
Hundreds hurt 
in Iran quake, 
no fatalities 
DUBAI: More than 700 people were injured in a
6.4-magnitude earthquake that shook western Iran,
state television reported in an updated toll yester-
day. The tremor was also felt in the Iraqi capital
Baghdad and in Kuwait. State television, citing the
emergency services, said that 716 people had been
injured, but there were no reports of deaths or
major damage. State TV showed images of cracked
walls inside homes, but said only 33 of those
injured remained in hospital yesterday morning.

The initial quake, around seven kilometres
deep, was followed by several aftershocks includ-
ing one with a magnitude of 5.2. Morteza Salimi,
an official with Iran’s Red Crescent Society, said
most of Sunday’s casualties had been injured in a
stampede sparked by the first tremors. Fears of
aftershocks sent people in several  ci t ies in
Kermanshah province out onto the streets and
parks in cold weather, Iranian media reported.
Rescue teams were immediately deployed to the
quake-hit area.

“No reports of any fatalities yet and most of the
injured were hurt while fleeing, not due to quake
damage,” Pirhossein Koulivand, head of Iran’s
emergency services, told state TV. State TV
reported minor damage at some buildings in the
area. The quake triggered landslides but officials
said all the roads in the area remained open to

traffic and that electricity had been restored in
most of areas hit by the tremor.

The US Geological Survey (USGS) said the
earthquake occurred at a depth of 65 km and
struck 114 km northwest of the city of Ilam, close
to Iran’s border with Iraq. Iranian media said
tremors were felt in at least seven provinces of
Iran, most strongly in Kermanshah province,
where last year over 600 people were killed and
thousands injured in Iran’s deadliest earthquake in
more than a decade.

Local officials said reconstruction undertaken
after that strong quake should mean there would
not be casualties in the area, where some people
still remain homeless following last year’s tremor.
Kermanshah governor Bazvand said more than
200 people were injured in the town of Sarpol-e
Zahab, about 15 km from the border, near the

quake’s epicentre. The Iraqi Geological Survey
said the quake had been felt in Baghdad, where
the interior ministry said no damage or casualties
were reported, Erbil in the Kurdistan region, and
other Iraqi provinces. The quake was felt in some
areas of Kuwait but no damage was reported,
state news agency KUNA said. 

“Fortunately, the quake was not near bigger
cities. But it might have caused damage in vil-
lages and I hope not that many vi l lages are
located where it hit,” Ali Moradi, head of Iran’s
seismology centre, told state TV. Iran sits astride
major  fau l t  l ines  and i s  prone to  f requent
tremors. Last November, a magnitude 7.3 earth-
quake hit the Kermanshah province. In 2003, a
quake of a magnitude of 6.6 in Kerman province
killed 31,000 people and flattened the historic
city of Bam. —Agencies
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JERUSALEM: An Israeli cabinet minister
said yesterday he had been invited to
attend a conference next year in Bahrain,
in what he described as part of Israel’s
emerging relations with Arab and Muslim
countries that do not formally recognize it.
Israel’s diplomatic push in the Gulf, where
it sees Arab states as its natural allies
against regional powerhouse Iran, has
become increasingly public after years of
covert contacts.

Shared worries about Iran or needs in
terms of security, agriculture and water
have thawed hostility toward Israel among
some Arab governments. After a surprise
trip to Oman last month, Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on Sunday
hosted a first visit by Chadian President
Idriss Deby. “I myself received a personal
invitation to Bahrain,” Israeli Economy
Minister Eli Cohen said in a radio inter-
view.

Cohen told Army Radio the invitation
was to a conference in the first quarter of
2019 “in the realm of technology and high-
tech, in which the State of Israel is certain-
ly a leader”. He did not say whether he

planned to attend. Asked to elaborate, an
Israeli official briefed on Cohen’s affairs
said the event to which he had been invit-
ed was the Startup Nations Ministerial
conference on April 15, a forum for public
policymakers to discuss how to promote
entrepreneurs. The official, who requested
anonymity given the sensitivity of the mat-
ter, said the invitation originated with the
Manama government and was relayed to
Israel by Switzerland.

