
Sunday, November 26, 2017N e w s

Established 1961 11

Continued from Page 1

phenomenon and rid humanity and the world of its
evils. The state prosecutor’s office said in a statement
that 305 people were killed and 128 wounded in the
assault on the mosque roughly 40 km west of the North
Sinai capital of El-Arish. It said the attackers, with long
beards and hair often seen on militants, had arrived in
five all-terrain vehicles to surround the mosque.
Witnesses said they heard gun shots and explosions
before the assailants entered the mosque, according to
the prosecution.

One of the wounded, Magdy Rizk, told AFP
assailants wore masks and military uniforms, and that
extremists had previously threatened people in the
area. Relatives visited victims in hospital in the city of
Ismailia near the Suez Canal where the wounded were
taken for treatment, an AFP photographer reported.
Locals and relatives of people living in the village
where the attack happened said the mosque was the
most prominent in the area. “This is the largest mosque
in the area. It is the parent mosque, where events take
place, funerals and weddings. When full it has 600 or
700 people,” said Ahmed Sweilam, whose cousins live
in the village. “Darkness pervades the village now.”

World leaders voiced outrage. US President Donald
Trump denounced on Twitter the “horrible and coward-

ly terrorist attack on innocent and defenseless worship-
pers”. Sheikh Ahmed El-Tayeb, the grand imam of
Cairo’s Al-Azhar, Egypt’s highest institution of Sunni
Islam, condemned “in the strongest terms this barbaric
terrorist attack”.

The Egypt branch of IS has killed hundreds of
policemen and soldiers, and also civilians accused of
working with the authorities, in attacks in the north of
the Sinai peninsula. They have also targeted Sufis as
well as Christians. A tribal leader and head of a Bedouin
militia that fights IS told AFP that the mosque is known
as a place where Sufis gather. IS views Sufis as heretics
for seeking the intercession of saints. The group has
also killed more than 100 Christians in church bomb-
ings and shootings in Sinai and other parts of Egypt,
forcing many to flee the peninsula.

The military has struggled to quell the militants who
pledged allegiance to IS in Nov 2014. The jihadists have
since increasingly turned to civilian targets, attacking
not only Christians and Sufis but also Bedouin Sinai
inhabitants accused of working with the army. The
group also claimed the bombing of a Russian plane that
killed all 224 people on board after takeoff from the
Egyptian Red Sea resort of Sharm El-Sheikh on Oct 31,
2015.

Aside from IS, Egypt also faces a threat from Al-
Qaeda-aligned militants who operate out of neighbor-
ing Libya. A group calling itself Ansar al-Islam -
Supporters of Islam in Arabic - claimed an October
ambush in Egypt’s Western Desert that killed at least 16
policemen. The military later conducted air strikes on
the attackers, killing their leader.  — Agencies 
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be in a position to allow the PLO office to resume full
operations,” Vasquez said.

The reversal marked a serious departure from the
administration’s interpretation of the law only a week ear-
lier. Officials had said then that, one way or another, the
office had to close because Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas, in a UN speech in September, had
called on the ICC to investigate and prosecute Israelis.
That same law, though, says that the president can let the
office re-open after 90 days despite an ICC push if seri-
ous Israeli-Palestinian talks are underway.

Asked how the Trump administration explains its new
interpretation of about what must happen if the
Palestinians call for an ICC investigation, Vasquez said:
“These actions are consistent with the president’s authori-
ties to conduct the foreign relations of the United States.”

There were no indications that the Trump administra-
tion had initially moved to close the office as part of a
premeditated strategy to strengthen its hand in eventual
peace talks. Instead, officials explained the move by say-
ing Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, in a strict interpreta-
tion of the law, determined that Abbas’ speech had
crossed the legal line. The chaos that ensued after the
announcement, with the US unable for several days to
explain if the office was truly closing and when, indicated
it had caught much of the government off-guard.

Still, the move led the Palestinians to issue an angry
response last weekend threatening to suspend all com-
munication with the US. Additionally, senior Palestinian
negotiator Saeb Erekat accused the US of bowing to
pressure from Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu’s government “at a time when we are trying to
cooperate to achieve the ultimate deal”. Vasquez said the
original position had never been intended to create lever-

age or impose pressure. The State Department said that
the administration is actively working to pursue lasting
Israeli-Palestinian peace.

The requirement about the mission closing stems from
a little-noticed provision in US law that says the US can-
not allow the Palestinians to have a Washington office if
they back the international court’s move to investigate or
prosecute Israeli nationals for alleged crimes against
Palestinians. Abbas said at the United Nations in
September that the Palestinians had “called on the
International Criminal Court to open an investigation and
to prosecute Israeli officials for their involvement in set-
tlement activities and aggressions against our people.”

