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 argued that “the dangerous US military operation vio-

lates the basic norms of international relations and will 
aggravate regional tensions and turbulence,” according to 
Chinese media. 

The strike killed a total of five Iranian Guards and five 
members of Iraq’s Hashed al-Shaabi paramilitary network, 
whose members have close ties to Tehran. Among the dead 
was the Hashed’s deputy Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis, who 
was a top adviser and personal friend to Soleimani. Late 
yesterday, two rockets hit Iraq’s Al-Balad air base, where 
US troops are stationed, while two mortars hit Baghdad’s 
Green Zone, a high-security enclave housing the US 
embassy, security sources said. Sirens immediately rang 
out at the American compound in Baghdad hosting both 
diplomats and troops, sources there told AFP. The Al-
Balad base, north of Baghdad, was hit by Katyusha rock-
ets, security sources said.  

Mass ceremonies started in Baghdad yesterday for the 
dead, with Iraq’s caretaker premier Adel Abdel Mahdi and 
top pro-Iran figures in large crowds accompanying the 
coffins. They were first brought to a revered Shiite shrine 
in northern Baghdad, where thousands of mourners chant-
ed “Death to America!” Dressed in black, they waved 
white Hashed flags and massive portraits of Iranian and 
Iraqi leaders, furiously calling for “revenge”.  

The remains were then moved to the shrine city of 
Karbala and would ultimately end up in Najaf, where the 
Iraqis will be buried. The Guards’ remains would be flown 
to Iran, which has declared three days of mourning and 
religious rituals. US and Israeli flags were set alight in 
Iran’s capital yesterday as thousands mourned the loss of 
Soleimani. “We are with you,” they chanted as they 
waved their hands in unison during the outpouring of 
grief at a rally in Tehran’s Palestine Square, an AFP corre-
spondent reported. 

Men held up placards that called for “revenge” and 
black-clad women clutched portraits of Soleimani and Iran’s 
supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. One man wearing a 
mask climbed onto a stone monument holding burning US 
and Israeli flags as others chanted “Death to America”. “Our 
response will definitely be beyond launching some missiles 
or destroying some American bases,” said Milad Najafi, one 
of the mourners. “In fact, I think our revenge will be the 
annihilation of Israel,” the student told AFP. 

Another mourner, Ali Gholinam, paid tribute to 

Soleimani as “the greatest man we had”. “They took him 
not only from Iran but from the ‘Resistance Front’,” he said, 
referring to Iran’s allies in parts of the region including the 
Palestinian territories. “The ‘Resistance Front’ members are 
now mourning this great man,” he told AFP. “I don’t know 
what the response could be, but whatever it may be, it 
must be proportionate.” 

As head of the Guards’ foreign operations arm, the 
Quds Force, Soleimani was a powerful figure domestically 
and oversaw Iran’s wide-ranging interventions in regional 
power struggles. He had long been considered a lethal foe 
by Washington, with Trump saying he should have been 
killed “many years ago”. Tehran has already named 
Soleimani’s deputy, Esmail Qaani, to replace him. His first 
order of business was made clear Friday when Khamenei 
promised “severe revenge” for Soleimani’s death. 

Iraqis worry the US strike could unleash a new wave of 
destabilization for Iraq, which only two years ago 
announced it had defeated the Islamic State group. Abdel 
Mahdi warned Friday it would “spark a devastating war in 
Iraq”, while President Barham Saleh pleaded for “voices of 
reason” to prevail. Yesterday, the Hashed said a new strike 
had hit a convoy of their forces north of Baghdad, with 
Iraqi state media blaming the US. But US-led coalition 
spokesman Myles Caggins denied involvement, telling 
AFP: “There was no American or coalition strike.” 

