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“All this, no doubt, demoralizes the Russian army - 

they realize that their top leadership is completely 
incompetent”.The weaknesses shown by the Russian 
army in Ukraine, in particular in intelligence, logistics 
and tactical errors, have forced military chiefs to go to 
the frontlines, said a senior French military official, 
who asked not to be named. “Orders may not have 
been well understood or received, units could be dis-
obedient or there is a major problem with morale. All 
this could make the generals go to the front.” 

Of the generals, only the death in action on Feb 28 
of Major General Andrei Sukhovetsky, deputy com-
mander of Russia’s 41st Combined Arms Army, has 
been confirmed by official Russian sources. Andrei 

Paliy, the Kyiv-born deputy commander of the Black 
Sea fleet, was killed in fighting around Mariupol, the 
governor of annexed Crimea, Mikhail Razvozhayev, 
announced on his Telegram channel. 

But these admissions have been exceptions in a cli-
mate where Russia has only been disclosing the most 
limited information about its losses. Russia has only on 
two occasions in the month-long conflict given an 
official toll for Russian soldiers killed, the latest on 
March 25 giving a figure of 1,351 deaths. In a possible 
sign of the troubles, Defense Minister Sergei Shoigu 
disappeared from view for some two weeks this 
month, re-emerging only on Saturday, although the 
Kremlin insisted nothing was untoward. 

While Western sources do not confirm Ukraine’s 
figure of 17,000 Russians killed, they say the actual 
Russian toll is likely several times higher than the offi-
cial one. Leonid Volkov, a close ally of jailed Russian 
opposition leader Alexei Navalny, said the funeral of 
major general Vitaly Gerasimov - the second general 
Ukraine said it had killed - had taken place in 
Yekaterinburg on March 16. — AFP 

Deaths of generals 
expose Russia’s...
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we are trying to achieve here is changing the narra-

tive, creating a different future”. The meeting’s Sunday 
opening, in the Sde Boker kibbutz in the Negev desert, 
was marred by a shooting attack in the Zionist entity’s 
north that killed two police officers and was claimed by 
the Islamic State group, which has rarely managed to 
stage attacks inside the Zionist entity. 

And early Monday, Prime Minister Naftali Bennett’s 
office confirmed he had caught COVID, a day after he 
held closed-door meetings with Blinken followed by a 
joint press conference without masks. The talks on 
restoring the 2015 Iran nuclear deal were high on the 
agenda at the Negev gathering and in Blinken’s meet-
ings with Zionist officials. 

The European Union’s foreign policy chief said at the 
weekend that an agreement with Iran to restore the so-
called Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action could be 
reached “in a matter of days”. That has raised concern in 
the Zionist entity and across much of the Middle East, 
where many US-allied Arab states view Iran as a men-
ace. A Zionist official, speaking to AFP on condition of 
anonymity, said after the Sde Boker talks: “All countries 
here except the US have reservations about a nuclear 
deal with Iran and what happened is that we got them 
closer to our approach.” 

The Abraham Accords infuriated the Palestinians, 
who argued that they marked a betrayal of a decades-
old Arab League consensus. A small group of protesters 
outside the Negev venue sought to force the Palestinian 
issue into the room, waving placards that said “Haven’t 
you forgotten someone?”  

Iran, meanwhile, has repeatedly emphasized that it 
remains fully behind the Palestinian cause. “Any attempt 
to normalize and establish relations with the terrorist 
Zionists and the occupiers of Al-Quds (Jerusalem) is a 
stab in the back” for the Palestinians, Iran’s foreign min-
istry spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh said Monday. 

Blinken - who departed the Zionist entity on Monday 
afternoon for Morocco - has voiced strong support for 
the Abraham Accords but cautioned that they cannot 

replace Zionist-Palestinian peace-building. “We have to 
be clear that these regional peace agreements are not a 
substitute for progress between Palestinians and (the 
Zionists),” said Blinken, who had on Sunday met 
Palestinian president Mahmoud Abbas in the Zionist-
occupied West Bank. Blinken has insisted that President 
Joe Biden’s administration is committed to repairing 
Palestinian relations, which collapsed under Trump. 

