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RAMALLAH: The West Bank-based govern-
ment of Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas will stop paying for electricity in the
power-starved Gaza Strip and “dry up” the
flow of funds to the territory’s Hamas rulers,
a senior official said yesterday. Hamas
accused the Abbas government of irrespon-
sible behavior and warned that the
announced cuts would be disastrous for
Gaza’s 2 million residents. Abbas and Hamas
have led rival governments since the Islamic
militant group seized Gaza in 2007, driving
out forces loyal to the Western-backed
Palestinian president.

After several failed reconciliation
attempts, Abbas recently said he would
pressure Hamas financially to force it to cede
ground. The Palestinian leader yesterday
met with President Donald Trump to discuss
ways of restarting long-stalled Israeli-
Palestinian peace talks. Steps against Hamas
could bolster Abbas’ claims that he speaks
for all Palestinians. In the West Bank, a senior

official said the Abbas government would
stop paying for the electricity Israel sends to
Gaza, worth at least $11 million a month.  

Hussein Al-Sheikh, head of the Civil
Affairs Department, said Hamas profits
because it collects electricity payments from
Gaza residents. “We are not going to contin-
ue financing the Hamas coup in Gaza,” he
told the Voice of Palestine radio station. Al-
Sheikh said the aim was to “dry up Hamas’
financial resources.” He said efforts would be
made not to harm services to Gaza resi-
dents, but did not explain how that would
be possible.  Hamas spokesman Fawzi
Barhoum accused Abbas of siding with Israel
in trying to punish Hamas.

“Today, Abbas put himself in a confronta-
tion with the Palestinian people,” Barhoum
said. “Its consequences will be catastrophic
and disastrous, not only for Hamas, as they
think, but for all Gazans.” Gaza residents
have been enduring worsening power cuts -
a result of border blockades by Israel and

Egypt that were triggered by the Hamas
takeover. Residents currently live with
rolling blackouts - six hours on, 12 hours off -
that have further crippled an economy dev-
astated by conflict.  Israel supplies electricity
from 10 power lines that cover about 30 per-
cent of Gaza’s needs. 

Israel deducts the money from the taxes
and customs it collects on behalf of the
Abbas government.  Egypt provides some
electricity, but supplies are less reliable.
Israel last week announced the Abbas gov-
ernment’s intention to stop paying for Gaza
electricity. Al-Sheikh’s comments marked
the first official Palestinian confirmation.
Ahmed Majdalani, an Abbas aide, said that
as a next step, the West Bank government
would sharply reduce the amount of medi-
cine it ships to Gaza every month. Majdalani
alleged that Hamas is “selling the medicine
and collecting the money.” He said that only
“necessary medicine” would be sent directly
to Gaza hospitals. — AP 

Palestinian President stops funding Gaza electricity 

Abbas to ‘dry up’ Hamas financial resources

GAZA: Palestinian fishermen sail in the waters of the Mediterranean Sea off the
coast of Gaza City yesterday after Israel eased restrictions on Gaza fishermen,
allowing them to travel up to nine nautical miles off the coast of the blockaded
territory instead of the previous six, Palestinian officials said. — AFP 

JERUSALEM: Two Israeli air strikes against Hezbollah
targets in Syria in recent weeks seem to mark a more
openly assertive stance towards the group after
years of shadow boxing, requiring careful calibration
to avoid escalation into a war that neither wants. For
most of the six-year-long conflict in Syria, Israel has
stuck determinedly to the sidelines, not wanting to
get sucked into the chaos unfolding to its northeast.
While it is suspected of carrying out occasional
attacks against minor targets, it has tended not to
confirm or deny involvement.

But it is determined to stop Lebanon’s
Hezbollah, with which it fought a 2006 war, and
which it sees as the top strategic threat on its bor-
ders, from using its role in the Syrian war to gain
weapons and experience that could ultimately
endanger Israel. Since early in the conflict, the
Shiite movement’s energies have been focused on
propping up President Bashar Al-Assad in alliance
with Iran and Russia, throwing thousands of its
fighters into battle against Syrian rebels. 

