
PARIS: France’s President Emmanuel Macron warned
Sunday against a verbal “escalation” of Russia’s invasion in
Ukraine, after US President Joe Biden branded Vladimir
Putin a “butcher” who “cannot remain in power”. The
Kremlin had reacted in fury over Biden’s comments which it
said narrows the window for bilateral relations, with Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine now into a second month.

Macron said he would speak to Putin in the next two
days to organise the evacuation of civilians from the heavily
bombarded port city of Mariupol. The French leader told
broadcaster France 3 that he saw his task as “achieving first
a ceasefire and then the total withdrawal of (Russian) troops
by diplomatic means.” “If we want to do that, we can’t esca-
late either in words or actions.”

Ukraine was making a new push to get civilians out of the
city on Sunday, with an aid route agreement for people to
leave by cars or on evacuation buses, said Deputy Prime
Minister Iryna Vereshchuk. Several attempts at establishing
safe routes for civilians to flee have collapsed as both sides
trade blame for violating temporary ceasefires.

Mariupol, in the region of Donetsk, has borne the brunt
of Russia’s assaults, and residents who managed to flee have
recounted harrowing scenes of death and destruction. About
170,000 people remain trapped in the besieged city and
authorities have said they fear some 300 civilians may have
died in a Russian strike on March 17 that hit a theatre being
used as a bomb shelter.

In an impassioned speech from the Royal Castle in
Warsaw, Biden blasted Putin over Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine. “For God’s sake, this man cannot remain in power,”
the US leader said, before the White House clarified that
Washington was not seeking regime change. The Kremlin
snapped back, saying “a head of state should stay sober”.

‘Going to die anyway’ 
Personal attacks, said Kremlin spokesman Dmitry

Peskov, were “narrowing down the window of opportuni-
ty” for bilateral relations. “Biden is weak, sick and unhap-
py,” said Vyacheslav Volodin, president of the lower house
of parliament.

Putin sent troops into Ukraine on February 24, vowing to
destroy the country’s military and topple pro-Western
President Volodymyr Zelensky. But his army has made little
progress on capturing key cities, and it has hit hospitals, res-
idential buildings and schools in increasingly deadly attacks
on civilians.

In Kharkiv, where authorities reported 44 artillery strikes
and 140 rocket assaults in a single day, residents were
resigned to the incessant bombardments.  Anna
Kolinichenko, who lives in a three-room flat with her sister
and brother-in-law, said they do not even bother to head
down to the cellar when the sirens go off.

“If a bomb drops, we’re going to die anyway,” she told
AFP. “We are getting a little used to explosions.” Others
have found ways to cope with the shelling. Tamara
Osypchuk, 72, told AFP she wrote poetry to calm herself in
her apartment in the devastated Ukrainian town of Irpin
when the bombs rained down. “The explosions were very
strong. Like a volcano is exploding, as if the earth explodes,”
she said as she rested on a chair at an evacuation centre on
the outskirts of Kyiv.

Recapture town 
“I write poems and when there are explosions I feel great

inspiration.” Bombardments continued over the last 24 hours
in Irpin, as well as other cities around Kyiv, said Ukrainian
authorities. Ukraine’s determined fighters continue to hold
back Russia’s far-bigger military on the frontlines, and some
units are beginning to snatch back control.

Two people were killed by shelling in the village of
Stanislav, close to the city of Kherson, where Ukrainian
forces have mounted a counter-offensive. In an update early
Sunday, the Ukrainian General Staff said “the allied forces
repulsed seven attacks” and destroyed eight tanks in the
Donetsk and Lugansk areas of the Donbas.

The Ukrainian defence ministry said its forces had also
recaptured Trostianets, a town near the Russian border that
was one of the first to fall under Moscow’s control. Images
published by the ministry showed Ukrainian soldiers and
civilians among heavily damaged buildings and what

appeared to be abandoned Russian military equipment.
Elsewhere, Russian forces took control of Slavutych, the

town where workers at the decommissioned Chernobyl
nuclear plant live, briefly detaining the mayor, Ukrainian
authorities said. Residents of the town protested, prompting
the Russians to fire shots in the air and lob stun grenades
into the crowd, they added.

