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News in brief

Egypt kills 20 jihadists
CAIRO: Egypt’s army said yesterday it has killed 20
jihadists in the latest round of military operations in the
Western Desert and Sinai Peninsula. The military launched
a sweeping operation in February focused on Sinai in
eastern Egypt aimed at wiping out militants, including
from the Islamic State group, who have been waging a
bloody insurgency. Operations over the past few days had
“resulted in the elimination of seven extremely dangerous”
jihadists close to Egypt’s western border with Libya, the
army said in a statement. It said 13 militants were also
killed in shootouts with government forces during army
raids in central and northern Sinai. — AFP 

UK to open embassies 
LONDON: Britain said yesterday it would open new
embassies in Chad and Niger to boost its diplomatic
presence in Africa’s troubled Sahel region. The
announcement came as Prime Minister Theresa May
wrapped up a trip to South Africa and headed to
Nigeria and Kenya on her first trip to the continent as
premier. “In one of Africa’s most fragile regions, we are
increasing our support for African countries’ efforts to
tackle the underlying drivers of instability and conflict,”
the Foreign Office in London said in a statement. “The
expansion will see the UK step up diplomatic, defense
and development engagement in the region, creating
new partnerships and opportunities and reducing
potential threats to UK and European security.”— AFP 

Bomb kills 5 Kenya troops 
NAIROBI: Five Kenyan soldiers were killed and 10
injured yesterday when their vehicle hit a landmine on a
road in a coastal area close to the Somali border.
“Soldiers operating in Lamu County, while on a humani-
tarian civil assignment to fetch and distribute water to
the residents in the area, hit an Improvised Explosive
Device (IED),” the military said in a statement. It said
five soldiers “succumbed to their injuries” while 10 were
being treated for injuries. The incident occurred on a
dirt road a few kilometers from the border, between the
coastal village of Kiunga, where there is an airstrip, and
Sankuri. —AFP 

Activists held in Greece 
LESBOS ISLAND: Police in Greece on Tuesday said
they had arrested three members of a Greek NGO on
suspicion of helping migrants illegally enter the country.
The members of Emergency Response Centre
International (ERCI) were detained on the Greek island
of Lesbos, where thousands of migrants are housed in
squalid conditions in cramped camps. “The activities of
an organized criminal network that systematically facili-
tated the illegal entry of foreigners were fully exposed,”
a police statement said. Members of the group were in
contact with migrants on social media groups and
“actively assisted” their illegal entry into Greece from
2015 onwards, according to the statement. —AFP 

Suicide car bomber kills 11
RAMADI: A suicide bomber blew up a vehicle in the
town of Al-Qaim in western Iraq yesterday, killing at
least 11 people, five of them security personnel, police
said. The 9 am bombing at a checkpoint on the outskirts
of Al-Qaim also wounded 16 people - 11 civilians and
five security personnel, police Captain Mahmud Jassem
said. The town, on the Syrian border some 340 kilome-
ters from Baghdad, was one of the last in Iraq to be
recaptured from the Islamic State group in November
last year. One month later, Prime Minister Haider Al-
Abadi declared victory over the jihadists. But since then,
the security forces have announced a number of cam-
paigns to flush out holdout IS fighters from sparsely
populated areas from which they have continued to
mount attacks. — AFP 

Israel renews threat to attack 
Iran’s military targets in Syria 

Russia hopes West won’t ‘obstruct anti-terror operation’ in Syria 
JERUSALEM: Israel yesterday renewed its threat to attack
Iranian military targets in Syria, after the two Muslim allies
signed an accord on security cooperation. “The accord con-
cluded by (Syrian President) Bashar Al-Assad and Iran con-
stitutes a test for Israel: Our response will be loud and
clear,” Intelligence Minister Yisrael Katz said on Israeli pub-
lic radio. “We will not allow Iran
to establish itself militarily in
Syria,” he said. “We will react in
Syria with all our might against
any Iranian target that threatens
Israel, and if the Syrian army’s air
defense intervenes against us, it
will pay the price.” Iran’s military
attache to Damascus said
Tuesday that his country’s mili-
tary advisers would remain in
Syria under the defense agree-
ment signed the previous day.

“Support for Syria’s territorial
integrity and the independence of Syrian sovereignty were
also emphasized in the agreement,” Brigadier-General
Abolghasem Alinejad said. Tehran has provided steady politi-
cal, financial and military backing to Assad as he has fought
back against a seven-year uprising. Israel has sought to avoid
direct involvement in the conflict but acknowledges carrying
out dozens of air strikes in Syria to stop what it says are
deliveries of advanced weaponry to its Lebanese enemy
Hezbollah. It has also pledged to prevent its arch foe Iran from
entrenching itself militarily in Syria and a series of strikes that
have killed Iranians in Syria have been attributed to Israel. 

