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“We remain hopeful in attaining a broader framework
for cooperation with Iran,” he said at a summit in Bulgaria.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia’s Energy Minister Khalid
Al-Falih called for a “swift and decisive” response to
threats against energy supplies after Thursday’s “ter-
rorist acts”. Gulf Cooperation Council Secretary
General Abdullatif Al-Zayani also called the attack a
“direct threat” to energy supplies, calling on world
powers to protect international shipping lanes and hold
the perpetrators accountable.

The Japanese tanker’s Tokyo-based operator
Kokuka confirmed yesterday the vessel was heading to
port in the UAE. “We still don’t know if the tanker goes
to Khor Fakkan or Fujairah as they are very close,” said
a spokesman, referring to two Emirati ports on the Gulf
of Oman. Maritime experts would then seek to transfer
the highly flammable cargo to shore, according to an
unnamed official quoted by Japanese state media.
“From a viewpoint of global energy security, it is nec-
essary for the international community to jointly deal
with the act,” said Japanese Trade Minister Hiroshige
Seko at a G20 energy and environment meeting in
Japan yesterday. 

The other ship, the Norwegian-operated Front
Altair, has left Iran’s territorial waters, multiple sources
said yesterday. The ship is “heading toward the
Fujairah-Khor Fakkan area in the United Arab

Emirates”, head of ports for Iran’s southern province of
Hormozgan told the semi-official news agency ISNA.
The tanker “has left Iran’s territorial waters”, he said,
adding that it was being towed and sprayed with water
to cool the hull. Frontline Management, the Norwegian
company which owns the ship, confirmed it had left
Iranian waters and said “the 23 crew members... remain
safe and well, with plans being made for their repatria-
tion soonest”. 

Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif
tweeted that the US had “immediately jumped to make
allegations against Iran without a shred of factual or
circumstantial evidence”. The United States has also
accused Iran over May 12 sabotage attacks on four
tankers anchored in the Gulf of Oman off Fujairah. UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called for an inde-
pendent investigation. “It’s very important to know the
truth (and) that responsibilities are clarified,” he told
reporters at UN headquarters in New York. “Obviously
that can only be done if there is an independent entity
that verifies those facts.”

The oil tankers hit Thursday morning were 10 nauti-
cal miles apart and heading for Asia when they were
struck by explosions after passing through the Strait of
Hormuz, some 25 nautical miles off Iran’s southern
coast. The Front Altair was carrying naphtha, a refined
petroleum product, when it was hit by three explosions,
according to Norwegian officials. Blocking the Hormuz
Strait would be a relatively low-tech, high-impact
countermeasure Iran could take against any attack by
the United States, and would severely disrupt global oil
supplies. But Trump played down the threat. “It’s not
going to be closed, it’s not going to be closed for long
and they know it. They’ve been told in very strong
terms,” he said on Friday, referring to Iran.  — Agencies 
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On May 17 the London insurance market’s Joint War
Committee extended the list of waters deemed high
risk to include Oman, the United Arab Emirates and the
Gul f  a f ter  separate  sh ip at tacks  of f  Fuja i rah .
Washington has blamed Iran or its proxies for attacks
on May 12 that crippled four oil tankers in the same
area. It also said Tehran was behind May 14 drone
strikes on two Saudi oil-pumping stations. Tehran has
denied all the allegations.

“War-risk premiums have already gone up since the
decision by the Joint War Committee to extend the high-
risk zone and they are now in the double digits,” said
Marcus Baker, global head of the marine practice at
insurance broker Marsh. About a fifth of the oil con-
sumed globally passes through the Strait of Hormuz,
shipped from Gulf energy producers, including Saudi
Arabia, the world’s biggest crude exporter.

