
GAZA CITY: The Al-Zazas have much to celebrate
these days, after returning a few weeks ago to their
neighborhood in the Gaza Strip - the first Palestinian
family to move back into a completely rebuilt home
since last year’s war between Israel and the Islamic mili-
tant group Hamas.

It was a much-anticipated homecoming. Their
house was one of thousands of dwellings that were
reduced to rubble in the war. A push to reconstruct the
battered coastal territory has been sluggish, relying on
international funding pledges that have only partially
been fulfilled. But the Al-Zazas’ move offers a rare glim-
mer of hope to the tens of thousands of Gazans who
lost their homes in the war. The family’s place in Gaza
City’s Shaaf neighborhood, one of the hardest-hit in
the war, was among the first 170 completely destroyed
homes that were approved for reconstruction under a
UN mechanism.

“We are very happy ... it’s our home,” 50-year-old
Atef Al-Zaza, the family patriarch, told The Associated
Press in his barely furnished new living room. “Our life
is getting back to its pre-war normality.” About half a
million people were displaced at the height of the 50-
day conflict and 100,000 were left homeless, according
to the United Nations. Israeli airstrikes and shelling flat-
tened entire areas, leaving piles of concrete and debris.
More than 2,200 Palestinians were killed, the majority
of them civilians, according to UN figures. On the Israeli
side, 73 people were killed, most of them soldiers.

Donor pledges 
Many of the displaced Gazans fled to UN facilities

serving as makeshift shelters or moved in with relatives
elsewhere in the strip. After the war, some opted to
return to their shelled-out and damaged homes, leav-
ing about 17,000 still displaced 14 months after hostili-
ties ended.

The UN says some 18,000 homes were destroyed or
severely damaged in the war. Mufeed Al-Hasayneh, the
Palestinian Minister of Public Works, said that of the
130,000 houses that sustained minor and moderate
damage, most have been repaired, while others still
await funding from donor pledges.

At a conference held in Cairo shortly after the war,
international donors pledged $2.7 billion to rebuild
Gaza, but more than a year later, only a third of the
sum has been received, Al-Hasayneh said. “We only ask
for the money that was promised at the conference.
We don’t ask for more,” Al-Hasayneh said.

The coastal territory is under an Israeli and Egyptian
blockade that has for years limited the entry of goods,
especially construction materials like cement or steel
that Israel says Hamas uses to construct tunnels and
other military infrastructure. But under a UN-brokered
mechanism supported by Israel and the Palestinian
Authority, construction materials are allowed to enter
Gaza under strict monitoring to ensure they are not
diverted to Hamas. COGAT, the Israeli defense body
that handles civilian issues with the Palestinians, said
up to 850 truckloads of materials, including building
supplies, currently cross into Gaza every day. Israel
imposed the blockade in 2007 after Hamas seized con-
trol of the territory. A rift between Hamas, which rules
Gaza, and the Fatah faction of Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas, who governs the West Bank, has
also bogged down reconstruction efforts. Still, some
progress has been made. Qatar is rebuilding 1,000
housing units and Kuwait is expected to fund the
rebuilding of a similar number of houses soon. Saudi
Arabia promised to pay for the rebuilding of another
800 units, Al-Hasayneh said.

Gray rubble 
In the Shaaf neighborhood, workers were busy this

week building the frames of other homes being recon-
structed. The beige- and peach-painted walls of the
new al-Zaza home stand out amid the surrounding
gray rubble. During the war, most Shaaf residents fled
because of heavy Israeli artillery and tank shelling. Al-
Zaza left his four-floor house where he had lived in
with his wife, 12 children and brothers since 1986, and
moved in with a daughter. The house they left was lat-
er hit in an airstrike, although it remains unclear why.
It’s located behind the Al-Wafa hospital, which Israel
says was used as a Hamas command center.

During a brief cease-fire, the family came to check
up on the home and found it reduced to a pile of rub-
ble in a wide crater. “It was an indescribable scene,” said
Al-Zaza, who is unemployed and subsists off aid. He
lost all hope, but that pessimism faded when he
received money in June to start rebuilding. Al-Zaza
says he was so eager, he urged the builders to work
around the clock to complete the house. The funding
covered the rebuilding of the house’s structure, so Al-
Zaza spent money from his own pocket to give it some
resemblance of the old home.

