
ALMATY, Kazakhstan: An Iranian satel l ite 
launched by Russia blasted off from Kazakhstan 
Tuesday and reached orbit amid controversy that 
Moscow might use it to boost its surveillance of mili-
tary targets in Ukraine. 

As Russia’s international isolation grows following 
Western sanctions over its invasion of Ukraine, the 
Kremlin is seeking to pivot towards the Middle East, 
Asia and Africa and find new clients for its embattled 
space programme. 

Speaking at the Moscow-controlled Baikonur 
Cosmodrome in the Kazakh steppe, Russian space 
chief Yury Borisov hailed “an important milestone in 
Russian-Iranian bilateral cooperation, opening the 
way to the implementation of new and even larger 
projects”. 

Iran’s Telecommunications Minister Issa Zarepour, 
who also attended the launch of the Khayyam satellite, 
called the event “historic” and “a turning point for the 
start of a new interaction in the field of space between 
our two countries”. 

Nasser Kanani, the Iranian foreign ministry 
spokesman, said on Twitter that “the brilliant path of 
scientific and technological progress of the Islamic 
republic of Iran continues despite sanctions and the 

enemies’ maximum pressure”. 
Iran, which has maintained ties with Moscow and 

refrained from criticism of the Ukraine invasion, has 
sought to deflect suspicions that Moscow could use 
Khayyam to spy on Ukraine. Responding to the launch, 
Washington said Russia’s growing cooperation with 
Iran should be viewed as a “profound threat”. 

“We are aware of reports that Russia launched a 
satellite with significant spying capabilities on Iran’s 
behalf,” a US State Department spokesperson said.  
“Russia deepening an alliance with Iran is something 
that the whole world should look at and see as a pro-
found threat.” 

Last week, The Washington Post quoted anony-
mous Western intelligence officials as saying that 
Russia “plans to use the satellite for several months 
or longer” to assist its war efforts before allowing 
Iran to take control. 

Less than two hours after the satellite was launched 
on a Soyuz-2.1b rocket, the Iran Space Agency (ISA) 
said “ground stations of the Iran Space Agency” had 
already received “first telemetric data”. 

The space agency stressed on Sunday that the 
Islamic republic would control the satellite “from day 
one” in an apparent reaction to the Post’s report. 

“No third country is able to access the informa-
tion” sent by the satellite due to its “encrypted algo-
rithm”, it said. 

The purpose of Khayyam is to “monitor the coun-
try’s borders”, enhance agricultural productivity and 
monitor water resources and natural disasters, accord-
ing to the space agency. 

 
‘Long-term cooperation’  

Khayyam, apparently named after the 11th-century 
Persian polymath Omar Khayyam, will not be the first 
Iranian satellite that Russia has put into space. 

In 2005, Iran’s Sina-1 satellite was deployed from 
Russia’s Plesetsk Cosmodrome. Iran is currently nego-
tiating with world powers, including Moscow, to sal-
vage a 2015 deal aimed at reining in Tehran’s nuclear 
ambitions. 

The United States-which quit the landmark Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action or JCPOA in 2018 under 
then-president Donald Trump-has accused Iran of 
effectively supporting Russia’s war against Ukraine 
while adopting a “veil of neutrality”. 

Russian President Vladimir Putin met Iranian coun-
terpart Ebrahim Raisi and Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei in Tehran last month-one of his few trips 

abroad since Moscow’s February 24 invasion. 
Iran’s Khamenei called for “long-term cooperation” 

with Russia during their meeting, and Tehran has 
refused to join international condemnation of 
Moscow’s invasion of its pro-Western neighbour. 

Iran insists its space programme is for civilian and 
defence purposes only, and does not breach the 2015 
nuclear deal, or any other international agreement. 

Western governments worry that satellite launch 
systems incorporate technologies interchangeable with 
those used in ballistic missiles capable of delivering a 
nuclear warhead, something Iran has always denied 
wanting to build. 

Iran successfully put its first military satellite into 
orbit in April 2020, drawing a sharp rebuke from the 
United States. 

Borisov, who last month replaced bombastic nation-
alist Dmitry Rogozin as head of the Russian space 
agency, had acknowledged that the national space 
industry is in a “difficult situation” amid tensions with 
the West. 

