
This aerial view taken on Friday shows a neighborhood in Beit Hanun in the northern Gaza Strip, that was targeted by Zionist air strikes. — AFP 

International
‘Ecological disaster’
feared as Greece 
battles forest fireBiden has ‘no illusions’ on difficulty of N Korea denuclearization

Page 7

SUNDAY, MAY 23, 2021

BEIT HANUN: Walking down a sandy path in the
northern Gaza Strip, father of six Ramez Al-Masri
points to a huge crater where his home used to be. A
ceasefire early Friday ended 11 days of relentless
Zionist air strikes on the besieged coastal enclave run
by Islamist group Hamas. But the truce was too late
to save the Al-Masri family’s home.

“When I came home and I saw this massive hole in-
stead of our building, I was in shock,” said the 39-year-
old Palestinian. “The war isn’t over, it’s still there in front
of me and inside me.” The house - or what remains of
it - is in Beit Hanun, the village closest to the Erez
Crossing between northern Gaza and the Zionist entity.
Last week, a Zionist officer called him late at night to
tell him to flee his home with his wife and children.

They had just enough time to rush for shelter in a
nearby clinic. A few minutes later, a Zionist air strike
pummeled down through their three-storey house,
blasting a six-meter-deep crater in the ground, shat-

tering the water and sewage networks and blowing
out windows in nearby buildings. In a young neigh-
bor’s bedroom, glass shards, mangled metal and
lumps of concrete lay on the ground near a large red
heart and a message painted on the wall: “Happy
birthday, my love.”

‘Stench of death’
Zionist air strikes have killed at least 248 people

including 66 children in Gaza since May 10, the health
ministry says. The Zionist entity says fighters too have
been killed. Twelve people were killed in the Zionist
entity, including a child and a teenager, with one sol-
dier struck by an anti-tank missile, Zionist authorities
say. The Zionist bombing campaign was the deadliest
since a 2014 conflict in the Gaza Strip.

In that war too, Masri lost a home, which he said
had taken him all of three years to rebuild. “Will it
now again take me another three years to rebuild?”

he asked. “Will it take until the summer of 2024?” For
the moment his family is staying with relatives and
waiting for aid - local or international - so they can
rent a new home while they wait.

The 2014 war had ravaged the enclave. The Zionist
army sent in ground troops who engaged in heavy
clashes with Hamas, leaving buildings riddled with
bullet holes. This time the war just came from the air.
For the first time in days, tens of thousands of Gaza
residents ventured out of their homes on Friday,
checking on neighbors, examining ravaged buildings,
visiting the sea - and burying their dead.

In the nearby village of Beit Lahia, a tall building
had been flattened to a pile of smashed concrete lay-
ers. “There were nine dead here. We searched for
them for 18 hours after the Zionist strike, which
crushed everything,” said 59-year-old Rabah Al-
Mahdoun. A policeman nearby said everything had
been permeated by the “stench of death”.

Above the mountain of rubble, a foul smell grasped
at the nose and throat. Elsewhere in the strip that day,
rescue workers pulled five bodies from what appeared
to once have been a tunnel. Umm Mohammed says she
lost her family home and donkeys in the Zionist air
strikes. “Everything is destroyed, we have nothing
left,” she said. Her children were petrified through the
latest round of bombardment, she said. — AFP  

“My son Akram was just four days old when the
2014 war broke out, and I had told myself I wanted
to make sure he never had to live through that again,”
she said. She wonders now if, after they rebuild their
home, it will again be demolished in another round of
violence. “We need peace,” she said. A neighbor,
Thaer, interrupted. “Real peace means an end to the
(Zionist) blockade on Gaza” in place since 2007, he
said. It means “being able to approach the checkpoint
with (the Zionist entity) without being shot at, and to
cross over to work in (the Zionist entity)”. — AFP  

Gaza family home reduced to crater
‘The war isn’t over, it’s still there in front of me and inside me.’
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Will Biden close 
Gitmo prison?
WASHINGTON: The approved release of three
detainees locked up in Guantanamo Bay, Cuba for
nearly two decades has raised expectations that
President Joe Biden might try to close the notorious
US military prison. A high-level review board on
May 17 signed off on the release of the oldest of
the 40 so-called detainees still at Guantanamo, 73-
year-old Pakistani businessman Saifullah Paracha,
as well as two others.

Despite being arrested and secretly rendered to
the US military prison on the Caribbean island be-
tween 2001 and 2003, the three were never
charged - like most of the others still there. Tarred
by accusations of extra-legal imprisonment, denial
of rights and torture, Guantanamo has been a
human rights shame for Washington since it was
opened in January 2002 as a “War on Terror”
prison for people suspected of connections to the
Sept 11, 2001 attacks by Al-Qaeda. 

Within a few years the United States had seized
around 780 people, most on slim evidence of Al-
Qaeda ties, and taken them to Guantanamo as war
prisoners. Many underwent torture in secret CIA
locations before their transfer to the prison. Only a
dozen have been shown to have strong connections
to 9/11 or other attacks.

