
GAZA CITY: Hamas authorities in the Gaza Strip
executed three Palestinian men for murder yester-
day, the attorney general said, drawing condemna-
tion from the United Nations. The three, who were
not named and whose cases were unrelated, were
put to death by firing squad behind closed doors,
security sources said. The Palestinian Center for
Human Rights (PCHR) said, however, that two of
them were hanged and the third was shot.

“To achieve public deterrence and curb crime,
the competent authorities carried out at dawn on
Tuesday, May 31, 2016 execution rulings against
three of those convicted of shocking murders,” a
statement from the attorney general said. Rupert
Colville, spokesman for the UN High Commissioner
for Human Rights, condemned the executions
which he said occurred “despite serious and wide-
spread concerns that international fair trial stan-
dards were not respected”.

The European Union, Human Rights Watch (HRW)
and Amnesty International all also condemned the
killings. In theory, all execution orders in the
Palestinian territories must be approved by president
Mahmoud Abbas, who is based in the occupied West
Bank. But Hamas, the militant Islamist group that

runs Gaza, no longer recognizes his legitimacy, and
Gaza attorney general Ismail Jaber recently
announced that the authorities there would carry
out the executions without Abbas’ backing.

Hamas and Abbas’ Palestinian Authority agreed a
unity deal in April 2014 which was supposed to lead
to a joint technocratic government, but the accord
was never fully implemented and they remain at
loggerheads. The UN statement said that the failure
to get Abbas’s backing for the executions was a
breach of Palestinian law. Sari Bashi, Israel and
Palestine director at HRW, said Hamas authorities
had been under pressure to act because of percep-
tions of increased crime in Gaza, including a number
of grisly murders of civilians.

“This is an attempt by the government to show
they are doing something,” she told AFP, “but killing
criminals is not going to decrease crime.” “These peo-
ple were convicte d in a judicial system where torture
and coercion are common,” she added. The attorney
general said the three had been given a fair trial.

‘Example to Others’ 
Jaber had initially said he wanted executions to be

carried out in public, and it was unclear if this would

happen in the future. At the time of the attorney gen-
eral’s announcement last week, 13 men, most con-
victed of murder connected to robberies, were await-
ing execution. The last public executions in Gaza were
during the 2014 war with Israel when a firing squad
from Hamas’s armed wing shot dead six alleged col-
laborators with Israel. They were executed in front of
Gaza City’s main mosque following prayers.

Mkhaimar Abusada, professor of political science
at Gaza’s Al-Azhar University, said the reintroduction
of the death penalty would be popular in the
Palestinian enclave. “Gaza is very much a tribal socie-
ty, meaning people believe in revenge for tribal or
familial reasons,” he told AFP. “In order to avoid people
taking the law into their own hands the best (route) is
through government or the judicial system.”

On the streets of Gaza, which has been blockad-
ed by Israel for 10 years and has an unemployment
rate of almost 45 percent, opinion about the execu-
tions was mixed. “Whoever kills people should be
killed as an example to others,” said Nahed Al-Luh,
in his 60s. But Amin Abed, 25, called the executions
“illegal” because “Hamas didn’t deal with the
Palestinian Authority and the president didn’t ratify
the verdicts”.  — AFP 

GAZA: A Palestinian vendor hangs corn on the cob at his stand along the Mediterranean Sea in Gaza City’s fishing harbor yester-
day. The harbor is one of the few open public spaces in this densely populated city.  — AP 
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ANKARA: A court yesterday found a for-
mer Miss Turkey beauty queen guilty of
insulting President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
on social media, handing her a suspended
sentence of over one year in jail.  The
Istanbul court sentenced model Merve
Buyuksarac, 27, to one year and two
months for “publicly insulting” Erdogan in
a satirical poem she posted on her
Instagram account, the Dogan news
agency reported. The punishment has
been suspended, it added, without giving
further details.

The “Master’s Poem” - which was shared
by the model while Erdogan was serving
as prime minister - criticizes the Turkish
strongman with verses adapted from the
national anthem. Erdogan, who was elect-
ed president in August 2014 after serving
as prime minister for more than a decade,
is often called “Buyuk Usta” (the Big
Master). Hatice Ozay, Erdogan’s lawyer,
told the court that the model’s post could
not be considered criticism of the presi-
dent - which would be legal - but rather an
insult, or an “attack against my client’s per-
sonal rights”.

The state-run Anatolia news agency
said Buyuksarac was not present at the
hearing. Her lawyer, Ali Deniz Ceylan, told
the court the beauty queen’s comments
should be interpreted as legitimate politi-
cal criticism. “We believe that the expres-
sions shared by my client should be con-
sidered politically.  Therefore, we are
demanding that she is acquitted.”

‘Guys! I’m Not in Jail!’ 
Buyuksarac won the Miss Turkey com-

petition in 2006 and has since worked as
a model as well as appearing on reality
TV shows. After being briefly detained in
Jan 2015, she admitted to sharing the
poem which had been pr inted in a
Turkish satirical magazine, but said she
did not want to insult the president.
Seeking to play down panic among fans
that she was about to actually spend
time behind bars, Buyuksarac sought to
reassure her supporters. “Guys! I am not
in jail, no panic :) The execution of the
conviction has been suspended. I am
writing for the benefit of those who only
read the headlines of  the news,” she
wrote on Twitter to her fretful fan base.

