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JERUSALEM: Israeli right-wingers cele-
brated US President Donald Trump’s visit
after he made no mention of the two-state
solution, but a lack of specifics on how he
would resolve the conflict with the
Palestinians raised concerns. Trump visited
Israel and the Palestinian territories on
Monday and Tuesday, and in a closing
speech talked extensively about his com-
mitment to Israel’s security.

He also called on the Israelis and
Palestinians to make compromises for
peace-but gave no specific details on what
he meant. Israeli officials hailed the speech
as a triumph for the country’s right-wing
government, which includes ministers
opposed to the idea of an independent
Palestinian state. They were particularly
pleased with Trump’s visit to the Western
Wall, one of the holiest sites in Judaism.

He became the first sitting US presi-
dent to visit the site in east Jerusalem,
which Israel occupied in 1967 and later
annexed in a move never recognized by
the international community.  

Palestinian officials stressed they
believed longstanding US policy remained
unchanged as president Mahmud Abbas
sought to convince Trump to remain com-
mitted to a two-state solution to the
decades-long conflict.  But much of the
intrigue over Trump’s public statements
during the trip revolved around what he
didn’t say. By not mentioning the need for
an independent Palestinian state in any of

his public addresses, nor criticizing Israeli
settlement building in the occupied
Palestinian territories, Trump endeared
himself to the Israeli right.  

The so-called two-state solution-mean-
ing an independent Palestinian state
alongside Israel-has long been the basis of
US policy but Trump suggested in
February he was no longer wedded to it.”It
was a great speech because he said the
things he had to say and he did not say the
things the other presidents usually took
advantage of speeches to say,” Tzachi
Hanegbi, an Israeli minister and ally of
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, told
AFP after Trump’s closing speech. “He
didn’t reprimand Israel for settlements, he
didn’t commit the United States to a two-
state vision.”

What he didn’t say 
Michael Oren, a former Israeli ambassa-

dor to Washington said he was glad
Trump’s talk of peace “didn’t lock us into a
specific formula,” referring to the two-state
solution. Far-right Education Minister
Naftali Bennett and Israeli settler organiza-
tions also hailed Trump’s silence on two
states.In contrast, Husam Zomlot,
Palestinian ambassador to the United
States and a key Abbas ally, said he did not
see Trump’s comments as a US policy shift.
The Palestinian leadership has pledged to
work with Trump, hoping his unorthodox
approach can lead to progress previously

lacking. “The last two days was not a mat-
ter of policy. We take it that the US policy
remains as is,” Zomlot said. “It was a visit
of intent, of his intent to reach out and
help us reach a final agreement.” Trump
held talks with Netanyahu in Jerusalem

and with Abbas in Bethlehem in the
occupied West Bank. His visit to the West
Bank lasted around two hours.  Trump
came to power promising to be the most
pro-Israel president in US history. His visit
came in stark contrast to President

Barack Obama’s first Middle East trip
eight years ago when Israelis accused
him of shunning the Jewish state as he
delivered a keynote speech in Egypt. Yet
critics pointed out that while the symbol-
ism of Trump’s visit was significant, there
were precious few details on his plan for
kickstarting negotiations.

‘Credibility problem’
The peace process has been dead-

locked since April 2014 when indirect
negotiations led by then US secretary of
state John Kerry collapsed. A commentary
in Israel’s centrist Yediot Aharonot newspa-
per said that after two days of waiting for
Trump’s keynote address “the only thing
we could learn from that speech was how
to say nothing with a whole lot of words.”

Nathan Thrall from the International
Crisis Group and author of a new book on
past Israeli-Palestinian peace talks agreed
that “there was nothing substantive in
Trump’s public comments.” “The real ques-
tion is if there is something substantive
happening behind closed doors.” Trump
travelled to Saudi Arabia before Israel
where he met King Salman.  

Much discussion has focused on reviv-
ing a 2002 Saudi-led peace initiative
whereby Arab states would recognize
Israel in exchange for its full withdrawal
from the territories it occupied in 1967
and a just settlement of the Palestinian
refugee problem.  — AFP

Israeli joy at Trump visit, but substance lacking

MOGADISHU: The Islamic State group has
claimed its first suicide attack in Somalia that left
five dead as it steps up activities in a region
dominated by the Al-Qaeda-linked Shabaab. The
group’s self-styled news agency Amaq claimed
the “martyrdom-seeking operation with an
explosive vest” in a statement carried by the SITE
Intelligence Group which noted it was the first
suicide bombing by the militants in Somalia. The
suicide bomber detonated his explosives vest at
a checkpoint in the northeastern port city of
Bosaso late Tuesday, situated in the semi-
autonomous region of Puntland. 

