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GAZA: A woman makes her way with her donkey in sewage water in Mighraqa neighborhood on the outskirts of Gaza City. (Right) Sewage flows from an outlet into the sea in front of Shati refugee camp in Gaza City. — AP photos

GAZA: Each day, millions of gallons of raw
sewage pour into the Gaza Strip’s
Mediterranean beachfront, spewing out of a
metal pipe and turning miles of once-scenic
coastline into a stagnant dead zone. The
sewage has damaged Gaza’s limited fresh
water supplies, decimated fishing zones, and
after years of neglect, is now floating north-
ward and affecting Israel as well, where a near-
by desalination plant was forced to shut down,
apparently due to pollution. “It’s certain that
Gaza Strip’s beaches are completely polluted
and unsuitable for swimming and entertain-
ment, especially in the summer,” said Ahmed
Yaqoubi of the Palestinian Water Authority.

Environmentalists and international aid
organizations say that if the problem isn’t
quickly addressed, it could spell even more
trouble on both sides of the border. But while
Israel has a clear interest in Gazans repairing
their water infrastructure, that would likely
require it to ease restrictions on the import of
building materials - which it fears the territory’s
Hamas rulers could divert for military purposes
- and increase the amount of electricity it sells
to Gaza.

Poor sewage treatment in Gaza is the result
of a rapidly expanding population, an infra-
structure damaged during wars with Israel and

a chronic shortage of electricity to run the
wastewater plants that still function. In 2007, a
sewage reservoir overflowed in a village in
northern Gaza, drowning five people. An Israeli
blockade that has restricted imports, coupled
with Palestinian infighting and mismanage-
ment by the Hamas-run government, has com-
pounded the problems for the enclave’s 1.8
million residents. Israel and Egypt have main-
tained a blockade of Gaza since Hamas, an
Islamic militant group committed to Israel’s
destruction, seized power in 2007.

Nasser Abu Saif said he was once happy to
live in a beachfront apartment in Shati refugee
camp. Now, he avoids swimming in the fetid
water near his house. “There are mosquitoes in
the summer and even in the winter,” he said. “It
makes our lives unpleasant.” Several aid groups
have attempted to solve the sewage problem.
Steen Jorgensen, country director for the World
Bank in the West Bank and Gaza Strip, said the
fatal sewage flood spurred his office to build a
$73 million sewage treatment plant nine years
ago.  He said the facility, meant to treat about
one-fifth of Gaza’s sewage, would already be
operational if it had a reliable power supply.

Disagreements between Hamas and the
West Bank-based Palestinian Authority over fuel
taxes have left Gaza’s only power plant func-

tioning at reduced capacity. Electricity from
neighboring Israel and Egypt help alleviate the
shortages, but usually there are only six to eight
hours of power each day. “That’s just not reli-
able enough for a sewage plant,” said
Jorgensen. He said foreign donors, including
the United States, have promised to pay for a
dedicated 3-megawatt electricity supply to the
plant, but Israel so far has not consented.

COGAT, the Israeli defense body responsible
for Palestinian affairs, said Israel supplies 125 to
140 megawatts of power a day to the Gaza
Strip. “The decision of distributing the electrici-
ty falls under the responsibility of the
Palestinians,” COGAT wrote. In all, Gaza needs
some 400 megawatts for its daily needs.
Jorgensen said the World Bank plans to start
running the plant in the coming months using
backup diesel generators, which will increase
the cost and leave sewage treatment vulnera-
ble to fuel shortages. He said the plant will also
have solar panels, but they will only generate a
fraction of the needed power.

“If we don’t get this operational, then I think
it’s going to be very hard to raise money for
other necessary projects in Gaza,” Jorgensen
said. The German state-owned development
bank KfW has funded the $20 million rehabili-
tation of an older sewage plant in Gaza,

according to Jonas Blume, director of its West
Bank office. Blume said the plant can only run
half-days due to lack of power. Construction is
scheduled to begin in August on an additional
facility in central Gaza that could handle the
sewage of up to 1 million people, Blume
added. But he said Israeli security restrictions
have slowed the work.

