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Indonesia arrests Muslim leader for treason 
Thousands protest against Christian governor

JAKARTA: Indonesian police arrested five people, including
a Muslim leader, for suspected treason yesterday, signaling
a clampdown on hardline Islamist groups that have agitated
against Jakarta’s Christian governor ahead of a mid-April
election in the capital. The arrests came just before thou-
sands of Muslims gathered to demand the sacking of
Governor Basuki “Ahok” Tjahaja Purnama, who is on trial for
blasphemy over accusations he insulted the Islamic holy
book, the Quran. 

Yesterday’s rally was the latest in a series that have test-
ed religious and ethnic tolerance in Indonesia, a secular
nation with the world’s largest Muslim population. Vice
President Jusuf Kalla called on the protesters to respect
the legal process and said they would not be allowed to
dictate the agenda. “No matter how much pressure there
is, we will not follow it. The government is firm against this
kind of pressure,” Kalla said in an interview with Reuters,
referring to the rallies. “Wait for the court’s final decision
(on Purnama),” he said. Purnama, who is running against a
Muslim candidate in the April 19 election, is backed by
President Joko Widodo’s ruling party. 

The sudden rise of fringe, hardline Muslim groups dur-
ing the election campaign has raised questions about
whether they are being used as political pawns and
destabilizing Indonesia. The race to lead Jakarta is widely
seen as a proxy battle for the presidency, which will likely
be contested by Widodo and retired general Prabowo
Subianto, who is backing Purnama’s rival for the gover-
norship of the capital. Police have moved to contain mass
anti-Purnama protests led by hardline groups like the
Islamic Defenders Front (FPI) by detaining organizers and
blocking Islamist propaganda online.

The movement’s most prominent leader, Habib Rizeiq,
was in January named a suspect amid allegations that he
insulted the secular state ideology. He faces up to four
years in prison if found guilty. Yesterday, Jakarta police
spokesman Argo Yuwono said that five people had been
arrested, including Muhammad Al Khaththath, a leader of
the Islamic People’s Forum (FUI), another hardline group
that organized yesterday’s rally. “We are charging them
with conspiring to commit treason,” Yuwono told broad-
caster TVOne. “There were several findings, including a
plan to occupy the Indonesian parliament.”

Thousands of protesters, clad in white and carrying anti-
Purnama signs, gathered at Jakarta’s grand mosque as police
and military personnel blocked off roads leading to the presi-
dential palace. An estimated 20,000 people from various
groups were expected to attend, police said this week, far
fewer than the numbers seen at previous rallies. Purnama,
Jakarta’s first ethnic Chinese Christian governor, remains
popular for his efforts to cut red tape and ease the city’s
chronic traffic congestion and flooding. However, he faces a
tight race with rival Anies Baswedan, a former education
minister. —Reuters

JAKARTA: Indonesian Muslims take part in a protest to demand Jakarta’s Christian governor be jailed for
allegedly blaspheming Islam yesterday. —AFP

HASAN SHAM CAMP: The children
proudly wield donated plastic water
bottles like freshly dug nuggets of treas-
ure, smiling despite the fear and death
and destruction they have faced in their
ruined city. With the impetuousness
that only children can muster, they for-
get for a moment the hell  they’ve
endured in Mosul. “We had a big house,
but Daesh bombed and burned it,” says
10-year-old Nora, her undersized frame
draped in a hand-me-down dress with a
black, Peter Pan collar.

‘They destroyed us’
She is among thousands of children

whose young lives have been torn apart
by a vast military operation to recapture
Iraq’s second city of Mosul from the
Islamic State group, known locally by
the Arabic acronym “Daesh”. She sits in
a tent with other displaced children at a

refugee camp 30 kilometers east of
Mosul, quietly scrawling a pencil draw-
ing of a bright pink heart. That’s far
enough to finally silence the constant
thud of shelling and the crack of rifle fire
that they’ve heard for weeks. The facili-
ties are fine but basic: a few linoleum
tables, plastic chairs, crayons, pencils
and paper. The tent exteriors are
daubed with bright murals of fields of
flowers, technicolour handprints and
SpongeBob SquarePants. A small astro-
turf volleyball court fades in the clear
March sunshine.

Invisible scars
For Maulid Warfa, a local official with

the United Nation’s children’s fund
UNICEF, this “Child Friendly Space” has a
crucial function. “Here is where children
feel like children again,” she says. Iraqi
authorities say more than 200,000 peo-

ple have fled west Mosul since an opera-
tion to oust IS from their former strong-
hold began last month after security
forces had earlier captured eastern
neighborhoods. The battle has taken a
deadly toll on civilians, sparking calls for
greater efforts to protect them.

