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The joy of thousands of Palesti-
nian families who made it back
home in north Gaza after a cease-
fire with Israel is turning to de-
spair as the cold reality of unin-
habitable, bombed-out homes
anddire shortagesofbasic suppli-
es sets in.
Many have begun complaining

about a lackof runningwater that
forces them to queue for hours to
fill plastic containers for drinking
or cleaning. With most homes
now heaps of rubble as far as the
eye can see, returnees have
scoured forwhateveruseful items
remain from their properties to
erectmakeshift tents.
At night, residential districts

laid to waste by Israeli air strikes
and shelling sink into darkness
for lack of electricity or fuel to op-
erate standby generators.
“There is nothing, no life, no

water, no food, no drink, nothing
for living. Life is very, very hard.
There isnoJabaliacamp,”Hisham
El-Err said on Wednesday, stand-
ing by the ruins of hismultistorey
house in the biggest and most
densely populated of the Gaza
Strip’s eight historic refugee
camps.
His extended family is now

huddling in tents, which offer
scantprotection fromGaza’smid-
winter chill.
By late on Tuesday, Gaza’s

Hamas authorities said most of
the 650,000 people displaced
from the north by the war had re-
entered Gaza City and the north
edge of the enclave from areas to
the south where fighting was less
intense and destructive.
Many of those returning, often

laden with what personal posses-
sions they still had after months
ofbeingshuntedaroundasbattle-
grounds shifted, had trekked 20
kilometres or more along the
coastal highway.
Fahad Abu Jalhoum returned

withhis family to Jabalia from the
Al Mawasi area in south Gaza but
thedestruction they foundwas so
pervasive they had been forced to
go back south.
“It’s just ghosts without souls

[in the north],” Mr. Abu Jalhoum
told Reuters back in Al Mawasi.
“Weallmissedthenorthbutwhen
Iwent there Iwas shocked. So I re-
turned to [the south] until we get
relief fromGod.”
AHamas official who spoke on

condition of anonymity said
smaller amounts of fuel, cooking
gas and tents had been brought
into Gaza than what had been
agreed in ceasefire negotiations,
which Israel strongly denied.
The Hamas-run Gaza govern-

ment media office put the initial
need of tents at 135,000, but the
Hamas official said only around
2,000 had got in since the deal
took effect on Jan. 19.
He also said work to rehabil-

itate hospitals and bakeries
knocked out by the fighting had
notbegunandurgedmediators to
ensure more aid flows in, adding
that dissatisfaction among mili-
tant groups could affect the truce.
Aspokesperson forCOGAT, the

Israeli defence agency that liaises
with the Palestinians, said that
tens of thousands of tents have
entered Gaza since the ceasefire
and that gas and fuel are being
delivered daily and in keeping
with agreements.
Under the deal, 33 hostages

held by Palestinian militants in
Gaza are to be freed in the first six
weeksof theceasefire inexchange
for hundreds of Palestinian pris-
oners, many of them serving life
sentences in Israel.
Sevenhostagesand290prison-

ers have so far been exchanged.
Three more hostages are to be
swapped for tens of Palestinian
detainees onThursday, according

to Hamas and the smaller allied
Islamic Jihad group.
Israel has received the list of

hostages to be freed on Thursday,
Prime Minister Benjamin Neta-
nyahu’s office said.
It gave no further detail but

authorities have previously said
they would include two women,
one of whom is a soldier, and one
man.
Five Thai hostages may also be

freed on Thursday, Israel’s Chan-
nel 12 reported.
A second stage of the deal, due

tobeginbynextTuesday, ismeant
to open the way to the release of
more than 60 other hostages,
including men of military age,
and a full Israeli military with-
drawal fromGaza.
If that succeeds,a formalendto

the war could follow along with
talks on the monumental chal-
lengeof reconstructingGaza,now
widely demolished by an Israeli

onslaught that killed almost
47,000 Palestinians, according to
Gaza’s HealthMinistry.
The conflict was triggered by a

