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US pressure delays Israel 
‘Greater Jerusalem’ bill 

Bill grants West Bank settlers Jerusalem voting rights

Established 1961 

JERUSALEM: US pressure delayed an Israeli ministerial
vote yesterday on a proposed bill that Washington fears
entails annexation of Jewish settlements near Jerusalem, an
Israeli lawmaker said. The “Greater Jerusalem” legislation
would put some settlements in the occupied West Bank,
built on land Palestinians seek for a future state and
viewed as illegal by most countries, under the jurisdiction
of Jerusalem’s municipality.

The bill, proposed by a member of Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud party, was to have
been submitted for approval yesterday to a ministerial
committee on legislation, a first step before a series of rati-
fication votes in parliament. But Likud lawmaker David
Bitan, chairman of Netanyahu’s coalition in parliament, said
a vote by the cabinet com-
mittee would be delayed
because Washington told
Israel the bill’s passage
could impede US efforts to
revive peace talks that
collapsed in 2014.

“There is American
pressure that claims this is
about annexation and that
this could interfere with
the peace process,” Bitan
told Army Radio. “The
prime minister doesn’t
think this is about annexa-
tion.  I don’t think so either. We have to take the time to
clarify matters to the Americans. Therefore, if the bill pass-
es in a week, or in a month, it’s less problematic,” he said.
Proponents of the legislation say it falls short of formal
land annexation to Israel but will enable some 150,000
settlers to vote in Jerusalem city elections. Intelligence
Minister Israel Katz, a supporter of the bill, has said this
would “ensure a Jewish majority in a united Jerusalem”.

Israel’s claim to all of Jerusalem as its capital, including
the eastern sector it captured along with the West Bank
and Gaza Strip in a 1967 Middle East war, has not won
international recognition. Palestinians want East Jerusalem

as the capital of a state they seek to establish in the West
Bank and Gaza Strip. Israeli media reports said the US
ambassador to Israel, David Friedman, had conveyed mis-
givings about the legislation, under which the large Maale
Adumim and Beitar Illit settlements would become part of
a Greater Jerusalem municipality.

Israel’s Haaretz newspaper quoted Netanyahu as telling
cabinet ministers yesterday: “The Americans turned to us
and inquired what the bill was all about. As we have been
coordinating with them until now, it is worth continuing to
talk and coordinate with them.” A US embassy spokes-
woman declined immediate comment. Some 500,000
Israelis live in the West Bank and East Jerusalem, areas
home to more than 2.6 million Palestinians.  Israel disputes

that its settlements are
illegal, citing historical,
Biblical and political links
to the territory, as well as
security considerations.

Separately, Israeli
prosecutors filed charges
yesterday against two
Palestinians suspected of
murdering their Jewish
employer this month in
what authorities have
labeled a “terror attack”,
the justice ministry said.
According to the indict-

ment, Yousef Kamil, 20, and Mohammed Abu Elrob, 19,
both of Qabatiya in the occupied West Bank, murdered
Reuven Schmerling in a premeditated attack at their work-
place in the Arab Israeli city of Kafr Qasem on October 4.

Schmerling, 70 and who lived in the nearby Israeli settle-
ment of Elkana in the West Bank, was stabbed and beaten to
death by the two in his coal warehouse, prosecutors say.
According to the charges, the two had decided to “carry out
an attack for nationalistic reasons and cause the death of
Jews”. They were seeking revenge over the death of a friend
in 2015, who was shot dead while attempting an attack, pros-
ecutors said. They were also motivated by “the events on the

Temple Mount”, the Jewish name for the Al-Aqsa mosque
compound, the Shin Bet domestic security agency said.

The flashpoint holy site in annexed east Jerusalem was
the scene of heightened tensions in July after three Arab
Israelis shot dead two policemen nearby. The attack
prompted Israel to install new security measures at the
entrance to the holy site, leading to deadly unrest. The
security measures were later removed. Palestinians viewed

the new security measures as Israel asserting further con-
trol over the site. The suspects decided that Schmerling
would be their victim because of “anger towards him
stemming from their work relations”, the indictment read.

