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GAZA: A synagogue now stocks fertiliz-
ers and a kindergarten has become
offices: 10 years after Israel left Gaza, lit-
tle remains of its former Jewish settle-
ments bar the anger of those evicted
and a still-heated debate. As for Gazans
themselves, they have other things on
their minds besides the anniversary of
what Israel calls its historic “disengage-
ment” from the coastal Palestinian terri-
tory. The decade since August 15, 2005
has seen constant tension with Israel,
three devastating wars, an Israeli block-
ade and tight Egyptian controls on pas-
sage across its Gaza land border. 

On that date, decreed by late prime
minister Ariel Sharon, also known as “the
bulldozer” for his determination, Israeli
troops began evacuating more than
8,000 settlers from the Gaza Strip-first
voluntarily, but later forcefully removing
those who refused. Pictures showed set-
tlers, some of whom had lived in Gaza for
decades, escorted, or sometimes
dragged, from their homes by young sol-
diers. In some cases, both sides could be
seen weeping. The sight of military bull-
dozers tearing down settlement build-
ings is frozen in Israel’s collective memo-
ry. Efrat Louzon, mother of 10 and grand-
mother to five, still feels “rage” at the
memory. She and her family were evict-
ed “without any purpose, without any
preparation”, she said at her new home
in Neta, a village in the southern Negev
desert founded in 2012 to rehouse dis-
placed Gaza settlers.

Unilateral pullout
Forged during the second Palestinian

intifada, or uprising, amid international
pressure, the pullout plan was hotly con-
tested within Israel. Sharon defended it

by invoking the safety of settlers under
constant and frequently deadly
Palestinian attack and the drain on
resources caused by the heavy army
presence needed to protect them. After
failing to reach agreement with the
Palestinians on the plan, Sharon decided
to push ahead unilaterally, arguing there
was no partner on the Palestinian side.

Karim Bitar, a research fellow at the
Institute for International and Strategic
Relations in Paris, said the Israeli leader
also used the plan to shore up settle-
ments in the occupied West Bank. Bitar
said Sharon sought to show with the
“psychodrama” of emptying the Gaza
settlements that “there was no credible
possibility of evicting hundreds of thou-
sands of settlers” from the West Bank
and annexed east Jerusalem. He referred
to comments by the premier’s advisor
Dov Weissglass that the Sharon plan
envisaged an indefinite freeze in the
peace process to abort the possibility of
a Palestinian state.

Everything destroyed
As it withdrew from Gaza, Israel

destroyed nearly all the settlement infra-
structure, leaving only a few buildings
intact. One, the settlers’ local govern-
ment headquarters, was turned into
premises of Al-Aqsa University in the
southern town of Khan Yunis. Fruit trees
now stand where once “settlers lived
behind their barricade”, said
Abdelrahman Al-Najjar, who grows hibis-
cus and ficus plants. Entire Palestinian
neighborhoods have sprouted in some
ex-settlement areas, with thousands of
people now living there. After the pull-
out, the militant Islamist movement
Hamas, Israel’s sworn enemy, scored a

landslide victory in a 2006 general elec-
tion and later seized power in Gaza from
the rival Fatah faction of Palestinian
president Mahmud Abbas in a week of
deadly street fighting.

The seizure of soldier Gilad Shalit in a
June 2006 cross-border militant raid into
Israel traumatized the Jewish state for
more than five years until he was freed in
a lopsided prisoner swap. Whatever
Sharon’s long-term plans, he would not
see them reach fruition. Hit by a stroke in
2006, he slipped into a coma and has
never regained consciousness. Ten years
later, occupation and settlement build-
ing grinds on Palestinian land and
prospects of a peace settlement remain
as distant as ever. For Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and other right-
wing Israeli politicians, the rockets which
crash into southern Israel from Gaza are
just a foretaste of what would happen if
Israel were to pull out of the West Bank.

Netanyahu, who was finance minister
in Sharon’s government, resigned at the
time in protest at the Gaza withdrawal.
Sharon’s maneuver was “a moment of
madness ... bitter failure,” charged Neta
resident Dror Arieh, 40, a teacher and
father of 11 children. “If the Jewish peo-
ple returned to their homeland after
2,000 years in exile, there is no reason
why we should not return to Gaza.”  A
survey published last month said 51 per-
cent of Israeli Jews would back the
reconstruction of the Gush Katif settle-
ment block in Gaza. But no political
leader wants that to happen, said
International Crisis Group analyst Nathan
Thrall. “Everybody is more or less satis-
fied to be out,” he said. “Even the army
says they can’t and they don’t want to re-
occupy.” — AFP 
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Turkey PM, opposition

