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Phone lines still down, undersea Internet cable cut
SYDNEY: The Pacific Island nation of Tonga was vir-
tually cut off from the rest of the world yesterday, after
a massive volcanic blast that crippled communications
and stalled emergency relief efforts. It is two days
since the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha’apai volcano explod-
ed, cloaking Tonga in a film of ash, triggering a Pacific-
wide tsunami and releasing shock waves that wrapped
around the entire Earth.

But with phone lines still down and an undersea
Internet cable cut-and not expected to be repaired for
weeks-the true toll of the dual eruption-tsunami disas-
ter is not yet known. Only fragments of information
have filtered out via a handful of satellite phones on
the islands, home to just over 100,000 people.

Tonga’s worried neighbours are still scrambling to
grasp the scale of the damage, which New Zealand’s
leader Jacinda Ardern said was believed to be “signifi-
cant”. Both Wellington and Canberra scrambled recon-

naissance planes yesterday in an attempt to get a
sense of the damage from the air.

And both have put C-130 military transport aircraft
on standby to drop emergency supplies or to land if
runways are deemed operational and ash clouds allow.
There are initial reports that areas of the west coast
may have been badly hit.

Australia’s international development minister, Zed
Seselja, said a small contingent of Australian police
stationed in Tonga had delivered a “pretty concerning”
initial evaluation. They were “able to do an assessment
of some of the Western beaches area and there was
some pretty significant damage to things like roads
and some houses,” Seselja said.

“One of the good pieces of news is that I under-
stand the airport has not suffered any significant dam-
age,” he added. “That will be very, very important as
the ash cloud clears and we are able to have flights

coming into Tonga for humanitarian purposes.”
Major aid agencies, who would usually rush in to

provide emergency humanitarian relief, said they were
stuck in a holding pattern, unable to contact local staff.
“From what little updates we have, the scale of the
devastation could be immense-especially for outlying
islands,” said Katie Greenwood, IFRC’s Pacific Head of
Delegation.

Even when relief efforts get under way, they may be
complicated by COVID-19 entry restrictions. Tonga
only recently reported its first-ever coronavirus case. 

What is known is that Saturday’s volcanic blast was
one the largest recorded in decades, erupting 30 kilo-
metres into the air and depositing ash, gas and acid
rain across a swathe of the Pacific. The eruption was
recorded around the world and heard as far away as
Alaska, triggering a tsunami that flooded Pacific coast-
lines from Japan to the United States. —AFP

AMBERLEY, Queensland: This handout photo released by the
Royal Australian Air Force and the Australian Defence Force
shows a Royal Australian Air Force P-8 Poseidon aircraft (C)
preparing to depart from RAAF Base Amberley in the state of
Queensland to assist the Tonga Government after the erup-
tion of the Hunga-Tonga - Hunga-Haa’pai volcano. —AFP

Facing arrest, 
ex-leader returns 
to ‘defend Ukraine’ 
KYIV:  Ukraine’s ex-president Petro Poroshenko
returned to Kyiv from Poland yesterday despite
the risk of arrest, vowing to help protect the ex-
Soviet country from a possible Russian invasion.
Poroshenko, who served as president from 2014 to
2019, was placed under investigation for high
treason and left Ukraine in December.

His return comes with Ukraine facing its
biggest crisis in years as Russia masses tens of
thousands of troops on the border, raising fears of
an invasion and prompting warnings from the
West. Poroshenko is a staunch critic of President

Volodymyr Zelensky, who he accuses of failing to
do enough to prevent Russian aggression.

Poroshenko returned to Kyiv early yesterday on
a flight from Warsaw and passed through pass-
port control amid chaotic scenes, saying later that
border guards had tried to prevent him from
entering the country.

After speaking to thousands of supporters who
had gathered near the airport, Poroshenko
appeared before a court in Kyiv that was to
decide whether to place him in pre-trial detention.
He told the crowd at the airport that he had
returned to help Ukraine face the “growing threat
of Russian invasion” and accused Zelensky of
“betrayal” of the country.

‘Unite and defend Ukraine’ 
Days of talks between Russia and the West last

week have failed to reduce tensions, as Moscow
demands wide-ranging concessions including a

ban on Ukraine ever joining NATO. On Friday,
Washington accused Moscow of sending sabo-
teurs trained in explosives to stage an incident
that could be a pretext to invade the pro-Western
neighbour.

Kyiv has also accused Russia of being behind a
massive cyberattack on Friday that knocked out
key government websites. “We are here to unite
and defend Ukraine,” Poroshenko told the crowd,
which held up posters reading “We Need
Democracy” and “Hands off Poroshenko”.

He headed from the airport to the court, where
hundreds of supporters chanted his name as he
participated in the hearing with two lawyers.
“We are determined to fight today. The truth is
with us,” he told the crowd during a break in the
hearing.

“The authorities are confused, weak, and
instead of fighting (Russian President Vladimir)
Putin, they are trying to fight us,” he said. 

One of Ukraine’s richest men
Poroshenko, 56, is one of the country’s richest

men. He was elected president after Russia
annexed the peninsula of Crimea and as fighting
escalated between Kyiv’s troops and Moscow-
backed separatists in the industrial east of the
country.

In 2019, he was trounced in a presidential
election by Zelensky, a comedian with no previ-
ous political experience.

Poroshenko is now a member of parliament
and leader of an opposition party, European
Solidarity.

By returning to Ukraine he was following in
the footsteps of Georgia’s former president
Mikheil Saakashvili and Putin’s top critic Alexei
Navalny who both returned to their countries in
defiance of the authorities and are now in jail.
Navalny returned to Russia on the same day a
year ago. —AFP


