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TEHRAN:

Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khameneisaid Israel had provided the grounds for “harsh
punishment foritself” anditwas Tehran's duty to avenge the Hamasleader's death. Iranian forces
havealready made strikes directly on Israel earlier in the Gazawar. Hamasleader Ismail Haniyeh
was assassinated in the Iranian capital Tehran early on Wednesday morning, an attack that drew
threatsofrevenge onIsrael and fuelled further concern that the conflictin Gaza was turninginto a
wider Middle East war. The Palestinian militant group and Iran’s Revolutionary Guards
confirmed Haniyeh's death. The Guards said it took place hours after he attended a swearing-in
ceremony for Iran’s new president. Although the attack was widely assumed to have been carried

outbyIsrael, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's government made no claim of responsibility
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andsaid itwould notmake any comment on the killing. Haniyeh, normally based in Qatar, had
beenthe face of Hamas's international diplomacy as the war set off by the Hamas-led attack on
Israel on October 7 hasraged in Gaza. He had been taking partininternationally-brokered
indirecttalksonreachinga ceasefire in the Palestinian enclave. The assassination took placeless
than 24 hours after Israel claimed to have killed a Hezbollah commanderin the Lebanese capital
Beirutinretaliation for a deadly strike in the Israeli-occupied Golan Heights. Thelatest events
appeartosetback chancesofanyimminent ceasefire agreementin the nearly 10-month-old war
in Gazabetween Israel and Palestinian Hamas. Hamas' armed wingsaid inastatement Haniyeh's
killing would “take the battle to new dimensions and have major repercussions”. Vowing to
retaliate, Iran declared three days of national mourning and said the US bearsresponsibility
because ofits support forIsrael. In Jerusalem, an Israeli government spokesperson declined to
commentonthekilling of Haniyeh but said the countrywas on high alert for any Iranian
retaliation. Spokesperson David Mencer told a briefing with journalists thatIsrael was committed
to Gaza ceasefire negotiations and securing the release of Israeli hostages held by Palestinian
militantsin Gaza.US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, atan event in Singapore, sidestepped a
question on Haniyeh'skilling, saying a ceasefire deal in Gaza was key to avoiding wider regional

escalation.He told Channel News Asiathatthe UShad neither been aware of norinvolvedin the



Kkilling. Israeli Defence Minister Yoav Gallant said Israel was not trying to escalate the war but was
prepared for all scenarios. Qatar, which hasbeen brokering talks aimed at halting the fighting in
Gaza along with Egypt, condemned Haniyeh s killing as a dangerous escalation of the conflict.
“Political assassinations and continued targeting of civilians in Gaza while talks continue leads us
to ask, how can mediation succeed when one party assassinates the negotiator on otherside?”
Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al Thanisaid on X. Egyptsaid itshowed a
lack of political will onIsrael's part to calm tensions. China, Russia, Turkey and Iraq also
condemned it.Iran’s top security body met to decide strategy in reaction to the killing, a source
withknowledge of the situation said. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas condemned the
killing and Palestinian factionsin the Israeli-occupied West Bank called for a strike and mass
demonstrations.InIsrael, the mood was buoyantasIsraeliswelcomed what they saw as a major
achievementin the war against Hamas. Residents in besieged Gaza feared Haniyeh's death would
prolong the fighting that has devastated the enclave. “Whataloss. Welost one of our very own, "’
said Gazaresident Fatima Al Saati. Another neighbour, Hachem Al-Saati, said: “Thisnewsis scary.
Wefeelthathewaslikea fathertous.” Appointed tothe Hamastopjobin 2017, Haniyeh has moved
between Turkey and Qatar s capital Doha, escaping the travel curbs of the blockaded Gaza Strip

and enabling him to actasanegotiator in the ceasefire talks or to talk to Hamas' ally Iran. Three of



hissonswerekilled in anIsraeliairstrikein April. Hisdeputy Saleh Al-ArouriwasKkilled in January
byIsrael,leaving Yehya Al-Sinwar, the Hamas chiefin the Gaza Strip and the architect of the
October 7 attack on Israel, and Zaher Jabarin, the head of the group in the West Bank, in place but
inhiding. Thatassaultby Hamas-led fighterskilled about 1,200 people in southern Israeli
communitiesand some 250 people were taken to Gaza ashostages, Israeli talliessay. Inresponse,
Israellaunched a ground and air offensive in the coastal enclave that has killed more than 39,400
people, according to Gaza health officials, and left more than 2 million facing a humanitarian
crisis. No end appearstobein sight for Israel’s campaign there as the ceasefire talks falter. The risk
ofadeepening war between Israel and the Lebanese group Hezbollah has also grown following
the strikein the Golan Heights thatkilled 12 childrenin a Druze village on Saturday and the
subsequentKkilling of senior Hezbollah commander Fuad Shukr. Hezbollah has not yet confirmed

Shukr’s death butsaid he wasin the building hitby an Israeli strike.



