
JERUSALEM: Palestinian militants fired three rockets
at Israel overnight prompting retaliatory fire from
Israel, with the exchanges threatening a Hamas-
declared truce. Calm returned later yesterday, though
there were concerns the first anniversary of mass
protests along the Gaza-Israel border on Saturday
would lead to further tensions. A big turnout is expect-
ed for the anniversary of the marches, which have been
calling for Palestinian refugees to be allowed to return
to their former homes now inside Israel.

Israel says such calls
amount to a campaign for its
destruction and accuses
Hamas of orchestrating vio-
lence along the border. The
protests have drawn a deadly
response from the Israel
army, which says its actions
are necessary to defend the
border. More than 200
Palestinians have been killed
by Israeli fire and one Israeli
soldier has been killed by a
Palestinian sniper. Palestinians and human rights groups
say protesters have been shot while posing little threat.

The exchange of fire overnight came after Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said he was prepared for
further military action in Gaza, at a highly sensitive time
ahead of an April 9 Israeli general election. The latest
severe flare-up began early Monday when a rare long-
distance rocket fired from the Gaza Strip hit a house
north of Tel Aviv, wounding seven Israelis. The Israeli
military hit back with air strikes across the enclave and
Palestinian militants launched a further barrage of rock-

ets. No casualties have been reported.

‘Do what is necessary’ 
Calm prevailed throughout yesterday, with Hamas

claiming Egypt had brokered a ceasefire, but as night
fell Israel said a rocket was fired from Gaza. In
response, a military statement said “fighter jets struck
several terror targets in the southern Gaza Strip,
including a Hamas military compound and a weapons
manufacturing warehouse in Khan Yunis.” A Palestinian

security source said an air
strike hit a Hamas military
base in Khan Yunis, in south-
ern Gaza.

Shortly before midnight, the
army reported a second rock-
et attack, this time on an
industrial zone on the edge of
the Israeli coastal city of
Ashkelon.  Hamas, its main
Gaza ally Islamic Jihad and
smaller groups took pains to
disassociate themselves from

the incident. “The rocket that hit near Ashkelon was the
work of an individual and the factions are committed to
calm” as long as Israel is, they said in a joint statement.
Early yesterday, Israel struck back.

“Fighter jets and aircraft struck several terror tar-
gets in the southern Gaza Strip in a Hamas military
compound in Rafah,” an army statement said. Before
dawn, another rocket was fired at Ashkelon but was
brought down by Israeli air defenses, the army said.
Netanyahu, who cut short a high-profile visit to the
United States to take charge of Israel’s response, said

Tuesday: “We are prepared to do a lot more. “We will
do what is necessary to defend our people and to
defend our state,” he told the annual conference of US
pro-Israel lobby group AIPAC by satellite link.

The army said that after a meeting with Netanyahu
— who is also defense minister - chief of staff
Lieutenant General Aviv Kohavi ordered more forces

sent to the southern border region. Yesterday, a Hamas
spokesman said: “The Gaza Strip has lived under Israeli
aggression for two days. The Hamas movement has
exercised its right to defend its Palestinian people.”
“The situation has calmed down after the intervention
of the brothers in Egypt and the entry into force of the
ceasefire,” said Hazem Qassem. — AFP 
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Calm returns to Gaza after rockets 
trigger retaliatory exchange of fire 

Netanyahu set for military action as election nears

RAFAH: A ball of fire and smoke billows above buildings in Rafah in the southern Gaza Strip during Israeli
strikes yesterday. — AFP 

A rare rocket 
fire sparks the 
latest flare-up 

Death toll from 
attack on Mali’s 
herders hits 157
BAMAKO: The death toll from Saturday’s attack
by gunmen on villagers in central Mali has risen to
157, a government spokesman said, confirming it as
one of the worst recent atrocities in a country beset
by ethnic violence. The attack, in which women and
children were burned in their homes, marked an
escalation in violence between Dogon hunters and
Fulani herders that killed hundreds of civilians last
year and is spreading across Africa’s Sahel, the
region between the Sahara to the north and the
continent’s savannas to the south.

“The official death toll is 157,” government
spokesman Amadou Kotia said late on Tuesday.
Officials on Saturday said that about 134 had been
killed, though they expected that number to rise.
The Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court,
Fatou Bensouda, said this week that the crimes may
fall under the court’s jurisdiction and that a delega-
tion will be sent to Mali. A UN Security Council
mission was already visiting the former French
colony to seek solutions to the violence when the
attack took place.

