
Israel-Hamas
fighting 
abates along
border 
GAZA:  Cross-border fighting between
Israel and Hamas abated yesterday after a
day of Palestinian rocket attacks and
Israeli air strikes, but Israel said it
reserved the right to strike again and kept
its forces massed at the Gaza frontier. The
biggest Israeli-Palestinian escalation in
months, which began on Monday with the
longest-range Palestinian rocket attack to
cause casualties in Israel for five years,
appeared to have been curbed overnight
by Egyptian mediation. 

But even if brought to an end, the crisis
could have an impact on an Israeli election
in two weeks in which right-wing Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu is fighting
for his political life, arguing that he must
stay in power to keep Israelis safe.

Israel responded to Monday’s rocket
attack with a wave of strikes on targets
belonging to the Hamas militant group
that controls the Gaza strip. Seven Israelis
were injured in the initial rocket attack
and five Palestinians were wounded by the
retaliatory Israeli strikes, although most of
the targets hit appeared to have been
evacuated in advance. A senior Israeli
official on board the plane of Netanyahu -
who flew home cutting short a visit to the
United States to deal with the crisis - said
Israel had not yet stood down.

“We are prepared to deliver another

blow, if necessary,” Israeli Army Radio
quoted the official as saying. The border
area fell quiet yesterday morning after
Hamas said Egypt had brokered a truce.
As in past escalations that ended with
Egyptian mediation, Israel denied it had
agreed to a ceasefire with Hamas, which it
views as a terrorist group. Rocket warn-
ing sirens, which had sounded in Israeli
towns near the border on Monday night,
fell silent by morning.

The escalation was the biggest since
November between Israel and Hamas,
which fought three wars between 2007
and 2014 and have come to the brink of
all-out conflict several times since.
Security is a major issue as Netanyahu, in
power for a decade, faces his strongest
electoral challenge from a centrist coali-
tion led by a top general. The right-wing
leader is beset by corruption allegations
which he denies. He argues that he has
kept Israelis safe with a tough stance
towards the Palestinians that could be
weakened if he leaves office.

In Washington, he met US President
Donald Trump, who reversed decades of
US policy to sign a proclamation recog-
nizing Israeli sovereignty over the Golan
Heights, which Israel captured from Syria
in the 1967 Middle East war. Reporters
who flew with Netanyahu quoted the sen-
ior Israeli official as saying Trump’s move
was proof that Israel could retain land
captured in a “defensive war”, an appar-
ent suggestion of a permanent hold over
other areas captured in 1967, such as
parts of the West Bank.

‘We don’t want war’
The Israeli military blamed Hamas, the

dominant armed group in Gaza, for
Monday’s initial strike that destroyed a

house in Mishmeret, a village north of Tel
Aviv. It said the rocket had been launched
from the enclave, some 120 km away.
Retaliatory Israeli air strikes in Gaza lit up
the night sky and explosions rocked the
densely-populated coastal enclave,
destroying targets that included the office
of Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh. 

The military said extra Israeli soldiers
and tanks had been moved to the border.
In the morning, with the bombing having
stopped, Gazans picked through the rub-
ble of destroyed buildings to search for
valuables and documents. Some Gaza uni-
versities were shut but schools were open,
although many families kept children
home. “We don’t want war, but if Israel
wants it then what should we do? We ask
our factions to respond,” said Mohammad

Sayed, 40. “But we hope Egypt reaches a
deal to end this.” Gaza militants fired bar-
rages of rockets into Israel late into
Monday night. Some were shot down by
Israeli defenses and others landed in emp-
ty areas. Israel remained on high alert
yesterday and ordered schools near the
border closed and residents to stay near
bomb shelters. 

“I told my kids that everything is going
to be all right and that it will be over. We
trust the government will solve the prob-
lem,” Eliav Vanunu, whose house in the
Israeli border town of Sderot was dam-
aged by a rocket on Monday night, said
on Israel Radio. Gaza is home to 2 million
Palestinians, mostly descendants of peo-
ple who fled or were driven from homes in
Israel on its founding in 1948. — Reuters

Pentagon
authorizes 
$1bn for 
border wall
WASHINGTON: Acting Pentagon chief
Patrick Shanahan has authorized $1 bil-
lion to build part of the wall sought by
Donald Trump along the US-Mexico
border, the first funds designated for the
project under the president’s emergency
declaration. The Department of
Homeland Security asked the Pentagon
to build 57 miles (92 kilometers) of 18-
foot (5.5-meter) fencing, construct and
improve roads, and install lighting to
support Trump’s emergency declaration. 

