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TEHRAN: I ranian President Hassan
Rouhani, who won re-election yesterday,
has spent three decades at the heart of
Iran’s revolutionary establishment but still
faces opposition from hardliners for try-
ing to rebuild ties with the West. The 68-
year-old cleric, almost always clad in his
white turban, repeated his convincing
2013 victory by bringing together moder-
ates and reformists with his pledges to
end Iran’s isolation and improve civil
rights at home. Born in Semnan province
on November 12, 1948, Rouhani is mar-
ried with four children and holds a doc-
torate in law from Scotland’s Glasgow
Caledonian University.  

With his snow-white beard, he comes
across as jovial and scholarly, if not overly
charismatic, when speaking in public. He
has presented himself as the candidate of
change and social freedoms, attacking his
opponents as “extremists” whose “era is
over”.  His first term saw a groundbreak-
ing 2015 deal with world powers that
ended many sanctions and a 13-year
standoff over Iran’s nuclear program. He
also brought a more technocratic

approach to the economy and tamed
runaway inflation. 

But critics said he massively oversold
the economic benefits of the nuclear

agreement, and there were fears that con-
tinuing stagnation and high unemploy-
ment would hurt his re-election bid. That
proved unfounded as Rouhani sailed to
victory against  hardl ine chal lenger
Ebrahim Raisi, winning 57 percent of
the vote on Friday, on the back of a
huge turnout.  His  suppor ters hope
another resounding victory will give
him more leverage to ease social
restrictions and release activists and
opposition leaders jailed after mass
protests in 2009. Rouhani’s extensive
backroom experience, cultivated as a
protege to the late revolutionary pow-
er-broker Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani,
puts him in a strong position to negoti-
ate with more conservative forces in the
judiciary and security forces.

‘The diplomatic sheikh’ 
As Iran’s nuclear negotiator in 2003-05,

Rouhani earned the nickname “the diplo-
matic sheikh” from his European inter-
locutors, but that was also the start of
criticism from hardliners at home who
accused him of kowtowing to the West.

Before then, Rouhani had been firmly in
the revolutionary establishment. He held
key defence portfolios during the 1980-
88 Iran-Iraq war before spending 16 years
as secretary of the Supreme National
Security Council, Iran’s top security post.
When student protesters took to the
streets in 1999, Rouhani called them “ban-
dits and saboteurs” and most damningly
“the corrupt of the Earth”-a charge that
carries the death penalty in Iran.

He remains a member of the conserva-
tive Association of Combatant Clergy,
although his position on protesters seems
to have softened over the years.  Rouhani
consistently sought to rebuild relations
with the United States, and became the
first Iranian leader to speak with his coun-
terpart in Washington when Barack
Obama phoned in September 2013. He
has never been under any illusion about
the difficulties of the relationship, telling
US journalists in 2002: “America is not
keen on independent countries... America
is keen on countries that completely sur-
render themselves and act according to
America’s demands.” — AFP 

Iran’s Rouhani: A moderate cleric open to the world

RIO DE JANEIRO: After months of trad-
ing messages on social media praising
violence by the Islamic State militant
group, Leonid El Kadre de Melo said it
was time to act. “I want to be clear,” he
wrote in a message recovered by
Brazilian authorities on the eve of the Rio
2016 Olympics. “My intention is to put
together a real and concrete group” to
launch attacks.

While de Melo’s defenders portray
that message as a bit of social media
bravado, it alarmed Brazilian officials
worried that the global Games could
prove a target for terrorists. De Melo and
12 other men were detained in July dur-
ing a high-profile sweep under a new law
that greatly widened the scope of what
could be considered terrorism in Latin
America’s largest nation. This month, he
and seven other of the men were sen-
tenced to prison terms ranging from 6
years to nearly 16 for de Melo, labelled by
authorities as the group’s leader.

Would-be plotters
The first - and so far only - use of the

law has been controversial in Brazil, a
nation that has never suffered a known
Islamist terror attack and in a broader
region where they have been extremely
rare. Former Public Security Secretary
Jose Vicente da Silva said the quick reac-
tion of officials “was the only thing that
could stop such a crime,” and said the
sentence was justified given the threat
the men posed. But others suggested the
law goes too far. “The sentences appear
to be exceedingly harsh given what is
known about the would-be plotters,” said
Robert Muggah, research director at
Igarape Institute, a Rio-based think tank
that has a specialty in crime analysis.

