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By Sarah Benhaida

In the Gaza Strip, where residents face a
daily struggle to survive, animals at the
Khan Yunis zoo are dying every week

and the tiger hasn’t eaten for days. Of hun-
dreds of animals bought for the zoo’s 2007
opening, the only survivors are the last deer
of its herd, a pelican, an ostrich, two porcu-
pines and the tiger - hungry yet still majes-
tic. All the other cages are empty and over-
grown, while a thick stench lingers in the
air. Dusty cats weave in and out of the
chipped, green bars of the cages as a puppy
howls in its pen.

Now, after years of effort, zoo owner
Mohammed Aweda is admitting defeat. He
plans to sell the tiger and the rest of the
animals and close the zoo after seeing his
dreams fail. The tiger “has not eaten meat
for four days,” Aweda tells AFP during a visit
to the deserted zoo. “The food costs 250
Israeli shekels ($63/58 euros) per day,”
Aweda says. “I have not managed to earn
that amount from zoo visits in one year.”
When it first opened, families thronged to
the 2,000-sq-m Khan Yunis zoo in the south
of the Palestinian enclave to see eagles,
lions, the tiger, deer, pelicans and even
crocodiles for just three shekels.

An Open-Air Cemetery 
But between 2008 and 2014, the Gaza

Strip, ruled by the Palestinian Islamist
movement Hamas, has experienced three
wars with Israel. The last conflict, in the
summer of 2014, killed 2,251 Gazans, the
majority of them civilians, and 73 Israelis,
including 67 soldiers, according to the
United Nations. The animals, too, were
caught up in Israeli bombing, with 80 killed
according to Aweda. After the conflict “I
waited for days before entering and the
smell of death was strong. I found carcasses
everywhere.”

Israel maintains a crippling blockade of the
Palestinian enclave and with little in the way of
a local economy Gaza’s residents simply don’t
have any money left to spend on going to the
zoo. Inside, a stench emerges from a cage
where a barely legible sign tells visitors to
respect the cleanliness of the premises.
Desiccated bodies of crocodiles and a lion lie
in the sun, surrounded by the bones of other
animals. The weather is fine, but the zoo
seems more like an open-air cemetery than a

place for joy. Two other zoos in Gaza are in
similar states.

School bus driver Tamer Al-Nirab says
dozens of children used to visit the zoo every
day but now “nobody can afford it”. Eighty per-
cent of Gaza’s population are reliant on inter-
national aid, according to the UN. At its peak,
the zoo had 60 stocked cages, with Aweda
and his 13 family members living off the prof-
its. But now they have taken up other jobs just
to try to obtain enough food for the animals.

“Some of my brothers became drivers, others
have found employment in small businesses,”
says Aweda, standing in front of the cage
where the 180-kg, eight-year-old tiger paces.

To obtain the tiger was a mammoth effort,
he says, explaining that it was transported
“from Senegal to Egypt, then from Sinai to
Gaza through a tunnel”. He is now hoping to
sell the beast for $30,000. After that, Aweda
says, he will sell the land, and the small zoo of
Khan Yunis will be no more.  —AFP
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A tiger looks on from inside its cage at a zoo in Khan Yunis in the southern Gaza Strip on March 5, 2016.  —AFP 

AEuropean Union draft deal with Turkey to stop
migrants reaching Greece introduces a harder edge
of coercion to what critics have derided as a hither-

to feeble EU response to a crisis tearing it apart. Just last
week, some saw European Council President Donald Tusk
running short on ideas when he urged would-be migrants:
“Do not come to Europe.” UKIP, a party campaigning to
take Britain out of the EU at a June referendum, said his
“weak plea” was “too little too late to stop the vast migrant
flow into Europe”.

Yet what Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
called a “game-changing” plan for Turkey to forcibly take
back not only economic migrants who make it to Greek
islands off its coast but even refugees from Syria, who will
then suffer disadvantages, is the strongest move yet to
change the calculus of migration.

