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CAIRO: The past week’s tempestuous
parliament approval of a deal transfer-
ring two Red Sea islands to Saudi Arabia
is putting Egypt’s government at odds
with the judiciary and providing the
country’s battered opposition with a
nationalist cause to whip up at a time of
growing economic distress. The surprise
2016 deal to hand over the islands of
Tiran and Sanafir aimed to strengthen
ties with Saudi Arabia, which has pro-
vided distressed Egypt with billions of
dollars in grants and soft loans over the
past four years. It comes amid fitful
efforts to establish an axis of coopera-
tion between two powers vying for
leadership of the self-styled moderate
Sunni Arab camp - countries which
oppose Shiite Iran and are willing to
weigh closer ties to Israel.

But the opposition has proven a
headache for President Abdel-Fattah Al-
Sisi, whose popularity seems to be slip-
ping in the wake of economic liberaliza-
tion reforms that deeply hurt Egyptians’
living standards even while winning glob-
al praise. Sisi’s government has been gain-
ing greater acceptance by governments
internationally, even while facing criticism
over its authoritarian policies - defended
on security grounds - that include jailing
opponents and crushing rights groups.

With parliament’s approval of the
handover, the dispute over the islands

now pits the legislative and executive
branches of government against the
judiciary. Courts issued two rulings over
the past year that clearly stated the
islands belong to Egypt. In Egypt’s some-
times murky power structure, it is not
clear where such a battle of wills could
go. The issue takes on added significance
and sensitivity because Tiran controls
the only shipping lane leading to the
ports of Eilat and Aqaba, in Israel and
Jordan respectively. The closure of the so
called Tiran Strait was a main trigger of
the 1967 Middle East war.

Saudi Arabia’s request for the islands
and the absence of any official explana-
tion from Cairo or Riyadh has prompted
widespread speculation. One scenario
says the islands afford the Saudis a say of
some sort in renewed Israeli-Palestinian
negotiations along with formal contacts
with Israel. Another line of speculation
says these contacts would contribute
toward formulating a joint strategy
against Shiite Iran, a nemesis to the
Saudis and Israelis alike. Here’s a look at
some of the issues related to the islands
and how they are likely to evolve:

The Agreement
The maritime border demarcation

agreement under which Egypt would
transfer control of the islands to Saudi
Arabia was signed and announced when

Saudi King Salman was visiting Egypt in
April 2016.  The announcement came as
the Saudis unveiled a multibillion-dollar
package of soft loans and investments to
Egypt, prompting charges the govern-
ment was handing over the islands in
return for Saudi money.

The Courts
A court in June 2016 ruled to annul

the transfer of the islands. When the gov-
ernment appealed, a higher court
upheld the verdict in January and assert-
ed that the islands were Egyptian. The
higher court alluded to official docu-
ments, some dating back to Ottoman
and British colonial times, showing
Cairo’s exercise of full sovereignty over
the islands over the years and offered a
legal opinion that dismissed the agree-
ment as unconstitutional.

The government, meanwhile, filed a
case with the Supreme Constitutional
Court seeking a ruling on whether the
two courts had jurisdiction over the case.
That court starts hearings next month,
but a panel of constitutional experts
already filed a report saying the courts
did indeed have jurisdiction. If that’s the
case, serious doubts would be cast on
the legality of parliament’s ratification of
the deal. That, in turn, would usher in a
potentially damaging battle between
the legislature and the judiciary. In any

case, Sisi has to sign off on parliament’s
ratification before the agreement can go
into effect.  He has yet to and there has
been no word on whether he will await
the Supreme Constitutional Court’s rul-
ing. He will have to tread carefully given
the court’s weight and the erosion of
parliament’s credibility over its handling
of the agreement.

Parliament
The 596-seat legislature ratified the

deal on June 14 after four days of at
times vicious arguments. Lawmakers on
each side threw around accusations of
treason, payments by foreign powers
and illegal amassing of wealth. The disor-
der reinforced critics’ charges that parlia-
ment is just a tool for the government to
carry out its agenda and that many of its
members lack the political skills to effec-
tively carry out their duties. The govern-
ment denies parliament is a rubber-
stamp, pointing to the rare cases where
it has blocked proposals.

