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GAZA CITY: A ceasefire between Israel and
Palestinian militants in Gaza took hold yesterday
after two days of fighting triggered by an Israeli
strike on an Islamic Jihad commander, with 34
Palestinians killed in exchanges of fire. Both
Palestinian militant group Islamic Jihad and Is-
rael’s military confirmed the ceasefire early yes-
terday brokered by Egyptian and UN officials —
the usual mediators between Gaza and Israel.

Five rockets were fired at Israel from Gaza
after the ceasefire came into effect and air de-
fenses intercepted two of them, the army said,
but the incident did not appear likely to set off
another severe round of fighting. “#Egypt and
the #UN worked hard to prevent the most dan-
gerous escalation in and around #Gaza from
leading to #war,” tweeted Nickolay Mladenov,
UN envoy for the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, who
travelled to Cairo for the talks.

“The coming hours and days will be critical.
ALL must show maximum restraint and do their
part to prevent bloodshed.” The agreement,
which entered into force at 5:30 am (0330 GMT),
came after the death toll from Israeli air strikes
rose to 34 since Tuesday. Islamic Jihad claimed a
number of the dead as members.

Palestinian officials said eight members of the
same family had been killed in an Israeli strike
overnight, including five children. Israel’s military
said the man killed in the strike in Deir Al Balah
in the central Gaza Strip was an Islamic Jihad
rocket unit commander. Relatives, neighbors and
an Islamic Jihad spokesman disputed that, with
some saying he had been a Palestinian Authority
military police officer.

“This is a war crime. You are killing innocent
children, sleeping at home,” neighbor Adan Abu

Abdallah told AFP. Israeli military spokesman
Jonathan Conricus told AFP: “He was an Islamic
Jihad commander and he, like many others, have
the tactic of hiding ammunition and military in-
frastructure in their own residence. “Of course
we try always to minimize the amount of non-
combatants killed or injured.”

‘Ticking bomb’ 
The escalation began early Tuesday with Is-

rael’s targeted killing of a top Islamic Jihad com-
mander, Baha Abu Al-Ata, who it accused of
being behind rocket fire and other attacks. Is-
rael’s military alleged he was planning more vio-
lence and called him a “ticking bomb,” while one
top security official said the strike was able to
reach him in the bed where he slept, presumably
with a drone.

The strike triggered almost immediate retal-
iatory rocket fire from Islamic Jihad at Israel, set-
ting off air raid sirens and sending Israelis
rushing to bomb shelters in the country’s south
and central regions. Israel’s military said some
450 rockets had been fired at its territory since
Tuesday morning and air defenses had inter-
cepted dozens of them in fireballs high in the sky.

No Israelis were killed, though damage was
caused and one rocket narrowly missed speeding
cars on a busy highway. Israeli medics said they
had treated some 63 people as of Wednesday
night, all with mild injuries and almost half wth
“stress symptoms.” Israel responded with air
strikes, saying it targeted Islamic Jihad militant
sites and rocket and missile-launching squads.

Unusually, it singled out Islamic Jihad rather
than hold Hamas, the Islamist movement that
rules Gaza, responsible for the violence. Israeli

analysts said it was a clear signal the army sought
to avoid a wider conflict. Hamas repeatedly said
it would not abandon its ally, but it was faced
with seeking to maintain a fragile truce with Is-
rael that has seen tens of millions of dollars in
Qatari aid flow into the impoverished Gaza Strip
since last year. Islamic Jihad initially declined all
mediation, but apparently decided by Wednes-
day night it was ready to negotiate.

An Egyptian official said the ceasefire
reached overnight included an agreement that

Palestinian groups in Gaza work to prevent vio-
lence by demonstrators during weekly protests
near the border fence. In return, Israel agreed to
stop hostilities and commit to a ceasefire during
the weekly demonstrations, according to the of-
ficial. Israel did not confirm any of those claims.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu
had not commented publicly on the ceasefire,
but had on Wednesday said Islamic Jihad must
stop its rocket attacks or “absorb more and
more blows”. — AFP

Trump dodges 
rows to focus on 
Erdogan friendship
WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump on
Wednesday sidestepped disputes snaring US rela-
tions with fellow NATO member Turkey, instead
telling visiting President Recep Tayyip Erdogan that
he is a “fan.” On a day when Congress was holding
its first nationally televised hearings in the impeach-
ment probe against Trump, the US president spent
several hours meeting at the White House with Er-
dogan and claimed to be paying no attention to his
domestic crisis.

