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the attack and said it rejected attempts to turn Iraq 

into a “battlefield for warring sides”.  Speaker of 
Parliament Mohammed Al-Halbusi also took a tough 
line, slamming the strikes as an “Iranian violation of 
Iraqi sovereignty”, stressing Iraq should not be used to 
“settle scores”. Iraq’s military said it sustained no casu-
alties in 22 missile strikes, most of them hitting Ain Al-
Asad. Trump had said initial casualty assessments indi-
cated “all is well”.  

The brazenness of the strike was highly unusual for 
Iran, which has tended to disguise attacks on US interests 
or troops through its use of proxy Shiite forces. “Ballistic 
missiles openly launched from Iran onto American targets 
is a new phase,” said Phillip Smyth, an expert on Shiite 
militias. But as the dust settled, it appeared that Iran’s 
strike - coming soon after the burial of Soleimani at a 
funeral in front of vast crowds - might have been more 
symbolic than anything. 

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards Corps warned any US 
counter-attack would be met with an even “more crush-
ing response” and threatened to strike Israel and 
America’s “allied governments”. However, Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif seemed to indicate that 
Iran was satisfied for now. “Iran took and concluded pro-
portionate measures in self-defense,” Zarif said on 
Twitter. He said the strikes targeted a base from which a 
“cowardly armed attack against our citizens and senior 
officials” was launched. 

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani said the Islamic 
republic’s response shows “we don’t retreat in the face of 
America”. “If America has committed a crime... it should 
know that it will receive a decisive response,” Rouhani 
said in a televised address. “If they are wise, they won’t 
take any other action at this juncture.” 

But Rouhani said it would not be enough if Iran’s 
armed forces hit back for any other action taken by the 

US. “In my view, America must receive the main response 
from the nations of the region,” he said. The president 
was repeating a common refrain among Iranian officials 
since the assassination that Soleimani’s death will see US 
forces leave the region. 

“They cut off the hand of our dear Soleimani. The 
revenge for him is to cut off America’s feet from this 
region,” Rouhani said. “If America’s feet is cut off from 
this region, and its hand of aggression is cut off for good, 
this is the real and final response of the nations of the 
region to America,” he added. 

The strikes sparked worldwide condemnation, includ-
ing from NATO, Germany, France and the UK. France 
said its forces deployed in Iraq sustained no casualties 
while the UK was concerned about “reports” of victims 
as British troops are stationed there. The Norwegian mili-
tary said coalition troops were warned of the attack in 
advance through intelligence channels. 

The apparent de-escalation did not remove pressure 
from approximately 5,200 US troops stationed across 
Iraq, where Iran has close links to powerful armed Shiite 
militias. And Iranian allies in the country said they still 
intend to take revenge for Friday’s US attack in which top 
Iraqi paramilitary commander Abu Mahdi Al-Muhandis 
was killed alongside Soleimani. 

Muhandis was the deputy head of Iraq’s Hashed al-
Shaabi, a military network incorporated into the Iraqi 
state whose factions are backed by Tehran. Paramilitary 
chief Qais al-Khazali - blacklisted as a “terrorist” by the 
US - said his side’s response to the United States” will be 
no less than the size of the Iranian response”. The Iraqi 
parliament has called for expulsion of US troops in the 
wake of the operation last week and there was embar-
rassing confusion at the Pentagon over the US response. 

Separately, a Ukraine International Airlines Boeing 737 
crashed just outside Tehran after taking off bound for 
Kiev, killing all 176 people on board. There was no imme-
diate suggestion of any link with the Iranian strikes but 
carriers including Air France, Royal Dutch Airlines and 
Lufthansa announced they were suspending flying 
though Iranian and Iraqi airspace as a precaution. The US 
aviation regulator banned civil flights over Iraq, Iran and 
the Gulf, citing the potential for “misidentification” of air-
craft.— Agencies 
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The Kuwait incident comes after a US letter appar-

ently signalling a pullout of forces from Iraq caused 
alarm, before the White House and the Pentagon said 
there were no such plans and that the letter was merely 
a draft. Kuwait’s Arifjan base, which lies 70 km south of 
the capital and close to the border with Saudi Arabia, is 

the main US base in Kuwait. It houses several thousand 
US troops and serves as a military transit point to Iraq 
and Afghanistan.  

Kuwait and the United States are bound by a 10-
year defense pact that expires in 2022. The pact was 
originally signed following the first Gulf War in 1991 
after a US-led international force expelled Iraqi troops 
from Kuwait, ending seven months of occupation. Later 
yesterday, Information Minister Mohammad Al-Jabri 
announced the formation of an independent committee 
to investigate the publication of false information on 
KUNA’s Twitter account. The committee will comprise 
of representatives of several state departments, Jabri 
said in a brief statement. — Agencies 
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 passengers’ personal items - including luggage, 

clothes, a Santa Claus doll and a boxing glove - were 
scattered in the debris. UIA, the ex-Soviet country’s 
privately owned main carrier, said flight PS752 took off 
from Tehran airport at 6:10 am and disappeared from 
radars minutes later. It slammed into farmland at Khalaj 
Abad, in Shahriar county, about 45 km northwest of the 
airport, Iranian state media said. 

Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said that 
Ottawa would work to ensure a thorough investigation. 
“This morning, I join Canadians across the country who 
are shocked and saddened” by the crash, he said. “Our 
government will continue to work closely with its inter-
national partners to ensure that... (it) is thoroughly 
investigated, and that Canadians’ questions are 
answered.” Trudeau’s Foreign Minister Francois-
Philippe Champagne had earlier said Ottawa was in 
touch with Kiev over the crash. 

As well as the Iranians and Canadians, the passen-
gers included 10 Swedes, four Afghans, three Germans 
and three Britons, Ukraine’s foreign minister said. 
Eleven Ukrainians - including the nine crew - were 
among the victims. Canada is home to a large Iranian 
expatriate community and UIA offers discount flights 
between Tehran and Toronto, with a transit in Kiev. UIA 
released a list of the names and birth years of passen-
gers. At least 25 were under the age of 18. Two passen-
gers registered on the flight did not board before take-
off, Oleksiy Danilov, the secretary of Ukraine’s national 
security council, told reporters. 

The airline said the Boeing 737 had been built in 2016 
and checked only two days before the accident. It was 
Kiev-based UIA’s first fatal crash. “The plane was in 
working order,” UIA company president Yevgeniy 
Dykhne told a briefing in Kiev where he choked back 
tears. “It was one of our best planes with a wonderful 
crew.” The airline is in part owned by Igor Kolomoisky, a 

controversial Ukrainian businessman with ties to Zelensky. 
The president, who cut short a vacation in Oman to 

return to Kiev, ordered an investigation into the crash 
and a sweeping check of “all civilian aircraft” in the 
country. “I ask everyone to keep from speculating and 
putting forth unconfirmed theories about the crash,” 
Zelensky wrote on Facebook. Iranian state media 
reported that the plane caught fire after crashing, but a 
video aired by the state broadcaster appeared to show 
the plane already on fire as it fell from the night sky. 

Iran yesterday fired more than a dozen ballistic mis-
siles at Iraqi bases housing the US military, in the first 
action of its promised revenge for the US killing of a 
top Iranian general. “There is a lot of speculation at the 
moment it has been shot down - I think that is not 
going to be the case at all,” said Stephen Wright, a pro-
fessor of aircraft systems at Tampere University in 
Finland. “Planes fly the same routes day in, day out,” he 
said. “You don’t tend to put... missiles next to interna-
tional airways for obvious reasons.” He added: “It could 
be a bomb or it could be some sort of catastrophic 
breakup of the aircraft.” 

The aircraft was not one of the MAX models fitted 
with anti-stall systems that have been linked with two 
other recent crashes of Boeing 737s. Boeing, which has 
been roiled by a nine-month crisis after the 737 MAX 
model was grounded, tweeted yesterday: “We are in 
contact with our airline customer and stand by them in 
this difficult time. We are ready to assist in any way 
needed.” UIA vice president Igor Sosnovskiy told 
reporters in Kiev that the airline doubted its crew was 
at fault. “(The chances) of a crew error are minimal, we 
simply are not considering them,” he said. 

A statement posted on the Ukrainian embassy website 
in Iran saying the crash was caused by an engine malfunc-
tion and ruling out an act of terror was later redacted, 
saying all information would be provided by an official 
commission. A Ukrainian source told AFP the statement 
had been changed because the embassy had used unveri-
fied reports. Prime Minister Oleksiy Goncharuk said Kiev 
was negotiating with Iranian authorities to allow Ukrainian 
investigators to travel to the crash site. Iran’s civil aviation 
authority said search-and-rescue teams had found the air-
liner’s two black boxes but that it would not hand them 
over to Boeing or US authorities. — AFP 
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 hours during which he fielded questions in English, 

French, Arabic and Portuguese. “There was no way I 
was going to be treated fairly ... this was not about jus-
tice. I felt I was a hostage of the country that I have 
served for 17 years,” he said. 

Ghosn accused prosecutors and Nissan, one of 
Japan’s biggest carmakers, of “systematic leaking of 
false information” and “intentional withholding” of 
important facts related to the case. That meant he was 
“presumed guilty before the eyes of the world and sub-
ject to a system whose only objective is to coerce con-
fessions, secure guilty pleas,” he added. 

