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Saudi Arabia and its allies intervened in the conflict in
2015, shortly after the Houthis took over the capital Sanaa.
Tensions have soared between Riyadh and Tehran after a
recent string of assaults on oil tankers and installations in
the Gulf. In the latest attack on Sept 14, drone strikes tar-
geted two Saudi oil facilities, temporarily knocking out half
of the kingdom’s oil production. The attacks were claimed
by the Houthis, but Washington and Riyadh said Iran was
responsible, and that the strikes were carried out with
advanced missiles and drones.

King Salman said the oil policy of the kingdom, the
world’s top oil exporter, is aimed at promoting market sta-
bility. “Though the kingdom has been subjected to attacks
by 286 ballistic missiles and 289 drones, in a way that has
not been seen in any other country, that has not affected
the kingdom’s development process or the lives of its citi-
zens and residents,” the king told assembled council mem-
bers, royals and foreign diplomats.

He praised the ability of state oil giant Saudi Aramco to
quickly restore oil production capacity after attacks on its
facilities in September which initially cut more than 5 per-
cent of global supply. He said Aramco’s response had
proven the kingdom’s ability to meet global demand in any
shortage, and praised the company’s initial public offering,
which began this week, saying it would attract foreign
investment and create thousands of jobs.

A Pentagon study said Tuesday that despite decades of
sanctions, Iran has succeeded in developing its missile
arsenal, which is larger than that of any other Middle
Eastern country including Israel. “Iran has an extensive
missile development program, and the size and sophistica-
tion of its missile force continues to grow despite decades
of counter-proliferation efforts aimed at curbing its
advancement,” the Defense Intelligence Agency said.

The study said Iran considered missiles to be a strate-
gic necessity due to the limitations of its air force, which
still has some US planes ordered by the pro-Western shah,
who was toppled in 1979. “Lacking a modern air force,
Iran has embraced ballistic missiles as a long-range strike
capability to dissuade its adversaries in the region - par-

ticularly the United States, Israel and Saudi Arabia - from
attacking Iran,” the report said.

Iran has “the largest missile force in the Middle East,”
the report said. A US intelligence official said on condition
of anonymity that the assessment included Israel. The
report said that Iran had developed a series of missiles
that could strike at a distance of 1,250 miles (2,000 km) -
capable of reaching Israel or Saudi Arabia.

Iran in 2017 showcased the 1,250-mile-range
Khoramshahr missile, which can carry multiple warheads.
The Pentagon study, in line with a tweet at the time by
President Donald Trump, said the missile appeared to use
technology from North Korea. But the Pentagon study
said that Iran was spending slightly less on its military,
with $20.7 billion budgeted in 2017. Iran’s economy has
come under growing pressure since Trump last year with-
drew from a denuclearization accord and reimposed
sweeping sanctions.

Christian Saunders, an expert on Iran at the Defense
Intelligence Agency, warned of the impact if an arms
embargo is lifted on Iran next year. “These restrictions are
set to expire in October 2020, providing Tehran an oppor-
tunity to acquire some advanced capabilities that have
been beyond its reach for decades,” Saunders told
reporters. The Islamic republic has faced UN-mandated
sanctions on importing most weapons since 2006, but the
embargo is set to expire five years after implementation of
the nuclear deal.

The accord, which Iran reached in 2015 with former
president Barack Obama’s administration as well as Britain,
China, France, Germany and Russia, is on life support after
Trump left it and as Tehran takes steps to end compliance
as a protest over continued sanctions. A US intelligence
official expected Iran to concentrate on procuring fighter
jets and battle tanks, with Russia and China the most likely
suppliers. Iran argues that it must keep up its defenses,
pointing to Western support for Saddam Hussein during
the Iran-Iraq war and Israel’s undeclared nuclear program.

Meanwhile, the US aircraft carrier strike group
Abraham Lincoln sailed through the key Strait of
Hormuz on Tuesday to show Washington’s “commit-
ment” to freedom of navigation, the Pentagon said,
amid tensions with Tehran. The group’s move through
the strategic waterway separating Iran and the United
Arab Emirates towards the Gulf was scheduled, and
unfolded without incident, the US Navy said in a state-
ment. The strait is a chokepoint for a third of the
world’s seaborne oil. —  Agencies 
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They passed burned-out buildings, including a bank,
post office and shopping center. One of the mourners,
Younes Abutalebi, told AFP: “My pension is 18 million
rials ($146). If it was cut... I would go begging - but I
wouldn’t set fire to a bank.” Rallies against the unrest
were also held in Arak, Ardebil and Ghorghan, among
other cities.

