
JEDDAH: Saudi Arabia and longstanding ally
Pakistan signed several agreements yesterday and
vowed to reset ties strained by months of disagree-
ment. On his seventh visit to the wealthy kingdom
since his 2018 election, Pakistani Prime Minister
Imran Khan was given a warm welcome by Saudi
officials in the western coastal city of Jeddah.

He was greeted by Saudi Arabia’s Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman at the airport, before hold-
ing talks with Saudi officials at Jeddah’s Al-Salam
Palace. “They affirmed the depth of relations
between the two brotherly countries and under-
scored the importance of expanding and intensify-
ing aspects of bilateral cooperation and coordina-
tion,” a Saudi statement said.

Although the kingdom was the first foreign coun-
try Khan visited after taking office, Riyadh
appeared frustrated with Islamabad last year. 

In a sharply worded statement in August,
Pakistani Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi
called on the Saudi-based Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) to convene a high-level meeting
on Kashmir. The call raised eyebrows in Riyadh,
where it was widely seen as a warning that Pakistan
was preparing to call for a session outside OIC aus-
pices. Saudi Arabia prides itself on its role as
guardian of Islam’s holiest sites and is particularly
sensitive about any move that might undermine its
leadership of the 57-member pan-Islamic body.
And while the wealthy nation has supported
Pakistan with billions of dollars in aid and loans in
recent years, observers say the kingdom is also
keen not to upset India, a key business partner and
importer of Saudi oil.

The kingdom recalled $1 billion of a $3 billion
loan to cash-strapped Pakistan, and an expired mul-
ti-billion-dollar oil credit facility to Islamabad has
not been renewed, a diplomatic source told AFP in
September.  Prior to that, Pakistan rebuffed calls to
send ground troops to support the troubled Saudi-
led military campaign against Yemen’s Houthi rebels. 

‘Exceptional cordiality’  
But Khan’s visit appeared to have restored coop-

eration between the two Islamic countries that are
both heavily engaged in the “war on terror” which
requires effective intelligence sharing.  “The two
sides stressed the need for concerted efforts by the
Islamic world to confront extremism and violence,
and reject sectarianism,” the Saudi statement said.

The official Saudi Press Agency said the two

sides signed agreements addressing the treatment
of criminals, and crime. They also agreed two mem-
orandums of understanding on combating drug traf-
ficking, and on financing energy, water and  infra-
structure projects.

The two countries also agreed to establish a
Saudi-Pakistan Supreme Coordination Council
(SPSCC).

“During the meeting, it was agreed to further
strengthen, deepen and diversify the existing bilat-
eral political, economic, trade, defense and security
ties,” a Pakistani statement said. “The talks were
marked by exceptional cordiality and a commitment
to fortify the upward trajectory in the bilateral rela-
tionship,” it added.

Saudi-Iran moves 
Pakistan has close links with Saudi Arabia, with

more than 2.5 million of its nationals living and
working in the kingdom, but it also maintains close

ties with Iran and represents Tehran’s consular
interests in the United States. For decades, Pakistan
has tried to balance its strong relationship with
Saudi Arabia and its ties with Iran, with which it
shares a near 1,000-kilometre (625-mile) border. 

In 2019, Khan travelled between Saudi Arabia
and Iran in a bid to calm animosities between the
rival Muslim powers. His visit to Jeddah comes as
Saudi Arabia and Iran hold secret talks in Iraq, the
first significant effort to defuse tensions since the
regional powers cut ties in 2016 after Iranian pro-
testers, infuriated over the kingdom’s execution of a
Shiite cleric, attacked Saudi diplomatic missions.

“The prime minister of Pakistan’s visit to Saudi
Arabia is an important milestone in bilateral rela-
tions,” Saudi Foreign Minister Prince Faisal bin
Farhan tweeted yesterday. “The kingdom is keen to
further strengthen relations between the brotherly
countries as well as enable broader economic
cooperation.” — AFP
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Saudi Arabia, Pakistan vow 
to reset strained relations

JEDDAH: Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman (right) and Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan (second
right) greeting Saudi officials in the Red Sea city of Jeddah. — AFP

Riyadh, Islamabad sign several agreements

Pakistan imposes 
Eid shutdown as 
virus cases soar
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan yesterday began a nine-
day shutdown affecting travel and tourist hotspots
in a bid to prevent a surge in COVID-19 cases
during the holiday of Eid Al-Fitr. Already battling
a third wave of infections and increasingly nerv-
ous about the crisis across the border in India, the
government has imposed the most severe restric-
tions since a one-month lockdown in April last
year. “These measures have been necessitated by
the extremely dangerous situation which has been
created in the region with the spread of virulent
mutations of the virus,” tweeted planning minister
Asad Umar, who has been leading the government
response to the outbreak. Eid, which comes at the
end of the Muslim holy month of Ramadan, usual-
ly sees the mass movement of people around the
country and tourist spots crowded with
Pakistanis.

Last year the country saw a spike in cases in
the weeks after the celebrations. Businesses,
hotels and restaurants as well as markets and
parks will be closed, while public transport
between provinces and within cities has been
halted. The military has been mobilized to monitor
the restrictions. Mosques, however, which have
been packed each night throughout Ramadan-
with few people wearing masks-will remain open.
Authorities fear curbs on places of worship could
ignite confrontation in the deeply conservative
Islamic republic.