Shanahan “authorized the commander
of the US Army Corps of Engineers to
begin planning and executing up to $1
billion in support to the Department of
Homeland Security and Customs and
Border Patrol,” a Pentagon statement
issued late Monday read. The acting
defense secretary cited a federal law
that he said gives the Pentagon broad
authority to build infrastructure “across
international boundaries of the United
States in support of counter-narcotic
activities of federal law enforcement
agencies.” The statement was released a
day before Shanahan was due to testify

in Congress to present and defend the
Pentagon’s draft budget.

The White House has laid out an
ambitious 2020 budget proposal which
contains $8.6 billion in new wall funding,
above the $5.7 billion Trump sought for
this year. Frustrated by Congress’s
refusal to provide the budget he wanted,
Trump declared a national emergency
last month. The White House has sig-
naled it will seek to repurpose some $6
billion from military funds, without spec-
ifying which Pentagon programs would
be slashed.

The move drew condemnation from
both the president’s rival Democrats and
fellow Republicans, who warned it was
an abuse of presidential powers and cre-
ated a dangerous precedent. Trump has
made border security an over-arching
domestic issue and says it will remain at
the center of the agenda in his 2020
reelection bid. Although there has been a
surge in arrival of families and children
at the border, overall apprehensions at
the frontier are down substantially from
a decade or more ago.

Military misgivings 
There have also been reported mis-

givings within the military, including
from America’s top marine who last
week warned that deployments to the
US-Mexico border pose an “unaccept-
able risk” to the force, according to doc-
uments obtained by The Los Angeles
Times. In memos addressed to acting

Pentagon chief Patrick Shanahan and
Navy secretary Richard Spencer,
General Robert Neller wrote that he had
been forced to cancel or reduce exercis-
es in five countries. Neller added the
declaration meant the corps could not
afford to rebuild hurricane-hit bases in
North Carolina and Georgia. “The hurri-
cane season is only three months away...
and we have Marines, Sailors, and civil-
ians working in compromised struc-
tures,” Neller wrote.

Court showdown 
The declaration has also been chal-

lenged by 16 states which sued the
administration last month, contending the
order was contrary to the constitution’s
presentment and appropriations clauses,
which outline legislative procedures and
define Congress as the final arbiter of
public funds. The lawsuit also questioned
Trump’s categorization of illegal border
crossings as a national emergency, saying
data issued by the administration itself
refuted the notion. Should the states pre-
vail, the case could work its way up to
the Supreme Court, setting up a prece-
dent-setting showdown on the separa-
tion of powers. — AFP 

CARACAS: The United States has accused Russia of
“reckless escalation” of the situation in Venezuela by
deploying military planes and personnel to the crisis-
stricken South American nation that Washington has hit
with crippling sanctions. The Russian planes and military
personnel arrived outside the Venezuelan capital Caracas
on Saturday, according to local media reports, two
months after the Trump administration disavowed
President Nicolas Maduro.

Washington has recognized opposition leader Juan
Guaido as the country’s legitimate president and
demands that Maduro leave
power, which Russia has
described as a US-backed
coup against the socialist gov-
ernment. “The United States
condemns Russia’s deploy-
ment of military aircraft and
personnel to Caracas, which is
another contradiction of both
Nicolas Maduro’s and Russia’s
calls for non-intervention in
Venezuela and is a reckless
escalation of the situation,” a
State Department spokesman said.

The vice president of Venezuela’s Socialist Party,
Diosdado Cabello, confirmed two planes had flown to
the country from Russia, but he did not give a reason or
say they carried troops. “The planes from Russia landed
in Venezuela because they were authorized by the only
government that there is in Venezuela, and it’s called the
government of Nicolas Maduro,” Cabello said in a
speech broadcast on state television. The Kremlin
declined to comment on the planes yesterday or to the
accusations from the US State Department.

Meanwhile, US and Russia clashed publicly over
Venezuela on Monday, raising geopolitical stakes over
the oil-producing nation after Moscow sent dozens of
soldiers to Caracas amid what it alleged was a budding
“coup.” US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo warned his
counterpart Sergei Lavrov over the phone that “the
United States and regional countries will not stand idly
by as Russia exacerbates tensions in Venezuela.” The
tense conversation came after Russia sent two planes
reportedly carrying around 100 soldiers and 35 tons of
military equipment to Venezuela’s main airport outside

Caracas on Saturday.
One independent

Venezuelan journalist, Javier
Mayorca, reported that the
deployment also included
General Vasily Tonkoshkurov, a
top official who heads the
Mobilization Directorate of
Russia’s armed forces.
Although Russian state news
agency Sputnik described the
troop arrival as a movement to
“fulfill technical military con-

tracts,” the development unsettled Washington, which
has thrown its weight behind opposition leader Juan
Guaido as interim president against President Nicolas
Maduro.

