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The statement came one day after US ambassador
David Hale was called to the foreign ministry in
Islamabad in a rare public rebuke. Neither US nor
Pakistani officials have commented on what was said at
the meeting. After the Sept 11 attacks on the United
States, Washington forged a strategic alliance with
Islamabad to help in its fight against militancy. But
Washington and Kabul have long accused Islamabad of
supporting militant groups including the Taleban,
believed to have links to Pakistan’s shadowy military
establishment which aims to use them in Afghanistan as
a regional bulwark against arch-nemesis India.

Islamabad has repeatedly denied the accusations,
lambasting the US for ignoring the thousands who have
been killed on Pakistani soil and the billions spent fight-
ing extremists. Yesterday, China, which has stepped up
a multi-billion dollar economic investment in Pakistan,
spoke out in its defense, with a foreign ministry
spokesman praising its “outstanding contribution to the
global cause of counter-terrorism”.

Trump’s August speech, in which he accused
Islamabad of harboring “agents of chaos”, triggered a
series of high-level diplomatic meetings in the US and
Pakistan. The Trump administration also told Congress
it was weighing whether to withhold $255 million in
earmarked aid to Islamabad over its failure to crack
down more effectively on terror groups. But though
Islamabad said yesterday that recent meetings had cre-
ated a “better understanding”, it has given few signs of

concessions since August. 
Of foremost concern in the US is Islamabad’s attitude

toward the powerful Haqqani network, whose leader
Sirajuddin Haqqani is the deputy of the Afghan Taleban.
The group, accused of some of the most lethal attacks
on US forces in Afghanistan, has been dubbed a “verita-
ble arm” of Pakistani intelligence. For many years it
found safe haven in Pakistan’s tribal areas, however the
military launched an operation there in 2014, and now
insists it has eradicated all safe havens in the country. 

For Pakistan, analyst Imtiaz Gul noted, the assump-
tion is that archrival and fellow nuclear power India is
fuelling Trump’s hostility towards Islamabad. India has
long vied with Pakistan for influence in Afghanistan, and
Trump and other administration officials have called on
New Delhi to become more involved there - an idea
that is anathema to Pakistan, which fears encirclement.
“Now Pakistan’s first attempt will be to neutralize
India’s narrative of Pakistan,” Gul said. 

Afghan defense spokesman General Dawlat Waziri
said Trump had “declared the reality”, adding that
“Pakistan has never helped or participated in tackling
terrorism”. Jitendra Singh, a junior minister at the
Indian prime minister’s office, said Trump’s comment
had “vindicated India’s stand as far as terror is con-
cerned and as far as Pakistan’s role in perpetrating ter-
rorism is concerned.” 

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang,
asked during a briefing about Trump’s tweet, did not
mention the United States. “We have said many times
that Pakistan has put forth great effort and made great
sacrifices in combating terrorism,” he said. “It has made
a prominent contribution to global anti-terror efforts.”
Pakistani officials say tough US measures threaten to
push Pakistan further into the arms of China, which has
pledged to invest $57 billion in Pakistani infrastructure
as part of its vast Belt and Road initiative.  — Agencies  
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The estimated death toll is now 21 since protests
began in second city Mashhad and quickly spread to
become the biggest challenge to the Islamic regime
since mass demonstrations in 2009.

As violence has grown, authorities have stepped up
arrests, with at least 450 people detained in Tehran
since Saturday and 100 more around Isfahan on
Monday, officials told local media. US President Donald
Trump, who has repeatedly criticized Tehran since the
latest protests began, praised the demonstrators for
acting against the “brutal and corrupt” regime and said
Iranians had “little food, big inflation and no human
rights”. Iran’s foreign ministry fired back that the US
leader was “wasting his time sending useless and insult-
ing tweets” and would be better off focusing on “home-
less and hungry people” in his own country.

The unrest in Iran appears leaderless and focused on
provincial towns and cities, with only small and spo-
radic protests in Tehran amid a heavy police presence.
Ali Shamkhani, secretary of the Supreme National
Security Council, described the unrest as a “proxy war
against the Iranian people” and said online accounts in
the United States, Britain and Saudi Arabia are foment-
ing protests.

Many on the streets of Tehran agreed with his
assessment. “When there is a protest, you can be sure
other countries will take advantage of it and inter-
fere,” Mehdi Rahmani, a 30-year-old architectural
engineer, told AFP. But he well understood the eco-
nomic grievances driving the unrest. “I have managed

at last after a long time to find a job, but with a very
low salary. The root of people’s protests is merely
their economic problems, the problem of youth unem-
ployment,” he said.

Moderate President Hassan Rouhani has tried to
play down the unrest, which began over economic woes
but quickly turned against the regime as a whole. In a
statement Monday he called them “nothing” and vowed
Iranians would deal with “this minority who... insult the
sanctities and values of the revolution”. Pro-regime ral-
lies were held across several towns and cities - reflect-
ing continued support among a large conservative sec-
tion of society. The head of Tehran’s revolutionary
court, Moussa Ghazanfarabadi, warned that as violence
grows punishments for demonstrators would get “heav-
ier”. “We no longer consider them as protesters
demanding rights, but as people targeting the regime,”
he told the conservative Tasnim news agency.

Rouhani came to power in 2013 promising to mend
the economy and ease social tensions, but high living
costs and a 12 percent unemployment rate have left
many feeling that progress is too slow. The young are
the most affected, with as many as 40 percent jobless
according to analysts, and rural areas particularly hard-
hit. Rouhani acknowledged there was “no problem big-
ger than unemployment” in a speech on Sunday, and
also vowed a more balanced media and more trans-
parency.

Turkey yesterday expressed concern about the
unrest in a statement calling for “common sense” to
“prevail to prevent any escalation”. The European
Union on Monday pushed Iran to guarantee the right to
protest. In 2009, authorities ruthlessly put down
protests against the re-election of hardliner Mahmoud
Ahmadinejad. At least 36 people were killed in 2009,
according to an official toll, while the opposition says
72 died.  — Agencies 
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Camels walk across the Liwa desert, some 250 km west of the Gulf emirate of Abu Dhabi, during the Liwa 2018 Moreeb Dune Festival yesterday. The festival, which attracts participants from around
the Gulf region, includes a variety of races (cars, bikes, falcons, camels and horses) and other activities aimed at promoting the country’s folklore. — AFP 


