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DUBAI: Amid an intensifying war of
words following dual tanker attacks in
the Gulf, Iran is not seeking open con-
flict with the United States but is send-
ing a warning to Washington, analysts
say. Tensions around the Gulf shipping
channel, vital to the transportation of
crude, soared after two tankers came
under attack early Thursday, with the
US quickly blaming Iran for the inci-
dents . “(Iranian supreme leader
Ayatol lah Al i )  Khamenei  and the
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps are
rational actors — despite how some
portray them — and they will not want,
unduly, to invite Iran’s annihilation,”
said Middle East analyst and author
Neil Partrick.

“However, as ever the danger of
escalation through accident, design, or

both, remains ,”  he said . “The ski l l
involved in  yesterday’s  oi l  tanker
attacks suggests that this is something
more sophisticated than, for example,
the Iranian-supported Yemeni Houthi
(rebels) could muster.” US President
Donald Trump insisted that Iran “did
do” whatever led to fires aboard the
two tankers . But  Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif tweet-
ed that  the US had “ immediate ly
jumped to make allegations against
Iran without a shred of factual or cir-
cumstantial evidence”.

The two vessels , one of  them
Japanese, came under attack around the
time Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe was meeting with Iranian leaders in
Tehran. For Partrick, the idea that Iran
would want to “directly undermine”

Abe’s visit “and give a gift to Iran’s US
and Gulf enemies, by engineering such
a substantive attack must be in doubt.”
Also sceptical, Verisk Maplecroft ana-
lyst Torbjorn Soltvedt said: “Ascribing a
clear reason why Iran would seek to
disrupt tanker traffic in the Gulf of
Oman is difficult at this stage.”

‘Expect further incidents’
“The most likely is that Iran is send-

ing a message to warn the US and its
allies in the region that it has the ability
to retaliate against tightening energy
sanctions.  “But it is also possible that
hardliners in Iran are seeking to dam-
age the prospects of any renewed talks
between Tehran and Washington to
ease tensions,” said Soltvedt. Relations
between Tehran and Washington

soured s igni f icant ly when Trump
refused in October 2017 to re-endorse
the deal agreed between global powers
and Iran to contain the Islamic repub-
lic’s nuclear program. The US subse-
quently re-imposed a raft of economic
sanctions which Tehran has angrily
denounced as “economic warfare”.

The United States also accused Iran
over May 12 attacks on four tankers
anchored in the Gulf of Oman off the
United Arab Emirates port of Fujairah.
An international investigation stopped
short of conclusively blaming Tehran
for the incidents. Partrick suggested
that by aggressively blaming Iran the
US may have “paradoxically” limited
the r isk of  further  damage to oi l
exports , because Washington has
“increased its deterrence capability

through rhetoric”. Oil prices jumped at
the threat of open conflict around the
Strai t  of  Hormuz, the chokepoint
between the Gulf and the Gulf of Oman,
through which some 15 million barrels
of crude pass daily.

“(Iran) are not going to be closing
it... It’s not going to be closed for long
and they know it. They’ve been told in
very strong terms,” Trump told the Fox
News broadcaster on Friday. Karen E
Young, a  res ident  scholar  at  the
American Enterprise Institute, warned
that “we can expect further incidents,
rather than attributable state-on-state
attacks” . “Neither  the Gulf
Cooperation Council states nor Iran
want a direct military conflict,” she
said, referring to the six-nation region-
al grouping of Arab states. —AFP

Tensions around the Gulf shipping channel soar

Iran ‘not seeking war with 
US’, but sending a warning

What we know 
about the Gulf 
tanker attacks
NICOSIE: Suspected attacks left two tankers in
flames in the Gulf of Oman, bumping up oil prices
and further raising regional tensions triggered by a
bitter US-Iran standoff. The strikes on Thursday fol-
low last month’s sabotage attacks on four ships off
the United Arab Emirates that Washington blamed
on Tehran. Amid rising fears of a conflict, here is
what we know:

What happened? 
In the early daylight hours of Thursday, two ves-

sels transiting through the Strait of Hormuz towards
the Indian Ocean caught fire. The Front Altair tanker,
owned by a company listed on the Norwegian stock
exchange, was hit by three explosions, according to
the Norwegian Maritime Authority. The ship was
carrying naphtha, a refined petroleum product, from
Qatar to Taiwan. The Japanese-owned Kokuka
Courageous, loaded with methanol, was hit by a “fly-

ing object” before suffering a second blast on board,
the operator’s head said, relaying eyewitness reports
from the ship’s crew.

The US Fifth Fleet, based in Bahrain, said it
received two separate distress calls, one at 6:12 am
(0212 GMT) from the Front Altair and a second at
7:00 am from the Kokuka Courageous. The USS
Bainbridge observed an Iranian Revolutionary
Guard patrol boat and multiple smaller crafts near
the Front Altair, a US navy spokesman said. The
ship’s crew, scooped up by a nearby vessel, were
then transferred to Iranian boats, the spokesman
added. Iran later aired footage of the 23 rescued
sailors on its English-language Press TV, saying they
were in “full health”.

The 21 sailors from the Kokuka Courageous
abandoned ship after “discovering a probable unex-
ploded limpet mine on their hull following an initial
explosion”, the US navy spokesman said, adding
they were picked up by a Dutch tugboat. The sailors
were transferred to the USS Bainbridge and US
Central Command later released a video it said
showed an Iranian patrol boat removing the mine
from the ship’s hull. On Friday, the crew was back
aboard the Kokuka Courageous and headed to the
United Arab Emirates port of Khor Fakkan, accord-
ing to a spokesperson for the vessel’s Singapore-
based BSM Ship Management.

Who was behind the explosions? 
There has been no claim of responsibility for the

blasts. Both ships have indicated the attacks origi-
nated from the surface, said maritime security com-
pany Dryad Global. But it said reports from the Front
Altair indicated its hull was breached “on the star-
board side partially below the waterline”. The
Kokuka Courageous was also hit on the starboard
side, according to its managers.

Global reactions 
Iran’s top diplomat voiced incredulity over the

timing of the incident, which came as Japanese Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe met Iran’s supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in a bid to ease soaring ten-
sions between Tehran and Washington. “Suspicious
doesn’t begin to describe what likely transpired this
morning,” Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
tweeted. Washington was quick to point the finger at
Tehran, with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo warn-
ing the US would defend its forces and allies in the
region. Zarif called the accusations “baseless” and
said the US was resorting to “sabotage diplomacy”.
Global oil prices surged by four percent immediately
after reports of the attacks. UN chief Antonio
Guterres strongly condemned the “security incident”
and said the world could not afford a major con-
frontation in the Gulf. —AFP