Jonathan Moss, head of transport and shipping with
law firm DWF, said the extent of geopolitical turmoil had
not been seen since the US war in Iraq in 2003, when
underwriters increased premiums on fears of claims aris-
ing from collisions, groundings and attacks on ships and
oil facilities. “This coming year will see a drive by insur-
ers to raise premiums in the face of a cocktail of instabili-
ty in the region,” Moss said. Rate increases for hull,
machinery and war risks are likely to be between 10 per-
cent and 20 percent, he added. “Once again the interna-
tional shipping industry finds itself caught in the middle
of a geopolitical conflict over which it has no control,”

tanker association INTERTANKO said.
Meanwhile, the US has allowed Iraq to import Iranian

gas for its power grid for another three months by
extending a waiver to sanctions - but insists that
Baghdad seek alternative sources. Iraq has had several
extensions to the waiver first granted last year after
Washington reimposed sanctions on Tehran’s oil sector
forbidding countries from purchasing Iranian energy. “An
additional 120-day waiver was granted to allow Iraq to
continue to pay for electricity imports from Iran,” the US
State Department said in an emailed statement.

An Iraqi government source said the extension was
given during a phone call between Prime Minister Adel
Abdul Mahdi and US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.
The State Department said the United States continued
to insist on “diversifying energy imports away from Iran,”
however. President Donald Trump’s administration has
said oil-rich Iraq must become more self-reliant for its
electricity, including by harnessing gas energy and
reducing flaring at oil production sites.

US energy giant General Electric is in the running to
win a large share of multibillion-dollar contracts to
rebuild Iraq’s electricity system amid intense US lobby-
ing efforts. Washington reimposed sanctions on Iran’s oil
industry in November, citing concerns about its nuclear
program and what it said was its meddling in the Middle
East. Iraqi officials have said they might need years to
wean the country of Iranian power.

Iraq relies heavily on Iranian gas to feed several power
stations, importing roughly 1.5 billion standard cubic feet
per day via pipelines in the south and east. Washington
wants to roll back Iranian influence in the Middle East,
including in Iraq, where Tehran holds broad sway over
politics and trade. Although Iraq has one of the world’s
largest natural gas reserves, it has moved slowly to
develop them and has relied on Iran to supply it with gas
and electricity. — Agencies 
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DUSHANBE: Iran will continue scaling back compli-
ance with a nuclear deal unless other signatories to the
pact show “positive signals”, the Iranian president said
yesterday as tensions with the United States escalated
over tanker attacks in the Gulf region. Iran stopped
complying in May with some commitments in the 2015
nuclear deal that was agreed with global powers, after
the United States unilaterally withdrew from the
accord in 2018 and ratcheted up sanctions on Tehran.

“Obviously, Iran cannot stick to this agreement uni-
laterally,” President Hassan Rouhani told Russian,
Chinese and other Asian leaders at a conference in

Tajikistan. His comments follow rising tensions with
Washington, which has accused Tehran of carrying
out Thursday’s attacks on two oil tankers in a vital oil
shipping route at the mouth of the Gulf. Tehran has
denied having any role.

Rouhani did not refer to this week’s tanker incident
in his speech to the Conference on Interaction and
Confidence Building Measures in Asia, behind held in
the Tajik capital Dushanbe. “It is necessary that all the
sides of this agreement contribute to restoring it,” he
said, adding that Iran needed to see “positive signals”
from other signatories to the pact, which include

Russia, China, Britain, France and Germany. He did not
give details on what actions Iran would take or say
what positive signals Tehran wanted to see.

Russian President Vladimir Putin said Moscow
would adhere to the agreement and urged other sig-
natories to follow suit. “We believe that the only sensi-
ble decision is for all deal participants to honour com-
mitments,” Putin told the conference. Tehran said in
May that Iran would start enriching uranium at a high-
er level, unless world powers protected its economy
from US sanctions within 60 days.

