
INMA: Fighters loyal to Yemen’s President Abedrabbo Mansour Hadi check the destroyed vehicle of the newly appointed
Aden Governor Aidarus Al-Zubaidi after he was targeted alongside two other senior south Yemeni officials in a bomb attack
in the Inma district, north of the southern Yemeni city of Aden, on January 4, 2016. — AFP

DUBAI: Diplomatic tensions between Saudi Arabia
and Iran, which began with the kingdom’s execution
of a Shiite cleric and later saw attacks on Saudi diplo-
matic posts in the Islamic Republic, have seen coun-
tries around the world respond. Some nations have
followed the Saudis’ lead in severing or downgrading
ties with Iran, while others have offered words of cau-
tion aimed at cooling the war of words before it esca-
lates further. Here’s a look at where countries and oth-
er regional actors stand at this point:

THE MAIN ACTORS:
SAUDI ARABIA

The kingdom severed ties to Iran after attacks on
two of its diplomatic posts following its execution of a
Shiite cleric last weekend; it also later cancelled all
flights between the two nations.

IRAN 
Since the attack on the diplomatic posts, Iran says

it has made arrests and has criticized the violent pro-
testers. However on Tuesday, President Hassan
Rouhani took a slightly harder line, saying Saudi
Arabia’s move to sever ties with his country couldn’t
“cover its crime” of executing Shiite cleric Nimr al-
Nimr.

COUNTRIES BACKING SAUDI 
BAHRAIN - The tiny, Shiite-majority island king-

dom off the Saudi coast, which long has relied on
Saudi Arabia for support of its Sunni rulers, was the
first to cut ties with Iran. Bahraini officials repeatedly
have accused Iran of training militants and attempt-
ing to smuggle arms into the country, which hosts
the US Navy’s 5th Fleet.

SUDAN
The African nation cut its diplomatic ties to Iran

and gave Iranian diplomats two weeks to leave the
country. Sudan once tilted toward Iran, but has been

looking to Saudi Arabia for aid since the secession of
oil-rich South Sudan in 2011.

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES
The oil-rich country of seven emirates says it will

reduce the number of diplomats in Iran, recall its
ambassador and focus only on business relations.
While backing Saudi Arabia, it may have chosen to
reduce - rather than completely sever ties - because
of a long trading history with Iran.

KUWAIT
The oil-rich country is recalling of its ambassador

from Tehran, but it isn’t immediately clear how
Kuwaiti-Iranian diplomatic ties will be affected. Tiny
Kuwait is home to both Shiites and Sunnis living in
peace and has the most free-wheeling political sys-
tem among all Gulf nations.

JORDAN
Overwhelmingly Sunni Jordan is a close ally of

Saudi Arabia in the region and a beneficiary of Gulf
aid. Jordan’s government spokesman, Mohammed
Momani, has condemned the attack on the Saudi
Embassy in Iran.

THE MEDIATOR - OMAN
The sultanate has long historical ties to Iran and

served as the base for secret talks between Iranian
and US officials that jump-started the deal reached
between Iran and world powers over the Islamic
Republic’s contested nuclear program. Those backing
Iran:

HEZBOLLAH MOVEMENT 
Hezbollah was founded in 1982 with the help of

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards after Israel invaded
Lebanon. The group is one the main Iran-backed fac-
tions in the region.

SYRIA’S EMBATTLED PRESIDENT 
Iran has been one of the biggest supporters of

Syria since the 1980s and has stood by Assad’s gov-
ernment in his country’s grinding civil war. Saudi
Arabia has been one of the biggest benefactors of
those trying to overthrow him.

IRAQ’S SHIITE-LED GOVERNMENT 
Even as Iraq is embroiled in a major war against

the militant Islamic State group, al-Nimr’s execution
sparked outrage among the country’s majority Shiites
who have taken to the streets in Baghdad and the
south, calling for an end to ties with Saudi Arabia. The
Shiite-led government has warmed Riyadh that such
executions “would lead to nothing but more destruc-
tion.”

OTHER REGIONAL ACTORS:
ISRAEL - Israel considers Iran to be its greatest

regional threat because of its nuclear program, its
arsenal of long-range missiles, its support of anti-
Israel militant groups and its repeated threats to
destroy it. While Israel has no direct ties to Saudi
Arabia either, the countries have come closer because
of a shared concern over Iran’s growing influence.

THE PALESTINIANS
The Palestinian Authority issued a statement after

the execution of Al Nimr saying that it stands along-
side the Saudis in their fight against “terrorism.” The
Saudis are the largest donor to the Palestinian
Authority in the Arab world, providing them some
$200 million annually. The PA, and the Fatah faction
that leads it, has had a strained relationship with Iran
because of its support of its rival, Hamas.

