
TEHRAN: Iranian media reports that the
Revolutionary Guards had arrested several foreign
diplomats for espionage sowed confusion Thursday,
after two of the countries concerned denied that their
nationals had been detained. While Poland on Thursday
confirmed a scientist was in Iranian custody, Austria
strongly rejected reports that any of its diplomats had
been held, mirroring an announcement by Britain late
Wednesday. The developments coincide with heighten-
ing tensions between Tehran and world powers over
stalled attempts to revive a 2015 nuclear deal and a
recent uptick in confirmed detentions of Western
nationals in Iran. On Wednesday, Iran’s Fars news
agency and state television had reported that the
Revolutionary Guards arrested-on an unspecified date-
several foreign diplomats.

“The Revolutionary Guards’ intelligence service
identified and arrested diplomats from foreign
embassies who were spying in Iran,” Fars said, adding
that a British diplomat named by state television as
deputy head of mission Giles Whitaker was subse-
quently expelled.

London swiftly denied its deputy ambassador had
been arrested, and on Thursday, Britain’s ambassador
to Iran said the envoy had left the country last year.
“These reports that our Deputy Ambassador is cur-
rently detained are very interesting... He actually left

Iran last December, at the end of his posting,” British
ambassador Simon Shercliff wrote on Twitter. Iranian
state television accused him of “carrying out intelli-
gence operations” in military areas.

Pole held for 10 months 
A state TV journalist said the diplomat “was among

those who went to the Shahdad desert with his family
as tourists”, referring to an area in Kerman province.
The Shahdad desert, a rocky and mountainous district
with ancient ruins some 810 kilometres (500 miles)
southeast of Tehran, is a popular place for foreigners to
visit.

While Fars said the Briton was expelled from Iran,
state television said he was only expelled from “the

area” the diplomats were arrested in. Before Shercliff’s
comment, Britain’s foreign ministry had already cate-
gorically denied its deputy ambassador had been
detained, calling the reports “completely false”.

Vienna also denied reports in Iranian media claiming
that Ronald Geschirr, who it called “the spouse of the
Austrian embassy’s cultural adviser”, was among those
arrested. “Regarding the media reports: All employees
and their relatives in Tehran are doing well, nobody was
arrested,” an Austrian foreign ministry spokeswoman
told AFP. But Poland’s foreign ministry spokesman
Lukasz Jasina confirmed Thursday that “a Polish citizen
was deprived of liberty in Iran in September 2021”,
identifying the detainee only as a “recognised scien-
tist”, without naming him.

“Consular and diplomatic actions are being taken to
allow our citizen to return to Poland as soon as possi-
ble”, Jasina added, noting Warsaw was in contact “with
allied countries”, without providing details, but asking
that the family’s privacy be respected. Iran’s state tele-
vision showed images of a man it identified as “Maciej
Walczak, head of the microbiology department” at the
Nicolaus Copernicus University in Torun in Poland.

Tense nuclear talks 
“This university is linked to the Zionist regime,” it

said, referring to arch-enemy Israel, which is staunchly

opposed to the 2015 nuclear agreement between Iran
and world powers, perceiving it as a threat to its secu-
rity. Walczak “entered Iran with three other people in
the context of scientific exchanges but he went to the
desert region of Shahdad as a tourist while missile tests
were being carried out”, state television said. It said he
took rock and soil samples.

But Marcin Czyzniewski, a spokesman for the uni-
versity where Walczak is reported to be an expert in
environmental microbiology, said it was “an old story”.
“Iran cites the names of three people, two of whom
have returned to Torun for months,” Czyzniewski said.

Tensions between Iran and Western powers have
lately increased as talks in Vienna to revive the 2015
nuclear deal have been stalled since March. The US
walked out of the deal in 2018 under then president
Donald Trump, who proceeded to reimpose biting
sanctions on Tehran, prompting the latter to step away
from many of the nuclear commitments it made under
the accord.

