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Hunger-strike journalist in Egypt could die in days
Egypt
Bel Trew Cairo

A jailed al-Jazeera reporter on hunger
strike inEgyptcoulddiewithindays,his
doctor has warned.
Abdullah el-Shamy, who works for

the Qatari network’s Arabic channel,
was arrested lastAugustwhile covering
a police raid on a Cairo sit-in by sup-
porters of Mohamed Morsi, Egypt’s
toppled Islamist president.
He started a hunger strikemore than

100 days ago to protest against his de-
tention in Tora prison, in Cairo, during
which he has never been charged. “He
has started to have impaired liver and
kidney function,” Mohamed Osama

el-Homsi told al-Jazeera. “This means
that his organs are in danger.”
Mr el-Shamy’s lawyer said he has

submitted a request toEgypt’s top pros-
ecutor to have himmoved to a hospital
within the next 48 hours. Blood and
urine tests showed that the 26-year-old
Egyptian correspondent is suffering
fromkidney failure, acute anaemia and
low blood pressure, which his doctor
said could lead to imminent death.
However, Mr el-Shamy’s family said

that he refused to be treated in a prison
medical facility and has vowed to con-
tinue his hunger strike. “We can’t con-
vince him to end it . . . he has confirmed
he would go ahead regardless of what
happens,” said his brother Mosa’ab,

adding that his sibling had lost more
than 40kg, a third of his body weight,
and only drinks water. Mr el-Shamy is
being held in an insect-infested cell
with a dozen others, Mosa’ab, a Cairo-
based photojournalist, added.
The treatment of the inter-

national correspondent has
raised serious questions about
Egypt’s judicial proceedings
and put pressure on the mili-
tary-installed government, as it
prepares for presidential polls
on May 26 and 27.

Mr el-Shamy is among 16,000 peo-
ple, many of them from the outlawed
Muslim Brotherhood, who have been
imprisoned since July, according to the
interior ministry.

Three of his colleagues at al-Ja-
zeera’s English channel, which the
Egyptian authorities accuse of pro-
moting a Muslim Brotherhood
agenda, are due in court onMay 15,
accused of joining or assisting a ter-
rorist organisation.

Peter Greste, Mohamed Fahmy
and Baher Mohamed were

arrested separately from
Mr el-Shamy. They have
been refusedbail and re-
main in Tora prison.

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, the formermili-
tary chief who instigated last summer’s
overthrow of Mr Morsi and who is the
favourite to win this month’s election,
has refused to comment on the
detentions in recent interviews.
However,hehas said that theMuslim

Brotherhood would “cease to exist”
should he win the presidency and that
itwould take25years forEgypt to reach
democracy.
The notorious Tora jail has become

the focus of concern for international
humanrights groupsafter dozensof de-
tainees started hunger strikes protest-
ingagainst their incarcerationandpoor
treatment.
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Residents of
Homs search
for homes
in razed city
Syria
Hannah Lucinda Smith

NewimagesofHoms, onceSyria’s third-
biggest city, reveal a landscape filled
with razed anddestroyed buildings after
two years of bombardment by the re-
gime, and a devastating siege in which
some of its residents starved to death.
Last week, regime troops ended the

siegeofHomswithanassault that came
less than a month before presidential
elections on June 3. The end of the en-
circlement led to about 2,000 rebel
fighters and their relatives being shep-
herded from the destroyed city under
UN supervision. The regime had man-
aged to grind down the fighters by cut-
ting off vital supply lines of food, medi-
cal supplies and armaments, and sub-
jecting them to almost continuous
bombardment.
Once back under regime control,

former residents were allowed to try to
find the remains of their homes. One
woman, emerging from the remnants
of her property, said: “I have nothing
left for me to remember so I brought
thesephotos.Myhousewasdestroyed.”
Control of the city is vital for the suc-

cess of theAssad regime inwinning the
civil war, which is now entering its
fourth year. It completes the supply
corridor that President Assad needs
fromDeraa, near the Jordanian border,

to Damascus, then to Homs and up to
theMediterraneancoastlineofLatakia.
The plight of Syrian refugees trying

to build new lives for themselves in the
few countries willing to take them —
Turkey,Lebanon, andJordan—hasbe-
come increasingly evident.
Some who fled to Turkey have been

forced to buy fake passports on the
blackmarket, as official routes through

Damascus become increasingly diffi-
cult and the failure to produce proof of
citizenship denies them the chance of
being granted refugee status.
One illegal passport trader in Azaz,

by the Turkish-Syrian border, told The
Times that he sells fake documents to
Syrians for $1,500 each. Refugees,
whose genuine papers have either ex-
piredor been lost in the scramble to flee

Syria,need thedocuments toqualify for
Turkish residency. The passport dealer,
called Youssef, said: “I buy blank pass-
ports from a regime connection, print
the identification page, and sell them
for $1,500. Some people are selling all
their wife’s gold just to buy documents.”
One man, called Bilal, who defected

from the regime military ranks in 2011
andbriefly joined theFreeSyrianArmy

beforecrossing intoTurkey, said thathe
paid $1,000 for a passport from a black-
market trader in Raqqa last year.
“I came to Turkey illegally, without

documents, and I knew I was blacklist-
ed by the regime because I had defect-
ed,” he said. “Buying the passport
solved all my problems. It means that I
can get Turkish residency, travel
abroad and keep my job.”

