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KYIV: Ukraine mobilized its military reserve yes-
terday and urged its citizens to leave Russian terri-
tory as Moscow sharpened its demands, increasing
fears of all-out war. Kremlin chief President
Vladimir Putin has defied an avalanche of interna-
tional sanctions to put his forces on stand-by to
occupy two rebel-held areas of eastern Ukraine.

In response, Kyiv’s President Volodymyr
Zelensky has put Ukraine’s more than 200,000
reservists on notice that they will receive summons
to return to their units.

Ukraine’s security council also called for a state
of emergency in the
country — a measure that
still needs to be formally
approved by parliament.

Meanwhile, Ukraine
urged its approximately
three million citizens liv-
ing in Russia to leave, as
the crisis deepened
despite intense interna-
tional pressure on
Moscow, backed by new
economic sanctions.

Western capitals say Russia has amassed
150,000 troops in combat formations on Ukraine’s
borders with Russia, Belarus and Russian-occupied
Crimean and on warships in the Black Sea. 

Ukraine has around 200,000 military personnel and
yesterday’s call up could see up to 250,000 reservists
aged between 18 and 60 receive their mobilization
papers. Moscow’s total forces are much larger —
around a million active duty personnel — and have
been modernised and re-armed in recent years.

High cost of war 
But Ukraine has received advanced anti-tank

weapons and some drones from NATO members.
More have been promised as the allies try to deter a
Russian attack or at least make it costly. Shelling has
intensified between Ukrainian forces and Russia-
backed separatists, and civilians living near the front
are fearful. Dmitry Maksimenko, a 27-year-old coal
miner from government-held Krasnogorivka, told
AFP that he was shocked when his wife came to tell
him that Putin had recognised two Russian-backed
separatist enclaves.

“She said: ‘Have you heard the news?’. How
could I have known? There’s no electricity never

mind internet. I don’t know
what is going to happen
next, but to be honest, I’m
afraid,” he said.

Washington and Britain
say Russia’s force is poised
to strike Ukraine and trig-
ger the most serious war in
Europe for decades, but
Putin says he is open to
negotiation — within limits.
Russia has demanded that

Ukraine be forbidden from ever joining the NATO
alliance and is seeking to roll back the advance of
Western influence in eastern Europe since the Cold
War.

“The interests of Russia, the security of our citi-
zens, are non-negotiable for us,” Putin declared, in a
video address to mark the Defender of the
Fatherland Day, a public holiday.

On Tuesday, the Federation Council, Russia’s
upper house, gave him unanimous approval to
deploy troops to two breakaway Ukrainian regions
now recognised by Moscow as independent,
Donetsk and Lugansk. Russia said it had established
diplomatic relations “at the level of embassies” with

the separatist statelets, which broke away from Kyiv
in 2014 in a conflict that cost more than 14,000
lives. Moscow also said it would evacuate diplomat-
ic personnel from Ukraine to “protect their lives.”

Speaking to journalists, Putin on Tuesday set out
a number of stringent conditions if the West wanted
to de-escalate the crisis, saying Ukraine should
drop its NATO ambition and become neutral.

US President Joe Biden later announced tough
new sanctions against Russia for “beginning” an
invasion of Ukraine, but said there was still time to
avoid war.  Japan and Australia followed suit early
yesterday with their own stringent penalties for
Moscow and individuals connected with the

aggression against Ukraine.
Biden announced what he called the “first

tranche” of sanctions, including steps to starve
Russia of financing and target financial institutions
and the country’s “elites”.

But he left the door open to a final effort at
diplomacy to avert a full-scale Russian invasion.
“There’s no question that Russia is the aggressor, so
we’re clear-eyed about the challenges we’re facing,”
the US leader said.

Biden’s address followed a wave of sanctions
announced by Britain and the European Union, after
Putin recognised the self-declared Donetsk and
Lugansk separatist regions this week. — AFP
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WASHINGTON: Secretary of State Antony Blinken (R) joined by Ukraine’s Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba, speaks during a news
conference at the State Department in Washington, DC. — AFP

Ukraine mobilizes reserves as 
Moscow doubles down on demands

KAMPALA: An award-winning
Ugandan author who fled the country
after being charged with insulting
President Yoweri Museveni and his son
told AFP yesterday that he was
“relieved” to be in Germany for medical
treatment after being “tortured” in jail.

Kakwenza Rukirabashaija was
detained shortly after Christmas and
later charged with “offensive commu-
nication” in a case that has raised
international concern, with the
European Union and the United States
calling for his release.

After arriving in Germany yester-
day, the novelist told AFP about his
relief at being saved “from the mouth
of the crocodile.” “I wasn’t safe in
Africa since dictators work together to
deport dissidents. Now that I’m in
Germany, I feel really protected,” he
said in a WhatsApp message.

