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Prosecutor seeks 
death penalty for 
prominent cleric
RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s Public Prosecutor sought
the death penalty against prominent cleric Sheikh
Salman Al-Awda at the start of his trial yesterday in
Riyadh, a year after his arrest, media said. Awda
faces 37 charges, the pro-government Okaz newspa-
per and other media close to the Saudi government
reported, without offering any details. Awda was
among more than 20 people arrested in September
2017 in a widening crackdown on dissent in the ultra-
conservative kingdom. 

There was no immediate statement by the public
prosecutor’s office. “Reports that Saudi prosecutors
are seeking the death penalty against prominent
Saudi cleric Salman al-Awda,” tweeted Adam
Coogle, Middle East researcher at Human Rights
Watch. “Bringing the death penalty into a case like
this is a major escalation in the level of repression.”
Awda was hospitalized in the western city of Jeddah
after almost five months in solitary confinement,
Amnesty International said in January, citing family
members. The rights group said his family had been
denied any contact with him. Amnesty said Awda was
arrested a few hours after posting a tweet welcoming

reports of a possible reconciliation between Saudi
Arabia and neighboring Qatar. Saudi Arabia and its
allies cut off all diplomatic and economic ties with
the emirate in June accusing it of links to Islamic
extremists, a charge Doha has categorically denied.
According to his family, the Saudi authorities had
demanded that Awda and other prominent figures
publicly back the kingdom in the dispute but he
refused. Saudi activists have said Awda’s brother
Khaled has also been detained for disclosing the
cleric’s arrest.

Online satire 
Saudi Arabia will punish online satire that “dis-

rupts public order” with up to five years in prison,
the public prosecutor said yesterday. “Producing and
distributing content that ridicules, mocks, provokes
and disrupts public order, religious values and public
morals through social media ... will be considered a
cybercrime punishable by a maximum of five years in
prison and a fine of three million riyals ($800,000),”
the Public Prosecution tweeted late Monday.

Saudi Arabia’s legislation on cybercrime has
sparked concern among international rights groups
in the past. Dozens of Saudi citizens have been con-
victed on charges linked to dissent under a previous
sweeping law, particularly linked to posts on Twitter.
In September 2017, authorities issued a public call
for citizens to report on the social media activities of
their fellow citizens, under a broad definition of “ter-
rorist” crimes. — Agencies 

NARATHIWAT, Thailand: Participants take part in a parade to celebrate Muslim and Buddhist culture in Yi-ngo district of Narathiwat province yesterday. — AFP 

Amir in 
Washington...
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He underlined the importance of the visit in light of the
accelerating regional and international developments, especially
those related to the situation in the Gulf region, the develop-
ments in the Middle East peace process, and the challenges
within the framework of the international coalition against ter-
rorism. The visit also provides an opportunity to review aspects
of cooperation between the two countries, especially those
related to the economic, investment, trade, security and defense
fields. Jarallah added that the visit will witness the signing of a
number of bilateral agreements aimed at boosting cooperation.

Meanwhile, Kuwait’s General Administration of Customs and

the National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) of the
US Department of Energy signed a cooperation agreement yes-
terday - setting up efforts to ban trafficking of nuclear and other
radioactive materials. The signing came on the sidelines of His
Highness the Amir’s visit to Washington. “The signing came as a
result of long discussions with the American side with a vital
output in the fight against illicit trafficking of radioactive materi-
als,” Director General of the Administration of Customs,
Counselor Jamal Al-Jalawi said. Jalawi added that the agreement
requires the American side to present assistance in this field to
help support the Kuwaiti Administration of Customs in the fight
against radioactive material across borders. He pointed out that
this part of the agreement benefits Kuwait in increasing its sup-
plies of equipment that detect radioactive materials - qualifying
Kuwait as one of the developed countries in the forefront of the
fight against these dangerous substances. The cooperation
agreement will present US contributions on combating radioac-
tive materials, not only in Kuwait International Airport, but also
in seaports and land borders.  — Agencies 

MP Muwaizri 
vows to grill... 
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In a related development, MP Majed Al-Mutairi described
the death of the cadets as a catastrophe and called for
depriving the air force commander, who was dismissed
because of the incident, from all financial benefits.

