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News in brief

52 militants killed in Sinai 

CAIRO: Egyptian troops and security forces have killed at least 52 sus-
pected militants in recent days, the army said in a statement yesterday.
Troops and security forces also destroyed 15 vehicles laden with weapons
and ammunitions while trying to infiltrate the western border, and 17 more
in the southern military region. In Sinai, the statement said that 13
“extremely dangerous takfiris” were killed in an operation by security
forces in the city of Al-Arish, the capital of North Sinai province. The
remaining 39 militants were killed in various military operations across
northern and central Sinai, the military statement added. More than 300
militants and at least 35 soldiers have been killed since the military
launched the operation. —  Reuters 

WWII plane crash kills 20 

FLIMS, Switzerland: Twenty people died after a vintage World War II
aircraft crashed into a Swiss mountainside at the weekend, police said
yesterday. “The police have the sad certainty that the 20 people aboard
perished,” police spokeswoman Anita Senti told a news conference. There
were 11 men and nine women aboard, including an Austrian couple and
their son, she said. The German-built Junker JU52 HB-HOT aircraft, dating
from 1939 and nicknamed “Iron Annie”, was a collectors’ aircraft. It
crashed into Piz Segnas, a 3,000-m peak in the east of the country on
Saturday at an altitude of 2,540 m on the mountain’s western flank, Senti
said. “The plane turned 180 degrees to the south and fell to the ground
like a stone,” a witness said. — AFP

Riyadh to admit Iran envoy 
to head office in kingdom

Revolutionary Guards hold Gulf drills as US tensions rise
DUBAI: Saudi Arabia has agreed to admit an Iranian
diplomat to head an office representing Iranian inter-
ests in the kingdom, the official Iranian news agency
IRNA reported yesterday, in a rare move after the rivals
broke off relations in 2016. “An informed diplomatic
source said yesterday that Saudi Arabia had agreed to
grant a visa to the head ... of Iran’s interests section,”
IRNA reported. “Observers saw this ... as a positive
diplomatic step in Tehran-Riyadh relations.” The office
is expected to be set up within the Swiss diplomatic
mission in Saudi Arabia, based on an agreement signed
in 2017. There was no immediate official Saudi reaction
to the Iranian report.

The kingdom, the regional rival of mostly Shiite Iran,
presents itself as the guardian of Islamic orthodoxy and
custodian of its holiest places in Makkah and Madinah.
Riyadh severed diplomatic relations after Iranian pro-
testers stormed the Saudi Embassy in Tehran following
the execution of a Shiite cleric in Saudi Arabia in Jan
2016. Both countries agreed to Switzerland’s offer of its
traditional policy of good offices and to act as a diplo-
matic channel between the two countries. Saudi Arabia

welcomed President Donald Trump’s decision in May to
withdraw the United States from an international
nuclear agreement with Iran and to re-impose econom-
ic sanctions on Tehran. 

In an interview published on the Iranian Foreign
Ministry’s website, the ministry spokesman said there
had been a “breakthrough” in relations between the
two regional rivals. “Up until two weeks ago, no visa
had been issued for the names that we had submitted a
long time ago,” spokesman Bahram Qasemi said. “But
within the last week or two, there has been a break-
through and I think there are indications that the office
for the protection of interests will be opened,” he
added. Tension between the two countries have surged
in recent years, with Saudi Arabia and Iran supporting
opposite sides in wars in Syria and Yemen and rival
political parties in Iraq and Lebanon.

Separately, Iran’s Revolutionary Guards confirmed
yesterday it had held war games in the Gulf over the
past several days, saying they were aimed at “con-
fronting possible threats” by enemies, IRNA reported.
US officials told Reuters on Thursday that the United

States believed Iran had started carrying out naval exer-
cises in the Gulf, apparently moving up the timing of
annual drills amid heightened tensions with Washington.
“This exercise was conducted with the aim of control-
ling and safeguarding the safety of the international
waterway and within the framework of the program of
the Guards’ annual military exercises,” Guards
spokesman Ramezan Sharif said, according to IRNA.

The US military’s Central Command on Wednesday
confirmed it has seen increased Iranian naval activity.
The activity extended to the Strait of Hormuz, a strate-
gic waterway for oil shipments the Revolutionary
Guards have threatened to block. Guards commander
Mohammad Ali Jafari “expressed satisfaction over the
successful conduct of the Guards naval exercise,
emphasizing the need to maintain and enhance defense
readiness and the security of the Gulf and the Strait of
Hormuz and to confront threats and potential adventur-
ous acts of enemies,” IRNA quoted Sharif as saying.

One US official, speaking on condition of anonymity,
said possibly more than 100 vessels were involved in the
drills, including small boats. US officials, speaking to

Reuters on condition of anonymity, said the drills
appeared designed to send a message to Washington,
which is intensifying its economic and diplomatic pres-
sure on Tehran but so far stopping short of using the US
military to more aggressively counter Iran and its proxies.

Iran has been furious over Trump’s decision to pull
out of the nuclear agreement and re-impose sanctions
on Tehran. Senior Iranian officials have warned the
country would not easily yield to a renewed US cam-
paign to strangle Iran’s vital oil exports. But Iran did not
appear interested in drawing attention to the drills.
Iranian authorities had not commented on them earlier
and several officials contacted by Reuters this week
had declined to comment.

