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RIYADH:  Saudi Arabia has invited regional rival Iran
to discuss a return of its nationals to next year’s hajj
after Iranians were excluded from the pilgrimage
following a major diplomatic row, reports said yes-
terday.

The Al-Hayat daily reported that Riyadh’s pil-
grims minister Mohammed Bentin had opened dis-
cussions with more than 80 countries, including
Iran, to work out the details of the 2017 hajj.

“Iran’s hajj delegation was invited to come to the
kingdom” for preparations, the paper said. The Arab

News daily said Riyadh would welcome pilgrims for
hajj and the smaller umra rite “irrespective of their
nationalities or sectarian affiliations, including
Iranian pilgrims”.

More than 1.8 million faithful took part in this
year’s hajj, but Iranians stayed at home after ten-
sions between Riyadh and Tehran boiled over fol-
lowing a deadly stampede during the 2015 pil-
grimage.

Iran says it lost 464 people in the crush outside
Makkah. They were among more than 2,300 people

killed in the worst ever disaster to strike the hajj-
one of the five pillars of Islam-which capable
Muslims must perform at least once.

Shiite Iran and predominantly Sunni Saudi Arabia
are at odds over a raft of regional issues, notably the
conflicts in Syria and Yemen in which they support
opposing sides.

Riyadh cut ties with Tehran in January after
Iranian demonstrators torched its embassy and a
consulate following its execution of a prominent
Shiite cleric. — AFP

Saudi invites rival Iran for talks on hajj return

Britain slams Kerry 
over Israel comments
LONDON: Britain scolded US Secretary of State John Kerry
for describing the Israeli government as the most right-
wing in Israeli history, a move that aligns Prime Minister
Theresa May more closely with President-elect Donald
Trump. After US President Barack Obama enraged Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu by refusing to veto a
UN Security Council resolution demanding an end to
Israeli settlement building, Kerry’s public rebuke of Israel
has unsettled some allies such as Britain.

Amid one of the United States’ sharpest confrontations
with Israel since the 1956 Suez crisis, Kerry said in a
speech that Israel jeopardizeds hopes of peace in the
Middle East by building settlements in the occupied West
Bank and East Jerusalem.

While Britain voted for the UN resolution that so
angered Netanyahu and says that settlements in the
occupied territories are illegal, a spokesman for May said
that it was clear that the settlements were far from the
only problem in the conflict.

In an unusually sharp public rebuke of Obama’s top
diplomat, May’s spokesman said that Israel had coped for
too long with the threat of terrorism and that focusing
only on the settlements was not the best way to achieve
peace between Jew and Arab. London also took particular
issue with Kerry’s description of Netanyahu’s coalition as
“the most right-wing in Israeli history, with an agenda
driven by its most extreme elements.”

“We do not believe that it is appropriate to attack the
composition of the democratically-elected government of
an ally,” May’s spokesman said when asked about Kerry
70-minute speech in the State Department’s auditorium.

The US State Department said it was surprised by the
remarks from May’s office and said Kerry’s comments
were in line with Britain’s own policy. It pointedly also
thanked Germany, France, Canada, Jordan, Egypt, Turkey,
Saudi Arabia, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates for support.

Trump and May?
Britain has long cherished its so-called “special rela-

tionship” with the United States as a central pillar of its
foreign policy, but May has struggled to build relations
with Trump’s transition team. Following his election,
Trump spoke to nine other world leaders before he spoke
to May while he caused astonishment in London when he
suggested that Brexit campaigner Nigel Farage should be
Britain’s ambassador to Washington.

By openly criticising Kerry, who will leave office in just
weeks, May moves British policy closer to Trump than its
other European allies such as Germany and France.

Trump has denounced the Obama administration’s
treatment of Israel and promised to change course when
he is sworn in on Jan.  20. “We cannot continue to let
Israel be treated with such total disdain and disrespect.
They used to have a great friend in the U.S., but not any-
more,” Trump said in a series of tweets. “Stay strong Israel,
January 20th is fast approaching!”

