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not commented on the rumored marriage, or given any
details about the state of the king’s health. Speculation
intensified about the king’s future after his medical leave
officially finished at the end of December, and the country’s
Islamic royals reportedly held a special meeting last week.

While their role is ceremonial, Malaysia’s Islamic royal-
ty command great respect, especially from Muslim
Malays, and criticizing them is strictly forbidden. Sultan
Muhammad V studied at St Cross College at Oxford and
the Oxford Centre for Islamic Studies, according to official
media. He is known for a relaxed public persona, taking
part in walkathons to promote health, and has been pho-
tographed wearing a baseball cap backwards.

According to a report from official news agency
Bernama at the time of his enthronement, he “fills his free
time by reading and has an interest in extreme sports such
as four-wheel drive expeditions and endurance challenges
and shooting”. He is also the ceremonial ruler of the con-
servative Islamic northern state of Kelantan. The palace

statement said he was “ready to return home to the state
of Kelantan to be together with the state government
and... the Kelantanese people”.

The palace did not indicate when the Islamic rulers
would meet to pick the next king. During his leave of
absence, the ruler of western Perak state had been carry-
ing out his duties. Portraits of the king and queen adorn
government buildings throughout the country. The king is
also the symbolic head of Islam in the nation, as well as the
nominal chief of the military. Malaysia’s sultans trace a lin-
eage back to Malay sultanates of the 15th century. The
king is referred to as Yang di-Pertuan Agong, or “He Who
Is Made Lord”.

The New Straits Times reported there had been ten-
sions between the palace and the government of Prime
Minister Mahathir Mohamad, who led the opposition to
an election win in May. Mahathir, known for challenging
royalty during his past 22-year tenure as prime minister,
said in a blog post last week that everyone “from the
Rulers to the Prime Minister and Ministers, to the civil
servants and ordinary citizens” are subject to the law. He
did not elaborate. In June, the government and palace
faced a near two-week impasse over a plan to appoint a
non-Malay as attorney-general. The king eventually
approved the appointment, though the incident had
stoked racial tensions. —  Agencies 
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CAIRO: Egypt’s president was to inaugurate the coun-
try’s biggest cathedral on Coptic Christmas Eve yester-
day, a day after a deadly bomb blast near a church in a
country where jihadists have repeatedly targeted
Christians. There was no immediate claim of responsibil-
ity for Saturday’s explosion on the eastern edge of Cairo
that killed a policeman who was trying to defuse the
device and wounded two other officers.

Coptic Christians, who account for around 10 per-
cent of Egypt’s population, have been hit by a string of
attacks by the Islamic State group in recent years. The
bomb was hidden inside a bag that was placed on the
rooftop of Al-Haq mosque near the Virgin Mary church
in the Nasr City district of Cairo, religious officials and
witnesses said.

The Grand Mufti of Egypt, Shawki Allam, denounced
“the terrorist operation that targeted... the church in the
Ezzbat Al-Haggan neighborhood of Nasr City”, on his
official Facebook page. He said “extremists” had planted
“an explosive device on the roof of Al-Haq mosque...
near the Virgin Mary church”.

Massad Saad, the son of the prayer leader at the
mosque, told AFP he was inside the building when
other worshippers noticed “a man going up to the roof
carrying a bag” but when they followed him they
found “two bags”. “We informed the police,” Saad, a
35-year-old baker, said in a phone interview. There
was no immediate confirmation from officials.
Government newspaper Al-Ahram reported yesterday
that a bomb had been placed in a bag on the roof of a
building in Ezzbat al-Haggan, but it did not mention
the church or the mosque.

Yesterday morning security forces were deployed
around the neighborhood, keeping journalists at bay.
Security has been reinforced in Cairo in recent weeks
ahead of Coptic Christmas which is celebrated on Jan 7.
Yesterday evening, President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi was
due to inaugurate the Cathedral of Nativity in Egypt’s
new administrative capital, 45 km east of Cairo.

Sisi often presents himself as a defender of Christians
against extremists but activists and some analysts
accuse the state of discriminating against them and not
providing enough protection. Yesterday, Sisi was to join
the Coptic pope, Tawadros II, in the cathedral, which is
touted as the largest in the Middle East. The president
visited the Cathedral of Nativity for Christmas Eve last
year when it was still under construction, and gave a
short speech wishing Copts a merry Christmas and say-
ing the country would prevail over militants. His atten-

dance yesterday marked the cathedral’s official inaugu-
ration. The president was also to inaugurate yesterday
the Al-Fattah Al-Alim mosque in the new administrative
capital. More than 100 Copts have been killed in militant
attacks since Dec 2016. IS claimed an assault in early
November in which six Copts and one Anglican died in
the central province of Minya. IS also killed more than
40 people in twin church bombings in April 2017, and an
IS gunman in December that year killed nine people in
an attack on a church in a south Cairo suburb. Hundreds
of police and soldiers have also been killed in attacks.

