
WASHINGTON: President Donald Trump
played peacemaker at the White House
yesterday, meeting with Palestinian
leader Mahmud Abbas as part of an
effort to end the long-running
Palestinian-Israeli conflict. After hosting
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu in February, the self-styled
deal-maker-in-chief hosted Abbas for the
first time since coming to office. “The
President’s ultimate goal is to establish
peace in the region,” said White House
press secretary Sean Spicer. That long-
shot effort-which has eluded US presi-
dents since the 1970s-got off to a rocky

start early in Trump’s administration.
Trump renounced US support for a

Palestinian state and vowed to move the
US embassy to Jerusalem, breaking two
tenets of US policy held for decades.  Vice
President Mike Pence on Tuesday said
Trump is still “giving serious consideration
into moving the American embassy in Tel
Aviv to Jerusalem.” That move would like-
ly spark Palestinian fury and is privately

seen by many in the Israel and US security
establishments as needlessly inflammato-
ry. At the same time, Trump has urged
Israel to hold back on settlement building
in the West Bank, a longstanding concern
of Palestinians and much of the world.

Pence said Trump is “personally com-
mitted to resolving the Israeli and
Palestinian conflict” and “valuable
progress” is being made. “Momentum is
building and goodwill is growing,” he
said at an Israeli independence day
event at the White House. Abbas makes
the trip to Washington while politically
unpopular back home, with polls sug-

gesting most Palestinians want the 82-
year-old to resign.

‘The home run’ 
Abbas’s term was meant to expire in

2009, but he has remained in office with
no elections held. But he will be hoping
Trump can pressure Israel into conces-
sions he believes are necessary to salvage
a two-state solution to one of the world’s

longest-running conflicts. Palestinian offi-
cials have seen their cause overshadowed
by worry over global concerns such as the
war in Syria and Islamic State group
jihadists, and want Trump’s White House
to bring it back to the forefront. The meet-
ing was a sign that “Trump’s approach to
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict is more con-
ventional than anyone expected,” said Ilan
Goldenberg of the Center for New
American Security.

“The big question now is what Trump
will try to accomplish during this first
meeting. If he goes for the home run and
tries to restart negotiations, he is likely to
fail.” “Instead, Trump and his team should
focus on incremental steps to improve the
situation on the ground, preserve the pos-
sibility of the two-state solution at anoth-
er time, and set conditions for negotia-
tions in the future.” One of Trump’s top
advisers, Jason Greenblatt, held wide-
ranging talks with both Israelis and
Palestinians during a visit in March.

Abbas and Trump spoke by phone on
March 11, and there are suggestions the
US president could visit the Middle East
this month. A group of three influential
Republican Senators-Marco Rubio, Tom
Cotton and Lindsey Graham-have called
on Trump to ask Abbas to stop funding
Palestinian prisoners and their families.
That could prose major domestic political
headaches for Abbas, as he battles
unpopularity and challenges from rival
factions.

But according to former White House
official Dennis Ross, Trump is in some
ways helping Abbas by extending the
White House invite. “The president, in
some ways, has already added to his rele-
vancy by inviting him to come.” But mutu-
al distrust between Palestinians and
Israelis will be a formidable, if not impossi-
ble, barrier for Trump to overcome. “The
gap between the parties has probably
never been greater, both psychologically
and practically,” said Ross. “In my mind, as
someone who’s worked on this for the last
30 years, I don’t think we’ve ever been at a
lower point.” —AFP
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WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump meets with Palestinian
Authority President Mahmud Abbas in the Oval Office of the White
House yesterday. —AFP
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WASHINGTON: An American company
that was paid nearly $700 million to
secure an Iraqi base for F-16 fighter jets
turned a blind eye to alcohol smuggling,
theft, security violations, and allegations
of sex trafficking - then terminated inves-
tigators who uncovered wrongdoing, an
Associated Press investigation has found.
Documents and interviews with two for-
mer internal investigators and a half-
dozen former or current Sallyport Global
staff describe schemes at Iraq’s Balad Air
Base that were major contract violations
at best and, if proven, illegal.

