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Israel reopens Gaza crossing; 
Egypt and UN push for truce 

GAZA: Israel reopened its only goods crossing
with the Gaza Strip yesterday after closing it to
most deliveries on July 9 over months of border
tensions, as relative calm returned and truce
talks pressed ahead. The crossing is a vital life-
line for Gazans and their crippled economy, but
Israel had closed it to goods except for food
and medicine to pressure Hamas, the Islamist
movement that runs the blockaded Palestinian
enclave. The opening came as speculation
increased over negotiations mediated by Egypt
and UN officials to reach a long-term truce
between Israel and Hamas.

Israel’s security cabinet was reportedly
meeting to discuss the indirect talks, but
Defense Minister Avigdor Lieberman said any
deal  must  include Hamas returning the
remains of two soldiers it is believed to be
holding-a major sticking point. Israel and
Palestinian militants in Gaza, including Hamas,
have fought three wars since 2008 and ten-
sion since late March has led to fears of yet
another full-blown conflict. There have been
three severe military flare-ups since July, the
latest occurring on Thursday, when Israel
responded to some 180 rockets and mortars
fired from Gaza with widespread air strikes.

‘In your hands’ 
Lieberman warned that the crossing would

again be closed if there was further violence
and called on Gazans to pressure Hamas. “Our
message is that you must put pressure on the

Hamas leadership,” he told Israeli public radio.
“It is all in your hands. If calm prevails, you
benefit. If the violence resumes, you will lose.”
An AFP journalist at the goods crossing, known
as Kerem Shalom, said dozens of trucks carry-
ing various types of goods began passing into

the Gaza Strip. Israel also returned the fishing
zone it enforces off the strip to nine nautical
miles in the south of the enclave. The limit is six
nautical miles in the north, which borders Israel.

On July 9, Israeli authorities closed the
crossing to most deliveries, partly in response
to kites and balloons being flown across the
border carrying firebombs to burn Israeli farm-
land, causing hundreds of thousands of dollars
in damage. Food and medicines have been
allowed through, but fuel and cooking gas had
been intermittently blocked, including since
August 2. All other goods were turned away.
The fuel ban exacerbated an electricity crisis in
the Gaza Strip, which already suffers from

severe power shortages and relies on genera-
tors in many cases.

UN officials have repeatedly called for the
blockade to be lifted, citing deteriorating
humanitarian conditions in the enclave of two
million people. Israel says it is necessary to
stop Hamas from obtaining weapons or materi-
als that could be used for military purposes.
Gaza’s only other goods crossing is at Rafah on
the Egyptian border. 

That checkpoint had largely been kept
closed in recent years, but Egypt opened it in
mid-May and it is has mostly remained so since.
At the moment, the crossing is only open to
people, according to Egyptian sources, but a
Hamas source said goods such as cement and
fuel have passed through since the May
reopening.

Truce talks
Gaza border protests broke out on March 30

and have led to months of tension. At least 169
Palestinians have been killed in Gaza by Israeli
fire since March 30, mostly during clashes and
protests. One Israeli soldier was shot dead by a
Palestinian sniper in July. The efforts by Egypt
and UN officials to reach a long-term truce face
major hurdles. Officials from Hamas and its allies
Islamic Jihad travelled to Egypt on Tuesday for
talks, a Hamas source said. The negotiations
have led to political recriminations in Israel.
Education Minister Naftali Bennett of the far-
right Jewish Home party said Tuesday he would

oppose a deal based on “a temporary calm.”
It was the first explicit public comments by an

Israeli minister on the negotiations. Bennett, who
has ambitions to be prime minister in the future
and is a member of the security cabinet, also
used the statement to criticize Lieberman, a
political rival. He said he opposed a ground

offensive into Gaza, but noted he had put for-
ward an alternative plan to exact “a decisive
price from Hamas.” Lieberman said yesterday
“we have never spoken with Hamas and we will
never do so. We receive proposals from the UN.”
Regarding Bennett’s comments, the defense min-
ister dismissed them as “slogans.” — AFP 
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‘Day of joy’;
Greek soldiers
fly home 
THESSALONIKI: Greece yesterday hailed a
“day of joy” as two Greek soldiers held in a
Turkish prison for more than five months on
espionage charges were released in a sur-
prise move by Ankara. “This is a day of joy...
we share the joy of their families,” junior for-
eign minister George Katrougalos, who
accompanied the pair home, said on arriving
at Thessaloniki  airport . The soldiers,
Lieutenant Aggelos Mitretodis and Sergeant
Dimitros Kouklatzis, had been detained since
March for illegally crossing the border in a
case that has stoked tensions between
Athens and Ankara.