Perhaps most egregiously, Speaker Ali
Abdel-Al asserted that judicial rulings on
the agreement amounted to nil, a posi-
tion seen as contemptuous of the judici-
ary. But only a mass resignation by the
around 100 lawmakers who oppose the
agreement might embarrass the cham-
ber enough to trigger calls for its dissolu-
tion. In the meantime, more than 100

lawmakers have urged Sisi not to sign off
on parliament’s ratification before the
Supreme Constitutional Court’s verdict,
according to local media.

The Opposition
Activists raged over the issue on

social media. But online calls for street
protests achieved a meager response,
likely a sign of how Egyptians have
become fatigued by recent years’ insta-
bility, cowed by security crackdowns
and consumed with economic priva-
tions. Police arrested more than 100
activists and demonstrators over the
weekend, of whom about half remain in
custody, according to rights lawyers.
There were a handful of small protests
in Cairo Friday, quickly broken up by
security forces.

But future street action is possible. “If
the government went ahead and hand-
ed over the islands to Saudi Arabia, we
will consider them occupied and will
work toward liberating them by all
means available,” said one opposition
leader, Farid Zahran. An opinion poll
conducted by an Egypt-based pollster,
Baseera, found that 47 percent of those
questioned believed the islands were
Egyptian, with only 11 percent saying
they were Saudi. The poll, conducted
June 11-12, asked 1,164 people. The mar-
gin of error was below 3 percent. — AP 

Islands deal pits government against courts

JEDDAH: Iraq’s Prime Minister
Haider Al-Abadi arrived in Saudi
Arabia yesterday on a tour that
will also take him to Riyadh’s rival
Iran and to Kuwait. His visit comes
with the Gulf region in turmoil
after Saudi Arabia, the United
Arab Emirates and other allies cut
ties with Qatar two weeks ago.
They accuse Doha of supporting
extremist groups, including some
backed by Iran, “that aim to desta-
bilize the region”.

Kuwait, which did not follow its
neighbors in severing diplomatic
relations with Qatar, has been try-
ing to mediate. Abadi is to hold
talks with Saudi King Salman,
Kuwait’s Amir HH Sheikh Sabah Al-
Ahmad Al-Sabah and Iranian pres-
ident Hassan Rouhani during his
tour of the region. Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Nayef greeted
Abadi when he landed in the Red

Sea city of Jeddah for the one-day
visit, state media reported.

Abadi, from his country’s largest
Shiite political bloc, arrives at a
time of heightened tensions
between Sunni-ruled Saudi Arabia
and its Shiite-dominated rival Iran.
Saudi Arabia cut ties with Iran early
last year after years of strained rela-
tions. Riyadh has long expressed
concern about Iran’s “interference”
in the region, including through
Iraq’s paramilitary Hashed Al-
Shaabi which has played a major
role in reclaiming parts of Iraq
seized by the Islamic State group.

Gulf states are also reported to
have been angered by a ransom
allegedly paid by Doha to Tehran-
linked militias earlier this year to
secure the release of a hunting
party, including members of the
Qatari royal family, kidnapped in
southern Iraq. — AFP

Abadi visits Saudi 
ahead of Iran stop

GAZA CITY: Israel yesterday began reducing
electricity supplies to the Gaza Strip, despite
warnings the move could increase suffering and
tensions in the Palestinian enclave. The cut will
reduce the mains power flow to Gaza to as little
as two hours a day, though many businesses and
the wealthy have their own generators. The deci-
sion came after the Palestinian Authority (PA),
which is based in the occupied West Bank, told
Israel it would no longer foot the bill for electrici-
ty supplies to Gaza.

It raises concerns of rising tensions and a
collapse of vital services in an impoverished
and overcrowded territory that has been devas-
tated by three wars with Israel since 2008.
Hamas has run Gaza since 2007, when it seized
the strip in a near civil war from the Fatah party
of Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas, in a
dispute over general elections won by the
Islamist movement.

Multiple attempts at reconciliation between
Hamas and Fatah have failed, but the PA had
continued to pay Israel for some electricity deliv-
ered to Gaza until this month. Israel “began to
reduce electricity flow by eight megawatts” into

the enclave, Gaza’s energy authority said. The
state-run Israel Electricity Corporation confirmed
it had diminished power supplies “in accordance
with a government directive”.

