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WASHINGTON: Western intermediaries are trying
to persuade arch foes Iran and the United States to
cooperate on bolstering security in Afghanistan as
US President Donald Trump seeks to extract
America from its longest war, according to three
source familiar with the efforts. The intermediaries,
the sources say, secretly have been relaying mes-
sages between Washington and Tehran for months
in hopes of getting the sides talking at a time of
heightened hostility on a range of issues. 

“Afghanistan is one area where there is com-
mon ground,” one source with knowledge of the
correspondence told Reuters, speaking on condi-
tion of anonymity. The White House declined to
comment and the US State Department did not
respond to requests for comment. Iran officially
denies any back channel talks with the United
States over any topic. 

The United States and Iran share an interest in
ensuring that a departure of the more than 20,000
US-led foreign troops does not plunge Afghanistan
into a civil war that restores the Taleban’s harsh
version of Islamic rule, and does not allow Al-
Qaeda or other Sunni Muslim extremist groups to
expand there. Moreover, with US sanctions ham-
mering its economy, Tehran wants to avoid Afghans
fleeing to neighboring Iran if there was a surge in
bloodletting, regional experts said, as has hap-
pened over decades of war in the central Asian
country. Trump and Tehran have another shared
interest: Both want US troops out of Afghanistan.

There are no signs, however, that either Tehran
or Washington are ready to put aside disputes over
Iran’s nuclear program and US and Iranian activi-
ties and alliances in the Mideast to cooperate on
Afghanistan. One message seen by Reuters and
conveyed to Washington outlined Iran’s concerns
with the Trump administration’s negotiations with
the Taleban on a US troop withdrawal and intra-
Afghan talks on a political settlement. Afghan-born
veteran US diplomat Zalmay Khalilzad has erred in
taking “over-zealous shortcuts by talking directly
to the Taleban,” a senior Iranian official said in the
message.

This approach has given “political supremacy”
to the Taleban as they are gaining militarily, the
message said. Taleban leaders, it continued, have

told their Iranian interlocutors they will not “accept
anything less than a Taleban-dominated govern-
ment” that rules “an Is lamic emirate.”  Shi i te
Muslim-dominated Iran long has been wary of the
Sunni Muslim Taleban. It nearly went to war during
Taleban rule when the militants killed at least eight
Iranian diplomats and an Iranian journalist in 1998.

Back Channel
Direct contact between Iran and the United

States would be a stark contrast to the tensions
that took them to the brink of military confronta-
tion after Iran downed an unmanned US drone in
the Gulf in June and Trump then halted a retaliatory
air strike on Iran’s coast. While Iran is open to
talks, it wants at the very least a suspension of US
sanctions designed to slash its oil exports to zero,
Tehran’s main source of income, according to two

sources familiar with the US and Iranian positions. 
Iranian off ic ia ls  bel ieve that a new peace

process should be devised in which the Afghan
government - which has been excluded from the
US-Taleban talks in Qatar - played a “dominant”
role, the message said. Several back-channel
efforts, the sources said, are driven by a hope that
cooperation on Afghanistan could lead to negotia-
tions to lower the tensions ignited when Trump
pulled the United States out of the 2015 interna-
tional agreement designed to prevent Iran from
developing a nuclear weapon in exchange for sanc-
tions relief. 

But one source familiar with the US and Iranian
positions said as far as Iran was concerned, if
Washington acknowledged common interests in

Afghanistan “and is willing to talk to Iran on the
basis of equality about those common interests,
then Iran will talk to the United States.” Now all
Iran is getting from the United States is that they
have no common interests, the source added. US
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo and national secu-
rity adviser John Bolton oppose any sanctions relief
for Iran and were opposed to any talks on
Afghanistan, believing Tehran will give in to US
demands, one of the sources said, who asked not to
be identified. The US State Department declined
comment.

