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PRZEWODOW, Poland: Police block a road on November 16, 2022 near the site where a missile strike killed two men in the eastern Poland village of Przewodow, near the border with war-ravaged Ukraine. — AFP

PRZEWODOW, Poland: Western leaders played 
down fears Wednesday that a deadly missile blast 
in eastern Poland could herald a dangerous esca-
lation in the war Russia launched against Ukraine, 
blaming stray anti-aircraft fire. Poland and NATO 
said the explosion was l ikely caused by a 
Ukrainian air defense missile launched to intercept 
a Russian barrage, but that Moscow was ultimate-
ly to blame for starting the conflict. 

Two people were killed on Tuesday when at 
least one missile hit a village in NATO member 
Poland near the Ukrainian border, during a mass 
Russian bombardment aimed at civilian infrastruc-
ture inside Western-backed Ukraine. Both the 
Western leaders at the G20 summit in Bali and 
NATO ambassadors in Brussels called emergency 
meetings, amid fears the blasts were a Russian 
strike that might force the allies to respond. 

But Polish President Andrzej Duda played down 
international fears of a further escalation, saying 
there was “no indication that this was an inten-
tional attack on Poland”. Duda said it was very 
likely that the Soviet-era missile was launched by 
Ukraine in what he called an “unfortunate acci-
dent” and said the blame lay with Russia because 
of its attacks on Ukraine. 

Russia ‘bears responsibility’ 
NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg underlined this 

stance and EU diplomats meeting in Brussels 
praised Warsaw, one of Ukraine’s closest friends 
and Russia’s f iercest foes, for i ts measured 
response. After crisis talks in Brussels, Stoltenberg 
said an ongoing investigation was expected to 
find “that the incident was likely caused by a 
Ukrainian air defense missile fired to defend 
Ukrainian territory against Russian cruise missile 
attacks. 

“But let me be clear, this is not Ukraine’s fault,” 
he continued. “Russia bears ultimate responsibility 
as it continues its illegal war against Ukraine.” 
Stoltenberg said NATO had ramped up its defens-
es along its eastern flank in response to the war in 
Ukraine and denied that the alliance’s air defenses 
had failed. “We are prepared to handle situations 
like this in a firm, calm, resolute way, but also in a 
way that prevent further escalation,” he said. 

The NATO chief said Poland had not invoked 
Article 4 of the Western alliance’s treaty, which 
would have obliged members to discuss whether 
“the territorial integrity, political independence or 
security of any of the Parties is threatened”. 
NATO’s most powerful member, the United States, 

has hundreds of troops in Poland and leads the 
West in supplying weapons to support Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelensky’s government in 
Kyiv. US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin said 
American personnel would work to support the 
Polish investigation, and stressed: “Russia bears 
ultimate responsibility as it continues its illegal 
war against Ukraine.” 

The Russ ian  defense  min is t ry  sa id : 
“Photographs of the wreckage... were unequiv-
ocally identified by Russian military experts as 
fragments of a guided anti-aircraft missile of a 
Ukrainian S-300 air defense system.” It insisted 
that its own strikes, a barrage of scores of mis-
siles, “were carried out on targets only on the 
territory of Ukraine and at a distance of no 
closer than 35 kilometers from the Ukrainian-
Polish border.” 

With world leaders meeting in Bali at the G20 
summit, Ukrainian officials initially insisted that 
Russia must have fired the missile that hit Poland, 
but later asked to take part in the investigation. 
“Ukraine requests immediate access to the site of 
the explosion,” the secretary of Ukraine’s national 
security and defence council, Oleksiy Danilov, 
said on social media. He said Kyiv was ready to 

hand over evidence of its claim that Russia was 
responsible, but that he was “expecting informa-
tion from our partners” on reports that it was an 
Ukrainian missile. 

The explosion rocked the village of Przewodow 
in eastern Poland at 1440 GMT on Tuesday. “I’m 
scared. I didn’t sleep all night,” Anna Magus, a 
60-year-old teacher at the local elementary 
school, told AFP near the scene. “I hope it was a 
stray missile because otherwise we’re helpless.” 

 
Electricity outages 

Russia invaded Ukraine on February 24 and still 
holds swathes of territory despite a series of 
recent battlefield defeats. The conflict has caused 
deep unease in neighboring Poland, which shares 
a 530-km border with Ukraine and where memo-
ries of Soviet domination are still very raw. The 
explosion came after a wave of Russian missiles 
hit cities across Ukraine on Tuesday, including 
Lviv, near the Polish border. Zelensky said the 
strikes cut power to some 10 million people, 
though it was later restored to eight million of 
them, and also triggered automatic shutdowns at 
two nuclear power plants.  — AFP  

Poland blast caused by Ukraine missile
Warsaw says explosion was an accident, still blames Russia over conflict

BEIJING, China: Multiple Chinese cities have can-
celled routine mass COVID tests this week, days after 
Beijing announced limited relaxations of its strict 
zero-COVID policy which raised hopes of China’s 
eventual reopening. 