When Congress passed the anti-ter-
rorism law in 2016, Brazilian authorities
were under enormous pressure to show
they could handle security risks during
the Games, particularly amid a spate of
“lone-wolf ” attacks in Europe and the

United States by radicalized young men
claiming allegiance to - but with few pri-
or contacts with - the Islamic State. Many
Brazilians saw little need for such a law:
The country of 200 million people has
seen little open friction involving its 1.5
mil l ion Musl im cit izens.  In recent
decades, intelligence agencies have
expressed concerns about possible ter-
rorism activity in Brazil’s triple border
area with Paraguay and Argentina, but
residents there wave aside the con-
cerns, saying the region is simply a
melting pot of cultures.

‘Terrorism and “terrorist’
The country accounted for only three

of the tens of thousands of foreign fight-
ers for the Islamic State group counted in
a 2015 study by the Soufan Group, a pri-
vate intelligence firm. A more visceral
worry for many was possible misuse of
anti-terror laws in a country and region
that suffered through oppressive conser-
vative dictatorships that killed thousands
of South Americans. Human rights
groups warned that overly broad lan-
guage could provide tools to suppress
free speech. The law calls for up to eight
years in prison for “advocating terrorism,”
and 10 to 20 years for “joining terrorist
organizations,” though “terrorism” and
“terrorist” are not defined.

In his sentence, federal judge Marcos
Josegrei da Silva noted that the men
never began planning an attack, but
said that “it doesn’t matter if there really
was any intent to translate public decla-
rations of support into preparations or
concrete actions.” Still, many doubt the
men, most recent converts to Islam,
posed much of a threat. Some had visit-
ed the Middle East, though authorities
have not accused them of making con-
nections with terror groups abroad. The
men range in age from 21 to 42, come
from different regions of Brazil and have
varying levels of education and work
experience. — AP

Harsh sentences for Islamic State’s 
sympathizers in Brazil test new law

TEHRAN: A screen shows newly re-elected Iranian President Hassan Rouhani
delivering a televised speech in the capital Tehran yesterday. — AFP 

ANKARA: A mild-mannered cleric known for
decades as an establishment insider, Iran’s
President Hassan Rouhani reinvented himself as
a rabble-rousing political street fighter to secure
a decisive re-election victory against a united
conservative bloc. Now, having stoked his sup-
porters’ yearning for change, he faces the harder
task of satisfying them without bringing a back-
lash from the conservatives who still control
most of the levers of power. A pragmatist rather
than a gung-ho reformer by nature, Rouhani
nevertheless fired up the pro-reform camp with
speeches that broke taboos by targeting Iran’s
hardline elite, from the conservative judiciary to
the powerful Revolutionary Guards. Rouhani
openly criticized the human rights record of the
authorities, speaking at rallies about “those who
cut out tongues and sewed mouths shut”. In a
debate last week he accused Raisi of seeking to

“abuse religion for power”. That drew an unusual
rebuke directly from the supreme leader,
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who called the rhetoric
at the debate “unworthy”. Rouhani has decisively
defeated Khamenei’s protege, hardline judge
Ebrahim Raisi. But the supreme leader still
makes the ultimate decisions on policy, and his
conservative faction still controls the judiciary
and security forces.

Rouhani will have to find an accommodation
with them, or end up like his reformist predeces-
sor Mohammad Khatami, who whetted Iranians’
appetite for change but failed to deliver it dur-
ing two terms from 1997-2005. “To appeal to
change-seeking voters, Rouhani attacked pow-
erful Iranian institutions ...  whose cooperation
he will need in order to govern effectively,” said
Karim Sadjadpour senior fellow at the Carnegie
Endowment who focuses on Iran. Abbas Milani,

director of the Iranian Studies program at
Stanford University, said: “Rouhani upped the
ante in the past ten days in the rhetoric that he
used. Clearly it’s going to be difficult to back
down on some of this stuff.” 

