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NABLUS: After weeks of waiting for the
funeral,  Bassim Salah’s family stil l
couldn’t bury his body when it was
returned by the Israeli authorities too
frozen and contorted to fit in the grave.
The 38-year-old Palestinian was killed in
November while trying to stab an Israeli
border guard near an entrance to
Jerusalem’s Old City, according to the
police. His body, like those of dozens of
other Palestinians since a wave of
attacks began in October, is the subject
of a macabre dispute between the Israeli
authorities and families seeking to
grieve.

His brother Saad flicks through dis-
turbing images of the corpse, after it was
handed over by the Israelis to the
Palestinian Red Crescent. Before they
could lay him to rest, his family in the
West Bank city of Nablus was forced to
watch the body slowly thaw after its
return from storage in a freezer in an
Israeli morgue. “We only wanted the
body to bury him in an honorable way,”
Saad said. According to Islamic tradition,
burial should take place as soon as pos-

sible after death.
The Israeli government announced

on Oct 14 that it would not return the
bodies of assailants as part of a range of
measures designed to curb the spate of
attacks. Many funerals have been
delayed, sometimes for more than three
months.

‘No Respect’ 
A total of 156 Palestinians and 24

Israelis have been killed in three months
of violence. Most of the Palestinians
killed were carrying out attacks. At the
height of confiscations, Israel held 56
bodies, according to the Palestinians.
But the majority have been released in
recent weeks, with only 10 still being
held. Mazen Hassan Arabeh, 37, was
killed on Dec 3 while carrying out an
attack at a checkpoint, according to the
Israeli authorities.

The director of Abu Dis Medical
Centre said it took 20 people to carry the
body when it was returned because it
was “completely frozen”. “It seems that
they are tossing them in the refrigerator

after their deaths without any regard for
their shape,” Abdullah Abu Hilal said.
“The occupation does not respect them
even when they put their bodies in a
fridge.”

Rights groups have criticized the poli-
cy of withholding bodies, saying it
increases tensions. And much of the
Israeli establishment agrees. The issue
has divided the Israeli military - which
supports returning the bodies - and
Public Security Minister Gilad Erdan,
who wants to avoid funerals becoming
political rallies. The army has returned all
the bodies from the West Bank, for
which it is responsible.

But those from annexed east
Jerusalem, under Erdan’s ministry, have
been withheld. “Until now, the bodies
were held as every funeral turned into
disruptions of order and a show of sup-
port for terror,” said a spokesman for
Erdan. However, Defence Minister
Moshe Yaalon has argued for their return
to ease tensions, according to Israeli
media reports. “Past experience has
taught us that holding bodies brings

more harm than benefit,” an Israeli offi-
cial told AFP.

Numerous marches have been organ-
ized in Palestinian communities to

demand the return of the bodies. When
it does hand them over, Israel imposes
conditions such as that funerals take
place at night. —AFP 

Israeli-Palestinian battle doesn’t end at death

NABLUS: The mother of Bassim Salah sits next to his portrait at their family
home in this city in the Israeli occupied West Bank on Jan 3, 2016. — AFP 

DAVOS: Senior Saudi and Iranian figures clashed
behind closed doors at a private meeting con-
vened by the World Economic Forum in Davos
this week to try to promote peace in Syria, par-
ticipants said. The barbed exchange between
Saudi Prince Turki Al-Faisal and Iranian Foreign
Minister Javad Zarif at an invitation-only meet-
ing on Wednesday underlined the hostility
between the two Gulf rivals, who are waging
proxy wars in Syria, Yemen and Iraq.

Riyadh broke off diplomatic relations and cut
off trade and transport ties with Tehran two
weeks ago after protesters stormed the Saudi
embassy in Iran. The protests erupted following
the Saudi execution of a leading Shi’ite cleric
that outraged predominantly Shiite Iranians. The
standoff highlights some of the reasons US-
Russian-backed peace talks on Syria may not
open as planned in Geneva next week. There is
no agreement on who should represent oppo-
nents of the Syrian government, and Riyadh-
backed rebels are demanding that Russia first
stop air strikes in Syria.

