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US, India look 
to bolster ties 
as rights 
worries emerge
WASHINGTON: The United States and India meet
today in their latest bid to ramp up defense and political
ties, but concerns over minority rights in the south Asian
giant could mar the celebratory mood. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo and Defense Secretary Mark Esper
will hold a day of talks in Washington with their counter-
parts from India, one of only three countries to enjoy
annual so-called “2+2” talks with the United States-a
format meant to encourage deep, strategic relations.

The talks come as Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
bolstered by a convincing election win earlier this year,
increasingly looks to solidify ties between the world’s
two largest democracies. But India has been facing sig-
nificant criticism for the first time since the Cold War
rivals began building relations two decades ago as
Modi pushes ahead with his Hindu nationalist agenda.
“We are working together more closely than many
thought possible only a few years ago,” said Alice
Wells, the top US diplomat for South Asia.

The United States will seek ways with Indian
Foreign Minister Subrahmanyam Jaishankar and
Defense Minister Rajnath Singh to boost cooperation
on peacekeeping, judicial training, space and science,
Wells said. The 2+2 talks-the second such meeting
after last year’s inaugural edition in New Delhi-is also
expected to showcase India’s growing defense pur-
chases from the United States.

The two sides could formally sign a deal for India to
spend more than $2 billion for 24 Romeo helicopters,
which are designed to knock out submarines and ships.
The talks reflect “what has been a very strong biparti-
san consensus of successive administrations on the
importance of this strategic partnership,” Wells said.

Unrest in India 
India has nevertheless come under the microscope

in Washington in recent months. At least six people
have died in major protests in the country over a citi-
zenship law promoted by Modi that fast-tracks citizen-
ship only to non-Muslims from neighboring countries.
Modi says the measure is meant to protect persecuted
minorities, but critics see it as part of a masterplan to
define India as a Hindu nation and move away from its
secular foundations. India will likely watch closely
whether and how vocally the United States raises the
issue at a joint news conference. The State Department
has urged New Delhi to “protect the rights of its reli-
gious minorities in keeping with India’s constitution
and democratic values.”

But observers in both countries say that the US
administration is in an awkward position to raise con-
cerns, considering President Donald Trump himself has
called for the exclusion of Muslims and cast Mexican
immigrants as criminals. Criticism has been harsher
from other parts of the US government, especially the
US Commission on International Religious Freedom,
which has called for the consideration of sanctions on
Indian Home Minister Amit Shah over the new law.

The US Congress is also considering a bill that
would press India to end all communications restric-
tions in Kashmir and release hundreds taken into
detention after Modi in August ended autonomy for
what was India’s sole Muslim-majority state.

While not triggering the same kinds of street
protests, trade has also emerged as a sticking point in
relations. The nationalist-minded Trump earlier this year
removed India from a trade preference pact under
which it exported $5.6 billion in goods in 2017 —
unwelcome news for Delhi as economic growth slows
down. The United States and India could also see frank
exchanges on Afghanistan, from which Trump is hoping
to pull out thousands of troops and end America’s
longest war through negotiations with the Taleban. India
is one of the most enthusiastic backers of Afghanistan’s
internationally recognized government and has con-
tributed $3 billion since 2001, mindful that the former
Taliban regime was allied with rival Pakistan and wel-
comed virulently anti-Indian militants. —AFP

LONDON: Former British prime minister Tony Blair
urged his Labour party yesterday to abandon “qua-
si-revolutionary socialism” as it seeks a new leader
after its worst election defeat since the 1930s.
Britain’s shellshocked left entered a period of soul-
searching and mourning in  the wake of  last
Thursday’s drubbing at the polls.

The electorate handed Prime Minister Boris
Johnson’s Conservative party a clear mandate after
he promised to take Britain out of the European
Union on January 31. But it also redrew the political
map of England as swathes of its working-class
north voted Conservative for the first time.

Labour’s socialist leader Jeremy Corbyn-a 70-
year-old who campaign on a radical platform of
state spending and re-nationalization-has since
promised to step down. The formal campaign to
replace him is not set to begin until next month. Yet
several prominent Labour figures have already sig-
nalled their intention to enter a leadership contest.
Blair castigated Corbyn for “almost comic indeci-
sion” about which position to take on Britain’s near
half-century membership in the EU.

