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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump faces a key
decision this week on whether to recognize Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital, prompting a flood of warnings from the Arab
world that it could ignite tensions and sink hopes for peace.
“The president’s going to make his decision,” his Middle East
peace envoy and son-in-law Jared Kushner said, without
denying reports Trump could declare Jerusalem Israel’s capi-
tal tomorrow. 

The status of Jerusalem is one of the most contentious
issues of the long-running Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the
suggestion Trump could reverse years of US policy has
prompted a furious bout of lobbying from the Palestinian
leadership. Most of the international community, including
the United States, does not formally recognize Jerusalem as
Israel’s capital, insisting the issue can only be resolved
through final status negotiations.

Central to the issue of recognition is the question of the US
embassy. All foreign embassies are located in Tel Aviv with
consular representation in Jerusalem, but Trump will have to
decide whether to sign a legal waiver that would delay by six
months plans to move the US embassy from the Holy City. The
Arab League said it was closely following the matter, with
leader Abul Gheit warning any such move would pose a threat
“to the stability of the Middle East and the whole world.”

“It will not serve peace or stability, instead it will nourish
fanaticism and violence,” he said on Sunday, noting that the
League was closely following the issue and would coordinate a
joint position with Palestinian and Arab leaders if Trump took the
step. Jordan’s Foreign Minister
Ayman Safadi also warned
that any change to the status
of Jerusalem would have
“grave consequences”, in a
phone conversation with US
Secretary of State Rex
Tillerson on Sunday.  It was
crucial, he said, “to preserve
the historical and legal status
of Jerusalem and refrain from
any decision that aims to
change that status,” the official
Petra news agency reported. 

A move in waiting   
In 1995, the US Congress passed the so-called Jerusalem

Embassy Act recognizing Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and
stating that the US embassy should be moved there. But an
inbuilt waiver, which allows the president to temporarily

postpone the move on grounds of “national security”, has
been repeatedly invoked by successive US presidents, from
Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and Barak Obama, meaning the
law has never taken effect. Trump is expected to begrudg-

ingly sign the waiver for a
second time this week.

But according to diplo-
mats and observers, he is
expected to make a speech
tomorrow announcing his
support for Israel’s claim on
Jerusalem as its capital.
Israel seized the largely-
Arab eastern sector of
Jerusalem during the 1967
Six-Day War and later
annexed it, claims both
halves of the city to be its
“eternal and undivided

capital.” But the Palestinians want the eastern sector as capital
of their promised state and fiercely oppose any Israeli attempt
to extend sovereignty there. Several peace plans have come
unstuck over debates on whether, and how, to divide sovereign-
ty or oversee the sites holy to Christians, Jews and Muslims.

‘Looking at the facts’  
In an address to the Saban Forum of Israeli and US poli-

cymakers on Sunday, Kushner, who heads a small and tight-
knit White House negotiating team, suggested a decision
was close. “He’s still looking at a lot of different facts and
when he makes his decision he’ll be the one who wants to
tell you. So he’ll make sure he does that at the right time,” he
said. Palestinians have been lobbying regional leaders to
oppose the decision and the armed Islamist movement
Hamas has threatened to launch a new “intifada.” Late on
Sunday, Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas spoke to
Hamas leader Ismail Haniya, with the two agreeing to
oppose any shift in US policy.

Saeb Erakat, secretary general of the Palestine
Liberation Organization, also warned that a change in the
US stance on Jerusalem would spell disaster, warning that it
would amount to an own goal for US peace efforts in the
region. He said in a statement that Washington would “be
disqualifying itself to play any role in any initiative towards
achieving a just and lasting peace.” Trump has said he
wants to relaunch frozen peace talks between Israel and the
Palestinians in search of the “ultimate deal”. But analysts
warn that any major shift in US policy would make that goal
more difficult to achieve.—AFP 

Trump set for crucial decision on Jerusalem
A flood of warnings from the Arab world

Afghan war 
widows pay 
heavy price for 
husband’s sacrifice
SHEMOL: Widowed Afghan grandmother Janat
Bibi has no adult males left in her family after the
Taleban killed her son and two grandsons during
an attack on their police base a few months ago.
Such bereavements are often a double tragedy for
an increasing number of poverty-stricken families
like hers in Afghanistan-they have lost not only a
loved one, but also their main income earner.

Bibi and the men’s widows now battle to sup-
port 12 children in a remote village in the eastern
province of Nangarhar where there are few jobs
for men, let alone for women. “We have not
received any help from the government since I
lost my son and grandsons. They were the only
breadwinners of this big family,” the 65-year-old
told AFP as she sat crying in her stone and mud
house in Shemol. Bibi, who was widowed during
the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan in the
1980s, said she had supported the men’s decision
to join the police in the restive southeastern
province of Zabul despite the risks. 