The fired investigators, Robert Cole
and Kristie King, said they uncovered evi-
dence that Sallyport employees were
involved in human trafficking for prosti-
tution. Staff on base routinely flew smug-
gled alcohol onto the base in such high
volumes that a plane once seesawed on
the tarmac under the weight. Rogue mili-
tia stole enormous generators using
flatbed trucks and a 60-foot crane, driv-
ing right past Sallyport security guards.
The trouble stretches to headquarters in
Reston, Virginia, say the investigators and
other ex employees interviewed by AP. 

They say what they uncovered was
not revealed to the US government,
which was footing the $686 million con-
tracting bill, until early this year - after an
auditor started asking questions. The
investigators were fired abruptly on
March 12 - just two months ago - and
immediately flown out of Iraq. They say
they had been looking into timesheet
fraud allegations and were set to inter-
view company managers, whom they
considered suspects. “I feel like they got
us out so quickly because they feel like
we knew too much,” King said in an inter-
view. “When we finally got the idea that
they were hiding all of the stuff from the
US government, it was mind-blowing.”

In a statement to the AP, Sallyport
said it follows all contracting rules at the
base, home to a squadron of F-16s that
are indispensable to the operations of
the US-led coalition against the Islamic
State group. “Sallyport has a strong
record of providing security and life sup-
port services in challenging war zones
like Iraq and plays a major but unherald-
ed role in the war against ISIS,” Chief
Operating Officer Matt Stuckart wrote.
“The company takes any suggestion of
wrongdoing at Balad very seriously.”

In one allegation, informants told the

investigators that “flight line” staff, who
directed airplanes on the runways and
handled cargo, were showing up drunk.
At one point they passed around a bowl
of gummy bears soaked in vodka.
Alcohol on base was restricted, but the
booze was everywhere, smuggled in by
plane, several former employees told The
AP. According to investigative docu-
ments and witnesses, empty suitcases
were loaded onto Baghdad-bound
roundtrip flights. The bags returned
packed with alcohol-filled plastic water
bottles that skirted security - a significant

risk in a war zone.  Stuckart said Sallyport
stood by its security procedures and got
“high marks” from the US Air Force.

But Steve Anderson, who worked on
flight logistics, says he was told by man-
agers to sign off on manifests he knew
had been falsified to hide alcohol and
guns. The planes were so heavy that one
tipped over nose-first while parked, “like
a seesaw,” he recalled.  When he raised
concerns, it was suggested he find a new
job, said Anderson, whose position was
soon eliminated.

Balad is controlled by the Iraqi gov-

ernment. Americans have been there off
and on since 2003. The base was evacu-
ated in June 2014, when IS began over-
running Iraqi territory.  When the
Americans returned, Sallyport’s job was
to keep Balad safe for the F-16s - and
their Iraqi pilots. The contract required
investigations into potential crimes and
contract violations. That was the job of
Cole and King.

On July 13, 2015, four F-16s landed at
the base, the first of a planned 36 from
the US Trouble came within 24 hours,
when a long skid mark appeared on the

tarmac, stopping about 45 yards from a
jet in the “no-go area.” A truck driver had
lost control of his vehicle, but never
reported it.  Three months later, Cole
reported the theft of an armored Toyota
SUV assigned to VIPs. His chief suspect
was a Sallyport bodyguard. The Toyota
was recovered within days; Cole was
called off the case.

A former senior manager defended
that order, telling the AP that negotia-
tions with the militias were sensitive and
needed Iraqi cooperation. He said the
chief suspect was banned from the base,

but Cole later saw the man walking
around freely. Security breaches contin-
ued. On Nov 15, 2016, just before 2 a.m.,
militia drove three flatbeds onto the
base, one equipped with a crane. After
lifting three enormous generators onto
the trucks, the militia drove away unchal-
lenged. Cole’s reports noted lax protec-
tion for the F-16s. 

