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US and France vie to 
bolster Gulf security
MANAMA: The United States and France are
boosting Saudi Arabia’s radar systems follow-
ing crippling drone and cruise missile attacks
on Saudi oil infrastructure in September, which
Washington blames on Iran. The chief of the
US Central Command and France’s defense
minister, whose countries have taken divergent
approaches to Iran, also touted rival versions
of maritime missions to protect Gulf waters at
a Bahrain security forum on Saturday. 

More than two months after the biggest
assault  on Saudi oi l  faci l i t ies, Riyadh and
Washington have yet to provide concrete proof
linking Iran to the attack while Saudi Arabia
has  provided few deta i ls  about  how i t  i s
addressing gaps in its air defenses. Tehran
denies involvement in the strikes that initially
halved the crude output of the world’s top oil
exporter and led the United States to send
thousands of troops and military hardware to
the kingdom. 

“We continue to refine information on the
attack against (Saudi state oil firm) Aramco
and that will be released principally through
the Saudis,” said General Kenneth McKenzie,
who oversees operations in the Middle East
and South Asia. “We are working with the
Saudis to increase the networking of their sys-
tems. That will make them better able to defend
against this type of threats,” he told reporters.

McKenzie said boosting the US military
presence at Prince Sultan Air Base south of
Riyadh, in addition to large bases in Qatar and
Bahrain, would “complicate an adversary’s abil-
ity to target you”. French Defense Minister
Florence Parly said Paris was separately send-
ing Riyadh “a robust package of advanced
warning”, including radars, to confront low-
altitude attacks. “It will be in Saudi Arabia in
the coming days so it will be operational very,
very rapidly. But there is an analysis to be done
in order to better identify how to fill the gap,”
she later told reporters.

The Sept. 14 strikes heightened regional
tensions following attacks on tankers in Gulf
waters and other Saudi energy assets in the
summer that Washington also blamed on Iran,
a charge Tehran denies.

Saudi Minister of State for Foreign Affairs
Adel Al-Jubeir told the IISS Manama Dialogue
that Riyadh was consulting with its allies about
what measures would be taken against Iran
after the investigation concluded. He gave no
timeframe. The event focused mostly on the
Iranian threat but included no representatives
from Tehran. I t  underscored di f ferences
between Western allies over how to deal with
Iran since the United States quit a 2015 inter-
national nuclear pact. —Reuters

NAGASAKI: Pope Francis arrives to hold Mass at a baseball stadium yesterday. —AFP

NAGASAKI: Pope Francis yesterday
described the use of nuclear bombs as “a
crime”, as he took his appeal for an end
to atomic weapons to Hiroshima in an
emotional meeting with survivors. The
visit came hours after a highly symbolic
stop in the city of Nagasaki, where
Francis railed against all nuclear
weapons, including their use as a deter-
rent. At least 140,000 people died after
the atomic bomb was dropped on
Hiroshima in 1945, with another 74,000
killed after a second bomb was dropped
on Nagasaki three days later.

“In barely an instant, everything was
devoured by a black hole of destruction
and death. From that abyss of silence, we
continue even today to hear the cries of
those who are no longer,” Francis said at
the Peace Memorial in Hiroshima. “With
deep conviction, I wish once more to
declare that the use of atomic energy for
purposes of war is today, more than ever,
a crime not only against the dignity of
human beings but against any possible
future for our common home,” he added.

He first signed the book of remem-
brance, saying he would “grieve in soli-
darity” with the victims, receiving warm

applause from the assembled worship-
pers. He then clasped hands with several
elderly survivors, some of them over-
come with emotion on meeting the 82-
year-old pontiff and sharing their har-
rowing testimony. Francis has made the
call for a world without nuclear
weapons a central theme of his four-day
trip to Japan, starting his visit in two
cities synonymous with the horrors of
the atomic bomb.

He said he felt a “duty to come here
as a pilgrim of peace” and paid tribute to
the “strength and dignity” of those who
survived the attack and the physical and
emotional toll of the aftermath. Like in
Nagasaki earlier yesterday, he laid a
wreath of white flowers as a tribute and
bowed his head in prayer before a
moment of reflection with deep bells
tolling in the background to remember
those killed in the catastrophe.

True peace is ‘unarmed’
Survivors from Hiroshima described

to the pope their personal experiences
and backed his abolitionist message,
including Yoshiko Kajimoto, who was 14
at the time of the attack. She recalled

“people walking side by side like
ghosts,” telling Francis: “No one in this
world can imagine such a scene of hell.”

The ageing survivors of the attacks
have expressed fear that the memory of
the bombings may disappear after their
death, and some hope the pope will
bring renewed attention to their stories.
“I believe that passing on the experience
of Hiroshima to the next generation is
the final mission assigned to us A-bomb
survivors,” survivor Koji Hosokawa told
Francis in testimony read out as he was
unable to attend. In Hiroshima, the
Argentine pontiff repeated his insistence
that there was no place in the world for
nuclear weapons, even as a deterrent.

