
ANKARA: Members of parliament attend an extraordinary meeting at the Turkish Parliament in Ankara yesterday, following  a Republican
People’s Party (CHP) call to discuss military operations against Kurdish rebels and IS rebels. Turkish warplanes yesterday pounded targets of
PKK militants in northern Iraq, as parliament met in emergency session to debate the government’s controversial campaign against Kurdish
rebels and jihadists.  — AFP 

TEHRAN: France sought to revive its
relations with Iran yesterday, inviting
President Hassan Rouhani to visit Paris in
November, in a gesture that swiftly fol-
lows this month’s historic nuclear deal.

The offer came in a letter delivered by
French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius,
visiting Tehran on a short trip that has
attracted a mixture of optimism and criti-
cism in the capital. Fabius said the July 14

nuclear accord between Iran and six
world powers including France offered
the chance for rapprochement after
years of strain. But some Iranian media
have since attacked the diplomat’s hawk-
ish stance in the nuclear talks.

He has also been criticised over his
role in a tainted blood scandal that killed
hundreds of Iranians in the 1980s. Fabius,
his country’s first foreign minister to visit

since 2001, told reporters at the French
embassy that it was an important trip
that could offer a new beginning.

“We are two great, independent
countries. It is true that in recent years,
for reasons that everyone knows, the ties
have cooled but now thanks to the
nuclear deal, things will be able to
change,” he said. Around the time Fabius
landed in Tehran a small but vehement
group of protesters gathered at
Mehrabad Airport to oppose the visit, cit-
ing the blood deaths that occurred when
he was France’s prime minister.

“King of Aids, you are not welcomed,”
one billboard read, while another stated:
“We will neither forgive nor forget.” 

The slogans related to the French
National Blood Transfusion Centre, which
decades ago exported products contam-
inated with the AIDS virus. Fabius was
acquitted in 1999 by French courts over
the affair, in which people in France also
died. Iran’s Tasnim news agency said
some protesters who were asked to end
their demonstration had been briefly
detained. But Fabius held a short press
conference with his Iranian counterpart
Mohammad Javad Zarif, where the invi-
tation to Rouhani from French President
Francois Hollande was announced.

New chapter of common interest 
If taken up, the trip would be the first

to France by an Iranian president since

1999. Rouhani was elected in 2013 after
pledging to push for a diplomatic end to
a then decade-long crisis over the
Islamic republic’s disputed nuclear activ-
ities.

“From now, we hope to deepen our
relations in all areas,” said Zarif, standing
beside Fabius, with both noting that
political dialogue had resumed at minis-
terial level.

“We want to start a new chapter in a
sense of common interest,” Zarif added,
mentioning “the fight against terrorism”
in a nod to possibly greater cooperation
in fighting Islamic State jihadists in Iraq
and Syria. A French economic and trade
delegation accompanied by the agricul-
ture minister and deputy foreign minis-
ters are to visit Tehran in September, offi-
cials announced. 

“With the new deal-the lifting of
sanctions-France intends, if Iran is will-
ing, to be more present in several areas...
political, economic, cultural,” said Fabius
before meeting Rouhani.

The nuclear deal was struck by Iran
and the five permanent members of the
UN Security Council-Britain, China,
France, Russia and the US-plus Germany.

Iran, which has always denied seek-
ing an atomic bomb, agreed to curbs on
some but not all elements of its nuclear
programme in exchange for a lifting of
UN, US and European economic sanc-
tions.— AFP

TEHRAN: In this photo released by the official website of the office of
the Iranian Presidency yesterday, Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani,
right, welcomes French Foreign Minister Laurent Fabius at the start of
their meeting in the presidency office in Tehran, Iran. — AP

RAMALLAH: Abdul Rahman Qasim, the owner of the land where the so-called
Dreinoff buildings were being illegally constructed, watches Israeli bulldozers
demolishing the buildings on his land under an Israeli High Court ruling, in the set-
tlement of Beit El, north of Ramallah in the occupied West Bank, yesterday. Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had said he opposed the demolition of the two
structures being built illegally. — AFP 
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ISTANBUL:  Turkish jets launched their
heaviest assault on Kurdish militants in
northern Iraq overnight since air strikes
began last week, hours after President
Tayyip Erdogan said a peace process had
become impossible.

