
RIYADH: The fate of the crew of a Saudi warplane
that crashed in Yemen remained uncertain yesterday
after Iran-linked Houthi rebels claimed to have shot
down the aircraft. The Riyadh-led military coalition
fighting the rebels said the two officers ejected from
the plane before it crashed in northern Al-Jawf
province Friday but that the rebels opened fire at them
“in violation of international humanitarian law”.

“The joint forces command of the Coalition holds the
terrorist Houthi militia responsible for the lives and
wellbeing of the Tornado air crew,” the coalition said in
a statement released by the official Saudi Press Agency
late Saturday. The statement did not specify whether
the crew had survived or if they had been captured
after the plane crashed in Houthi-controlled territory.
The coalition also did not elaborate on the reasons for
the crash.

But if Houthi involvement is confirmed, the rare
downing of a coalition warplane would mark a setback
for a military alliance known for its air supremacy and
signal the rebels’ increasingly potent arsenal. The rebels
released footage of what they called the launch of their
“advanced surface-to-air missile” and the moment it
purportedly struck the jet in the night sky, sending it
crashing down in a ball of flames. The crash triggered
air strikes in the area where the plane went down, an
apparent Saudi-led retaliation that the UN said left 31
civilians dead and 12 others wounded.

‘Hellish place’ 
The rebels reported multiple coalition air strikes in

the area, adding that women and children were among
the dead and wounded, according to rebel television
station Al-Masirah. The coalition conceded the “possi-
bility of collateral damage” during what it termed a
“search and rescue operation” at the site of the jet
crash. The coalition force has been widely criticized for
the high civilian death toll from its bombing campaigns
in Yemen, which has prompted some Western govern-
ments to cut arms deliveries to the countries taking part.

Lise Grande, the UN coordinator, on Saturday
denounced the “terrible strikes” and said it was “shock-
ing” that five years into the conflict combatants were
still failing to abide by their legal obligation to protect
civilians. The charity group Save the Children called for
an urgent and independent investigation into the
killings, urging those responsible be held to account for
what it said was an air raid in a residential area.

“The war shows no signs of slowing down. Yemen is
a hellish place for children,” its country director Xavier
Joubert said in a statement. “Those who continue to sell
arms to the warring parties must realize that by supply-
ing weapons for this war, they contribute to making
atrocities like today’s all too common.” The coalition
intervened against the Houthis in 2015, in a conflict that
has killed tens of thousands of people, most of them
civilians, and sparked what the United Nations calls the
world’s worst humanitarian crisis. — AFP 
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Questions mount over fate of 
Saudi crew in Yemen jet crash

Airstrikes ‘kill 31 civilians’ after Saudi jet crash

AL JAWF, Yemen: Yemenis gather at the site of the downing of a Saudi Tornado aircraft following an air strike by Iran-
backed Houthi rebels in Yemen’s northern Al-Jawf province. — AFP 

Turkey denies
flouting deal with
Russia in Idlib 
ANKARA: Turkey has dismissed Russian
accusations that it has flouted de-escalation
agreements with Russia and Iran in Syria’s
Idlib province, and threatened to take mili-
tary action in the area if diplomatic efforts
with Moscow fail. Turkey and Russia, which
back opposing sides in Syria’s war, agreed in
2018 to set up a de-escalation zone in the
northwestern province. But their fragile
cooperation has been disrupted by a Syrian
government offensive in Idlib, in which 13
Turkish soldiers have been killed in the past
two weeks.

Ankara has said it will use military power
to drive back the Syrian forces unless they
withdraw by the end of February, and
President Tayyip Erdogan has said Turkey will
strike government forces anywhere in Syria if
another Turkish soldier was hurt. Erdogan dis-
cussed the situation in separate phone calls
with Russian President Vladimir Putin on
Wednesday and US President Donald Trump
on Saturday, but there was no immediate
word of a diplomatic breakthrough.

Russia, which backs Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad, says Turkey, which has
poured military forces into Idlib, has aggra-
vated the situation and failed to neutralize
militants there. But Turkey blames the situa-
tion on the advances by Syrian government
forces in Idlib. “We cannot overlook the cru-
elty happening in our neighbor,” Turkish
Vice President Fuat Oktay told broadcaster
NTV. “Turkey has fulfilled its responsibilities
in Idlib.”

Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said
Turkey wanted to resolve matters with Russia
over Idlib through diplomacy. But, speaking
during an international security conference in
Munich, he added: “If it won’t work through
diplomatic channels, we will take the neces-
sary steps.” Ankara has been angered by the
seizure by Syrian government forces of
Turkish military observation posts established

in Idlib under the 2018 deal.
“It is impossible for us to remain silent

against their siege. We are doing what is nec-
essary against them,” NTV quoted Erdogan
as saying on a flight back from Pakistan.
Erdogan also chided the United States, a
NATO ally, saying US statements of support
did not instil trust. Speaking in Istanbul later
on Saturday, Erdogan again said Turkey
would drive back Syrian forces unless they
withdrew to the borders outlined by Ankara
and Moscow in 2018. But he also appeared to
bring forward his end-of-February deadline.