Afghan security forces are facing soaring
casualties as they struggle to beat back the
Taleban-but the combined monthly salary of
36,000 afghanis ($530) was more than her rela-
tives could hope to earn in Shemol.  The loss of
their fathers’ incomes means the children have to
work alongside their mothers in nearby fields to
help eke out a meagre living for the family, instead
of attending the local outdoor school. Their plight
is shared by others in the 4,500-strong village
where around 900 men, or 20 percent of the
population, have joined the security forces.
“Casualties are on the rise,” provincial council
member Amir Mohammad told AFP noting dozens

of bodies had been brought back to the village in
recent months.    

Soaring casualties
Many of Afghanistan’s more than 330,000-

strong security forces come from villages much
like Shemol, which is some 70 kilometers from the
provincial capital Jalalabad. With economic
prospects bleak in the war-torn country, men like
Bibi’s relatives often join in a gamble they will
survive to support their families.  But casualty
rates have leapt since NATO pulled its combat
forces out of Afghanistan since 2014. More than
2,500 Afghan security forces were killed in the
first four months of this year alone, according to
US watchdog SIGAR.  

The soaring deaths leave more and more wid-
ows particularly vulnerable in the male-dominat-
ed country, where they are often regarded as a
burden and subjected to violence.  Mostly illiter-
ate and with little or no experience of working

outside the home, they have few options to earn
money if their husbands die.  While widows of
security forces killed in action are entitled to
receive their husband’s salary until they remarry
or their children turn 18, many women do not
know how to access the financial benefits, a UN
report has said.  

The widows are required to submit documents
to the authorities proving their connection to the
dead soldier or policeman, according to the
labour and social affairs ministry.   “The survivors
have to come to us,” ministry spokesman Abdul
Fatah Ahmadzai told AFP, adding: “Nobody is left
out.” But Help for Afghan Heroes, an Afghan non-
profit organization supporting 5,000 families of
wounded or dead security forces, said corruption
was a key reason many women did not receive
assistance. “They are asked to pay a bribe to get
the application (for benefits) processed and they
often don’t have the money,” Nasreen Sharar,
special projects officer for the group said.—AFP

UN voices alarm 
about the spread 
of HIV in Egypt
CAIRO: The UN is voicing alarm over
the spread of HIV in Egypt, where the
number of new cases is growing by up
to 40 percent a year, and where efforts
to combat the epidemic are hampered
by social stigma and a lack of funding to
address the crisis. The virus that causes
AIDS, UN officials say, is infecting more
young and adolescent people than any
other age group.

Egypt, home to some 95 million peo-
ple, ranks behind only Iran, Sudan and
Somalia in the Middle East for the rate
at which the epidemic is spreading,
according to UN figures. In Egypt,
patients are often jailed on trumped up
charges and ostracized by society. The
disease is associated with homosexuali-
ty, which is not explicitly illegal but is
widely seen as a transgression against
religion and nature in the conservative,
Muslim-majority country. “There is a
25-30 percent increase in incidents
every year.. . It’s is alarming to us
because the growth of the epidemic and
the discontinuation of interest from
donors in funding,” Ahmed Khamis, of
the UN AIDS agency, told The
Associated Press.

Estimates of the number of people
living with HIV in Egypt vary. UNAIDS
says there are over 11,000 cases, while
the country’s Health Ministry estimates
the figure to be around 7,000.  The rise
in the number of new infections, howev-
er, is not in dispute.  “Most recently,

we’ve been seeing people of a much
younger age group infected with the
virus. There is a higher risk now for
adolescents and youths than in the
past,” said Khamis.  “We don’t have
exact numbers, but this is what the evi-
dence we are seeing on the ground is
suggesting,” he added, explaining that
the lack of funds is hampering Egypt’s
capacity to produce precise figures.

Patients who require surgical inter-
vention are often unable to access basic
health care at hospitals because of the
associated stigma, UNAIDS officials
said.  The virus can be spread through
sexual contact, as well as contaminated
needles or syringes, or blood transfu-
sions. It can also be passed from infect-
ed women to their babies at birth or
through breast-feeding. But in Egypt,
the virus is widely associated with
homosexuality, which is seen by many
Egyptians as a lifestyle choice.

In a recent conference on AIDS,
Islamic scholar and cleric Ali al-Jifri
spoke about the stigma and discrimina-
tion surrounding HIV and AIDS
patients. “A person diagnosed with HIV
is a human. 

We should never question their diag-
nosis,” he told the conference. A
Christian priest, Bolous Soror, told the
conference that Egyptians should
accept others, regardless of their HIV
status. Shunned by society, it is not
uncommon for patients to contemplate
suicide.  Ahmed, 40, is one of them. He
has been trying to gain asylum status in
the US because, he says, he has lost
hope in a future in Egypt. “I do not want
to be living a life always feeling
strapped down and imprisoned,” he told
his therapist during a session attended
by an AP reporter. —AP

JERUSALEM: A general view of the city of Jerusalem shows the Dome of the Rock mosque (center) in the early afternoon hours yesterday. Palestinian leaders
were seeking to rally diplomatic support to persuade US President Donald Trump not to recognize Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. —AFP 

A threat ‘to 
the stability 
of Mideast’

SHEMOL: Afghan widow Janat Bibi, 65 walks inside her mud house in the
remote village of Shemol in the eastern province of Nangarhar. —AFP 


