
CAIRO: Three years after huge crowds of Egyptians
rallied to oust Islamist president Mohamed Morsi,
democratic hopes have given way to a spiralling
crackdown on freedoms in the name of stability. On
June 30, 2013 millions took to the streets of Cairo
and other cities to call for the removal of Morsi,
whose rule had been deeply divisive. Their hopes
were fulfilled on July 3 when the army stepped in for
the second time in less than three years to remove a
president following mass protests - only unlike veter-
an autocrat Hosni Mubarak, Morsi had been demo-
cratically elected.

Now that former military chief Abdel Fattah Al-
Sisi has become president, the state tolerates no
more protests, and little criticism. “When I look
back on June 30, 2013, I feel that we were deceived
and deployed by part of the state,” prominent
rights lawyer Gamal Eid said. For secular activists,
there were initial hopes after the military installed
a government with former chief judge Adly
Mansour as interim president and a liberal econo-
mist as prime minister.

But in the months that followed, security services
moved to crush Morsi’s Islamist supporters, detain-
ing the ex-president and thousands of members of
his Muslim Brotherhood. The crackdown reached its
pinnacle on Aug 14 when police shot dead hundreds
of Islamists at a protest camp in Cairo during clashes
- the worst mass killing in Egypt’s modern history.

Protests Banned
More than 40 policemen were killed across the

country that day by Islamists, and the event helped
inflame a jihadist insurgency that has killed hun-
dreds of policemen and soldiers. In May the next
year Sisi was elected president with almost 97 per-
cent of a vote boycotted by the Brotherhood and
secular dissidents. Few prominent non-Islamists
spoke out during the crackdown, embittered by the

Islamists’ hapless and heavy-handed time in power
and sectarian rhetoric.

But after moving on from crushing the Islamists,
security services began jailing left-leaning dissidents
who had helped spark the 2011 uprising that
deposed Mubarak. Three years later, activists like Eid
say little remains of the democratic ideals that had
swept the most-populous Arab country. Protesters
were used three years ago “not to topple the
Brotherhood and to begin establishing a democratic
system, but in the interest of the military - which is
part of the Mubarak regime - to take over power,”
said Eid, the executive director of the Arabic Network
for Human Rights Information. 

He is among several civil society activists accused
of receiving illegal foreign funding and banned from
leaving the country. Protests are now banned unless
they are approved by the police.  Calling for one can
get an Egyptian jailed, as can posting an amateurish
video on Facebook poking fun at the president, or
wearing a T-shirt denouncing torture.

‘Worst in History’ 
Hundreds of Islamists, including Morsi, have been

sentenced to death in mass trials so hastily convened
that dead people and a toddler were mistakenly
included among the defendants, lawyers say. “Today,
and without exaggeration, the human rights situa-
tion is the worst in Egypt’s modern history,” said Eid,
whose group estimates that authorities are holding
some 60,000 political prisoners, mostly Islamists.

The government regularly denies there are politi-
cal prisoners and says those in jail - who include a
number of journalists - have all committed crimes.
Sisi has said it will take decades for Egypt to have a
proper democracy but that the country nevertheless
enjoys unprecedented freedom of speech. Rights
activists and many journalists disagree, and are con-
cerned that restrictions on freedom of speech and

media may be tightened further.
In one of the most prominent cases against the

press, authorities last month arrested three top
members of Egypt’s journalists’ union - including
its chief Yahiya Kallash - and charged them with
harbouring two wanted journalists. The two jour-
nalists had been arrested in an unprecedented
raid on the syndicate’s headquarters, for allegedly
inciting protests. 

‘Steady Steps’ 
The two had been involved in protests against

the government’s decision earlier this year to hand
over two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia. That deal
has been a rare setback for Sisi-Egyptians have
grown up reading in textbooks that the islands
belong to their country and many have opposed
the move. There is also increasing frustration with
the government’s failure to address a deep eco-
nomic crisis and to meet its pledge to eradicate
jihadists who continue to carry out regular attacks,
mostly in the Sinai Peninsula.

