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cannot be isolated,” Rear Admiral Gholamreza 

Tahani said on state television. 
Tahani added that the drills included rescuing ships on 

fire or vessels under attack by pirates and shooting exer-
cises, with both Iran’s navy and its Revolutionary Guards 
participating. State television showed what it said was a 
Russian warship arriving at Chabahar port in southern 
Iran and said the Chinese will join shortly, calling the 
three countries “the new triangle of power in the sea”. 

“The aim of this drill is to bolster security of interna-
tional maritime commerce, combatting piracy and ter-
rorism and sharing information... and experience,” the 
flotilla commander said. “Us hosting these powers 
shows that our relations have reached a meaningful 
point and may have an international impact,” he added. 

Japan said Friday it would send a military vessel and 
two patrol planes to help protect waterways in the 
region, but will not join the US-led coalition. Tokyo will 
send a destroyer for intelligence activities along with 
two patrol aircraft, chief cabinet secretary and govern-
ment spokesman Yoshihide Suga told reporters. The 
move is “Japan’s own measure aimed at peace and sta-
bility in the Middle East as well as ensuring safety of 
Japan-related vessels,” he said, noting that 90 percent 
of crude oil Tokyo imports were from the region. 

The Japanese patrol activities will not be deployed 
in the Strait of Hormuz, through which much of the 
global oil trade passes and where the US-led coalition 
operates, a defense ministry spokesman told AFP. The 
Self-Defense Forces (SDFs) will operate in the high 
seas in the Gulf of Oman, the northern Arabian Sea and 
the Gulf of Aden, he said.  

Meanwhile, a rocket attack in Iraq killed a US civil-
ian contractor, raising fears yesterday that violence 
could escalate in the protest-hit country already 
engulfed in its worst political crisis in decades. 
Washington recently promised “a decisive US 
response” to a growing number of unclaimed attacks 
on its interests in Iraq, which it blames on pro-Iran fac-
tions. US-Iran tensions have soared since Washington 
pulled out of a landmark nuclear agreement with 
Tehran last year and imposed crippling sanctions. 

Baghdad - which is close to both countries - risks 
being caught in the middle. A barrage of 30 rockets was 
fired at the K1 Iraqi military base in Kirkuk, an oil-rich 
region north of Baghdad, around 2220 GMT Friday, a 
US official told AFP. “One US civilian contractor was 
killed and several US service members and Iraqi per-
sonnel were wounded,” said the US-led international 
coalition against the Islamic State group. A direct hit on 
an ammunition depot caused secondary explosions, and 
four more rockets were found in their tubes in a truck 
at the launch point, the US official told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity. 

Federal security forces, Shiite militia units and IS 
sleeper cells all have a presence in Kirkuk province, 
which is claimed by both Iraq’s autonomous Kurdistan 
Region and federal authorities. Following the attack, “an 
escalation is possible but it is far from certain”, said 
Iraq expert Fanar Haddad at Singapore University’s 
Middle East Institute. “More importantly, anyone push-
ing for an escalation in (Washington) DC will have to 
contend with (President Donald) Trump’s aversion to 
increased military engagement in the Middle East.” 

The attack comes as Iraq is gripped by its biggest 
anti-government street protests since the US-led inva-
sion of 2003 that toppled dictator Saddam Hussein. 
Protesters, many of whom grew up in the post-Saddam 
era, have vented their anger at a government they con-
sider inept, corrupt and beholden to neighboring Iran. 
Violence has claimed about 460 lives, most of them 
protesters, and left some 25,000 people wounded, but 
rallies and sit-ins have continued. 

Demonstrators yesterday blocked a road to an oil 
field in Nasiriyah, in southern Iraq, halting production 
for the first time since protests started in early 
October. If sustained, such shut-downs could have a 
major impact in OPEC’s second largest producer, 
which depends on oil exports averaging 3.6 million 
barrels a day. The protests forced the resignation of 
the Iraqi government nearly a month ago. Since then, 
Iran and its local allies have pushed to select the next 
prime minister, sparking more anger and threats by the 
president to quit. 

The political unrest has coincided with an increase 
in rocket and mortar attacks against American interests 
in Iraq. Ten attacks since Oct 28 have left several Iraqi 
military personnel wounded and one dead and caused 
damage around the US Embassy in Baghdad’s ultra-
secure Green Zone. Five rockets hit Al-Asad air base on 
3, just four days after US Vice President Mike Pence 
visited troops there. More than a dozen rockets hit the 
Qayyarah air base in northern Iraq in November.  

