
Iranians turn to 
social media to 
grieve and rage 
over doomed jet
DUBAI: The last tweet sent by a user named Sorush
before taking off from Iran on a doomed Ukrainian air-
liner on his way back to university in Canada suggested
he knew he was flying into danger.

“I was predicting that war would break out just at
the time of my flight. Forgive me for anything bad I
might have done,” he tweeted in Farsi before the plane
left Imam Khomeini International Airport in Tehran on
Wednesday. Minutes later, the Ukraine International
Airlines Boeing 737 had crashed, and all 176 people on
board were dead. Images circulating on social media,
which could not be independently verified, suggest it
came down in a ball of flames.

Canada, which had 63 nationals on the flight, many
of them dual Canadian-Iranian citizens, said it had
seen intelligence that an Iranian surface-to-air mis-
sile had brought the plane down, probably in error.
U.S. officials agreed, although Iran vehemently
denied the possibility.

As Sorush buckled up in his seat, Iran had just fired
missiles at American military targets in Iraq in response
to the killing of a prominent Iranian general by a US
armed drone on Jan. 3. Iran was on alert for a US mili-
tary response.

Many Iranians asked on social media - a focus for
public grief, anger and fierce debate in the aftermath
of the disaster - why commercial flights had not been
suspended when Iran’s air defenses were likely to be
on edge. “Why were any civilian airlines flying out of
Tehran airport in those conditions,” a user named

Shiva Balaghi tweeted on her @SBalaghi account,
describing herself as “somewhere between academia
& the art world”.

Family photos 
Others shared images of the victims. One was a self-

ie of a smiling mother and young daughter taken just
before take-off, as they headed home to Toronto. The
photo had been sent to a relative.

Another picture that went viral showed a child’s red
shoe in the dirt of the crash site.

On its Twitter account, Iran’s semi-official Tasnim
news agency posted an old photo of a couple who
were killed in the crash standing next to General
Qassem Soleimani, the elite Quds Force commander

killed in the US drone strikes. “The couple were grad-
uates of Tehran’s Sharif University and were studying
in Canada. This photo was taken years ago in the city
of Kerman (Soleimani’s home town),” the agency said.
Some angry Twitter users posted images that they
said showed that the Iranian authorities had already
cleared debris from the scene of the crash. Iran denied
that it had bulldozed the site.

The disaster was the biggest single loss of Canadian
life since an Air India flight blew up in 1985 over the
Atlantic. Flags in Canada were flown at half mast, while
Canadians also posted images of mourners lighting
candles on photos of victims. “Iranian authorities
should take lessons from Canadians on how to respect
their citizens,” one tweet read. —Reuters
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KIEV: Members of a plane crew for the Ukraine International Airlines, react at the Boryspil airport outside Kiev yesterday
as they pay a tribute at a makeshift memorial for the victims of the Boeing 737-800 that crashed outside the Iranian
capital Tehran.  —AFP

TEHRAN: Iranians check newspapers, many bearing a picture of the debris of the Ukrainian plane that crashed in Tehran earlier this week on their front page, outside a news stand in the Islamic republic’s capital yesterday.  —AFP

15 dead in 
Pakistan 
mosque 
bombing
QUATTA: A suicide bomber targeted a mosque in
southwestern Pakistan during evening prayers
Friday, killing at least 15 people and wounding 19
others, officials said. The blast took place in a
satellite town of Quetta, the province’s main city.
Debris and shattered glass littered the scene. 

Fida Mohammad, who was attending evening
prayers, said about 60 people were present at the
time of the attack on the mosque, which is located
in a densely populated area.

The explosion ripped through the front row of
worshippers seconds after the prayer began, he
told AFP. “It was a powerful blast, people were
screaming and running here and there-many peo-
ple were injured because of the stampede,”
Mohammad said. Mohammad Waseem, a doctor at
Quetta’s Sandeman hospital, confirmed that 15 vic-
tims had died. The police chief of Balochistan
province, Mohsin Hassan Butt, also confirmed the
death toll, telling AFP: “Nineteen people are still
taking medical treatment, the condition of three to
four is critical.”

A police officer was among the dead, he added.
Provincial home minister Zia Ullah Langu told
reporters that investigations by bomb disposal
officers indicated that a suicide bomber carried out
the attack. A spokesman for the provincial govern-
ment, Liaqat Shahwani, confirmed a suicide
bomber was to blame. The Islamic State claimed
responsibility for the attack, according to the SITE
intelligence group. A Pakistani military spokesman
said on Twitter that paramilitary personnel has
reached the mosque and cordoned off the area.

“A joint search operation with police is in
progress, injured being evacuated to hospitals,”
said the spokesman, Asif Ghafoor. The attack
comes two days after a motorcycle bomb target-
ing a paramilitary force vehicle killed two people
and wounded 14 others at a busy market in Quetta. 

