
ZAPORIZHZHIA, Ukraine: UN inspectors pressed
on towards a Russian-held nuclear plant in southern
Ukraine Thursday despite an early shelling attack,
as the ICRC warned the consequences of a strike on
the facility could be “catastrophic”.  As the 14-
strong team from the International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) left for the Zaporizhzhia nuclear
plant, Ukraine said Russian troops had shelled the
area, forcing the closure of one of its six reactors.

Energoatom, Ukraine’s nuclear agency, said it
was “the second time in 10 days” that shelling had
forced the closure of a reactor. The area around the
plant-Europe’s largest nuclear facility-has suffered
repeated shelling, with both sides accusing the oth-
er of responsibility, sparking global concern over
the risk of an accident.

“It is high time to stop playing with fire and
instead take concrete measures to protect this facil-
ity... from any military operations,” ICRC chief
Robert Mardini told reporters in Kyiv. “The slightest
miscalculation could trigger devastation that we will
regret for decades.”

Energoatom said the plant’s emergency protec-
tion system kicked in shortly before 5:00 am (0200
GMT) “due to another (Russian) mortar shelling”
and that “operating power unit five was shut down”.
But the backup power supply “was damaged” in the
attack, it said. After Russian forces seized the plant
on March 4, Energoatom shut two of the reactors,
followed by a third after shelling on August 5. With
a fourth in repairs, Thursday’s incident means only

one of the six is functioning.

‘The stakes are immense’ 
Mardini said it was “encouraging” that the IAEA

team was en route to inspect the plant because the
stakes were “immense”. “When hazardous sites
become battlegrounds, the consequences for mil-
lions of people and the environment can be cata-
strophic and last many years,” he said.

On leaving Zaporizhzhia, IAEA chief Rafael
Grossi said his team had been updated about the
shelling but would press on anyway. “We are not
stopping,” he vowed, despite being aware that in
crossing the frontline into Russian-held territory,
there was a security “grey area... where the risks
are significant”. “We have to proceed with this. We
have a very important mission to accomplish.” By
early afternoon, the team had crossed into the grey

zone after waiting for “several hours at a check-
point” for permission to cross, Ukraine’s Interfax
news agency reported, saying “gunfire could be
heard” along the road.

Shelling, saboteurs and back-to-school 
Earlier, Energodar Mayor Dmytro Orlov said his

town had come under sustained attack at dawn on
Thursday, saying Russian troops had fired “mortars
and used automatic weapons and rockets”.
Energodar town is located next to the plant on the
southern banks of the Dnipro River.

But Moscow accused Kyiv of smuggling in up to
60 military “saboteurs”, saying they reached the
area near the plant just after dawn and that Russian
troops had taken “measures to annihilate the ene-
my”. Grossi on Wednesday said the IAEA would
seek to establish a “permanent presence” at the
plant to avoid a nuclear disaster at the facility which
is located on the frontline of the fighting.

“My mission is... to prevent a nuclear accident
and preserve the largest nuclear power plant in
Europe,” he said. Ukraine has accused Russia of
deploying hundreds of soldiers and storing ammuni-
tion at the plant.

Both Moscow and Kyiv have accused each other
of staging “provocations” aimed at disrupting the
work of the IAEA mission. Meanwhile, Ukrainian
troops pressed ahead with a counteroffensive in the
nearby southern region of Kherson that began on
Monday to retake areas seized by Russian forces at

the start of the invasion.
In its morning update, the presidency said

“heavy explosions continued for the last 24 hours”
across Kherson region, while five people had been
killed and 12 others wounded in fighting in the east-
ern Donetsk region.

Despite the conflict, now in its seventh month,
September 1 marked the start of a new school year
for children across Ukraine. Figures from Ukraine’s
education ministry show 2,199 educational institu-
tions have been damaged in the fighting, with 225 of
them completely destroyed.

Just over half of the 23,000 schools surveyed
by the ministry are equipped with bomb shelters,
meaning they can physically reopen, while those
without will only offer online learning. But in
Kharkiv, Ukraine’s second city, all learning will be
online due to constant Russian shelling, its mayor
said last month, with a British charity charging
Thursday that dozens of its schools had been
“targeted”.

An investigation by the Centre for Information
Resilience found 41 institutions had been “partially
or completely destroyed” in the northeastern city,
with researchers finding the shelling “was targeted,
rather than a by-product of indiscriminate attacks
on civilian infrastructure”. Elsewhere, the foreign
ministry in London said a British medic volunteer-
ing in Ukraine had died in the fighting on August 24
but gave no further details on the circumstances of
his death. —AFP
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ZAPORIZHZHIA, Ukraine: International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) chief Rafael Grossi speaks to media in Zaporizhzhia, as UN inspectors prepare to head to the Russian-held Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant in southern Ukraine. —AFP

‘It is high time to stop playing with fire’

UN team pushes ahead with risky mission

We have a very 
important mission 

to accomplish

Putin will not 
attend Mikhail 
Gorbachev funeral
MOSCOW, Russia: Russian President Vladimir
Putin will not attend the funeral of the last Soviet
leader Mikhail Gorbachev due to scheduling issues,
his spokesman said on Thursday. “The farewell cer-
emony and funeral will take place on September 3
but unfortunately the president’s work schedule will
not allow him (to attend),” Kremlin spokesman
Dmitry Peskov told reporters.

Peskov said that Putin had paid his last respects
to Gorbachev at the hospital where he died on
Tuesday, aged 91. Russian state TV showed Putin
placing a bouquet of red roses near Gorbachev’s
open casket in a big empty hall before pausing for a
moment of silence.

