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RAMALLAH: Palestinian president Mahmud
Abbas has said there is an “urgent” need for a UN
resolution on Israeli settlements as he embarks
on a multi-country tour that may be among his
last chances to renew peace efforts. Speaking in
an interview with AFP, Abbas criticized what he
said was insufficient action from US President
Barack Obama’s administration while also firmly
backing a French initiative to hold an interna-
tional peace conference this summer.

Abbas spoke ahead of a tour beginning
Tuesday that will take him to Turkey, France,
Russia, Germany and New York, where the
Palestinians are discussing a UN draft resolution
condemning Israeli settlements in the occupied
West Bank. The trip comes with the clock ticking
for both the 81-year-old and the Obama admin-
istration, with speculation the US president
could change tack and support a resolution on

the peace process before he leaves office in
January. “The Security Council is a very impor-
tant subject because it has now become urgent
due to settlement activities and because Israel
has not stopped these activities,” Abbas said late
Monday at his office in Ramallah.

Settlement construction in the West Bank “is
something that has seriously jeopardized the
two-state project.” The United States has repeat-
edly vetoed resolutions opposed by Israel at the
UN Security Council, but the Palestinians are
hoping for a change of heart. “So far, we have
not got any reaction from the Americans regard-
ing the Security Council,” said Abbas. He criti-
cized US efforts so far. “We were expecting from
the US administration over the past eight years
that it would take positive steps forward to
achieve what America believes in, which is the
two-state vision,” he said. “Until now, it hasn’t

happened from the US administration.” Asked
whether he was disappointed, he said: “We do
not want to use this expression, but we are say-
ing that we were expecting a lot from the US
administration and it never happened.”

Doubts on compromise   
Abbas’ two-week tour starts with a summit of

the Organization of Islamic Cooperation in
Istanbul and ends in New York. It may be one of
the last chances at renewing peace efforts for the
successor to Yasser Arafat who has for years been
at the centre of attempts to resolve one of the
world’s longest-lasting conflicts. International
attention in recent years has however turned
elsewhere, with war raging in Syria and Islamic
State group jihadists carrying out attacks.

Within Israel and the Palestinian territories,
the chances of progress have rarely seemed so

far off, with both sides appearing reluctant to
make compromises. A US initiative collapsed in
April 2014 and peace efforts have since been at a
standstill. Palestinian militants and Israel fought
yet another war in the Gaza Strip later in 2014,
and a wave of Palestinian knife, gun and car-ram-
ming attacks erupted in October. Though there
has been a steady decline in the violence that
has killed more than 200 people, there are con-
cerns of another upsurge for the Jewish Passover
holiday beginning April 22.

Among the Palestinians themselves, recon-
ciliation efforts have been underway between
the Palestinian Authority dominated by
Abbas’s Fatah and the Islamist movement
Hamas, which runs the Gaza Strip, but with lit-
tle progress reported. For Abbas and the inter-
national community, Israel’s continued settle-
ment building in the West Bank is one area of

agreement. Such settlements are considered
illegal under international law and are seen as
major stumbling blocks to peace efforts since
they are built on land the Palestinians see as
part of their future state.

Will French plan stick?
Abbas said his trip will promote two main

projects, which he sees as complementary: a
UN resolution condemning the settlements and
the French peace initiative. Israel has criticized
the French plan to organize the international
peace conference, but without rejecting it out-
right. Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has
spoken out against “international dictates” and
called for direct negotiations. The latest decla-
rations from both Netanyahu and Abbas that
they are ready to meet at any time have failed
to translate into action.  —  AFP 

Abbas embarks on a multi-country tour 
An ‘urgent’ need for UN resolution on Israeli settlements

BEIRUT: Syrian Kurds and their allies aim to finalize
plans within six months for an autonomous political
federation in northern Syria, pressing ahead despite
the objections of foreign governments which fear
Syria’s disintegration. While talks to end the five-year
conflict in Syria struggle, the plans are taking shape
independently of United Nations-led diplomacy and
creating facts on the ground in an area of the coun-
try known in Kurdish as Rojava.

But the goal of a federal administration where
Kurdish officials say other ethnic groups will have
autonomy and rights is encountering resistance,
notably from the United States, which backs the
main Kurdish militia militarily. Hadiya Yousef, a
Kurdish official leading efforts to build the new gov-
ernment, says it is time the West gave its full backing
to a plan she says is not aimed at Kurdish secession
but at helping to resolve the Syrian crisis. “We don’t
expect hostile parties to support this project, but we
hope Western states that have lived the experience
of unions and federalism to support this type of proj-
ect,” she told Reuters in an interview.

