Defiant settlers try to block Israeli soldiers

Army hands out eviction notices to residents of Gaza, W. Bank settlements

The Associated Press - Updated: 10:03 a.m. ET Aug. 15, 2005

NEVE DEKALIM, Gaza Strip - Defiant and tearful Jewish settlers locked their communities’ gates and formed human 

chains to block troops from delivering eviction notices Monday, as Israel began its historic pullout from the Gaza Strip after 38 years of occupation.

Police and soldiers waited patiently in the sweltering sun and avoided confrontation at the behest of their commanders. One sobbing settler pleaded with a brigadier general not to evict him before the two men embraced.

“It’s a painful and difficult day, but it’s a historic day,” said Israel’s defense minister, Shaul Mofaz.

Over the next three weeks, Israel plans to remove all 21 Jewish settlements from Gaza and four from the West Bank. The withdrawal marks the first time Israel will dismantle settlements in areas captured in the 1967 Mideast War and 

claimed by the Palestinians for their future state.

While Prime Minister Ariel Sharon says the pullout will improve Israel’s security, Jewish settlers fiercely oppose the plan and have promised stiff — but nonviolent — resistance.

Israeli troops fired in the air Monday to keep back hundreds of Palestinians, including a few dozen masked gunmen, who were marching toward southern Gaza’s Gush Katif bloc of settlements in celebration of the impending withdrawal. The crowd burned a cardboard model of an Israeli settlement, complete with an army watchtower.

In Gaza City, the Islamic militant group Hamas hung banners proclaiming the pullout is a result of attacks by militants on Israelis. “The blood of martyrs has led to liberation,” one banner said.

Thousands of Israeli troops marched into Gaza’s settlements, delivering eviction notices in some communities, but encountering protests in others. The notices gave settlers until midnight Tuesday to leave. If they ignore the deadline, they will be removed by force and could lose up to a third of their government compensation for the move.

Last minute prayers Resistance was stiff in Gush Katif. Hundreds of settlers blocked the gates of Neve Dekalim, Gaza’s largest settlement, preventing the forces from entering.

Dozens of observant Jewish men, wearing white prayer shawls, held morning prayers at the gate, appealing for divine intervention to block the withdrawal. Dozens of youths wearing orange, the color of defiance, sat on the streets. “Who dares to do battle with God,” read one protester’s T-shirt.

Troops moved into the community through a second entrance, only to be blocked by large crowds of settlers who burned tires and formed human chains. Protesters formed a ring around the troops, briefly scuffling with one commander who attempted to break through before giving up. The army did not try to force its way in.

Military commanders listened quietly to the settlers’ appeals, but said they would not be deterred.

“We will reach every settler, just as we have planned,” said Maj. Gen. Dan Harel, Israel’s commander over the Gaza region.

Harel told Army Radio that the operation was going as anticipated. “Our estimation is that by tomorrow night most of the residents will agree to leave,” he said.

Many of Gaza’s 8,500 residents have already left, and Mofaz told the Israeli Cabinet that he expected an additional 300 families to leave on Monday. But the army estimates that thousands remain, including some 5,000 hard-liners who 

have infiltrated Gaza to resist the pullout. Authorities fear some of the extremists could turn violent.

At the isolated Morag settlement, hundreds of people blocked troops at the gate. One man, identified by Israeli media as Liron Zeidan, burst into tears as he pleaded with officers not to remove him from his home.

“I am not your enemy. I served as an officer under you,” the man told Brig. Gen. Erez Zuckerman, the commander of the army unit waiting at the gate.

Zuckerman listened and wiped sweat off his brow, then hugged the young man. “We love you, you are part of us,” he told the assembled settlers.

Soldiers help settlers pack In Gan Or, the army reached a deal with residents to send only a small group of senior officers to give the notices to community leaders in an effort to avoid friction.

The operation went more smoothly in the settlements of Nissanit and Elei Sinai, secular communities in northern Gaza that have virtually emptied out.

In Nissanit, four soldiers came to the home of Yitzhak and Avigail Dadon, a couple in their 70s who said they would 

leave before the forcible removal begins. Yitzhak Dadon said that earlier in the morning, he lowered an Israeli flag that 

had been fluttering from his roof. Avigail Dadon cried, and a female soldier stood up to hug her.

Two residents entered an abandoned home, took out a hammer and smashed the remaining mirrors, doors and windows. Some homes were covered in graffiti, including one that read “Sharon is a Nazi.”

Soldiers also helped settlers pack. In one Nissanit home, troops removed a large sundeck next to a backyard swimming pool, pulling out planks and stacking them up in a pile.

In the Elei Sinai settlement, resident Esti Yamin clutched her eviction notice and cried. When the four-member army team left her home, she said: “They were very kind and I think they are doing all they can do.”

However, one of her neighbors put lawn chairs and a TV set on the roof, where he said he would remain with his young daughter until he is removed by force. “Elei Sinai won’t fall,” read a large sign outside his home.

Soldiers were also giving eviction notices in four West Bank settlements slated for evacuation. They chose not to enter two of the communities, Sanur and Homesh, where hard-line extremists have holed up. The army instead planned to hand the orders to community leaders.

