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SYRIA: This file handout picture released by the official Saudi Press Agency (SPA) shows Saudi Arabian air force pilot, Prince Khaled bin Salman, as he sits in the cockpit of a fighter jet at an undisclosed location, after taking part in a
mission to strike Islamic State (IS) group targets in Syria.—AFP

Saudi king’s pilot son named US envoy
Saudi military personnel civil servants to receive allowances

RIYADH: Saudi Arabia on Saturday named
an air force pilot son of King Salman as
ambassador to its major ally Washington,
with which ties are improving under
President Donald Trump. The change came
among a series of orders issued by the king,
who shuffled his cabinet, restored civil serv-
ice benefits, and replaced the head of the
army which for two years has been fighting
rebels in neighboring Yemen.

“Prince Abdullah bin Faisal bin Turki
removed as ambassador to the US.  Prince
Khaled bin Salman bin Abdulaziz appointed
ambassador,” the official Saudi Press Agency
reported, citing a royal order. Prince
Abdullah had served for just over a year,
according to the website of the Saudi
embassy in Washington. The United States
and Saudi Arabia have a decades-old rela-
tionship based on the exchange of
American security for Saudi oil.

But ties between Riyadh and Washington
became increasingly frayed during the
administration of president Barack Obama.
Saudi leaders felt Obama was reluctant to
get involved in the civil war in Syria and was
tilting toward Riyadh’s regional rival Iran.
The Saudis have found a more favorable ear
in Washington under Trump, who took
office in January and has denounced Iran’s
“harmful influence” in the Middle East.
Washington provides some logistical and
intelligence support, as well as weapons, for
the Saudi-led coalition in Yemen.

The kingdom also belongs to the US-led
coalition against the Islamic State group in
Iraq and Syria. Prince Khaled, the new
ambassador, is an air force pilot who flew
missions as part of that anti-IS coalition, said
Salman al-Ansari, president of the Saudi
American Public Relation Affairs Committee
(SAPRAC). Ansari, whose committee is a pri-

vate initiative to strengthen Saudi-US ties,
described Prince Khaled as a “very organ-
ized personality, savvy, youthful, and active.”

Another son of King Salman, Deputy
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, 31, is
second in line to the throne and is one of
the kingdom’s most powerful figures. He
holds the post of defense minister and is
pushing a wide-ranging social and econom-
ic reform program.

Military bonuses    
Among other orders issued by King

Salman, the head of the army Lieutenant
General Eid al-Shalwi was removed. Fahad
Bin Turki was promoted to replace him. The
army is helping to defend Saudi Arabia’s
southern border from rebel incursions but
analysts say that, in Yemen itself, coalition
troops from the United Arab Emirates have
the most prominence in ground operations

being conducted with local forces. Saudi
Arabia leads the air campaign but after two
years of coalition intervention analysts say
Yemen is more unstable than ever, and one
called it a “quagmire”.

Saudi military personnel in the Yemen
operation will receive a salary bonus of two
months, the king also ordered, despite a
budget deficit forecast to be $53 billion this
year following a collapse in global oil prices
since 2014. The salaries of other civil ser-
vants were frozen last year and benefits
curbed, while the government cut subsidies
and delayed major projects. Salman on
Saturday ended the restrictions on compen-
sation for state workers because he is “keen
to provide comfort to the Saudi citizens,” a
decree said, as the kingdom prepares to
increase electricity and other prices.

Salman fired Minister of Civil Service
Khaled al-Araj, who will be investigated by a

committee of the Royal Court. The Arab
News reported late last year that Araj was
under investigation by the kingdom’s anti-
corruption commission for the alleged
“irregular hiring” of his son. In other
changes, Salman dismissed Minister of
Information and Culture Adel al-Turaifi and
replaced him with Awad al-Awad. 

Minister of Communication and
Information Technology Mohammed al-
Suwaiyel also lost his job, replaced by
Abdullah al-Swaha. The king changed some
regional governors, along with numerous
senior bureaucrats including the head of
the General Authority of Sports as the king-
dom tries to provide more athletic activities
for its people. Under the reforms being
directed by the Deputy Crown Prince, Saudi
Arabia is trying to make government opera-
tions more efficient and officials more
accountable.—AFP 

PARIS: France voted yesterday under heavy securi-
ty in the first round of the most unpredictable pres-
idential election in decades, with the outcome
seen as vital for the future of the beleaguered
European Union. Far-right leader Marine Le Pen
and centrist Emmanuel Macron are the favorites to
progress to a run-off on May 7 but the result is too
close to call in a deeply divided country.

