
BRUSSELS: The EU’s diplomatic chief criticized
Iran yesterday for briefly detaining the British
ambassador to Tehran, calling for “de-escalation”.
Iranian authorities held ambassador Rob Macaire at
a student protest to pay tribute to those killed
when a Ukrainian airliner was shot down outside
Tehran, killing 176 people including Britons. 

The move triggered diplomatic protests from
around the world, with London calling it a violation
of international law and EU foreign policy chief
Josep Borrell added his voice to the chorus of con-
demnation. “Very concerned about the temporary
detention of the UK Ambassador @HMATehran in
Iran. Full respect of the Vienna convention is a
must. The EU calls for de-escalation and space for
diplomacy,” Josep Borrell tweeted. Macaire denied
Iranian claims he was taking part in demonstrations,
saying he went to an event to pay his respects to
those killed in the crash and left after five minutes
when chanting started.

Protests erupted in Iran on Saturday, with some
students reportedly chanting “anti-regime” slogans
amid concern about the authorities’ handling of the
disaster. Iran’s armed forces admitted on Saturday
that the Ukraine International Airlines Boeing 737
was shot down, after denying for days Western
claims it was brought down by a missile. 

The EU’s air safety agency on Saturday advised
airlines to avoid flying over Iran, after Tehran
admitted mistakenly shooting down a passenger jet,
killing 176 people.  The European Aviation Safety
Agency (EASA) said it had re-evaluated the dan-
gers to commercial airline operations in light of
Tehran’s admission. “On the basis of all available
information, the recommendation in the current
security climate is that overflight of Iran at all alti-
tudes should be avoided until further notice, as a
precautionary measure,” EASA said in a statement.

The existing advice not to fly over Iraq remains
unchanged, EASA said. “This is a very dynamic
situation and a new assessment will be made with
the EU Commission and European Union member
states early next week,” the statement added.
Iran’s supreme leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has
ordered his armed forces to address “shortcom-
ings” so that such a disaster does not happen
again. There have been international calls for Iran
to carry out a full, independent and transparent
investigation into the crash. —AFP
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Top Iran Guard briefs parliament 
over downed jet after protest 

Newspapers call for resignations and sackings over handling of disaster 

Britain must 
limit military 
reliance on 
US: Minister
LONDON:  Britain must invest in military
hardware to become less reliant on US air
cover and spy planes in future conflicts,
Defense Secretary Ben Wallace was quoted
as saying in an interview with the Sunday

Times newspaper. A steadfast ally of the
United States that places its “special rela-
tionship” with Washington at the heart of its
foreign policy, Britain has also traditionally
been a pillar and strong advocate of NATO.

But in unusually frank comments, Wallace
said fears that the United States under
President Donald Trump would pursue
increasingly isolationist policies kept him
awake at night, according to the Sunday
Times. “I worry if the United States with-
draws from its leadership around the world,
that would be bad for the world and bad for
us. We plan for the worst and hope for the
best,” Wallace was quoted as saying.

“Over the last year we’ve had the US pull

out from Syria, the statement by Donald
Trump on Iraq where he said NATO should
take over and do more in the Middle East.”

He said the assumption that Britain would
always be part of a US coalition was no
longer valid and the government should plan
accordingly. “We are very dependent on
American air cover and American intelli-
gence, surveil lance and reconnaissance
assets. We need to diversify our assets,”
Wallace said.

As it prepares to leave the European Union
on Jan. 31, the British government has made
clear that relations with Washington are of
paramount importance, with trade talks at the
top of the agenda. — Reuters

Abe begins Gulf 
tour in Saudi 
amid tensions
RIYADH: Japan’s premier arrived Saturday
in Saudi Arabia at the start of a Gulf tour
during which he hopes to ease tensions
after the US killed a top Iranian general. The
official Saudi news agency SPA said Prime
Minister Shinzo Abe and his delegation
were received by senior officials including
Economy Minister Mohammed Al-Tuwaijri.

During his five-day tour, Abe will also
visit the United Arab Emirates and Oman,
where a new ruler was sworn in on
Saturday following the death of modern
day Oman’s founding father Sultan Qaboos.
Abe’s Gulf trip had initially been thrown
into doubt after Tehran responded to the
US’ January 3 killing of Qasem Soleimani
by launching a barrage of missiles at bases
hosting American troops in Iraq.

The escalation prompted fears of an all-
out war. Those fears have subsided howev-
er after US President Donald Trump said
Iran appeared to be standing down after
targeting the US bases in Iraq.

“To avoid further escalation of the
tense situation in the Middle East, (Abe)
will exchange opinions with the three
countries” he is visiting, Japanese gov-

ernment spokesman Yoshihide Suga said
ahead of the visit. “In each of the coun-
tries, we plan to ask for cooperation in
ensuring a stable energy supply and the
safety of vessels,” he added.

