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Raveesh Kumar, spokesman for India’s foreign min-
istry, told AFP that 18 of its nationals were on the ship
and said New Delhi was “in touch with the government
of Iran to secure (their) early release and repatriation”.
“(Philippine) Ambassador to Iran Fred Santos is con-
tacting Iranian authorities to seek assurance that the
Filipino seafarer is safe and will be released soon,” it
said, adding the unidentified crewmember’s family has
been notified.

In Riga, the Latvian foreign ministry said it was
“doing everything we can to make our citizen free”. It
said Foreign Minister Edgars Rinkevics was in touch
with EU foreign policy chief Federica Mogherini and
British Foreign Secretary Hunt “to ensure close coordi-
nation in our attempts to make free our fellow people”.

The fishermen had issued a distress call after the
collision and contacted the port authority when they
“didn’t receive any response”, said Afifipoor, quoted by
Fars news agency. The Stena Impero’s owner said it was
in “international waters” when it was “attacked by
unidentified small crafts and a helicopter”. Hunt warned
that “if this situation is not resolved quickly there will
be serious consequences”. But he told Sky News that
“we’re not looking at military options, we are looking at
a diplomatic way to resolve the situation.”

The incident came as Trump and American officials
insisted, despite denials from Tehran, that the US mili-
tary had downed an Iranian drone alleged to have been
threatening amphibious assault ship USS Boxer. The
Revolutionary Guard released footage it said disproved
the US claims. The seven-minute video, apparently shot
from high altitude, shows a convoy of ships the Guards
said they were tracking as they passed through the
strait. The vessels could not be immediately identified,
although one resembles the Boxer.

Trump, speaking to reporters in the Oval Office,
warned Iran against doing anything “foolish”, saying it
would pay a heavy price if it did so. “No doubt about it,
no - we shot it down,” Trump said at a White House
event honoring the Apollo 11 astronauts. Trump’s
National Security Advisor John Bolton added: “There is
no question that this was an Iranian drone.”

The president was asked if he was concerned about
the potential for a clash with Iran. “Not at all,” he said.
“We have the greatest ships, the most deadly ships, we
don’t want to have to use them, but they’re the most
deadly ships ever conceived. And we hope for their sake
they don’t do anything foolish. If they do, they will pay a
price like nobody’s ever paid a price,” Trump said.

“All of (Iran’s) drones... have safely returned to their
bases,” said armed forces spokesman Brigadier General
Abolfazl Shekarchi. “There have been no reports of a
confrontation with the American USS Boxer,” he said,
quoted by Tasnim news agency. Iran’s deputy foreign
minister Abbas Araghchi tweeted that the USS Boxer
may have shot down a US drone by mistake. 

As tensions soared, Iran’s archrival Saudi Arabia said
it would once again host US troops to boost regional
security. The Pentagon said the deployment “ensures
our ability to defend our forces and interests in the
region from emergent, credible threats”. The US mili-
tary also said its patrol aircraft were monitoring the
Strait, and announced a “multinational maritime effort”
to ensure freedom of navigation in key waterways.

“Based on mutual cooperation between Saudi Arabia
and the United States of America, and their desire to
enhance everything that could preserve the security of
the region and its stability... King Salman gave his
approval to host American forces,” a ministry
spokesman was quoted by Saudi state news agency
SPA as saying. A US official, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said the deployment would include about
500 US military personnel in Saudi Arabia, and is part
of a boost in the number of US troops in the Middle
East that the Pentagon announced last month.

Saudi Arabia has not hosted US forces since 2003
when they withdrew following the end of the war with
Iraq. The US presence in Saudi Arabia lasted 12 years,
starting with Operation Desert Storm in 1991, when
Iraq invaded Kuwait. As many as 200 US aircraft were
stationed at the Prince Sultan air base situated around
80 km south of the capital at the peak of the Iraq war,
and as many as 2,700 missions a day were handled by
the headquarters in Saudi Arabia. 

