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leave an alliance he never believed in,” read a statement
released by the Houthis’ political office. The statement
warned that Saudi Arabia and its allies would “pay a heavy
price in their own capitals”. 

The Yemen war has claimed more than 8,750 lives
since Saudi Arabia and its allies joined the Hadi govern-
ment’s fight against the rebels in 2015, triggering what the
United Nations has described as the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis. The UN yesterday implored the coali-
tion to fully open up Red Sea ports to allow aid deliveries,
warning that “more than eight million people could starve
without urgent food assistance coming into Yemen”.

The violence in Sanaa has left at least 40 fighters dead or
wounded since Wednesday, according to the Houthis. Other
sources put the toll as high as 60, as fighting between Saleh

loyalists and rebels continued into yesterday evening. The
Saudi-led coalition yesterday welcomed Saleh’s offer of
talks. “The decision by (Saleh’s) General People’s Congress
to take the lead and their choice to side with their people will
free Yemen of ... militias loyal to Iran,” the coalition said in a
statement carried by the official Saudi Press Agency.

Saudi Arabia and the United States have accused Iran of
supplying weapons to the Houthis, which Tehran strongly
denies. A minister in the UAE government, a key member of
the military coalition, yesterday praised what he called the
“Sanaa uprising”. Anwar Gargash, state minister for foreign
affairs, tweeted his support for “the Yemeni people’s return to
their Arab environment”, referring to the coalition’s accusation
of the Houthi loyalty to Shiite Iran.

Saleh ruled Yemen as president for 33 years after the
1990 unification of north and south Yemen. A longtime
ally of Saudi Arabia, he waged six separate wars against
the Houthis, Zaidi Shiites who hail from northern Yemen.
Saleh resigned under popular and political pressure in
2012, ceding power to his then-vice president Hadi. In
2014, he announced he had joined forces with the
Houthis, seizing the capital and setting up a parallel gov-
ernment in Sanaa. — Agencies 
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“They took him from the house and put him on a private
plane. They said he would go back to Cairo, because they
can deport him only to his home country,” she said. Another
aide confirmed to AFP that he would be deported to Cairo,
and his lawyer Dina Adly wrote on Facebook that Shafiq had
been “arrested” to be sent home.

A spokesman for Egypt’s foreign ministry did not
immediately answer a call seeking details. But an Egyptian
judicial source said Shafiq was not wanted in any criminal
cases at the moment, but he had several cases, including
for corruption, against him in the past that either ended in
aquittal or were dropped. “We have no information about
a deportation order,” the judicial source said.

Shafiq said on Wednesday he would run for president in
a surprise announcement from the UAE, where he has

been based. Sisi has not yet announced a bid for a second
term, but is widely expected to run again. Apart from
Shafiq, several other low-profile candidates have said they
will run. Shafiq narrowly lost to Mohamed Morsi of the
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt’s 2012 election before flee-
ing overseas.

May Shafiq said on Friday he was preparing to depart,
first for Europe and the United States before returning to
Egypt to start his campaign. She said Shafiq had been pre-
vented from leaving the UAE in previous days but had then
received assurances that he could travel freely. She did not
specify who gave the assurances. The UAE denied placing
movement restrictions on Shafiq. The UAE, an ally of Sisi, has
been officially silent on Shafiq’s candidacy announcement.

Sisi as a military commander led the ousting of former
president Morsi in 2013, before his own landslide election a
year later. Sisi’s supporters see him as key to stability follow-
ing the upheaval that followed the 2011 Egyptian revolt that
toppled president Hosni Mubarak. But his government is
fighting a stubborn militant insurgency in the Sinai region
and has also enacted painful austerity reforms over the last
year to revive the economy but that critics say have dented
his popularity. —Agencies 
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Democrats argue that the plan is too expensive and will
accommodate only the rich, and that it could ultimately
impact cherished US entitlement programs like Medicare.
The Senate vote amounts to a reversal of fortune for Trump
and Republican leaders, whose bill just 24 hours earlier was
on the brink of collapse when a handful of Republican
deficit hawks balked at the controversial plan’s $1.5 trillion
price tag for 10 years. Trump hopes to sign a final bill
before Christmas. That would be a sweet victory for the
president, who has delivered on hardly any of his major
campaign promises, including repealing the health care law
known as Obamacare.