Israel’s Cabinet met Monday and gave final approval for the removal of additional Gaza settlements in what was seen as a formality. The plan was already approved by the government and parliament during a bruising yearlong political battle.

With some 50,000 security forces involved, the “disengagement” from Gaza is the nation’s largest-ever non-combat operation. 

Palestinian leader Mahmoud Abbas said the Gaza pullout is a “historical moment,” but that Israel must also hand over the West Bank and east Jerusalem in the future.

“If they want peace, they must allow Palestinians to achieve their rights,” Abbas told the British Broadcasting Corp.

The Palestinians hope the pullout from Gaza will lead to the resumption of peace talks and ultimately full independence in areas captured by Israel in the 1967 Mideast War.

But they fear the withdrawal is a ploy by Sharon to get rid of areas he doesn’t consider crucial to Israel while consolidating control of parts of the West Bank, where the vast majority of the 240,000 Jewish settlers live.

No talks on statehood

Sharon has said there can be no talks on the Palestinian statehood envisaged by the peace proposal until Abbas disarms militants. 

By rare agreement with Israel, 7,500 Palestinian security men in Gaza began moving into position on the outskirts of the fortified settlements on Sunday to ward off possible efforts by Palestinian gunmen to shoot at departing settlers. 

The security men, some of whom stationed themselves as close as 500 feet from Israeli troops, were to also prevent Palestinians charging into empty settlements to seize property. 

The settlement demolitions will be carried out under a deal with the Palestinian Authority which wants to build high-rise housing on the plots to improve living conditions in the densely populated Gaza Strip. 

Israel intends to complete the Gaza pullout in October, when the last Israeli troops are slated to leave. 

But, citing security concerns, it plans to retain control, as stipulated in interim peace deals, of Gaza’s airspace and possibly its border crossings despite Palestinian and international calls for an end to economically crippling travel 

restrictions. 
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American Jews pray for Gaza settlers

Hundreds gather at U.N. as withdrawal from contested lands begins

The Associated Press

Updated: 12:06 a.m. ET Aug. 15, 2005

NEW YORK - American Jews gathered in front of the United Nations on Sunday to pray for friends abandoning their homes in the Gaza Strip as part of an historic withdrawal ending Israel’s 38-year occupation of the territory.

Several hundred people, many wearing prayer shawls and skull caps, stood before a Hebrew scroll, chanting as they awaited the official start of the withdrawal that will redraw borders and reshape prospects for Mideast peace.

“As emotionally tied in as we are to the imminent destruction of the Jewish community in Gaza, this is a day when we cry out to God rather than scream protest slogans,” said Glenn Richter, an organizer of the service at the Isaiah Peace Wall.

Israel sealed the Gaza Strip to Israeli civilians late Sunday.

Soldiers lowered a red road barrier at the Kissufim Crossing between Israel and Gaza, with a sign on the barrier reading: “Stop, entry into the Gaza Strip and presence there is prohibited by law.”

In New York, Esther Neistein held a sign that read, “Don’t make a legal terrorist state,” referring to the Palestinian takeover of Gaza and four settlements in the West Bank.

“This was Jewish land thousands of years ago, and we won it back in the Six Day War,” fought in 1967, Neistein said.

A block away, a half-dozen anti-Zionist, ultra-Orthodox Jews who oppose a Jewish state for religious reasons held Palestinian flags.

“We want the peaceful dismantlement of the Jewish settlements in Gaza — and of Israel,” said Rabbi David Feldman, a teacher in a Rockland County Hasidic Jewish community, whose viewpoint is in the minority among religious Jews.

At one point, a young man tried to grab one of the Palestinian flags, but police restrained him.

Israel police eject radical Jews from Gaza hotel

Commandos forcefully remove religious squatters before siege takes place

Reuters

Updated: 3:28 p.m. ET June 30, 2005

GUSH KATIF, Gaza Strip - Israeli police commandos stormed a hotel in a Gaza settlement on Thursday and ejected 150 radical Jews from a bastion of resistance to Israel's planned withdrawal from the occupied territory.

Police scaled ladders to enter the barricaded seaside hotel after the army declared a closed military zone in Jewish settlements in Gaza to put an end to an influx of ultranationalists bent on scuttling the August withdrawal.

The heavily armed commandos broke down room doors and gave chase through the Palm Beach Hotel compound to grab the religious squatters. Some of them were women clutching small children who had bound themselves to furniture.

They were carried or dragged kicking and screaming out of the white stucco complex and some were handcuffed in a lightning operation completed in 30 minutes and without casualties, security commanders said. There were four arrests.

"They have all been removed. There's no doubt they were preparing for siege here. We found boarded-up windows and supplies of tires and bottles filled with fuel," said General Dan Harel, the Israeli military commander in the Gaza region.

Nadia Matar, a far-right activist leader, shouted at police ousting her from the hotel: "Cossacks! Cossacks! Shame on the government for expelling Jews as if they were in Russia."

Harel said on Israel Radio that the raid was provoked by "hooligans and lawbreakers with no regard for human life."

