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ISTANBUL: Turkish police yesterday fired tear gas and
plastic bullets at protesters seeking to march to
Istanbul’s Taksim Square to celebrate May Day, in defi-
ance of an official ban. Authorities said more than 200
people were detained for “illegal” protests in the city
and using May Day celebrations as a “pretext”. Police
tried to stop around 200 protesters in the Gayrettepe
district on the European side of Istanbul who wanted
to walk to the famous Taksim square in spite of the
ban by city authorities, an AFP journalist said. 

The protesters-made up of left-wing groups-
unfurled anti-government banners against the
result of the April 16 referendum, which handed
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan expanded powers. 

“Long Live May Day, No to dictator!” the banners
read. Turkish authorities imposed a ban on any
demonstration at Taksim square,  with police sealing
off the avenue with barricades and halting traffic.
Among those detained were two women who
attempted to penetrate the ban and unfurl banners
at the square, the private Dogan news agency
reported. In a statement, Istanbul governor’s office
said some illegal groups sought to rally around
Taksim square and elsewhere in the city by using
May Day celebrations as a “pretext,” adding that a
total of 207 people were detained.

Police had also seized 40 Molotov cocktails, 17
hand grenades, 176 fireworks and seven masks.

And one citizen was killed in an accident when a
TOMA, an armored water cannon truck designed for
riot control, was doing manouvering, it said.  

30,000 police in charge 
Some 30,000 police were on duty in Istanbul

alone, with the governor’s office urging citizens not
to heed calls for protests in non-official areas. Police
checked tourists and citizens passing through
Taksim and all streets leading to the square were

cordoned off with iron barricades. Metro lines did
not stop at Taksim square, which was a rallying
ground for May Day celebrations until 1977, when
at least 34 people were killed during demonstra-

tions. Authorities later opened up the square for cel-
ebrations in 2010 but it was shut down again after it
played host to anti-government protests in 2013
targeting Erdogan, then prime minister. “Our people
were massacred on May Day in 1977, workers were
massacred,” a protester who gave her name as
Sevim told AFP.

“We are going to Taksim square because it is a
meaningful place for the working class,” she said
shor tly before the police inter vention in
Gayrettepe. This year’s May Day celebrations also
come after the ‘Yes’ camp won last month’s referen-
dum with 51.41 percent of the vote against 48.59
percent for the ‘No’ camp.

The opposition have alleged major irregulari-
ties but its complaints were thrown out by the
election commission and a top court.  Yunus
Ozgur, another demonstrator, said he wanted to
march to Taksim square to protest “irregularities”
during the referendum. 

“We are frustrated,” he said. “Taksim has a politi-
cal meaning. They (authorities) are scared of this.
Taksim is ours.” In the meantime, several thousand
people and unions attended celebrations in an offi-
cially sanctioned rally in the Bakirkoy district near
the international airport on the city’s western side.
In Ankara, at least 6,000 people demonstrated for
May Day and against the referendum result, holding
large letters spelling out “Hayir” meaning “No” in
Turkish, an AFP photographer said.

Some held banners saying: “No means no”.
Earlier in the day, up to 60 people commemorated
the 103 people killed outside the train station in
Turkey’s worst terror attack in October 2015. —AFP

Police hold 200 after May Day protests in Istanbul

ISTANBUL: People chant slogans as they march with the red flags of the Turkish communist party, the
Communist Movement of Turkey, while they gather in Bakirkoy district as part of the May Day rally in
Istanbul yesterday.—AFP

CAIRO: The leader of Al-Qaeda’ branch in
Yemen said that his militants have often
fought alongside Yemeni government fac-
tions - remarks that could embarrass the
US-backed coalition fighting the impover-
ished Arab country’s Shiite rebels.

Qasim Al-Rimi leads the group known
as Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula,
considered by Washington to be the
most dangerous offshoot of the global
terror network. He succeeded Nasir Al-
Wuhayshi, who was killed in a US drone
strike nearly two years ago.

On the US most-wanted list with a $5
million reward for his capture, Al-Rimi
has been a top target of US airstrikes,
which have soared in the past four
months in southern Yemen. He spoke on
Sunday to AQAP’s media arm Al-
Malahem from an undisclosed location in
Yemen. “We fight along all Muslims in
Yemen, together with different Islamic

groups,” he said, adding that his followers
have teamed up with an array of factions
- including the ultraconservative Salafis,
“the Muslim Brotherhood and also our
brothers among the sons of (Sunni)
tribes” - against Yemen’s Shiite rebels
known as Houthis.