Iran’s economy has been battered since May last
year when President Donald Trump unilaterally with-
drew the US from a 2015 nuclear agreement and reim-

posed sanctions. Tensions have soared this year, with
the US widening its sanctions to include Khamenei and
other key entities as Iran cut its nuclear commitments.
The arch-foes came to the brink of a military con-
frontation in June when Iran downed a US drone and
Trump ordered retaliatory strikes before cancelling
them at the last minute.

The French foreign ministry expressed “deep con-
cern over information indicating the deaths of numer-
ous protesters” in Iran. It urged “respect of freedom of
expression and access to means of communication, as
well as the right to demonstrate peacefully”. Last
week’s surprise fuel price hike was agreed by the presi-
dent, parliament speaker and judiciary chief. Rouhani
has defended the move, pledging proceeds would go to
the needy. In his latest remarks, he said the first pay-
ments had been made to more than seven million peo-
ple, and that in total 18 million would receive handouts
by Saturday. —  AFP 
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On Tuesday, four rockets were fired at Israel from
Syria, with the army blaming an “Iranian force”. Israel’s
Iron Dome missile defense system intercepted the
rockets. Conricus said it was the sixth time Iranian
forces had tried to attack Israel directly in recent years,
most recently in August.

The Israeli attack yesterday began in the early
hours, with a series of large explosions rocking
Damascus, an AFP correspondent in the city said.
Syria’s state news agency SANA said Syrian anti-air-
craft defenses responded to a “heavy attack” by Israeli
warplanes over the capital. The Israeli army confirmed
missiles were fired towards its jets but denied any were
hit. In response to the fire, it said, “a number of Syrian
aerial defense batteries were destroyed”.

“We hold the Syrian regime responsible for the
actions that take place in Syrian territory and warn
them against allowing further attacks against Israel,”
the army said. SANA added that the strikes were car-
ried out from “Lebanese and Palestinian territories”.

Israel sometimes launches attacks on Syria from planes
flying over neighboring Lebanon.

Syria’s civil war has been complicated by the
involvement of multiple foreign powers, with Russian,
Iranian and US forces on the ground backing various
parties. Russia, which has backed Assad’s regime mili-
tarily, condemned the Israeli attack. Russian Deputy
Foreign Minister Mikhail Bogdanov was quoted by
TASS news agency as saying the operation “totally
contradicts international law”. “We are going to exam-
ine the circumstances, all this is very bad,” he added.

The Observatory said Tuesday’s rockets were fired
from positions around the Syrian capital held by groups
loyal to the Damascus government. The flare-up follows
a major escalation in and around the Palestinian enclave
of Gaza last week when Israel killed a top commander
of militant group Islamic Jihad, which is allied with
Damascus. The killing was accompanied by a second
strike, unconfirmed by Israel, on an Islamic Jihad leader
in Damascus that killed his son and another person,
according to SANA.

The hundreds of strikes Israel has carried out in
Syria have mostly been against Iranian targets or posi-
tions of Iran’s Lebanese ally, Shiite militant group
Hezbollah. Both are sworn enemies of the Jewish state
and have backed the Syrian president’s forces. The war
in Syria has killed more than 370,000 people and dis-
placed millions. — AFP 
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arresting people who, at worst, were hurting
themselves. “It’s inappropriate. In any case, we don’t
hurt people, the environment or animals,” said 22-
year-old student Alexis Martin. “Why are vapers
being targeted?”  

E-cigarettes warm flavored liquid to produce vapor
that is free of the estimated 7,000 chemicals in tobacco

smoke, but does contain a number of substances that
could potentially be harmful. Critics say that apart from
being harmful in themselves, the multiple exotic flavors
of e-cigarette liquids appeal particularly to youngsters
and risk getting them addicted to nicotine. The devices
have become hugely popular in the past decade but a
rash of vaping-linked deaths and illnesses in the United
States is feeding caution about the product, already
banned in some places.

In Sept 2019 India became the latest country to ban
the import, sale, production and advertising of e-ciga-
rettes, citing in particular concerns for its youth. The
devices are already banned in several places such as
Brazil, Singapore, Thailand and the US state of
Massachusetts.  — AFP 
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“That’s why most victims don’t even file a complaint.
Going to court  is  l ike a  bogeyman for  them,”
Abdulridha added.

Victims who do pursue a case often face judges who
know little about the Internet or classify the crime differently.
“I’ve had judges ask, ‘what is this Facebook?’” she said. “And
if a judge sees the case as a man ‘terrorizing’ a girl, he could
apply the counter-terrorism clause and recommend the death
sentence. Or he could see it as libel and order a fine,”
Abdulridha added. 