“The solution in Idlib is the (Syrian) regime
stopping its hostility and withdrawing to the
borders in the agreements. Otherwise, we will
handle this before the end of February,”
Erdogan said. “We would like to do this with
the support of our friends. If we have to do it
the hard way, we are also up for that,” he said,
apparently referring to Ankara’s Western
allies. “Until we clear Syria of terrorist organi-
zations and the cruelty of the (Syrian) regime,
we will not rest easy.”

Despite the tough rhetoric, Russian and
Turkish officials are talking behind the scenes.
Turkish and Russian officials held talks in
Ankara on Saturday and Cavusoglu said a

Turkish delegation would go to Moscow
today for talks. Cavusoglu also had talks with
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov in
Munich on Saturday - the first ministerial level
meeting between Ankara and Moscow since
the situation deteriorated in Idlib. Cavusoglu
tweeted that he had a “positive meeting” with
Lavrov but that Turkey would not be “making
an evaluation” until after today’s talks in
Moscow. Lavrov said Russia had very good
ties with Turkey, but the sides did not always
agree on issues. Cavusoglu was also quoted
by Russian news agencies as saying differ-
ences over Syria should not affect Ankara’s
relations with Moscow or disrupt a contract
for the purchase of Russian S-400 missile
defense systems which has strained Turkey’s
ties with Washington. 

Erdogan said his phone call with Putin - his
second since the Turkish troops were killed -
had been positive and that statements by oth-
er Russian officials that criticized Turkey did
not reflect the tone of the call. However,
Erdogan later criticized Russia for its support
of Assad in the conflict: “Russia’s efforts to
capture land for a regime that is the enemy of
its own people is nothing more than extending
its life through a respirator.  — Reuters

IDLIB: Syrian rebel fighters fire from their position in the countryside of Idlib towards govern-
ment forces’ positions yesterday. — AFP 

Beleaguered 
Rouhani rules 
out resigning
TEHRAN: Iran’s President Hassan
Rouhani yesterday ruled out resigning
and vowed to see out his term, even as he
admitted he had offered to step aside
twice since being elected. Speaking ahead
of a general election next Friday, Rouhani
also appealed to voters to turn out
despite the fact that many moderate and
reformist candidates were disqualified
from the race. Rumors have swirled in Iran
recently that the 71-year-old, whose sec-
ond and last term ends next year, had
been planning to quit, but his office
denied the reports.

Rouhani’s government has come under
fire over the state of Iran’s sanctions-hit
economy and for allegedly failing to fulfill
election promises. The legitimacy of
Rouhani and his government have been
called into question after they were left in
the dark for days after the armed forces
admitted they “accidentally” shot down a
Ukrainian airliner on Jan 8. Hardliners
have attacked his administration for nego-
tiating a nuclear deal with world powers
that ultimately backfired when the United
States withdrew unilaterally and reim-
posed harsh sanctions.

“My resignation does not make much
sense... we have made promises to the

people and we will continue to fulfil those
promises” despite the economic situation
and pressure from “the enemy”, Rouhani
said, referring to the US. “The idea of
resigning (because of these recent prob-
lems) never occurred to me.” 

But Rouhani admitted he had offered
to resign twice in the past, and that they
were rejected by supreme leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. “In the first
months after my election, I told the
supreme leader ‘If you think for some rea-
son that someone else or another govern-
ment can serve the country better, I’m
ready to go’,” said Rouhani. “He vehe-
mently rejected it,” he told a news confer-
ence in Tehran.

Rouhani, a moderate conservative, said
he raised the issue with the supreme
leader again during his second term. “I
would not even let the government leave
its responsibility an hour earlier, not a
month or a week earlier’,” he quoted
Khamenei as saying.

Rouhani’s supporters suffered a set-
back in the lead-up to the Feb 21 election
after more than half of the 14,444 who
sought to stand were disqualified, most of
them moderates and reformists. Despite
the purge, Rouhani called for a strong
showing at the election. “All elections are
important to us, and I urge all people to
come to the ballot box and vote... to
choose the best (candidates) and have a
good parliament,” he told Sunday’s news
conference. Iran’s seventh president,
Rouhani won election in 2013 after prom-
ising greater social freedoms and the ben-
efits of engagement with the West. — AFP

Israel: Hamas
used attractive
women in
cyberattack 
JERUSALEM: Israel’s military said yes-
terday it had thwarted an attempted
malware attack by Hamas that sought to
gain access to soldiers’ mobile phones
by using seductive pictures of young
women. The phones of a few dozen sol-
diers were affected, but the military
“does not assess that there has been a
substantial breach of information”, said
Lieutenant Colonel Jonathan Conricus,
an army spokesman.

