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Brazil rejects US criticism, defends Russia
ties and Chinese propaganda on Ukraine war

Brazil has not joined Western nations in imposing sanctions on Russia

BRASILIA: Brazil pushed back against US
criticism that President Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva is parroting Russian and Chinese
propaganda on the Ukraine war as he held
Lalks with Moscow’s top diplomat.

Lula’s meeting Monday with Sergei
Lavrov in Brasilia follows state visits to
China and the Middle East, during which
Lula said the United States should “stop
encouraging war and start talking about
peace” in Ukraine. He also claimed Kyiv
shares the blame f(or the conlflict, which
began when Russian forces poured into
Ukraine in February 2022.

Lula’s remarks echoed a line [requent-
ly used by Moscow and its strategic ally
Beijing, which blame the West for the war.
In addition to earning a US reproof the
comments drew frustration Tuesday from
Kyiv, which warned Brazil's leader was
giving “equal weighting” to Ukraine and
Russia over the war’s origins.

China seeks to position itsell as neu-
tral on the Ukraine conflict, but has main-
tained its partnership with Moscow and
refrained from imposing sanctions. In the
Brazilian capital, Lavrov thanked Lula
for his discussions last week on seeking

to help mediate peace talks. But Lu-
la’s recent remarks on Ukraine sparked
criticism from the White House, which
has spearheaded international efforts to
isolate Moscow and bolster Kyiv. “In this
case, Brazil is parroting Russian and Chi-
nese propaganda without at all looking at
the facts,” US Nalional Security Council
spokesman John Kirby told reporters on
Monday. He described Lula’s message on
the war as “deeply problematic.”

Brazilian Foreign Minister Mauro Vie-
ira, who had also met with his Russian
counterpart, shot back, saying: “I don’t
know how or why he reached that con-
clusion but I do not agree at all.” Despite
Lula’s comments about the United States,
the 77-year-old, who returned to power
in January after serving two lerms from
2003 to 2010, is also seeking closer lies
with Washinglon.

His visits to China and the United
Arab Emirales came after meeling in leb-
ruary with US President Joe Biden. But Lu-
la’s latest remarks antagonized Kyiv, which
stressed Brasilia was denying Russian ag-
gression as the cause of the conflict. “An
approach that gives equal weighting to the

victim and the aggressor and accuses coun-
tries that help Ukraine defend itself against
deadly aggression of encouraging war, does
not correspond to the real state of affairs,”
Ukraine's foreign ministry spokesman Oleg
Nikolenko wrote on Facebook.

Latin America tour

G7 foreign ministers warned Tuesday
that any nation helping Russia’s war ef-
fort would face “severe cosls.” Meeling in
Japan, the top diplomats from the world’s
leading economies pledged to crack
down on those helping Russia evade
sanctions and acquire weapons.

Brazil has not joined Weslern nations
in imposing sanctions on Russia for its
invasion, and has refused requests to
supply ammunition to Ukraine. “We are
graleflul to our Brazilian (riends for their
clear understanding of the genesis ol the
situation (in Ukraine). We are graleful for
their desire to contribute to finding ways
of seltling this siluation,” Lavrov said af-
ter meeting with his Brazilian counterpart.

Russia desires a swilt end to the conflict
but any solution would have Lo be based on
“multipolarity,” he said, accusing the West

BRASILIA: Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov meets with his Brazilian coun-

terpart Mauro Vieira at ltamaraty Palace in Brasilia on April 17, 2023. — AFP

of “trying to dominate the international
arena.” Washington does not have “any ob-
jection to any country that wants to try to
bring an end to the war,” Kirby said.

“That could happen right now, today,
il Mr (Russian President Vladimir) Putin

would stop attacking Ukraine and pull its
troops oul.” Brazil is Lavrov’s first stop
on a weeklong Lalin American lour that
will include Venezuela, Nicaragua and
Cuba—countries with leftist govern-
ments hostile to Washington. — AFP

EU urges leaders
not to let China
divide bloc

STRASBOURG: EU chiel Ursula von der Leyen
urged the bloc’s leaders Lo show unily in the face of
China on Tuesday, one week after French President
Emmanuel Macron stirred a fierce debate over lies
with Beijing. Macron triggered a firestorm following
a trip to China by asserting that Europe should not
automatically follow US policy on Taiwan and should
avoid “crises that aren’t ours”.

“A strong European China policy relies on strong
coordination between member states and EU institu-
lions and on the willingness Lo avoid divide and con-
quer lactics,” von der Leyen, who accompanied Ma-
cron to Beijing, told MEPs. “We have already in the
recent days and weeks seen those laclics in aclion
and it is now time for Europe to move to action too.
Now is the time to demonstrate our collective will,”
she said, in an address to the European Parliament.

Von der Leyen reilerated her call for the
27-nation EU to reduce its dependance on an
increasingly asserlive Beijing [or key resources,
while not fully “de-coupling” its economy from
China and its vast markets.