Al-Rimi did not elaborate on what
exactly fighting “alongside” meant but Al-
Qaeda has emerged as a de facto ally of
the government of President Abed Rabbo
Mansour Hadi and his backers Saudi
Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
against the Houthis in a grueling civil war
that has wreaked devastation, caused
widespread hunger and killed more than
10,000 since late 2014. Over the past
decade, the terror group has built up ties
of one degree or another with the coun-
try’s many tribes - and has often used
anger over civilians killed in American
airstrikes to gain recruits. — AP

Al-Qaeda leader: Group fought 

alongside US-backed forces

BAGHDAD: The US-led coalition has come
under increasing scrutiny by monitoring groups
regarding civilian casualties in the fight against
the Islamic State group in Iraq, a turn that is wor-
rying some in the country’s political leadership
who fear the destruction and loss of life could
complicate hopes of reconciliation with the
country’s minority Sunnis.

The Pentagon acknowledged over the week-
end that at least 352 civilians have been killed by
coalition strikes in Iraq and Syria since the start
of the air campaign against IS in 2014. However,
activists and monitoring groups say the number
is much higher. The coalition argues that casual-
ties are inevitable in urban warfare with irregu-
lars mixing with civilians and determined to
stage a last stand. But critics see a degree of
recklessness and excess that aligns with the

heavy-handed rule of the Sunni areas by the
Shiite dominated Iraqi government. Here’s a look
at some aspects of the situation.

A devastating mistake
Last month, the Pentagon launched an inves-

tigation into an incident in which Mosul resi-
dents say a single airstrike killed more than 100
civilians sheltering in a house in the western part
of the Iraqi city that was also being used by IS
fighters. While both Iraqi and coalition planes
are active in the skies above Mosul, the US
acknowledged coalition planes conducted a
strike “at the location corresponding to allega-
tions of civilian casualties,” but did not confirm
the number of casualties inflicted or the circum-
stances of the event.

The incident sparked outrage in Iraq and
beyond with calls from local government offi-
cials as well as the United Nations for greater
restraint in the fight against IS for Mosul.

Despite the allegations surrounding the
March 17 strike, the spokesman for the US-led
coalition Col. John Dorrian told The Associated
Press that the coalition’s anti-IS operations

remain “the most precise air campaign in histo-
ry.” “But all the tactics, techniques and proce-
dures and plans that we have, all these things
are executed by people,” he said, “and what that
means is, it’s not going to be perfect, it’s going
to be as good as we can possibly make it.” More
than a month since the incident, Dorrian
declined to specify when the investigation - the
most extensive single investigation into civilian
deaths undertaken by the coalition since the
fight against IS began - would be complete.

Why it’s happening
Civilian deaths in the nearly three-year battle

against IS spiked as Iraqi forces pushed into
Mosul, undertaking some of the toughest fight-
ing yet. The battle space, with its narrow streets,
is claustrophobic and the Islamic State group is

holding hundreds of thousands of civilians in
the city as human shields. Since Iraqi forces
pushed into western Mosul in February, the
fighting has killed and wounded more than
4,000 civilians, according to the United Nations,
a number that only counts civilians who reached
a trauma hospital for treatment.

In the most recent report, the Pentagon
announced on Sunday that investigations con-
ducted during the month of March show that
coalition airstrikes killed 45 civilians, mostly in
and around Mosul. In each incident, the
Pentagon said “all feasible precautions were tak-
en,” but the strikes still resulted in “unintentional”
loss of civilian life. The report came days after
President Donald Trump gave the Pentagon
greater flexibility to determine the number of US
troops in Iraq and Syria. The Pentagon had
already been making quiet, incremental addi-
tions to the troop levels in both countries in
recent months.

