
Gaza ‘American 
hospital’ fuels 
suspicions 
EREZ: Volunteers with a US Christian
charity group pose for a selfie in front of
tents and crates of equipment to build a
contentious new field hospital on the
Israel-Gaza border. The facility, to be
located right next to a crossing into
Israel, has rare joint support from the
Jewish state and Gaza’s Islamist rulers
Hamas as part of an informal truce deal.
But its existence, and the way it has been
advertised by the US non-government
group running it, is fuelling suspicions
and rumors among some Palestinians. 

Nicknamed the “American hospital”
by Palestinians, it is funded by the evan-
gelical Friend Ships organization based
in the US state of Louisiana. Pictures
posted on the Christian group’s
Facebook page show young volunteers
in dark t-shirts hammering pegs into the
ground and erecting a row of tents. The
dusty 10-acre site is right next to the
Erez Israel-Gaza crossing, making
access possible from both sides - though
likely only with Israeli permission.

The charity website said the hospital
would offer telemedicine for remote

consultations with specialists world-
wide. It could later include cancer care
as well as less conventional offers,
including treatments that involve horse-
riding. The medical camp would be
staffed heavily by volunteers after they
have received 12 weeks training, it said,
urging Christians to sign up. “We will
offer services to the public four days a
week,” the website said - promising that
on their days off volunteers can also
enjoy cultural experiences.

“For those who would like to tour, you
will have the option of making your own
arrangements to spend three days on
your own, experiencing Israel.” A post
on Facebook by the group said volun-
teers would learn about the region and
“become part of what God is doing there
today”. The organization, which previ-
ously operated a tent hospital on the
Israeli side of its disputed border with
Syria, did not respond to a request for
comment and AFP was not permitted to
visit. The timeline for opening was
unclear. COGAT, the Israeli body
responsible for coordinating access to
Gaza, said the hospital was “not con-
nected to Israel”.

‘Not needed’ 
Israel and Hamas have fought three

wars since 2008. Hamas does not recog-
nize Israel’s right to exist, while Israel’s
new defense minister, Naftali Bennett,

has pledged a hard line. Yet the hospital
is indicative of a thawing after a longer-
term truce was brokered this year by
Qatar, the United Nations and others.
Gaza, which has been blockaded by
Israel for a decade, suffers crippling
energy shortages and high poverty. Its
medical sector is overstretched, with
hospitals chronically short of drugs and
others goods, many of which are
restricted by Israel.

If successful, the new tent hospital
could provide an alternative for those in
need, while its close proximity to Israel
would assuage the Jewish state’s fears
over imports being syphoned off by
Hamas. Khalil Al-Hayya, Hamas’s deputy
head in Gaza, told journalists in a recent
briefing they would “evaluate the work
of the hospital and its services to the
public”. “If it is not the required level we
will work to close it,” he warned.  — AFP 

GAO, Mali: The unit commander’s order crackles over
the radio and the column of French armored vehicles en
route between Burkina Faso and Mali comes to a sud-
den halt. In the Sahel scrub some 50 km from Deou, in
northern Burkina Faso, the vehicles fall into a semi-cir-
cle. Eight military engineers step out and walk in an
inverted-V formation, metal detectors in hand, in a rou-
tine performed so often that its life-or-death impor-
tance is easily forgotten. 

They are searching for IEDs, or Improvised
Explosive Devices - a major threat to civilians and sol-
diers in a region struggling with a growing jihadist
insurgency. “We look for possible traces,” says Tanguy,
an officer and section leader who only gives his first
name. The hidden homemade bombs - simple to make,
and highly effective - kill and maim scores of victims
every year. Thousands of civilians and soldiers have
died in violence across the Sahel which began when
armed Islamists revolted in northern Mali in 2012. 

The conflict has since spread to the centre of Mali
and to neighboring Burkina Faso and Niger. Attacks
abound, despite the 4,500 French troops deployed in
the region as part of Operation Barkhane to help local
forces. Numbering in the low thousands, according to
some estimates, the jidahists are linked to a mosaic of
different groups, such as Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State
and Ansarul Islam. Laying roadside bombs has become
one of the militants’ favored means of attack against the
tens of thousands of local and foreign troops operating
in the region. 

It’s an effective tactic. The bombs have killed 13 out
of the 41 French soldiers who have died in Mali since
2013. Only on Monday, an IED killed two Malian sol-
diers.  Four Malian soldiers in total have died in road-

side bombings since last month, as well as two soldiers
from Burkina Faso and one French soldier. Civilians are
not spared the carnage. According to a United Nations
report from October, IEDs caused some 110 civilian
casualties in Mali in the first half of 2019.

Bomb lab
“They don’t dare attack us head on, they’re too

poorly equipped,” says Thierry, a French officer and
demolition-control expert. A Burkina Faso officer
named Etienne said the IEDs “drive us crazy from not
being able to do anything (in response)”. Barkhane runs
a special laboratory to analyze the bombs, in Gao, a
town in northeastern Mali which is the French army’s
main operational base in the Sahel.

