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MP Al-Humaidi Al-Subaei decided in the meantime
to postpone fil ing a second grill ing against the
Minister of Commerce and Industry Khaled Al-
Roudhan. The lawmaker said last week he will file a
second grilling against the minister because he pro-
vided false information during the first grilling last
month. He said the postponement came to allow a par-
liamentary panel to investigate the accusations made

during the first grilling. 
Meanwhile, MP Babtain said that he totally backs a

final solution to the decades-old problem of stateless
people (bedoons), but will not approve a draft law that
grants them wider rights because the bill does solve
the problem. A number of lawmakers are pressing to
get the law approved in order to grant bedoons basic
human rights while waiting for a final solution. 

Dozens of foreigners died in the attacks and the gov-
ernment has said it expects the number of overseas tourists
to fall by 30 percent this year, at a cost of $1.5 billion in
revenues. Finance Minister Mangala Samaraweera said the
island - which depends on tourism as a cornerstone of its
economy - could take up to two years to fully recover. The
United States, Israel, Australia, India and Britain have all
warned their citizens against visiting Sri Lanka. 

MPs step up 
pressure... 
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“It is in our vital national security interest to keep the
Persian Gulf open, to keep the Strait of Hormuz open. We
have done that in the past and we will continue to do that
in the future,” he added. Meanwhile, an Iranian
Revolutionary Guards’ drone successfully carried out a
surveillance flight over an American aircraft carrier in the
Gulf, Tasnim news agency claimed in a report yesterday
on its website. A video published by the agency, which
could not be immediately verified, shows a light blue col-
ored drone with the name “Ababil III” written on the
wings in Farsi and Latin script.

It is seen taking off from a desert base near the sea, as
the soundtrack of an action movie plays in the background,
and flies over first an escort ship and then an aircraft carrier
with fighter planes parked on the deck. “The naval force of
Sepah (the Guards’ Farsi name) is aware of all the move-
ments of American terrorist forces in the region and the
Persian Gulf and closely monitors them,” Tasnim wrote.
Tasnim did not name the aircraft carrier or say when the
video was shot.

In the Holy Quran, ababil refers to a type of miraculous
birds that protected the holy city of Makkah in Saudi Arabia
against an invader king’s elephant army by dropping stones
on them. The Tasnim report comes nearly three weeks after
the United States branded the Guards as a “foreign terrorist
organization” and added it to a blacklist. Iran swiftly retaliated
by declaring US troops “terrorists”. The Guards is an ideolog-
ical military force that works in parallel to the regular army. It
naval arm is charged with the defense and the security of the
Gulf, including the strategic Strait of Hormuz. — AFP 
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“The Louvre has asked the Department of Culture
and Tourism in Abu Dhabi for the painting to be given
on loan,” a Louvre spokesperson told AFP. “But we have
not yet had any reply.” 

According to the Wall Street Journal, the buyer of the
picture was Saudi prince Badr bin Abdullah, acting in
the name of powerful Saudi crown prince Mohammed
bin Salman. He has never confirmed or denied the
report. Prince Badr was appointed to head the king-
dom’s culture ministry in a government shakeup in June.
Saudi Arabia and the neighboring United Arab Emirates
are very close allies who are both engaged militarily in
the war against rebels in Yemen.

Mohammed bin Salman (known as MBS) is also a
close confidant of Abu Dhabi Crown Prince Mohamed
bin Zayed, who along with Macron opened the Louvre
Abu Dhabi in 2017, the first foreign institution to carry
the name of the great Paris museum. Artprice, the lead-
ing art market information service, said clerics from
Islam’s leading authority the Al Azhar university in Cairo
told MBS the painting could not be displayed on reli-
gious grounds. Jesus (PBUH) is a prophet within Islam,
which prohibits any physical depiction of God. But the
picture portrays him as a savior and thus a deity.

Many art experts remain unconvinced of the paint-

ing’s authenticity. “Certain details are very telling,” said
Jacques Franck, a specialist in da Vinci’s technique,
pointing to the poor depiction of a finger and other ele-
ments that are “anatomically impossible”. He said that at
the time the canvas was painted, da Vinci had his work-
shop complete certain paintings because he himself had
very little time. 

Daniel Salvatore Schiffer, another da Vinci expert,
also believes the painting was not done by the Italian
master. “When you analyze the details, nothing is by
Leonardo, it doesn’t have his spirit.” Ben Lewis, an art
historian who wrote “The Last Leonardo” said London’s
National Gallery, which exhibited the painting in 2011,
had not taken on board the advice of five experts who
were sent to authenticate the painting. Although two of
them believed it was authentic, another didn’t, and the
others were unsure. But the painting was presented at
the exhibition as a genuine work by Leonardo da Vinci.