A look at the numbers
The Pentagon acknowledged over the week-

end that at least 352 civilians have been killed by

coalition strikes in Iraq and Syria since the start of
the air campaign against IS. Activists and moni-
toring groups put the number much higher, with
London-based monitoring group Airwars report-
ing coalition strikes have killed more than 3,000
civilians in Iraq and Syria since 2014. The
Pentagon’s Sunday statement also included the
findings of an audit begun in March that inspect-
ed the way the US-led coalition reports and
tracks civilian casualties in the fight against IS.
The statement said the audit found that 80 civil-
ian deaths caused by coalition airstrikes had not
been previously publicly reported and two civil-
ian deaths previously reported were found to
have not been caused by the coalition.

Some in Iraq’s political leadership have
expressed concern that the levels of damage
and loss of human life in Mosul will make recon-
ciliation with the country’s minority Sunni popu-
lation more difficult after a military defeat of IS.

What it means for 
post-war governance

Iraq’s Parliament speaker, Salim al-Jabouri,
one of the highest ranking Sunni government
officials, has said that reports of increased civil-
ian casualties in western Mosul are of “great con-
cern.” When Haider al-Abadi took office in 2014,
he promised reforms that would hold corrupt
Iraqi leadership accountable and allocate more
of a political stake to the country’s Sunnis. Al-
Abadi has handed more control over to Iraq’s
regional leadership and appointed a Sunni to
lead the Ministry of Defense. 

Iraq’s foreign minister has warned such a
massive reconciliation effort will need funding
and support akin to the Marshall Plan that
helped western Europe recover from the devas-
tation of World War II. In order for Iraq’s military
gains to stick, the international community
needs “to present assistance to Iraqis and sup-
port development and overcome the effect of
war against Daesh terrorist gangs,” Jaafari said in
a statement released by his office. Daesh is an
Arabic name for IS.

Roots of is support
When the Islamic State group rampaged

through northwestern Iraq in 2014, the extrem-
ists were welcomed by some Sunnis who
thought IS represented a Sunni revolution that
would deliver them from the country’s Shiite-
dominated government in Baghdad.

Under former Prime Minister Nouri al-Maliki,
many of Iraq’s Sunnis began to view the coun-
try’s security forces as an occupying force. Police
and military units often swept through Sunni
communities detaining all military-aged males
in an attempt to quell dissent, filling the coun-
try’s prisons with men arrested on trumped-up
terrorism charges. Baghdad has not yet present-
ed a comprehensive plan for the governance of
Nineveh province once the fight for Mosul is
concluded and plans for an Iraqi “national guard”
that would give greater control of local security
to regional leaders have languished in
Parliament. The United Nations reports more
than 800,000 civilians have returned to Anbar
province after much of that territory was retaken
from IS last year, but rebuilding there is mostly
being financed with private money as Iraq is still
battling an economic crisis sparked in part by
the worldwide drop in oil prices.—AP

Civilian casualty toll could 

complicate Iraqi ceasefire 
US-led strikes against IS killed 352 civilians:  Pentagon

MOSUL: In this April 1, 2017 file photo, children play inside a damaged car, amid heavy
destruction in a neighborhood recently retaken by Iraqi security forces from Islamic State mili-
tants on the western side of Mosul.—AP

RAMALLAH: A banner with a picture of a Palestinian prisoner in an Israeli jail reads in
Arabic “Karim Younis, the icon of patience and will, 35 years in captivity, for how
long,” in the West Bank city of Ramallah yesterday.—AP

RAMALLAH: US President Donald Trump
meets Mahmud Abbas tomorrow for their
first face-to-face talks, with the Palestinian
leader hoping the billionaire businessman’s
unpredictable approach can inject life into
long-stalled peace efforts.

Abbas makes the trip to Washington
while politically unpopular back home, but
hoping Trump can pressure Israel into con-
cessions he believes are necessary to sal-
vage a two-state solution to one of the
world’s oldest conflicts. Palestinian officials
have seen their cause overshadowed by
global concerns such as the Syrian war and
Islamic State group jihadists, and want
Trump’s White House to bring it back to the
forefront. “Palestinians are hoping that
Trump’s unpredictability might play in their
favour,” one Jerusalem-based European
official told AFP on condition of anonymity.
“They are going to be very disappointed.
They can’t be sure of anything.” Examples
were seen early on, with Trump backing
away from the US commitment  to the two-
state solution when he met Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in February.

