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IS silent on Egypt massacre 
decried even by supporters

Gunmen massacre more than 300 worshippers
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News in brief
Bulgaria, Iran face off 
SOFIA: Bulgaria said yesterday that an aircraft taking
its prime minister and former king to Saudi Arabia was
denied permission by Iran to enter its airspace, forcing
them to fly via Iraq. “The refusal is inexplicable,”
Bulgarian Foreign Minister Ekaterina Zaharieva was
quoted by Bulgarian media as saying from Riyadh a day
after the incident. She said Iran’s ambassador in Sofia
has been summoned for an explanation.  Iran had initial-
ly given the flight permission before it took off, she said.
The plane was carrying former king Simeon Saxe
Coburg, Prime Minister Boyko Borisov, Zaharieva and
four other ministers. It was the first visit by a Bulgarian
prime minister to Saudi Arabia since the former commu-
nist country, now a member of the European Union, and
the kingdom established relations 20 years ago. 

Israel bars Swiss diplomats 
JERUSALEM: Israel will refuse Swiss diplomats access
to the Gaza Strip until further notice after recent meet-
ings were held with Hamas leaders, an Israeli official
said yesterday. Defense Minister Avigdor Lieberman
issued the order to prevent the diplomats from travel-
ling to the Palestinian enclave from Israeli territory, the
official said on condition of anonymity. The order will
remain in place “until clarifications occur,” said the offi-
cial, without providing further details. Israel controls all
access into Gaza apart from the strip’s sole crossing
with Egypt. On Tuesday, Switzerland’s envoy to the
Palestinian Authority, Julien Thoni, met Hamas’s chief in
the Gaza Strip, Yahya Sinwar. At least one other recent
meeting was also held with Hamas leaders. Hamas, the
Islamist movement that has controlled the Gaza Strip
for a decade, is considered a terrorist organization by
the United States and European Union. 

Salman pleads ‘not guilty’
DUBAI: Bahrain’s jailed Shiite opposition leader Sheikh
Ali Salman pleaded not guilty yesterday to new
charges of working with the kingdom’s Gulf rival Qatar
to overthrow the Sunni minority government. The trial
comes amid a bitter diplomatic spat now approaching
its seventh month pitting Bahrain and its allies against
Qatar, which is accused of being too close to Iran.
Salman, who has been behind bars since 2014 serving a
nine-year sentence on charges of inciting hatred, had
refused to appear in court for a first planned hearing in
the new trial on Monday. “Sheikh Ali denied the charges
leveled against him,” a judicial source said. The court set
the next hearing for December 28. Salman and two
members of his banned Al-Wefaq movement, Hassan
Sultan and Ali Al-Aswad-neither of them in custody-are
charged with “communicating with a foreign state to
commit acts hostile to the state of Bahrain”. 

4 Cameroon troops killed 
YAOUNDE: Four Cameroonian soldiers were killed by
suspected separatists in a restive English-speaking
region yesterday, army and government sources said.
“Four soldiers were killed around 2am around Mamfe,”
a city in the country’s Southwest Region, according to
an army source. “They murdered our soldiers. If that’s
not terrorism, what is it?” the source said angrily. The
deaths were confirmed by a government source,
although the circumstances were not given. The blood-
shed is the latest episode in an escalating crisis in the
Southwest and Northwest regions, home to a large
minority of English-speakers in the francophone-
majority nation. Eight members of the security forces
have been killed this month alone. 

CAIRO: The gunmen who massacred more than 300
worshippers in an Egyptian mosque made no effort to
conceal their identity-they showed up raising the black
banner of the self-styled “Islamic State”, authorities and
witnesses said. The group’s militants had previously
warned the North Sinai mosque associated with Sufis to
end the mystical practices IS calls heretical, even visit-
ing the mosque in person a few weeks before the
attack, a Sufi sheikh said.

