Gazans brace for more mass border
demos at anniversary
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GAZA CITY: Protests are to take place across Gaza City on the anniversary of
last year’s series of demonstrations against Israel’s blockade of the Gaza
Strip.

The protests began on March 30, last year, when Palestinians voiced their
frustration at the siege imposed on their region 13 years ago, and at the
refusal of Israeli authorities to allow refugees to return to the towns and
villages displaced during the 1948 Nakba.

A member of the political bureau of the Democratic Front for the Liberation
of Palestine, Talal Abu Zarifa, said the previous demonstrations had gained
international attention through “peaceful popular resistance,” and had helped
rehabilitate the Palestinian cause on the international scene.

He added that regular marches and protests would not stop until the siege was
lifted.

Hamas spokesman Hazim Qasim agreed with Zarifa, stating that the protests had
achieved “national cohesion,” but acknowledged that the liberation of Gaza
was still some way off.

He added, though, that continued participation in the marches would send a
strong message to Israel and the international community that the
Palestinians would not give up on their cause.
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® Writer and political analyst
Hossam Al-Dajni said that the
most important achievement
of the protests was that they
had ‘eroded’ Israel's image as a
sympathetic, restrained force,
revealing an ‘uglier’ face to the
world.

® The UN Human Rights
Council adopted a resolution on
March 22, condemning Israel
and the Israeli Defense Force
for war crimes against the
demonstrators.

“For years, Israel has been working to connect the Palestinian struggle with
terrorism, but during the peaceful marches in Gaza, in which the Palestinians
resisted, it committed war crimes in front of the eyes of the world,” he told
Arab News.

Meanwhile, protestor Ahmed Al-Burdini, who was disabled after being shot in
the leg by an Israeli bullet, said he had not missed a protest in months
despite his injury.

“I lost my job because of my disability, and there is now no source of income
for our family,” he said, claiming he’d been drawn to demonstrate due to the
poor living conditions imposed on Gaza by the blockade.

The UN Human Rights Council adopted a resolution on March 22, condemning
Israel and the Israeli Defense Force for war crimes against the
demonstrators.
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Migrants see no end to misery as pope
visits Morocco
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CASABLANCA: Migrants at a squalid camp in the Moroccan city of Casablanca
have few hopes for the future, after their dreams of a new life in Europe
were squashed.

Illegal but tolerated, the Oulad Ziane camp is the last of its kind in the
country following the dismantling of similar ones in southern Agadir in March
as well as one in the central city of Fes.

“This is no life,” lamented Marcelin, a Cameroonian who has been in Morocco
for five years and is now stranded in the camp after several failed attempts
to leave for European shores.

“We don’t expect anything from anyone, but we hope at least for a little
security and hygiene for children,” said the man in his 30s.

He was speaking ahead of a visit to Morocco this weekend by Pope Francis who
will make immigration one of the themes of his landmark trip.

In a message sent Thursday, the pope said he would meet with “migrants .. who
represent an appeal to build together a more just and fraternal world.”

Home to migrants from across sub-Saharan Africa, the Oulad Ziane camp is a
scene of misery and despair.

The number of migrants at the camp varies, but can exceed 2,000, said Lassine
Camara, who calls himself the “president” of the Malian community and a
spokesman for Cameroonians, Guineans, Ivorians, Nigerians, Senegalese and
others there.

They take cover under makeshift shelters of wooden pillars topped with
blankets or sheets of plastic.

A water hose has been installed by non-governmental organizations to provide
water to drink and for washing, while the groups also ensure rubbish is
cleared away, according to a volunteer who did not wish to be named.
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Bus stations have become easy gathering points for migrants who can at least
use the toilets, said Alpha Camara, a Guinean who leads a Rabat-based
association and who also represents those from sub-Saharan Africa.

“There are very few structures for migrants: We are scrambling to give them a
semblance of dignity,” said an activist in Casablanca.

Five migrants died in 2018 at camps in the northeastern region of Nador due
to “disease and poor hygiene,” according to the Moroccan Association of Human
Rights (AMDH).

The authorities are working to clear illegal camps without developing
reception facilities, according to several sources.

“The Moroccan policy is to put the migrants on buses and deport them from the
north,” the Casablanca volunteer said, adding some migrants have endured this
five or six times.