Putin bowed his head, briefly laid his hand on the
casket then made the sign of the cross. Gorbachev’s
funeral ceremony will be held on Saturday in the
Moscow Hall of Columns, historically used for
funeral services of high officials, including Joseph
Stalin in 1953.

The same day, Gorbachev will be buried at the
prestigious Novodevichy cemetery in Moscow
next to his wife Raisa, who died in 1999. Peskov
said that there will be “elements of a state funeral”
for Gorbachev, including a guard of honour, and
that the ceremony will be organised with the help
of the state.

Gorbachev changed the course of history by
triggering the demise of the Soviet Union and was
one of the great figures of the 20th century. His
reforms as Soviet leader transformed his country
and allowed Eastern Europe to free itself from
Soviet rule. While the changes he set in motion
saw him lionised in the West, they earned him the
scorn of many Russians after the country was
plunged into economic chaos and saw its interna-

tional influence decline.
Putin, who called the Soviet collapse the great-

est geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th century,
has spent much of his more than 20-year rule
reversing parts of Gorbachev’s legacy. By cracking
down on independent media and political opposi-
tion, crit ics say, Putin has worked to undo
Gorbachev’s efforts to bring “glasnost”, or open-
ness, to the Soviet system.

And with the launch earlier this year of a military
campaign in Ukraine, he has sought to reassert
Russian influence in one of the countries that won
its independence when the Soviet Union fell apart.
Gorbachev’s death triggered an outpouring of trib-
utes from the West but reaction was muted in
Russia, where many blamed him for the loss of the
country’s status as a global superpower.

In a letter of condolences published by the
Kremlin, Putin said Gorbachev “was a politician and
statesman who had a huge impact on the course of
world history”.

“He led our country during a period of complex,
dramatic changes, large-scale foreign policy, eco-
nomic and social challenges,” Putin added. —AFP

BERLIN, Germany: Berlin’s Mayor Franziska Giffey
signs a book of condolences to late former Soviet
leader Mikhail Gorbachev at the City Hall in Berlin on
September 1, 2022. —AFP

Taiwan shoots down 
‘civilian’ drone 
over islet off China
TAIPEI, Taiwan: Taiwanese soldiers on a tiny islet
just off China’s mainland shot down an unidentified
commercial drone on Thursday as a local tycoon
vowed to train millions of “civilian warriors” to
defend the island.

It is the first time Taiwanese forces have downed
a drone, and it comes at a time when tensions
between the two neighbours are at their highest in
decades following a visit to Taipei last month by US
House Speaker Nancy Pelosi.

Taiwan’s 23 million people live under constant
threat of invasion by China, which claims the self-
ruled democratic island as part of its territory to be
taken one day-by force if necessary. Beijing staged
unprecedented military drills last month in response
to Pelosi’s trip.

Taiwan has also reported a sudden spate of
drone incursions by small commercially-available
devices in recent weeks. The military said on
Thursday that a civilian drone had entered a
“restricted zone” above Shiyu Islet, a small rock
that lies between the Chinese mainland and Taiwan’s
Kinmen islands.

“The stationed troops followed procedures to
warn off the drone but to no avail. The drone was
shot down in defensive fire,” the defence ministry
said. Kinmen lies just a few miles off China’s coast-
line and Taiwan has previously reported small
drones hovering over its military outposts there.

Videos have circulated on both Taiwanese and
Chinese social media, with one showing Taiwanese
soldiers hurling rocks at a drone to drive it away.
Taiwanese President Tsai Ing-wen warned this
week that the military might be forced to resort to
live fire if the drones ignored warnings to leave.

China has played down the incursions, with for-

eign ministry spokesman Zhao Lijian saying
Monday they were not “anything worth making a
fuss about” as the drones were “flying around
Chinese territory”.

Tycoon’s ‘warrior’ donation 
Beijing’s sabre-rattling towards Taiwan has

ramped up under President Xi Jinping, China’s most
assertive leader in a generation. Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine has also raised questions about whether
China might follow suit in Taiwan-and whether the
island is equipped to defend itself.

On Thursday, a colourful Taiwanese tycoon came
up with his own proposal to boost Taiwan’s defence.
Robert Tsao, who made his fortune in Taiwan’s
semiconductor industry, said he would donate
TW$1 billion ($33 million) of his own money to help
train some three million “civilian warriors” and
300,000 sharpshooters who could work alongside
the military in the event of an invasion.

Tsao-who founded major microchip maker
United Microelectronics Corp but no longer holds
any position in the company-portrayed the risk
posed by China as existential. “The Chinese
Communist Party’s threat to Taiwan is growing and
the fight against (it) stands for freedom against slav-
ery, democracy against authoritarianism and
civilised against barbaric,” the 75-year-old said.

Taiwan remains massively outgunned, with just
88,000 ground forces compared to China’s one mil-
lion troops, according to Pentagon estimates.
American and Taiwanese strategists have increas-
ingly pushed Taipei to adopt a “porcupine” strategy
of asymmetric warfare, which would include training
civilians to fight.

During last month’s drills China sent warships,
missiles and fighter jets into the waters and skies
around Taiwan, its largest and most aggressive
exercises since the mid-1990s. But it is not clear
who is flying the drones that have buzzed around
the island. Given Kinmen’s close proximity to the
Chinese mainland, it is possible that commercial
drones operated by civilians could cover the short
distance. —AFP