Kurdish groups have emerged as some of the best
organized in Syria since the eruption of the conflict in
2011. Their militia, the YPG, has carved out three areas
of northern Syria where regional governments have
already been set up. Yousef expects the new federal
government to grow into areas where Islamic State is
losing ground. The YPG has been a crucial partner for
the United States in its campaign against Islamic State
in Syria, and forms the backbone of the Syria

Democratic Forces alliance that is battling the jihadist
group across wide areas of the north.

But that has not been translated into political
support from the United States, whose policy is
shaped partly by Turkey’s concerns that rising
Kurdish influence in Syria is fuelling separatism
among its own Kurdish minority. When representa-
tives of the Kurdish-controlled north voted last
month to establish the self-run “federal democratic
system of Rojava”, Washington reiterated its opposi-
tion to “semi-autonomous zones inside Syria”. The
main Syrian Kurdish party, the PYD, has meanwhile
been left out of the UN-led peace talks, in line with
Turkey’s wishes.

Yousef, 43, said the decision to set up a federal
government was in large part driven by the expan-
sion of territories captured from Islamic State, includ-
ing Arab towns. “Now, after the liberation of many
areas, it requires us to go to a wider and more com-
prehensive system that can embrace all the develop-
ments in the area, that will also give rights to all the
groups to represent themselves and to form their
own administrations,” she added.

Jailed for Kurdish activism
Jailed for two years in Damascus prior to the war

on charges of being a member of a secret organiza-
tion aiming to break up Syria, Yousef today rejects any
notion Kurds are pursuing a separatist agenda, even
as they become more powerful. Kurds, the largest
non-Arab ethnic group in Syria, faced systematic dis-

crimination by the state until the 2011 uprising.
Kurdish minorities also exist in Iran and Iraq, where
Kurds have established a regional government in the
north. Yousef is co-chair of a 151-member council
including Kurds, Arabs, Turkmen, Assyrians and other
groups that will approve a new constitution known as
a “social contract”. Drafting will begin after consulta-
tive meetings at community level.

Such meetings have already been held in the
town of al-Shadadi, recently captured from Islamic
State, and Sarrin, a town just east of the Euphrates
river in Aleppo province seized from the jihadists last
year. “All the meetings are so far positive,” she said.
Though the details have yet to be agreed, Yousef said
a new government would have a legislative council
based in a yet-to-be-decided location. The constitu-
tion would also define the nature of the relationship
between the federation and the government of a
reformed, democratic Syria, she said.

“After the approval of the social contract, there will
be general elections in the area of democratic feder-
alism and the formation of a council elected by the
people,” said Yousef. Syria’s President Bashar al-Assad
and rebel groups fighting to topple him all reject
what they see as Kurdish separatism.  Assad’s govern-
ment said the vote last month to seek self-administra-
tion had no “legal value” because it did not represent
the will of all Syrians. Yousef said preparations over
the next six months would include public diplomacy
abroad to explain the plan, adding: “We will work as
hard as we can to be ready in six months.”  — Reuters

Syrian Kurds in six-month 
countdown to federalism

Federal zone expands as Islamic State loses ground

JERUSALEM: One of Jerusalem’s most pop-
ular Palestinian hummus joints, Lina, used
to serve about 100 Israeli diners a day - the
majority of its clientele. But after the out-
break of Israeli-Palestinian violence last fall,
the place saw business drop to about three
or four Israeli diners a day, and even many
Palestinians abandoned the landmark Old
City establishment. “It’s been hard,” said
Ghaleb Zahadeh, Lina’s manager. “It’s get-
ting better a little bit.” But not by much -
over the last two weeks, he said he served
about 10 Israeli customers a day, all of them
longtime regulars.

Although the seven-month wave of vio-
lence appears to be subsiding, many Arabs
and Jews still avoid each other’s areas. Fewer
Palestinians picnic in parks on the Jewish
side of town, and both groups are largely
avoiding trips to the Old City, home to
Jerusalem’s holy sites, where many attacks
have occurred. “People are still not leaving
their safe zones,” said researcher Marik Shtern
of the Jerusalem Institute for Israel Studies,
who recently conducted focus groups with
Israelis and Palestinians in the city. “The
geography of fear is still very dominant.”

