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UNITED NATIONS: Kuwait’s Foreign Minister
Sheikh Sabah Al-Khaled Al-Sabah described
attacks on two oil tankers in the Gulf of Oman as
a threat to international peace and security. “This
is the most recent event in a series of acts of sab-
otage that are threatening the security of mar-
itime corridors as well as threatening energy
security of the world,” he said yesterday. The
United States meanwhile called attacks on com-
mercial shipping “unacceptable” and told the UN
Security Council that the latest assaults that left
one tanker ablaze and both ships adrift “raise
very serious concerns.”

Council diplomats said the United States told
them it planned to raise the issue of “safety and
freedom of navigation” in the Gulf during a
closed-door meeting of the Security Council that
was scheduled for yesterday. “It is unacceptable
for any party to attack commercial shipping and
today’s attacks on ships in the Gulf of Oman raise
very serious concerns,” acting US Ambassador
to the UN Jonathan Cohen told a council meet-
ing on UN and Arab League cooperation yester-
day morning. “The US government is providing
assistance and will continue to assess the situa-
tion,” he said.

UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
warned at the meeting that the world cannot
afford “a major confrontation in the Gulf region.”
“I strongly condemn any attack against civilian
vessels. Facts must be established and responsi-
bilities clarified,” he said. The attacks were the
second in a month near the Strait of Hormuz, a
major strategic waterway for world oil supplies.
The United States and Saudi Arabia blamed Iran
for last month’s attacks using limpet mines on
four tankers off the coast of the United Arab
Emirates, a charge Tehran denies. Arab League
Secretary-General Ahmed Aboul Gheit called on
the Security Council to act against those respon-

sible to maintain security in the Gulf. “Some par-
ties in the region are trying to instigate fires in
the region and we must be aware of that,” he told
the 15-member council, without specifically
naming anyone.

All-out conflict
The suspected attacks on tankers at the

mouth of the oil-rich Gulf threaten to block vital
crude supplies to the world and trigger an all-out
conflict involving Iran, analysts said. The latest
incident left two tankers in flames yesterday in
waters near the strategic Strait of Hormuz, a nar-
row channel that is a chokepoint for more than a
third of the globe’s seaborne oil exports. It comes
just a month after another mysterious incident in
which four tankers — two Saudi, one Norwegian
and one Emirati — were damaged nearby off the
Emirati port of Fujairah.

“We are in a dangerous moment in the region
with this emerging pattern of attacks,” said
Elizabeth Dickinson, senior analyst with
International Crisis Group. “Any miscalculation or
misunderstanding risks a spiral toward more
direct confrontation,” she said. “In the meantime,
the region’s conflicts are increasingly polluted by
the regional quagmire of tension between Iran on
the one hand and the United States and its
regional allies on another.”

Yesterday’s suspected attacks follow accusa-
tions from the United States that Saudi Arabia’s
regional arch-rival Iran was “almost certainly”
behind the May 12 sabotage attacks off Fujairah.

They also come after Iran-aligned Houthi
rebels in Yemen claimed attacks on a Saudi oil
pipeline and Abha airport in the southwest of
the kingdom. The incidents were harming the
efforts of Gulf states to “push back on the
image of a dangerous region for investment
and trade”, said Karen E. Young, resident

scholar of American Enterprise Institute.

Growing risk factor
“Without certainty on who is making these

attacks on tankers, and for what purpose, the risk
factor continues to increase,” Young said. “The
Houthi attacks on Saudi territory are the southern
flank, making the entire Arabian peninsula near-
ing conflict zone status.”

The stakes are high for the Gulf states and
Iran and Iraq, which together produce over a
quarter of the world’s oil output and export about
20 million barrels of oil per day mostly through
the Strait of Hormuz.

Yesterday’s attacks were the latest sign that
geopolitical tensions were mounting, and there

was a “significant and increasing risk that events
morph into outright conflict,” London-based
Capital Economics said in a commentary. “It
might only take an error or miscommunication to
spark a broader conflict. And the increased regu-
larity of attacks means that the risk of this is
growing,” it warned.