Harel said such radicals were responsible for the attempted "lynching" on Wednesday of a Palestinian youth stoned from close range in a clash sparked by Jewish youths' seizure of an outpost in the nearby Palestinian neighborhood of al-Mawasi.

Prime Minister Ariel Sharon vowed Israel would block far-right Jews from obstructing the pullout. "We will deal with these phenomena with a heavy hand since they threaten our very existence here as a Jewish and democratic country," he said.

Potential peacemaking at stake

Sharon told economists the pullout would start on schedule and "begin in seven weeks time ... I promise that I will not be deterred from implementing the evacuation from Gaza because of threats and intimidation from political opponents."

He aims to evacuate all 21 Jewish settlements in Gaza and four of 120 in the West Bank, a disengagement U.S.-led mediators hope will foster a "road map" peace process between Israel and Palestinians seeking statehood in occupied lands.

While opinion polls have shown most Israelis favor his plan, Sharon has been confronted with escalating protests by fringe ultranationalists, some of whom have threatened his life.

Thursday's raid amounted to a dress rehearsal for security forces being trained to handle anticipated resistance among the 8,500 established Gaza settlers due to be evacuated in August.

Threat of more rioters

"(We have) information that further groups of Israelis may be moving towards Gaza in an attempt to provide back-up for the rioters," it said, alluding to the Kach activists in al-Mawasi.

Once the radical threat was removed, the military ban on non-residents would be lifted, it said.

The settlers' YESHA council threatened to bring throngs of protesters to the Gaza area unless the restrictions were lifted.

The Palm Beach Hotel, derelict for years, was converted two months ago into an anti-evacuation redoubt by ultranationalists from hard-line settlements in the occupied West Bank.

Religious rightists say Sharon's disengagement strategy betrays Jewish claims on biblical land and appeases Palestinian militancy that has included many suicide bombings.

Palestinians welcome any Israeli withdrawals from lands occupied in the 1967 Middle East war. However, they fear Sharon intends to leave Gaza mainly in order to cement Israel's hold on much larger settlements in the West Bank.

Israeli soldier guilty in activist's killing

Manslaughter conviction carries maximum 20-year sentence

CASTINA MILITARY BASE, Israel - A military court convicted an Israeli soldier of manslaughter Monday in the killing of a pro-Palestinian British activist in 2003.

The defendant, Wahid Taysir, who no longer is in the army, was accused of shooting Tom Hurndall in the head during an army operation in the Gaza Strip in April 2003.

Witnesses said Hurndall, 22, was helping Palestinian children avoid Israeli tanks. Hurndall was in a coma for nine months before dying in a London hospital.

Taysir’s lawyer, Yariv Ronen, claimed Hurndall died because of malpractice by British doctors. 

The military court found that Taysir shot Hurndall with a sniper rifle using a telescopic sight. It said there was no basis for the claim of malpractice and added that Taysir gave a “confused and even pathetic” version of events to the court.

20-year sentence possible

Taysir also was convicted of obstruction of justice, one count of submitting false testimony, obtaining false testimony and unbecoming behavior. He faces up to 20 years in prison when sentenced in August.

Hurndall’s sister, Sophie Hurndall, praised the verdict but said the army must change its practices.

“This kind of thing needs to stop happening. Until that has changed ... we won’t really have won,” she told Sky News TV.

She said the Hurndall family had little contact with Israeli authorities during the trial and claimed there had been a “systematic process” of covering up the shooting.

Hurndall, a student, was shot in the Rafah refugee camp, where he was photographing the work of the International Solidarity Movement. ISM activists often place themselves between Israeli forces and Palestinians to try to stop the Israeli military from carrying out operations.

Arab Israeli soldier

The defense also argued that a confession from the soldier, on which the prosecution based its case, was forced. Taysir, a member of Israel’s Bedouin Arab minority, charged the army with racism, saying he was prosecuted because he is an Arab and his victim was a foreigner.

Two other British citizens have been killed in the Israeli-Palestinian fighting. Cameraman James Miller was shot and killed in Rafah on May 2003 while filming a documentary about the impact of violence on children.

Also, Israeli soldiers shot and killed aid worker Iain Hook in November 2002 during a gunbattle with armed Palestinians in the Jenin refugee camp in the West Bank.

However, in the more than four years of Israeli-Palestinian violence, the Israeli military has arrested only a handful of soldiers for harming Palestinians or foreigners.

Another soldier, Aymad Atawna, already was sentenced to jail for lying to protect Taysir.
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Israel may quit other settlements, Sharon says

But prime minister reiterates that large West Bank blocs will stay

MSNBC News Services - Updated: 9:58 a.m. ET Aug. 12, 2005

JERUSALEM - Israeli leader Ariel Sharon suggested in an interview published Friday that West Bank settlements — beyond the four to be dismantled in coming weeks along with those in the Gaza Strip — could be relinquished as part of a peace deal.

But he reiterated that Israel would keep major settlement blocs in any peace deal.

The Israeli Defense Ministry, meanwhile, wants to complete the withdrawal from Gaza and the northern West Bank already by Sept. 4, rather than in mid-September, the original target date, security officials said. The forcible removal of settlers from their homes there is to begin next week.

The deadline was moved up even as military sources raised to 3,000 the number of people they estimate have entered Gaza settlements to bolster resistance.