The International Atomic Energy Agency said it was
“closely monitoring the situation” and was concerned about
the ability of employees at Chernobyl to rotate and return to
their homes to rest.

‘One percent’ 
“There has been no staff rotation at the NPP for nearly a

week now,” the IAEA said. Russia’s army, which Western
analysts said appeared bogged down by tactical, communi-
cations and logistics problems, had suggested on Friday it
would shift its concentration to eastern Ukraine. But Biden
had cast doubt, saying he was “not sure” Moscow has
indeed changed its objectives.

Biden, who was winding up a whirlwind visit to Poland
after holding a series of urgent summits in Brussels with
Western allies, met key Ukrainian cabinet ministers on
Saturday. In a possible shift on a plan to transfer Soviet-era
fighter jets from Poland to Kyiv to boost Ukraine’s firepower
in the skies-rejected last month by the Pentagon as too “high
risk”-Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba said the United States
now did not object.

“As far as we can conclude, the ball is now on the Polish
side,” Kuleba said in written comments to AFP after the
meeting. In a video address, Zelensky reiterated a call for
planes while urging allies to supply Ukraine with more
weapons. “We need more ammunition. We need it to protect
not only Ukraine but other Eastern European countries that
Russia threatened to invade,” he said.

“During the meeting... with our American colleagues in
Poland, we made it clear again,” he said. “What is NATO is
doing? Is it being run by Russia? What are they waiting for?
It’s been 31 days. We are only asking for one percent of what
NATO has, nothing more.” —AFP

Malta’s government claims third term after elections
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WARSAW, Poland: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken (L) and US Secretary of Defence Lloyd Austin (R) listen while US President Joe Biden speaks with the Polish President during a meeting on Russia’s war on Ukraine at the presidential
palace in Warsaw. —AFP

Macron warns against ‘escalation’
Kremlin reacted in fury over Biden’s comments

Macron’s rivals 
turn up the volume 
two weeks from vote
PARIS: Candidates in France’s looming presiden-
tial election pushed at the weekend to make
themselves heard over Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, with a re-run of 2017’s final showdown
still the most likely outcome. Buoyed in part by
his shuttle diplomacy ahead of the conflict and
toughness on Moscow since the tanks began to
roll, liberal incumbent Emmanuel Macron is riding
high in the polls with two weeks to go.

But as the president “is totally absorbed by
the international crisis, it’s very difficult to be
present and to campaign”, a source close to him
told AFP on condition of anonymity. Short of a
major upset, his opponent in the runoff will be
far-right National Rally leader Marine Le Pen-
exactly the same setup as five years ago.

A trio of candidates-far-right rival Eric
Zemmour, conservative Valerie Pecresse and left-
winger Jean-Luc Melenchon-still hope they can
break out from the pack and take on Macron in
the second round. “Everything could be decided
in the two weeks to come, they could count dou-
ble,” Adelaide Zulfikarpasic of the BVA Opinion
polling group told AFP. “Four out of ten voters
who say they are certain to cast their ballot are
still undecided” on a candidate, she said.

On Sunday, Zemmour hopes to rally up to
50,000 people a stone’s throw from the Eiffel
Tower in Paris, bussing in supporters from other
parts of France. “This will be the event of the
campaign, the biggest gathering,” the candidate
told Sud Radio on Friday, insisting that “since the
beginning, my meetings have touched off the
greatest excitement.”

Yet Zemmour, a former columnist and TV
commentator, has fallen below the 10 percent
mark in some polls. That is far short of support
ranging around 20 percent for Le Pen and close
to 30 percent for Macron.

The National Rally leader strove to project
serenity as members of her own camp-including
her niece Marion Marechal-deserted her for
tougher-talking Zemmour. Instead Le Pen has
pounded the pavements campaigning on French
streets and market squares, and this week urged
potential Zemmour voters to back her if she
reaches the second round as forecast.

