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JERUSALEM: Ehud Olmert was once described as
“probably the best” politician Israel ever produced, but
the debonair ex-premier who was released from
prison yesterday has seen a humiliating fall from grace.
Olmert, 71, became Israel’s first ex-prime minister to
serve jail time when he walked into the Maasiyahu
prison in the central city of Ramle in February 2016 for
the 27-month term over corruption scandals.

He was granted early release by a parole board
last week, shaving about a third off his sentence. He
did not speak to reporters when leaving prison yes-
terday. Once known for relaunching peace efforts
with the Palestinians while prime minister between
2006-2009, Olmert is now likely to be remembered
for allegations that led one judge to speak of “cor-
rupt and filthy practices.” A balding father-of-four
with a lean physique, roguish grin and a reputed
taste for fine cigars, Olmert maintained his inno-
cence in a video message before entering prison.

“You can imagine how painful and strange this
change is to me, my family, loved ones and support-
ers,” Olmert said in the video. He added that he

believes the public will
eventually see that
“while I was prime minis-
ter, there were sincere
and promising attempts”
to reach peace. The main
allegations against him
date to before his time
as prime minister, to the
years when he served as
mayor of Jerusalem and
economy minister,
among other positions.
Olmert was born near
Haifa on September 30,
1945 during the British

mandate of Palestine.
A lawyer by trade, he surprised many right-wing

friends in the early 1970s by marrying left-leaning
artist Aliza Richter, who brought up their children
with equally liberal views. He entered the cabinet in
1988 and five years later was elected mayor of

Jerusalem, a post he held for a decade but in which
he rarely distinguished himself, before returning to
the government under Ariel Sharon in 2003. With
Sharon, he broke away from the right-wing Likud
party in 2005 to form the centre-right Kadima and
became premier the following year after Sharon suf-
fered a massive stroke and slipped into a coma.

Unfulfilled promise
Before taking over as prime minister, Olmert was

recognized as a key strategist behind many of
Sharon’s boldest moves, including Israel’s 2005 with-
drawal from Gaza as well as their split from the
Likud. Time magazine was so impressed that it
dubbed him “the 12th Israeli to serve as prime min-
ister and probably the best politician of them all”.
After Sharon’s collapse, Olmert led Kadima to victo-
ry in March 2006 on a platform of dismantling
dozens of settlements and withdrawing troops from
most of the West Bank. But things began to go
downhill, with his West Bank plan shelved after a
bloody 34-day war against Lebanon’s Hezbollah

that summer which left more than 1,200 dead in
Lebanon, mostly civilians, and 160 in Israel, mostly
soldiers. Unlike many of his predecessors, Olmert
lacked an illustrious military background and his
handling of the conflict was harshly criticized.
Although he rejected peace talks for decades,
Olmert underwent a late-career conversion.
Following the relaunch of negotiations in
November 2007 ending a seven-year hiatus, Olmert
met several times with Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas, reportedly making far-reaching
concessions in a bid to reach an agreement.

But the talks were abruptly halted just over a
year later when Israel embarked upon a devastating
three-week offensive in Gaza. Olmert also entered
into Turkish-mediated talks with long-time foe Syria
in May 2008 over Israel’s occupation of the Golan
Heights. He resigned as premier in September 2008
after police recommended he be indicted for graft,
but he remained in office until March 2009, when
Likud leader Benjamin Netanyahu was sworn in to
the post, which he has held since. — AFP 

Israel’s Olmert: From promise to prison

JERUSALEM: An Arab-Israeli former law-
maker entered prison yesterday to begin
a two-year sentence after he pleaded
guilty to smuggling mobile phones to
Palestinian detainees, a prisons spokes-
woman said. Basel Ghattas of the Arab-
dominated Joint List resigned his seat in
the Israeli parliament as part of a plea
bargain reached in March.

The 61-year-old admitted handing
phones and SIM cards to Palestinian
inmates. Prosecutors dropped charges of
terrorism and endangering state securi-
ty, for which he could have faced up to
10 years in prison. “I enter prison with my
head held high and I will continue my
battle for prisoners’ rights,” Ghattas said
before entering Gilboa prison in north-
ern Israel, in comments broadcast on
army radio.

