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PARIS: He was Vladimir Putin’s first prime min-
ister but Mikhail Kasyanov never in his worst 
nightmares imagined that his former boss would 
unleash a full-scale war on Ukraine. Speaking 
to AFP in a video interview, Kasyanov, Russia’s 
prime minister from 2000 to 2004, said he 
expected the war could last up to two years but 
he was convinced Russia could return to a 
democratic path. The 64-year-old, who champi-
oned close ties with the West as prime minister, 
said that, like many other Russians, he did not 
believe in the weeks ahead of the war that it 
would actually happen. 

Kasyanov only understood that Putin was 
not bluffing when he saw him summon the 
country’s top leadership for a theatrical meet-
ing of the security council three days before 
the invasion on February 24. “When I saw the 
meeting of Russia’s Security Council I realised, 
yes, there will be a war,” Kasyanov said. 

He added that he felt that Putin was already 
not thinking properly. “I just know these people 
and by looking at them I saw that Putin is 
already out of it. Not in a medical sense but in 
political terms,” he said. “I knew a different 
Putin.” After being sacked by Putin, Kasyanov 
joined Russia’s opposition and became one of 
the Kremlin’s most vocal critics. He is now the 

leader of the opposition People’s Freedom par-
ty, or Parnas. 

 
‘Complete lawlessness’  

Kasyanov said Putin, a former KGB agent 
who turns 70 in October, has managed over the 
past  20 years to bui ld a system based on 
impunity and fear. “These are the achievements 
of a system that, with the encouragement of 
Putin as head of state, has started operating 
even in a more cynical, cruel manner than in the 
final stages of the Soviet Union,” he said. 

“Essentially, this is a KGB system based on 
complete lawlessness. It is clear that they do 
not expect any punishment.” 

Kasyanov said he had left Russia because of 
the war and was l iv ing in  Europe but  he 
declined to disclose his location out of concern 
for his safety. 

His close ally and fellow opposition politician 
Boris Nemtsov was gunned down near the 
Kremlin in 2015. Putin’s best-known critic 
Alexei Navalny, 46, was poisoned with a nerve 
agent in 2020 and is now in prison. 

Kasyanov predicted the war could last for up 
to two years and said it is imperative that 
Ukraine win. “If Ukraine falls, the Baltic states 
will be next,” he said. The outcome of the war 

will also determine Russia’s future, he said. 
Kasyanov said he “categorically” disagreed 
with French President Emmanuel Macron’s sug-
gestion that Putin should not be humiliated. 

He also rebuffed calls for Ukraine to cede 
territory to end the war. “What has Putin done 
to deserve this?” he said. “This is an overly 
pragmatic position. “I believe this is wrong and 
hope that the West won’t go down that path.” 

 
‘Enormous tasks’  

Kasyanov believes Putin will eventually be 
replaced by a “quasi-successor” controlled by 
the security services. But a successor would 
not be able to control the system for long and 
eventually Russia will stage free and fair elec-
tions, the former prime minister said. 

“I am certain that Russia will return to the 
path of building a democratic state,” he said. He 
estimated it would take about a decade to con-
duct  “de-Communisat ion” and “de-
Putinisation” of the country. 

“This will be difficult, especially after this 
criminal war.” He said trust would have to be 
re-established with European countries, which 
he called Russia’s “natural partners”. Critics 
have in the past accused the Russian opposition 
of being hopelessly divided but Kasyanov said 

he was confident things would now be different. 
“I have no doubt that now, after the tragedy 

that we are all witnessing, the opposition will 
unite.” Russians will face a huge task rebuild-
ing their country, he said. “Everything will 
have to be rebuilt anew. Essentially, an entire 
set of economic and social reforms should be 
started all over again. “These are enormous 
and difficult tasks and they will have to be 
done.”  —AFP
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Iraqi MPs from  
cleric Moqtada  
Sadr’s bloc resign 

 
BAGHDAD: Iraqi lawmakers from firebrand Shiite 
cleric Moqtada Sadr’s bloc resigned Sunday, the par-
liamentary speaker said, in a move ostensibly 
designed to up pressure to end an eight-month politi-
cal paralysis. Sadr on Thursday had urged the MPs 
from his bloc-the biggest in parliament-to ready res-
ignation papers, in a bid, he said, to break the parlia-
mentary logjam and create space for the establish-
ment of a new government. 

