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JERUSALEM: Israel is considering barring a
visit by two of its sharpest critics in the US Con-
gress, Democrats Rashida Tlaib and Ilhan Omar,
who plan to tour the occupied West Bank and
East Jerusalem, an Israeli official said yesterday.
No date has been formally announced for the
trip, but sources familiar with the planned visit
said it could begin at the weekend.

Tlaib and Omar, the first two Muslim women
elected to Congress and a flank of the Demo-
cratic party’s progressive wing, have voiced
support for the pro-Palestinian Boycott, Divest-
ment, Sanctions (BDS) movement. Under Israeli
law, backers of the movement can be denied
entry to Israel. But Israel’s ambassador in the
United States, Ron Dermer, said last month they
would be let in, out of respect for the US Con-
gress and the US-Israeli relationship.

An Israeli official said Prime Minister Ben-
jamin Netanyahu and other senior members of
his cabinet held consultations on Wednesday on
a “final decision” about the visit. Denying entry
to elected US officials could further strain rela-
tions between Netanyahu, who has highlighted
his close ties with US President Donald Trump
in his current re-election campaign, and the
Democratic leadership in Congress.

“The possibility exists that Israel will not
allow the visit in its current form. Professional
and legal teams in the government ministries are
continuing to examine the material,” the official
said. Approval of the trip is still pending in the

House of Representatives Ethics Committee,
which would examine its itinerary, according to
sources involved in planning the visit. A planned
tour by the two lawmakers of the holy com-
pound in Jerusalem that houses al-Aqsa mosque,
and which is revered by Jews as the site of two
biblical Jewish temples, has turned into an issue
of contention.

The flashpoint site is in an area of Jerusalem
that Israel captured along with the West Bank in
the 1967 Middle East war and annexed in a move
not recognized internationally. “To make sure
there’s apparent Israeli sovereignty over the site,
they’ll demand Israeli police go in with them, and
not just the Waqf officials,” said one of the
sources with knowledge of the planned visit, re-
ferring to Muslim religious authorities.

An official in Israel’s internal security ministry
said any visit by Tlaib and Omar to the complex,
revered by Muslims as the Noble Sanctuary and
by Jews as the Temple Mount, would require Is-
raeli security protection. Violence erupted there
on Sunday between Israeli police and Palestini-
ans amid tensions over visits by Jewish pilgrims
on a day when the Muslim holiday of Eid al-
Adha and the Jewish fast day of Tisha B’Av over-
lapped.

Tlaib, 43, who was born in the United States,
draws her roots to the Palestinian village of Beit
Ur Al-Fauqa in the West Bank. Her grandmother
and extended family live in the village. Ilhan
Omar, who immigrated to the United States

from Somalia as a child, represents Minnesota’s
fifth congressional district. In February, Omar,
37, apologized after Democratic leaders con-

demned remarks she made about the pro-Israel
lobby in the United States as using anti-Semitic
stereotypes. — Reuters

NAIROBI: The death toll from a fuel
truck explosion in Tanzania has
climbed to 85, a local governor said
Wednesday, after 10 more people
died from injuries sustained in the
horrific blast. A massive fireball en-
gulfed a crowd thronging to collect
petrol from an overturned tanker
Saturday near the town of Moro-
goro, some 200 kilometres (125
miles) west of Dar es Salaam, the fi-
nancial capital. 

The initial explosion killed
dozens, with others rushed to hospi-
tal with burns and serious injuries in
one of the deadliest oil tanker blasts
in Africa in recent years.  A
spokesman for the National Hospital
in Dar es Salaam, Aminiel Aligaesha,
said Wednesday that seven more
people had died, taking the overall
death toll to 82. Another 32 were
being treated, including 17 in inten-
sive care, he added.

“We are continuing to fight as
best we can to save those still alive,”
the hospital spokesman, Aminiel Ali-

gaesha, told reporters Wednesday.
But later Wednesday, Morogoro
governor Stephen Kebwe told re-
porters the death toll had risen once
again. “Three more deaths occurred
during the day,” he said, confirming
the new toll of 85. The flames swept
through a large crowd trying to
siphon leaking petrol from a truck
that overturned as it swerved to
avoid a motorcycle.

Officials said the explosion was
triggered when a man tried to re-
trieve the truck’s battery, creating
sparks that ignited the fuel. An offi-
cial inquiry was ordered Sunday into
the accident, with a preliminary re-
port expected later this week. It was
the latest in a string of such disasters
in Africa and at least the third this
year. Last month, 45 people were
killed and more than 100 injured in
central Nigeria when a petrol tanker
crashed and then exploded as peo-
ple tried to take the fuel. In May, a
similar incident in Niger killed nearly
80 people. — AFP 

Ethiopian migrants 
abandoned: HRW
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian migrants who braved
death-defying land and sea journeys to find work
in Saudi Arabia are being deported en masse with
nothing but the clothes on their backs, Human
Rights Watch said yesterday.  A report based on in-
terviews with deportees in the Ethiopian capital
Addis Ababa documents exploitation, trafficking
and violence that begins from the moment the mi-
grants set off across the Red Sea or Gulf of Aden
to reach the Arabian Peninsula.

It says officials in Ethiopia, Yemen and Saudi
Arabia have done little to protect migrants from
abuses at the hands of traffickers and security
forces.  And it says they have failed to ease the re-
turn of hundreds of thousands of Ethiopians caught
up in a large-scale Saudi deportation campaign that
began in November 2017.  “Many Ethiopians who
hoped for a better life in Saudi Arabia face un-
speakable dangers along the journey, including
death at sea, torture, and all manners of abuses,”
said Felix Horne, senior Africa researcher for Human
Rights Watch.  

“Saudi Arabia has summarily returned hundreds
of thousands of Ethiopians to Addis Ababa who
have little to show for their journey except debts
and trauma.”  Ethiopians have long looked to Saudi
Arabia as an escape from poor economic
prospects and state repression, hoping to find

work despite not having legal status. To get there,
they board overcrowded boats that are at constant
risk of sinking during sea crossings that can last up
to 24 hours. 

One survivor told Human Rights Watch that he
saw smugglers throw dozens of migrants over-
board.  “The boat was in trouble and the waves
were hitting it. It was overloaded and about to sink
so the [middlemen] picked some out and threw
them into the sea, around 25,” he said. Once in
Yemen, the migrants are preyed upon by traffickers
who kidnap them to extort ransom payments. The
traffickers include Ethiopians who carry out beat-
ings and torture. 

Crossing into Saudi Arabia requires evading
border guards who frequently open fire, killing
many would-be migrants. “At the border there are
many bodies rotting, decomposing,” said one 26-
year-old migrant. “It is like a graveyard.” Despite
the risks, up to half a million Ethiopians were in
Saudi Arabia when officials there launched a crack-
down on illegal migration in 2017, according to the
International Organization for Migration.

Around 10,000 Ethiopians on average were de-
ported monthly between May 2017 and March
2019, and Human Rights Watch says deportations
have continued. While the international community
provides Ethiopia with some resources to help mi-
grants sent back from Europe, those returning from
Saudi Arabia are mostly on their own. A spokesman
for Ethiopia’s foreign affairs ministry said yesterday
that he was out of the country and could not com-
ment. The Saudi government had also not issued
any kind of response as of yesterday. — AFP 
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BAYT UR AL FAWQA: Muftia Tlaib, the maternal grandmother of US Congresswoman Rashida,
walk with her son Bassam outside their home in the village of Beit Ur Al-Fauqa, in the occupied
West Bank yesterday. — AFP 