“The absence of leadership on what was obvi-
ously the biggest issue facing the country rein-
forced all the other doubts about Jeremy Corbyn,”

Blair said in a speech in London.
“Politically, people saw him as fundamentally

opposing what Britain and Western countries stand
for. “He personified politically an idea, a brand of
quasi-revolutionary socialism, mixing far-left eco-
nomic policy with deep hostility to Western foreign
policy, which never has appealed to traditional
Labour voters.”

‘Too much baggage’ 
Blair’s popularity in Britain suffered from his

decision to support the 2003 US invasion of Iraq on
what proved to be false allegations that it had
weapons of mass destruction.

Yet his 1997-2007 spell in office marked one of
Labour’s most electorally successful eras in its 119-
year history. He promoted centrist “New Labour”
policies and embraced a leading role on the world
stage that appealed to Britons during an era of eco-
nomic growth. Labour must now choose whether to
adopt a similar ideology or push through with the
leftist vision that Corbyn championed since taking
charge in 2015. Some potential successors said
Corbyn had the r ight  v is ion but  the wrong
approach.

“The case for a radical government has never

been stronger,” Labour’s Brexit spokesman Keir
Starmer told BBC radio. He attributed the defeat to
Labour’s inability to counter Johnson’s “get Brexit
done” mantra with a clear case for why-or whether-
Britain should still be a part of the EU.

“And we carried, I think, too much baggage into
the election-and anti-Semitism is the example of
that,” Starmer added. The party was riddled with
anti-Semitism scandals that saw several prominent
members quit under Corbyn’s watch.

Starmer is a London lawyer who had pushed for
a second Brexit referendum and now appears to be
trying to win over  more lef t is t  Labour votes .
Lawmaker Rebecca Long-Bailey-a rising star who
has faithfully defended Corbyn-has emerged as the
early favorite in a leadership race that is expected
to feature several prominent women. She has largely
avoided the media since Friday’s official results
handed the Conservatives an 80-seat majority in
the 650-member House of Commons.

Some analysts attributed Labour’s defeat to its
rejection of the center ground Tim Bale, an analyst
with the Changing Europe think-tank, said pointed
to a “slow burn alienation of voters from the Labour
party based mainly around their feeling that Labour
no longer really reflects their values on cultural

issues”. He said Long-Bailey’s leadership “would be
problematic in a sense that she will be seen as the
continuity, the Corbyn candidate.” —AFP

Labour urged to abandon ‘quasi-revolutionary’ socialism

Blair blames ‘revolutionary 
socialism’ for Labour defeat

Europe’s 
exoplanet 
hunter blasts 
off from Earth 
PARIS: Europe’s CHEOPS planet-hunting
satellite left Earth yesterday a day after
its lift-off was delayed by a technical
rocket glitch during the final countdown.
The 30-centimetre (12-inch) telescope
has been designed to measure the densi-
ty, composition, and size of numerous
planets beyond our solar system-so-
called exoplanets. According to the
European Space Agency (ESA), CHEOPS
will observe bright stars that are already
known to be orbited by planets.

The mission “represents a step
towards better understanding the astro-
physics of all these strange planets that
we have discovered and which have no
equivalent in our solar system”, 2019
Nobel Physics Prize winner Didier
Queloz told AFP on Tuesday. Around
4,000 such exoplanets have been dis-
covered since Queloz and his colleague
Michel Mayor identified the first one,
called “51 Pegasi b”, 24 years ago.

The satellite took off at 0854 GMT
from Europe’s launchpad in Kourou,
French Guiana, according to live footage

broadcast by launch company
Arianespace. It was the third launch this
year for the Russian-built Soyuz rocket.
On Tuesday, the launcher’s automated
sequence was interrupted during the
final countdown at 1 hour 25 minutes,
due to what was described as “an anom-
aly” in the launch set-up.