But although this strategy makes the prospect
of a new war with Israel unwelcome to Hezbollah, it
has not altered its view of the country as its fore-
most enemy, or stopped it strengthening its posi-
tion for any new conflict. In the past six weeks, two
Israeli attacks appear to have marked a shift, under-
scoring Israel’s intent to squeeze Hezbollah and
coming as the Trump administration carried out its
own missile strikes in Syria. In both cases, Israeli
officials have also been less guarded about
acknowledging who was behind the attacks. 

On March 17, Israel struck a site near Palmyra,
prompting Syria’s army to retaliate with Russian-
supplied anti-aircraft missiles and on April 27, it hit
an arms depot in Damascus where Hezbollah was
suspected of storing weapons supplied by Iran.
“The incident in Syria corresponds completely with
Israel’s policy to act to prevent Iran’s smuggling of
advanced weapons via Syria to Hezbollah,”
Intelligence Minister Israel Katz said of the strike
last week, but without explicitly confirming Israel
carried it out.    

Hezbollah has also bared its teeth, conducting a
media tour along the Lebanon-Israel border that
was widely interpreted as a message that it was
unafraid of a new war, and hinting that any coming
conflict might involve attacks on Israeli settle-
ments. A larger strike by Israel, or one that misses
its target with unintended consequences, might
provoke an escalation, further destabilizing Syria
and sucking Israel into an already complex conflict.
It’s an outcome that neither Israel nor Hezbollah
wants, but in a war that has already produced
many unpredictable outcomes, it is not out of the
question either. 

Rules of the game
Hezbollah is an Iranian-backed movement that

was formed to combat Israel’s 1982-2000 occupa-
tion of Lebanon. Its battlefield prowess, extensive
social works among Lebanese Shiites and its
alliance with powerful regional states have helped
it secure a dominant role in the country’s politics.
Since the 2006 war with Israel, which killed more
than 1,300 people, displaced a million in Lebanon
and up to 500,000 in Israel,  both sides have
engaged in brinkmanship but avoided renewed
conflict. Both say they do not want another war,
but don’t shy away from saying they are ready for
one if it does end up happening. Last month,
Hezbollah took Lebanese journalists on a tour of
the southern frontier with Israel, allowing pictures
to be taken of soldiers posing with weapons and
staring across the border. Israel runs patrols along
the same frontier, sends up drones and is constant-
ly bolstering its defenses. In March, Israeli minister
Naftali Bennett, a hardliner, threatened to send
Lebanon back to the Middle Ages if Hezbollah pro-
voked another war. 

An official in the military alliance that backs
Assad said Israel’s recent air strikes had hit
Hezbollah targets but played down the damage
done. As for retaliation, they drew a distinction
between Israel striking Hezbollah units deployed
to fight on behalf of Assad in Syria and those at
home in Lebanon. “If Israel hits a Hezbollah convoy
in Syria, Hezbollah will decide if it will respond or
not according to the circumstances in Syria
because, despite everything, Syria is a sovereign
state and Hezbollah cannot respond in a way that
embarrasses the regime,” the official told Reuters
on condition of anonymity.

“If Israel strikes Hezbollah in Lebanon, definitely
it will respond. If Hezbollah responds, what is the
size of its response that Israel can accept? This
could mean an escalation to war. So Israel avoids
hitting Hezbollah convoys or rockets inside
Lebanon and prefers to strike it inside Syria.” That
analysis fits with how Israel broadly sees the situa-
tion, too. Keeping any fallout from the war in Syria
away from its territorial interests is one thing. But
going after Hezbollah in Lebanon would be the
trigger for renewed conflict. “A clash with
Hezbollah is always an active possibility,” said one

Israeli diplomat. While the enmity is fierce on either
side, past experience seems to have made both
Hezbollah and Israel sharp analysts of one anoth-
er’s positions and pressure points. “Sometimes
there is a measured response which maintains the
balance of deterrence and the rules of the game
and sometimes there is a response which opens
the door to escalation,” said the official from the
alliance backing Assad. “Right now, the desire of
both sides is to not get dragged into a war or to
open a new front, either in Golan or the south.  But
at any moment events can develop and things can
escalate into war without either side wanting it.” 