Hamas-led cross-border attack in
southern Israel that killed 1,200
people, according to Israeli tallies,
and sawmore than250 takenhos-
tage.
In Jabalia, Khamis Amara

returned to the ruins of his house
to dig for the bodies of his father
and brother, among the roughly
10,000 peoplemissing and feared
dead in Gaza, according to the
local civil emergency service.
“I was once under the rubble

withmyfatherandbrother, justas
they still are. But I made it out,”
Mr. Amara said.
“Life here is unbearable. Hon-

estly, it’s all a lie. Those in the
south should just stay there – it’s
better for them.”
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Palestinians return to a destroyed north
Families struggle
with the new realities
of life in Gaza’s
northern enclave,
devastated by conflict
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Palestinians inspect their homes, which were destroyed by Israeli attacks, in Jebaliya, a city in northern Gaza, on Wednesday. Upon returning home,
many have scoured for whatever useful items remain from their properties to create makeshift tents. JEHAD ALSHRAFI/AP

Only one bullet hole remains in the wall of the
Centre Culturel Islamique de Quebec, eight
years after a gunman stormed into themosque
and killed six Muslim men who had come to
pray.
While amajor renovation erasedmost traces

of the attack, the mosque’s president,
Mohamed Labidi, says the one hole was left
there as a reminder to never forget the Jan. 29,
2017, shooting that claimed the lives of Ibrahi-
ma Barry, Mamadou Tanou Barry, Khaled Bel-
kacemi, Abdelkrim Hassane, Azzedine Sou-
fiane and Aboubaker Thabti.
But as timepasses, heworries thewider pop-

ulation is no longer heeding the message of
remembrance.
“Unfortunately this year, therewasnotmuch

enthusiasm from our Quebec
brothers who did not answer the
call of our mosque open house
and open door conferences,” he
said. Attendance at the events
and lectures, which were orga-
nized to build bridges between
communities in the lead-uptothe
anniversary, was disappointing,
he added.
“It seems like people are start-

ing to forget,” he said.
On Wednesday, more events are planned in

Montreal andQuebec City tomark the anniver-
sary. Mayor Valerie Plante will preside over a
ceremony and moment of silence at Montreal
City Hall, while the events in Quebec City in-
clude a discussion on Islamophobia, prayers
and a couscous dinner in memory of the vic-
tims.
The Canadian Muslim Forum, which is help-

ing organize Wednesday evening’s commemo-
ration at Montreal City Hall, warned that Cana-
da’s Muslims continue to be the target of bigot-
ry. “In the years since themassacre, Islamopho-
bia has spread far beyond the fringes of
extremist ideologies,” the group said in a news
release. “It is present in political platforms,
mainstream media, workplaces, public spaces
andmany facets of daily life.”
A vigil is being organized for 4 p.m. Wednes-

day outside Montreal’s Parc metro station to
remember the victims. “Their violent deaths
left six widows without their husbands and 17
orphans without their fathers,” Samira Laouni,
one of the vigil organizers, said in a news
release. “Their stories should never be forgot-
ten. Wemust always remember.”
On Saturday, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau

travelled to Quebec City to meet with the fam-
ilies of the victims. Quebec City’s mayor and
Amira Elghawaby, Canada’s special representa-
tive on combatting Islamophobia, attended a
public ceremony earlier in the day.

“When I met once again this past weekend
with the widows and children of those who
were killed, they shared their hope that fellow
Canadianswill stand together in solidarity. And
never forget,” Ms. Elghawaby wrote on X
Wednesday.
Alexandre Bissonnette pleaded guilty in

March, 2018, tosixcountsof first-degreemurder
and six counts of attempted murder, and has
been sentenced to life in prison with no possi-
bility of parole for at least 25 years. The gunman
admitted towalking into themosqueandopen-
ing fire just after evening prayers, killing six
people and injuring several others, including a
manwhowas left paralyzed.
Mr. Labidi said he believes there has been a

“general improvement” in attitudes toward
Muslim people since the attack – despite some
setbacks – and praised the federal government
for its actions to fight Islamophobia, such as

appointingMs. Elghawaby.
However, he is more critical of

the Quebec government, which
said recently it plans to strength-
en the province’s secularism laws
and end prayer in public places.
Premier François Legault said last
year that he wanted to send a
“very clear message to Islamists”
that Quebec will fight against any
disrespect of its fundamental val-
ues, including secularism.

