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MUSCAT: Iran’s foreign minister met the Yemeni rebel
spokesman in Oman on Wednesday, reiterating Tehran’s sup-
port for a ceasefire and a return to talks to end the country’s
long conflict. Mohammad Javad Zarif’s comments came a day
after Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, whose coun-
try leads a military coalition supporting the Yemeni govern-
ment, called on the Houthis to stop fighting and enter peace
negotiations.

At the talks with Houthi spokesman Mohammed Abdul
Salam, Zarif “once again stressed our country’s view regarding
the political solution being the only solution to the crisis of
Yemen”, the Iranian foreign ministry said in a statement.

The foreign minister “emphasized our country’s support for
a ceasefire and Yemeni-Yemeni talks”, it added.

Abdul Salam and other leaders of the Iranian-backed rebel
movement live in exile in Muscat.  Several meetings have taken
place in past years between Iran’s chief diplomat and the Houthi
spokesman in the Omani capital. 

The war in Yemen, in which tens of thousands of people have
been killed since the conflict erupted in 2014, has flared anew
in the past two months with a rebel campaign to seize Marib

city, the government’s last stronghold in the north. Saudi Arabia
has proposed a “comprehensive” ceasefire and a return to the
negotiating table, a proposal that the Houthis immediately re-
jected, saying a blockade on the country must first be lifted.
Riyadh accuses its arch-foe Iran of supporting the rebels with
weapons and missiles and helping them build drones used to
attack the kingdom. Tehran denies the allegations and says its
support for the Houthis is solely political. On Tuesday, the Saudi
crown prince struck a conciliatory tone in a television interview,
saying he sought “good” relations with Tehran, after sources
said the rivals had held secret talks in Baghdad.

“Iran is a neighboring country, and all we aspire for is a good
and special relationship with Iran,” he said. The two countries,
locked in a struggle for regional dominance, cut ties in 2016
after Iranian protesters attacked Saudi diplomatic missions fol-
lowing the kingdom’s execution of a revered Shiite cleric. The
talks in Baghdad, facilitated by Iraqi Prime Minister Mustafa
Al-Kadhemi, have been confirmed. In his meeting with Abdul
Salam, Zarif expressed regret over “the six-year imposed war
on the people of Yemen, and called for ending the war and lift-
ing” the Saudi-enforced blockade on the country. —AFP

Iran’s Zarif backs ceasefire in 
talks with Yemen’s rebel leader

Iran official regrets six-year imposed war on the people of Yemen

Fighters loyal to Yemen’s Saudi-backed government mans a position near the
frontline facing Iran-backed Houthi rebels in the country’s northeastern province
of Marib. —AFP

NE Syria running 
out of COVID 
testing kits: IRC 
BEIRUT: The Kurdish-ruled region of northeastern Syria will
run out of COVID-19 testing equipment in a week, the Inter-
national Rescue Committee warned yesterday. The area has
witnessed a surge in cases in recent weeks and the health crisis
it faces will be made worse if testing stops, the aid organiza-
tion said in a statement.

“Testing capacity in the northeast has never been sufficient,
and now it may be lost altogether,” IRC’s regional policy di-
rector Misty Buswell said. The IRC said the semi-autonomous
region’s only COVID laboratory, located in the city of Qamishli,
“could be forced to stop COVID testing in less than seven days
due to a critical shortage” of kits. “This would have a devas-
tating impact on testing capacity, with health professionals no
longer able to identify new cases, track trends, or gain an un-
derstanding of the true spread of the disease - just as cases
are surging,” it said.

IRC said the war-battered region’s anti-COVID health in-
frastructure was “getting very close” to breaking point. The
number of detected cases in northeast Syria stands at only
15,769, but testing has been limited. The figure rose by 243
percent between March and April and close to half of tests
were positive over the past week.  “Currently, 83 percent of
patients who receive invasive ventilation in the region are not
surviving and we fear that things will only get worse,” Buswell
said. Northeast Syria has been allocated 100,000 vaccine
doses from a batch that arrived in Damascus courtesy of
Covax last week, but it has yet to receive them and there is no
clear schedule for their delivery. —AFP

Syria finalizes list 
of presidential 
hopefuls
DAMASCUS: Syria’s lawmakers on Wednesday completed
voting for their preferred presidential candidate as nomina-
tions closed ahead of next month’s polls, which are expected
to return Bashar al-Assad for a fourth term. Fifty one Syrians,
including seven women, had submitted their names before a
constitutional deadline expired, the official SANA news
agency said.

In order to run, they need to garner support from at least
35 members of the 250-seat parliament, which is dominated
by Assad’s Baath party. Lawmakers are only allowed to en-
dorse one candidate.

“The process for lawmakers to endorse candidates for
presidential polls has ended,” SANA said.

“The voting box has been closed and sealed,” it added. The
names of approved candidates will now be sent to the high
constitutional court, which will announce the final list of con-
tenders at an unspecified date.  The May 26 election will be
the second since the start of a decade-long conflict that has
killed over 388,000 people and forced more than half of
Syria’s pre-war population from their homes.

Damascus has invited lawmakers from allied countries
such Russia, Iran, China, Venezuela and Cuba to observe the
electoral process, SANA said. In New York, Western mem-
bers of the UN Security Council, led by the United States,
France and Britain, on Wednesday rejected the outcome of
the May 26 poll in advance, a position denounced by Russia
as “unacceptable”.

“The failure to enact a new constitution is proof positive
that the so-called election on May 26 will be a sham,” US am-
bassador to the UN, Linda Thomas-Greenfield, said during a
monthly session of the Security Council on Syria. Her Russian

counterpart, Vassily Nebenzia, said it was “distressing” that
some nations had already rejected the results. 

He denounced “unacceptable interference in Syria’s internal
affairs.” With the exception of Assad, who has been in power
for 21 years, the presidential contenders are mostly little-
known figures unlikely to mount a serious challenge. Electoral
law stipulates that candidates need to have lived in Syria con-
tinuously for at least the past decade, ruling out all exiled op-
position figures.

Assad was elected by referendum in 2000 and 2007. For
the first multi-candidate poll in 2014, only two candidates be-
sides Assad out of 24 applicants were allowed to run.

Syria is grappling with a severe economic crisis that has
seen the value of the pound plummet against the dollar on the
black market. Assad took power following the death of his fa-
ther Hafez, who ruled for three decades. —AFP

DAMASCUS: Members of the press surround the ballot box containing the
votes of Syria’s Parliament members for candidates to the upcoming pres-
idential elections, after it arrived at Supreme Constitutional Court in Dam-
ascus yesterday. —AFP