Qatar last week hosted indirect talks in Doha in a
bid to get the Vienna process back on track, but those
discussions broke up after two days without any
breakthrough. Over a dozen Western nationals are held
in Iran, including a French couple detained in May, in
what activists argue is a policy of hostage-taking
aimed at extracting concessions from the West. — AFP
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TEHRAN, Iran: File photo shows, an Iranian woman walking past the then closed British embassy in the capital Tehran. Iran’s Revolutionary Guards arrested several foreign diplomats including a Briton, accusing them of “spying”, the
Fars news agency and state television said. — AFP

Poland confirms scientist held by Iran 

Italy bridge trial
starts four years
after tragedy
GENOA, Italy: Nearly 60 defendants went on trial in
Genoa on Thursday, accused of manslaughter and
undermining transport safety over the collapse of a
bridge in the Italian city that killed 43 people four years
ago. The Morandi bridge, part of a key highway con-
necting France and Italy, gave way in torrential rain on
August 14, 2018, sending dozens of vehicles and their
passengers tumbling into the abyss. The tragedy high-
lighted the state of Italy’s transport infrastructure.
Autostrade per l’Italia (ASPI), which runs almost half of
the country’s motorway network, is accused of failing to
maintain the bridge that was inaugurated in 1967.

The findings of the magistrates’ investigation are
damning: “Between the inauguration in 1967 and the
collapse, i.e. 51 years later, not even minimal mainte-
nance work was carried out to reinforce the stays of pil-
lar number 9”, which collapsed on the day of the disas-
ter. “It’s a very important day for families of the victims,
but also for the entire country,” said Egle Possetti, who
heads a committee of relatives of the victims. “We are
confident in the fact that the trial will undercover the
whole truth of this tragedy to avoid our loved ones
dying in vain,” she told AFP outside the court in Genoa.
The opening hearing was over by noon on Thursday.
The proceedings, suspended during the summer, will
resume on September 12. Given the scale of the case, the
trial is expected to last between two to three years.

‘Time bomb’ 
One of the prosecutors, Walter Cotugno, has said

“the Morandi bridge was a time bomb”. “You could hear
the ticking, but you didn’t know when it was going to
explode,” he said in February. Cotugno is convinced that
the directors of Autostrade and the engineering compa-
ny Spea, in charge of maintenance, “were aware of the
risk of collapse”, but remained reluctant to finance work
in order to “preserve the dividends” of shareholders.

Most of the 59 defendants summoned by the Genoa
court are executives and technicians of the two compa-
nies. They include the general manager of Autostrade at
the time, Giovanni Castellucci, the former head of Spea,

Antonino Galata, and officials of the infrastructure min-
istry. The defendants, who were absent from Thursday’s
first purely formal hearing, are being prosecuted for
manslaughter, undermining transport safety and forgery.
While Castellucci’s lawyers believe that the indictment
“will fall like an autumn leaf”, the prosecution counts on
its key witness, Roberto Tomasi, Castellucci’s successor
and a high-ranking Autostrade executive since 2015. At
the time of the tragedy, Autostrade belonged to the
Atlantia group, controlled by the wealthy Benetton fami-
ly. Put under pressure by the political class and popular
indignation, the family gave up its stake to the state last
May. “The bridge collapsed because of a hidden build-
ing defect, that’s why 40 people died. Mr Castellucci has
no criminal responsibility,” said one of his lawyers,
Giovanni Paolo Accinni. 

‘My son’s life is priceless’ 
Even though their former directors are on trial,

Autostrade and Spea will escape the courts, thanks to
an out-of-court settlement with the public prosecutor’s
office, which provides for a payment of 29 million euros
($30 million) to the state. Only two families of the vic-
tims have refused to accept compensation offered by
Autostrade, which has paid out more than 60 million
euros. Roberto Battiloro-who lost his son Giovanni, a
29-year-old videographer, in the tragedy-is one of those
to turn down the compensation. He was offered a million
euros but said “my son’s life is priceless, I want a real
trial”. For Raffaele Caruso, lawyer for the committee of
relatives of the Morandi bridge’s victims, this agreement
“constitutes a first recognition of responsibility” on the
part of the two companies. —AFP

Women don colourful 
robes at guardian
free hajj
MAKKAH: With her husband back at home in Tunisia
and draped in a national flag, Laila al-Qarni urges all
Muslim women to attend Saudi Arabia’s hajj without a
male guardian, after the requirement was shelved last
year. The Saudi authorities’ move has brought a whole
new dimension to the annual pilgrimage.