Russia-Israel Axis 
Russia - an ally of Hezbollah in the Syrian con-

flict but which has also coordinated closely with
Israel - has also taken note of Israel’s actions. For
the past two years, Israel and Russia have coordi-
nated closely on Syria, with Israeli Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu meeting face-to-face with
Russian President Vladimir Putin and often speak-
ing by phone to ensure there are no misunder-
standings and that the risk of aerial confrontations
is minimized. For the most part, the system has
worked, even if it requires Israel to be delicate in
balancing ties with the United States and Russia at

the same time. But the most recent incidents
appear to have angered Moscow.

After the March strike, Russia summoned Israel’s
ambassador for consultations, and after the
Damascus airport attack the foreign ministry
issued a statement calling it unacceptable and urg-
ing Israel to exercise restraint. “We consider that all
countries should avoid any actions that lead to
higher tensions in such a troubled region and call
for Syrian sovereignty to be respected,” Kremlin
spokesman Dmitry Peskov told reporters. A new
war between Israel and Hezbollah could distract
the Shiite movement from its central role in the
Syrian conflict, thereby undermining a military
campaign in which Russia has staked great
resources and prestige. 

Israeli analysts think Netanyahu’s government
must exercise caution. “Israel still has to walk on
eggshells and attack only if the destruction of the
target is vital and pertains directly to Israeli securi-
ty,” military specialist Alex Fishman wrote in Yedioth
Ahronoth newspaper last week. Israeli ministers,
several of whom have a Russian background, also
appear determined to avoid provoking Moscow.
“We’ll do nothing fast and loose when it comes to
the Russians,” said the Israeli diplomat. “We’ll be
super-careful in Syria.” — Reuters
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TEHRAN: Iran’s president must get a second
term to secure the economic benefits that he
promised would result from a diplomatic thaw
with the West, Vice President Masoumeh Ebtekar
said ahead of a May 19 election.

Hassan Rouhani’s hardline challengers for
the presidency, some of whom are close to
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, say he
traded away too much in a 2015 deal with world
powers that limited Iran’s nuclear work but failed
to deliver sufficient rewards. In a rare interview
with a trio of foreign reporters at an EU-Iran busi-
ness forum on Sunday, Ebtekar, one of Iran’s 12
vice presidents, said voters should not give up
on Rouhani.

“He needs more time ... He has to be given a
chance to be able to continue his program,” said
Ebtekar, one of Iran’s most prominent women
politicians. “Rouhani has done a lot to overcome
some of the hurdles that the investors find when
they are coming,” she said in a nod to concerns
over red tape and opaque rules voiced by for-
eign companies that Iran hopes to attract. As a
young woman, Ebtekar was the face of the radi-
cal students who occupied the US Embassy and
held its staff hostage for 444 days at the time of
the 1979 Islamic revolution.

Known as “Mary”, she spoke in calm, fluent
English to the world’s media,  putting the
hostage -takers’ s ide of  the incident that
remains a painful memory for the United States
and is one of the reasons Wasington considers
the Islamic Republic a pariah state. At 56, she is
now firmly in the reformist camp, endorsing
Rouhani’s vision of a freer society and diplo-
matic detente after the lifting of sanctions
under the deal he engineered. If hardliners
describe the nuclear deal as a limited engage-
ment with the West on a single issue, Ebtekar
sees it as the beginning of a new era of interna-
tional engagement to realize what she says are
the hopes of Iran’s younger generation to end
its long isolation.

High expectations
“There is a lot being done which is creating a

lot of hope and optimism but at the same time
the expectations for the nuclear deal are still
very high,” said Ebtekar, her smiling face framed
by a traditional black chador over a turquoise
scarf. With unilateral US sanctions still in place,
Ebtekar said voters understood that it was not
Rouhani’s fault that the nulcear deal had yet to
improve their daily lives. 

