
GAZA: Israeli forces stopped and seized control of a
Palestinian protest boat, organizers said, as those aboard
sought to demonstrate against the Jewish state’s blockade
of Gaza. The incident occurred amid high tensions in the
Gaza Strip after militants fired dozens of mortars in the
direction of Israel, whose military retaliated by hitting
dozens of targets. The boat, carrying sick Gazans and
those unable to find work, was stopped by Israeli forces
several kilometers out at sea, Salah Abdul Atti, one of the
organizers, told AFP.

“Israeli forces surrounded it and intercepted it,” he
said, adding communications had been lost with the boat.
He said they had been informed the boat and its passen-
gers would be taken to the Israeli port of Ashdod. 

There was no immediate confirmation from the Israeli
army and the circumstances of the incident were unclear.
Army spokesman Jonathan Conricus said the boat was
making an “illegal attempt to break a legal naval blockade
that we have imposed on Gaza ever since the terrorist

organization called Hamas seized power.”
Organizers said they were seeking to highlight the

impact of the blockade on Gaza’s two million residents.
One main boat carrying around
20 people accompanied by a
group of smaller ones had set
off from the fishermen’s port in
Gaza City yesterday morning.
There were conflicting state-
ments about whether the boats
would seek to break Israel’s
blockade, which currently
allows them to travel nine nau-
tical miles 16 km off the coast.
Organizers said the boat was 12
nautical miles off the coast
when contact was lost. Under
the Oslo Agreements of the 1990s, fishermen are sup-
posed to be allowed to fish up to 20 nautical miles off the

coast. In 2010, Israeli commandos killed nine Turkish
activists when they raided a six-ship flotilla trying to
reach the Gaza Strip in defiance of the blockade. Another

activist died years later. 
The botched raid angered

Turkey and saw it cut off ties
with Israel until  2016.
Separately yesterday, Israel’s
army said some dozens of mor-
tar shells were launched toward
Israel from the Gaza Strip, with
most intercepted by the coun-
try’s air defense system.

It  appeared to be the
largest such barrage from
Gaza targeting Israel since a
2014 war. Israel i  Prime

Minister Benjamin Netanyahu pledged to respond “pow-
erfully” to the mortar fire and the army struck more than

30 “military targets” in the Gaza Strip yesterday after-
noon. The Gaza Strip has been under Israeli blockade for
more than a decade, with Israel saying it is necessary to
prevent the Palestinian enclave’s militant Hamas rulers
from obtaining means to attack.

The boat protest comes after weeks of deadly demon-
strations and clashes along the Gaza-Israel border, begin-
ning on March 30. 

The protests have called for Palestinians who fled or
were expelled in the 1948 war surrounding Israel’s cre-
ation to be allowed to return to their former homes now
inside Israel. 

They peaked on May 14, when at least 61 Palestinians
were killed as tens of thousands of Gazans protested and
clashes erupted on the same day of the US transfer of its
embassy in Israel from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.
Demonstrations and clashes have continued at a low level
since then. At least 121 Palestinians have been killed by
Israeli fire in the unrest. — AFP 
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GAZA: A picture taken yesterday shows fishing boats carrying a group of Palestinian activists who are protesting and perhaps trying to breach Israel’s naval
blockade on Gaza, setting to sail from Gaza City harbor. — AFP 

Israel seizes Gaza protest boat 
Vessel was 12 nautical miles off the coast when contact was lost
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the Gaza Strip

‘Spiderman’ joins 
fire brigade as 
citizenship awaits
PARIS: Mamoudou Gassama, the 22-year-old
Malian “Spiderman” feted for saving a child
hanging from a balcony, took his first step
toward French citizenship yesterday and
joined the fire brigade as accolades continued
to pour in over his daring rescue. Video
footage of Gassama scaling four storeys of the
building with his bare hands has catapulted
the young man to global fame, and earned him
the promise of citizenship from President
Emmanuel Macron.

Wearing white sweatpants and a black cap,
the hero of a rescue video viewed by millions
of people appeared slightly overwhelmed by
the media furore as he filed his application for
legal residency in the Paris suburb of Bobigny.
Hailing the bravery of the youth who had been
living in France illegally, the head of the local
authority, Pierre-Andre Durand said: “How can
anyone fail to be impressed by what he did, not
admire it? He helped someone in danger, which
is not such a common thing in our society.”

Gassama became an overnight sensation
after the video of him plucking a four-year-
old boy to safety Saturday went viral. On
Monday he was honored by President
Emmanuel Macron with a medal for bravery,
the promise of citizenship and the offer of a
job with the fire service. Gassama arrived in
France via Italy and the perilous
Mediterranean migrant route. His official per-
mit allowing him to work will arrive within a
month, and his citizenship papers in about
three months, officials said yesterday. The ath-
letic Malian also visited a fire station to sign
up for a 10-month internship with the Paris
fire and rescue services, expected to pay
close to Ä600 ($690) a month.

‘Could have been worse’ 
The family of the young boy he saved

thanked him yesterday for his quick thinking.
The boy’s paternal grandmother, who like his

mother lives in Reunion, told RMC radio yes-
terday that she was “very moved” by the
images of the rescue and sent “huge thanks”
to Gassama. “He’s really a hero,” she said. “He
did not stand by and watch, he saved my little
sweetpea.” The boy’s father, who had been liv-
ing alone with him in Paris, had left him alone
to go out to the shops and then remained on
the street to play Pokemon Go, according to
French investigators. He was arrested on
charges of neglecting his parental duties but
released again on Monday. 