He called on the new commander to review all training
programs at the military academy in order to avoid such
fatal incidents. The National Assembly’s Human Rights
Panel has decided to open an investigation into the inci-
dent and will summon senior officials linked to the case.

MP Al-Humaidi Al-Subaie yesterday sent a series of
questions to Commerce and Industry Minister Khaled Al-

Roudhan in what appears to be a preparation for grilling
the minister. In his questions, the lawmaker asked for a list
of names of employees who have been seconded or trans-
ferred to the Commerce Ministry and also demanded to
know the salaries of employees working at the minister’s
office and any overtime received.

He inquired if the minister or one of his closed rela-
tives has a commercial record (business activity) since
the start of last year and if the minister and one of his
next of kin are partners in a board of directors of a com-
pany. He also demanded to know if any employee at his
office runs a private business. 

Subaie asked if a company in which the minister or
any close relative or a member of his office staff are
members in its board has won business undertaking
by the ministry. The questions also inquired about the
practices of the minister and exempting certain peo-
ple from some legal requirements while dealing with
the ministry.

Yemen foes head 
to peace talks as...
Continued from Page 1

And while the two sides are backed by rival regional
powers, their respective patrons will not be present in
Geneva. The talks, overseen by United Nations envoy
Martin Griffiths, are aimed at charting a path towards
reviving formal UN-backed negotiations. They will likely
focus on a prisoner exchange deal and the fate of embat-
tled Hodeida, the rebel-held port city at the frontline of
the war. Hanging in the balance is the fate of 22 million
civilians, in a country where famine looms and a cholera
epidemic is threatening a comeback.

“This war has been and remains an ugly war,” said UAE
minister of state for foreign affairs Anwar Gargash, whose

country is the senior partner in the Saudi-led coalition
backing Hadi’s government. “We have seen civilians shot
at, bombed, killed and unfortunately... this is part of any
confrontation.” Last month alone saw 66 children killed in
air raids believed to have been conducted by the Saudi-
led coalition.  Both camps have been accused by the UN
and rights groups of failing to protect civilians. 

Last month, UN-backed experts said all the warring
parties have committed a “substantial number of viola-
tions of international humanitarian law”, many potentially
amounting to war crimes. Diplomats and Yemeni officials
have set a low bar for the Geneva meetings, the first
attempt by Griffiths to bring the warring parties together.
One US diplomat described them as “low key” with “low
expectations”. They “are really not intended to be talks or
negotiations but consultations that demonstrate the capa-
bility of the UN to bring the sides together,” along with
“confidence building measures”, the diplomat said. 

All previous attempts to resolve the Yemen war have
failed. Griffiths is the UN’s third Yemen envoy since 2014,

when the Houthis overran the capital Sanaa and drove
Hadi’s government into exile. Hailing from the Muslim Zaidi
minority, the Houthis had complained of marginalization in
Yemen long before the conflict erupted in 2014. Riyadh
and its allies joined the government’s fight against the
rebels in 2015, but the Houthis have clung to northern and
western Yemen. They regularly fire missiles at Saudi
Arabia, which accuses its arch-rival Iran of providing the
munitions. In June, the UAE launched a major offensive to
retake rebel-held Hodeida, the Red Sea city home to the
country’s most valuable port.

Faced with escalating international criticism, the pro-
government military alliance hit the brakes before reach-
ing the densely-populated city. But UAE minister Gargash
has said that “in order to shorten the war, pressure should
be continued on Hodeida.”

“We are not willing to accept that there will be a
strategic shift towards Iran’s favor by accepting also the
Houthis’ domination of Yemen,” he said. The Houthis have
reportedly offered to let the UN supervise the port, but

the government and its allies have refused anything short
of a full rebel withdrawal from both city and port.