In Friday’s attack, a Kirkuk provincial security offi-
cial told AFP, “the shots were very accurate. The attack 
was aimed precisely at the area where the Americans 
are located, near the meeting room”. A US source has 
said pro-Iran factions in Iraq are now considered a 
more significant threat to American soldiers than IS, 
whose sweeping offensive in 2014 saw Washington 
deploy thousands of troops to the country. 

Reflecting this concern, “a convoy of 15 American 
vehicles each carrying armor and weapons” recently 
arrived at the US embassy in Baghdad, according to 
an Iraqi security official. US diplomatic and military 
sources have told AFP of their growing frustration 
with the recent attacks. They say they rely on their 
Iraqi partners to play a “de-conflicting” role between 
American forces and the Hashed al-Shaabi, an 
umbrella organization for paramilitary groups largely 
made up of Iran-backed Shiite militias. That is a 
complicated task, as the Hashed has been ordered to 
integrate with the regular security forces, but many 
of its fighters continue to operate with a degree of 
independence. — Agencies 
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“The number of the dead from the blast is still 

increasing, we now have 78 dead and 125 injured,” 
the director of the private Aamin Ambulance serv-
ice, Abdukadir Abdirahman Haji, told AFP. Police 
officer Ibrahim Mohamed described the explosion 
as “devastating”. 

“We have confirmed that two Turkish nationals, pre-
sumably road construction engineers are among the 
dead, we don’t have details about whether they were 
passing by the area or stayed in the area,” he said. 
Turkey’s defense ministry wrote on Twitter it had sent a 
military plane “loaded with emergency aid equipment... 
in order to provide emergency aid to our Somali broth-
ers injured in the despicable terror attack in Somalia”. 

Sakariye Abdukadir, who was near the area when the 
car bomb detonated, said the blast “destroyed several of 
my car windows”. “All I could see was scattered dead 
bodies... and some of them burned beyond recognition.” 
Prime Minister Hassan Ali Khiere appointed an emer-
gency committee to work on providing help to those 
who have been wounded in the blast. 

“We will seek medical assistance outside the coun-
try for those whose health situation cannot be dealt 
with inside the country. We are calling on the Somali 
public both, inside and outside the country to take part 
in assisting the victims, and to stand together in the 

fight against Al-Shabaab”, the prime minister told 
Radio Mogadishu. 

Mogadishu’s mayor Omar Mohamud Mohamed told a 
news conference that the exact number of dead was not 
yet known. “We will confirm the exact number of the 
number of the dead later but it is not going to be small, 
most of the dead were innocent university students and 
other civilians,” he said. Witness Muhibo Ahmed said the 
attack was a “devastating incident because there were 
many people including students in buses who were pass-
ing by the area when the blast occurred”. 

Mogadishu is regularly hit by attacks by the Shabaab, 
which has fought for more than a decade to topple the 
Somali government. The militant group emerged from the 
Islamic Courts Union that once controlled central and 
southern Somalia and is variously estimated to number 
between 5,000 and 9,000 men. In 2010, the Shabaab 
declared their allegiance to Al-Qaeda. 

The following year, its fighters fled positions they 
once held in the capital Mogadishu, and have since lost 
many strongholds. But they retain control of large rural 
swathes of the country and continue to wage a guerrilla 
war against the authorities, managing to inflict bloody 
death tolls in attacks at home and abroad. Two weeks 
ago, five people were killed when Shabaab militants 
attacked a Mogadishu hotel popular with politicians, 
army officers and diplomats in an hours-long siege. 

Since 2015, there have been 13 attacks in Somalia with 
death tolls above 20. Eleven of these have been in 
Mogadishu, according to a tally of AFP figures. All of 
them involved car bombs. The deadliest attack in the 
country’s history was a truck bombing in October 2017 
in Mogadishu which left 512 people dead and around 
295 injured. — AFP 
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day - approximately the same as a day on Earth. 

Fueled by a miniature nuclear reactor, Mars 2020 has 
seven-foot-long articulated arms and a drill to crack open 
rock samples in locations scientists identify as potentially 
suitable for life.  

“What we’re looking for is ancient microbial life - we’re 
talking about billions of years ago on Mars, when the plan-
et was much more Earth-like,” said Wallace. Back then, the 
Red Planet had warm surface water, a thicker atmosphere 
and a magnetic force around it, he explained. “And so it 
was much more conducive to the types of simple single cell 
life that evolved here on Earth at that time,” Wallace said. 

