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News in brief

Putin mocks US embassy 

MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin on Friday
mocked the US embassy in Moscow for flying a
rainbow flag to celebrate LGBT rights, suggesting
it reflected the sexual orientation of its staff. His
comments followed a nationwide vote on consti-
tutional reforms that included an amendment
enshrining the definition of marriage specifically
as a union between a man and a woman. Putin
said the US embassy’s move to raise the LGBT
pride flag “revealed something about the people
that work there”. “It’s no big deal though. We
have spoken about this many times, and our posi-
tion is clear,” said Putin, who has sought to dis-
tance Russia from liberal Western values and
aligned himself with the Russian Orthodox
Church. “Yes, we passed a law banning the prop-
aganda of homosexuality among minors. So
what? Let people grow up, become adults and
then decide their own destinies.”— Reuters

Coalition destroys Houthi drones 

DUBAI: The Saudi-led military coalition battling
the Houthis in Yemen said on Friday it had
destroyed four explosive-laden drones launched
by the Iran-aligned group in the direction of
Saudi Arabia, the official Saudi Press Agency
reported. The drones were intercepted over ter-
ritory controlled by the Houthis in Yemen, the
agency said, citing a statement from the com-
mand of the coalition, made up mainly of Saudi
and United Arab Emirates forces. Houthi military
spokesman Yahya Saria tweeted that Houthi
forces had in fact hit their targets-a control room
at Najran airport, weapons storages in King
Khalid air base and other military targets-”with
high accuracy”. The Western-backed coalition on
Wednesday announced the launch of a new mili-
tary operation against the Houthis after they
stepped up cross-border missile and drone
attacks on Saudi Arabia. — Reuters

Indian policemen arrested 

CHENNAI: India has arrested four policemen
over the deaths of a father and son in custody, a
senior investigating official said, following out-
rage that drew comparisons to the death of
George Floyd in the United States. Last week the
men, J Jayaraj, 59, and Bennicks Immanuel, 31,
were allegedly subjected to a brutal thrashing
that resulted in rectal bleeding and eventual
death, according to a letter to government offi-
cials written by Jayaraj’s wife J Selvarani. “All
important police personnel involved in the inci-
dent have been arrested,” K Shankar, Inspector
General of Police, Crime Branch Central
Investigation Department in the southern state of
Tamil Nadu said. “The investigation continues,”
Shankar said, adding that a murder case has been
filed on the arrested policemen, who include two
sub-inspectors, a constable and the police sta-
tion’s inspector. — Reuters

Journalist in ‘terror’ case

MOSCOW: Russian prosecutors on Friday
demanded that a journalist be sentenced to six
years in prison for allegedly justifying terrorism
in a case that has drawn outrage from supporters
and rights groups. Svetlana Prokopyeva is based
in the northwestern city of Pskov and works for
the Russian service of The US-funded Radio Free
Europe/Radio Liberty (RFE/RL) as a freelance
contributor. She was charged with publicly justi-
fying terrorism after she wrote a commentary
about a bombing attack in 2018. — AFP

DUBAI: Iran will retaliate against any country that
carries out cyber attacks on its nuclear sites, the
head of civilian defense said, after a fire at its
Natanz plant which some Iranian officials said may
have been caused by cyber sabotage. The Natanz
uranium-enrichment site,
much of which is under-
ground, is one of several
Iranian facilities monitored
by inspectors of the
International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA), the UN
nuclear watchdog. Iran’s top
security body said on Friday
the cause of the “incident”
at the nuclear site had been
determined, but “due to
security considerations” it
would be announced at a convenient time.

Iran’s Atomic Energy Organization initially
reported an “incident” had occurred early on
Thursday at Natanz, located in the desert in the
central province of Isfahan. It later published a pho-
to of a one-storey brick building with its roof and
walls partly burned. A door hanging off its hinges
suggested there had been an explosion inside the
building. “Responding to cyber attacks is part of the
country’s defense might. If it is proven that our
country has been targeted by a cyber attack, we
will respond,” civil defense chief Gholamreza Jalali
told state TV late on Thursday.

An article issued on Thursday by state news
agency IRNA addressed what it called the possibili-
ty of sabotage by enemies such as Israel and the

United States, although it stopped short of accusing
either directly. “So far Iran has tried to prevent
intensifying crises and the formation of unpre-
dictable conditions and situations,” IRNA said. “But
the crossing of red lines of the Islamic Republic of

Iran by hostile countries,
especially the Zionist
regime and the US,
means that strategy ...
should be revised.”