“They understand that mostly the problem is
coming from outside. Our government has done
its share ... now it is up to our partners in the deal
to do their share as well.

“This opening up will create a better atmos-
phere, and I hope that they will - particularly
countries like the United States - will stand up to
their commitments,” Ebtekar said. Ayatollah
Khamenei’s scepticism over Rouhani’s detente
policy is echoed by his strongest challenger,
Ebrahim Raisi, a hardline cleric seen as a possible
future supreme leader, who says Iran has no
need of foreign help. Ebtekar, however, said the
election is Rouhani’s to lose, pointing to parlia-
mentary polls in which the conservatives lost
ground. The alliance of moderates and reformists
that helped carry him to power in 2013, she said,
“gives him a very strong position.” 

Ebtekar rejected the view of Western and Gulf
Arab states that Iran is an aggressor in the
Middle East, saying it has peaceful intentions but
also had the right to defend itself from foreign
threats. Iran’s backing of Syrian President Bashar
Al-Assad, the militant Lebanese group Hezbollah
and alleged support for Yemen’s Houthi fighters
has put it at odds with the United States and
regional rival Saudi Arabia. “We are looking for-
ward to play our role to promote peace and also
security in the region,” Ebtekar said. “But it’s natu-
ral for the people living in this region to defend
themselves, it’s very natural for Lebanon to
defend itself, Syria, the Palestinians. So defense is
another issue.” — Reuters

MOSUL: Mosul’s wrecked roads, bridges and
broader economy will take at least five years
to repair and need billions of dollars of devel-
opment that Iraq’s government will struggle
to afford, officials returning to the battle-
scarred city said. The airport, railway station
and university were all destroyed in the long
fight to dislodge Islamic State militants from
their main Iraqi stronghold.

Iraqi government forces backed by a US-
led coalition have now retaken the eastern
half of the city - letting regional councilors
return for the first time in 2-1/2 years to survey
the damage. “After Mosul is fully liberated, we
need a working plan to restore things to the
way they were before 2014 when Islamic State
took over,” Noureldin Qablan, deputy chair-
man of the council covering the surrounding
Nineveh province, told Reuters. He sat back in
his office in the heart of Mosul, the province’s
regional capital, an unremarkable building
apart from its new concrete fortifications and
the teams of armed guards surrounding it.

A gun lay on his desk, next to his phone
and piles of paperwork. Outside, bustling mar-
kets have sprung back into life on the eastern
banks of the Tigris river. Over on the other side
of the river, Islamic State fighters are holed in,
defending the densely-populated Old City
with snipers and suicide bombers. At the heart
of their territory sits the medieval Grand Al-
Nuri Mosque and its famous leaning minaret,
where Islamic State leader Abu Bakr Al-
Baghdadi declared his caliphate in July 2014.
Experts fear the fragile brick structure could
still succumb to the fighting raging around it.
Iraq’s army has said it expects to expel Islamic
State from the rest of the city by May.

‘Not getting support’
The 34 Nineveh councilors, who have been

meeting in other cities during the occupation,
have already started drawing up plans to

rebuild Mosul, though they are still were not
sure where the money will come from, said
Qablan. For the first six months, local authori-
ties would focus on restoring security, water,
electricity and fuel, and on the return of those
displaced by the war. 

Under the plan, there would then be a
two-year period of reconstruction and the ini-
tiation of a reconciliation process followed by
30 months focused on attracting investment
and developing the economy. Some of the
early repair work could cost as little as $5,000
a house, Qablan said.

But even that would strain budgets that
he said were under-funded by the central
government in Baghdad. “Honestly, we are
not getting enough support. What has been
allocated to Nineveh in 2017 was 52 billion
Iraqi dinars ($44.5 million) which is a very
small sum for a province this size,” Qablan
said. “In 2013 we were allocated 738 billion
dinars, yet after all this destruction we get
just 52. It is very hard to reach our goals with
this sum, so we are counting on foreign
grants.” Council officials are in talks with the
United Nations, international aid groups and
friendly states, he said. Italy was already help-
ing rebuild a hospital.

