
LIVERPOOL: The United States on Saturday
urged Russia to pull back from the brink over
Ukraine, warning that the G7 and its allies will
impose tough measures if it abandons diplomacy.
A senior State Department official told reporters
at a meeting of the grouping’s top diplomats in
Liverpool, northwest England, that Moscow still
had time to change course.

“But if they choose not to pursue that path,
there will be massive consequences and severe
costs in response, and the G7 is absolutely united
in that,” the official said. “A large number of demo-
cratic countries will join us in imposing costs,”
they added. The warning came as Russian sabre-
rattling against Ukraine and how to counter an
increasingly assertive China dominated the first
day of a two-day meeting of G7 foreign ministers
in the British city.

The meeting-at which
ministers want to present
a united front against
authoritarianism-is the
last in-person gathering
of Britain’s year-long G7
presidency, before it
hands the baton to
Germany. Opening the
talks, Britain’s Foreign
Secretary Liz Truss told
delegates: “We need to
come together strongly to stand up to aggressors
who are seeking to limit the bounds of freedom
and democracy.

“To do this, we need to have a fully united
voice. We need to expand our economic and secu-
rity posture around the world.” Truss, in the job
since September, set out her foreign policy vision
in a major address on Wednesday, echoing US
threats of unprecedented sanctions if Russia
invades Ukraine.

Western concerns are growing over a Russian
troop build-up on the border that the Kremlin says
is defensive against any move by the former Soviet

state eastwards towards NATO. G7 ministers want
to show the grouping can move beyond condem-
nation to robustly defend its values as a deterrent
to future threats.

The meeting comes after US President Joe
Biden this week held a virtual summit with his
Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin to try to end
the stand-off diplomatically. Washington’s top
diplomat for Europe and Eurasian affairs, Karen
Donfried, jets to Kiev and Moscow next week for
follow-up talks with senior government officials.
She will then head to Brussels for further discus-
sions with NATO and EU allies.

China 
US Secretary of State Antony Blinken flies on to

southeast Asia next week on a visit designed to
highlight the region’s
importance in
Washington’s push for
“peace, security and
prosperity” in the Indo-
Pacific region against
China.

Britain’s G7 presidency
has been dominated by
responding to Beijing’s
al leged widespread
domestic rights abuses, as
well as creeping authori-

tarianism in its former colony, Hong Kong. This
week, a panel of human rights lawyers and experts
in London concluded China had committed geno-
cide by imposing population restrictions, including
birth control and forced sterilisations, on its
Muslim minority Uyghurs.

China rejected the tribunal’s findings. Biden has
pushed the G7 for a stronger collective stance
towards both Russia and China, and this week saw
Washington, London and Canberra announce
diplomatic boycotts of the 2022 Beijing Winter
Olympics. In Liverpool, delegates want to end the
“strategic dependence” of a growing number of

low- and middle-income countries on the G7’s
adversaries, in various areas from energy to tech-
nology.

Attendees are being pushed to provide those
countries with more finance for infrastructure and
technology projects, according to the foreign
office. G7 countries and their allies must offer “an
alternative to unsustainable debt from non-market
economies” like China, it said.

Ministers from the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) will join the G7 summit
for the first time ever yesterday, in a session ear-
marked for wide-ranging talks on issues including

COVID-19 vaccines, finance and gender equality.
South Korea, Australia, South Africa and India

wil l  also participate as Britain’s chosen G7
“guests”, with many attendees taking part virtually
due to the pandemic and emergence of the
Omicron variant. Truss said she wants deeper ties
between G7 nations in trade, investment, technolo-
gy and security to “defend and advance freedom
and democracy across the world”.

She will also unveil a UK-led initiative to boost
collaboration investing in Africa’s “most fragile
markets” and help develop “a pipeline of
investable opportunities”.  —AFP

‘We need to come together strongly to stand up to aggressors’

‘Withdraw from Ukraine border or 
face consequences’, US tells Russia

AVDIIVKA, Ukraine: Ukrainian soldiers walk on the frontline with Russia-backed separatists, not far from
town of Avdiivka, Donetsk region. —AFP

Three dead, six 
missing in Sicily 
buildings blast
ROME: Three people were killed
and six were missing after an explo-
sion caused multiple residential
buildings to collapse on the Italian
island of Sicily, authorities said yes-
terday. Two women were recovered
alive from the rubble in the southern
town of Ravanusa after the collapse
on Saturday night, and rescuers and
sniffer dogs were searching to
locate the missing.