Suspicions
Three Iranian officials

who spoke to Reuters on
condition of anonymity
said they believed the
fire was the result of a
cyber attack, but did not

cite any evidence. One of the officials said the attack
had targeted a centrifuge assembly building, refer-
ring to the delicate cylindrical machines that enrich
uranium, and said Iran’s enemies had carried out
similar acts in the past. In 2010, the Stuxnet com-
puter virus, which is widely believed to have been
developed by the United States and Israel, was dis-
covered after it was used to attack the Natanz facil-
ity. Lukasz Olejnik, a Brussels-based independent
cybersecurity researcher and consultant, said that
incident did not necessarily say much about what
transpired on Thursday. “Events taking place more
than 10 years ago, and once, in themselves cannot
form any evidence about things happening today,”
Olejnik, who formerly worked as scientific adviser
on cyberwarfare at the International Committee of

the Red Cross, said in an email. He added that talk
of a cyberattack was “way too premature” and that
invoking the specter of digital sabotage “might be a
convenient explanation for natural events, or incom-
petence.” Two of the Iranian officials said Israel
could have been behind the Natanz incident, but
offered no evidence. 

Asked on Thursday evening about recent inci-
dents reported at strategic Iranian sites, Israeli
Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu told reporters:
“Clearly we can’t get into that.” The Israeli military
and Netanyahu’s office, which oversees Israel’s for-
eign intelligence service Mossad, did not immediate-
ly respond to Reuters queries on Friday. — Reuters

Fire at Natanz plant ‘caused by cyber sabotage’

Iran vows retaliation after 
cyber attack on nuke site

Ethiopian singer’s 
death ‘part of plot 
to sow unrest’
ADDIS ABABA: Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy
Ahmed said Friday that the killing of a popular
singer, and subsequent violence that has left nearly
100 dead this week, represented “coordinated
attempts” to destabilize the country. Speaking dur-
ing a meeting with high-ranking officials, Abiy did
not identify who he blamed for the unrest, though
he vowed to hold to account those directly involved
as well as “those that are pulling the strings”,
according to a summary of his comments distrib-
uted by his office. Abiy added, “Those external and
internal forces who were not successful with the
Great Ethiopia Renaissance Dam issue have tried
their utmost efforts to create chaos at this time,”
alluding to tensions with Egypt over the construc-

tion of a large Ethiopian hydropower dam.
Abiy, last year’s Nobel Peace Prize laureate, wore

a military uniform during the meeting, a portion of
which was broadcast on state television. Singer
Hachalu Hundessa, a member of the Oromo ethnic

group, Ethiopia’s largest, was shot dead in the capital
Addis Ababa on Monday night. Protests immediately
broke out in the city and the surrounding Oromia
region. Officials said that 98 people had been killed
by security forces and in inter-ethnic clashes while
1,200 had been arrested amid the unrest.

Five people have been arrested in connection
with Hachalu’s killing. Officials have repeatedly sug-
gested that the Oromo Liberation Army, a rebel
group, and the Tigray People’s Liberation Front, an
opposition party, were implicated. Abiy, who won
the Nobel in part for opening up Ethiopia’s political
space, on Friday said opposition groups that benefit-
ed from amnesties he granted when he came to pow-
er in 2018 were taking up arms “instead of making a
winning case through ideas and policy options”, the
summary provided by his office said. “A losing mind-
set cannot give birth to new ideas,” it quoted Abiy as
saying. Three high-profile opposition leaders —
including former media mogul Jawar Mohammed -
have been arrested in connection with the unrest this
week, though officials have provided few details
about the cases against them. — AFP

PALESTINIAN TERRITORIES: Some
Israeli settlers agree with their
Palestinian neighbors in the occupied
West Bank that the Jewish state’s plan
to annex part of the territory would
undermine their years-long reconcilia-
tion efforts. Palestinian Khaled Abu
Awwad and Israeli rabbi Shaul
Judelman live just a few miles away
from each other in the southern West
Bank, the former in Bethlehem and the
latter in Tekoa, a settlement considered
illegal by the international community.

The two are the joint directors of
Shorashim-Judur, or Roots in Hebrew
and Arabic, a movement founded in
2014 to establish dialogue between
Israelis and Palestinians sharing the
West Bank, which has been occupied
by Israel since 1967. US President
Donald Trump’s controversial peace
plan paves the way for Israel to annex
parts of the West Bank, including
Jewish settlements considered illegal
under international law.  In a state-
ment this week Roots said unilateral
annexation would constitute an
“aggression” that would “stand in
opposition to the principle of mutual
respect” which is “the foundation for
advancing peace and security”.

Roots has its headquarters in Gush
Etzion, a bloc of two dozen settlements
and outposts near Bethlehem that
some have speculated will be among
the first Israel would annex. At a recent
meeting there Abu Awwad and
Judelman shared the concerns they
have if Israel went ahead with its
annexation plans. On a terrace sur-
rounded by olive trees, Abu Awwad
compared annexation to a “declaration
of war” that could bring violence. “Any
unilateral decision cannot be a sign of
reconciliation but on the contrary, rais-
es the level of the conflict,” he said.

