
LONDON: Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky arrived in Britain on
Wednesday for only his second overseas
trip since Russia’s invasion began nearly a
year ago. After receiving a hero’s welcome
in Washington in December, Zelensky was
due to be feted in a speech to the UK par-
liament alongside meetings with Prime
Minister Rishi Sunak and King Charles III.

Zelensky, dressed in his usual green
fatigues, was hugged by Sunak after land-
ing on a military transport plane at
Stansted airport north of London, before
the pair met for talks at 10 Downing
Street. “The United Kingdom was one of
the first to come to Ukraine’s aid,”
Zelensky said on social media.

“And today I’m in London to personally
thank the British people for their support
and Prime Minister Rishi Sunak for his
leadership,” he said. The UK government
said it would offer advanced training for
Ukrainian fighter jet pilots and marines, as
Western allies debate stepping up military
aid for Kyiv against a feared Russian
offensive in the east.

After London, EU officials hope
Zelensky will visit Brussels on Thursday,
in the buildup to the one-year anniversary
on February 24. Ahead of the trip,
President Joe Biden promised that the
United States would support Ukraine for
the long haul.

“We’re going to stand with you, as
long as it takes,” Biden said in the presi-
dent’s annual State of the Union speech.
“Our nation is working for more freedom,
more dignity, more peace-not just in
Europe, but everywhere,” Biden said,
addressing Ukraine’s ambassador to
Washington, Oksana Markarova, who was
in attendance.

Britain announced a fresh round of
sanctions targeting organisations relied on
by the Russian military-but President

Vladimir Putin’s regime remains defiant.
Updated maps of Russia have gone on
sale in Moscow bookstores that include
four annexed Ukrainian regions:
Zaporizhzhia, Kherson, Lugansk and
Donetsk. Putin regularly refers to them as
“our historical lands”.

NATO fighter jets 
After the Downing Street talks and his

speech in parliament’s historic
Westminster Hall, Zelensky was due to join
Sunak on a visit to Ukrainian troops
receiving training by the British military in
southwest England.

Britain says it has already trained
10,000 Ukrainian troops “to battle readi-
ness” over the past six months and will
train a further 20,000 this year. The new
UK training will “ensure pilots are able to
fly sophisticated NATO-standard fighter
jets in the future”, the UK said, although
Western countries have so far ruled out
sending jets themselves.

Moscow said Tuesday that Russian
forces were advancing towards Bakhmut
and Vugledar-two key centres of fighting
in the eastern Donetsk region of Ukraine,
now the flashpoint of the war. On
Tuesday, Denmark, Germany and the
Netherlands promised that Ukraine would
get at least 100 tanks in the “coming
months”, as the German defence minister
visited Kyiv. The three European govern-
ments also said training and support
would be sent for the Leopard 1 tanks,
ahead of the delivery of more advanced
tanks in the future.

‘Months if not years’ 
Last week, Sunak said sending the

UK’s Typhoon and F-35 fighter jets to
Kyiv would require “months if not years”
of training and that he was looking for the
most effective way of helping Kyiv secure

victory. British Defence Secretary Ben
Wallace has also warned that supplying
fighter jets to Ukraine would not be a
“magic wand” in the war, although he
refused to rule out the idea.

The United States has so far rejected
any deliveries of F-16 warplanes to
Ukraine, but other partners, including
Poland, have shown themselves more
open to the idea. Zelensky stopped off in

Poland on his way home from Washington
in December.

Germany recently gave the green light
for Leopard battle tanks to be sent by
allies but while Berlin has now moved,
other nations that previously committed
to sending the tanks now appear to be
stalling. Zelensky last week urged
Western countries to speed up deliveries
of weapons-particularly long-range mis-

siles-so his forces can fend off Russian
advances in the Donetsk region. Ukraine’s
Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba said he
had held a “focussed” call with US
Secretary of State Antony Blinken on the
need for more sanctions and military aid
ahead of the anniversary. “Russia would
be making a grave mistake if it thought
anyone would get tired of fighting the evil
it brings,” Kuleba tweeted. — AFP
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UK govt to offer advanced training for Ukrainian fighter jet pilots, marines

Zelensky in UK ahead of invasion ’versary

AZMARIN: Members of the Syrian civil defence, known as the White Helmets, transport a casualty from the
rubble of buildings in the village of Azmarin in Syria’s rebel-held northwestern Idlib province at the border
with Turkey following an earthquake. —AFP

LONDON: Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky (R) arrives with Britain’s Prime Minister Rishi Sunak at 10 Downing Street in central
London on February 8, 2023, ahead of their meeting. —AFP

Syria’s White 
Helmets rescuers 
urge quake help
BEIRUT: The White Helmets leading efforts to
rescue people buried under rubble in rebel-held
areas of earthquake-hit  Syria appealed
Wednesday for international help in their “race
against time”. First responders from the group
that was formed a decade ago to save the lives of
civilians during Syria’s civil war sprung into action
early Monday when a 7.8-magnitude quake
rocked Syria and Turkey.

They have been toiling ever since to pull sur-
vivors out from under the debris of dozens of flat-
tened buildings in northwestern areas of war-torn
Syria that remain outside the government’s control.
In a video widely shared on social media, crowds
of people surrounding the White Helmets cheered
loudly as they lifted a young girl and her entire
family from a collapsed building in Idlib province.

“International rescue teams must come into our
region,” said Mohammed Shibli, a spokesperson
for the group known formally as the Syria Civil
Defence. “People are dying every second; we are
in a race against time,” he told AFP from neigh-
bouring Turkey.

Monday’s earthquake devastated entire sec-
tions of major cities in Turkey and Syria, killing
more than 9,500 people, injuring thousands more
and leaving many more without shelter in the win-
ter cold. In Syria alone at least 2,597 people have
been killed, according to the government and the
White Helmets.

Shibli said it was “impossible” for the group to
respond to the large-scale calamity alone in the
rebel-held northwest, home to more than four mil-
lion people. “Even states can’t do that,” he said,
adding that the group’s volunteers have not had
time to reach all of the disaster-struck places.

Digging with bare hands 
Britain announced Wednesday that it would

release an addit ional 800,000 pounds
($968,000) to aid the rescue group. The White
Helmets emerged in 2013, when Syria’s civil war
was nearing its third year, and operates in bat-
tered opposition-held zones.

They have been internationally praised for
their work, with a Netflix documentary called
“The White Helmets” winning an Academy Award
in 2017, while a second fi lm focused on the
group, “Last Men in Aleppo”, was a 2018 Oscars
nominee.

Their volunteers include 3,300 young men and
women, including 1,600 dedicated to search and
rescue operations. “After 56 hours of continuous
work... hundreds of families are still missing or
trapped under the rubble,” Shibli said.

“People’s chances of survival are declining” in
the biting cold, he said. The rescue group needs
heavy machinery, spare parts for the ones they
already have, and equipment, “but when will we
get them”, Shibli asked.

AFP correspondents across the war-ravaged
country said rescue workers and residents have
had to sift through the rubble with their bare
hands. White Helmets volunteer Fatima Obeid told
AFP teams were busy at work despite exhaustion.
“Being able to pull survivors brings them inde-
scribable joy and excitement,” she said from
Sarmada in Idlib. —AFP