chief hold crunch

coalition talks

ANKARA: Turkish premier Ahmet Davutoglu yesterday met the
main opposition leader for decisive talks that will likely determine if
the country forges a coalition government or heads to snap polls.
Turkey has been without a full time government since the ruling
Justice and Development Party (AKP) lost its overall majority in
June 7 legislative elections for the first time since taking power in
2002. The political impasse comes as Ankara wages one of its
biggest security operations in years-a cross-border offensive
against Islamic State (IS) militants in Syria, and an offensive target-
ing Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) rebels in northern Iraq and
southeast Turkey. AKP leader Davutoglu and Republican People’s
Party (CHP) leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu in Ankara began meeting at
around 1100 GMT for what is seen as a final chance to agree a coali-
tion. “Whether Turkey will have a coalition or not will be probably
seen today after the meeting,” said Ozgur Altug, chief economist at
BCG Partners in Istanbul. While an initial round of talks began
warmly, opposition politicians and commentators have accused
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of meddling in the process in
order to trigger early elections.

Turkish press reports yesterday said Kilicdaroglu had warned his
party in a closed-door meeting that while Davutoglu was positive
on a coalition “there are walls he is struggling to overcome”, in ref-
erence to Erdogan. The results of the June 7 elections were one of
the biggest blows yet to the combative Erdogan and torpedoed his
dream of parliament agreeing a new presidential system for
Turkey. On Wednesday, Erdogan indicated that he would not be
bothered by the failure of the coalition talks, saying their collapse
would not be a reason for a party leader to “commit suicide”.

‘Favours snap elections’
Under the constitution, Davutoglu - as leader of the largest par-

ty - has until August 23 to agree a coalition. Erdogan has said he
does not have the authority to extend the deadline, but several
commentators cast doubt on this. “If he (Erdogan) thinks a govern-
ment may be formed, he may extend this period,” wrote columnist
Mehmet Yilmaz in the Hurriyet daily.  “But he will not do such a
thing because, indeed, he does not want a coalition-he favors snap
elections.” Analysts have said such elections could be called as
soon as October or November, or next year if the AKP prefers to
wait. The pro-government press has in recent days published opin-
ion polls suggesting the AKP would improve on its June 7 score of
just under 41 percent if a new election was held. “Will an election
change the result? That is unknown,” wrote commentator
Abdulkadir Selvi in the pro-government Yeni Safak daily. The main
reason for the AKP’s failure to win an overall majority was the
strong performance of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP) which won over 13 percent of the vote.— FAP 

PARIS: A Paris beach event celebrating Tel
Aviv attracted a handful of visitors but a huge
number of journalists, riot police and security
guards on Thursday, as well as a much larger
“Gaza Beach” protest. Bemused locals who
headed down to “Tel Aviv Sur Seine” had to
manoeuvre through bag checks, security pat-
downs and metal detectors to reach the
small stretch of sand on the banks of the
Seine.  Paris converts a long stretch of its
riverbank into a makeshift beach known as
“Paris Plages” every summer, and has this
year named certain days after resorts around
the world. 

Thursday’s event consisted of little more
than a few people playing bat and ball in
front of a picture of Tel Aviv, but it has been
enough to excite a major media brouhaha
after objections from anti-Israel protesters.
“There are 50 visitors for 500 journalists. I feel
like I’m on the red carpet at Cannes,” said one
onlooker. The Tel Aviv section of the beach,
not far from Notre Dame cathedral, was only
around 200 meters long and guarded by a
phalanx of riot police on either end. “Coming
today is an act of solidarity with the Jewish
people,” said Cecilia, an Italian stretched out

on a beach chair, adding that she was “a little
afraid that this degenerates”. 

On the other side of the police cordon, a
large number of pro-Palestinian protesters

began arriving around midday to set up their
rival “Gaza Beach”.  Waving Palestinian flags,
chanting slogans and handing out flyers, the
activists were keen to present the issue as
more than just a media storm in a teacup.
“The mayor of Paris wants to make Tel Aviv a
town like all the others, when in fact it’s the
capital of a colonialist state that bombards
civilian populations,” said Serge Bonal, of
EuroPalestine, one of around a dozen organi-
zations taking part in the demonstration. 

‘A bit less festive’
Opposition to Israeli politics runs deep

among left-wing parties in France, who
sparked the controversy earlier this week,
saying “Tel Aviv Sur Seine” amounted to a PR
exercise for the Israeli state. City authorities
resisted pressure to scrap the event and
Prime Minister Manuel Valls voiced his “full
support” for the initiative. “We wanted a fes-
tive atmosphere with fun, free shows, con-
certs, food trucks and the like,” deputy mayor
of Paris, Bruno Julliard, told French radio. “In
fact, there will be a significant police pres-
ence, so it will maybe be a bit less festive than
we expected.”— AFP 

‘Tel Aviv beach’ attracts police, protests in Paris

PARIS: People take part in the pro-Palestinian ‘Gaza Plages’ (Gaza Beach)
protest, near the ‘Tel-Aviv sur Seine’ beach attraction during the 14th
edition of Paris Plages (Paris Beaches) in central Paris yesterday.  — AFP 


