
BEIRUT: Washington and Moscow scrambled to salvage
Syria’s shaky ceasefire yesterday as the country reeled
from jihadist bombings that killed more than 160 people
in President Bashar al-Assad’s coastal heartland. A regime
offensive outside the capital has severely strained an
already fragile nationwide ceasefire between the regime
and non-jihadist rebels intended to pave the way for
peace talks to end the five-year conflict.

The latest attempts to salvage the truce come after at
least 161 people were killed in car bombings and suicide
attacks on Monday in the northwestern cities of Jableh
and Tartous that were claimed by the Islamic State group.
The US envoy for Syria late Monday urged rebels to
respect the Feb 27 ceasefire after they gave its brokers -
Washington and Moscow - until yesterday afternoon to
stop the advance on rebel bastions outside Damascus.

“We recognize that the CoH (Cessation of Hostilities)
is under severe stress, but believe that to abandon it
now would be strategic error,” Michael Ratney said in a
statement on Twitter. “If the armed factions abandoned
the CoH, Assad and his supporters would claim this
gives them licence to attack all the opposition forces
without international objection.” Twenty-nine rebel
groups had called on Washington and Moscow to force
Assad’s regime “to completely and immediately halt
their brutal offensive against Daraya and Eastern
Ghouta” near Damascus.

New ‘Regime of Silence’ 
Syria’s army, backed by Lebanon’s Shiite militia

Hezbollah, on Thursday recaptured the town of Deir al-
Assafir and nine nearby villages in the south of Eastern

Ghouta. The town of Daraya was one of the first to erupt
in demonstrations against the government in 2011. It has
been under a strict regime siege since late 2012. Staunch
regime ally Russia late Monday called for a temporary
local truce in Eastern Ghouta and Daraya - within the
wider nationwide ceasefire - from yesterday.

“The Russian reconciliation center is calling for a 72-
hour regime of silence in Eastern Ghouta and Daraya,”

Russia’s defense ministry quoted the head of the Russian
coordination center in Syria, Sergei Kuralenko, as saying.
The February ceasefire does not include the Islamic State
group and its jihadist rival, Syria’s Al-Qaeda affiliate, Al-
Nusra Front. Kuralenko reiterated Moscow’s call for mod-
erate rebels to withdraw from areas controlled by the Al-
Nusra Front and break ranks with the jihadists, saying
Russia would keep targeting the militants. — AFP 

TEHRAN: A hardline Iranian cleric who has been
in the country’s power structure since its 1979
Islamic Revolution was chosen yesterday to lead
the Assembly of Experts, a clerical body that
picks the country’s next supreme leader. The
selection of 89-year-old Ayatollah Ahmad
Jannati, an ultraconservative who called for the
execution of opposition activists after Iran’s dis-
puted 2009 election and asked Iraqis to be sui-
cide bombers against US forces in Iraq in 2003,
signals the power hardliners still wield in Iran
despite a recent nuclear deal with world powers.

In yesterday’s vote, Jannati received the back-
ing of 55 members of the 88-seat Assembly and
beat two other candidates for the post of speak-
er, moderate Ebrahim Amini and conservative
Mahmoud Hashemi Sharoudi. He will serve as
the body’s speaker for two years. Influential
moderate Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, a former
president who has helmed the Assembly in the
past, did not offer himself as a candidate in the
voting. Moderate President Hassan Rouhani,
whose administration secured the nuclear deal
last year, also is a member of the Assembly.

After the vote, Jannati reiterated recent com-
ments by Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei that the Assembly should remain “rev-

olutionary”, state TV reported. “I hope to work in
a way that leads to happiness of the almighty
God, the supreme leader and the people,”
Jannati said. Clerics in the 88-seat Assembly
serve eight-year terms in the body after being
elected by popular vote. Incoming clerics were
elected in a February poll that saw moderate
candidates and their allies make gains in the
country’s parliament.

However, conservatives hold sway over the
Assembly, which supervises the country ’s
supreme leader, who has final say on state
matters. The body’s real power emerges after
the supreme leader is gone, working as an
Iranian version of the Vatican’s College of
Cardinals when they gather to pick a new
pope. The Assembly has done that only once
since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. In 1989, it
picked Khamenei to succeed his late mentor,
the Islamic Revolution patriarch Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khomeini.

