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On Sunday, the OPEC+ oil cartel led jointly by 

Saudi Arabia and Russia opted to keep in place pro-
duction cuts of two million barrels per day approved 
in October. 

Saudi and Chinese officials have provided scant 
information about the agenda, though Ali Shihabi, a 
Saudi analyst close to the government, said he expect-
ed “a number of agreements to be signed”. Beyond 
energy, analysts say leaders from the two countries 

will likely discuss potential deals that could see 
Chinese firms become more deeply involved in mega-
projects that are central to Prince Mohammed’s vision 
of diversifying the Saudi economy away from oil. They 
include a futuristic $500 billion megacity known as 
NEOM, a cognitive city that will depend heavily on 
facial recognition and surveillance technology. 

Xi’s visit is expected to be closely watched in 
Washington, which entered into what is often 
described as an oil-for-security partnership with 
Saudi Arabia towards the end of World War II. 
China and Saudi Arabia already work together on 
arms sales and production. Yet analysts say Beijing 
cannot provide the same security assurances 
Washington does - nor does it wish to. The GCC-
China summit will be held in Riyadh on Friday, the 
bloc said in a statement. — Agencies 

Guilty of corruption, Argentina’s  
Kirchner banned from seeking office

BUENOS AIRES: An Argentine court on Tuesday 
sentenced Vice President Cristina Kirchner to six 
years in jail for corruption, banning the country’s 
best-known pol i t ic ian from seeking publ ic 
office after a trial she dismissed as a political 
witch hunt. 

Adored and reviled in equal measure by millions 
of Argentinians, the divisive former president was 
declared guilty of “fraudulent administration” over 
irregular public works contracts awarded during her 
time as president between 2007 and 2015. 

Kirchner wrote on social media that “none of the 
lies were proven” and that she had been convicted 
by a “legal mafia.” “I won’t be a candidate for any-
thing, not a senator, or a deputy or president of the 
nation,” in 2023 general elections, she wrote on 
social media after the ruling. 

Analysts say it is unlikely that Kirchner will head 
to jail anytime soon, as she holds congressional 
immunity through her current role, and still has sev-
eral avenues for appeal, but the ruling places a giant 
question mark over her future. 

“The verdict will have a strong political impact,” 
said political analyst Rosendo Fraga of the University 
of Buenos Aires, although “the chances of her being 
arrested for the sentence are non-existent.” 

Kirchner was charged alongside 12 others for 
alleged involvement in the illicit attribution of public 
works contracts in the southern Santa Cruz province 
in favor of businessman Lazaro Baez. The period 
investigated includes Kirchner’s eight years in office 
and the preceding four years when her late husband 
Nestor Kirchner, who died in 2010, was president. 

The public prosecutor denounced what he called 
“a system of institutional corruption” and “probably 
the largest corruption operation” in the country, with 
“systematic irregularities in 51 calls for tenders” over 
12 years. Eight of Kirchner’s co-accused were found 

guilty and sentenced to between three and six and a 
half years in jail. Three were released and another 
had their case dismissed as it had passed the statute 
of limitations. 

 
Uncertain future  

Kirchner said the charges were a lie made up by 
her political enemies. “This court has been a true 
firing squad,” the veteran politician said during her 
final address to the court, accusing prosecutors of 
having “dedicated themselves to disrespecting and 
insulting me.” 

As vice president, Kirchner is head of the coun-
try’s Senate and enjoys immunity as a lawmaker, 
something she would lose if she does not run again. 
Fraga said potential appeals could take up to six 
years or more. 

All eyes will be on potential protests after the ver-
dict. When prosecutors announced they were seek-
ing a 12-year jail term in late August, mass daily 
demonstrations took place outside Kirchner’s apart-
ment building in the upmarket suburb of Recoleta. 

During one of these protests on September 1, a 
man shoved a revolver in her face and pulled the trig-
ger-but the gun did not fire. Four people have been 
charged with involvement in the attack. 

