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“These attacks against critical infrastructure endanger
civilians, are unacceptable, and sooner or later will result
in innocent l ives being lost,” the embassy quoted
Ambassador John Abizaid as saying in a Twitter post. The
three sources said Aramco had raised emergency levels
and was holding a crisis meeting after the assault.

“This is a relatively new situation for the Saudis. For
the longest time they have never had any real fears that
their oil facilities would be struck from the air,” Kamran
Bokhari, founding director of the Washington-based
Center for Global Policy, told Reuters. He said Riyadh had
in the past largely protected oil assets against vehicle-
borne explosive attacks by militant groups.

In recent months, the Houthi rebels have carried out a
spate of cross-border missile and drone attacks targeting
Saudi air bases and other facilities. The rebels launched “a
large-scale operation involving 10 drones that targeted
refineries in Abqaiq and Khurais in eastern Saudi Arabia”,
the group’s Al-Masirah television reported.

Last month, an attack claimed by Houthi rebels
sparked a fire at Aramco’s Shaybah natural gas lique-
faction facility - close to the Emirati border - but no
casualties were reported by the company. Rebel drones
also targeted two oil pumping stations on Saudi Arabia’s
key east-west pipeline in May, shutting it down for sev-
eral days.

Growing Houthi attacks underscore how Saudi infra-
structure, including oil installations, are increasingly vul-
nerable to rebel attacks four years after a Saudi-led coali-
tion launched a military intervention in Yemen. The
Abqaiq facility, 60 km southwest of Aramco’s Dhahran
headquarters, is home to the company’s largest oil pro-
cessing plant. Khurais, 250 km from Dhahran, hosts a
major Aramco oil field.

“Depending on the extent of the damage and any out-
ages, Aramco will use its contingency plans by tapping
into its storage if necessary,” Samir Madani, co-founder

of shipping monitoring website Tanker Trackers, told AFP.
“The Saudis are using language in their statements to
assure customers that the fires are under control. But
there could be supply disruptions if the damage at Abqaiq
is extensive.”

The Abqaiq plant, which Aramco says plays a “piv-
otal role” in its operations, has been targeted by mili-
tants in the past. In an attack claimed by Al-Qaeda in
Feb 2006, suicide bombers with explosive-laden vehi-
cles attempted to penetrate the processing plant, killing
two security guards. The two bombers also died in the
attack, which failed to breach the compound, authorities
reported at the time.

The latest attacks come as Saudi Arabia accelerates
preparations for a much-anticipated initial public offering
of Aramco, the world’s most profitable company. The
mammoth IPO forms the cornerstone of a reform program
envisaged by the kingdom’s Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, a son of King Salman, to wean the Saudi economy
off its reliance on oil. Aramco is ready for a two-stage
stock market debut including an international listing “very
soon”, its CEO Amin Nasser told reporters on Tuesday.

Meanwhile, the UAE, a key member of the Saudi-led
coalition fighting Houthi rebels, said Friday six of its sol-
diers were killed in a “collision of military vehicles” while
on duty. It did not specify if the men died in Yemen. The
armed forces announced “the martyrdom of six of its
valiant soldiers as a result of a collision of military vehi-
cles while carrying out their national duty in an opera-
tions field”, state news agency WAM reported. In July,
Abu Dhabi announced a troop drawdown in Yemen, a
move that many saw as an attempt to limit its losses amid
escalating regional tensions with Tehran.

HH the Amir of Kuwait Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-
Jaber Al-Sabah sent on Friday a cable of condolences to
UAE President Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al-Nahyan. The
Amir expressed his sincere condolences and sorrow over
the martyrdom of six Emirati soldiers while performing
their national duty in the operations field. He prayed to
Allah Almighty to bestow His mercy upon them, place
them in His heavens, and bless them with martyrs’ status.
HH the Deputy Amir and Crown Prince Sheikh Nawaf Al-
Ahmad Al-Jaber Al-Sabah and HH the Prime Minister
Sheikh Jaber Al-Mubarak Al-Hamad Al-Sabah sent similar
cables to the Emirati president. — Agencies 
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“The piece of art that has been stolen is a high-val-
ue toilet made out of gold that was on display at the
palace,” she said. “Due to the toilet being plumbed
into the building, this has caused significant damage
and flooding.” Blenheim Palace said it was “saddened
by this extraordinary event, but also relieved no-one
was hurt”. It closed yesterday but said it would
reopen today.

The palace is home to the 12th duke of Marlborough
and his family, and was also the birthplace of British
wartime leader Winston Churchill. The duke’s brother,
Edward Spencer-Churchill, who founded the Blenheim
Art Foundation, said last month he was relaxed about

security around the gold toilet. “It’s not going to be the
easiest thing to nick,” he told The Times newspaper.
“Firstly, it’s plumbed in and secondly, a potential thief
will have no idea who last used the toilet or what they
ate. So no, I don’t plan to be guarding it.” He added:
“Despite being born with a silver spoon in my mouth I
have never had a s**t on a golden toilet, so I look for-
ward to it.”

Cattelan, who is known for his provocative art, has
previously described the golden toilet as “one-percent
art for the 99 percent”. The Guggenheim had offered
the loo on loan to US President Donald Trump, but he
declined. The Italian artist’s exhibition at Blenheim runs
until Oct 27 and includes a taxidermied horse hoisted
onto the ceiling of an ornate reception room. Blenheim
has previously hosted exhibitions of work by Ai
WeiWei, Yves Klein, Jenny Holzer, Michelangelo
Pistoletto and Lawrence Weiner. Police said they were
looking at CCTV footage to help them in the search for
the gold toilet, adding that nothing else was believed to
have been stolen. — AFP 
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But Colin Clarke, an analyst with the Rand
Corporation and the Soufan Center think tanks, said he
was “still skeptical he had a major role operationally”.
“But obviously he’s got the DNA - the bin Laden
name,” he told AFP.