Called the Counter-IED Exploitation Laboratory
(CIEL), it is one of only two such facilities in the Sahel.
There is a similar American lab in Burkina Faso’s capital
Ouagadougou. In Gao, four soldiers sift through dozens
of objects every week, gathered during ground opera-
tions. From motorbike parts to bullet casings and the
remains of IEDs, everything is deconstructed, analyzed
and studied. 

The objects are first x-rayed to see how dangerous
they are. Then, fingerprints are taken and the compo-
nents undergo chemical analysis before, finally, the sol-
diers investigate the detonator mechanism. “We can get
DNA samples from the bombers which will then be for-
warded to other services,” says Lionel, an officer, ultra-
violet lamp in hand, referring to military intelligence.

A cartridge is placed before him inside his cramped
office. He switches off the light and turns on the ultravi-
olet lamp. Fingerprints appear on the cartridge in fluo-
rescent green. “It’s like at a discotheque,” he says, smil-

ing. Pascal, a captain in charge of the lab, says that the
aim of the facility is to get “quick results to report to
the hierarchy, and to adapt to attacks”. Militants tended
to use remote detonators between 2017 and 2018, he
said, until the French began installing signal scramblers
on their vehicles. 

Now they tend to use pressure plates, which detonate
a charge when pressure - such as the weight of a vehicle

- is applied to them. “Telephones are used less and less,
often because phone networks send out spam SMS mes-
sages that can trigger the (detonation) mechanism,” says
David, an officer and lab electrician. Demining alone is
not a long term solution, however. “Today, we fight the
IEDs to avoid becoming targets,” says Thierry, the offi-
cer. “But tomorrow, we will have to attack the network,
the bombers, the traffickers”. — AFP 
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News in brief

Turkey jails 2 in ‘femicide’ case 

ANKARA: An Ankara court yesterday jailed two
men for raping and murdering a colleague in a case
which became a rallying cry for in the campaign to
end violence against women. Wealthy businessman
Cagatay Aksu was sentenced to life for the murder
and sexual assault in May 2018 of 23-year-old Sule
Cet, state news agency Anadolu reported. His col-
league Berk Akand was sentenced to 18 years and
nine months for assisting in the crimes, the agency
said. The case sparked anger across Turkish society
after the men claimed the university student commit-
ted suicide by throwing herself from the 20th floor
of a building in Ankara. There was also an attempt to
suggest Sule was somehow to blame because she
drank alcohol, and there was uproar at a hearing
earlier this year when the defense lawyers speculat-
ed over Sule’s virginity.  — AFP 

US hands Hezb operative 40 years 

NEW YORK: An American of Lebanese descent
was sentenced to 40 years in prison on Tuesday for
buying weapons and plotting attacks on behalf of
the Lebanese Shiite group Hezbollah. Ali Kourani, 34,
was found guilty in May of gathering intelligence on
potential attack targets, including New York’s JFK
International Airport and a federal building in
Manhattan. A federal court in America’s financial
capital convicted him of eight allegations including
conspiracy to use weapons in a violent crime. Born
in Lebanon but naturalized by the United States in
2009, Kourani attended several Hezbollah training
camps in his country of birth and took orders from
agents of the Iran-backed organization after his
2003 arrival in the United States. — AFP 

Moroccan YouTuber arrested 

RABAT: A Moroccan YouTuber was arrested and
appeared in court yesterday for “insulting Moroccans
and constitutional institutions” in a video, the king-
dom’s public prosecutor announced. Mohamed
Sekkaki, known as Moul Kaskita, was detained on
Sunday after publishing a video in which he criticized
King Mohammed VI, considered “inviolable” by the
kingdom’s constitution. The public prosecutor said it
had “received several complaints” from citizens con-
cerned by the video, which “included insults and
degrading descriptions”. When Sekkaki was arrested
in the city of Settat south of Casablanca, “a small
amount of drugs” was found in his possession, the
prosecutor said. Sekkaki “received significant trans-
fers of money from abroad in return for his activities”,
the prosecutor claimed. — AFP 

Handcuffed ex-minister paraded on TV

ASHGABAT: Turkmen state television yesterday
paraded a former top security official in handcuffs
and confessing to corruption after he was sacked by
all-powerful President Gurbanguly
Berdymukhamedov. The Central Asian country’s
tightly controlled television showed the president
and security chiefs watching footage of former inte-
rior minister Isgender Mulikov in prison uniform and
with his head shaved. In office for 10 years, Mulikov
was the longest-serving of the heads of
Turkmenistan’s security bloc when his sacking was
announced in October. The television report said
Mulikov, who bowed his head and spoke in a mono-
tone, has been convicted and sentenced to jail, but
did not say for how long. The report included
footage of a huge stack of dollars allegedly received
as bribes as well as jewelry, gold bars, watches and
several large houses. — AFP 