One former Afghan official pointed out that since
the 2001 US-led invasion to oust the Taleban gov-
ernment, Iran has built ties to the Taleban that it
could use to help shape a peace settlement and a US
troop withdrawal. Iran “could be very valuable,” said
Ali Jalali, who served as Afghanistan’s first post-
Taleban interior minister. “This is a very good oppor-
tunity for Iran.” Tehran maintains high-level Taliban
contacts and is a haven for some insurgent families. It
has supplied limited quantities of weapons to the
insurgents to keep pressure on US forces near its
border, according to Western officials.

Pompeo has accused Iran of being a “co-con-
spirator” of the Taleban. But some regional experts
counter that Tehran is hedging its bets in case the
militants return to power. It also sees the Taleban
as a counter force to Islamic State’s Afghan affili-
ate. Tehran also wields influence in Kabul, having
backed Afghan governments for nearly two
decades. Iran maintains close ties with the Shiite
Hazaras, Afghanistan’s third largest ethnic group,
and strongmen of other ethnic minorities.

Washington and Tehran, regional experts said,
also share the goal of preventing Afghanistan from
reverting to a base of Sunni Muslim extremist
groups, especially an affiliate of Islamic State,
whose avowed enemies include the United States
and Iran. Whether Iran can play a meaningful role
in any peace effort, or that Washington would allow
it to do so, is an open question, said Ryan Crocker,
a former US ambassador to Kabul. “I’m pretty
skeptical that they (the intermediaries) will get any
traction ... because of the policy this administration
has developed on Iran. I’m afraid that ship has
sailed.”  —Reuters
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Hezbollah shows 
its ‘missile arsenal’ 
used against Israel
BEIRUT: Hezbollah released footage of what it says are
anti-ship missiles of the kind it used 13 years ago
against Israel before marking on Friday its self-
declared “victory” in the 2006 war. Israel has fought
several conflicts against the Iran-backed Hezbollah, the
last in 2006. More than 1,200 Lebanese, mostly civil-
ians, and more than 160 Israelis, the majority soldiers,
died during the last conflict but many in Israel consider
the war a failure as Hezbollah was not defeated.

Since 2006, Israeli officials have repeatedly warned
that the Shiite group maintains an arsenal of several
hundred long-range missiles that could be used to tar-
get Israel. On Thursday night, a series of videos on
Hezbollah-run media purported to show at least five
anti-ship missiles stored inside metallic containers in an
unknown location. Hezbollah’s logo could be seen print-
ed on the warheads. 

It was not clear when the footage was filmed. A
Hezbollah naval commander, identified as Haj Jalal, told
Hezbollah’s Al-Manar TV on Thursday that the anti-
ship missiles are of the same kind used in a 2006 attack
on one of the Israeli navy’s top warships, the INS Hanit.
The warship was struck off the coast of Beirut in July

2006, killing four soldiers and causing extensive dam-
age to the corvette. It was the first direct strike on an
Israeli warship in decades and Hezbollah celebrated it
as among its biggest victories of the 34-day war.

An investigation found that the missile hit because
officials did not believe Hezbollah had such sophisticat-
ed technology and so didn’t turn on anti-missile sys-
tems. On Thursday, Hezbollah released what it said are
videos of the 2006 missile attack. One clip purported
to show men dressed in Hezbollah uniform tracking the
Israeli warship using a radar. It also purported to show
a truck-mounted launcher firing two anti-ship missiles,
that were filmed streaking through the night sky.
Shortly after, the video shows a distant blaze. —AFP
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Israeli planes 
hit Gaza after 
rocket attack
GAZA: Israeli warplanes struck at least three targets
in the Gaza Strip yesterday but caused no apparent
casualties, a Palestinian security source said. The
strikes, which came after Palestinians fired a rocket
from the territory at southern Israel late Friday, hit a
Hamas observation post in Beit Hanoun, in the north-
ern Gaza Strip, an unidentified target near Gaza City
and open ground near Deir El Balah in the central
part of the territory, the source said.