Amid the tensions, the Pentagon said up to 3,500 
additional US troops would be dispatched to Iraq’s 
neighbor Kuwait, to boost some 14,000 reinforcements 
already deployed to the region last year. About 5,200 US 
troops are stationed across Iraq to help fight IS. They 
have faced a spate of rocket attacks that the US has 
blamed on pro-Iran factions and which last month killed 
an American contractor.  

As a result of the tensions, NATO said it was sus-
pending its training activities in Iraq and a US defense 
official told AFP that American-led coalition forces 
would “limit” operations. “Our first priority is protecting 
coalition personnel,” the official said, adding that the 
main focus of surveillance had shifted from IS to watch-
ing for incoming rocket attacks. Iraq’s defense ministry 
had not been informed of the changes, its spokesman 
told AFP yesterday.  

US citizens were meanwhile urged to leave Iraq imme-
diately and American staff were evacuated from oil fields 
in the south. Iraq’s pro-Iran factions have seized on 
Soleimani’s death to push parliament, which convenes 
today, to revoke the security agreement allowing US 
forces on Iraqi soil. While praying over Muhandis’ remains 
in Baghdad, top Hashed official Hadi Al-Ameri pledged to 
avenge him by ousting US troops. “Be reassured that the 
price of your pure blood will be the departure of American 
troops from Iraq, forever,” he said. — Agencies 

Fury, tears as 
crowds mourn...

Continued from Page 1 
 
 and from where the US has asked its nationals to 

depart immediately, would be the “easiest target”, Vakil 
said. But there are other possibilities. Several pro-Iran 
groups have the capacity to carry out attacks on US 
bases in Gulf states as well as against shipping in the 
Strait of Hormuz - the strategic waterway that Tehran 
could close at will.  

They could also strike US troops in Syria, American 
embassies across the region, or Washington’s allies, 
including Israel and Saudi Arabia. “War? Chaos? limit-
ed reprisals? Nothing? Nobody really knows - neither 
in the region or in Washington - because this is 
unprecedented,” said Kim Ghattas of the Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace.  

The United Arab Emirates, an ally of the US and 
Saudi Arabia in their rivalry against Tehran, was the first 
Gulf nation to react, with Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash calling for “wisdom and moder-
ation” rather than “confrontation and escalation”. “This 
is a huge escalation of an already unstable situation in 
the Middle East, the region cannot afford more ten-
sion,” said Jaber Al-Lamki, a media official with the 
UAE government. “Those countries must be feeling 
very concerned about the potential fallout and the risk 

to their societies and their economies,” said Vakil. 
A string of attacks attributed to Iran has caused 

anxiety in recent months as Riyadh and Washington 
deliberated over how to react. “Both Abu Dhabi and 
Riyadh have watched the developments in Iraq over the 
weekend with great concern, fearing that Iran might 
respond against US forces on their territory,” said 
Andreas Krieg of King’s College London. The timidity 
of the American reaction to devastating missile and 
drone attacks against Saudi oil installations in 
September led Riyadh and Abu Dhabi to adopt a more 
conciliatory approach aimed at avoiding confrontation 
with Iran “at all costs”, he said.  

Even though the Gulf states are united in condemna-
tion of the attack on the US embassy in Baghdad, “none 
of them would take the risk at this point of being 
dragged into this spiral of escalatory violence,” Krieg 
said. If Tehran does decide to target American forces in 
the Gulf, it will have to do so without completely 
destroying its fragile relationships with Gulf states, by 
targeting US troops directly and without collateral 
damage, he predicted. 

Aziz Alghashian, a specialist in Middle East affairs at 
the University of Essex, was skeptical that tough 
Iranian rhetoric will be followed by matching action. 
“This is why the US strikes are significant, they deliv-
ered a robust message to Iran, and all who follow Iran, 
that if US officials are targeted, there will be a strong 
response.” While Saudi Arabia and the UAE may be 
targeted with “symbolic” retaliation, the two Gulf pow-
ers are relieved that the US is finally taking a strong line 
against their archrival, he said. — AFP 

Gulf allies of US  
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Kuwait is utterly committed to the protection of 

expatriate labor rights, particularly domestic workers, 
the Kuwaiti finance minister said on Thursday, underlin-
ing that breaching these rights is not tolerated under 
any circumstances. Mariam Al-Aqeel, also acting State 
Minister for Economic Affairs, expressed sorrow over 
the death of a Filipino national employed as a domestic 
worker (Villavende), after an alleged attack by a 
Kuwaiti national.  