Once collected, the samples will be hermetically sealed 
in tubes by the rover. The tubes will then be discarded on 
the planet’s surface, where they will lie until a future mis-
sion can transport them back to Earth. “We are hoping to 
move fairly quickly. We’d like to see the next mission 
launched in 2026, which will get to Mars and pick up the 
samples, put them into a rocket and propel that sample into 
orbit around Mars,” said Wallace. “The sample would then 

rendezvous with an orbiter and the orbiter would bring the 
sample back to the Earth.” Samples should reach Earth “in 
the course of a decade or so”, he added.  

To maximize its chance of unearthing traces of ancient 
life, Mars 2020 will land in a long dried-up delta called 
Jezero. The site, selected after years of scientific debate, is 
a crater that was once a 500-yard-deep lake. It was for-
merly connected to a network of rivers that flowed some 
3.5 to 3.9 billion years ago. The crater measures just under 
30 miles across, and experts hope it may have preserved 
ancient organic molecules. 

The Mars 2020 mission also carries hopes for an even 
more ambitious target - a human mission to Mars. “I think 
of it, really, as the first human precursor mission to Mars,” 
said Wallace. Equipment on board “will allow us to make 
oxygen” that could one day be used both for humans to 
breathe, and to fuel the departure from Mars “for the 
return trip”. 

The ambitions come as a new space race hots up, with 
Beijing increasingly vying to threaten US dominance. 
China on Friday launched one of the world’s most powerful 
rockets in a major step forward for its own planned mission 
to Mars next year. NASA’s Mars 2020 will remain active 
for at least one Martian year, which is around two years on 
Earth. But Martian rovers have frequently exceeded their 
intended lifespans - its predecessor Curiosity landed on 
Mars in 2012 and is still trundling around the planet’s 
Mount Sharp region. — AFP 
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MOSCOW: Russia’s defense minister told President 
Vladimir Putin on Friday the first Avangard hypersonic mis-
siles had been put into service, in a move hailed as a major 
coup for Moscow. Analysts say Russia is the first country to 
put into combat service intercontinental ballistic missiles 
armed with hypersonic weapons that Putin said can travel 
20 times faster than the speed of sound. “The first missile 
regiment equipped with latest strategic missiles with the 
Avangard hypersonic glide vehicle entered service at 10 am 
Moscow time on December 27”, Defense Minister Sergei 
Shoigu told a meeting in televised remarks. He congratulat-
ed the military on what he said was a “landmark event for 
the country and the armed forces.” 

Shoigu reported to Putin when the missiles entered serv-
ice, a defense ministry official told AFP. Defence officials 
have earlier said that the first Avangard regiment was 
placed in the Orenburg region in the Urals. “This is the first 
intercontinental ballistic missile with the hypersonic glide 
vehicle in the world,” Vasily Kashin, a senior research fellow 
at Moscow’s Higher School of Economics, told AFP. “It’s a 
major scientific achievement.” 

Moscow said that it showed the Avangard missiles to US 
arms inspectors in late November in accordance with the 
New START treaty, which is due to expire in 2021. The mis-
sile does not violate the treaty. Putin unveiled the new 
weapon during his state of the nation address in 2018, saying 
it would defeat all existing missile defense systems. He said at 
the time the missile was highly maneuverable and flew at 20 
times the speed of sound.  

Senior officials later said the intercontinental projectile 
was considerably faster. Officials said the missile during tests 
reached the speed of Mach 27, or roughly 33,000 km per 

hour. Mach 1 is a unit of measurement equivalent to the speed 
of sound. In December last year, Deputy Prime Minister Yury 
Borisov claimed it was impossible to predict the missile’s 
movements, which meant “missile defense is practically ren-
dered obsolete”. “At this speed, not a single interceptor mis-
sile can shoot it down,” Borisov said at the time. 

Speaking in December last year, Putin praised the suc-
cessful tests of the missiles. “This is a great, wonderful gift to 
the country for the New Year,” he gushed. Russia boasts of 
developing a number of “invincible” weapons that surpass 
existing systems and include Sarmat intercontinental missiles 
and Burevestnik cruise missiles. This week Putin said that 
Russia was no longer trying to catch up with the West on 
arms development. “This is a unique situation in our modern 
history: they are playing catch-up with us,” he said. 

