
All fuel vessels evacuated urgently
from Tripoli port after LNA strike
Tue, 2020-02-18 22:38

TRIPOLI: Eastern Libyan forces said they attacked the sea port of Libya’s
capital on Tuesday to target a weapons depot, signalling a new escalation in
the battle for control of Tripoli.

The Libya National Army (LNA) faction, which is based in the east of
the country and commanded by Khalifa Haftar, did not elaborate about the arms
depot it cited in a statement.

The LNA had earlier said that it had targeted a Turkish ship which had been
delivering arms to the government based in the capital, located in Libya’s
northwest.

Tripoli port is a major gateway for food, fuel, wheat and other imports for
the capital area, engulfed in war since the LNA began a campaign in April
2019 to take the city, where the UN-backed government is backed by Turkey.

All ships including fuel tankers were moved out of the port after Tuesday’s
attack, two port officials said. Tripoli-based forces said the LNA had fired
four missiles.

Since January, Turkey has sent several ships carrying arms and heavy trucks
to Tripoli and Misrata, another western port, diplomats say.

The LNA is allied to a parallel government in eastern Libya supported by the
United Arab Emirates, Egypt, Jordan and Russian mercenaries. Eastern ports
and airports are out of range of the Tripoli forces.

Oil-rich Libya has been riven by factional warfare and disorder since rebels
toppled Muammar Qaddafi in 2011.

Tuesday’s attack on the port unfolded as officers from the Tripoli forces and
the LNA held a second round of indirect talks in Geneva to establish a
permanent ceasefire. Both sides refused again to sit in the same room,
UN Libya envoy Ghassan Salame said, though he said he was hopeful of making
progress.

“So while the situation on the ground remains a situation where the truce is
very fragile…, nobody has so far reneged on the principle of accepting the
truce and the political process is trying to find a way to move forward,” he
told reporters.

Salame also said a ceasefire was not a precondition for advancing on other
matters such as how to better distribute state revenues generated by oil.

“It (talks) are going pretty well on the economic side, but it is harder on
the military side,” he said.
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He added that he had received conditions from tribesmen allied to eastern
forces to lift a blockade of eastern oil export ports, but said these were
quite general and would have to be fleshed out in more UN-led talks in Geneva
next week. 
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ISTANBUL: Jailed Turkish businessman Osman Kavala and eight other defendants
were on Tuesday acquitted over their alleged roles in organizing the 2013
Gezi Park protests in Istanbul.

In a surprise move, the Istanbul 30th Heavy Penal Court ordered the prison
release of philanthropist and human rights activist Kavala after 840 days
behind bars.

Kavala and a number of co-defendants had been facing life sentences on
charges of plotting to overthrow the government through violence and force,
with the other defendants accused of helping them.

An estimated 3.6 million people took part in the Gezi Park protest events
between May 28 and Sept. 25. More than 5,500 individuals were arrested and
189 held in custody, while four civilians and two police officers died in the
unrest.

Tweeting after the verdict, Mayor of Istanbul Ekrem Imamoglu, said: “The
acquittal of all the defendants in the Gezi Park trial is a true source of
joy, and restores trust in the Turkish judicial system. I salute all those
who stand to defend our city’s history, culture and nature.”

The verdict comes at a time of growing tensions between Turkey and Russia in
Syria and follows calls from the EU and the Council of Europe for Ankara to
release Kavala and all other politically prosecuted activists. As a result,
Turkey has suddenly found itself pushing for Western assistance through
“symbolic steps.”

In December last year, the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) demanded the
immediate release of Kavala and ruled that Turkey had violated his rights.

However, Selahattin Demirtas, the former co-chair of the pro-Kurdish Peoples’
Democratic Party (HDP), and countless other political prisoners still remain
in pre-trial detention.

The case of a further seven defendants, who are abroad and were being tried
in absentia, was separated but arrest warrants for them were suspended.

Envoys, diplomatic representatives and consul generals of several European
countries attended Tuesday’s court hearing.

The day before the trial, Ahmet Davutoglu, the former Turkish prime minister
under the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) who recently formed the
rival Future Party, was also withdrawn as a plaintiff from all criminal cases
involving offenses against him, including the Gezi Park case.

Louis Fishman, a Turkey expert from Brooklyn College, said: “This is
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fantastic news and highlights from the start that it was nothing more than a
politically motivated trial.

“Turkey has a long record of sham trials over the decades and fortunately
this one ended without a conviction. However, lives have been ruined and an
innocent man, Osman Kavala, was forced to sit in prison for 840 days awaiting
his freedom, despite the fact he proved no danger to society,” he told Arab
News.

Fishman noted that the case had left a stain on Turkey and its judicial
system and did nothing to detract from its continued unjust imprisonment of
others.