Last month, Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali
Khamenei backed President Hassan Rouhani’s sugges-
tion that Iran may block Gulf oil exports if its own
exports are stopped. Rouhani’s apparent threat earlier
in July to disrupt oil shipments from neighboring coun-
tries came in reaction to the looming US sanctions and
efforts by Washington to force all countries to stop
buying Iranian oil. — Agencies 

Shark kills Czech tourist 

CAIRO: A Czech tourist was killed by a shark while swimming in the
Red Sea off the coast of Egypt, authorities said yesterday. The man
died 20 km north of Marsa Alam city as “a result of an attack by a
shark”, city council chairman General Atef Wagdy told AFP. The health
ministry is coordinating handing over the body to the Czech embassy,
Wagdy said. Local media reported on Friday that human remains were
found on a beach in Marsa Alam. Marsa Alam attracts divers who
explore coral and other marine life, including fish and sharks. “There is
no problem in diving” around Marsa Alam, but people who swim on the
surface in deep waters beyond the coral can be vulnerable to attack,
Wagdy said. — AFP 

CARACAS: A screengrab taken from video shows Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro, his wife Cilia Flores and mili-
tary authorities reacting to a loud bang during a ceremony to celebrate the 81st anniversary of the National Guard on
Saturday. — AFP 

CARACAS: The United States yesterday denied
involvement as Nicolas Maduro blamed the opposi-
tion and Colombian counterpart Juan Manuel Santos
for an al leged “assassination” attempt on the
Venezuela president. Venezuela’s far-left government
said seven soldiers were wounded by the alleged
attack using explosive-laden drones during a military
parade in Caracas on Saturday.

Maduro pointed the finger at outgoing Colombian
President Santos and “the ultra-right wing,” a term he
uses to describe domestic opposition, as a mysterious
rebel group claimed responsibility. US national security
advisor John Bolton insisted there was “no US govern-
ment involvement” and even suggested that the incident
could have been “a pretext set up by the regime itself”.

Venezuela has already reacted to Saturday’s events
with a series of arrests as Attorney General Tarek
William Saab, who was also present at the parade,
warning: “There will be a ruthless punishment.” Saab

said the names of those arrested would be revealed
today. Once safely entrenched back in the presidential
palace, Maduro barked out a defiant message to his
detractors in a national address.

“Justice! Maximum punishment! And there will be no
forgiveness,” he warned, sparking fears of an anti-
opposition offensive in a country already reportedly
holding some 248 political prisoners. “I am fine, I am
alive, and after this attack I’m more determined than
ever to follow the path of the revolution,” added the
successor to the late author of Venezuela’s socialist
revolution, Hugo Chavez.

State television images showed Maduro looking up
disconcertedly in the middle of a speech, having heard
a bang, before members of the country’s National
Guard lined up in the parade suddenly scattered. “It
was an attack to kill me, they tried to assassinate me,”
Maduro said. Communication Minister Jorge Rodriguez
said there was “an explosive charge... detonated close
to the presidential podium” and in several other spots
along the parade held in central Caracas. Saab told
CNN he saw a drone filming the event explode. 

No drones could be seen in the television broadcast,
which showed bodyguards jumping in front of Maduro
to protect him with flexible ballistic shields. The broad-
cast was quickly cut. 

Continued on Page 24

US denies role as 
Maduro escapes
‘assassination’ bid

JEDDAH: Fuelled by caffeine, pizza and
adrenaline, sleep-deprived programmers in a
marathon Saudi contest this week explored
high-tech solutions to prevent a repeat of past
calamities in the annual hajj pilgrimage. In a
cavernous hall in the Red Sea city of Jeddah,
thousands of software professionals and stu-
dents competed in the kingdom’s first-ever
hackathon, a coding festival ahead of the
world’s largest pilgrimage later this month.

The hajj, expected to draw more than two
million pilgrims to Makkah this year, repre-
sents a key rite of passage for Muslims and a
massive logistical challenge for Saudi authori-
ties, with colossal crowds cramming into rela-
tively small holy sites. Launching headlong
into 36 hours of software development, the

participants from across the globe battled
sleep deprivation to crowd source answers to
a key question that has long vexed hajj organ-
izers - how to avert future deadly disasters.

A group of five Saudi, Yemeni and Eritrean
women, all in their 20s and covered head-to-
toe in the Islamic niqab, hunched over their
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JEDDAH: Participants including Saudi women attend a hackathon on Aug 1, 2018 prior to the start of
the annual hajj pilgrimage. — AFP 

JAKARTA: Indonesian president Joko
Widodo led some 65,000 of his com-
patriots in a mass dance through the
streets of Jakarta yesterday to promote
the Asian Games and try to set a world
record along the way. Jakarta and the
city of Palembang on Sumatra will joint-
ly host Asia’s biggest sporting event
from August 18 but President Widodo
has previously complained about the
lack of promotion and enthusiasm in the
country. In a bid to drum up support
ahead of the games authorities turned
to the poco-poco, a traditional line
dance from North Sulawesi province.

Dressed in white and red - the color

of the Indonesian flag - President
Widodo, his wife Iriana, and several
high ranking officials led tens of thou-
sands of Indonesians in a long, snaking
line of dancers through the capital. 
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JAKARTA: Indonesian President Joko
Widodo and Vice President Yusuf Kalla
take part in a mass dance through the
streets of Jakarta to promote the Asian
Games yesterday. — AFP 


