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LONDON: British police investigating breaches of coro-
navirus lockdown laws by Prime Minister Boris Johnson 
and his staff in Downing Street announced Tuesday it 
would be issuing 20 initial fines. London’s Metropolitan 
Police said it would not be disclosing the number or iden-
tities of those being fined, but Johnson is reportedly not 
among those hit in the first wave of sanctions. 

The news nevertheless risks reviving the so-called 
“partygate” scandal that left him fighting for political 
survival after a number of lawmakers from his ruling 
Conservatives called for his resignation. “We will today 
initially begin to refer 20 fixed penalty notices to be 
issued for breaches of COVID-19 regulations,” the Met 
said in a statement, adding that its investigation was 
continuing. 

“We are making every effort to progress this inves-
tigation at speed and have completed a number of 
assessments,” it added.  Because there was still a “sig-
nificant amount” of evidence to be assessed, they did 
not rule out further action. 

Questions for Johnson  
The London force is investigating claims that Johnson 

and his Downing Street officials organised and attended 
at least a dozen alcohol-fuelled events in 2020 and 2021 
that violated Britain’s then-strict virus curbs. 

Johnson has already apologised for the parties, which 
included Christmas celebrations-and a drink-fuelled gath-
ering the evening before Prince Philip’s funeral. The prime 
minister, who initially denied any rule-breaking events had 
occurred in the complex where he lives and works, has 
consistently denied any personal wrongdoing. 

But the 57-year-old faces a fine unless he can ade-
quately explain why he appeared to attend some social 
gatherings when his government was telling the public 
that they were illegal. His office confirmed last month that 
he had submitted his response to a police questionnaire 
on the matter, but sources have said he has not been inter-
viewed in person by investigating officers. His spokesman 
has previously said he will disclose any significant devel-
opments in the probe relating to the prime minister.  

 
Pressure eased  

The “Partygate” revelations and a steady stream of 
other scandals dating back to last year had left Johnson’s 
position as prime minister hanging by a thread earlier this 
year. The mood among some of his own MPs grew 
increasingly mutinous and his position was weaker than at 
any time since he became prime minister in 2019 on a 
wave of support for his populist Brexit agenda. His oppo-
nents accused him of misleading parliament by insisting 
the Downing Street events were work-related and within 

the rules. Normally, ministers found to have misled other 
lawmakers are expected to resign. 

A handful of his own Tory MPs publicly said they 
had no confidence in his leadership, and speculation 
grew that the 54 votes required to force a no-confi-
dence vote to remove him as party leader and prime 
minister could be reached. 

However, the launch of the police investigation in late 

January bought the embattled Johnson some time. In 
recent weeks, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has further 
eased the political pressure on him with the international 
crisis replacing “Partygate” in the daily headlines. 

Johnson has tried to play a prominent role in the West’s 
response, hosting near daily calls with Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky and sending the UK military aid to 
the eastern European country. — AFP 
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BRUSSELS, Belgium: File photo shows Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (C) Britain’s Foreign Secretary Liz 
Truss (L) and Britain’s military representative to NATO Ben Bathurst (R) leave NATO Headquarters following a 
summit in Brussels on March 24, 2022. — AFP 

BEIRUT: Lebanese Prime Minister Najib Mikati (R) and UNESCO’s Assistant Director-General for Education 
Stefania Giannini (2nd-R) listen as Maysoun Chehab (C), UNESCO’s National Education Professional Officer for 
Lebanon, speaks during a ceremony marking UNESCO’s announcement of the completion of a project to 
rehabilitate all 280 educational buildings damaged by the 2020 Beirut port blast. — AFP 

Environmentalist  
held in Iran ends  
‘hunger strike’ 
 
 
LONDON, United Kingdom: Morad Tahbaz, an envi-
ronmental campaigner held in Iran, has ended a week-
long hunger strike, his daughter said Tuesday, reiterating 
his family’s frustration with the UK government’s han-
dling of the case. Tahbaz, 69, who holds British, US and 
Iranian citizenship, remains in prison in Tehran while two 
other UK-Iranians — Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe and 
Anoosheh Ashoori — were released and flew home ear-
lier this month. 

His daughter, Roxanne Tahbaz, said relatives were 
told by the foreign ministry in London at the time that 
Iran had agreed to release him on unrestricted furlough 
and that his wife would be allowed to travel there to visit 
him. “Since then, neither has come to pass — he’s still in 
prison, and she’s still on the travel ban,” Roxanne Tahbaz 
told BBC radio. She said her father had initially been 
released from Tehran’s Evin prison but only for about 24 
hours. Following his return to jail, her father began a 
hunger strike at the start of last week but ended it 
Monday at the request of relatives over health concerns, 
Roxanne Tahbaz said.—AFP 

LONDON: Roxanne Tahbaz, the daughter of Morad Tahbaz 
speaks during a press conference. — AFP 

Lebanon faces  
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BEIRUT: Lebanon is grappling with an education 
“emergency,” a United Nations official said, as years of 
economic collapse weigh heavily on students and 
teachers. “We are now in an emergency situation. 
Education in Lebanon is in crisis because the country 
is living in crisis,” Maysoun Chehab of the UN educa-
tion and culture body (UNESCO) told AFP. 

