
NEWS
WEDNESDAY, MAY 25, 2016

Continued from Page 1

In the session shortened because HH the Amir opened
a new building for the offices of MPs, the Assembly voted
to strip controversial MP Abdulhameed Dashti of his par-
liamentary immunity for the public prosecution to inter-
rogate him on a new state security offence. The Assembly
has already lifted Dashti’s immunity several times to make
him face trial on state security cases, mainly for attacking
Saudi Arabia and Bahrain.

Dashti has been living outside Kuwait for the past sev-

eral months under the pretext of receiving medical treat-
ment, which the Assembly has accepted and refrained
from taking action against him, including revoking his
membership. Dashti has been writing strong and contro-
versial comments on his Twitter account, but Ashour said
that he has informed the prosecution that his account has
been hacked. The public prosecution has already issued a
number of arrest warrants against Dashti and he will most
likely be arrested whenever he returns to the country. The
Assembly is scheduled to debate today the key public
tenders law, which has been extensively amended.

Assembly gives final nod to naturalize 4,000...
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But Russian defense ministry spokesman Igor
Konashenkov said: “The burnt air and auto equipment
along with many craters from shell detonations have
been there for several months. This is a result of heavy
combat for this aerodrome between Syrian government
forces and militants of terrorist groups.”

Russian news agency RIA Novosti quoted an
unnamed Syrian source confirming a “fire” at the base,
though he did not specify when it had occurred. “The
reasons of the fire are unknown. It started near the
space where four helicopters were located. Fire engines
could not access the fire due to shelling by terrorists.
The fire spread to the helicopters,” the source said,
adding that there were no casualties or injuries sus-
tained in the shelling.

The Syrian Observatory for Human Rights had
reported shelling of the T-4 base on May 11 after IS

jihadists briefly took control of part of a route between
Palmyra and Homs. “Though the Islamic State failed to
cut off the road for any extended amount of time, it did
move artillery within range of the base, which it subse-
quently shelled,” Stratfor said in its analysis.

The British-based Observatory also said two days lat-
er that continued shelling had caused an explosion at a
fuel depot and a fire that destroyed three helicopters.
On May 15, the IS-affiliated Amaq news agency said that
four Russian combat helicopters and 20 trucks carrying
rockets had been destroyed at the T-4 base by a fire but
did not provide further details.

IS seized control of large parts of Syria and Iraq in
mid-2014, and the group has claimed deadly attacks in
the West and throughout the Middle East. Russia’s
intervention has significantly strengthened the Syrian
government in a five-year civil war that has killed more
than 270,000 people and driven millions from their
homes. — AFP 

Russian base in Syria damaged in IS attack
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“A strong and determined country with a connection
between the government and the citizen,” one of the slogans
read. Some 190,000 Twitter users in Saudi Arabia actively took
part in the ensuing debate over Vision 2030, generating more
than 860,000 messages according to France-based social media
monitor Semiocast. This meant the discussion reached 46 per-
cent of the 7.4 million active Twitter users in the kingdom,
Semiocast said, describing this level of outreach in a state-spon-
sored debate as exceptional.

There is good reason for the sensitivity: Since 2012 social
media storms in Saudi Arabia over government policies or the
actions of senior officials have culminated in the sacking of senior
people on at least five occasions. The level of participation means
even ministers without social media accounts invest time and
money monitoring what people say about them online, said Diya
Murra, a Riyadh-based account director for social media agency
The Online Project. “People are holding them accountable for
things that are being done or not,” he said.

Social media use among the 21 million Saudis and roughly
10 million foreign residents of the kingdom cuts across politi-
cal and religious lines: Keenly followed social media users
include both strict Muslim clerics and self-described liberals.
Social media has also allowed many young Saudis to interact
in ways that were impossible before. Twitter is most popular
among 18 to 24-year-olds in Saudi Arabia, followed closely by
users in their late 20s to early 40s and its usage is split roughly
between men and women, according to iMENA Digital, which
serves clients in Saudi Arabia. It said photo-sharing site
Instagram has become the leading channel among young
Saudis, around three-quarters of them women.

Speaking at a packed discussion about Twitter in an expen-
sive Riyadh hotel last month, Saudi Foreign Minister Adel Al-
Jubeir said the platform was not always an accurate barome-
ter of public opinion, but that it could help track trends. “It is

direct. There are no barriers,” he told the largely young audi-
ence, who were segregated by gender. However, he and other
Gulf Arab politicians speaking at the forum also said they were
in favor of controls to prevent anonymous posting and of
punishing users who broke taboos by criticizing religion or
calling to end monarchical rule.

When asked about jailed Saudi blogger Raif Badawi, Jubeir
told a news conference the case was complicated and involved
civil lawsuits that did not involve the government. Diplomats in
Riyadh say while the judiciary has given harsh sentences to
online dissenters who drew the anger of hardliners, the police
routinely ignore on social media far more severe criticism of sen-
ior people than was ever allowed before.

The growing influence of social media became apparent in
2012 when the late King Abdullah sacked the religious police
chief and replaced him with a relative progressive after a viral
video showed members of the body harassing a family in a
mall. In April 2014, as a deadly outbreak of Middle East
Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) swept Jeddah, anger over a per-
ceived cover-up surged on social media and King Abdullah
sacked the health minister.

Since King Salman came to power in Jan 2015, such sensitivity
seems to have only amplified. Another health minister, Ahmed
Al-Khateeb, was dismissed after footage of him shouting at a
Saudi citizen during a heated argument was captured on a
smartphone. Weeks later, King Salman replaced his own head of
royal protocol after he was caught on camera slapping a news
cameraman covering the arrival of the Moroccan king in Riyadh.

It is a far cry from the days before widespread Internet use in
Saudi Arabia, when discussion was limited to informal meetings
or to newspapers and television channels that rarely held officials
to account or criticized government policies. Still, a culture of
public expressions of respect for government endures. More than
a third of reactions to Vision 2030 on Twitter were positive,
Semiocast said, adding the debate generated “patriotic pride”
and expectations of progress. — Reuters 

Saudis adapt message for social media age

Britain s Queen Elizabeth II is pictured through a gap in a floral exhibit by the New Covent Garden Flower Market, which features an image of the Queen, during a visit to the 2016 Chelsea Flower
Show in central London on Monday. Britain has a ìlost generationî with no gardening skills, the Royal Horticultural Society warned as the sprawling Chelsea Flower Show got underway. — AFP 


