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Merkel, who grew up in communist East Germany,
shot back that she knew what it meant to be under
Kremlin domination and Germany had the right to make
its own policy choices. “I myself have also experienced a
part of Germany being controlled by the Soviet Union,”
she said. “I am very glad that we are united today in
freedom as the Federal Republic of Germany and that
we can therefore also make our own independent poli-
cies and make our own independent decisions.” The pair
later met for a one-on-one meeting and while Trump
insisted they had a “very very good relationship”, their
frosty body language suggested otherwise. Merkel said
she welcomed the chance to have an “exchange of
views” with Trump.

Trump has long complained that European NATO
members do not pay enough for their own defence, sin-
gling out Germany for particular criticism. Germany,
Europe’s biggest economy, spends just 1.24 percent, com-
pared with 3.5 percent for the US. Stoltenberg acknowl-

edged that Trump had expressed himself in “very direct
language” but insisted that away from the fiery rhetoric
the allies all agree on fundamental issues: the need to
boost NATO’s resilience, fight terror and share the cost
of defence more equally.

NATO officials and diplomats will try to promote an
image of unity at the summit in the face of growing
unease about the threat from Russia, but with the row
between Merkel and Trump and the new spending
demand mean it may prove difficult to paper over the
cracks. The mercurial tycoon said before leaving
Washington that his meeting in Helsinki with Russian
President Vladimir Putin on Monday “may be the easiest”
part of his European tour, which also includes a trip to
Britain, where the government is in crisis over Brexit.

Trump ramped up his rhetoric ahead of the talks,
explicitly linking NATO with the transatlantic trade row
by saying the EU shut out US business while expecting
America to defend it. EU President Donald Tusk stepped
up to the fight with his own salvo against Trump on
Tuesday, telling him to “appreciate your allies” and
reminding him Washington that Europe had come to its
aid following the 9/11 attacks. European diplomats fear a
repeat of last month’s divisive G7 in Canada, when Trump
clashed with his Western allies before meeting North
Korean dictator Kim Jong Un at a summit and praising
him as “very talented”. — AFP 
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opposition activists, to three and a half years in jail
for storming the Assembly during an anti-corruption
protest in Nov 2011. The court, whose rulings are final,
also sentenced three other activists to two years in jail,
acquitted 17 and refrained from punishing 34 others
despite finding them guilty. Mutairi said the aim of the
mediation bid is to defuse tensions on the domestic
front, adding that it’s time to close the years-old case.

Hundreds of opposition MPs and activists stormed
the National Assembly following a demonstration in
protest against reports that former lawmakers had
received millions of dinars in bribes to win their sup-
port in crucial voting in the Assembly elected in 2009.
Opposition MP Riyadh Al-Adasani yesterday said he
was outraged how honest people who protested

against corruption have been sent to jail while those
legislators who accepted bribes remain free more than
a decade after the crime.

Adasani said although he was against the storming of
the Assembly building by the activists, he remains
shocked how no criminal charges have been pressed
against corrupt lawmakers, a number of whom remain
members of the current National Assembly. The lawmak-
er said he was a member of the parliamentary committee
that investigated the case in 2012 and again a year later.
He said 13 former (and current) MPs have been found to
have received millions of dinars in bribes, and this has
been well-documented by the Assembly panel.

But he said that the case had been shelved by the
public prosecution for administrative reasons, and
accordingly, these corrupt lawmakers had not been
acquitted or cleared by the judiciary but they have nev-
er been tried in court. Adasani said that based on the
findings of the committee, 13 former lawmakers
received between KD 700,000 and KD 9.7 million in
cash bribes that were deposited in their bank accounts.
He said that the case should be revived and sent to
court so that the corrupt MPs are punished.

MPs plan to meet 
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launchers in the Gulf area to confront the United
States. In 2015, the Guards staged a drill, shown on
state television, in which a replica of a US aircraft car-
rier was destroyed with missiles and speedboats
loaded with explosives while the guards practiced lay-
ing mines in the Strait.

