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LONDON: On reaching 100 days in 10 Downing Street 
this week, Rishi Sunak will double the duration of Liz 
Truss’s brutally short term as British prime minister. But 
having stabilised panicky financial markets after the 
calamitous Truss tenure, the Conservative leader has little 
to celebrate. 

Double-digit inflation is fuelling a winter of misery for 
many in Sunak’s Britain. On Wednesday, the day before his 
mini-anniversary, up to half a million workers will escalate a 
rolling series of strikes to shut down schools, railways and 
other public sectors. 

Opposition Labour leader Keir Starmer has been por-
traying the wealthy premier as “weak” and out of touch, as 

both parties gear up for an election likely next year. “Is he 
starting to wonder if this job is just too big for him?” he 
told the diminutive Sunak in parliament last Wednesday. 

The Labour leader was merciless as he ran the rule over 
Britain’s state of permacrisis since Brexit and the Covid 
pandemic, and “sleaze” among the Conservatives. 
Ambulance drivers have also been striking, joining nurses on 
their first-ever walkout. But Sunak is adamant that unions’ 
pay demands will only fuel the decades-high inflation. 

“Being an effective manager of public money and public 
services is not a sin,” senior minister Michael Gove said, 
rejecting criticism that Sunak is an uninspiring leader after 
Boris Johnson, who preceded Truss. “It is the case that first 

of all we have to bring the stability-and we have-and now 
we have set out areas where we are performing,” he told 
Sky News on Sunday.  

Sunak faces a mountainous challenge as he bids to 
emulate Conservative leader John Major’s surprise win 
over Labour in 1992. Outside Number 10 in October, he 
promised “integrity, professionalism and accountability at 
every level”-in pointed contrast to his two predecessors. 

But Sunak has been forced on the defensive by the 
tax affairs of the Conservative chairman Nadhim Zahawi, 
who until this weekend sat in the cabinet. Starmer on 
Saturday accused Sunak’s Tories of “moral bankruptcy”, 
as less well-off voters are forced this winter to choose 

between eating and heating. 
Sunak had sought to buy time by launching an internal 

inquiry into Zahawi, who admitted to being “careless” with 
his own taxes and had to pay a seven-figure sum to the 
UK’s tax agency-when he was finance minister in charge of 
the same agency. 

The inquiry’s report was issued Sunday, making uncom-
fortable reading for both Zahawi and Sunak, who bowed to 
the inevitable and fired the Iraqi-born politician. Sunak, a 
practising Hindu who at 42 is Britain’s youngest leader 
since 1812, has brought a smooth-talking, technocratic 
approach to the premiership borne of his lucrative years in 
private finance. —AFP 

Sunak marks 100 days as British prime minister

Johnson: Putin  
threatened to lob  
missile at me 

 
LONDON: Former UK prime minister Boris Johnson has claimed 
President Vladimir Putin threatened to target him with a missile 
attack before ordering Russian forces into Ukraine. The apparent 
threat-denied by the Kremlin-came in a telephone call just ahead of 
the February 24 invasion, according to a BBC documentary to be 
broadcast on Monday. 

Johnson and other Western leaders had been hurrying to Kyiv to 
show support for Ukraine and try to deter a Russian attack. “He sort 
of threatened me at one point and said, ‘Boris, I don’t want to hurt 
you, but with a missile, it would only take a minute’, or something like 
that,” Johnson quoted Putin as saying. 

The Kremlin on Monday, however, dismissed the accusation as a 
“lie”. “What Mr Johnson said is not true. More precisely it’s a lie,” 
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov told reporters. “Moreover, this 
is either a conscious lie-then you need to ask Mr Johnson for what 
purpose he chose this version of events-or it was unintentional and 
in fact he didn’t understand what President Putin was talking to him 
about.” Johnson emerged as one of the most impassioned Western 
backers of Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky. 

 
‘Playing along’  

But prior to the invasion, he says he told Putin that there was no 
imminent prospect of Ukraine joining NATO, while warning him 
that any invasion would mean “more NATO, not less NATO” on 
Russia’s borders. “He said, ‘Boris, you say that Ukraine is not going 
to join NATO any time soon. 

“‘What is any time soon?’ And I said, ‘well it’s not going to join 
NATO for the foreseeable future. You know that perfectly well’.” 
On the missile threat, Johnson added: “I think from the very relaxed 
tone that he was taking, the sort of air of detachment that he 
seemed to have, he was just playing along with my attempts to get 
him to negotiate.” 

The BBC documentary charts the growing divide between the 
Russian leader and the West in the years before the invasion of 
Ukraine. It also features Zelensky reflecting on his thwarted ambi-
tions to join NATO prior to Russia’s attack. 

“If you know that tomorrow Russia will occupy Ukraine, why 
don’t you give me something today I can stop it with?” he says. “Or 
if you can’t give it to me, then stop it yourself.”  —AFP

Combination of pictures shows Russian President Vladimir Putin 
(left) and Britain’s outgoing Prime Minister Boris Johnson. —AFP

Ten dead in new toll after 
fresh Syria strikes 

 
BEIRUT:  A total of 10 people were killed in a series of drone strikes 
targeting pro-Iran factions in eastern Syria, including three dead in 
strikes on Monday, a war monitor said. A pro-Iran commander was 
among the three killed in the drone strikes Monday, the Britain-based 
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said, adding that they had been 
inspecting the site of strikes that had killed seven others the previous 
evening. 

“A commander in an Iran-backed group and two of his companions, 
all of them non-Syrian, were killed this morning after renewed drone 
strikes,” the Observatory said Monday. Pro-Iran factions, including Iraqi 
groups as well as Lebanon’s powerful Hezbollah, have a major presence 
around the Iraq-Syria border, and are heavily deployed south and west 
of the Euphrates in Syria’s Deir Ezzor province. 

The commander’s pick-up truck was targeted while he was inspect-
ing the site of the Sunday evening strike that destroyed a convoy of six 
refrigerated trucks transporting Iranian weapons to Syria from Iraq. 

The convoy was struck in the Albu Kamal border region, said the 
Observatory, which has a wide network of sources inside Syria. The seven 
killed Sunday were truck drivers and their assistants, all of them non-
Syrians, the Observatory said, adding that they were “killed as a result of 
unidentified aircraft targeting a convoy of Iran-backed groups”. The 
monitor could not verify the identities of the victims. 

An Iraqi border official however told AFP that the vehicles targeted in 
Sunday’s attack were Iraqi trucks. But the official, who spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity because he is not authorised to speak to the press, 
said that the trucks were not transporting Iraqi goods and had crossed 
illegally into Syria.  “Iraq does not export anything to Syria,” he said 
Monday. No country claimed the assault, but Israel has carried out hun-
dreds of air and missile strikes against Iran-backed and government 
forces in Syria, where the US military is also active. 

“The trucks were transporting Iranian weapons,” Observatory chief 
Rami Abdel Rahman had told AFP Sunday. Tehran provides military sup-
port to its ally Damascus in Syria’s civil war, including through armed 
factions. The strikes hit a convoy of trucks, but also the headquarters of 
Iran-backed groups in the area, activist Omar Abu Layla, who heads the 
Deir Ezzor 24 media outlet, told AFP Monday. “There was heavy damage 
in the area that was struck,” he said. 

A pro-Syrian government radio station had reported Sunday that 
“unidentified war planes targeted, in a number of raids, six refrigerated 
trucks”, without providing further details. The Syrian government did not 
immediately comment on the strikes.  — AFP 