But the Palestinian leader told Blinken on Sunday that 
the West showed “double standards”, taking a hard line 
against Russia’s invasion of Ukraine while ignoring what 
he called the Zionist entity’s “crimes” against his people. 
As the diplomats were wrapped up in their Negev 
meeting, Abbas hosted Jordan’s King Abdullah II in 
Ramallah, the monarch’s first visit to the West Bank 
since 2017. 

Jordan - the only Arab country with full ties with the 
Zionist entity that was not at the Negev meeting - has 
played a middleman role between the Zionist entity and 
the Palestinian Authority. Jordan’s king seemed to echo 
Blinken’s warning about the limits of normalization in his 
meeting with Abbas, saying that “the region cannot 
enjoy security and stability without a just and compre-
hensive solution to the Palestinian issue”, according to 
the official Palestinian news agency. 

Abdullah’s visit, which lasted about two hours, was 
held less than a week before Ramadan, which last year 
saw waves of violence across the West Bank and 
Zionist-annexed east Jerusalem. Palestinian officials 
have repeatedly warned that the West Bank, which the 
Zionist entity captured from Jordan in 1967, was on the 
verge of “exploding”. Tensions in the occupied territory 
remain high between Palestinian residents and Zionist 
settlers, who live in communities widely regarded as ille-
gal under international law. 

Palestinians also regularly clash with Zionist security 
forces in the West Bank, often resulting in Palestinian 
deaths. Tahani Mustafa, West Bank analyst at the 
International Crisis Group think-tank, told AFP that 
Jordan was seeking to be proactive after having been 
“caught off guard” last year, when Ramadan tensions 
escalated into an 11-day conflict between the Zionist 
entity and the Hamas Islamists who control Gaza. 
Mustafa said Amman had to be particularly “sensitive 
about how it publicly navigates its relationship with (the 
Zionist entity) because of the high number of 
Palestinians that it hosts” inside Jordan. —AFP 

Zionist entity says 
meeting with...
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The stunned expressions of celebrities in the 

room, including Nicole Kidman and Lupita Nyong’o, 
became instant meme fodder, while outside the audi-
torium stars immediately weighed in to condemn 
Smith. “He could have killed him. That’s pure out of 
control rage and violence,” filmmaker Judd Apatow 
said in a tweet he later deleted. 

“Spinal Tap” director Rob Reiner dismissed 
Smith’s apology, calling for the star to show remorse 
to Rock personally and adding that the “Fresh 
Prince” star was “lucky Chris is not filing assault 
charges”. Actress Mia Farrow and British TV per-
sonality Piers Morgan both called it the Oscars’ 
“ugliest moment”. “Stand-up comics are very adept 
at handling hecklers. Violent physical assault... not so 
much,” “Star Wars” icon Mark Hamill chipped in. 

The comedy world was quick to rally to Rock’s 

side, complaining that Smith’s outburst could spark 
copycat behavior, endangering other stand-ups. 
Emmy Award-winning Rosie O’Donnell called out a 
“sad display of toxic masculinity from a narcissistic 
madman,” while Kathy Griffin added: “Now we all 
have to worry about who wants to be the next Will 
Smith in comedy clubs and theaters.” 

From the literary world, Booker prize-winning 
author Bernadine Evaristo suggested that Smith had 
not just wrecked what should have been his greatest 
triumph, but had also sullied his legacy. “Only the 
fifth black man in nearly 100 years to win an Oscar 
for male lead, and the first in 16 years, resorts to vio-
lence instead of utilizing the power of words to slay 
Chris Rock. Then he claims God and Love made him 
do it,” she said. 

Smith, who rose to fame in 1990s sit-com “The 
Fresh Prince of Bel-Air”, has a history of antagonism 
with Rock going back almost a decade, since the 
comedian took a swing at Pinkett Smith over the 
couple’s boycott of the 2016 Oscars. But rapper and 
producer Sean “Diddy” Combs indicated Sunday’s 
acrimony was short-lived, telling Page Six: “That’s 
not a problem. —AFP

Celebs shocked 
after Smith slaps...