The strikes hit Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK) targets including shelters, depots
and caves in six areas, a statement from
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu’s office
said. A senior official told Reuters it was
the biggest assault since the campaign
started.

Iraq condemned the air strikes as a
“dangerous escalation and an assault on
Iraqi sovereignty”, saying it was commit-
ted to ensuring militant attacks on Turkey
were not carried out from within its terri-
tory. Turkey launched near-simultaneous
strikes against PKK camps in Iraq and
Islamic State fighters in Syria last Friday, in
what Davutoglu has called a “synchro-
nised fight against terror”.

The NATO member also opened up its
air bases to the U.S.-led coalition against
Islamic State, joining the front-line in the
battle against the jihadists after years of
reluctance. NATO gave Turkey its full polit-
ical support on Tuesday. But Turkey’s
assaults on the PKK have so far been far
heavier than its strikes against Islamic
State, fuelling suspicions that its real
agenda is keeping Kurdish political and
territorial ambitions in check, something

the government denies. It has made clear
that its operations against Islamic State in
Syria will not include air cover for Syrian
Kurdish fighters also battling the jihadists.

The chairman of Turkey’s pro-Kurdish
opposition HDP party, Selahattin
Demirtas, whose lawmakers Erdogan
wants to see prosecuted for alleged links
to the PKK, called for an immediate halt to
violence on both sides. “We have to estab-
lish democratic pressure that will help
silence the guns immediately. We are
ready to work with all politicians who
want to achieve this,” he told reporters.

Turkish officials have said the strikes
against the PKK are a response to
increased militant violence in recent
weeks, including a series of targeted
killings of police officers and soldiers
blamed on the Kurdish militant group.

On Tuesday, fighter jets also bombed
PKK targets in the southeastern Turkish
province of Sirnak, bordering Iraq, after an
attack on a group of gendarmes.

The PKK has said the strikes are an
attempt to “crush” the Kurdish political
movement and create an “authoritarian,
hegemonic system” in Turkey.

It has stopped short of explicitly
pulling out of a peace process, although it
said on July 11 that Turkey’s construction
of military outposts, dams and roads for
military use had violated a ceasefire and
that it planned to resume attacks.

Erdogan initiated negotiations in 2012
to try to end the PKK insurgency, largely
fought in the predominantly-Kurdish
southeast and which has killed 40,000
people since 1984. The ceasefire, though
fragile, had been holding since March
2013. Western allies have said they recog-
nise Turkey’s right to self-defence but
have urged it not to allow years of peace
efforts with the PKK to collapse. While
deeming the group a terrorist organisa-
tion, Washington also depends heavily on
allied Syrian Kurdish fighters battling
Islamic State.

But on Tuesday, Erdogan said the
process had become impossible and
urged parliament to strip politicians with
links to the militants of immunity from
prosecution, a move seen as aimed
squarely at the HDP.

Domestic agenda
Parliament is due to discuss the mili-

tary operations in Iraq and Syria, as well as
Erdogan’s call for the lifting of immunity,
in what will be a heated session later.

Deputy Prime Minister Yalcin
Akdogan, who has overseen the govern-
ment side of peace efforts, accused the
HDP of sacrificing the process in the name
of its own political ambition, saying it had
been more interested in winning enough
votes to enter parliament than in working
to resolve the conflict.

The HDP won 13 percent of the vote
in a June 7 poll, helping to deprive the
AKP Erdogan founded of a majority in
parliament for the first time since 2002
and forcing it to seek a junior coalition
partner or face a fresh election.

“The HDP has destroyed the trust, has
betrayed the peace process,” Akdogan
told the state-run Anadolu news agency,
but stopped short of declaring it defini-
tively over. “It is unclear how the process
will continue. First the PKK should put
down weapons. If there’s anything to be
discussed, we can discuss it after that,” he
said. Many Kurds believe that by reviving
conflict with the PKK, Erdogan seeks to
undermine support for the HDP ahead of
a possible fresh election. He has made no
secret of his desire to change the constitu-
tion and amass stronger powers, virtually
impossible without a strong single-party
AKP government.