“At the end we get most of the material in,
but it’s a struggle, it takes time, and it causes
delay, which leads to extra costs,” he said.
COGAT said deliveries of cement and wood
have been suspended or slowed because
Hamas diverts materials for “terror” purposes.
The delays in sewage treatment are exacerbat-
ing a water crisis. Years of overdrawing Gaza’s
underground aquifer have allowed seawater to
infiltrate into its only source of drinking water.
Sewage flows into the aquifer as well.

“We can say that 100 percent of the water is
not potable,” said the Water Authority ’s
Yaqoubi.  More than 150 private water purifica-
tion businesses have proliferated across Gaza
to offer clean drinking water, he said. Eitemad
Abu Khader lives with her four daughters in a
cinderblock home surrounded by corrugated
zinc north of Gaza City. Sewage collects in
huge ponds next to their neighborhood. Abu
Khader said she cannot afford purified water.

Instead, she and her daughters drink tap water
and bear the consequences. “I spend my time
from doctor to doctor, hospital to hospital,” she
said. “My daughters always have rashes.”

On a recent afternoon, her oldest daughter,
six-year-old Fayza, sat scratching her arm as
insects hovered around them. There are signs
that the problem is now beginning to affect
Israel. Israeli Water Authority spokeswoman
Ilana Keren said a desalination plant near
Ashkelon, about 10 kilometers (6 miles) north
of Gaza, was shut in January and February
“because of the quality of the raw water.”

She did not elaborate, but Gidon Bromberg,
the Israeli director of the environmental group
EcoPeace Middle East, said “there’s no doubt” it
was waste from Gaza. “There’s no other source,”
he said. Bromberg warned that cholera,
typhoid or other pandemic diseases could easi-
ly cross into Israel via the shared underground
aquifer and the sea. “It’s a single shared bath-
tub,” Bromberg said. “There’s 101 different ways
for these bacterium to be transferred.”
Ashkelon deputy mayor Yoram Shefer said he
fears that without a wider political settlement,
the sewage issue will not improve, even
though he believes the water is safe enough to
swim in. “The Mediterranean sea is big. Not all
(sewage) goes to Ashkelon,” he said. — AP 

Gaza sewage poisons coastline, threatens Israel

BAGHDAD: A sea of pilgrims converged on a
Baghdad shrine yesterday for an annual Shiite
religious commemoration, defying fears of fur-
ther bomb attacks by the Islamic State group.
The days-long pilgrimage to mourn the 799
AD death of Imam Musa Kadhim came as Iraq
wallowed in political limbo after the storming
of parliament by protesters on Saturday. IS has
claimed two bombings targeting pilgrims in
recent days that have killed at least 37 people,
but the attacks have not deterred crowds of
black-clad faithful from marching and beating
their chests in mourning.

“This pilgrimage represents a defeat for ter-
rorism,” said Mohammed Nayif, a 32-year-old
from Babil province, south of Baghdad. “We
are not afraid of the explosions and nothing
will stop us,” he said, as he marched with tens
of thousands of devotees. Abbas Mustafa, 63,
agreed, saying: “The explosions increased my
resolve and my strength to challenge these
(militants).” An official from the shrine said that
“millions” of people participated in the pil-
grimage in recent days. Many of the main
thoroughfares in Baghdad are closed in the
days leading up to the annual commemora-
tion of Imam Kadhim’s death, an important
date in the Shiite Muslim calendar.

Yesterday morning, as the commemoration
reached its peak, a compact crowd stretching
as far as the eye could see followed a mock
coffin through the streets leading to the
shrine in Kadhimiya in north Baghdad.
Swarms of pilgrims, crying and shouting in
grief during the symbolic funeral, lunged to
touch the coffin as it lurched from one side of
the street to the other. Kadhim is the seventh
of 12 imams revered in Shiite Islam. The pil-
grimage to his shrine has in recent years
turned into a huge event that brings the capi-
tal to a standstill for days.

Political impasse 
IS has claimed multiple attacks in the

Baghdad area targeting the pilgrims. A car
bomb in south Baghdad killed at least 14 peo-
ple on Monday, while 23 people died in a simi-
lar attack on the outskirts of the city two days
before. The Sunni extremists of IS consider
members of Iraq’s Shiite majority to be
heretics, and frequently target them in bomb-
ings. Iraqi forces have regained significant
ground from IS, which overran large areas
north and west of Baghdad in 2014.

