
TEHRAN: Iran’s Revolutionary Guards said yesterday they had
detained a “foreign tanker” and its crew for allegedly smuggling
fuel, in the latest incident to send tensions soaring in the Gulf.
The announcement follows Iran saying it had come to the aid of
a foreign tanker after receiving a distress call - making no men-
tion of the vessel being seized. The Guards did not confirm
whether the vessel they detained Sunday in the strategic Strait
of Hormuz was the same ship as that mentioned Tuesday by the
foreign ministry.

“With a capacity of two million barrels and 12 foreign crew on
board, the vessel was en route to deliver contraband fuel received
from Iranian boats to foreign ships in farther regions when it was
intercepted,” the force’s Sepahnews website said. It was seized
south of the Iranian island of Larak, the Guards said without de-
tailing the name or provenance of the vessel. The Guards’ state-
ment came after officials said Iran had come to the aid of an ailing

tanker on Sunday. “Iranian forces approached it and using a tug-
boat brought it into Iranian waters for necessary repairs,” foreign
ministry spokesman Abbas Mousavi said.

TankerTrackers reported that the Panamanian-flagged tanker
Riah, used in the Strait of Hormuz “for fuelling other vessels”, had
crossed into Iranian waters on Sunday. According to the online
oil shipment tracking service, at that point the tanker’s automatic
identification system stopped sending signals. Refinitiv data
showed that the last signal received from the vessel was on Sun-
day when it was in the Strait of Hormuz off the Iranian island of
Qeshm, heading towards Oman from Larak Island. 

The tanker’s registered manager is Prime Tankers in the UAE.
That company told Reuters it had sold the tanker to another UAE-
based company, Mouj al-Bahar. An employee at Mouj al-Bahar
said that the firm did not own it but had been managing the vessel
up to two months ago, and that it was now under the management

of a company called KRB Petrochem. Reuters could not reach
KRB Petrochem for comment. The Revolutionary Guards said in
yesterday’s statement they had seized no other ship in the Gulf,
as Western countries expressed concerns over alleged Iranian ac-
tions in the region. 

Britain meanwhile urged Iran to ease tensions in the Gulf yes-
terday and said it was seeking information about the latest inci-
dent. “But it is vital that we send a very clear message to Iran that
we want them to step back from this situation, that we want them
to de-escalate, but we have always and we will continue to protect
shipping and the free flow of goods in that area,” Defense Secre-
tary Penny Mordaunt told a defense conference. Iran accused
Britain of piracy earlier this month after British Royal Marines
seized an Iranian tanker off the coast of Gibraltar on suspicion it
was shipping oil to Iran’s ally Syria in breach of EU sanctions on
that country. — Agencies  
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AL KHARJ, Saudi Arabia: US Central Command
chief Kenneth McKenzie pledged yesterday to
work “aggressively” to ensure maritime safety in
strategic Gulf waters after a spate of attacks blamed
on Iran. “We are currently talking with the interna-
tional community about the importance of the right
of freedom of navigation in the Middle East,”
McKenzie told reporters at Prince Sultan air base
near Riyadh. “We are going to work very aggres-
sively with our partners... to come to a solution that
will enable the free passage of critical oil and other
commodities... through the region.”

His comment comes after US General Joseph
Dunford, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, last
week said the US aims to form a coalition to guar-
antee freedom of navigation in the Gulf amid
fraught relations between Washington and Tehran.
Tensions in the area - through which nearly a third
of the world’s oil is transported - have spiked in re-
cent weeks, with the US blaming Iran for multiple
attacks on tanker ships in the region, and Tehran
shooting down an American drone.

US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo said last

month that he hopes more than 20 countries, in-
cluding the United Arab Emirates and Saudi Ara-
bia, would work together on building maritime
security. McKenzie said the US was in “ex-
ploratory talks” with potential partners to ensure
free passage through strategic waterways, includ-
ing the Strait of Hormuz. This is “not a United
States problem, it’s an international problem...
We’re eager to be part of an international solu-
tion”, McKenzie added.