Iraq’s interior ministry said it opened three “sextortion”
cases in Baghdad over the past month, charging some
accused perpetrators with “criminal threats” and others with
fraud. But one department known as Iraq’s community police
is using a different approach. Their stations have female offi-
cers to encourage victims to come forward, and units are
trained in dealing with gender-based violence under the prin-
ciple of “do no harm”.

“Our officers prioritize the victim’s anonymity, and we
pursue the case however she feels comfortable - inside or
outside the courts,” said the force’s national chief, Ghalib
Atiya. Community police units said they can be more effective
than the courts - in northern Mosul, units resolved three sex-
tortion cases in a single week using reconciliation. But Atiya
said the problem is “spreading to a dangerous level,” with
women making up 60 to 70 percent of online extortion vic-
tims in Iraq, most in Baghdad and the tribal south. “We need
the law to really bring the numbers down,” he said. —  AFP 
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WASHINGTON: A senior US diplomat
told lawmakers yesterday that President
Donald Trump expressly ordered him and
others to help pressure Ukraine into
investigating a political rival of the presi-
dent, providing some of the most signifi-
cant testimony to date in the House of
Representatives impeachment inquiry.

In remarks that also put Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo at the center of the
Ukraine controversy, US Ambassador to
the European Union Gordon Sondland
said Pompeo was “fully supportive” of the
efforts to push Ukraine into carrying out
two investigations that would benefit
Trump politically at home.

Sondland, a wealthy hotel entrepreneur
and Trump donor, said he worked with
Trump’s personal attorney Rudy Giuliani
on Ukraine issues on “the president’s
orders”, further detailing Trump’s active
participation in a controversy that threat-
ens his presidency.

Giuliani’s efforts earlier this year to get
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskiy
to investigate Democratic presidential
candidate Joe Biden and his son “were a
quid pro quo for arranging a White House
visit” for the Ukrainian leader, Sondland
said, using a Latin term meaning to
exchange a favor for another favor.

The ambassador testified that he told
Vice President Mike Pence in September
that US security aid to Ukraine had been
stalled apparently because of Trump’s

demand for the investigations. Trump has
said he did nothing wrong and specifically
denied any quid pro quo. Yesterday,
Trump said he does not know Sondland
well but he seems like a “nice guy.”

Sondland described Trump in May
telling him along with Energy Secretary
Rick Perry and then-US special envoy to
Ukraine Kurt Volker to work with Giuliani
on Ukraine policy at a time when the for-
mer New York mayor was working to get
the Ukrainians to do the politically moti-
vated investigations. “Secretary Perry,
Ambassador Volker and I worked with Mr
Rudy Giuliani on Ukraine matters at the
express direction of the president of the
United States,” Sondland told the House
of Representatives Intel l igence
Committee, which is spearheading the
Democratic-led impeachment inquiry.

“We did not want to work with Mr
Giuliani. Simply put, we played the hand

we were dealt. We all understood that if
we refused to work with Mr Giuliani, we
would lose an important opportunity to
cement relations between the United
States and Ukraine. So we followed the
president’s orders,” Sondland said.
Giuliani held no formal US government
job.

The inquiry focuses on a July 25 phone
cal l  in which Trump asked Ukraine’s
Zelenskiy to carry out two investigations.
One involved Biden and his son Hunter,
who had worked for Ukrainian energy
company Burisma. The other involving a
debunked conspiracy theory promoted by
some Trump al l ies that Ukraine, not
Russia, interfered in the 2016 US election.
Trump is seeking re-election in 2020.
Biden, the former vice president, is a lead-
ing candidate for the Democratic nomina-
tion to face Trump.

Pompeo focus
The investigation could lead the House

to approve formal charges against Trump
- called articles of impeachment - that
would be sent to the Republican-con-
trolled Senate for a trial on whether to
remove him from office. Few Republican
senators have broken with Trump. The
committee’s  top Republ ican, Devin
Nunes, accused Democrats of waging an
“impeachment crusade” against Trump.
“They know exactly what kind of damage
they’re inf l ict ing on this  nat ion. But

they’ve passed the point of no return,”
Nunes said.

Sondland’s testimony cast more light on
the role of Pompeo, a close Trump ally
who has decl ined to defend State
Department witnesses who have been
attacked by Trump and other Republicans
for cooperating with the impeachment
inquiry. Sondland provided correspon-
dence showing that he and Pompeo com-
municated about his effort to get
Zelenskiy to commit to undertake investi-
gations as a way to free up $391 million in
security aid for Ukraine that Trump had
withheld. The aid eventually was provided
in September.