“There is resentment among the majority of citi-
zens due to economic policies,” said Mostafa Kamel
Al-Sayyed, a political science professor at Cairo
University. But Sisi’s supporters say he is making
progress, and that at any rate there are few or no
alternatives. Sisi inherited an already battered
economy and a devastated tourism industry, sup-
porters say. And he has said human rights include
not only free speech but also economic rights
afforded by stability. Indeed, few Egyptians would
welcome further tumult. Mahmoud Badr, the
founder of the Tamarod group that spearheaded
calls for protests three years ago, said they were
aimed at “achieving national independence... and
improving social and economic conditions”. “I think
we are taking steady steps towards achieving that,”
he said. “We are on the right track.”  — AFP 

CAIRO: Hundreds of Egyptian students chant slogans during a protest against the cancellation of high school exams yesterday, demanding
the resignation of Education Minister Al-Helali Al-Sherbini. — AP
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JERUSALEM: Ahmed Abu Al-Homs’s life changed forever as the
13-year-old was on his way to see his sister and became caught
up in clashes between Palestinians and Israeli police. He was hit
by an Israeli anti-riot bullet during the January clash in east
Jerusalem, leaving the young Palestinian in a coma for 45 days.
When he came out of it, a piece of his skull was gone. “Before,
Ahmed was an intelligent boy, lively and dynamic,” his uncle
Mehdi Al-Homs said of the teenager, whose head still bears scars
and stitches. “Now all he can do is walk, and not for very long. He
has difficulty expressing himself and remembering things.”

Homs is among the Palestinians wounded by a new type of
anti-riot bullet Israeli police began using around two years ago,
rights groups say. While not designed to be lethal, the bullet’s
ability to inflict heavy damage has raised concern. Israeli police
regularly use such sponge-tipped bullets during clashes in main-
ly Palestinian east Jerusalem. In Jan 2015, police were given the
authorization to use what is known as bullet model 4557 in east
Jerusalem, said Nesrine Aliane, a lawyer with the Association for
Civil Rights in Israel.

Capsule-like in shape, the bullets have a hard plastic base and
a rounded tip covered in hard black foam. Some six centimetres
long and three centimetres wide, they are heavier than the previ-
ous model used, ACRI says. While official authorization did not
come until Jan 2015, police had in fact been using them since

July 2014 as violence escalated and eventually led to that year’s
conflict in the Gaza Strip, said Aliane. More than 30 Palestinians
in east Jerusalem have been wounded since police began using
them, most with head injuries, she said. Aliane said 14 have lost
an eye. As for Homs, he can no longer read or write and spends
most of his time in his family’s home in the Issawiya neighbor-
hood of east Jerusalem.

Irresponsible Use? 
In Sept 2014, 16-year-old Mohammed Sonoqrot died from his

wounds after being hit by one of the bullets on Aug 31. “He is
dead because he was hit with a bullet in the head fired from very
close range,” Aliane said. ACRI says Israeli police closed the case in
May without charging anyone, citing a lack of evidence. Rights
groups say that while they are supposed to be non-lethal, there
are risks related to how the bullets are used.

Fired at the legs from at least 10 metres away, the bullets
cause severe pain, but are not supposed to leave permanent
damage. “The problem is that they are being used in ways that
are irresponsible,” said Sari Bashi of Human Rights Watch. “What
we see in east Jerusalem is that police are using an excess of
force - unnecessary force against demonstrators - and they are
failing to take precautions to protect civilian demonstrators,
especially children”. — AFP 

AMMAN: Concern is growing for tens of thousands
of refugees on the Syrian-Jordanian border after
Amman blocked access to a makeshift refugee
camp following last week’s deadly jihadist attack at
the frontier. In stifling heat with minimal shelter and
little access to food and water, some 70,000
refugees fleeing Syria’s civil war have gathered at
the Rukban border crossing in Jordan’s remote
northeast. For months they have been dependent
on food and water from international aid agencies
but since last week’s attack have been cut off.