He painted the interior walls of the guest room
with bright stucco and added gypsum decoration to
the ceilings. In the living room, the walls’ lower halves
were covered by glazed ceramic tile. With the first floor
complete, the family finally moved in in September,
and Al-Zaza’s relatives are expected to move into the
three upper floors once they are finished. Since the
reconstruction money doesn’t cover furniture and the
Al-Zazas’ belongings were destroyed in the airstrike,
the family now uses plastic chairs, a plastic table and a
woven straw mat in the living room. For the kitchen,
they bought a used refrigerator and a washing
machine. With a roof over his head, Al-Zaza says he isn’t
bothered. “Happiness has been in our hearts as soon as
we entered our home,” he said. — AP 
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ATHENS: At least 13 migrants, six of
them children, drowned as two boats
making the hazardous crossing from
Turkey capsized in the Aegean Sea off
Greece yesterday, the coastguard said.
The first tragedy occurred off the island
of Samos when a boat overturned just
20 meters from shore.

Ten bodies-including six children, four
of them babies-were found in the ves-
sel’s cabin while that of a girl  was
washed up on the island, where dozens

of refugees have perished trying to reach
Europe in recent days. Two others were
still missing with coastguards saying 15
were plucked from the water.

A boat from the European border
agency Frontex also recovered two bod-
ies near the island of Farmakonnisi, near
Samos, the coastguard said. Frontex also
rescued three others, who said their boat
was carrying 15 people when it sank in
Turkish waters. Greek authorities and the
Turkish coastguard “continue to search

the zone to find the migrants who disap-
peared in the sinking, which probably
took place off the Turkish coast,” a repre-
sentative of the Greek coastguard’s press
office told AFP.

The new sinkings add to a string of
migrant boat tragedies since Monday off
the Greek islands of Lesbos, Kalymnos
and Rhodes in which more than 60 peo-
ple have drowned, at least 28 of them
children. On Friday alone 22 people,
including 17 children, lost their lives try-

ing to cross to the eastern Aegean
islands from Turkey, to which more than
two million Syrian refugees have fled. 

That followed another black day on
Wednesday when 24 migrants — 11 of
them children-died in five shipwrecks off
Lesbos, Samos and Agathonisi. With the
arrival of rough winter weather, and fears
that Europe is about to close its doors to
refugees, more than 80 people-most of
them children-have drowned trying to
reach Greece in October, according to an

AFP count. Since the beginning of the
year, 580,125 migrants have landed on
Greece’s shores, according to the UN
refugee agency UNHCR, with a total of
723,221 crossing the Mediterranean to
Europe. Greek Prime Minister Alexis
Tsipras said Friday that the drownings
were a “humanitarian tragedy” and a
“shame” for Europe. He is to travel to
Lesbos this week with the president of
the European parliament, Martin Schultz,
his office said. — AFP 
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BAKU: Azerbaijan voted yesterday in parlia-
mentary polls expected to cement President
Ilham Aliyev’s grip on power and boycotted by
the mainstream opposition as a sham. Polling
stations closed at 7:00 pm time (1500 GMT).
The Central Election Commission was due to
start releasing results later yesterday.

International rights groups have cast doubt
on the vote, accusing the government of jail-
ing political opponents on trumped-up
charges and limiting parties’ ability to cam-
paign in the ex-Soviet state. The leader of the
opposition Musavat party, Isa Gambar, told
AFP that victory for Aliyev’s Yeni (New)
Azerbaijan party was a foregone conclusion “in
the absence of strong opposition candidates
and amid widespread violations”. 

Yeni Azerbaijan had vowed the election
would be flawless. “The elections are being
held in a fully transparent and democratic
atmosphere,” Aliyev’s top aide, Ali Gasanov,
said. Turnout was 50.1 percent at 1300 GMT,
the Central Election Commission said.

‘Imitation elections’ 
The tightly controlled Caucasus nation’s

leading opposition parties, including the
National Council of Democratic Forces (NCDF),
the Musavat party, and the Democratic Party
of Azerbaijan, boycotted the polls, with the
NCDF calling them an “imitation” of elections.
“The country does not possess even half of the
conditions necessary for free and fair elec-
tions,” the party said.

