
LONDON: Gibraltar decided yesterday to free
the Iranian oil tanker Grace 1, detained off the
British overseas territory six weeks ago by Royal
Marines, paving the way for a possible swap for
a British-flagged tanker seized by Iran in the
Gulf. The two tankers have become pawns in the
standoff between Iran
and the West, their fate
tangled up in the diplo-
matic differences be-
tween the EU’s big
powers and the United
States. The Grace 1 was
seized by commandos in
darkness off peninsula
on July 4.

Gibraltar Chief Min-
ister Fabian Picardo de-
cided to lift the detention order after formal
written assurances from Tehran that the ship will
not discharge its 2.1 million barrels of oil in Syria,
but added that the ship had not yet been re-
leased. “In light of the assurances we have re-
ceived, there are no longer any reasonable
grounds for the continued legal detention of the
Grace 1 in order to ensure compliance with the

EU Sanctions Regulation,” Picardo said.
It was not immediately clear when the Grace

1 would sail as the United States made a late re-
quest to seize the vessel. “That is a matter for our
independent Mutual Legal Assistance authori-
ties, who will make an objective, legal determi-

nation of that request for
separate proceedings,”
Picardo said. The seizure
of the Grace 1 triggered a
row with Tehran, which
accused Britain of piracy.
Two weeks later, on July
19, Iran’s Revolutionary
Guards seized the
British-flagged Stena Im-
pero in the Gulf.

While both Britain and
Iran deny planning to swap the vessels, there has
been a widespread expectation that the British-
flagged ship will not be freed until the Iranian
tanker is released. Iran’s ambassador to London,
Hamid Baeidinejad, said the United States was
“desperately” trying to block the release but faced
a “miserable defeat”. He tweeted that the tanker
would be leaving Gibraltar soon. — Reuters
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Tanker seizures
TEHRAN: A court in Gibraltar is set to decide yes-
terday the fate of a tanker carrying Iranian oil seized
off the British territory in an operation involving
Royal Marines. The seizure is one of several in recent
weeks that have ratcheted up tensions between Iran
and its foe the United States and its allies. Here’s
what we know about the vessels involved:

Grace 1
Gibraltar police and customs officers aided by

British Royal Marines intercepted the Grace 1 su-
pertanker on July 4, as it passed through the strait
between the territory on Spain’s southern tip and
North Africa. Officials in Gibraltar and the United
States suspect the 330-metre (1,000 foot)
Panama-flagged ship was destined for Syria, in
breach of separate sets of EU and US sanctions.

The Indian captain of the vessel, which was
carrying 2.1 million barrels of oil, later told the BBC
a military helicopter landed on its deck before the
Royal Marines boarded. Iran has called the seizure
of the tanker “maritime piracy” and warned at the
time that it would not let its detention go unan-
swered. The Islamic republic has not officially dis-
closed the tanker’s destination but it has
repeatedly denied it was headed for Syria. Gibral-
tar’s supreme court announced on July 19 that it
was extending the tanker’s detention for 30 days.

MT Riah 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps said

its forces detained a “foreign tanker” in Gulf waters
on July 14 for allegedly smuggling contraband fuel.
The tanker was seized south of the Iranian island
of Larak in the strategic Strait of Hormuz, the
Guards’ official website said. “With a capacity of
two million liters and 12 foreign crew on board, the

vessel was en route to deliver contraband fuel re-
ceived from Iranian boats to foreign ships,” it said.
TankerTrackers reported at the time that the Pana-
manian-flagged MT Riah, used in the strait for fu-
elling other vessels, had crossed into Iranian
waters, and at that point its automatic identification
system stopped sending signals.

Stena Impero 
Revolutionary Guards surrounded the British-

flagged Stena Impero with attack boats before
rappelling onto the deck of the oil tanker in the
Strait of Hormuz on July 19. The 183-metre ship is
impounded at the Iranian port of Bandar Abbas for
breaking “international maritime rules” - by al-
legedly failing to respond to distress calls and turn-
ing off its transponder after hitting a fishing boat.