“All good. You’re doing great work;
keep banging away,” Pompeo told
Sondland in early September, according to
email correspondence cited in his testimo-
ny. “Everyone was in the loop,” Sondland
said. Pompeo, on a visit to Europe yester-
day, declined to comment on the testimo-
ny. Sondland said that even as late as Sept
24 - the same day the House launched its
impeachment inquiry - Pompeo was
directing Volker to speak with Giuliani.

lDemocrats have accused Trump of
using the frozen aid and Zelenskiy’s desire
for an Oval Office meeting as leverage to
pressure a vulnerable US ally to dig up
dirt on political adversaries. Sondland said
Trump never told him directly that the aid
to Ukraine was conditioned on Ukraine
announcing investigation. He said he told

Pence in September that the Ukraine aid
appeared to be stalled because of the
demand for investigations. “The vice pres-
ident nodded, he heard what I said, and
that was pretty much it,” he said.

Adam Schiff, the Democratic chairman
of the Intell igence Committee, called
Sondland’s testimony “a very important
moment in the history of this inquiry”. “It
goes right to the heart of the issue of
bribery as well as other potential high
crimes and misdemeanors,” Schiff told
reporters, referring to impeachable
offenses mentioned in the US
Constitution. “But we also have heard for
the f irst  t ime that knowledge of this
scheme was pervasive.”

Career US diplomats have portrayed
Sondland in their testimony as a central
f igure in what became a shadow and
“irregular” Ukraine policy operation,
undercutting official channels and press-
ing Kiev to investigate the Bidens.
Sondland said he was “adamantly
opposed” to any suspension of aid to
Ukraine because Kiev needed it to fight
against Russian aggression.

Sondland was tapped as Trump’s envoy
after he donated $1 million to the presi-
dent’s inauguration. In October, Trump
called him “a really good man”, but after
Sondland’s amended statement to House
investigators this month the president told
reporters at the White House, “I hardly
know the gentleman.” — Reuters 
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DUBAI: Ismahane Elouafi was on her way to becoming
a fighter pilot in the Moroccan army when the country
decided to shelve plans for female captains. So she
ended up at the agricultural university. The military’s
loss is a gain for the fight against world hunger as 48-
year-old Elouafi is among those leading the search for
edible plants able to survive climate change. Based in

the oil-rich United Arab Emirates, where temperatures
can exceed 50 degrees Celsius, Elouafi and her team
are nurturing crops such as quinoa that could feed a
hotter planet.

“Marginal environments are going to be the norm of
tomorrow, so we’d better be ready for it and have solu-
tions,” said Elouafi, director-general of the Dubai-
based International Centre for Biosaline Agriculture
(ICBA). The Arab Gulf’s punishing heat and salt-tainted
earth are ideal for testing plants in what scientists call
“marginal environments”. These are lands where poor
soil and scarce freshwater make farming extremely
challenging.

Globally, around 1.7 billion people - or 1 in 5 people
- live in marginal environments but that number could
surge if temperatures rise further and cause water
shortages. In a dusty compound hemmed in by sky-

scrapers, Elouafi and a team of horticulturists are nur-
turing breeds of grass, date palms and vegetables that
could feed heat-afflicted populations in the Middle
East and other countries including Gambia, Ethiopia
and Tajikistan.

Salicornia, or samphire, has emerged as a frontrun-
ner. The saline-tasting bright green stalks often served
with seafood in trendy European restaurants, can thrive
in dry, salty soil and be used as food for animals and
biofuel. “It is doable (to make these lands productive)
but it requires investment in research and in science,”
Elouafi told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in her
office, one of the few low-rise buildings in Dubai’s
Academic City.

The Middle East is on the frontline of climate
change. Food security is an acute concern, particularly
for Gulf countries that rely on imports of staple grains

from other nations that could themselves experience
shortages. In a bid to lessen their dependence on oth-
er economies, wealthy Arab countries have invested
hundreds of millions of dollars in organizations like the
ICBA. In Qatar, botanists are hunting for breeds of
grass able to withstand high temperatures on open-air
football pitches when the country hosts the 2022
World Cup.

Growing up surrounded by books - her academic
father once sacrificed funds for a family holiday to buy
encyclopaedias from a door-to-door salesman - helped
Elouafi when she had to switch from a military high
school to study agriculture, she said. A plant geneticist
fluent in French, Spanish, English and Arabic, Elouafi is
one of a handful of women leading agricultural science
and research in the Arab world and is keen for more
women to take the lead in the industry. —  Reuters 

Moroccan scientist 
hunts for resilient 
plants to feed a 
warming Mideast