Attacks ebbed
Overall, the atmosphere has improved

since the tense days of last fall. Posters adver-
tising pepper spray and self-defense classes

have been papered over with ads for con-
certs. Bars are abuzz. Some 25,000 runners
streamed through the city in last month’s
marathon. Police say Palestinian attacks in
Jerusalem have ebbed in recent weeks, and
city officials are trying to dispel fears that visi-
tors could fall victim to sudden stabbings in

the streets. “Jerusalem is one of the safest
cities in the world,” Mayor Nir Barkat recently
told reporters, citing a lower crime rate than
in New York or Chicago.

Those who appear to need the most con-
vincing are Israelis themselves. Many Israelis,
especially those from the cosmopolitan Tel

Aviv area, who used to take day or weekend
trips to explore Jerusalem’s historic sites and
culinary offerings, have been avoiding the
city, hotel and restaurant operators say. The
number of Israelis booking Jerusalem hotel
rooms has dropped by 10 to 20 percent since
the violence erupted in mid-September,
according to Omer Yaniv, another researcher
at the Jerusalem Institute for Israel Studies.

The city’s eateries have suffered losses of
up to 40 percent, according to the Jerusalem
Restaurants Association. Four landmark
restaurants - the French inspired Eldad
Vezehoo and Cavalier, Italian restaurant
Topoleone and the boisterous Georgian
restaurant Racha- closed down or relocated,
blaming their empty tables on diners’ fears.
“The attacks murdered us,” said Lily Ben
Shalom, the owner of Racha. Nearly every-
one who booked tables between October
and December canceled their reservations,
so she moved her restaurant to Tel Aviv. 

Hurting for Jerusalem
“I am hurting for Jerusalem,” she said.

Initially, the violence was connected to ten-
sions surrounding a sacred hilltop site known
as the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound to
Muslims and the Temple Mount to Jews.
Hundreds of nationalist Jewish activists visit-
ed the site on the eve of the Jewish New Year,
and Israel placed age restrictions on visits by

Muslims, sparking rumors among
Palestinians that Israel was planning to dis-
rupt the status quo that deems the site a
Muslim place of worship and prevents
Jewish prayer. Israel denied the accusations.
But there were Palestinian calls to defend the
site, sparking “lone wolf” attacks. Stabbings,
shootings and car-ramming attacks on Israeli
civilians and security forces in Jerusalem
spread to the West Bank and parts of Israel.
According to Israel’s Shin Bet security agency,
the majority of the attackers were young
Palestinians acting out of personal or finan-
cial distress, with only some motivated by
ideological reasons.

So far, Palestinian attacks have killed 28
Israelis and two Americans, and at least 188
Palestinians have been killed by Israeli fire.
Israel says most of the Palestinians killed
were attackers while the rest died in clashes
with Israeli security forces. Jewish activists
are again encouraging pilgrimages to the
holy site for Passover this month, raising fears
of renewed violence. Activist leader Yehuda
Glick, who survived a Palestinian attack and
was banned from visiting the site for a year
and a half, resumed visits last month despite
continued threats against him. “All it takes is
for someone to light a match,” said Hagai
Amnon Snir, the Israeli director of the
Jerusalem Intercultural Center, which pro-
motes co-existence. — AP 

HMEIMIM AIR BASE: Around a dozen Russian
warplanes stand on the tarmac at the
Hmeimim base inside government-held terri-
tory on Syria’s Mediterranean coast. Nearby the
giant radar of an S-400 air defense system-the
most modern in Russia’s arsenal-whirs non-
stop. A month ago Russian President Vladimir
Putin surprised the West by ordering the “main
part” of his forces to pull out-just as he had
when launching Moscow’s bombing campaign
in Syria around five months earlier to back up
ally Bashar Al-Assad.

After regime troops managed to claw back
key territory, Putin said Russia’s warplanes had
“on the whole” completed their task after fly-
ing some 9,000 bombing raids over Syria.
Since then Russian state media has shown a
string of fighter jets returning home to be
greeted by brass bands and much fanfare. On
the ground now at the Russian base in Syria-at
least during a tightly-controlled tour for jour-
nalists organized by the defense ministry in
Moscow-the situation appeared to have
changed strikingly. When an AFP correspon-
dent visited during an earlier press trip at the
height of the air campaign in December, the
deafening roar of jets taking off on bombing
runs was almost constant.

This time, no jets could be heard and the
number of aircraft stationed there had
dropped visibly.  “More than 20 planes have
been withdrawn-including Su-34 jets, Su-24
and all the Su-25s. Also helicopters have been
withdrawn-some Mi-8, Mi-24,” Russian military
spokesman Igor Konashenkov said during the
return flight to Moscow. “Less than half of the
aircraft we had have remained.”