Mr. Labidi said thecommunity is tiredof feel-
ing targeted for votes. “At the approach of each
election, there are parties who choose slogans
toattract thevotesofpopulists,”he said. “But in
the longterm, it’snotgoodforoursociety, and it
brings division.”
Mr. Labidi says many of the families of the

victims are still members of the mosque com-
munity, such as themany children the six men
left behind. He said the pain of the loss has nev-
er faded,addingthatallofQuebechasa“duty to
remember” the tragedy.
“We have to keep it alive so that nominority

community has to go through what we went
through.”
In a statement Wednesday, Mr. Trudeau

called for an end to hate targeting Muslims in
Canada. “They weremurdered because of their
faith,” Mr. Trudeau said of the victims.
“We stand in solidaritywithMuslimcommu-

nities in Canada and around the world to fight
the hate that led to this attack. We are also not
immune to its resurgence, especially as we see
the rise in Islamophobia and hate across our
communities,” he said.
Mr. Legault saidonXtheprovincewas “shak-

en by a horrific tragedy” eight years ago. “In the
days following the tragedy, thousands of Que-
beckersshowedtheirsolidarity.Wemustalways
remainvigilantagainst intoleranceandhatred.”
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since Quebec City mosque attack
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Their stories should
never be forgotten.
We must always

remember.
SAMIRA LAOUNI
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Dozens of people were killed in a
predawn stampede at the Maha
Kumbh Mela in northern India
onWednesday as tens of millions
of Hindus gathered to take a dip
in sacred river waters on the
most auspicious day of a six-
week festival.
Reuters counted 39 bodies in

the morgue of the local hospital,
where bodies were still being
brought in 12 hours after crowds
surged toward the confluence of
rivers where immersion is con-
sidered especially sacred.
Two police sources said all 39

had been killed in the crush at
the world’s biggest gathering of
humanity. Three police sources
confirmed a death toll of nearly
40.
“More bodies are coming in.

We have nearly 40 bodies here.
We are transferring them out as
well and handing over to families
one by one,” one of the sources
said at the Moti Lal Nehru Med-
ical College hospital.
Senior police officer Vaibhav

Krishna told reporters that 90
people were taken to the hospital
after the stampede, of whom 30
had died.
Distraught relatives queued

up to identify those killed by the
stampede, which triggered calls
for authorities and politicians to

be held accountable.
Some witnesses spoke of a

huge push that caused devotees
to fall on each other, while others
said closing of routes to the water
brought the dense crowd to a
standstill and caused people to
collapse owing to suffocation.
“There was commotion, every-

body started pushing, pulling,
climbing over one another. My
mother collapsed … then my sis-
ter-in-law. People ran over
them,” said Jagwanti Devi, 40, as
she sat in an ambulance with the
bodies of her relatives.
Saroja, who had travelled for

the festival from the southern
city of Belagavi and gave only her
first name, blamed police for the
deaths of four members of her
family.
“Police didn’t make proper

arrangements. They are respon-
sible for this,” she wailed.
The state government praised

the police, saying their “swift and
effective response … prevented a
potential tragedy.”
An official at Prayagraj’s SRN

Hospital, where some of the
injured were taken, said those
who died had either suffered
heart attacks or had comorbidi-
ties such as diabetes.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi

offered condolences to “devotees
who have lost their loved ones,”
without specifying the number
of dead.

REUTERS

At least 39 killed in stampede
at India’s Kumbh Mela festival
ADNAN ABIDI
SAURABH SHARMA
SHIVAM PATEL PRAYAGRAJ, INDIA

A devotee crosses over a barricade on Wednesday after a deadly
stampede at the Maha Kumbh Mela in India. ADNAN ABIDI/REUTERS


