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News in brief

Blast kills 4 Pakistan soldiers 

ISLAMABAD: Four Pakistani soldiers have been
killed by an improvised explosive device in a
tribal region along the Afghan border, Prime
Minister Imran Khan said yesterday. “Deeply
saddened to learn of the shahadat of 3 officers &
1 soldier from a terrorist-planted IED blast in
Kharkamar, N.Waziristan,” Khan said on his
Twitter account. He gave no more details but
Dawn, Pakistan’s biggest English-language news-
paper, cited the military’s media wing as saying
four other soldiers were wounded when the blast
targeted a military vehicle in North Waziristan on
Friday. The report did not say who was behind
the bombing. Violence in Pakistan has declined in
recent years following a series of military opera-
tions along the northwestern border with
Afghanistan, but militant groups are still able to
carry out deadly attacks. — AFP 

Bhutan gays celebrate 

THIMPU: Bhutan’s LGBT community celebrated
yesterday after the tiny Himalayan kingdom’s par-
liament became the world’s latest to decriminalize
homosexuality. The lower house overwhelmingly
voted late Friday to repeal two sections of the
2004 criminal code which made “unnatural sex”
illegal. “A lot of us cried,” said Tashi Tsheten of
Rainbow Bhutan that represents the country’s les-
bian, gay, bisexual and transgender community.
“We are a small and marginalized community and
when our rights are discussed in parliament, it
makes us extremely happy,” Tashi said. The law
had never been used, but Finance Minister
Namgay Tshering, who submitted the recommen-
dation to repeal sections 213 and 214 of the penal
code, said they had become “a stain” on the coun-
try’s reputation. — AFP

Four Islamists killed in Sinai

CAIRO: Egyptian security forces killed four sus-
pected jihadists in restive North Sinai allegedly
involved in a deadly attack this week on a police
checkpoint, the interior ministry said yesterday. It
said the suspects were killed in a shootout as
security forces raided a building used as a hideout
in the town of El-Arish, and three assault rifles and
a explosive vest were seized. Since Wednesday’s
attack claimed by the Islamic State group on a
checkpoint, southwest of El-Arish, the capital of
North Sinai, in which eight policemen died, opera-
tions by security forces have killed a total of 26
“terrorists”, according to the ministry. The hotspot
of North Sinai in eastern Egypt has long been a
centre of insurgents affiliated with IS. — AFP 

Turkey says 43 Kurdish militants 
‘neutralized’ in northern Iraq 

ISTANBUL: Turkey’s Defense Ministry said yesterday a
total of 43 members of the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK) had been “neutralized” as part of an operation
Ankara launched in northern Iraq 13 days ago. The Turkish
military launched what it dubbed “Operation Claw” in
northern Iraq’s Hakurk region on June 27 with artillery and
air strikes followed by operations by commando brigades.

The PKK militant group is based in northern Iraq,
notably in the Qandil region to the south of Hakurk.
Ankara said the operation aimed to destroy shelters and
caves used by the PKK and “neutralize” its members - a
term it commonly uses to refer to deaths, but also to those
wounded or captured. “43 PKK terrorists have been neu-
tralized as part of Operation Claw, which has continued
successfully for 13 days in the Hakurk region of northern
Iraq,” the ministry said in a statement yesterday.

It said 53 mines and improvised explosive devices had
been destroyed and 74 caves and shelters used by the
PKK made unusable, adding that it had also seized
weapons and ammunition belonging to the militants.
Defense Minister Hulusi Akar has said the operation would
continue in the region until “the last terrorist is neutral-
ized”. The PKK insurgency in mainly Kurdish southeast
Turkey began in 1984 and more than 40,000 people have
been killed in the conflict. It is designated a terrorist group
by Ankara, the European Union and United States.

Turkey’s pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party
(HDP), the third largest in parliament, has said such oper-
ations create crises and that tens of similar operations in
the past have not produced a solution. Separately, two
PKK members, one of whom was on Turkey’s wanted list,

were “neutralized” in Turkey’s southeastern Diyarbakir
province, as well as five others in the eastern Tunceli
province, the Interior Ministry said. Another PKK member
was arrested in Diyarbakir at a traffic checkpoint, the
local gendarmerie said. 