Outside on the eastern side of the river, for-
eign investment was already flowing back in,
in the form of market stalls heaving with
Turkish and Iranian fruit and vegetables,
replacing the less plentiful Syrian produce
that had dominated under Islamic State.
Tobacco shops, banned by the ultra-hardline
Sunni Muslim group, have reopened. Dozens
of men sipped coffee or tea inside The Golden
Cafe, looking at their phones and surfing the
web - activities that Islamic State had limited
to monitored internet centers. “We are happy
and comfortable. Life is good,” said one cus-
tomer Emad, smoking hookah outside. “I feel
out of this world.”— Reuters

ALGIERS: In Sidi Mhamed, a drab satellite
town southwest of Algiers, residents are
struggling to make ends meet, stay safe and
secure a better future for their children. Few
have any hope that today’s legislative elec-
tion will improve their lives. The sense of disil-
lusionment with the political process is palpa-
ble.  A few party billboards and some scraps
of graffiti on apartment block walls are the
only reminder that a nationwide election is
just days away.  

Hlima, in her sixties, said she would not
vote “for MPs with a mind-boggling salary
who do nothing but raise and lower their
hands to vote and don’t care about the peo-
ple.” She used to live in the upscale Algiers
neighborhood of Hydra but was relocated to
the dormitory town when the state decided
to re-develop the land her home was on. She
and her husband live in one of around 3,000
apartments in the town which sprang up six
years ago on fields 18 kilometers southwest
of Algiers. Their two sons decided to stay with
an aunt in the capital. The couple’s early years
in Sidi Mhamed were marked by violence as
rival gangs fought for control of the new
neighborhood. “Even the security forces
couldn’t put an end to the battles,” she said.
Algeria used its oil wealth to ramp up public
salaries and subsidies and avoid an all-out
revolt. But towns like Sidi Mhamed, built from
scratch with few cultural facilities or social
spaces, remain marginalized.

‘Prices have soared’ 
Today, Sidi Mhamed’s appearance has

improved: apartment block walls are painted

in pastel shades, benches have been installed
and shrubs and flowers grow among the
buildings. There is even a fish pond tended by
a resident in his 70s. But while calm prevails,
residents are still on their guard. The gang-
land battles of a few years ago are hard to for-
get. Many living in the satellite town only go
home at night to sleep. Many young people
in Sidi Mhamed have abandoned their educa-
tion and dream of living abroad-but without
money or university degrees, have little
chance of doing so.

“A worker can no longer finish the month
without going into debt. Prices have soared.
This vote is a non-event,” said Saida, in her for-
ties, who like most women in the town wore a
hijab. Many residents have no idea who is
running for election, which parties they rep-
resent or what they are proposing to do in
office. Some say they see little point in voting
for members of parliament in a system where
the real power lies elsewhere.

“I only vote in the presidential elections,”
said Rym, 50, who has a retired husband and
two unemployed sons. “The president has the
power to change things, but an MP doesn’t.”
Rachid, a 75-year-old retiree with a newspa-
per in his hand, criticized the “alienation and
depoliticisation of society”. “Before, people
were not educated, but they were politicized,”
he said. “Today, young people have university
degrees but are unable to analyse or reason.”
Ahmed, a former teacher who is also retired,
says he is “confused by the logic of those who
want things to change but who stay at home.”
“Miracles don’t exist,” he said. “You have to
fight and vote to make things move.”— AFP 

LATRUN: Two Israeli soldiers salute as they observe two minutes of silence as an air raid sirens sounds,
in Latrun, Israel. Israelis came to a two-minute standstill to remember fallen soldiers and victims of
terror as the country marked Memorial Day, one of the most somber days on its calendar. — AP 
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MOSUL: A food salesman rides a cart inside western Mosul. — AP 
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