An Israeli army statement mentioned only two
strikes, against “underground targets belonging to
the Hamas terror organization in the northern and
central Gaza Strip.” It did not elaborate. The army
said that Friday night’s rocket launch at southern
Israel was the first since July 12. A military statement
said the rocket was intercepted by Israel’s Iron
Dome defense system, after air raid sirens sounded
in the southern town of Sderot and its surroundings.

Earlier Friday, the Palestinian health ministry
said that 32 Palestinians were wounded by Israeli
live fire during weekly protests along the Gaza bor-
der. An Israeli army spokeswoman told AFP that
about 5,600 people demonstrated along the bor-
der, some throwing hand grenades and explosive
devices toward soldiers and attempting to reach
the border fence. She said that troops responded
with “riot dispersal means” but she was unaware of
any live fire. Regular protests along the border
began in March 2018.

At least 302 Palestinians have been killed by
Israeli fire in Gaza or the border area since then, the
majority during demonstrations or associated clash-
es. Seven Israelis have been killed in Gaza-related
violence over the same period. The protests have
declined in intensity in recent months after UN and
Egyptian off icials brokered an informal truce
between Israel and Gaza’s Islamist rulers Hamas.
Israel and Palestinian militants in Gaza, have fought
three wars since 2008. —AFP

UNDISCLOSED LOCATION: This grab from a video released by the
media office of Lebanon’s Shiite militant group Hezbollah shows
footage of anti-ship missiles of the kind used to strike an Israeli
warship during the July 2006 war. —AFP

Yemen separatists 
quit Aden’s posts 
ADEN: Southern Yemeni separatists withdrew yester-
day from some government buildings in Aden that they
seized last week but held on to military camps that give
them control over the southern port, interim seat of
Yemen’s Saudi-backed government. The separatists’
takeover of Aden has strained a Saudi-led military
coalition formed to confront the Iran-aligned Houthis as
the movement stepped up attacks on the kingdom, hit-
ting a Saudi oil installation yesterday.

A Houthi military spokesman said the group
launched 10 drones on oil installations at Shaybah in
eastern Saudi Arabia, describing it as the “biggest
attack in the depths” of the kingdom and vowing fur-
ther operations. State oil company Aramco said the
attack caused a “limited fire” at a gas plant which had
been contained and did not impact production. Energy
Minister Khalid Al-Falih condemned the strike as “cow-
ardly” sabotage directed at global oil supplies. The
Yemen conflict is widely seen in the region as a proxy
war between Saudi Arabia and regional rival Shiite
Muslim Iran.

The Western-backed, Sunni Muslim coalition inter-
vened in Yemen in March 2015 to try to restore the
internationally recognized government of Abd-Rabbu
Mansour Hadi after the Houthis ousted him from power
in the capital Sanna in late 2014. The tensions have
complicated United Nations efforts to implement a
stalled peace deal in the main port city of Hodeidah, on
Yemen’s west coast, and pave the way for political
talks to end the war that has pushed the country to the
brink of famine.

Coalition warplanes fired flares over Aden at dawn
yesterday near camps occupied by separatist fighters
after the alliance renewed a call for them to withdraw
from all sites they captured last weekend. The sepa-
ratists, backed by coalition member the United Arab
Emirates, are a main component in the anti-Houthi
alliance. But the war has rekindled old strains between
north and south Yemen - formerly separate countries
until 1990. The coalition statement urged all forces in
the south to unite in the fight against the Houthis.

Southern Transitional Council (STC) sources told
Reuters their forces, which had already moved away
from the nearly empty presidential palace and cen-
tral bank, were vacating government institutions
under the supervision of a Saudi-UAE delegation.
However, they said the forces would not quit the
government military camps that give them effective
control of the city. —Reuters

ADEN: Photo shows cars driving beneath a large billboard show-
ing Yemen’s internationally recognized government of President
Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi, along a road in Yemen’s second city
of Aden. —AFP