The Senate passage came after a particularly bad week.
His former national security advisor, Michael Flynn, pleaded
guilty Friday to lying to the FBI about contacts he had with
the Russian ambassador, at the instance of top Trump offi-
cials. The 58-year-old retired three-star Army general is
the most senior figure indicted in special prosecutor
Robert Mueller’s sprawling investigation into Russian inter-
ference in last year’s election. 

And in an ominous turn for Trump, Flynn also pledged to
cooperate with Mueller, whose focus goes beyond possible
collusion with Russia to shady business dealings and
whether Trump himself tried to thwart the investigation. As
he left the White House yesterday for a day trip to New
York, Trump insisted he had nothing to worry about. “What
has been shown is no collusion. There’s been absolutely no
collusion. So we’re very happy,” Trump told reporters.
Trump said he was not worried by what Flynn might tell
Mueller, in his first public comments on the matter. 

Also this week, Trump engaged in an extraordinary,
testy cross-Atlantic spat triggered by his retweeting of
anti-Muslim videos posted by extremist far-right group
in Britain. That prompted widespread outrage at home

and abroad, and prompted British Prime Minister Theresa
May to say that what Trump did was “wrong”. Trump in
turn answered by essentially telling May to focus on her
own country and the threat of Islamist terror and not
focus on him.

Back home, the Senate tax bill almost did not make it,
amid objections from lawmakers from holdout Republican
lawmakers. Tax writers tweaked the 479-page measure
deep into the night, leaving Democrats furious over the
last-minute, handwritten changes to the legislation.
Democrats fumed that they received the text - peppered
with extensive handwritten modifications that earned scorn
from opposition lawmakers - only a few hours before the
vote. “We understand they have the votes to pass their bill
despite a process - and a product - that no one can be
proud of and everyone should be ashamed of,” top Senate
Democrat Chuck Schumer told colleagues.

As the final vote was tallied, grinning Republicans con-
gratulated one another with handshakes, backslaps and
hugs. Several Republicans who had voiced concerns about
the bill were ultimately lured by McConnell’s agreement to
make changes. Senators Bob Corker and Jeff Flake, a pair
of Trump critics, worried about the impact of the tax cuts
on the country’s massive deficit.

A nonpartisan congressional tax scorekeeper had pro-
jected the tax overhaul would add $1 trillion to the deficit,
even after accounting for expected economic growth from
the plan. The analysis complicated Trump’s argument that
the tax cuts would pay for themselves through additional
economic growth. Flake eventually agreed to back the leg-
islation, after receiving assurances from the White House
that action would be taken to shield thousands of young
“Dreamer” immigrants from deportation. 

Corker hoped to offset the cost of the tax cuts by
including a rise in the corporate tax rate in later years, but
the effort failed. He was the lone Republican no vote on the
bill, but his opposition was not enough to derail it.
Lawmakers said a deal was reached to raise tax deductions
for certain small businesses, a move that got two more
wavering senators on board. As an offset, the bill’s tax rate
for US corporations repatriating profits from abroad would
rise, from 10 percent to possibly 14 percent. — AFP 
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ROME: When Italy organized a conference focused on
the Middle East, the Gulf and North Africa, it promised
to look beyond the turmoil roiling the region and
instead promote a “positive agenda”. But many of the
45 heads of state, ministers and business leaders who
attended the event over the past three days saw little
future cheer. Qatari Foreign Minister Sheikh
Mohammed bin Abdulrahman Al-Thani, captured the
gloom, bemoaning “a lack of wisdom” in the region,
with “no hope” on hand for ordinary people hoping for
an end to years of conflict, upheaval and sectarianism.

“Maybe I have presented a dark picture, but it is not
as dark as I have explained, it is darker,” said Thani,
whose country is suffering an economic blockade by its
Arab neighbors, which accuse Qatar of supporting ter-
rorism. Qatar denies the accusations and the crisis has
pushed the tiny, gas-rich state closer to Shiite Iran, the
regional rival to Sunni Saudi Arabia.

The foreign ministers of both Iran and Saudi Arabia
addressed the conference, taking turns to trade barbs.
“Since 1979, the Iranians have literally got away with
murder in our region, and this has to stop,” Saudi
Foreign Minister Adel Al-Jubeir said on Friday, accusing
Tehran of interfering in the affairs of numerous Arab
states, including Syria, Yemen and Lebanon. A day ear-
lier, on the same stage, Iranian Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif accused Saudi Arabia of block-
ing ceasefire efforts in Syria, “suffocating” Qatar,
destabilizing Lebanon and supporting Islamic State. He
also dismissed suggestions that Tehran was meddling in
the affairs of its troubled neighbors or that it should

stop supporting militia groups, like Hezbollah in
Lebanon. 