“Security forces stopped the suspect when he
approached but he detonated himself leaving
five people dead. One of the security officers
and four civilians were killed in the blast,” said
local police official Mohamed Dahir Adan. The
blast occurred near a hotel often used as a meet-
ing place for local officials, witnesses said. “I
think the bomber was trying to target the hotel
but he was stopped at the checkpoint close to
the hotel and he decided to detonate his explo-
sives,” said witness Awke Mohamed. 

Puntland set up its own government in 1998,
but unlike neighboring Somaliland, it has not
declared full independence. The region has
often come under attack by Al-Qaeda-linked
Shabaab militants and is also home to a break-
away group of fighters who have declared alle-
giance to IS. However the group has so far failed
to gather much support while the Shabaab has
taking pains to purge those expressing pro-IS
sentiment from their ranks.

Shabaab the bigger threat 
The militants are led by former Shabaab cleric

Abdiqadir Mumin who switched allegiance from
Al-Qaeda to IS in October 2015 and was named
a “global terrorist” by the US State Department in
August. Aside from issuing occasional promo-
tional videos, the group seized the small fishing
town of Qandala before being ousted by
Puntland forces in December. Then in February
IS claimed an attack by gunmen on a hotel in
Bosaso which left four security guards dead. 

Rashid Abdi of the International Crisis Group,
said that while Mumin’s group was stepping up

its activities, the Shabaab remained the biggest
threat in the region. “We should not overplay IS
influence in that region,” he said. “There is clearly
an IS threat in Puntland, and the Mumin group is
escalating its activities and attacks, but Al-
Shabaab remains a much bigger threat in
Puntland than IS does.” He also warned that IS
claims should be treated with caution as “they
tend to claim everything”. 

IS leader a British cleric
Mumin was born in Puntland and lived in

Sweden before moving to the UK in the 2000s,
where he was granted British citizenship. In
London and Leicester, he developed a reputa-
tion as a firebrand preacher at extremist
mosques and in videos posted online.
Monitored by MI5, Britain’s domestic intelligence
agency, Mumin is thought to have known
Mohamed Emwazi, the IS executioner nick-

named ‘Jihadi John’, and Michael Adebolajo, one
of two people convicted over the 2013 murder
of British soldier Lee Rigby in London. In 2010,
Mumin travelled to Somalia to join the Shabaab-
which both Emwazi and Adebolajo had unsuc-
cessfully tried to do. 

He initially served as an imam and propagan-
dist before taking control of the Puntland faction
of the Shabaab and later defecting to IS with a
handful of fighters-despite lacking battlefield
experience. Observers say his supporters are
mostly made up of members of his own
Majerteen clan, and the very existence of
Mumin’s group is attributed to complex local
clan rivalries. The International Crisis Group esti-
mated in November that his group counted
some 200 members and warned the threat of IS
could not be “dismissed as insignificant”.  The
group called for a “genuine political initiative to
address local clan grievances”.— AFP

JERUSALEM: US President Donald Trump signs the guest book at the Yad
Vashem Holocaust Memorial museum, commemorating the six million Jews
killed by the Nazis during World War II, on Tuesday, May 23, 2017. — AP 

MONROVIA: A football superstar, a former
warlord and a soft drinks millionaire have
thrown their hats into the ring for the post
of Liberian president as Africa’s first elected
female leader prepares to step down. A
dizzying array of candidates have lined up
for the October poll to replace Nobel Peace
Prize winner Ellen Johnson Sirleaf. She
leaves behind no obvious successor after
serving an unbroken decade in the job, a
constitutional maximum of two terms.

Her replacement will have to prove they
can keep the peace in a country whose
lengthy civil war ended in 2003. “It is still too
early to identify a frontrunner,” Raymond
Gilpin and Dorina Bekoe of the Washington-
based Africa Center for Strategic Studies said
in a joint email. “Successful candidates will
have to prove that they can succeed where
many believe President Johnson Sirleaf and
the Unity Party failed: tackling corruption,
delivering a more robust peace dividend,
rebuilding and strengthening various
aspects of the security sector.”

