
RIYADH: Saudi Arabia’s King Salman urged arch-rival Iran yes-
terday to end its “negative behaviour” in the region, after Riyadh
accused Tehran of aiding Yemeni rebels in launching deadly at-
tacks on his country. However, the monarch who turns 86 today
appeared to soften his hawkish tone towards the Islamic republic,
after having urged world powers last year to take a “firm stance”
against Tehran.

Salman, addressing the Shura council, the top government ad-
visory body, virtually for a second year in a row, spoke for less
than four minutes. He read slowly from a white piece of paper,
pausing at times, in a speech broadcast three hours after its initial
scheduled time. The official Saudi Press Agency later released the
king’s full statement.

“We hope (Iran) changes its policy and negative behaviour in
the region, and it heads towards dialogue and cooperation,” he
said, according to the statement. “We are following with great
concern the Iranian regime’s destabilising policy to security and
safety in the region.”

Riyadh and Tehran have been bitter foes for decades, taking
opposing sides in a range of regional conflicts, including in Yemen
where Saudi Arabia leads a military coalition against Iran-backed
Huthi rebels. The two sides have held several rounds of talks since
April aimed at improving relations.

King Salman, however, accused Iran of “establishing and sup-
porting” sectarian and armed groups in the region. “We are also

following the Iranian regime’s support of the terrorist Huthi militia,
which is prolonging the war in Yemen and exacerbating the hu-
manitarian situation there, as well as threatening the security of
the kingdom.”

Yemen has been wracked by civil war since 2014 pitting the
government-supported by the Saudi-led coalition-against the
Huthi Shiites who control much of the country’s north, including
the capital Sanaa. Tens of thousands of people have been killed
in what the United Nations describes as the world’s worst human-
itarian crisis, with over 80 percent of Yemen’s population depend-
ent on aid.

The coalition on Sunday accused Iran and Lebanon’s Hezbollah
group of helping the Huthis launch missiles and drones at Saudi
Arabia, where two people were killed last week. Saudi Arabia has
long accused Iran of supplying the Huthis with sophisticated
weapons and its Hezbollah proxy of training the insurgents.

Tehran denies the charges, while Hezbollah has dismissed them
as “ridiculous”. On oil, King Salman said Riyadh was “keen to keep
the OPEC+ agreement working due to its essential role in stabil-
ising oil markets”, stressing the importance of all participating
countries’ commitment to the deal.

The Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC)
and allied producers agreed this month to stick to planned in-
creases in output in January, despite the economic uncertainties
linked to the Omicron coronavirus variant. — AFP
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RIYADH: A handout picture provided by the official Saudi Press
Agency shows Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz during his annual
speech at the shura council, a top advisory body, in the capital
Riyadh yesterday. —AFP
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Iran announces
new space
launch amid 
nuclear talks 
TEHRAN: Iran announced yesterday it
has carried out a new space launch, in a
move likely to irk Western powers amid
tough talks on reviving a 2015 nuclear
deal. “The Simorgh satellite launcher car-
ried three research cargos into space,”
defence ministry spokesman Ahmad Hos-
seini said, quoted by state television.

“The research goals foreseen for this
launch have been achieved,” Hosseini
added, without elaborating on the nature
of the research. “This was a preliminary
launch. We will have operational launches
in the near future.” The television aired
footage of a rocket rising from a desert
launchpad.

It gave no details of its location al-
though US media reported earlier this
month that preparations for a launch were
under way at Iran’s space centre in Sem-
nan, 300 kilometres (190 miles) east of
Tehran. In February, Iran announced it had
launched its most powerful solid fuel
rocket to date, the Zoljanah, boasting that
it can put a 220-kilogramme (480-pound)
payload into orbit.

The United States voiced concern
about that launch, saying the test could

boost Iran’s ballistic missile technology
at a time when the two nations are inch-
ing back to diplomacy. Iran successfully
put its first military satellite into orbit in
April 2020, drawing a sharp rebuke from
Washington.

But according to the Pentagon and
satellite imagery of the Semnan centre, an
Iranian satellite launch failed in mid-June.
Tehran denied it failed. Western govern-
ments worry that satellite launch systems

incorporate technologies interchangeable
with those used in ballistic missiles capa-
ble of delivering a nuclear warhead.

Iran insists its space programme is for
civilian and defence purposes only, and
does not breach the nuclear deal or any
other international agreement. UN Secu-
rity Council Resolution 2231 of 2015, en-
dorsing the nuclear deal, imposed no
blanket ban on Iranian rocket or missile
launches. — AFP

TEHRAN: A handout picture released by Iran’s Defence Ministry yesterday shows a Simorgh
(Phoenix) satellite rocket lifting off during its launch at an undisclosed location in Iran. — AFP

New Iraq parliament 
to open January 9
BAGHDAD: Iraq’s parliament will open on January 9 for its
first session since lawmakers were elected in an October vote
won by Shiite cleric Moqtada Sadr, President Barham Saleh
said yesterday. In multi-confessional and multi-ethnic Iraq,
the formation of governments has involved complex negoti-
ations ever since the 2003 US-led invasion toppled dictator
Saddam Hussein, and the inauguration of parliament will
come almost three months on since the October 10 vote.

“I signed the presidential decree inviting the new parlia-
ment to meet on January 9,” Saleh said in a statement, adding
his “hope for a genuinely strong and active government...
protecting and serving” the Iraqi people. “This requires the
cooperation (of all) to carry out the reforms necessary for a
stable and prosperous Iraq,” Saleh added.

The oldest of the 329 lawmakers will chair the first session,
with parliament given 30 days to elect a president, who will
then name a prime minister-tasked with forming a new gov-
ernment within 30 days. Some experts and politicians hope
for a new government by March.

Sadr’s movement won more than a fifth of the seats, 73
out of the assembly’s total of 329. The Fatah Alliance, the po-
litical arm of the pro-Tehran Hashed al-Shaabi former para-
military alliance, took 17 seats, sharply down from its 48 seats
in the past assembly, and Hashed leaders rejected the result.

Former premier Nuri al-Maliki’s pro-Iran State of Law Al-
liance won 33 seats in the legislature. Iraq is trying to recover
from years of war and jihadist violence but remains hobbled
by political divisions, corruption and poverty. Parties from
Iraq’s Shiite majority have previously struck compromise deals
to work together, but Sadr is insistent he wants to forge a
coalition capable of forming a parliamentary majority. — AFP