Aid groups are alarmed but Jordanian authori-
ties say the camp has become a hotbed of jihadist
activity and security needs to come first. “Since the
attack... all humanitarian activities at the border
were suspended until further notice,” said Shaza
Moghraby, a spokeswoman for the UN World Food
Programme in Jordan. She said there was deep con-
cern for the refugees “who are enduring very harsh
weather conditions, sweltering heat and frequent
dust storms” and “have or are running out of food”.

Rukban is a key crossing into Jordan for refugees
fleeing Syria’s five-year civil war, which has killed
more than 280,000 people and forced millions from

their homes. There has been an influx of people to
the area since fighting intensified late last year in
central and eastern Syria but, after accepting waves
of refugees earlier in the conflict, Jordan is now
being more cautious about allowing them in.
Amman insists newcomers must be screened
before entering the country to ensure they are gen-
uine refugees and not jihadists from IS or Al-Qaeda.

‘Security Must Take Precedence’ 
Jordan is a member of the US-led coalition bat-

tling IS in Syria and Iraq. It has carried out air strikes
targeting the jihadists and hosts coalition troops
on its territory. Many of the refugees have set up
camp inside a no man’s land between the Syrian
and Jordanian borders, from where they were able
to receive assistance. The Jordanian army said last
Tuesday’s attack saw the suicide bomber set off
from the camp in no-man’s land in an explosives-
laden vehicle and blow it up at a military outpost,
killing seven soldiers. 

Jordan responded by declaring the remote
desert regions “closed military zones”, with no
access to civilians including aid workers. IS claimed

responsibility for the attack and authorities had no
choice but to seal off the area, government
spokesman Mohamed Momani said. “National
security must take precedence over any other con-
sideration,” Momani told AFP. “The zone where the
refugees are gathered has become an enclave for
Daesh on our borders,” he said, using an Arabic
name for the jihadist group.

The WFP, which previously had been providing
food parcels including canned goods, bulgur
wheat, rice, cooking oil, fruits and vegetables to the
refugees, has since been unable to make any deliv-
eries. Perhaps more worrying, aid workers say, is
the lack of water deliveries to the camp, where
summer temperatures can often exceed 40
degrees Celsius. Since the attack, aid groups have
only twice been able to deliver water to the camp -
which is dozens of kilometres from the nearest
source in Syria.

The UN children’s agency UNICEF was able to
bring a water tanker to the area on Monday,
Andrew Harper, the Jordan representative of the UN
High Commissioner for Refugees, said on Twitter,
but “food (is) still a massive concern.” — AFP 

JERUSALEM: A combination of pictures taken in March and April 2016 shows
Palestinian men and youths posing with a mobile phone bearing a picture of
them after they were wounded by a sponge-tipped bullet used by Israeli secu-
rity forces to disperse demonstrations. — AFP 

Israeli sponge bullets leave painful legacy 

MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir
Putin and Turkish leader Recep Tayyip
Erdogan yesterday sought to heal ties in
their first phone call since Ankara downed
one of Moscow’s jets in Syria last year. A
statement from the Turkish presidency
said Erdogan and Putin “highlighted the
importance of the normalization of bilater-
al relations between Turkey and Russia.”
The November incident froze relations
between the two nations and saw Moscow
slap sanctions on Ankara.

Putin also condemned the “heinous”
attack at Istanbul’s Ataturk airport Tuesday
that killed at least 41 people and offered
condolences to the Turkish people, the
statement said. “Reiterating their commit-
ment to reinvigorate bilateral relations and
fight terrorism together, the two leaders
agreed to remain in contact and meet in
person,” Erdogan’s office said. The Kremlin
confirmed that the conversation took place
and said a statement would be released.