YEMEN
The Arab world’s poorest country is torn by a civil

war pitting its internationally recognized govern-
ment, backed by a Saudi-led coalition, against Shiite

rebels known as Houthis, who are supported by Iran.

THOSE URGING CAUTION: UN
UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon has urged

Saudi Arabia and Iran to support peace efforts in Syria
and Yemen and avoid escalating tensions.

EUROPEAN UNION
The 28-nation bloc, which opposes the death

penalty, criticized Saudi Arabia’s mass executions and
said al-Nimr’s case undermined freedom of expres-
sion and basic political rights in the kingdom. Since
tensions flared between Iran and Saudi Arabia, the EU
foreign policy chief has had phone contact with both
sides, fearing an escalation would further destabilize
the whole region.

THE UNITED STATES
The White House has urged Saudi Arabia and Iran

to not let their dispute derail efforts to end the Syrian
civil war, while President Barack Obama’s administra-
tion also hopes to see the Iranian nuclear deal through.

UNITED KINGDOM
Britain and Iran reopened their respective

embassies in 2015, four years after hard-line protest-
ers stormed the British embassy in Tehran. Saudi
Arabia is a key diplomatic and economic ally of
Britain, though Middle East Minister Tobias Ellwood
said Britain told the kingdom about its “disappoint-
ment at the mass executions.”

TURKEY 
Turkey has urged both Saudi Arabia and Iran to

ease tensions, saying the Middle East region is
“already like a powder keg” and cannot withstand a
new crisis.

GERMANY
Berlin has called on Saudi Arabia and Iran to work

to mend their diplomatic ties, while condemning
both the mass executions in the kingdom and the
storming of the Saudi missions in Iran.

RUSSIA
State news agency RIA Novosti quoted an

unnamed senior diplomat as saying Moscow is ready
to act as a mediator between Iran and Saudi Arabia.
It’s unclear whether Russian officials have made a for-
mal offer to work with the two nations. — AP 
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ISTANBUL: The US-based cleric who has
emerged as the arch foe of Turkish President
Recep Tayyip Erdogan goes on trial with
dozens of former police officers today over
the publication in 2013 of graft claims that
rocked Turkey’s strongman. The trial at
Istanbul’s main courthouse is part of a crack-
down against the movement of cleric
Fethullah Gulen, which the government
describes as a battle against a “parallel state”
but opponents say amounts to repression of
critics. Gulen, 74, was an ally of Erdogan when
his Islamic-rooted Justice and Development
Party (AKP) came to power in 2002. 

But the two fell out as Gulen’s own influ-
ence increased and the government blamed
his movement for the stunning corruption
allegations against Erdogan’s inner circle,
including his own son Bilal, that broke in

December 2013. Gulen, who lives in exile in a
secluded compound in the US state of
Pennsylvania, will be tried in absentia. He
stands charged of “attempting to bring down
the government” and “running a terrorist
group”, his lawyer Nurullah Albayrak said.
Gulen is accused of giving orders to allies in
Turkey’s police force to launch the probe. But
Albayrak said that the evidence offered by
the prosecutors in the 1,453 page-long
indictment failed to support these claims. 

“There is no evidence that this was a ter-
rorist organization. The charges are based on
assumptions and on simple declarations and
these are not enough,” he said.  “The only
proof they have is a single phone call made
by my client (Gulen) to a police officer the
day the scandal broke, and in that one, there
is no indication that he is giving orders to

anyone.”  Prosecutors are seeking an aggra-
vated life term-the highest penalty possible
in Turkey-for Gulen and two former police
chiefs. The other 66 suspects in the case,
most of them police officers charged with
being members of an armed organization,
face jail time ranging from seven years to 330
years.

‘280 suspects in jail’ 
Gulen is currently being investigated in

two other cases but today’s trial is the most
high-profile as it directly concerns the corrup-
tion scandal, which posed one of the biggest
challenges to Erdogan in his career first as
premier and now as president.  Gulen has
been based in the United States since 1999
when he fled charges against him laid by the
former secular authorities. Turkey has asked

the United States to extradite him but
Washington has shown little appetite for
doing so. Despite living outside of Turkey,
Gulen built up huge influence in the country
through allies in the police and judiciary,
media and financial interests and a vast net-
work of cramming schools designed to make
up for deficiencies in the state education sys-
tem.

