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disaster in then Soviet Ukraine, which killed hun-

dreds of people and spread radioactive contamina-
tion over much of Europe. The plant was captured 
by Russian troops on March 4 after a battle with 
Ukrainian forces. 

The strikes came a day after major blasts at the 
Saki airfield, a key military base on the Russian-
annexed Crimea peninsula. Dramatic amateur 
footage on social media appeared to show panicked 
holidaymakers fleeing a Crimean beach with young 
children, as ballooning clouds of grey smoke rose 
over the horizon. 

Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 and has used the 
region as a staging ground for its attacks, but it has 
rarely been a target for Ukrainian forces. Moscow 
insisted that the explosions were caused by detonat-
ing ammunition rather than Ukrainian fire. Ukraine’s 

army, which for months pleaded for long-range 
artillery from Western allies, has been hitting targets 
deeper in Russian-held territory since some started 
arriving in recent weeks. Kyiv has also taken credit for 
several acts of sabotage inside Russian-held territory. 

New buyer for Ukraine grain? - The war has 
severely hampered grain supply from Ukraine, lead-
ing to an international food crisis as it is one of the 
world’s biggest producers. But some ships have 
been able to leave Ukrainian ports in recent days 
after a deal with Russia brokered by the United 
Nations and Turkey. 

The first grain shipment to leave on the Sierra 
Leone-flagged vessel  Razoni departed the 
Ukrainian port of Odessa on August 1 and had 
been expected to dock in the Lebanese port of 
Tripoli at the weekend. But the Ukrainian embassy 
said a new buyer for the shipment was being 
sought after the original Lebanese buyer can-
celled the order. A five-month delay after Russia’s 
invasion “prompted the buyer and the shipping 
agent to reach agreement on the cancellation of 
the order,” the Ukraine embassy said in a state-
ment late Tuesday. It is currently anchored off the 
Turkish port of Mersin. — AFP

LIMA, Peru: Peruvian police and public 
prosecution agents raided the presiden-
tial palace in Lima on Tuesday in an 
unsuccessful bid to arrest Yenifer 
Paredes, the sister-in-law of President 
Pedro Castillo, for alleged corruption and 
money laundering. 

The unprecedented police operation was 
carried out after the prosecutor’s office 
requested a “raid” of the “residential area of 
the government palace,” the Court of Justice 
said in a statement. After almost four hours 
of searching, the agents left the presidential 
residence without finding Paredes, who now 
appears to be a fugitive from justice. 

Paredes, 26, lives with Castillo and his 
family in the presidential residence within 
the Government Palace. Judicial raids 
were taking place simultaneously in sev-
eral other locations in the capital, with 
Jose Nenil  Medina, a mayor from 
Castillo’s native Chota province, and 

businessmen brothers Hugo and Angie 
Espino arrested for alleged involvement 
in the same corruption ring. 

The court authorized the preliminary 
detentions of those involved for 10 days. 
Paredes had already been summoned to 
testify before the public prosecutor’s office 
and to appear before a commission of the 
Peruvian Congress in mid-July. 

The public prosecutor’s office has five 
open investigations against President 
Castillo, who is himself facing corruption 
allegations. In a message broadcast on tele-
vision late Tuesday, Castillo called the oper-
ation “an illegal raid” that was part of a 
conspiracy to remove him from office. 

“Today, the Government Palace and the 
Presidential House have once again been 
violated with an illegal raid endorsed by a 
judge, coincidentally when a request is 
being made for my disqualification for five 
years to take away from the Peruvian peo-

ple their legitimate government,” said 
Castillo, a 52-year-old former teacher and 
trade unionist. 

Earlier on Tuesday, a parliamentary 
report recommended disqualifying and 
criminally prosecuting Castillo over his 
reported consideration of a proposal to 
allow landlocked Bolivia access to the sea 
through Peru, an allegation he denies. 

Castillo completed a year in office in 
July. He has so far faced two impeachment 
proceedings in Congress and has a 74 per-
cent disapproval rating amongst the public, 
according to opinion polls. 

