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The petrol pricing plan was agreed by the High Council
of Economic Coordination made up of the president, par-
liament speaker and judiciary chief. Khamenei said that “I
am not an expert and there are different opinions but I had
said that if the heads of the three branches make a decision
I will support it. “The heads of the branches made a deci-
sion with the backing of expert opinion and naturally it
must be implemented,” he said. “Some people would defi-
nitely get upset over this decision... but damaging and set-
ting fire (to property) is not something (normal) people
would do. It is hooligans.”

Following his speech, parliament cancelled a motion to
reverse the price hike, semi-official news agency ISNA
reported. Khamenei also pointed at opponents abroad in
what he called “the centers of the world’s wickedness”.
These included the Pahlavi royal family ousted in the 1979
Islamic Revolution and the People’s Mujahedeen of Iran
(MEK) group, which Iran considers a “terrorist” cult.
“What I am asking is that no one help these criminals,”
Khamenei said, calling on people to distance themselves

from those stoking the protests.
Some of the worst violence was in the central city of

Sirjan, where acting governor Mohammad Mahmoudabadi
said a civilian was killed and fuel stations were among the
public property attacked and damaged. In Kermanshah, a
policeman died yesterday, a day after a “confrontation
with a number of rioters and thugs”, the provincial police
chief told IRNA. In Tehran on Saturday, protesters were
seen shouting slogans and burning tyres on a street.
Similar scenes were witnessed in the cities of Shiraz,
Isfahan and Bushehr, where security forces fired tear gas
and water cannon at demonstrators.

Forty “disruptors” were arrested in the central city of
Yazd after clashing with police, the province’s public pros-
ecutor told ISNA on Sunday. Most were not locals, he
added. Police said security forces would “not hesitate to
confront those disrupting peace and security and will iden-
tify the ringleaders and field forces and confront them”. The
intelligence ministry said those behind the unrest “have
been identified” and that measures would be taken against
them, according to ISNA.

Access to the Internet has been restricted since the
demonstrations broke out. Netblocks, an Internet monitor-
ing website, said late Saturday the country was in the grip
of a shutdown. “Confirmed: Iran is now in the midst of a
near-total national Internet shutdown; realtime network
data show connectivity at 7% of ordinary levels after
twelve hours of progressive network disconnections,” it
said on Twitter. — AFP 
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candidate Sajith Premadasa who came a distant sec-
ond with 41.99 percent. 

Mahinda Rajapaksa, with Gotabaya - nicknamed
“Terminator” by his own family - effectively running the
security forces, ended a 37-year civil war with Tamil
separatists. His decade in power was also marked by
alleged rights abuses, murky extra-judicial killings and
closer ties with China. “I didn’t sleep all night,” said stu-
dent Devni, 22, one of around 30 people who gathered
outside Rajapaksa’s Colombo residence. “I am so excit-
ed, he is the president we need.”

Premadasa, 52, of the ruling party, conceded the
race and congratulated Rajapaksa and urged him to
implement his manifesto promising tax cuts, free food
rations and subsidies to farmers. Rajapaksa is due to be
sworn in today at the ancient north-central Buddhist
pilgrim city of Anuradhapura. Turnout in Saturday’s
vote was 83.7 percent.

Saturday’s poll was the first popularity test of the
United National Party (UNP) government of Prime
Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe who is under pres-
sure from his cabinet colleagues to step down.
Wickremesinghe’s administration failed to prevent
the April attacks despite prior and detailed intelli-
gence warnings from India, according to a parlia-
mentary investigation. Yesterday, three cabinet
members resigned - including Finance Minister
Mangala Samaraweera.

Premadasa is the son of assassinated ex-president
Ranasinghe Premadasa who fell victim to a Tamil
rebel suicide bomber in May 1993. But Gotabaya is
adored by the Sinhalese majority and the powerful
Buddhist clergy for how he and Mahinda ended the
war in 2009, when 40,000 Tamil civilians allegedly
perished at the hands of the army. Under his brother,
Gotabaya was defense secretary and effectively ran
the security forces, allegedly overseeing “death
squads” that bumped off rivals, journalists and others.
He denies the allegations.

