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WASHINGTON: The United States on Wednesday
imposed sanctions on Iranian Foreign Minister Mo-
hammad Javad Zarif, targeting the country’s top
spokesman and potentially hurting chances of diplo-
matic talks amid rising tensions between the two
countries. Zarif, a critical figure in the 2015 Iran nu-
clear deal, dismissed the action and said it would not
affect him. US President Donald Trump pulled the
United States out of the deal last year and ramped
up sanctions to put pressure on Iran’s economy. 

The move dismantled part of President Barack
Obama’s legacy and upset US allies who were party
to the agreement, which was designed to restrict
Tehran’s pathway to a nuclear bomb in exchange for
sanctions relief. Strains between Washington and
Tehran have risen more in recent months after attacks
on tankers in the Gulf that the United States blames
on Iran and Iran’s downing of a US drone that
prompted preparations for a US retaliatory air strike
that Trump called off at the last minute.

“Javad Zarif implements the reckless agenda of
Iran’s Supreme Leader, and is the regime’s primary
spokesperson around the world. The United States is
sending a clear message to the Iranian regime that its
recent behavior is completely unacceptable,” Treas-
ury Secretary Steven Mnuchin said in a statement.
The sanctions against Zarif would block any property
or interests he has in the United States, but the Iran-
ian foreign minister said he had none.

“The US’ reason for designating me is that I am
Iran’s ‘primary spokesperson around the world’,”
Zarif said on Twitter. “Is the truth really that painful?
It has no effect on me or my family, as I have no prop-
erty or interests outside of Iran. Thank you for con-
sidering me such a huge threat to your agenda.” Zarif
lived in the United States, from the age of 17 as a stu-
dent of international relations in San Francisco and
Denver, and subsequently as a diplomat at the United
Nations in New York, where he was Iranian ambas-
sador from 2002 to 2007.

The Trump administration said it would make de-
cisions on whether to grant Zarif travel visas, includ-
ing for trips to the United Nations, on a case by case

basis, holding open the possibility that he might at-
tend the annual UN General Assembly in September.
If Zarif received such a visa, that would allow direct
or indirect US contacts with him during that gather-
ing, which brings most of the world’s leaders to New
York and has been the venue for previous US-Iranian
contacts.

Negotiator
A senior US official reiterated that Trump was open

to talks with Iran, but said the administration would
want to deal with a key decision maker, which it did
not consider Zarif to be. Zarif, who has said a so-called
B-team including Trump’s national security adviser
John Bolton, an ardent Iran hawk, and conservative Is-
raeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu could goad
Trump into a conflict with Tehran, said in a later tweet:
“We know that calling for dialog & peace is an exis-
tential threat to #B_Team.” Senator Chris Murphy, a
Democratic member of the Foreign Relations Commit-
tee, questioned the administration’s move.

“If our position is really that we want to negotiate
with Iran than maybe we shouldn’t sanction their
chief negotiator,” Murphy posted on Twitter. Wendy
Sherman, who was the lead US negotiator for the Iran
nuclear deal under Obama, echoed that view and said
placing sanctions on Zarif “risks dangerous escala-
tion.” She linked the action to what Bolton said was a
US decision to renew sanctions waivers for Iranian
nuclear programs that allow Russia, China and Euro-
pean countries to continue their civilian nuclear co-
operation with Tehran.

“One assumes sanctioning Zarif is the price for
those waivers. The internal administration battle of
war or diplomacy apparently wages on,” said Sher-
man, who is director of the Center for Public Lead-
ership at the Harvard Kennedy School. On June 24
Trump targeted Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei and other top Iranian officials with
sanctions. Mnuchin said then that Zarif would be
blacklisted that week, but the designation did not
happen quickly. Reuters reported in mid-July that
the administration had decided to hold off on sanc-

tions against him for the time being.