The Interior Ministry’s immigration director, Khalid Zerouali, however denies
they are being deported, a term used by human rights defenders who denounce
“massive arrests” in recent months in the north.

Faced with higher migration flows since the closure of the road via Libya,
the authorities last year stopped 89,000 attempts at “irregular immigration,”
including 29,000 at sea, according to official figures.

Non-Moroccans arrested at illegal camps are sent home, including 5,500 who
returned voluntarily in 2018, or moved to other cities, according to
Zerouali.

Since the start of the year, about 9,000 sub-Saharan migrants have been
“removed” from along the Mediterranean coast under a law that bars those
without residency from certain areas in order to stop trafficking, he said.

Ahead of his visit, the pope said he was coming “as a pilgrim of peace and of
fraternity, in a world which has great need of both.”

“If the pope comes to speak about migration, then I hope the world can see
the misery in which we live,” sighed one Senegalese man at the camp who hid
his face for fear of being arrested and deported.

Near him, a man cooked up a pot of rice to be sold in portions as youths
played table football beside a pile of garbage.

n

“We sleep where we urinate,” said one angry young Burkinabe man.

The camp suffers from a “lack of hygiene, violence and makeshift structures,”
said a representative of a local association.

Last year it also witnessed four fires as well as clashes which erupted
between migrants and residents, according to the volunteer from Casablanca.

Despite this, the Cameroonian Marcelin still thinks integration is possible



for the migrants and that it is easier for Muslims.

Morocco says it has a “humanist” migrant policy and has conducted two
campaigns since 2014 giving residency to 50,000 illegal aliens.
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A ‘tragic life’ for the displaced in
Al-Hol camp
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AL-HOL CAMP: Malnourished children struck down by chronic diarrhea, mothers
too weak to breastfeed — in northeastern Syria’s Al-Hol camp, a humanitarian
emergency is unfolding.

Arabic, French, German and English voices fill the air in the muddy
alleyways, as foreign women who married into Daesh and civilians displaced by
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the fighting against terroorists seek out assistance.

But while much divides the two groups, one thing unites them; they despair
over the camp’s lack of food and medical care.

“It is a tragic life,” said Najwa Ali Jolane, a young Syrian mother who has
lived at Al-Hol for three and a half months.

“We lack everything,” the 20-year-old said.

Flapping in the springtime breeze, white tents embossed with the UN refugee
agency'’s acronym UNHCR stretch as far as the eye can see.

But the threadbare structures cannot cope with the flood of women and
children who in recent months have fled a string flattened villages in
eastern Syria, including Baghouz, where Daesh’s so-called caliphate was
declared defeated on Saturday

The most fortunate families in Al-Hol have their own tents, while the unlucky
ones shelter with dozens of others in warehouses.

“There are 10,000 people living in large communal tents which lack privacy,”
said Paul Donohoe, from the International Rescue Committee.

An extra 5,000 tents are needed to house people, he said.
The flood of arrivals in Al-Hol has transformed the camp into a chaotic town.

It now brims with more than 70,000 people, but was only designed to
accommodate a seventh of that number.

Kurdish authorities have raised the alarm and called on the international
community to step up and help.

In front of a World Food Programme warehouse, huge lines of women — all
dressed in the full black nigab — stand in the mud, awaiting rations that the
UN agency says are enough for a month.

Some in the line refuse to speak to journalists, but others — Jolane included
— take the opportunity to rail against their misfortune.

“On days when it rains, our tent is flooded with water, so we have to move to
a neighbors’ tents,” said the former resident of Hajjin, a village near
Baghouz that was flattened by fighting in December.

Jolane’s son, just a few months old, is dressed in dusty and muddy clothes,
his feet exposed.

WFP’'s Syria spokesperson Marwa Awad acknowledges that “humanitarian
conditions in Al-Hol camp are extremely critical.”

“What is lacking is proper space for the continuous influx of people as well
as proper health facilities to treat injuries and diseases,” she said.



A Syrian woman, who did not want to give her name, said her three-year-old
daughter “has been sick since she arrived here” around one month ago.

“She is vomiting and has persistent diarrhea,” she said angrily.

“We were brought here in uncovered vehicles. The children fell sick (and)
many died on the way,” she added.