The Saudi pipeline attack exposed that even
alternative routes to the Strait of Hormuz were
vulnerable, Capital Economics said. “If conflict
further disrupted shipping routes or resulted in
damage to oil facilities, oil prices could spike to
well over $100” a barrel, it said.

Iran ‘hitting back’? 
Oil prices shot up by more than four percent

on Thursday soon after the suspected attacks
before subsiding slightly, reflecting how volatile
the market can be at the time of geopolitical
tensions.

“The attack will serve to deepen tensions
between Iran and the United States, which have
gradually escalated throughout 2019,” industry
analyst Dryad Global said. “It is a realistic possi-
bility that Iran or a proxy were behind this attack,
however the situation remains fluid and there are
a number of competing narratives that require
examining,” it said.

Iran’s oil exports, which hovered around 2.5
million bpd a year ago, have already dropped
substantially due to the resumption of US sanc-
tions after President Donald Trump withdrew
from a landmark nuclear deal with Tehran.

Analyst Ilan Goldenberg also said Iran was
most likely to have carried out yesterday’s attack
as a result of being squeezed by US sanctions.
“This is purely a function of Trump’s escalatory
‘maximum pressure’ campaign. You can’t just
keep poking someone and expect them to sit
around and take it. Eventually (they) hit back,” he
tweeted. “I still do not think we are on the brink
of war. But chances of conflict just went up,” said
Goldenberg, a Middle East expert at the Center
for a New American Security. — Agencies
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KUWAIT: The Gulf region and waters have
turned into a scene of recurring incidents
and attacks, the latest of which was yester-
day’s explosions that ruptured hulls of two
giant oil tankers in the Gulf of Oman. The
chain of Sabotage incidents have recently
included attacks on Saudi vital and oil instal-
lations and four ships including two Saudi
tankers off the United Arab Emirates. Earlier
this week, a projectile fired by the Houthi
militia slammed into the Saudi international
airport Abha, wounding a number of people.
The incident drew a wave of condemnations
from various corners of the world. The
attacks on the ships on May 12 came two
days before Saudi oil installations in the
province of Al-Duwadmi and Afif were tar-
geted with terrorist attacks by the Houthis,

who sent in booby-trapped drones. The aer-
ial attack resulted in damage and a fires.

During yesterday’s events, the US Fifth
Fleet, based in Bahrain, affirmed that the
two oil tankers were damaged in the Gulf
of Oman, adding that seamen were evacu-
ated off the two giant sea vessels. The fleet
received distress calls from the two
tankers. According to media reports, three
explosions were reported on board of the
Norwegian-owned tanker Front Altair after
it was “attacked” along with the
Singapore-owned ship Kokuka
Courageous. The Marshall Islands-flagged
tanker, a 111,000-tonne vessel, was carry-
ing a cargo of the highly flammable ethanol
from Qatar to Taiwan, according to the
official Iranian news agency IRNA. The
Panama-flagged Kokuka Courageous was
headed to Singapore from Saudi Arabia
with a cargo of methanol, and 21 of its
crew jumped and were rescued, IRNA
said. Britain expressed deep concern and
Russia called for abstention from speedy

conclusions, calling for probing circum-
stances of the two incidents that happened
close to one of the main arteries through
which at least half of the world needs of
crude oil pass-the Hormuz Strait.

Kuwait denies rumors
In Kuwait, the Government denied

buzzing rumors about declaration of a maxi-
mum state of emergency in the North Gulf
state, the national crude oil carrier, Kuwait
Oil Tankers Company, declared that it was
proceeding its operations regularly and was
prepared to deal with any emergency.
Kuwait, with a capacity to produce more
than three million barrels of oil a day, is one
of the region’s exporters of the crude to the
world, depending on giant tankers for trans-
porting the vital product. Such recurring
incidents have been taking place in the Gulf,
amid a fiery US-Iranian war of words, fiery
rhetoric and saber-rattling, in addition to
sweltering summer heat that has hit 50
degrees. — KUNA
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