Israeli media have reported that 12
mobile phones were found on two pris-
oners in searches after Ghattas visited
the high security Ketziot prison in

December, using his parliamentary
immunity to avoid being searched. One
of the prisoners is serving time for kid-
napping and murdering an Israeli soldier
in 1984, the Ynet news website said.
Ghattas has said his actions were moti-
vated by “humanitarian and moral posi-
tions towards prisoners”.

Lawmakers of the Joint List, the third
largest bloc in parliament with 13 seats,
frequently clash with Israeli authorities.
Ghattas’s party, Balad, is especially criti-
cal of Israeli policies. 

Its three lawmakers triggered outrage
among Jewish Israelis last year by meet-
ing relatives of Palestinians authorities
say were k il led while carrying out
attacks. Arab Israelis make up some 17.5
percent of the country’s population and
are descended from Palestinians who
remained on their land after the creation
of Israel in 1948. They hold Israeli citizen-
ship but most see themselves as
Palestinians. —AFP 

JUBA: Solomon was just seven years old when
he woke up missing a leg. And he was one of the
lucky ones. For weeks later, Solomon was back
on two feet with the aid of an artificial leg, fitted
at a hectic hospital cum limb-making factory in
the South Sudanese capital of Juba. The hospital
is in horribly high demand in a country born of
war that remains littered with mines and explo-
sive devices, with civil war still raging all around.
Most of South Sudan’s approximately 60,000
amputees have suffered war-related injuries, be

it gunshot or landmine wounds. As civil war dev-
astates the world’s youngest country - it cele-
brates its sixth anniversary next month - it has
become increasingly difficult for amputees to
gain good treatment.

Second chance
Solomon came to his first artificial limb after

an open fracture turned into a life-threatening
infection, which forced doctors to amputate.
When he woke from surgery in a remote hospital
in South Sudan’s Bentiu, he was far away from
the capital with little chance of rehabilitation or
help adjusting to his new life. “I was put on a
flight to Juba, where I am receiving a new, artifi-
cial leg,” he told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation from his current home at the

Physical Rehabilitation Reference Centre. It is the
country’s biggest hospital for prosthetic orthotic
treatment, treating about 30 patients a day.
“Amputations have gone up since the beginning
of the civil war in 2013, but even with increased
need, access to some areas is impossible due to
active fighting and many people who have lost
limbs might never be able to get out and receive
help,” said Emmanuel Lobari, who as head of tech-
nicians oversees the production of all the pros-
thetic limbs. Both hospital and factory, the centre

produces an average of 50 prostheses each
month - all hand-made and custom fit.

Durable, affordable
“We use polypropylene to make the limbs, a

material that has proved to be both durable and
affordable,” said physiotherapist Daniel
Odhiambo. A Kenyan, he is one of a handful of
expatriate staff at the hospital, employed by the
International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC).
“The prostheses last for an average of two years
and it’s usually the foot, made out of a softer
material, that wears out the fastest. The leg itself
can last up to ten years.”

Making a limb - from melting the plastic-like
polypropylene to shaping it into a leg - is a quick
process in the hospital’s small, modern factory

and can all be done within a day. “It’s the fitting
and the patient’s adaption that take up to ten
days,” said Lobari. Lobari is South Sudanese, like
most of the hospital’s 30 staff, all of whom
received Red Cross training. The organization
first started treating amputations in 1979 during
Ethiopia’s civil  war, and developed the
polypropylene technology that has since spread
across all conflict zones.

Odhiambo has worked in many places,
including Afghanistan, Yemen and Iraq. He
recently took up his second mission in Juba.
“Here in South Sudan, I mainly see war wounds
and they are very different from civilian wounds,”
he explained. Nearly 250,000 mines and explo-
sive devices were found and destroyed in South
Sudan in 2017 alone, according to the United
Nations Mine Action Service (UNMAS). South
Sudan slipped into civil war in 2013, just two
years after becoming independent from
Khartoum, and some 4 million people - one third
of the population - have fled to neighboring
countries in its wake.

