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But more than any of the countries boycotting Qatar,
the UAE bristles at alleged Qatari support for Islamists
throughout the region and maintains a hard line against
the Muslim Brotherhood, branches of which are support-
ed by Doha in some countries. There are trade risks for
the West as well as security concerns. “The rivalry
between Saudi Arabia and its Gulf allies with Iran is rag-
ing. These are key trade and security partners to the West
for decades and if they are divided and very nearly com-
ing to military blows, in this zero-sum atmosphere, Iran
stands to gain and the US to lose,” another Western
diplomat said.

An Arab official, speaking on condition of anonymity,
said the UAE, because of its competing regional vision
with Qatar, wanted to pile pressure on Doha to signal a

reconciliation is not close and the boycott will not soon
end. “Saudi Arabia and the other quartet countries have
little to fear for their economies from this crisis, though
Qatar does,” the official said. “Also, because the UAE is so
interested in enforcing its demands on Qatar and curtail-
ing its activities in the region, that makes the two coun-
tries eager to prove in this phase that they won’t be giv-
ing up soon and can escalate if necessary.”

US President Donald Trump appears to have softened
his view of Doha. He initially blessed the boycott, accus-
ing Doha of funding terrorism “at a very high level.” But
he offered in September to mediate and this month tele-
phoned Qatar’s ruler, Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al-Thani,
to thank him for his counter-terrorism efforts. The
change follows a charm offensive by Doha, which in
recent months has hosted several rightwing commenta-
tors close to the president and matched the UAE’s lob-
bying efforts in Washington. The change appears to
reflect a political calculation among the Gulf states’
Western partners that Qatar would not risk allowing the
rift with the UAE to deteriorate further, one of the
Western diplomats said. — Reuters 
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Italian artist Guido Verol. “(It is) a symbol of a world
based on peace an justice.”

The public part of the meeting, with reporters and
Erdogan’s entourage, was cordial, although both men seemed
stiff at the start while seated at the pope’s desk before jour-
nalists were ushered out. Erdogan’s motorcade entered a vir-
tually deserted St Peter’s Square after the streets that are
usually bustling with tourists were closed due to security
fears. An authorized demonstration of about 150 people
including Kurds and their supporters outside nearby Castel
Sant’Angelo, a fortress on the banks of the River Tiber, turned
violent when police in riot gear pushed back shouting and
shoving protesters who tried to break through their lines. At
least one demonstrator was injured, a witness said.

Some 3,500 police and security forces were on duty in

Rome and authorities declared a no-go area for unauthorized
demonstrations that included the Vatican, Erdogan’s hotel and
Italian palaces where he is meeting the president and prime
minister. Matteo Salvini, head of Italy’s anti-immigrant
Northern League, said in a tweet that it was “shameful” that
the government was receiving Erdogan.

Erdogan and the pope spoke by phone in December after
Trump made his announcement on Jerusalem and agreed that
any change to the city’s status quo should be avoided. The
Vatican backs a two-state solution to the Palestinian-Israeli
conflict, with both sides agreeing on the status of Jerusalem -
home to sites holy to the Muslim, Jewish and Christian reli-
gions - as part of the peace process. Palestinians want East
Jerusalem as the capital of a future independent state, where-
as Israel has declared the whole city to be its “united and
eternal” capital.

Among Erdogan’s delegation was the Mehmet Pacaci,
Turkey’s ambassador to the Vatican. Erdogan recalled
Pacaci to Turkey in 2015 when Francis became the first
pope to publicly call the 1915 killing of as many as 1.5
million Armenians “genocide” - something Turkey has
always denied.  —  Reuters 
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A bulldozer shovels snow off Red Square as snow falls in Moscow on Sunday. —  AFP 

TEHRAN: All schools in Tehran will remain closed today
because of dangerously high levels of air pollution blan-
keting the Iranian capital, authorities said. State television
said the closure of primary schools yesterday was being
extended to also cover high schools and colleges in the

whole of Tehran province apart from four areas where
lower levels were recorded. Average concentrations of the
finest and most hazardous airborne particles hit 173
microgrammes per cubic meter in Tehran on Monday and
peaked at 231 in an eastern sector, municipal authorities
said.

That is far above the World Health Organization’s rec-
ommended maximum of 25 microgrammes per cubic
meter on average over a 24-hour period. The microscopic
particles lodge deep in the lungs and are harmful to

human health. A grey cloud hung over Tehran yesterday,
obstructing the view of the mountains which overlook the
city to the north. Authorities have imposed traffic restric-
tions in Tehran, which is home to 8.5 million inhabitants,
and ordered a suspension of polluting industrial activities
and work on construction sites. Iranian media reports say
80 percent of the pollution in Tehran is caused by fumes
from vehicle exhaust pipes.

Similar measures were taken in December when pri-
mary schools in Tehran and most of its province were

forced to close for several days because of pollution.
Working mothers are being given a day off on Tuesday to
look after their children, said Qumars Kalantari, head of
the environmental protection service for Tehran province.
With pollution causing 20,000 deaths a year in Iran,
President Hassan Rouhani said Tuesday that “the Iranian
government attaches great importance to the question of
the environment”. But ordinary Iranians voiced skepticism.
“If there was a strong will, things would be changing,” said
Mohammed Soultani, a private sector employee. — AFP 
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