After stabbing Schmerling and beating him to death
with a fan and a pickaxe in his warehouse, Kamil and Abu
Elrob showered and took a taxi back to Qabatiya, the
charge sheet read. —Agencies 
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JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu (center) arrives to chair the
weekly cabinet meeting at his Jerusalem office yesterday. —AFP 

Barzani’s dream 
of independence 
led to downfall
IERBIL: Masoud Barzani, who spent
decades leading the long-oppressed
Kurds, confirmed yesterday he was
stepping down as president of the
Kurdistan Regional Government after
his drive for independence backfired.
After decades of struggle, critics say
Barzani made one of his biggest mis-
takes by pushing hard for a Sept. 25
referendum. 

Kurds voted overwhelmingly for
independence, but won little sympa-
thy outside their region. As well as the
Iraqi government, Turkey and Iran
threatened to take tough action
against any move towards secession,
fearing it would encourage their own
restive Kurdish populations to follow
suit. The United States and other
Western powers joined the chorus of
opposition to the vote. The Baghdad
government rejected it as illegal and
sent troops to seize the oil city of
Kirkuk, which the Kurds regard as the
heart of any future homeland.

In just a few hours, the city the
Kurds regard as sacred was gone,
along with other Kurdish-held territo-
ry across the north.  Some accused
Barzani of having led his people to
disaster. For many years, he had used
cunning and patience to help the
Kurds survive long years of brutality
under Saddam Hussein. 

After the US-led invasion that top-
pled Saddam in 2003, Barzani became
a central figure in the drive to create an
autonomous Kurdish state in northern
Iraq. Kurdish leaders kept their territo-
ry relatively free of the sectarian
bloodshed that plagued most of Iraq.
Western oil executives flocked to the
region seeking deals. Kurds showed
their military capability by joining Iraqi
government troops and Iranian-backed

paramilitary forces to drive Islamic
State militants out of Mosul. Confident
that the time was right for an inde-
pendent homeland, Barzani pursued
the referendum. 

It resulted in overwhelming support
for secession. But the joy was short-
lived as Iraqi government forces and
Shi’ite paramilitaries shattered the
Kurds’ dreams with a series of lightning
military advances.  Barzani was born in
1946, soon after his legendary father
founded a party to fight for the rights of
Iraqi Kurds.  Deeply influenced by his
father, Mulla Mustafa Barzani, known as
the Lion of Kurdistan, Masoud Barzani
joined the Kurdish guerrilla forces
known as the Peshmerga at the age of
16 and gained fighting experience in the
mountains.

‘Betrayal’
The younger Barzani would become

familiar with one of the popular themes
in Kurdish history - betrayal by region-
al and Western powers. Exiled and
dying of cancer in a Washington hospi-
tal in 1976, Mulla Mustafa lamented
that he had ever trusted the United
States. A year earlier, Mulla Mustafa

had been fighting a guerrilla war
against Baghdad backed by Iran’s pro-
Western shah, but he was left high and
dry when then-US Secretary of State
Henry Kissinger brokered a deal that
allowed Saddam to crush the Kurds.

During the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war,
Masoud Barzani allied the Kurdistan
Democratic Party that he had inherited
from his father with Tehran once more.
It did not go well. Some 8,000 Barzani
tribesmen were rounded up and parad-
ed through Baghdad before being exe-
cuted. In Saddam’s words: “They went
to hell.” Despite the massacres, and
Iraqi chemical attacks, Barzani retained
enough of a fighting force to respond
to President George Bush’s appeal for
an uprising during the 1991 Gulf War.

Taking Bush at his word, the Kurds
rose up against Saddam, and Barzani
and his Peshmerga - known as “those
who face death” - came down from the
mountains to join the uprising and cap-
ture several cities in the north. But the
victorious allies balked at the prospect
of a Kurdish split from Baghdad and
did nothing to stop Saddam’s troops
and helicopter gunships from crush-
ing the rebellion. —Reuters

With caliphate in 
ruins, IS militants 
melt into the desert
BEIRUT: Islamic State militants, routed from one urban
stronghold after another in Syria, have recently been mov-
ing deeper into Syria’s remote desert, where experts say
they are regrouping and preparing their next incarnation.
The Sunni militants’ self-proclaimed “caliphate” with its
contiguous stretch of land - linking major cities such as
Syria’s Raqqa and Iraq’s Mosul - may have been van-
quished, but many agree this territorial defeat will not
mark the end of IS.