 
Adored and hated  

Several hundred Kirchner supporters gathered 
outside the courthouse before the verdict was read. 
“I am here to defend Cristina. We defend her for 
what she has done and what we know she can con-
tinue to give,” said 50-year-old Marcelo Graziano, 
outside the courthouse. 

Argentina’s President Alberto Fernandez took to 
Twitter to say that “Today, in Argentina, an innocent 
person has been convicted (...) when politics enters 
the courts, justice goes out the window.” In Mexico, 

leftist President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador 
expressed his solidarity with Kirchner, calling er a 
victim “of political vengeance and an undemocratic 
baseness of conservatism.” 

Kirchner came to prominence as part of the ulti-
mate political power couple, with she and her late 
husband Nestor Kirchner serving a collective 12 
years in the Casa Rosada, the pink presidential 
palace. 

To her working-class base, the Kirchners were the 
saviors after Argentina’s 2001 economic meltdown 
and social unrest that followed the largest debt 
default in history, standing up for the little guy 
against bullies both foreign and domestic. 

Her detractors see her as a corrupt, overbearing 
interventionist who steered the country back 
towards economic ruin through debt-fueled spend-
ing sprees.  —AFP

KABUL: Afghanistan’s capital has a bold new landmark 
that puts it at the center of the world - or rather the world at 
the center of Kabul. Municipal authorities have unveiled a 
giant hand-painted globe of planet Earth in Dahan-e-bagh 
square - complete with an oversized Afghanistan - and the 
eye-catching structure is already turning heads. “It’s some-
thing creative,” a local resident who gave his name only as 
Hafiz told AFP. “Before it was just a useless square... this 
map shows that we are also present on the globe.” 

The sphere, with a diameter of around eight meters, sits 
atop a mechanism that will rotate five times a minute - 
somewhat faster than the notorious Kabul traffic that will 
circumnavigate it. Passers-by can be forgiven for thinking 
that the Afghanistan on the globe is somewhat bigger than 
official maps suggest - taking up space usually allocated to 
neighbors Pakistan and Iran. 

But the chief engineer and artist involved in the con-
struction - clearly used to the jokes already circulating 
about the size difference - said it was merely to give the 
country “prominence”. “We have zoomed in on it so the 
people could recognize their country,” said chief engi-
neer Esmatullah Habibi. “We hope that the world will 
also recognize it.” 

Artist Abid Wardak said it took him four days to paint 
the globe - working entirely by hand while perched on a 

rickety bamboo ladder. “I got help from a map, although it 
was in English,” he said. Afghanistan is painted to resemble 
the Taleban flag, inscribed with the Islamic declaration of 
faith, and not everyone is enamored with the symbolism. 

“When I saw the map of Afghanistan on the sphere I 
became depressed,” said a woman who asked to be identi-
fied only as Elaha. Women are increasingly being squeezed 
out of public life since the Taleban’s return last year despite 
the hardline Islamists promising a softer version of the harsh 
rule that characterised their first stint in power that ended in 
2001. Most female government workers have lost their jobs 
- or are being paid a pittance to stay at home - while 
women are also barred from travelling without a male rela-
tive, and must cover up with a burqa or hijab when out of 
the home. — AFP 

KABUL: In this photograph taken on Dec 6, 2022, a painter 
gives final touches to a large hand-painted globe installed by 
municipal authorities at the Dahan-e Bagh square. — AFP 

BUENOS AIRES: A supporter of Argentina’s Vice-President Cristina Fernandez de Kirchner sticks a sign outside the 
Courthouse Comodoro Py in Buenos Aires. —AFP

Ruling places a giant question mark over her future

Iraqi jailed  
over tweet  

 
BAGHDAD: An Iraqi activist has been sentenced 
to three years in prison over a disputed tweet 
deemed insulting to a pro-Iran paramilitary force, 
court documents seen by AFP Wednesday 
showed. Haidar al-Zaidi, 20, had written on 
Facebook Sunday that he faced charges of 
“insulting state institutions”. 