Uniquely Liberian flavor
So far 11 candidates have registered-

including an ex-model, a central banker
and career politicians-along with wildly
popular footballer George Weah, to give
the election a uniquely Liberian flavor. Also
on the list is Sirleaf’s vice-president Joseph
Boakai, 72, although she has given him
only tacit support. “I have tested the water
and I know that I have a very good chance,”
Boakai said. “(Voters) know who people are.
They know their past record.” Boakai
believes voters will make allowances for
Liberia’s ongoing problems given the state
of the nation the government inherited
from the ashes of the civil war.

“We have everything that it takes to
develop this country. What we need to do
is the proper management of these
resources to make sure that it trickles down
to its people,” he added. Liberia has plenti-
ful iron ore and palm oil reserves, but has
struggled to filter the proceeds back to a
desperately poor majority, for whom basic

education, electricity and running water
are a rarity. The west African nation was the
hardest hit by the Ebola epidemic, which
savaged its finances and took the lives of
many overstretched healthcare profession-
als before ending in early 2016.

Stuttering economy  
For the stuttering economy, Liberians

might look to the steady hand of former
central bank governor Mills Jones, and for
those seeking a long record of public serv-
ice, Charles Brumskine, 66, of the opposi-
tion Liberty Party.  Other Liberians hope to
elect the country’s second female presi-
dent, but a sole woman is running this time
around: MacDella Cooper, a fashion model
turned philanthropist whose eponymous
foundation works with disadvantaged
youth.  In Liberia, presidential candidates
run US-style campaigns with a vice-presi-
dential running mate.  Among the more
unusual combinations are footballer turned
senator Weah, 50, who is running with for-
mer president Charles Taylor’s estranged
wife Jewel, 54, also a senator.

Weah has vowed to make education a
top priority, particularly vocational train-
ing,  along with addressing Liberia’s
wrecked post-Ebola health system.
Charles Taylor, once Liberia’s most feared
rebel fighter, is serving a 50-year sentence
in a British jail for his role in fuelling neigh-
boring Sierra Leone’s own long civil con-
flict. Weah lost against Sirleaf in 2005, and
his choice of running mate is seen as
savvy in a nation where Taylor’s former
acolytes still wield significant power from
the sidelines. They face stiff competition
from Senator Prince Johnson, a onetime
rebel fighter filmed drinking beer during
the notorious murder of former president
Samuel Doe in 1990,  who has joined
forces with tycoon Benoni Urey.

Elsewhere, millionaire Coca-Cola execu-
tive Alexander Cummings, 60, is building a
reputation as an outsider with much-need-
ed expertise beyond politics, relying heavi-
ly on his corporate record. — AFP

MANCHESTER: Salman Abedi, the suicide
bomber who killed 22 people in an attack in
Manchester on Monday, was a university dropout
with “proven” links to the Islamic State group,
according to France’s interior minister. Born to a
devoutly Muslim Libyan family in Britain’s third
biggest city, officials said he was known to British
security services and the Financial Times report-
ed he had turned to radical Islam. Abedi, 22, wor-
shipped at a mosque in a leafy Manchester sub-
urb popular with students.

His father was reportedly a well-known figure
who sometimes performed the call to prayer. Abedi
“grew up in Britain and then suddenly, after a trip to

Islamic State kills 5 in first 

suicide attack in Somalia
Suicide bomber detonates at a checkpoint

MOGADISHU: Somalis carry away the dead body of a person who was killed when a car bomb
detonated in Mogadishu, Somalia yesterday. — AP 

BEIJING: When human rights lawyer Li
Heping returned to his home in Beijing
after a two-year incarceration, his wife did
not recognize the frail white-haired man
standing in her hallway.  “He is only 46 years
old, but I thought he was an old man,”
Wang Qiaoling said. “He had lost 15 kilo-
grams and looked completely different.”
Wang, speaking on Li’s behalf because she
said he remains under strict police control,
alleges her husband was force-fed medica-
tion and sometimes chained for long peri-
ods during his detention in the neighbor-
ing city of Tianjin. Best known for defend-
ing blind lawyer Chen Guangcheng, Li also
represented members of the banned Falun
Gong spiritual sect, environmentalists and
victims of forced eviction.

The Beijing Global Law Firm partner was
detained by police during the so-called “709
crackdown” in the summer of 2015, when

some 200 legal staff and activists were
rounded up. He was released earlier this
month after a court handed him a three-
year suspended sentence following a secret
trial, convicting him of inciting subversion
of state power.  In a 2014 photo, Li appeared
youthful with plump cheeks and jet black
hair.  But in a video of Li emotionally reunit-
ing with his wife and their daughter, he
looked gaunt with thinning, grey-white hair.