“Kuwait is a nation of institutions, where the law is 
applicable to all - nationals and expatriates alike,” the 
minister said in a statement. The minister said she was 
confident in “the Kuwaiti justice system, an impartial 
safe haven for nationals and expatriates”, Kuwait hosts 
hundreds of thousands of migrant workers as it is one of 
the most lucrative employment destinations due to the 
freedom, security and protection of rights it offers to 
these employees, she added.  

“Incidents may occur from time to time, but these are 
few in comparison to the size of the migrant labor 
employed in the country,” Aqeel said, adding, “some 
might use these incidents to exacerbate the situation or 
attempt to drive a wedge between Kuwait and any 
labor-exporting nation.”  

Meanwhile, an OFW-advocate and former ACT-
OFW party list congressman John Bertiz rejected 
Manila’s decision to impose a partial ban on the deploy-
ment of Filipinos to Kuwait. “The current situation calls 
for a total ban,” he said in a Manila newspaper.  
“Villavende’s death should immediately prompt our gov-

ernment to impose a total ban, until the provisions of 
and conditions set under the existing labor agreement 
with Kuwait are fully implemented,” he said.   

On Friday, based on Governing Board Resolution 01, 
series of 2020, the POEA announced a partial ban on 
the sending of Filipino workers to Kuwait, particularly 
newly-hired household service workers, effective imme-
diately. “The POEA Governing Board, in a meeting duly 
convened, hereby resolved to adopt the said memoran-
dum and effect a deployment ban for newly-hired 
domestic workers to Kuwait effective immediately,” the 
order said.  

“A moratorium on the verification, accreditation and 
processing of individual contracts and additional job 
orders for the same category of workers shall be effect-
ed,” it added. The governing board clarified that those 
workers with overseas employment certificates (OECs) 
issued on or before 5 pm of Jan 3 will be allowed to 
depart for Kuwait.  

After consulting Foreign Affairs Secretary Teodoro 
Locsin Jr and Undersecretary Brigido Dulay on 
Thursday, Labor Secretary Silvestre Bello III, who also 
chairs the POEA Governing Board, issued a memoran-
dum to POEA to immediately convene the board for 
the immediate issuance of a partial deployment ban 
involving visa 20 (domestic workers) new hires and 
“balik-manggagawa”. 

The memo also instructed the POEA to include a 
moratorium on the processing and verification of indi-
vidual contracts and additional job orders for the same 
category of workers. On Feb 12, 2018, the Philippine 
government imposed a total deployment ban on the 
sending of OFWs to Kuwait due to a series of reports of 
abuse and deaths of OFWs in the country, including the 
death of Joanna Daniela Demafelis. The ban was lifted in 
May 2018 after then Foreign Affairs Secretary Alan 
Peter Cayetano and Kuwaiti officials signed an agree-
ment on the employment of domestic workers.

Philippine embassy  
explains ‘partial’...
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heavily populated southeast and more than 100,000 

people were told to leave their homes across three 
states. Thousands heeded that call on Friday, abandon-
ing summer holidays and piling into cars that clogged 
the highways linking southeastern coastal towns with 
the relative safety of Sydney or larger towns. 

Several emergency warnings were issued yesterday, 
and there were fears one blaze southwest of Sydney 
could reach the city’s outskirts. Sydney recorded its 
highest-ever temperature of 48.9 degrees Celsius in the 
western suburb of Penrith, and the nation’s capital 
Canberra hit 44 degrees Celsius, also an all-time 
record, a Bureau of Meteorology spokesman said. 