At least 140 people, mainly children, have died en route to Al-Hol or shortly
after arriving since December, according to the IRC.

Cordoned off from the main camp and deemed a security threat, the foreign
women who joined Daesh complain that their money and cell phones have been
confiscated.

Many fear chronic diarrhea could weaken their children beyond the point of no
return.

They told AFP they have been unable to get hold of Flagyl, a drug commonly
used to treat persistent cases.

According to Save the Children, some 30 percent of children under the age of
five screened at the camp since the start of February suffer acute
malnutrition and WFP says it has tracked several cases of “dehydration and
diarrhea.”

The future of the 9,000 women and children held in the foreigners’ section of
Al-Hol is a constant headache for Kurdish authorities, who want to get rid of
them, but Western capitals are reluctant or outright refuse to bring them
home.

The foreign women are monitored closely and Kurdish guards escort them when
they go to market in the main part of the camp.

“We cannot stay here, we have no food, no money,” said Romina Scheer, a young
German woman.

“We want to go home.”

She said she traveled to Syria in December 2014 to join Daesh, where she
married a fellow German Daesh member.

“I cannot breastfeed because I did not have enough to eat,” said Scheer.

Her children include a three-month-old baby boy and an eight-year-old
daughter whose blonde pigtails and earring mark a stark contrast with her
mother’s austere attire.

“My children — every day they ask: ‘Mummy when are we going to go home?’”
said Scheer.

“And I say: ‘it depends on our country, (and) if they take us back.’“
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Year of Gaza protests leaves lives
broken, medical system on brink
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GAZA CITY: A year ago, Ezzedine Al-Baz’'s decision to skip work and join tens
of thousands at the first day of protests along the Gaza-Israel border nearly
cost him his life.

Baz, then 29, said he had been standing a couple of hundred meters from the
border fence for only about a half an hour when an Israeli sniper’s bullet
pierced his leg.

Five operations and multiple infections later, he is missing a chunk of bone,
his leg remains strapped in a metal case and he will likely never walk as
before.
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“It has been a year that I have been suffering, there is still pain,” he said
from a clinic run by medical charity Doctors Without Borders (MSF) in Gaza
City.

“At night I don’t sleep at all. If I had known, I would have stayed at work.”

A year after the start of protests and clashes on the Gaza-Israel border,
more than 200 Palestinians have been killed by Israeli fire.

But beyond those killed, thousands of others wounded have been largely
forgotten.

There have also been knock-on impacts for the Palestinian territory’s already
beleaguered health system. Hundreds of those shot remain at risk of infection
and amputation, while Israel has turned down most applications to leave the
strip for treatment.

So stretched are health care services that thousands of operations for other
conditions have been delayed, while doctors who can leave are fleeing the
strip, Gazan medics say.

With major protests expected on the anniversary Saturday, medical
professionals are worried.

“A full-blown escalation would obviously push the system again toward the
edge of collapse,” said Gerald Rockenschaub, the World Health Organization
(WHO) head in the Palestinian territories.

The protests labeled the Great March of Return have called for Palestinian
refugees to be allowed to return to their former homes now inside Israel,
which Israelis view as advocating for the destruction of the country. They
were also billed as an opportunity for protesters to break the decade-long
Israeli blockade of Gaza.

The World Bank says the restrictions are the primary cause of desperate
economic circumstances in the strip, where seven out of 10 young people are
unemployed.

Early on, many protesters remained far back from the fence and demonstrated
peacefully. Others approached and clashed with Israeli forces. Those
approaching the fence have progressively become more violent.

Explosive devices, stones and fireworks have been used against Israeli
forces. There has been occasional gunfire, with one soldier killed by a
Palestinian sniper.

Israeli forces’ use of live fire has come under heavy criticism, with
Palestinians and rights groups saying protesters have been shot while posing
little threat.

Last month, a UN probe said Israeli soldiers had intentionally fired on
civilians in what could constitute war crimes.



At the MSF clinic, dozens of young men with casts sit on plastic chairs
waiting for treatment.

The organization has treated more than 4,000 Palestinians with gunshot
wounds. A few hundred are not healing and risk amputation.

Mohammed Bakr, a 27-year-old fisherman, was also shot on March 30 last year
and has had six operations.

“Since that day I have had no hope for the future,” he said.