The AKP has been holding coalition
talks, but the leader of the largest opposi-
tion party, the CHP, said last week he saw
an early election as the most likely out-
come. “The president does not want a
coalition to be formed. He knows that if a
coalition is formed whatever remains
from his executive presidency dream will
completely be destroyed,” said Idris
Baluken, a senior HDP lawmaker.

“He wants Turkey to have a snap elec-
tion quickly.” — Reuters
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JERUSALEM: Israel offered a cautious
welcome yesterday to the planned US
release of former spy Jonathan Pollard,
wary that too warm a celebration might
hurt efforts to persuade the Obama
administration to let him leave for Israel
immediately.

Under parole terms announced on
Tuesday, Pollard, a former US Navy intelli-
gence analyst who was convicted in 1987
of passing reams of classified information
to Israel, will be freed on Nov. 21 but con-
fined to the United States for five years.
Having been granted Israeli citizenship
while in prison, Pollard, 60, has said he
wants to emigrate to Israel, where his sec-
ond wife lives, and where he can expect
to receive substantial government back-
pay for his 30 years behind bars.  His
crime and lack of contrition have, howev-
er, been an irritant in a US-Israeli alliance
now strained by feuds over the Iranian
nuclear deal and stalled Palestinian peace
talks.  Some of Pollard’s fellow American
Jews have also voiced discomfort with his
status as a cause celebre in certain circles
in Israel, even if broader society is more
lukewarm towards him.  Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu greeted
the news of Pollard’s parole order with a
three-sentence written statement. 

Yesterday, Justice Minister Ayelet
Shaked sounded circumspect about the
chances of Pollard coming to Israel.  “If
one wants to change the (parole) terms,
then that is not a legal matter. It will
apparently require the intercession of the
(US) president, and that is a more com-
plex process.  I t  would be political,”

Shaked told Israel’s Army Radio.  Pollard’s
legal team has called on President Barack
Obama to allow him to go to Israel imme-
diately after release. That appears unlikely
and his lawyers have said that he has a
job and a place to l ive set up in the
United States.  “The president has no
intention of altering the terms of Mr.
Pollard’s parole,” Alistair Baskey,
spokesman for the White House’s
National Security Council, told reporters.
Shaked would not be drawn on whether
the Israeli government should appeal to
Obama on the matter, saying: “What
needs to be done, simply, is to ease life
for him, and of course to make efforts for
him to reach Israel.”

She called for “lowering our profile
and allowing the legal process to run its
course quietly, with as little noise as pos-
sible,” and said she was opposed to any
idea of sending a senior Israeli official to
greet Pollard when he leaves jail.  Asked
whether such displays might aggravate
the Obama administration and make it
less likely to accommodate Pollard’s bid
to emigrate, Shaked said: “That supposi-
tion has a basis.” Shaked belongs to the
Jewish Home party, an ultranationalist
partner in Netanyahu’s conservative
coalition government, with constituents
who consider Pollard a national hero.
She sounded reluctant to agree publicly
with that characterization, however.  “A
hero of Israel? In my eyes he is a certain-
ly a person who was sent by the state,
and the state should take care of him
and certainly bring him to Israel,” Shaked
said. —  Reuters
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CAIRO: Egypt said that Syria’s territori-
al integrity must be preserved - an
apparent sign of its disapproval of
Turkey’s intervention against militants
in Iraq and Syria.

The Foreign Ministry said in a state-
ment on Tuesday that Cairo supported
combating what it  cal led terrorist
groups in Syria.

But this effort must happen “within
the context of preserving the unity and
integrity of Syria’s territories...in accor-
dance with international legal norms
and decisions,” it said.

Turkey last week began bombarding
targets in Syria linked to the Islamic
State jihadist movement and granted
access to its air bases to a US led-coali-
tion-ending a policy which avoided
direct intervention in the Syria conflict.

I t  also struck mil itants from the
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) in Iraq in
recent days in response to attacks
against its security forces.