Parliament in Baghdad has been in turmoil since 
October’s general election, and intense negotiations 
among political factions have failed to forge a majority 
in support of a new prime minister to succeed 
Mustafa al-Kadhemi. 

“We have reluctantly accepted the requests of our 
brothers and sisters, representatives of the Sadr bloc, 
to resign,” parliament’s speaker Mohammed al-
Halbussi said on Twitter after receiving resignation 
letters from the 73 lawmakers. 

Iraqi lawmakers have already exceeded all dead-
lines for setting up a new government set down in the 
constitution, prolonging the war-scarred country’s 
political crisis. “If the survival of the Sadrist bloc is an 
obstacle to the formation of the government, then all 
representatives of the bloc are ready to resign from 
parliament,” Sadr had said Thursday. 

 
‘Political theatre’  

Parliamentary services were not available on 
Sunday evening for comment on the constitutional 
implications of the Sadr bloc’s move. But Iraqi political 
analyst Hamzeh Hadad called the move “more political 

theatre” from the Sadrist movement and Halbussi, an 
ally of the cleric. 

“Although the speaker accepted the resignation, 
the Parliament has to vote with an absolute majority 
after reaching quorum” for the resignations to take 
effect, he said on Twitter. Parliamentary holidays 
began on Thursday and MPs are not scheduled to 
return until August. 

The two Shiite groupings-a coalition led by Sadr, 
and its powerful rival, the Coordination Framework-
have each claimed to hold a parliamentary majority, 
and with it the right to appoint the prime minister. 

While he counts on the direct loyalty of 73 law-
makers, his wider bloc also includes Sunni lawmakers 
from Halbussi’s party and the Kurdistan Democratic 
Party (KDP). But the grand total of Sadr’s bloc of 155 
still falls short of the absolute majority needed in the 
329-member parliament. 

Sunday’s move puts the onus for forming a govern-
ment on the 83 lawmakers of the rival Coordination 
Framework, which draws lawmakers from former pre-
mier Nuri al-Maliki’s party and the pro-Iran Fatah 
Alliance, the political arm of the Shiite-led former 
paramilitary group Hashed al-Shaabi. —AFP 
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Texas death row  
inmate ‘optimistic’  
after 27 years 

 
LIVINGSTON, United States: Hank Skinner, who has 
been on death row in Texas for nearly three decades, 
says he still remains hopeful. “I am optimistic I won’t 
end up here. I should have never been here to start 
with. And it’s been a long journey,” he told AFP during 
an interview. Incarcerated in Livingston, a town some 
80 miles (130 kilometers) north of Houston, Skinner 
has always maintained his innocence. He spoke to AFP 
via telephone from behind a glass window at the Allan 
B. Polunsky prison, wearing a white prisoner’s uniform. 
In 1995, Skinner was sentenced to death for the mur-
der of his girlfriend and her two adult sons in Pampa, a 
small town in the Texas panhandle. 

He did not deny having been in the house where 
the three died, but said he had passed out from a 
combination of drugs and liquor. Skinner was found in 
a nearby house with blood on his clothing, but insists 
that DNA testing would prove his innocence. The 
father of three, who recently turned 60 and has a salt-
and-pepper beard, Skinner has now been waiting for 
more than three years for a decision from the state’s 
highest criminal court. 

The Texas Court of Appeals will weigh in on 
whether it believes the jury that sentenced him would 
have made a different choice had it had access to 
DNA tests that are available today. Texas has 197 
death row inmates. In 2020 and 2021, six were exe-
cuted but 11 were taken off the list after their sen-
tences were reviewed. 

Some of those are still behind bars. One of them is 
Raymond Riles, who had his death sentence commut-
ed to life in prison due to a history of mental illness. 

Others are free; Cesar 
Fierro was returned to 
Mexico after 40 years on 
death row. If the court 
agrees with Skinner, he 
will remain in prison but 
will be able to appeal in an 
attempt to prove his inno-
cence. 