‘Magical moment’ 
CHEOPS “will focus on planets in the

super-Earth to Neptune size range, with
its data enabling the bulk density of the
planets to be derived-a first-step char-
acterisation towards understanding
these alien worlds”, the ESA website
states. Scientists today estimate that
there are at least as many galaxies as
there are stars-approximately 100 bil-
lion. “We want to go beyond statistics
and study them in detail,” mission chief
David Ehrenreich told AFP ahead of
Wednesday’s launch.

CHEOPS, which stands for
CHaracterising ExOPlanet Satellite, will
seek to better understand what these
planets are made of. It is an important
step in the long quest to unravel the con-
ditions required for extraterrestrial life,
but also to unlock the origins of our own
home planet.

The satellite will orbit the Earth at a
distance of 700 kilometres (435 miles),
studying rocks orbiting stars several
light-years away. The aim is to compose
“a family photo of exoplanets”, Guenther
Hasinger, ESA’s director of science, told

AFP Tuesday. Nobel winner Queloz said
CHEOPS was unlikely to solve the holy
grail of astrophysics-is there life on oth-
er planets?

“However, in order to understand the
origin of life, we need to understand the
geophysics of these planets,” he said.
“It’s as if we’re taking the first step on a
big staircase.”

He added that the mission would
allow experts to measure the quantity of
light reflected from the planets, which in
turn could reveal new insights about

their atmosphere or surface. “The launch
is an important moment, an emotional
step, but the real magic moment for us
will be when the first results arrive,”
Queloz said. According to ESA, this
should happen within several months of
the satellite’s launch. The launcher also
carries a COSMO-SkyMed second gen-
eration satellite for the Italian Space
Agency, and three smaller payloads-a
nanosatellite from Italian company
Tyvak and two from France’s space
agency. —AFP

Russia vows 
to finish gas 
pipeline despite 
US sanctions
MOSCOW: Russia yesterday vowed
to complete construction of a major
gas pipeline under the Baltic Sea,
despite approval by the US Senate of
sanctions that have also angered
European states led by Germany. The
Nord Stream 2 pipeline between
Russia and Germany, a key part of
Moscow’s export strategy for state
energy giant Gazprom, aims to deliv-
er Russian gas to Europe via the
Baltic Sea.

“We expect that this project will
be completed,” Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov told reporters, slam-
ming the sanctions as a “flagrant vio-
lation of international law”. “Moscow
does not like such actions, and neither
do the European capitals. Berlin does
not like this and neither does Paris,” he
said, suggesting that sanctions would
only lead to higher gas prices for
European consumers.

The sanctions against companies
working on the project, which were
inserted into Washington’s huge annu-

al defence spending bill, easily passed
both the US Senate and House of
Representatives. 

The bill now goes to President
Donald Trump, who is widely expect-
ed to sign the legislation. US lawmak-
ers have warned the Nord Stream 2
pipeline would bring Russia billions of
dollars and vastly increase President
Vladimir Putin’s influence in Europe at
a time of heightened tensions between
Moscow and the West.

‘Holding business hostage’ 
The European Union and Germany

have strongly urged the US not to
impose sanctions, saying that
European energy policy should be
decided in Europe.  The 9.5-billion-
euro ($10.6-billion) pipeline is set to
double shipments of Russian natural
gas to Germany. German Chancellor
Angela Merkel, speaking in parlia-
ment, said Berlin opposed “extraterri-
torial sanctions” under any scenario
and said she saw “no other possibility
other than holding talks”.

MEP Manfred Weber, who heads
the European People’s Party in the
European Parliament, said that the
United States was not behaving cor-
rectly on the matter. “You can’t under-
take sanctions against a friend and a
partner and hold business as a
hostage,” he told the Funke Media
Group, adding that Germany had to
work in coordination with its

European partners.
One major contractor that could be

hit by the sanctions is Swiss-based
pipeline laying company Allseas,
which has been hired by Gazprom to
build the offshore section.

