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JERUSALEM: Israeli police said yester-
day they have arrested several Jewish
suspects over an arson attack last
month at a shrine where Christians
believe Jesus performed the miracle of
loaves and fishes.

The arson had sparked widespread
condemnation and concern from
Christians globally, with the site visited
by some 5,000 people daily, while also
drawing renewed attention to reli-
giously linked hate crimes in Israel.

“Several Jewish suspects have been
arrested for the burning of the church
and the Nazareth court has decided to
extend their detention for the purposes
of the investigation,” police spokes-
woman Luba Samri said in a statement

of the overnight arrests.
Police did not provide a number or

further details on their identities, but
an ultra-nationalist organisation said
three young Jewish men had been
arrested.

Another police spokesman said the
arrests followed an undercover investi-
gation also involving the Shin Bet inter-
nal security agency.

The Church of the Multiplication at
Tabgha, on the northwestern shore of
the Sea of Galilee, is at the site where
many Christians believe Jesus fed the
5,000 in the miracle of the five loaves
and two fish.

One of the buildings within the
compound was completely destroyed

in the blaze but the church itself was
not damaged.

Hebrew graffiti was found on anoth-
er building within the complex, reading
“Idols will be cast out” or destroyed. The
text is part of a common Jewish prayer.

Religiously inspired hate crimes 
A modern church currently sits at

the site, incorporating remains of a 5th-
centur y Byzantine church and its
mosaics. The first building constructed
there, a small chapel, is believed to
have been built in the 4th century.

Versions of what Christians believe
was Jesus’s miracle are recounted in all
four of the gospels of the New
Testament of the Bible. The site is now

owned by the German Roman Catholic
Church.

Father Gregory Collins, head of the
Saint Benedictine Order in Israel, which
oversees the church, last month called
the arson “an attack on Israeli democra-
cy, not just on a religious group”.

There has been a long line of attacks
on Christian and Muslim holy places in
both Israel and the West Bank in which
the perpetrators are believed to have
been Jewish extremists.

Tabgha was subjected to a previous
attack in April 2014 in which church
officials said a group of religious Jewish
teenagers had damaged crosses and
assaulted clergy.

In the immediate wake of last

month’s attack, police had detained 16
young Jewish settlers, but they were
later released without charge after pro-
viding statements.

Ten of those initially detained were
from Yitzhar, a Jewish settlement in the
West Bank which is known as a bastion
of extremists and where some residents
have been involved in previous hate
crimes.

In April, vandals smashed grave-
stones at a Maronite Christian cemetery
near Israel ’s  nor thern border with
Lebanon.

That attack prompted President
Reuven Rivlin to meet church leaders
and pledge a crackdown on religiously
inspired hate crime. — AFP
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TRIPOLI:  European states yesterday welcomed a UN
peace deal initialled by some Libyan factions but not
the opposition as a step towards restoring stability in
the lawless North African country. Plunged into chaos
since the 2011 overthrow of dictator Moamer
Gaddafi, Libya has two parliaments and governments
vying for power, as a slew of armed groups battle for
control of its oil wealth.

The elected parliament which initialled Saturday’s
agreement in Morocco along with some members of
political parties and civil society and local officials, is
based in the eastern city of Tobruk. The rival General
National Congress (GNC) is based in Tripoli and was
set up by a militia alliance, including Islamists, known
as Fajr Libya, after it seized the capital last August.

The two sides have been locked in months of
thorny negotiations brokered by UN envoy
Bernardino Leon who has been struggling to clinch a
deal to set up a national unity government and hold
fresh polls.

The GNC boycotted Saturday’s ceremony in the
Moroccan resort of Skhirat, after having said Leon’s
draft deal was not “satisfactory” and calling for “modi-
fications”. The European Union and Italy welcomed
the agreement as a step toward restoring peace in
Libya.

The UN Security Council has urged Libyan factions
to sign on to Leon’s proposals in a bid to stem rising
violence and the spread of radical organisations such
as the Islamic State group.

The jihadists have taken advantage of the Libya’s
divisions to establish itself in the country, close to
Europe’s shores.

Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi said on his
Twitter account that the  agreement was an “impor-
tant step in efforts to stabilise the region and re-
establish peace in this great country”.

Renzi said that a solution to the conflict in Libya
was a “central” to battling “terrorism and (illegal)
immigration”.

Italy has repeatedly said an accord would help
stem the flow of migration to Europe from Africa via
Libya-where people smugglers have stepped up their
lucrative business.