If the plan is agreed, and if it works, taking to a boat
from a Turkish beach at the cost of life savings to a smug-
gler - and possibly of life itself - would no longer be a tick-
et to a better life in Germany but a rapid round trip to
Turkey. There, those returned would be, in the words of EU
officials, “at the back of the line” for legal asylum and reset-
tlement in Europe.

The United Nations refugee agency warned that
Europe must not close its door to those in need, as civil
war in Syria has left millions homeless and afraid. Human
rights groups have been scathing about a Europe preach-
ing democracy but cutting a deal with a Turkish govern-
ment accused of persecuting opponents. Many are con-
cerned about a quickfire process of deporting everyone
back to Turkey with little regard for individuals.

But 1.2 million people reached the EU last year to claim
asylum amid chaotic scenes on beaches and on the long
trek north from Greece through the Balkans. It has set EU
states at odds, shut long-uncontrolled borders and fuelled
nationalist sentiment among voters across the bloc.
Leaders’ patience is thin. “We need to break the link
between getting in a boat and getting settlement in
Europe,” they said after Monday’s summit.

Deterrence
An earlier EU plan foresaw deportation back to Turkey

reserved for those, such as Pakistanis or North Africans,
with little likelihood of winning refugee status in the EU -
though in practice making such distinctions has proven
problematic. The new plan would see even Syrians and
others with stronger asylum claims being shipped with lit-
tle ceremony back across straits, now being demonstra-
tively patrolled by NATO warships.

To force back crowds that last year numbered up to
20,000 a day seems impracticable. But EU officials said the
key was to dissuade people from travelling in the first
place. For every Syrian sent back from a Greek island in
future, another Syrian would be entitled to a legal, safe trip
to Europe. That could be a rather small number if deter-
rence works, so EU leaders agreed to consider also reset-
tling larger numbers.

For Europeans, the deal could help end a crisis that has
jeopardized their cherished Schengen passport-free zone.
There are clear gains for Greece, where Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras has warned of becoming a “warehouse of
souls” as more than 30,000 migrants have become strand-
ed there since its northern neighbors began closing their
borders. The downside could be ugly scenes on the islands
off Turkey. For German Chancellor Angela Merkel, who
worked closely on the deal with Davutoglu before the
summit, a dramatic sign of an imminent end to the crisis
could be a boost in regional elections on Sunday that will,
in part, pass judgment on her decision last summer to
open Germany’s doors to Syrians.

‘Dirty Deal’
Turkey is seeking in return some Ä6 billion ($6.6 billion)

to help improve the lives of refugees over the next three
years - twice as much as a two-year deal with the EU struck
in November, as well as the opening of new “chapters” in
its long-stalled negotiation to join the European Union.
Also important for Turkish public opinion is a request to
bring forward by four months to June a plan to make it
easier for Turks to travel without visas to Europe’s
Schengen zone.

Several European governments have strong reserva-
tions about the Turkish proposals. Cyprus is wary about
lifting its veto on parts of the accession process as long as
Ankara does not end a refusal to recognize or trade with
Cyprus, diplomats said. It is also concerned not to disrupt
talks that have brought the prospect of ending the four-
decade division of the island. —Reuters
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“Fatma”, a mother of twins with a demanding
workload, was distraught to discover she
was pregnant again. Her doctor agreed to

perform an abortion, she says, only after she promised
to pretend the procedure had been a medical emer-
gency. “He felt sorry for me and told me, ‘If someone
asks you how you ended up having an abortion, I will
be in trouble and will lose my job, so say you were
hemorrhaging at the time’,” said Fatma, who lives in the
West Bank. “He did the abortion for me - the first time,
the second time and third time,” she told Reuters,
speaking on condition her real name not be used as
she had never told her husband.

For women seeking abortions in the occupied West
Bank and Gaza Strip, where Palestinian law strictly
limits the procedure, the choice is stark: have the
baby or terminate the pregnancy by using ruses, risky
back-alley methods or even turning to neighboring
Israel,  where the laws are far  more permissive.
Women’s rights campaigners rue the ban but decrimi-
nalization looks unlikely. Conservative customs guide
much of Palestinian society and parliament has effec-
tively been suspended since 2007 because of faction-
al disputes, making it impossible to amend or pass
new laws.

