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WASHINGTON: The US House voted Wednes-
day to block $8.1 billion in arms sales to Saudi Ara-
bia and other allies, a rebuke of Donald Trump that
will likely lead to a veto by the president. Lawmak-
ers, many of whom are outraged with the kingdom
over Riyadh’s role in the murder of Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi last year, approved three reso-
lutions that would prevent the controversial sales
announced under emergency measures earlier this
year by Trump.

The resolutions blocking the sales have al-
ready cleared the US Senate, and now go to the
White House, where Trump is expected to issue
the third veto of his presidency. While the House
blocked the sales with a comfortable majority, it
was about 50 votes shy of the two-thirds needed
to override Trump’s veto. Trump is seeking 22
separate sales of aircraft support maintenance,
precision-guided munitions and other weapons
and equipment to Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates and Jordan at a moment of heightened
tensions in the Middle East.

Critics say the arms sales would aggravate the
devastating war in Yemen, where Saudi Arabia is
leading a US-backed coalition in a battle against
the Iranian-supported Huthi rebels, and which the
UN said has triggered the world’s worst humani-
tarian crisis. “When we see what’s going on in
Yemen, it’s so important for the United States to
take a stand,” House of Representatives Foreign
Affairs Committee chairman Eliot Engel said on
the House floor.

The veteran Democrat concurred that the

threats from the Iranian-backed Huthis were real,
“but that doesn’t mean we should just look the
other way in the face of violence and the slaughter
of civilians.” Trump’s administration took the ex-
traordinary step of bypassing Congress to ap-
prove the sale in May, as his administration
declared Iran to be a “fundamental threat” to the
stability of the Middle East.

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo had said the
administration was responding to an emergency
caused by Saudi Arabia’s arch-foe Iran. But law-
makers including some Senate Republicans said
there were no legitimate grounds to circumvent
Congress, which has the right to disapprove
arms sales.

Signal to Saudi Arabia
Last month Senator Lindsey Graham delivered

a stinging rebuke of the arms sales and Riyadh,
saying he hoped the vote would “send a signal to
Saudi Arabia that if you act the way you’re acting,
there is no space for a strategic relationship.” The
senator was referring to last year’s brutal murder
of Khashoggi in Turkey at the hands of Saudi
agents, an incident that triggered a full-blown cri-
sis in Riyadh’s relations with the West.

But Michael McCaul, the top Republican on
the House Foreign Affairs Committee, criticized
the resolutions as “dangerous” at a time Iran is
expanding its reach. “Iran is stretching its tenta-
cles of terror across the Middle East,” he said in
a statement. “If we allow them to succeed, ter-
rorism will flourish, instability will reign, and the

security of our allies, like Israel, will be threat-
ened,” he added.

In a move that would bolster its support for
Riyadh and serve as a show of force to Iran, the
Trump administration plans to send 500 troops to
Saudi Arabia, CNN reported late Wednesday. The

troops will go to the Prince Sultan Air Base, east
of Riyadh, CNN reported, citing two officials at
the Defense Department.  The move comes after
the US announced in May that it was deploying
1,500 additional troops to the Middle East to
counter “credible threats” from Iran. —AFP
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AWASA: A young man rides a motorcycle along a parkway as young people of the Sidama ethnic group, the
largest in southern Ethiopia, celebrate at Hawassa city over plans by local elders to declare the establishment
of a breakaway region for the Sidama later this week, in Awasa. —AFP

Six Nigerian 
soldiers killed 
in ambush
KANO: Six soldiers have been killed in an am-
bush by jihadists in northeast Nigeria’s Borno
state, two military sources said yesterday. Heav-
ily-armed fighters from the Islamic State West
Africa Province (ISWAP) group opened fire on
a patrol vehicle Wednesday near Jakana, 30
kilometers from the state capital Maiduguri,
killing all the soldiers on board. “We lost all six
soldiers in the ambush, including a colonel,” said
the first of two military sources, who both spoke
on condition of anonymity. 