Washington has ratcheted up pressure on Iran,

saying it wants to prevent Tehran developing a
nuclear bomb, rein in its ballistic missile program
and end what the it calls Iranian meddling in the
Middle East. Tehran has said its nuclear program is
peaceful and will not be stopped, says its missile
work is for defence and accuses the United States of
destabilizing the region. France and other European
signatories to the nuclear deal that aimed to curb
Iran’s nuclear work, have said they wanted to save
the accord, but many of their companies have can-
celled deals with Tehran, under pressure from the
United States. —  Reuters 

Iran renews nuclear pact 
ultimatum amid tensions 

DUSHANBE, Tajikistan: (Front row, from left) Bangladeshi President Abdul Hamid, Iranian President Hassan Rouhani, Kyrgyz President Sooronbay Jeenbekov, Uzbek President Shavkat Mirziyoyev, Chinese President Xi Jinping, Tajik President
Emomali Rahmon, Russian President Vladimir Putin, Kazakh President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Qatari Amir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani and Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena pose for a
family picture at the Conference on Interaction and Confidence-Building Measures in Asia (CICA) yesterday. — AFP 

PESHAWAR: A politician in northwestern Pakistan was
given paws for thought after his press conference was
streamed live on Facebook with the “cat filter” turned on,
giving him on-screen whiskers and ears. The online
stream of regional minister Shaukat Yousafzai speaking
with journalists went viral on Friday after a member of his
social media team accidentally activated the filter on the
social network.

Comments started pouring in as Facebook users
noticed pink cat-like ears and whiskers had appeared on
the heads of the minister and two accompanying officials.
There’s “a cat in the cabinet” one said. Others were more
literal: “Shaukat Yousafzai looks like a cat - Meow meow
meow.” The video - seen by an AFP reporter - was delet-
ed minutes after the press conference from the official
Facebook page of Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf (PTI) party,
which is in power in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province.

Images from the press conference were still available
on social media. Yousafzai confirmed the incident and
told AFP it happened by accident. “The cat filter was
turned on by mistake” Yousafzai said, adding “let’s not

take everything so seriously”. “I wasn’t the only one -
two officials sitting along me were also hit by the cat fil-
ter,” he joked. — AFP 

The live stream continued with the whiskers and ears
in place, even after the error was pointed out by users. A
press statement, issued by the PTI social media team said
the incident happened because of “human error”. “All
necessary actions have been taken to avoid such inci-
dents in future,” it said. — AFP 
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ISLAMABAD: Pakistani children point at a computer
screen showing a screen grab of a press conference
attended by provincial minister Shaukat Yousafzai and
streamed live on social media yesterday. — AFP 

AHMEDABAD, India: Seven people have suffo-
cated to death while cleaning a hotel septic tank in
western India without safety gear, police said yes-
terday. The hotel owner has been charged with
causing death due to negligence following the inci-
dent Friday night in Gujarat state’s Vadodara dis-
trict, a police official said. Four of those who died
had been called to clean the tank while three others
were hotel employees who were assisting. Hundreds
of thousands of mostly low-caste Indians are
employed as “manual scavengers” who clear under-
ground pipes and septic tanks without any protec-
tive gear or masks.

“One person first entered the tank, but when he

did not come out and did not respond to calls, three
other cleaners went inside to help him,” said
Vadodara fire officer Nikunj Azad who was leading
the rescue operations. When all four did not emerge
after some time, the three hotel employees entered
the tank, all seven of them losing their lives in the
process, Azad added. “Their bodies have been
brought out and sent for postmortem,” he said.

Deaths from asphyxiation in sewers full of nox-
ious gases are frequently reported across the coun-
try. Last year five people died in New Delhi while
cleaning a sewage treatment tank. Indian legislators
have passed several laws aiming to stamp out the
age-old practice of manual scavenging, the latest in
2013. But many scavengers are still used through
sub-contractors, making it difficult for authorities to
fix responsibility. In rural areas, women “scavengers”
clean out primitive non-flush toilets with basic tools,
although the practice is now on the wane. There is
no official data but independent surveys indicate
that some 1,370 lose their lives every year during the
hazardous work. — AFP 
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