Iran arrests European 
In another development, Iran has arrested a Eu-

ropean accused of swindling at least $1 billion out
of an investor in the aftermath of a nuclear deal that
saw sanctions lifted, state media reported Wednes-
day. “Police managed to discover a fraud case and
arrest a European national who scammed 120 billion
rials” since 2015 through claiming to invest in agri-
culture, said the force’s spokesman Brigadier-Gen-
eral Ahmad Noorian. Currently 120 billion rials
amounts to around $1 billion, or nearly 900 million
euros, under the unofficial exchange rate in the Iran-
ian capital. The accused had come under suspicion
when authorities discovered forged documents, the
spokesman was quoted as saying in a report by the
website of state television. The European national
was then identified as a butcher by profession who
had no capital and was “linked to an international
conman wanted by Interpol”. —Agencies
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NEW YORK: Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif arrives at a high level political forum on sustainable develop-
ment at UN Headquarters in New York. The US has imposed sanctions on Javad Zarif, effectively slamming the
door on the country’s top diplomat. —AFP

Bahrain hosts 
military 
conference amid
Iran tensions
DUBAI: Bahrain hosted a conference on Gulf
maritime security on Wednesday, after multi-
ple attacks on shipping in the strategic Strait
of Hormuz sent tensions soaring between Iran
and the US. The tiny Gulf monarchy, which
hosts the US Fifth Fleet, said the meeting was
held “to discuss the current regional situation
and to strengthen cooperation”. In a state-
ment, it slammed “the repeated attacks and
unacceptable practices of Iran and the terror-
ist groups linked to it”.

The US has joined Gulf allies in accusing

Iran of being behind several mysterious at-
tacks on tankers in recent months, which Iran
denies. Tensions escalated on July 19 when
Iran impounded a British-flagged tanker with
its 23 crew aboard as it passed through the
Strait - the world’s busiest oil shipping lane.
Iranian authorities said the ship had collided
with a fishing vessel then failed to respond to
distress calls, as well as turning off its
transponder.

Manama did not specify who attended
Wednesday’s conference, but the Guardian re-
ported a day earlier that the UK had called for
a meeting in Bahrain with other European
countries and the US.  Bahrain said earlier this
month that it and the US would co-host a con-
ference on “maritime and air navigation secu-
rity”, set for October. Long-simmering tensions
have spiked between Tehran and Washington
since US President Donald Trump unilaterally
withdrew from the 2015 Iran nuclear deal last
year and reimposed biting sanctions on the Is-
lamic republic.

Britain last week ordered its navy to escort
UK-flagged ships in the Strait of Hormuz in re-
sponse to Iranian soldiers seizing its tanker in
the flashpoint entrance to the Gulf. The US has
proposed setting up a maritime surveillance
mission in the area, but Germany said Wednes-
day it would be “reluctant” to take part, pro-
posing a European mission instead. Despite
the tensions, Iran on Tuesday received a coast-
guard delegation from the United Arab Emi-
rates, aimed at reviving maritime security talks
cut off in 2013, state media reported.

The UAE has sided with Iran’s arch-rival,
regional powerhouse Saudi Arabia, over sev-
eral issues — including joining a military
coalition battling Iran-linked rebels in Yemen.
UAE foreign affairs official Salem Al-Zaabi
on Wednesday expressed “satisfaction” after
the meeting. UAE state media said the meet-
ing had addressed “routine maritime issues,
including maritime connections, illegal en-
tries and smuggling, fishermen and shared
borders”.  —AFP

Netherlands ban 
on burqas in public 
places takes effect
THE HAGUE: The Netherlands banned the
wearing of a face-covering veil, such as a
burqa or niqab, in public buildings and on
transport from yesterday as a contentious
law on the garment worn by some Muslim
women came into force. Between 200 and
400 women are estimated to wear a burqa
or niqab in the country of 17 million people. 

The Dutch legislation was passed in
June 2018 after more than a decade of
political debate on the subject. The far-
right politician Geert Wilders had pro-
posed the face-covering veil ban back in
2005. “From now on the wearing of
clothing which covers the face is banned
in educational facilities, public institu-
tions and buildings, as well as hospitals
and public transport,” the Dutch interior
ministry said in a statement. 

It added that it was important in such
public places to be recognized and seen,
which besides the burqa, also bans a face-
covering helmet or hood. A person could
be fined 150 euros ($165). However, the
public transport sector said it would not
stop to make a woman in a burqa get off
as it would cause delays. And hospitals
also said they would still treat people re-
gardless of what they are wearing. The
Dutch law does not ban the wearing of a
burqa on the street, unlike France’s ban
which took effect in 2010. Belgium, Den-
mark and Austria have similar laws. —AFP