Russian missile deal
In another development, United States on Friday gave

Turkey until the end of July to abandon its purchase of a
major Russian missile defense system, which Washington
considers incompatible with Ankara’s participation in the
F-35 fighter jet program. If by July 31 Turkey does not
renounce the S-400 system, Turkish pilots training in the
United States on the F-35 will be expelled, and agree-
ments with Turkish firms subcontracted for manufacturing
the F-35 stealth warplane will be cancelled, Ellen Lord,
undersecretary of defense for acquisition and sustainment,
told reporters.  Lord said the deadline “will allow sufficient

time for Turkish personnel associated with the F-35 pro-
gram to be reassigned and depart the United States... to
facilitate an orderly cessation of Turkish participation.”
She justified the US ultimatum by the fact that Turkey, a
NATO ally of the United States, had already sent its per-
sonnel to Russia to start training with the S-400. 

On Tuesday, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said his country was “determined” to proceed with the
Russia deal. US officials have said they expected Turkey to
opt for the American Patriot air defense system instead,
arguing that would allow the F-35 program to continue.
Turkey plans to buy 100 US F-35s and its defense indus-
try has invested significantly in the warplanes’ production.

Erdogan said he told the US that Ankara would take
steps to buy Patriots only if Washington’s conditions of
delivery were as positive as Moscow’s. “But unfortunately
we haven’t received a positive proposal from the American
side on the subject of Patriots like the S-400s from
Russia,” he said. Acting US Defense Secretary Patrick
Shanahan said he had sent a letter to his Turkish counter-
part Hulusi Akar informing him of Washington’s decision.
The US offer for the Patriots was “very competitive,”
Shanahan told reporters.

Turkey can ‘change course’ 
The F-35s are designed to operate in sync and in real-

time with NATO’s military systems, including anti-missile
defenses, raising US fears that Russia could fine-tune the
S-400’s capacities against the Western alliance through
information gleaned in Turkey. The United States in June
2018 “delivered” four of the F-35s to Turkey but kept the

planes in the United States, officially to train the Turkish
pilots. If Turkey does not renounce the deal with Russia by
July 31, Turkish companies - which make 937 different
parts of the F-35 - will be granted no further subcontracts
with their roles reassigned to other firms, Lord said. Of the
components, around 400 are made only in Turkey, notably
landing gear parts and titanium rotor blades. Aeronautics
giant Lockheed Martin and engine maker Pratt & Whitney
have already started to seek new suppliers, although
Turkish companies will be able to finish orders that were
already in the works, Lord said.

She said that Turkey’s participation would be fin-
ished by early 2020. “Turkey still has the option to
change course,” she said. “If Turkey does not accept
delivery of the S-400, we will enable Turkey to return
to normal,” she said. Launched in the 1990s, the F-35 is
the most expensive program in the history of the US
military. The Pentagon estimates its cost at $400 bil-
lion, with a goal of manufacturing nearly 2,500 planes
in the decades to come.

Tensions have been on the rise in recent years between
the United States and Turkey as Erdogan increasingly
seeks a major role in the Islamic world. Turkey has
pressed President Donald Trump to remove US troops
from Syria but the United States has worried over the fate
of US-allied Kurdish fighters, who are linked by Erdogan
to separatists at home. Removing one impediment to ties,
Turkey last week freed a NASA scientist with dual citi-
zenship, the second American released after being round-
ed up in Erdogan’s sweeping crackdown following a failed
2016 coup. — Agencies 
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Why is Japan’s
Abe going to
Iran? What can
he accomplish?
TOKYO: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe is due to visit Iran next week in an
apparent mediation mission to ease tension
between Iran and the United States.
Following are some of the reasons for Abe’s
June 12-14 trip, and what it might accomplish.

