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Palestine village braces 

for Israeli demolition

SUSIYA, West Bank: Residents of this dusty village are bracing for
Israeli bulldozers to come and knock down their makeshift homes of
tarp, wood and wire any day now. But as they wait for the military order
to be carried out, villagers are rallying support from Western govern-
ments. Israeli authorities say Susiya’s structures are unlicensed and
must come down.  Residents and their supporters say Israel refuses to
grant building permits to Palestinians, even while allowing Israeli settle-
ments to thrive next door.

“The people are afraid,” said Nasser Nawajah, a leading activist
among Susiya’s residents.  He said his children will not sleep alone at
night. During the day, Nawajah said, the children are constantly on
edge that any group approaching could be Israeli soldiers. Susiya, a
rocky hamlet of several hundred people, is one of more than a dozen
Palestinian herding communities in the southern West Bank unrecog-
nized by Israel. Consisting mostly of tents, and without running water
or electricity, the village has nonetheless risen to international promi-
nence in recent weeks as it braces for a round of decisive demolitions
after three decades of legal battles with the Israeli government.

Peace accords 
At the heart of the matter is the struggle over the 62 percent of the

West Bank that was placed under full Israeli control under interim peace
accords two decades ago. This land, called Area C, is home to more than
350,000 Jewish settlers, more than double the number of Palestinians
living there. Critics say Israel has blocked virtually all Palestinian devel-
opment in Area C, while expanding the Jewish settlements there - a
charge Israel denies.

Susiya is flanked by a Jewish settlement and the ruins of a centuries-
old Jewish town of the same name. Susiya’s residents lived in the area
of the ruins until Israel declared it an archaeological site in the 1980s,
forcing them to leave. Some left for other Palestinian communities,
while others settled a few hundred meters (yards) away, on land
Nawajah says is privately owned by him and his relatives.

Since Israel did not recognize the relocated Palestinian Susiya, it was
not hooked up to electrical or water grids. The nearby Israeli settlement
of Susiya and several unauthorized Jewish outposts in the area receive
such services. The international community considers West Bank settle-
ments, built on land captured in the 1967 Middle East war, to be illegal
or illegitimate. The Palestinians claim the West Bank as part of a future
independent state. Susiya’s situation escalated in May, when Israel’s
high court stopped a temporary injunction on demolitions. Then in
July, the Israeli defense body that oversees Palestinian civilian affairs,
known as COGAT, announced the demolitions and evictions would
take place sometime before Aug. 3.  COGAT also provided residents
with a map of 32 structures it planned to demolish first.

Options dwindling 
With their options dwindling, residents, backed by a series of advo-

cacy groups, have drawn attention to their plight, receiving support
from some powerful quarters. The US State Department has said that
demolishing parts of the village and evicting Palestinians would be
“harmful and provocative” and undermine prospects for reviving peace
talks, which broke down more than a year ago. The European Union has
also condemned the demolition plan. The EU and several European
countries have funded projects in Susiya, including solar panels from
Germany and a playground from Austria. UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-
moon on Wednesday expressed his concerns as well. His spokes-
woman, Vannina Maestracci, said he hoped a dialogue between Israeli
authorities and the community would resolve the matter.

The international pressure seems to be working. COGAT said it has
not yet decided whether to carry out the demolitions, and said it
recently opened a dialogue with villagers in search of a solution. Israel
has offered to relocate the residents to Yatta, a nearby West Bank town
under Palestinian Authority control. The Israeli Foreign Ministry insisted
Israel was acting within its rights in accordance with long-standing
agreements with Palestinian authorities. — AP 

ARBIL: Pentagon chief Ashton Carter said
during a visit to Kurdistan yesterday that the
autonomous region’s peshmerga force was a
model for the rest of Iraq in its fight against
jihadists. The US defense secretary, on the
second day of his first visit to Iraq since taking
office earlier this year, praised the efforts of
what is the region’s de facto army.

“We are trying to build a force throughout
the territory of Iraq, and someday in Syria,
that can do” what the peshmerga have
achieved, Carter said. He was speaking in the
Kurdish capital Arbil in front of members of
the US-led coalition deployed in Kurdistan to
help push back the Islamic State group.
Moments earlier, he met Kurdish President
Massud Barzani.