In recent years, there have been periodic confronta-
tions between the Guards and US military in the Gulf.
The US navy has said that from Jan 2016 to Aug 2017
there was an average of 2.5 “unsafe” or “unprofession-
al” interactions per month between US Navy and
Iranian maritime forces, including an Iranian drone fly-
ing near a US Navy warplane and Iranian military boat
sailing close to a US Navy vessel. Tehran has accused
US forces of provocation. “Their security and the
security of their interests in the region are in our
hands” the Guards’ Salami said this year, although the
number of incidents has dropped in recent months.

During the Iran-Iraq war in 1980-1988 the two
sides attacked ships in the Gulf to hamper one
another’s oil exports in what was known as the
Tanker War. In 1988, a US frigate struck an Iranian
mine, blowing a hole in its hull and breaking its keel,
the US Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) said. The
United States destroyed two Iranian oil terminals,
sank an Iranian warship and damaged another in
response, the ONI said.

The US Fifth Fleet, based in Bahrain, is tasked with
protecting commercial ships in the area. US officials have
said closing the Strait would be crossing a “red line” and
have pledged to take action to reopen it. “We have the
forces we need to maintain free flow of commerce and
the freedom of navigation,” Navy Capt Bill Urban, US
Central Command spokesman told Reuters. Western
navies also stage military exercises in the Gulf and Arab
states across the Gulf from Iran, particularly Saudi
Arabia and the UAE, have high-tech naval capacities.

An ONI report said last year that Iran’s Guards’
naval doctrine was “based on speed, numbers, stealth,
survivability, and lethality” and that it had acquired
fast attack craft, small boats, anti-ship cruise missiles
and mines. “Individually, these improvements cannot
compete with Western technology. However, taken
together, they could create an overall capability that is
greater than the sum of its parts, particularly when
employed in tight operational spaces like the Persian
Gulf and Strait of Hormuz,” the ONI said.

The US has said it would use minesweepers, war-
ship escorts and potentially air strikes to protect the
free flow of commerce but reopening the Strait could
be a lengthy process especially if the Guards laid
mines. Michael Connell, head of the Iran program with
US non-profit research body CNA, said of all Iran’s
capabilities, mines were probably the one that caused
the most concern. He also said a misjudged incident
which would trigger direct fire was a more likely sce-
nario than a blockade of the Strait. “I would be less
worried about a bolt out of the blue attempt to close
the Strait and more worried about stumbling into a
conflict,” he said.

Iranian officials differ over the significance of the
latest threat to close the Strait. “By calling on countries
to cut their oil exports from Iran, America has already
declared war on Iran,” a senior Iranian official and a
former Revolutionary Guards commander who served
during the 1980s war with Iraq told Reuters. “If we
come to that point of not being able to export any oil,
we will surely close the waterway.”

Another official, who like the first declined to be
named because of the sensitivity of the matter, placed
the threat in the context of talks with world powers on
the future of the nuclear deal. Iran has said it would
remain in the deal, which frees it from international
sanctions in return for curbs on its nuclear program,
only if its interests were guaranteed. “The Strait issue
gives Iran an upper hand in the talks.  Everyone should
know that Iran cannot be pressured,” the second senior
Iranian government official said. “Iran has never closed
the waterway ... even under the worst conditions and
mounted pressure on the country.” — Reuters 

How could 
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But Thai authorities have been coy on how a group
of boys, many of whom could not swim and none with
diving experience, could have navigated the treacher-
ous narrow and submerged passageways of the Tham
Luang complex, even with expert diving support. After
days of mounting speculation, a former Thai Navy
SEAL diver broke the silence, revealing the boys were
sleeping or partially-conscious as they were passed
from diver-to-diver through the cave.

“Some of them were asleep, some of them were wig-
gling their fingers... (as if) groggy, but they were
breathing,” Commander Chaiyananta Peeranarong told
AFP. “My job was to transfer them along,” he said,
adding the “boys were wrapped up in stretchers
already when they were being transferred” and were
monitored at regular intervals by doctors posted along
the kilometres-long escape route. He did not say if the
coach, the only adult with the boys for nine days before
they found, was able to dive and walk out unaided.