Another major opposition party, the
Republican Alternative (REAL), said it would
not recognize the election results. The
Organization for Security and Cooperation in
Europe (OSCE) did not send observers to the
election, citing “restrictions” imposed on its
monitoring mission by the Azerbaijani authori-
ties and criticized the “crackdown on inde-
pendent and critical voices”. Aliyev yesterday
criticized the move as “unacceptable.” None of
the elections held in Azerbaijan since Aliyev
came in power in 2003 has been recognized as
free and fair by international observers.

Jailed opponents 
Any display of public discontent and politi-

cal dissent usually meets a tough government
response. Rights groups say the government
has particularly clamped down on opponents
since Aliyev’s re-election for a third term in
2013. Human Rights Watch (HRW ) and
Amnesty International have decried the
authorities’ systematic attacks on opponents in
the lead-up to the election. “At least 20 people
are currently imprisoned in the country merely
for having challenged the government’s poli-
cies,” London-based Amnesty said in a state-
ment. HRW said the authorities have used spu-
rious charges of drugs or weapons possession,
tax evasion, and even high treason to jail polit-
ical activists and dissenting journalists.

Over the past year, Aliyev’s leading political
opponent, REAL party leader Ilgar
Mammadov, as well as the country’s top criti-
cal journalist Khadija Ismayilova and a promi-
nent Azeri couple that campaigns against
human rights abuses, Leyla and Arif Yunus,
were sentenced to lengthy jail terms over
charges they say were politically motivated.

Despite international criticism, Aliyev
secured a third consecutive term in flawed
presidential polls in 2013, extending his fami-
ly’s decades-long grip on power in the energy-
rich Caspian Sea nation of 9.5 million people.
He took over in 2003 on the death of his father
Heydar Aliyev, a former KGB officer and com-
munist-era leader who had ruled newly inde-
pendent Azerbaijan with an iron fist since 1993.
The mainly Muslim country wedged between
Iran and Russia is considered key to Western
efforts to reduce Europe’s reliance on Russian
hydrocarbons. Depending largely on its energy
exports, the country was hit by a drop in oil
and gas prices and the global economic down-
turn, and in late February 2015 devalued its
currency, the manat, by 34 percent against the
dollar. More than 700 candidates from 13 par-
ties and one bloc were standing for the 125-
seat, single-house parliament, the Milli Majlis,
to be elected for a five-year term. Over 5.9 mil-
lion people were registered to vote. — AFP 
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BEIRUT: Lebanon’s political stalemate has not only left
uncollected garbage piling up in the streets, but now
risks losing millions in international loans for key devel-
opment projects because of a paralyzed parliament.

To secure the funds, Lebanon’s parliament is
required to approve loan deals or pass legislation on
which the money is conditioned. But the legislature,
deeply divided over issues ranging from minor domes-
tic disagreements to the conflict in neighboring Syria,
has not met since May 2014. The World Bank warns
that Lebanon could lose half a portfolio worth $1.1 bil-
lion (1 billion Euros) if parliament fails to ratify loan

agreements before December 31. Around half that
money is for the Bisri Dam project in southern
Lebanon, which is intended to provide 1.6 million peo-
ple with water for drinking and irrigation. Legislative
inaction has already led France to cancel 46.5 million
Euros for building schools and 70 million euros for the
electricity sector, in a country where chronic power
outages continue 25 years after the end of the 1975-
1990 civil war.

Another 70 million Euros from France for a water
purification project is also on the line because parlia-
ment has not ratified a water code that is a condition

for the money. The World Bank has already annulled
around $40 million in funds to the country this year.

A ‘wake-up’ call 
“The institutional gridlock has led us to cancel a

number of important projects for the country’s eco-
nomic development,” World Bank regional director
Ferid Belhaj told AFP.  “In our discussions with
Lebanese institutions, there’s an element of ‘wake-up’.
The political aspect must be separated from the eco-
nomic and development aspect because otherwise
there could be serious consequences.” 

Other World Bank projects worth around $500 mil-
lion are already being implemented “but not at the
speed or efficiency we’d hope for, and there is a risk
they will not achieve their objectives,” he added.

