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GAZ A: Trained in mar t ia l  ar ts  and
firearms, their muscled physiques burst-
ing out of tight t-shirts, young men in
Gaza are increasingly finding work with
private security firms retained by banks,
local celebrities and international visitors.
Three private security companies are now
competing in Gaza, offering protection for
high-profile Arab and Western delegations
or cautious businessmen shifting goods
and cash around the fenced-in territory.

While Hamas, the Islamist group that
has run Gaza s ince 2007,  has its  own
armed units to protect international visi-
tors, it does not object to competition
from private companies, as long as they

coordinate with the authorities. Akram Al-
Balawi ,  who runs the Cast le  Security
Company, said he had 6,000 applicants
when he announced he was hiring. He
snapped up 65 men. “Our staff are careful-
ly selected, they are body-built, highly
educated and with good manners,” said
Balawi, sitting in his office in the heart of
Gaza City. “They are not affiliated with
political factions.”

While Hamas maintains tight security
in Gaza,  where around two mil l ion
Palestinians live, there are occasional skir-
mishes among militant factions and some
criminal activity. Israel also carries out
occasional air strikes in response to mor-

tar fire and has fought several wars with
Hamas and other militant groups in recent
years. Balawi said his guards only carry
guns when escorting a convoy of money
or foreign ambassadors. Major missions,
l ike vis i ts  by UN off ic ia ls  and senior
European figures, are usually escorted by
Hamas-run security, he said.

‘Muscle of the tongue’
He recently opened the door to women

applicants. And, with Gaza unemployment
at 43 percent - and as high as 60 percent
among graduates - there is no shortage of
candidates for a decent paying job. Those
accepted receive paid training at a unit of

Gaza’s Hamas-run Interior Ministry. They
learn martial arts, the use of weapons and
how to deal with volatile crowds.

Staff earn between $400 and $600 a
month, Balawi said. Eyad Al-Bozom, the
Interior Ministry spokesman, said visits by
international delegations are coordinated
with them and Hamas’s security teams are
not paid. Recently their units protected a
group of Western diplomats in Gaza, he said.
“(Private security) is still a new experience
but we are keen to pursue it and develop it
so we give a chance to the civil community
to be part of this issue,” Bozom said.

At an open space in Gaza, 35 new appli-
cants were put through their paces, carry-

ing out simulations on how to protect
clients and get them away from danger. A
gun, an AK-47 rifle and a submachine gun
were used in the drill. “We learnt that using
a weapon is the last resort,” said Islam
Salama, 21, an undergraduate in Arabic.
“Before the weapon comes the muscle of
the tongue.” 

Saeed Youssef, a 25-year-old business
graduate, said he rushed to apply because
work opportunities in Gaza were so scarce.
“We are forced to cope with the labour
market. I needed the job to build a life,
have a future,” he said. “People view the
unemployed as losers, even if they are
educated.” — Reuters 

Gaza private security firms’ muscle men ring up dollars 

ADANA: This picture obtained from the Ihlas News Agency shows an injured girl taken to hospital following a fire at a school. — AFP

ISTANBUL: Turkey yesterday detained eight
people over a deadly fire at a dormitory for
schoolgirls that left 12 people dead, as anger
grew over possible negligence that caused the
tragedy. The blaze, which officials said was likely
caused by an electrical fault, tore through the
building’s wooden interior on Tuesday night as
panicked youngsters tried to jump from win-
dows to safety.

Some officials suggested many of the victims
were killed on the top floors of the dormitory in
the southern region of Adana after they were
unable to open a fire door to flee the flames. “We
will learn lessons from this and we will do what
needs to be done to ensure this never happens
again,” said Education Minister Ismet Yilmaz,
adding that an inspection in June had not
uncovered any issues. In Ankara, Turkish police
used tear gas to disperse a protest outside the
education ministry by activists angered that the
devastated dormitory was managed by an influ-
ential religious sect.

DNA tests needed
Those detained as part of the investigation

into accusations of “causing death by negli-
gence” include the manager of the dormitory in
the Aladag district of Adana, the Dogan news
agency said. Five people were detained initially
while three other suspects were being treated
for wounds in hospital. A total of 14 arrest war-
rants have been issued.