Paredes is the fourth person in the presi-
dential entourage to be investigated for 
alleged corruption. 

Other members of Castillo’s close circle 
to be prosecuted are a nephew who served 
as an adviser and a former transportation 
minister, both of whom are fugitives from 
justice, and his former presidential — AFP
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LIMA: Peru’s President Pedro Castillo (L) congratulating Miguel Rodriguez, 
after the latter was sworn in as his Minister of Foreign Affairs in Lima. — AFP

BORDEAUX, France: A fire that 
destroyed thousands of hectares of tin-
der-dry forest in southwest France has 
flared again amid a fierce drought and 
the summer’s latest wave of extreme 
heat, officials said Wednesday. 

An additional 6,000 hectares 
(15,000 acres) of pine forest have 
burned in the so-called Landiras blaze 
since Tuesday afternoon, forcing the 
evacuation of around 6,000 people, 
Gironde regional officials said in a 
statement. 

“The fire is extremely violent and has 
spread to the Landes department” fur-
ther south, home of the Landes de 
Gascogne regional park, the prefecture 
said, and further evacuations are likely. 
“It’s a major fire... much more intense 
and fast-moving” than at the height of 
the Landiras blaze that ignited in July, 
Marc Vermeulen of the regional fire-
fighting authority told journalists. 

No one has been injured in the 
coastal area that draws huge summer 
tourism crowds but 16 houses were 
destroyed or damaged near the village 
of Belin-Beliet. The fire was spreading 
toward the A63 motorway, a major 
artery linking Bordeaux to Spain, with 
thick smoke forcing the road’s closure 
between Bordeaux and Bayonne. 

The Landiras fire was the largest of 
several that have raged this year in 
southwest France, which has been buf-
feted by record drought and a series of 
heat waves. Arsonists set some of the 
fires and officials initially suspected a 
criminal origin for the Landiras blaze. 
Police later released a suspect for lack 
of evidence. 

Around 500 firefighters are on the 
scene, supported by water-dropping 
planes. The Gironde prefect, Martin 
Guespereau, said Wednesday “the risks 
are very high” that adverse weather 
conditions will allow the fire to spread 
further. 

“The weather is very unfavourable 
because of the heat, the dry air, the 
record drought and the fact that there is 
a lot of peat in the ground... the fire did-
n’t go out in July, it went underground,” 
he told journalists. — AFP 

Heat, drought  
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ROME: Scandal-plagued former premier 
Silvio Berlusconi said Wednesday he 
hoped to return to Italy’s parliament in 
September elections, almost a decade 
after being forced out over a conviction 
for tax fraud. 

“I think that, in the end, I wil l  be 
present myself as a candidate for the 
Senate, so that all these people who 
asked me will finally be happy,” the 85-
year-old billionaire and media mogul 
told Rai radio. After helping bring down 
Prime Minister Mario Draghi last month 
by withdrawing its support, Berlusconi’s 
centre-right Forza Italia party looks set 
to return to power in September 25 
elections. 

It is part of a right-wing coalition led 
by Giorgia Meloni’s post-fascist Brothers 
of Italy, which includes Matteo Salvini’s 

anti-immigration League. Berlusconi 
brushed off reports he is worried about 
the possibility of Meloni-whose motto is 
“God, country and family”-becoming 
prime minister of the eurozone’s third-
largest economy. 

Noting the agreement between them 
that whoever wins the most votes choos-
es the prime minister, he said: “If it is 
Giorgia, I am sure she will prove capable 
of the difficult task.” But he urged voters 
to back his party as the moderate voice 
in the coalit ion, emphasising its 
European, Atlantacist stance. 

“Every extra vote in Forza Italia will 
strengthen the moderate, centrist profile 
of the coalition,” he said in a separate 
interview published Wednesday in the Il 
Giornale newspaper. Berlusconi was 
Italy’s prime minister three times in the 
1990s and 2000s, but has dominated 
public life for far longer as head of a vast 
media and sports empire. 

