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society groups and the release of American-Egyptian
Aya Hejazy. The US administration official said
Washington will approach rights issues in a “private, more
discreet way”. It will also push for the release of Hejazy,
who ran an NGO for homeless children and has been
detained since 2014 on human trafficking charges. Her
verdict is expected on April 16.

Over the past three years, Sisi has met a trickle of dele-
gations from American think-tanks and other groups,
drumming home the importance of supporting him.
Cairo had demanded Western countries take a tougher
stance on Morsi’s Muslim Brotherhood movement, some-
thing Trump’s administration has suggested it could con-
sider. “Beyond Sisi being thrilled that Trump replaced
Obama, and the opportunity to turn a page, this is Egypt
trying to reassert itself in a more central way to US
Middle East strategy,” said Issandr El-Amrani, the
International Crisis Group’s North Africa director.

Egypt - one of two Arab countries to have a peace
treaty with Israel - had traditionally played a central role
in US regional alliances, in return receiving $1.3 billion in
annual military aid. Cairo has also mediated between
Israel and the Palestinians. Sisi’s office said he will broach
the issue with Trump, who has confusingly suggested
that he is fine with either a two-state or a one-state solu-

tion to the conflict. Sisi’s trip comes ahead of Trump’s
talks on Wednesday with King Abdullah II of Jordan and
after a tentative invitation to Palestinian president
Mahmoud Abbas to visit. “We are going to be discussing
the general outlines of our approach with the Middle
East peace process,” the US official said on Friday.

Although Sisi may be delighted about having Trump’s
ear, he may yet be disappointed. “The focus (for Trump) is
on areas where Egypt has little relevance, like Iraq and
Syria,” Amrani said. Egypt is part of the international coali-
tion against the Islamic State group, but is bogged down
fighting the militants’ franchise in the Sinai Peninsula,
where they have killed hundreds of soldiers and policemen.

Western officials who requested anonymity say Egypt
is primarily interested in advanced military hardware it
believes Western countries are withholding. Cairo also
wants conventional equipment that Washington believes
is not useful for a counter-insurgency campaign. But it
remains unclear whether Trump, who wants to downsize
foreign aid and cut the State Department’s budget, will
maintain current financing to Egypt. The US administra-
tion official said Washington wants to “fully support”
Egypt. But “the discussions about the details of the budg-
et process and how that’s going to be allocated with the
input from the Department of State is still an ongoing
process,” he said.  — AFP 

Washington ‘reboots’ Egypt ties after years...
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The administration, meanwhile, has implemented
additional US sanctions against Iran over its ballistic
missile program. US Vice President Mike Pence reiterat-
ed Sunday that the Trump administration “has put Iran
on notice”, and will not tolerate Iranian efforts to “desta-
bilize the region and jeopardize Israel’s security.” The
warning first came in February after Iran test-fired a bal-
listic missile.

Hardliners are also hoping to capitalize on voters’
pocketbook anxieties, including Rouhani’s failure to sig-
nificantly alleviate poverty and Iran’s longstanding dou-
ble-digit unemployment rate. Officials say some 11 mil-
lion of the country’s 80 million people are living below
the poverty line. Iran has been freed of crippling eco-
nomic sanctions and secured multibillion-dollar deals
with Boeing Co. and Airbus for hundreds of passenger
planes as a direct result of the nuclear deal.

But many average Iranians say they are still waiting for
the deals’ benefits to trickle down. They include
Houshang Lotfi, a 43-year-old welder in Tehran who has
turned to selling cheap toys on the street because of a
lack of jobs. “I know Rouhani did a lot to save our country
from hassles but I am still selling toys,” he said. “Streets are
not my place. I must work in an industrial field.”

Other hardliners considering running include Hamid
Baghaei, who is an ally of former controversial president
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad; former nuclear negotiator
Saeed Jalili; Tehran mayor Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf
and cleric Ebrahim Raisi, a close ally to Supreme Leader

Ali Khamenei. The crowded field means multiple hard-
liners - who belong to the conservative “principalist”
camp in Iranian politics - could end up running, as was
the case in 2013.

That could help ensure the re-election of Rouhani,
whose 2013 win as a relative moderate surprised those
who had assumed another hard-liner would replace his
firebrand predecessor, Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.
Rouhani rode to victory by beating his nearest two
rivals, who split the hardline vote. “If principalists’ choice
is to send various candidates to the field, they - in prac-
tice - open the road for reformists. The choice will keep
principlaists in the margin of power for another four-
year term,” said a commentary in the semi-official news
agency Fars, which is close to hard-liners and the Guard.

Those running formally register their candidacies dur-
ing a five-day period beginning April 11. They must then
be vetted by the Guardian Council, a constitutional
watchdog, which will announce who is approved to run
by April 27. Rouhani has not said yet that he will run, but
he is widely expected to do so. Incumbents typically
announce their candidacies late to keep their rivals guess-
ing. However he has pushed voters to go to the polls.

