
GAZA CITY: Israel denied it has agreed to a ceasefire with
Palestinian militants in Gaza as claimed by Hamas after the
worst military flare-up since a 2014 war, but calm returned
yesterday and there were signs the latest crisis may be ending.
The exchange of fire on Tuesday and into the early hours of
yesterday had raised the possibility of yet another war in the
beleaguered Palestinian enclave run by Islamist movement
Hamas, which would be the fourth since 2008.

Israel said it targeted some 65 militant sites in the Gaza
Strip. It also said around 100 rockets and mortars fired from
Gaza either exploded in Israel or were intercepted by air
defenses. Three Israeli soldiers were wounded, one moderately
and two lightly, the military said. There were no reports of
casualties in Gaza. Late Tuesday, an Islamic Jihad spokesman
said a ceasefire had been reached, and yesterday senior
Hamas official Khalil Al-Hayya also spoke of an accord. Calm
returned to the Gaza Strip and nearby Israeli communities
yesterday. Israeli Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz denied talk
of a deal, though a senior defense official reportedly said
Israel would refrain from further strikes if there was no more
fire from Gaza. “Israel does not want the situation to deterio-
rate, but those who started the violence must stop it,” Katz

told Israeli public radio. “Israel will make (Hamas) pay for all
fire against Israel.”

Tuesday’s violence followed weeks of deadly unrest along
the border between Israel and the blockaded Palestinian
enclave. In a rare joint statement,
Hamas and Islamic Jihad declared
shared responsibility for the rock-
et and mortar fire, saying it was in
retaliation for Israeli attacks tar-
geting their positions. Three
Islamic Jihad members were killed
in an Israeli strike Sunday, and the
group vowed revenge. Islamic
Jihad is the second-largest armed
group in Gaza after Hamas.

The United Nations Security
Council is expected to meet yes-
terday to discuss the violence, fol-
lowing a US request for an urgent meeting. “The Security
Council should be outraged and respond to this latest bout of
violence directed at innocent Israeli civilians,” US ambassador
Nikki Haley said. Kuwait, a non-permanent council member

representing Arab countries, circulated a draft resolution call-
ing “for the consideration of measures to guarantee the safety
and protection of the Palestinian civilian population”.

Early Tuesday, some 28 mortar shells were fired toward
Israel from the Gaza Strip. Israel
said most were intercepted by its
air defense systems but put resi-
dents in the area on high alert,
ordering them to stay within 15
seconds of shelters. One mortar
shell exploded near a kindergarten
building, a military spokesman
said, damaging the structure. No
children were present at the time.
It was the largest barrage fired
from Gaza into Israel since a 2014
war and led to Israel’s biggest
response since then.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu had vowed Tuesday to
“respond to these attacks powerfully”. Shortly after he spoke,
Israel’s military began air strikes. Explosions shook the
Palestinian enclave and smoke rose from the sites hit. Later in

the day, further rockets and mortar rounds from Gaza were
intercepted or exploded in Israel, the army said. It said some
of the mortars fired were supplied by Iran. On Tuesday night, a
rocket hit an Israeli home near the Gaza border, but no one
was hurt, the military said.

‘Any upcoming escalation’ 
Israel’s military said it hit “military targets” including a tun-

nel stretching into its territory, weapons stores and militant
bases. Hamas said in a statement Tuesday that “what the
resistance carried out this morning comes within the frame-
work of the natural right to defend our people”. Tuesday’s
incidents followed weeks of deadly demonstrations and clash-
es along the Gaza-Israel border, beginning on March 30. The
protests demanded that Palestinians who fled or were expelled
in the 1948 war surrounding Israel’s creation be allowed to
return to their former homes, now inside Israel.