She spoke on the sidelines of an event Monday cel-
ebrating the completion of a $35-million UNESCO 
project to rehabilitate 280 education centres damaged 
by a 2020 blast. The explosion caused by haphazardly 
stored fertiliser at Beirut port killed more than 200 
people, destroyed swathes of the capital and disrupted 
the education of at least 85,000 youths. 

UNESCO chief Audrey Azoulay visited Beirut 
weeks later, driving efforts to restore heritage sites 
and damaged schools. Students and teachers now have 
brand new classrooms but they are still suffering from 
the twin effects of an unprecedented economic crisis 
in Lebanon and the coronavirus pandemic. 

Since late 2019, the Lebanese pound has lost over 
90 percent of its value, pushing most of the population 
into poverty. Daily power cuts lasting more than 20 
hours and soaring petrol prices mean many students 
can neither afford to reach their classes nor study from 
home. “Schools do not have enough funds to operate 
as they should, teachers do not have sufficient salaries 
to live in prosperity, students do not have transporta-
tion means due to high fuel prices,” said Chehab, 
UNESCO’s education chief for Lebanon. “This is all 
affecting the quality of education.” 

The minimum wage once worth $450 is now valued 
at $28. The crisis has forced students to quit school or 
university to make ends meet. Enrolment in education-
al institutions slumped from 60 percent last year to 43 
percent in the current academic year, a UN Children’s 
Fund (UNICEF) report found.—AFP 

Nigeria train attack  
leaves ‘injuries 
and fatalities’ 
 
 
KANO: An attack on a major Nigerian railway line left 
“injuries and other fatalities” after gunmen detonated a 
bomb on the track and opened fire on a halted train, 
authorities said on Tuesday. The Monday night attack 
on a train linking the capital Abuja with the northwest 
city of Kaduna appeared to be another escalation by 
criminal gangs known locally as bandits. 

Around 970 passengers were onboard the train 
when gunmen blew up the tracks and started shooting 
into the coaches before the army arrived to repel them, 
a security source said. “Passengers who sustained 
injuries, and other fatalities, have been moved to hos-
pitals,” Kaduna State security commissioner Samuel 
Aruwan said in a statement on Facebook, without giv-
ing further details. Passengers had been evacuated by 
the armed forces but Aruwan also said search and res-
cue operations continued, suggesting some people 
were still missing. Nigerian Railway Corporation said 
services on the Abuja-Kaduna route had been “tem-
porarily suspended”. 

Two days earlier, gunmen killed a perimeter securi-
ty guard in an attack at Kaduna airport before  armed 
forces intervened. Gunmen also attacked the same rail-
way line with an explosive in October. 

Bandit gangs in the northwest and central Nigerian 
states have long terrorised communities, conducting 
mass kidnappings for ransom, raiding villages and 
stealing cattle. But their violence has intensified. 
Gunmen often arrive in their scores by motorbike, 
sometimes striking several villages, killing and abduct-
ing residents. Gunmen have also targeted highways for 
kidnappings between the capital and cities such as 
Kaduna and the northwestern commercial hub Kano. 
Nigeria’s military has been carrying out operations 
and air strikes to clear bandits out of their camps hid-
den in forests that straddle several states in the north-
west.—AFP 

Continued from Page 1 
 
Even hinting at such a tactic appears taboo in 

Washington. “Regime change might sound appeal-
ing because it removes the person associated with 
policies we don’t like,” Sarah Kreps, a government 
professor at Cornell University, told AFP. “But it 
almost always leads to instability.” 

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken has made 
refusing regime change a central tenet of his diplo-
matic approach, promising as early as March 2021 
not to “promote democracy through costly military 
interventions or by attempting to overthrow author-
itarian regimes by force”. “We have tried these tac-
tics in the past. However well-intentioned, they 
haven’t worked,” he said. 

The history of US foreign policy is littered with 
such attempts both clandestine and overt - and 
more or less successful - to resolve a crisis by 
replacing the leaders of an adversary country. It 
first took place in Latin America, when the CIA 
played a role, particularly during the Cold War, in 
military coups aimed at overthrowing left-wing 
presidents. 

But the regime change strategy did not disap-
pear with the rise of the Iron Curtain: Now the only 
global superpower, and confident of being untouch-
able, the United States began asserting its power 
even more overtly at the turn of the 21st century. As 
early as 1998, a Congressional text signed into law 
by Democratic president Bill Clinton stated that “it 
should be the policy of the United States to support 
efforts to remove the regime headed by Saddam 
Hussein from power in Iraq”. 