Thousands of volunteer firefighters battled the infer-
nos as some residents stayed behind to defend their 
homes. Just outside the seaside town of Batemans Bay, a 
four-hour drive south of Sydney, locals joined forces with 
firefighters to tackle the fires. “Today, we’ve had nothing 
short of a disaster. A very large fire-front came through... 
the high temperatures and the southerly change is putting 
a real lot of pressure on the resources that we have,” local 
Adam Pike told AFP. “Guys that know the bush, guys that 
know fire, helped save at least 10 to 12 homes on this 
street... we are so grateful for their help.” 

The only activity in the usually bustling tourist 
hotspot was at an evacuation center, where hundreds of 
locals forced from their homes were sheltering on an 
open field in tents and caravans. Mick Cummins, 57, and 
his wife fled to the evacuation center when fire ripped 
through his rural town on New Year’s Eve. “We said this 
is too tough for us, let’s get out. We went to the beach 
and then hellfire came over the hill,” he told AFP. “I was 
here in the ‘94 fires. I thought that was bad. That was 
just a barbeque” in comparison, he said. — AFP 

Power supply fears  
as troops called to...

WASHINGTON: In mid-October, Iranian Major-
General Qassem Soleimani met with his Iraqi Shi’ite 
militia allies at a villa on the banks of the Tigris River, 
looking across at  the US embassy complex in 
Baghdad. The Revolutionary Guards commander 
instructed his  top al ly in Iraq, Abu Mahdi a l-
Muhandis, and other powerful militia leaders to step 
up attacks on US targets in the country using 
sophisticated new weapons provided by Iran, two 
militia commanders and two security sources briefed 
on the gathering told Reuters. 

The strategy session, which has not been previ-
ously reported, came as mass protests against Iran’s 
growing influence in Iraq were gaining momentum, 
putting the Islamic Republic in an unwelcome spot-
light. Soleimani’s plans to attack US forces aimed to 
provoke a military response that would redirect that 
rising anger toward the United States, according to 
the sources briefed on the gathering, Iraqi Shi’ite 
politicians and government officials close to Iraqi 
Prime Minister Adel Abdul Mahdi. 

Soleimani’s efforts ended up provoking the US 
attack on Friday that killed him and Muhandis, mark-
ing a major escalation of tensions between the 
United States and Iran. The two men died in air 
strikes on their convoy at a Baghdad airport as they 
headed to the capital, dealing a major blow to the 
Islamic Republic and the Iraqi paramilitary groups it 
supports. Interviews with the Iraqi security sources 
and Shiite militia commanders offer a rare glimpse of 
how Soleimani operated in Iraq, which he once told a 
Reuters reporter he knew like the back of his hand. 

Two weeks before the October meeting, Soleimani 
ordered Iranian Revolutionary Guards to move more 
sophisticated weapons - such as Katyusha rockets 
and shoulder-fired missiles that could bring down 
helicopters - to Iraq through two border crossings, 
the militia commanders and Iraqi security sources 
told Reuters. 

At the Baghdad villa, Soleimani told the assembled 
commanders to form a new militia group of low-pro-
file paramilitaries - unknown to the United States - 
who could carry out rocket attacks on Americans 
housed at Iraqi military bases. He ordered Kataib 
Hezbollah - a force founded by Muhandis and trained 
in Iran - to direct the new plan, said the militia 
sources briefed on the meetings. Soleimani told them 
such a group “would be difficult to detect by the 
Americans,” one of the militia sources told Reuters. 

Before the attacks, the US intelligence community 
had reason to believe that Soleimani was involved in 
“late stage” planning to strike Americans in multiple 
countries, including Iraq, Syria and Lebanon, US 
off ic ia ls  told Reuters Friday on condit ion of 
anonymity. One senior US official said Soleimani had 
supplied advanced weaponry to Kataib Hezbollah. 

