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Gunfire erupts as Sudan security 
agents reject compensation plan

Streets leading to two bases cordoned off
KHARTOUM: Heavy gunfire erupted in the Sudanese capi-
tal yesterday as agents of the country’s long-feared securi-
ty agency rejected financial compensation offered as part
of a restructuring plan proposed by the new authorities.

Shooting broke out at some bases of the Directorate of
General Intelligence Service, formerly known as the
National Intelligence and Security Service (NISS), the
powerful security arm of longtime Islamist autocrat Omar
Al-Bashir. NISS agents were at the forefront of a crack-
down against protesters during the nationwide uprising
that erupted against Bashir in December 2018 and led to
his ouster by the army in April.

Witnesses and an AFP correspondent reported that
gunfire broke out at the agency’s bases in Riyadh and
Khartoum North. All streets leading to the two bases were
cordoned off, causing traffic jams, witnesses said. The AFP
correspondent also said several vehicles carrying soldiers
and troops from the country’s Rapid Support Forces had
headed towards the bases.

A statement issued by the security agency said it was
“assessing the situation”.

“In the process of restructuring NISS there are some
members who have rejected the financial compensation
offered for retirement,” it said. A security source told AFP
that the first shooting broke out in the city of Al-Obeid
after which gunfire erupted in the agency’s bases in
Khartoum.

“Negotiations are now on to solve the issue as they
have financial demands,” the source said on condition of
anonymity. Authorities also closed the capital’s airport, the
civil aviation authority said.

“Khartoum airport has been closed for five hours until 8
pm local time (1800 GMT)  for security reasons,”
spokesman Abdelhafiz Abdelrahim told AFP. 

South Sudan, the world’s youngest country, descended
into civil war in 2013, when President Salva Kiir accused
his former deputy and fellow former rebel leader Riek
Machar of plotting a coup.  About 380,000 people have

died in the conflict and some four million have fled their
homes.  Fears have grown in recent weeks that a fragile
peace deal will not hold after delays in implementing a uni-
ty government and ongoing disagreements. While peace
has largely held across the country, fighting has continued
in the Central Equatoria region between government
troops and the National Salvation Front, whose leader
Thomas Cirillo Swaka signed the agreement in Rome.

‘We are ashamed’ 
“We are ashamed this peace has eluded us,” Pa’Gan

Amum Okiech, a member of SSOMA’s leadership council
and interim chairman of another rebel group, the Real-
APLM group, said Monday. “We agree to begin this
process of dialogue to reach comprehensive solutions to
the crisis,” Amum Okiech told journalists, stressing that
those solutions would be “inclusive.” Progress on a more
recent agreement in September 2018 calling for Kiir to
form a transitional unity government with Machar has
been delayed over a host of unresolved issues. 

Rebel groups within the SSOMA refused to sign it
because it did not address “root causes” of the war, Amum
Okiech said.  Sticking points include the return of
refugees, the integration of rebel forces into the army, and
land issues, such as compensation for the destruction of
property during the conflict.

Machar was due in Juba yesterday for another round of
talks with Kiir. The ceasefire signed on Sunday was medi-
ated by the Community of Sant’Egidio, a lay Catholic
organization with ties to the Vatican.

It engages in diplomatic and peace efforts, includ-
ing organizing the safe passage to Europe of refugees
from war-torn areas like Syria.  Both Amum Okiech
and the head of the government delegation, Barnaba
Marial Benjamin, praised Pope Francis for his efforts in
pushing for a diplomatic solution to South Sudan’s
conf l ic t . “This  credi t  goes to  h is  Hol iness  Pope
Francis,” said Marial Benjamin, who cited the pontiff’s

organization of a meeting between Kiir and Machar in
April at the Vatican, in which Francis knelt to kiss their
feet, imploring for peace.  “Your kneeling in front of
our leaders has brought peace to South Sudan,” he
said. Pope Francis has expressed an interest in travel-

ling to South Sudan and a trip could be announced
soon.  During a Papal Mass in November, he exhorted
the fa i thfu l  to  pray for  the country, and in  h is
Christmas address, sent wishes of “peace and prosper-
ity” to South Sudan.  —AFP