“The settlement blocs will remain” in Israeli hands, Sharon told the Yediot Ahronot newspaper, reiterating his oft-stated policy. “I never replied when asked what the boundaries of the settlements blocs are — and not because I’m not familiar with the map.”

Asked whether Israel would eventually pull out of several small West Bank settlements, he replied: “Not everything will be there. The issue will be raised during the final status talks with the Palestinians.”

When Sharon decided more than a year ago to quit Gaza, captured 38 years ago, he reasoned that would make it easier for Israel to hold on to the major West Bank settlement blocs, where most of the 240,000 settlers live.

The boundaries of those blocs are in dispute, with an especially controversial plan being Israel’s program to build 3,650 housing units in an unsettled area of West Bank land outside Jerusalem.

Israel’s determination to hold on to and expand these blocs could cloud hopes that the impending withdrawal from Gaza would restart stalled Israeli-Palestinian peace talks.

'No regrets'

“I have no regrets,” Sharon also told the paper. “Even if I had known ahead of time the extent of resistance, I would have done it anyway.” 

His published remarks followed a mass rally on Thursday by 150,000 rightists in central Tel Aviv, the largest demonstration by Israelis seeking to block the withdrawal from the occupied Gaza Strip set to begin on Wednesday.

The Defense Ministry has modified its target date for completing the Gaza evacuation, which is to begin Wednesday, because 55,000 soldiers and police will be involved in the forcible removal of resisters — about 10,000 more than originally planned, security officials said.

In all, 9,000 settlers are to be uprooted.

President Bush endorsed the withdrawal in an interview broadcast Thursday on Israel TV. “The disengagement is, I think, a part of making Israel more secure and peaceful,” he said.

Within Gaza, there were conflicting signs of the impending evacuation deadline. At the largest Gaza settlement, Neve Dekalim, supermarket shelves were half-empty, with basic supplies such as oil, flour and eggs all but cleaned out. A nearby clothing store was advertising a huge sale.

But a fully stocked toy and stationery store was charging full prices.

Resistance rhetoric sounded equally ambivalent.

Libby Weinberger, 63, a former New Yorker, denied this would be the settlers’ last Sabbath in Gaza.

“Nothing in life is certain,” said Weinberger, who came to the Neve Dekalim settlement from her home in the Israeli town of Raanana to lend her settler daughter moral support.

Her daughter, she said, hasn’t sought state compensation for the evacuation “because she doesn’t believe she’ll be leaving,” said Weinberger, who moved to Israel from New York 33 years ago.

But on the other hand, she acknowledged her daughter was considering packing up her house, and that the evacuation might go through. “She’s definitely not leaving voluntarily,” Weinberger said of her daughter.

Neve Dekalim’s population is overwhelmingly observant, and there has been much talk there of relying on divine deliverance from the evacuation decree.

Resistance reinforcements

Secular Nissanit, by contrast, was a virtual ghost town late Thursday.

Furniture, windows and even red roof tiles in what had been a community of 1,100 had been removed from many of the houses, leaving them empty shells. Yards were filled with boxes and broken hulks of plastic furniture. A small pink bike lay abandoned next to one house.

Settler leaders said they would send thousands toward Gaza next week in an attempt to reinforce the resistance. On Friday, the military estimated that 3,000 non-residents have entered Gaza in recent months to make things more difficult for evacuating forces. Earlier this week, it put the number at 2,000.

At Morag, one of the more militant Gaza settlements, crude holes smashed through the outside walls of second-floor attics were testimony to the illegal presence of reinforcements. The holes, and the ladders propped up underneath them, allow access to the strangers who have come to the settlement to beef up the opposition.

On Thursday, the military stopped issuing entry permits to settlers’ relatives and friends because so many visitors have remained in the strip after their permits expired.

The Palestinian Authority is anxious for a smooth handover that would prove its ability to control volatile Gaza after the Israelis depart. Militant factions, however, are trying to create the impression that they are driving out the Israelis by force, and have been firing rockets and mortars at Gaza settlements and nearby Israeli towns daily.

In Gaza early Friday, about 1,000 armed and masked Hamas militants trained to infiltrate and attack Jewish settlements. It wasn’t clear whether this signaled an intent by the militant group to fire on settlers and evacuation forces during the impending pullout.

A spokesman for the group, who identified himself as Abu Anas, said, “We will keep our weapons in hand until we liberate all our land. Gaza is the beginning. We will not lay down our weapons after the Zionists withdraw from Gaza because the road ahead is long.”

The Palestinian Authority’s information minister and deputy prime minister, Nabil Shaath, said in response that the government would “not permit two authorities in Palestine.”

Hamas militants say they will keep their guns

Reuters - Updated: 5:01 a.m. ET Aug. 12, 2005

By Nidal al-Mughrabi

GAZA - Hamas militants said on Friday they would not disarm despite Israel's planned Gaza pullout so they could carry on their fight against the Jewish state.

The comments by Hamas leaders sharpened a challenge to Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas, seeking to rein in militants to assert control over Gaza after Israel vacates its settlements in the occupied territory starting on Wednesday.