SHANGHAI: Millions of people in China’s financial 
hub were confined to their homes on Monday as the 
eastern half of Shanghai went into lockdown to curb 
the country’s biggest ongoing COVID-19 outbreak. 
The move, announced late Sunday, caused a run on 
grocery stores by residents who have become 
exasperated with authorities’ inability to snuff out 
the outbreak despite nearly three weeks of increas-
ingly disruptive measures. 

Authorities are imposing a two-phase lockdown 
of the city of about 25 million people to carry out 
mass testing. The govern-
ment had sought to avoid 
the hard lockdowns regu-
larly deployed in other 
Chinese cities, opting 
instead for rolling localised 
lockdowns to keep 
Shanghai’s economy run-
ning. But Shanghai has in 
recent weeks become 
China’s COVID hotspot, 
and on Monday another 
record high was reported, 
with 3,500 new confirmed cases in the city. 

The area locked down on Monday is the sprawl-
ing eastern district known as Pudong, which 
includes the main international airport and glittering 
financial centre. The lockdown will last until Friday, 
then switch to the more populated western Puxi 
section, home to the historic Bund riverfront. 

The government said the steps were being 
taken to root out infections “as soon as possi-
ble”. The unpredictable neighbourhood-level 
measures employed in recent weeks have left 
many citizens frustrated with repeated, brief 
confinements at home. 

Some complained Monday that only several 
hours’ notice was given for the new, larger lock-
down. “We really don’t understand Shanghai’s man-
agement and control measures. There has indeed 
been some inconsistency,” said a 59-year-old man 

who gave only his sur-
name Cao as he queued to 
buy groceries. 

“After so much time, 
(the city) is not controlling 
the virus and the numbers 
are still going up.” The 
government has not speci-
fied any impact on 
Shanghai’s main interna-
tional airport or its 
bustling seaport. 

 
‘Not optimistic’  

China largely kept the virus under control for the 
past two years through strict zero-tolerance meas-
ures including mass lockdowns of cities and 
provinces for even small numbers of cases. But 
Omicron has proven harder to stamp out. 

China has reported several thousand new daily 

cases for the past two weeks. Those numbers 
remain insignificant globally but are up sharply from 
fewer than 100 a day in February. Tens of millions of 
residents in affected areas across China have been 
subjected to citywide lockdowns in response. 

But as Shanghai has struggled, some cities have 

made progress. The southern tech manufacturing 
hub Shenzhen-which locked down earlier in the cur-
rent outbreak-announced that normal business 
activity was resuming on Monday as new cases 
have dropped. “I didn’t think it will be so serious (in 
Shanghai),” said resident Guo Yunlong, 24. — AFP 

Half of Shanghai in lockdown  
to curb COVID-19 outbreak 

SHANGHAI, China: Residents are being checked at the entrance of a residential area that is in lockdown, in Jing’ an district 
in Shanghai on March 28, 2022. —AFP

STOYANKA, Ukraine: Russian 
snipers are still targeting the deserted 
crossroads into the village of 
Stoyanka, but Andrii Ostapets hopes 
to bring food to his neighbours-and to 
his cats, if they are still alive. The 69-
year-old private museum owner has 
returned one week after fleeing the 
village on Kyiv’s western edge, having 
heard that Ukrainian troops were driv-
ing back Moscow’s forces. 

“We saw people killed, we saw 
burnt down houses, we lived through 
hell” when Russia occupied the village, 
says Ostapets, protected from the bit-
ing cold by a thick leather jacket. 
“Yesterday they pushed them back 
from our farm. The Russians have no 
chance to stay alive-they can either 
surrender or die.” 

A bitter wind whips through 
Stoyanka, which has been turned into 
a ghost village after nearly a month on 
the western frontline of Russia’s 
attempt to encircle the Ukrainian capi-
tal. The sound of shelling still booms 
from the low forested hills that sur-
round the village-where Ukrainian 
defence volunteer forces say Russian 
snipers are lurking. Gunfire crackles at 
a distance. 

The fighting continues despite 
Moscow signalling on Friday that it 
had scaled down the aims of its 

month-old invasion of Ukraine, focus-
ing now on the eastern Donbas area. 