Shortly after his arrest, “a doctor from the
police investigation team told him he need-
ed blood pressure medicine. My husband
has never had blood pressure issues and told
the doctor he didn’t want it, but he was
forced to take the pills six days a week,” Wang
said. The side effects made “his muscles hurt,
his vision blurred and he had trouble think-
ing clearly... He was kept drugged until short-
ly before his release,” Wang said. She also
claims Li’s hands and feet were shackled

together for the entire month of May in 2016,
with a chain so short that he could not stand
up or lie down. “They tried many ways to
coerce him to confess,” she said.

Police in Beijing and Tianjin did not
respond to requests for comment.
Amnesty International has noted several
cases of detainees in the 709 sweep saying
they were force-fed blood pressure drugs.
“It’s an ill-treatment method that is difficult
to investigate as the medicines would only
stay in their blood for a period of time,”
Amnesty China researcher Patrick Poon
said. Li went to a private doctor shortly
after his release, who said his body was
“damaged” and noted black spots on his
face, Wang said.  “The doctor could not con-
firm if he took blood pressure medicines,
because it was 10 days after he was sen-
tenced and there couldn’t have been medi-
cine left in his blood,” Wang said. — AFP

MONROVIA: Alternative National Congress of Liberia candidate for the October 2017
presidential elections Alexander Cummings speaks to supporters in Monrovia. — AFP 
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Liberia seeks new president

Salman Abedi: Student dropout 

known to UK security services

Jailed Chinese lawyer force-fed medication

Libya and then likely to
Syria, became radical-
ized and decided to
carry out this attack”,
French Interior Minister
Gerard Collomb told
BFMTV. He said it was
“possible” that Abedi
had had assistance
from other people,
adding that his links
with the Islamic State
group which claimed
responsibility for the carnage “are proven”. Abedi
was named by British police on Tuesday, a day
after the attack outside a concert by US pop star
Ariana Grande.”The perpetrator was Salman
Ramadan Abedi, who was born and brought up
in Britain,” Prime Minister Theresa May said in a
televised address from her Downing Street resi-
dence, condemning his actions as “callous and
cowardly”.  Interior minister Amber Rudd said he
had been known to intelligence services, with-
out going into detail.

Suburban upbringing
Abedi’s family has lived in the Fallowfield area of

south Manchester for at least 10 years, according to
The Daily Telegraph newspaper. Armed police raid-
ed an address in the modestly well-to-do area on
Tuesday, carrying out a controlled explosion to
gain entry. A 23-year-old man was also arrested in
the south of the city in connection with the attack.
Three more men were arrested in the area yester-
day.  Fallowfield resident Peter Jones, 53, described
the neighborhood as “quiet and safe”.

Jones said he was “shocked” and “surprised”
when he heard that the suspect was from there.
Media reports said Abedi’s parents fled Libya to
escape the regime of former dictator Muammar

Gaddafi.  Around 16,000 Libyans live in Britain and
Manchester is home to the largest community,
according to the BBC. It was a focus of celebrations
when the Gaddafi regime fell in 2011. Reports said
Abedi was the second youngest of four children,
including another two sons and one daughter. One
member of Manchester’s Libyan community told
The Guardian newspaper: “He was such a quiet
boy, always very respectful towards me. “His broth-
er Ismael is outgoing, but Salman was very quiet.
He is such an unlikely person to have done this.”

‘Showing me hatred’
Abedi’s family were closely linked to the

Didsbury Mosque, a Victorian former Methodist
chapel in a leafy suburb that was bought in 1967
by donors from the Syrian community. His father
Ramadan had sometimes performed the call to
prayer and his brother Ismael had been a volun-
teer. One senior figure from the mosque however,
Mohammed Saeed, told The Guardian that when
he once gave a sermon denouncing terror, Abedi
stared him down. “Salman showed me a face of
hate after that sermon,” Mohammed Saeed said of
the 2015 encounter. “He was showing me hatred.”

Outside the mosque yesterday, 57-year-old
worshipper Azher Mahmood said they were
opposed to any kind of extremism. “They’re
opposite, they’re against this sort of stuff.
They’re not radicals,” he said. “How he got radi-
calized I don’t know.” Abedi began studying busi-
ness and management at Salford University in
Manchester in 2014, a source told the Press
Association news agency, but he dropped out
after two years and did not complete his degree.
He did not live in university accommodation,
had not been in any trouble at the university,
was not on any radar for pastoral or social care
and was not known to have participated in any
university societies. — AFP

Salman Abedi