On Monday, the court delivered its verdict, 
which Zaidi can appeal. New York-based advoca-
cy group Human Rights Watch called on the Iraqi 
authorities not to use the courts as a “tool to sup-
press peaceful criticism” and called for the 
activist’s immediate release. 

Zaidi was prosecuted over a post, long since 
deleted from his Twitter account, criticising the 
slain deputy commander of the paramilitary 
Hashed al-Shaabi force, Abu Mahdi al-Mohandis. 
Screen grabs of the disputed tweet were shared 
by accounts close to the Hashed. 

Mohandis was killed in a US drone strike in 
Baghdad in January 2020 alongside Iranian for-
eign operations commander General Qassem 
Suleimani. He is revered as a martyr by the 
Hashed, a paramilitary group integrated into 
Iraq’s security forces whose political wing forms 

part of Iraq’s ruling coalition. 
The court granted the Hashed permission to 

seek financial damages from Zaidi for the alleged 
insult. Zaidi has denied he posted the tweet, 
claiming his account was hacked, according to 
HRW. “Regardless of who posted the Twitter 
message, the Iraqi justice system should not be 
used as a tool to suppress peaceful criticism of 
the authorities or armed actors,” said HRW’s 
deputy Middle East director, Adam Coogle. 

“It is a sad reflection on the rule of law in Iraq 
that an activist like Zaidi gets three years in 
prison for a Twitter post he says he didn’t write 
while dozens of officials and armed groups enjoy 
impunity for killing activists and protesters.” 

Iraq was hit by a wave of protests in late 2019 
that were crushed by the security forces in a 
bloody crackdown that killed more than 600 peo-
ple. In June, the UN mission in Iraq spoke of an 
“environment of fear and intimidation” created by 
assaults and bombings carried out by unidentified 
armed elements and “aimed at suppressing dis-
sent and criticism”. 

On social media, users contrasted the three-
year jail term handed down against Zaidi with the 
recent release on bail of businessman Nour 
Zuhair Jassem, who is accused of fraudulently 
withdrawing a significant part of $2.5 billion in 
public funds that were stolen from a government 
account.  —AFP
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 public authority for management of crises and 

catastrophes. 
In a related development, MP Khalil Al-Saleh 

asked the finance minister about the ministry’s plans 
to boost the standard of living of Kuwaiti low- and 
middle-income families to help them face the rising 
cost of living, high prices and high inflation. In a 
series of questions, the lawmaker asked the minister 

if the ministry of finance has conducted studies or is 
in the process of studying the impact of consumer 
loans on citizens, and accordingly support them 
financially. 

Saleh asked about the average salary of families 
classified under low- and middle-income categories, 
their numbers and the amount of consumer loans 
they have. He also inquired about the total value of 
consumer loans taken by Kuwaitis until now. The 
lawmaker also asked the minister about the number 
of Kuwaitis who draw a monthly salary below KD 
1,300 and 30 percent or more of whose salaries are 
deducted as a result of consumer loans. He also 
asked about the number of Kuwaiti debtors facing 
problems repaying their debt and those facing court 
actions because of failing to pay back bank loans.

Panel approves 
govt purchase of...
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greater control in committees and curbs the power 

of any individual Democratic senator to sink Biden ini-
tiatives. “After a hard-fought campaign - or should I 
say campaigns - it is my honor to utter the four most 
powerful words ever spoken in a democracy: The peo-
ple have spoken,” Warnock said in a victory speech. “I 
often say that a vote is a kind of prayer for the world 
we desire for ourselves and for our children,” he told a 
packed Atlanta ballroom. “You have put in the hard 
work and here we are standing together.” 

The Republicans took back the House last month 
but with a much smaller majority than expected. 
Warnock, 53, and Walker, 60, both African American, 
faced voters after neither earned more than 50 per-
cent in the Nov 8 midterm vote. Democrats retained 
control of the Senate in that vote with 50 seats, Vice 
President Kamala Harris’s tie-breaking vote giving 
them the edge in the 100-seat chamber. 