“No one owns their voters,” she told M6 tele-
vision, adding that “I hope if I’m in the second
round they’ll join us.” With Zemmour and Le Pen
slogging it out for the hard-right vote and
Macron sounding pro-business and law-and-
order notes, conservative Valerie Pecresse has
struggled to make herself heard. —AFP

After COVID, India 
tries to get on top 
of tuberculosis
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Palestinians elect
West Bank councils 
RAMALLAH, Palestinian Territories: Voters cast
bal lots Saturday for municipal councils in the
Zionist-occupied West Bank in a rare democratic
exercise following a decade and a half of delays to
Palestinian elections. It was the second phase of
municipal polls after a first round of voting in
December in 154 West Bank villages.

Saturday’s vote was held in 50 towns and cities,
with many elections uncontested, or without any
candidates in some cases. Turnout was 52.8 percent,
according to the Central Elections Commission.
Wasfi Ramhi, voting in the city of Al-Bireh, said he
hoped it would lead to national elections.

“If they are democratic, fair and free, they will
help us to hold legislative and presidential elec-
tions,” he told AFP. As he cast his vote in Al-Bireh,
Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas defended his
decision to call off scheduled presidential and leg-
islative elections last year, saying they had to be
held in “all the Palestinian territories”.

Zionist entity had barred voting from taking place
in annexed east Jerusalem. The Islamists had been
poised to sweep the parliamentary election, which
was widely seen as the real reason for Abbas’s 11th-
hour postponement of the poll. No legislative or
presidential  e lect ions have been held in the
Palestinian territories for 15 years, following repeat-
ed delays.

The last municipal elections, held in 2017, were
boycotted by Hamas, the Islamist rulers of the Gaza
Strip. Hamas is also boycotting this year’s election in
protest at the indefinite postponement of parliamen-

tary and presidential elections.
Central Elections Commission chief Hanna Nasser

said a number of candidates had been arrested in
the lead-up to the vote. “There are candidates who
were arrested before today,” Nasser said. “This
indicates blatant interference in the elect ion
process. “The arrests were made for political rea-
sons to prevent certain candidates from running in
the elections,” he told a news conference.

No elections are being held in Gaza or in east
Jerusalem. In the Jordan Valley city of Jericho, inde-
pendents dominated the candidate lists, with estab-
lished parties officially staying away, a dynamic mir-
rored across the West Bank. “Usually there are just
one or two lists running-and they belong to the par-
ties. This time there are five lists, many of them inde-
pendents,” said Emad Barahmeh, a businessman who
heads one of the independent l ists running in
Jericho. —AFP

Second black box 
of crashed China 
plane recovered
BEIJING, China: The second black box has been recov-
ered from last week’s deadly China Eastern plane crash,
officials said Sunday, and could help solve the mystery
of the jet’s breakneck descent. The Boeing 737-800 was
flying between the cities of Kunming and Guangzhou on
Monday when it nosedived into a mountainside, disinte-
grating on impact and killing all 132 people on board.

The cause of the disaster, China’s deadliest plane
crash in more than 30 years, is not yet known. An
“orange cylindrical object was unearthed” Sunday
morning, Zhu Tao, director of safety at China’s Civil
Aviation Administration (CAAC), told reporters.

“Investigators on site have confirmed... it is the stor-
age unit of the flight data recorder.” The plane was
equipped with two flight recorders: a cockpit voice
recorder and one in the rear passenger cabin tracking
flight data.

The former was found on Wednesday and sent to
Beijing for analysis, which is expected to take several
more days. This second black box contains crucial
information such as the speed of the aircraft, its alti-
tude and heading.

“While other parts of the recorder were seriously
damaged, the data storage unit appears relatively
intact” and “has been sent to a professional lab to be
decoded”, Zhu said. Hundreds of people, including fire-
fighters, doctors and investigators — some dressed in
full-body protective suits — remained at the scene of
the tragedy on Sunday recovering human remains and
the wreckage of the plane. —AFP

RAMALLAH, Palestinian Territories: A handout picture pro-
vided by the Palestinian Authority’s press office (PPO)
shows President Mahmud Abbas as he votes in the local
elections, in Ramallah in the occupied West Bank. —AFP


