
KYIV: Kyiv said Sunday it was holding off attacks
from Russian troops still attempting to surround
Bakhmut, a now-destroyed eastern Ukrainian city
that Moscow has been trying to capture for
months. Ukraine has vowed to defend “fortress
Bakhmut” but it has faced Russian troops deter-
mined to take the city that has turned into a politi-
cal prize as the battle drags on.

The Ukrainian general staff said “more than
130 enemy attacks” had been repelled over the
past day including in Kupiansk, Lyman, Bakhmut
and Avdiivka. “The enemy continues its attempts
to encircle the town of Bakhmut,” it said on
Sunday morning. Bakhmut has been most ly
reduced to rubble during the longest and bloodi-
est battle of the invasion.

Sergiy Cherevaty, a spokesman for Ukrainian
forces, said on Saturday the situation was “difficult
but under control” in the city he described as a
“priority target for the enemy”. There is fighting in
and around the city, the US-based Institute for the
Study of War (ISW) said, warning that with
Ukrainian supply routes were narrowing.

“The Russians may have intended to encircle
Ukrainian forces in Bakhmut, but the Ukrainian
command has signalled that it will likely withdraw
rather than risk an encirclement,” ISW said
Saturday. Ukraine and Russia have since the sum-
mer fiercely fought for the city, whose symbolic
importance surpassed its military significance.

Rivalries 
Pro-russian separatists in the Donetsk region

posted a video purporting to show Wagner fighters
in the suburbs north of Bakhmut, having taken con-
trol over the Stupki railway station. Wagner, a pri-
vate army headed by Yevgeny Prigozhin, has taken
centre stage in the fight for the city, which has
exposed rivalries with Russia’s conventional forces.

On Friday, Prigozhin said his fighters had “practi-
cally encircled” Bakhmut, and only one road
remained under Ukrainian control. Prigozhin has for
weeks been publicising the advances of his men
towards the eastern city.

Prigozhin regularly posts videos of himself
alongside mercenaries, on the ground or even in a

fighter jet, in contrast with Russian generals criti-
cised for shirking the frontline. In a rare exception,
Russia on Saturday released a video of defence
minister Sergei Shoigu inspecting troops in frontline
regions in Ukraine.

The ministry said Sergei Shoigu inspected an
advance command post in the South Donetsk direc-
tion without specifying exactly where or when. He
was seen travelling in a helicopter and talking to a
soldier in front of damaged buildings.

The ISW think tank said Shoigu went there
“likely to assess the extent of Russian losses
around Vugledar and the possibility of a further
offensive in this direction”. 

Zaporizhzhia ‘hostage’ 
While the epicentre of the fighting is in the east

of Ukraine, the death toll from a strike this week on
an apartment block in southern Zaporizhzhia has
now risen to 13. Zaporizhzhia is one of the four
regions-along with Donetsk, Lugansk and
Kherson-that Russia claims to have annexed but
never fully controlled.

Still, Moscow’s forces have held the Zaporizhzhia
nuclear power plant since March 4, 2022. The plant
has repeatedly made headlines and revived fears of
nuclear catastrophes similar to the deadly
Chernobyl disaster that shook Ukraine in 1986.

The exiled mayor of Energodar, which houses the
central, told AFP Russia uses the plant as a “nuclear
shield” for its troops and equipment. Kyiv and
Moscow have blamed each other for shelling
around the plant and the  International Atomic
Energy Agency (IAEA) posted observers there.

Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said
on Saturday that Russia took the nuclear power
plant “hostage” a year ago, and “turned the ter-
ritory of the (power plant) into a de facto mili-
tary training ground”.

Zelensky on Saturday also met with European
Parliament’s president Roberta Metsola, who urged
for Ukraine to be allowed to begin EU membership
negotiations this year. The United States announced
a new $400 million security aid package for
Ukraine on Friday that featured a range of ammuni-
tion for Kyiv’s forces. — AFP
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with parties split 
over Ukraine aid

Iran agrees to reconnect nuclear cameras, ramp up inspections: IAEA
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Bakhmut reduced to rubble during the longest and bloodiest battle of the invasion

Ukraine battles to hold Bakhmut

TUNIS: Police officers try to disperse demonstrators in Tunis on March 5, 2023, rallying in defiance of a
protest ban, to demand the release of prominent figures opposed to the president who were arrested in
recent weeks. —AFP

ATHENS: Protesters shout towards gas-throwing riot police during a massive demonstration in Athens on
March 5, 2023, following the deadly train accident late on February 28. —AFP

KHARKIV: A Ukrainian tank drives through a village in Kharkiv region, amid the Russian invasion of Ukraine. —AFP

Tunisians defy protest 
ban, demand release 
of Saied critics
TUNIS: Hundreds of Tunisians rallied Sunday in
defiance of a protest ban, demanding the release of
more than 20 prominent figures opposed to the pres-
ident who were arrested in recent weeks. President
Kais Saied sacked the government and froze parlia-
ment in a 2021 power grab and imposed sweeping
changes to the political system of the sole democracy
to have emerged from the Arab Spring uprisings.