An official from a nearby town said on Saturday
that armed men, dressed as traditional Dogon
hunters, attacked villages populated by Fulani
herders. The Dogon suspect the Fulani of harboring
Islamist extremists, charges the Fulani deny. The
attack came less than a week after an assault by
jihadists on an army post killed at least 23 soldiers,
also in Mali’s central region. That attack was

claimed by an Al-Qaeda affiliate. Tacit outsourcing
of the fight against jihadists to vigilante groups with
scores to settle has unleashed ethnic violence
across the Sahel. 

In neighboring Burkina Faso at the end of
December, an ethnic Mossi militia group killed
dozens of Fulani in revenge for the killing of a vil-
lage chief by jihadists. Malian President Ibrahim
Boubacar Keita responded to the attack by replac-
ing two generals and disbanding an anti-jihadist
vigilante group called Dan Na Amassagou, whose
Dogon fighters were suspected of being behind the
massacre. The group has denied its members were

involved and rejected the government’s dissolution.
“We will continue to exert our activities as per

usual, ensuring the protection of populations until
the state decides to live up to its security role,” Dan
Na Amassagou spokesman Marcelin Guinguere
said. He said the attack was carried out by Fulani-
led jihadists disguised as Dogon. Jihadist groups
linked to Al-Qaeda and Islamic State have exploited
ethnic rivalries in Mali and its neighbors Burkina
Faso and Niger in recent years to boost recruit-
ment. Some 4,500 French troops are based in the
Sahel, most of them in Mali. The United States also
has hundreds of troops in the region. — Reuters 

MOPTI, Mali: Malian President Ibrahim Boubacar Keita (center) looks at destroyed houses following an attack
on the village of Ogossagou, near Mopti, where over 130 Fulani villagers, including women and children, were
killed. — AFP 

7 Thai parties 
form coalition 
to thwart junta 
BANGKOK: Seven political parties formed a coali-
tion in Thailand yesterday, vowing to thwart a military-
backed proxy in a bid to end years of junta rule fol-
lowing the country’s first election since a 2014 coup. A
junta-aligned party and its main rival have both
claimed the right to govern the country after Sunday’s
vote, prompting a political standoff. Questions over
irregularities are swirling following invalidated ballots
and accusations of skewed numbers.

Pheu Thai, affiliated with self-exiled former pre-
mier Thaksin Shinawatra, joined forces with six other
parties in a bid to halt military-backed factions from
leading the country. “We want to stop the regime
from hanging onto power,” Pheu Thai’s prime minis-
terial candidate Sudarat Keyuraphan told reporters.
“Pro-democracy parties received the most trust and
consensus by the people,” she added, conceding
that final results have not yet been released.

Thailand has been ruled by a junta since a 2014
putsch led by General Prayut Chan-O-Cha, the prime
ministerial candidate for the Phalang Pracharat Party.
But Phalang Pracharat stunned the pro-democracy
camp by winning the popular vote on Sunday with
7.6 million ballots, according to preliminary results.
Its main rival Pheu Thai got 400,000 fewer votes, but
is now aiming to take the majority of seats in the low-
er house with its newly-formed coalition.

The seven-party bloc claimed it would take 255
out of the 500 lower house seats that are up for
grabs, but with all official results yet to be con-
firmed the numbers are not ironclad. A clearer pic-
ture of the lower house could emerge as early as
Friday when more comprehensive figures are
expected to be released. But the party still cannot
elect a prime minister without commanding more
than half - or 376 - of all 750 seats in the com-

bined lower and upper houses. 
The balance of power is stacked in the junta’s favor

thanks to a charter it drafted creating 250 military-
appointed upper house seats. That means non-mili-
tary parties like Pheu Thai need an avalanche of votes
in order to elect a prime minister. The coalition
formed yesterday does not include two other high-
profile parties - Bhumjaithai and the Democrat Party -
which together have around 70 seats so far and
whose allegiances are still up for grabs. Phalang
Pracharat is expected to seek its own allied bloc.  

‘People’s mandate’ 
Sunday’s election had been repeatedly delayed

and was seen as a test for Thailand’s tattered democ-
racy, which has seen at least 12 coups since 1932.

