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 Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates and 

Egypt all cut ties with Qatar in 2017, accusing Doha of back-
ing extremism and being too close to Iran, charges Qatar 
denies. 

Meanwhile, protests erupted across Iran for a second day 
yesterday, piling pressure on the leadership after the military 
admitted it had mistakenly shot down the Ukrainian airliner at 
a time when Tehran had feared US air strikes. “They are lying 
that our enemy is America, our enemy is right here,” a group 
of protesters outside a university in Tehran chanted, accord-
ing to video clips posted on Twitter. 

Posts showed other demonstrators outside a second uni-
versity and a group of protesters marching to Tehran’s Azadi 
(Freedom) Square. The videos also showed protests in other 
cities. Some state-affiliated media carried reports of the uni-
versity protests, after Saturday’s demonstrations sparked by 
Iran’s announcement that its military had mistakenly brought 
down the Ukrainian plane on Wednesday, killing all 176 
aboard. Tehran residents told Reuters police were out in force 
in the capital yesterday, as public anger boiled up following 
days of denials by the military that it was to blame, issued 
even as Canada and the United States said a missile had 
brought the plane down. Riot police fired teargas at thou-
sands of protesters in the capital on Saturday, where many 
had chanted “Death to the dictator”, directing their anger at 
the Islamic Republic’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei. 

“Apologize and resign,” Iran’s moderate Etemad daily 
wrote in a banner headline yesterday, saying the “people’s 
demand” was for those responsible for mishandling the plane 
crisis to quit. The latest upsurge in anger adds to challenges 
facing the authorities, which launched a bloody crackdown in 
November to quell protests. The leadership is also struggling 
to keep the crippled economy afloat under stringent US 
sanctions. 

US President Donald Trump tweeted: “To the leaders of 
Iran - DO NOT KILL YOUR PROTESTERS. Thousands have 
already been killed or imprisoned by you, and the World is 
watching.” The Ukraine International Airlines plane was shot 
down minutes after taking off from Tehran on Wednesday, 
when Iranian forces were on alert for US reprisals following 
tit-for-tat strikes. Many on board were Iranians with dual citi-
zenship, while 57 were holders of Canadian passports. 

Iran’s president said it was a “disastrous mistake” and 

apologized. But a top Revolutionary Guards commander 
added to public fury when he said he had told the authorities 
on the same day as the crash that an Iranian missile had 
struck the plane. The Guards’ top commander, Hossein 
Salami, said “we are more upset than anyone over the inci-
dent”, state media reported. Another commander said Iran 
did not intend to conceal the cause. 

But others said Iran’s enemies, a term usually used to refer 
to Washington and its allies, were exploiting the incident. 
“Iran’s enemies want to take revenge on the Guards for a mili-
tary mistake,” said Ali Shirazi, Khamenei’s representative to 
the Quds Force, an elite Guards unit, state media reported. 

Britain said its ambassador in Iran, Rob Macaire, was 
briefly detained on Saturday, which Iranian media said was 
because he was inciting protests. Macaire tweeted yesterday 
that “I wasn’t taking part in any demonstrations! Went to an 
event advertised as a vigil for victims of #PS752 tragedy”. 
“Normal to want to pay respects - some of victims were 
British. I left after 5 mins, when some started chanting,” he 
said.  Iran summoned Macaire yesterday, while state-affiliat-
ed media said members of the hardline Basij militia gathered 
outside the mission with signs demanding the “treacherous 
embassy” be shut. Up to 200 protesters chanted “Death to 
Britain” and burned a Union Jack. British Foreign Secretary 
Dominic Raab condemned the arrest and said Iran “can con-
tinue its march towards pariah status ... or take steps to de-
escalate tensions” with diplomacy. 

