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GAZA: An explosion is seen in Gaza City after an airstrike by Israeli forces late on Saturday. — AFP  

GAZA CITY: Israeli aircraft pounded over a dozen mil-
itant targets in Gaza, the army said yesterday, after
Palestinian projectile fire shattered a ceasefire reached
just days ago after the worst flare-up since a 2014 war.
The latest escalation came hours after thousands of
Palestinians attended the funeral of a young female
volunteer medic killed by Israeli fire on Gaza’s border.
In a first wave of air strikes, Israeli “fighter jets target-
ed 10 terror sites in three military compounds belong-
ing to the Hamas terror organization in the Gaza Strip,”
the army said in a statement early yesterday.

“Among the targets were two Hamas munitions
manufacturing and storage sites and a military com-
pound,” the army said. The strikes came in retaliation
for rockets fired at Israel, as well as “various terror
activities approved and orchestrated by the Hamas
terror organization over the weekend,” the army said.
A few hours later aircraft shot at “five terror targets at
a military compound belonging to the Hamas terror
organization’s naval force in the northern Gaza Strip,”
the army said in a separate statement. There were no
reports of casualties in Gaza.

On Saturday evening, militants in the Palestinian
enclave fired two projectiles at southern Israel, where

air raid sirens sent residents to bomb shelters. The
Iron Dome aerial defence system intercepted one pro-
jectile, while the other was believed to have fallen
short of its target and landed within Gaza, according
to the army. Early yesterday, four more projectiles
were separately launched at
Israel. Three were intercept-
ed, the army said, with the
fourth apparently hitting an
open field.

Mourners call for revenge 
No group in Gaza

claimed responsibility for
the projectile attacks, which
came shortly after the
Saturday funeral of Razan
Al-Najjar, 21, a volunteer
with the Gaza health min-
istry, who was fatally shot in the chest near Khan
Younis on Friday. Ambulances and medical crews
attended the funeral, where Najjar’s father held the
white blood-stained medics’ jacket she wore when she
was shot, as mourners called for revenge. Gazans have

since March 30 staged border protests demanding the
return of Palestinians to land they fled or were
expelled from during the 1948 war surrounding
Israel’s creation, now inside the Jewish state. The
demonstrations have been accompanied by smaller

clashes as youths hurl
stones at Israeli soldiers and
attempt to breach the bor-
der fence, at times laying
explosive devices on the
fence or throwing grenades.

The demonstrations and
violence peaked on May 14
when at least 61 Palestinians
were killed in clashes as tens
of thousands of Gazans
protested the US transfer of
its embassy in Israel to the
disputed city of Jerusalem

the same day. Yesterday, Gaza health ministry
spokesman Ashraf Al-Qudra announced the death of
Mohammad Hamada, 30, who was wounded on May
14. Hamada’s death brings the toll of Gazans killed by
Israeli fire since the end of March to 124.

Low-level demonstrations have continued since.
Palestinians in the besieged coastal enclave have also
used kites carrying burning cans to set ablaze Israeli
fields, torching large patches of farmland near Gaza.
Following the funeral, several Gazans were wounded in
clashes east of Khan Younis, the health ministry said.

The weekend launches were the first since Israel
said it had struck some 65 militant sites in Gaza earlier
this week in retaliation for a barrage of approximately
100 rockets and missiles fired from the territory on
Tuesday and Wednesday. Palestinian Islamist groups
in Gaza, including the strip’s rulers Hamas, said a
ceasefire deal was reached after the escalation,
although there was no confirmation from Israel.

Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on
Wednesday accused Iran of “encouraging” Hamas
and other militant Gaza groups of the violence.
Yesterday, Netanyahu said his upcoming talks with
key European leaders would focus “on continuing to
block Iran’s nuclear program” and “blocking Iran’s
plans for expansion and aggression throughout the
Middle East, especially in Syria”. Netanyahu will
head to Europe today for meetings in Berlin, Paris
and London. —AFP 

Israel, Gaza militants exchange fire 
Escalation shatters fragile ceasefire reached days ago

TUNIS: The bodies of 35 migrants have been
recovered off Tunisia’s southern coast, the country’s
defense ministry said yesterday, revising upwards
an earlier government death toll. As of 1:00 pm
(1200 GMT), “35 bodies were recovered and 68
migrants rescued,” said Rachid Bouhoula, a
spokesman for the ministry. The interior ministry
reported a distress call on Saturday night at 10:45
pm from “a fishing boat about to sink” with migrants
on board.

Tunisians and seven foreigners were among the
survivors, including nationals from Ivory Coast,
Mali, Morocco and Cameroon, said the defense
ministry spokesman. “The coastguard and the navy
continue their search with the support of a military
plane,” the interior ministry said in a statement.
“Units of the Sfax Marine Guard and the Navy went
to the boat which was five nautical miles from
Kerkennah island and 16 nautical miles from the city
of Sfax,” the ministry added.