MABAN, Sudan: Members of the local host community wait in line for the distribution of emergency household
items like soap, blankets and wash basins following intense flooding in Maban, South Sudan. Heavy gunfire
erupted in the Sudanese capital yesterday as agents of the country’s long-feared security agency rejected finan-
cial compensation offered as part of a restructuring plan proposed by the new authorities. — AFP

Japan’s Abe
wraps up Gulf
tour in Oman
MUSCAT: Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo
Abe met Oman’s new sultan yesterday on his
last leg of a Gulf tour amid regional tensions
after the US killing of a top Iranian general.
Abe and Haitham bin Tareq, who took office
last week following the death of long-serving
Sultan Qaboos, agreed to cooperate for
regional stability and to develop their bilateral
relations, said a Japanese foreign ministry
statement.

Abe also offered his condolences for the
death of Sultan Qaboos, who died Friday aged
79.  Under Qaboos, Muscat acted as a regional
and international go-between, including during
a discreet dialogue between Tehran and
Washington that led to a 2015 deal over Iran’s
nuclear program.

US President Donald Trump unilaterally
withdrew from the accord in 2018, reimposing
sanctions and a campaign of “maximum pres-
sure” against Tehran. Abe’s Gulf trip had ini-
tially been thrown into doubt after the US
drones killed the head of Iran’s Quds Force,
Qasem Soleimani. Iran responded by launching
a barrage of missiles at bases hosting
American troops in Iraq.

But the Japanese premier’s five-day tour
went ahead, including talks with top officials in
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates.  

Abe has warned that military confrontation
with Iran will impact global peace and stabili-
ty. His comments came at the start of a five-

day Gulf tour that had been thrown into doubt
after Tehran responded to the attack on
Qasem Soleimani by launching a barrage of
missiles at bases hosting American troops in
Iraq, prompting fears of all-out war.

But as those concerns receded, the
Japanese premier decided to go ahead with
the visit and on Sunday discussed regional
tensions during an hour-long meeting with
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman in
northwestern Al-Ula province, according to
foreign ministry spokesman Masato Ohtaka.

“Any military confrontation in the region
that includes a country like Iran will have an
impact not only on peace and stability in the
region but the peace and stability of the whole

world,” Abe said, according to Ohtaka. Abe
called “on all relevant countries to engage in
diplomatic efforts to defuse tensions”, Ohtaka
added. The spokesman said the two leaders
agreed on working closely on maritime securi-
ty in the region and discussed Tokyo’s decision
to send a destroyer for intelligence activities
along with two P-3C patrol aircraft to the
Middle East. Japan, however, will not join a
US-led coalition in the region.

Tokyo has walked a fine line in balancing its
key alliance with Washington and its long-
standing relations and interests with Tehran.
Ohtaka said that Abe stressed the importance
of a continuous and stable Saudi oil supply to
Japan. — AFP

US sends home 21 
Saudis as probe 
finds shooting 
was ‘terrorism’ 
WASHINGTON: The United States will
send home 21 Saudi military trainees after
an investigation into the “jihadist” killing of
three American sailors last month, the
Justice Department announced Monday.
Attorney General Bill Barr said the
December 6 shootings by Royal Saudi Air
Force 2nd Lieutenant Mohammed Saeed
Alshamrani at the US Naval Air Station in
Pensacola, Florida was an “act of terror-
ism.” “The evidence shows that the shooter
was motivated by jihadist ideology,” he
told reporters.

There was no evidence that Alshamrani
had colluded with others, although Barr
said FBI investigators had been unable to
unlock his two phones to determine whom
he had contacted.

“We have asked Apple for their help in
unlocking the shooter’s iPhones. So far
Apple has not given us any substantive
assistance,” Barr said. The attorney general
said 21 of Alshamrani’s colleagues were
being expelled from the base’s flight school
after the probe found many of them had
jihadist material and child porn. While the
material didn’t rise to the level of criminal
prosecution, Barr said Riyadh had “deter-
mined that this material demonstrated con-
duct unbecoming an officer in the Saudi
Royal Air Force and Royal Navy and the 21
cadets have been dis-enrolled from their
training curriculum.”

They were to return to Saudi Arabia lat-
er Monday, Barr said. He added that the
Saudi government had vowed to review
each case under its code of military justice
and criminal code. “Further, the kingdom
has assured us that, if we later decide to
charge any of those being sent back to
Saudi Arabia in connection with this coun-
terterrorism investigation, it will return
them for trial,” Barr said.