Ukraine says it is pushing back the 
stalled Russian advance on Kyiv in 
areas such as Stoyanka, just half a 
kilometre (about 500 yards) from the 
western city limits. 

“I have a full car of groceries, the 
people and pets who stayed there, 
we’ll bring them food,” says Ostapets. 
“We are waiting for permission and 
we will go save those alive.” 

 
 ‘Shot by snipers’  

Most of the houses on the 
approach to Stoyanka appear to be 
empty, and some have been destroyed 
by shelling. At a sandbagged check-
point where people are waiting to 
deliver aid, one militia member said it 
was “suicidal” to try to cross into the 
main part of the village at the moment. 

“Two civilians were shot by snipers 
today,” says a civil defence volunteer 
toting a Kalashnikov rifle, his face cov-
ered by an olive green balaclava. 

The village was still being targeted 
by sniper fire, mortars and shelling, 
much of it coming from the surround-
ing woods, said the volunteer, asking 
not to be named. Of the residents who 
have braved the fighting to stay, many 
are running short of food. A surprise 
arrival at the scene is Ostapets’ 

daughter, Snizhana Shokina, who says 
she has come to join the aid effort 
because the war “hurts the soul”. 

“I didn’t tell my parents I would 
come, because they would start wor-
rying. I just decided to come,” says the 
45-year-old mother-of-two, wearing a 
designer biker jacket. “They want to 
bring them food and I want to help 
and support them.” 

 
 ‘Historical enemy’  

Her parents fled Stoyanka after a 
shell exploded in their garden, throw-
ing her mother to the ground and 
leaving a large crater. Their cats 
“probably were killed but we hope 

most of them stayed alive”. 
The road ahead for the volunteers is 

dangerous. A pile of twisted metal that 
used to be a petrol station sits on the 
other side of the debris-strewn cross-
roads on the main western highway out 
of Kyiv.  A van driven by military volun-
teers stops to check on a team of AFP 
journalists, warns them that Russian 
snipers are targeting the junction, then 
careers across at high-speed. 

But Ostapets, a history buff who 
says Russia is a “historical enemy” 
going back to a bloody conquest of 
Kyiv in the 12th century, insists it is a 
violent rearguard action by Moscow’s 
21st-century forces. — AFP 

STOYANKA: Volunteers take position at a checkpoint in Stoyanka, on March 27, 2022, 
amid Russian invasion of Ukraine. —AFP 
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‘Surrender or die’: Ghost village 
tries to push back Russians    

Brazilians join fight 
in far-away Ukraine 

 
SAO PAULO: Wearing a camouflage T-shirt that 
clings to his biceps, Brazilian policeman Saulo 
packs his bag with combat boots, camping gear, 
gun holsters and a knife — “just the essential” to 
go fight in Ukraine. The 35-year-old Sao Paulo 
man quit his job as a military police officer to 
travel more than 11,000 kilometers (nearly 7,000 
mi les)  and join Ukraine’s  f ight  against  the 
Russian invasion. 

“I identify with the cause, with the Ukrainian 
people who are suffering the injustice of a foreign 
aggressor,” said Saulo, who asked that his last name 
not be used for security reasons. “And I want to 
help avoid World War III,” he told AFP, laying the 
items on his short packing list out on his bed along-
side his black duffel bag. Picking up a small 
Brazilian flag, he added it to the pile. 

Although President Jair Bolsonaro has said Brazil 
will remain “neutral” over the conflict-drawing criti-
cism in some quarters-hundreds of Brazilians have 
taken steps to go fight in Ukraine. They are looking 
to join the 20,000 volunteers from more than 50 
countries who have applied to join the International 
Legion of Defense of Ukraine, a corps launched to 
help fend off the invasion, according to figures from 
the Ukrainian foreign ministry. 

Saulo said good-bye to his partner and two chil-
dren and left Wednesday for Poland, where 
Brazilians already on the ground have promised to 
help him join the war. He bought the one-way ticket 
with his own money. Saulo said he made his decision 
after seeing images from Ukraine of bombed-out 
residential buildings and hospitals. — AFP 