Clarke said he thought that with Al-Qaeda still
active, “I think the administration is looking for some
kind of momentum or victory.” Al-Qaeda had yet to
confirm or comment on the US announcement.
Osama bin Laden’s death and the rise of the more
virulent Islamic State group saw Al-Qaeda lose cur-
rency with younger jihadists. But the proliferation of

branches and associated j ihadist  groups in
Afghanistan, Yemen, Syria and elsewhere have
underscored its continuing potency. 

Documents seized in the raid on his father’s house in
Abbottabad, Pakistan suggested Hamza was being
groomed as his heir. In 2017, Hamza was placed on the
US terror blacklist, seen as a potent future figurehead
for the group then led by Ayman Al-Zawahiri. But when
reports of his death surfaced over the summer, some
terrorism experts questioned his real importance.

Bruce Hoffman, an expert at the Council on Foreign
Relations, told AFP at the time that Al-Qaeda had been
slowly rebuilding under Zawahiri, aiming to fill the vac-
uum left by the disintegration of the Islamic State. “Al-
Qaeda survived the death of his father,” he said. “I am
sure that it can manage adequately and survive the
death of his son.” Clarke said the younger bin Laden’s
death might open the way for the rise in Al-Qaeda of
younger and even more radical leaders. “The unknown
actually is what’s more dangerous,” he said. — AFP 

Trump confirms 
death of Qaeda...

A man fishes along with his family as they stand on floating bamboo logs in the Brahamaputra River in Guwahati in the northeastern state of Assam yesterday. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump
said yesterday he had spoken with Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu about a
possible mutual defense treaty between the
two nations, a move that could bolster
Netanyahu’s re-election bid just days before
Israelis go to the polls.

“I had a call today with Prime Minister
Netanyahu to discuss the possibility of mov-
ing forward with a Mutual Defense Treaty,
between the United States and Israel, that
would further anchor the tremendous alliance
between our two countries,” Trump said on
Twitter. He added that he looked forward to
continuing those discussions later this month
on the sidelines of the United Nations General
Assembly session in New York.

Netanyahu thanked Trump, saying in a
tweet that Israel “has never had a greater
friend in the White House,” and adding that he
looked forward to meeting at the UN “to
advance a historic Defense Treaty between
the United States and Israel”. The timing of
Trump’s tweet, just days before Israel’s elec-
tion on Tuesday, appeared aimed at buttress-
ing Netanyahu’s bid to remain in power by
showcasing his close ties to Trump.

Opinion polls predict a close race, five
months after an inconclusive election in which
Netanyahu declared himself the winner but

failed to put together a coalition government.
Netanyahu’s Likud party is running neck-and-
neck with the centrist Blue and White party
led by former armed forces chief Benny Gantz,
who has focused heavily on looming corrup-
tion charges Netanyahu faces.

In a televised interview with Israel’s
Channel 12 later yesterday, Netanyahu made a
direct appeal to voters based on the treaty.
“I’m going to get us a defense pact that will
provide us with security for centuries but for
that I need your votes,” he said. Trump previ-
ously bolstered Netanyahu’s candidacy when
he recognized Israel’s claim of sovereignty
over the Golan Heights ahead of the elections
earlier this year.

Some Israeli officials have promoted the
idea of building on Netanyahu’s strong ties to
the Trump administration by forging a new
defense treaty with the United States, focused
especially on guarantees of assistance in any
conflict with Iran. Trump provided no details,
but a mutual defense treaty could obligate the
United States to come to Israel’s defense if it
is attacked.

Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz said
earlier this month that a pact should apply to
“defined issues - nuclear threats and the mat-
ter of long-range missiles aimed by Iran at
Israel”. “We have means of offense and

defense, but this would spare us the need to
earmark enormous resources on a permanent
basis and for the long-term in the face of such
threats,” Katz told Israel’s Ynet TV.

Netanyahu’s chief rival Gantz assailed the
idea as a “grave mistake”, arguing it would
strip Israel of military autonomy. “This is not
what we want,” the centrist candidate told a
conference in Jerusalem. “We have never
asked anyone to get killed for us. We have
never asked anyone to fight for us. And we
have never asked anyone anyone’s permission
to defend the State of Israel.” 

Trump’s comments come as the interna-
tional community awaits the release of
Washington’s long-delayed Middle East peace
plan, which Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
recently said could come within weeks. Its
publication was pushed back after Israel
scheduled new elections. Then last week, one
of the key architects of the US plan, Jason
Greenblatt, announced his resignation.

Trump has repeatedly boasted that he is
the most pro-Israeli US president in history.
He has slashed aid to the Palestinians, while
making big concessions to the Israelis, includ-
ing formalizing US recognition of Jerusalem as
the capital of the Jewish state. As a result, the
Palestinian Authority has cut off formal con-
tact with the Trump administration, saying it is

not an honest broker.
So far, Trump has not commented on

Netanyahu’s controversial pledge to annex
Israeli settlements in the occupied West Bank

as well as the Jordan Valley if re-elected -
which would seem to go beyond US proposals
for land swaps between Israel and the
Palestinians. — Agencies 

Trump floats defense treaty 
days ahead of Israeli polls

JERUSALEM: An Israeli man walks yesterday beneath a defaced election billboard
for the Likud party showing US President Donald Trump (left) shaking hands with
Likud chairman and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. — AFP 