Military vessel
Japan last month announced it would

deploy a military vessel and two patrol
planes to the region to protect its shipping
interests. Abe has in recent months tried to
carve out a role as mediator between
Japan’s ally Washington and Tehran, with
which Tokyo has longstanding ties. In
December Iranian President Hassan
Rouhani visited Abe in Tokyo after a visit
by the Japanese prime minister to Tehran in
June. That visit came amid tensions in the
Gulf following a spate of attacks on oil
tankers which Washington blamed on Iran,
despite denials from Tehran.

“I’m deeply concerned about the ten-
sions in the Middle East,” Abe said earlier
this week according to Japan’s public
broadcaster NHK as he announced details
of his Gulf trip. “I hope to contribute to
peace and stability in the region through
diplomatic efforts to ease tensions,” he
added. Japan was formerly a major buyer of
Iranian crude but stopped purchases to
comply with US sanctions imposed after
Washington in May 2018 unilaterally quit
the landmark 2015 nuclear deal with Tehran.

Opposition politicians in Japan had crit-
icized the trip’s reported cancellation given
there was no change in plans to send

Japanese Self Defense Forces there, a
move they oppose due to the increasingly
fraught situation. The cabinet approved the
deployment last month and Defense
Minister Taro Kono issued an order on
Friday for the warship and two P-3C patrol
planes to head to the Middle East to pro-
tect ships bringing goods to Japan.

In May and June 2019, several attacks

took place on international merchant vessels
in the region, including the Japanese-owned
tanker Kokuka Courageous, which the
United States blamed on Iran. Tehran denies
the allegations. The operation is set to cover
high seas in the Gulf of Oman, the northern
Arabian Sea and the Gulf of Aden, and Suga
said Abe would be explaining the mission to
leaders in the countries he visits. — Agencies

US to expel a 
dozen Saudi 
trainees after 
base attack probe
WASHINGTON:  The United States will
expel at least a dozen Saudi military stu-
dents accused of extremist links and child
pornography, after an investigation into a
shooting rampage by a Saudi officer in
Florida, media reported Saturday. In
December, Mohammed Alshamrani, who was
in the United States as part of a Saudi mili-
tary training program, opened fire in a class-
room at the Pensacola Naval Air Station,
killing three sailors and wounding eight oth-
er people before being shot dead by police.

While the dozen or more trainees are
not accused of aiding Alshamrani, some
were found to have connections to extrem-

ist movements or be in possession of child
pornography, CNN reported. The probe,
which was carried out by the FBI, also
found that several had not reported the
assailant’s disturbing behavior before the
attack, according to The Washington Post.

In mid-December the Pentagon said it
had conducted background checks on all
Saudi military personnel currently training
in the United States and found no “immedi-
ate threat scenario.”

Defense Department officials halted
operational training for Saudi Arabian mili-
tary students in the United States follow-
ing the attack, though classroom instruc-
tion continued. The 21-year-old gunman, a
lieutenant in the Saudi Royal Air Force,
was armed with a lawfully purchased
Glock 9mm handgun, and is reported to
have posted a manifesto on Twitter before
the shooting denouncing America as “a
nation of evil .” According to the
Washington Post, the FBI asked Apple to
help access Alshamrani’s two iPhones, but
the company is resisting governmental
requests to alter encryption. — AFP

In this file photo released by the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI)
shows American Red Cross personnel on site after a shooting incident at
a naval base in Pensacola, Florida on December 6, 2019. — AFP

TEHRAN: Iran’s top Guards commander briefed parlia-
ment yesterday, a day after the armed forces said a
Ukrainian airliner was shot down in error in an admission
that sparked an angry demonstration. His closed-session
testimony comes after the temporary arrest Saturday of
Britain’s ambassador to Tehran, Rob Macaire, shortly after
he left a vigil for the air disaster victims that turned into a
protest. On the day after the rally at Tehran’s Amir Kabir
University, tensions appeared to be mounting again on the
streets of the capital, with a heavy police presence notably
around the iconic Azadi Square south of the center.

Riot police armed with water cannon and batons were
seen at Amir Kabir, Sharif and Tehran universities as well
as Enqelab Square. Around 50 Basij militiamen brandish-
ing paintball guns, potentially to mark protesters to
authorities, were also seen near Amir Kabir. The military
acknowledged Saturday that the Ukraine International
Airlines plane was mistakenly shot down Wednesday,
killing all 176 people aboard, after denying for days
Western claims it was downed by a missile.

The majority of those on the Boeing 737, which
slammed into a field shortly after take-off from Tehran,
were Iranians and Canadians, and many were students.
World leaders welcomed Iran’s admission, but Canada’s
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau and others have also called
for a full and transparent investigation. The Kiev-bound
plane was shot down at a time when Iran’s armed forces
were on a heightened state of alert after launching a volley
of missiles at US troops stationed in Iraqi military bases.
Iran had vowed to exact “severe revenge” for the January
3 US drone strike that killed Qasem Soleimani, the head of
the Revolutionary Guards’ foreign operations arm. 