Palmyra and Al-Qaryatain
The partial withdrawal, however, does not

mean that Moscow’s forces are not still heavily
involved in the fighting in Syria. Since the
Kremlin said it was scaling down its air pres-
ence in the country, regime forces-backed up
crucially by Russian firepower-have in fact
scored some of their most dramatic successes
in areas not covered by the February ceasefire.
On March 27 Syrian forces reclaimed the world
heritage site of Palmyra from the Islamic State

group and on April 4 they retook the jihadist
bastion of Al-Qaryatain.

Standing next to the gutted remains of a
former cultural centre that served as an IS
headquarters in the heart of devastated Al-
Qaryatain, Syrian army colonel Ezdasher
Mando said Russian air power had played a
key role in the town’s recapture. “The fighters
from (IS) had set up fortified positions all
around here,” he told journalists. “With the
help of Russian aviation the Syrian army and
militias could gradually get closer and closer.”
Russia’s military says its main role was using its
airpower to wipe out IS positions in the hills
around the towns and then blast convoys of
reinforcements as they tried to join the fight-
ing. They say attack helicopters-more suited to
backing up infantry operations on the ground-
played a key part but were limited mainly to
night time strikes due to their vulnerability
from the ground.

In terms of ground forces, the official narra-
tive remains that Russian artillery and troops
are not engaged directly in frontline fighting.
Moscow does admit that its advisors and spe-
cial operations forces on the ground played an
“essential” role in planning the operations and
guiding Russian airstrikes. In a rare move dur-
ing the operation to retake Palmyra, Moscow
announced one special ops soldier helping to
target Russia’s bombing was killed when he
called in an air strike on himself after being sur-
rounded by IS fighters.

‘Still enough forces’
Despite Russia appearing to scale down its

presence after a game-changing intervention
to shore up Assad’s crumbling forces, its mili-
tary role in Syria appears far from over. The situ-
ation remains intensely volatile with the cease-
fire frequently violated and peace talks making
little headway.  On Monday jihadists from Al-
Qaeda affiliate Al-Nusra and allied rebels
pressed offensives against regime troops in
Aleppo, Hama and Latakia provinces, a moni-
toring group said. In recent days Russia has
warned that Al-Nusra has taken over or sub-
sumed groups in areas around Aleppo and has
massed thousands of fighters. — AFP 

LATAKIA: Photo shows two Russian Sukhoi Su-25 bombers at the Russian
Hmeimim military base in Latakia province, in the northwest of Syria. Around
a dozen Russian warplanes stand on the tarmac at the Hmeimim base inside
government-held territory on Syria’s Mediterranean coast. — AFP

SIDON: A car bomb exploded yesterday in
Lebanon’s southern port city of Sidon, killing at
least one person identified as a Palestinian offi-
cial, a security source said. The source said the

blast killed Fathi Zeidan, who headed the
Fatah movement in the Miye Miye Palestinian
refugee camp near Sidon. “His identification
card was found near the car which exploded,

which was also his,” the source said, adding it
was unclear if Zeidan had been in the car at
the time. 

The army’s forensics unit arrived at the
scene of the blast and cleared away scorched
body parts lying near a car in flames, said an
AFP correspondent at the scene. More than
450,000 Palestinians are registered in Lebanon
with the UN agency for Palestinian refugees,
and most live in squalid conditions in 12 offi-
cial refugee camps.

The camps are administered by Palestinian
officials and security forces, rather than the
Lebanese authorities. In recent years, tensions
have risen between Palestinian president
Mahmud Abbas’s Fatah movement and the
Jund Al-Sham Islamist group, especially in the
Ain Al-Hilweh camp, which is also near Sidon.
The rival factions in Ain Al-Hilweh have clashed
several times in the past year, with each side
accusing each other of assassination attempts.
Ain Al-Hilweh has become the scene of score-
settling between several factions, and a breed-
ing ground for extremist groups that have
flourished on the back of the poverty afflicting
the camp. — AFP 

Car bomb kills Palestinian
official in Lebanon’s Sidon 

As attacks subside, Jerusalem tries to return to normal

Fewer jets on ground in Syria 
but Russia still key in fighting

JERUSALEM: A Jewish couple walks past a Palestinian man in the old
city in Jerusalem. After a months-long surge in Israeli-Palestinian vio-
lence, Jerusalem is struggling to return to its routine as Palestinian
attacks have subsided. — AP 

SIDON: A member of the Lebanese emergency services removes the body of Palestinian official
Fathi Zeidan from the scene of a bomb explosion in southern port city of Sidon yesterday. — AFP 