Carter “commended President Barzani on
the battlefield successes they’ve achieved on
the ground in coordination with US and coali-
tion air power,” a Pentagon statement said.
Several high-ranking Kurdish military officials
attended the talks with Carter, on his first trip
to Iraq since taking office earlier this year. The
threat posed to Arbil by an IS advance early
last August was one of the reasons cited days
later by US President Barack Obama for
announcing US air strikes. An international
coalition has since developed and carried out
thousands of air strikes, many in support of
peshmerga forces fighting IS. More than

1,200 peshmerga fighters have been killed in
fighting with IS, which last year swept into
several areas controlled by the Kurds, who are
now trying to take them back. The coalition
has repeatedly stressed that air strikes were
only useful if carried out in support of well-
organized ground offensives.

Carter had expressed his frustration in
May after Iraqi government forces, who had
held on for almost 18 months in Ramadi, the
capital of the western province of Anbar,
completely buckled and lost the city. “We
have an issue with the will of the Iraqis to
fight ISIL and defend themselves,” he had
said at the time, using another acronym for IS.

More help for Baghdad 
Carter was in Baghdad Thursday and said

the United States was ready to do more to
help Baghdad’s forces reconquer the ground
they lost last year but added that the army
needed to shape up. “We are willing to do
more... when and if (the Iraqis) develop capa-
ble, motivated forces of their own that can
take and retain territory,” he said as he met
some of the 3,500 US military trainers and
advisers in Iraq. 

Iraqi forces are upping the pressure on IS
in its stronghold of Anbar, a vast Sunni
province which stretches from the outskirts
of Baghdad to the borders with Syria, Jordan

and Saudi Arabia. Iraqi troops and paramili-
tary forces have largely encircled Ramadi as
well as Fallujah, the province’s other main
city, paving the way for major offensives.

Relations are strained between the federal
government in Baghdad and the
autonomous administration in Kurdistan.
Barzani, whose forces have de facto seized
several oil-rich, contested areas on the back
of last year’s IS offensive, has threatened to
organize a referendum on independence.

Carter stressed during his meeting with
the veteran Kurdish leader yesterday that
Washington’s assistance to Kurdistan as part
of the war against IS would not bypass
Baghdad. “The secretary also noted that the
United States would continue working by,
with, and through the government of Iraq to
support Kurdish forces in the fight against
ISIL,” the Pentagon statement said.

IS is also under increasing pressure in
Syria, where Turkish fighter jets bombed IS
positions for the first time yesterday, poten-
tially marking a major shift in the conflict.
After months of negotiations, Turkey also
finally gave the green light for the US to use a
key air base in its south for its air strikes
against IS. NATO member Turkey had been
accused of colluding with IS by allowing the
jihadists to use its territory as a rear base and
not fulfilling its role in the coalition. — AFP 

Pentagon chief hails peshmerga 

as ideal model for rest of Iraq

Praised efforts of region’s de facto army

IRBIL: US Defense Secretary Ash Carter walks with Minister of Peshmerga, Mustafa Sayid Qadir, (right) and
Falah Mustafa, Kurdish regional government Minister of Foreign Relations, (left) as he arrives. — AP 

BAGHDAD: Iraq’s top Shiite cleric yesterday called
on the government in Baghdad to do more to pro-
tect the families of Iraqi forces fighting the Islamic
State group, saying they are an “easy prey” for
extremists bent on revenge attacks. 

In his weekly sermon, Ayatollah Ali Al-Sistani
also said authorities should implement tough poli-
cies to catch and punish those who attack inno-
cent civilians. “It is not logical or acceptable that
the fighters, soldiers or volunteers who are sacrific-
ing themselves for the sake of Iraq leave their

loved ones and families under the protection of
the security forces, and then those people become
easy prey for Daesh,” said Al-Sistani’s spokesman
Abdul-Mahdi  Al-Karbalaie ,  us ing the Arabic
acronym for the Islamic State group.

“The government is strongly urged to imple-
ment a firm policy and strictly punish those ele-
ments proved to be involved in such criminal
activities,” the spokesman added, quoting Al-
Sistani. The reclusive cleric’s appeal comes amid
mounting pressure on the government to catch

and prosecute those responsible for last week’s
massive bombing in eastern Diyala province that
killed 115 people as the Islamic holy month of
Ramadan was coming to an end. Many women and
children were among the victims in the predomi-
nantly Shiite district of Khan Bani Saad. The Islamic
State group has claimed responsibility for that
attack. The Sunni militant group regularly targets
Shiite civilians, military checkpoints and govern-
ment installations as it seeks to destabilize the
Shiite-led government in Baghdad. — AP 
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