Palestinian shot dead
Officials in Manama did not immediately

respond to a Reuters request for comment.
Switzerland’s ambassador to Israel, Jean-
Daniel Ruch, said in an emailed statement
that his embassy had no knowledge of any
such invitation. Bahrain, where a Saudi-
backed Sunni Muslim ruling family faces a
Shia-led opposition, is one of several
flashpoints in a regional tussle for influ-
ence between Saudi Arabia and Iran.
Manama is a close ally of the Saudis and
Emiratis, Gulf forces that Israel has
described as potential partners against its
arch-foe Iran. 

In another development, a Palestinian
man rammed his car into three Israeli sol-
diers in the occupied West Bank yesterday
before being shot dead by another soldier,
the army and Palestinian medics said. The
Palestinian was pronounced dead by
medics at the site, the Palestinian Red
Crescent said.  The soldiers were lightly
wounded and evacuated in stable condi-
tions from the scene north of Hebron,
according to the Israeli army. 

A Red Crescent spokesman said that
Israeli  soldiers took the body of the
Palestinian, whose name has yet to be
released, from their ambulance to an
Israeli army vehicle. According to the
army, the wounded soldiers had been “per-
forming engineering work on a route
between Beit Ummar and Al Arroub” in the
southern West Bank. A “soldier on patrol
fired towards the terrorist and neutralized
him,” the army said in a statement. A wave
of attacks against Israelis by lone-wolf
Palestinian assailants erupted in 2015 -
including stabbings and the use of cars to
ram people - but such acts have since
become sporadic. —Agencies
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Fighting in East 
Syria leaves over
200 people dead 
BEIRUT: US-backed fighters in Syria suffered record
fatalities in an assault by the Islamic State group, a war
monitor said yesterday, as holdout jihadists kept up a
fierce defense of their last Syrian redoubt. It said a total
of more than 200 people have been killed since around
500 IS fighters burst out of the fog shrouding the area
in eastern Syria near the border with Iraq to launch their
deadly assault on Friday. According to the Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights, 92 of the dead were
fighters from the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF), the
Kurdish-led ground units that have spearheaded the US-
backed fight against IS in Syria.

Mounting toll 
At least 61 jihadists and 51 civilians, mostly their rela-

tives, also died in the violence which saw US-led coali-
tion air strikes help the SDF recover positions it had
briefly lost. The jihadists used suicide bombers, suicide
commandos and sleeper cells in the countryside around
their bastion of Hajin to inflict maximum damage, it said.
“It’s the largest number of SDF fighters killed (by IS) in a
single battle since it was founded” in 2015, Observatory

chief Rami Abdel Rahman said. The SDF, an alliance of
fighters from the main Syrian Kurdish militia known as
the People’s Protection Units and anti-jihadist Arab
fighters, rarely releases full casualty figures.

Abdel Rahman said the latest deaths brought to 452
the number of SDF fighters killed since the start of their
offensive on the Hajin pocket on September 10. The
jihadists have been putting up fierce resistance from
their remote Euphrates strongholds, the last rump but
also the hard core of a once sprawling “caliphate” that
straddled Iraq and Syria. Most of their recent forays
and their deadliest attacks have come as a result of
weather conditions hampering the coalition’s ability to
launch air strikes. Abdel Rahman said local tribal fight-
ers opposed to IS also helped the SDF take back the
positions they had lost on Friday. The Observatory,
which relies on a vast network of local sources, said the
death toll continued to soar on Sunday as many bodies
were discovered. 