Hamas, sworn to Israel's destruction, made clear it has not budged from its historic goal of a creating an Islamic state that would encompass not only the West Bank and Gaza Strip but also what is now Israel.

"Arms are a holy issue. It is impossible for us to abandon our arms even if we all get killed. The issue of arms is not one for discussion," the head of Hamas's Qassam Brigades, Ahmed Al-Ghandour, told reporters in northern Gaza.

Hamas, listed by the United States and the European Union as a terrorist organisation, has been behind suicide bombings that killed hundreds of Israelis during a nearly five-year-old Palestinian uprising.

But aside from flare-ups of fighting, Hamas has largely observed a truce agreed between Abbas and Israel in February.

Senior Hamas leader Mahmoud al-Zahar said the group's commitment to the truce depended on Israel. "If there is quiet here now, that does not mean it will last forever," he said.

Abbas has urged Palestinians to ensure calm during Israel's pullout, but militant groups want to claim victory.

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon, who has billed his "disengagement plan" as a way to reduce conflict and improve the Jewish state's security, has vowed that the army will strike back hard for any militant attacks during or after the pullout.

HAMAS TO REMAIN INDEPENDENT

Al-Ghandour, who tops Israel's list of wanted militants, said Hamas would not join Palestinian security agencies despite Abbas's efforts to coax the group to do so. "We will preserve our structure and increase our force," he said.

Another leader, Abu Ubaida, holding a M-16 assault rifle, said: "This is a message to the Israeli enemy that resistance will continue."

About 1,000 Hamas militants staged an exercise simulating the storming of settlements and attacks on Israeli troops. "We will draw the map of Palestine from the sea to the river and from Lebanon to Egypt," Zahar told gunmen.

Israel intends to evacuate all 21 of its enclaves in Gaza and four of 120 in the West Bank, the first removal of settlements from land Palestinians want for a state.

The Palestinian Authority welcomes any withdrawal but suspects it is a smokescreen for Israel to cement its hold on much of the West Bank, where 240,000 settlers live isolated from 2.4 million Palestinians. Some 8,500 Jews live in the settlements in Gaza, home to 1.4 million Palestinians.

The World Court has said the settlements are illegal. Israel disputes this. 

------------------------------------------------------------------

Iraqi Constitution


Bush: Iraq constitution critical to self-reliance

In weekly radio address, president highlights political progress in Baghdad

The Associated Press - Updated: 10:41 a.m. ET Aug. 13, 2005

CRAWFORD, Texas - With Iraq’s parliament facing a Monday deadline to approve a new constitution, President Bush said Saturday that the document “is a critical step on the path to Iraqi self-reliance.”

Bush used his weekly radio address to highlight political progress in Iraq, even as daily violence continues to take the lives of citizens and the U.S. forces occupying the country.

“Iraqis are taking control of their country, building a free nation that can govern itself, sustain itself and defend itself,” the president said. “And we’re helping Iraqis succeed. We’re hunting down the terrorists and training the security forces of a free Iraq so Iraqis can defend their own country.”

Bush taped the radio address from his Texas ranch, where he is spending five weeks on a summer break from the White House. On Thursday, his foreign and defense advisers met him there to discuss Iraq and other international issues.

Defiant protest

Outside the ranch, Cindy Sheehan of Vacaville, Calif., waited defiantly for Bush to come out and explain why her son lost his life while fighting for the U.S. Army in Iraq. Dozens of other protesters traveled from across the country to join her throughout the week.

More than 100 Bush supporters held a rally Friday night across the road from the makeshift campsite of the anti-war demonstrators. Authorities kept the two groups separated.

Bush told reporters Thursday that while he sympathized with the pain of those who lost loved ones and heard their cries to bring the troops home, he will keep U.S. forces in Iraq until there is a stable democracy that can be protected by Iraqi security forces.

“When that mission of defeating the terrorists in Iraq is complete, our troops will come home to a proud and grateful nation,” he said in the radio address.

More that 1,800 U.S. troops have died in Iraq since the beginning of the war. Bush said the nation grieves every death but can be confident that the military is bringing freedom to people who have lived under tyranny.

“Withdrawing our troops from Iraq prematurely would betray the Iraqi people, and would cause others to question America’s commitment to spreading freedom and winning the war on terror,” he said. “So we will honor the fallen by completing the mission for which they gave their lives, and by doing so we will ensure that freedom and peace prevail.”

Looming deadline

Bush said Thursday he saw no reason why the draft constitution should not be approved by Monday. However, he recognized there are still disputes over federalism and the role of religion in the government.

The constitution approved by parliament is to be put to the voters in a referendum Oct. 15.

“Despite the acts of violence by the enemies of freedom, Iraq’s elected leaders are now finishing work on a democratic constitution,” Bush said in the radio address. “Later this year, that constitution will be put before the Iraqi people for their approval. The establishment of a democratic constitution is a critical step on the path to Iraqi self-reliance.”

Although Bush kept busy during his first two weeks at the ranch with travel and meetings to highlight his legislative accomplishments, he has no events planned for next week. He was scheduled to attend a Little League regional championship baseball game Saturday evening in nearby Waco, while anti-war activists planned a noontime rally in Crawford.