Japanese prosecutors quickly hit back, slamming 
Ghosn’s claims as “categorically false”. “Ghosn’s allega-
tions completely ignore his own conduct, and his one-
sided criticism of the Japanese justice system is totally 
unacceptable,” the Tokyo prosecutor’s office said in a 
statement. The car magnate - for years venerated in 
Japan for turning around once-ailing Nissan - fled while 
awaiting trial on charges including allegedly under-
reporting his compensation to the tune of $85 million. 

Ghosn said he had “no choice” but to jump bail, 
adding he was told by his lawyers he would have to wait 
five years for a verdict. He said he had been “ripped” 
from friends and family when detained. In a comment 
that risked causing further upset in Japan, he suggested 
his arrest had been as unexpected as the Japanese 
bombing of Pearl Harbor in 1941. “I didn’t suspect any-
thing ... Did you see Pearl Harbor happening?” 

The 65-year-old businessman’s shock arrival in his 
native Lebanon last month was the latest twist in a story 
worthy of a Hollywood plot. Ghosn’s bail jump prompted 
outrage from the Japanese government, which has called 
his escape “unjustifiable”, as well as from Nissan which 
labelled the getaway “extremely regrettable”. 

Many were hoping Ghosn would disclose details of 
his audacious flight from Japan to Beirut via Istanbul. But 
Ghosn told reporters he was “not here to talk” about 
how he fled Japan. According to Japanese media, Ghosn 
slipped out of his house in Tokyo, boarded a bullet train 
to Osaka and then a private jet to Istanbul, evading cus-

toms by hiding in a box, before reaching Beirut on Dec 
30. Giving credence to that dramatic account, police in 
Istanbul released a photograph yesterday of a box in 
which Ghosn allegedly concealed himself. 

Ghosn argues the charges against him stem from a 
“coup” inside Nissan by disgruntled executives and 
Japanese officials who feared his plans to more closely 
integrate the car giant with its alliance partner, French 
firm Renault. Asked how high the alleged conspiracy 
went, Ghosn said he did not believe Japanese Prime 
Minister Shinzo Abe was involved. 

Nissan has continued to insist it has “incontrovertible 
evidence of various acts of misconduct by Ghosn”. But 
the fallen tycoon sought to portray himself as an inno-
cent victim of an ungrateful company that he helped to 
prosper. He said that Nissan’s stock market value had 
fallen by $40 million a day since his arrest, while that of 
Renault had slumped by Ä20 million daily. In one decla-
ration that raised eyebrows, he denied having quit as 
chief executive of Renault, contradicting an announce-
ment that came from France’s economy minister in Jan 
2019. “They said that I resigned from Renault. It’s 
wrong,” Ghosn said. 

Earlier yesterday, private security personnel guarded 
the pink coloured villa in central Beirut where Ghosn was 
believed to be residing, an AFP photographer said, as 
reporters camped outside. Journalists, including several 
from Japan, watched with bated breath as vehicles - some 
with tinted windows - came and went from the premises. 

Ghosn’s high-profile arrest and his long detention - 
130 days in total - under severe conditions were widely 
considered draconian compared with the West. He said 
he was held in solitary confinement in a “tiny cell” that 
was “light day and night”. “The feeling of hopelessness 
was profound,” he said, denouncing a Japanese justice 
system that he said “was designed to break my spirit”. 

Japanese prosecutors are also seeking to arrest 
Ghosn’s wife Carole, alleging she “made false state-
ments” during April testimony to the Tokyo district 
court. As Japan grapples with the fallout from the 
embarrassing security lapse, prosecutors yesterday 
attempted to raid the offices of one of his lawyers, 
Junichiro Hironaka, to seize computers. 

However, the lawyers refused them access, citing 
“attorney-client confidentiality”. Lebanon, which has no 
extradition agreement with Japan, has said Ghosn entered 
the country legally in possession of a French passport 
and a Lebanese identification card. The tycoon holds 
Brazilian, French and Lebanese nationalities. — AFP 

Defiant Ghosn  
hits back against...

Continued from Page 1 
 
States, which last month sanctioned firms working on 

TurkStream and the almost-completed Nord Stream 2. 
The ceremony in Istanbul reflected a dramatic 

improvement in ties between Russia and Turkey, who 
appeared on the verge of war less than five years ago 
after Turkey shot down a Russian jet. They have estab-
lished a regular dialogue over the Syrian conflict, 
despite being on opposing sides, but had appeared to 
be on a fresh collision course over Libya.  

