
News in brief

Governor of Najaf resigns 

NAJAF: The governor of Iraq’s Najaf province
resigned on Friday, a day after another governor also
quit following demonstrations against living condi-
tions and corruption. Louai Al-Yasseri resigned from
his leadership in Najaf, in central Iraq, a day after the
governor of Nasiriyah province in the south quit fol-
lowing the violent suppression of protesters. Yasseri
announced at a press conference that he was leaving
his post in the holy Shiite city. His resignation follows
harsh criticism from prominent Shiite leader Moqtada
Sadr, who emerged as kingmaker following legislative
elections in October. —AFP 

Putin hails multiple launch test

MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin said Friday the
Russian military successfully fired a simultaneous salvo
of its Zircon hypersonic missiles, calling it “a big event”
for the country. As world powers race to develop
advanced weaponry, Russia has carried out a number
of successful tests of its Zircon hypersonic cruise mis-
sile. This was however the first time that Russian
authorities reported a successful simultaneous launch
test of several Zircon missiles. Speaking at a govern-
ment meeting on Friday, Putin said that the salvo launch
of the missile had been conducted overnight.  —AFP 

28 killed in Lake Chad sweep

NIAMEY: Six soldiers and at least 22 militants have
died in fighting in the Lake Chad region, a joint force
deployed to the area said on Friday. The force
described the operation, conducted by air-supported
troops from Niger and Nigeria, as a “success” and
said it had benefitted from “decisive support by
American partners”. The region around Lake Chad, a
vast lake bordered by Nigeria, Niger, Cameroon and
Chad, has become a bolthole for Boko Haram and
Islamic State-linked jihadists. —AFP 

At least six killed in Niger attack 

NIAMEY: At least six people have been killed in
attacks by suspected jihadists in Niger near its bor-
der with Burkina Faso, authorities said on Friday.
“The provisional toll is... six dead including a police-
man, two customs officers and three civilians” during
the attacks overnight from Wednesday to Thursday,
the interior ministry said in a statement. Ten others
were wounded when heavily armed gunmen simulta-
neously attacked a border post and a bridge near the
border town of Makaldoni, it said. —AFP

BANGUI: A year ago, the president of the Central
African Republic, Faustin Archange Touadera,
appealed to the Kremlin to save his government. As
rebels advanced on the CAR capital Bangui ahead
of presidential elections, Russia flew in hundreds of
paramilitaries, helping Touadera to turn the tide. But
today, analysts say, the men from Russia’s Wagner
private security group who underpin Touadera’s
presidency are becoming a liability.

The entwinement has alienated the CAR’s tradi-
tional supporter France, triggered allegations of
atrocities and failed to defuse hostility to Touadera’s
rule, they say. “After the Touadera regime came
under Russian tutelage, it
isolated itself off from its
western donors and got
rid of the opposition,
while the peace initiatives
have never borne fruit,”
says Thierry Vircoulon of
the French Institute of
International Relations
(IFRI) thinktank.

The CAR is facing a
swelling humanitarian cri-
sis - out of a population of
around five million people, more than three million
will need aid next year, according to the United
Nations humanitarian aid coordinator, OCHA. The
CAR’s involvement with Wagner is being emulated
farther north in jihadist-hit Mali, whose military-led
government is also courting its help.

Russia, the CAR’s ally since 2018, officially only
acknowledges the presence of unarmed “military
instructors” to train its poorly equipped armed
forces. But NGOs on the ground, as well as France
and the United Nations, say that some of the
Russians deployed in the country are Wagner oper-
atives - a claim denied by Moscow. “Me, I haven’t
signed anything with any company called Wagner,”

Touadera said in September in an interview with the
publication Jeune Afrique.

A win, but no victory
The CAR in 2013 plunged into a civil war along

sectarian lines, which was then quelled by French
military intervention, opening the way to Touadera’s
first election in 2016. In 2018, a peace agreement
that brought rebel leaders into the government ush-
ered in a lull in fighting. But rebel groups, many of
them claiming to represent religious or ethnic
groups, retained control over some two-thirds of
the country.

As Touadera cam-
paigned for re-election in
polls in late December last
year, violence flared anew
and a rebel coalition
advanced on the capital.
Russian help - supported by
troops sent by Rwanda
under a bilateral arrange-
ment - thwarted the attempt
on power and forced rebels
out of major towns, enabling
the government to claim it

had recovered control over most of the country.
But the pushback also unleashed allegations of

bloody abuse. The United Nations sounded the alarm
about “major rights violations” by CAR forces and
their Russian allies, including extrajudicial killings,
torture and sexual violence. In October, Touadera
declared a “unilateral ceasefire”, hoping that his
stronger position would unlock a national dialogue to
encourage peace. Yet a timetable for the much-trum-
peted forum remains unannounced, and rebel attacks
on local populations and the security forces have
continued, especially in the country’s northwest.