Washington and Ank ara also
announced plans to sweep Islamic
State fighters from a strip of land along
the border, possibly providing a safe

haven for civilians.
The Egyptian statement did not

elaborate nor mention Turkey.
Political analyst Hassan Abou Taleb

of Al Ahram Centre for Political and
Strategic Studies said Egypt’s message
was a “condemnation and rejection of
Turkey’s unilateral moves”.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi, who is fighting an Islamist militan-
cy in the Sinai, has stressed the need to
maintain Syria’s unity in the past.

Various countries,  including the
United States, support rebels fighting

to bring down President Bashar al-
Assad. But the conflict has seen a prolif-
eration of jihadist groups opposed to
both Assad and the West, and the frag-
mentation of the country.

Four years into a war that has killed
more than 220,000 people, Assad can
no longer defend the whole country or
hope to regain lost territory and his
forces are retreating and fortifying their
core strongholds,  from the capital
Damascus up to the coastal strip in
northwestern Syria.

At the same time, the main blocs of

insurgents-Islamic State in the east, a
rival Islamist alliance in the northwest,
nationalist rebels in the south and
Kurds in the north-are carving out their
own fiefdoms.

Sisi is also worried about Islamist
militants in neighbouring Libya, which
has descended into chaos since  auto-
crat Muammar Gaddafi was toppled in
2011. Egypt inter vened in Libya in
Februar y when it  bombed Is lamic
States targets there after the militant
group beheaded 21 Egyptian
Christians.— Reuters
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JERUSALEM: Israeli  Pr ime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu yesterday approved
the “immediate” construction of 300 set-
tler homes in the occupied West Bank as
his government came under pressure from
right-wing Jewish groups.

Settlements in the West Bank are
viewed as major impediments to peace
negotiations with Palestinians, who see
the land as part of a future independent
state, and Western nations have called on
Israel to halt such projects.

The decision comes amid already
strained relations between Israel and the
United States, particularly over the recent
nuclear deal with Iran, but Netanyahu is
also under pressure to hold together his
one-seat majority in parliament.

Palestinian officials had not immediate-
ly reacted to the announcement, but they
have previously strongly condemned such
moves.

“After consultations in the prime minis-
ter’s office, the immediate construction of
300 homes in Beit El has been authorised,”
a statement from Netanyahu’s office said,
adding that planning for another 504
homes in annexed East Jerusalem had also
been approved.

According to the statement, the 300
units in the West Bank had been promised
three years ago following the demolition
of other homes in the Beit El settlement.

The approval came after the Israeli
High Court earlier Wednesday upheld a
demolition order for two structures being
built illegally in Beit El. The planned demo-
lition had drawn protests from settler
groups who clashed with police at the site
yesterday.

‘Zionist response’ 
Netanyahu had said he opposed the

demolition of the housing units under

construction, which began yesterday. 
Right-wing members of his govern-

ment also spoke out strongly against the
demolition, and Education Minister Naftali
Bennett addressed protesters at the site.

Yesterday, he immediately hailed the
decision on new construction announced
by Netanyahu’s office.

“This decision is a Zionist response,”
Bennett, of the right-wing Jewish Home
party, said in a statement. “This is the way
in which we will build our country.”

The prime minister holds only a one-
seat majority in parliament following
M a rc h  e l e c t i o n s  a n d  s e t t l e r  gro u p s
wield significant influence in his gov-
ernment. 

Israeli settlements in the occupied West
Bank are considered illegal under interna-
tional law, though not by the Israeli gov-
ernment. 

They are seen as further complicating
peace negotiations aimed at leading to an
independent Palestinian state. Talks have
been stalled since last year.

The two buildings being demolished in
Beit  El  were repor tedly on private
Palestinian land that was seized by the
army in the 1970s.

Several hundred protesters clashed
with police on Tuesday as authorities took
control of the buildings, then again on
Wednesday as demolition started.

Police used water cannon to push back
protesters and detained a number of peo-
ple, an AFP photographer reported.

In a separate incident on Tuesday, sev-
eral hundred people illegally entered the
former Sa-Nur settlement in the northern
West Bank. Israel had evacuated the set-
tlement in 2005.

Israel seized the West Bank in the 1967
Six-Day War and nearly 400,000 Jewish
settlers currently live there. — AFP
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