The National Health Commission (NHC) on Friday 
issued 20 rules for “optimising” zero-COVID, where 
certain restrictions were relaxed to limit its social 
and economic impact. China reported over 20,000 
new infections Wednesday-the highest figure since 
Apri l-with major outbreaks in the cit ies of 
Guangzhou and Chongqing. 

Routine mass PCR testing is one of the key tools 
used to trace outbreaks, with cities such as Beijing 
and Shanghai requiring residents to show 72-hour 
test results to enter public spaces and use public 
transport. But many complain that it wastes time and 
long queues increase transmission risk, while operat-
ing free testing services has heavily strained local 
government budgets. 

Shanghai abolished mandatory mass testing by city 
district on Sunday, China News Service reported citing 

anonymous local officials. However, officials caveated 
that it will “only be carried out when the source of 
infection and transmission chain are unclear, and it has 
been spreading in the community for a long time”, 
echoing language from the NHC announcement. 

Shijiazhuang, a city of 11 million in northern Hebei 
province, also vowed Sunday to implement the 20 
measures in an open letter to residents. China 
Newsweek reported that routine mass testing had 
been cancelled, except for “key groups”, citing local 
officials. 

Residents would still require a 72-hour test result to 
use public transport and to access key sites such as 
hotels, according to local media reports. Shijiazhuang’s 
Communist Party boss reiterated Monday that the new 
measures were neither “lying flat” or a “full relaxation”, 
after the Weibo hashtag “Shijiazhuang epidemic pre-
vention” went viral. 

Social media users reacted with celebration but also 
alarm, with many complaining Wednesday that parcels 
could not be sent from the city due to strict virus con-
trols by other local governments. “I’m speechless, why 
doesn’t the whole country open up instead of using 
Shijiazhuang as an experimental site?” one local resi-
dent wrote on Weibo. 

“We cannot travel elsewhere and parcels don’t get 
delivered here, I can’t leave the city to take an exam, 
it’s disgusting.” Other cities including Yanji in north-
eastern Jilin province and Hefei in eastern Anhui 
province also cancelled routine mass testing earlier 
this week. — AFP 
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MANILA, Philippines: US Vice President Kamala 
Harris will travel next week to a Philippine island near 
waters claimed by China, an official said Wednesday, in 
a show of support to the US ally. Harris will visit the 
western island province of Palawan on Tuesday as part 
of a two-nation Asia trip that includes filling in for 
President Joe Biden at an Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation summit in Bangkok. 

She will be the highest-ranking US official ever to 
visit Palawan, the largest Philippine province, which is 
not claimed by Beijing but lies along hotly contested 
waters in the South China Sea. “This visit demonstrates 
the Biden-Harris administration’s commitment to stand 
with our Philippine ally in upholding the rules-based 
international maritime order in the South China Sea,” a 
US official told reporters on customary condition of 
anonymity. 

Harris, who will meet a day earlier in Manila with 
President Ferdinand Marcos, will visit residents, civil 
society and the Philippine Coast Guard in Palawan’s 
capital Puerto Princesa. The trip will “reaffirm our 
defence commitments to the Philippines and the impor-

tance of our alliance in peace and stability in the South 
China Sea”, the official said. 

She will also discuss countering illegal fishing and 
hold a separate event on women’s empowerment. The 
United States, which has a treaty alliance with its former 
colony, has been increasingly outspoken in supporting 
Southeast Asian nations in myriad disputes with a more 
assertive China. 

China claims sovereignty over almost the entire 
South China Sea, while the Philippines, Vietnam, 
Malaysia and Brunei have overlapping claims to parts of 
it. Beijing has ignored a 2016 international tribunal rul-
ing that its claims have no legal basis. 

Unlike his predecessor Rodrigo Duterte, who set 
aside his country’s legal victory, Marcos has pledged to 
uphold the court decision and insisted he would not let 
China trample on Manila’s maritime rights. Tensions 
between Manila and Beijing flared last year after hun-
dreds of Chinese vessels were detected at Whitsun Reef 
in the Spratly Islands, which lie in the disputed waters. 

Last November, Chinese coastguard ships fired 
water cannon at Philippine boats delivering supplies to 
marines at Second Thomas Shoal in the same archipela-
go. The announcement of the Harris visit comes days 
after Biden met Chinese President Xi Jinping on the 
sidelines of a G20 summit in Bali, where both leaders 
voiced hope for preventing tensions from spiralling out 
of control. — AFP 
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