The Paris prosecutor’s office said he had
admitted his guilt and expressed “profound
regret”. The boy’s mother learned the news of
the rescue on Reunion Island - the French
Indian Ocean territory where she and the
father were born and where she still lives.
Reacting to Gassama’s intervention on
Antenne Reunion radio she said: “We can only

thank him and thank heaven he was so reac-
tive.” “Things could have turned out much
worse so I am relieved,” she said, adding that
she was impatient to be reunited with her son
and husband.

‘Hypocrisy’ 
Gassama told Macron during a visit on

Monday that he “did not think twice” before
springing into action. Lawmakers are debating
a controversial bill that would speed up the
deportation of economic migrants and failed
asylum-seekers, thousands of whom live in
squalid camps in the capital. “There’s a bit of
hypocrisy or cynicism,” added Claire Rodier
of the GISTI association which supports
immigrants. She saw a contrast between the
treatment of Gassama and “the repressive
policy of this government against migrants
and those without documents”. — AFP 

Ghouta displaced 
seek refuge in 
emptied Afrin
AFRIN, Syria: Displaced from her home in
Syria’s Eastern Ghouta, Umaima Al-Sheikh and
her family sought refuge in an abandoned house
across the country in Afrin. The traditionally
Kurdish town had been emptied of its residents
just weeks earlier, after a brutal Turkish-led
offensive forced tens of thousands to flee. “No
one wants to live in a house that isn’t theirs, or
use other people’s belongings,” said Sheikh.
After staying briefly in rebel territory elsewhere
in northern Syria, the 25-year-old moved to
Afrin around a month ago with her husband
Firas and two young children.

“We all want to be in our own homes, our
own towns, but the situation forced us to settle in
a house that isn’t ours,” Sheikh told AFP in a
leafy park in the town. “The homes we left
behind are now being lived in by other people,
too.  This is the case for everyone in Syria, not
just us,” she said. Since war broke out in 2011,
half of Syria’s population has been displaced,
including more than five million outside the
country and another six million internally.

Among them are rebels and civilians trans-
ferred en masse from one bombed opposition
area to another under “reconciliation” agree-
ments. Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad has
used such deals to retake territory, prompting
charges he is reshuffling the country’s demo-
graphics. His April capture of Ghouta was sealed
with the transfer of thousands of people to the
rebel-held north, with many going on to Afrin.
The offensive by Turkish-backed rebels sparked
a wave of accusations that Ankara was guilty of
ethnic engineering, by resettling Syrian Arabs
into Afrin after pushing out Syrian Kurds.

Seeking safety 
As many as 35,000 people have taken refuge

in the Afrin region, according to the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights. Some live in a
pair of refugee camps in a rural area, but many

have moved into the town’s empty and ruined
homes. Mehdi Haymur and his young son picked
through the rubble and debris at the entrance of
one bombed-out apartment for anything sal-
vageable. They lifted a mismatched pair of torn,
dust-covered cushions from the smashed cin-
derblocks and headed inside.

“We left Ghouta and lost our homes, land,
and work. We were forced to leave Ghouta, and
we also came here in a forced way,” said Haymur.
With help from rebel military police, he and his
family have squatted in several Afrin homes but
their owners have arrived and asked them to
leave. The owner of the abandoned block where
he lives now has allowed them to stay temporari-
ly, Haymur told AFP.

Ahmad Al-Buri, 19, was displaced to Afrin
from the outskirts of Ghouta’s largest town of
Douma. “This is a Turkish zone, protected from
Syrian regime bombardment. That’s why I came
here,” said Buri. Rebels also helped his family
find an empty home in Afrin’s Mahmudiyah dis-
trict, and Buri has enlisted in the Turkish-backed
police. “If the owner of this house comes back
and we have to leave, I don’t know what we’ll do.
We’ll have to find another home or go to a
camp,” he shrugged. Those camps house an esti-
mated 10,000 people, according to the United
Nations’ humanitarian coordination office
(OCHA), which also confirmed the house-squat-
ting. “While some are paying rent, reports of
internally displaced people residing in empty
houses without obtaining the permission of their
owners continue to emerge,” it said.

Around 135,000 of Afrin’s original residents
stayed in the region as fighting continued, more
than a third in the town itself, according to
OCHA. Othman Khalil, a 57-year-old metal
worker, refused to leave his home on Villa Street
during the fight. “There are families from Ghouta
that come to our neighborhood. We talk to each
other,” he told AFP. “They can come into Afrin
but people originally from here cannot enter,”
said Khalil, whose friends escaped the town dur-
ing clashes but have been unable to return. 

A pair of Turkish-backed rebels guard one
access route, checking the vehicles coming in
and out. OCHA has expressed increasing con-
cern over “protracted displacement” from Afrin
as security operations continue. — AFP

BOBIGNY, France: Malian migrant Mamoudou Gassama (center) flanked by his
older brother (right) holds his temporary residence permit after received it in
this prefecture northeast of Paris yesterday. — AFP 