Jihadist messages 
Alshamrani gunned down three US

sailors and wounded eight other people in
a classroom block, in what Barr described
as a premeditated assault, before police
shot the gunman dead. He had posted a
message on social media on September 11,
2019 saying “the countdown has begun,” in
addition to several other anti-US, anti-
Israel and jihadist messages, the investiga-
tion revealed.

The shooting threatened a decades-old
military training program crucial to the US-
Saudi relationship, which involves billions of
dollars of military sales to the kingdom.
There are around 850 Saudis among the
5,000 foreign military personnel undergo-
ing training in the United States. Many, such
as the Saudis in Pensacola, are trained in
flying and maintenance of US-made mili-
tary aircraft their countries are purchasing.
“These military partnerships are critically
important to our country,” Barr said.

‘Hard reset’ 
Florida Senator Rick Scott, however,

called for the suspension of the Saudi pro-
gram for further review by the Department
of Defense. “This was an act of terrorism.
Given the FBI’s confirmation that a number
of Saudi nationals engaged in troubling
conduct, it’s clear we need a hard reset,”
Scott tweeted. “I’m calling on the Saudi
gov’t to recall all Saudi nationals training in
the US until DOD can conduct a full
review.” FBI Deputy Director David
Bowdich said Alshamrani undertook the
attack with a legally-bought semi-automat-
ic pistol. Normally non-residents are not
permitted to buy firearms in the US, but
Alshamrani exploited an exception that
allows foreigners to buy guns for “hunting.”

Bowditch said Alshamrani had 180
rounds of ammunition and multiple maga-
zines, including a high-capacity magazine,
which some states have sought to ban or
tightly control in the wake of mass shoot-
ings. Barr said the shooting “perfectly illus-
trates” why US law enforcement should be
able to demand cellphone makers’ cooper-
ation to unlock phones in appropriate cir-
cumstances. “We call on Apple and other
technology companies to help us find a
solution so that we can better protect the
lives of Americans and prevent future
attacks,” he said. — AFP

US denounces 
‘avoidable’ 
citizen death in 
Egypt custody 
WASHINGTON: An American citizen
whose case was raised by top US leaders
died Monday after more than six years in
custody in Egypt, his representatives said,
drawing criticism by Washington of its
authoritarian ally. Mustafa Kassem, a New
York taxi driver originally from Egypt who
was arrested on a home visit in 2013, had
been on a liquid-only hunger strike since last
fall and four days ago ceased drinking fluids.

The Egyptian interior ministry said he
was transferred to the prison medic wing for
treatment for his diabetes. “His condition
deteriorated...and he died on January 13,” it
said in a statement. The top US diplomat for
the Middle East, David Schenker, described
Kassem’s death in custody as “needless,
tragic and avoidable” and offered his “sin-
cere condolences” to his family.

“I’ll continue to raise our serious con-

cerns about human rights and Americans
detained in Egypt at every opportunity, as
will the entire team at the Department of
State,” he said. Schenker, however, did not
specify any repercussions for Egypt, where
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi has closely
aligned himself with US President Donald
Trump in their opposition to Islamists.

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo had
raised Kassem’s case last month in a meeting
in Washington with Egypt’s foreign minister,
and Vice President Mike Pence said he
raised his case directly with Sisi on a 2018
visit to Cairo. The 64-year-old father of two,
who most recently ran an auto-parts busi-
ness on Long Island, New York was
detained as part of a major crackdown in
2013 on protests against Sisi, who had
seized power in a coup. 

Kassem denied he had joined the
protests, saying that he had gone out to
exchange money and had shown his US
passport to police. He was nonetheless sen-
tenced in 2018 in a mass trial with hundreds
of defendants to 15 years in prison on
charges of trying to overthrow the govern-
ment, according to his lawyers. “No individ-
ualized evidence was ever presented
against him,” Pretrial Rights International
and The Freedom Initiative, which repre-
sented him, said in a statement. — AFP

MUSCAT: Newly sworn-in Sultan Haitham bin Tariq receiving Japanese Prime Minister of
Japan Shinzo Abe in the capital yesterday. — AFP 