He said he would support a single state
if it led to peace, delighting Israeli right-
wingers who want to see their country
annex most of the occupied West Bank.
Trump also vowed to move the US embassy
in Israel from Tel Aviv to the disputed city of
Jerusalem, a prospect that alarmed
Palestinians but which has been put on the
back burner for now. At the same time, he
urged Israel to hold back on settlement
building in the West Bank, a longstanding
concern of Palestinians and much of the
world. One of Trump’s top advisers, Jason
Greenblatt, held wide-ranging talks with
both Israelis and Palestinians during a visit
in March. Abbas and Trump spoke by
phone on March 11.

Pressuring Hamas? 
Trump’s unpredictability is far from

Abbas’s only concern, with polls suggesting

most Palestinians want the 82-year-old to
resign. Abbas’s term was meant to expire in
2009, but he has remained in office with no
elections held. The bitter split between
Abbas’s Fatah party, based in the West
Bank, and Hamas, the Islamist movement
that runs the Gaza Strip, has also taken a
new turn in recent days.

Some analysts say it seems Abbas is
seeking to increase pressure on Hamas in
the impoverished strip, but he risks being
blamed for worsening conditions in the
enclave of two million people. Israeli offi-
cials say the Palestinian Authority dominat-
ed by Abbas’s Fatah has begun refusing to
pay Israel for electricity it supplies to Gaza.
Rights activists say exacerbating an already
severe power shortage in the strip under
an Israeli blockade for 10 years could be
catastrophic. The reported move comes
after the PA announced earlier in April it
would temporarily cut stipends to its Gaza
civil servants. The PA said it was forced into
cutbacks by falling foreign aid, but others
alleged it could be aimed at stirring discon-
tent in Gaza and destabilizing the Hamas
administration there.

Regional support 
With those difficulties in mind, Abbas

may face demands from Trump that could
be “political suicide” for him to implement,
the European official said. Such demands
may include stopping payments to families
of Palestinians imprisoned by Israel, a poli-
cy heavily criticized by Netanyahu as
encouraging further violence.

Doing so could further open Abbas to
accusations of bending to Israel’s will, par-
ticularly with one of his rivals in Fatah,
Marwan Barghouti, leading a hunger strike
involving hundreds of Palestinian prisoners
in Israeli jails since April 17. Barghouti is
serving five life sentences over his role in
the second Palestinian intifada, but he is
popular and polls suggest he could win the
Palestinian presidency. — AFP

Trump set for first meeting 

with Palestinian president

DIYARBAKIR, Turkey: Residents of
Turkey’s historic Sur district in the
Kurdish-majority province of
Diyarbakir were forced to evacuate
their homes by yesterday as the
violence-wracked region under-
goes restoration.

The district in southeastern
province has been hit by clashes
between the Turkish army and out-
lawed Kurdish militants for over
two years. Turkish authorities say
they will  restore the district,  a
UNESCO world heritage site with its
ancient fortified walls,  historic
mosques, churches and syna-

gogues. Clashes between the
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)
fighters and the Turkish armed
forces erupted after the collapse of
a two-and-a-half-year ceasefire in
2015. The Kurdish separatists have
fought against the Turkish state
since 1984 in a bloody conflict
which has left over 40,000 people
dead. Two more neighborhoods in
Sur were being emptied yesterday
but families told AFP they did not
want to leave the homes they have
lived in for many years.

Those who own their own homes
have been given money but finding

property elsewhere is difficult, and
for those who are not homeowners,
the situation is worse. Sahin Darkan,
who had lived in Sur for 11 years,
told AFP that he did not have to pay
rent while he lived in the district.

“Now we need to evacuate. We
will  have to pay a rent. They
(authorities) placed pressure on us
to leave. I don’t know what will
happen to us,” Darkan, who works
odd jobs, said. “Actually we do not
want to leave but we must leave,”
Baris Umut, a member of one of
Sur’s oldest families, said.  “Where
should we go, leaving this beautiful

place, this paradise?”    Turkish
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim said
last September 1.9 bill ion lira
($535.5 million, 491 million euros)
would be invested in the district
with billions more poured into the
southeast region for development
after the violence.

But others including Zeliha
Ceylan said they could not leave
without getting enough money to
buy a house elsewhere. “They gave
me a small amount. I have nobody.
I cannot buy a house or pay rent.
The state is telling me to move, but
where will I go?” —AFP

Residents forced to leave historic 

Turkish district hit by violence