“On the issue of Taiwan. The EU’s one China pol-
icy is long-standing,” the head of the EU’s execulive
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Belgium jailed aid worker

BRUSSELS: Belgium on Tuesday said it had
formally asked Iran Lo repalriale jailed aid work-
er Olivier Vandecasteele from Tehran, after a
disputed prisoner exchange treaty entered into
force. Belgian Foreign Minister Hadja Lahbib said
she had informed her Iranian counterpart Hossein
Amir-Abdollahian of the “transfer request for our
compatriot Olivier Vandecasteele”. “I denounced
his conditions of detention and requested a visit by
our ambassador in Iran,” she wrote in a social me-
dia post. Iran arrested Vandecasteele, 42, in Febru-
ary 2022 and sentenced him lo 40 years for spying,
in a move condemned as “hostage diplomacy” by
his backers. Brussels is eyeing a swap for Iranian
official Assadollah Assadi, jailed in Belgium after he
was convicted of masterminding a plot to blow up
a 2018 Iranian opposition event outside Paris. But a
potential exchange was held up for months after a
legal challenge by an Iranian opposition group to
a prisoner exchange treaty with Tehran. The com-
plaint was dismissed by Belgium’s Constitutional
Court last month, fuelling hopes that Vandecasteele
could be returned home. The treaty formally en-
tered into force on Tuesday. — AFP

EU backs visa-free travel

STRASBOURG: The European Parliament voted
Tuesday to allow visa-free visits to the EU for cit-
izens of Kosovo, starting by the end of next year.
Kosovo, once a Serbian province in the former Yu-
goslavia, is the last territory in the Western Balkans
without visa-free travel to the EU’s Schengen travel
area. The reform will be welcomed in Pristina as
another step towards full recognition and a boost
for the European ambition of a territory thal won
independence after a 1998-1999 war. Serbia still
does not recognize the independence of its former
breakaway province, and nor do five EU member
states: Spain, Cyprus, Greece, Slovakia and Roma-
nia. “This finally enables the people of Kosovo to
casily travel, visit relatives and do business in the
EU,” said Austrian socialist MEP Thijs Reuten, who
guided the measure through parliament. “But it is
more than that: this milestone is also an important
foundation for the future and ever-closer coopera-
tion between the EU and Kosovo.” Kosovo citizens
will be allowed to travel to the EU, and European
citizens to go to Kosovo, without requesting a visa,
for periods of up to 90 days in any 180-day period.
The measure will come into force once the new Eu-
ropean Travel Information and Authorization Sys-
tem (ETIAS) is in place to allow member states to
better share information. — AFP

arm said. “We have consistently called for peace and
slability in the Taiwan Strail. And we sland strong-
ly against any unilateral change of the status quo in
particular, by the use of force”.

EU foreign policy chiefl Josep Borrell said “Taiwan
is crucial for Europe” in part due to the important
shipping routes and its role producing semiconduc-
tors. “IU's not just for moral, ethical reasons that we
should reject any external interference in the alfairs
of Taiwan,” he said.

He insisted European fleets needed to take part in
[reedom of navigalion operations in the strails and
said the bloc should be ready to “face down provo-
calions no maller where they come”.

‘Well-tuned chorus’

Macron’s comments drew sharp criticism from sev-
eral of France’s EU allies, especially nations in the east
of the bloc that see the United States as their primary
securily guarantor in the face of China’s ally Russia.
Borrell said the bloc’s member slates should try Lo gel
on the same “same wavelength” over Beijing.

“We can’t speak with just one voice because of
the multiplicity of voices that we have, but al least
we could be a well-tuned chorus,” he told the Eu-
ropean Parliament. Borrell said the bloc needed to
find common ground on whether it wanted to forge
its own independent voice in global affairs and how
it should deal with China’s stance on Russia’s war in
Ukraine. European leaders have pushed Beijing to
gelits close ally Moscow Lo pull back, but there have

Indonesia searches

STRASBOURG: European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen speaks during a debate on the

need for a coherent strategy for EU-China relations, as part of a plenary session at the European Parlia-
ment in Strasbourg. — AFP

been no concrete results from their diplomatic out-
reach. “We all have our relations with China, but
they can’t develop normally il China doesn’t use
its influence with Russia to gel it to withdraw its

“That’s what we hoped (for), but

troops from Ukraine,” Borrell said. “Any neutrality
which doesn’l draw a dislinclion belween the ag-
gressor and the counlry aggressed is basically on
the side of the aggressor,” he said. — AFP

missing soldiers
after Papua attack

TIMIKA: Indonesian forces on Tues-
day were searching for four soldiers
who wenl missing last week after a
deadly rebel ambush in Papua, the
country’s military chief said. The miss-
ing troops were part of the search for
Phillip Mark Mehrtens, a pilot with In-
donesian airline Susi Air, who was tak-
en in February by armed separalists at
Nduga airport in Papua.

