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crucial and must be debated on Tuesday, adding 

the report putting the size of the debt at KD 14.6 
billion is incorrect. 

He explained the draft law calls on the govern-
ment to purchase the principal of the loans from 
local banks, which it has supported with billions 
of dinars, and then scrap the value of interest. 
The government will also deduct the KD 120 
monthly cost of living allowance from debtors 
until they repay the value of the loan. He added 
the bill wants the government to purchase con-
sumer and personal loans, which are less than 
KD 2 billion, and their value will decrease after 
the purchase.

CARACAS: Colombia’s President Gustavo Petro 
made a surprise trip to meet his Venezuelan coun-
terpart Nicolas Maduro on Saturday-their second 
face-to-face after the thawing of a years-long 
diplomatic freeze. 

The two leaders held talks for about three hours 
in Caracas at the Miraflores presidential palace, 
where Petro-Colombia’s first leftist president-
arrived around midday. The summit came just days 
after the final reopening of the South American 
neighbors’ shared border, closed in a spat over 
Maduro’s disputed 2018 reelection. 

Since taking office in August, Petro’s government 
has worked to mend diplomatic ties with Caracas. 
Venezuela has also served as a key facilitator for 
Petro as he seeks to fulfill a campaign promise of 
establishing “total peace” with the armed groups 
still active in Colombia, some of which operate 
along the two countries’ porous border. 

At the end of 2022, Petro seemed to have made 
major progress on that front, announcing a bilateral 
ceasefire with five armed groups that would last 
from January 1 to June 30. But one of the groups, 
the ELN, said just three days later that it had not 
entered into any such deal, and the government 
conceded later that nothing had been signed. 

A joint statement released after the Maduro-
Petro meeting Saturday said that Venezuela “will 
support the Colombian government in its goal to 
maintain the bilateral ceasefire.” It also said that the 

two leaders celebrated “the progress achieved in 
the opening of the border bridges” and that they 
hoped to reach a future agreement on the “recipro-
cal promotion and protection of investments.” 

 
‘Very fruitful meeting’  

Petro shook hands with Maduro and left the palace 
without speaking to the media. “We had a compre-
hensive and very fruitful meeting,” Maduro tweeted 
after the meeting. “We have a clear path of shared 
work that will continue to give positive results for our 
countries, in different areas. Long live the union 
between Colombia and Venezuela!” Maduro wrote. 

It was the leaders’ second meeting since Petro 
took power from Ivan Duque last August and the 
official resumption of diplomatic ties a month later. 
On Petro’s earlier November 1 visit to Maduro, he 
called for Venezuela to be brought back into a 
regional trade alliance and human rights system. 

Venezuela had severed diplomatic relations with 
its neighbor in 2019 after increasingly strained ties 
between Petro’s predecessors Juan Manuel Santos 
and conservative Duque-who Maduro accused of 
orchestrating plans to assassinate him. 

The final straw came when Duque backed 
Venezuelan opposition leader Juan Guaido-recog-
nized by dozens of countries as the victor in 2018 
elections claimed by Maduro. Petro heads to Chile 
on Monday for a state visit and talks with another 
fellow leftist leader, Gabriel Boric. — AFP

CARACAS: Venezuelan President Nicolas Maduro (L) and his Colombian counterpart Gustavo Petro bid farewell after 
holding a private meeting at Miraflores Presidential Palace in Caracas. —AFP 
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Iran’s regime  
divided on how  
to tackle protests 

 
NICOSIA: Iran’s Islamic clerical regime is divided in 
its response to months of unprecedented protests, 
wavering between repression and what it views as 
conciliatory gestures trying to quell the discontent, 
analysts say. “The conflicting messages we are get-
ting from the Iranian regime suggest an internal 
debate on how to deal with ongoing protests,” said 
Nader Hashemi, director of the Center for Middle 
East Studies at the University of Denver. 

“In most authoritarian regimes, there are hawks 
and doves” who disagree on how repressive the state 
should be during crises, he said. The granting of 
retrials to several death-row protesters, and the 
release from detention of prominent dissidents, are 
signs that some seek to take a softer approach. 

But a reminder of the hardline tack came Saturday 
when Iran executed two men for killing a paramilitary 
member during protest-related unrest. 
Demonstrations began after the September 16 death 
in custody of Kurdish-Iranian Mahsa Amini, 22. She 
had been arrested by morality police who enforce a 
strict dress code which requires women to wear a 
scarf-like covering over their hair and neck. 

