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GAZA CITY: Palestinian Christian youth carry a cross as they attend Easter prayers at the Church of Saint Porphyrius. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israel rejected calls for an independent probe
yesterday after its soldiers killed 16 Palestinians and wounded
hundreds more when a major demonstration led to clashes
along the border with the Gaza Strip. Israel’s military has
faced questions from rights groups over its use of live fire on
Friday, the bloodiest day in the conflict since a 2014 war,
while Palestinians accuse soldiers of firing on protesters pos-
ing no threat.

Both UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres and EU
diplomatic chief Federica Mogherini have called for an inde-
pendent investigation. On Saturday, the United States
blocked a draft UN Security Council statement urging
restraint and calling for an investigation of the violence, diplo-
mats said. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu praised sol-
diers’ actions for “guarding the country’s borders,” while
Defence Minister Avigdor Lieberman said the protests were
not a “Woodstock festival”.

Lieberman said calls for an independent investigation
were hypocritical and on Sunday repeated his rejection of
such an investigation. “There will be no commission of
inquiry,” he told Israel’s public radio. “There will be no
such thing here. We shall not cooperate with any commis-
sion of inquiry.”

Netanyahu also hit back at Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan over his sharp criticism of what he called
Israel’s “inhumane attack” in Gaza. “The most moral army in
the world will not be lectured to on morality from someone

who for years has been bombing civilians indiscriminately,”
Netanyahu tweeted. He has previously labeled Erdogan as
someone who “bombs Kurdish villagers”.

‘Hard to believe’ 
On Friday Israeli troops opened fire on Palestinians

who strayed from a main protest camp attended by tens
of thousands and
approached the heavily
fortified fence cutting off
the blockaded Gaza Strip.
The military has defended
the soldiers’ action and
said they opened fire only
when necessary against
those throwing stones
and firebombs or rolling
tires at soldiers.

It said there were
attempts to damage the
fence and infiltrate Israel,
while alleging there was
also an attempted gun attack against soldiers along the bor-
der. Israel accuses Hamas, the Islamist group that runs Gaza
and with whom it has fought three wars since 2008, of using
the protest as cover to carry out violence. In addition to the
16 Palestinians killed, more than 1,400 were wounded Friday,

758 of them by live fire, with the remainder hurt by rubber
bullets and tear gas inhalation, the health ministry in Gaza
said. No casualties were reported among Israelis.

The armed wing of Hamas said five of those killed were
its members who were participating “in popular events side-
by-side with their people”. The Israeli army alleges 10 of the
dead had “documented terror backgrounds” in Hamas and

other groups and were
killed “whilst carrying out
acts of terror”.  Unverified
videos being shared online
have fuelled the debate,
including one appearing to
show a protester running
with a tyre being shot while
seeming to pose no threat.

Israel’s army has issued
a statement saying footage
is being “edited and fabri-
cated,” without referring to
specific videos. Rights
groups including Amnesty

International and Human Rights Watch have criticized Israel’s
use of live fire. Israel had deployed troop reinforcements
along the border, including more than 100 special forces
snipers, saying it would prevent attempts to break through
the fence. “While some Palestinian demonstrators have

thrown stones and other objects towards the fence, it’s hard
to believe how this would be an imminent danger to the lives
of well-equipped soldiers protected by snipers, tanks and
drones,” Amnesty said.

More protests ahead 
The protest, which includes tents erected at various areas,

is designed to last six weeks, ending around the time the
United States moves its embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem
in mid-May. The embassy move has deeply angered the
Palestinians, who see Jerusalem’s annexed eastern sector as
the capital of their future state. But while tens of thousands
attended Friday’s start of the protests, demonstrations have
since dwindled. Several hundred attended on Saturday, while
on Sunday dozens milled around protest tents.

The protests may however again see large crowds after
Friday’s main Muslim prayers and for upcoming key dates.
May 14 will mark 70 years since the creation of Israel and
is when the United States is expected to open its new
Jerusalem embassy. Palestinians will mark what they call the
Nakba, or “catastrophe,” the following day. The Nakba
commemorates the more than 700,000 Palestinians who
either fled or were expelled from their homes in the war
surrounding Israel’s creation in 1948. Gaza’s protest is in
support of refugees, including those in the Palestinian
enclave who want to return to their former homes in what is
now Israel. —AFP
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‘Final evacuation
deal’ reached 
for Ghouta
DOUMA: A final deal has been reached for
fighters and civilians to leave the last opposi-
tion-held pocket of Eastern Ghouta, a moni-
tor said yesterday, paving the way for Syria’s
regime to retake the onetime rebel enclave
near Damascus. The deal brokered by regime
ally Russia would see fighters with the Jaish
Al-Islam rebel faction leave Ghouta’s main
town of Douma for opposition-held territory
in northern Syria, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said.