Biden was vice president when then president
Barack Obama ordered the prison closed two days
after taking office in 2009, with the idea that those
tied to 9/11 would be tried in US civilian courts. But
the idea was deeply unpopular and Congress
blocked it. Instead Obama over eight years quietly
freed hundreds of prisoners after the Guantanamo
Periodic Review Board (PRB) cleared them.

That process ground to a halt when Donald
Trump took office in 2017. Now, President Biden
has inherited an expensive, legally dubious and,
for many, embarrassing camp still holding 40 men
that could outlast the two-decade war in
Afghanistan sparked by 9/11. Asked in April if
Biden will close the base, White House Press Sec-
retary Jen Psaki replied that he “remains commit-
ted” to doing so. —AFP

MONTEVIDEO: COVID-19 has
caused the death of more than one mil-
lion people in Latin America and the
Caribbean where slow vaccine rollouts
are preventing an exit from the pan-
demic crisis. Since the coronavirus was
first detected in the region in Sao Paulo
in late February 2020, AFP has recorded
over 1,001,400 deaths-almost 30 per-
cent of the global total - and more than
31.5 million cases.

Nearly 90 percent of the fatalities
have been notched in just five countries,
which represent 70 percent of the re-
gion’s total population: Brazil, Mexico,
Colombia, Argentina and Peru. “Right
now the situation is terrible. We’ve never
had something like this in our country,”
Jacil Farias, an 82-year-old pensioner
from Brazil, told AFP a few days ago.

Worst-hit countries 
Brazil is the second-worst affected

country in the world by COVID-19
deaths after the United States and has
the highest overall death rate in Latin

America. Daily fatalities have dropped
by a third since passing 3,000 in the first
half of April, though. Mexico, the sec-
ond-worst affected country in the re-
gion, has seen daily COVID deaths fall
even more precipitously from 1,300 at
the end of January to just 170.

The capital Mexico City will re-open
schools from June 7 following in the
footsteps of two states that have al-
ready done so and four more that will
do so at the start of June. The opposite
is happening in Colombia, though,
where unprecedented daily deaths of
500 combined with mass anti-govern-
ment street protests have left the coun-
try with two simultaneous crises, on top
of already extant poverty and violence.

Colombia was due to co-host the
Copa America football tournament with
Argentina starting on June 13 but was
stripped of its position by South Amer-
ican football’s governing body CON-
MEBOL due to its problems. Carissa
Etienne, Pan American Health Organiza-
tion (PAHO) director, said on Wednes-

day the body was “expecting even
greater increases” due to the recent
street protests. The situation in Ar-
gentina is also drastic, with 35,800 new
cases and 435 deaths registered on
Thursday.

President Alberto Fernandez an-
nounced a nine-day lockdown begin-
ning yesterday with the country going
through its “worst moment in the pan-

demic”. “People aren’t taking care,
none of us are being careful and we
want to go out and travel,” Alicia
Sepulveda, a resident of Buenos Aires,
told AFP. Neighboring Uruguay, which
was lauded throughout much of 2020
as a model for managing the pan-
demic, hit rock bottom in April and
currently has the highest global daily
death rate. —AFP

MONTEVIDEO: In this photo taken on April 20, 2021, health workers take care of a pa-
tient at a COVID-19 ICU in a private hospital. — AFP 

Slow vaccine rollout hits Latam
as COVID claims million lives

Belgian soldier 
lurked near 
target’s home
BRUSSELS: A Belgian soldier with suspected ex-
treme-right views who absconded with military
weapons spent two hours lurking near the home of
a potential assassination target, officials said Fri-
day. An investigating judge has opened a probe
into an alleged “terrorist attempted murder” four
days after 46-year-old Jurgen Conings disap-
peared, leaving behind “troubling” letters threat-
ening coronavirus experts.

The search for the serviceman, which has been

joined by specialist police units from four countries
and troops backed with armored cars and helicop-
ters, has focused around a national park in north-
eastern Belgium, near the Dutch border. But four
days later, officers have lifted a cordon around the
Hoge Kempen park, near where the suspect’s aban-
doned car was found earlier in the week with anti-
tank rocket launchers inside. He is thought to have
taken more weapons with him and gone on the run.

Officials have said Conings - dubbed the “Belgian
Rambo” in the press - was on a monitoring list of
suspected far-right extremists and had been stripped
of a high-level security clearance and disciplined
over racist and violent social media posts. Now, he
is also the subject of an investigation by anti-terror
prosecutors. Potential targets - such as renowned vi-
rologist Mark Van Ranst - have been moved to
places of safety under police protection.

“The work of the inves-
tigation is continuing,” the
spokesman for the federal
prosecutor’s office Eric Van
Duyse said. “An investigat-
ing judge has been assigned
on a count of attempted
terrorist assassination and
possession of weapons in a
terrorist context.” 

Justice Minister Vincent
Van Quickenborne said the
suspect, who disappeared
on Monday, had spent more
than two hours that evening
near the home of one of his potential targets. Broad-
caster VRT reported that the target was Van Ranst,
but the minister did not confirm this. —AFP

Jurgen Conings