Despite requirements to report major
security breaches, the US government
was not informed until early this year of
the truck skidding near a jet or the
armored-SUV theft, according to Cole

and two other former Sallyport employ-
ees. Both spoke only on condition of
anonymity because they did not want to
jeopardize their current jobs.  As Cole
and King sought to get to the bottom of
the alcohol smuggling, they stumbled
across a prostitution ring in Baghdad
whose customers included Sallyport
employees, informants said. They learned
that four Ethiopians who had previously
worked as prostitutes at the hotel had
moved to Balad and were doing the
same while moonlighting as Sallyport
housekeepers.  —AP
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Photo shows one of four new US-made F-16 fighter jets outside a hardened hangar upon its
arrival to Balad air base, north of Baghdad, Iraq. —AP

Kristie King walks through her Amarillo, Texas, neighborhood after she had
been terminated from her security contractor job in Iraq. —AP

ALBUQUERQUE: Scientists and
researchers at the federal government’s
largest national laboratory are pushing
ahead with work related to national
security and the proliferation of nuclear
weapons as new managers take over
New Mexico-based Sandia National
Laboratories for the first time in
decades, officials said yesterday.
Director Stephen Younger discussed the
lab’s future during a news conference
that marked the start of a new contract
with National Technology and
Engineering Solutions of Sandia, a sub-
sidiary of Honeywell International.

The US Energy Department’s National
Nuclear Security Administration
announced the $2.6 billion management
contract in December. Officials have
spent the last few months working on a
smooth transition for the lab’s thousands
of employees and operations.  The bulk
of work at Sandia centers on the
research, development and mainte-
nance of nuclear weapons, but scientists
there also have worked on energy and
climate projects.  

Younger, who has a background in
nuclear weapons, called Sandia’s employ-
ees the “superheroes of technology.”
“Sandia defends the world and provides
the opportunity for millions, if not billions,
of people to lead peaceful and productive
lives,” he said. Younger said his team has

centuries of combined experience when
it comes to national security issues and
while the core mission of Sandia will not
change, Honeywell, Northrup Grumman
and other partners will be looking for
ways to do more work and do it faster. 

The new lab leadership acknowl-
edged current global conflicts, including
nuclear threats by North Korea.  “The
government understands the impor-
tance of these institutions, and the insti-
tutions understand they have to be
accountable for the money and the infor-
mation they’re providing. It’s a different
world today,” Younger said. Lockheed
Martin had operated Sandia, located in
Albuquerque, for the past two decades
and was among bidders that lost out to
the Honeywell team.  

With an annual budget of close to $3
billion, Sandia is one of the Albuquerque
area’s largest employers with more than
10,500 workers. Most are based in
Albuquerque, but Sandia also operates
sites at Lawrence Livermore lab in
California and testing facilities in Nevada
and Hawaii.  Its Albuquerque campus
spans more than 21 square miles. A recent
report by a coalition of local governments
found that Sandia’s partnership with pri-
vate organizations through a science and
technology park has generated more than
$315 million in economic impact across
the state over two years. —AFP
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NEW YORK: The New York Times said yesterday it added
more than 300,000 digital subscribers in the first quarter,
helping the media group swing to profit. Net profit for the
prestigious US newspaper group was $13.2 million, com-
pared with a loss of $8.3 million in the same period a year
ago. Total revenues rose 5.1 percent to $399 million, led by
gains in digital subscriptions and online advertising.
“These results show the current strength and future
potential of our digital strategy not just to reach a large
audience, but also to deliver substantial revenue,” said

Mark Thompson, president and chief executive officer of
the New York Times Company.

“We added an astonishing 308,000 net digital news sub-
scriptions, making the first quarter the single best quarter for
subscriber growth in our history.” Overall circulation revenue
rose 11 percent from a year ago to $242 million. Of that $76
million came from digital-only subscriptions, amounting to a
40 percent jump from a year ago. The number of digital-only
subscriptions topped 2.2 million at the end of the quarter, a
62 percent jump from a year ago. —AFP
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