Ankara now accuses Gulen of running
what it calls the Fethullahaci Terror
Organization/Parallel State Structure
(FeTO/PDY) and seeking to overthrow the
legitimate Turkish authorities.  Gulen sup-
porters decry the accusations as ridiculous,
saying all he leads is a more informal group
known as Hizmet (Service). The authorities
have in the last months stepped up investiga-
tions into companies with ties to Gulen,

including a series of raids on pro-Gulen
media that have raised fears about the gov-
ernment’s commitment to democracy.

According to the state-run Anatolia news
agency, around 1,800 people, including 750
police officers and 80 soldiers, have been
detained as part of a crackdown against the
followers of Gulen since arrests began in the
summer 2014. Some 280 of them are still in
jail pending trial, Anatolia said. Supporters of
Gulen are currently being investigated over a
number of controversial cases including the
interception of trucks belonging to Turkey’s
secret service allegedly carrying arms bound
for Syria, as well as illegal eavesdropping of
top officials including Erdogan. “We promise
that the gang leaders and others will be
brought to justice,” Erdogan said late last
month. — AFP 

US-based cleric on trial over Erdogan graft claims

A look at where countries 
stand in Saudi-Iran dispute

WASHINGTON: Beneath this weekend’s rupture in
Iranian-Saudi relations lies a deeper fault line
between the United States and Saudi Arabia that
may hamper US President Barack Obama’s efforts to
end Syria’s civil war, current and former US officials
said. The Saudi government’s decision to execute
Shiite cleric Sheikh Nimr Al-Nimr on Saturday,
despite US warnings, illustrated the limits of US influ-
ence over the kingdom. And the Saudi decision to
cut diplomatic ties to Iran after outraged Iranian pro-
testers entered, and set fire to, the Saudi embassy in
Tehran, runs directly counter to US efforts to pro-
mote contact between the two nations, particularly
on Syria.

US Secretary of State John Kerry’s longshot effort
to bring the nearly five-year Syria civil war to an end
may be the first casualty of the latest tensions. The
Saudi ambassador to the United Nations, Abdallah
Al-Mouallimi, on Monday said the Saudis will attend
UN-sanctioned talks set to begin in Geneva Jan. 25,
but held out little optimism for their success. US offi-
cials acknowledged the Saudi-Iran diplomatic rift
diminishes chances for the peace process. “It’s going
to make it a lot harder,” said an official who spoke on

condition of anonymity. “It’s obviously very fragile,”
said a second senior US official.

Arms sales moving forward
Current and former US officials said they believed

Riyadh and Washington have too many shared inter-
ests, from ensuring the flow of oil, to fighting Al-
Qaeda and Islamic State militants and completing
huge arms contracts, to permit a fundamental
breach. US and Saudi officials are continuing to work
on a $1.29-billion sale of US precision munitions
approved in November, according to military and
industry sources. The deal, which seeks in part to
replenish bombs and missiles used in the Saudi bat-
tle against Iranian-backed Houthi rebels in Yemen,
should be finalized in coming months.

A separate, $11.25-billion Saudi purchase of four
Lockheed Martin Corp surface warships, approved in
October, also is expected to move forward on its
years-long schedule, the sources said. “The Saudi-US
defense relationship is a juggernaut,” said Michael
Knights, a fellow at the Washington Institute for Near
East Policy think tank. “It survives endless presidents
and kings and it just keeps rolling and that’s what’s

going to happen this time.”

Looking past Obama?
Despite the Saudis’ ultimate reliance on US securi-

ty guarantees, the kingdom in the last year repeated-
ly has signaled a willingness to act independently of
the US on national security matters. Saudi Arabia
gave the US scant notice last March when, with Arab
allies, it launched air strikes in Yemen against Houthi
rebels it said are supported by Iran. And last month,
the kingdom announced the formation of a 34-
nation Islamic military coalition to combat terrorism. 

The United States is not among the members.
Riyadh has also made little secret of its opposition
to Obama’s nuclear deal with Iran, a hallmark of the
US president’s foreign policy. With Obama in his last
year as president, Saudi Arabia seems to be looking
past Obama, toward the next US president, said one
analyst with deep ties to Saudi officials. “There are
no expectations left with this administration,” said
Nawaf Obaid, a visiting fellow at Harvard
University ’s Belfer Center for Science and
International Affairs. “Things will start from zero
once he (Obama) leaves.” — Reuters 

Saudi rift with Iran likely to 
hinder peace effort in Syria

US arms sales to Saudi expected to continue unabated

LATAKIA: In the windows of his father’s
shop in coastal Syria, Ihab replaces bot-
tles of the national tipple arak with vod-
ka, hoping to please his growing cus-
tomer base of Russian soldiers. “In the
past the demand was more for whisky
and arak, but with the Russians arriving
in Syria, it’s changed to vodka,” Ihab, 32,
says inside the “Crown” store in Latakia
province. “So I put these bottles in the
front so they can grab them first,” he
says with a smile. Ihab’s storefront is one
of many shops and restaurants hoping
to attract the Russian soldiers who have
arrived in Latakia since Moscow began a
military intervention in Syria in late
September. 