White House national security adviser Robert 
O’Brien told reporters on Friday that Soleimani had 
just come from Damascus, “where he was planning 
attacks on American soldiers, airmen, Marines, 
sailors and against our diplomats”. An official at the 
headquarters of  Iran’s  Revolut ionary Guards 
declined to comment. A spokesperson for the Iranian 
foreign ministry was not available for comment. 

 
Picking us targets with drones 

The United States has grown increasingly con-
cerned about Iran’s influence over the ruling elite in 
Iraq, which has been beset for months by protesters 
who accuse the government of enriching itself and 
serving the interests of foreign powers, especially 
Iran, as Iraqis languish in poverty without jobs or 
basic services. Soleimani, leader of the Revolutionary 
Guards’ Quds Force, was instrumental in expanding 
Iran’s military influence in the Middle East as the 
operative who handles clandestine operations out-
side Iran. The 62-year-old general was regarded as 
the second-most powerful  f igure in Iran after 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 

Muhandis, a former Iraqi lawmaker, oversaw Iraq’s 
Popular Mobilisation Forces (PMF), an umbrella 
grouping of paramilitary forces mostly consisting of 
Iran-backed Shi’ite militias that was formally inte-
grated into Iraq’s armed forces. Muhandis, l ike 
Soleimani, had long been on the radar of the United 
States, which had declared Muhandis a terrorist. In 
2007, a Kuwaiti court sentenced him to death in 
absentia for his involvement in the 1983 US and 
French embassy bombings in Kuwait. 

Soleimani picked Kataib Hezbollah to lead the 
attacks on US forces in the region because it had the 
capabi l i ty to use drones to scout targets for 
Katyusha rocket attacks, one of the militia com-
manders told Reuters. Among the weapons that 
Soleimani’s forces supplied to its Iraqi militia allies 
last fall was a drone Iran had developed that could 
elude radar systems, the militia commanders said. 
Kataib Hezbollah used the drones to gather aerial 

footage of locations where US troops were deployed, 
according to two Iraqi security officials who monitor 
the movements of militias. 

On December 11, a senior US military official said 
attacks by Iranian-backed groups on bases hosting 
US forces in Iraq were increasing and becoming 
more sophisticated, pushing all sides closer to an 
uncontrollable escalation. His warning came two days 
after four Katyusha rockets struck a base near 
Baghdad international airport, wounding five mem-
bers of Iraq’s elite Counter-Terrorism Service. No 
group claimed responsibility for the attack but a US 
military official said intelligence and forensic analy-
ses of the rockets and launchers pointed to Iranian-
backed Shi i te mi l i t ia  groups, notably Kataib 
Hezbollah and Asaib Ahl al-Haq. 

On Dec 27 more than 30 rockets were fired at an 
Iraqi military base near the northern Iraq city of 

Kirkuk. The attack killed a US civilian contractor and 
wounded four American and two Iraq servicemen. 
Washington accused Kataib Hezbollah of carrying 
out the attack, an allegation it denied. The United 
States then launched air strikes two days later 
against the militia, killing at least 25 militia fighters 
and wounding 55. 

The attacks sparked two days of violent protests 
by supporters of Iranian-backed Iraqi paramilitary 
groups who stormed the US Embassy’s perimeter 
and hurled rocks, prompting Washington to dispatch 
extra troops to the region and threaten reprisals 
against Tehran. On Thursday - the day before the 
attack that killed Soleimani - US Defense Secretary 
Mark Esper warned that the United States might 
have to take preemptive action to protect American 
lives from expected attacks by Iran-backed militias. 
“The game has changed,” he said. — Reuters 

Inside the plot by Soleimani  
to attack US forces in Iraq

TEHRAN: A billboard bearing a portrait with black mourning ribbon of slain Iranian military commander Qasem 
Soleimani (left) and Iraqi paramilitary chief Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis hangs on a main road in the Iranian capital 
yesterday. — AFP  


