
Decision time soon 
for Biden on
Iran nuclear deal
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden ran sup-
porting a return to diplomacy with Iran but made
clear he will not be rushed into re-entering a 2015
nuclear deal trashed by Donald Trump. Nonetheless, a
series of dates are coming up that will force the new
US administration to show its hand.

What dates are coming up? 
The Biden administration has repeatedly said it will

return to full compliance with the deal, formally
known as the Joint Comprehensive Agreement Plan of
Action (JCPOA), once Iran does.  In other words,
Biden will lift draconian sanctions imposed by Trump
only after the clerical regime reverses nuclear steps it
took to protest those sanctions. Iran, likely mindful of
the widespread hostility it faces in Washington, wants
to ensure an end to sanctions before it backs down on
steps away from the nuclear commitments, which
included enriching uranium beyond agreed limits. A
key date comes on February 21 when Iran, under a law
passed in December by the conservative-led parlia-
ment, is set to stop allowing intrusive inspections by
the International Atomic Energy Agency unless there
is an easing of US sanctions.

Kelsey Davenport, director for nonproliferation
policy at the Arms Control Association in Washington,
said that Iran can quickly undo most steps such as
uranium enrichment. “But the steps that are coming, I
think, do pose a more significant risk and are more
difficult to reverse,” she said. While Iran has stopped
short of threatening to expel IAEA inspectors,
Davenport worried that any loss of access would fuel
speculation that Tehran is engaged in illicit activities.
The risk “underscores the importance of restoring full
compliance with the JCPOA before Iran takes these
steps and develops this new knowledge,” she said.

Another key date is in June when Iran holds elec-
tions that could bring to power a hardliner to succeed
President Hassan Rouhani, who bet on engagement
with the West when Barack Obama was president
only to see tensions soar under Trump.

Is there time? 
With February 21 fast approaching, “it is impera-

tive that diplomacy happens,” a former European
Union diplomat said. “The next 10 days will be impor-
tant to give us an idea of what is occurring and how
successful it will be” in persuading Iran to step back,
the diplomat said. “The entire issue is to make sure
that the threshold is not crossed on that date,” said
another European diplomat. The diplomat said that
position was shared by Russia and China, which are
also signatories to the JCPOA but enjoy much closer
relations with Iran than Western powers. Jon
Wolfsthal, who advised Biden when he was Obama’s
vice president, said that the United States and Iran,
along with other JCPOA nations, could issue a state-
ment before February 21 “that would show their mutu-
al intent to return to full compliance.”

But while action would be best as soon as possi-
ble, he doubted that decision-making would funda-
mentally change after the elections in Iran, where
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei has final
say. “I don’t think the United States is going to say,
Oh, we have to give away everything we have to do
everything, because after June it’s impossible,” said
Wolfsthal, now at the anti-nuclear weapon move-
ment Global Zero. —AFP
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HERAT: A security forces personnel walks amidst wreckage of gas tankers after a fire accident at Islam Qala on the outskirts of Herat, in the border between Afghanistan and Iran yesterday. —AFP

ISLAM QALA, Afghanistan: At least 100 oil and
gas tankers have been destroyed by fire in a “cat-
astrophe” at Afghanistan’s biggest trade crossing
with Iran, causing millions of dollars of losses,
officials said yesterday.

The huge blaze, which broke out Saturday
afternoon at Islam Qala port 120 kilometers (75
miles) from the western city of Herat, has been
contained and an investigation launched into its
cause. “We were told that 100 or 200 tankers
have been destroyed, but this number could be
higher,” Jailani Farhad, spokesman for the gover-
nor of Herat province, said after visiting the scene.

During the blaze looters descended on the site,
stealing goods that were being imported and
exported across the border, Younus Qazi Zada,
the head of the Herat Chamber of Commerce said.
“The catastrophe was much bigger than imag-
ined,” he said, adding: “Unfortunately, irresponsi-
ble people have looted a large number of goods.”

Qazi Zada said initial estimates were of “mil-
lions of dollars of losses”. Farhad added that
investigators needed more time to examine the
extent of damage. 

Videos posted on social media on Saturday

night showed the towering fire and huge clouds of
thick black smoke billowing into the sky. On
Sunday security forces opened fire on a vehicle,
killing one man, after the driver failed to stop at a
checkpost that had been hastily set up to prevent
suspected looters from entering what was left of
the customs office compound.

An AFP photographer said hundreds of people
had gathered at the site, trying to get access to
the trucks. Around 20 people were injured in the
fire, according to Herat health officials.

The finance ministry said early findings sug-
gested the blaze started in a tanker before quickly
spreading and causing “heavy financial losses”-
including fuel, tankers and customs facilities.
Damage to power lines from the incident left large
parts of Herat province without power yesterday.

Trucks fled over the border 
Islam Qala is one of the major ports in

Afghanistan, through which most official trade
with Iran is conducted. Kabul has waivers from
Washington allowing it to import oil and gas from
Iran despite US sanctions. Iranian foreign ministry
spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh said the border

“was held open for trucks, cars and people run-
ning from the fire”.

Afghanistan’s vice president Amrullah Saleh
said hundreds of trucks were allowed to enter Iran
to escape the fire. Traders have been asked to use
alternative border crossings. The Taliban has reg-
ularly attacked fuel tankers they suspect of sup-
plying foreign troops in the country.

In 2014, the hardline group destroyed more
than 200 fuel trucks on Kabul’s outskirts in an
attack. There was no indication that militants were
behind Saturday’s blaze.

