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S African court jails men 
for immigrant’s murder

JOHANNESBURG: Two South African men were yesterday
jailed for killing a Mozambican street vendor in an attack
captured in graphic photographs during a wave of anti-
immigrant violence last year. The images, taken by a press
photographer, showed Emmanuel Sithole being stabbed
to death with a small knife in Alexandra township, north-
ern Johannesburg. Johannesburg magistrate Lucas van der
Schyff jailed the main accused Mthinto Bhengu for 17
years, and his co-accused Sifundo Mzimela for 10 years.
Their underage accomplice received a five-year suspended
term and was released under supervision.  In handing
down the sentences, Van der Schyff said Bhengu was a
danger to society and did not show real remorse. Bhengu
was identified as the man wielding the knife in pictures
that caused a national outcry amid a spate of deadly
attacks against immigrants in townships. Sithole died of his
wounds in hospital. The magistrate described the murder
as “senseless, brutal and unnecessary”. Attacks against
immigrants often flare up across South Africa, where poor
locals accuse them of taking their jobs. 

Saudi man executed; 
56 executions in 2016 

RIYADH: Saudi authorities yesterday executed a
national for murdering a compatriot, bringing to 56
the number of convicts put to death in the kingdom
this year. Ahmed Al-Harbi was found guilty of stabbing
and shooting Fahed Al-Balawi in a dispute, the interior
ministry said in a statement carried by state news
agency SPA. He was executed in the northern city of
Tabuk. Most executions in Saudi Arabia are done by
beheading with a sword. Last year the kingdom exe-
cuted 153 people, mostly for drug trafficking or mur-
der, according to an AFP tally. On a single day last
month it put 47 people to death for “terrorism”, includ-
ing influential Shiite cleric Nimr Al-Nimr. Amnesty
International says the number of executions in Saudi
Arabia in 2015 was the highest for two decades. The
kingdom practices a strict Islamic legal code under
which murder, drug trafficking, armed robbery, rape
and apostasy are all punishable by death. 

Taleban suicide bomber 
kills 9 near police base

KABUL: A Taleban suicide bomber struck a police base in
central Kabul yesterday, killing at least nine people just
days before a fresh round of international talks aimed at
reviving dialogue with the Islamist group. Scores of people
were also wounded in the bombing at the entrance of the
base, which left several bodies and charred debris strewn
around the area. The attack comes amid the Taleban’s
unprecedented winter offensive despite a renewed push to
restart formal peace talks. The interior ministry initially
reported the attack as a suicide car bomb, but later said the
attacker appeared to be on foot and detonated himself in a
queue of people waiting to get inside the base. “Ten peo-
ple were reported killed and 20 others were wounded in a
suicide attack in Deh Mazang square of Kabul city,” deputy
interior minister Mohammad Ayoub Salangi said on
Twitter. “Most of the victims were civilians.” Kabul police
spokesman Basir Mujahid reported a death toll of nine,
adding that as many as 12 people including a woman were
wounded. The health ministry said some of those wound-
ed were hit in the chest by flying shrapnel and are in criti-
cal condition. 

Armed robbers target 
paramedics in S Africa

JOHANNESBURG: Paramedics on duty were robbed at
gunpoint in two major cities in South Africa in recent
days, raising concerns about the safety of emergency
responders in a country with a high crime rate. Two
paramedics from ER24, a medical care group, were
robbed Friday night in the Khayelitsha area of Cape
Town after going to a home to help a person reported
to be ill, the group said in a statement. One of the
paramedics said a gunman “jumped into the back of
the ambulance and held a firearm to the front of his
forehead while demanding his cellphone,” ER24 said. In
a separate incident, authorities in Johannesburg said a
gunman robbed three municipal paramedics who
were treating a patient in an ambulance early
Thursday. Paramedics are “quite an easy target”
because they often rush into potentially risky areas at
night, ER24 spokesman Russell Meiring said Monday.
Paramedics are working with police to get escorts for
some assignments, and are also appealing to the pub-
lic to keep them safe by reporting any suspicious activ-
ity, Meiring said. Also Thursday, an ER24 ambulance
was broken into and vandalized in Durban on South
Africa’s east coast.

Egyptian students stand 
trial for insulting Islam

CAIRO: An Egyptian lawyer says three Coptic Christian
students face charges of insulting Islam and will stand tri-
al this week after appearing in a video mocking Muslim
prayers. Maher Naguib, a lawyer from the southern city of
Minya said yesterday that the students, all in high school,
will stand trial on Thursday. The students’ teacher, also a
Christian, was tried separately over the same charges. He
fled the town and was sentenced to three-years imprison-
ment in absentia last year. Naguib said he will appeal. The
students appeared in a video pretending to pray and
reciting Quranic verses. Christians make up 10 percent of
Egypt’s population. Egypt has witnessed a surge in blas-
phemy charges in recent months at a t ime when
President Abdel-Fattah El-Sisi vowed to modernize reli-
gious discourse.

