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JERUSALEM: Palestinians gather to perform the last Friday prayers of the fasting month of Ramadan, outside the Dome of the Rock mosque at the Al-Aqsa mosque compound, Islamís third holiest site, in Jerusalem’s old city, Friday. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Israel braced for more protests yesterday after
clashes at Jerusalem’s flashpoint Al-Aqsa Mosque compound
wounded more than 200 people and as the US, EU and
regional powers urged calm after days of escalating violence.  

In the unrest following Muslim prayers Friday, Israeli riot
police fired rubber bullets and stun grenades at Palestinians
who hurled rocks, bottles and fireworks at officers at Islam’s
third-holiest site, which is also revered by Jews. Israeli police
said 18 officers were wounded while the Palestinian Red
Crescent reported that 205 Palestinians were injured in the
violence at Al-Aqsa and across annexed east Jerusalem,
including more than 80 who were hospitalized.

Video footage showed Israeli forces storming the
mosque’s sprawling plaza and firing sound grenades inside
the building, where throngs of worshippers including women
and children were praying on the last Friday of the holy month
of Ramadan. An AFP reporter witnessed hundreds of
Palestinians hurling stones at police. He said officers locked
the doors of Al-Aqsa mosque, trapping worshippers for at
least an hour. 

The clashes came as tensions have soared over Israeli
restrictions on access to parts of the Old City during

Ramadan and the threat of eviction hanging over four
Palestinian families in east Jerusalem to make way for
Jewish settlers.

The Islamist movement Hamas, which rules the Gaza Strip,
urged Palestinians to remain at the Al-Aqsa compound until
Thursday morning, when Ramadan ends, warning that “the
resistance is ready to defend Al-Aqsa at any cost”. Al-Aqsa is
in the Haram Al-Sharif compound, known to Jews as the
Temple Mount, which also includes the Dome of the Rock.

‘Heavy price’ 
Yesterday, dozens of Arab citizens of Israel protested in

Nazareth in solidarity with Jerusalem Palestinians, holding
signs that read “the occupation is terrorism”.  The High Follow
up Committee for the Arabs in Israel, which represents the
country’s 20 percent minority, called for protests in other
Arab cities and Jerusalem.

The United States-a staunch Israeli ally whose tone has
however toughened under US President Joe Biden-said it was
“extremely concerned” by the events and urged both sides to
“avoid steps that exacerbate tensions or take us farther away
from peace”.  “This includes evictions in east Jerusalem, set-

tlement activity, home demolitions and acts of terrorism,” the
State Department said.

The European Union called on the authorities “to act
urgently to de-escalate the current tensions,” saying “violence
and incitement are unacceptable and the perpetrators on all
sides must be held accountable”. Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas said he held the Israeli government responsi-
ble for the unrest and voiced “full support for our heroes in
Al-Aqsa”.

Yair Lapid, an Israeli politician attempting to form a coali-
tion government to replace Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu, sent encouragement to police officers. “The state
of Israel will not let violence run loose and definitely will not
allow terror groups to threaten it,” he tweeted. “Whoever
wants to harm us must know that he will pay a heavy price.”

‘Barbaric attack’ 
Al-Aqsa mosque director Omar Al-Kiswani said in a video

posted by Palestinian activists that, directly after the evening
iftar breakfast meal, “the Al-Aqsa mosque was stormed and
unarmed worshippers were attacked to empty it”. Hundreds
of people slept on the carpets on the mosque Friday night.

Although this is not unusual during Ramadan, many stayed in
an act of defiance against the police action.

Jordan condemned Israel’s “barbaric attack”, and Egypt,
Turkey, Tunisia, Pakistan and Qatar blasted Israeli forces for
the confrontation.  Israel also drew criticism from Bahrain and
the United Arab Emirates, two countries that signed normal-
ization accords with Israel last year.  Iran called on the United
Nations to condemn the Israeli police actions, arguing that
“this war crime once again proved to the world the criminal
nature of the illegitimate Zionist regime”.

