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Earlier yesterday, Iran lambasted Donald Trump after 

the US president threatened to hit 52 Iranian sites hard if 
Tehran attacks Americans or US assets in retaliation for 
Soleimani’s death. “Like ISIS, Like Hitler, Like Genghis! 
They all hate cultures. Trump is a terrorist in a suit. He 
will learn history very soon that NOBODY can defeat 
‘the Great Iranian Nation & Culture’,” Information and 
Telecommunications Minister Mohammad Javad Azari-
Jahromi tweeted. 

Soleimani masterminded Iran’s clandestine and mili-
tary operations abroad as head of the Revolutionary 
Guards’ Quds Force, creating an arc of Shiite power with 
the help of proxy militias confronting the regional might 
of United  States and Israel. Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei promised on Friday that Iran would seek 
harsh revenge for his death. 

Hundreds of thousands of mourners, many chanting, 
beating their chests and wailing in grief, turned out 
across Iran to show their respects after Soleimani’s body 
was returned home to a hero’s welcome. “Iran’s wearing 
black, revenge, revenge,” black-clad mourners chanted 
in Iran’s second city Mashhad yesterday as darkness fell 
and they followed a truck carrying Soleimani’s coffin 
towards the floodlit Imam Reza shrine. The mourners 
threw scarves onto the roof of the truck so that they 
could be blessed by the “blood of the martyr”. 

Soleimani’s remains had been returned before dawn 
to the southwestern city of Ahvaz, where the air resonat-
ed with Shiite chants and shouts of “Death to America” 
during a procession. People held aloft portraits of 
Soleimani, one of the country’s most popular public fig-
ures who is seen as a hero of the 1980-88 Iran-Iraq war. 
The “million-man” turnout in Mashhad, northeastern 
Iran, forced the cancellation of a night ceremony in 
Tehran yesterday, said the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps who urged citizens instead to attend a memorial 
today at Tehran University. 

In Tehran, deputies chanted “Death to America” for a 
few minutes during a regular session of parliament. 
“Trump, this is the voice of the Iranian nation, listen,” 
said speaker Ali Larijani. Soleimani’s remains and those 
of five other Iranians - all Guards members - killed in the 
US drone strike had arrived at Ahvaz airport before 
dawn, semi-official news agency ISNA said. With them 
were the remains of Muhandis. 

Pompeo rejected suggestions that the intelligence 
assessment that led to the strike on Soleimani was thin 
and said there was no doubt Iran had absorbed the mes-
sage from Washington. “The intelligence assessment 
made clear that no action - allowing Soleimani to contin-
ue his plotting and his planning, his terror campaign - 
created more risk than taking the action that we took last 
week,” he said on ABC’s “This Week” show.  

Democratic critics of the Republican president have 
called the strike that Trump authorized reckless, saying it 
risked more bloodshed in a dangerous region. The top 
Democrat in the Senate, Chuck Schumer, said on ABC’s 
“This Week”: “We do not need this president either 
bumbling or impulsively getting us into a major war.” 

US Speaker of the House Nancy Pelosi said in a state-
ment that information given to Congress by Trump 

“prompts serious and urgent questions about the timing, 
manner and justification of” the strike. “The Trump 
Administration’s provocative, escalatory and dispropor-
tionate military engagement continues to put service 
members, diplomats and citizens of America and our 
allies in danger,” said Pelosi. Another prominent 
Democrat, Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, called the presi-
dent a “monster”, for “threatening to target and kill inno-
cent families, women and children”. In a tweet, she said: 
“This is a war crime.” 

Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah, leader of Lebanon’s power-
ful, Iran-allied Hezbollah movement, said the US military 
in the Middle East would pay the price for Soleimani’s 
death and US soldiers and officers would return home in 
coffins. “The American army killed them and it will pay 
the price. The only just punishment is (to target) 
American military presence in the region: US military 
bases, US warships, each and every officer and soldier in 
the region,” Nasrallah said.  

He added however that American civilians such as 
“businessmen, engineers, journalists and doctors” should 
be spared. “When the coffins of American soldiers and 
officers... start to return to the United States, (US 
President Donald) Trump and his administration will 
realize they have lost the region,” he said.  

Nasrallah’s speech was beamed to black-clad sup-
porters who gathered in southern Beirut, waving 
Hezbollah’s yellow flag or holding up portraits of 
Soleimani and Muhandis. Nasrallah also called on Iraq to 
free itself of the American “occupation”. “Our demand, 
our hope from our brothers in the Iraqi parliament is... to 
adopt a law that demands American forces withdraw 
from Iraq,” he said. 

In his speech, Nasrallah said he had last seen 
Soleimani when the Iranian general visited him on New 
Year’s Day on Wednesday, without specifying where the 
meeting took place. He said the general had flown out of 
the Damascus airport on Thursday night to Baghdad, 
where he was welcomed by Muhandis. Earlier yesterday, 
Hezbollah news outlet Al-Manar published undated pho-
tos of Nasrallah and Soleimani, including one in which 
the Iranian commander kisses Nasrallah’s forehead. 