Vircoulon, of IFRI, said the rebels were now
engaged in “guerrilla” warfare after failing in their

frontal assault on power. Roland Marchal, an expert
at France’s Center for International Studies, said
these attacks were likely to continue. The rebels’
apparent switch in tactics has badly hit the Russian
paramilitaries, who have suffered “a large number of
wounded”, he said.

A diplomatic source, speaking on condition of
anonymity, said that Russians were wielding more
and more clout in Bangui, notably in the ministries
of defense, foreign affairs and finance, in particular

the customs service. In a report in June, US inves-
tigative NGO The Sentry said “transnational crimi-
nal networks” had “captured state institutions and
taken entire communities hostage”. “This is a loot-
ing and killing machine, serving the interests of the
Central African president and his foreign allies, in
particular the Kremlin-linked private army known as
the Wagner Group, as they plunder the country’s
gold, diamonds, and other mineral wealth,” said The
Sentry’s co-founder, John Prendergast. —AFP

Russia officially only acknowledges presence of unarmed ‘military instructors’

Burdensome friends: Central
African Republic’s Wagner allies

BANGUI: A monument depicting four armed men protecting a mother and her children is seen next to the
University of Bangui on Nov 29, 2021. The monument pays tribute to the Russian private security armed
forces and fighters who “died for the liberation” of the country, a symbol of a cumbersome influence. —AFP

Mali denies 
deployment of 
mercenaries
BAMAKO: Mali’s government has
denied any deployment of Russian
mercenaries from the Wagner group
following charges by a group of 15
Western powers involved in the fight
against jihadists in the Sahel country.
The government “gives a formal
denial to these baseless allegations”
of “an alleged deployment of ele-
ments from a private security compa-
ny in Mali,” it said in a statement
released late Friday.

Mali’s government “demands that
proof be brought to it by independ-

ent sources” and said “Russian train-
ers” were in Mali as part of strength-
ening the operational capacity of the
national defense and security forces.
Bamako was “only involved in a
state-to-state partnership with the
Russian Federation, its historical
partner”, said the statement signed
by government spokesman Colonel
Abdoulaye Maiga.

A group of 15 Western powers on
Thursday expressed anger that
Russian mercenaries working for the
controversial Wagner group had
started to deploy in Mali, accusing
Moscow of providing material back-
ing for the f ighters. The nations
involved in the f ight against  a
jihadist insurgency in Mali, including
Canada, Germany, France and
Britain, said they “firmly condemn
the deployment of mercenary troops

on Malian territory”.
“We are aware of the involvement

of the Russian Federation government
in providing material support to the
deployment of the Wagner group in
Mali and call on Russia to revert to a
responsible and constructive behav-
ior in the region,” they said. It was
one of the first official acknowledge-
ments by Western capitals that the
deployment of fighters has begun in
Mali after months of warnings to the
Bamako government.

Growing concern
There has been growing concern

over the situation in Mali under tran-
sitional leader Colonel Assimi Goita -
who took office in June after the
country’s second coup in less than a
year - and in particular over fears a
commitment to hold elections in

February is slipping. A French gov-
ernment source who asked not to be
named said intense activity had been
noted as the deployment went ahead.
“We are seeing repeated air rotations
with military transport planes belong-
ing to the Russian army and installa-
tions at Bamako airport to allow the
arrival of a significant number of mer-
cenaries,” said the source.

Also noted had been frequent vis-
its by Wagner executives to Bamako
and the activities by Russian geolo-
gists known for their association
with Wagner, said the source.
Despite the deployment of Russian
mercenaries, the statement from the
15 powers indicated they planned to
remain engaged in Mali, saying “we
wil l  not give up our efforts to
address the needs of the Malian
population”. —AFP

Donations help US
tornado survivors
salvage Christmas
MAYFIELD, Kentucky: With the help of volunteers
from around the country, families in western Kentucky
will be able to celebrate Christmas on Saturday, two
weeks after a string of tornadoes wrought a path of
deadly destruction. “We’re just trying to provide
Christmas,” said Jimmy Finch, a volunteer from the
neighboring US state of Tennessee who came to
Mayfield the day after the twisters hit. “I haven’t kept a
total tally of how many people we have fed,” Finch said.
“We just encourage everybody to keep coming back.”

Under a big yellow tent set up in a parking lot, the
Scientology Volunteer Minister group also serves hot

food and drink on a cold, windy Christmas Eve. “It’s a
very difficult time for everybody,” said Chad Adams, a
member of the organization. “We’re trying to make sure
everybody eats.” He estimates that they have served
over 30,000 meals since the disaster struck, and invites
everyone around to keep coming back to have food
and hot chocolate.