According to the Palestinian Health Ministry, doc-
tors are permitted to perform abortions only when
pregnancy endangers the mother’s life, but not if it is a
peril to her mental health. When fetal impairment is
detected, an abortion can be performed if both par-
ents consent, but terminating a pregnancy that result-
ed from rape or incest is banned, the ministry said.
Palestinian authorities declined to give figures for how
many abortions had been approved or how many peo-
ple had been prosecuted for violating the law.

Anecdotal accounts suggest such sanctions are rare,
but the fear of repercussion and violating taboos keep
many abortions covert.

According to Wafa Muammar,  head of the
Palestinian police family protection unit, a woman
who has an illegal abortion could face 1 to 3 years’
imprisonment. That may be reduced to 6 to 12 months
in cases of “shame-preventing” termination of preg-
nancies that resulted from incest or rape, Muammar
said. The same reduction applies if a woman is threat-
ened with a so-called “honor killing” for getting preg-
nant outside marriage.

Unlicensed or back-alley abortionists can also get 1
to 3 year prison terms, or 5 to 15 years if the woman
dies from the procedure, Muammar said, adding that if
the practitioner is a doctor, he or she could be jailed
for an additional 3 years. “If the woman herself does
the abortion, she will suffer a penalty, as will anyone
who helps her,” Muammar said. Even opting for emer-
gency contraception such as “morning-after” pills is
taboo. Some pharmacists have been known to dis-
pense the pills with no questions asked.

Costly Risks
“Samira,” another Palestinian woman who spoke to

Reuters on condition of anonymity, said she found a
sympathetic pharmacist away from her home town to
help a friend prevent a pregnancy. “I told him about
the woman, that she has 10 kids and is not feeling
well,” Samira said. “I told him, ‘You are safe, I’m not even
from this area and your name will never be mentioned.’
He said, ‘Okay, I trust you, here you go, here’s the medi-
cine.’”

Amina Awedat,  director of the non-profit
Palestinian Family Planning and Protection Association
(PFPPA), said that while she respects Palestinian law,
she wanted to see “safe services” become readily avail-

able for women who want abortions. “Ultimately,
unsafe abortions prove costly because when women
start hemorrhaging and have to go to hospital, the
cost of getting the abortion and recovering from
unsafe abortions is higher,” Awedat said.

For some women, the motive for an abortion is fear
of paying the ultimate cost - being killed by a male rel-
ative to preserve the family’s “honor”. For now, some
Palestinian women are turning to Israel, where abor-
tion is available once approved by a medical commit-
tee.  Palestinians living in East Jerusalem, which Israel
counts as part of its jurisdiction, have free access to
Israeli hospitals. Israeli government data on abortion
recipients do not distinguish between East Jerusalem
Palestinians and Arab citizens, who make up 20 per-
cent of Israel’s population.

The most recent Central Bureau of Statistics data,
from 2012 and 2013, found that around 85 percent of
recipients were from the Jewish majority, and 15 per-
cent - 2,600 to 2,800 cases annually - either Israeli
Arabs or East Jerusalem Palestinians. A CBS official, cit-
ing anecdotal information relayed by hospital regis-
trars, said 9 Palestinian women from the West Bank or
Gaza had abortions in Israel in 2012, and another 6 in
2013.

Even that small number appears to have trailed off
recently. Dalia Basa, an Israeli government official in
charge of arranging entry of Palestinians for medical
treatment, said she was now aware of around one
abortion case a year. “Usually these women turn to
Israel because of ‘family honor’ sensitivities which
require discretion,” Basa told Reuters, meaning preg-
nancies that resulted from illicit unions. She said that
in such cases the recipient’s application to have the
abortion in Israel is generally handled by human rights
groups or relatives in East Jerusalem or Israel’s Arab
sector.  —Reuters

Abortion can mean lies, jail or worse