On Feb. 19, more than two years after they were first detained, a court will
give its verdict on 11 human rights activists, including former senior
members of Amnesty Turkey. They were accused of “aiding armed terrorist
organizations” and “being members of an armed terrorist organization” after
attending a meeting on “digital security and protection of human rights
defenders” in the Princes’ Islands of Istanbul.

Andrew Gardner, Turkey strategy and research expert at Amnesty International,
said they had been awaiting a verdict at the final hearing for some time.
“But we are under no illusion. Many of our colleagues, human rights
defenders, political prisoners are facing unfair trials or are going through
unfair trials and facing unfair verdicts,” he told Arab News.

“The release would be however a change in the political dynamic because it
was a politically motivated trial and at the same time an attack against
civil society and a crackdown on civil freedoms. The solidarity shown within
Turkey from a wide range of society was incredibly important in this
process,” he added.
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Israel plans new east Jerusalem
settlement
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JERUSALEM: Israel has developed plans to build 9,000 settler homes in annexed
east Jerusalem, the first such project in the city in more than 20 years,
watchdog Peace Now said Tuesday.
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Details of the plan emerged a day after Israel’s transport ministry approved
a controversial proposal to extend a train line from Tel Aviv into
Jerusalem’s flashpoint Old City.
Peace Now said the housing ministry had a week ago submitted plans to
Jerusalem’s Municipality to build the settlement units on the site of the
former Atarot airport, between two Palestinian neighborhoods.
It said final approval of the project could take years.
But if built, it would drive “a wedge in the heart of the Palestinian urban
continuity between Ramallah and East Jerusalem, thus preventing the
establishment of a viable Palestinian state with its capital in East
Jerusalem.”
It would be the first new settlement in east Jerusalem since a previous
government of Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu built the Har Homa settlement
near Bethlehem in 1997, Peace Now said.
More than 600,000 Jewish settlers live in the occupied West Bank and annexed
east Jerusalem, in communities considered illegal under international law.
Peace now said the Atarot plan “also includes the demolition of dozens of
Palestinian residential units that were built in the area without permits
throughout the years.”
Palestinians regularly build without the required permissions because they
are unable to obtain them from Israeli authorities.
Jordan, the custodian of Muslim holy sites in Jerusalem, blasted the proposed
rail extension as “a flagrant violation of international law.”
A Middle East peace plan unveiled last month by US President Donald Trump
gave a green light for Israel to declare sovereignty over all of Jerusalem as
well as settlements and other territory in the West Bank.
The Trump proposal has been rejected by the Palestinians, who demand east
Jerusalem as the capital of their state.
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Fatah and Hamas blame each other for
reconciliation failure
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Tue, 2020-02-18 01:20

GAZA CITY: Fatah and Hamas have blamed each other for their lack of
reconciliation following the release of US President Donald Trump’s Middle
East peace plan.
The Trump peace plan, supported by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu,
calls for the creation of a demilitarized Palestinian state that excludes
Jewish settlements built in occupied territory and is under near-total
Israeli security control. It also proposes US recognition of Israeli
settlements on occupied West Bank land and of Jerusalem as Israel’s
indivisible capital, along with Israeli annexation of the Jordan valley.
It has been trashed by the Arab League and the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation as well as the Palestinian Authority.
Palestinian Authority President Mahmoud Abbas called on all factions to unite
and develop a common strategy to counter the peace deal and there were hopes
he would send a PLO team to Gaza to reconcile with his political rivals at
Hamas, ending 13 years of internal division. But the meeting has yet to
materialize, with each side accusing the other of obstruction and exclusion.
Hamas seized control of the Gaza Strip by force from the Fatah-led
Palestinian Authority in 2007, with the takeover leaving Palestinians divided
between two governments. Hamas controls Gaza and the internationally
recognized Palestinian Authority governs autonomous areas of the Israeli-
occupied West Bank. The two sides remain bitter enemies.
The PLO’s Saeb Erekat, who is executive committee secretary, said the
organization’s factions were ready to go to the Gaza Strip. “It is Hamas that
is delaying the visit, by refusing to invite the factions to hold a meeting
that includes all the factions in Gaza,” he told Arab News. “We do not see
any reason for Hamas to delay issuing invitations to the Palestinian factions
to respond to what was agreed upon in holding a factional meeting in Gaza,
until a reconciliation agreement is reached and ending
the division.”
Azzam Al-Ahmad, a member of the Fatah central committee, said the group was
not waiting for the approval of any party to go. It was waiting for an
official date from Hamas in order to hold the factional meeting in Gaza.
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In 2017 Hamas and Fatah signed a reconciliation agreement after Hamas agreed
to hand over administrative control of Gaza, including the key Rafah border
crossing.

The deal was brokered by Egypt and helped bridge the gulf between the two
Palestinian parties — the Western-backed Fatah and Hamas, which is viewed as
a terrorist organization by several countries including the US.

HIGHLIGHT

Mahmoud Abbas called on all factions to unite and develop a common strategy
to counter the peace deal and there were hopes he would send a PLO team to
Gaza to reconcile with his political rivals at Hamas, ending 13 years of
internal division. But the meeting has yet to materialize.

