
JEDDAH: Saudi Minister of Transport Nabil
bin Mohammad Al-Amoudi on Sunday took
the Haramain Express Train on its first full
trip from Madinah to Makkah. It was the
first journey along the 450 km route to
check the readiness of the project before the
commercial operation of the service. The
project is of strategic importance, and one of
the major public transport connections
between the two cities, said Amoudi, who is
also Chairman of the Board of Directors of
Saudi Railways Organization (SRO) and
Saudi Railways Company (SAR). In addition
to the great benefits for pilgrims, the five-
station line will facilitate transport of citizens
and expats between Makkah and Madinah
throughout the year, the minister noted. 

Trial journeys of the train will continue
through the coming six months, President of
SRO and the Public Transport Authority
Rumaih Al-Rumaih said. Many passengers
will be invited to try it on certain journeys

during weekends. The trips will grow gradu-
ally until full commercial operation, Rumaih
added, noting that prices of tickets will be
“suitable” and reflect the volume of service
of the mega project. The consortium build-
ing the project will operate it for 12 years,
he added.

People will enjoy the Madinah-Makkah

service on 35 trains, speeds of with 300
km/h. Each train accommodates 417 pas-
sengers, and will have four business car-
riages and eight economy ones, along with
a diner. Amoudi and Rumaih were accom-
panied by Spanish Ambassador Alvaro
Iranzo and a number of local officials of the
project. — KUNA  

DUBAI/MUSCAT: Saudi Arabia and the United Arab
Emirates introduced value-added tax from yesterday, a
first for the Gulf which has long prided itself on its tax-
free, cradle-to-grave welfare system. Saudi Arabia com-
pounded the New Year blow for motorists with an unan-
nounced hike of up to 127 percent in petrol prices with
immediate effect from midnight. They are the latest in a
series of measures introduced by Gulf oil producers
over the past two years to boost revenues and cut
spending as a persistent slump in world prices has led
to ballooning budget deficits. The five percent sales tax
applies to most goods and services and analysts proj-
ect that the two governments could raise as much as
$21 billion in 2018, equivalent to 2.0 percent of GDP.

But it marks a major change for two super-rich coun-
tries where the mall is king. Dubai has long held an annual
shopping festival to draw bargain hunters from around the
world to its glitzy retail palaces. Saudi Arabia has deposit-
ed billions of dollars in special accounts to help needy citi-
zens face the resulting rise in retail prices. The other four
Gulf states - Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman and Qatar - are also
committed to introducing VAT but have delayed the move
until early 2019. None of the Gulf states levy any personal
income tax and none have any plans to do so.

The International Monetary Fund has repeatedly

urged Gulf states to diversify their revenues away from
oil, which accounts for more than 90 percent of the Saudi
budget and 80 percent in the UAE. Both Riyadh and Abu
Dhabi asked all companies with earnings of $100,000 or
more a year to register in the VAT system. The UAE
finance ministry said that VAT returns will be used “for
infrastructure development ... (to) upgrade public servic-
es ... and boost UAE economy competitiveness.”

The hike in fuel duty in Saudi Arabia was the second in
two years. But it still leaves petrol prices as some of the
lowest in the world. High-grade petrol rose 127 percent
from 24 cents a litre ($1.09 a gallon) to 54 ($2.46), while
low-grade petrol rose 83 percent from 20 cents a litre (91
cents a gallon) to 36.5 ($1.66). Duty on diesel and
kerosene remained unchanged.
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TEHRAN: Ten people were killed overnight in the
worst violence yet seen in Iran’s protests, local media
reported yesterday, as President Hassan Rouhani
played down the unrest and vowed those breaking the
law would be dealt with. US President Donald Trump,
who has repeatedly criticized Tehran over four days of
demonstrations, said it was “time for a change” and that
the Iranian people were “hungry” for freedom.

Sunday night was the deadliest since the angry
demonstrations broke out on Thursday and spread
across the country in the biggest test for the regime
since mass protests in 2009. Six people were killed in
the western town of Tuyserkan after shots were fired,
state television reported, while a local lawmaker said
two people had been shot dead in the southwestern
town of Izeh. Two others, included a teenage boy, were
run down and killed by a fire engine stolen by protest-
ers in the western town of Dorud, the state broadcaster
said, bringing the total death toll in the protests to 12.

Rouhani tried to play down the unrest, saying: “This
is nothing.” “Criticism and protest are an opportunity
not a threat,” he said in a statement on the presidency
website, adding that the Iranian people would “respond
to the rioters and lawbreakers”. “Our nation will deal
with this minority who chant slogans against the law
and people’s wishes, and insult the sanctities and values
of the revolution.”