A bridge
Rouhani built his reputation as an establish-

ment figure who could deliver some of the aims
sought by reformists without alienating conserva-
tives. “Rouhani is a regime insider. He is loyal to
the establishment. He is not a reformist but a
bridge between hardliners and reformists,” said a
former senior official. Born into a religious family
in 1948 and rising to the middle ranks within the
Shiite clergy, Rouhani was active in the revolution
that overthrew the US-backed Shah in 1979. He
has held several sensitive jobs in the Islamic
Republic, including representing Khamenei for 25
years at the Supreme National Security Council.  

When he was swept to office four years ago
with three times as many votes as his nearest
challenger, Iranians held high hopes that he
could fulfill his promises to reduce the coun-
try’s isolation abroad and bring more freedoms
at home. He promised to heal the wounds of
the previous presidential vote in 2009, when
mass reformist protests were violently crushed
after the disputed the re-election of hardliner
Mahmoud Ahmadinejad.  The crowning
achievement of Rouhani’s first term was a deal
with global powers to curb Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram in return for the lifting of most financial
sanctions. Crucially, Rouhani’s government won
the cautious backing of the hardline supreme
leader for the deal.

But since the accord was reached, the prom-
ised economic benefits have been slow to arrive.
Meanwhile, there was little progress on giving
Iranians more freedom at home to gather, com-
municate and dress as they please. As his cam-
paign for re-election got under way, many
reformist voters said they were disillusioned, an
apathy Rouhani’s allies saw as the biggest threat
to his re-election.  His fiery rhetoric in the final
days of the campaign was intended to whip up
support from reformists and remind them of the
high stakes. — Reuters

Iran leader stokes desire for 
change, but can he deliver?
Rouhani criticizes hardliners for curtailing freedoms

BEIJING: China has denied US allegations
that two Chinese fighter jets acted unpro-
fessionally in intercepting an American mil-
itary plane earlier this week, saying that its
aircraft were acting in accordance with the
law”.”Related remarks from the US side are
inconsistent with fact,” the Chinese Ministry
of Defense said in a statement posted to its
website late Friday.  

“On May 17, a US reconnaissance aircraft
was carrying out an operation in airspace
over the Chinese Yellow Sea (the northern
part of the East China Sea), and Chinese air-
craft acted to identify and investigate in
accordance with the law,” the statement
said, calling the action “professional” and
“safe”.  The US Air Force said in an earlier
statement Friday that its plane, a WC-135
Constant Phoenix, was conducting a “rou-
tine mission” in international airspace when
it was intercepted by two Chinese Sukhoi
SU-30 fighter aircraft.  

The WC-135 is a so-called “sniffer plane”
designed to scan the atmosphere for signs
of nuclear activity. “The WC-135 was oper-
ating in accordance with international law.
While we are still investigating the inci-

dent, initial reports from the US aircrew
characterized the intercept as unprofes-
sional,” the Air Force said. The statement
out of Beij ing came as Chinese State
Councilor Yang Jiechi discussed prepara-
tions for the first round of the China-US
diplomatic and security dialogue in a
phone conversation Saturday with US
Secretary of State Rex Tillerson.

China’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs noted
in a statement that Yang and Tillerson
“exchanged views... of common concern
such as the Korean Peninsula,” but did not
say whether the aircraft incident was dis-
cussed. Mid-air interceptions occur routine-
ly in international airspace, but the US mili-
tary will often call out foreign pilots if it
judges the manoeuvres to be risky or
unprofessional. 

Meanwhile, China urged the US to halt
such reconnaissance exercises in order to
prevent future incidents. “The American
military’s frequent reconnaissance opera-
tions are the root cause of security issues
between the Chinese and US navy and air
forces,” the Chinese defense ministry’s
statement said. — AFP 

LOS TEQUES: Like many Portuguese immigrants
to Venezuela after World War Two, Manuel
Fernandes spent a lifetime building a small busi-
ness: his bread and cake shop in a highland
town. It took just one night for it to fall apart.
The first he knew of the destruction of his
beloved “Bread Mansion” store on a main avenue
of Los Teques was when looters triggered the
alarm, resulting in a warning call to his cell-
phone at 7 pm on Wednesday. 