But the jihadists still control a major part of
western Iraq, and carry out frequent bomb-
ings in government-controlled areas. The pil-
grimage and the attacks come as Iraq is mired
in a weeks-long political crisis that saw
demonstrators break into the capital’s fortified
Green Zone and storm parliament in an
unprecedented security breach on Saturday.
The protesters, angered by parliament’s
repeated failure to approve Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi’s nominees for a new cabinet
of technocrats, pulled down slabs from heavy
concrete blast walls and scaled the barriers to
enter the Green Zone.

The area is home to Iraq’s main govern-
ment institutions as well as various embassies,
including those of the United States and
Britain. Demonstrators withdrew from the
Green Zone on Sunday, but they warned they
would be back if their demands were not met.
Abadi’s efforts to replace the current cabinet

of party-affiliated ministers has been opposed
by powerful political parties that rely on con-
trol of ministries for patronage and funds. No
clear plan of action has emerged from any of

the main players and several sources said Sadr
himself has flown to neighboring Iran, the
main foreign broker among Shiite political
blocs in Iraq. — AFP

Pilgrims brave bomb threat

to flock to Baghdad shrine

IS claims two bombings targeting pilgrims

BAGHDAD: Shiite pilgrims carry a symbolic coffin at the holy Muslim Shiite shrine of Imam
Moussa Al-Kadhim as pilgrims gather to commemorate his death at the northern neigh-
borhood of Kadhimiyah in Baghdad, Iraq yesterday. — AP 

WASHINGTON: No one disputes that US mili-
tary forces are fighting in combat in Iraq and
Syria-except maybe President Barack Obama
and some members of his administration.  The
semantic arguments over whether there are
American “boots on the ground” muddy the
view of a situation in which several thousand
armed US military personnel are in Iraq and
Syria. Obama has said more than a dozen
times that there would be no combat troops
in Iraq and Syria as the number of service
members in those countries grows; last week,
Defense Secretary Ash Carter acknowledged
the military personnel there were in combat
and “we should say that clearly.” So, when is a
military boot on the ground? And what does
it all mean?

Are US troops in Iraq?
Yes. More than 5,500 US service members.

The Pentagon, however, counts them in differ-
ent ways. Obama recently authorized an
increase in the number of troops that can
deploy to Iraq to advise and assist Iraqi forces
in fighting the Islamic State. The cap was
increased last week from 3,870 to 4,087. But a
number of troops aren’t counted against the
cap because of the military ’s personnel
accounting system. For example, troops
assigned to the US Embassy for security or
those sent to Iraq for temporary, short-term
assignments are there in addition to the
4,087. Defense Secretary Ash Carter, in
Stuttgart, Germany for a change-of-command
ceremony yesterday, revealed that a service-

man had been killed in combat near Irbil in
Iraq. A US military official,  speaking on
grounds of anonymity, said the American was
killed while performing his duty as an adviser
to Kurdish Peshmerga troops. He was killed by
“direct fire” after Islamic State forces penetrat-
ed the Peshmerga’s forward line. The official
said the American was three to two to three
miles behind the front line.

Are US troops in Syria?
Yes. Last week the Pentagon announced

an increase in the number of US forces work-
ing in Syria from 50 to 300. Those troops are
working with local Syrian forces and are main-
ly Army Special Forces, but the latest increase
will also include medical and logistics units.
In Iraq there are advisers, trainers, special
operations forces and others stationed at Iraqi
bases, working with the Iraqi forces. Last
week, Defense Secretary Ash Carter
announced that some advisers would begin
working with Iraqis at the brigade and battal-
ion level. They had been working with Iraqis
at the division headquarters level. The change
would embed those teams of advisers with
smaller units, who would likely be closer to
the fight. In Syria, the US has about 50 special
operations forces going into Syria from a base
in a neighboring country to meet with local
Syrian opposition forces. They aren’t based in
Syria, so they travel in and out, sometimes
staying in the country for several days at a
time. According to officials, the additional 250
forces will do the same thing. —AP

BAALBEK: Seven-month-old Nour lives in a tar-
paulin tent pitched on a muddy patch of earth in
Lebanon’s Bekaa valley. The tent, one of a dozen
in a small refugee camp, contains a metal stove, a
prayer mat and worn rugs on the floor. A leather
jacket and a plastic mirror hang from nails ham-
mered into its wooden beams.