Separately, Saudi Arabia said yesterday it had sent a
crewmember of an Iranian ship who was previously
evacuated for medical reasons from a vessel off the
Yemeni port of Hodeida, to Oman. Saudi Arabia in June
said it had evacuated a crewmember for medical rea-
sons from a “suspect” Iranian ship northwest of
Hodeida after receiving a request for help from Tehran.
The Iranian had now been sent to Oman at Tehran’s
request after receiving the necessary medical treatment
in Saudi Arabia, a source in Saudi Arabia’s foreign min-
istry was quoted as saying by state news agency SPA.

“The ministry received a request from the Iranian
foreign ministry through the Swiss embassy in Riyadh
to transfer (the crew member) to the Sultanate of Oman
after his health improved,” the Saudi foreign ministry
source was quoted as saying by SPA. Oman traditional-
ly seeks to play a conciliatory role in the turbulent
region. The crew member had been airlifted from the
Iranian vessel Savis to a military hospital in the Saudi
city of Jizan, which borders Yemen, after being serious-
ly injured on board the ship. —  Agencies 
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is a necessary first step to test out key technologies,
including life support systems, that will be required for
Mars. On Friday, Trump upbraided NASA administrator
Jim Bridenstine during a televised event from the Oval
Office, chastising him for sometimes voting against him
when he was a congressman, and then pitting him
against the two surviving Apollo 11 crew members,
Collins and Aldrin. Armstrong passed away in 2012.

The White House issued a statement yesterday,

announcing it was “committed to reestablishing our
Nation’s dominance and leadership in space for cen-
turies to come. “Sustained exploration that extends from
our Earth to the Moon and on to the Martian surface
will usher in a new era of American ingenuity, drawing
untold individuals into the fields of science, technology,
engineering, mathematics, and defense.”

But Trump is not the first president to make promises:
30 years ago today, in 1989, the late president George
HW Bush pledged to create a permanent base on the
Moon and then send a crewed mission to Mars. His son,
former president George W Bush vowed the same in
2004 - but their ambitions came up short against budg-
etary realities. The future of Artemis rests therefore on
the willingness of Congress to increase substantially
NASA’s current budget of $21 billion - and possibly on
the outcome of the 2020 presidential election.  — AFP 

Humanity’s first 
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PRIJEDOR, Bosnia and Herzegovina: Hundreds of peo-
ple gathered yesterday for the funeral of 86 Muslim vic-
tims of a massacre committed in Prijedor by Bosnian Serb
forces at the beginning of the 1990s Bosnian war. The
remains of the victims, mostly male and many teenagers,
were found in 2017 in a mass grave at Koricanske Stijene,
a mountain region of central Bosnia. The remains were
found at the bottom of a cliff, in a natural pit, and were
covered by an enormous amount of stones.

The victims were part of a group of more than 200
civilians, notably Bosnian Muslims, but also several
Catholic Croats, previously held in a detention camp at
Trnopolje, in the region of Prijedor. On Aug 21, 1992,
they were loaded onto buses, officially for a prisoner
exchange. But when the convoy arrived at Koricanske
Stijene they were offloaded, lined up on the edge of the
cliff and executed, according to several verdicts by
local courts against members of the Bosnian Serb
forces. It was one of the most horrible episodes of the

1992-1995 inter-ethnic war in Bosnia that claimed some
100,000 lives.

Medina Garibovic, 29, who lives in Switzerland,
came to bury her father Sefik, who was 35 when he
died. “We separated from each other in May 1992 at the
train station in Trnopolje (a village near Prijedor),” she
told AFP. “My mother, my sister and I first left to
Slovenia. He was supposed to join us a week later. But
he was taken to the camp in Trnopolje and we never
saw each other again,” she told AFP.

Garibovic’s remains, like those of Himzo Mrkalj, were
unearthed found during the 2017 exhumations. “In the
first exhumation we found a bone and two teeth of my
husband. Now, we found more remains and we have
decided to bury him,” said his widow, 71-year old
Nasima Mrkalj. “On one hand, I am satisfied, but pain is
stronger than that satisfaction,” the woman, who lives in
Denmark, added.