But Diane Modestini, who worked on the restoration
of the painting from 2005, said she did not understand
the controversy, insisting that “Leonardo da Vinci paint-
ed it”. A Christie’s spokesman said, “We stand by the
thorough research and scholarship that led to the attri-
bution of this painting in 2010. No new discussion or
speculation since the 2017 sale at Christie’s has caused
us to revisit its position.”

The Louvre says its exhibition, due to open in Paris in
the autumn, will bring together “a unique group of art-
works that only the Louvre could bring together” in
addition to its own outstanding Leonardo collection. But
whether people will be able to draw their own conclu-
sions by actually seeing the “Salvator Mundi” remains to
be seen.—AFP 
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Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas cut ties with
the Trump administration in Dec 2017, when the US
leader broke with decades of international consensus
and recognized Jerusalem as Israel’s capital.
Palestinians want the eastern part of the disputed city
as the capital of a future Palestinian state. Trump is
expected to release his long-awaited plan for Israeli-
Palestinian peace in the coming weeks. Palestinian lead-
ers have already dismissed it, saying they have no
doubt it will be blatantly biased in favor of Israel. 

Shami ran as a Democrat for governor of Texas in
2010 but says he has maintained a good relationship
with Trump. He says he had dinner with him and a
group of American politicians a few months ago in
Houston. Farouk said Trump asked him how he was, to
which he replied “business is good, but we need peace
in Palestine”. “He said ‘me too, I want peace in
Palestine’.” Trump then asked after the health of 84-
year-old Abbas. “I said Abbas is wonderful and he
wants peace and we all want peace. I said we love
America and we want to be free like America. Then he
switched the subject, asking me about Miss Universe.”

Shami, who has both Palestinian Authority and
American passports, says he has met Abbas and other
Palestinian politicians in recent years. But he said he
doesn’t want to become a political mediator between
Palestinian and American leaders. Shami, who was vis-
iting the West Bank to launch two new projects to
train Palestinians in hairdressing and cosmetology,
says both Trump and his wife Melania use his compa-
ny’s products.

The US leader’s comb over hairstyle is globally
famed and sometimes mocked, but Shami thinks it suits
him. “I think he has a beautiful hairstyle. He combs it
and sprays it and it looks good on him,” he said. “Of
course because his color is light ... sometimes it looks
orange” because of the reflection of the light, he said.
“But his hair looks good, believe me.”

Born in the village of Beit Ur near Ramallah, he visits
the West Bank twice a year. He says he has spent tens
of millions of dollars on projects in the Palestinian terri-
tories, including in the education and business sectors.
“My body is in America, my heart always in Palestine. I
cannot get freedom to Palestine at this point but I think
we need to build our economy.” In Beitunia, close to the
city of Ramallah where Abbas is based, Shami last week
opened an institute to train Palestinian hairdressers. He
is also funding a new beauty academy in Abu Dis, on
the outskirts of Jerusalem. “We are not here to sell them
products,” he said. “We are here to give them more
education and more training so they can improve their
income.” — AFP 

For one Palestinian, 
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Competitors climb a sand dune during stage 1 of the 14th edition of the Titan Desert 2019 mountain biking race around Merzouga in Morocco yesterday. — AFP 

KHARTOUM: Sudanese protesters yesterday
welcomed a breakthrough in talks with army
rulers who agreed to form a joint civilian-military
council, paving the way for the civilian adminis-
tration demanded by demonstrators. Saturday’s
agreement would replace the existing 10-mem-
ber military council that took power after the
army ousted veteran leader Omar Al-Bashir on
April 11 amid massive protests.

“What happened yesterday is a step to have
a civilian authority,” said Mohamed Amin, one of
thousands of demonstrators who have been
camped for weeks outside the army headquar-
ters. “We are happy about the progress in the
talks, but we are still waiting for the composition
of the council and the civilian government.”

The joint civilian-military council would be the
overall ruling body, the protest leaders say, while
a new transitional civilian government was
expected to be formed to run the day-to-day
affairs of the country, a key demand of protesters.
That civilian government would work towards
having the first post-Bashir elections. “When we
have a civilian government, then we can say our
country is on the right track,” said Amin.

