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GAZA CITY: Palestinians readied yesterday for
new protests along the Gaza border and Israel
warned that its open-fire rules would not
change as fears of fresh violence rose a week
after the bloodiest day in years. Thousands of
Palestinians are again expected to gather at five
spots near the Gaza border today, while Israeli
soldiers and snipers will take up positions on
the other side of the fence.

Protest organizers said they were planning
to try to stop smaller numbers of protesters ap-
proaching the fence
and hurling stones or
rolling burning tires at
Israeli troops, who
killed 18 Palestinians
last Friday. It was the
bloodiest day since a
2014 war. Another
two Gazans have
been killed since. But
widespread social
media calls for protesters to bring tires to burn
and Israel’s pledge to prevent damage to the
fence and infiltration attempts have raised fears
of more deaths.

Young Palestinians have been gathering tires
and carting them near the border to burn and
create a smokescreen to make it harder for Is-
raeli snipers. Some have been walking the
streets collecting money to buy tires. Israeli
Defense Minister Avigdor Lieberman vowed
that open-fire rules would not change. “If there
are provocations, there will be a reaction of the
harshest kind like last week,” Lieberman told
public radio. “We do not intend to change the
rules of engagement.”

A mistake  
Last Friday’s protest near the Gaza border

was attended by tens of thousands of Palestini-
ans. A smaller number strayed from the main
protest and approached the heavily fortified

fence on the border with Israel. Israel says
troops opened fire only when necessary
against those throwing stones and firebombs or
rolling tires at soldiers. It said there were at-
tempts to damage the fence and infiltrate Israel,
while alleging there was also an attempted gun
attack against soldiers along the border.

It accuses Hamas, the Islamist movement
that runs the Gaza Strip and with whom it has
fought three wars since 2008, of using the
protests as cover to carry out violence. But

questions have
mounted over Israel’s
use of live fire, with
Palestinians saying
protesters were fired
on while posing no
threat to soldiers.
Rights groups have
criticized the army’s
actions, while the Eu-
ropean Union and UN

chief Antonio Guterres have called for an inde-
pendent investigation.

Human Rights Watch called the deaths “cal-
culated” and illegal. Yesterday, an Israeli rights
group launched a prominent campaign calling
on soldiers to refuse to fire on unarmed Pales-
tinians. The campaign led Israel’s public secu-
rity minister to suggest the rights group,
B’Tselem, should be investigated for calling for
sedition. Hamas has meanwhile offered com-
pensation of $3,000 to the families of protest-
ers killed and $500 for those seriously injured.

The protests calling for Palestinian refugees
to be able to return to their former lands in
what is now Israel are supposed to last six
weeks, coinciding with the expected opening
of the new US embassy in Jerusalem in mid-
May. The US embassy move has led to deep
anger among Palestinians, who see the annexed
eastern sector of Jerusalem as the capital of
their future state. Asaad abu Sharkh, a

spokesman and member of the organizing com-
mittee of the protests dubbed the Great March
of Return, said better attempts will be made on
Friday to keep Gazans from approaching the
fence. “I think this was a mistake, a mistake of
organization from us because we shouldn’t
have let people (go to the border),” he said.
“But at the same time we were not expecting
the Israelis to shoot to kill.” He added that “I
don’t think there is going to be another mas-
sacre.” Israel says more than half of the dead
were members of militant groups, including the
armed wing of Hamas. 

Hamas’s armed wing has claimed only five of
them, saying they were participating “in popu-
lar events side-by-side with their people”. Mil-

itant group Islamic Jihad has claimed at least
one of the dead as a member, but said he was
not carrying a weapon when he was shot.

To Jerusalem we go   
Smaller protests have continued since Fri-

day, while preparations for the large demon-
stration for this coming Friday have also been
underway. On Wednesday, a few hundred peo-
ple gathered near the border east of Gaza City,
with some performing the traditional Palestinian
dabke dance near specially erected tents. A
newly married couple celebrated by driving
near the crowd, while a group of children sang
the Palestinian chant of “To Jerusalem we go,
with millions of martyrs.”—AFP 

Fears of fresh violence 
ahead of new Gaza protest

‘We do not intend to change the rules of engagement’

GAZA CITY: Palestinian men drive a trailer loaded with tires in Rafah, in the southern Gaza
Strip.—AFP 

There will 
be a reaction 

of the harshest kind

ISTANBUL: A major fire yesterday broke out at a
hospital in Istanbul, with patients urgently evacu-
ated into the street and firefighters battling to con-
trol the blaze. Television pictures showed flames
and black smoke engulfing the multi-storey hos-
pital building in the Gaziosmanpasa district of Is-
tanbul, with patients wheeled out into the street in
their sick beds. The huge fire, which started in the
roof, turned the side of the building into a burned-
out shell and sent a massive cloud of black smoke
into the evening sky visible from all over the city.

Speaking at the scene, Istanbul governor Vasip
Sahin said the fire services had managed to bring
the blaze partly under control. Echoing comments
by other officials, he said there were no current re-
ports of casualties. “So far there is no sad news.
God willing, it will stay that way,” he told the
crowds outside in comments broadcast by televi-
sion. He said that the fire had been on the outer
part of the building-rather than the inside-but a
“lot of smoke” had penetrated inside which emer-
gency services were now seeking to expel.

Pictures showed scenes of panic as staff and
patients flooded into the streets to escape the
fumes. Health Minister Ahmet Demircan, who was
rushing to the scene Istanbul, has informed Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan of developments,
Turkish television said.    Gaziosmanpasa mayor
Hasan Tahsin Usta told CNN-Turk television there
were no reports at the moment of casualties.—AFP 

Major fire at 
Istanbul hospital,
patients evacuatedSEOUL: Officials from North and South Korea

discussed protocol headaches and other logis-
tics of a rare summit later this month, which will
see Kim Jong Un become the first North Korean
leader to set foot in the South since the end of
the Korean War. Kim and the South’s president
Moon Jae-in are due to meet on April 27 at the
South’s side of the demilitarized zone for the
landmark inter-Korean summit. Yesterday’s
working-level meeting was aimed at ironing out
the protocols, security measures and media cov-
erage of the summit, the South’s presidential of-
fice said.

“We had sincere talks for four hours straight”,

said Kwun Hyuk-ki, one of the five-member
South Korean delegation to the talks. He de-
clined to give details, saying the two sides will
meet again for further discussions on a date yet
to be fixed. This month’s summit will be only the
third of its kind since the 1950-53 Korean War
ended with an armistice. It is set to take place at
the South’s Peace House in the border truce vil-
lage of Panmunjom, the same building in which
yesterday’s meeting was held.

Attention has been particularly focused on
details of how Kim should be received when he
crosses the military demarcation line to the
South. News reports said Kim is likely to be wel-
comed by South Korean military guards of
honor, because two former South Korean pres-
idents were met by North Korean honor guards
when they visited Pyongyang for the previous
summits in 2000 and 2007.

The two sides are also believed to have dis-
cussed whether to allow live broadcasting of the
summit for the first time, as the previous two
summits were recorded and aired later. —AFP 
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