Rukirabashaija, 33, slipped out of
Uganda two weeks ago — after a
court denied his application to have
his passport returned — ahead of a
criminal trial that was due to begin
yesterday.

He said he was tortured in custody
and appeared on television earlier this
month to reveal painful-looking welts
criss-crossing his back and scars on
other parts of his body.

Rukirabashaija, who was released
on bail last month, fled Uganda by
walking into neighbouring Rwanda and

then travelled to a third country.
The UN Refugee Agency then facil-

itated his journey to Germany, accord-
ing to his lawyer Eron Kiiza.

The charges against Rukirabashaija
relate to unflattering comments on
Twitter about Museveni, who has ruled
Uganda since 1986, and his powerful
son Muhoozi Kainerugaba.

In one post, he described
Kainerugaba, a general who many
Ugandans believe is positioning him-
self to take over from his 77-year-old
father, as “obese” and a “curmudgeon”.

‘Ugandans must be free’ 
The novelist told AFP earlier this

month that he had “been diagnosed
with damaged kidneys, bruised ribs
and post-traumatic stress disorder.” He
has described being beaten with
batons, forced to dance for hours at
time, attacked with pliers used to tear
at his flesh and injected repeatedly
with an unknown substance.

“I’ll get the medical attention I need,
then after recovery, decide on the next
course of action,” he said yesterday.
“I’ll have to join the vanguard and we
send the dictator and his son — who
thinks that he’s entitled to proliferate
his father’s barbarism — packing.
Ugandans must be free in our country.”

Since he fled, Rukirabashaija has
been tweeting relentlessly, even
becoming embroiled in a Twitter spat

with Kainerugaba and branding him a
“baby despot.”

Rukirabashaija has accused
Kainerugaba of being “in charge” of
his torture and instructing him to stop
writing, but the general denied the
claim. “I’ve never met him or talked to
him and I have no desire to do so,”
Kainerugaba tweeted.

Crackdowns 
Uganda has witnessed a series of

crackdowns aimed at stamping out
dissent, with journalists attacked,
lawyers jailed, election monitors pros-
ecuted and opposition leaders violent-

ly muzzled.
Activists have been repeatedly tar-

geted using the strict Computer
Misuse Act which was used against
Rukirabashaija and which carries
heavy penalties, including jail time.

Outspoken Ugandan activist and
writer Stella Nyanzi, who fled to
Germany earlier this year, was impris-
oned in 2019 under the same law after
posting a profane poem about
Museveni. Rukirabashaija won acclaim
for his 2020 satirical novel “The
Greedy Barbarian”, which describes
high-level corruption in a fictional
country. —AFP

KAMPALA: File photo shows Kakwenza Rukirabashaija, a prominent Ugandan satirical
writer and an outspoken government critic appears in court on charges of offensive com-
munication involving insulting the country’s ruling family in Kampala, Uganda.—AFP
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Disinformation on 
Ukraine resonating 
in eastern Europe   
PRAGUE:  In eastern Europe, a region once
ruled by Moscow with deep resentment against
Russia, unverified claims and anti-Western dis-
information are making surprising inroads as
the regional crisis deepens. In Slovakia, which
neighbours Ukraine, disinformation about the
situation has been widely shared even by some
members of parliament.

Lubos Blaha from the leftist opposition Smer
party, who has over 170,000 Facebook follow-
ers, posted after Putin’s speech questioning
Ukraine’s existence that “I’m convinced [Putin]
wants peace”. Blaha claimed that Ukraine “pro-
voked and threatened Russia” while “the West
was hectoring it”. He added that the country is
“controlled by oligarchic clans, neonazism and
russophobia are on the rise, and corruption is
in full bloom”.

‘Czech Elves’ 
Slovakia seems to have been particularly

susceptible to pro-Kremlin disinformation. The
country of 5.5 million, which shares a 97-kilo-
metre (60-mile) border with Ukraine, signed a
defence pact with the United States this month,
allowing US troops to operate on its territory.
That agreement provoked fierce opposition
from the government’s political rivals as well as
a sizeable part of Slovakia’s population and
became a favorite target of disinformation and
propaganda.

As a result, anti-US, anti-NATO and even
anti-EU sentiments are on the rise in Slovakia.
An opinion poll last month by the Slovak Focus
agency found that 44 percent of respondents
believed the US and NATO were responsible
for the escalating tensions between Russia and
Ukraine, while only 35 percent held Russia
responsible.

The anti-NATO narrative is particularly sig-
nificant as one of Russia’s demands has been
for the withdrawal of additional NATO forces
sent to the region in the wake of Moscow’s
annexation of Crimea. “Already in January,
there was a massive increase in disinformation
aimed at justifying Russia’s aggression against
Ukraine,” said Bohumil Kartous, a spokesman
for the Czech Elves, a network of several hun-
dred online vigilantes.