KABUL: Afghan security personnel gather as victims
are treated at the site of a suicide car bomb next to a
police base in Kabul yesterday. — AFP 

ADDIS ABABA: South Sudan government
troops killed some 50 people by stuffing
them into a shipping container in baking
heat, ceasefire monitors have said in a
report noting the latest atrocities in two
years of war. Despite an August peace deal,
fighting continues, and the conflict now
involves multiple militia forces who pay little
heed to paper peace deals, driven by local
agendas or revenge attacks. The report, by
the Joint Monitoring and Evaluation
Commission (JMEC), was submitted to the
African Union (AU) summit and made public
late Sunday.

The atrocity, titled “concerning the killing
of civilians in Unity State”, was one of several
listed as examples of ceasefire violations car-
ried out by forces on both sides. “About 50
people suffocated in a container on about
22 October. The investigation was protract-
ed. Attribution of responsibility :
Government Forces,” the report read. In
South Sudan, metal containers are often
used as makeshift prison cells. Temperatures
in the northern battleground state of Unity
regularly top 40 degrees Celsius (100
degrees Fahrenheit).

Other crimes listed include rape and
murder, and the capture and looting of UN

river barges. There was no immediate
response from South Sudan’s army, but
spokesmen have rejected a long list of previ-
ous reports detailing accusations of atroci-
ties. Last month, a UN panel of experts said
South Sudan’s President Salva Kiir and rebel
chief Riek Machar should face sanctions for
their role in the war. JMEC chief Festus
Mogae, a former Botswana president
appointed to the role by regional bloc IGAD,
warned that efforts to force through a unity
government had stalled after Kiir nearly
tripled the number of regional states, under-
mining a fundamental pillar of the power-
sharing deal. 

“The government’s action has led to an
impasse,” Mogae said, in an appeal to the AU.
“Given the fragility of the security situation in
South Sudan, the renewed risk of conflict,
and continued insecurity affecting the
humanitarian relief effort, emphatic, stern
measures should be taken by the African
Union...  rhetoric alone can only do so much,”
Mogae said. Both the government and rebel
sides have been accused of perpetrating eth-
nic massacres, recruiting and killing children
and carrying out widespread rape, torture
and forced displacement of populations to
“cleanse” areas of their opponents. — AFP 

S Sudan troops suffocated 50 people in a container

TEHRAN: Iran said yesterday it now has
access to more than $100 billion worth of
frozen overseas assets following the imple-
mentation of a landmark nuclear deal with
world powers. Government spokesman
Mohammad Bagher Nobakht said much of
the money had been piling up in banks in
China, India, Japan, South Korea and Turkey
since international sanctions were tight-
ened in 2012 over Tehran’s nuclear program.

Iran’s semi-official ISNA news agency
meanwhile quoted central bank official
Nasser Hakimi as saying nine Iranian banks
are now reconnected to SWIFT, a Belgian-
based cooperative that handles wire trans-
fers between financial institutions. No for-
eign banks operate in Iran, and ATMs in Iran
are not yet linked to the global system. The
historic agreement brought about the lift-
ing of international sanctions last month
after the UN certified that Iran has met all
its commitments to curbing its nuclear
activities under last summer’s accord.

“These assets ($100 billion) have fully
been released and we can use them,”
Nobakht said in comments posted on the
website of state-run Press TV. He said much
of the money belongs to CBI and the coun-
try’s National Development Fund. He said
Iran will not bring all the money back
because it can be spent on purchasing
goods. Iran expects an economic break-
through after the lifting of sanctions, which
will allow it to access overseas assets and
sell crude oil more freely. Mohsen Jalalpour,
the head of Iran’s Chamber of Commerce,
said on state TV Monday that Iranian busi-
nessmen are already able to open letters of
credit for transactions in other countries.

Saudis and Iran
Meanwhile, United Nations Secretary

General Ban Ki-moon has used a stopover
in the Middle East yesterday to urge Saudi
Arabia and Iran to compromise and interact
responsibly, seeking to calm a flare-up in
tensions between the two regional rivals.
Ban made the comments during a two-day

visit to the sultanate of Oman, which bor-
ders Saudi Arabia and shares control of
approaches to the Persian Gulf with Iran.  