Tunisians and migrants regularly try to cross the
Mediterranean to seek a better future in Europe, but
departures peaked last September. According to
non-governmental organizations, the uptick reflect-
ed frustration among young people hard hit by
unemployment. In October, a collision between a
migrant boat and a Tunisian military ship left at least
44 dead, in what Prime Minister Youssef Chahed
called a “national disaster”. — AFP 
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BAGHDAD: An Iraqi court yesterday jailed a French
woman for 20 years for belonging to the Islamic State
group, as her lawyers accused authorities in Paris of
“interference” to prevent her returning to France.
Melina Boughedir, a mother of four, was sentenced last
February to seven months in prison for “illegal” entry
into the country, and was set to be deported back to
France. But another court ordered the re-trial of the 27-
year-old French citizen under Iraq’s anti-terror law. 

Yesterday she was found guilty of belonging to IS
and handed a life sentence - which in Iraq is equivalent
to 20 years. “I am innocent,” Boughedir told the judge
in French. “My husband duped me and then threatened
to leave with the children” unless she followed him to
Iraq, where he planned on joining IS, she said. “I am
opposed to the ideology of the Islamic group and con-
demn the actions of my husband,” she added.

Her Iraqi lawyer, Nasureddin Madlul Abd, urged the
court to acquit Boughedir, describing her spouse as a
“jailkeeper not a husband” who had “forced” her to join
him in Iraq. Her French defense team - William
Bourdon, Martin Pradel and Vincent Brengarth - said
they were “relieved” she had been spared the death
penalty, but vowed to appeal the verdict. Boughedir,
who wore a black dress and a black headscarf, arrived
in the courtroom carrying her youngest daughter in her
arms. Her three other children are now back in France.

Hers is the latest in a series of verdicts doled out to
foreigners who flocked to join IS in its self-declared
“caliphate” after the militant group seized the northern
third of Iraq and swathes of Syria in 2014. On May 22,
an Iraqi court sentenced Belgian jihadist Tarik Jadaoun,

also known as Abu Hamza Al-Beljiki, to death by hang-
ing - although he pleaded not guilty to a range of terror
charges. Jadaoun had earned the moniker “the new
Abaaoud”, after his compatriot Abdelhamid Abaaoud,
one of the organizers of Nov 2015 attacks in Paris.

‘Unacceptable interference’ 
Even before she was sentenced, Boughedir’s case

sparked anger from her defense team, who had accused
French authorities of interfering in the case. On
Thursday, French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian
told French news channel LCI that Boughedir was a
“Daesh (IS) terrorist who fought against Iraq” and said
she should be tried on Iraqi soil. Her French lawyers
sent a letter of protest to Le Drian, seen by AFP, in
which they denounced “pressure on the Iraqi judicial
system” and “unacceptable interference”.

Bourdon yesterday condemned the verdict, saying it
had been influenced by “extrajudicial reasons”. During
the hearing, which lasted about one hour, the judge
asked Boughedir - who was arrested in the summer of
2017 in Mosul - to explain why and under what circum-
stances she had arrived in Iraq. He then declared that
“the proof that has been gathered is enough to con-
demn the criminal” to a life sentence. 

Bourdon said Le Drian wanted his client to be tried
in Iraq to “ensure that she won’t be heading back home
to France any time soon”, as part of efforts to prevent
the return of militants. Boughedir’s family and her
defense team want her to face a court in France,
Bourdon said. After being sentenced in February to
seven months in prison for “illegal” entry, she was set to
be deported back to France. But upon re-examining her
file, an Iraqi court said she had “knowingly” followed
her husband to Iraq to join IS.

Second Frenchwoman sentenced 
Boughedir’s husband is believed to have been killed

during a vast operation by US-led coalition-backed
Iraqi forces to regain control of Mosul, Iraq’s second
city and the jihadists’ former stronghold. Yesterday, she

told the court that the man she had been married to for
five years had disappeared one day, walking out and
saying he was going out “to look for water”. Since then,
she said, she had received no information about his fate
or his whereabouts.

Boughedir is the second French citizen sentenced to
life in prison by an Iraqi court for belonging to IS, after
Djamila Boutoutaou, 29, in April. Boutoutaou also said
she had been tricked by her husband. Thousands of for-
eign fighters from across the world flocked to the black
banner of the militants after the group seized swathes
of Iraq and Syria in 2014. Multiple offensives have since
reduced their “caliphate” to a sliver of desert territory
in the east of war-torn Syria. Iraqi courts have sen-
tenced to death more than 300 people, including
dozens of foreigners, for belonging to IS, judicial
sources have said. Dozens of French citizens suspected
of having joined IS ranks are believed to be in detention
in Iraq and Syria, including several minors. — AFP 
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BAGHDAD: This photo taken on Feb 19, 2018 shows
Frenchwoman Melina Boughedir, carrying her son,
arriving in court in the Iraqi capital. —AFP 