Fragile Lebanon had already been weakened by a
series of crises and episodes of violence after the 2005
assassination of former Prime Minister Rafiq Hariri and
since Syria’s conflict erupted next door in 2011. The
war has exacerbated tensions between the main
Western-backed political bloc led by Hariri’s son, which
supports Syria’s opposition, and the Iran-backed
Hezbollah-led bloc that backs Syria’s regime.

The conflict has also seen more than one million
Syrian refugees pour into Lebanon, costing the econo-
my around $7.5 billion, according to the World Bank.
The country has not had legislative elections since
2009, with parliament meeting only to extend its own
mandate twice. The cabinet has been so divided that it
has failed more than two dozen times to elect a suc-
cessor to president Michel Suleiman, whose mandate
expired in May 2014. The deadlock has manifested
itself most recently in a trash crisis created by the gov-
ernment’s failure to respond to the closure of the coun-
try’s largest landfill. — AFP

GAZA CITY: In this Wednesday, Oct 28, 2015 photo, Palestinians work on rebuilding a house which was destroyed during the last
summer’s war between Israel and Hamas. — AP
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may lose millions in aidSAMARKAND: US Secretary of State John
Kerry brought his Central Asia diplomatic cara-
van to the Silk Road citadel of Samarkand yes-
terday and was welcomed by a notorious
strongman. President Islam Karimov, the 77-
year-old autocrat who has ruled Uzbekistan for
a quarter-century since independence, hosted
Kerry at his sprawling palace complex. 

Kerry was keen to discuss closer US econom-
ic ties with Central Asia and cooperation in the
battle against the Islamic State group, which
recruits in the region.  But his willingness to court
such a hardline figure will attract criticism from
human rights groups. The US envoy praised the
beauty of Samarkand’s monuments, comparing
the ancient centre of Islamic learning favorably
to the devastation wrought on Syrian sites by IS
jihadists. “We need to talk about the challenges
that all of us face regarding security,” Kerry
added, noting that Central Asia borders on war-
torn Afghanistan. The two did not take ques-
tions. After the brief remarks, they met behind
closed doors. According to the US State
Department’s 2014 human rights report,
Uzbekistan’s authorities are guilty of “torture...
denial of due process and fair trial.” The post-
Soviet political system suffers from “an inability
to change the government through elections.” In
more colorful language, a leaked 2010 US diplo-
matic cable published by WikiLeaks branded
Karimov’s realm “a nightmarish world of rampant
corruption, organized crime, forced labor in the
cotton fields and torture.”

Jailed activist 
Kerry, who on Saturday had a difficult dis-

cussion on human rights with his Kyrgyz coun-
terpart, has said he will not shy away from
admonishing his hosts on his tour. But he has

also made it clear that Washington is ready to
work more closely with Central Asian govern-
ments in the fight against extremists like the
Islamic State group.  On Saturday, Kyrgyz
Foreign Minister Erlan Abdyldaev had com-
plained angrily that the United States had this
year given a human rights award to a jailed
Kyrgyz activist.  “And I regret that it did result in
some concerns,” Kerry admitted, stressing that
the disagreement must not hamper coopera-
tion in the fight against the Islamic State. 

“We have discussed that very frankly, very
openly, and all of us want to move on,” he told
reporters after talks with his “friend, Erlan”. But
he added that the United States had been
founded with a commitment to human rights
and freedoms “and we’re always going to speak
to them.” Later yesterday, Samarkand was the
backdrop for the first ministers’ meeting
between the United States and all five Central
Asian powers.

Limited US role 
Diplomats hope the new format-bearing the

less than exotic name of “C5+1”-will become an
ongoing forum for cooperation between
Washington and the “‘Stans”. Kerry and the for-
eign ministers from Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan,
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Turkmenistan met
over lunch after making brief introductory state-
ments. All agreed on the need for closer eco-
nomic cooperation, but none mentioned
human rights. Kerry, however, did sing the prais-
es of representative government. “In Central
Asia and elsewhere people have a deep hunger
for governments that are accountable and
effective,” he said.”We should have no doubt
that progress in democratic governance does
lead to gains in every other field.” — AFP
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BAKU: Azery soldiers cast their ballot at a polling station yesterday during a parlia-
mentary election. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Lebanese protesters wave the national flag and shout slogans during a demonstration
organized by “You Stink” campaign, to protest against the country’s ongoing trash crisis. — AFP