The death count from the disas-
ter shifted throughout the morning,
and Sicily’s regional civil protection
unit  confirmed at 10:07 GMT
Sunday on its Facebook page that
three people were confirmed dead
and not four, as they had reported
earlier.

Television images showed a mass
of rubble, wooden beams and man-
gled steel in a large empty space in
Ravanusa’s centre, with neighbour-
ing buildings charred and damaged.
It was not immediately clear how

many buildings collapsed in the
explosion. Initial reports cited one
apartment bui lding but Sici ly’s
regional civil protection unit said
on its website that “four buildings
were involved” in the incident.
Local news reports said as many as
10 buildings were affected.

‘Huge shock wave’ 
Firefighters sorted through the

tall pile of concrete, in which vari-
ous ovens, air conditioners and oth-
er domestic appliances could be
seen. A “huge shock wave” from the
explosion was felt 100 metres (330
feet) away, said Salvatore Cocina,
head of Sicily’s civil protection unit.

The explosion, which occurred
around 1930 GMT Saturday, was
likely caused by a gas leak, said
authorities, who have opened an
investigation. “The gas probably
found a cavity in which to accumu-
late,” the head of firefighters in the
province of Agrigento, Giuseppe
Merendino, told the Rainews24 TV
channel.

“This pocket of gas would then
have found an accidental trigger: a
car, an elevator, an electrical appli-
ance.” The two women who were
uncovered alive under the rubble

were found with sniffer dogs,
Merendino said.

“Everything is extremely difficult
because the buildings have col-
lapsed on top of each other and the
rubble is overlapping,” he said, as
quoted in the newspaper Giornale
di Sici l ia. “We have to look for
spaces between the rubble to
recover the missing,” he said. “Now,
unfortunately, the dogs have given

us no further indication and we
have to search by other methods.”

Soon after the explosion,
Ravanusa Mayor Carmelo
D’Angelo appealed on Facebook
for “everyone available who has
shovels and bulldozers.” “There has
been a disaster,” he said. About 50
people have been displaced due to
the incident , D’Angelo told
Rainews24. —AFP

RAVANUSA, Italy: This handout picture taken by Italian Firefighters (Vigili
del Fuoco) yesterday shows a four-storey apartment building collapsed
following a gas explosion, in Ravanusa yesterday. —AFP

Assange suffered 
‘mini-stroke’ in 
prison: Fiancee
LONDON: WikiLeaks publisher Julian
Assange had a mini-stroke during his
battle to avoid extradition from Britain
to the United States, his fiancee Stella
Moris said. Moris, the mother of
Assange’s two young children, said it
happened in late October on the first
day of a US government appeal against
a ruling blocking his removal.

“He needs to be freed. Now,” she
tweeted late on Saturday. The Mail yes-
terday newspaper said it was a tran-
sient ischaemic attack, in which the
blood supply to part of the brain is
temporarily interrupted. It left Assange,
50, with a drooping right eyelid, memo-
ry loss and signs of neurological dam-
age, and he was now taking medication,
the weekly said.

Moris was quoted as saying she was

concerned it could lead to a more major
stroke and raised fears about his ability
to withstand the extradition process. “I
believe this constant chess game, battle
after battle, the extreme stress, is what
caused Julian’s stroke on October 27,”
she added.

The United States wants to put
Assange on trial for WikiLeaks’ 2010
publication of thousands of top-secret
military documents about the US wars in
Afghanistan and Iraq. His supporters’
hopes were raised in January after a dis-
trict judge in London blocked the extra-
dition on the grounds that he was a sui-
cide risk if transferred to US custody.

But they were dashed on Friday when
two appeal judges overturned the deci-
sion after accepting US government
assurances he would receive appropri-
ate treatment and not be held in punish-
ing isolation in custody.

Assange’s lawyers say they will take
the case to the Supreme Court. His
lawyers have previously raised concerns
about the effects of his lengthy incarcer-
ation on his physical and mental health in

a bid to halt the extradition. Assange
spent seven years in Ecuador’s London
embassy until 2019 after jumping bail in
connection with sexual assault allega-
tions in Sweden.