The soldiers were on their way to Maiduguri
from Damaturu, the capital of neighboring Yobe
state, when the jihadists attacked them around
1620 GMT, said the source. “The gun truck the
soldiers were driving in was destroyed,” the sec-
ond source said. Following the ambush the ji-
hadists attacked a military base just outside
Jakana in seven trucks fitted with machine guns,
engaging troops in an hour-long battle, the
sources said.

The attack was repelled by soldiers at the
base, with ISWAP fighters abandoning weapons
and one vehicle as they fled.  The attacks came
hours after a military chief in the northeast
warned terrorists in the region to disarm or be
destroyed. Major-General Abdulmalik Bulama
Biu told reporters in Maiduguri that the jihadists
should lay down their arms “or prepare for a
fierce encounter with me”.

The army have not officially confirmed the
attacks. The 120-km Maiduguri-Damaturu road
has seen repeated attacks, on military bases and
markets in villages like Jakana, committed by
ISWAP and Boko Haram fighters-the two ji-
hadist factions operating in the region. In De-
cember last year at least 13 soldiers were killed
in an ISWAP ambush near Kareto village along
the highway. The jihadists have also carried out
several attacks on motorists on the highway,
killing passengers and burning vehicles.

After nearly a decade, the insurgency in
northeast Nigeria rages on, spilling into neigh-
boring Niger, Chad and Cameroon.   More than
27,000 people have been killed and some two
million forced to flee their homes. Complicating
the conflict further was a split within Boko
Haram in 2016, which saw the breaking away of
ISWAP, a group that has sworn allegiance to IS
leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi.—AFP

Protests as
Ethiopian ethnic
group seeks 
breakaway region
ADDIS ABABA: Protesters set tires alight and
lobbed stones at security forces yesterday in the
Ethiopian city of Hawassa, where residents are
demanding the creation of their own federal state.
The Sidama ethnic group, the largest in the
southern region, has been agitating for their own
semi-autonomous state, and expectations were
high they would declare their own region unilat-
erally yesterday. While one prominent party ear-
lier said it had agreed to delay the formation of
the state, not everyone appeared happy with this
decision. 

An activist for the cause, Mate Mengesha, said
security forces had blocked a planned meeting of
Sidama elders and youth activists in the morning,
where it was hoped officials would declare the
formation of the new region. However the officials
never showed, and the activists threw stones at
security forces blocking them from the site. “The
expectation was today is July 18 and on July 18
they want to have a declaration,” he told AFP.
“The meeting didn’t happen.” 

Elsewhere protesters set tires on fire, and
blocked off roads, while several residents re-

ported that mobile internet was down in the city.
“There are some fires around the outskirts of the
city. Tyre fires in the road and so on. Most of
them are on the outskirts,” said Dr. Abel Gedefaw,
director of the College of Medicine and Health
Sciences at Hawassa University. “Everybody is
not allowed to go out. There are a lot of security
forces and nobody is allowed to move.” He said
the university’s medical facilities had not received
reports of casualties as of early afternoon. 

Not happy
The Sidama issue is the latest headache for

Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed, who is determined
to reform the nation after decades of iron-fisted
rule, but is facing ethnic violence in the diverse
country that has displaced more than two million
people. Analysts warn the issue could inflame
Ethiopia’s political crisis and lead to bloodshed.
At present, Ethiopia is partitioned into nine semi-
autonomous regions. The constitution requires
the government to organize a referendum for any
ethnic group that wants to form a new entity
within a year of them requesting it.

The Sidama have agitated for years to leave
the diverse Southern Nations, Nationalities, and
Peoples’ Region of which they are a part, and
create their own state. The group said the dead-
line for the referendum was yesterday. However
Ethiopia’s election board said this week it would
hold a referendum before the end of the year. It
said it had not received the referendum request
until November 2018, meaning it still had several
months to hold the vote. —AFP