‘Huge breakthrough’
The International Organization for Migration said

Friday that some 150,000 migrants have crossed the
Mediterranean to Europe so far this year, with nearly
all landing in Italy.

EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini also
welcomed Saturday’s deal as “an important step
towards restoring peace and stability in Libya” and
urged the GNC to initial the agreement as well.

The Tobruk government, recognised international-
ly, has welcomed what it called a “huge break-
through”, urging all parties in Libya to overcome their
differences and finalise the deal.

“What happened in Morocco is positive,” said polit-
ical activist Othman al-Sassi, stressing that Libya
needs a national unity government.

“The Congress was not present but other parties
to the Libyan conflict initialled the political agree-
ment and that is a breakthrough,” said Sassi, himself a
former GNC member.

Leon told Saturday’s ceremony in Morocco that
the door to further negotiations would remain open,
expressing confidence that the GNC will return to the
negotiations.

“This is one but a very important step on the road
to peace ... a peace, which all Libyans have been long
seeking to achieve,” he said.

“The door remains open for those who chose not
to be here today... I am confident that in the weeks
ahead we will try to clarify the issues that remain con-
tentious and address the outstanding concerns,” he
added.

The deal initialled on Saturday was the fourth

draft proposed by Leon to Libya’s warring factions. It
consists of six points aimed at “laying the foundation
for a modern, democratic state based on the princi-
ple of inclusion, the rule of law, separation of powers
and respect for human rights,” Leon said. Among the
sticking issues is a call for “respecting the judiciary,” a
possible reference to a Supreme Court decision
invalidating the Tobruk parliament which was elect-
ed in June 2014. — AFP
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BEIRUT: A bomb explosion in a tunnel
near Aleppo Citadel in Syria yesterday
damaged a wall of the fortress that is part
of the UNESCO-listed Old City, state media
and a monitor reported.

The blast partly destroyed the wall of
the monumental 13th century citadel that
overlooks the Old City, said the official
SANA news agency and the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights.

“A powerful explosion was heard after
midnight Saturday. It was caused by the
blowing up of a tunnel in the Old City near
the Aleppo Citadel,” the Observatory said.

“The blast caused the collapse of part
of the wall of the citadel,” said Observatory
chief Rami Abdel Rahman.

It was unclear who was behind the
attack, he said, but it was immediately fol-
lowed by clashes between rebels and gov-
ernment forces who are battling for con-
trol of the northern city. SANA said “terror-
ists” blew up the tunnel, causing the dam-
age to the historic citadel.

The Syrian government and its media
describe as “terrorists” the various armed
groups who have been battling to oust
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime since
2011. Rebel fighters in Aleppo, Syria’s sec-
ond largest city and pre-war commercial

hub, have often set off explosions in tun-
nels that they have dug under military tar-
gets before launching attacks on them.

In March, rebels including Al-Qaeda’s
Syrian affiliate, Al-Nusra Front, attacked a
regime-held intelligence base in Aleppo
by first denotating a tunnel explosion and
then battling the government forces.

For the past three years, Aleppo city
has been divided between a government-
held western sector and a rebel-held east-
ern one. The rebels launched a major
offensive in the first week of July to try to
take territory on the western outskirts of
the city.

The Aleppo Citadel, which contains the
remains of mosques, a palace and bath
buildings, is one of several sites in Syria on
UNESCO’s world heritage list.

One of the most famous is the ancient
central city of Palmyra, which was seized
by the jihadist Islamic State group from
government forces on May 21.

Syria’s conflict began with anti-govern-
ment protests in March 2011.

It has killed more than 230,000 people,
turned more than four million  Syrians into
refugees, devastated the country’s infra-
structure and economy and inflicted dam-
age in many heritage sites. — AFP

Tunnel explosion damages 

Syria’s citadel in Aleppo

RABAT: Members of the delegation from the government in the eastern city of Tobruk sign the document on a new version of a UN-brokered peace deal
during the UN-brokered talks in Skhirat, near the Moroccan capital Rabat yesterday.  —  AFP 

BEKAA VALLEY:  Malala Yousafzai, the
youngest winner of the Nobel Peace Prize,
celebrated her 18th birthday in Lebanon
yesterday by opening a school for Syrian
refugee girls and called on world leaders to
invest in “books not bullets”. Malala became
a symbol of defiance after she was shot on a
school bus in Pakistan 2012 by the Taliban
for advocating girls’ rights to education. She
continued campaigning and won the Nobel
in 2014.

“I decided to be in Lebanon because I
believe that the voices of the Syrian refugees
need to be heard and they have been
ignored for so long,” Malala told Reuters in a
schoolroom decorated with drawings of
butterflies.