Germany’s foreign minister, Frank-Walter Steinmeier,
has come out in favour of the Kerry speech while France
holds a Middle East conference next month in Paris.

But Australia has distanced itself from Obama’s stance
on Israel, ABC reported. Palestinian President Mahmoud
Abbas said he was convinced peace with Israel was
achievable but demanded that Israel halt settlement
building before talks restarted. — Reuters

NEAR MOSUL: Iraqi forces faced car
bombs and fierce resistance from Islamic
State militants in southern Mosul yester-
day, the second day of a renewed push
to take back the city after fighting stalled
for several weeks.  An officer in the feder-
al police forces, which joined the battle
on Thursday, said there were heavy
clashes in the southeastern Palestine dis-
trict, but they had made progress in two
other neighbourhoods, disabling a num-
ber of car bombs.  

Another officer, from an elite Interior
Ministry unit fighting alongside federal
police, said his forces were gaining
ground in the Intisar district despite
heavy clashes there.  Other officers said
Iraqi forces in the east and north of the
city were clearing areas they had recap-
tured on Thursday before advancing any
further, and the army was trying to cut
supply lines to the town of Tel Keyf, north
of Mosul.  Since the offensive began 10
weeks ago, US-backed forces have retak-
en a quarter of the jihadists’ last major
stronghold in Iraq in the biggest ground
operation there since the 2003 US-led
invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein.
Recapturing Mosul would probably spell

the end for Islamic State’s self-styled
caliphate, and Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi has said the group would be driv-
en out of Iraq by April.

Elite forces pushed into Mosul from
the east in October but regular army
troops tasked with advancing from the
north and south made slower progress
and the operation stagnated.  After
regrouping this month, Iraqi forces
advanced on Thursday on the south,
north and east of the city, which has
been under Islamic State control for more
than two years.  Although the militants
are vastly outnumbered, they have
embedded themselves among Mosul res-
idents, hindering Iraqi forces who are try-
ing to avoid civilian casualties. Despite
food and water shortages, most civilians
have stayed in their homes rather than
fleeing as had been expected.  

Recaptured areas
On the nothern front, Iraqi forces have

yet to enter Mosul itself but yesterday
they were clearing just-recaptured areas
on its periphery as well as trying to cut off
Tel Keyf.  “The enemy had occupied this
area and used it for resting and resupply-

ing towards Tel Keyf and Mosul,” Major
General Najm al-Jubbouri, a top com-
mander in the offensive told Reuters in
the northern district of Sada, which was
recaptured on Thursday.  “It (Tel Keyf) is
surrounded from the other sides and by
our forces here,” he said.

Jubbouri said the US-led coalition
backing Iraqi forces had killed 70 mili-
tants since late on Thursday and were
using Apache helicopters, HIMARS rocket
launchers and fighter jets.  Iraqi forces
have taken around half of the eastern
side of Mosul, which is bisected by the
Tigris river, but have yet to enter the
western side, where 2,000-year-old mar-
kets and narrow alleyways are likely to
complicate any advance.  Coalition forces
bombed the last remaining bridge con-
necting east and west Mosul late on
Monday in a bid to block Islamic State’s
access across the Tigris River. A medical
source in Mosul told Reuters a large num-
ber of wounded militants had been fer-
ried across the river to the emergency
hospital on the western side of city on
Thursday.  The source said the militants
were denying wounded and sick civilians
access to the hospital. — Reuters

Iraqi troops resume Mosul 
fight after 2-week lull

MOSUL: Iraqi force members carry a wounded colleague in Mosul’s eastern Al-Intisar neighbourhood yes-
terday, during an ongoing military operation against Islamic State (IS) group jihadists. Iraqi forces
advanced on Thursday after declaring a new phase in their offensive on eastern Mosul. — AFP