Hamas leader Ismail Radwan said there was no need for hiding or “evasion” as
the group’s stance was clear about representation and delegations. “It
(Hamas) has repeatedly welcomed the visit of the delegation to achieve
reconciliation, the brothers in Islamic Jihad and the popular and democratic
fronts approved that,” he told Arab News. Fatah, he said, opposed the
inclusion of “resistance forces.”
“The problem lies in the political thought of Abbas and his team, who do not
believe in real partnership on the ground, and they like to exclude the
resistance factions that have presented hundreds of martyrs,” he added.
Sources said Fatah wanted to exclude three factions — the Liberation
Movement, the Mujahideen Movement and the Popular Resistance Committees —
whereas Hamas wanted them to participate because of their loyalty.
A Fatah delegation visited Gaza last week without meeting Hamas. Radwan said
there was no meeting because the delegation insisted on holding a “bilateral
meeting” with Hamas only.
“We welcomed the arrival of the delegation of the Palestinian Authority in
the hope that it would be a prelude to a meeting at the level of general
secretaries or a scheduled national meeting, but unfortunately Fatah started
with obstacles, the first of which was the refusal of the national and
factional presence at this meeting,” he said.
Ibrahim Abrash, a political science professor at Al-Azhar University in Gaza,
said there was no reconciliation agreement in sight. “What happened after the
announcement of the deal of the century is an emotional state without real
intentions on both sides of the division,” he told Arab News. Mutual
accusations and the justifications for the visit’s failure were “trivial,” he
added.
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Negative response to Larijani’s offer
of economic assistance to Lebanon
Tue, 2020-02-18 00:30

BEIRUT: Iran’s Speaker Ali Larijani’s visit to Lebanon was not welcomed by
political leaders opposing Hezbollah, in what was the first official foreign
visit by a senior politician to Beirut since the formation of a new
government led by Prime Minister Hassan Diab. Apart from Diab, Larijani met
with Lebanese President Michel Aoun and Speaker Nabih Berri.
“He (Larijani) conveyed to Aoun a letter from the Iranian President Hassan
Rouhani regarding Iranian-Lebanese ties, and invited him to visit Tehran,”
said Aoun’s media office.
“Lebanon is an influential country in the region. The relations between our
two countries have always been based on friendship and goodwill. Iran is
continually seeking to see the brotherly Lebanon as a free, sovereign and
independent country,” said Larijani at Rafic Hariri International Airport.
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Reacting to his visit, former Minister Ashraf Rifi said: “Keep your hands
away from Lebanon for it to stay free, sovereign and independent. The project
of Iranian hegemony and trusteeship will fall sooner or later because it
opposes the people’s freedom and dream of a better future.
“Liberating Lebanon from your hegemony is the gateway to salvation. Iran has
only offered Lebanon destruction and blood. Do not believe the delusion of
dominating over Lebanon through your tool’s weapons,” he added.
Member of Parliament Nadim Gemayel, who is a member of the Kataeb Party,
said: “Welcome to your mini-state and thank you for your wishes. Start by
keeping your hands and evil away from Lebanon. Tell that to Hassan Nasrallah,
the chief of Wilayat Al-Faqih in our country.
“Our situation today is a direct result of Hezbollah’s corruption, illegal
weapons and indiscriminate wars. They led investors and the international
community to lose confidence in the country and brought economic pressures
and sanctions,” he added.

Keep your hands away from Lebanon for it to stay free, sovereign
and independent. The project of Iranian hegemony and trusteeship
will fall sooner or later because it opposes the people’s freedom
and dream of a better future.

Ashraf Rifi, Former Lebanese minister

Nasrallah, the secretary-general of Hezbollah, had previously given a speech
calling for a boycott of US goods in Lebanon. In it, he had stated his
confidence that Iran would make up any shortfalls, and was ready to provide
Lebanon’s armed forces with necessary arms and equipment.
The offer was echoed by the Iranian Minister of Foreign Affairs Mohammad
Javad Zarif during an official visit to Beirut.
“My country is ready to provide assistance and cooperate with the Lebanese
government in all fields. We are waiting for this desire to be shared by the
Lebanese side,” he said.
The Iranian offer sparked a debate in Lebanon, as acceptance would be
considered a challenge to US sanctions on Iran and a deviation from Lebanon’s
disassociation policy.
Nasrallah reiterated the offer and suggested resorting to China to resolve
the country’s chronic crises in a speech last November.
Larijani’s visit on Sunday coincided with another move by Hezbollah, to
unveil a monument dedicated to Iranian Gen. Qassem Soleimani, killed in a US
drone strike in January, on the Southern Lebanese border with Israel.
Former Prime Minister Fouad Siniora reacted by saying: “The unveiling of the
monument is an unhelpful move and an unwise action.”
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