The clashes followed a week of intensifying violence.
Earlier, Friday, Israeli police said officers killed two
Palestinians and wounded a third after the three men
opened fire on the Salem base in the occupied West Bank-
the latest of several deadly shootings that week. Clashes
have also repeatedly broken out in east Jerusalem’s Sheikh
Jarrah neighborhood, fuelled by a years-long attempt by
Jewish settlers to take over Palestinian homes.  Israel’s
Supreme Court is to hold a new hearing in the case on
Monday, when Israelis mark Jerusalem Day to celebrate the
“liberation” of the city, including with a parade of Israeli
flags through the Old City. —AFP
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‘Sick with fear’: 
Journalists at 
risk in the Sahel
BAMAKO, Mali: Recent killings and kidnappings of
reporters in the Sahel have highlighted the severe risks
faced by journalists in the war-torn African region, with
some describing themselves as “sick with fear”.  A brutal
jihadist conflict in the Sahel nations of Mali, Niger and
Burkina Faso has left vast swathes of territory outside of
state control, and thousands of people dead.  Journalists
covering the insurgency often find themselves targeted by
armed groups, either because of their reporting, or their
ransom value.  The considerable risks involved in practic-
ing journalism in the vast semi-arid region were under-
scored this week when it emerged that French reporter
Olivier Dubois, who had gone missing, was likely being
held captive by jihadists. 

The 46-year-old freelancer had disappeared on April 8
in the northern Malian town of Gao, where he had trav-
elled to interview an Al-Qaeda-linked jihadist commander.
But Dubois said in a video that surfaced on Wednesday-
which has not been independently confirmed-that he had
been abducted by the Group to Support Islam and
Muslims (GSIM), the biggest jihadist alliance in the Sahel.  

News of his kidnapping also followed the killing of
Spanish reporters David Beriain and Roberto Fraile, and
Irish NGO worker Rory Young, in Burkina Faso in April.
Salif Zangre, a Burkinabe video journalist, told AFP that
the killings are a reminder “of how exposed we can be in
our profession”. 

He added that while this did not affect journalists’
desire to cover the news, he stressed that they needed to
take serious precautions.  Describing their work, two local
reporters-who are not named for security reasons-told
AFP they are often “sick with fear”.  —AFP

Battling COVID, 
and govt denial, 
in rural India
MORADABAD: People in India’s most populous state Uttar
Pradesh are fighting not just a raging pandemic but also a
prickly nationalist local government that many say is in
denial. The state authorities, headed by a monk touted by
some as a successor to Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
insist there are no shortages and take a dim view of those
“spreading fear”. But the virus is clearly wreaking havoc as
it spreads beyond big cities into the towns and villages not
only of Uttar Pradesh, home to 240 million people, but
elsewhere in India’s colossal hinterland. Brijesh Pandey
spends hours every day in the hot sun jostling with others
for medical oxygen for his brother-in-law, who is now at
home struggling to breathe. Even though his relative clear-
ly needs hospital treatment, he was unable to get a bed
because of government red tape.

“We could only get a rapid antigen test done which is

not accepted by hospitals for admission,” Panday told AFP
as he waited outside a oxygen cylinder filling station in
Moradabad district. “They are demanding an RT-PCR
(test), and that is not available,” he said. The 42-year-old
said the family spent an astronomical 40,000 rupees
($545) to arrange an empty oxygen cylinder.

“The government says that there is ample supply of
medicines and oxygen. But look how hundreds of desper-
ate people are struggling to save their brothers, sisters
and parents,” he said. Police are on guard at the filling
station, allowing only those with doctor’ prescriptions to
get oxygen. The aim, authorities say, is to stop black mar-
keteers. “But we know many people are unable to get
tested and are sick. But they can’t get oxygen,” said man-
ager R K Yadav.

A regional court on Wednesday said that deaths in
Uttar Pradesh due to oxygen shortages were “criminal acts
and not less than a genocide”. But complaining can land
ordinary people in trouble under chief minister Yogi
Adityanath, 48. Last week the firebrand monk declared that
those making “false” claims about shortages would be
prosecuted and their properties seized. At least two people
and a hospital have been charged by police for “spreading
rumors and fear”. —AFP
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