He accused Israeli soldiers of shooting at protesters who did nothing to
provoke them.

“I won't be able to work like before. The leg won’t carry weight.”

With Gaza’'s medical system overstretched, treatment outside the strip could
ease pressure.

Around 500 applications have been made by those injured in the marches to
cross the Israeli border for treatment, according to figures published by the
WHO.

Less than one in five have received the permits in time.

COGAT, the Israeli body responsible for the permits, confirmed it granted
around 100 requests.

“The Gaza health system suffers from long years of neglect by the Hamas
terror organization, which prefers to invest its citizens’ money in terror
and military power,” it said.

More than 8,000 operations for other often serious but not life-threatening
conditions — such as gallstones or hip replacements — have been postponed in
Gaza hospitals according to the WHO.

Dozens of doctors also left Gaza in 2018, a huge spike from previous years,
health officials say.

Neither the WHO nor Gaza health authorities said they had exact figures.

WHO'’s Rockenschaub said he recently met a nurse who walked miles to work each
day as she didn’t have money for a bus.

“Whenever we talk to health authorities in Gaza, even to individual
physicians, many of them talk about their intention to leave,” he told AFP.
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Brazil’'s Bolsonaro to walk diplomatic
tightrope in Israel
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BRASILIA: Brazil’'s President Jair Bolsonaro arrives in Israel Sunday, where
he will walk a diplomatic tightrope as he seeks to shore up ties with his
right-wing counterpart Benjamin Netanyahu while keeping key Arab trade
partners onside.

Bolsonaro’s controversial pledge to move Brazil's embassy to Jerusalem is
expected to be high on the agenda during the three-day visit as Netanyahu
uses the occasion to boost his standing ahead of April 9 elections.
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The Brazilian ex-army captain’s trip comes after his recent visits to the
United States and Chile, as part of efforts to build ties with conservative
governments around the world.

Neither Brazil nor Israel has released details of the visit, but Bolsonaro is
expected to focus on correcting their lopsided trade relationship by boosting
Brazilian exports, mainly soybeans and meat.

He is also expected to seek greater access to Israeli defense technology.

In 2018, Brazil's exports to Israel were worth $321 million dollars, while
imports, including fertilizers and chemical products, stood at $1.17 billion,
official data shows.

But the issue of relocating Brazil's embassy will likely dominate the visit,
testing the tough-talking Bolsonaro’s diplomatic skills.

Months after promising the shift, which sparked an angry response from
Palestinian leaders, Bolsonaro has yet to announce a timetable.

Speaking to reporters Thursday, Bolsonaro suggested he was in no hurry to
make a decision.

“Trump took nine months to decide, to give his final word, so that the
embassy was transferred,” Bolsonaro said.

“Perhaps now we will open a commercial office in Jerusalem.”

While moving the embassy would please Bolsonaro’s evangelical Christian
support base, it would run the risk of provoking commercial retaliation from
Arab states, some of which are major importers of Brazilian meat.

The issue has “a very important symbolic weight,” said Paulo Kramer, a
professor at the University of Brasilia.

“If he doesn’t announce it on the trip, it will frustrate his voters’
expectations and upset evangelical groups,” federal lawmaker Marcos Pereira,
who is also president of a parliamentary Brazil-Israel friendship group, told
AFP.

The decision to move the embassy is highly sensitive because Israel claims
all of Jerusalem as its capital, while Palestinians view east Jerusalem as
the capital of their future state.

Virtually all countries agree that Jerusalem’s status can only be defined
through wider Israeli-Palestinian peace negotiations.

So far, only the United States and Guatemala have broken with that consensus
by opening embassies in Jerusalem. Paraguay backtracked on a decision last
year to move its embassy. Israel and the US have spoken with Honduras about
its embassy going to Jerusalem.

“Moving the embassy of any country.. is a violation of international law and
an attack on the Palestinian people,” the Palestinian envoy to Brazil,
Ibrahim Alzeben, told AFP this week.

For Netanyahu, who faces a strong challenge from former military chief Benny
Gantz in next month’s election, Bolsonaro’s visit will help him demonstrate
that “he has friends around the world,” Raphael Eldad, Israeli ambassador to
Brazil from 2011 to 2014, told AFP.

“In the international context, Israel cannot ignore friends.”
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