For those left behind, risk is part of daily life.
The worst case Odhiambo has seen is an 18-
year-old boy, who was brought to the clinic with
both legs blown off by a landmine, pieces of
muscle hanging out of the wound and shrapnel
fragments stuck deep in his flesh. “He was in
consistent pain and it took months to build the
right prosthesis, but I stayed with him through
the whole process. I told him not to give up. He
had his whole life ahead of him still.”

A resilient nation
Simon has been coming to the hospital for

several months and can still vividly recall the day
he was attacked, when several bullets were shot
through his leg. “I thought I was going to die,
but my family took me to a small hospital where
my leg was amputated,” he said. Simon is from
the north of the country then moved to Juba to
get better care. Three in four patients at the cen-
tre are male. The women and children at the
hospital underwent amputations after suffering
a range of traumas, such as war injuries, croco-
dile bites, road accidents or infections. 

It helps patients such as Solomon - just start-
ing a new life with his first prosthesis - to meet
older patients like Simon. “The boy is still young,
but he can see that he’s not alone with his
injury,” said Odhiambo. “The one difference I’ve
noted working in South Sudan is that people
here accept their fate easier than any others.
They are resilient and want to go on with their
lives. I even see it in Solomon,” said Odhiambo.
“People have suffered, but they don’t lose their
drive and motivation.” — Reuters
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Hospital cum factory delivers 
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Civil war devastates world’s youngest country

MOSUL: Special forces have recaptured
more of Mosul’s historic heart as they press
the final stages of an assault to drive the
Islamic State group from Iraq’s second city,
the military said yesterday. More than eight
months since the country’s forces launched
a grueling operation to retake Mosul, IS has
gone from fully controlling the city to hold-
ing a few neighborhoods on its western
side. Counter-terrorism forces liberated the
Makawi area of the Old City, the joint oper-
ations command announced yesterday, in a
further blow at the heart of the jihadists’
cross-border “caliphate”.

Iraqi forces have been closing in on the
Old City for months, but its narrow streets
and closely spaced buildings combined
with a large civilian population made for an
extremely difficult fight. Security forces
recaptured a series of nearby districts, cor-
nering the jihadists, before launching an
assault inside the Old City on June 18. They
have since made significant progress. On
Saturday, officers announced the recapture
of a hospital and its surroundings north of
the Old City, removing a nearby but uncon-
nected pocket of IS resistance. 

Interior ministry forces recaptured the
Ibn Sina hospital along with other medical
facilities including a blood bank and a clin-
ic, Staff Lieutenant General Abdulamir
Yarallah said in a statement. IS has occu-
pied several of Mosul’s hospitals during the
battle for the city. Some security personnel
have complained that restrictions on using
heavy weapons against hospitals, intended
to protect the facilities, have made opera-
tions riskier and more time-consuming.

‘Advancing on 3 sides’ 
Federal police chief Lieutenant General

Raed Shakir Jawdat said the area around
the hospital, Al-Shifaa, had been complete-
ly retaken, limiting IS’s presence in Mosul to

the Old City. “Our forces are advancing from
three sides and are pursuing the terrorist
groups in the few remaining areas of the
Old City,” Jawdat said in a statement.  On
Thursday, Iraqi forces retook the remains of
the Grand Mosque of al-Nuri in their great-
est symbolic victory since the battle began.
IS chief Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi gave a tri-
umphal sermon at the mosque after the
jihadists captured Mosul in 2014, calling on
Muslims to obey him.  The mosque thus
became a symbol of Baghdadi’s rule and
IS’s self-declared cross-border “caliphate.”

The jihadists made sure that the Nuri
mosque was not captured intact, blowing
it up along with its famed leaning minaret-
known affectionately as “Al-Hadba” (The
Hunchback) - as Iraqi forces closed in. IS
claimed on its Amaq propaganda agency
that the site was hit in a US air strike, but
the US-led coalition said it  was the
jihadists who had “destroyed one of Mosul
and Iraq’s great treasures”. Even though it
lies in ruins, the mosque’s recapture has
provided a boost to Iraq’s forces and its
government. Prime Minister Haider Al-
Abadi declared that the j ihadists’
“caliphate” was coming to an end.