Jannati has been in the power structure of
Iran for decades. Jannati already serves as secre-
tary of Iran’s powerful constitutional watchdog,
the Guardian Council, which is in charge of vet-
ting candidates for the Assembly of Experts, as
well as those running in parliamentary and pres-

idential elections. Tehran-based political analyst
Saeed Leilaz said he believed Jannati’s election
showed Khamenei’s influence on the panel, as
well as Jannati’s own in being able to vet and
pick candidates from his post on the Guardian
Council. “Jannati is symbol of continuation” of
hardline policies, Leilaz said.

Jannati’s biography shows that as well. He
traveled the world in 1989 to seek Muslim
nations’ support for the death fatwa, or edict,
issued by clerics against author Salman
Rushdie for his book “The Satanic Verses”. He
accused Qatar in 2002 of “committing treason
against all Muslims” by hosting a US airbase,
and urged Iraqis in 2003 to “resort to martyr-
dom operations to expel the United States.” In
2009, he remarked during Friday prayers that
he wanted someone to shoot then-Israeli
Foreign Minister Tzipi Livni.

Jannati is widely believed to have been a
major backer of Iran’s former hardline President
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. After Iran’s disputed
2009 vote that saw Ahmadinejad re-elected,
Jannati warned security forces that any soft
treatment of detained activists would be consid-
ered treason. “Nobody gives a flower to his mur-
derer,” he said at the time. — AP 

TEHRAN: Hardline Iranian cleric Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati speaks during inaugural meeting of the Assembly of Experts yester-
day. — AP 
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BEN GUERDANE, Tunisia: After a US air
strike killed a Tunisian jihadist commander in
western Libya in late February, dozens of
Islamic State fighters sneaked across the bor-
der into Tunisia and attacked an army bar-
racks and police bases in the town of Ben
Guerdane. In the battle that followed, Islamic
State militants shot dead local Tunisian anti-
terrorism chief Colonel Abdel Atti Abdelkabir
meters from his home. Residents, including
the colonel’s brother, say they recognized
some of the attackers as former neighbors
and classmates who had left to train with
Islamic State in Libya. In all, more than 50 mil-
itants died in the assault.

The battle was further evidence of how
Libya’s chaos has spilled over into its more
stable neighbor. Tunisia, one of the most sec-
ular countries in the Arab world, is trying to
nurture the nascent democracy that grew
out of its 2011 uprising against the govern-
ment of Zine El-Abidine Ben Ali. But it also
faces an intensifying battle against Islamist
militants - not least Tunisian fighters now
based just across the border. “We’re sitting
right next to a nation that has no peace,”
Abdelkabir’s brother Hussein told Reuters in
the family home.  “My brother was directly
targeted. He said they would come to attack
one day and they came for him.”

Tunisia’s 2011 uprising created fertile
ground for jihadist recruiters. Hundreds of
Islamist militants were freed from prison as
part of an amnesty for those detained under
Ben Ali.  Ultra-conservative Salafists began to
flex their muscle, seizing control of mosques
and clashing with secularists. As Tunisia’s poli-
tics have stabilised, the government has
reasserted control, taking back mosques, ban-
ning the local Al-Qaeda affiliate Ansar al
Sharia, and forcing many militants to flee.

At first the jihadists mostly headed to Syria.
But now Libya is more popular with them -
many Tunisians have become key figures in
Islamic State there. In all, officials estimate that
between 4,000-6,000 Tunisians have left to
fight for Islamic State and other groups,
among them university graduates and profes-
sionals recruited online. The flow continues.
Since last summer, for instance, nearly 80
young Tunisians from Remada, a town two
hours south of Ben Guerdane, have crossed
into Libya, according to residents there, spirit-
ed along the same desert scrubland tracks
used by traffickers to ferry cheap Libyan fuel
into Tunisia. Over the past year or so, some
militants have begun to return. Security forces
say recent attacks on a beach hotel and a
museum were carried out by Tunisian gun-
men who had trained in Libya. Earlier this
month, more than 20 suspected militants
were arrested in Tunis. They are believed to
have brought explosives from Libya for
attacks on the capital, the government said.

