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TEHRAN: An audiotape of Iran’s top diplomat
bemoaning the military’s influence was leaked to
sow “discord” during talks focused on reviving an
international nuclear deal, President Hassan
Rouhani said yesterday, after the recording stirred
domestic controversy.

The recording of Foreign Minister Mohammad
Javad Zarif was published by media outside Iran,
triggering a heated debate inside the country
ahead of presidential elections. The talks in Vienna
are aimed at getting the United States to return to
the agreement it abandoned under former presi-
dent Donald Trump, lift sanctions, and Iran to
resume full compliance with nuclear obligations it
retreated from in response.

Rouhani said the audio was leaked just as the
Vienna talks were “at the height of their success, so
that it creates discord inside” the Islamic republic.
“We can only lift sanctions through unity,” the
president said. Zarif has been under fire since the
audiotape emerged on Sunday, with comments he
made about Qasem Soleimani, the commander of
the Revolutionary Guards’ foreign operations arm
who was killed in a US air strike last year, hitting a
nerve. “In the Islamic republic the military field
rules,” Zarif said in the recording, quoted by the
New York Times. “I have sacrificed diplomacy for
the military field rather than the field servicing
diplomacy.”

Zarif, seen as the architect of the 2015 nuclear
accord, has been mentioned as a possible con-
tender in the June 18 presidential election, although
he has said he does not plan to run. Another poten-
tial candidate, parliament speaker Mohammad-
Bagher Ghalibaf, weighed in on the issue yesterday,
saying “we are sensitive on haj Qasem”. “We do not
want there to be even a small scratch on the shining
visage of this dear,” the conservative was quoted
as saying by state news agency IRNA.

‘Domestic infighting’ 
Known formally as the Joint Comprehensive Plan

of Action, or JCPOA, the landmark 2015 deal with
six world powers promised Iran relief from sanc-
tions in exchange for curbs on its nuclear program.
But the accord started to unravel in 2018 when
Trump pulled out of it and imposed wave after wave
of sanctions on Iran, which retaliated a year later by
ramping up its nuclear activities. In his first public

reaction to the audiotape, Zarif took to social media
to downplay the recording while voicing regret that
it had triggered “domestic infighting”.

But despite the furious reaction from conserva-
tives, Zarif stuck to much of what he said in the
recording, saying he favors a “smart adjustment”
between the military and diplomatic spheres. In a
post on Instagram, Zarif said an “honest and pas-
sionate” argument in a private setting had been

misconstrued as “personal criticism”.
The veteran diplomat said the “main point” of his

remarks was to emphasize “the need for a smart
adjustment of the relationship between” diplomacy
and the military. Zarif, who has been on a tour of
neighbouring states this week, also said he saw a
need for “setting priorities through legal structures
and under the great purview of the supreme leader”
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. — AFP
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MUSCAT: Omani Foreign Minister Sayyid Badr bin Hamad bin Hamood Al-Busaidi (second right) receives his Iranian counterpart Mohammad Javad Zarif (center)
upon his arrival to the Omani capital Muscat yesterday. — AFP

Fires a chronic 
threat to Iraqi 
lives, property
BAGHDAD: Worn-out fuses, tangled
wiring criss-crossing illegal buildings,
poor construction and generators exposed
to extreme heat have become a potent
recipe in Iraq for frequent deadly and
destructive blazes. Between January and
March alone, the interior ministry record-
ed 7,000 fires, the deadliest of which
erupted on Sunday in a COVID-19 hospi-
tal in Baghdad.

Eighty-two people died and over 100
others were injured in the inferno, which
sparked shock and outrage in the country.
Baghdad, a sprawling metropolis of 10 mil-
lion people, has the tragic distinction of
being the Iraqi city hit by the most fires
every year.

Major General Jawdat Abderrahman,
spokesman for the Iraqi civil defense, said
“40 percent of the fires in Iraq occur in
Baghdad”, with 2,800 just since the start
of 2021. In Iraqi cities, urban chaos reigns.

New shopping centers are thrown up

haphazardly, and around one in 10 people
live in informal neighborhoods with ad hoc
connections to water and electricity net-
works. “The majority of buildings are not
up to standard and thousands do not even
have building permits,” civil defense head
Major General Kazem Buhan said. 

The result is a cocktail of fire hazards. A
central Baghdad shop owner told AFP that

in 2014, the civil defense asked all business-
es to install fire extinguishers. “Some bought
them, but not all,” he said, declining to give
his name. But no one, he added, wants to
tackle the underlying issues and overhaul
their whole electrical system, in a country
whose infrastructure has suffered under 40
years of conflicts only interrupted by a
decade of international embargo. —AFP

Iraqis transport the coffin of a relative who was killed during a fire at the Ibn Al-Khatib hospi-
tal reserved for the most severe COVID-19 cases, in the capital Baghdad, on April 25. — AFP

COVID
compared 
with other 
viruses
PARIS: The global death
toll from COVID-19
passed three million
Saturday, with the pan-
demic already having
killed more people than
most other viral epi-
demics of the 20th and
21st centuries. But there
have been notable
exceptions. The post-
World War I Spanish Flu
wiped out 50 million
people, according to
some estimates. And over
the decades AIDS has
killed 33 million.

In 2009, the H1N1
virus, or swine flu, caused
a global pandemic and
left an official death toll
of 18,500. This was later
revised upwards by The
Lancet medical journal to
between 151,700 and
575,400 dead. That
brings it close to seasonal
flu, which accounts for
between 290,000 and
650,000 deaths world-
wide every year, accord-
ing to the World Health
Organization. — AFP

HIV self-test
prices to be 
cut in half in 
135 countries
GENEVA: Poorer countries are set to
see their access to HIV self-tests
increase dramatically following a deal
to slash prices in half and boost pro-
duction, Unitaid said yesterday. The
international health agency said it had
closed a deal with US-based global
healthcare company Viatris that will
see blood-based HIV self-tests made
available for under $2 across 135 low
and middle-income countries. HIV self-
tests are seen as vital tools to help
people more easily discover their status
and move towards the treatment they
need, and thus also to reducing the HIV
burden globally.

This is particularly relevant in poor-
er countries, where concerns around
stigma and difficulties accessing
healthcare can create significant barri-
ers, said Unitaid, which works on inno-
vations on major diseases. “Access to

self-tests has been recognized as a key
factor in meeting the global goal of
90% of people knowing their HIV sta-
tus,” Unitaid spokesman Herve
Verhoosel said in a statement.

In just the past six years, that rate
has nearly doubled, from 45 to 81 per-
cent, he said. But achieving broader
testing has been hampered by the fact
that the market for HIV self-tests in
low- and middle-income countries has
been dominated by a single affordable
oral HIV test, the OraSure. That test is
sold at cost in a limited number of poor-
er countries for $2, but elsewhere the
price is higher, and other options have
cost significantly more.

To try to fix that problem, Unitaid
and US non-profit Population Services
International (PSI) launched a call for
proposals last July on ways to drive for-
ward access to the tests. The result was
the Viatris deal, which Unitaid said
should significantly expand the market
and give countries more choice when it
comes to self-tests. This, Verhoosel said,
would make “it easier to acquire the
products and embed them in health sys-
tems, with the ultimate aim of helping
the eight million people estimated to be
unaware of their HIV status know they
are infected and get treatment.” —AFP 