Trump tweeted on Saturday that Iran “is talking very 
boldly about targeting certain USA assets”. He said the 
United States has “targeted 52 Iranian sites”, some “at a 
very high level & important to Iran & the Iranian culture, 
and those targets, and Iran itself, WILL BE HIT VERY 
FAST AND VERY HARD”. 

In remarks to Fox News yesterday, Pompeo said 
Trump had not threatened to target Iranian cultural sites. 
Iran summoned the Swiss envoy representing US inter-
ests in Tehran yesterday to protest at “Trump’s hostile 
remarks”, according to Iranian state television. EU for-
eign policy chief Josep Borrell urged Iran’s foreign minis-
ter by phone to work to de-escalate the situation and 
invited him to Brussels to discuss ways of preserving 
world powers’ 2015 nuclear deal with Iran. 

It was Trump’s withdrawal of the United States from 
the deal in 2018 and reimposition of sanctions on Iran 
that touched off a new spiral of tensions after a brief 
thaw following the accord. Iran was to decide yesterday 
about its next step to further roll back its commitments 
to the nuclear containment deal, Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Abbas Mousavi was quoted as saying. 
“Considering the recent threats (by America) it should 
be underlined that in politics, all developments and 
threats are linked to each other,” state news agency 
IRNA quoted him as saying. — Agencies 
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security chiefs to a Cabinet meeting today. This came 

in a press statement given by the Head of the Center for 
Government Communication (CGC) and government 
spokesman Tareq Al-Mezrem following a high-level 

security meeting held in the context of the government’s 
response to the latest situation in the region.  

During the meeting, the ministers addressed the 
aftershocks of the recent regional happenings and 
weighed the current situation, the spokesman said, not-
ing that the meeting is part of official meetings held over 
the past couple of days. Deputy Prime Minister and 
Defense Minister Sheikh Ahmad Mansour Al-Ahmad Al-
Sabah, Deputy Prime Minister, Interior Minister and 
Minister of State for Cabinet Affairs Anas Al-Saleh, 
Foreign Minister Sheikh Ahmad Nasser Al-Mohammad 
Al-Sabah, Deputy Foreign Minister Khaled Al-Jarallah 
and senior security officials attended the meeting. 
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 fundraiser for firefighters that almost reached its 

Aus$25 million ($17 million) target in just two days with 
donations from all over the globe. 

American pop star Pink said she would donate 
US$500,000 to the firefighters, a donation matched by 
Australian actress Nicole Kidman. World number one 
Ash Barty pledged to hand over all her winnings from 
this week’s Brisbane International tennis tournament - 
potentially US$250,000 - to the Red Cross. Around 
200 fires continued to burn yesterday, many out of 
control, although only a handful prompted emergency 
warnings as temperatures dipped. 

Everywhere, millions of beleaguered residents strug-
gled to come to grips with a catastrophe that has taken 
place on a near-continental scale, unfurled over months 
and altered daily life. “We’re in uncharted territory,” 
New South Wales Premier Gladys Berejiklian said. “We 
can’t pretend that this is something that we have experi-
enced before. It’s not.” Authorities have struggled to 
keep pace with the severity of the crisis - which has now 
scorched an area almost the size of Ireland. While bush-
fires are common in Australia’s dry summers, climate 
change has pushed up land and sea temperatures and led 
to more extremely hot days and severe fire seasons. 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison on Saturday 
announced the largest military call-up in living memory, 
mobilizing up to 3,000 reservists to assist exhausted 
volunteer firefighters. Warships and combat helicopters 
have already been repurposed to help with the largest 
maritime evacuation in Australia since World War II - 
moving some of the 4,000 people trapped for days on 
the foreshore of Mallacoota to safety. 

Up and down the coast, thousands of people 
remained displaced and many more weighed an uncer-
tain future. Noreen Ralston-Birchaw, 75, lost her home 

in Mogo on New Year’s Eve and said she was unsure 
what to do. “At this very moment, I don’t want to go 
back and see my house laying burnt on the ground,” 
she told AFP. “I don’t want to rebuild there.” Morrison 
also announced the establishment of a Bushfire 
Recovery Agency, that will run for at least two years 
and help survivors get back on their feet, a signal that 
the path ahead will be long and difficult. 

Even for those not in the fires’ direct path, the crisis 
has put Australia’s much-admired outdoor lifestyle on 
hold: barbecues have been barred under blanket fire 
bans, top sporting events have been called off and 
beach trips cancelled. The country’s distinctive flora 
and fauna will take years or decades to recover - 
countless thousands of gum trees have been lost and 
experts on Kangaroo Island said half the koala popula-
tion has been wiped out. Queen Elizabeth II yesterday 
said she was “deeply saddened” by the fires, and 
thanked the emergency services “who put their own 
lives in danger” to help communities. 