Why is Abe going to Iran?
Japan is in a unique position as a US ally

because it has long maintained close ties
with Iran, making Abe an ideal mediator. US-
Iran ties have frayed since President Donald
Trump pulled out of an Iran nuclear deal in
which it agreed to curb its nuclear program
in return for the lifting of sanctions. The
United States has also hinted at military
confrontation, sending extra forces to the
region to counter what it describes as
Iranian threats. During a visit to Japan last
month, Trump welcomed Abe’s help in deal-
ing with Iran, highlighting the “very good
relationship” between Tokyo and Tehran. “I
do believe that Iran would like to talk,”
Trump said at the time. “And if they’d like to
talk, we’d like to talk also.” For its part, Japan
is keen to see stability in the Middle East as
the bulk of its oil imports come from the
region, although it stopped buying Iranian
oil this year because of U.S. sanctions.

What can Abe achieve?
The most Abe could probably achieve

would be to persuade Iran and the United
States to resume direct talks, possibly in a
third country. Both sides may be seeking a
face-saving way out of the confrontation,
experts say. Abe could, for example, invite
Iranian President Hassan Rouhani to a G20
summit that Japan is hosting at the end of
June, said Momoyo Kondo, a research fel-
low at the Middle East Institute of Japan.

If that is not possible, Abe could relay a
message from Iran to the United States,
perhaps at the G20 summit, said Motohiro
Ono, an opposition lawmaker and former
diplomat who served in various Middle
Eastern countries. Japan is not a party to
the Iran nuclear agreement, which was
signed by Iran, Russia, China, Britain,
France, Germany and the United States, so
he would not be able to directly address
that. Japan won Russia’s endorsement to try
to ease tension with Iran when Japanese
and Russian foreign and defense ministers
held four-way talks in Tokyo last week.

History of Japan-Iran ties
Japan has had a generally positive rela-

tionship with Iran going back about 70
years, mostly revolving around oil. In the
1950s, Japanese refiner Idemitsu broke a
British oil embargo of Iran and sent a
tanker to get a shipload of gasoline and
diesel oil. Thirty years later, during the
Iran-Iraq war, Abe’s father, then Foreign
Minister Shintaro Abe, visited both coun-
tries to try to mediate. A young Shinzo Abe
joined him as his secretary.

“Japan has been seen in the Middle East
as a country that links the United States
with the rest of the world,” said Kondo.
Broadly speaking, Japan has maintained
neutral ties with many Middle Eastern
countries because it relies on them for oil.
“Japan’s focus on commercial and diplomat-

ic relations in the region, rather than military
deployments, may also mean Tehran per-
ceives it to be more neutral than other US
allies,” said Richard Mallinson, a senior ana-
lyst at Energy Aspects in London.

Is Iran a big source of oil?
Iran has been a major supplier of crude

to Japan, providing 10-15 percent before
2012, when US sanctions began to tighten.
That stil l  lagged imports from Saudi
Arabia, however, long Japan’s main suppli-
er. Japan has at times been caught in the
political crossfire between Iran and the
United States, with Japan invariably falling
into line with its old ally.

In 2004, Japan’s Inpex agreed to take a
75% stake in Iran’s Azadegan oil field,
one of the world’s biggest oil discoveries

in the last 30 years. But under US pres-
sure, Inpex reduced the stake to 10 per-
cent in 2006, and then exited completely
in 2010. Japan stopped importing Iranian
oil by a deadline to avoid US sanctions
last month - although it has pushed for
imports to continue. Japan wants to keep
open the option of Iranian oil to protect it
from possible disruptions in Saudi
Arabian or UAE supplies, a US diplomat
told Reuters recently.

There is not a lot of downside for Abe.
Even if he is not able to achieve a break-
through, he will be seen as an international
statesman seeking peace. A successful trip
would make him look good ahead of an
upper house election this summer, and
might encourage him to call a snap general
election at the same time. — Reuters

TEHRAN: Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei leads prayer at the Imam Khomeini
Mausoleum in Tehran. — AFP 

Indian MP accused 
of mosque bombing 
appears in court
MUMBAI: A firebrand Hindu nationalist nun accused of
participating in the deadly bombing of a mosque appeared
in court Friday, two weeks after she won a parliamentary
seat in India’s election. Sadhvi Pragya Thakur is being
tried on terrorism and criminal conspiracy charges over
the 2008 attack in western India that killed six people and
injured more than 100 others.