This marks a break with past pontiffs
- in a 1982 UN speech, Pope John Paul II
described nuclear deterrence as a nec-
essary evil. “How can we propose peace
if we constantly invoke the threat of
nuclear war as a legitimate recourse for
the resolution of conflicts?” Francis said.
“A true peace can only be an unarmed
peace.” In Nagasaki earlier, he also took
aim at the arms industry, describing
money spent and made on weapons as
an “affront crying out to Heaven”.

‘Fondness and affection’ 
The Argentine pontiff is fulfilling a

long-held ambition to preach in Japan
- a country he wanted to visit as a
young missionary. “Ever since I was
young I have felt a fondness and affec-
tion for these lands,” said Francis when
he arrived in Japan. As in Thailand, the
first leg of his Asian tour, Catholicism
is a minority religion in Japan. Most
people fol low a mix of Shinto and
Buddhism, with only an est imated
440,000 Catholics in the country.

Christians in Japan suffered cen-
turies of repression, being tortured to
recant their faith, and Francis paid
tribute in Nagasaki to the martyrs
who died for their religion, saying
they had inspired him as a  young
Jesuit. Francis returns to Tokyo yes-
terday night where he will today meet
victims of Japan’s “triple disaster” -
the 2011  earthquake, tsunami and
nuclear meltdown. He is also sched-
uled to del iver  a  mass at  a  Tokyo
baseball stadium, meet Japan’s new
Emperor Naruhito and hold talks with
Japanese government officials and
local Catholic leaders. —AFP

Pontiff visits Hiroshima and Nagasaki, meets elderly survivors

Iran vows to punish
‘mercenaries’
behind street 
violence
TEHRAN: Iran vowed yesterday to severely
punish “mercenaries” arrested over a wave of
street unrest sparked by a fuel price hike, as
much of the country came back online after a
week-long internet blackout. Authorities say
calm has been restored and have announced
plans to hold a pro-government demonstra-
tion to condemn the “rioters” at Tehran’s
Enghelab Square on Monday afternoon.

The protests first flared on November 15,
hours after a surprise announcement that
petrol prices were being raised by as much as
200 percent with immediate effect. Highways
were blocked, banks and petrol stations set on
fire and shops looted as the demonstrations
turned violent and spread to dozens of urban
centers across the country.

Citing law enforcement officials, Fars news
agency said yesterday that 180 ringleaders
had been arrested over the street violence,
which it has blamed on enemies abroad. “We
have arrested all stooges and mercenaries
who have explicitly made confessions that
they have been mercenaries of America, of
Monafeghin and others,” said Rear-Admiral
Ali Fadavi, deputy commander in chief of the
Revolutionary Guards. Monafeghin is a term
Iran uses to refer to the People’s Mujahedeen
of Iran (MEK) opposition in exile group,

which it considers a “terrorist” cult.
The government said the fuel price hike

would allow it to provide welfare payments to
the needy in Iran, where many have struggled
to make ends meet since the US reimposed
sanctions after withdrawing from a landmark
nuclear deal. Officials have confirmed five
deaths in the unrest, while Amnesty
International said more than 100 demonstra-
tors were believed to have been killed and the
real toll could be as high as 200.

‘Coalition of evil’ 
Fadavi said about protest leaders that “we

have arrested all of them and, God willing, the
judiciary will give them maximum punish-
ments”. “We will certainly respond in accor-
dance to the viciousness carried out by them,”
he told a news conference in Tehran. The
Revolutionary Guards deputy commander was
speaking at a gathering of female members of
the Basij, a militia loyal to Iran’s establishment.

On Friday, a Basij commander said the
unrest sparked by the fuel price hike amount-
ed to a “world war” against Iran that had been
thwarted. Brigadier General Salar Abnoosh
said interrogations had revealed that a “coali-
tion of evil” of Israel, the United States and
Saudi Arabia was behind the “sedition”,
according to ISNA news agency. The total
number of people arrested over the unrest
remained unclear, but the UN human rights
office put it at more than 1,000 on Tuesday.

Mobile networks offline 
At the height of the unrest, a near-total

internet blockout was imposed in a step seen
as aimed at curbing the spread of videos of
the violence. The outage had helped to “dis-

rupt the complicated” plans by Iran’s ene-
mies, Abnoosh said on Friday. Connectivity
was back yesterday for much of the country
except for its mobile telephone networks,
said NetBlocks, a website that monitors
global internet disruptions. 

“In the 186th hour of #Iran’s national
internet shutdown, mobile connectivity
remains scarce while fixed-line/wifi is still
shut in several regions,” it tweeted at 2:13 pm.
NetBlocks said internet connectivity on the
country’s three main mobile service
providers-MCI, Rightel and Irancell-was run-
ning at zero, one and 28 percent, respectively.

Iran’s arch-enemy the United States on
Friday slapped sanctions on the Islamic
republic’s telecommunications minister over
the outage. It issued a call Saturday for
Facebook, Instagram and Twitter to suspend
the accounts of Iranian government officials
until coverage is re-established across the
country. Since May last year when the US
pulled out of the 2015 nuclear deal and reim-
posed sanctions, the Iranian rial has plum-
meted and inflation has soared. The
International Monetary Fund expects the
country’s economy to contract by 9.5 percent
this year.—AFP

TEHRAN: Basij women attend a press conference during Basij Week in the Iranian capital
yesterday. —AFP


