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to live, Trump insisted yesterday that he was just
telling things as they are. “There is nothing wrong with
bringing out the very obvious fact that Congressman
Elijah Cummings has done a very poor job for his dis-
trict and the City of Baltimore,” Trump said, without
providing evidence to support his claim.

Saturday’s diatribe ignited a storm of criticism and
came less than two weeks after the House of
Representatives condemned Trump for “racist” com-
ments targeting four first-term Democratic congress-
women who are from ethnic minorities. Trump’s
remarks on Cummings and the congresswomen are
seen as a calculated but risky appeal, both to the dis-
gruntled white, blue-collar base that helped get him
elected in 2016, and to other whites who haven’t decid-
ed whom to support in next year’s elections.

Many in the country see his remarks as blatantly
racist; coming from anyone else they would certainly
spell political doom. Yet after Trump’s tweets attacking
the four non-white lawmakers known as “the Squad,”
his approval among Republicans rose five points to 72
percent in a Reuters-Ipsos poll. One of the lawmakers,
Rashida Tlaib, charged yesterday that Trump does not
even care about doing things to help the country.
“Look, our president has a hate agenda. He doesn’t
have a policy agenda and that is what he falls down on,”

Tlaib said on CNN.
In an op-ed piece for The Washington Post late

Friday, 148 African Americans who served under former
president Barack Obama pledged their support for the
four lawmakers “as well as all those currently under
attack by President Trump”. Obama, who has rarely
spoken out since leaving office in 2017, retweeted the
piece on Saturday.

Trump’s chief of staff, Mick Mulvaney, argued yes-
terday that Trump’s attack on Cummings is justified
because the latter had criticized Trump - and said
things that were not true, according to Mulvaney - over
his administration’s treatment of undocumented
migrants trying to cross over from Mexico. “I think the
president’s right to raise that it has absolutely zero to
do with race,” Mulvaney told Fox News. 

But leading Democrats laid into Trump over his latest
comments. “The president is, as he usually is, or often
is, disgusting and racist. He makes these charges with
no base at all,” said Congressman Jerry Nadler, chair-
man of the House Judiciary Committee. Nadler said
Trump is trying to divert attention from congressional
probes into Russian election meddling and obstruction
of justice by the president.

Presidential candidate Bernie Sanders reiterated
his assertion that Trump is a racist. “That is a disgrace
and that is why we’re going to defeat this president,”
Sanders told CNN. Sanders also said he does not
believe Trump’s race-based strategy is going to work.
“I think at the end of the day the American people
understand that whether you’re black, white, whether
you’re Latino, Asian American, Native American, we
need an agenda that works for al l  of us,” said
Sanders.  — AFP
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talks in Tehran with Oman’s minister in charge of
foreign affairs, Yusuf bin Alawi. Alawi said the sultanate,
which maintains cordial ties with both Iran and Britain,
was not mediating on the issue. But he said Muscat was
“concerned” about security in the Strait and was “in
contact with all parties”. “Any error or miscalculated
move could hamper navigation in international waters
and harm everyone,” he told state broadcaster Oman
TV after meeting with Rouhani. 

Britain on Thursday ordered its navy to escort UK-
flagged ships through the Strait, where the Stena Impero
was seized by Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps.
But it has so far only received a cool response from the
continent to its proposal for a multi-national escort fleet
that would exclude the United States. France said on
Thursday it was not willing to send extra military assets
to the Gulf, but would share information and coordinate
its currently deployed assets.

The US military has said it is already monitoring the

area and developing a “multinational maritime effort”
dubbed Operation Sentinel to increase surveillance and
security in key Middle East waterways. The 33-km
wide Strait of Hormuz provides the eastern entrance
and exit point into the Gulf and runs between the
United Arab Emirates and Iran.

Iran’s high-seas standoff with Britain comes amid
rising hostilities between the Islamic republic and the
United States. The archenemies have been locked in a
battle of nerves since President Donald Trump with-
drew the US from a landmark 2015 deal aimed at limit-
ing Iran’s nuclear program and began reimposing sanc-
tions. The situation has worsened since the Trump
administration stepped up a campaign of “maximum
pressure” against Iran this year, with drones downed
and tankers mysteriously attacked in Gulf waters.