Russia has stood firmly by its long-
time ally President Bashar Al-Assad since
an uprising against his regime began in
March 2011, providing political and mili-
tary support to a government that has
become an international pariah. On
September 30, Moscow began air strikes
in support of the government, dispatch-
ing warplanes and several thousand ser-
vicemen to Syria, according to Russian
officials.  The planes and soldiers are
based at the Hmeimim military airport
deep in Assad’s heartland, south of the
provincial capital of Latakia. Russian sol-
diers go into the city for food, drink and
entertainment, creating a new customer
base with different demands for
Latakia’s businesses. To make what he
calls his “new friends” feel comfortable,
Ihab has begun learning a few Russian
words from his father.

‘Sales are up’
“The Russians are a profitable eco-

nomic presence, and our sales have
gone up more than 20 percent since
they don’t argue about prices,” Ihab says.
Russia’s ties with Syria go back decades,
with Moscow long maintaining a naval
facility in the coastal town of Tartus.
Many Syrian military officers have
trained in Russia, and it is not uncom-
mon to find Syrians married to Russians
or who speak the language.

Elsewhere in Latakia, Mohammad is
arranging a display of camouflage jack-
ets in “Commandos”, a shop that sells
military-style clothing and accessories.
The 26-year-old employee says sales are
up and he now has more Russian cus-
tomers than Syrians. Pocket-sized por-
traits of Assad-stacked next to boxes of
combat boots under a large Russian flag
on the wall-are in particularly “high
demand by Russian soldiers”, he says.
Mohammad is also learning some

Russian words and is pleased to see
Russian soldiers learning Arabic words
such as “salam”, which means “peace”
and is used for both hello and goodbye.

“They’ve become our friends,” he
says. “They pass by to say hello or they
wave at me from afar as they pass by the
place.” Haidar, 29, is so enthusiastic
about the Russian presence that he has
named the restaurant he opened last
month “Russia”. “I’ve loved Russia and
Russians since my childhood, and now is
the time to express my love for them
through my restaurant,” he says. The
Russian flag billows in the breeze out-
side and the walls inside are covered
with Russian sayings.  “Spasiba, spasiba,”
he calls out to his customers with a wide
smile as they leave the restaurant.
“Thank you, thank you.” 

On the house
Haidar has hired a Russian language

professor to teach his staff how to com-
municate with their new guests and
hopes to find a chef who can make
dishes for an all-Russian menu to please
his new customers. “The Russians have
revived both the nightlife and daytime
businesses,” Haidar says. But a Syrian
soldier sitting nearby says the fuss over
the Russians is “exaggerated”. “ The
whole world is focusing on the Russian
army and has forgotten all about the
Syrian army,” he says. “We have been
fighting for nearly five years and I
haven’t seen a single place called ‘Syria’
or ‘The Syrian Army’.” And not everyone
in Latakia’s business community sees
the Russians as paying customers. Tarek
Shaabo, 30, says he opened his coffee
shop-Moscow Cafe-in 2012 as a sign of
gratitude to Russia for vetoing UN
Security Council resolutions on Syria’s
war. “Since then, I swore to myself I
would never let a Russian customer
pay,” he says.

When he first opened, only a few
Russian military advisers would come to
the shop, but now he says he serves
Russians “nearly every day”. Another
coffee shop nearby offers Russians
drinks at half price, but at Moscow Cafe
they are free.  “They came to defend us,”
Shaabo says. “The least I can do is host
them in my small cafe.” He lights a ciga-
rette using a lighter emblazoned with
the Russian army’s logo and extends an
invitation to President Vladimir Putin,
fondly nicknamed by some Syrians as
“Abu Ali”. “Tell Abu Ali Putin he’s got a
place to stay in Latakia... Moscow Cafe is
his home.” — AFP 

Syrian government bastion 
welcomes Russian ‘friends’

TEHRAN: Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani (right) speaks with Danish Foreign Minister Kristian
Jensen during their meeting in Tehran yesterday. Iran’s president said that Saudi Arabia cannot
‘cover up’ its crime of executing a leading Shiite cleric by severing diplomatic relations with the
Islamic Republic, even as the kingdom’s allies began limiting their links to his country. — AP 


