote to radical Islam and not
a religious threat to the EU. The
alarmists, however, fear the un-
leashing of a previously margin-
alised and suppressed Islam and a
fundamentalist backlash when
Turkey joins the EU.

Turkey’s imbroglio with Cy-
prus, a million strong nation and
a member of the EU since May

2004, started in the 1960s when it

began to support Turkish Cypri-
ots in the northern part of the is-
land against the Gréek Cypriots.

Following a Greek junta coup in
Cyprus, Tarkey intervened mili-
tarily in 1974 and officially
“recognised” the Turkish Cypri-
ots. “De-recognition” of Greek
Cypriots divided Cyprus into two
separate ethnic parts. Since
then, Turkey and the interna-
tionally accepted Cyprus have
had no relations. The latter is
faced with the problems of the
presence of Turkish troops in the
north, and the inability to use sea
lanes and air space of that part of
the island.

To become an EU member,
Turkey will need Cyprus’s sup-
port and a normalisation of rela-
tions. That would put an end to
the long-standing ethnic prob-
lem in Cyprus. In Brussels, Erdo-
gan had to promise the extension
of the 1963 Customs Union
Agreement to 10 new EU mem-
bers, including Cyprus, before
the start date for accession talks.
This was short of the Cypriot de-
mand, but not too far from the
“recognition” goal. Although the
Turkish Armed Forces have
made no comments, many Turks
resent giving up on “‘sacrifices
made by Turkish soldiers since
1974”, Since the accession talks
will be open-ended and there is
no guarantee of EU member-
ship, Turkey has no choice but to
make this compromise.

Geographically, Turkey is
more Asia than Europe but it ap-
pears to harbour a greater attrac-
tion for the West — its modernity,
higher economic standards, de-
mocratic politics, and with that,
the secular ethos. Will the clash of
civilisations within Turkey, and
the Turks’ decision to make Eu-
rope-style progress, abandoning
outdated ethno-territorial prob-
lems in Cyprus, have some lessons
for the rest of the world? We wait
and watch.

The writer is a former
chief of army staff
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“Israel lauches major
. offensive in Gaza.c

Jerusalem: About 50 Israeli tanks
and armoured vehicles on Sunday
launched a major offensive in the
northern Gaza Strip, a week ahead of
Palestinian elections to choose a suc-
cessor to Yasser Arafat.
The latest incursion in
Beit Hanun came hours af-
ter the Jewish state ended a
three-day incursion in the §
Khan Younis refugee camp
in southern Gaza, some two
months after the area had
come under a massive 16-
day army operation in
which more than a hundred
Palestinians were Killed.
The Israeli army said the raid be-
gan after two rockets hit the southern
Israeli town of Sderot, wounding a
woman. “In the light of the continu-
ous launching of Qassam rockets
which terrorise communities inside
Israel the Isp#el defence force is op-
i e areas to reduce the at-
e army said in a statement.
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Ahmed Qurei

Palestinian Pr1me Minister
Ahmed Qurei had accused Israel of
working to undermine the elections
by undertaking military operations
in the Gaza Strip. Calling the mili-
tary onslaught in Khan You-
nis a “crime”, Qurei on Sat-
urday warned Israel of any
attempt to obstruct the
Palestinian elections sched-
uled for January 9. Twelve
Palestinians, most of them
armed militants, were killed
in the Khan Younis raid. Is-
raeli forces also destroyed 10
homes and a market in the
area during the operation,
Palestinian sources said.

In Gaza City, Palestinian leader
Mahmoud Abbas said he wanted to
protect militants from Israel, rejecting
Israeli demands that he crack down on
them. It was Abbas’ latest campaign
gesture to court gunmen seen by many
Palestinians as resistance heroes and
by Israel as terrorists. Acencies e
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