Rouhani said Washington sparked the crisis when it
pulled out of the 2015 nuclear deal, known by its formal
name, the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action. “The
unfortunate incidents and tensions in the region today
have their roots in the unilateral US withdrawal from
the JCPOA agreement and the delusions of the coun-
try’s administration,” the Iranian president said. “Iran
will strongly stand against any wrongdoing and illegal
activity that would threaten maritime security in the
Persian Gulf, Strait of Hormuz and the Sea of Oman,”
ISNA quoted him as saying. — AFP 
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opposition and the families of fighters are based” - a
move “temporarily delayed” by a September truce deal
between Syria, Russia and Turkey. It’s a “terrifying war
of attrition with civilians, health institutions and other
infrastructure all being targeted,” said Oliver.

The region is now home to about three million people,
most of whom have been displaced from other areas
during Syria’s grueling war, now in its ninth year, which
has so far claimed some 370,000 lives. Launched in late
April, the campaign has yet to secure major regime
gains. But it aims to sap morale and erode support for
those running Idlib, analysts said. The air strikes have
claimed more than 740 lives since late April, according
to the Britain-based Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights. The UN says more than 400,000 people have
been displaced.

Idlib was meant to be protected from any regime
assault by the Sept 2018 buffer zone deal, signed by
Russia and rebel backer Turkey. But the United Nations’
humanitarian coordination office OCHA has documented
39 attacks against health facilities or medical workers in
the area in three months. At least 50 schools have been
damaged by the air strikes and shelling over the same
period, it reported. 

“These are civilian objects, and it seems highly unlike-
ly, given the persistent pattern of such attacks, that they
are all being hit by accident,” UN rights chief Michelle
Bachelet said Friday. She condemned “international
indifference” over a mounting civilian death toll, adding
she was concerned the continued carnage in Syria “is no
longer on the international radar”. “Airstrikes kill and
maim significant numbers of civilians several times a
week, and the response seems to be a collective shrug,”
she said.

Regime air raids have mostly targeted southern Idlib
as well as nearby territory in northern Hama, where
clashes between Syrian government forces and jihadists
have emptied entire villages of their inhabitants. “Russia
is now pushing more concertedly than ever for a com-
plete reintegration of Syria under Assad’s rule,” said
Samuel Ramani, a Syria researcher. Both Damascus and
Moscow are presenting Idlib as the “final battle; the last
terrorist holdout”, seeking to lend legitimacy to the
bombing campaign, Oliver said. Damascus commands
around 60 percent of the country, with the Idlib region
and Kurdish-held territory in Syria’s northeast both
remaining outside its control.

Analysts attribute the regime’s failure to advance
deeper into Idlib to efforts by rebel backer Turkey, which
has deployed forces in northwest Syria in agreement
with Russia and Iran. Ankara’s military assistance to
rebels, including “logistical cooperation through obser-
vation points, as well as direct arms and munitions trans-
fers” is impeding Assad’s progress, Ramani said. 

Moscow wants Turkey to cease such support, but
whether Ankara will compromise is unclear, the expert
said. Instead, “it seems as if Ankara is supporting the
rebels with greater enthusiasm than it has in a long
time,” Ramani added. Turkey, which hosts around 3.5
million Syrians, fears an all-out regime assault on Idlib
will trigger a massive wave of displacement towards its
southern border. Thousands of Syrians have already
streamed into camps and open-air settlements near the
frontier in recent weeks to escape bombardment.

According to Nick Heras of the Center for a New
American Security (CNAS), the destruction of civilian
infrastructure in Idlib will only make the local population
more dependent on Turkish support. Concern over the
flare-up in Idlib will likely take center stage during next
week’s round of Syria peace talks between Russia,
Turkey and Iran in the Kazakh capital. Turkey wants “to
stabilize Idlib so refugees can start returning there,
which means greater Turkish control and influence,”
Heras said. “Moscow can live with increased Turkish
influence in Idlib, for the short term, but Damascus wants
Turkey out of Syria now,” he added. — AFP 
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In Amman, protests have been staged against what
has been dubbed the “deal of the century”.

“It would mean the end of the Palestinian cause and it
would wipe out Jordanian identity, both in one go,” said
Khaled Al-Khrisha, a 65-year-old Jordanian, at a rally
last month outside the US embassy. “Jordan will be the
biggest loser after the Palestinians.” Another demonstra-
tor, 81-year-old Widad Al-Aruri whose family originates
from the West Bank, said the deal “means selling off the
Palestinians and is dangerous for Jordan”. The kingdom
hosts millions of Palestinians who poured into the coun-
try in two waves, after Israel’s creation and following the
1967 Six-Day War, when Israel occupied the West Bank,
east Jerusalem and Gaza.