Fernandes was stuck at home due to barri-
cades and protests that have become common
in seven weeks of anti-government unrest in
Venezuela. So he was forced to watch the disas-
ter unfold via live security camera images. “There
were hundreds of people. They smashed the
glass counters, the fridges. They took everything
- ham, cheese, milk, cornflakes, equipment,” the
65-year-old said, as workmen secured the shop
on Friday with thick metal plates. “I’ve dedicated
everything to this. My family depends on it,” said
the distraught businessman, on a street where

most neighboring stores were also ransacked in
a frenzy of looting in Los Teques this week. 

Unrest and protests against President Nicolas
Maduro’s socialist government since early April
have caused at least 46 deaths plus hundreds of
injuries and arrests. They have also sparked
widespread nighttime looting. When a mob
smashed its way into a bakery in El Valle, a work-
ing class neighborhood of Caracas, last month,
11 people died, eight of them electrocuted and
three shot. This week, Maduro’s government
sent 2,000 troops to western Tachira state, where
scores of businesses have been emptied. 

In Los Teques, an hour’s drive into hills out-
side Caracas, locals spoke of up to half a dozen
more deaths in looting and clashes this week
between security forces and young protesters
from a self-styled ‘Resistance’ movement. There
has been no official confirmation of those
deaths. Reuters journalists visiting the town on
Friday had to negotiate permission from masked
youths manning roadblocks and turning back

traffic at the main entrances. Mostly students,
the young men said they had put academic
work on hold and were determined to stay in the
street until Maduro allowed a general election,
the main demand of Venezuela’s opposition in
the current political crisis. 

‘Nothing to lose’
“We are from humble families. We have noth-

ing to lose. I don’t even have enough for a bus
fare or food. That tyrant Maduro has wrecked
everything,” said Alfredo, 28, who stopped study-
ing to man barricades and says he runs a unit of
23 “resistance” members. Armed with home-
made shields, stones and Molotov cocktails, the
youths build barricades with branches, furniture
and bags of trash, scrawling slogans like ‘No
Surrender’ on nearby walls.  

They turn back traffic and wait for the
inevitable arrival of security forces. Some have
scars and wounds from intense clashes this
week. Oil has been spread on the ground to
deter armored vehicles used by the National
Guard. Barbed wire is also used. On Friday morn-
ing, one man walked up to the barricade with a
woman in a wheelchair, and was granted special
permission to pass. Some women, trying to visit
relatives jailed in a nearby prison, also managed
to talk their way through. Mid-morning, some
neighbors delivered arepas, a cornmeal flatbread
that is Venezuela’s staple food, to the youths,
offering them words of encouragement and
thanks. “You see, they all support us,” said Micky,
covering his face with a red bandana at a barricade.
“We are not coup-mongers like Maduro says. All we
want is a general election.” The 54-year-old presi-
dent narrowly won election in 2013 to replace the
late Hugo Chavez who died from cancer. 

But without his predecessor’s charisma, popu-
lar touch and unprecedented oil revenues,
Maduro has seen his popularity plunge as the
economy nosedived, helping the opposition win
majority support in the OPEC nation of 30 million
people. He accuses foes of an “armed insurrec-
tion,” with the support of the United States, and
blames “fascist” protesters for all the deaths and
destruction in Venezuela since April. — Reuters

Highland Venezuelan town 
blitzed by looting, protests 

This undated photo provided by US Air Force shows the WC-135W Constant Phoenix
aircraft during flight. A pair of Chinese fighter jets conducted an ‘unprofessional’
intercept of an American radiation-sniffing surveillance plane over the East China
Sea, the US Air Force said Friday, May 19, 2017, the latest in a series of such incidents
that have raised US concerns in an already tense region. — AP 

Beijing denies US allegations 

TEHRAN: Supporters of Iranian President Hassan Rouhani flash the victory sign from their car
outside a polling station for the presidential and municipal councils election, in Tehran. — AP 

CARACAS: A masked anti-government protester lobs a tear gas canister launched by security
forces during clashes in Caracas, Venezuela. — AP 