Footage released by the Thai Navy SEALs showed
foreign and Thai divers using pulleys, ropes and rubber
piping to haul stretchers bearing two of the barely
moving young footballers to safety, their exit framed by
the jagged cave overhead. Junta leader Prayut Chan-O-
Cha on Tuesday said the boys had been given a “minor
tranquilizer” to prevent anxiety during the complex
extraction bid. But he had denied they were knocked
out for an operation the chief of the rescue had dubbed
“mission impossible”.

The rescue was fraught with danger, a point under-
scored last Friday by the death of a retired Thai Navy
SEAL diver as he ran out of air in the flooded cave
complex. Then, with the final divers slowly exiting the

cave on Tuesday, the pumps suddenly failed pushing
the water level up towards head height in a previously
wadeable section of the cave. “If you didn’t use the
water pump in that location, you could only come out
with an oxygen tank,” ex-SEAL Commander
Chaiyananta said. That left 20 or so divers scrambling
to flee the rising waters, he said, explaining they nar-
rowly made it out time.

Thailand spent yesterday celebrating the successful
mission. It received blanket coverage in Thai media with
newspaper The Nation running the headline “Hooyah!
Mission accomplished” and the Bangkok Post emblazoned
with “All Wild Boars saved”. Despite spending days in the
dark, dank, cave health officials said the boys - who are
aged 11 to 16 - are in good physical and mental health and
eating normal food. “It might be because they were all
together as a team,” public health ministry inspector gen-
eral Thongchai Lertwilairatanapong told reporters.

The saga of the “Wild Boars” gripped the world,
with the lives of the group hanging in the balance as the
threat of heavy rain injected urgency to an already per-
ilous extraction bid. Closer to home, Chiang Rai locals
rejoiced at the odds-upsetting rescue bid. Duangduen
Sittiwongsa, a classmate of 16-year-old Pheeraphat
“Night” Sompiengjai, whose birthday fell on the same
day the team entered the cave, said they would give
him cake when he came back to school. “We will sing a
song for him,” she said.

Rescuers had weighed up several options to save the
boys, including keeping them in the cave through the
months-long monsoon season. But they were prodded
into the dangerous task of bringing the team through
submerged chambers and claustrophobic passages as
oxygen levels in the cave plummeted and rains men-
aced. The group was taken out in three batches by a
team of 13 international divers flanked by the Thai Navy
SEALs, who greeted each successful rescue with a
“Hooyah” on their Facebook page. That sign off quickly
turned into a hashtag shared across social media, where
luminaries of business, politics and sport extended their
best wishes to the team and the rescuers.  — AFP 

Thai boys wave 
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JEDDAH: More than 100 Muslim schol-
ars from around the world meeting yes-
terday in the Saudi holy city of Makkah
issued an urgent appeal for peace in
Afghanistan as they ended a two-day
conference. “The solution to the cause of
the Muslim Afghani must particularly go
through mutual understanding and direct
peaceful negotiations,” read the closing
declaration. “Reconciling between bat-
tling Muslims is one of the greatest and
most honored acts of worship,” it said.

The international gathering, which
focused on prospects for peace in
Afghanistan, was sponsored by the
Organization of Islamic Cooperation,
based in nearby Jeddah. Yousef Al-
Othaimeen, the head of the 57-member
pan-Islamic organization, ended the
meeting by urging a ceasefire for
Afghanistan. “The OIC calls on all par-
ties to observe a truce, respect a cease-
fire and enter into direct negotiations,”
he told reporters at the close of the
conference. 

The scholars were received yester-
day by Saudi King Salman, who

expressed his country’s commitment to
a peaceful resolution in Afghanistan,
according to state news agency SPA.
The Taleban ignored an invitation from
the OIC to attend the Makkah confer-
ence, Saudi daily Asharq al-Awsat
reported yesterday. Thus far, the
Taleban have not responded to Afghan
President Ashraf Ghani’s offers for dia-
logue, instead demanding to sit down
with the United States, which has dis-
missed this proposal. 