Last week three Vietnamese tourists and their
Egyptian guide died when a homemade bomb exploded
on their bus on the outskirts of Cairo. The country has
been under a state of emergency since April 2017. In
February the army launched a large-scale operation
dubbed “Sinai 2018” to rid the Sinai Peninsula of mili-
tants after an attack on a mosque that killed more than
300 people. —  AFP 
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CAIRO: Security forces guard a street leading to the church were an explosion occurred on Saturday. — AFP  

DOHA: Qatar coach Felix Sanchez has vowed to “iso-
late” his players from politics at the Asian Cup, which is
taking place in the United Arab Emirates during a diplo-
matic crisis between the countries. The tournament rep-
resents the first visit by the Qatari national side to the
UAE since the beginning of a row that has transformed
the Gulf and left Doha cut off from its neighboring for-
mer allies. Since June 2017, the UAE and other regional
powers have imposed a boycott on Qatar, accusing it of
backing terrorism and being too close to Iran. 

Two of the other nations who have enforced the
boycott also have teams in the tournament, Saudi
Arabia and Bahrain. Qatar denies the charges and says
its neighbors are seeking regime change in Doha. With
the dispute now into its nineteenth month, the Asian
Cup is the most high-profile sporting competition so
far between the former allies turned bitter rivals. And
nothing is likely to be more highly-charged than the
meeting between Saudi and Qatar in a Group E match
in Abu Dhabi on January 17.

As if the on-pitch weight of expectation surrounding
Qatar’s young team ahead of hosting the 2022 World
Cup was not enough, now they have to navigate a deli-
cate off-field situation. Sanchez though has vowed to
concentrate solely on football. “This [political situation]
is something we’ve discussed with the players,” he told
AFP. “They are very conscious and I am convinced that
during the competition they will be able to maintain
their focus on the sport and to isolate ourselves from
the rest of it all.”

The team arrived in UAE on Saturday, having to fly
via Kuwait in the first sign this is no ordinary trip - a
ban on direct flights has been imposed against Doha by
the UAE, Saudi and Bahrain. A leading Qatari official
and tournament organizer was earlier allegedly barred
from entering the UAE on his first attempt, though offi-
cials in Abu Dhabi disputed this. Saoud Al-Mohannadi
eventually entered the Emirates on Friday. But Qatar-
based journalists also claim they were not allowed into

the UAE to cover the tournament, after allegedly being
kept waiting at Dubai airport for 13 hours before
returning to Doha.

Qatari domestic sides who have played in the UAE
or Saudi in the AFC Champions League have previous-
ly spoken of delays at airport immigration and com-
ments about Qatar, or encountered rival captains refus-
ing to shake hands before the match. However, goal-
keeper Saad Al-Sheeb said the players would remain
unaffected. “In the end this is football,” he said. “We
just control ourselves and play football.”

Dark horses? 
On the pitch, Qatar have shown a distinct improve-

ment since Spaniard Sanchez took charge in 2017.
Initially seen as a stop-gap appointment at the end of a
failed World Cup qualification campaign, the 43-year-
old has transformed the team. He has placed emphasis
on young, largely Qatari-born players - rather than
imported stars - who have progressed through the
Aspire Academy, an expensively-built Doha training
center which seeks to hothouse local talent.

These include forward Akram Afif, the first Qatari to
play in Spain’s La Liga, and defender Abdulkarim
Hassan, just voted the AFC 2018 player of the year. In
November, Qatar achieved its most notable internation-
al victory, beating Switzerland 1-0 in Lugano. The aver-
age age of Qatar’s starting line-up in Switzerland was
24 years and 195 days, and 13 of the 25 players who
travelled to Europe were Aspire graduates.

Sanchez is proving a unique problem for Qatar foot-
ball association bosses who like to hire and fire coach-
es. Since the beginning of the century Qatar has hired
15 separate coaches, and one of those twice, as they
desperately seek to put the team on the world stage.
Sanchez has worked with the Qatari players at every
level from the academy through the Under-19s, Under-
20s, Under-23s and now the full team. It is the begin-
ning of a massive year for Sanchez and Qatar, who will
also play in the Copa America later in 2019.

In an Asian Cup group also consisting of Lebanon
and North Korea, a resurgent “al-Annabi” (the
Maroons) will be confident of reaching the knockouts.
It is the tenth time they have qualified for the Asian Cup
but have never progressed further than the quarterfi-
nals. This time though they have a lot to prove. “I cer-
tainly nominate Qatar to be the dark horse of the tour-
nament,” said Hassan. — AFP 
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Two women cross a main road as heavy winds blow dust and sand in Gaza City yesterday. — AFP 