He refused to confirm a CNN report that US
President Donald Trump’s administration plans to
send 500 troops to Saudi Arabia, in what would
serve as a show of force to Iran. The troops will be
stationed at the Prince Sultan air base, CNN re-
ported, citing two officials at the US Defense De-
partment. The US announced in May that it was
deploying 1,500 additional troops to the Middle
East to counter “credible threats” from Iran.
McKenzie’s visit to Saudi Arabia comes a day after
the US House voted to block $8.1 billion in arms
sales to the kingdom and other allies, in a move
likely to be vetoed by Trump. — AFP

US amphibious 
group patrols 
Arabian Sea 
ABOARD USS BOXER, Arabian Sea: At a
thumbs-up sign from a sailor, a US Harrier fighter
jet takes off from the amphibious assault ship USS
Boxer in the Arabian Sea as an oil tanker passes, a
nautical mile away. The patrol is “standard” but the
situation - growing tension between the United
States and Iran - is not. Soon after the roar of the
Harrier fades, two combat helicopters and two un-
mistakable Osprey aircraft with their tiltable rotors
land back on the flight deck.

“We want to make sure that we assure allies in
the region and to ensure freedom of navigation and
free flow of commerce,” says Colonel Fridrik
Fridrikson, commanding officer of the 11th Marine
Expeditionary Unit. Attacks on tankers near the
Strait of Hormuz, which the United States blames
on Iran, have unsettled crucial shipping lanes that
link Middle Eastern oil producers to markets in
Asia, Europe, North America and beyond.

Iran denies involvement, but has threatened to
respond robustly to US sanctions that have fol-
lowed President Donald Trump’s abandonment of
a major 2015 treaty, in which Iran agreed to restrict

nuclear work in return for the lifting of sanctions.
The United States has beefed up its military pres-
ence and is asking allies to help protect the strate-
gic waters off Iran and Yemen. The US Fifth Fleet,
based in Bahrain, says Gulf Arab states have
stepped up patrols.

Captain Jason Burns, commander of the Boxer,
flagship of the Amphibious Ready Group, said it
had left San Diego in May on a Middle East mission
planned a year ago, related to “our usual partner-
ships with our allies in the region”. The group in-
cludes the USS John P Murtha, the USS Harpers
Ferry and the 11th Marine Expeditionary Unit,
which has around 4,500 sailors and Marines.

On the Boxer, officers stand on a viewing
gallery known as Vulture’s Row, using binoculars
to follow a traditional Arab dhow sailing by and
report its movements. In the hangar bay below,
Marines test machine guns. Three hovercraft,
each loaded with three Light Armored Vehicles,
stand ready to launch, with trucks, Humvees and
other gear lined up behind.

Daily training spans the ship’s main roles,
“whether it’s aviation, ground combat or combat
support”, says Brigadier General Matthew
Trollinger, commander of the Fifth Fleet’s Naval
Amphibious Force 51. Burns insists the deploy-
ment is nothing unusual: “We do our standard
presence operations and provide stability to the
region, as the navy has done since World War
Two.” — Reuters 

British defense minister urges Iran to de-escalate Gulf tensions

US Centcom chief vows to 
boost Gulf maritime security

AL KHARJ, Saudi Arabia: US Marine Corps General Kenneth McKenzie Jr (left) and Lieutenant General
Fahd Al-Saud (center) are shown by coalition spokesman Colonel Turki Al-Malki (right) reportedly
Iranian weapons seized by Saudi forces from Yemen’s Houthi rebels yesterday. -— AFP 

This handout picture released by the US Navy on July 14, 2019 shows the amphibious assault ship
USS Boxer (left) and amphibious dock landing ship USS Harpers Ferry (right) conducting a replenish-
ment-at-sea evolution with fast combat support ship USNS Arctic (center) in the Arabian Sea. -—AFP 