The two were “dumbstruck” when their
release was announced, their Turkish lawyers
told the media. “We want to thank all those
who supported us,” Mitretodis told
reporters at the airport. The surprise release
came as Greece celebrated the Feast of the
Assumption in honor of the Virgin Mary, one
of the country’s foremost religious events.
Underscoring the importance of the case for
Greece, senior officials were swiftly dis-
patched to Turkey on board the prime minis-
ter’s state jet to collect the soldiers. The pair
could be seen on public broadcaster ERT
dressed in their uniforms. They were greeted
by a guard or honour, Greek officials and
their parents. 

‘New chapter’
“I hope that their release will mark a new

chapter for Greek-Turkish relations,” Greek
Defense Minister Panos Kammenos told

reporters. Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras
welcomed the Turkish court’s move as an “act
of justice”. Their release will “contribute to a
reinforcement of friendship, good neighborli-
ness and stability in the region,” Tsipras said
in a statement. The soldiers told Turkish pros-
ecutors shortly after their arrest in March that
they mistakenly crossed the border after get-
ting lost in the fog. The case added to a long
list of troubles between Turkey and Greece
which, though both NATO members since
1952, have tense relations.

On Tuesday, Turkish media reported that
a court in Edirne region had ruled that the
two soldiers would now be tried without
being held in detention. The court had previ-
ously refused several requests for the two
soldiers to be released from detention. The
European Union had also backed member
state Greece in the dispute, condemning the
detention of the soldiers and calling for their
release. The release order for the two men -
which was wholly unexpected - comes as
Turkey is engulfed in a bitter dispute with its
NATO ally the United States which has seen
the Turkish lira plunge to record lows.

Turkey charges the two soldiers with
“attempted military espionage” as well as
entering a forbidden military zone. The
prosecution said the pair testified they
entered the Turkish side by tracking foot-
steps in the snow and filmed images on
their mobile phones to send to higher rank-
ing officials. Their surprise release came
amid another spike in tensions between the
two neighbors. A day earlier, Greece’s gen-
eral staff had ordered a freeze in cultural
contacts with the Turkish army. Athens and
Ankara have also clashed over Turkish
demands that  Greece extradite  e ight
Turkish troops wanted over the July 2016
attempted coup aimed at  unseat ing
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. — AFP 

RAFAH: Palestinian fishermen prepare their boats along a beach in Rafah in
the southern Gaza Strip yesterday. — AFP 

The crossing - a vital lifeline for Gazans 

Brunson: Pastor 
at the centre of 
Turkey-US row
ISTANBUL: Only weeks ago it would have
seemed fanciful to draw a link between the
fate of an American pastor in Turkey, a crisis
between two NATO allies and turmoil on
global financial markets. But Andrew Brunson,
a Protestant clergyman who had lived in
Turkey for a quarter of a century without dis-
turbance, is now at the centre of a bitter row
pitting Washington against Ankara that
caused the lira to crash and the economic jit-
ters to spread globally.

Brunson’s world was turned upside down
on October 7, 2016 when he and his wife
Norine were arrested in a government crack-
down following a failed coup bid in July that
year aimed at toppling President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan. Norine was released two
weeks later but Brunson was kept in jail and
then charged with assisting two organizations
regarded by Turkey as terror groups: the
group of Fethullah Gulen blamed for the
putsch and the outlawed Kurdistan Workers
Party (PKK). Brunson, who marked his 50th
birthday behind bars on January 3, faces 35
years in jail if convicted.

His arrest received relatively little media
coverage at the time and efforts by US offi-
cials to release him were given initially only a
very low profile in public. But his continued
detention for almost two years - without
being convicted - has turned into one of the

biggest bones of contention in
the increasingly troubled rela-
tionship between Turkey and
the United States. The tensions
reached a new peak last week
when President Donald Trump
announced trade sanctions
against Ankara, sending the lira
into a tailspin and raising fears
of a full-blown economic crisis.

‘I love Turkey’
Brunson’s Evangelical

Presbyterian Church describes
him as a “teaching elder” who
moved to Turkey in 1993 as part
of a missionary program. According to his
own testimony, Brunson arrived in the Aegean
city of Izmir in 2000 and opened his Dirilis
(Resurrection) Church a decade later. A small,
easily missed building, it counted just a few
dozen congregants. “I was not engaged in any
secret activity. The state always watched us,”
he said in court. “I haven’t done anything
against Turkey. On the contrary, I love Turkey.
I have been praying for Turkey for 25 years.”