Iraqi lawmakers scramble to reach agreement

Federalism, other issues blocking constitution pact; deadline is today

The Associated Press - Updated: 10:38 a.m. ET Aug. 15, 2005

BAGHDAD, Iraq - Iraqi leaders insisted that a draft constitution will be presented to parliament by Monday’s deadline, despite Sunni objections to a federated state and other key provisions in the charter.

However, a 6 p.m. (10 a.m. ET) National Assembly meeting was postponed for two hours, Shiite member Mohammed Baqir al-Bahadli said. Members had been advised that the new starting time was 8 p.m, he said.

Kurdish parliament member Mahmoud Othman said meetings were still under way on the outstanding issues and so far "no final agreements have been reached." 

A few minutes before the original starting time, Tariq al-Hashimi, the general secretary of Iraq's biggest Sunni political group, the Iraqi Islamic party, told Al-Jazeera television that the disagreements were broader than simply between Sunnis and the others.

Instead, he said there still "points of disagreement" among Shiites and Kurds and that it might be better to delay a decision.

Al-Hashimi said his party did not believe in the "sanctity" of the interim constitution which mandated Monday as the deadline for the constitution to be approved by parliament

Historic day?

Earlier, under strong U.S. pressure to stick to the timetable, Iraq’s national security adviser and a government spokesman said the draft constitution will be presented to parliament Monday.

“It will be today. It will be a historic day in the history of Iraq,” Iraqi National Security Adviser Mouwaffak al-Rubaie told CNN a little over an hour before the National Assembly was to meet on the issue.

Government spokesman Laith Kubba also said there would be no delay in submitting the charter.

“Every group knows what they will lose if they don’t reach an agreement,” Kubba told state-run Iraqiya television. “Therefore, I can say that the agreement is in place but the final touches are being put on. It will be handed over on time.”

Sunni Arab objections

Earlier Monday, Shiite and Kurdish leaders signaled they were prepared to submit the draft to parliament Monday evening — even if they had to do so over Sunni Arab objections. 

In that case they have until an Oct. 15 referendum on the charter to win over the Sunni public.

One concern over such an option, besides ignoring the input of Sunnis, who dominated Iraq under Saddam Hussein and before, is that it could further stoke the Sunni insurgency. It had been hoped that an inclusive constitution-writing process would sap the two-year-old revolt, allowing some American and foreign troops to go home next year.

With stakes so high, public positions among the factions changed by the hour.

A lawmaker from the biggest Shiite party, Jalaladin al-Shagir, said political leaders were leaning toward extending the deadline for up to a month.

“I personally support postponing” parliamentary approval until Sept. 15, Sunni Arab member Haseeb Aref said Monday. “I don’t expect them to hand the draft today because there is no unanimity.”

Delay on federalism decision

Sunni Arabs have asked that the issue of federalism be put off until next year. Shiites and Kurds, the two other major groups in the country, are pushing for autonomous regions in the southern and northern parts of Iraq, but Sunnis fear the proposal could split Iraq.

Sunnis also oppose other proposals endorsed by the Shiites and Kurds, including proposals for a special status for the Shiite clerical leadership and a formula for distributing oil wealth and dual citizenship.

But Shiites and Kurds dominate the 275-member National Assembly — as well as the constitutional committee — and could ram through the charter over Sunni Arab objects. Other options include amending the interim constitution to extend the deadline or dissolving parliament.

Sunnis — who boycotted the Jan. 30 vote for an interim parliament — could defeat the constitution in the national referendum. If two-thirds of the voters in three provinces vote against the constitution, it would be defeated. Sunni Arabs form the majority in at least four provinces.

Sunni clerics have urged followers to vote against any constitution that could lead to the breakup of the country

“It looks like all the agreements are being made only by the Kurds and the Shiites without even asking our opinion,” Sunni Arab official Saleh al-Mutlaq said Sunday. “I believe the draft is going to be presented tomorrow even if it is not finished, with or without our approval.”

An extension would require approval of two-thirds of parliament and the president and his two deputies. U.S. officials have pressured Iraqis to stick to Monday’s deadline.

U.S. pressure

American officials applied pressure to resolve differences on that and other issues before Monday’s deadline — despite the risks of alienating the Sunnis.

“The Iraqis tell me that they can finish it and they will finish it tomorrow,” U.S. Ambassador Zalmay Khalilzad said Sunday in a televised interview.

Khalilzad said “a lot of American blood and American treasure has been spent here” — a point that he had made “abundantly clear to my Iraqi interlocutors.”

The U.S. military said Sunday that five soldiers had been killed in roadside bombings over the weekend, and at least 11 Iraqis were killed in scattered violence across the country. A grave with 30 bodies was also found by Iraqi commandos in southern Baghdad.

Violence continued Monday. In Khalis, 50 miles north of Baghdad, gunmen killed three people in separate shootings, including a municipal council member and his driver, police said Monday. Four others were wounded.

Police said gunmen killed three Iraqi soldiers and wounded three others at a checkpoint in Buhriz, 35 miles north of Baghdad.