The PLO is the group that formally represents all
Palestinians. Although the US does not recognize
Palestinian statehood, the PLO maintains a “general dele-
gation” office in Washington that facilitates Palestinian
officials’ interactions with the US government. The United
States allowed the PLO to open a mission in Washington
in 1994. That required President Bill Clinton to waive a
law that said the Palestinians couldn’t have an office. In
2011, under the Obama administration, the US started let-
ting the Palestinians fly their flag over the office, an
upgrade to the status of their mission that the Palestinians
hailed as historic.

Israel opposes any Palestinian membership in UN-
related organizations until a peace deal has been reached.
The Israelis and Palestinians are not engaged in active,
direct negotiations. But Trump’s team, led by Kushner, is
working to broker a deal aimed at settling the intractable
conflict. 

The Trump administration has not disclosed details
about its effort to achieve an agreement that ostensibly
would grant the Palestinians an independent state in
exchange for an end to its conflict with the Israelis.
Kushner and other top Trump aides have been shuttling
to the region to meet with Palestinians, Israelis and offi-
cials from Arab nations. The Palestinians, publicly sup-
portive of the US effort, are nonetheless skeptical
because Trump’s close ties to Israel suggest whatever
deal he proposes might be unfavorable to them. — AP 
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We worship one God and don’t differentiate. “When
you come to Oman, you understand this,” he said.

Ahmed’s friend Yahya Rashidi listened, wearing a
traditional Omani cap with yellow embroidery. Rashidi,
a member of the Ibadi majority in his second year
studying Islamic law, says tolerance in Oman - a coun-
try roughly the size of Italy - is reinforced by religious
centers of learning. “At the college we have people
from all nationalities and all different sects, from East
Asia, East Africa, North Africa. And we have professors
from different sects - not only Ibadi,” he told AFP. 

“The religious scholars teach this idea of tolerance
and freedom of thought,” Rashidi explained.
“Sometimes we hear about scholars who are unfortu-
nately very hardline and they forbid learning about the
ideas and the sects of others,” he said. He was keen to
stress that this was not the case in Oman.
“Coexistence... this was the path of our forefathers and
this is the path of Sultan Qaboos,” he said. Qaboos, the
longest serving ruler in the Arab world, sets the tone on
many aspects of life and has worked to steer Oman
clear of regional divisions, political or sectarian.

Ahmad Majidyar, a researcher at the Washington-
based Middle East Institute focusing on sectarianism,
says Oman deals severely with any threat to religious
cohesion. “From a legal perspective, the country’s basic
law prohibits all forms of discrimination on the basis of
religion,” Majidyar said, noting authorities hand down
multi-year jail terms to those inciting sectarian divi-
sions and sometimes deny visas to foreign preachers
deemed extremist.

Majidyar says this stands in sharp contrast to other
countries in the Middle East where prominent Muslim
preachers openly incite sectarian divisions. But more
importantly, he says: “The Omani government has suc-
cessfully integrated its religious minorities into the
social, political and economic fabrics of society and has
given them no reason to resort to engaging in violent
extremism at home or seeking foreign patrons.”

Majidyar points to Oman’s small Shiite community,
who have been treated as “first-class citizens” and
exert greater influence than their numbers in business
and politics. Despite being wedged between Shiite-
ruled Iran and Sunni powerhouse Saudi Arabia, the
regional archrivals have little influence over communi-
ties in Oman. 

Ahead of sunset prayers, Sayyida Mazoon’s young

imam crossed the courtyard with his little boy run-
ning close behind.  An unassuming door on the edge
of the courtyard opened to Fahad Al-Amri’s study, its
walls lined from floor to ceiling with Holy Qurans and
books on how to interpret it. “Honestly when we look
at the problems happening in the world and the
neighboring area, we are afraid it could come to
Oman,” Amri told AFP. 

The imam credited Sultan Qaboos for his policy of
non-interference in other countries’ affairs and
Oman’s society for its tendency to solve problems
“within the family”. Wearing a white gown and match-
ing turban, with striking brown eyes, the imam reflect-
ed on his role in keeping the peace. “As a religious
leader, I have to teach the new generation on the
foundation of respect,” he said. “Every person is enti-
tled to his own opinion. Even if you disagree with him
you have to respect him,” he added. “If you don’t
respect him, this is the small spark that will lead to the
catastrophe that we are seeing now in some Islamic
countries”. As worshippers of different sects began
lining up side by side, the imam excused himself and
went to lead the sunset prayer.  — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: The Islamic State group may be on the run
from its last bastion in Syria but the United States is gearing
up for a longer stay in the country. And if US forces are to
counter Iranian and Russian influence as Syria struggles to
emerge from civil war, they will need Turkey’s help. But
Washington’s relations with President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s testy government have been strained of late, pos-
ing a diplomatic challenge.

