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US troops in Iraq fall below 50,000 (Al Jazeera) 
The number of American troops in Iraq has fallen below 50,000 for the first time since the US-led invasion more than seven years ago. The US now has 49,700 troops in Iraq, and plans to maintain that level through next summer. They have been dubbed advisory and assistance brigades, responsible for training Iraqi forces and conducting joint missions. US officials say the troops will no longer conduct independent missions after August 31, though they will be fully armed and allowed to defend themselves. 

Hamas: Talks with Israel fatal (Al Jazeera) 
The exiled leader of Hamas has warned that talks between Israel and the Palestinian Authority could be a fatal blow to the Palestinian cause, and urged the Egyptian and Jordanian leaders to boycott them. Khaled Meshaal, who lives in exile in Syria, said that Mahmoud Abbas, the Palestinian president, was too weak to stand up to Israel and negotiate a fair deal at the upcoming talks in Washington. "If the talks succeed, they will succeed to Israeli standards and liquidate the Palestinian cause. They'll give us parts of 1967 lands. They'll draw the borders as they want and they'll confiscate our sovereignty," Meshaal said in a speech in Damascus on Tuesday. Meshaal appealed to Hosni Mubarak, the president of Egypt, and King Abdullah of Jordan not to back these negotiations, which are rejected by the Palestinians. Mubarak and the Jordanian monarch have been invited to Washington to join a summit on September 2, during which Israel and the Palestinian Authority are due to resume direct talks for the first time in 20 months. 

Yemen 'abandoning human rights' in battle for security (BBC) 
Yemen has been accused by Amnesty International of abandoning human rights in the name of security. The human rights group has documented what it says is a series of violations, including unlawful killings of those suspected of having links to al-Qaeda. It also says the Yemeni government has ignored human rights as it tackles a breakaway movement in the south and Shia rebels in the north. Authorities in Sanaa say they are doing all they can to protect civilians. Yemen, the poorest Arab country, is struggling to deal with multiple threats. As well as fighting al-Qaeda, the central government is trying to quell armed Shia rebels, known as the Huthis, in the north, and a southern separatist movement. But according to an Amnesty report released on Tuesday, Yemen has carried out torture and arbitrary detentions. The report says Yemen has also held unfair trials, using security concerns as a justification. And it says there have been forced disappearances of people including journalists, dissenters and human rights campaigners. 

Arabic to become compulsory in Israeli schools (BBC) 
The Israeli authorities are introducing a new scheme to make Arabic-language classes compulsory in state schools. The programme, which will start in 170 schools in northern Israel, will make lessons mandatory for fifth graders. Education officials hope the scheme, called "Ya Salam", will turn language into a cultural bridge and promote tolerance between Jews and Arabs. Arab students currently are required to learn Hebrew while Jewish children can take Arabic as an additional language. But increasing demand from students to study Arabic as part of their school matriculation certificate, the Bagrut, had prompted changes to the national curriculum, officials said. 