Yesterday brought milder conditions including some 
rainfall in New South Wales and neighboring Victoria 
state but some communities were still under threat from 
out-of-control blazes, particularly in and around the town 
of Eden in New South Wales near the Victorian border. 
“The sky is still red,” said John Steele, 73, who was evac-
uated with his wife from their rural property north of 
Eden late Saturday. “We’re not out of the woods yet.” 

In Cooma, in inland southern New South Wales, the 
fire crisis turned into a flood disaster when a large tow-
er carrying 4.5 million litres of water swept away cars 
and filled homes with mud. “First bushfire and now 
flood, back-to-back disasters,” a shaken resident who 
asked not to be named told AFP.  

Australia’s capital Canberra was ranked as the city 
with the poorest air quality in the world yesterday by 
Air Visual, an independent online air quality index mon-
itor, amid a severe haze caused by the fires. Flights 
were cancelled, galleries were closed to safeguard pub-
lic health and a large consignment of facemasks was 
being brought in. In some rural areas, police patrolled 
the streets amid reports of looting and break-ins in 
bushfire-affected areas.  — AFP 
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Iranians march behind a vehicle carrying the coffins of slain major general Qassem Soleimani and others as they pay homage in the northeastern city of Mashhad yesterday. — AFP 

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia was not consulted by its ally 
Washington over a US drone strike that killed a top Iranian 
general, an official said yesterday, as the kingdom sought 
to defuse soaring regional tensions. Saudi Arabia is vulner-
able to possible Iranian reprisals after Tehran vowed 
“revenge” following the strike on Friday that killed power-
ful commander Qasem Soleimani in Baghdad. “The king-
dom of Saudi Arabia was not consulted regarding the US 
strike,” a Saudi official told AFP, requesting anonymity. 

“In light of the rapid developments, the kingdom stress-
es the importance of exercising restraint to guard against 
all acts that may lead to escalation, with severe conse-
quences,” the official added. Saudi Arabia’s foreign min-
istry made a similar call for restraint at the weekend and 
King Salman emphasized the need for measures to defuse 
tensions in a phone call on Saturday with Iraqi President 
Barham Saleh. 

In a separate phone call with Iraq’s Prime Minister Adel 
Abdel Mahdi, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
stressed “the need to make efforts to calm the situation 
and de-escalate tensions”, the official Saudi Press Agency 
reported. The crown prince has instructed Prince Khalid 
bin Salman, his younger brother and deputy defence min-
ister, to travel to Washington and London in the next few 
days to urge restraint, the pan-Arab Asharq al-Awsat 
newspaper reported. 

Prince Khalid will meet White House and US defense 
officials, the paper said, citing unnamed sources. The 
killing of Soleimani, seen as the second most powerful man 
in Iran, is the most dramatic escalation yet in spiralling ten-
sions between Washington and Tehran and has prompted 

fears of a major conflagration in the Middle East. US 
President Donald Trump, who ordered the drone strike, 
has warned that Washington will hit Iran “very fast and 
very hard” if the Islamic republic attacks American per-
sonnel or assets. 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, both allies 
of Washington, are also vulnerable to Iranian counter 
strikes. The American embassy in Riyadh yesterday 
warned its citizens living close to military bases and oil 
and gas installations in the kingdom of a “heightened risk 
of missile and drone attacks”. A string of attacks blamed 
on Iran has caused anxiety in recent months, as Riyadh 
and Washington deliberated over how to react. 

In particular, devastating strikes against Saudi oil 
installations last September led Riyadh and Abu Dhabi to 
adopt a more conciliatory approach aimed at avoiding 
confrontation with Tehran. Analysts warn that 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. 

“Expect Iranian reprisals (directly or through partner 
groups in Iraq, Lebanon or elsewhere) to target US part-
ners in the region including Saudi Arabia,” said Thomas 
Juneau, an assistant professor at the University of Ottawa. 
“Given the climate in the US, where support for Saudi in 
the media and Congress is at an all-time low, it will be dif-
ficult for Trump to commit significant resources to come to 
its aid.” 

Yemen’s pro-Iran Houthi rebels, locked in a five-year 
conflict with a Saudi-led military coalition, have also called 
for swift reprisals for Soleimani’s killing. “The aggression... 
will not go without a response,” said Houthi political coun-
cil member Mohammed Al-Bukhaiti. “How the response is 
going to be, when and where will be determined by Iraq 
and Iran, and we will stand with them as a hub for the 
resistance.” It was unclear if the Houthi warning was 
directed in part at Saudi Arabia, which has stepped up 
efforts to end Yemen’s conflict amid a lull in Houthi attacks 
on the kingdom. — AFP  
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