The MP for Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) appeared before a special terror
offences court in Mumbai, her first appearance since
charges were laid last October. Thakur, 49, had been
instructed by the judge to attend at least one hearing per
week. The court granted her an exemption on Thursday

due to ill health. Police say her motorbike was used to car-
ry the explosives used in the attack in Malegaon, and that
she took part in a key planning meeting before it was

staged. Thakur spent nine years in detention as India’s
notoriously slow legal system dragged before she was
bailed in 2017. She won an emphatic victory in India’s
mammoth general election, taking 62 percent of the vote
for a seat in the central industrial city of Bhopal. 

Indian election rules allow anyone to stand for office as
long as they have not been convicted of a crime. Thakur
only joined the BJP in April and the party stunned many
when it named her as a parliamentary candidate the next
month. She courted controversy throughout the campaign,
telling journalists that the radical Hindu assassin of Indian
independence hero Mahatma Gandhi was a “patriot”-
earning her a rebuke from Modi.

Thakur also raised eyebrows for claiming that drinking
cow urine had helped cure her cancer and extolling the
benefits of drinking a concoction of milk, butter and cow
dung. The opposition Congress party, which was trounced
in the election, have denounced her as symbolic of the rise
of extreme Hindu nationalism in India under Modi. The BJP
has regularly jumped to her defense. Party president Amit
Shah, now India’s home affairs minister, has called the ter-
rorism charges against her “fake”. — AFP 

MUMBAI: Indian BJP MP Pragya Thakur arrives to appear in
the special court on Friday. — AFP 

Sri Lanka president 
sacks intelligence 
chief over attacks 
COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s president has sacked the national
intelligence chief and will not cooperate with a parliamen-
tary investigation into security lapses before the Easter
suicide bombings, officials said yesterday. Maithripala
Sirisena summoned an emergency cabinet meeting on
Friday night to oppose a parliamentary select committee
probe into the April 21 attacks that killed 258 people,
including 45 foreigners, and wounded nearly 500. Chief of
National Intelligence Sisira Mendis was sacked after testi-
fying to the inquiry last week that the attacks could have
been averted.

He also said the president had failed to hold regular
security meetings to assess the threat from Islamic radicals
who carried out the bombings on three hotels and three
churches.  Sirisena’s office did not give a reason for the
sacking. Halfway through the testimony, the live telecast of
the proceedings was stopped on the president’s orders,
official sources said. A ministerial source told AFP Sirisena

has refused to allow any police, military or intelligence
personnel to testify before the committee.

The source added that the heated cabinet meeting end-
ed “inconclusively” without taking a decision on whether
to suspend the parliament probe. Sirisena’s office did not
comment on the meeting, but said the president had told
senior police officers on Friday that he will not allow any
serving officer to testify. Sirisena’s defense secretary and
police chief have suggested that the president, who is also
defense minister, did not follow proper protocols in deal-
ing with intelligence warnings about the Easter Sunday
bombings. Sirisena has repeatedly denied he was aware of
an impending threat. A local jihadist organization and the
Islamic State group claimed responsibility for the attacks.
The country has been under a state of emergency since
the bombings. Sirisena said last week that he met with the
national police chief and his top brass 13 days before the
attacks but no officer raised warnings passed on by India
and based on information from a detained jihadist.

The crisis erupted ahead of a visit to Sri Lanka by
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi yesterday. The
Indian premier is to make a brief stopover in Colombo on
his return from an official visit to the Maldives. The Sri
Lankan government has admitted there were intelligence
failures before the attacks. Sirisena suspended police chief
Pujith Jayasundara and dismissed his top defense official
Hemasiri Fernando after the bombings. — AFP COLOMBO: Sri Lankan Muslim women search devotees at the entrance of the Grand Mosque in Colombo. — AFP 