A Tehran-based political analyst, Saeed Leilaz, pre-
dicted that Rouhani would win the election with a weak
majority “The sphere is yet not polarized and this leads
to lower turnout. So Rouhani will be a president with a
weaker majority.” Rouhani won the 2013 presidential
election with nearly 51 percent from a turnout of about
38 million. Approximately 52 million are eligible to vote
this year. — AP 

Iran hardliners feeling emboldened
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Mikael Timm, a culture reporter at the public Swedish
Radio, thinks Dylan wants the meeting to be strictly private
to avoid a situation that could spiral out of his control,
especially after a series of “humiliating press conferences”
in the 1960s. “He obviously wants to communicate but
realized he doesn’t need to be exposed to aggressive and
offensive press conferences,” Timm told AFP. 

Dylan was set to perform concerts yesterday and today
in Stockholm, the first stop on a long-planned European
tour for his latest album of cover songs “Triplicate”. It is
unclear if the meeting was to take place before or after the
two shows, as the Academy has been tight-lipped. But Ake
Jonsson, a loyal fan who’s seen Dylan perform 75 times,
hopes the enigmatic music icon will at least mention the
Nobel during his concert. “It would be interesting if he
talked about the Nobel prize. He’s barely said (anything)
during concerts these past years,” Jonsson told Swedish
public broadcaster SVT. 

The 75-year-old Dylan will not give his traditional Nobel
lecture during the meeting, the only requirement to
receive the eight million kronor ($891,000) that comes with
the prize. He has until June 10 to deliver his lecture, which
could be anything from a short speech to a performance, a
video broadcast or even a song. Failing that, he risks losing
the prize money. “The Academy has reason to believe that
a taped version will be sent at a later point,” Danius said on
Wednesday, without specifying an exact date.

The songwriter of “Blowin’ In The Wind”, “Hurricane”
and “Mr Tambourine Man” was honored “for having creat-

ed new poetic expressions within the great American
song tradition,” the Nobel committee said when the
award was announced last October. “Not once have I ever
had the time to ask myself, ‘Are my songs literature?’”
Dylan said later in a thank-you speech read aloud by the
US ambassador to Sweden during the December Nobel
ceremony in Stockholm, which he skipped due to “pre-
existing commitments”.

While Danius, a fervent Dylan fan, has defended her
choice and that of her peers, Scottish writer Irvine Welsh,
author of “Trainspotting”, mocked the prize “awarded by
senile hippies”. Dylan kept silent for weeks after he was
announced as the winner and when he was asked at the
time why he did not respond to the Academy’s calls, he
told the Daily Telegraph: “Well, I’m right here.” His mysteri-
ous reaction even provoked Academy member Per
Wastberg to call him “impolite” and “arrogant”.

“If you want something to go towards a certain direc-
tion, then (Dylan) will go towards the opposite direction,”
Martin Nystrom, a music critic at the Swedish daily Dagens
Nyheter, said. “He’s very unpredictable,” Nystrom told AFP.
Dylan later apologized for not being able to attend the cer-
emony and expressed surprise over being chosen for an
honor given to literature heavyweights like Ernest
Hemingway and Albert Camus. “If someone had ever told
me that I had the slightest chance of winning the Nobel
Prize, I would have to think that I’d have about the same
odds as standing on the moon,” he added. Armed with a
harmonica and an acoustic guitar, Dylan confronted social
injustice, war and racism, and recording an astonishing 300
songs in his first three years. — AFP 

Slow Train Coming: Dylan in Sweden..
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The disaster is of “large proportions,” he added.
Putumayo Governor Sorrel Aroca called the development
“an unprecedented tragedy” for the area. There are “hun-
dreds of families we have not yet found and whole neigh-
borhoods have disappeared,” he told W Radio. Carlos Ivan
Marquez, director of the National Disaster Risk
Management Unit, told AFP the mudslides were caused by
the rise of the Mocoa River and tributaries. The rivers flood-
ed, causing a “big avalanche,” the army said in a statement.
Some 130 mm of rain fell Friday night, Santos said. 

“That means 30 percent of monthly rainfall fell last
night, which precipitated a sudden rise of several rivers,” he
said. He promised earlier on Twitter to “guarantee assis-
tance to the victims of this tragedy, which has Colombians
in mourning”. “Our prayers are with the victims and those
affected,” he added.

The authorities activated a crisis group including more
than 100 local officials, military personnel, police and res-
cuers to search for missing people and begin removing
mountains of debris, Marquez said. Mocoa, a town of
40,000 people, was left without power or running water.
“There are lots of people in the streets, lots of people dis-

placed and many houses have collapsed,” retired Mocoa
resident Hernando Rodriguez, 69, said by telephone.
“People do not know what to do... there were no prepara-
tions” made for such a disaster, he said. “We are just scarce-
ly realizing what has happened to us.”

Several deadly landslides have struck Colombia in
recent months. A landslide in November killed nine people
in the southwestern rural town of El Tambo, officials said at
the time. A landslide the month before killed 10 people in
the north of the country. 

Photos posted on Twitter by the air force showed
neighborhood streets filled with mud and damaged hous-
es while videos on social media showed residents search-
ing for survivors in the debris and struggling to move
through waist-high water overnight. Herman Granados, an
anesthesiologist at the local hospital, said he arrived early
yesterday morning and worked throughout the night on
victims. He estimated there were at least 300 people
injured and said the hospital doesn’t have a blood bank
large enough to deal with the magnitude of the crisis and
was quickly running out of supplies. He said some of the
hospital workers came to help even while there are own
relatives remained missing. “Under the mud,” he said, “I am
sure there are many more.”  — Agencies 

Colombia mudslides kill at least 112...