Anti-terror operation 
Meanwhile, Russia yesterday called on the West not to

stand in the way of an “anti-terror operation” in Syria’s Idlib,
as speculation grows Damascus is planning a Russian-

backed offensive on the rebel-held province. “I hope our
Western partners will not give in to (rebel) provocations and
will not obstruct an anti-terror operation” in Idlib, foreign
minister Sergei Lavrov said at a press conference with his
Saudi counterpart Adel al-Jubeir in Moscow. Lavrov also
said that there is “full political understanding” between

Russia and Turkey, who sup-
port opposing sides of the
Syrian civil war but are cur-
rently in intense negotia-
tions to ensure Idlib does
not become a breaking
point in their alliance. 

“It is necessary to disas-
sociate the so-called moder-
ate opposition from terror-
ists and at the same time
prepare an operation
against them while minimiz-
ing risks for the civilian

population,” Lavrov said. “This abscess needs to be liquidat-
ed.” Lavrov went on to accuse the West of “actively heating
up” the idea of a “so-called planned chemical attack by the
(Syrian) government.” Over the last week, Moscow has
accused Syrian rebels of planning to stage a chemical attack
in the northwestern province that would “provoke” Western
strikes on its ally Damascus. 

It also accused British secret services of being “actively
involved” in the plot. Moscow’s accusations came after US
President Donald Trump’s national security adviser John
Bolton said Washington will respond “very strongly” if
Syrian regime forces used chemical weapons to retake Idlib.
This week Russian media reported Moscow is reinforcing its
military presence in the Mediterranean near Syria. In April,
the US, France and Britain launched joint missile strikes on
Syrian targets in response to an alleged chemical weapons

attack in the town of Douma that left scores of people dead. 
Russian stuck by its ally Syria and angrily insisted the

Douma attack was staged by the White Helmets volunteer
rescue service. Russia, a long-time ally of Syria, launched a
military intervention in 2015 to support the embattled
regime of President Bashar al-Assad, a move that changed

the course of the war. Damascus still holds the southeastern
tip of Idlib, a strategically important province adjacent to
Latakia on the Mediterranean coast that is home to Assad’s
clan. More than 350,000 people have been killed and mil-
lions displaced since Syria’s war started in 2011 with the
brutal repression of anti-government protests. — Agencies 

Our response
will be loud

and clear

Clashes shatter 
illusion of security 
in Libyan capital
TRIPOLI: A bout of fighting in Libya’s capital has laid bare
the fragility of a militia cartel that had brought a veneer of
stability to the city and encouraged the gradual return of
foreign diplomats and plans for elections in December.
Major battles have become rarer in Tripoli since last year
as a handful of armed factions aligned with the interna-
tionally recognized Government of National Accord
(GNA) consolidated their control.

But the ascent of four or five “super militias” has creat-
ed resentment among groups excluded from the capital
and from access to the spoils of Libya’s informal economy.
That has heightened the risk of conflict and made the chal-
lenge of disbanding militias or integrating them into regu-
lar security forces more complex, diplomats and analysts
say. Bringing militias to heel is seen as crucial to resolving
a conflict that has divided Libya since a NATO-backed
uprising forced Muammar Gaddafi from power seven
years ago, slashing oil production and giving space to
migrant smugglers and militants.

Fighting on Monday and Tuesday pitted the Seventh
Brigade, or Kaniyat, from Tarhouna, a town 65 km south-
east of Tripoli, against the Tripoli Revolutionaries’ Brigades
(TRB) and the Nawasi, two of the capital’s largest armed
groups. The Kaniyat and other groups from outside Tripoli
have noticed the success of rivals inside the city with
growing unease. Reports about the wealth, power and
extravagant lifestyles of some Tripoli militia commanders
have fuelled resentment. “The profits from state capture
now go to a narrower set of armed groups than ever
before,” said Wolfram Lacher, a researcher at the German
think-tank SWP. “That’s a very dangerous situation because
it excludes powerful forces from access to levers of the
state and administration, and this is now causing those

forces to build alliances against the big militias in Tripoli.”
As they launched their incursion into Tripoli, Kaniyat
denounced their rivals as the “Daesh (Islamic State) of pub-
lic money”, promising to “cleanse” them from the country.

Heavy fighting
Kaniyat made gains as tanks, armored vehicles and

pickup trucks mounted with anti-aircraft guns were
deployed in densely populated residential areas of south-
ern Tripoli, with explosions and heavy artillery fire echoing
across the city. At least five people were killed and nearly
30 wounded on the first day, officials said.

Tripoli’s big armed groups claim official status through
the GNA - which is opposed by a rival government and
military faction based in the east of the sprawling North
African country - but act with autonomy. They guard
strategic buildings, control Tripoli’s airport and have infil-
trated ministries and many of the banks, giving them
access to coveted dollars at the official exchange rate,
about five times cheaper than the parallel rate. “They place
their people throughout the state administration, particu-
larly in positions that offer control of economic resources,”
said Lacher. Since last summer an ex-prime minister, the
mayor of Tripoli and the head of the state religious author-
ity have been among a series of senior figures to be
abducted then released by militias. A key member of the
GNA’s leadership, Fathi Al-Majbari, withdrew from his
position after an armed group attacked his residence in
June. Earlier this month the National Oil Corporation
denounced militia threats against the newly appointed
head of its fuel distribution unit over efforts to tackle
smuggling, and the sovereign wealth fund said that it had
been forced by threats and abductions to move premises.