The following day, a senior Iraqi com-
mander said victory in Mosul would be
declared within the “next few days.” IS
overran large areas north and west of
Baghdad in 2014, but Iraqi forces backed
by US-led coalition air strikes have since
regained much of the territory they lost.
The recapture of Mosul will not however
mark the end of the war against IS.  The
jihadist group still holds territories in both
Iraq and neighboring Syria, where it has
been able to carry out attacks in govern-
ment-held areas. IS militants and “lone
wolf” attackers inspired by the group’s ide-
ology have also carried out multiple oper-
ations overseas. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israel returned fire at Syrian army
forces late Saturday after two stray artillery
rounds hit the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights,
the Israeli army said. “In response to projectiles
launched earlier today at Israel from Syria, Israeli
forces targeted the Syrian military artillery posi-
tion that was the source of the previous fire,” a
statement said. 

Earlier the army warned Syria to expect retali-
ation after the rounds fell in the Israeli-con-
trolled zone of the strategic plateau, the latest of
a string of incidents across the armistice line.
Both of Saturday’s stray rounds were the “result
of internal fighting in Syria,” the army said,
adding that there were no reports of casualties.
“Israel holds the Syrian regime responsible for
any breach of its borders and will act according-
ly,” chief military spokesman, Brigadier General
Ronen Manelis said.  “Israel maintains a policy of
non-involvement in the Syrian civil war. 

However, we will not tolerate any breach of
Israel’s sovereignty.” There has been repeated
stray fire across the armistice line for the past
week as Syrian troops battle rebels, including
hardline Islamists, on the other side. There have
been no casualties on the Israeli side but the
Jewish State has responded to every incident by
striking Syrian army positions.  Rebels recently
launched an offensive against Syrian govern-
ment forces in Quneitra on the Syrian side of the
armistice line.

Israel has conducted several air strikes in Syria
since that country’s civil war erupted in 2011.
Most of it has been against arms convoys or
warehouses of its Lebanese arch-foe Hezbollah.
The Iran-backed movement is a key supporter of
the Syrian regime and is fighting alongside gov-
ernment forces. In April, Israel shot down what it
identified only as “a target” over the Golan, hours
after Syria accused it of hitting a military posi-
tion near Damascus airport.  Israel did not con-
firm or deny the reported Damascus attack.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said
on Wednesday that he would not tolerate any
spillover from the fighting in Syria.

“Our line is clear,” Netanyahu said a Hebrew-
language speech during a visit to the Golan. “We
shall not permit radical Islam, led by Iran or
Daesh, to open a terrorist front against the state
of Israel from the Syrian side of the Golan

Heights,” he said using the Arabic acronym for
the Islamic State Jihadist group.  Israel seized
1,200 square kilometers (460 square miles) of
the Golan Heights from Syria in the Six-Day War
of 1967 and later annexed it in a move never
recognised by the international community.
Around 510 square kilometers are under Syrian
control. — AFP 

ABUROC: Elizabeth Adwok (left) an ethnic Shilluk who arrived with her seven children in April
after having been forcefully displaced from her home three times since South Sudan’s conflict
began, cooks sorghum in her small hut in the village of Aburoc, South Sudan where she lives
with other displaced people. — AP 

Israel retaliates after stray 
Syrian fire in Golan Heights

QATZRIN, Israel: A general view shows a car driving past a sign at the entrance of the Jewish
settlement of Qatzrin in the Israeli occupied Golan Heights.— AFP 

MOSUL: Smoke billows in the background behind the destroyed Al-Nuri Mosque in
the Old City of Mosul, after the area was retaken from Islamic State (IS) group fight-
ers yesterday. — AFP 

Iraqi forces gain 
ground in Mosul 
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jailed over ‘phone smuggling’