When Republican George W Bush arrived at 
the White House in 2001, he surrounded himself 
with neoconservative figures - sometimes branded 

as war hawks - who theorized a return to 
American interventionism as a way to promote the 
democratic model. The Sept 11 attacks accelerated 
the shift. The “war on terror” quickly led to the fall 
of the Taleban in Afghanistan. Soon after, 
Washington put its words about Saddam Hussein 
into action during the 2003 Iraq War, by over-
throwing him after wrongly accusing him of hiding 
weapons of mass destruction. 

In Libya, the 2011 intervention by Washington 
and its European allies was officially to protect 
rebels who took up arms against Muammar Gaddafi 
during the Arab Spring uprising. But the mission 
was actually extended until the death of the Libyan 
dictator. In Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya, the primary 
objective of bringing the regime down appeared to 
have been quickly achieved. 

On the other hand, the goal of “nation-building”, 
or the necessary construction of a stable - and 
Western-allied - state to succeed the fallen power, 
ended in failure at best. The jihadist Islamic State 
group took advantage of Iraqi instability in the mid-
2010s. Twenty years of costly military presence in 
Afghanistan ended in fiasco when the United States 
withdrew last summer, only to see the Taleban 
sweep back to power. Libya is still unable to extri-
cate itself from a decade of chaos. 

US politicians, almost unanimously aligned with a 
public opinion weary of the “endless wars” waged 
on the other side of the world, are now promoting a 
less interventionist foreign policy. Without the mili-
tary option, though, the United States does not nec-
essarily have the means to achieve its ambitions. 
Under the presidency of Donald Trump, Washington 
wanted to force Venezuelan President Nicolas 
Maduro from power through a campaign of interna-
tional sanctions - a plan that ended in failure. 

From the beginning of the war in Ukraine, Biden 
drew a red line: Never enter into direct confronta-
tion with Russia, to avoid a “Third World War”. For 
Kreps, the professor, “even the most hawkish policy 
makers seem to have learned from the foreign poli-
cy outcomes of the last few decades”. — AFP 

Regime change: 
Strategy the US...

Continued from Page 1 
 
ready to star in “G.I. Jane 2” - a putative sequel 

to a film about a female soldier who has a shaved 
head. After at first appearing to laugh at the joke, 
Smith walked onto the stage and smacked Rock 
with an open hand. He then returned to his seat and 
shouted profanities. 

Smith tearfully apologized to his fellow nominees 
and the Academy - but not Rock - a few minutes 
later as he accepted his historic Oscar. “Love will 
make you do crazy things,” he said. On Monday, he 
repeated that apology. “I would also like to apolo-
gize to the Academy, the producers of the show, all 

the attendees and everyone watching around the 
world. 

“I would like to apologize to the Williams Family 
and my King Richard Family. I deeply regret that my 
behavior has stained what has been an otherwise 
gorgeous journey for all of us. I am a work in 
progress.” Smith’s mea culpa came hours after the 
Academy condemned his behavior and said it was 
looking at possible sanctions. “We have officially 
started a formal review around the incident and will 
explore further action and consequences in accor-
dance with our Bylaws, Standards of Conduct and 
California law,” a statement said. 

Celebrities from Tinseltown and beyond reacted 
with shock and stunned amazement to Smith’s out-
burst, with some defending him and others con-
demning a display of “toxic masculinity”. “He could 
have killed him. That’s pure out of control rage and 
violence,” filmmaker Judd Apatow said in a tweet he 
later deleted. — AFP 
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the military activity” around the capital Kyiv 

and the city of Chernigiv, he said. 
Chief negotiator Vladimir Medinsky said there 

had been a “meaningful discussion”. US Secretary 
of State Antony Blinken responded saying he 
doubted Russia’s “seriousness”. “There is what 
Russia says and there is what Russia does. We’re 
focused on the latter,” he said, speaking at a 
press conference in Morocco. “What Russia is 
doing is the continued brutalization of Ukraine 
and its people, and that continues as we speak.” 
A spokesman for British Prime Minister Boris 
Johnson said: “We will judge Putin and his regime 

by his actions and not by his words”. 
Just hours earlier, Ukraine said seven people 

were killed in a Russian strike against the region-
al government headquarters in Mykolaiv, adding 
to a toll estimated by Zelensky at 20,000 so far. 
Ukrainian forces have pushed back Russian 
forces from around the city in recent days and 
have recaptured territory in other parts of the 
country, including in the suburban town of Irpin 
outside Kyiv - an important gateway to the capi-
tal. Ukraine has also resumed evacuations from 
areas in the south of the country occupied by 
Russian forces. 

In response to the invasion, the West has 
imposed crushing economic sanctions and many 
Western companies have pulled out of Russia. 
There have also been several rounds of diplo-
matic expulsions, which continued on Tuesday 
with Belgium, Ire land and the Nether lands 
announcing a total of 42 diplomats would be 
expelled. — AFP 
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