Recruitment
The Tunisian jihadist commander killed in

the US air strike on Sabratha was Noureddine
Chouchane. He trained gunmen in his Libyan
camps to kill foreign tourists in Tunisia,
according to US and Tunisian officials. A for-
mer senior member of Ansar al Sharia,
Chouchane had also become a key recruiter
for Islamic State. Among those who joined
him were his wife, Rahma, 17, and her sister,
Gofran, 18, the girls’ mother told Reuters. She
said the two were typical music-loving
teenagers. But after meetings with local
Ansar al Sharia recruiters in 2013, they
became more conservative, demanded a ban
on television at home and harassed their
mother to wear more modest headscarves.

Last year, they both left for Libya. They are
now held in Maitiga prison in Tripoli, after
being arrested by local forces there. “Rahma
always told me she was proud of what she
was doing,” her mother said in the family
home in Tunis, where two younger sisters still
live. “After the Sabratha strike, she said she
wanted to come back.”

New Frontline
Ben Guerdane, a dusty town of one-storey

buildings, has a long history of supplying
jihadists going back to the 1980s, when
Tunisians fought in Afghanistan. Later it sent
fighters to Iraq where they fought US troops.
Its inhabitants now feel a kind of war has
come to them. A mosque minaret used by
jihadists as a base during the attack is pock-
marked by dozens of bullets fired from a heli-
copter, and several white villas have been
damaged by grenade explosions. “Libya is just
there, 30 kilometers away, it’s easy for them to
come here, and they knew exactly where they
needed to go when they came,” said Hamid
Ishi. His home is charred by bullets and has a
gaping hole from a tank shell.

Security sources say several arms caches
were in place before the March attack. Some
militants arrived in an ambulance and then
used Ishi’s home as cover to fire on the bar-
racks.  Others set up roadblocks and demand-
ed documents. “They asked for my papers
and told me to go home, saying they were
from Islamic State, here to free us from
tyrants,” said Hedi Grisia, a telecoms worker. “I
recognized one of them.  He hadn’t been
around for a few years.”

Hussein, the counter-terrorism chief ’s
brother, said he recognized at least one of the
gunmen who came to his home. He also went
to school with militant commander, Meftah
Ben Hassine Ben Mohamed Manita. A Ben
Guerdane native and former Ansar al Sharia
member, Manita was jailed in 2007 after an Al-
Qaeda insurrection and released in 2011
along with other Islamists during the amnesty,
a security source said. “He joined Daesh after
being a member of Ansar al Sharia,” said the
Tunisian security source, using one of the
Arabic names for Islamic State. “He fled to
Libya after the government made Ansar al
Sharia a terrorist group.” —  Reuters 

As fighters return, Tunisia 

faces growing challenge

RAMALLAH: Palestinian prime minister Rami
Hamdallah yesterday dismissed an Israeli proposal
for direct negotiations instead of a French multilat-
eral peace initiative, calling it an attempt to “buy
time”. Hamdallah made the comments as he met
French Prime Minister Manuel Valls, who held talks
in Israel and the Palestinian territories this week to
push Paris’s peace initiative. “ Time is short,”
Hamdallah said. “(Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin)
Netanyahu is trying to buy time... but this time he
will not escape the international community.”

Referring to the 1990s Oslo accords and their
aftermath, he said “there have been negotiations
for 22 years and they’ve led nowhere” Netanyahu
has rejected the plan and called for direct negotia-
tions. Valls told Netanyahu when he met him on
Monday that he would discuss his proposal with
French President Francois Hollande, but he has
insisted that Paris plans to stick with its approach.