Sitting next to him, Judelman said
“it is not enough to oppose annexa-
tion, people from both societies
must unite and propose something
else”. “But it takes political leaders
with courage to break the iron wall
between our two societies,” said the
rabbi, his head covered with a large
skullcap. “We have a generation of
Israelis who never met a Palestinian
but only saw a terrorist on TV, and a
generation of Palestinians who only
saw an Israeli soldier and this is
what Israelis are to him,” said the
rabbi, his head covered with a large
skullcap. — AFP

Natanz is the 
centerpiece of 
nuke program

A handout picture shows a warehouse after it was damaged at the Natanz facility - one of Iran’s main
uranium enrichment plants, south of the capital Tehran. — AFP 

Khaled Abu Awad (left), a Palestinian from Bethlehem, and Shaul Judelman, an
Israeli settler from nearby Teqoa settlement, who are both co-directors of move-
ment of settlers and Palestinians called ‘Shorashim-Judur’ (Hebrew and Arabic
for ‘Roots’) and who both published a petition against Israel’s intention to annex
parts of the occupied West Bank, speak during an interview. — AFP 

ST PAUL: Members of the Oromo community shutdown
the westbound lane of Interstate 94, near Lexington
Ave, during a protest after the death of musician and
activist Hachalu Hundessa. — AFP 

Cameroon govt, 
separatists start 
ceasefire talks
YAOUNDE: Cameroon’s government
and the leaders of English-speaking
separatists have begun ceasefire talks,
the rebels said Friday, an unprece-
dented step towards stemming near
daily violence that has killed more
than 3,000 people in under three
years. The anglophone Northwest and
Southwest regions have been gripped
by conflict since the separatists
declared their independence in
October 2017 after decades of griev-
ances at perceived discrimination by
the francophone majority. The main
separatist leader and self-proclaimed
president of “Ambazonia”-the name
given to the breakaway state-Julius
Sisiku Ayuk Tabe said that the negoti-
ations started with government repre-
sentatives on Thursday evening. 

“Nine of our leaders in detention
were invited to meet with a team from
the government of La Republique du
Cameroun on initiating a ceasefire fol-
lowing the United Nation’s request to
bring an end to the war in
Ambazonia,” Ayuk Tabe, who is in jail
serving a life sentence, said in a state-
ment sent to AFP by his lawyer. “Once
significant progress is made, the inter-
im government of Ambazonia will
update Ambazonians,” he said, adding
that he remains committed to the
independence of the two regions.

The nine leaders are self-declared
members of the “interim government
of Ambazonia”. All are in jail in the
capital Yaounde, sentenced last
August on “terrorism” charges. The
Cameroonian government neither con-
firmed nor denied the meeting had
been held, but a senior UN official told
AFP that it took place. Despite inter-
national pressure, it is the first meeting
between separatist leaders and the
government since the conflict broke
out in the two regions, which account
for about a fifth of a population that is
overwhelmingly French-speaking.

Surprise development
President Paul Biya’s government

has previously refused to negotiate
with the separatist leaders. It held a
“national dialogue” on the conflict in
October, but most separatist groups
refused to participate, many point-
ing out their leaders remained in
prison. In early March, the UN
called for a ceasefire in the two
regions, in part to help combat the
coronavirus pandemic. But the
appeal went unheeded, with military
operations even seeming to intensi-
fy-the army said it killed 24 sepa-
ratists in two raids last month. The
sudden softening towards negotia-
tion therefore took many by sur-
prise. In the statement sent to AFP,
the separatist leaders said “no war
has ever been wrapped up in the
battlefield” and that “real, sustain-
able peace and independence are a
product of the negotiation table”.

The statement, which is addressed
to separatist militants, said the
Thursday meeting was “an initial con-
fidence-building procedure” and that
the leaders’ position on a negotiated
ceasefire was made “clear and unam-
biguous” to the government.
Cameroon’s anglophone protest
movement is fragmented into several
groups, with the most radical not rec-
ognizing the “interim government of
Ambazonia” and refusing any discus-
sion with the government. The revela-
tion of the talks-meant to remain
secret, at least at first-comes as four
people were injured by a homemade
bomb in the capital Yaounde, which
has been mostly spared the violence
of the separatist conflict.

Both English-speaking regions
were once part of British colonies in
West Africa called the Southern
Cameroons. They joined French-
speaking Cameroon after it gained
independence from France in 1960.
After months of protests in late 2017,
decades of resentment boiled over
into an armed campaign for inde-
pendence that was then met with a
brutal government crackdown. There
has been almost constant violence in
the two regions since, and more than
700,000 people have been forced to
flee their homes. Rights monitors have
said that abuses have been committed
by both sides. The country’s armed
forces have become mired in a series
of high-profile atrocities related to
the conflict. — AFP

Settlers, Palestinians unite ‘in
opposition’ to Israeli annexation