When in the tent or in the play area,
Nora and her friends could almost be
mistaken for happy, carefree children
anywhere. But those fleeing Mosul have
their tells: fatigue darkening the eyes,
sallow cheeks, shadows cast a little too
thinly. “It’s because of Daesh that we are
here,” says nine-year-old Abdulrahman,
sitting next to Nora at the black table
strewn with crayon sketches.  “There,”
he says of Mosul, “there is fear.” He talks
against a soundtrack of children laugh-
ing and singing as they chase each other
through the area. But each child here
bears hidden scars. —AFP

Ghosts of Mosul stalk 
Iraq’s fleeing children

GAZA: After openly accusing Israel of assassinating a key military
commander near his Gaza home, experts agree that Palestinian mili-
tant group Hamas will want to retaliate. The question is when and
where? Israeli and Palestinian experts both said Hamas would seek to
avenge the killing of Mazen Faqha, 38, but from a distance. A com-
mander in Hamas’s armed wing, Faqha was shot four times near his
home on March 24 in what appears to have been a meticulously
planned assassination. Hamas said the shooting, which was allegedly
carried out with silencers, with the body found several hours later,
bore the hallmark of Israeli intelligence agency Mossad.

Other possibilities exist-an inside job by Hamas rivals or Islamist
extremists-but Israel is the obvious suspect. It accused Faqha of
being the brain behind several deadly suicide bombings during the
second intifada, or uprising, in the early 2000s. The Jewish state has
remained silent but several Hamas figures have been assassinated by
Israel in the past, including founder Sheikh Ahmed Yassin. By killing
him in Hamas-run Gaza, where no Israelis are allowed to enter, Israel
would be sending a clear message it can reach its enemy anywhere.

Hamas’s potential responses are restricted by its wariness to
spark a full confrontation from Gaza, with the impoverished enclave
still not recovered from three wars since 2008. The Islamist group
could seek to strike inside Israel itself or in the West Bank, occupied

by the Israel and separated geographically from Gaza by Israeli terri-
tory. Hamas has previously responded by firing rockets into Israel,
but has chosen not to immediately this time, noted Mustafa Al-
Saouaf, former editor-in-chief of the Hamas-linked Palestine news-
paper. In the streets of Gaza, giant posters show Faqha with a
masked fighter from Hamas’s armed wing.

Videos on Palestinian social networks show Israeli ministers and
officials in the crosshairs of guns. “We harvest what we sow,” they
read in Arabic and Hebrew. The movement has been careful not to
spell out its intentions, with Yahya Sinwar, a military leader recently
elected to head Hamas in Gaza, remaining silent. His appointment in
February was interpreted by many analysts as indicating that the
military wing was in the ascendancy over the political inside Hamas.
The Islamist movement may be deliberately remaining quiet to
cause “real anxiety in Israel” as they “do not understand what Hamas
wants and can do”, Saouaf said.

Rules of the game
Hamas can open “direct confrontations, return to suicide attacks

or attempt to assassinate a political or military figure,” Saouaf
added. Hamza Abu Shanab, an expert on Palestinian movements,
said the most likely response would come in the West Bank as it

was a “possible front” for confrontation. More than 400,000 Israeli
settlers live in the West Bank, while Israelis have kept out of the
Gaza Strip since 2005. Mukhaimer Abu Saada, a political analyst in
Gaza, said Hamas was following the example of Lebanese militant
movement Hezbollah, which when attacked by Israel says “they will
decide when and how they want to respond”. On the Israeli side,
experts said they felt the “rules of the game” were changing.
Intelligence specialist Yossi Melman said in the Maariv newspaper
that if Israel was indeed behind the killing. it would “point to a
change in approach”.

“If it indeed has succeeded in assassinating Hamas command-
ers or experts without leaving a trace of its fingerprints-be that in
Gaza or abroad-that means Israel has decided to adopt a more
offensive stance.” By keeping silent instead of claiming assassina-
tions as it has in the past, Israel is “leaving it to Hamas to exercise
restraint”, the leftwing Haaretz said. Little information about the
investigation has seeped out. Unusually, Hamas temporarily
closed the only crossing point for people from Gaza into Israel, in
an apparent attempt to prevent the assassins escaping. Gaza’s
attorney general has banned reporting about the case, but securi-
ty sources said around 10 people had been arrested or interrogat-
ed in connection with the murder. —AFP

Hamas ponders revenge after commander killed