But almost a week after the Friday massacre, IS has
yet to claim the attack in a sign, officials and analysts
say, that their gunmen might have gone too far even by
the extremists’ standards. For all the indiscriminate car-
nage IS has perpe-
trated on almost every
continent, never
before has an attack
shocked even its sup-
porters who now
insist the group is
innocent. As the scale
of the attack perco-
lated in jihadist social
media channels, pro-
IS users denied the
group’s involvement. 

Every militant
group known to oper-
ate in Egypt, including the Al-Qaeda-linked Jund Al-
Islam in Sinai that opposes IS, condemned the mas-
sacre. IS supporters on social media were livid when a
purported audio recording of wireless communications
between an IS member boasting about the attack, and
another noting down details, spread on pro Al-Qaeda
Telegram channels.

IS supporters in denial
IS had targeted mosques before-usually Shiite-and

Sufis. The jihadists bombed a Manchester concert on
May 22 in which they were certain to kill children who
had come to watch pop star Ariane Grande perform. At
the time, British jihadist Omar Hussein-who may have
been killed in the takeover of the group’s erstwhile cap-

ital of Raqa in Syria- said killing “disbeliever” children
rested comfortably on his conscience. “As for the killing
of little girls then it is permissible 2 kill the kuffaar as
they kill us,” he wrote in response to an AFP query.

But the attack on the Egyptian mosque, packed dur-
ing communal Friday prayers with hundreds of worship-
pers, Sufis and non-Sufis, appears to have been a step
too far for IS supporters. At least 27 children died in the
massacre. “Something of this scale, that killed more than
‘just Sufis’ would be hard to justify,” said analyst
Amarnath Amarasingam, senior research fellow with
counter terrorism group ISD Global. “It could be that
the Egyptian or Sinai context makes this kind of attack

more abhorrent and makes
the group less likely to earn
local support,” said a
Western official. 

After the attack, another
jihadist who regularly
defends IS atrocities flatly
denied IS involvement. “Not
at all . Your analysis is
wrong. You’ve been influ-
enced by media reports,” he
wrote in a message
responding to an AFP
query. IS in Egypt, based in
the north of the Sinai penin-

sula bordering Israel and  the Gaza Strip, has killed
hundreds of security personnel in attacks, and more
than a hundred Christians in church bombings and
shootings over the past year. 

“It does appear to be in line with a gradual shift
over the last four years,” said another Western official.
IS went “from a violent campaign by the terrorists in
Sinai that was very  local... and in the beginning careful
not to alienate the local population...  to something that
seems to be much more affected by global jihadi moti-
vations of Daesh,” the official said, referring to IS with
a derogatory Arabic acronym. Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has warned that IS foreign fighters
will try to settle in his region as they lose ground in
Iraq and Syria.

No central agreement 
But it may have been a local initiative by the increas-

ingly pressed jihadists in Sinai that was badly received
by IS’s leadership in Iraq and Syria, a third Western
official said. It is “possible that the attack was coordi-
nated without central agreement. Hence the absence of
a claim,” said the diplomat. Another possibility is that it
was an attack meant to send a message to Sufis and vil-
lagers seen as pro-government, without granting it the
imprimatur of an official IS claim. The Western officials
agreed to speak to AFP on condition of anonymity.
Hassan Hassan, a leading expert on IS, said the jihadists
had called the Sufis “taghuts” in a publication, a word
used in the Koran to describe the devil and tyrants.
“Nothing is off limits when they call them taghut,” said

Hassan, a senior fellow at the TIMEP think tank and
author of the book “ISIS: Inside the Army of Terror”.