Pro-regime rallies were held across several towns

and cities, but videos on social media showed seeming-
ly widespread anti-government protests in cities
including Kermanshah, Khorramabad and Shahinshahr.
A school for clergy and government buildings were
torched in the northwestern town of Takestan and
videos showed police using tear gas and water cannon
to disperse a small protest in Tehran’s Enghelab Square
on Sunday evening. The authorities did not give details
on who was responsible for the fatal shootings.

The authorities have confirmed more than 400 peo-
ple were arrested since the outbreak of the unrest, of
which around 100 have been freed. Judiciary chief
Ayatollah Sadegh Larijani joined Rouhani in warning
against il legal action. “Those who have rightful
demands must be guided in lawful ways and those who
riot and commit sabotage and chaos and set fire to
public property...  must be confronted decisively,” he
told the state broadcaster. “The country must have dis-
cipline,” Larijani added.

Verifying rumors and videos remained challenging
due to travel restrictions and sporadic blocks on mobile
internet and popular social media sites including
Telegram and Instagram. The protests began as demon-
strations against economic conditions in second city
Mashhad on Thursday but quickly turned against the
Islamic regime as a whole, with thousands marching in
towns across Iran to chants of “Death to the dictator”.
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TEHRAN: An image grab taken from a handout video reportedly shows a group of men pushing traffic barri-
ers in a street on Dec. — AFP 
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budget deficit

DUBAI: People pose for a selfie during a laser show at Burj Khalifa, the tallest tower in the world, to mark the
New Year late Sunday 30. 2017. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump
suggested yesterday he would cut off foreign aid
to Pakistan, accusing Islamabad of harboring vio-
lent extremists and lying about it. “The United
States has foolishly given Pakistan more than 33
billion dollars in aid over the last 15 years, and they
have given us nothing but lies & deceit, thinking of
our leaders as fools,” Trump said in his first tweet
of 2018. “They give safe haven to the terrorists we
hunt in Afghanistan, with little help. No more!”

Last week, The New York Times reported that
the Trump administration was seriously weighing
whether to withhold $255 million in already
delayed aid to Islamabad over its failure to better
crack down on terror groups in Pakistan. US-
Pakistani ties have taken a nosedive under Trump,
who in August declared that “Pakistan often gives
safe haven to agents of chaos, violence, and terror.”
Last month, Trump had already hinted that he may
cut off the aid for good. “We make massive pay-
ments every year to Pakistan. 
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MAKKAH: High-speed trains that will link Makkah to Madinah are parked at a station in this
holy city on Sunday. — AFP 

SAN JOSE: Ten Americans flying from a
vacation hotspot on Costa Rica’s tropical
Pacific coast died Sunday when the small
plane they had just boarded crashed and
burst into flames shortly after take-off,
officials in the country said. A list of the
passengers given by local media showed
five shared the same last name, suggesting
they were related. “The government of
Costa Rica profoundly regrets the deaths
of 10 US passengers and two Costa Rican
pilots in the air accident,” which occurred
in the country’s northwestern Guanacaste
region, Costa Rican President Luis
Guillermo Solis said in a statement posted
to social media.

A US State Department official said:
“We confirm the deaths of multiple US
citizens in an airplane crash in Costa
Rica,” adding that assistance was being
provided to the affected Americans. Costa
Rican officials said the plane that came

down belonged to Nature Air, a domestic
airline that services routes across the
country and also provides aircraft for
charter. Guanacaste is a popular vacation
destination, especially this time of year,
when its pristine beaches and jungle pro-
vide a respite for tourists fleeing the
northern hemisphere’s winter.

Americans are by far the biggest group
of tourists visiting Costa Rica. The plane
that crashed was a single-engine turbo-
prop Cessna 208 Caravan. Its flaming
debris was scattered across a wooded
mountain close to the beach town of
Punta Islita. Images posted by the coun-
try’s public security ministry showed
blackened wreckage, some in flames, with
only part of the tail recognizable. The
cause of the crash was unknown.

Solis said in his statement that his gov-
ernment “gives its commitment to do
everything necessary to work with the
relatives of the victims to give them what
they need in this difficult moment.” He
said emergency services launched into
action when the alarm over the crash was
given at 12:13 pm (1813 GMT). The
process of recovering the bodies contin-
ued into the night, with investigations into
the causes of the accident set to begin
yesterday. — AFP
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