In Sahel, French troops hunt 
hidden menace of landmines 

Roadside bombs militants’ favored means of attack

SOUM, Burkina Faso: Soldiers from the French army hold detectors while searching for the presence of IEDs during
the Burkhane Operation on Nov 12, 2019. — AFP 

BEIT HANUN: Palestinian construction workers lay out a wire fence at the site of a
future medical facility, nicknamed the “American Hospital”, next to the Erez Israel-
Gaza crossing in the northern Gaza strip on Oct 3, 2019. — AFP 

KAMPALA: Ugandan President Yoweri
Museveni led thousands of civil servants,
supporters and police officers on an anti-
corruption walk through the capital
Wednesday in move derided by critics as
a meaningless stunt.  Central Kampala
was locked down with businesses shut-
tered and roads closed, causing traffic
chaos across the city as soldiers deployed
heavily to protect the walking dignitaries
including the speaker of parliament and
the chief justice. 

“Corrupt people are parasites,”
Museveni said at a rally following the
walk, damning corruption as a “spiritual
problem”. The corruption walk attracted
criticism and mockery, with critics point-
ing out that Museveni has taken little
action over several corruption scandals
during his time in office. “When the pres-
ident of a country decides to walk
against corruption instead of taking
action, that country is doomed,” Joseph

Sabiti a spokesman for Action Aid
Uganda, which has led civil society
efforts to hold corrupt public officials to
account told AFP. “It’s a mockery of the
people of Uganda.” 

Since taking power in 1986, Museveni’s
scandal-plagued government has been
repeatedly accused of corruptly extract-
ing hundreds of millions of dollars from
the public purse.  In 2018 a US court con-
victed a former Hong Kong government
official over a multi-million-dollar bribery
scheme in which a $500,000 bribe was
paid into an account designated by
Foreign Minister Sam Kutesa. In 2012, the
US and European governments were
forced to temporarily suspend aid after
allegations that $12.7 million in donor
funds - allocated to help some of the
poorest areas of Uganda following a dev-
astating 20-year war - had been embez-
zled from Uganda’s Office of the Prime
Minister (OPM).   — AFP 

KAMPALA: Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni (center) walks during the march against
corruption yesterday. — AFP  

Museveni leads derided 
walk against graft 

Iraqis say
poverty main
problem 
DIWANIYAH, Iraq: Chants demand-
ing complete regime change have
echoed across Iraq for weeks, but what
first brought demonstrators onto the
street was the profound poverty of one
of the world’s most oil-rich countries.
And that is what has kept them there,
with protesters brushing off the resig-
nation of Prime Minister Adel Abdel
Mahdi as failing to root out the rampant
corruption that denies them jobs and
public services. 

In the southern protest hotspot of
Diwaniyah, one of the poorest agricul-
tural areas in the country, Umm Salah
has joined rallies every day outside the
provincial council. “I’ve suffered in my
country, even though it’s a rich country,”
she told AFP, carrying an Iraqi tricolor.
The 57-year-old widow has been
protesting every day since October with
her seven children, none of whom are
employed.They walk four kilometres to
reach the protest camp as they cannot
afford a taxi from the worn-down infor-
mal shelter where they live. “My hus-
band died four years ago because we
are poor and couldn’t afford medical
treatment in private clinics or hospitals
abroad,” Umm Salah says. Iraq suffers
from an extremely dilapidated health
care system, with hospitals severely
under-equipped and doctors often
threatened on the basis of political or
tribal disputes.  

A bleak future 
Despite Iraq being OPEC’s second-

largest crude producer, one in five of its
people live in poverty and youth unem-
ployment stands at one quarter, the
World Bank says. The government has
been the largest employer by far for
decades but has recently struggled to
provide jobs for a growing number of
graduates. Already, youths make up 60
percent of the 40 million-strong popu-
lation, which is set to grow by 10 million
more before 2030.

The future looks even bleaker given
predictions that heavy crude exports -
which fund more than 90 percent of
Iraq’s state budget - will become less
profitable as the world shifts to other
energy sources. For now, protesters
blame the staggering joblessness rates
on a patronage system that hands out
work based on bribes, family connec-
tions or party affiliation instead of merit.

Muhannad Fadel, 30, dreamt of a
government post when he graduated
years ago with a degree in physical
education, but his diploma opened few
doors for him. After a brief stint as a
university lecturer, Fadel sought other
work but his monthly income didn’t rise
above $100. “I started to drive a taxi
but I was afraid some of my students
would recognize me,” he told AFP.
“Then I opened a little confectionary
store on the ground floor of our home
and I make around 5,000 dinars a day,”
or just $3, he added.

Scraping together some savings,
Fadel could marry but not buy a house,
so his new wife moved in with his family.
“Our whole family together earns $150
per month. How is that possible in one
of the countries with the most oil in the
world?” he said. For him and many pro-
testers, the root of the problem is a
political class more interested in earning
money and paying homage to regional
backers than in improving Iraqi infra-
structure, or people’s lives. — AFP 