Volatile area 
Balochistan is Pakistan’s largest and poorest

province, bordering Afghanistan and Iran. It is rife
with Islamist, separatist and sectarian insurgencies
and attacks are frequent, even as the number of
violent incidents has significantly dropped else-
where in Pakistan. Militants still retain the ability
to carry out attacks, including on major urban
centers and tightly-guarded targets, and analysts
have long warned that Pakistan has not yet tackled
the root causes of extremism.

Balochistan is key to the China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC), part of Beijing’s
Belt and Road initiative. CPEC seeks to con-
nect China’s restive western Xinjiang region
with the Pakistani port of Gwadar, giving the
world’s second-largest economy access to the
Arabian Sea. —AFP

TEHRAN: Iran said yesterday it “unintention-
ally” shot down a Ukrainian passenger jet,
killing all 176 people aboard, in an abrupt
about-turn after initially denying Western
claims it was struck by a missile. President
Hassan Rouhani said a military probe into the
tragedy had found “missiles fired due to
human error” brought down the Boeing 737,
calling it an “unforgivable mistake”.

Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei
offered his condolences and ordered the
armed forces to address “shortcomings” so
that such a disaster does not happen again.
The acknowledgement came after officials in
Iran had for days categorically denied
Western claims that the Ukraine International
Airlines airliner had been struck by a missile
in a catastrophic error.

The jet, which had been bound for Kiev,
slammed into a field shortly after taking off
from Tehran’s Imam Khomeini International
Airport before dawn on Wednesday.

It came only hours after Iran launched a
wave of missiles at bases hosting American
forces in Iraq in response to the killing of
Qasem Soleimani, one of Iran’s top generals,
in a US drone strike. The aerospace com-
mander of Iran’s Revolutionary Guards
accepted full responsibility. But Brigadier
General Amirali Hajizadeh said the missile

operator acted independently when he shot
down the Boeing 737 after mistaking it for a
“cruise missile”. “He had 10 seconds to
decide. He could have decided to strike or not
to strike and under such circumstances he
took the wrong decision.”

“It was a short-range missile that explod-
ed next to the plane,” he added. Iran had
come under mounting international pressure
to allow a “credible” investigation after video
footage emerged appearing to show the
plane being hit by a fast-moving object
before a flash appears.

‘Hostile target’ 
Ukraine and Canada called for accounta-

bility after Iran’s admission. The military was
first to acknowledge the error, saying the air-
craft had been mistaken for a “hostile target”.

It said Iran had been at the highest level of
alert after American “threats” and that the
plane had turned and come close to a “sensi-
tive” military site before it was hit due to
“human error”. Rouhani said Iran had been
on alert for possible US attacks after
Soleimani’s “martyrdom”.

“Iran is very much saddened by this cata-
strophic mistake and I, on behalf of the
Islamic Republic of Iran, express my deep
condolences to the families of victims of this

painful catastrophe,” the president said.
Rouhani added he had ordered “all relevant
bodies to take all necessary actions (to
ensure) compensation” to the families of
those killed.

“The perpetrators of this unforgivable
mistake will be prosecuted.” The majority of
passengers on the flight PS752 were dual
national Iranian-Canadians but also included
Ukrainians, Afghans, Britons and Swedes.

Calls for transparency 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky

demanded Iran punish those responsible for
the downing of the plane and pay compensa-
tion. “We expect Iran... to bring the guilty to
the courts,” he said on Facebook, before his
office announced he would speak later on the
phone with Rouhani.

Canadian Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
said closure and accountability were needed.
Trudeau also demanded “transparency, and
justice for the families and loved ones of the
victims”.

“This is a national tragedy, and all
Canadians are mourning together.” The dis-
aster came as tensions soared in the region
after Soleimani’s killing, and fears grew of an
all-out war between Iran and its arch-enemy
the United States.

Washington said the Soleimani strike was
carried out to prevent “imminent”, large-scale
attacks on American embassies. Tehran had
vowed “severe revenge” for the killing of
Soleimani before launching missiles at the
bases in Iraq.

Iran has invited the United States, Ukraine,
Canada and others to join the crash investi-
gation. It is Iran’s worst civil aviation disaster
since 1988 when the US military said it shot
down an Iran Air plane over the Gulf by mis-
take, killing all 290 people on board. Video
footage of the incident, which The New York
Times said it had verified, emerged and
appeared to show the moment the airliner
was hit.

A fast-moving object is seen rising at an
angle into the sky before a bright flash
appears, which dims and then continues mov-
ing forward. Several seconds later, an explo-
sion is heard and the sky lights up.

Many airlines from around the world can-
celled flights to and from Iran in the wake of
the crash, or rerouted flights away from
Iranian airspace. Nations around the world
have called for restraint and de-escalation,
and fears of a full-blown conflict have sub-
sided after US President Donald Trump said
Iran appeared to be standing down after tar-
geting the US bases in Iraq. —AFP
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