More than 20 political figures have been arrested
in the North African country in recent weeks,
including members of the main opposition coalition,
the National Salvation Front (NSF) and its main
component, the Islamist-leaning Ennahdha party.

“Freedom for the detainees,” chanted the demon-
strators, most of them supporters of the NSF, with
many waving Tunisian flags and pictures of
detainees, AFP journalists said. Denouncing Saied’s
power grab as a “coup”, the protesters defied a ban
on demonstrations imposed by Tunis authorities.

Initially dozens gathered by a key bus and
tramway station in central Tunis before charging
police barricades then marched towards Habib
Bourguiba Avenue, where the crowd soon swelled to
more than 500, reporters said.

A policeman used a loudspeaker to urge demon-
strators to move out of the iconic avenue-the site of
repeated protests-and head towards the headquar-
ters of Al Joumhouri party several kilometres away,
saying: “Please, the march is banned”.

‘National cause’
Issam Chebbi, head of Al Joumhouri party, is

among the Saied opponents who have been
arrested in the crackdown launched in February.
His brother Ahmed Nejib Chebbi, who heads the
NSF, addressed the crowd and charged the
arrests were “arbitrary”.

Protester Ahmed Nejib Chebbi, 78, said: “We are
defending a national cause and we will not stop until
democracy and institutions return.” Other detainees
include senior opposition figures Jawhar Ben
Mbarek, businessman Kamel Eltaief, the head of
Tunisia’s most popular radio station Mosaique FM,
Noureddine Boutar, as well as trade union officials.

Mbarek’s father, Ezzedine Hazgui, who was
imprisoned under the dictatorship of ousted presi-
dent Zine El Abidine Ben Ali, attended the rally and
denounced Saied in comments to AFP. “The presi-
dent has placed all state institutions under his con-
trol and has divided the people. The police protects
an illegitimate president,” Hazgui said.

Saied has accused those arrested of “terrorism”
and causing recurrent food shortages as well as
plotting against the state. Rights group Amnesty
International has labelled the arrests a “politically
motivated witch hunt”. — AFP

Greek PM seeks 
forgiveness over
rail disaster
ATHENS: Greece’s prime minister on Sunday
asked for forgiveness from the families of the 57
dead in the nation’s worst rail disaster as thou-
sands of furious protesters rallied in Athens and
clashed with police.

“As prime minister, I owe it to everyone, but
especially to the victims’ relatives, (to ask for) for-
giveness,” Kyriakos Mitsotakis wrote in a message
addressed to the nation. “For the Greece of 2023,
two trains heading in different directions cannot run
on the same line and no one notice,” Mitsotakis said
in the message posted on his Facebook page.

The crash between passenger and freight trains
near the city of Larissa on Tuesday has sparked
widespread outrage across Greece. Thousands of
angry demonstrators gathered outside the parlia-
ment in Athens on Sunday following a call by stu-
dents, rail workers and public sector employees.
AFP journalists saw violent clashes erupt between
police and the protesters.

They had released hundreds of black balloons
into the sky in memory of the dead, with some
holding signs reading “Down with killer govern-
ments”, while train and metro services were
paralysed by strike action. Michalis Hasiotis, head
of the chartered accountants’ union, told AFP
they felt “an immense anger”, blaming “the thirst
for profit, the lack of measures taken for the pas-

sengers’ protection” for the disaster. Relatives
and loved ones of those killed were also expected
to gather Sunday for a memorial outside Larissa
station, central Greece, near the site of the acci-
dent. The station master implicated in the disaster
was due in court on Sunday, a hearing postponed
from the previous day, where he may face
charges of negligent homicide.

Grief and anger 
Hellenic Train, the rail company that has become

the focus of some of the anger expressed in the
wake of the crash, released a statement late
Saturday defending its actions.

Hundreds of people had demonstrated during the
week outside their Athens headquarters, and one
legal source has said that investigators are looking
at the possibility of bringing charges against senior
members of the company. Over the last few days,
rail union officials have insisted they warned the
company about the safety issues on the line. Hard
questions are also being asked of the government
over its failure to pursue rail safety reforms.

The demonstrations and vigils across Greece
have expressed a combination of grief and anger at
the disaster, which happened when a passenger
train and a freight train collided. Syntagma Square,
next to the Greek parliament in Athens, was the
scene of clashes between police and angry protest-
ers on Friday night.

Candle-lit marches and ceremonies have also
been held in memory of the victims, many of them
students who were returning from a weekend break.

“What happened was not an accident, it was a
crime,” said one protester, Sophia Hatzopoulou, 23,
a philosophy student in Thessaloniki. — AFP