They peaked on May 14, when at least 61 Palestinians were
killed in clashes as tens of thousands of Gazans protested the
US transfer of its embassy in Israel to the disputed city of
Jerusalem the same day. Low-level demonstrations and clashes
have continued since. — AFP

International
HK ‘part-time 
girlfriends’ putting 
themselves at risk

Page 8

US governor resigns amid sex scandal, finance probe
Page 9

THURSDAY, MAY 31, 2018

GAZA: A man inspects the damage at a site targeted by an Israeli air strike a day before in Khan Younis in the southern Gaza Strip yesterday. — AFP 

Israel denies Gaza truce but calm returns
Hamas, Islamic Jihad declare shared responsibility for rocket fire
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Yemen forces 
plan siege of 
rebel-held port
MOKHA, Yemen: Pro-government forces in
Yemen are preparing to surround a key Red
Sea port in a bid to force Houthi rebels to sur-
render it without a fight, military sources said
yesterday. At least 60 fighters were killed in the
latest clashes and air strikes, according to med-
ical sources. Loyalist fighters backed by Saudi
and Emirati forces are sending reinforcements
ahead of a “new operation” to enter Hodeida
city and seize its port, a commander from one
of the forces said. 

Hodeida port is the main conduit for human-
itarian aid into Yemen, where years of war have
left some 22 million people in need of food aid.
Colonel Sadiq Duwaid, spokesman for the
“National Resistance”, one of three main forces
taking part in the operation, said it was “being
bolstered by new forces... that will take part in
retaking Hodeida”. “First, we will cut off supply
lines, especially between (rebel-held capital)
Sanaa and Hodeida, then we will place the
Huthis under siege and bring them down, per-
haps without a fight,” he said.

Clashes broke out east of the port city yes-
terday while the Saudi-led coalition carried out
numerous air strikes on rebel positions, Yemeni
military sources said. Seven pro-government
fighters were killed and 14 wounded, according
to medical sources in Hodeida province, while
at least 53 rebels also died. The deadly clashes
come a day after an AFP reporter saw a large
military convoy heading towards Hodeida from
Mokha, 180 km to the south.

UN ‘extremely concerned’ 
Hodeida lies 230 km from Sanaa, which the

Houthis seized in 2014. This prompted a Saudi-
led military intervention in Yemen the following
year, aimed at propping up the internationally-
recognized government of exiled President
Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi. The coalition accus-
es the rebels of using Hodeida as a launchpad
for attacks on shipping in the Red Sea and for

smuggling in rockets. The Iran-backed insur-
gents have in recent months ramped up missile
attacks against neighboring Saudi Arabia.

Nearly 10,000 people have been killed since
the Saudi-led alliance launched its intervention
in Yemen in March 2015. More than 2,200 oth-
ers have died from cholera and millions are on
the verge of famine in what the United Nations
says is the world’s gravest humanitarian crisis.
The UN warned Tuesday that any operation
aimed at seizing Hodeida would disrupt the
entry of aid shipments to Yemen, 70 percent of
which flow through the rebel-held port. “We are
extremely concerned about the situation around
Hodeida,” said spokesman Stephane Dujarric,
adding that the UN had taken precautions in
case of “further escalation”.

The UAE, Saudi Arabia’s main coalition ally,
set up a force in early 2018 to ramp up the
coastal offensive, leading a disparate collective
of groups with the stated goal of taking Hodeida.
The forces include the “Giant Brigades” - a for-
mer elite unit of the Yemeni army rebuilt by the
UAE - which has been at the vanguard of the
offensive, reinforced by thousands of fighters
from southern Yemen. The “National Resistance”

is made up of loyalists of Yemen’s ex-president
Ali Abdullah Saleh, who was assassinated by his
former Houthi allies in December. It is com-
manded by his nephew Tarek Saleh. The third
force, the “Tihama Resistance”, is named for a
Red Sea coastal region from which it draws
most of its fighters, who are loyal to Hadi.

The fighting in western Yemen has been
fierce, slowed by landmines that Yemeni mili-
tary sources say have been laid by the insur-
gents. The Houthis have said they are ready to
thwart any coalition operation and have urged
Hodeida residents to join their ranks to prevent
the city’s capture. Hamoud Abbad, the Houthi-
appointed governor of Sanaa, has called for
“mass mobilization” to defend the front and
appealed to tribesmen in the area.