IS fighters, however, had gone too far in the past and
been punished for it, he said. “When they killed the Al-
Shaitat, they removed the (attackers) after that,” he said
of a 2014 massacre of up to 700 tribesmen in Syria’s
eastern Deir Ezzor region. “Either because they wanted
to distance themselves from it or they thought they
went to far,” Hassan said. Still, with IS’s media operation
continuing to baffle observers, it remains possible but
unlikely that the group may yet claim the attack. After
an attack on a military toll booth south of Cairo in June,
IS issued a claim three weeks later-not through the
usual statement on its Telegram accounts but in its
weekly Nabaa newsletter.— AFP 

Islamic State
has yet to 
claim the 

responsibility
EL-ARISH: Photo shows the Rawda mosque, roughly 40 kilometers west of the North Sinai capital of
El-Arish, after a gun and bombing attack. —AFP

With N Korea missile
reach global, focus 
falls on defenses
WASHINGTON: North Korea’s latest rocket launch saw it
shoot an intercontinental ballistic missile higher than ever
before, prompting US Defense Secretary Jim Mattis to
warn that Pyongyang could soon threaten “everywhere in
the world.” The worrying assessment once again calls into
question America’s anti-missile capabilities, and whether it
and its allies can protect themselves from the threat of a
nuclear-tipped ICBM.

How high?
Defense officials did not elaborate on Mattis’s remark

about the missile’s elevation, but on July 4, in a test that
Kim Jong-Un called a gift for the “American bastards,” a
North Korean rocket soared to an altitude of 2,802 kilome-
ters and flew 933 kilometers. According to David Wright, a
co-director and senior scientist at the Union of Concerned
Scientists, news reports the missile reached more than
4,500 kilometers in altitude would give it a massive
range.”If these numbers are correct, then if flown on a stan-
dard trajectory rather than this lofted trajectory, this missile
would have a range of more than 13,000 kilometers (8,100
miles),” Wright wrote on his organization’s blog.  “Such a
missile would have more than enough range to reach
Washington, DC, and in fact any part of the continental
United States.” After the July 4 launch, experts had said
Alaska was in range, so the latest test marks a dramatic and
rapid increase in North Korea’s potential reach.

Missile defenses
The United States has spent decades and billions of

dollars developing technologies to stop an incoming ballis-
tic missile, and the US military still has faith these systems
can protect against a North Korean missile attack.  “The
(South Korea)-US alliance remains confident that we can
still defend against any North Korean threat,” Pentagon
spokesman Colonel Rob Manning said shortly after
Tuesday’s launch. America and its allies have several tech-
nologies at their disposal, none of which is infallible. To
take out an ICBM, America has the Ground-based

Midcourse Defense (GMD) system at its disposal.
Installed at Fort Greely, about 100 miles outside

Fairbanks in Alaska, and California’s Vandenberg Air Force
Base, the GMD can hit an incoming missile in space. It was
put to the test in May, when the military successfully
launched a GMD interceptor from the California base. The
missile blasted outside Earth’s atmosphere and smashed
into a dummy ICBM target, destroying it in a direct colli-
sion. But the GMD system has had a checkered record in
previous tests-failing in earlier launches against slower-
moving targets-and it could be overwhelmed by a barrage
of incoming missiles.

What other defenses? 
Aside from the GMD, the United States and its allies also

have at their disposal what is known as the Aegis Ballistic
Missile Defense System (AEGIS).  The ship-based system’s

highly sensitive radars and sensors feed ICBM-tracking data to
the GMD facilities in California and Alaska, and AEGIS is itself
capable of intercepting shorter-range missiles. Some experts say
the AEGIS system may also one day have a limited ability to
intercept ICBMs. In the meantime, the US military this year began
deploying the Terminal High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD)
system to South Korea, capable of destroying short, medium and
intermediate-range missiles in their final phase of flight. That
move infuriated China, which has argued the deployment
would further destabilize the situation on the Korean penin-
sula. The US and its allies South Korea and Japan also have
Patriot Advanced Capability-3 interceptor batteries. But
these are designed to protect against a regional threat and
would have limited effect against an ICBM. In Europe,
nations have an array of missile defenses but these are pri-
marily focused against shorter range missiles that could
come from Russia or the Middle East. —AFP

PAJU: South Korean army’s K-55 self-propelled howitzers take a position at a military training field in
the border city of Paju yesterday. —AFP 

‘We are in danger’: 
Translators left 
behind to Taleban
KABUL: The Taleban have tried to kill
Zainullah, a former translator for the French
Army, twice already, he says, warning that
the insurgents have expanded their territory
in Afghanistan to just five minutes from his
door.  He and fellow translators who once
aided international forces say they are
increasingly fearful, with the Taleban now
controlling or influencing some 40 percent of
Afghanistan’s 407 districts.