Brunson was sent from jail to house arrest
last month but the move added to rather than
defused tensions, with US officials bitterly dis-
appointed he had not been allowed to return
home. American reports alleged that Turkey
had reneged on an agreement, although this
has been vehemently denied by Ankara. A
court yesterday again rejected a request
brought by Brunson’s defense for his release,
leaving no end to the crisis in sight. In theory,
Brunson must wait until his next trial hearing
on October 12. Speaking in perfect Turkish,
Brunson told the court he “forgives” those who
provided testimony accusing him of links with

the PKK and Gulen’s group.
Turkish officials insist that

the case has been misportrayed
in Western media and Brunson
has serious charges to answer
over links to the failed coup bid.
“Shame on you, shame on you.
You are exchanging your strate-
gic partner in NATO for a pas-
tor,” Erdogan told the US after
the latest tensions erupted. But
the US has insisted Brunson is
an innocent man who is being
unfairly held. Trump has repeat-
edly tweeted his support for
Brunson, describing him as a

“fine gentleman”, a “Christian leader in the
United States” and a “respected US pastor”
whose continued holding by Turkey was a
“total disgrace”. The White House said
Tuesday Trump was experiencing a “great
deal of frustration” that Brunson has still not
been released. The row has become symbolic
of a malaise between the two nations that
extends far further than this case.

Turkey is furious that the US has failed to
hand over Gulen to face trial and also over the
conviction and imprisonment of Turkish
banker Mehmet Hakan Atilla for busting US
sanctions against Iran. Turkish officials have
rejected claims that Ankara engaged in
“hostage diplomacy” by jailing Brunson in the
hope of winning US concessions elsewhere.
Yet last September, Erdogan suggested that
Turkey could free Brunson if Washington
handed over Gulen, who lives in self-imposed
exile in Pennsylvania. “They say ‘give us the
pastor’. You have a preacher (Gulen) there.
Give him to us, and we will try (Brunson) and
give him back,” Erdogan said. — AFP 
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In Syria’s Golan, 
Russia forces seek 
a handover to UN
GOLAN HEIGHTS: Near an abandoned
United Nations observation point whose wall
had been riddled with bullets, Syrian and
Russian policemen gazed across the Golan
Heights near the Israeli border. The faded UN
logo on the hut’s rusty roof was barely visible
in Tal Krum, just inside the buffer zone that
separates war-torn Syria to the east, from the
Israeli-occupied Golan Heights to the west.

His back to the hilly Israeli side, the
Russian army’s Lieutenant-General Sergei
Kuralenko on Tuesday told reporters on an
organized press tour how “stability” had
returned to the buffer zone. Apart from “a few
problems with the Islamic State” jihadist
group in its southern tip, the demilitarized
zone was “entirely under control of Syrian
military police”, Kuralenko said. 

“Everything is ready” for the return of
UN troops, he said, after the peacekeepers
were forced to withdraw in 2014. With help
from its Russian ally, President Bashar Al-
Assad’s regime has expelled rebels and
jihadists from large parts of the country’s
south since June. After retaking most of the
two southern provinces adjacent to the
buffer zone, regime forces last month raised
their flag inside, above the key border cross-
ing of Quneitra. The Russian military police
have set up four observation points along
the demarcation line on the Syrian side of
the buffer zone, Kuralenko said, and plan to
set up four more in the near future. They are
“willing to hand them over to the UN if it
says it is ready to ensure the monitoring of
the Golan alone”, he said.

‘Ensure security’ 
Israel seized 1,200 square kilometers of the

Golan from Syria in the 1967 “Six-Day War”
and later annexed it in a move never recog-
nized internationally. In 1974, a UN peace-

keeping mission was created to monitor the
ceasefire line separating Israelis from Syrians.
But in 2014, the United Nations
Disengagement Observation Force was forced
to withdraw after Syrian rebels and jihadists
overran it, briefly kidnapping more than 40
Fijian UNDOF troops. UNDOF resumed its
activities on the Syrian side in February, and
earlier this month carried out its first patrol
since 2014 to the Quneitra crossing. “There
should be no military forces in the area of
separation other than those of UNDOF,”
according to a UN Security Council resolu-
tion in June.