Eighteen of the Swedish-owned tanker’s 23
crew are Indian, and the rest are from the Philip-
pines, Latvia, and Russia. The seizure came hours
after a Gibraltar court said it would extend the de-
tention of the Grace 1. Britain quickly called on Iran
to release the Stena Impero, saying it was seized
illegally in an “utterly unacceptable” gambit. But
Tehran said the seizure was a legal measure and
further investigations were required, denying it was
a tit-for-tat move as London suggested. Iran and
Britain have both so far ruled out the possibility of
an oil tanker swap deal. 

Unknown vessel 
Iran seized another ship on July 31 with seven

foreign crew onboard, claiming it was smuggling
around 700,000 liters of fuel. The Guards said the
ship was transferred to Bushehr province and
handed over to authorities, noting the vessel was
en route to deliver fuel to Gulf Arab states. The
vessel’s identity and the nationality of its crew were
not revealed at the time of its seizure. — AFP

GIBRALTAR: Photo shows supertanker Grace 1 off the coast of Gibraltar. — AFP 

Taleban, US
pact in
Afghanistan 
could boost IS
KABUL: A deal between the Taleban and the
United States for US forces to withdraw from
their longest-ever war in Afghanistan could
drive some diehard Taleban fighters into the
arms of the Islamic State militant group, Afghan
officials and militants say. Such a deal is ex-
pected to see the United States agree to with-
draw its forces in exchange for a Taleban
promise they will not let Afghanistan be used
to plot international militant attacks.

As part of the pact, the Taleban are ex-
pected to make a commitment to power-shar-
ing talks with the US-backed government and
work out a ceasefire. The Afghan affiliate of Is-
lamic State, known as Islamic State Khorasan
(ISIS-K), after an old name for the region, first
appeared in eastern Afghanistan in 2014, and
has since made inroads into other areas, par-
ticularly the north.

The US military estimates their strength at
2,000 fighters. Some Afghan officials estimated
the number is higher, and could be about to get
a boost. “It’s a big opportunity for Daesh to re-
cruit fighters from the Taleban, and, no doubt,
many Taleban fighters will happily join,” said
Sohrab Qaderi, a member of the provincial
council in Nangarhar province on the border
with Pakistan, referring to IS.

IS militants, who battle government forces

and the Taleban, and have carried out some of
the deadliest attacks in urban centers, will not
be part of the deal between the United States
and the Taleban. For some Taleban, IS will offer
an opportunity to continue jihad against those
they see as infidels and their supporters. For
others, who fear retribution if they try to rein-
tegrate into society, it could be a refuge.
“They’ve killed and been killed, they have
feuds,” Qaderi said of the Taleban. “Many
fighters won’t feel safe returning to normal life.”

A spokesman for President Ashraf Ghani
said there was a major concern about the
growing strength of IS and their attraction for
some Taleban. “Most Daesh are ex-Taleban,
and there could be a possibility of some Tale-
ban joining,” said the spokesman, Sediq
Sediqqi. “The Afghan government and the US
have shared goals combating terrorism. We
need the support of our international partners.”
The government has a reintegration program
for insurgents who surrender but critics say it
can take too long for people to be vetted and
the care they get is inadequate.

From white to black
But a Taleban commander and some mem-

bers of the group dismissed the possibility of
fighters breaking ranks to join IS. “The Taleban
leadership has enough control over their fight-
ers to given them orders, and they obey them,”
Mawlavi Jamal, a Taleban commander in the
western province of Farah, told Reuters by tele-
phone. But a Taleban fighter in eastern Kunar
province said he had no choice but to join IS,
and he thought others would too. “During the
fighting local people got killed, many people
have enemies,” said the fighter, who declined to
be identified. He said had killed one of his fa-
ther’s cousins who opposed the Taleban and
could not return to his village.  — Reuters