This makes the brothers detested and feared among
many Tamils, who make up 15 percent of the popula-
tion. Some in the Muslim community - who make up 10
percent - are also fearful of Gotabaya, having faced
days of mob violence in the wake of the April attacks.
Under Mahinda, Sri Lanka also borrowed heavily from
China for infrastructure projects and even allowed two
Chinese submarines to dock in Colombo in 2014, alarm-
ing Western countries as well as India.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi tweeted yesterday
that India looked forward to “deepening the close and
fraternal ties... and for peace, prosperity as well as
security in our region”. The projects ballooned Sri
Lanka’s debts and many turned into white elephants -
such as an airport in the south devoid of airlines - mired
in corruption allegations. 

Unlike in 2015 when there were bomb attacks and
shootings, this election was relatively peaceful by the
standards of Sri Lanka’s fiery politics. The only major
incident was on Saturday when gunmen fired at two
vehicles in a convoy of at least 100 buses taking
Muslim voters to cast ballots. Two people were injured.
According to the Election Commission the contest was,
however, the worst ever for hate speech and misinfor-
mation. - AFP 
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The launch has been dogged by delays since the idea
was first announced in 2016, with Prince Mohammed’s
desired valuation of $2 trillion meeting with skepticism
from investors and analysts. “(The) first impression is
that (the) price is a sensible compromise and that it will
sell,” Tarek Fadlallah, chief executive officer of the
Middle East unit of Nomura Asset Management, said on
Twitter. If priced at the top end of the range, it could
eclipse Alibaba to become the world’s biggest IPO,
Fadlallah added.

Saudi Arabia is pulling out all the stops to ensure the
success of the IPO, a crucial part of Prince Mohammed’s
plan to wean the economy away from oil by pumping
funds into megaprojects and non-energy industries. “If
subsequently effectively deployed, the funds raised
could be used to support longer-term economic growth
in Saudi Arabia,” said S&P Global Ratings. “We under-
stand that the bulk of the funds raised will go to the
government or the Public Investment Fund.”

The government has reportedly pressed wealthy
Saudi business families and institutions to invest, and
many nationalists have labelled it a patriotic duty.
Among those considering a sizeable investment is
Prince Al-Waleed bin Talal, a billionaire tycoon who
was held in Riyadh’s palatial Ritz-Carlton hotel in
2017 during a crackdown on corruption, Bloomberg
News reported. 

Last week senior cleric Abdullah Al-Mutlaq sought
to drum up support for the IPO among ordinary Saudis,
saying in a local television program that it was permissi-
ble in Islam and even religious scholars were likely to
participate. Even for the domestic listing though, there
are reports the firm is struggling to attract foreign insti-
tutional investors, amid an uncertain outlook for the
energy sector and questions over company disclosures
and governance.

In its prospectus released last week, the company
listed a variety of risks ranging from the possibility of
anti-trust legislation to terrorist attacks and geopolitical
tensions in a region dominated by Saudi-Iran rivalry.
One striking element was a warning that global oil
demand may peak within the next 20 years, citing a
forecast from industry consultant IHS Markit. It also
acknowledged that climate change concerns could
reduce demand for hydrocarbons. — AFP 
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In Baghdad hundreds of students skipped class to gather in
Tahrir (Liberation) Square, the beating heart of the protest
movement. “No politics, no parties, this is a student awakening!”
read one banner carried by young Iraqis with rucksacks. They
waved the Iraqi tricolor, marching north from Tahrir to the near-
by Khallani Square.

Security forces had pulled back from their positions along
that street early Saturday and demonstrators spilled out into
those neighborhoods and onto the nearby Al-Sinek bridge.
They immediately set up tents on a first segment of the bridge,
facing off against riot police stationed behind two layers of

thick concrete blast walls. Just beyond those barriers was the
embassy of neighboring Iran, which protesters have criticized
for propping up the government they want to bring down.