“I hope that both Iran and Saudi Arabia,
despite mistrust and difficulties, will bring real-
ism, responsibility and compromise to their
dealings, and to the region,” Ban said during an
address to Oman’s National Defense College,
according to a text of his remarks provided by
the UN. He also expressed hope that last
month’s lifting of sanctions on Iran following its

landmark nuclear deal with world powers will
lead to “increasingly responsible behavior in
the region.” Long-simmering tensions between
Saudi Arabia and Iran escalated last month
after Saudi authorities executed a prominent
Shiite cleric, sparking protests in Iran.  

Oman has long maintained contacts with
its powerful neighbors, and frequently acts as
a discreet mediator to some of the region’s
thornier disputes. It hosted secret talks
between Washington and Tehran in the lead-

up to last year’s landmark nuclear deal and,
more recently, negotiations aimed at resolv-
ing the civil war in neighboring Yemen. It has
also helped secure the release of a number of
captives held by Yemeni rebels. Ban praised
Oman for its “unique role of bringing people
together ... facilitating dialogue and finding
common ground.” His visit included talks with
senior Omani officials including Yusuf bin
Alawi, the minister responsible for foreign
affairs. — Agencies 

Iran grabs over $100 billion

in assets under nuclear deal

YIDA, South Sudan: A bus departs from Ajuong Thok refugee camp in South Sudan,
less than 100 kms away from the border with Sudan. The bus will travel to Yida, the
last village in South Sudan, before eventually crossing the border. Sudan ordered
the reopening of the country’s contested borders with South Sudan. Relations
between Juba and Khartoum had been tense since South Sudan’s secession split in
2011 under a peace deal that ended a bloody 22-year civil war, with disputes over
several areas along the border. — AFP 

UN chief urges compromise, realism between Saudis and Iran

TEHRAN: Schoolgirls hold national flag in front of a giant board as Iranians mark the start of 10 days of celebrations for the 37th
anniversary of the Islamic revolution yesterday at the Behesht-e Zahra (Zahra’s Paradise) cemetery in southern Tehran. — AFP 

Iran’s former president criticizes 

hardliners for eliminating rivals
DUBAI: Former Iranian President Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani yesterday criticized
the disqualification of reformist candi-
dates by hardliners from national elec-
tions next month, deepening a dispute
between the two factions. The Guardian
Council, a vetting body made up of cler-
ics and jurists, excluded thousands of
parliamentary hopefuls and four-fifths of
the candidates for the body that will
choose Iran’s next Supreme Leader. The
move was a setback to moderate
President Hassan Rouhani and his pow-
erful ally Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, was
president between 1989 and 1997.

Among those excluded was Hassan
Khomeini,  grandson of the Islamic
Republic ’s first Supreme Leader,
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, who has
close ties to reformists. 

“They disqualified the grandson of
Imam Khomeini, who is the most similar
person to his grandfather,” Rafsanjani
said, according to ISNA news agency, at a
ceremony commemorating the anniver-
sary of Khomeini’s return to Tehran from
France during the 1979 revolution. “Who
decided you are qualified to judge the
others? Who gave you the right to take
all the guns, have all the Friday prayer
platform and run state television?” he
added, referring to hardliners.

Rafsanjani’s comments indirectly tar-
get Supreme Leader, Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei, who is commander-in-chief of
the armed forces and who appoints the
head of state television, the Friday prayer
leaders around the country and half of
the members of the Guardian Council.

Rafsanjani, 78, was Friday prayer leader
in Tehran but was dismissed from the
position when he backed the opposition
movement whose protests were crushed
after the last, disputed election in 2009.
The Guardian Council disqualified him
from the next presidential election.
Elections to the 290-seat parliament and
88-member Assembly of Experts are due

to take place on Feb. 26.
Iran’s success in winning an end to

international sanctions in exchange for
curbing its disputed nuclear program is
expected to intensify a power struggle
within an elite split into conservative and
moderate-reformist factions. Khamenei
grudgingly allowed Rouhani to negotiate
the nuclear deal after the moderate cleric

won a landslide election in 2013 on a
pledge of easing Iran’s isolation abroad
and repression at home. But hardliners
now fear that voters, hoping living stan-
dards can rise with sanctions out of the
way, will reward pro-Rouhani candidates
in the elections, with the vote for the
Assembly of Experts in particular crucial
in shaping Iran’s future path. — Reuters

TEHRAN: Iranian soldiers walk past giant boards displaying pictures of the late founder of the Islamic Revolution Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini, as Iranians mark the start of 10 days of celebrations for the 37th anniversary of the Islamic revolution yesterday. — AFP 