An official photographer snapped Faisal and
Zarif shaking hands outside the room. The pic-
ture was not distributed and any warmth evapo-
rated when they sat around the table with UN
and other senior officials. “It was a dialogue of
the deaf,” said one participant, who asked not to
be identified because of the confidentiality of
the session. Zarif denied any secret meeting
with Prince Turki, a former head of Saudi intelli-
gence and ambassador to the United States.
Asked at a news conference the same day
whether he would meet any Saudi officials in
Davos, he said: “There won’t be any secret meet-
ing.”

Prince Turki confirmed to Reuters that he had
attended the session with Zarif and others but
declined comment on what was said, citing the

off-the-record ground rules of the meeting. UN
special envoy on Syria Staffan de Mistura, former
UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan, former Arab
League Secretary-General Amr Moussa of Egypt,
the foreign ministers of Italy and Austria and
officials from Turkey and several other Western
nations were also around the table.

Sectarian Strife
De Mistura opened the meeting by saying

the time was ripe for the Geneva peace talks
because outside powers all wanted a political
solution to the five-year-old civil war in Syria, the
participants said. However, several speakers
questioned Russia’s motives for intervening in
the conflict since September with air strikes in
support of President Bashar al-Assad. They cast
doubt on whether Moscow and Tehran wanted
any deal that would involve Assad’s eventual
departure.

Zarif said Iran supported a political solution
and had set out a four-point peace plan when it
was finally invited to join international diploma-
cy on Syria last year. It had been excluded for
years at US and Saudi insistence. Without nam-
ing any country, he took a veiled swipe at Riyadh
by condemning those, he said, who fanned and
exploited sectarian differences between Sunni
and Shi’ite Muslims across the region.

At his news conference, Zarif accused Saudi
Arabia of having spent millions of dollars to lob-
by the US Congress against an international deal
on Iran’s nuclear programme. An agreement
with Iran led to the lifting of UN sanctions on the
country this week. He said Riyadh had panicked
after the embassy attack and the Saudis needed
to “come to their senses”. Prince Turki hit back in
the closed session, blasting Iran’s role in the Syria
conflict, the participants said. Quoting an Arabic
saying, he told Zarif: “I really like what you say

but when I look at what you do, I wonder.”
Prince Turki, the 70-year-old youngest son of

the late King Faisal, accused Iran of having
10,000 fighters on the ground in Syria support-
ing Assad, participants said. He described the
Syrian leader as a “terrorist killing his own peo-
ple” who was directly kept in power by Tehran,
the participants said. One participant said the
prince’s remarks were sharper than expected
and shocked some of those attending the meet-
ing.

While declining to comment on the
exchange, Prince Turki told Reuters the com-
mander of the Iranian Revolutionary Guards had
boasted publicly that Iran had 120,000 fighters
in Arab countries. Iran has acknowledged that
officers of its Revolutionary Guards have been
killed in Syria, but it denies having a large mili-
tary presence in the country or participating
directly in combat operations.

Officials close to Damascus and familiar with
military developments have said that hundreds
of Iranian fighters have joined the ground war in
Syria since Russia began its air strikes last
September, many of them deployed near
Aleppo. A Middle East diplomat said the Iranian
presence was closer to 2,000 Revolutionary
Guards, but they were augmented by several
thousand Shiite volunteers from countries such
as Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iraq who had
received military training in Iran.

Zarif did not respond to Prince Turki’s attack
in the meeting and the rest of the session was
inconclusive. UN envoy de Mistura lamented
that “this is the third year we are talking about
Syria and not getting anywhere”, one participant
said. He said the Europeans at the table only
talked about the humanitarian situation and the
refugee crisis and how to stop refugees reaching
Europe. —Reuters 

Saudi-Iranian proxy 

war spreads to Davos
Zarif, Turki exchange barbs in closed-door meeting

ISTANBUL: US Vice President Joe Biden (left) poses for photographers with Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan prior to their meeting at the
Yildiz Mabeyn Palace yesterday. — AP 

Biden slams PKK, hails Turkey help
ISTANBUL: US Vice President Joe Biden yester-
day condemned the Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK) as a “terror group plain and simple” and a
threat to Turkey like the Islamic State group,
while hailing Ankara’s cooperation in the fight
against jihadists. After talks with Turkish Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu in Istanbul, Biden
pleased his hosts with a ringing denunciation of
the “outrageous” attacks by the PKK, which the
Turkish military is seeking to cripple in a relent-
less but controversial campaign.