Impoverished Pakistan has recorded more than
850,000 infections and 18,600 deaths, but with
limited testing and a ramshackle healthcare sector,
many fear the true extent of the disease is much
worse. Health officials have warned that hospitals
are operating at close to capacity and they have
rushed to increase the number of intensive care
beds.—AFP

Chinese rocket 
to tumble back 
to Earth 
BEIJING: A large segment of a Chinese rocket is
expected to make an uncontrolled re-entry into the
Earth’s atmosphere on the weekend, but Beijing has
downplayed fears and said there is a very low risk of
any damage. A Long March-5B rocket launched the
first module of China’s new space station into Earth’s
orbit on April 29. Its 18-tonne main segment is now in
freefall and experts have said it is difficult to say pre-
cisely where and when it will re-enter the atmosphere.

Re-entry was expected to be around 2300 GMT
yesterday, according to the Pentagon, with a window
of nine hours either side. Chinese authorities have said
most of the rocket components would likely be
destroyed on re-entry.

“The probability of causing harm... on the ground is

extremely low,” Chinese foreign ministry spokesman
Wang Wenbin told reporters on Friday. Although there
has been fevered speculation over exactly where the
rocket-or parts of it-will land, there is a good chance
any debris that does not burn up will just splash down
into the ocean, given that the planet is 70 percent
water.

“We’re hopeful that it will land in a place where it
won’t harm anyone,” said Pentagon spokesman Mike
Howard. Howard said the United States was tracking
the rocket segment but “its exact entry point into the
Earth’s atmosphere cannot be pinpointed until within
hours of its re-entry”. Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin
earlier said that the US military had no plans to shoot
it down, and suggested that China had been negligent
in letting it fall out of orbit.

“Given the size of the object, there will necessarily
be big pieces left over,” said Florent Delefie, an
astronomer at the Paris-PSL Observatory. “The
chances of debris landing on an inhabited zone are
tiny, probably one in a million.” In 2020, debris from
another Long March rocket fell on villages in the Ivory
Coast, causing structural damage but no injuries or
deaths.—AFP

COVID threatens 
Everest climbing 
comeback plans
EVEREST BASE CAMP, Nepal: More than 30 sick
climbers have been evacuated from the foot of Mount
Everest, raising fears that coronavirus may scupper a
hoped-for bumper season on the world’s highest
mountain. Nepal’s tourism industry suffered a devas-
tating blow last year when the pandemic prompted a
complete shutdown of its summits, costing millions in
lost revenue. This year authorities have eased quaran-
tine rules in an effort to lure back foreign adventurers
and have issued climbing permits to more than 400
people, a new record. 

An Everest permit alone costs $11,000 and climbers

pay upward of $40,000 for an expedition. But the
warmer weather that ushers in safer conditions for
scaling Nepal’s dangerous, snow-capped peaks has
coincided with a deadly second wave of COVID-19
infections, with active cases in the country rising six-
fold in the last two weeks.  Norwegian climber Erlend
Ness spent two nights sleeping in his tent at base
camp last month, unsure of what was making him ill.

“I was evacuated to Kathmandu and was tested.
My result was positive for COVID,” he told AFP,
becoming the first climber with an Everest permit to
confirm his infection. “I think I’m not the only one...
Every team at the base camp knows the risk of COVID
is there and they have to be careful, they should be
careful,” he said. Fellow climber Gina Marie Han-Lee
decided to abandon her expedition last week over
fears the disease was spreading around base camp. 

“I have taken a helicopter out of EBC (Everest base
camp) back to Kathmandu after 1 day. The Covid situ-
ation at EBC is a total shitstorm. I had no clue what I
was flying into,” the US citizen wrote on her Facebook
page on April 29.

“It was a heartbreaking decision but I’m putting my
health first. Covid at a high altitude does not sound like
something I want to play with.” 

‘We don’t have tests here’ 
Officials at a health clinic catering to the climbers

say more than 30 people have been flown off the camp
in recent weeks. At least two have tested positive after
returning to the capital Kathmandu. 

But the government has yet to confirm a single
COVID case on Everest. “Some evacuated may have
tested positive in Kathmandu. They did not test at the
base camp, so we cannot be sure where they got
infected,” said Nepal’s tourism department chief Rudra
Singh Tamang. Health professionals at the camp say
they do not have the capacity to test for the disease.
“We have permission to only work as a clinic so we
don’t have tests here. We have made requests but
nothing has happened yet,” a doctor there said. More
than a thousand people are typically camped at the
bustling tent city at the foot of Everest, including for-
eign climbers and the teams of Nepali guides that
escort them to the peak.—AFP

Nepal’s mountaineer Kami Rita Sherpa (third right)
performs a ritual after an interview with AFP at the
Everest base camp in the Mount Everest region of
Solukhumbu district as Sherpa Friday reached the
summit of Mount Everest for the 25th time, breaking
his own record for most summits of the highest
mountain in the world. — AFP