“We are in danger,” says another, Bashir,
who served the French Army for four years.
“Nobody knows when but it’s going to hap-
pen one day, for the situation is getting
worse. They will get us.” Last Wednesday,
Zainullah was wounded in a suicide motorcy-
cle attack in front of his home just north of
Kabul, as he spoke to a NATO patrol.  One of
the soldiers was killed, and several others
wounded. Zainullah, 28, said he was sure the
bomber had wanted to kill two birds with one
stone: the Westerners, and him.

It was their second attempt, he said. In
June he received a threatening phone call
and, shortly after, was shot in his garden by

two gunmen on motorbikes.  More telephone
threats have followed, voices speaking to him
in the accents of Kandahar, the Taleban’s
birthplace in Afghanistan’s south.  Previously
he felt safe at home. “There were no Taleban
here. Now they are in the (neighboring) vil-
lage,” just a five minute drive away. Zainullah
spoke to the police. He displayed the official
complaint he made, stored in a plastic bag
with his translator contracts and pay stubs
from the NATO-controlled International
Security Assistance Force (ISAF).  He even
has his access badges to the French bases in
Kabul and in Surobi.

“The district police chief told me, ‘We know
you’ve been targeted but we can’t protect you.
We don’t have enough guards. You are not
high profile people.’ He was sorry,” Zainullah
said. Embattled police are themselves increas-
ingly targeted in devastating attacks and short
on time and resources. “Of course, we don’t
have enough forces to protect every individual
but we are doing our best,” says Abdul Fatah, a
senior police official in Kapisa, an unstable
province north of the capital where French
troops once had a heavy presence. He spoke
generally as he was not involved in Zainullah’s
case. There are 152 Afghans, mainly former
translators but also cooks, drivers, mechanics
and others who worked for international forces,
whose requests for relocation have been
rejected by France, according to their lawyer

Caroline Decroix, based in Paris. One hundred
others have seen theirs accepted. They live
now in France with their families, 371 people in
total. Among those denied, many have gone
clandestinely to Turkey, Europe or neighboring
countries, says Bashir.

Infidels and spies 
“The insurgents, they call us infidels, or

spies,” Bashir explained. He said he had
become so paranoid that he was even suspi-
cious of his own tribe, people he grew up
with who, even unintentionally, could divulge
information leading the Taleban to him.”I’ve
changed my address many times,” he said,
adding that virtually none of his fellow trans-
lators can live in their own villages any more.
Some even travel wearing burqas to disguise
themselves, he said. “We feel we didn’t make
the right choice. We are left behind.” Hajji
Mirdad Mijrabi, an MP for Kapisa, confirmed
the climate of fear.  “Almost all the inter-
preters had to take their families out of the
provinces to live in Kabul and in city centers,
where they are jobless... They hardly survive
in the cities,” he said. Zainullah says he does
not have the means to keep moving. His older
brother worked as a translator for British
troops and now lives in the UK with his fami-
ly. Zainullah’s relatives are panicked. “My
father told me, ‘We wish you had never
worked with the coalition.’ It hurts, it’s disap-

pointing.”  In early October, the Council of
State, France’s highest court, found that there
had been a “miscalculation” in the manage-
ment of some of the translators’ applications
for relocation packages. “Zainullah has been
waiting for protection for two years and has
not received an answer,” says the lawyer
Decroix, who claims to receive “alarming
information almost daily” from Afghanistan.
She hopes the Council of State’s ruling will
prompt the government to “finally realise the
shortcomings and flaws of the relocation
mechanism”. —AFP

KABUL: Zainullah, a 28-year-old
Afghan who was working as an
interpreter with French troops,
talks to an AFP reporter during
an interview in Kabul. —AFP 