Yesterday, Israel supplied 120 megawatts of
electricity to Gaza a month, which made up
about one quarter of the enclave’s needs, with
the PA paying the 11.3 million euros ($12.65 mil-
lion) monthly bill. Since the sole power station in
Gaza ran out of fuel and stopped working in
April, the 120 megawatts represent 80 percent
of available power in the strip. The Israel Electric
Corporation said power supply would “effective-
ly be reduced on two lines out of 10 every day,
until the reduction applies to all 10 lines”.

Total collapse 
The Gaza Strip is home to some two million

people, more than three-quarters of whom the
United Nations says depend on humanitarian
aid. The power reductions come despite stark
warnings of the humanitarian implications for
Gazan civilians, who already suffer from critical
shortages of power - with most homes receiving
only a few hours even before the cut. Israeli

human rights group Gisha said in a statement
yesterday that by reducing supplies “Israel is
knowingly aggravating an already dangerous
situation in which the strip is teetering on the
verge of a humanitarian crisis.”

The vast majority of residents are Muslim and
are currently observing the holy fasting month
of Ramadan. Robert Piper, UN humanitarian
coordinator for the Palestinian territories,
warned last week that the Palestinians were
being “held hostage to this longstanding inter-
nal Palestinian dispute”. “A further increase in the
length of blackouts is likely to lead to a total col-
lapse of basic services, including critical func-
tions in the health, water and sanitation sectors.”

Hamas last fought Israel in 2014 and analysts
have warned the power reduction could prompt
the Islamist group to spark another round of
conflict. In a statement Wednesday, Hamas said
Israel and Abbas were jointly responsible for the
“catastrophic consequences” of the reduction.
The statement did not mention war, but called
the measures “dangerous”. Hamas is considered
to be a terrorist group by Israel, the European
Union and the United States. — AFP 

Israel reduces Gaza power 
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Energy crisis part of PA-Hamas dispute

GAZA: This photo taken on June 13, 2017 shows Palestinian children at home reading books by candlelight due to electricity shortages
in Gaza City. —AFP 

MOSUL: An Iraqi forces member fires a 23 mm anti-aircraft gun as they advance
towards the Old City of Mosul yesterday during an ongoing offensive to retake the
last district still held by Islamic State (IS) group fighters.— AFP 

MOSUL: Iraqi forces pushed deeper into
Mosul’s Old City yesterday after launching a
final assault on the Islamic State group,
warning civilians to stay inside and telling
militants to “surrender or die”. Iraqi forces
launched the operation Sunday to retake
the district, the last part of Iraq’s second
city still held by IS after a months-long
offensive. Commanders say the jihadists are
putting up fierce resistance and there are
fears for more than 100,000 civilians
believed to be trapped in the maze of nar-
row streets.

Staff Major General Maan Al-Saadi, a top
commander in Iraq’s elite Counter-
Terrorism Service (CTS), told AFP that heavy
fighting had resumed at dawn yesterday.
“At 6:00 am, we pushed deeper into the Old
City and took control of new areas in the
Faruq neighborhood,” he said. “Daesh
resistance has been fierce,” he said, using an
Arabic acronym for the group. “They have
blocked every entrance, planted IEDs
(improvised explosive devices) and booby
trapped houses our forces might be near,”
he said.  “Penetrating was very difficult.
Today the fighting is face to face.”

The push into Mosul’s historic heart on
the west bank of the river Tigris marks the
culmination of a months-long campaign by
Iraqi forces to retake IS’s last major urban
stronghold in the country. The US-led coali-
tion battling IS in Iraq and neighboring
Syria has backed the offensive including
with months of air strikes. The loss of Mosul
would mark the effective end of the Iraqi
portion of the cross-border “caliphate” IS
declared in summer 2014 after seizing
swathes of Iraq and Syria.

IEDs on remote-controlled toy cars 
Sheltering from relentless fire and

explosions near a sniper position on the
edge of the Old City, CTS captain Ahmed
Jassem described a bitter fight. “We can’t
bring our vehicles into these narrow
streets. It means they can’t use as many car
bombs either, but they use motorcycle
bombs and even IEDs mounted on remote-
controlled toy cars,” he said. Iraqi forces sta-
tioned Humvees by the Grand Mosque on
the retaken east side of Mosul, facing the
Old City and mounted with speakers.