The breakthrough phone call by Putin
came after Erdogan on Monday sent a let-
ter to the Kremlin leader that Moscow said
contained an apology. The downing of the
plane in November ruptured relations and
saw Moscow impose a raft of sanctions,
including an embargo on Turkish food
products and a ban on charter flights and
the sale of package tours to the country. It
also sparked a bitter war of words
between the leaders with Putin calling it a
“stab in the back” and demanding an apol-
ogy from Erdogan.

Ankara has said Erdogan expressed his
“regret” over the incident in Monday’s letter
to Putin and asked the family of the pilot
who died to “excuse us”, but has not explicit-
ly confirmed he apologized for shooting
down the plane. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry

Peskov on Tuesday described the letter as
an “important step” but warned that “there
is no need to think that in several days it will
be possible to normalize everything.”

Turkey has argued that the Russian
plane strayed into its airspace and ignored
repeated warnings, but Russia insisted it
did not cross the border and accused
Turkey of a “planned provocation”. The
countries are on opposing sides in the
Syrian conflict, with Ankara backing rebels
fighting to topple President Bashar Al-
Assad while Moscow is one of his last
remaining allies. — AFP 

Putin and Erdogan hold first 
phone talk since jet downing

MOSCOW: Russian President
Vladimir Putin gestures as he
addresses students during his visit
to the German Embassy school in
the Russian capital yesterday. — AP 

BEIRUT: Islamic State militants yesterday
pushed back US-trained Syrian rebels from
the outskirts of a town on the Iraqi border,
dealing a setback to a budding offensive that
aims to sever the militants’ transit link
between Syria and Iraq, a rebel spokesman
said. The Islamic State-linked Amaq news
agency said IS militants repelled the New
Syrian Army from an air base which the rebels
had briefly captured earlier in the day. IS also
claimed it had seized 15 hostages.

Earlier Wednesday, the Pentagon-trained
force entered the Hamdan air base - north-
west of the border town of Boukamal - follow-
ing intense clashes, rebel spokesman
Mozahem Al-Saloum said. The base was used
as a militant outpost for the IS-held town.
Airborne fighters were dropped from coali-
tion helicopters on Boukamal’s southern
edge, helping the fighters advance, said
Saloum and the Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights.

The Observatory’s chief, Rami
Abdurrahman, said foreign airborne fighters
were also dropped, but to the north, enabling
the takeover of the base. The rebels were
heavily backed by U.S.-led coalition airstrikes
and were coordinating their fight with Iraqi
tribesmen and forces on the other side of the
border, Saloum said. The Observatory said
several rebel factions were involved in the

offensive, bringing ground troop numbers to
several hundred. It said IS fighters have dug
trenches south of the town and planted land
mines to prevent advances.

A spokesman for the Joint Military
Operation Command denied knowledge of
the operation. The new offensive was
launched Tuesday. Amid the heavy fighting,
Saloum said the New Syrian Army forces
were unable to keep the base and other out-
posts to the south, near the Qaim border
crossing with Iraq. “We can’t continue,” he
said. But Saloum said the retreat was only the
end of phase one.

Yesterday’s setback was another blow to
the NSA. Two weeks ago, Washington
accused Russian aircraft of bombing the
NSA near the Iraqi border. Russia has been
carrying out airstrikes in support of Syrian
President Bashar Al-Assad’s forces since
September. IS seized much of the Iraq-Syria
border in its 2014 blitz, along with large
swaths of territor y in both countries,
declaring an Islamic caliphate. But IS has in
recent weeks been losing ground, both in
Iraq and in Syria. US-backed Kurdish-led
forces have besieged Manbij, an IS strong-
hold in northern Syria’s Aleppo province,
while Iraqi forces have taken Fallujah in
Iraq’s western Anbar province from the
Sunni extremist group. — AP  

Syrian rebels pushed back 
by IS from town near Iraq

This file photo taken on Jan 14, 2016 shows a Syrian refugee family walking with
their belongings after crossing into Jordan, at the Hadalat border crossing, east of
the Jordanian capital Amman.  — AFP 

Fears for Syrian refugees as Jordan blocks access