The Senate expelled him in November 
2013 following his conviction for tax 
fraud, and he was banned from taking 
part in a general election for six years. He 
was elected to the European Parliament 
in 2019, however, and threw his hat in the 

ring earlier this year to become Italy’s 
president-although his candidacy was 
predictably short-lived. 

Berlusconi remains hugely controver-
sial in Italy and embroiled in the many 
legal wrangles that have characterised 
his long career. He remains on trial for 
allegedly paying guests to lie about his 
notorious “bunga-bunga” sex parties 
while prime minister. 

Berlusconi has also suffered a string 
of health issues, some related to his hos-
pita l isat ion for  coronavirus in 
September 2020, after which he said he 
had almost died.  — AFP 
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James is conducting “a continuation of the greatest 

Witch Hunt in US history!” Trump wrote. “My great 
company, and myself, are being attacked from all sides. 
Banana Republic!” James suspects the Trump 
Organization fraudulently overstated the value of real 
estate properties when applying for bank loans, while 
understating them with the tax authorities in order to 
pay less in taxes. Trump and his eldest children, Donald 
Jr and Ivanka, had been due to start testifying under 
oath in July but the depositions were postponed due to 
the death of the former president’s first wife. 

The Trumps have denied any wrongdoing, and the 
former Republican leader has charged that the probe 
is politically motivated. If James, an African-American 
Democrat, finds any evidence of financial misconduct, 
she can sue the Trump Organization for damages but 
cannot file criminal charges, as it is a civil investigation. 
Trump’s son Eric hit out at James in a tweet 
Wednesday, saying his father was sitting “for a deposi-
tion in front of the most corrupt Attorney General in 
the United States.” 

Donald Trump on Wednesday also posted video 
clips of James verbally attacking Trump, calling him an 
“illegitimate president” and vowing a lawsuit. James’s 
probe is one of several legal battles in which Trump is 
embroiled, threatening to complicate any bid for 
another run for the White House in 2024. The deposi-
tion comes on the heels of a Federal Bureau of 
Investigation search on Trump’s Florida residence in an 
escalation of legal probes into the 45th president that 

has set off a political firestorm. 
The FBI, which is led by Christopher Wray, a Trump 

appointee, declined to provide a reason for the raid. 
But US media outlets said agents were conducting a 
court-authorized search related to the potential mis-
handling of classified documents that had been sent to 
Mar-a-Lago after Trump left the White House in 
January 2021. Trump predictably voiced outrage over 
the search, dubbing it “weaponization of the justice 
system.” 

At the White House, Press Secretary Karine Jean-
Pierre said President Joe Biden did not have any 
advance notice about the raid and respected the inde-
pendence of the Justice Department. Since leaving 
office, Trump has remained the country’s most divisive 
figure, continuing to sow falsehoods that he actually 
won the 2020 vote. He also has faced intense legal 
scrutiny for his efforts to overturn the results of the 
2020 election and over the January 6 attack on the US 
Capitol by his supporters. —  AFP 

FBI raid ignites  
political storm...

NEW YORK: Former President of the United States, 
Donald J Trump departs Trump Tower for the office 
of Attorney General Letitia James’ office in New York 
on August 10, 2022.  — AFP  

WASHINGTON: The US Justice Department said 
Wednesday it had uncovered an Iranian plot to kill for-
mer White House National Security Advisor John 
Bolton, and announced charges against a member of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps. The Justice 
Department said 45-year-old Shahram Poursafi, also 
known as Mehdi Rezayi, had offered to pay an individ-
ual in the United States $300,000 to kill Bolton, the 
former US ambassador to the United Nations. 

The Justice Department said that plan was likely 
set in retaliation for the US killing of top Guard com-
mander Qassem Soleimani in Iraq in January 2020. 
The allegation came as Iran weighs a proposed 
agreement in Vienna talks to revive the 2015 agree-
ment that aims to prevent Tehran from developing 
nuclear weapons. For months Tehran has held up the 
deal, demanding that the United States remove its 
official designation of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps as a sponsor of terrorism. 