Putin arrived late on Tuesday after paying a surprise 
visit to Syria - his first to Damascus since the war 
began - at a moment of acute uncertainty in the Middle 
East following the assassination of top Iranian general 
Qasem Soleimani by the United States. Syria remains a 
potential powder-keg for Erdogan and Putin’s relation-
ship. Syrian government forces - backed by Russia - 
have ramped up bombardment of the last rebel strong-
holds in Idlib province in recent weeks, sending hun-

dreds of thousands fleeing towards the Turkish border.  
Erdogan has called for a truce in Idlib, following pre-

vious temporary halts to the fighting brokered with 
Russia in late 2018 and updated in August last year. 
“Russia’s demands are very simple,” said Yury Barmin 
of the Moscow Policy Group think tank. “Turkey must 
do more to eliminate terrorist cells in Idlib. The discus-
sions will be around this idea.” 

Improved ties between the two countries have been 
facilitated by a number of major energy and defense 
deals. Russia is building Turkey’s first nuclear plant and 
last year delivered the S-400 missile defense system, to 
the consternation of Turkey’s NATO allies. Putin earned 
goodwill in Turkey after his quick support for Erdogan 
following an attempted coup in July 2016. The two men 
have developed a “strong personal relationship”, 
according to Jana Jabbour of Sciences Po university in 
Paris, who adds that “their economic and energy plans 
are interdependent”. 

The TurkStream project, which was temporarily halt-
ed during a frosty patch in Russia-Turkey relations, 
includes two parallel pipelines of more than 900 km. 
The pipeline links Anapa in Russia to Kiyikoy in north-
western Turkey and has already begun deliveries to 
Bulgaria. It is being extended towards Serbia, Hungary 
and Austria. — AFP 
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The film is based on the true story of a woman who 

survived an acid attack and rebuilt her life.  
“It is said Bollywood doesn’t take a stand,” Advaita 

Kala, a screenwriter and commentator, said on Twitter. 
“@deepikapadukone has decided to take a stand with 
the Leftist students at JNU. She shd be informed that 
ABVP students have also been injured. Rather than a 
partisan approach, wish she’d used her celebrity to 
build a bridge between students,” Kala added.  

But others jumped to her defense, calling for people 
to go and see her movie in solidarity, leading to a battle 
of hashtags including “#ISupportDeepika” and 
“#boycottChapaak”. “The female of the species is, and 
was, and will always be the strongest of the two 
#DeepikaPadukone,” tweeted Anurag Kashyap, a lead-
ing Bollywood director. “Let’s all those who stand 
against the violence go to @bookmyshow and show 
them. Make our silent statement which will be the loud-
est,” Kashyap added.  

“We are proud to see so many voices from the film 
industry take the lead. More power to you @deepika-
padukone. Bravo!! #ISupportDeepika,” the youth wing 
of the main opposition Congress party tweeted. The 
protests sweeping India in the last weeks have posed a 
dilemma for Bollywood, which has some big-name 
Muslim actors but is sensitive to the sentiments of the 
country’s Hindu majority. “The reason why a whole lot 
of stars back away from making statements is because 
they are afraid of the consequences it will have on their 
films,” said brand consultant and columnist Santosh 
Desai. “To do this so close to a film is certainly risky.” 

 The violence at JNU is the latest in a series of clash-

es that have killed at least two dozen people amid 
protests over a controversial new citizenship law 
Modi’s government passed in December. It speeds up 
citizenship claims from persecuted non-Muslim minori-
ties from Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh, stoking 
fears that Modi wants to marginalize India’s Islamic 
minority, which he denies. 

Meanwhile, Indian police fired live rounds yesterday 
to break up a protest by strikers taking part in nation-
wide action against government economic policies, 
officials said. The strike, called by unions which claim 
250 million members, disrupted public transport, pub-
lic-owned banks and some auto-industry factories 
across several states. 

West Bengal was the worst hit, with police firing live 
rounds in the air to break up protesters who set fire to 
police vehicles and threw rocks at security forces in 
Malda district, north of the capital Kolkata, a senior 
police officer told AFP. They also fired tear gas and 
baton-charged other protests in the eastern state, 
where many roads and railway lines were blocked. 
Police said more than 150 arrests were made. Ten 
unions called the one-day strike to oppose what they 
called the “anti-worker and anti-people policies” of 
Modi. They were demanding increased minimum wages 
and pensions, and a halt to the privatization of state 
firms and natural resources. 

Farmers and students joined some of the protests 
called by the unions - who said “millions” joined the 
strike - piling pressure on an administration already 
confronting nationwide opposition to the nationality 
law.  The government had warned of “consequences” 
for anyone who stopped work, but could not head 
off the disruptions. Apart from West Bengal, the 
eastern states of Bihar and Odisha, Maharashtra in 
the west, Haryana in the north and Kerala and 
Karnataka in the south were worst hit by the action. 
Some workers at state oil and coal firms, as well as 
motorbike makers Honda and Bajaj Auto, also joined 
the strike. — Agencies 
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NEW DELHI: In this photo taken on Tuesday, Bollywood actress Deepika Padukone (center) visits students protest-
ing at Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU). — AFP 