In west Baghdad, an insurgent ambush killed one Iraqi soldier and injured another, police Capt. Talib Thamir said. A mortar struck the rear courtyard of the Interior Ministry on Monday, wounding five troops and three civilians, police Lt. Col. Fouad Assad said.

In Baqouba, 35 miles northeast of Baghdad, the body of a government food program worker was found, police said. In the nearby village of Khirnabat, police said Monday a roadside bomb had killed one civilian the day before.

U.S. lowers expectations for Iraq

White House shedding ‘unreality’ of pre-war goals, official says

The Washington Post - By Robin Wright and Ellen Knickmeyer

Updated: 11:32 p.m. ET Aug. 13, 2005

The Bush administration is significantly lowering expectations of what can be achieved in Iraq, recognizing that the United States will have to settle for far less progress than originally envisioned during the transition due to end in four months, according to U.S. officials in Washington and Baghdad. 

The United States no longer expects to see a model new democracy, a self-supporting oil industry or a society where the majority of people are free from serious security or economic challenges, U.S. officials say.

"What we expected to achieve was never realistic given the timetable or what unfolded on the ground," said a senior official involved in policy since the 2003 invasion. "We are in a process of absorbing the factors of the situation we're in and shedding the unreality that dominated at the beginning."

Bush: ‘We're helping Iraqis succeed’

Administration officials still emphasize how much they have achieved despite the postwar chaos and escalating insurgency. "Iraqis are taking control of their country, building a free nation that can govern itself, sustain itself and defend itself. And we're helping Iraqis succeed," President Bush said yesterday in his radio address.

Iraqi officials yesterday struggled to agree on a draft constitution by a deadline of tomorrow so the document can be submitted to a vote in October. The political transition would be completed in December by elections for a permanent government.

But the realities of daily life are a constant reminder of how initial U.S. ambitions have not been fulfilled in ways that Americans and Iraqis once anticipated. Many of Baghdad's 6 million people go without electricity for days in 120-degree heat. Parents fearful of kidnapping are keeping children indoors.

Barbers post signs saying they do not shave men, after months of barbers being killed by religious extremists. Ethnic or religious-based militias police the northern and southern portions of Iraq. Analysts estimate that in the whole of Iraq, unemployment is 50 percent to 65 percent.

Goals for democracy scaled back

U.S. officials say no turning point forced a reassessment. "It happened rather gradually," said the senior official, triggered by everything from the insurgency to shifting budgets to U.S. personnel changes in Baghdad.

The ferocious debate over a new constitution has particularly driven home the gap between the original U.S. goals and realities after almost 28 months. The U.S. decision to invade Iraq was justified in part by the goal of establishing a secular and modern Iraq that honors human rights and unites disparate ethnic and religious communities.

But whatever the outcome on specific disputes, the document on which Iraq's future is to be built will require laws to be compliant with Islam. Kurds and Shiites are expecting de facto long-term political privileges. And women's rights will not be as firmly entrenched as Washington has tried to insist, U.S. officials and Iraq analysts say.

"We set out to establish a democracy, but we're slowly realizing we will have some form of Islamic republic," said another U.S. official familiar with policymaking from the beginning, who like some others interviewed would speak candidly only on the condition of anonymity. "That process is being repeated all over."

Sectarian divisions underestimated

U.S. officials now acknowledge that they misread the strength of sentiment among Kurds and Shiites to create a special status. The Shiites' request this month for autonomy to be guaranteed in the constitution stunned the Bush administration, even after more than two years of intense intervention in Iraq's political process, they said.

"We didn't calculate the depths of feeling in both the Kurdish and Shiite communities for a winner-take-all attitude," said Judith S. Yaphe, a former CIA Iraq analyst at the National Defense University.

In the race to meet a sequence of fall deadlines, the process of forging national unity behind the constitution is largely being scrapped, current and former officials involved in the transition said.

"We are definitely cutting corners and lowering our ambitions in democracy building," said Larry Diamond, a Stanford University democracy expert who worked with the U.S. occupation government and wrote the book "Squandered Victory: The American Occupation and the Bungled Effort to Bring Democracy to Iraq."

"Under pressure to get a constitution done, they've lowered their own ambitions in terms of getting a document that is going to be very far-reaching and democratic. We also don't have the time to go through the process we envisioned when we wrote the interim constitution — to build a democratic culture and consensus through debate over a permanent constitution," he said.

The goal now is to ensure a constitution that can be easily amended later so Iraq can grow into a democracy, U.S. officials say.

Insurgency a game-changer

On security, the administration originally expected the U.S.-led coalition to be welcomed with rice and rosewater, traditional Arab greetings, with only a limited reaction from loyalists of ousted Iraqi president Saddam Hussein. The surprising scope of the insurgency and influx of foreign fighters has forced Washington to repeatedly lower expectations — about the time-frame for quelling the insurgency and creating an effective and cohesive Iraqi force capable of stepping in, U.S. officials said.

Killings of members of the Iraqi security force have tripled since January. Iraq's ministry of health estimates bombings and other attacks have killed 4,000 civilians in Baghdad since Prime Minister Ibrahim Jafari's interim government took office April 28.

Last week was the fourth-worst week of the whole war for U.S. military deaths in combat, and August already is the worst month for deaths of members of the National Guard and Reserve.