The Malala Fund, a non-profit organisa-
tion that supports local education projects,
paid for the school in the Bekaa Valley, close
to the Syrian border. It can welcome up to
200 girls aged 14 to 18.

“Today on my first day as an adult, on
behalf of the world’s children, I demand of
leaders we must invest in books instead of

bullets,” Malala said in a speech.
Lebanon is home to 1.2 million of the 4

million refugees that have fled Syria’s war to
neighbouring countries. There are about
500,000 Syrian school-age children in
Lebanon, but only a fifth are in formal edu-
cation. Lebanon, which allows informal set-
tlements on land rented by refugees, says it
can no longer cope with the influx from
Syria’s four-year conflict. One in four living in
Lebanon is a refugee.

The U.N. says the number of Syrian
refugees in neighbouring countries is
expected to reach 4.27 million by the end of
the year. “In Lebanon as well as in Jordan, an
increasing number of refugees are being
turned back at the border,” Malala said.  “This
is inhuman and this is shameful.”

Her father Ziauddin said he was proud
she was carrying on her activism into
adulthood. “This is the mission we have
taken for the last 8-9 years. A small
moment for the education of girls in Swat
Valley: it is spreading now all over the
world,” he said.—Reuters
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ARRABA: Israel yesterday released a Palestinian pris-
oner who staged a 56-day hunger strike which
brought him near death in a protest against the con-
troversial procedure allowing detainees to be held
indefinitely without charge. Khader Adnan was greet-
ed to a hero’s welcome in his village near Jenin, in the
northern West Bank, that included fireworks, songs
and flags for Islamic Jihad, the militant movement to
which Israel says he belongs.

Residents wore shirts donning Adnan’s picture.
The bespectacled 37-year-old, thin and with a long

beard, was released before dawn in an apparent effort
to limit attention to the move, initially expected at
midday.  A spokeswoman for the Israeli Prison
Authority confirmed the release but provided no oth-
er details. Islamic Jihad congratulated Adnan in a
statement for his “victory” and said a celebration was
being organised in his village of Arraba.

Adnan had been held for a year under administra-
tive detention, which allows imprisonment without
charge for renewable periods of six months indefinite-
ly. Of the 5,686 Palestinian prisoners currently held by
Israel, 379 are detained under the procedure.

His hunger strike, which had brought him near
death by the time it concluded last month, had

sparked warnings from the Palestinian government
that it held Israel responsible for his fate.

Regular protests were organised in support of him.
Adnan ended his hunger strike on June 28 after Israel
agreed to release him, at which point he was trans-
ferred to an Israeli hospital.

Debate over force-feeding 
An Israeli official said at the time that the deal was

made possible after Adnan withdrew his demand that
Israel undertake never again to place him under
administrative detention. The official said Adnan’s
deteriorating health and appeals from the
International Committee of the Red Cross and the
Palestinian Authority had contributed to the decision
to release him.

He was detained a year ago, shortly after the kid-
napping and murder of three young Israelis, which
triggered the arrests of hundreds of Palestinians in the
occupied West Bank. The killings were part of an
upsurge in violence in the run-up to the 2014 Gaza
war. Adnan had previously gone on hunger strike for
66 days in 2012 to protest against his detention.

He was released at the end of the protest, during
which he had ingested vitamins and salt.— AFP

JENIN: Palestinian Khader Adnan is greeted by Palestinians after his release from an Israeli prison in
the West Bank village of Arrabeh near Jenin, yesterday. Israel has released a Palestinian prisoner
who recently ended a 55-day hunger strike. Looking thin and pale, Adnan was transferred in an
Israeli ambulance yesterday and handed to the Palestinian medical service. The senior member of
Islamic Jihad had been held for more than a year in Israeli administrative detention. - AP
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ALEPPO: A picture taken yesterday, shows a damaged wall of Aleppo Citadel follow-
ing a reported explosion the previous night in a tunnel near the monumental 13th
fortress. The official SANA news agency said “terrorists” blew up the tunnel, causing
the damage to the historic citadel, as the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said
it was unclear who was behind the attack. —AFP

BEKAA VALLEY: A handout picture released by the Malala Fund yesterday,
shows education activist and Nobel Peace Prize Laureate Malala Yousafzai giv-
ing a speech on her 18th birthday, as she opens a new school in Lebanon’s
Bekaa Valley funded by the Malala Fund, the non-profit organisation she co-
founded with her father Ziauddin. — AFP