The largely desert country - which has little resources
and relies heavily on international donors, including $1
billion a year from Washington - is home to 9.5 million
people, more than half of them of Palestinian origin. Two
thirds of them are Jordanian citizens, while the others are
considered refugees who many Jordanians fear will be
settled permanently and given citizenship as well if the
Kushner plan goes through. More than two million
Palestinians in Jordan are UN-registered refugees.

“Jordan is worried because the deal ignores the idea
of an independent Palestinian state,” said Oraib Rintawi

who runs the Al-Quds Centre for Political Studies. As a
result, he said, “this will mean that the sustainability of a
Palestinian nation would be conditioned to it being
linked somehow with Jordan and that will open the
gates of hell for Jordan”. And under pressure, Jordan
would be forced to take in more Palestinians and even-
tually give them Jordanian citizenship. “This is a night-
mare,” he added.

With an unemployment rate of about 18.5 percent,
Jordan, whose stability is seen as vital for the volatile
Middle East, was last year shaken by widespread eco-
nomic protests. In addition to hosting millions of
Palestinians, the country has taken in a mass influx of
refugees from its conflict-riddled neighbors Syria and
Iraq, stretching its cash-strapped economy.

Ahmad Awad, head of the Phoenix Centre for
Economics and Informatics Studies, said: “Forfeiting the
right of return and compensation (for refugees) will be
dangerous for Jordan and the Palestinians”. He noted
that a majority of Jordanians are of Palestinian origin,
and a large number of West Bank residents are
Jordanian citizens. Jordan administered the West Bank,
including east Jerusalem, until the 1967 war. It remains
custodian of Muslim and Christian holy sites in
Jerusalem, whose status is one of the thorniest of the
decades-long Palestinian-Israeli conflict.

“Jordan has no choice but to reject the (US) plan...
and has already rejected it quite firmly (because)... it
would turn Jordan into a Palestinian state,” said analyst
Kirk Sowell of Utica Risk Services. Jordan’s King
Abdullah II has repeatedly ruled out a confederation
with the Palestinians or giving up custodianship of
Jerusalem holy sites, calling them “red lines”. — AFP 
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JERUSALEM: Israel and the United States
have successfully carried out tests of a ballis-
tic missile interceptor that Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu said yesterday provides
protection against potential threats from Iran.
The tests of the Arrow-3 system were carried
out in the US state of Alaska and it success-
fully intercepted targets above the atmos-
phere, Israel’s defense ministry said in a
statement. “The flight tests were conducted

in Alaska in order to test capabilities that may
not be tested in Israel,” the statement said.

Netanyahu said “today Israel has the
ability to act against ballistic missiles that
could be launched against us from Iran or
anywhere else”. “This is a great achieve-
ment for the security of Israel,” he added.
US ambassador to Israel David Friedman
joined Netanyahu at a cabinet meeting in
Jerusalem yesterday to watch video

footage of the tests. In January, Israel said
it also carried out a successful test with the
United States of the Arrow-3 in Israel. A
series of tests were also conducted before
the missiles being deployed in 2017 to
Israeli airbases.

Officials said that the one deployed was
an older version and the upgraded system
will provide more advanced protection. The
Arrow system, partly financed by the United

States, was developed and produced by
Israeli Aerospace Industries in partnership
with Boeing. Arrow-3 is intended to serve as
Israel’s highest-altitude missile interception
system. Systems for intercepting incoming
missiles at lower altitudes also exist.

Since 2015, Israel’s main enemy Iran has
continued developing and testing ballistic
missiles which it says are for defensive pur-
poses only. Israel has the most powerful mil-

itary in the Middle East and is widely con-
sidered to be its sole nuclear-armed power,
though it has never acknowledged the capa-
bility. The tests come with tensions high
between the United States and Iran. Those
tensions followed Washington’s sanctions
against Tehran after US President Donald
Trump’s withdrawal from a nuclear deal
between the Islamic republic and world
powers. —AFP 
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A man tries to catch locusts while standing on a rooftop as they swarm over the Houthi rebel-held Yemeni capital Sanaa yesterday. — AFP 