Attacks on U.S. convoys by insurgents using roadside bombs have doubled over the past year, Army Brig. Gen. Yves Fontaine said Friday. Convoys ferrying food, fuel, water, arms and equipment from Kuwait, Jordan and Turkey are attacked about 30 times a week, Fontaine said.

"There has been a realistic reassessment of what it is possible to achieve in the short term and fashion a partial exit strategy," Yaphe said. "This change is dictated not just by events on the ground but by unrealistic expectations at the start."

Redefining success

Washington now does not expect to fully defeat the insurgency before departing, but instead to diminish it, officials and analysts said. There is also growing talk of turning over security responsibilities to Iraqi forces even if they are not fully up to original U.S. expectations, in part because they have local legitimacy that U.S. troops often do not.

"We've said we won't leave a day before it's necessary. But necessary is the key word — necessary for them or for us? When we finally depart, it will probably be for us," a U.S. official said.

Pressed by the cost of fighting an escalating insurgency, U.S. expectations for rebuilding Iraq — and its $20 billion investment — have fallen the farthest, current and former officials say.

Pentagon officials originally envisioned Iraq's oil revenue paying many post-invasion expenses. But Iraq, ranked among world leaders behind Saudi Arabia in proven oil reserves, is incapable of producing enough refined fuel amid a car-buying boom that has put an estimated 1 million more vehicles on the road in the postwar period. Lines for subsidized cheap gas stretch for miles every day in Baghdad.

Oil production is estimated at 2.22 million barrels a day, short of the goal of 2.5 million. Iraq's pre-war high was 2.67 million barrels a day.

Many public works projects don’t

The United States had high hopes of quick, big-budget fixes on electricity that would show Iraqis tangible benefits from the ouster of Hussein. But inadequate training for Iraqi staff, regional rivalries restricting the power flow to Baghdad, inadequate fuel for electrical generators and attacks on the infrastructure have contributed to the worst summer of electrical shortages in the capital.

Water is also a "tough, tough" situation in a desert country, said a U.S. official in Baghdad familiar with reconstruction issues. Pumping stations depend on electricity, and engineers now say the system has hundreds of thousands of leaks.

"The most thoroughly dashed expectation was the ability to build a robust self-sustaining economy. We're nowhere near that. State industries, electricity are all below what they were before we got there," said Wayne White, former head of the State Department's Iraq intelligence team who is now at the Middle East Institute. "The administration says Saddam ran down the country. But most damage was from looting [after the invasion], which took down state industries, large private manufacturing, the national electric" system.

Ironically, White said, the initial ambitions may have complicated the U.S. mission: "In order to get out earlier, expectations are going to have to be lower, even much lower. The higher your expectation, the longer you have to stay. Getting out is going to be a more important consideration than the original goals were. They were unrealistic."

Knickmeyer reported from Baghdad.

Feds fight release of Abu Ghraib abuse photos 

Government claims al-Qaida, others will use materials as recruitment tool

Updated: 2:36 a.m. ET Aug. 13, 2005

NEW YORK - Releasing photos and videotapes of detainee abuse at Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison would aid al-Qaida recruitment, weaken governments in Iraq and Afghanistan and incite riots against U.S. troops, the chairman of the joint chiefs of staff warned in court papers.

The American Civil Liberties Union is seeking the release of 87 photographs and four videotapes taken at the prison as part of a lawsuit it filed in October 2003.

Gen. Richard B. Myers wrote in recently unsealed court papers filed in U.S. District Court in Manhattan that it was “probable that al-Qaida and other groups will seize upon these images and videos as grist for their propaganda mill.”

ACLU alleges systematic abuse

The ACLU complaint seeks information on the treatment of detainees in U.S. custody and the transfer of prisoners to countries known to use torture. It also contends that prisoner abuse is systemic.

The government submitted an additional request to the court Friday arguing that some information in its court papers that remains blacked out should not be made public.

In a response to the arguments by Myers, the ACLU submitted a declaration by retired U.S. Army Col. Michael E. Pheneger, who said Myers “mistakes propaganda for motivation.”

Pheneger, a military intelligence officer from 1963 to 1993, said that Iraqi insurgents average 70 attacks a day and that they “will continue regardless of whether the photos and tapes are released.”

Pheneger said he believed that releasing the photos would lead to a thorough public examination of the administration’s decision to approve interrogation techniques that the Army had long prohibited.

“The first step to abandoning practices that are repugnant to our laws and national ideals is to bring them into the sunshine and assign accountability,” he wrote.

‘The best evidence ... of what occurred’

Myers said his views about the pictures were supported by Gen. John P. Abizaid, head of the United States Central Command, and Gen. George W. Casey Jr., the commander of the American forces in Iraq.

An investigation into the abuse depicted on the pictures continues, Myers said.

“I condemn in the strongest terms the misconduct and abuse depicted in these images,” he said. “It was illegal, immoral and contrary to American values and character.”

U.S. District Judge Alvin Hellerstein, who will decide whether to release blacked-out versions of the pictures and videotapes, has said photographs “are the best evidence the public can have of what occurred” at the prison.
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