He was then jailed for 50 weeks
for breaching bail in that case, which
was later dropped, but detained ever
since on the grounds he was a flight
risk. —AFP

LONDON: Stella Moris, partner of WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange,
makes a statement outside the Royal Courts of Justice in London. —AFP
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British PM accused of 
breaching COVID rules
LONDON: Boris Johnson yesterday faced fresh
questions about alleged government breaches of
coronavirus restrictions after a photo emerged of him
at a Christmas event last year. The British prime min-
ister has faced a barrage of criticism and calls to quit
over claims of an illegal Downing Street party on
December 18, 2020.

He has repeatedly said he was assured the gather-
ing complied with social distancing restrictions in
place at the time and has ordered an internal investi-
gation. But the yesterday Mirror published a photo-
graph of Johnson said to have been taken three days
before that party, at a “virtual quiz” for his staff, in
which four teams of six people took part to raise
funds for charity. Christmas lunches and parties that
were “primarily social activity” were banned at the
time, as Britain - one of the worst-hit countries by
COVID-19 - battled a surge in cases of the Delta
coronavirus strain.

Mixing of more than two people from two house-
holds indoors was banned, scuppering Christmas
plans for millions after months of tight restrictions,
including lockdown. The left-leaning Sunday Mirror
said Johnson took part for up to 15 minutes and
asked questions as quizmaster in one round.
Education Secretary Nadhim Zahawi dismissed the
latest report, telling Sky News television: “Many
people would have had similar Zoom quiz nights
around the country.”

But the main opposition Labour party said it
showed Johnson presided over “a culture of disregard
for the rules at the heart of government”, after a slew
of claims that parties were held across Whitehall last
Christmas.  An Opinium poll for The Observer put
Labour nine points ahead of Johnson’s Conservatives,
and suggested 57 percent of people think he should
quit - up nine points from just two weeks ago.

Johnson’s popularity rating fell to -35 percent,
down from a record low of -21 percent in the same
period, the newspaper said. The claims of double-
standards have put Johnson’s position under threat at
a crucial time. MPs vote next week on the govern-
ment’s latest proposed restrictions to curb the spread
of the Omicron variant, with many Tories unhappy at
plans to introduce mandatory vaccine passports.

Johnson also faces a by-election in a safe Tory
seat vacated by an MP found to have illegally lobbied
ministers on behalf of two companies that had him on
their payroll. A significant rebellion in the House of
Commons and either a defeat or substantial loss of
majority in Thursday’s by-election could see calls for
Johnson to go reach fever pitch. One commentator
said the by-election was effectively “a referendum”
on his premiership. —AFP
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Libya delays candidate 
list raising doubts over 
election timetable
TRIPOLI:  Libya’s  e lect ion commission on
Saturday delayed publication of a final list of
candidates for a presidential election scheduled
in less than two weeks. It is just the latest twist in

a UN-led effort targeting December 24 presi-
dential polls intended to help the oil-rich North
African country move past a decade of violence.

The process has been undermined by bitter
divisions over the legal basis for the elections,
their dates, and who should be allowed to run,
with a string of controversial figures stepping
forward. Analyst Jalel Harchaoui of the Global
Initiative think tank said the “inevitable” conse-
quence of the latest procedural delay was the
postponement of polling day.

The first round of the presidential election
“cannot take place on December 24 because the
candidates have the right to two weeks of official
campaigning after the publication of the definitive
list,” Harchaoui told AFP. The election commission
did not give a new date for issuing the list. Rules
governing the ballot-which would be the first
time a Libyan head of state is chosen by universal
suffrage-say the commission should publish the
list of candidates two weeks after final court rul-
ings and appeals related to candidacies.

On December 2 a Libyan court reinstated Seif
Al-Is lam Gaddaf i , a  son of  s la in  dictator
Muammar Gaddafi, as a candidate. A day earlier,
an appeals court in Tripoli rejected petitions
against the candidacy of interim Prime Minister
Abdulhamid Dbeibah, who heads the Tripoli-
based unity government established in March
and charged with leading the country to presi-
dential and legislative elections. Another main
contender is eastern Libya strongman Khalifa
Haftar. —AFP