There was no immediate confirmation from
the rebels, but pro-regime newspaper Al-
Watan quoted “diplomatic sources” as saying
the agreement would see fighters give up
heavy weapons and leave Douma for northern
Syria. The retaking of Eastern Ghouta would
mark a major milestone in President Bashar
Al-Assad’s efforts to regain control of territo-
ry seized by rebel factions during Syria’s sev-
en-year civil war. Backed by Russia, Assad’s
forces have scored a series of victories over
rebel forces in recent years, often through
campaigns of siege, aerial bombardment and
ground offensives that have drawn wide-
spread international condemnation. 

The Observatory, a Britain-based monitor-
ing group, said yesterday’s deal provides for
Jaish Al-Islam fighters and their families, as
well as civilians who want, to be evacuated to
rebel-held areas in the northern province of
Aleppo. These include the areas of Jarabulus
and Al-Bab, which are largely held by pro-
Turkey rebels, it said. It will also see Russian
military police enter the town and govern-
ment institutions return to the area, the moni-
tor said.

‘End to carnage’ 
Regime forces had already retaken more

than 95 percent of Eastern Ghouta in a six-
week air and ground blitz that has killed hun-
dreds of civilians and forced tens of thou-
sands from their homes. Yesterday, Pope
Francis called for an end to “carnage” in Syria
in his Easter message. “Today we implore
fruits of peace upon the entire world, begin-
ning with the beloved and long-suffering land
of Syria,” the pontiff said.

Syria’s conflict has kil led more than
350,000 people since 2011, and spiraled into
a complex war involving world powers.
Appealing to the “consciences of all political
and military leaders,” Francis urged “that a
swift end may be brought to the carnage”.
Successive evacuation deals were reached
with rebel forces in parts of the enclave, with
more than 45,000 fighters and civilians
bussed out in recent weeks, according to an
AFP tally of figures provided by state news

agency SANA. 
More than 4,000 people left the devastat-

ed town of Harasta last week under a deal
with the Ahrar Al-Sham rebel group. And
more than 41,000 evacuated a southern
pocket including the town of Arbin this week
under another deal with the Faylaq Al-
Rahman opposition faction. Tens of thousands
of other civilians have fled to regime-held
territory. Earlier yesterday an agreement had
been reached with civil authorities in Douma
for hundreds of civilians to leave for Idlib, a
northwestern province still largely outside
regime control, the Observatory said. 

‘Choice of dying or leaving’ 
A civilian committee taking part in the

negotiations with Russia said a deal had been
reached “to evacuate humanitarian cases to
northern Syria”. It gave no further details nor
did it say when the planned evacuations
would start. The Observatory said evacua-
tions were underway under that deal with
civilians-including the sick or wounded, or
family members of the Faylaq Al-Rahman
rebel group-to head towards Idlib.

Talks with Jaish Al-Islam for the evacua-
tion of Douma had dragged on for several
days, with residents growing nervous. “Of
course I would rather leave. There are no
more homes here, not a single place to settle,”
said Abu Rateb, 30. “But I won’t go to
regime-held areas to join ranks with the
Syrian army,” he said, adding he would prefer

to go to Idlib. Haitham, 38, a media activist
who did not give his surname, said he would
rather stay in his hometown.

“To abandon your home is to abandon
your soul,” he said. “But if they give us the
choice of dying or leaving, it will be another
matter.” Syria’s army had on Saturday vowed

to finish off rebels in Douma. A statement said
the military would press on with “fighting in
the area of Douma to rid it of terrorism”, in
reference to the rebels. The regime assault
since February 18 has killed more than 1,600
civilians, the Observatory says, and devastat-
ed entire neighborhoods. —AFP

A handout picture released by the official Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA) shows buses wait-
ing to take members of the opposition evacuated from the rebel-held city of Douma in the
Ghouta region. —AFP