Russia will continue its space programme but end 
activities at the International Space Station-an outlier 
of cooperation between Moscow and the West-after 
2024, he said.  —AFP
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Russia launch satellite with significant spying capabilities on Iran’s behalf

BAIKONUR, Kazakhstan: Russian Space Agency Roscosmos shows the Soyuz-2.1b rocket carrying the Khayyam satellite blasting off from a launch pad at the Baikonur Cosmodrome. An Iranian satellite launched by Russia blasted off 
from Kazakhstan early August 9, 2022, and went into orbit amid controversy that Moscow might use it to improve its surveillance of military targets in Ukraine.  —AFP
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Up to 50 missing  
after migrant boat  
sinks off Greece 

 
ATHENS: An air and sea rescue operation was 
underway Wednesday after around 50 people went 
missing when a migrant boat sank in the Aegean Sea, 
the Greek coastguard said. The vessel foundered at 
dawn off the islands of Karpathos and Rhodes after 
setting sail on Tuesday from Antalya, southern Turkey, 
heading for Italy. 

“According to the statements of 29 rescued people, 
there were 80 people on the boat, so up to 50 people 
are missing,” a coastguard press office official told AFP. 
But state television channel ERT said the number of 
people on board had been between 30 and 60. 

Coastguard spokesman Nikos Kokalas told the 
channel: “It’s not possible that the boat could have 
been transferring 80 migrants. We are talking about a 
lower number.” The rescue effort, ordered by merchant 
shipping minister Yannis Plakiotakis, according to a 
coastguard statement, included four vessels already 
sailing in the southern Aegean, two coastguard patrol 
boats and a Greek air force helicopter. 

Strong winds of up to 50 kilometres per hour (30 
mph) were hampering the operation, Kokalas told Skai 
radio. “Many of those shipwrecked were not wearing 
life-jackets,” Kokalas said. A video posted by the 
coastguard showed an army helicopter rescuing two 
survivors from the sea and transferring them to 
Karpathos. Another 27 people were transferred to land 
aboard a tanker that joined the search off the island of 
Kos, said the coastguard.  

Although the migrant boat appears to have been 
trying to get to Italy, Greece is often the country of 
choice for people fleeing Africa and the Middle East to 
try to reach a better life in the European Union.  

Thousands come to Greece via Turkey over the 
narrow and perilous sea crossing separating the tradi-
tional enemies. Sixty-four people have perished in the 
eastern Mediterranean since January, the International 
Organization for Migration says. Eight people died off 
the Greek island of Mykonos on June 19 when 108 
more were rescued, according to the UN migration 
body. —AFP 

China warns it will  
not tolerate Taiwan  
‘separatists’ 

 
BEIJING: China on Wednesday vowed zero tolerance for 
“separatist activities” in Taiwan and reaffirmed that it 
would take the self-ruled island by force if necessary. The 
warning from Beijing, which considers Taiwan its territory, 
came after days of unprecedented Chinese military drills 
around the island sparked by US House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi’s trip. 

Pelosi last week became the highest-ranking US offi-
cial to visit Taiwan in decades despite stark threats from 
China, which tries to keep Taipei isolated on the world 
stage. China’s Taiwan Affairs Office on Wednesday 
issued a white paper laying out how it intends to claim 
the island through a range of economic incentives and 
military pressure. 

“We are ready to create vast space for peaceful 
reunification, but we will leave no room for separatist 
activities in any form,” said the paper. China will “not 
renounce the use of force, and we reserve the option of 

taking all necessary measures”. 
It added, however: “We will only be forced to take 

drastic measures to respond to the provocation of sep-
aratist elements or external forces should they ever 
cross our red lines.” China last issued a white paper on 
Taiwan in 2000. Taiwan’s Mainland Affairs Council, the 
island’s top policymaking body on China, rejected the 
paper and said the document “is full of... lies”. “Taiwan 
maintains that ‘neither side belongs to the other’, and 
firmly refuses ‘one country, two systems’-this is the 
current status of the Taiwan Strait and the reality,” it 
said in a statement. 

“One country, two systems” refers to the model under 
which Hong Kong and Macau were promised a degree 
of autonomy under Chinese rule. It has been proposed 
by Beijing as a solution for Taiwan. The release of the 
white paper came on the same day that a top Taiwan 
opposition politician flew to China for meetings with 
Taiwanese businesspeople, prompting condemnation 
from Taipei which had called on him to cancel the trip. 