“I would much rather focus on peace in the Mid-
dle East,” he told a joint press conference with Er-
dogan, describing the impeachment as a “hoax” and
a “joke.” But Trump steered equally clear of contro-
versy over Turkey, which is rapidly becoming one of
Washington’s most problematic partners in a tinder-
box region. Relations have been under severe strain
following Erdogan’s ordering of an October offensive
against US-allied Kurdish forces in northern Syria.

Trump ordered US troops stationed in the border

area to withdraw ahead of the Turkish invasion, while
exhorting Erdogan in an extraordinarily undiplomatic
letter to avoid too much bloodshed. “Don’t be a tough
guy. Don’t be a fool!” Trump wrote. Despite the letter,
Trump’s withdrawal of US soldiers effectively gave
Turkey a green light to mount what appears to be an
extended occupation of a large swath of Syria where
ethnic-Kurds had held sway.

This outraged many in Congress, which saw the
move as an abandonment of the Kurds, who died in
large numbers while fighting alongside US forces
against Islamic State jihadists in the area. The reshuf-
fling of forces in the region was also criticized in
Washington as a boon for Russian ambitions. “Given
this situation, we believe that now is a particularly in-
appropriate time for President Erdogan to visit the
United States, and we urge you to rescind this invi-
tation,” a bipartisan group of legislators wrote to
Trump last week in a letter made public Monday.

Initial reports said that Erdogan not only ignored
Trump’s letter but threw it in the trash. On Wednes-
day, he told the press conference that he had used
the trip to return the letter to its sender. Trump, how-
ever, insisted on his close ties to Erdogan, saying:
“We have been friends for a long time.” And at the
press conference, where openly friendly reporters
from both countries were chosen to ask softball
questions, Trump doubled down. “I’m a big fan of the
president,” he said. — AFP

Jihadist trapped between Turkey, 
Greece to return to US

Ceasefire takes hold after 
deadly Israel-Gaza violence

34 Palestinians have been killed in exchanges of fire

An Israeli soldier stares at armored vehicles, stationed at about 10kms from the southern Israeli city
of Sderot, near the border with the Gaza Strip. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: A suspected US jihadist,
trapped for days between the Turkish and
Greek borders, will be sent back to the
United States following talks with Wash-
ington, Turkey’s interior ministry said yes-
terday.  The man, identified as Muhammad
Darwis B, a US citizen of Jordanian de-
scent, was captured in Syria on suspicion
of ties to the Islamic State group, accord-
ing to state news agency Anadolu. 

Turkish authorities say the US initially
refused to accept him, and that he chose
deportation to Greece, only for Greek au-
thorities to refuse him entry on Monday.
He has since been trapped in no-man’s
land between the borders, next to
Turkey’s northeastern province of Edirne.
Turkish border guards provided him with
food and a car to sleep in at night,
Anadolu said. There was an apparent
breakthrough on Thursday, with the inte-
rior ministry saying: “The necessary pro-

ceedings are being undertaken to send
back the foreign terrorist fighter to Amer-
ica after the US committed to taking him
back to the country,” according to
Anadolu.

Turkey has criticized Western coun-
tries for not taking back captured mem-
bers of IS, and has lately publicized its
efforts to deport jihadists back to their
countries of origin. It follows criticism of
Turkey’s offensive last month against Kur-
dish militants in northern Syria, which
Western governments complained would
undermine the fight against IS. Interior
Minister Suleyman Soylu said last week
that Turkey had nearly 1,200 foreign mem-
bers of IS in custody, and had captured
287 during the offensive in Syria. The Hur-
riyet newspaper said Wednesday that 959
suspects were being prepared for depor-
tation, with the largest numbers coming
from Iraq, Syria and Russia. — AFP 