Protests inside Iran followed a build-up of tension 
between Iran and the United States, which withdrew from 
Tehran’s nuclear pact with world powers in 2018 and then 
toughened up sanctions. On Jan 3, a US drone strike in Iraq 
killed Soleimani, responsible for building up Iran’s network of 
regional proxy armies in Iraq and beyond. Tehran responded 
with missile strikes on US targets in Iraq. No US soldiers 
were killed, but in the tense hours after that, the Ukrainian 
Boeing 737 was cleared to take off from Tehran airport and 
brought down by a missile fired by mistake. 

“It is not a human error. This is a crime against humanity,” 
the son of the toppled shah of Iran, Reza Pahlavi, wrote on 
Twitter. “Khamenei and his regime should go.” In the 
November protests, demonstrators had chanted slogans sup-
porting him. His father died in exile in 1980. Rallying to the 
establishment, Iranian lawmakers praised the elite force’s 
commanders for courage in admitting the error, according to 
Fars, a news agency seen as close to the Guards, a parallel 
military set up to protect the theocratic system. 

Iranian officials sought to portray the plane disaster as a 
second blow to a mourning nation after Soleimani’s death in a 
US drone strike. The commander’s funeral had prompted 
huge public gatherings, which the authorities described as a 
show of national unity. But the displays of emotion have been 
swiftly overshadowed and protesters on Saturday tore up 
pictures of the slain general. — Agencies 
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Sarraj stressed the GNA’s “legitimate right ... to 

respond to any attack or aggression” that may come 
from the other side, while Haftar’s forces warned of a 
“severe” response to any violation by the “opposing 
camp”. Artillery fire could be heard shortly after mid-
night in the capital, before quiet settled over the south-
ern Tripoli suburb where pro-GNA forces have been 
resisting Haftar’s offensive. 

The GNA, however, stressed that “any ceasefire ini-
tiative cannot succeed without the withdrawal of the 
aggressor from where they came”, from the country’s 
east and south. Turkey’s defense ministry said: “The 
belligerents have been trying to respect these truces 
since they came into force... and the situation has been 
calm apart from one or two isolated incidents.” 

The truce comes after a diplomatic offensive, led by 
Ankara and Moscow, which have established them-
selves as key players in Libya. Ankara dispatched mili-
tary support to the GNA in January. And Russia has 
been accused of backing pro-Haftar forces, which are 
also supported by the United Arab Emirates, Saudi 
Arabia and Egypt, all regional rivals of Turkey. Erdogan 
and Putin called for a truce at a meeting last 

Wednesday in Istanbul, and Turkey later asked Russia 
to convince Haftar, who had initially vowed to fight on, 
to respect it. 

Europe and North Africa have also launched a diplo-
matic offensive to try to prevent Libya, with the 
increased involvement of international players in its 
conflict, from turning into a “second Syria”. European 
governments, also including former colonial power Italy, 
fear that Islamist militants and migrant smugglers, 
already highly active in Libya, will take further advan-
tage of the chaos. The US embassy in Libya, in a state-
ment Saturday, voiced its “serious concern about toxic 
foreign interference in the conflict”. 

It said “Russian mercenaries” had backed Haftar’s 
Libyan Arab Armed Forces, while “Turkish-supported 
Syrian fighters” had backed the GNA, a development 
that had “significantly degraded security, to the detri-
ment of all Libyans”. “All responsible Libyan parties 
should end this dangerous escalation and reject the 
destructive involvement by foreign forces,” the 
embassy said. 

On Saturday, Putin and German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel at talks in Moscow threw their weight behind 
the Berlin conference being organized by UN special 
envoy Ghassan Salame that could be held in the 
coming weeks. Putin on Saturday again denied 
Russia had deployed mercenaries to Libya, saying: 
“If there are Russians there, they do not represent 
the interests of the Russian state and do not receive 
money from it.” — AFP 
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A column of ash was visible in the sky above Taal 

and several volcanic tremors were felt within the vicini-
ty of the volcano, which is popular among tourists for 
its scenic view, seismologists said. 

The local disaster office said it had evacuated over 
2,000 residents living on the volcanic island, which lies 
inside a bigger lake formed by previous volcanic activity. 
Solidum said officials will also order the evacuation of peo-
ple living on another island nearby if the situation worsens. 