Destruction
Casting around for reasons to be positive, most

speakers pointed to the defeat of Islamic State, which
used to rule over millions of people in Iraq and Syria,
but now controls just small pockets of land after
months of fierce military assaults. However, officials
warned the group would not die easily. “It has been
defeated as a military force on the ground, but it is
likely to go back to cities to create destruction and
terror,” said Arab League Secretary General Ahmed
Aboul Gheit, predicting the militant group could still
be around in 10 years.

Iraq’s foreign minister bemoaned the destruction it
had left in its wake, and called on the world to unite to
help rebuild his country in the same way they had come
together to fight IS. “The world owes this to us,” said
Ibrahim Al-Jaafari. “A lot of destruction demands a lot
of reconstruction. Mosul is not at all what it was like
before. It used to be beautiful. It had a university. Now
it is just ruins.” 

Egypt’s Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry warned
that IS fighters fleeing Syria and Iraq had come to his
country, where an attack on a mosque in Sinai last
month had killed more than 300 people. They were also
heading to lawless Libya, he said. Amidst all the talk of
war and chaos, there was little mention of diplomatic
efforts to restore peace to the region. “At a time when
you have so many sources of tension, so many fuses, so
many humanitarian catastrophes, you also have so little
diplomacy,” said Robert Malley, vice president for poli-
cy at the non-governmental International Crisis Group.

Underscoring this point, no one from the White
House administration took part in the conference - a
signal some diplomats put down to a general disen-
gagement from the Middle East by President Donald
Trump. Last year, the then secretary of state, John
Kerry, participated. — Reuters 
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ANKARA: President Recep Tayyip Erdogan yesterday
said Turkey could never be “condemned by virtual
courts” in the US after he was implicated in a scheme
allegedly designed to subvert US sanctions on Iran dur-
ing a trial in New York. Turkish-Iranian gold trader
Reza Zarrab had been due to go on trial over the accu-
sations but, to Turkey’s chagrin, he agreed to cooperate
with US prosecutors and told a court on Thursday that
Erdogan authorized two Turkish banks to circumvent
the sanctions and launder money from Iran.

The case has angered Erdogan, who accused the tri-
al of being linked to the network of Fethullah Gulen, the
US-based Muslim cleric blamed by the Turkish govern-
ment for last year’s failed coup. “My country can never
be condemned by virtual courts set up by FETO
scoundrels, fake representatives,” Erdogan said during
a televised speech in the eastern city of Kars, referring
to Gulen’s group that Turkey has dubbed the “Fethullah
Terrorist Organization”. “Someone has got up and
decided they will apparently try my country in their
falsely set-up courts. Don’t bother!” Erdogan added.

Turkey has repeatedly called for Gulen to be extra-
dited, but he denies any involvement in the coup or ter-
rorism. Since Zarrab became the prosecution’s star wit-
ness in the trial, deputy chief executive of Turkish
lender Halkbank Mehmet Hakan Atilla is now the lone
man in the dock accused of violating sanctions, bribery
and money laundering. Zarrab has taken the stand three
times since Wednesday, admitting to bribing a former
Turkish economy minister and being involved in the
multi-billion-dollar gold-for-oil scheme.

On Thursday he told the court he was informed that
in 2012, then prime minister Erdogan and then treasury
minister Ali Babacan had given “instructions” for two
other Turkish public banks, Vakif and Ziraat, to take
part in the scheme. Zarrab was a key figure in a 2013

Turkish corruption scandal, which Ankara denounced at
the time as another conspiracy by Gulen and his group.

Analysts say the embarrassing revelations could
damage Erdogan politically and also harm the Turkish
economy, if one or more Turkish banks are fined over
violating sanctions. Ankara has urged Zarrab to “turn
back from his mistake” and claimed this week that the
trader is under pressure to make defamatory claims
against Turkey. Istanbul’s public prosecutor ordered
the seizure of Zarrab and his family’s assets late on
Friday, accusing him of “espionage” for the benefit of a
foreign state.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu earlier
yesterday claimed “FETO has infiltrated American mis-
sions in Turkey, the US judiciary, its Congress, every-
where, they have infiltrated all institutions in this or that
way, legally or illegally.” — AFP 
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