Dogan said most of the dead would be iden-
tified using DNA tests, in a sign that the victims
were too badly burned to be identified visually.
Ten of those killed were schoolchildren aged up
to 14, while the fire also claimed the life of a
member of the teaching staff. The four-year-old
daughter of the dormitory manager being held
by the police also died, Dogan said. Twenty-four
people including 16 children were injured,
Deputy Prime Minister Veysi Kaynak told a press
conference.

Fire doors shut?
Officials said the fire was likely caused by an

electrical fault which then spread rapidly due to
the dormitory’s wooden structures and carpeted
floors. Adana governor Mahmut Demirtas said
Tuesday some of the schoolgirls were injured
after jumping out of windows to escape the
flames. He added that none of those injured was
in a serious condition. Adana city mayor Huseyin
Sozlu told Turkish television Tuesday that the
dormitory’s fire door was locked and that most
of the dead were recovered from near that exit.

But Kaynak said that according to initial find-
ings, the door had been unlocked. “There’s even a
curtain hanging near the exit door undamaged,”
he said, but added that the situation would
become clearer after an investigation. The build-
ing is assessed twice a year by the education min-
istry, Kaynak said, adding that it was last checked
in June. The Turkish government banned the

broadcast of images of the catastrophe’s after-
math, a common measure after such disasters.

‘A shame and a crime’
The head of the Egitim-Is education union

Mehmet Balik said the dormitory belonged to a
religious Sunni Muslim sect in Aladag known as
the Suleymanci. The girls had been sleeping there
as the state-run dormitory had been demolished
ahead of expansion works, Dogan reported.
Media reports said the Suleymanci accommoda-
tion was the girls’ only option in the area.

The Suleymanci is one of the biggest reli-
gious communities in Turkey and is renowned
for having a major influence in politics. The pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP)
blamed the government for failing to properly
fund education accommodation, forcing poor
families to use accommodation run by religious
communities. “Such fires are not the first and
will not be the last so long as the government’s
policy and irresponsibility remain in place,” it
said in a statement. 

“It is a shame and crime to condemn our chil-
dren to uncontrolled dorms and any form of
abuse.” But ruling party spokesman Yasin Aktay
emphasized that “the fact the building
belonged to a religious community” could not
be accepted as the sole reason for the fire. “It is
too early now to make links but if there is such a
scenario, if there is such neglect, it will not be
ignored,” he said. — AFP

Eight held over Turkey girl 

dorm fire as anger grows

Anger growing over possible negligence

KHAZER: In a camp near Mosul a picture of a
three-year-old girl, snatched from her mother’s
breast by Islamic State militants when they over-
ran her Christian town two years ago, is taped to
a wall along with a desperate plea from her par-
ents. “Lost Girl”, reads the poster in the displaced
people’s camp, urging anyone with information
about Christina Ezzo Abada to call the number
provided.

Almost nothing is known about what hap-
pened to Christina since her abduction, but her
family assumes she was taken to Mosul and is
praying she will be found among the tens of
thousands of people now fleeing the city. In the
cramped cabin where they live, her parents keep
vigil around the television, tuned to a channel
tracking the progress of Iraqi security forces as
they fight to recapture the city from Islamic
State. A picture of Christina hangs on the wall
next to an image of Jesus.

“We hope she’s alive,” said her mother, Aida
Nuh, the dark circles around her eyes giving her
a haunted expression. “Maybe someone will
bring her and look for us and make contact. God
knows”. Christina’s case is unusual. Although
Islamic State is known for its brutality and has
kidnapped thousands of men, women and chil-
dren from Iraq’s Yazidi minority, Christians faced
a different ultimatum under the militants’ rule-
pay a special tax for protection, convert to Islam,
or die by the sword.

Most fled, but around 30 remained in the

Christian town of Qaraqosh, about 15 km south-
east of Mosul, including Nuh and her husband,
along with Christina, their youngest daughter. It
is a decision they have lived to regret, but at the
time it was unclear how the militants would
treat them, and Nuh said she expected Iraqi
security forces to regain control in a matter of
days. Nevertheless, they sent their four elder
children to safety in the nearby Kurdish region as
a precaution.