Beyond the urban and inhabited areas lies the vast
Syrian Desert, also known as Badiyat Al-Sham, famous for
its caves and rugged mountains. It encompasses about
500,000 square kilometers across parts of southeastern
Syria, northeastern Jordan, northern Saudi Arabia, and
western Iraq. The desolate landscape is a perfect hideout
and a second home for many IS militants from the days
before the birth of their caliphate. Experts estimate that
hundreds of thousands of troops would be needed to
mount search operations - and even more to put the

desert under permanent control. Once they melt into the
desert, without an army of tens of thousands of support-
ers from dozens of countries, IS jihadis will resort to
guerrilla-style attacks: scattered hit-and-run attacks and
suicide bombings. “They love fighting battles in the desert
and they will go back to the old ways,” said Omar Abu
Laila, a Europe-based opposition activist originally from
Syria’s eastern province of Deir El-Zour, which lies in the
heart of Badiyat Al-Sham.

IS leaders appear to have made contingency plans that
involve precisely this -  regrouping in the desert and
launching attacks, much like IS’ predecessor, Al-Qaeda in
Iraq, did for more than a decade after the US-led 2003
invasion. Some of those plans are already on display. In the
eastern Syrian town of Mayadeen, a former IS stronghold,
the militants pulled back and disappeared into the desert
after only a few days of battle with Syrian government
forces earlier this month.

Brett McGurk, the top US envoy for the anti-IS coali-
tion, said the Sunni militant group is now down to the
last 10 percent of the territory it once held in Iraq and
Syria. The group still maintains some appeal for Sunnis,
who complain of discrimination by Iraq’s Shiite-led gov-
ernment and by Syrian President Bashar Assad’s minori-
ty Alawite sect, an offshoot of Shiite Islam. IS will also
look to buy time and benefit from political and other
conflicts - such as this month’s clashes between Iraqi
and Kurdish forces following the Kurdish independence
referendum. —AP

73 fighter killed; 
Syrian army and
IS militants clash 
BEIRUT: Heavy clashes between Syria’s army and the
Islamic State group in Deir Ezzor city have killed at
least 73 fighters in the last 24 hours, a monitor said yes-
terday. Syria’s army controls most of Deir Ezzor city,
capital of Deir Ezzor province in the country’s east, and
made further advances after responding to an IS attack
that began Saturday, the Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights monitor said. The moni-
tor said the fierce fighting Saturday killed at least 50 IS
fighters, as well as 23 Syrian soldiers and pro-regime
militiamen.

Observatory director Rami Abdel Rahman said
government forces had captured two new neighbor-
hoods and the municipal stadium. “IS is now encir-

cled in an area between the city and the (Euphrates)
river,” Abdel Rahman said. IS once held large sec-
tions of Deir Ezzor city, and for nearly three years
laid siege to other parts of it that remained under
government control. In early September, advancing
government forces broke the siege, and they have
been working since to expel the jihadists from the
rest of the city.

Abdel  Rahman said the f ight ing that  began
Saturday was the fiercest in the city since govern-
ment troops broke the siege, adding that clashes
were continuing, with regime ally Russia carrying
out heavy air strikes in support of the army and
allied fighters. Deir Ezzor, an oil-rich province that
borders Iraq, was once a stronghold of IS, but the
jihadist group faces twin assaults there, from the
regime and the US-backed Kurdish-Arab Syrian
Democratic Forces. 

The jihadists have already been expelled from neigh-
bouring Raqa province, and are now confined to just a
few pockets of territory in Deir Ezzor. More than
330,000 people have been killed in Syria since the con-
flict began in March 2011 with anti-government
protests.— AFP 

IRBIL: A man sits outside a store selling photos of Kurdish
President Masoud Barzani and members of his family. — AP