At other sites, organizations distributed toys to fam-
ilies who have lost everything, hoping to provide some
joy amidst the tragedy. In the nearby town of Benton,
Shane Cornwell dressed up as Santa for his volunteer
shift at a donation site, where boxes of toys and food
lined the walls of the local Elk Lodge. Outside, volun-
teers painted Christmas tree ornaments, while local
families impacted by the storm collected toys from bins
separated by age range.

At least 79 people lost their lives in the tornados,
which passed over several states from the night of
December 10 to the early morning of Dec 11. “The
scope and scale of this destruction is almost beyond

belief,” said US President Joe Biden after touring the
damage in Mayfield. —AFP
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BENTON, Kentucky: Shane Cornwell dressed as Santa
Claus works at a donation camp set up by Elks Club on
Dec 23, 2021. —AFP

At least 30 dead
in migrant boat
accidents in Greece
ATHENS: Greek coast guards scoured for survivors in
the Aegean Sea yesterday after the latest in a series of
migrant boat accidents that have killed at least 30 peo-
ple in just days. Late Friday, the coastguard found 16
bodies, including those of three women and a baby, and
rescued 63 people from a boat that overturned and
sank near the island of Paros. According to those res-
cued, around 80 people had been on the vessel that
was bound for Italy.

Smugglers operating from Cesme and Bodrum on
the Turkish coast are packing migrants in yachts to
send them to Italy using new, more dangerous routes,
according to the ERT television channel. Three coast
guard patrol boats, private vessels, a coast guard plane
as well as divers searched for more survivors, officials
said. The latest tragedy - the third since Wednesday -
came amid high smuggler activity not seen in Greek
waters in months.

Hours earlier, 11 bodies were recovered from anoth-
er boat that ran aground on an islet north of the Greek
island of Antikythera on Thursday evening. Coast guard
said yesterday that two of the rescued migrants - both
men suspected of being the smugglers - were arrested.
Ninety people stranded on the islet were rescued. And
on Wednesday, a dinghy carrying migrants capsized off
the island of Folegandros, killing at least three people.

‘Indifferent to human life’
Thirteen people were rescued, while dozens remain

missing, Greek authorities said. Survivors gave conflict-
ing accounts: Some said there had been 32 people on
board, while others put the number around 50, a coast
guard official told AFP. The UN refugee agency said
the Folegandros accident could end up being the worst
in the Aegean this year, as an unknown number of peo-
ple were still missing.

“This shipwreck is a painful reminder that people
continue to embark on perilous voyages in search of
safety,” said Adriano Silvestri, the UNHCR’s assistant
representative in Greece. Earlier Friday, the coastguard
had intercepted another boat with 92 men and boys on
board after it ran aground on the coast of the
Peloponnese peninsula. Three suspected smugglers
who fled the boat on foot were later arrested. —AFP

KIEV: Secretary of the national security and defense
council of Ukraine Oleksiy Danilov answers questions
during an interview in his office on Friday. —AFP

‘Putin wants to
destroy Ukraine’: 
Kiev security chief
KIEV: Russian President Vladimir Putin is bent on
destroying Ukraine but there is no major risk of an
imminent invasion, a senior Ukrainian security offi-
cial said on Friday. Speaking to AFP in an interview,
Oleksiy Danilov, secretary of the National Security
and Defence Council, said that talk of Moscow’s

invasion could destabilize Ukraine and play into
Putin’s hands. “Putin wants to destroy our country.
Will he succeed? No, he will not,” said Danillov.

“Our citizens will protect our country,” he said,
adding that both the army and civilians will form a
broad national “resistance” movement if Russia
attacks. “We are going to protect our country. Full
stop.” Tensions have been building since mid-
November when Washington sounded the alarm
over a massive Russian troop build-up on Ukraine’s
border and accused Putin of plotting an invasion.

But Danilov, 59, downplayed the risk of a major
military escalation, saying Ukrainian officials have
not seen any “critical build-up”. According to Kiev’s

estimates, the number of Russian troops along
Ukraine’s borders has increased from around
93,000 troops in October to 104,000 now. “We
don’t think this is a big surge,” Danilov said.

The security aide to President Volodymyr
Zelensky stressed that authorities did not want to
“scare people” with war talk as that “would desta-
bilize the situation inside the country”. The Russian
leader has for years questioned the legitimacy of
Ukraine’s borders and insisted that Russians and
Ukrainians are “one people”. During his end-of-the-
year news conference on Thursday, Putin said
Ukraine was “created” by Vladimir Lenin, the
founder of the Soviet Union, in the 1920s. —AFP