 
Five execution dates  
On five different occa-

sions Skinner’s execution 
date was set. In March 2010, the US Supreme Court 
spared him 23 minutes before he was scheduled to 
receive a lethal injection, just after what was supposed 
to have been his last meal. It was his lawyer who told 
him the good news. “I dropped the phone and I just 
slid down the wall. And I didn’t realize it but I had 
tears running out of both eyes,” he said. 

“I felt like somebody had picked up a 1,000-pound 
weight off of my chest. I felt so light. I thought I was 
gonna float away.” Once the euphoria and shock wore 
off, he suffered a terrible low as he came to terms with 
the fact that he would have to return to death row and 
“all the suffering here.” 

Seeing fellow prisoners die, he said, is harder than 
being locked up in a small cell 22 to 23 hours a day, 
without television or physical contact with others 
except when guards handcuff or uncuff him. A total of 
127 inmates have been put to death since 2010 in 
Texas, the state that executes the most people. Living 
in the detention center means Skinner’s days are filled 
with noise, morning to evening. 

“You have some people here who are mentally 
disturbed. They beat on the walls, they kick the 
doors, they scream and holler to the top of their 
lungs,” he said. Others shout conversations with 
imaginary people. Still others engage in real dia-
logue, but noisily. —AFP

MOSCOW: File photo shows Russian President 
Vladimir Putin (L) talking to former Russian Prime 
Minister Mikhail Kasyanov at his office in Moscow’s 
Kremlin.  —AFP
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its estimated actuarial deficit based on calcula-

tions. Opposition MP Hamdan Al-Azemi said he will 

boycott the session because the draft law that will 
be debated violates the constitution as it will allow 
the government to withdraw huge amounts of mon-
ey in favor of the pension agency, which is illegal. 
Lawmakers supporting the session said they will 
attend in order to vote for the interests of the 
retired people. The bill also stipulates to increase 
monthly pensions by KD 30 this year and subse-
quently by KD 20 every year. 

Govt mulls curbs 
on ‘loose...
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 in some $12 billion annually. In 2021, the coronavirus 

outbreak forced Saudi authorities to dramatically 
downsize the hajj for a second year, and just 60,000 
fully vaccinated citizens and residents of the kingdom 
took part. This year’s pilgrimage will be limited to vacci-
nated Muslims under the age of 65, the hajj ministry has 
said. 

Those coming from outside Saudi Arabia are 
required to submit a negative COVID-19 PCR result 
from a test taken within 72 hours of travel. Saudi Arabia 

said Monday it would no longer require masks in most 
enclosed spaces, citing progress in fighting the pan-
demic. However, masks will still be required in Makkah’s 
Grand Mosque, which surrounds the Kaaba, towards 
which Muslims pray, and the Prophet’s Mosque in 
Madinah, where Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) is buried, 
according to a report published Monday by the official 
Saudi Press Agency, citing an interior ministry source. 

Owners of establishments can also insist masks be 
worn if they wish, the report said, though mask-wearing 
has been sparsely enforced in recent months. The king-
dom also no longer requires people to show proof of 
vaccination on an application when seeking entry to 
enclosed spaces. Since the start of the pandemic, Saudi 
Arabia has registered more than 778,000 coronavirus 
cases, more than 9,100 of them fatal, in a population of 
some 34 million. — AFP 

Hajj visas go 
online; COVID...
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In May, sandstorms sent thousands of people to 

hospital with respiratory problems, and left one per-
son dead. Iraq, which is entering the scorching summer 
season when temperatures at times surpass 50 
degrees Celsius, is ranked by the United Nations as 
one of the world’s five most vulnerable nations to cli-
mate change and desertification. 

The environment ministry has warned that over the 
next two decades Iraq could endure an average of 272 
days of sandstorms per year, rising to above 300 by 
2050. The World Bank warned in November that Iraq 
could suffer a 20 percent drop in water resources by 

2050 due to climate change. Water shortages have 
been exacerbated by the building of upstream dams in 
neighboring Turkey and Iran. — AFP 

Iraq swept by 
10th sandstorm...