Arms sales 
UN Security Council Resolution 2216 recognizes Hadi

as the president of Yemen, calling on the Houthis to with-
draw from the capital and elsewhere and to hand in heavy
weapons. The UN has also blacklisted the Saudi-led coali-
tion for the killing and maiming of children. The Saudi-led
coalition has admitted to “mistakes” in an August 9 strike
on a crowded marketplace in rebel-held Yemen that killed
51 people, according to the Red Cross. 

International rights groups have frequently criticized
the inaction of Washington, London and Paris against
Saudi Arabia, a strategic ally and key arms customer for all
three. At least 6,660 civilians have been killed and 10,563
injured in Yemen since the Saudi-led coalition joined the
conflict in March 2015, according to the UN High
Commissioner for Human Rights. The UN says the actual
figure may be much higher. — AFP

US warns Russia, 
Iran, Syria against 
‘human tragedy’
WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump has warned
Syria against launching an attack on the country’s last
rebel stronghold with the help of Russia and Iran, saying
the offensive could trigger a “human tragedy.” The warn-
ing came as Iran’s foreign minister Mohammad Javed Zarif
met with Syrian leader Bashar Al-Assad in a surprise visit
to Damascus ahead of the looming offensive. Syrian forces
are amassing around the northwestern province of Idlib, in
preparation for the assault. 

“President Bashar al-Assad of Syria must not recklessly
attack Idlib Province. The Russians and Iranians would be
making a grave humanitarian mistake to take part in this
potential human tragedy,” Trump tweeted. “Hundreds of
thousands of people could be killed. Don’t let that happen!”
The United Nations and aid groups have warned that a full
assault on Idlib could spark a humanitarian catastrophe on
a scale not yet seen in Syria’s seven-year-old conflict. 

But Russia and Iran have insisted that extremist groups
in Idlib must be defeated and are expected to back regime
forces in any assault. Zarif’s trip to war-ravaged Syria also
comes just days before a top-level tripartite meeting in
Tehran to discuss the Syrian conflict, now in its eighth
year. He met Assad to discuss “issues on the agenda for
the tripartite meeting,” according to the Syrian presiden-
cy’s account on the Telegram messaging app. 

Since early 2017, Iran, fellow regime ally Russia and
rebel backer Turkey have sponsored the negotiations track

based in the Kazakh capital to tamp down hostilities in
Syria. Last year, they had designated Idlib as a “de-esca-
lation” zone where violence would halt in preparation for a
countrywide ceasefire. 

Damascus’s main sponsor Russia has been sounding
the war drums in recent days, all the while seeking to
pressure Turkey into reining in jihadists in Idlib, Tehran
and Moscow have provided steady political, financial
and military backing to Assad throughout the war, which
has left over 350,000 people dead since it broke out in
2011. The International Crisis Group, a Brussels-based
think tank, said an all-out assault on Idlib and its cata-
strophic consequences could still be avoided. ICG said
Russia, whose air support would be crucial for the
offensive to succeed, should understand that a blood-
bath in Idlib would jeopardize its own political goals.
“By backing an all-out offensive, Russia risks undermin-
ing its long-term political objectives in Syria,” ICG
wrote in a nine-page briefing.

“Russia seeks to ensure not just the regime’s military
victory in Syria but its full political restoration through
international re-legitimation at war’s end.” Further
Iranian engagement in Syria meanwhile risks drawing
Israel deeper into the conflict. A series of recent strikes
in Syria that have killed Iranians has been attributed to
Israel. But Israeli Defense Minister Avigdor Lieberman
on Monday signaled strikes could be extended to Iraq if
necessary. Asked about the possibility of Israel hitting
Iranian military positions in “Iraq or Tehran,” Lieberman
said: “We do not limit ourselves to Syrian territory
alone. It must be clear.”

Britain, France and the US, which together launched
limited attacks on Syrian installations in mid-April in retal-
iation for an alleged Syrian chemical attack, say their red
line against illegal weapon use remains in force. — AFP