With that in mind, Russia is demining the
areas around the observation posts aban-
doned in 2014 to help establish secure
patrolling routes for the UN troops, Kuralenko
said. “Our mission here is to ensure security
so that the UN flag can fly above their posts
and that (UNDOF) work without restriction in
the zone,” he said. 

A UN spokesman was not immediately
available for comment. But on Tuesday, Syrian
Defense Minister Ali Abdullah Ayub received

a UN delegation including UNDOF chief
Francis Vib-Sanziri in Damascus, Syrian state
news agency SANA said. They spoke of rede-
ploying UN forces on the Syrian side, it said. 

Iranians?
During the media tour Brigadier-General

Muhammad Ahmad, from Syria’s military
police, accused the peacekeepers of fleeing
when they were needed in 2014 but said they
were welcome to return. “The UN is wel-
come-if it wants to cooperate with Russia and
with us,” he said. In Hamidiyeh, less than a
kilometer from the demarcation line with
Israel, buildings lay in ruins and the white
dome of its mosque appeared battered by
bombardment. 

In front of a destroyed bridge, two Syrian
policemen observed a Russian military convoy
drive past twice, flying its country’s flag and
with its gyrating lights on. Syrian military
police patrol the area, “from time to time”
helped by Moscow’s forces, Russian army
spokesman Igor Konachenkov told journalists
on the press tour. — AFP

AL HAMIDIYAH, Syria: A member of the Russian military police and Syrian
government forces patrol near the village Al-Hamidia in the Syrian Golan
Heights. — AFP 

Belongings: 
Precious objects
gathered by 
Rohingyas
COX’S BAZAR: The Rohingya had no time to
consider what to take as Myanmar forces
drove the Muslim minority into Bangladesh in
a crackdown a year ago likened by the UN to
ethnic cleansing. Some fled with little more
than the clothes on their backs and children
on their hips. But what they did manage to
bring tells an intimate story about the plight
of a long persecuted and stateless people.

‘This isn’t immaterial’
Jalal Ahmed prised the faded tin number

plate marked with Burmese characters off the
front of his family’s home as they packed up
their lives and left Rakhine state. “When we
were leaving, we knew we would need some-
thing to prove we were Rohingya, and proof
of our residency,” he told AFP in the doorway
of the shanty where he lives with his family in
a vast refugee camp in southern Bangladesh.
The Ahmed family had lived in a proud two-
storey wooden home in their village for
countless generations, Jalal’s grandfather
Abdul said. Jalal, a 52-year-old businessman,
said the plate was not a memento but a con-
nection to his past before the misery of
refugee life. “This isn’t immaterial,” Jalal said.
“We carried it with us because wherever we
go, this will show that we belong to a place.”

Our identity
Mohammad Ayaz, 12, brought a faded old

photograph of his family with him on the long
journey from Myanmar. It shows 17 people —

his grandparents, siblings and parents, aunts
and uncles - posing for an official portrait
holding signs marked with Burmese script.
The Rohingya are reviled in Myanmar as ille-
gal immigrants, branded “Bengalis” and
denied citizenship and basic rights and free-
doms. “We will need this photo when we go
back to Myanmar, to identify who is who from
our family,” he told AFP, folding up the
creased photograph for safekeeping. “It’s a
very important picture. We will need this.”

Feeding the needy
Asaru Begum knew the journey to

Bangladesh would be long and arduous, espe-
cially for her children and grandchildren. So she
brought cooking pots to gather water, stew rice
and green chillies, and perform ablutions for
prayer while hiding out in the hills. “I brought
the pots and rice because I knew the children
would get hungry after two days’ journey,” she
told AFP, pointing to the pots she still treasures
today. “I brought them so I could feed the
babies. They cry a lot when they are hungry.”

‘I miss school’ 
Mohammad Khares, a diligent pupil with

dreams of going to university, was in his final
year of high school when violence erupted in
his village. “I miss school very much. I was
about to graduate, I was this close. That really
hurts,” the crestfallen 20-year-old said. There
are no schools in the camps, so Khares has
used his Bengali and English language skills to
find piecemeal work with foreign aid groups
helping the refugees. His school ID card is
precious. Most Rohingya receive little or no
schooling in Myanmar so his card - bearing
his photograph, credentials and official seal —
is a rare privilege and a passport to opportu-
nity. “When I go back to Myanmar, I want to
resume my studies. But they might ask, ‘what
proof do you have of your education?’ This
card will prove that I was a Class 10 (final
year) student,” he said. — AFP