“This is not the first time we have uncovered Iranian 
plots to exact revenge against individuals on US soil 
and we will work tirelessly to expose and disrupt every 
one of these efforts,” said US Assistant Attorney 
General Matthew Olsen. According to the charges, 
Poursafi tried to arrange Bolton’s murder beginning in 
October 2021, when he contacted online an unidentified 
person in the United States, first saying he wanted to 
commission photographs of Bolton. 

That person passed the Iranian onto another con-
tact, who Poursafi then asked to kill Bolton. He offered 
$250,000, which was then negotiated up to $300,000. 
“Poursafi added that he had an additional ‘job,’ for 
which he would pay $1 million,” the Justice Department 
said. But that second person, court documents say, was 

a confidential source for the US Federal Bureau of 
Identification. 

The ostensible assassin stalled, waiting for an initial 
payment, but only in late April did Poursafi send money, 
paying a total of $100 in cryptocurrency. Poursafi was 
charged with the use of interstate commerce facilities 
in the commission of murder-for-hire, which brings up 
to 10 years in prison, and with providing and attempt-
ing to provide material support to a transnational mur-
der plot, which carries a maximum 15 years sentence. 

Bolton, one of the leading “hawks” of the US foreign 
policy establishment and a strong critic of Iran, was 
national security advisor in the White House of presi-
dent Donald Trump from April 2018 to September 2019. 
In the administration of president George Bush, he was 
ambassador to the United Nations from 2005-2006. 

The court documents indicated Bolton was aware of 
the plot and cooperated with investigators, allowing 
photographs of himself outside his Washington office to 
be sent to Poursafi. Over the months Poursafi discussed 
the plot with his US contact, he disclosed that it related 
to Tehran’s desire for revenge for the US killing of 
Soleimani. Soleimani was head of Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guard Corps’ Quds Force and personally maintained its 
network of allies and proxies across the Gulf region. He 
was targeted by a US drone strike just after he landed 
at Baghdad’s airport on January 7, 2020. — AFP 
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SAN FRANCISCO: US teens have left Facebook in 
droves over the past seven years, preferring to spend 
time at video-sharing venues YouTube and TikTok, 
according to a Pew Research Center survey data out 
Wednesday. TikTok has “emerged as a top social 
media platform for US teens” while Google-run 
YouTube “stands out as the most common platform 
used by teens,” the report’s authors wrote. Pew’s data 
comes as Facebook-owner Meta is in a battle with 
TikTok for social media primacy, trying to keep the 
maximum number of users as part of its multi-billion 
dollar ad-driven business. 

The report said some 95 percent of the teens sur-
veyed said they use YouTube, compared with 67 per-
cent saying they are TikTok users. Just 32 percent of 
teens surveyed said they log on to Facebook - a big 

drop from the 71 percent who reported being users 
during a similar survey some seven years ago. Once 
the place to be online, Facebook has become seen as a 
venue for older folks with young drawn to social net-
works where people express themselves with pictures 
and video snippets. 

About 62 percent of the teens said they use 
Instagram, owned by Facebook-parent Meta, while 59 
percent said they used Snapchat, researchers stated. 
“A quarter of teens who use Snapchat or TikTok say 
they use these apps almost constantly, and a fifth of 
teen YouTube users say the same,” the report said. In a 
bit of good news for Meta’s business, its photo and 
video sharing service Instagram was more popular 
with US teens than it was in the 2014-2015 survey. 
Meanwhile, less than a quarter of the teens surveyed 
said they ever use Twitter, the report said. 

The study also confirmed what casual observers 
may have suspected, 95 percent of US teens say 
they have smartphones, while nearly as many of 
them have desktop or laptop computers. And the 
share of teens who say they are online almost con-
stantly has nearly doubled to 46 percent when com-
pared to survey results from seven years ago, 
researchers noted. — AFP 
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