He praised much closer cooperation in the
battle against IS between Washington and
Ankara, which had been accused in the past of
turning a blind eye to the jihadist extremists. He
also spoke of the possibility of a “military opera-
tion” in Syria should peace talks fail, but the
White House later made clear he was only refer-
ring to current coalition military operations
against IS. The PKK, listed as a terror group by
Washington and the European Union, has killed
dozens of members of the Turkish security
forces in attacks since a truce collapsed in July.

Turkey however has expressed concern that
Washington was seeking to woo the PKK as an
ally in the anti-IS fight and vehemently opposed
any move to delist it as a terror group. Ankara is

also concerned about the extent of US coopera-
tion in Syria with the People’s Protection Units
(YPG), which Turkey sees as a branch of the PKK.
The IS group “is not the only existential threat to
the people of Turkey, the PKK is equally a threat
and we are aware of that... it is a terror group
plain and simple and what they continue to do
is absolutely outrageous,” Biden said.

“We do agree with you that in terms of their
actions Daesh (IS), PKK and (Al-Qaeda’s Syria
affiliate) Al-Nusra... are simply terrorist groups,”
said Biden. Davutoglu emphasised Ankara saw
no difference between those groups and the
extreme-left DHKP-C. “We were pleased to have
seen in the talks our approach is shared,” he
said. He also reaffirmed Turkey’s opposition to
the YPG, which he accused of carrying out eth-
nic cleansing in northern Syria and being “part
of the PKK and receiving open support from the
PKK”. Biden later held over two-and-a-half hours
of talks with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
but no statement was made after the discus-
sions. 

‘Shared Mission’ 
The US vice president praised Turkey for tak-

ing “very important steps to improve the securi-

ty of its border” from IS militants who until
recently controlled much of the frontier region
in Syria. Biden said Turkey and the United States
were coordinating ever more precisely on what
is a “shared mission on the extermination of IS”.
“We do believe our plans together have gotten
more contoured and more coordinated,” he said.
“We are increasingly making progress and that
progress will be sped up as a result of our meet-
ing today.”

He said the two sides also discussed bolster-
ing support for Sunni Arab groups inside Syria
to cut off any remaining access that IS has to the
border region. “That is a priority for both our
nations so we can prevent new fighters and
equipment from reaching IS fighters,” he added.
Biden said work was continuing on finding a
political solution to Syria’s almost five-year civil
war, saying: “We are neither optimistic nor pes-
simistic.  We are determined.” He added: “But we
are prepared if that is not possible to having a
military solution to this operation and taking
out Daesh (IS),” he said. A US official emphasized
that Biden’s comments did not herald any
change in US policy in Syria, saying he was
referring to the simultaneous pursuit of a politi-
cal solution alongside the fight against IS.—AFP

TUNIS: Tunisian Prime Minister Habib Essid leads an emergency cabinet meeting yes-
terday. — AFP 

Tunisia premier urges 

patience after unrest
TUNIS: Tunisian Prime Minister Habib
Essid pleaded yesterday for people to be
“patient” after a wave of protests against
poverty and unemployment in the worst
social unrest since the 2011 revolution. He
spoke after chairing an emergency cabi-
net meeting as authorities said a night-
time nationwide curfew would be indefi-
nite. The measure was imposed Friday
after the spread of unrest from the central
town of Kasserine, where an unemployed
man died of electrocution during a
protest, to the rest of the country.

Anger at the Jan 16 death of Ridha
Yahyaoui after he climbed a power pole
also hit the capital where shops were burnt
and looted in one suburb. It was the worst
social unrest since the revolution five years
ago that ousted longtime dictator Zine El
Abidine Ben Ali .  Tunisia “is in danger
despite the positive things which we have
accomplished, particularly the transition
toward democracy”, said Essid, urging peo-
ple to “understand that there are difficul-
ties”. “Solutions exist but some patience
and optimism are needed,” said Essid.

The premier, who met the defence and
interior ministers before the cabinet meet-
ing, did not announce any firm measures
to tackle unemployment and corruption
which have plagued the countr y.  On
Friday he said he had “no magic wand” to
solve unemployment which is more than
15 percent nationwide and 32 percent
among university graduates. In a televised
address on Friday, President Beji Caid
Essebsi expressed understanding for the
frustration vented in impoverished
regions of central Tunisia. But he also
warned against “ill-intentioned hands”
exploiting the legitimate grievances of
demonstrators.