Snatched
Twenty days went by in Qaraqosh with

Christina and her parents holed up at home,
fearful of the black-clad militants, who came to
them demanding they convert to Islam, but also
provided food and water when asked. On Aug
22, 2014, the militants instructed all remaining
Christians to gather at a local hospital for med-
ical tests, and Nuh and her husband obeyed. But
there were no tests, and after a short interval the
militants ordered them onto a minibus waiting
outside, which had been smeared with mud to
prevent passengers looking out or anyone see-
ing in.

The militants, whom Nuh identified as local
Arabs, searched the group of around 30
Christians for valuables, which they took, and
separated four members of the group before
corralling the rest onto the bus. Nuh sat with
Christina on her lap and was breast-feeding her
when one of the militants came up and

wrenched the girl away.
“Who will look after her? She needs me,”

pleaded Nuh, trailing the man as he got off the
bus with her daughter. He said he was following
orders from his emir, or commander, before dis-
appearing into the hospital, barring her way. She
continued to beg, and eventually the emir
emerged from the hospital carrying Christina,
who was crying. “I told him to give her back to
me,” recalled Nuh. “He didn’t speak. With his eyes
he motioned at me to get back on the bus.”

When she resisted, the militants first threat-
ened and then forced her onto the bus, which
drove to a wasteland on the edge of Islamic
State territory and dumped the entire group
there. That was the last time Nuh saw her daugh-
ter. In the days after she was taken, Christina’s
parents calledlocal Arabs with links to Islamic
State who told them she had been placed with a
family and was in safe hands. But then contact
was lost. Further efforts to track the girl down
have yielded nothing, although some speculate
she ended up in an Islamic State orphanage. It is
not clear why the militants kidnapped Christina,
who would now be five-years-old.

Earlier this week, the family returned to
Qaraqosh for the first time since leaving more
than two years ago. On the way there, the car
stopped and Christina’s father, who is blind, got
out and heard the voice of a young girl. “I heard
‘papa! papa!’,” he said. “I  called ‘Christina!
Christina!’, but she didn’t reply”. — Reuters 

Iraqi family’s search for 
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RAMALLAH, Palestinian Territories:
President Mahmud Abbas addresses his
Fatah party’s first congress since 2009 yes-
terday as he contends with internal dissent
and grim prospects for advancing his
decades-long goal of achieving a
Palestinian state. The 81-year-old leader
was re-elected head of Fatah as the con-
gress opened on Tuesday, but speculation
has mounted over who will eventually suc-
ceed him as Palestinian president. He has
not publicly supported a successor.

His speech is before some 1,400 dele-
gates in Ramallah. I t comes with
Palestinians facing continued Jewish settle-
ment building in the occupied West Bank
and an incoming Donald Trump adminis-
tration in the United States seen as far
more friendly to Israel. More than 600,000
Israeli settlers now live in the West Bank
and east Jerusalem, which the Palestinians
see as their future capital.

The United States, European Union and
others have warned that continued settle-
ment building is eating away at prospects
for a two-state solution to the conflict, the
basis of years of negotiations. A controver-
sial Israeli bill to legalize some 4,000 settler
homes in the West Bank had been due to
come up for a first reading in parliament on
Wednesday, but it was delayed until
Monday as behind-the-scenes debate con-
tinued.

The international community considers
all Israeli settlements in Israeli-annexed
east Jerusalem and the West Bank to be
illegal, whether they are authorized by the
government or not. The Israeli government
differentiates between those it has
approved and those it has not. The
progress of the bill, approved earlier by a
committee of ministers on behalf of the
government, has demonstrated the power
of the settler movement in Israel.

Hamas outreach 
Fatah’s five-day congress is expected to

discuss whether to seek to introduce a UN
Security Council resolution against Israeli
settlements. Abbas, head of Fatah, the
Palestine Liberation Organisation and the
Palestinian Authority following Yasser
Arafat’s death in 2004, has consistently
called for a negotiated solution and
opposed another violent uprising. But he
has grown unpopular, with polls showing
most Palestinians want him to resign, and
many have lost faith in the so-called peace
process spelled out in the Oslo accords of
the 1990s that he helped negotiate.