However, insurgents assaulted a nearby securi-
ty post shortly after the blaze broke out, taking
advantage of the situation, Farhad said Saturday.
Security forces have been deployed around the
port area. Afghanistan has been hit by a surge in
violence despite ongoing peace talks between the
Taliban and the Afghan government, which have
so far failed to achieve a breakthrough.

The rise in violence has led US President Joe
Biden’s administration to launch a review of a deal
signed between Washington and the terror group
last year that paved the way for the withdrawal of
all American troops in the coming months. —AFP

Fire ‘catastrophe’ causes millions of dollars of losses

100 fuel tankers gutted on Afghan-Iran border

Overshadowed by
war, aid groups in 
the Sahel soldier on
PARIS: Aid groups in the Sahel have spent years in
the shadows fighting the region’s poverty and
humanitarian crises, squeezed by a war that has
monopolized the world’s attention and made their
lives even more difficult. Since 2012 the global spot-
light has been placed on a bloody conflict between
government forces and the French-led Barkhane
force on the one hand, and ruthless jihadist groups
on the other. But behind the graphic headlines, many
problems go unnoticed.

One is the abject poverty of a region where nearly
half the population lives with less than $1.25 (1.03
euros) per day, placing it at the very bottom of global
development indices. The hundreds of NGOs in the
Sahel region, which comprises Burkina Faso, Chad,
Mali, Mauritania and Niger, have developed an
unparalleled expertise on the ground. But, say some,
their work is still seen as little more than a sideshow
by governments, which will confer today and tomor-
row, along with France, at a summit in Chad.

‘Nobody asks us’ 
“NGOs have something to say,” said Frederic de

Saint-Sernin, who runs humanitarian relief organization
Acted, but “nobody asks us for our point of view”. This,
de Saint-Sernin said, is a mistake-NGOs are experts in
the Sahel’s complexities thanks to their skills in imple-
menting demanding programs with a high proportion

of local staff. Politicians “ask the opinion of the military,
diplomats and the police, but not of humanitarian
organizations,” he said. The brutal conflict has made
aid work even more difficult, said Pierre Mendiharat,
deputy head of operations at Doctors Without Borders
(MSF), especially outside government-controlled big
cities. “The situation in the countryside is extremely
complex,” he said. “It’s a no-man’s land.”

Shifting power balances mean “we constantly
have to negotiate our presence” with armed groups
“who don’t give a damn about neutrality and impar-
tiality,” said Mendiharat. Last year the group suf-
fered half a dozen attacks on its health centers in
Mali, when “armed men came to take away wounded
patients who were never seen again”, said
Mendiharat. There have been countless other inci-
dents targeting NGOs, ranging from simple theft to
abduction and murder. —AFP

Dozens killed in
overnight clashes 
in northern Yemen 
DUBAI: Dozens were killed in overnight clashes in
Yemen as Iran-backed Houthi rebels intensified
attacks to seize the government’s last northern
stronghold, officials said yesterday. Earlier this
month, the Houthis resumed an offensive to seize
oil-rich Marib, some 120 kilometers east of the cap-
ital Sanaa. The city’s loss would be disastrous for
Yemen’s beleaguered leadership.

Two government military officials said at least 16
pro-government forces were killed and 21 wounded
in the past 24 hours, adding that “dozens were
killed” among Houthi ranks.  The Houthis have cut
off supply lines to a district about 50 kilometers
south of the city, with “the goal to lay siege to
Marib”, one of the sources said. Yemen has been
embroiled in a bloody power struggle since 2014
between its government, supported by Saudi
Arabia, and Houthi rebels, who control the capital
Sanaa and most of the north. The rebels have also
escalated attacks against Saudi Arabia, drawing

condemnation from the international community.
The kingdom said it had foiled a Houthi drone

attack on the southern airport of Abha on
Saturday, just days after a rebel drone strike on
the airport left a civilian aircraft ablaze. The
upsurge in violence comes shortly after the United
States decided to remove the rebels from its list of
terrorist groups, in order to ensure humanitarian
work in Yemen is unimpeded, and to pave the way
to restart peace talks.

‘Foreign enemy’ 
Observers say the Houthis are seeking to take

control of Marib as leverage before entering into
any negotiations with the internationally recognized
government. If the city falls into rebel hands, the
Houthis will have full control of north Yemen, weak-
ening the government’s negotiating position,
according to observers. Saudi Arabia has invested
heavily in Marib in recent years, and the Saudi-led
coalition has intensified air strikes to stop the rebels
from seizing the city. Yemen’s grinding conflict has
claimed tens of thousands of lives and displaced
millions, according to international organizations,
sparking what the UN calls the world’s worst
humanitarian crisis.

Houthi spokesman Mohamed Abdelsalam tweet-
ed on Saturday that the rebels were fighting “only

those militarily involved with the foreign enemy”
amid government calls for residents to defend the
city. “May the honorable people of Marib be reas-
sured... and acknowledge that the aggressor coali-
tion is fighting them, not for them,” he said.  On
Friday, the UN agencies warned that about
400,000 Yemeni children aged under five are in
danger of dying of acute malnutrition this year. The
UN agencies also warned that about 1.2 million
pregnant or breastfeeding women are expected to
suffer from extreme malnutrition in 2021. —AFP

MADGHIL, Yemen: Forces loyal to Yemen’s Saudi-backed
government get into position during clashes with Houthi
rebel fighters in Al-Jadaan area about 50 kilometers north-
west of Marib in central Yemen. —AFP