Calm returned to Kasserine yesterday
morning after a day of clashes, but in the
nearby town of Sidi Bouzid-the cradle of

the revolution - teenagers set tyres alight,
AFP journalists said. “Security-wise, it has
started to stabilise,” interior ministry
spokesman Walid Louguini  told AFP.
Nevertheless authorities said the 8:00 pm
to 5:00 am curfew would stay. There have
been 261 arrests over the unrest and 84
for curfew violations on Friday, the interior
ministry said.

‘Honest Leaders’ Needed 
Analyst Selim Kharrat called the unrest

“the most serious social crisis since 2011”,
and expressed disappointment at the cab-
inet’s failure to announce solutions to
resolve the situation. The government
“missed the opportunity to give a positive
signal”, he said. The government “could
have taken inexpensive measures” to bat-
tle corruption but has “a limited margin for
manoeuvre”, Kharrat said. “The demonstra-
tions are demanding not only jobs but
also honest leaders,” he added.

Yesterday’s cabinet session comes after
Essid earlier this month replaced his for-
eign and interior ministers in the first
reshuffle since Essebsi took office in late
2014. The unrest echoed the public anger
that erupted after the death of young fruit
seller Mohammed Bouazizi in December
2011 in protest at unemployment and
police harassment. Bouazizi set himself on
fire in Sidi Bouzid, sparking the uprising
that toppled Ben Ali - whose rule was
tainted by graft accusations - and inspired
the Arab Spring revolts.

Othman Yahyaoui on Friday said his
electrocuted son was “a victim of corrup-
tion, marginalisation and unkept promis-
es”. Mehrez, a brother, said impoverished
youths were being driven towards “drug
trafficking and terrorism”, in reference to
the thousands of young Tunisians who
have joined jihadist organisations such as
the Islamic State (IS) group.— AFP 

‘Russian raids’ kill civilians
BEIRUT: Suspected Russian raids killed 33
civilians in war-ravaged eastern Syria on
Saturday, amid reports US forces are build-
ing up an air base to bolster their fight
against jihadists further north. Meanwhile,
senior diplomats scrambled to resolve the
key question of who will represent Syria’s
opposition at crucial talks next week aimed
at ending the nearly-five year war. In east-
ern Syria, the 33 civilians were killed in air
strikes suspected to have been carried out
by Russian warplanes on a jihadist-held vil-
lage.

The Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights said nine children and two women
were among the dead in Khasham, which is
controlled by the Islamic State group. The
village is in Syria’s oil-rich Deir Ezzor
province, where IS has sought to advance
in recent days despite a barrage of Russian
and Syrian government air strikes. The
week-long IS offensive on the provincial
capital has left nearly 500 people dead and
sparked fears of mass killings among the
200,000 people still living there. 

IS declared a self-styled “caliphate” in
2014 across swathes of Syria and Iraq,
imposing its ultra-conservative interpreta-
tion of Islamic law there. In Syria, it is under
fire by the government and Damascus’s

long-time ally Russia, as well as a US-led
coalition also battling the jihadists in Iraq.
To bolster their fight against the group, US
special forces deployed in Syria are build-
ing up an airbase in the northeast, sources
told AFP on Saturday.

‘US Strengthening Airfield’ 
A Syrian military source said nearly 100

“American experts” and Syrian Kurdish mili-
tia were nearly done outfitting Rmeilan air-
field in Hasakeh province. “The airbase will
be used for helicopters and cargo planes.
Its strip is now 2,700 metres long and is
ready to be used by planes that will trans-
port equipment and ammunition,” the
source added. A security source in north-
east Syria said “American special forces and
advisers are using the Rmeilan airport as a
base, from where helicopters are taking off
towards the fronts”.

The Pentagon said the US had “not tak-
en control” of any airfield in Syria. “There
has been no change to the size of mission
of the US presence in Syria,” said US Central
Command spokesman Colonel Pat Ryder.
“That being said, US forces in Syria are con-
sistently looking at ways to increase effi-
ciency for logistics and personnel recovery
support,” he said. —AFP 