Swaddled in a faded pink blanket against the
cold, Nour is the first of her Syrian parents’ three
children to be born as a refugee. Her family fled
their native Homs at the start of Syria’s civil war.
Crammed two to a seat in a bus, her parents and
two older siblings travelled 70 miles into
Lebanon, where Nour was born. Now her mother
and father, Asheqa and Trad, face a new chal-
lenge. They need to register Nour with a local
government office in Lebanon by her first birth-
day in early September. A birth certificate is the
crucial first step to securing Syrian citizenship.
Without it, Nour could join a fast-growing genera-
tion of children who are stateless - lacking legal
recognition as a citizen of any country.

But as Nour’s parents are learning, even some-
thing as simple as registering a baby’s birth is
fraught with hurdles for a refugee in Lebanon.
The country has more refugees per head of the
population than any country in the world, but it is
not party to the 1951 Refugee Convention and
has not allowed the U.N. to set up formal camps
for Syrians. Some politicians fret about the impact
of mainly Sunni refugees from Syria on the coun-
try’s sectarian balance. Power in Lebanon is care-
fully divided between Christians, Shi’ite Muslims,
Sunnis and other groups.

Registering Syrian births could create a prece-
dent for Syrians to settle in the country, they wor-
ry. Surveys by the United Nations refugee agency
and the Norwegian Refugee Council suggest the
number of children whose births remain unregis-
tered in Lebanon could be as high as 50,000. Aid
agencies see similar difficulties registering chil-
dren in Jordan, Iraq and Turkey, which host mil-
lions of Syrian refugees between them. That
means the number of Syrian children facing
statelessness is likely to be much higher.

Those thousands of potentially stateless chil-
dren are one way the wars in Syria and Iraq are
reshaping the Middle East and its people for
good. “If you look at the number of births that
have happened ...  I think we can be talking about
hundreds of thousands who are potentially not

registered in the region as a whole,” said Daryl
Grisgraber, senior advocate for the Middle East at
Refugees International, a humanitarian group
that works for displaced and stateless people.

The UN says stateless children risk missing out
on basic rights such as education and healthcare,
can face difficulties getting a job and are exposed
to abuse and even trafficking. To have Nour fully
recognized as Syrian will involve a Kafkaesque
process that requires trips to different govern-
ment offices, negotiating checkpoints to get to
Beirut, and approaching the Syrian embassy -
something many refugees fleeing civil war are
afraid to do.

Lebanon’s social affairs ministry, which handles
the refugee issue, said the steps required were
“clear and proportionate.” Nour’s parents - they
asked not to reveal their full names for fear of
being targeted by Syria’s warring factions or arrest-
ed by Lebanese authorities - are afraid of embark-
ing on the process. They have not even tried to get
her birth registered, despite understanding what
that might mean down the line. “We’re scared for
her future,” Asheqa, her mother, said.  “We’re afraid
that if we want to return to Syria, we won’t be able
to take her in because she has no documents.
Where’s the proof that it’s your child?”

Taking flight
Asheqa and Trad abandoned their house

about three months after the Syrian uprising
against President Bashar al-Assad began in 2011.
Like many buildings in Homs - a centre of the
uprising - their home was later flattened to rubble
in bombardments. “We found out the school next
door was shelled and collapsed onto our house,”
said 25-year-old Asheqa. “We stayed with relatives
nearby for a while, but there were 16 people
under one roof, there was no work and the fight-
ing intensified.” The couple and their two children
- daughter Rahaf, now 7, and son Marhaf, now 5 -
fled for Lebanon, where they have squatted on
farmland near the town of Baalbek ever since.
When they left Syria, they took all their identity
papers, marriage certificate and family booklet,
and papers relating to their children.

“When the war ends, we’re keen to go back.
We’re not exactly looking forward to it with noth-
ing left, but we want to go back and rebuild,”
Asheqa said. Until Nour’s birth is registered, how-
ever, they are stuck in exile. — Reuters

When is a Boot on Ground 

not a Boot on the Ground? 

ALEPPO: A Syrian man walks past destroyed buildings in Aleppo’s Bab Al-Hadid neighbor-
hood which was targeted recently by regime air strikes. Aleppo residents ventured out
onto the streets, taking advantage of a lull in violence in the northern Syrian city as the
United States pushed to salvage a ceasefire. — AFP 

A generation of Syrian 

kids who do not count