“Why do women have to be accompanied by a male
anyway? Why?” she said, speaking near the Grand
Mosque in Mecca, Islam’s holiest city, in western Saudi
Arabia. “Women are capable of handling themselves. I
encourage every woman to come here without a male
guardian,” the 60-year-old added.

This year’s hajj, the first large-scale edition since the
guardian requirement was dropped in 2021 amid
COVID, has taken on a different hue with thousands of
unaccompanied women joining the rituals. Many of them
have abandoned the black robes traditionally preferred
by hajj organisers, adding a dash of colour with reds,
greens, oranges and blues dotted around the crowds.

Arab women should be “courageous and able to
adapt” to different circumstances, said Al-Qarni’s sister,
Hayat Abdul Malek. “A woman is worth 100 men,” said
the mother of three, who managed 1,400 employees at
the company where she worked before retiring.

Last year, the Saudi hajj ministry allowed women of
all ages to make the pilgrimage without a male relative,
known as a “mehrem”, on the condition that they go in a
group. Authorities previously stipulated a male guardian
for any female pilgrim under the age of 45, preventing
many women around the world from performing one of
the five pillars of Islam.

Al-Qarni’s husband could not attend because he is
over the maximum age of 65. The new ruling has also
encouraged women over 45 who had been hesitant to
attend without their brothers, sons, fathers or husbands.

‘Don’t be scared’ 
One million people, including 850,000 from abroad,

are allowed at this year’s hajj after just tens of thousands
could attend over the last two years, due to pandemic
restrictions. On Saturday, the local women of Mecca are
expected to celebrate the first day of Eid al-Adha, which

marks the end of the hajj, in traditional, colourful Saudi
dresses that were abandoned for decades before recent
moves to modernise the conservative country. The deci-
sion to drop the “mehrem” is part of the social reforms
rolled out by de facto leader Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman, who is trying to shake off the kingdom’s aus-
tere image and open up its oil-reliant economy.

Since his rise to power in 2017, women have been
allowed to drive and to travel abroad without a male
guardian. Counter-balancing the new freedoms, critics of
Prince Mohammed’s rule have also suffered a harsh
crackdown. Suhail Mohammed, an Egyptian pilgrim and
mother of three, has worked as a manager in a depart-
ment of the ministry of defence for more than three
decades. “Come and don’t be scared,” she said, encour-
aging other women to make the trip without male rela-
tives. “It gave me confidence... It empowered me and
made me stronger,” she said of tackling the five-day pil-
grimage. “Women who stay at home are the ones who
can feel afraid” of performing rituals such as the hajj,
which requires mental and physical resilience, she added.

Women in the Arab region have long faced a combi-
nation of “patriarchal structures, prolonged insecurities,
and protracted crises”, a Middle East Institute study said
in October. “The Arab region’s diverse collection of 22
countries has one thing in common: Women continue to
experience a backlash against their own long-overdue
rights and fundamental freedoms,” it added.—AFP

GENOA, Italy: Family members of victims react after the
first hearing of the Morandi bridge collapse trial, out-
side the courthouse of Genoa on 7 July, 2022. — AFP

MAKKAH: A Muslim worshipper wearing a scarf show-
ing the flag of Turkey waves at the Grand Mosque in
Saudi Arabia’s holy city of Makkah. This year’s hajj, the
first large-scale edition since the guardian requirement
was dropped in 2021 amid COVID, has taken on a dif-
ferent hue with thousands of unaccompanied women
joining the rituals. — AFP