The protests have escalated into calls for an end 
to the Islamic regime, posing the biggest challenge 
for the clerics since the 1979 revolution deposed the 
shah. Authorities have responded with deadly vio-
lence that has left hundreds dead. Thousands have 
been arrested and 14 detainees sentenced to hang, 
many for killing or attacking security force members, 

according to the judiciary. 
The Supreme Court has upheld some of the death 

sentences and a total of four men have now been 
executed. The judiciary has also announced retrials 
for six of the 14. This reflects a “political calculus”, 
said US-based Iran expert Mehrzad Boroujerdi, co-
author of “Post-Revolutionary Iran: A Political 
Handbook”. 

“They know that mass executions will bring more 
people into the streets and further agitate them. On 
the other hand, they want to send a signal that they 
are not reticent to execute protesters so that people 
are intimidated.” 

In what analysts see as another attempt to calm 
the situation, two prominent dissidents arrested early 
during the protests, Majid Tavakoli and Hossein 
Ronaghi, were freed weeks later. Ronaghi had been 
on a hunger strike. The regime is using “everything 
from pressure release valves to long prison terms 
and executions. They are experimenting with these 
as they struggle to formulate a more clearly articulat-
ed policy,” Boroujerdi said. 

Anoush Ehteshami, director of the Institute for 
Middle Eastern and Islamic Studies at the UK’s 
Durham University, said the retrials partly reflected 
mounting foreign and domestic pressure. “But also 
within the regime there is division about how to han-
dle this,” Ehteshami said, with hardliners on one side 
and others who see executions as further encourag-
ing resistance. 

Retrials and the release of dissidents are “mea-
sures of appeasement... to try and throw a bone” to 
the protesters, he added. While such measures may 
appear insignificant, from the perspective of a 
“securitised, beleaguered regime... they think they 
are being magnanimous and responding to public 
pressure”. 

Celebrities have also been detained, but often for 

far shorter periods. Star actor Taraneh Alidoosti was 
freed on bail Wednesday after being held for almost 
three weeks over her support for the protests, her 
lawyer said. 

Some analysts see this hold-and-release strategy 
as intimidation but it is also, according to Hashemi, 
part of the regime “testing the waters, seeing what 
the reaction is”. The “leniency” sometimes displayed 
by authorities “is an attempt to prevent further fac-
tionalism within the security establishment” as some 
of its members are alienated by the deadly blood-
shed, said Afshin Shahi, associate professor in Middle 
Eastern studies at Keele University in the UK. 

The regime “doesn’t seem to have a clear strate-
gy” in response to public anger, he added. Despite 
some releases, other prominent figures have spent 
months in prison. These include longtime activist 
Arash Sadeghi and the two Iranian journalists who 
helped expose Amini’s case. 

In early December, Prosecutor General 
Mohammad Jafar Montazeri said the morality police 
had “been abolished”. But no one else has confirmed 
this. The announcement reflects the internal debate 
and shows that “at least one section of the ruling 
regime” favours a less brutal way of enforcing the 
female dress code, said Hashemi. 

According to Ehteshami, some in authority “are 
now beginning to talk about a compromise”, though 
it is too early to know what that would be. But “in 
broad terms I don’t think they have what the people 
want”, which is wholesale change, the details of 
which have not been defined, he said. 

The regime, however, has historically shown an 
ability to “make concessions when it has to”, accord-
ing to Hashemi. “People forget that this regime has 
survived for 44 years because it can be very intelli-
gent, very clever, very Machiavellian in terms of what 
it has to do to survive,” he said. — AFP

TEHRAN: Iran’s judiciary announced on 
Sunday jail terms of up to 10 years for people 
who called for strikes as part of a months-long 
protest movement. It is the first time the judici-
ary has announced prison sentences for such 
incitement during the nationwide protests 
trigged by the September death in custody of 
Mahsa Amini. 

The judiciary’s Mizan Online news website 
said the four defendants received between one 
and 10 years in prison. They were not identified 
and may still appeal the verdicts. Activists on 
social media had called for three-day nation-
wide strikes starting on December 5, in support 
of the movement which began with the death of 
Amini, 22. She had been arrested by morality 
police for allegedly violating the strict dress 
code for women. 

Mojtaba Ghahramani, head of the judiciary 
for Iran’s southern province of Hormozgan, said 
the four were sentenced principally “for having 
incited drivers to strike”, and for vandalism. He 
was quoted by Mizan. 

According to Ghahramani, “none of the 
defendants is a driver or has anything to do 
with the transport sector.” “One of the defen-
dants was sentenced to 10 years’ imprisonment 
and another to five years for forming a group 
with the aim of disrupting national security,” 
Ghahramani said. — AFP 
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other drugs behind a deadly addiction crisis in the 

United States. “Mexico is extremely relevant and 
important in dealing with both acute issues, which have 
become political vulnerabilities for Biden,” Michael 
Shifter, a senior fellow at the Inter-American Dialogue 
think tank, told AFP. 

