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JERUSALEM: US Secretary of State Mike Pom-
peo described Hezbollah on Wednesday as a risk
to Middle East stability and conferred with Israel
about the heavily armed, Iranian-backed
Lebanese group ahead of a trip to Beirut. Pom-
peo, who has been on a regional tour to promote
the Trump administration’s hard tack against Iran,
received a warning from Israel which worries it
may again be in the sights of Hezbollah forces
winding down their intervention in Syria’s war.

Meeting Israeli President Reuven Rivlin in
Jerusalem, Pompeo listed Hezbollah, Palestinian
Hamas and Yemen’s Houthis - all recipients of
Iranian support - as “entities that present risks
to Middle East stability and to Israel”. “They are
determined to wipe this country off the face of
the planet and we have a moral obligation and a
political one to prevent that from happening.
You should know that the United States is pre-
pared to do that,” Pompeo said in public remarks
at the meeting.

For its part, Israel has carried out repeated
air strikes on Hezbollah in Syria, where the Shiite
Muslim militia - along with Russian air power -
helped President Bashar Al-Assad turn the ta-
bles against mainly Sunni Muslim rebels and mil-
itants. In a speech broadcast on the Persian new
year yesterday, Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei said the Islamic Republic had

successfully resisted “unprecedented, strong”
US sanctions. Iran has faced economic hardship
since US President Donald Trump withdrew last
year from the 2015 nuclear deal between Tehran
and world powers and reimposed sanctions. Fo-
cusing his remarks on Lebanon, Rivlin told Pom-
peo that its prime minister, Saad Al-Hariri,
“cannot say to anyone that Lebanon is separate
from Hezbollah” - a reference to the group’s po-
litical clout in Beirut where it has ministers in the
government as well as lawmakers in parliament.

“If some(thing) will happen from Lebanon to-
ward Israel, we will hold Lebanon as the respon-
sible (party)”, Rivlin said, speaking in English.
Washington also has been increasingly voicing
concern at Hezbollah power, echoing Israel,
whose forces were fought to a standstill by the
militia in a 2006 Lebanon war. Pompeo’s visit to
Jerusalem was widely seen in Israel as a boost
for Netanyahu, who enjoys a close relationship
with Trump, just three weeks before a closely
contested Israeli election.

In a further signal of solidarity with Israel,
Pompeo was later scheduled, accompanied by
Netanyahu, to visit Judaism’s Western Wall in
Jerusalem’s Old City. In May 2017, Trump be-
came the first sitting US president to visit the
wall, but did not ask Netanyahu to join him.
Seven months later, Trump broke with decades

of US policy and recognized Jerusalem as Is-
rael’s capital, incensing Palestinians who claim
the city’s eastern sector as the capital of a future

state they seek. Last May, Washington moved its
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. Pompeo
also visited the embassy yesterday.— Reuters
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WARRAQ ISLAND: Residents of a Cairo island with lush fields
and unpaved roads, a world apart from Egypt’s traffic-choked me-
tropolis, are determined to stay put as judges rule on their possi-
ble expulsion. Accessible only by ferry, the island of Warraq
stands in sharp contrast to the capital with more than 20 million
inhabitants across the Nile.

But the government’s growing interest in Warraq has stoked
fear among the 100,000 islanders who make a living mostly from
agriculture, fishing and crewing the ferries. “Why haven’t they (the
authorities) held direct negotiations between us and investors?”
asked 40-year-old plumber Amr Khalifa. “We know full well that
every inch of this island is worth gold.”

In 2017, Egyptian authorities moved to demolish “illegal” build-
ings on Warraq as part of a campaign aimed at restoring state-
owned land. The operation triggered violent clashes between
residents and security forces in which at least one person was
killed before the campaign was suspended. Rubble from the dem-
olitions, however, remains as a warning to the islanders that their
battle is far from over. On Saturday, the administrative court made
up of Egypt’s top judges is to rule on the residents’ appeal against
the government’s decision to raze their buildings.

‘We will not leave’ 
In a 2017 report, the government said Warraq, an agricultural

area of 1,000 acres, had been “illegally encroached for more than
15 years and transformed into an informal residential area”. Many
of Warraq’s residents insist they hold legal property contracts.

Sprawling slums have encircled Cairo over decades due to a dra-
matic population boom and economic hardship. The real estate
market remains beyond the purchasing power of low and middle-
income Egyptians. They have been hard hit by austerity measures
including a currency flotation, slashing of subsidies and new taxes
aimed at reviving Egypt’s battered economy following its 2011 up-
rising. “We were expecting more development, not expulsion,”
said 32-year-old Abu Rawash Mohamed, a ferry owner, adding
that curbs had been imposed on the entry of building materials.
“If you ask any kid on a street here what this place means to
them... they would say we will not leave this island,” he said. “The
government must understand... that on the island of Warraq we
have a special nature,” said “Captain” Abdel Fattah, a local bene-
factor. “There are strong ties between families on the island, no-
body will abandon the other.”

‘Luxury projects’ 
The government has repeatedly denied it plans to expel the

residents of Warraq to make way for a luxury investment project.
Last April, however, the cabinet decreed the transfer of Warraq
to the New Urban Communities Authority which operates under
the housing ministry. The move was billed as part of a plan to de-
velop the island in cooperation with the armed forces engineering
authority, which is tasked with building grand hotels and tower
blocks. The authority is also leading the construction of a new ad-
ministrative capital east of Cairo. Warraq residents are adamant
they will not quit the island. “The government wants us to leave
this beauty... But where will we go?” asked Mohamed.

On the facades of a building, the graffiti reads: “The island is
not for sale”. The fate of the islanders has drawn the attention of
the UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Housing, Leilani Farha.
“The government has expressed an interest in initiating luxury de-
velopments throughout Cairo,” she said in October after a visit to
Egypt. “There is concern that the island... will fall prey to this vi-
sion.” She has since criticized “new expropriations and home
demolitions”, triggering charges from the government of “un-
founded allegations” over its housing policies.— AFP 
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JERUSALEM: US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo prepares to touch the stones of the Western Wall in Jerusalem’s Old
City yesterday, during the second day of his visit as part of his five-day regional tour of the Middle East. — AFP 

RABAT: Morocco’s Christian minority yesterday called on
authorities in the Muslim-majority country to guarantee re-
ligious freedoms, ahead of a visit by Pope Francis. The Co-
ordination of Moroccan Christians, a group representing
converts to Christianity in a nation that is 99 percent Mus-
lim, appealed for “basic freedoms of which we, Moroccan
Christians, are still often deprived.”

These include freedom of public worship as well as the
right to have church or civil weddings and Christian funeral
rites and education, it said in a statement. “We dream of a
free Morocco” which embraces religious diversity, the
group said, adding that it hopes Pope Francis’s visit this
month will be a “historic occasion” for the country.

“We also call on the Moroccan authorities to no longer
put pressure on the country’s official churches, including
the Catholic church in Morocco, to dissuade them from ac-
cepting” converts to Christianity, the statement said. The
pontiff is due to visit the North African country on March
30-31 at the invitation of King Mohammed VI. More than
40,000 Christians - mostly foreigners - are estimated to
live in Morocco, whose king describes himself as the “com-
mander of the faithful”. Religious pluralism is enshrined in
the constitution and freedom of worship is guaranteed, ac-
cording to the Moroccan authorities.— AFP 
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