Andrew Hsia, deputy chairman of the Beijing-friendly 
Kuomintang party, travelled to China with a delegation in 
an unofficial capacity and was not scheduled to visit the 
capital. He will quarantine for 10 days and return to 
Taiwan on August 27, the party said in a statement. 

But President Tsai Ing-wen criticised him for travel-
ling across the Taiwan Strait after days of Chinese mili-

tary drills around the island. “At this moment, the 
Kuomintang still insisted on going to China, disappoint-
ing our people. The Kuomintang’s actions are also send-
ing the wrong message to the international community,” 
Tsai told a meeting of her ruling party on Wednesday. 

Since the late 1990s, the island has transformed from 
an autocracy into a vibrant democracy, and a distinct 
Taiwanese identity has emerged. Relations between the 
two sides have significantly worsened since Tsai became 
president in 2016. —AFP 

This handout image taken on August 9, 2022 shows an 
air-to-air refuelling of a PLA fighter jet during a military 
drill in an undisclosed location. —AFP

Firefighters battle  
to contain Cuba  
fuel depot blaze 

 
MATANZAS, Cuba: Helicopters and firefighters bat-
tled Tuesday to contain a days-old blaze at a fuel 
depot in Cuba that has already destroyed four tanks 
and was threatening four more. The fire, which started 
on Friday after lightning struck one of the tanks, left a 
60-year-old firefighter dead and 14 colleagues miss-
ing, according to authorities. 

More than 100 people were reported injured, with 
22 still hospitalized. About 5,000 people have been 
evacuated from around the disaster zone on the out-
skirts of Matanzas, an industrial city of 140,000 peo-
ple some 100 kilometers (60 miles) west of Havana. 

As teams prepared Tuesday to try and douse the 
fire with foam, fears were rising that the blaze could 
threaten the fuel supply to thermoelectric plants at a 

time Cuba is already battling electricity outages. Four 
military helicopters flew repeated sorties over the 
depot, dropping sea water on the blaze. 

“The firefighting teams continue to clear a path to 
the flames so the teams charged with applying the 
foam can get to the place,” Matanzas governor Mario 
Sabines said on Twitter. He added that smoke from the 
fire had reduced visibility to near zero, and drones 
were deployed to provide a better view. 

Four of the eight tanks on site have already col-
lapsed in the blaze, have spilled their contents, and 
were still burning, according to deputy fire chief 
Alexander Avalos Jorge. Water was being sprayed on 
the remaining four tanks, clustered just 150 meters 
(about 492 feet) from the other four tanks, in a bid to 
keep them cool. 

The tanks each have a capacity of some 50,000 
cubic meters or 50 million liters of fuel. The Matanzas 
depot, built in the 1980s and modernized several times, 
supplies the Antonio Guiteras thermoelectric plant, the 
largest in the communist nation. 

The plant features five docks to receive ships of 
up to 180,000 tonnes, and can handle 40,000 bar-
rels a day. The big question now is “the supply of fuel 

to thermoelectric plants,” said Jorge Pinon, a Cuban 
expert in energy policy at the University of Texas.  
“The problem with (electricity generation) has not been 
the lack of fuel, but the plants are very old and have 
maintenance problems. Now they will also have a lack 
of fuel,” he said. “If they lose Matanzas, they lose the 
ability to supply the power plants,” said Pinon. 

The disaster comes at a time when the island-with 
an outdated energy network and persistent fuel short-
ages-has faced mounting difficulties in meeting ener-
gy demands. Since May, authorities have imposed 
energy blackouts of up to 12 hours a day in some 
regions-sparking protests around the nation of 11 mil-
lion people. 

Thirteen flights have arrived from Mexico and four 
from Venezuela with technicians, firefighters and 
equipment, including fire retardant foam, fire hoses, 
helicopter water buckets, spray pumps and medicines. 

A Mexican Navy logistics support ship also arrived 
at Matanzas Bay Tuesday with a helicopter on deck. 
And Cuba’s deputy foreign minister, Carlos Fernandez 
de Cossio, thanked the United States-which has main-
tained six decades of sanctions against the communist 
nation-for an offer of “technical advice.”  —AFP


