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All those executed were Saudis, except for an Egyptian
and a Chadian. Some were beheaded with a sword while
others were shot by firing squad, said ministry spokesman
Mansour Al-Turki. Executions have soared in the country
since King Salman ascended the throne last January, with
153 people put to death in 2015, nearly twice as many as
in 2014.

Saudi Arabia’s top cleric Grand Mufti Sheikh Abdulaziz
Al-Sheikh said the executions were carried out in line with
Islamic law and the need to safeguard the kingdom’s secu-
rity. He described the executions as a “mercy to the prison-
ers” because it would save them from committing more
evil acts and prevent chaos. Mustafa Alani, a security ana-
lyst close to the Interior Ministry, commented: “There is a
huge popular pressure on the government to punish
those people. It included all the leaders of Al-Qaeda, all the
ones responsible for shedding blood. It sends a message.”

Analysts have speculated that the execution of the four
Shiites was partly to demonstrate to Saudi Arabia’s majori-
ty Sunni Muslims that the government did not differenti-
ate between political violence committed by members of
the two sects. That point appeared to be bolstered by the
state-affiliated Al Arabiya channel, which throughout yes-
terday showed graphics comparing Nimr and Shuwail,
describing them both as “inciters”.

Yesterday’s executions were condemned by Iran and
Iraq as well as the Lebanese Shiite movement Hezbollah,
and drew protest calls. “The Saudi government supports
terrorist movements and extremists, but confronts
domestic critics with oppression and execution,” said
Hossein Jaber Ansari, spokesman for Iran’s foreign min-
istry. It will “pay a high price for following these policies,”
the official IRNA news agency quoted him as saying. Turki
described Iran’s reaction as “irresponsible”. “We are com-
pletely confident with what we’re doing and we believe in
it and do not care how others view our procedures,
whether on justice or implementation of sentences,” he
said. Tehran ally Hezbollah denounced Nimr’s execution
as a “heinous crime”. Saudi justice ministry spokesman
Mansur Al-Qafari said “interference in the kingdom’s judi-
ciary is unacceptable”.

Rights groups have repeatedly raised concern about
the fairness of trials in Saudi Arabia, where murder, drug

trafficking, armed robbery, rape and apostasy are all pun-
ishable by death. Amnesty International’s Middle East and
North Africa director Philip Luther told AFP the kingdom
was using “the guise of counter-terrorism” to clamp down
on dissent. The trials “were politicized on the one hand and
grossly unfair, because the international standards for fair
trial were grossly flouted.”

Iran’s Basij student militia, connected to the country’s
elite Revolutionary Guards, called for a demonstration yes-
terday outside the Saudi embassy in Tehran. In Saudi ally
Bahrain, police used tear gas to disperse dozens of youths
from the majority Shiite population protesting the execu-
tions. And prominent Iraqi Shiite lawmaker Khalaf
Abdelsamad called for the closure of Riyadh’s embassy and
urged the government to expel its ambassador. “The exe-
cution of Sheikh Al-Nimr will have serious consequences
and bring about the end of the Al-Saud (royal family’s)
rule,” his office said.

In Yemen, where the kingdom is leading a coalition
against Shiite rebels, the religious scholars association
controlled by them condemned the execution.
Reactions will not be limited to “angry protests; they will
turn into a sweeping revolution”, said the statement
published on the rebels’ sabanews.net website. Nimr’s
brother said he had hoped that “wisdom and a political
solution” would prevail to spare the cleric’s life. And he
warned that his execution could trigger “negative reac-
tions” inside and outside Saudi Arabia. “But we hope for
peaceful reactions”. The Bahraini government and the
United Arab Emirates voiced support for the conserva-
tive kingdom, saying the executions were necessary to
confront extremism.

Nimr was arrested in 2012, three years after calling for
Eastern Province’s Shiite-populated Qatif and Al-Ihsaa
governorates to be separated from Saudi Arabia and
united with Bahrain. The interior ministry had described
him at the time of his arrest as an “instigator of sedition”.
A video on YouTube in 2012 showed Nimr making a
speech celebrating the 2012 death of then-interior min-
ister Prince Nayef bin Abdulaziz. “Let the worms eat him,”
Nimr had said, while also criticizing the rulers of Saudi
Arabia and Bahrain. The anti-government protests that
erupted in eastern Saudi Arabia five years ago coincided
with a Shiite-led protest movement in Bahrain that was
later crushed with help from Saudi troops. —  Agencies 
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Security officials only confirmed that four attackers had
died. An Indian army source said “at least three security
personnel have died” in the incident, with at least three
others injured, adding that officers were still combing the
base for residual explosives. Modi, on a visit to the south-
ern city of Mysore, responded to the attack on Twitter yes-
terday evening.“Enemies of humanity who can’t see India
progress, such elements attacked in Pathankot but our
security forces did not let them succeed,” he tweeted.