BAGHDAD: Thick white dust covers the Iraqi capital 
and surrounding areas on June 13, 2022 for the 
tenth time since mid-April. — AFP

JERUSALEM:  The Zioinist entity’s Foreign 
Minister Yair Lapid on Monday urged citizens in 
Turkey to leave “as soon as possible” over 
threats that Iranian operatives are actively plan-
ning attacks on Zionists in Istanbul. The stark 
warning comes amid the latest surge in tensions 
between bitter rivals Iran and the Zionist entity, 
with Tehran blaming the Zionist entity for a 
series of attacks on its nuclear and military infra-
structure, inside Iran but also inside Syria. 

Lapid made no mention of any alleged Zionist 
operations against Iranian targets. But, he said, 
Zionists in Turkey faced “a real and immediate 
danger” from Iranian agents, citing “several 
Iranian attempts at carrying out terror attacks 
against (Zionists) on holiday in Istanbul”. “If you 
are already in Istanbul, return to (the Zionist 
entity) as soon as possible,” Lapid said in a pub-
lic warning. 

“If you have planned a flight to Istanbul - can-
cel. No vacation is worth your life,” he added, 
during a meeting with lawmakers from his Yesh 
Atid party. “Do not fly to Turkey at all,” unless 
such travel is “essential”, the foreign minister 
urged Zionists. Hours after his statement, the 
Zionist entity’s National Security Council raised 
its travel warning for Istanbul to the highest level. 

“Given the continuing nature of the threat and 
in light of the increased Iranian intentions to 
attack (Zionists) in Turkey, especially Istanbul, 
the National Security Council has raised the 
travel warning for Istanbul to the highest level, 
Level 4,” NSC said in a statement. The NSC not-
ed that other parts of Turkey remained at the 
intermediate threat Level 3, stressing there was 
no prohibition on using the Istanbul airport as a 
connecting hub for flights, “provided that one 
does not leave the airport”. 

Iran and the Zionist entity have been engaged 

in a years-long shadow war but tensions have 
ratcheted up following a string of high-profile 
incidents Tehran has blamed on the Zionist entity. 
The Islamic republic claimed the Zionist entity 
was responsible for the killing of Revolutionary 
Guards Colonel Sayyad Khodai, who was shot 
dead outside his Tehran home on May 22. 

The Guards described him as a “defender of 
the sanctuary”, a term used for those who work 
on behalf of Iran in Syria or Iraq and vowed to 
avenge his assassination by “Zionists”. The 
Zionist entity was also blamed for air strikes last 
week on the Damascus International Airport, 
which caused major damage two runways. The 
airport is in a region south of Syria’s capital 
where Iran-backed groups, including Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah, regularly operate. 

While the Zionist entity rarely comments on 
individual strikes, it has acknowledged carrying 
out hundreds in Syria, which the Jewish state’s 
military says is necessary to prevent Iran from 
gaining a foothold on its doorstep. Lapid said 
some Zionists who recently travelled to Turkey 
had returned “without knowing their lives were 
saved”. The alleged attackers were targeting 
Zionist citizens “in order to kidnap them or kill 
them”, Lapid said. 

Earlier Monday, the Zionist entity’s public 
broadcaster Kan claimed that Iranian operatives 
had planned to kidnap Zionists in Turkey a month 
ago. The plot was thwarted after the Zionist enti-
ty a lerted Ankara about the threat . Lapid 
thanked the Turkish government “for the effort 
they’re putt ing into protect ing the l ives of 
(Zionist) citizens”, without providing details. 

Turkey has consistently been a popular holi-
day destination for Zionists, including through 
more than a  decade of  d ip lomat ic  rupture 
between the two countries. Ankara and the 
Z ion is t  ent i ty  have  mended t ies  in  recent 
months, with senior Turkish leaders citing the 
importance of the Zionist entity to Turkey’s 
tourism sector. On Monday, the Zionist Yediot 
Ahronot newspaper quoted an unnamed securi-
ty off ic ia l  as  saying that  there are several 
Iranian “cel ls” planning operations against 
Zionist tourists in Turkey. — AFP  

Zionists urged to 
leave Turkey over 
Iran attack threat