‘Political debates’ 
Russia had hoped to launch the

pipeline, which is 80 percent finished,
in late 2019 but the completion has
been delayed by difficulties in obtain-
ing permits from Denmark.  Russian
officials have said they expect the
pipeline to become operational in
2020.  The 1,230-kilometre (764-mile)
Nordstream 2 pipeline will expand the
existing Nord Stream 1 project linking
Russia to Germany whose lines were
inaugurated in 2011 and 2012. The
pipeline is viewed with suspicion not
only by the US, but also by Ukraine,
Poland and the three Baltic States.
Ukraine, the traditional hub for the
transit of Russian gas to Europe, risks
losing out on significant transit fees.

A spokesman for Nord Stream 2
said the consortium was “aware of the
ongoing legislative procedure in the
US and the political debates” but
added: “We cannot comment on any
implications for our project.” Half of
the project is financed by Gazprom,
with the rest covered by its European
partners-Germany’s Wintershall and
Uniper, Anglo-Dutch Shell, France’s
Engie and Austria’s OMV.  —AFP

A Soyouz rocket lift-off from Europe’s launchpad in Kourou, French Guiana, yes-
terday, with Europe’s CHEOPS planet-hunting satellite on board. —AFP

LONDON: In this file photo taken on December 06, 2019 Britain’s
former prime minister Tony Blair speaks during the ‘Stop The
Brexit Landslide’, organized by the Vote for a Final Say cam-
paign and For our Future’s Sake, at London’s Mermaid Theatre in
London.  —AFP

In Burkina Faso, 
‘poor man’s bomb’ 
reaps a bloody toll 
OUAGADOUGOU: They are cheap, made from
components that are easily obtained - and mur-
derously effective. Security experts say that in
the arsenal of jihadist groups whose insurgency
is shaking the Sahel state of Burkina Faso, the
improvised explosive device (IED) is one of the
deadliest weapons. “With 15,000-20,000 CFA
francs ($25 to $34), you’ve got an IED that can
destroy something worth a thousand times
more,” a security source said. “It’s a poor man’s
weapon in an asymmetrical war.”

Thousands of civilians and soldiers have died
in violence across the Sahel which began when
armed Islamists revolted in northern Mali in
2012. The conflict has since spread to neighbor-
ing Burkina Faso as well as Niger, two of the
world’s poorest and most fragile countries. “IEDs
appeared in (Burkina Faso) in mid-2018. Since
then, we have recorded 33 attacks with IEDs,
claiming 133 l ives,” said Italian researcher
Roberto Sollazzo. 

Hidden in plastic to thwart metal detectors,
packed with nails for a shrapnel effect, the IED
is increasingly used in roadside ambushes. On
Nov 6, an attack on a convoy of Canadian min-
ing company Semafo killed 38 people. The IED
blew up a military escort vehicle before jihadist
forces emerged from behind cover to machine-
gun the buses.

Motorbike parts 
“The point of an IED is that it has to be made

cheaply, using locally available materials,”
Sollazzo said. “Burkina is a nation of mopeds,”
he said, referring to a light motorcycle also
known as a mobylette. “There are 300,000 of
them in the country. So many components of an
IED can be taken from them without attracting
the attention of the security forces.” Mopeds
are cannibalized for their rubber tyres, which
are used in parts of a simple pressure-plate
switch that activates the bomb when a vehicle
passes over it, and for their batteries, which
ignite the detonator. —AFP

Italy faces complaint 
at UN over ‘abusive’ 
Libya asylum returns 
GENEVA: Campaigners filed a complaint with the
UN yesterday against Italy over a teenage migrant
who was sent back to Libya in 2018 along with other
migrants, where he was shot, beaten and subjected to
forced labor. The Global Legal Action Network
(GLAN) lodged the case with the UN Human Rights
Committee aiming to challenge the practice of EU

coastal states like Italy engaging commercial ships to
return vulnerable people to unsafe locations.

The NGO says it is the first case of its kind to tar-
get so-called privatised push-backs.

The complaint maintains that Italy and other
states have turned private merchant vessels into
instruments of so-called refoulement-returning asy-
lum seekers to places where they risk persecution
and torture-which is illegal under international law.

“What we are witnessing is a worrying trend
where the rescue of desperate people at sea is being
out-sourced to ill-equipped and untrained merchant
ships,” GLAN chief Gearoid O Cuinn said in a state-
ment, warning that “this is a recipe for certain
abuse.” —AFP