The loudspeakers blared messages to IS
fighters, telling them: “You have only this
choice: Surrender or die”. Late on Sunday,
Iraqi forces dropped nearly 500,000 leaflets
over the city, warning that they had “start-
ed attacking from all directions”. The

leaflets urge civilians to “stay away from
open places and... exploit any opportunity
that arises during the fighting” to escape.

The United Nations has said IS may be
holding more than 100,000 civilians as
human shields in the Old City. Only a few
hundred metres from the heaviest fighting,
small groups of civilians gathered, shelter-
ing from the scorching sun more than from
mortar rounds falling into the neighbor-
hood. “We moved to a camp in Hammam
Al-Alil when the neighborhood was liberat-
ed, but homes were being looted so we
came back to protect our property,” said
Nabil Hamed Khattab, a 56-year old who
did not flinch when a mortar round came
crashing down a few blocks away.

Commanders have said the fighting is
expected to be very difficult and could last
weeks. Surrounded by Iraqi forces on three
sides and blocked on the other by the Tigris
River that runs through Mosul, the jihadists
are cornered. Iraqi forces launched a vast
operation to retake Mosul in October, seiz-
ing the city’s eastern side in January and
starting an assault on its western part in
February. The International Rescue
Committee, a major aid group operating in
Iraq, has warned that already-traumatized
civilians risk getting caught up in fierce
street fighting. It urged coalition and Iraqi
forces to do “everything in their power” to
keep civilians safe.

Fears for children 
Save the Children warned that some

50,000 children were trapped in the Old
City. “They are running out of food and
water, and face violence wherever they
turn,” the charity’s Ana Locsin said. Since
the start of the battle to retake Mosul, an
estimated 862,000 people have been dis-
placed. Around 195,000 have since
returned, mainly to the city’s east. It was
from the Old City’s emblematic Al-Nuri
mosque in July 2014 that IS chief Abu Bakr
Al-Baghdadi made his only public appear-
ance. He urged Muslims worldwide to
move to the group’s “caliphate” straddling
Iraq and Syria.

The jihadists have since lost most of the
territory they once controlled in the face of
US-backed offensives in Iraq and in Syria,
where a Kurdish-Arab alliance is advancing
on the group’s last Syrian stronghold
Raqqa. It is not clear how many IS members
remain in Mosul, where many foreign fight-
ers have joined local jihadists since the city
was taken. —AFP 

Iraq forces push into Mosul, 
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RIYADH: Saudi Arabia said yester-
day it had seized weapons from a
boat captured after the navy fired
warning shots at vessels
approaching a Gulf oil platform, at
a time of tensions with Iran and
Qatar. Three small boats entered
Saudi territorial waters at about
8:30 pm on Friday and “headed at
speed towards platforms of (the)
Saudi oil field of Marjan”, a govern-
ment statement said. 

Saudi naval forces fired warn-
ing shots at the boats,  which
were carr ying “red and white
flags”, and captured one of the
vessels but two escaped, the
statement added. The seized boat
was “loaded with weapons for
subversive purposes”, it said, but
gave no details.

The statement came two days
after Iran accused Saudi Arabia of
shooting and killing one of its fish-
ermen. Iran said it was investigat-

ing the Saturday shooting, after
two fishing boats may have
strayed into Saudi waters. Majid
Aghababaie, head of border affairs
at Iran’s interior ministry, said one
of the boats was missing after the
Saudi coastguard opened fire on
the vessels, which had drifted due
to high waves. Aghababaie said
“even if the boats had entered
Saudi waters, the coastguard were
not authorized to open fire”.

Saudi Arabia regularly accuses
Iran of interfering in Middle Eastern
countries, and has suggested it is
linked to instability in the king-
dom’s east. Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates, Egypt and
others severed diplomatic and eco-
nomic ties with Qatar two weeks
ago, accusing Doha of supporting
groups, including some backed by
Iran, “that aim to destabilize the
region”. Qatar denies any such
support for extremists.— AFP 

Weapons found on boat after 
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