“Ash has already reached Manila... it is dangerous to peo-
ple if they inhale it,” he told AFP. Social media users posted 
images of cars and porches coated in fine, dark-colored 
grit and commented on where to buy dust masks. 

Earthquakes and volcanic activity are not uncom-
mon in the Philippines due to its position on the 
Pacific “Ring of Fire”, where tectonic plates collide 
deep below the Earth’s surface. Two years ago, Mount 
Mayon displaced tens of thousands of people after 
spewing millions of tons of ash, rocks and lava in the 
central Bicol region. The most powerful explosion in 
recent years was the 1991 eruption of Mount 
Pinatubo, about 100 km northwest of Manila, which 
killed more than 800 people. It spewed out an ash 
cloud that travelled thousands of kilometres in a mat-
ter of days and was blamed for damaging nearly two 
dozen aircraft. — AFP 

Philippine volcano  
halts Manila flights...

Kashmiri farmers carry radish on boats on Dal Lake during snowfall in Srinagar. — AFP

SRINAGAR: A decorated Indian officer has been 
arrested for helping to transport rebel militants in 
Kashmir, the police chief of the restive and highly-mili-
tarized Himalayan province said yesterday. Deputy 
superintendent Davinder Singh had worked for the 
police for decades and was a member of an elite count-
er-insurgency force in the disputed territory, which both 
India and Pakistan claim in full. 

He was apprehended late on Saturday when his vehi-
cle was pulled over at a police checkpoint south of 
Srinigar, the region’s main city. “The fast moving car was 
stopped and searched. Two wanted militants and our 
officer... and a third person were arrested in the opera-
tion,” Kashmir police chief Vijay Kumar told reporters.  

Kumar said police and intelligence agencies were 

questioning Singh, accusing the officer of a “heinous 
crime”. Security forces recovered guns and ammunition 
from several locations in the follow up to the arrests, 
including from Singh’s residence in Srinagar. Hours after 
the four men were detained, police killed three alleged 
rebels during a gunfight in southern Kashmir’s Tral dis-
trict, where the arrested militants were based. 

One of those arrested was Naveed Baba, the deputy 
commander of the local rebel outfit Hizbul Mujahideen. 
Baba had stolen four assault rifles and deserted the 
police force to join the militant group in 2017, according 
to police. Singh had risen steadily through the ranks of 
the Kashmir security apparatus during his career and 
was last year awarded a medal by the Indian president 
for his service. But years earlier he was accused of forc-

ing a man to help armed militants travel to New Delhi in 
a deadly attack on the Indian parliament in 2001. 

Twelve people including five attackers were killed in 
the attack, which India blamed on Pakistan-based mili-
tant groups - prompting a months-long military stand-
off that brought the two nuclear-armed countries to 
the brink of war. India had accused Pakistan based mil-
itant groups of launching the attack and resulted in a 
months-long military stand-off at the border with 
Pakistan before both the armies retreated under inter-
national pressure. 

Singh acknowledged in 2006 he had tortured his 
accuser, Mohammad Afzal Guru, while he was in cus-
tody, but the claims were not taken seriously by investi-
gators. Guru was later convicted for his part in the 

attack and hanged. Kumar told yesterday’s press confer-
ence that the allegations would now be revisited. “We 
will ask him about the attack in the interrogation,” the 
police chief said.  

Scores of militant groups in Kashmir have fought 
India’s administration of the territory since an armed 
rebellion broke out more than three decades ago. Police 
and Indian troops are routinely accused of human rights 
abuses against the local population. Security across the 
territory has been tightened since Aug 5, when India 
revoked Kashmir’s semi-autonomous status, arrested 
the region’s top political leaders and imposed a security 
and communications blockade. Some restrictions have 
since been slowly eased but internet services for the 
public remain blocked. — AFP 

Indian police officer arrested  
for helping Kashmir militants 