“This topic now far outweighs any other,
including COVID,” said Kartous, whose group
publishes monthly reports about fake news
being shared in the Czech Republic and the
wider region. False posts seek to paint Ukraine
as a “corrupt failed state” governed by “fas-
cists” and practicing “genocide on its Russian-
speaking population”, the Elves wrote in one of
their reports on the conflict. Roman Maca, an
analyst at Prague-based think tank Institute for
Politics and Society said there had been “a
huge uptick” in disinformation in the region.

Maca said it was “interesting to see how
many people and groups which have in the
past two years fought against COVID meas-
ures now jump on the pro-Russian propagan-
da and start spreading this type of misinfor-
mation”. In the weeks leading up to Putin’s
decision to authorise Russian troops to enter
eastern Ukraine, various videos circulated
online in the region, supposedly showing
Ukrainian troops getting ready for invasion or
entering Russian territory. —AFP

Brazil’s Bolsonaro
turns to Telegram
as vote nears   
BRASOLIA: Like millions of Brazilians, @mara, a
fervent fan of far-right President Jair Bolsonaro, has
turned to the messaging app Telegram as the coun-
try heads toward a deeply divisive election: “There’s
no censorship here,” she says. Similar to the 2018
election that brought Bolsonaro to power, this
October’s edition is shaping up as an all-out war on
social media, with disinformation as a powerful
weapon.

Bolsonaro, who has had various posts blocked on
Facebook, Twitter and YouTube for violating their
rules on misinformation, is eagerly encouraging his
base to follow him on Telegram as the vote nears.
Founded by Russian-born tech entrepreneur Pavel
Durov in 2013, Telegram is a crypted messaging app
with virtually no restrictions on what users can say
in messages.

That has won it fans in Bolsonaro’s camp, where
other social media companies face accusations of
censoring right-wing views. It has also earned it
scrutiny from the Brazilian authorities, notably the
Superior Electoral Tribunal, which has tried in vain
to get Telegram to cooperate in fighting disinforma-
tion in the run-up to the elections.

“Here, you can express your opinions freely,”
said @mara, a 60-year-old teacher who asked her
real name not be used. The pressure on Telegram,
she said, is “RI-DI-CU-LOUS.” “That’s a DICTA-
TORSHIP, it only happens in countries governed by
dictators,” she told AFP via the app, which has been

hugely successful in Brazil, downloaded on 53 per-
cent of all cell phones.

Bolsonaro is facing an uphill battle to win reelec-
tion, currently trailing leftist ex-president Luiz
Inacio Lula da Silva in polls. Like his political role
model, former US president Donald Trump,
Bolsonaro is adept at rallying his base on social
media, where the Brazilian leader has more than 45
million followers in all.

He faces a series of investigations for spreading
false information on social networks, notably over his
repeated claims of rampant fraud in Brazil’s electron-
ic voting system, for which he has provided no evi-
dence. Bolsonaro has more than one million followers
on Telegram, not including numerous fan groups with
names like “Reelect Bolsonaro 2022.” Lula, for his
part, has just 47,000. 

‘Cowardly’ 
Dubai-based Telegram proudly explains on its

website that its chat data and encryption keys are
deliberately spread around the world, in what is
known as “distributed infrastructure.” “Thanks to this
structure, we can ensure that no single government
or block of like-minded countries can intrude on
people’s privacy and freedom of expression,” it says.
Its refusal to block content some consider dangerous
has sometimes gotten it in trouble, including suspen-
sions in several countries.

And its largely unmoderated platform, which
allows groups of up to 200,000 members, is a poten-
tial viral breeding ground for false information. Earlier
this month, the Superior Electoral Tribunal signed an
agreement with eight leading social networks to com-
bat disinformation during the elections, including
Twitter, TikTok, Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram and
YouTube. Telegram was notably absent.

The court’s president, Luis Roberto Barroso,

wrote to Telegram headquarters in December, asking
for a meeting and warning that the app was rife with
“conspiracy theories and false information about
(Brazil’s) electoral system.” He went on to threaten
Brazil would suspend Telegram, “plain and simple.”
Bolsonaro said any such move would be “cowardly.”

Brazilian prosecutors are also investigating
Telegram on allegations of spreading disinformation
and hate speech. “It’s a platform designed to dodge
the law. Messages are stored on multiple servers,
each in a different jurisdiction,” said Pablo Ortellado,
a digital communications expert at the University of
Sao Paulo. Bolsonaro’s repeated allegations against
the electronic voting system used in Brazil since 1996
are raising fears he will reject the election result if he
loses, like Trump. The specter of the January 6, 2021
attack on the US Capitol by Trump supporters-who
were riled up in part on social media-looms large in
Brazil.  —AFP

BRASILIA, Brazil: File photo shows Brazilian President
Jair Bolsonaro extends his hand with a mobile phone
during the launching ceremony of a new registry of pro-
fessional fishermen, at Planalto Palace in Brasilia. —AFP