Le Pen, the 48-year-old leader of the National
Front (FN), hopes to capitalize on security fears that
were catapulted to the fore of the campaign after
the fatal shooting of a policeman on Paris’s
Champs Elysees avenue claimed by the Islamic
State group. Aiming to ride a wave of populism
that carried Donald Trump to the White House and
led Britain to vote for Brexit, Le Pen wants France to
abandon the euro and intends to call a referendum
on withdrawing from the EU as well.

Observers predict that a Le Pen victory could be
a fatal blow for the EU, already weakened by
Britain’s vote to leave. Macron, 39, is seeking to
become France’s youngest ever president and has
campaigned on a strongly pro-EU and pro-busi-
ness platform. Seeking to benefit from a worldwide
move away from established political parties, the
former banker and economy minister formed his
own movement, “En Marche” (“On the Move”), that
he says is “neither to the left nor to the right.” 

But polls show scandal-tainted conservative
candidate Francois Fillon, a former prime minister,
and hard-left firebrand Jean-Luc Melenchon are
also in with a fighting chance of finishing among
the top two candidates and reaching the all-impor-
tant second round. Le Pen cast her ballot in Henin-

Beaumont, a former coal mining town in northern
France that has an FN mayor. Macron voted in the
chic Normandy seaside resort of Le Touquet with
wife Brigitte, his former high school teacher who is
25 years his senior.

Four hours after voting stations opened,
turnout was up slightly on the figure at the same
stage in 2012, suggesting it could beat the final fig-
ure of 79.48 percent in that election. Nearly 47 mil-
lion people are eligible to vote and most polling
stations will close at 1700 GMT with those in major
cities shutting an hour later. First projected results
are expected shortly afterwards.

Security a concern   
In the wake of the policeman’s kill ing on

Thursday, 50,000 police and 7,000 soldiers have
been deployed around France to protect voters.
The terror attack was the latest in a bloody series
have cost more than 230 lives since 2015. Guy
Belkechout, a 79-year-old pensioner who was vot-
ing in the working-class Parisian suburb of Trappes,
said he was concerned. “Security issues have influ-
enced me after the attacks. Candidates who want
fewer security measures, who want to reduce the
police’s powers, have not got my vote,” he said.

But Yanis Olive, a 35-year-old photographer vot-
ing in Paris, said security was not “a major issue”-
unemployment and the economy were more
important. “Emmanuel Macron’s youth and positive
demeanor is attractive,” he said. “I really don’t want
Fillon or Le Pen so I’ve chosen Macron because I
think he is going to be in the second round.”
Analysts believe the attack so late in the campaign

could hand an advantage to candidates seen as
taking a hard line on security issues.

“If it were to benefit someone, that would clear-
ly be Marine Le Pen who has dominated this issue
throughout the campaign, or Francois Fillon,” said
Adelaide Zulfikarpasic of the BVA polling institute.
In the aftermath of the shooting, Le Pen called for
France to “immediately” take back control of its
borders from the EU and deport all foreigners on a
terror watchlist.US President Trump tweeted that
the shooting “will have a big effect” on the election.

Fake job scandal   
Closely watched around the world, the French

campaign has been full of unpredictable twists and
turns. A race that began with the surprise nomina-
tion of Fillon as right-wing candidate in November
shifted into a higher gear in December when
unpopular Socialist President Francois Hollande
decided not to seek re-election. Hollande’s five
years in office have been dogged by a sluggish
economy and the constant terror threat. After vot-
ing in Tulle, central France, Hollande said “democra-
cy is stronger than all else”, in a reference to the
Paris attack. Fillon was the early frontrunner until
his support waned after he was charged following
accusations he gave his British-born wife a ficti-
tious job as his parliamentary assistant for which
she was paid nearly 700,000 euros ($750,000) of
public money. Though there are four main con-
tenders in the election, a total of 11 candidates are
taking part. The candidate for the governing
Socialists, Benoit Hamon, was a distant fifth going
into the final weekend.—AFP 

FRANCE: French presidential election candidate for the far-right Front National (FN -
National Front) party Marine Le Pen casts her ballot at a polling station in Henin-
Beaumont, north-western France, yesterday, during the first round of the
Presidential election.—AFP

France votes in presidential nailbiter