Conricus said this was the third
attempted malware attack by Hamas in
less than four years, but that the latest
effort indicated the Islamist group, which
controls the Gaza Strip, had improved
their capacity to wage cyber-warfare.

“What we are talking about today is
more advanced,” he said. “They are
upping their game.”

According to Conricus, the attacks
began with messages that purported to
be from young, “attractive-looking”
women. The texts were delivered through
Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram as
well as the messaging application
Telegram, which Israel said Hamas had
not used previously. To avoid engaging in
voice calls with soldiers, the messengers
posing as young women claimed to be
hard of hearing or new immigrants with
poor Hebrew, Conricus said. 

Once contact was made, subsequent
messages encouraged soldiers to click
on a link to download an application that
would allow for an easier exchange of
photos. These apps, which the military
identified as Catch&See, ZatuApp and
GrixyApp, sought to infect the soldiers
phones with malware that would give
Hamas total access to the device. The
army said the attack began several
months ago and that Israel took “defen-
sive activity” in recent days, but did not
rule out further retaliation.  — AFP 

Darfuris rejoice as
Sudan agrees to
hand Bashir to ICC
NYALA: In Sudan’s sprawling Camp Kalma,
people who fled the Darfur conflict are over-
joyed at a pledge by the country’s new author-
ities to finally deliver ex-president Omar Al-
Bashir to the International Criminal Court.
Bashir, who was deposed in April 2019 follow-
ing mass protests, has for the past decade
flouted ICC arrest warrants on charges of
genocide and war crimes in the ravaged
Darfur region of western Sudan. Sudan’s tran-
sitional authorities agreed last Tuesday to
transfer him to stand trial before the court
based in The Hague.

“There was rejoicing across the camp after
people heard Bashir is being handed over to
the ICC,” 65-year-old Adam Ali, a longtime
resident of Kalma camp in Nyala, capital of
South Darfur state, told AFP. Darfuris and rebel
groups have repeatedly demanded Bashir be
handed over to the ICC over alleged war
crimes in a conflict which according to the
United Nations left 300,000 people dead and
displaced 2.5 million others.

Local community leader Yaqoob Mohamed
said the decision was “a victory for the vic-
tims” and would go a long way towards

“rebuilding trust” with the leadership in
Khartoum. Hundreds of thousands of those
displaced by the conflict that broke out in
2003 in Darfur, a vast region made up of five
states, still live in camps and remain depend-
ent on aid provided by the UN and other
international organizations.

The conflict erupted when African minority
rebels rose up against Bashir’s Arab-dominated
government in Khartoum, which they accused
of marginalizing the region. To crush the rebel-
lion, Bashir’s government unleashed an armed
militia of mostly Arab nomads known as the
Janjaweed, who have been accused by rights
groups of “ethnic cleansing” campaigns and
widespread rape.  Thousands of the militiamen
were later incorporated into Sudan’s paramili-

tary Rapid Support Forces, led by commander
and current political powerbroker Mohamed
Hamdan Dagalo, who is known as Hemeti. 

‘Great relief’
The decision to surrender Bashir to the ICC

came after protracted talks between rebel
groups, including from Darfur, and Sudan’s rul-
ing body, which took power after Bashir’s
ouster and arrest. Three of his aides, including
former defense and interior ministers, are also
to be handed over to the court, although a
timeframe has not yet been announced. “If
Bashir and his aides are not handed to the ICC,
peace will never find its way to Darfur,” said
Hassan Issac, another Darfuri living in Kalma.
Hassan Isaac Mohamed, a 72-year-old Darfuri,
said he felt “relief” in the wake of a war that
had decimated his family, killing his father and
two brothers.  

Government spokesman Faisal Mohamed
told reporters on Wednesday that “details of
how Bashir and others will be presented in
front of the ICC will be discussed with the ICC
and armed groups”. Rights groups such as
Amnesty International are pressing for a swift
handover of the toppled strongman.

Since its creation in August, Sudan’s tran-
sitional government has been pushing to forge
a peace settlement with rebel groups and to
end conflicts across the country. It has prom-
ised accountability and kept Bashir in
Khartoum’s Kober prison on a string of
charges including corruption. — AFP

Former Sudanese President Omar Al-Bashir

TEHRAN: Iranian President Hassan Rouhani speaks during a news conference in the
capital Tehran yesterday. — AFP 