Student protest 
The Guards’ top commander, Major General Hossein

Salami, briefed parliament about the general’s killing, Iran’s
retaliation and the downing of the airliner, semi-official
news agency ISNA said. At the end of the session, speaker
Ali Larijani asked the Majles’ security and foreign policy
commission to examine the air disaster and how to prevent
such incidents from occurring again, ISNA said. On

Saturday, President Hassan Rouhani said a military probe
into the tragedy had found “missiles fired due to human
error” brought down the Boeing 737.

The Guards’ aerospace commander General Amirali
Hajizadeh accepted full responsibility. In the evening, a
memorial at Tehran’s Amir Kabir University in honor of
those killed turned into a demonstration that, AFP corre-
spondents said, was attended by hundreds of students.
They shouted “death to liars” and demanded the resigna-
tion and prosecution of those responsible for downing the
plane and allegedly covering up the accidental action.

Fars news agency said police “dispersed” them as they
left the university and blocked streets, causing a traffic
jam. US President Donald Trump warned Iran against
cracking down. “There cannot be another massacre of
peaceful protesters, nor an internet shutdown. The world is
watching,” he tweeted. “We are following your protests
closely, and are inspired by your courage,” Trump said in a
comment directed at protesters.

The latest demonstrations follow a crackdown on street
violence that erupted across Iran over fuel price hikes in
November. Amnesty International has said more than 300
were killed.

Calls for sackings 
Newspapers called for resignations and sackings over

the handling of the air disaster. Sazandegi, a moderate
conservative publication, also apologized to its readers for
having trusted official sources on the matter. “Apologize,
resign,” said the main headline of the reformist Etemad
daily. “Unforgivable,” said government newspaper Iran,
which published all the names of those who died in the air
disaster on the image of black plane tail. Kayhan, a hard-
line daily, led on the supreme leader’s “strict orders” to fol-
low up on the “painful incident of the plane crash”.

As public anger grew, state television aired interviews
with people who it said “have not forgotten everything the
Guards have done for the country”.

Britain’s ambassador to Tehran meanwhile took to
Twitter to deny he had attended the demonstration before
being arrested. “Can confirm I wasn’t taking part in any

demonstrations! Went to an event advertised as a vigil for
victims of #PS752 tragedy,” Macaire said, adding he had
been detained half an hour after leaving the area.

“Normal to want to pay respects-some of victims
were British. I left after 5 mins, when some started chant-
ing,” he tweeted. The arrest triggered diplomatic
protests, with London calling it a violation of internation-
al law and EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell added his

voice to the chorus of condemnation. “Very concerned
about the temporary detention of the UK Ambassador
@HMATehran in Iran. Full respect of the Vienna conven-
tion is a must. The EU calls for de-escalation and space
for diplomacy,” Borrell tweeted. Iran’s Mehr news agency
said Macaire was arrested for his alleged “involvement in
provoking suspicious acts” at the gathering in front of
the university. —AFP

TEHRAN: Iranian demonstrators hold placards bearing the images of slain military commander Qasem Soleimani
and Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei in front of the British embassy in the capital Tehran yesterday
following the British ambassador’s arrest for allegedly attending an illegal demonstration. — AFP

Ethiopian PM 
Abiy expects 
election in 
May or June
CAPE TOWN: Ethiopia will hold a parlia-
mentary election in May or June despite
security and logistic concerns, Prime
Minister Abiy Ahmed said yesterday.

The election will be the first under
Nobel Peace Laureate Abiy, who took
office in April 2018 and launched political
and economic reforms. His reform agenda
has also stoked violence and highlighted
ethnic divisions in the country of about
105 million people, and the election board
said last June that the security situation
could delay the 2020 election. “On the
schedule, I am not sure whether it is May
or June, because the schedule will be
declared by the election board but I think

we will conduct an election this year
because it is a constitutional mandate,”
Abiy said in response to a question at a
media briefing with South African
President Cyril Ramaphosa. “There might
be lots of challenges, not only logistics
but also peace and security... It is better
for Ethiopians and for Ethiopian parties
to conduct the election on time in a very
peaceful and democratic manner,” he
said. Ahmed is on an official state visit
to South Africa. The two governments
signed agreements to enhance coopera-
tion, including on tourism and health.

Ethiopia has regularly held elections
since 1995 but, with the exception of the
2005 election, no election has been com-
petitive. In the 2005 election, riots erupted
after the opposition cried foul, security
forces killed nearly 200 protesters, and the
government jailed many opposition politi-
cians. Opposition politicians have warned
against any delay in the election, and
critics have said that postponing the vote
could cause an adverse social reaction,
fuel regional conflicts and damage Abiy’s
democratic credentials. — Reuters

RIYADH: A handout picture provided by the Saudi Royal Palace yesterday shows Saudi
Arabia’s King Salman bin Abdulaziz receiving Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe (left)
in the capital Riyadh. — AFP