To date, 181 victim of the massacre at Koricanske
Stijene have been found and identified, including 176
Bosnian Muslims and five Croats, according to Mujo
Begic, an official from the Bosnian Institute for Missing
Persons. After taking control in the northwestern region
of Prijedor in April 1992, Serb forces killed some 3,200
people, including 250 women and a hundred children,
according to victims’ associations. Some 650 people
are still unaccounted for. —  AFP 

86 Bosnians 
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PRIJEDOR, Bosnia: Bosnian Muslims, survivors of massacre in this Bosnian town in 1992, pray near caskets of
their relatives as they are prepared for burial yesterday. — AFP 

An Indonesian forest and land fire task force officer tries to douse a fire at a palm oil plantation in Pekanbaru in Riau province yesterday. — AFP 

BAIKONUR, Kazakhstan: US, Italian and Russian
astronauts blasted into space yesterday, headed for the
International Space Station, in a launch coinciding with
the 50th anniversary of the Apollo 11 Moon landing.
Alexander Skvortsov of the Russian space agency
Roscosmos, NASA’s Andrew Morgan and Luca Parmitano
of the European Space Agency set off on a six-hour jour-
ney to the orbiting science lab from the Baikonur
Cosmodrome in Kazakhstan at 1628 GMT.

A statement published on the Roscosmos website after
the Soyuz MS-13 spacecraft entered space stated that “all
stages of the flight proceeded according to plan”. A NASA
TV commentator hailed a “textbook launch” amid “swel-
tering” weather at Baikonur, where daytime temperatures
reached 43 degrees Celsius yesterday. The blast coincides
with the date that NASA’s Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin
landed on the Moon in 1969, marking a defining moment in
the so-called “space race” with the Soviet Union. 

Of the trio launching from the Kazakh steppe, only 53-
year-old Skvortsov had been born at the time of the
Moon landing. A veteran of two ISS missions, Skvortsov is
the flight commander for the six-hour journey from
Baikonur to the ISS. Morgan, 43, is flying for the first time. 

“The absolute hardest part: saying good-bye and
watching them walk away,” wrote the father-of-four in a
tweet yesterday featuring a picture of his wife and chil-
dren. Parmitano’s only previous stint at the ISS lasted 166
days and saw him become the first Italian to carry out a
spacewalk.  “L-2 h 30 min: One more look at my planet...
it’s time to climb aboard our rocket. Next stop
@Space_Station,” the Italian tweeted. Skvortsov, Morgan
and Parmitano all come from military backgrounds and
posed together in uniform in the build up to the launch. 

Speaking during a pre-launch press-conference on

Friday Skvortsov joked that “two colonels will be taking
orders from a colonel” when Parmitano becomes com-
mander of the space station mid-way through his mission
- a reference to the military rank the three share. The trio
will be welcomed into the ISS by Nick Hague and
Christina Koch of NASA and Alexey Ovchinin of the
Russian space agency Roscosmos after docking which is
expected at around 2250 GMT.

Ahead of the launch, 42-year-old Parmitano said the
crew were “lucky and privileged” to have their launch
coincide with the Apollo 11 date, and indicated that they
were wearing badges honouring the anniversary. Morgan
paid tribute to the Apollo 11 landing as a “victory for all of
mankind” but ducked a question on whether Russian cos-
monauts would ever reach the Moon - the Soviet Union
only ever sent unmanned missions there. NASA was “even
more capable” of accomplishing great things when it did
so “as part of an international cooperation,” Morgan said. 

Five decades after the 1969 moon landing, Russia and
the West are still competing in space, even if the emphasis
is on cooperation at the ISS. NASA no longer operates
manned flights to the ISS leaving it wholly dependent on
Roscosmos’ Soyuz program. But in recent times private
companies like SpaceX and Boeing have bid to end the
Russian monopoly on manned launches to the ISS, win-
ning multi-billion contracts with NASA. 

US President Donald Trump, meanwhile, has set an
ambitious deadline to return astronauts to the Moon by
2024. The project - named Artemis - would be the first
attempt to send humans to the lunar surface since the last
Apollo landing in 1972. Some experts doubt if the dead-
line is realistic, given budgetary constraints and delays in
developing the next-generation rockets and equipment
needed for the journey. — AFP
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