They were on their way to the pilot’s
location in the hilly Nduga region on
Saturday when rebels started shooting
al them, Indonesian military chiel Yudo
Margono said. “We had received infor-
mation on the whereabouts of the kid-
napped pilot. We hoped that, together
with local people... we could establish
communicalion and negoliale for the
pilot’s release,” Margono told report-
ers in the Papuan city of Timika.

rebels shot at us when we were trying
to reach the location.” One soldier was
killed in the ambush, and the military
was searching for the four troops still
missing, he added.

The military has not identified the
rebel group responsible for the am-
bush, but the West Papua National
Liberation Army (TPNPB) — the mil-
itant wing of Papua’s main separatist
group — has claimed it.

TPNPB said it had killed at least 13
Indonesian soldiers in the attack, but
Margono dismissed that as a “hoax”.
AFP  cannot independently verify
claims from either side due to the re-
moteness of the location. The rebels
have previously demanded that Indo-
nesia recognize Papuan independence
in exchange for the pilot.

TPNPB has called on New Zealand
and the United Nations to stop Indo-
nesian military operations in the area.
Indonesia maintains a heavy military
presence in resource-rich but under-
developed Papua to quell a long-run-
ning separatist insurgency.

SIDOARJO: Indonesia’s Military Chief Yudo Margono (R) speaks during a
press conference at an Indonesian naval aviation base in Sidoarjo on April

18, 2023. Indonesian forces were searching for four soldiers who went miss-
ing last week after a deadly rebel ambush in Papua. — AFP

A former Dulch colony, Papua
declared independence in 1961, but
neighboring Indonesia took control
two years later, promising an inde-

pendence referendum. The subse-
quent vote in favor of remaining a
part of Indonesia was widely con-
sidered a sham. — AFP

34 million Afghans
in poverty under
Taleban rule: UN

KABUL: The number of Afghans in poverty nearly
doubled to 34 million as the nation was racked by
the collapse of the US-backed government and the
Taleban lakeover, the UN said Tuesday. After the
US-backed republic fell in 2021, vast foreign sub-
sidies were halted and aid programmes dramatical-
ly cut back as many countries refused to deal with

Two dead after
landslide at
Pak-Afghan border

LANDI KOTAL: At least two people were killed and
eight injured in a massive pre-dawn landslide that
buried dozens of trucks wailing o cross from Paki-
stan to Afghanistan, officials said Tuesday. Rescuers
feared more people could be trapped dead or alive

the Taleban authorities in Kabul. In December last
year, those NGOs slill providing vital help were dealt
a [urther blow by a Taleban government order barring
Afghan women from working for them. This month the
curb was extended to the UN’s Afghan [emale employ-
ees and the organization said it now faces an “appalling
choice” over whether to continue its aid schemes.

On Tuesday, the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP) released a stark new assessment of
2022 data estimating 34 million Afghans were living be-
low the poverty line. The figure is a staggering increase
of 15 million on 2020, the last full year of rule by the
Weslern-backed government which crumbled during a
maller of weeks the following summer.

There is no contemporary census data for Af-

beneath the rubble, and deployed sniffer dogs at the
scene as workers cautiously used heavy earth-mov-
ing equipment to shift debris.

The landslide struck Torkham border post, the busiest
and most important transit point for trade between the two
countries, as more than 120 trucks were waiting to cross.
“We have recovered two bodies and have taken eight in-
jured Lo hospital,” Bilal Faizi, a spokesman for the Rescue
1122 emergency service, told AFP.

He said it was unclear how many people may be be-
neath the rubble, but some survivors had reported
getting phone calls from colleagues. “They are not re-
ceiving calls any more... maybe the mobile battery of

ghanistan, but the UN uses a population estimate of
40 million, meaning 85 percent of the nation is pro-
jected to be in poverty. “Some have been compelled
to sell their homes, land, or assets that generate in-
come,” the UNDP report said. “Others have resort-
ed to the distressing practice of commodifying their
own family members, turning children into laborers
and young daughters into brides.”

The UN airlifts vast sums of US dollars into
Afghanistan to pay staff and operating costs
— cash injections which have also been vital in
shoring up the nation’s faltering economy. Be-
tween December 2021 and January 2023 about
$1.8 billion was imported this way, according to
the UN’s mission in Alghanistan. — AFP

those trapped inside is dead, or maybe there is another
reason,” Faizi told AFP.

Fires broke out following the landslide, the brunt of
which struck about 120 metres (130 yards) from the main
border crossing. Drivers and their assistants were cooking
pre-dawn meals on gas stoves ahead of a day of fasting
during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan.

“The fire is under control now. The rescue operation is
ongoing with the help of excavators and other heavy ma-
chinery,” Faizi added. The cause of the landslide was not
immediately clear, but one official said heavy machinery
had been in use for months on an expansion project in
the hills surrounding the border post. — AFP