The IS propaganda agency Amaq had released a
statement Saturday claiming to have killed 60 enemy
fighters and captured 30. According to the Observatory,
a total of 284 civilians have been killed since the start of
the attacks on the IS pocket two and half months ago.
Most of them have died in air strikes, the Britain-based
group says. The coalition usually only admits to a frac-
tion of the civilian deaths it is believed to have caused.
The SDF is fighting to retake areas which have no
Kurdish presence even as Turkish forces attack its own
heartland further north. —AFP

BAYT UMMAR: Israeli police investigate in a cordoned area around a damaged car at
the scene of an attack where a Palestinian man rammed a vehicle into three Israeli
soldiers yesterday. —AFP

Turkish police
search villas for 
‘Khashoggi remains’
ANKARA: Turkish police yesterday were searching two villas in a
northwestern province for the remains of murdered Saudi journalist
Jamal Khashoggi, state media reported. The officers began search-
ing a two-storey building in Termal district in Yalova with the help of
sniffer dogs and drones yesterday morning, and the investigation
later widened to the adjacent villa, state news agency Anadolu said.
Crime scene investigators were inspecting a well in the garden of the
first villa in Samanli village, Anadolu reported, while images showed
fire trucks at the scene. Khashoggi, a contributor for The
Washington Post, was killed by Saudi officials on October 2 during a
visit to the kingdom’s consulate in Istanbul for paperwork before his
wedding. His body has not been found and his death has triggered
widespread international criticism of Riyadh. There have been
reports in pro-government media that his remains could have been
dissolved in acid. The searches yesterday comes over two weeks
after Sabah daily had reported that samples taken from the con-
sulate drains showed traces of acid. Turkish authorities say a team of
15 Saudi officials were sent especially to kill Khashoggi, 59, but
Riyadh insists the team conducted a rogue operation.

Tunisians protests 
Anadolu said some of the suspects had spoken to an unnamed

Saudi citizen on the phone. After learning this, authorities initiated
the search of the Saudi businessman’s villas, Anadolu added, but he
was not in Turkey during the phone calls with the suspects. Yalova
governor Muammer Erol told Anadolu in a written statement that
the Istanbul public prosecutor in charge of the murder investigation
would provide the “necessary information” about the results of the
search later. There have been previous inspections of the Saudi con-
sulate and the consul-general’s residence in Istanbul as well as a for-
est in the city.

In another development, Tunisian unions and civil society groups

called for protests yesterday against a planned visit by Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman, over the murder of journalist Jamal
Khashoggi. Tunisia’s presidency has said the de facto Saudi ruler will
visit the North African nation for several hours today as part of a
regional tour, without providing details on the program. A demon-
stration is planned in the centre of Tunis, organized by the National
Union of Tunisian Journalists and several NGOs and civil society
organizations. Other protests-organized by student bodies-are
planned for today morning in Tunis and the city of Sfax. Saudi
Arabia has faced intense global criticism over the killing of insider-
turned-critic Khashoggi in its Istanbul consulate on October 2. He
was reportedly dismembered in what Saudi Arabia said was a
“rogue” operation, but CIA analysis leaked to the US media pointed
the finger at Prince Mohammed. “No to the desecration of Tunisia,
country of the revolution” read a large banner displayed over the
weekend at the journalists’ union, depicting a man in traditional
Saudi dress holding a chainsaw with his back to the camera.

Spain ex-king under fire 
Meanwhile, former Spanish King Juan Carlos was under fire

yesterday after a photo emerged of him meeting Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman who has been tainted by the murder
of journalist Jamal Khashoggi. The photo, which was released on
the Twitter account of the Saudi foreign ministry (@KSAmofaEN),
was published in several Spanish newspapers. 

Conservative daily El Mundo ran it along with the headline:
“The photo of shame”. Far-left parties Podemos and Izquierda
Unida which oppose the monarchy criticised the unexpected meet-
ing between the former monarch and the de facto Saudi ruler at the
Abu Dhabi Grand Prix on Sunday. “It is humiliating Spain and
Spaniards,” wrote Pablo Echinique, a leading member of Podemos,
on Twitter.

Izquierda Unida leader Alberto Garzon questioned the Spanish
royal family’s friendships, saying on Twitter they are a “faithful
reflection of an era that has to end”. “The Spanish monarchy is a
problem not just for the Spanish people as this photograph shows.
It’s not a simple photo, it is a symbol,” he added. Juan Carlos, 80,
has long had close ties with the Saudi royal family which has helped
Spain to land lucrative contracts in the oil-rich kingdom. He abdi-
cated in 2014 after several scandals in favor of his son Felipe VI,
who has tried to restore the monarchy’s reputation.  —Agencies