Homs, the cradle of the Syrian rebellion and, until last week, the centre of resistance to the Assad regime, lies in ruins after two years of intense bombardment
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Abu Hamza: I was like Gerry Adams Taliban start fighting season
with series of violent attacksUnited States

Will Pavia New York

Abu Hamza, the alleged terror leader,
has told a court that he was merely a
spokesman for Islamist extremists,
“like Gerry Adams”, rather than the
direct orchestrator of attacks.
The former leader of Finsbury Park

mosque was giving evidence in New
York yesterday, where he is charged
with conspiring to commit acts of ter-
rorism and providing aid to a Yemeni
terror group that kidnapped 16western
tourists, including 11 Britons, in 1998.
Abu Hamza acknowledged buying a

satellite phone, which the hostage-tak-
ers used to call his home in north Lon-
don before and during the kidnapping
that led to a stand-off, which left four
hostages dead.
However, he protested that he was

not involveddirectly in acts of violence,
saying: “I acted like a mouthpiece, like
Gerry Adams for the IRA.”

He said that his first contact with
Yemeni militant groups came earlier
that summerwhenhewas contactedby
a former army officer who was plan-
ning a military coup.
“They said: ‘We want a spokesman

outside, in Europe’,” he said.
He said he was subsequently placed

in contact with Abu Hasan, of the
Aden-Abyan Islamic Army, a militant
group in southern Yemen.
AbuHamza saidhe sent aquestion to

Mr Hasan, asking about his relation-
ship to Osama bin Laden. Abu Hasan
replied saying that bin Laden had sold
the group out by abandoning the resist-
ancemovementand reachinganagree-
ment with the Yemeni government. He
told how Abu Hasan had said: “He
doesn’t want to make it bad with the
government, he has let us down.”
Abu Hamza said he pledged his sup-

port to Abu Hasan’s effort to fill “the
vacuum of leadership” left by bin Lad-
en. Abu Hamza told the court that he

bought a satellite phone, which his
stepson eventually carried to Yemen.
He said that on the night of December
27, he received a call from Abu Hasan,
describing government raids and ar-
rests. He insisted that he had no prior
knowledge of the kidnapping carried
out byAbuHasan’s group the following
morning, inwhich 16 tourists, including
11 Britons were taken hostage. Abu
Hamza said he spoke with Abu Hasan
hours after the kidnapping. “I felt be-
trayed,” he said.
He said that he tried to advise Abu

Hasan to keep back from the front line
of any engagements with government
troops, to avoid provoking bloodshed.
Last week two witnesses had told the
court of being used as human shields
when government troops closed in.
“He said wewant to bemartyrs,” said

Abu Hamza. “I said this is not the plat-
form [for that]. You have a duty to pro-
tect the Muslims you have with you.”
The trial continues.

Afghanistan
Jeremy Kelly Kabul

Talibanmilitants have launched awave
of attacks across Afghanistan to herald
what the group said was the start of its
annual fighting season.
Seven policemen were killed in the

Helmand district of Sangin, by two col-
leagues who shot themwhile they slept
at night at a checkpoint, local officials
said.
In Jalalabad, in the country’s east, a

group of insurgents stormed the pro-
vincial justice department and engaged
in a fierce four-hour gun battle with
security forces. Two policeman, three
civilians and the three militants were
killed in the shoot-out, according to the
ministry of interior.
The Taliban had said that its cam-

paign, named Khaybar after the battle

in AD629 between Muslims and Jews,
would start at 5am yesterday and it was
almost precisely true to its pledge.
Before dawn rockets were fired at

both the country’s main airport in
Kabul and at the US military’s Bagram
air field, about 30 miles north of the
capital. There were no reports of fatali-
ties in either incident.
The Taliban has traditionally

increased the tempo of its attacks dur-
ing the spring and after the southern
provinces’ poppy harvest, which has
recently finished.
A report by the International Crisis

Group yesterday warned of increasing
violence between the Taliban and
Afghan security forces, especially in
rural areas, as the drawdown of foreign
forces increases before the end of all
Nato-led combat operations at the end
of the year.