Prominent Libyans based abroad have said they seek
the protection of armed militia factions, not the govern-
ment, when they travel to Tripoli. Diplomatic staff evacuat-
ed amid fighting in 2014 and now tentatively returning ulti-
mately depend on armed groups for access and protection.
Critics of a French-led plan to hold national elections on
Dec 10 worry that a free vote will be impossible, and
that militias will challenge with force any result they

don’t like. “I think it’s a race against time and I feel like
the (Libyan) state’s disappearing,” said one senior diplo-
mat. “It’s hard now to tell where’s the state and where’s
the militia.” Gaddafi’s four-decade-long, one-man dicta-
torship left Libya with few effective state institutions
after his overthrow. — Reuters

Iran ‘ready’ to 
abandon nuke 
deal if needed
TEHRAN: Iran’s supreme leader warned yesterday the
country could abandon its nuclear deal with world powers
if it no longer served its interests, even as economic and
political pressure mounted on the government. “Naturally,
if we reach the conclusion that (the nuclear deal) is no
longer maintaining our national interests, we will put it
aside,” Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said in a meeting with the
cabinet, according to his website. He said Iran must not
“pin its hopes” on Europe, despite European efforts to sal-
vage the nuclear deal following the withdrawal of the
United States.

The government of President Hassan Rouhani has been
battered by the return of US sanctions, which has triggered
a rapid departure of foreign firms and ended his hopes of
attracting large-scale investment. His political enemies are
circling, with parliament announcing that two more of his
ministers could be impeached in the coming days. 

The labor and economy ministers have already been
sacked by parliament this month and motions have been
accepted to vote on impeaching his industries and educa-
tion ministers in the coming days. Khamenei insisted the
political tumult was a sign of the strength of Iran’s democ-
racy. He praised the tough questioning Rouhani received in
parliament on Tuesday as “a glorious show of the power of
the Islamic republic and the self-confidence of officials.” 

Differences between officials are “natural”, he added,
though he said they should not be covered by the media
“because the people would become worried”. Tuesday’s
grilling in parliament was the first for Rouhani in five years
as president, and lawmakers slammed his handling of five
economic issues, ranging from unemployment to the col-
lapsing value of the currency. In voting at the end of the
session, they declared they were unsatisfied with four of
his responses. 

‘Day and night’ 
Under parliamentary rules, the issues could then have

been referred for judicial review, but parliament speaker
Ali Larijani - a close ally of Rouhani - said yesterday there
were no legal grounds for doing so. Parliament can theo-
retically impeach Rouhani, but he has the protection of
Khamenei, who has previously said removing the president
would “play into the hands of the enemy”.  Instead,
Khamenei called on officials to work together “day and
night” to resolve the country’s economic problems.

Iran’s currency has lost around half its value since the US
announced it was withdrawing from the nuclear deal in May,
and further pain is expected when sanctions on its crucial oil
sector are reimposed in November. Conservative opponents
of Rouhani, who have long opposed his outreach to the
West, are smelling blood. Next in their sights is his minister
of industry, mines and business, Mohammad Shariatmadari,
who is accused of failing to prevent high inflation, particular-
ly in the car industry.  A motion was also filed yesterday to
vote on the impeachment of Education Minister Mohammad
Bathaei, over a series of issues linked to school budgets, the
curriculum and alleged mismanagement. 

Impeaching ministers
Iran’s parliament launched impeachment proceedings

against two more cabinet ministers yesterday, as oppo-
nents of President Hassan Rouhani piled further pressure
on his government. The labor and economy ministers have
already been sacked by parliament this month and, on
Tuesday, Rouhani faced his first grilling by lawmakers in
his five years in power. 

Conservative opponents of the president, a political
moderate, appear keen to drive home their advantage in
the wake of a deepening economic crisis triggered by the
reimposition of US sanctions.  

Yesterday, 20 members of parl iament signed a
motion to summon Education Minister Mohammad
Bathaei, who must now appear within 10 days to face
questions and an impeachment vote. On Tuesday, two
other groups of MPs presented motions to impeach the
minister of industry, mines and business, Mohammad
Shariatmadari.

Rouhani faced tough questions over his handling of the
economy when he appeared before lawmakers on Tuesday.
In voting at the end of the session, lawmakers declared
they were unsatisfied with his answers to four of their five
questions, covering unemployment, smuggling and the col-
lapsing value of the Iranian rial.  —  Agencies 

SARAQIB, Syria: Turkish forces are seen in a convoy on a main highway between Damascus and Aleppo, near the town
of Saraqib in Syria’s northern Idlib province yesterday. — AFP 

TEHRAN: Khamenei (center) speaks during a government meeting in the capital Tehran. — AFP 

ZLITEN: A trail of blood is pictured at the site of an attack
on a checkpoint in the city of Zliten, 170 km east of the
Libyan capital Tripoli. An attack on a checkpoint between
the Libyan capital and the town of Zliten killed four sol-
diers of the UN-backed unity government. — AFP 