“The continued insertion of Russian military person-
nel to support the illegitimate regime of Nicolas Maduro
in Venezuela risks prolonging the suffering of the
Venezuelan people who overwhelmingly support interim
President Juan Guaido,” Pompeo said, according to his
office. The Organization of American States echoed the
US condemnation. “It is unacceptable that a foreign gov-

ernment engages in military cooperation programs with
a usurping regime that has been declared illegitimate by
resolutions and Inter-American law, which also threatens
hemispheric peace and security,” read a statement from
the OAS General Secretariat.

US ‘coup’ 
Lavrov said in a statement he had complained of

“attempts by Washington to organize a coup d’etat in
Venezuela” during his conversation with Pompeo. Such
moves “constitute violations of the UN charter and

undisguised interference in the internal affairs of a sover-
eign state,” it said. Russia and China are the main allies of
Venezuela. Both have lent billions of dollars to the oil-
rich South American country, propping up Maduro’s
cash-strapped government. Russia previously signaled
its support for Maduro by sending two Tu-160 bombers
to Venezuela last December to take part in a military
exercise. Russia’s President Vladimir Putin has a record
of ordering his military-or paramilitary-forces into sev-
eral theaters to challenge US strategies, notably in Syria
and Ukraine. — Agencies 
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TEXAS: A wall along one of the several layers of the US-Mexico border fencing is
seen in the border town of McAllen, Texas. Acting Pentagon chief Patrick
Shanahan has authorized $1 billion to build part of the wall sought by Donald
Trump along the US-Mexico border. — AFP 

CARACAS: General view of a sector without light during a power outage in Caracas yesterday. A new blackout hit
many regions in Venezuela including much of Caracas, sowing alarm two weeks after a nationwide outage that
paralyzed the country. — AFP 
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US universities implicated 

WASHINGTON: The US Education Department has
opened investigations into eight universities tied to a
major admissions scam, Politico has reported, citing
people close to the matter. If the department finds the
colleges violated federal education regulations, it
could impose penalties up to cutting off their access
to federal student loans and grants. Letters were sent
informing the presidents of Yale, Wake Forest
University, the University of San Diego, Stanford,
Georgetown, the University of Texas at Austin, the
University of Southern California and the University
of California, Los Angeles about the probe. The move
comes after the Department of Justice accused
dozens of wealthy parents including two famous
actresses of being involved in an operation that
charged from $15,000 to millions of dollars to help
them get their children into elite schools. — AFP 

Man jailed for ‘egging’ 

LONDON: A man who struck British opposition
Labor leader Jeremy Corbyn while holding an egg in
a pro-Brexit protest was jailed for 28 days yesterday.
The 31-year-old suspect, John Murphy, from Barnet in
the north of the city, was charged with assault by
beating in a pro-Brexit protest. Chief Magistrate
Emma Arbuthnot told Westminster Magistrates’ Court
that she had taken into account the “current climate”
in jailing the man, calling it “an attack on our demo-
cratic process”. Corbyn was not hurt in the incident,
which occurred during a visit to the Finsbury Park
Mosque in his Islington constituency in north London.
Corbyn said he was “shocked and surprised” by the
attack, in a statement read to court.  — AFP 

‘Red line’ in Taleban talks

BERLIN: The rights of women constitute an
“absolute red line” for the Afghan government in
peace negotiations between the US and the Taleban,
Afghan Foreign Minister Salahuddin Rabbani said
yesterday. “There will be no restrictions on girls’
schooling - we shall not sacrifice what we have been
building for 18 years,” Rabbani told Bild daily, voicing
strong support for the peace talks in Qatar.
“Negotiation is the only way to end this conflict and
these problems,” he said. But he added: “Let’s be
clear — when we talk of peace that does not mean
we are giving in. This is not about re-establishing the
Taleban regime in the country. “If we have peace,
stability and foreign investment in this country then
people will not want to leave Afghanistan for
Germany. They will stay put. That is why the peace
process is so important.” — AFP 

Female reporters resign 

VATICAN CITY:The all-female editorial team behind
the Vatican’s women’s magazine have resigned over
what they describe as attempts to stifle their reporting
and bring in more “obedient” journalists, its founder
said yesterday. “We are throwing in the towel because
we feel surrounded by a climate of distrust and pro-
gressive de-legitimization,” Woman Church World
founder Lucetta Scaraffia wrote in an editorial pub-
lished by Italian religious news blog Il Sismografo. The
magazine - which has not shied away from tackling
hard-hitting issues such as the sexual abuse of nuns by
priests - began life seven years ago as an insert and is
published along with the Vatican’s L’Osservatore
Romano newspaper. Scaraffia said the new editor of
L’Osservatore, Andrea Monda, was attempting to
“weaken” the monthly by bringing in external collabo-
rators in a bid to control the editorial line. — AFP 

GAZA: Palestinians gather next to the rubble of a building in Gaza City, after Israeli
air strikes hit dozens of sites across the Strip overnight in response to rocket fire
from the Palestinian enclave. —AFP 