Attacks occur on a near-daily basis in
Afghanistan, where the US toppled the
Taleban from power 17 years ago.
Yesterday, an unclaimed attack on an
education department facility in eastern
Afghanistan left at least 11 people dead.
A recent ceasefire between Afghan
security forces and the Taleban during
the Islamic holiday Eid had raised hopes
that an end to hostilities in the war-
weary country was possible. But the
Taleban refused the government’s
request to extend their three-day cease-
fire, launching attacks that have seen
scores killed or injured. —  AFP 

DUBLIN: The Irish Senate gave its support yesterday to
a draft law prohibiting the import of goods produced in
occupied territories around the world, including Israeli
settlements considered illegal under international law.
Israel reacted angrily to the proposal calling it “populist,
dangerous and extremist”, while a spokesman for the PLO
expressed “sincere appreciation” for the initiative. The
proposed law was introduced by an independent senator
and drew support from all of Ireland’s major political par-
ties, except the governing Fine Gael party.

The Irish government said the measure, unprecedented
for a European Union member, was unworkable because it
would impose a trade barrier within the European Union’s
single market and could harm Irish influence in the region.
Senators voted in favor of the Control of Economic
Activity (Occupied Territories) Bill by 25 votes to 20, with

applause rippling through the chamber after an impas-
sioned debate. It will now undergo further scrutiny in a
senate committee, with the government set to continue
trying to block it becoming law. “We may have a long path
ahead of us,” said Senator Frances Black, the bill’s author.
“But I believe... we’ve made the case clearly.”

Calling Israeli settlements a “war crime”, she compared
her proposal to early Irish efforts to oppose apartheid in
South Africa, adding Ireland “will always stand on the side
of international law, human rights and justice.” But Foreign
Minister Simon Coveney warned it risked “fanning flames”
in the Middle East. “I respect this house and its decision
but respectfully disagree,” he said.

Israeli foreign ministry spokesman Emmanuel
Nahshon said the vote would have “a negative impact on
the diplomatic process in the Middle East”. “The absurd

in the Irish Senate’s initiative is that it will harm the liveli-
hoods of many Palestinians who wo work in the Israeli
industrial zones affected by the boycott,” he said. “Israel
will consider its response in accordance with develop-
ments regarding the legislation,” he said. Saeb Erekat,
Palestine Liberation Organisation secretary-general, wel-
comed the move. “This courageous step builds on the his-
toric ties between Ireland and Palestine, as well as it
shows the way forward for the rest of the European
Union,” he said.

Israel has acted angrily to such moves in the past,
heavily criticizing the EU after it backed labelling prod-
ucts produced in its settlements in 2015. It summoned the
Irish ambassador for clarifications over the proposed leg-
islation when it was first introduced in January. Fadi
Quran, Palestinian senior campaigner at pressure group

Avaaz, who was in the senate when the bill passed, her-
alded July 11 “Palestine’s St Patrick Day”. “The settlements
are immoral and illegal under international law, and
Ireland is the first country to practice what the whole
world preaches,” he said. “Now, others need to follow the
Irish example.”

Proponents of the measure argued Israel is profiting
from its illegal settlements in the Palestinian territories and
the stalled peace process shows no signs of yielding a
resolution. “The status quo has failed... that is why we are
seeking a change,” said Senator Colette Kelleher, who co-
signed the bill. “I’m asking you to lead Europe,” she
added, addressing her comments to Coveney. But those
opposed to the move said it could draw Ireland into trade
disputes over contested territories in places like China,
Cyprus and Crimea. — AFP 
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A model of the moon hangs above the Olympic swimming pool at the National Aquatics Center, known as the Water Cube, in Beijing yesterday. The
moon model is part of an exhibition about China’s moon exploration technology and achievements. China landed its first rover on the moon in 2013
and plans to land a rover on the far side of the moon later in 2018.  —AFP