On Thursday, Washington announced that up to 
30,000 qualifying migrants a month would be allowed 
into the United States from Cuba, Haiti, Nicaragua and 
Venezuela if they arrive by plane. The quota will be 
restricted to those who already have a US sponsor, 
while those attempting to cross the border illegally will 
be expelled in coordination with Mexico. The 
International Rescue Committee humanitarian group 
warned that the new measures “will only push more 
asylum-seekers into dangerous situations, the likes of 
which have already been seen in the form of mass kid-
nappings across northern Mexico”. 

Homeland Security Secretary Alejandro Mayorkas, 
who is accompanying Biden on the southern trip, 
emphasized Sunday that the immigration problem 
reaches far beyond the US and Mexico, with millions 
of Venezuelans, Nicaraguans and others on the move. 
“This is something that’s not unique to the United 
States,” he said on ABC talk show “This Week”. “It’s 
gripping the hemisphere, and a regional challenge 
requires a regional solution.” 

Flows of migrants fleeing violence and poverty in 
their countries are a particular challenge for Mexico, 
whose border has become a revolving door for people 
trying to cross to the United States. Thousands of peo-

ple are stranded in Mexico because of the controver-
sial Title 42 rule implemented under ex-president 
Donald Trump’s administration, ostensibly as a health 
measure to reduce the entry of people during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

On drug trafficking, Biden will seek Mexico’s assis-
tance stemming inflows of fentanyl, a powerful syn-
thetic opioid. Mexican cartels are major players in pro-
duction and trafficking of fentanyl, which the US Drug 
Enforcement Administration (DEA) describes as the 
“deadliest drug threat” facing the United States. 
Washington is “making strides” with its partners to 
seize illicit opioids and other drugs, US National 
Security Council spokesman John Kirby said ahead of 
Biden’s trip, his first to Mexico as president. “It’s an 
ongoing effort. It’s not something you can ever take 
your foot off the gas on,” he added. 

In 2021, the United States and Mexico announced a 
revamp of their fight against drug trafficking to 
address the root causes and step up efforts to curb 
cross-border arms smuggling. Lopez Obrador wants 
Washington to invest in regional economic develop-
ment instead of sending helicopter gunships and other 
weapons to take on drug traffickers. 

Mexico is plagued by cartel-related bloodshed that 
has seen more than 340,000 people murdered since 
the government deployed the military in the war on 
drugs in 2006. Days before Biden’s visit, Mexican 
security forces captured a son of notorious drug king-
pin Joaquin “El Chapo” Guzman, who is serving a life 
sentence in the US. The United States had offered a 
reward of up to $5 million for information leading to 
Ovidio Guzman’s arrest, accusing him of being a key 
player in the Sinaloa cartel founded by his father. The 
timing was more than a coincidence, according to 
some analysts. “When there are these types of meet-
ings (between presidents), the Mexican authorities 
always have something to offer,” said security expert 
Ricardo Marquez. —- AFP  
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to almost 14 million tons a year. The investment 

“marks an important milestone in QatarEnergy’s 
downstream expansion strategy”, Kaabi said. “It will 
not only facilitate further expansion in the down-
stream and petrochemical sectors in Qatar, but will 

also reinforce our integrated position as a major 
global player in the upstream, LNG, and down-
stream sectors.” 

Ethane crackers, which convert gas into ethylene, 
have been targeted by environmental activists for 
their emissions, while ethylene and polyethylene are 
used in a swathe of plastic products from piping to 
water bottles and food packaging. Wealthy Qatar 
has large reserves of natural gas including the 
North Field, which contains the world’s biggest 
deposits and stretches under the Gulf sea into 
Iranian territory. — AFP  
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 The town also hosts a major Indian army base 

and a strategic road to the disputed border with 
China that has also reportedly developed wide 
cracks. Pillars supporting a four-kilometer cable car 

ropeway, one of Asia’s largest, leading to the Auli ski 
resort were also reportedly showing damage. 

The region is prone to earthquakes and has seen a 
number of disasters in recent years blamed by experts 
on melting glaciers and untrammeled construction. 
Building projects include hydroelectric plants as well 
as a major road improving military access to the 
Chinese border area and Hindu pilgrimage sites - a pet 
project of Modi’s. In Feb 2021, at least 200 people 
were killed in flash floods in Joshimath and surround-
ing areas in a disaster that experts partly blamed on 
excessive development.  — AFP 

Residents of  
‘sinking’ Indian...

JOSHIMATH, India: A resident sits next to a cracked wall of her house in Chamoli district of Uttarakhand state 
on Jan 8, 2023. —AFP 