Pakistan also moved to condemn the attack, and voiced
optimism over continued dialogue with its long-time foe.
“Building on the goodwill created during the recent high-
level contacts between the two countries, Pakistan remains
committed to partner with India...  to completely eradicate
the menace of terrorism afflicting our region,” Islamabad’s
foreign ministry spokesman said.

The Pathankot air base houses dozens of fighter jets and
is important for its strategic location about 50 km from the
Pakistan border. “They are from Jaish, Jaish has claimed
responsibility,” Indian army Lieutenant General Satish Dua
told reporters of the attackers. AFP was not able to verify
the alleged claim of responsibility. Jaish-e-Mohammed,

which is banned in Pakistan, fights against Indian rule in
the divided Himalayan region of Kashmir, where a sepa-
ratist conflict has claimed up to 100,000 lives.

While Punjab has largely been spared such violence,
however, it has not been immune. In July, three gunmen
said to be Pakistan-based Lashkar-e-Taiba militants killed
seven people, including four policemen, in an attack in the
Sikh-majority state. Modi’s Dec 25 visit to the Pakistani city
of Lahore to meet his counterpart Nawaz Sharif indicated a
potential thaw in tensions, and the foreign secretaries of
both countries are to meet in Islamabad this month.
Pakistan opposition senator Sherry Rehman said the attack
must not disrupt the planned dialogue. “#Pathankot is
about derailing peace. Don’t let terror define our agenda.
Pak-India talks must go on.”

But Modi’s friendly outreach to Pakistan had prompted
critics to warn of retaliation by militants. “Our prime minis-
ter visited and after that the terrorists came here. They
want friendship with Pakistan but look what they are doing
to us,” said Ashok Kumar, 52, a shopkeeper in Pathankot. A
protest broke out on the road leading to Pathankot base in
the early afternoon as angry residents burned effigies
apparently intended to resemble Pakistani militants, an
AFP journalist said. — AFP
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Rosenfeld said there was a “strong possibility that this
was a terrorist attack but we haven’t ruled out criminal
motives”. He did not elaborate. Members of his family
told media Melhem had been suffering mental issues,
and had been imprisoned for attacking an Israeli soldier
in what he said was an attempt at revenge over the death
of a relative shot by police in 2006. Security camera
footage from a nearby store showed a bespectacled
young man with a backpack calmly pretending to shop
before going to the exit, placing the backpack on a trol-
ley, removing what looked like a submachine gun and
opening fire in the street.

One of those killed was identified by his father as Alon
Bakal, a law and business student who was a manager at
Simta, the pub that was targeted. Police named the sec-
ond fatality as Shimon Ruimi from southern Israel. They
issued a gag order on the investigation, as well as the one
into the death of an Arab Israeli taxi driver found shot in
north Tel Aviv a short while after the shooting rampage.
They have refused to say whether the attacks were linked.

In a recording released a week ago and attributed to
Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, the secretive IS leader pledged to
attack Israel. Baghdadi said IS has “not forgotten Palestine
for a single moment”. “And soon, soon with God’s permis-
sion, you will hear the footsteps of the mujahedeen... We
are getting closer to you day by day,” he said. — AFP 

Police hunt for gunman after Tel Aviv...

Continued from Page 1

An investigation blamed a discarded cigarette butt
that fell on a pile of waste; the blaze swept through
cladding panels on the tower.

The UAE revised its building safety code in 2013 to
require that cladding on all new buildings over 15 m tall
be fire-resistant. But the new rules do not apply to
buildings erected before that year, and Barry noted that
the vast majority of the country’s skyscrapers fell out-

side the regulations; the Address Downtown was com-
pleted in 2008.

In an article published soon after last year’s Torch fire,
Barry Greenberg and Michael Kortbawi at UAE law firm
Bin Shabib & Associates said the cost of replacing
cladding on skyscrapers with safer materials would be
“prohibitive”. But they added that the cost of not acting
could prove even larger. “Total loss of a supertall building -
requiring demolition and replacement - is a distinct possi-
bility in the event of a fire,” they wrote.  — Reuters 
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Fighting has escalated in Yemen since the coalition
entered the war to support President Abedrabbo
Mansour Hadi’s internationally recognized government
in March. The UN Security Council last month urged
Yemen’s warring parties to respect the ceasefire and to
resume their inconclusive peace talks. The truce was
declared as talks between the government and rebel
representatives opened in Switzerland, and it was later
extended by a week.

But the fighting never stopped on the ground and

coalition air strikes continued, while the talks ended
with no major breakthrough six days after they had
started, with both sides saying they would meet again
in January. In May, a five-day pause in fighting pro-
posed by Saudi Arabia allowed some aid into Yemen
before the coalition resumed air strikes, blaming the
rebels and their allies for violating the ceasefire. The
rebels seized Sanaa in Sept 2014 and then advanced
south to second city Aden, forcing Hadi to flee last year
to Saudi Arabia. Following territorial gains by loyalists,
Hadi returned to Aden in November after six months in
exile. — AFP 
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Palestinians spend time at Gaza Port at sunset in Gaza City yesterday. — AP 