Shoigu has said that new Russian weapons allow 
Moscow to ensure the country’s security without starting 
a costly new arms race with the West. The New START, 
which caps the number of nuclear warheads well below 
Cold War limits, is the last remaining major arms control 
treaty between Russia and the United States. Putin has 
called for the speedy renewal of the treaty and complained 
that Washington showed no genuine interest in conducting 
talks on extending it. He has warned of “global catastro-
phe” if Washington keeps dismantling an international 
arms control regime.  

The United States earlier this year withdrew from the 
Cold War-era Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) 
treaty, which limited missiles that could hit European cities, 
after saying that Moscow was in violation. Together with the 
INF treaty, New START was considered a centrepiece of 
superpower arms control. —AFP 
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MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin visits the national defense control center to oversee the test launch of 
the Avangard hypersonic missile on Dec 26, 2018. — AFP 

SIDON, Lebanon: With volunteer kitchens, makeshift 
clinics and donation centres, Lebanon’s protesters are 
helping their compatriots survive the worst economic cri-
sis since the civil war by offering services many can no 
longer afford. “Our goal is to create a state of social soli-
darity among all segments of society,” said Wael Kasab, a 
volunteer at an open-air kitchen in the southern city of 
Sidon. Across the country, protest encampments are 
bustling with volunteers trying to fill in for an absent state 
and cash-strapped charities that have closed their doors 
or reduced their activities in recent months due to deteri-
orating economic conditions. 

Their efforts come amid warnings by the World Bank 
of an impending recession that may see the proportion of 
people living in poverty climb from a third to half the pop-
ulation. In Sidon’s main protest camp, volunteers scoop 
rice and stew onto plastic plates. They register names of 
people in need of medical care to refer them to a clinic for 
free treatment. Under a plastic tent, Zeinab Najem 
arranges clothes on a metal rack as a group of women 
peruse a collection of thick winter jackets. Najem said she 
first started the donation centre with only 10 items of 
clothing, but now her tent “looks like a store”. “There are 
many people in need,” she told AFP. 

A few metres away from Sidon’s protest camp, charity 
groups have set up a kitchen that serves free meals to 
around 100 people per day. Sitting at a plastic table in the 
restaurant, Abu Ahmad eyes a tin tray filled with stuffed 
courgettes, salad and rice. “I cannot afford to buy my own 
food,” said the 83-year-old. “I will be full today... but I’m 
scared of the coming days.” 

Lebanon, rocked by two months of anti-government 
protests and a political deadlock, faces its worst economic 
crisis since the 1975-1990 civil war. A liquidity crunch has 
pushed Lebanese banks to impose capital controls on US 
dollar accounts, capping withdrawals at around $1,000 a 
month. As a result, the value of the Lebanese pound 
against the dollar has dropped by around 30 percent on 
the unofficial market, leading prices to rise. 

The faltering economy has also pushed many compa-
nies into bankruptcy, while others have laid off staff and 
slashed salaries. In the northern city of Tripoli, where more 
than 50 percent of the population lives in poverty, the 
effects of the crisis are stark. The volunteer kitchen in the 
main protest camp there serves around 2,500 meals a day 
to long queues of hungry people flocking from all corners 
of the country’s second city. Stores near the encampment 
are empty of clients, while shop owners sit idly outside. 

To help small businesses survive the crisis, a group of 
volunteers collected 7 million Lebanese pounds (around 
$4,500 based on the official exchange rate) in donations. 
They used the money to buy 130 food baskets consisting 
of rice, sugar, lentils, flour and oil, said Sara Al-Sharif, who 
started the project. The food was purchased from around 
30 stores in Tripoli’s poorest district to help boost busi-
ness, she said. 

Had it not been for that initiative, grocery store owner 

Damal Saqr, 50, said he would have closed shop. “I was on 
the verge of closing down... because of inflation and the 
(de facto) devaluation of the Lebanese pound.” He said 
that his daily earnings do not exceed $12, barely enough 
to cover the $500 he needs every month to cover rent for 
his home and store. “I can’t afford to buy goods for the 

store anymore,” he said. 
In Beirut’s main protest camp, volunteers dressed in 

neon-yellow vests pack the back of a truck with piles of 
donated food. Near the main central bank building in the 
capital, cardboard boxes and rubbish bags filled with 
donations line the sidewalk. — AFP  

SIDON, Lebanon: Protesters distribute food aid in this southern city on Dec 8, 2019. — AFP 
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