The demonstrators said they would pursue
their sit-in until a civilian administration is set up.
“Last night’s agreement is a step forward in the
stability of our country. But I don’t think we will
leave the sit-in until we achieve our demand of a
civilian government,” said protester Sawsan
Bashir. Protest leader Ahmed Al-Rabia confirmed
to AFP the decision to form a joint council. “We
are now in consultation about what percentage
of the council should be represented by civilians
and how much by the military,” said Rabia, who
is involved in talks.

Yesterday, protest leaders from the Alliance
for Freedom and Change met to discuss the
progress of talks with the military council. Later,
the joint committee bringing together the mili-
tary and protest leaders was expected to resume

talks. Activists say the new council could be a
15-member body, with eight civilians and seven
army generals. The decision to have a joint coun-
cil came after hours of talks on Saturday, the first
by a joint committee representing the current
ruling military leadership and protesters.

Bashir was ousted by the army after months
of protests against his three-decade rule.
Thousands of demonstrators, braving volleys of
tear gas fired by security forces, reached the
sprawling military headquarters on April 6,
demanding the army support those opposing
Bashir. Five days later, the army toppled Bashir
and took power through a transitional military
council. Protest leaders had previously held sev-
eral rounds of inconclusive talks with the council
after Bashir was ousted. The military council has
so far insisted it has assumed power for a two-

year transitional period.
Western governments have expressed sup-

port for protesters’ demands, but Sudan’s key
Gulf Arab lenders have backed the military coun-
cil, while African states have called for more time
for the army to hand over to civilians. Last week,
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates
announced $3 billion in financial aid for Sudan
following Bashir’s overthrow. Of the $3 billion,
the oil-rich countries pledged to inject $500 mil-
lion Sudanese central bank to support its weak-
ening currency. The remaining $2.5 billion was to
help provide food, medicine and petroleum
products, according the official Saudi Press
Agency. Yesterday, the UAE-owned Abu Dhabi
Fund for Development said it would deposit
$250 million in Sudan’s central bank as part of
the aid package.—AFP 

Protesters hail breakthrough 
in talks with Sudanese army

WASHINGTON: Two top Saudi royal
advisors have been linked to journalist
Jamal Khashoggi’s murder. One has been
labeled the “ringleader” but questions are
swirling over the absence of the other in
the closed-door trial of 11 suspects, multi-
ple sources told AFP. Saudi prosecutors
have said deputy intelligence chief
Ahmed Al-Assiri oversaw the Washington
Post columnist’s killing in the kingdom’s
Istanbul consulate last October and that
he was advised by the royal court’s media
czar Saud Al-Qahtani.

Both aides were part of Crown Prince
Mohammed bin Salman’s tight-knit inner
circle and have formally been sacked
over the killing but only Assiri has
appeared in the five court hearings since
January, according to four Western offi-
cials privy to the information. “Qahtani is
not among the 11 facing trial,” one of the
officials told AFP. “What does his
absence mean? Are the Saudis keen to
protect him or discipline him separately?
No one knows.”

The kingdom’s public prosecutor last
November indicted 11 unnamed suspects,
including five who could face the death
penalty over the murder. Diplomats from
the UN Security Council’s permanent
members - the US, Britain, France, China,
Russia - as well as Turkey are allowed to
attend as observers of the legal proceed-
ings that are held entirely in Arabic. They

are not allowed to bring interpreters and
are usually summoned at short notice, the
sources said.

A representative of the Khashoggi
family - which this month rejected
reports of a settlement with the Saudi
government - has attended at least one
court session, they said. Maher Mutreb,
an intelligence operative who frequently
traveled with the crown prince on foreign
tours, forensic expert Salah Al-Tubaigy
and Fahad Al-Balawi, a member of the
Saudi royal guard, are among the 11 on
trial who could face the death penalty,
the officials said. The defendants are
allowed legal counsel.

Many of them have defended them-
selves in court by saying they were car-
rying out orders by Assiri, describing him
as the “ringleader” of the operation,
according to the officials. The kingdom’s
media ministry did not respond to AFP’s
request for comment. The defendants’
lawyers could also not be reached. Assiri,
lionized in Saudi military ranks as a war
hero, does not face the death penalty, the
Western officials added.

Believed to have previously worked
closely with US intelligence, he is also
not named in two American sanctions
lists of Saudis implicated in the murder.
Qahtani, who led fiery social media cam-
paigns against critics of the kingdom and
was seen as a conduit to the crown
prince, is on both lists. He met the Saudi
hit squad team before they left for Turkey
to share “useful information related to
the mission based on his specialization in
media,” according to the Saudi prosecu-
tor’s office.—AFP 
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KHARTOUM: Sudanese protesters paint a mural during a sit-in outside the army headquarters
yesterday. —AFP 