Phalang Pracharat did better than expected by
clinching the most popular votes, and the junta-
backed party dismissed the coalition’s claim to be the
democratic choice. “Please stop using ‘democratic
front’ because in this election, no matter how many
votes each party receives, everyone enters the elec-
tion democratically,” the party’s secretary general
Sontirat Sontijirawong told reporters. 

Its leader said the party was confident but was
waiting to see how many seats it would get. A small
protest was held outside its party headquarters yes-
terday, led by activist Ekachai Hongkangwan who
cautioned potential allies from joining forces with
Phalang Pracharat. “I don’t want any snakes to enter
the party,” he said, throwing reptile repellant on the
ground for effect.  — AFP 

Indonesia buries 
unidentified Papua flood
victims in a mass grave
SENTANI: Unidentified victims of deadly flash floods and
landslides in Indonesia were buried in a mass grave yester-
day, with dozens still missing nearly two weeks after the dis-
aster. The official death toll stands at 112, but over 90 more
people are unaccounted for after torrential rains pounded
Indonesia’s Papua region, triggering landslides and flash
floods. Some 20 victims who have yet to be identified were
placed in numbered coffins and then buried near the hard-hit
town of Sentani. Their DNA samples have been sent to the
national police headquarters, authorities said.    

“If later on there’s a family member who comes to report
a missing relative, we will take their DNA and if it matches,
the body (will) be exhumed and given to the relatives,”
Ramon Amiman, head of the medical unit at the Papua police
said.  The March 16 disaster left nearly 1,000 injured while
more than 11,000 people were evacuated to temporary
shelters, with thousands still living in makeshift tents. The
government earlier announced a two-week state of emer-
gency after the disaster destroyed homes and other build-
ings and blocked roads. 

In one residential complex alone, some 60 homes were
swept away. “The destruction is enormous,” said Giri
Wijayantoro, vice regent of Papua’s capital Jayapura. “We’re
still in the state of emergency so we’re focusing on searching
for the missing victims.”  Flooding is common in Indonesia,
especially during the rainy season which runs from October
to April.  In January, floods and landslides killed at least 70
people on Sulawesi island, while earlier this month hundreds
in West Java province were forced to evacuate when torren-
tial rains triggered severe flooding.  — AFP 

BANGKOK: Leaders of different Thai political parties show signed documents during a press conference in
Bangkok yesterday. — AFP 

Brunei to impose death
by stoning for gay sex
and adultery
KUALA LUMPUR: Adultery and gay sex in Brunei will be sub-
ject to death by stoning from next week, authorities said, under a
strict Sharia law that has been on hold for four years amid heavy
criticism. Rights groups reacted in horror yesterday to the latest
hardline move from the resource-rich nation on Borneo, which
practices a stricter brand of Islam than its neighbors Malaysia and
Indonesia.

The tiny sultanate will implement the harsh new penal code-
which also prescribes amputation of a hand and foot for theft-next
Wednesday. Homosexuality is already illegal in Brunei but it will
now become a capital offence. The law only applies to Muslims.
The new penalty for theft is amputation of the right hand for a first
offence, and the left foot for a second offence. Amnesty
International yesterday urged Brunei to “immediately halt” imple-
menting the new penalties.

“To legalize such cruel and inhuman penalties is appalling of
itself,” Brunei researcher Rachel Chhoa-Howard said in a state-
ment. “Some of the potential ‘offences’ should not even be deemed
crimes at all, including consensual sex between adults of the same
gender.” A notice on Brunei’s Attorney General’s Chambers dated
December 29 last year said the provisions will take effect on April
3. Brunei first announced the measures in 2013 but implementation
has been delayed as officials worked out the practical details and
in the teeth of opposition by rights groups. 

Under a shift towards hardline Islamic law, Brunei in 2015
banned excessive Christmas celebrations for fear that Muslims
could be led astray. Brunei’s Sultan is no stranger to controversy at
home-the monarchy was deeply embarrassed by a family feud with
his brother Jefri over the latter’s alleged embezzlement of $15 bil-
lion during his tenure as finance minister in the 1990s. Court bat-
tles and investigations revealed salacious details of Jefri’s un-
Islamic jetset lifestyle, including claims of a high-priced harem of
foreign women and a luxury yacht he owned called “Tits”.—AFP 