“We students are here to help the other protesters, and we
won’t retreat a single step,” said a teenager wearing thick
black-framed glasses. Speaking anonymously because he said
he had been threatened for his involvement in the anti-govern-
ment movement, he said hundreds of teenagers had skipped
class. Nearby, a volunteer medic in plastic surgeons’ gloves
urged laborers across Iraq to join the strike. “Everyone should
have a time set aside to take part in the protest,” he said.

The government has proposed a laundry list of reforms in
recent weeks but demonstrators have brushed them off as too
little, too late in a country ranked the 12th most corrupt in the
world by Transparency International. “These steps, these
reforms are just an opiate for the masses. Nothing more, noth-
ing less,” another protester said yesterday. Pointing across the
river to the area where parliament, the premier’s office and
other key buildings are, he insisted the protesters wanted
“new faces”. — AFP
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The unrest has kept banks shut for most of the last
month. They have imposed controls on transfers abroad
and US dollar withdrawals, and the pegged Lebanese
pound is under pressure on an informal market. Safadi
became the presumed frontrunner for prime minister
after a meeting between Hariri, a Sunni politician, and
Shiite groups Hezbollah and Amal, according to politi-
cal sources and Lebanese media, but no political force
later endorsed him.

Lebanon’s prime minister must be a Sunni Muslim,
according to its sectarian power-sharing system.
Protesters who have filled the streets since Oct 17 hit
out at the choice of Safadi, a prominent businessman
and longtime politician they said was part of the elite
they sought to oust. Later yesterday, large crowds of
anti-government protesters waving Lebanese flags
poured back into streets across the country, chanting
for revolution in rallies to mark a month since the start
of the uprising and keep up pressure.

“We are in a deadlock now. I don’t know when it will
move again. It is not easy,” said a senior political
source. “The financial situation doesn’t tolerate any
delay.” A second political source described efforts to
form a new government as “back to square one”.
Reflecting the brittle political climate, President Michel
Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement (FPM) accused Hariri
of failing to rally support for Safadi’s bid in order to
undermine his candidacy and keep the job for himself.

“Saad (Al-Hariri) is delaying things with the goal of

burning all the names and emerging as the saviour,”
said a source familiar with the FPM’s view. A statement
by Hariri’s office rejected the FPM assertion as an irre-
sponsible attempt to “score points” despite Lebanon’s
“major national crisis”.

But in a statement Safadi later blamed Hariri for
not keeping “promises on the basis of which I accept-
ed to be named prime minister of the next govern-
ment”. He did not say what the promises were, but
added: “There was nothing left for me to do but
announce my withdrawal.”

Safadi’s withdrawal leaves the powerful, Iran-backed
Hezbollah and its allies with even fewer options unless
they push for a close Sunni ally, a scenario that would
likely reduce the chances of Lebanon winning interna-
tional support. Hezbollah is classified as a terrorist
group by the United States.

Hezbollah and Amal, along with Aoun, a Maronite
Christian, have sought for Hariri to return as premier
while including both technocrats and politicians in a
new cabinet. But Hariri, aligned with Gulf Arabs and the
West, has said he will only return as prime minister if he
can form a cabinet composed of specialists who can
attract international support.

Global ratings agency S&P flashed the latest warn-
ing on Lebanon’s debt-saddled economy on Friday,
lowering its foreign and local currency sovereign credit
ratings deeper into junk territory to ‘CCC/C’ from ‘B-
/B’. S&P cited rising pressure on central bank foreign
currency reserves and diminished depositor confidence
amid bank closures and curbs by the commercial banks
on hard currency movements.

Lebanon’s bank staff said they would continue a
nationwide strike today that has kept banks shut. The
strike is over safety fears as depositors demand access
to their money. Union members are set to meet today to
discuss a security plan to keep branches safe. — AFP 
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An Iraqi protester wearing a face bandana and waving a national flag poses near burning tyres blocking a road during a demonstration in the southern city of Basra yesterday, as protesters cut off roads and activists called for a gen-
eral strike.  — AFP 