A string of journalists as well as ordinary
citizens have ended up in court for insult-
ing or slandering Erdogan, who is accused
by critics of being increasingly authoritari-
an. The number of cases has swelled after
Erdogan moved to the presidency. The
offence of insulting a state official has long
existed, but his predecessors rarely made
use of it. Justice Minister Bekir Bozdag said

in March that almost 2,000 people in
Turkey have been prosecuted for insulting
Erdogan since he became president.

With just a handful of exceptions, almost
all cases where a conviction was handed
out have ended in suspended sentences.
Critics accuse Erdogan of being excessively
sensitive to criticism and Ankara has also
pressured Berlin to prosecute a German
comedian who recited a poem satirizing
Erdogan in vulgar language. But the Turkish
authorities reject claims they are clamping
down on free speech, saying there is a line
between fair criticism and slander.
Ironically, Erdogan was himself sent to jail in
1999 for reciting, while mayor of Istanbul, a
nationalist and Islamist-tinged poem that
the authorities of the time said incited reli-
gious hatred. — AFP 

Ex-Miss Turkey guilty 

of insulting Erdogan

Merve Buyuksarac

BEIRUT: Russian air strikes pounded an
Al-Qaeda-held city in northwestern
Syria overnight, killing 23 civilians, a
monitoring group said yesterday, but
Moscow denied it was responsible. The
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
said dozens of civilians were also
wounded in the raids on Idlib, a provin-
cial capital held by Al-Qaeda affiliate Al-
Nusra Front and its allies since March
last year. But the Russian defense min-
istry denied its aircraft had carried out
any strikes on the city. “Russian aviation
did not carry out any military opera-
tions, stil l  less air strikes, in Idlib
province,” military spokesman Igor
Konashenkov said in a statement.

Al-Nusra is not party to a Russian-
and US-brokered ceasefire that went
into force on Feb 27 between Moscow-
backed government forces and
Washington-backed non-jihadist rebels.
“The air strikes are the most intensive
on Idlib since the beginning of the
truce,” Observatory chief Rami Abdel
Rahman told AFP. “Even though Idlib is
not covered by the truce, it had been
relatively calm with only intermittent
raids,” he added.

The Observatory said five children
were among those killed in the strikes,
which hit several residential areas and
near a hospital and a public garden. It
says it determines whether strikes were
carried out by Syrian, Russian or US-led

coalition aircraft based on the location
of the raids, flight patterns and the
types of planes and munitions involved.
Footage posted on social media by the
civil defense group known as the White
Helmets showed rescuers holding the
limp, dust-covered body of a small boy
who was among the dead. An AFP pho-
tographer saw medical staff helping cry-
ing children at a nearby clinic.

Moscow has been carrying out an

air  campaign in suppor t of its
Damascus ally since September last
year. It has been criticized for targeting
non-jihadist rebels as well as Al-Qaeda
and its rival the Islamic State group.
Moscow has called for other rebel
groups to withdraw from areas con-
trolled by Al-Nusra and break ranks
with the jihadists. More than 280,000
people have been killed in Syria since
the civil war erupted in 2011. — AFP 
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IDLIB, Syria: Syrian Civil Defense members evacuate a toddler from the
rubble of buildings destroyed following Russian air strikes a day earlier on
this northwestern city yesterday. — AFP 

ALGIERS: The Polisario Front which
demands the Western Sahara’s inde-
pendence from Morocco said Tuesday
that its secretary general Mohamed
Abdelaziz has died “after a long illness”,
Algeria’s APS news agency reported.
Abdelaziz, 69, had been leader of the
Algeria-backed Polisario since 1976
after the group was founded three
years previously to struggle for inde-
pendence for the former Spanish
colony. Algerian President Abdelaziz
Bouteflika on Tuesday decreed eight
days’ national mourning, state televi-
sion reported.

It added that the president had
opened a meeting of the cabinet by
observing a minute’s silence in tribute
to the independence leader. “This is a
great loss for the Sahrawi people”,
Polisario official Mohammed Keddad
told AFP. “He sacrificed his life for the
liberation of Western Sahara. He
embodied the wisdom and a sincere

and firm commitment to its liberation”,
he added. The United Nations has been
trying to broker a Western Sahara set-
tlement since 1991 after a ceasefire
was reached to end a war that broke

out when Morocco deployed its mili-
tary in the territory in 1975.

Local Sahrawi people are cam-
paigning for the right to self-determi-
nation, but Morocco considers the ter-
ritory as part of the kingdom and
insists its sovereignty cannot be chal-
lenged. In March this year, UN
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon met
Abdelaziz and also said he would spare
no effort in trying to find a political
solution in the Western Sahara. When
he met Ban at a refugee camp in
Tindouf in Algeria, Abdelaziz appeared
to be in poor health.

Repeated bids by UN mediators to
hold a referendum on self-determina-
tion for the Sahrawis in the vast territo-
ry have since failed. Since 2007,
Morocco has proposed a plan for
autonomy under its sovereignty, but
this is rejected by the Polisario Front
which demands a referendum on self-
determination. — AFP 
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