Rebel-run media outlets yesterday claimed
a drone attack on “the enemy’s air defenses on
the west coast” and said an overland counter-
attack south of Hodeida had “inflicted heavy
losses on the enemy”. But in a phone call to
Hodeida’s governor, Prime Minister Ahmed bin
Dagher called on the city’s residents to “close
ranks... against the Houthi militia which is losing
strength every day”. — AFP 

Confusion in Iraq 
amid election 
fraud charges
BAGHDAD: Close to three weeks after parlia-
mentary polls, confusion reigns in Iraq as alle-
gations mount of election fraud even with
negotiations to form a government well under-
way. Since the May 12 victory of anti-estab-
lishment electoral lists, long-time political fig-
ures pushed out by Iraqi voters hoping for
change have called for a recount - with some
even calling for the poll results to be cancelled.
Iraqi authorities have agreed to review the
results, but have yet to take any concrete
measures.

Experts say claims of fraud are more likely
to stem from frustrated outgoing politicians,
rather than any major electoral manipulations
in a country determined to turn the page after
a brutal three-year fight against the Islamic
State group. In a surprise to many, the parlia-
mentary poll saw populist Shiite cleric
Moqtada Al-Sadr’s electoral alliance with
Iraq’s communists beat a list of former anti-IS
fighters close to Shiite Iran. 

“To cancel these results is not possible, it
would lead to a crisis and perhaps armed
clashes,” political analyst Essam Al-Fili told
AFP. Fili said Shiite forces, now in a strong
position amid negotiations to form a govern-
ment, “aren’t ready to give up what they’ve
won”. Many of Iraq’s longtime political figures
- seemingly irremovable since the fall 15 years
ago of dictator Saddam Hussein - were
pushed out of their seats by new faces. It is
their voices - with parliament speaker Salim
Al-Juburi leading the charge - that have been
the loudest in challenging the poll results.

‘12,000 votes’ 
Politicians, who have until today to formal-

ize their complaints, voted Monday in parlia-
ment to annul the votes of displaced Iraqis and
those living abroad. They also voted in favor of
a manual recount of 10 percent of ballot boxes.

If the results differ by more than 25 percent
from those announced by the electoral com-
mission, the move would force a manual
recount of nearly 11 million ballots. But the vote
- which is non-binding - is purely symbolic.

Intelligence services said tests of electronic
voting machines brought varied results -
appearing to give credence to the fraud
claims. And while the government has ordered
a review of vote results, media and social net-
works continue to pick apart the allegations,
which mainly concern polling stations abroad
- a fragment of the overall vote.An outspoken
outgoing MP, Mishaan al-Juburi, has charged
that while in Damascus he saw “the head of
the electoral commission for (expats in) Syria
and Jordan selling a political leader 12,000
votes of Iraqi expatriates in Syria and 4,000
votes in another country”.

Juburi has also denounced alleged fraud in
Amman, where his family lives and where he
claims to have conducted an intense campaign
that had officially won him a mere 19 votes. “I
have the impression that there is a clear con-
spiracy against me,” he said.

‘Incongruities’ 
But it is in the multi-ethnic oil-rich

province of Kirkuk that the challenge to the
poll’s results is the strongest - and the most
explosive. Kirkuk’s ethnically mixed popula-
tion - majority Kurdish but with sizeable Arab
and Turkmen minorities - pushed authorities
to impose a curfew. Vote results in the
province reflect its communal balance, with six
Kurds, three Arabs and three Turkmen elects.

But the International Crisis Group has said
the results have two “striking incongruities”.
The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan swept the
Kurdish vote, but “won in several non-Kurdish
areas where the party is not known to have
any support”, the group said in a report pub-
lished last week. The second discrepancy was
that “turnout in Kurdish areas was low com-
pared both to past elections and to the partic-
ipation rate in Turkmen neighborhoods and
camps for the internally displaced”, where
much of the province’s Arab population has
lived since IS militants swept across the coun-
try in 2014. — AFP 

HODEIDA, Yemen: Yemenis check the wreckage of an armored vehicle and
a pickup truck after clashes between fighters loyal to the Saudi-backed
exiled President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi and Houthi rebels near this
coastal town on Tuesday. — AFP 