Some analysts see the congress as an
attempt by Abbas to marginalize political
opponents, including longtime rival
Mohammed Dahlan, currently in exile in
the United Arab Emirates. Observers have
seen the reduced number of officials to
vote-down from more than 2,000 in 2009
— as part of a move to exclude Dahlan
supporters.

The election of members of Fatah’s par-
liament and its central committee will sig-
nal the direction the oldest Palestinian par-
ty will take. The congress also comes with
Fatah and its Islamist rival Hamas, in power
in the Gaza Strip, still deeply divided. Fatah
dominates the Palestinian Authority, which
runs the West Bank. However, a letter from
exiled Hamas leader Khaled Meshaal, in
which he said he was “ready to cooperate
with Fatah,” was read at the opening of the
congress on Tuesday.

Abbas and Meshaal recently met in
Qatar for the first time in two years. On
Tuesday, UN Secretary General Ban Ki-
moon warned that hopes for a two-state
solution were fading fast, decrying settle-
ment building and home demolitions by
Israel. But he also criticized the Palestinians’
“paralyzing lack of unity”. — AFP 
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RIYADH: International investigators have
found a suspected “weapon pipeline”
from Iran through Somalia to Yemen
where Shiite rebels are battling the gov-
ernment, according to a report released
yesterday.  Saudi Arabia and the United
States have accused Iran of arming the
Houthi rebels in Yemen, but Tehran
denies the charges.  Since March last year
Riyadh has led an Arab coalition fighting
the Houthis and their allies in support of
Yemen’s internationally recognized presi-
dent, Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi, after the
rebels overran much of the country.  The
analysis by Conflict Armament Research
(CAR) is based on the seizure in February
and March this year of weapons from
dhows, traditional sailing vessels, in the
Arabian Sea.

British-based CAR, which is primarily
funded by the European Union, analyzed
photographs of weapons confiscated
from the dhows by the Australian warship
HMAS Darwin and the French frigate FS
Provence.  The ships were part of a joint
international task force that operates sep-
arately from the Saudi coalition. HMAS
Darwin seized more than 2,000 weapons,
including AK-type assault rifles and 100
Iranian-manufactured rocket launchers,
from the dhow bound for Somalia, CAR
said. The seizure by FS Provence included
2,000 assault rifles “characteristic of
Iranian manufacture” and 64 Hoshdar-M
Iranian-made sniper rifles, all of which
were in new condition, CAR said.

Stockpiles 
There were also nine Russian-made

Kornet anti-tank guided missiles, it said.

UAE forces within the Saudi-led coalition
reported recovering in Yemen a Kornet
which CAR said is part of “the same pro-
duction run” as those on the dhow.  This
“supports allegations that the weapons
originated in Iran and that the dhow’s
cargo was destined for Yemen,” CAR said.
French government sources said the
dhow was headed to Somalia “for possi-
ble transhipment to Yemen,” CAR said.

Light machine guns, suspected to be
North Korean made, were found with the
same serial number sequence on both
dhows, “which suggests that the materiel
derived from the same original consign-
ment,” the report added.  It also referred
to the US Navy’s seizure from a dhow in
March of AK-type assault rifles, rocket
launchers and machine guns which the
US believed “originated in Iran and were
destined for Yemen.” Two of the dhows
were made by Al Mansoor of Iran, CAR
said.  Although their findings were “rela-
tively limited,” the investigators said their
analysis “suggests the existence of a
weapon pipeline extending from Iran to
Somalia and Yemen”.

This involves “significant quantities of
Iranian-manufactured weapons and
weapons that plausibly derive from
Iranian stockpiles,” they said.  It said that
traffickers offload weapons in the semi-
autonomous region of Puntland in north-
ern Somalia “for local arms markets or as
transhipment points for onward supply
to Yemen”. Other analysts have ques-
tioned the extent of Tehran’s influence
over the Houthis, a minority group which
fought six wars against Yemen’s govern-
ment from 2004 to 2010. — AFP 
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RAMALLAH: Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, center, waves to fellow Fatah
members as he arrives for the opening session of the Fatah party conference, in the
West Bank city. — AP  


