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This file photo taken on September 8, 2002 shows a partial view of the Dimona nuclear power plant in the south-
ern Israeli Negev desert. — AFP

JERUSALEM: Growing safety fears surrounding Israel’s
largest but ageing atomic research centre have provoked
fresh questions over its future and a dilemma over the
secrecy of the country’s alleged nuclear arsenal. Israel,
believed to be the Middle East’s sole nuclear power, has
long refused to confirm or deny that it has such weapons.

The Haaretz newspaper reported on Tuesday that a
study had uncovered 1,537 defects in the decades-old alu-
minium core of the Dimona nuclear reactor in the Negev
desert of southern Israel. The defects at the centre, where
nuclear weapons were allegedly developed, were not seen
to be severe and the risk of a nuclear outbreak is very limit-
ed, the report said.

However, there are growing calls for new safeguards
and even a new research centre-which could present the
country with a decision on whether to acknowledge for the
first time that it has nuclear weapons.

The US-based Institute for Science and International
Security estimated in 2015 that Israel had 115 nuclear war-
heads. At the same time Israel has strongly opposed other
regional powers, most notably its arch-foe Iran, obtaining
nuclear weapons.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu was also one
of the most vociferous critics of the nuclear deal between
Iran and world powers that was implemented in January,
leading to the lifting of international sanctions on Tehran.

Officially the Dimona centre focuses on research and
energy provision. But in the 1980s nuclear whistle-blower
Mordechai Vanunu, a former technician at the centre,
alleged to a British newspaper that it was also used to cre-
ate nuclear weapons. He was later jailed for 18 years for the
revelations.

‘Waiting for disaster’ 
The core of the Dimona reactor was provided by France

in the late 1950s and went online a few years later.
Common practice is that such reactors are used for only 40
years, though this can be extended with modifications.

Uzi Even, a chemistry professor at Tel Aviv University
who was involved in the creation of the reactor, is con-
cerned about the safety of the site and has campaigned for
a decade for it to be closed-”so far, to no avail”.

He called for it to be shut off for security reasons. “This
reactor is now one of the oldest still operating globally,” he

said. Michal Rozin, a lawmaker with the leftwing Meretz
party, has called for a radical shakeup in policy in the light
of the safety worries.

“The nuclear reactor has no supervision besides the
body that runs it, the Israel Atomic Energy Commission,”
she wrote in a letter, seen by AFP, to the parliamentary for-
eign and defence committee.

“We don’t need to wait for a disaster to make a change.”
Israel’s atomic energy agency said in a statement that the
country had the “highest international standards” of securi-
ty and safety, adding that many reactors can last for far
longer than 40 years.

‘Political matter’ 
While a challenge, safely closing a nuclear reactor and

opening a new one  is far from impossible, Arthur Motta,
chair of Nuclear Engineering at Pennsylvania State
University, told AFP.

“Technically it is not a difficult problem,” he said.
“Nuclear energy is so dense, the volume of a reactor that
provides a whole city with energy is just (the size of) a
building.” “It is more a political matter.”

And there are a number of political reasons why the site
has remained open, not least the thousands of jobs at risk,
Even said. Building a new site could also see Israel pushed
to officially declare its nuclear capabilities. While Israel is
widely believed to have nuclear weapons, officials do not
formally confirm or deny the claims-a policy often dubbed
deliberate ambiguity.

As such, the country has yet to sign the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty which would require its sites to under-
go regular inspection of its facilities by the International
Atomic Energy Agency, Motta explained. The IAEA
declined to comment. “I don’t think we have the capability
to build a new reactor (alone),” Even said. “And no one will
sell us a reactor before we sign the non-proliferation agree-
ment.”

Writing in the Israeli daily Ma’ariv, investigative journal-
ist and security specialist Yossi Melman called it a “strategic
dilemma of the first order”. “If it were to sign the treaty
(Israel) would be able to obtain nuclear reactors.” “But it
would also have to declare and reveal what it has, nuclear-
wise, and the monopoly it allegedly has on this in the
Middle East.” — AFP
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CAIRO: Sudanese police fired tear gas on hundreds who
gathered in central Khartoum yesterday in a second day of
protests over the killing of a student at a campus demon-
stration a day earlier. “Killing of a student, killing of a
nation, down with military rule,” protesters chanted.
Protests in Sudan are usually limited to campuses and yes-
terday’s demonstration was unusual in that it took place in
the centre of the capital.

Clashes also erupted later at another protest by hun-
dreds in front of Khartoum University. Police used batons
and students hurled rocks. Students had initially demon-
strated on Wednesday against government plans to sell off
Khartoum University buildings, before gunmen in plain
clothes opened fire on them, killing 20-year-old
Mohammed al Sadek.

His funeral later in the day turned into an anti-government
protest by students, witnesses said. President Omar Hassan
Al-Bashir, who took power in a 1989 coup, brooks little dis-
sent in Sudan, which has been suffering from an economic
crisis since South Sudan seceded in 2011, costing Khartoum
more then 70 percent of its oil revenues.  — Reuters
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ADEN: A suicide bomber targeted the police chief of
Yemen’s second city Aden yesterday in the latest attack
against senior officials in the base of the Saudi-backed
government, a security official said.

The bombing came after loyalist forces backed by a
Saudi-led military coalition seized the key southeastern port
city of Mukalla and the nearby airport and oil facilities from
Al-Qaeda, ending a year-long occupation by the jihadists.
General Shallal Shayae escaped unharmed from the attack
but several people were wounded when the bomber blew
up a vehicle packed with explosives, the official said.

A witness said the bomber was stopped at a checkpoint
on the perimeter of the compound around the general’s
house, where he blew himself up. There was no immediate
claim of responsibility for the bombing, but Shayae has
survived attacks by jihadists more than once. 

In February, suspected Al-Qaeda militants opened fire
on a convoy carrying Shayae and Aden governor Aidarus
Al-Zubaidi, but they escaped unharmed. Shayae and
Zubaidi also survived a car bombing that targeted their
convoy in Aden on January 5 killing two of their guards.

The port city has seen a growing jihadist presence since
loyalist forces backed by the Saudi-led coalition drove
Huthi Shiite rebels out of the city in July.

For the first 12 months of the intervention that the
coalition launched in March last year, it focused its fire-
power on the rebels, creating a power vacuum that was
exploited not only by Al-Qaeda, but also by rival jihadists
of the Islamic State group. — AFP

ADEN: Yemeni loyalist forces gather at the scene of a
suicide attack targeting the police chief in the base of
the Saudi-backed government yesterday in Yemen’s
second city Aden. — AFP
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