Warnock’s win significantly curbs the power of 
centrist Democratic Senator Joe Manchin, who has 
already blocked several major Biden initiatives in the 
first two years of the president’s term. With 700 days 
to go before the 2024 presidential election, 
Republicans hope to stymie Biden’s momentum after 
his party performed much better than expected in 

November. 
Determined to win the race, Democrats called on 

their top gun: Charismatic former president Barack 
Obama, who campaigned alongside Warnock in 
Atlanta last week. And in yet another sign of how high 
the stakes were, $400 million was spent on the 
Georgia race to make it the most expensive campaign 
of the midterms. Some 1.9 million people voted early, 
many of them likely Democratic voters, while 
Republicans were expected to turn out in force on 
Tuesday. 

Polls had the race too close to call. Georgia, histor-
ically a Republican state, took America by surprise 
when voters chose Biden over Trump in the 2020 
presidential election and then sent two Democrats to 
the Senate two months later in another runoff. Both 
the candidates this time are natives of Georgia but the 
men are polar opposites. Warnock grew up in poverty, 
born the eleventh of 12 children to a former soldier 
and preacher father and a mother who worked in the 
cotton fields. He remained as a senior pastor at Martin 
Luther King’s Ebenezer Baptist Church even after his 
election and holds a doctorate in theology. 

Walker is a latecomer to politics with his 2022 
Senate run. The 60-year-old conservative is consid-
ered one of the best players in the history of American 
college football - a near-religious institution in the 
South - and went on to have a stellar career in the 
National Football League. Walker, who is staunchly 
anti-abortion even in cases of rape, has been the sub-
ject of several recent scandals, having been accused 
of paying for abortions for two women he had rela-
tionships with. — AFP
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 latest, which had set itself the goal of overcoming 

the existing state order in Germany and replacing it 
with their own kind of state”, they said. 

Two of the 25 arrests were made abroad, in Austria 
and Italy. The prosecutors in Karlsruhe said they had 
identified a further 27 people as suspected members 
or supporters of the terror network. “The accused are 
united by a deep rejection of state institutions and the 
free, democratic basic order of the Federal Republic of 
Germany,” they said. The Reichsbuerger movement 
includes neo-Nazis, conspiracy theorists and gun 
enthusiasts who reject the legitimacy of the modern 
German republic. 

Its followers generally believe in the continued exis-
tence of the pre-World War I German Reich, or empire, 
under a monarchy and several groups have declared 
their own states. Long dismissed as malcontents and 
oddballs, the Reichsbuerger have become increasingly 
radicalized in recent years and are seen as a growing 
security threat. The investigation gave “a look into the 
abyss” of far-right terror from the movement, Interior 
Minister Nancy Faeser said in a statement. 

According to prosecutors, the terror cell suspects 

believe in Reichsbuerger and QAnon conspiracy theo-
ries and are “strongly convinced” that Germany is run 
by a “deep state” that needs to be toppled. The sus-
pects were aware that their plan “could only be real-
ized by using military means and violence against state 
representatives,” prosecutors said. 

They allegedly planned to appoint one of the 
arrested suspects, identified by local media as aristo-
crat and businessman Prince Heinrich XIII Reuss, as 
Germany’s new leader after the coup. Heinrich XIII had 
already sought to make contact with Russian officials 
to discuss Germany’s “new state order” after the coup, 
prosecutors said. There was however “no indication 
that the contact persons responded positively to his 
request”. 

A Russian woman named only as Vitalia B, who was 
among those arrested on Wednesday, is suspected of 
having facilitated those contacts, prosecutors added. 
The Russian embassy in Berlin said it did “not maintain 
contacts with representatives of terrorist groups or 
other illegal entities”, according to a statement carried 
by Russian news agencies. 

As part of the preparations for the coup, members 
of the alleged terror cell acquired weapons, organized 
shooting practice and tried to recruit new followers, 
particularly among the military and police, according 
to prosecutors. Former soldiers are believed to be 
among the members of the recently established terror 
group, they said. An ex-MP for the far-right AfD party 
was also among those accused of being part of the 
plot, according to German media reports. — AFP 

Germany busts 
cell plotting to...
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