So when US President Donald Trump called his counter-
part Friday, he needed to make a significant gesture - and he
seems to have delivered. Tensions remain high, but Trump’s
apparent promise not to send any more weapons to the YPG
Syrian Kurdish militia was a key concession to Ankara.
Without it, a major NATO ally might have moved closer to
Iran and Russia, who are battling to save Bashar Al-Assad’s
Syrian regime. Some in Washington and the region may see it
as a betrayal of a battlefield ally that was instrumental in cap-
turing the IS capital Raqqa. But the Kurds now have the
strength to hold their own in northeastern Syria, and
Washington is turning to the bigger picture. “We can’t oper-
ate in the long term in Syria without Turkish bases and
Turkish airspace and to some degree Turkish diplomatic sup-
port,” said former US ambassador James Jeffrey. “So that’s
what the call is all about,” Jeffrey, a former senior US national
security adviser and envoy to both Ankara and Baghdad, told
AFP in Washington.

Syria has been ensnared in civil war between Assad and
an array of armed groups since 2011, and the chaos allowed
IS to seize part of the east. US commanders mobilized a
coalition - including the YPG - to take on the militants, and
the Kurdish Syrian fighters were in the vanguard when Raqqa
fell last month. Turkey, a NATO ally, was nominally part of the
US-led coalition, but in led its own intervention into northern
Syria, battling extremists but also the Kurdish forces. The
YPG is an offshoot of the same movement as the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), which is waging a separatist insur-
gency inside Turkey.

According to Jeffrey, who as a fellow of the Washington
Institute for Near East Policy is still in touch with senior

Turkish figures, “nothing drives Erdogan more crazy” than
US backing for the YPG. But at the same time, Ankara and
Washington share an interest in countering Russia and Iran’s
influence in Syria and in shaping the country’s future as
peace talks loom. 

After Friday’s call, Turkey’s Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu said Trump had promised arms supplies would
halt and “essentially he said this nonsense should have been
ended earlier”. Cavusoglu, who said he was in the room with
Erdogan during Trump’s call, quoted the US president as say-
ing he had given instructions to US generals and to national
security adviser H R McMaster that “no weapons would be
issued”. “Of course, we were very happy with this,”
Cavusoglu said.

The White House was less explicit, but confirmed Trump
“informed President Erdogan of pending adjustments to the
military support provided to our partners on the ground in
Syria”. The White House also underlined that both leaders
had discussed the importance of the upcoming United
Nations-backed Syrian peace talks due to start next week in
Geneva. This is important because Turkey is now also party
to a parallel and potentially rival political process being con-
ducted under Russian auspices in the Kazakh capital Astana.

On Wednesday, Erdogan met presidents Vladimir Putin of
Russia and Hassan Rouhani of Iran - Assad’s key allies - in the
Russian resort of Sochi, to discuss both sets of talks. This
could explain the timing of Friday’s call, explained former
Turkish member of parliament Aykan Erdemir, in an interview
with AFP. “There seems to be a greater convergence between
NATO ally Turkey’s Syria policy and Russia and Iran’s Syria
policy,” said Erdemir, a scholar at US think tank the
Foundation for Defense of Democracies.

In the early years of the Syrian conflict, Erdogan, like then
US president Barack Obama was rhetorically a staunch foe of
Assad, despite frequent US-Turkish diplomatic spats. But
Russia’s dramatic military intervention and steadily more
powerful Iranian support saved the Syrian strongman’s
regime, and both Ankara and Washington confront a new
reality. For Erdemir, Erdogan is edging towards accepting
that Assad’s regime will cling on in some form, and is seeking
a tactical accommodation with Moscow and Tehran.

He noted Turkey had allowed Assad to fly across its air-
space for talks with Putin in Russia - while Russian military
transports brought war supplies in the other direction.
“Erdogan recently referred to Assad as the central adminis-
tration, the central government in Syria, and many saw that as
a landmark statement,” he said. — Agencies 
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MUSCAT: Fahad Al-Amri, Sayyida Mazoon mosqueís
young imam, is pictured inside the mosque. — AFP 