The French initiative involves holding a meet-
ing of foreign ministers from a range of countries,
including US Secretary of State John Kerry, on
June 3, but without the Israelis and Palestinians
present. An international conference would then
be held in the autumn, with the Israelis and
Palestinians in attendance. The goal is to eventual-
ly relaunch negotiations that would lead to a
Palestinian state. Negotiations between the
Israelis and Palestinians have been at a standstill

since a US-led initiative collapsed in April 2014.
Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas has wel-

comed the French plan, but Netanyahu has repeat-
edly expressed his opposition while saying he is
willing to meet Abbas at any time. On Monday, he
told Valls that France should host a summit
between the pair in Paris. Palestinian leaders say
years of negotiations with Israel have not ended
its occupation, and they have pursued a strategy
of diplomacy at international bodies. Valls depart-
ed yesterday with l itt le having changed -
Palestinian support and Israeli opposition were
known before his visit - though Netanyahu could
face pressure to soften his stance if the initiative
gains momentum. “The simple fact that the June 3
meeting will  occur creates hope,” Valls said,
adding that the two-state solution must be kept
alive despite “immense difficulty.”

‘Friend of Israel’ 
Valls has sought to address Israeli concerns over

the French initiative, saying it would not try to
impose a solution and that negotiations between
the two sides would ultimately resolve the conflict.
He has called himself a “friend of Israel” during his
trip, and said Israeli security must be guaranteed.
But he has also criticized Israeli settlement building
in the occupied West Bank, considered to be a
major stumbling block to peace. Jewish settle -

ments in the West Bank are considered illegal
under international law and are built on land the
Palestinians see as part of their future state.

Some 600,000 Israeli settlers live in the West
Bank and annexed east Jerusalem in constant ten-
sion with 2.8 million Palestinians. More than 60 per-
cent of the West Bank is under complete Israeli con-

trol. Those arguing for a new peace effort say the
lack of any initiative leaves a vacuum that can be
filled by hardliners on either side. There has also
been talk of the potential for a Cairo-led plan that
could result in a summit between Abbas and
Netanyahu, with ties between Israel and Egypt hav-
ing improved in recent months. — AFP 

RAMALLAH: French Prime Minister Manuel Valls (left) meets Palestinian Prime Minister
Rami Hamdallah in this West Bank city yesterday. — AP 

DARAYA, Syria: Syrian men sit next to a damaged building in this town southwest of
Damascus yesterday. — AFP 

Abbas dismisses Bibi’s direct talks proposal

US, Russia scramble to save Syria truce

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s travel expens-
es came under fresh scrutiny yester-
day with the release of an official
report into alleged overcharging
and conflict of interest. The state
comptroller’s report covers 2003-05,
when Netanyahu was finance minis-
ter, and concerns five foreign trips,
some with his wife and children,
Israeli media reported. 

“The comptroller found that most
of Netanyahu’s trips were funded by
external bodies, including private
persons, without examining the pos-
sibility that the funding could place
Netanyahu in a conflict of interest or
where it constitutes a prohibited gift,”
Israeli public radio reported. “At the
same time, the comptroller noted
that during that period other minis-
ters behaved in the same way,” the
radio wrote on its website.

State Comptroller Yosef Shapira,
tasked with overseeing the use of
public funds, investigated allegations
of double billing of flights, initially
reported by the Haaretz and Yediot
Aharonot daily newspapers - both
hostile to Netanyahu. The radio said

that due to an ongoing inquiry by
the attorney general’s office, the
report could not refer to an allega-
tion that bonus points from Israeli
carrier El Al earned through official
travel were allegedly used by
Netanyahu’s relatives for private trips.

The reports also alleged Shapira is
concerned former attorney general
Yehuda Weinstein stalled on investi-
gating, before the case was eventual-
ly closed. Privately owned Channel 2
television reported the police have
renewed an inquiry into the allega-
tions to determine whether to open
a formal investigation. 

Netanyahu’s lawyer dismissed
the allegations, saying they had pre-
viously been looked into and noth-
ing improper had been found.
“There is nothing in the report of the
state comptroller,” Yossi Cohen, the
lawyer for the Netanyahu family, told
public radio. Former prime minister
Ehud Olmert also faced allegations
of double billing in a travel case,
though it was later dropped. In
February, however, he began a 19-
month sentence for bribery and
obstruction of justice. — AFP

Israeli premier’s travel 
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