
Georgia drops ‘foreign  
agent’ bill but  
faces more protests 

 
TBILISI:  Georgia ’s  ru l ing party announced 
Thursday it was halting plans to introduce a “for-
eign agent” law similar to Russia’s, but the opposi-
tion vowed to step up protests. Concern has been 
growing that the ex-Soviet nation, which aspires to 
join the EU and NATO, is taking an authoritarian 
turn and maintaining links with Moscow. 

Since Russia invaded Ukraine, Georgia has host-
ed an influx of anti-war Russians. But in recent 
weeks, authorities have barred some Kremlin critics 
from the country and been accused of bending 
towards Moscow. 

Plans for a “foreign agent” law-reminiscent of 
Kremlin legislation used to silence critics-triggered 
mass protests, which saw Georgian police fire water 
cannon and tear gas at thousands of demonstrators. 

The ruling Georgian Dream party said that the 
bil l  had been “represented in a bad light” and 
promised public consultations after announcing its 
withdrawal. The move followed mass protests in the 
capital Tbilisi on Tuesday and Wednesday, at which 
police clashed with protesters. 

Undeterred, the opposition called for a fresh ral-
ly later on Thursday. “As long as there are no guar-
antees that Georgia is firmly on a pro-Western 
course, these processes will not stop,” a group of 
opposition parties said in a joint statement. 

They also demanded the immediate release 
of dozens of protesters, whom they said had 
been detained. Protesters have carried EU and 
Ukraine f lags and chanted ant i-Kreml in  s lo-
g a n s ,  a c c u s i n g  t h e  g ove r n m e n t  o f  t a k i n g 
Georgia off a pro-Western track. 

 
‘Restraint’  

Aza Akhvlediani, 72, who took protested on 
Wednesday, said the Georgian government wanted 
to mirror its Russian counterpart. “I know what’s 
happening in Moscow. They stop every passer-by 
and do whatever they please to them,” she said. 

“I think the Georgian government wants the 
s a m e .”  A  E u r o p e a n  U n i o n  d e l e g a t i o n  i n 
Georgia welcomed the government’s announce-
ment that it would halt plans to introduce the 
law, saying they “encourage al l  pol it ical  lead-

ers in Georgia to resume pro-EU reforms.” 
Washington has urged the government to show 

“restraint” and al low peaceful protests, while 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky has called 
for “democratic success” in “friendly Georgia”. The 
Kremlin said Thursday it was concerned by mass 
protests in Georgia. 

“This is a neighbouring country and even though 
we do not have relations with Georgia as such, nev-
ertheless, the state of affairs there cannot but 
arouse our concern,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry 
Peskov told reporters. Moscow and Tbilisi went to 
war in 2008 and Russia still controls Georgia’s 
breakaway Abkhazia and South Ossetia regions, 
although the territories are recognised internation-
ally as part of Georgia. On Wednesday, Georgian 
police fired water cannon and tear gas at thousands 
of protesters, ordering them to disperse, following 
similar clashes on Tuesday. 

Police said more than 70 demonstrators were 
detained and 50 police officers injured during the 
protests on Tuesday.  

‘Big moment’  
Tom de Waal , a  sen ior  fe l low at  Carnegie 

Europe, said that both the bill  and crackdown 
represented a serious challenge in the politically 
turbulent country. “It’s a big moment for Georgia, 
st i l l  a  democracy, but  def ini te ly a struggl ing 
one,” he said on Twitter. 

In Russia, the Kremlin has used the “foreign 
agent” label against opponents, journalists and 
human rights activists accused of leading foreign-
funded political activities. Georgian authorities have 
faced mounting international criticism over a per-
ceived backsliding on democracy, seriously damag-
ing Tbilisi’s ties with Brussels. 

Georgian Prime Minister Irakli Garibashvili has 
defended his “balanced” policy as aimed at ensur-
ing “peace and stabi l i ty”. Georgian President 
Salome Zourabishvili has expressed support for the 
demonstrators and vowed to veto the legislation. 
Georgia applied for EU membership together with 
Ukraine and Moldova days after Russia invaded 
Ukraine in February 2022.  —AFP
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TBILISI: Police in riot gear face protesters in Tbilisi late on March 8, 2023. —AFP

 

Taleban governor  
killed in  
suicide attack 

 
MAZAR-I-SHARIF: The Taleban governor of 
Afghanistan’s Balkh province, known for fighting 
against Islamic State jihadists, was killed in a sui-
cide attack at his office on Thursday, officials said. 

The killing, a day after he met top government 
officials visiting from Kabul, makes Mohammad 
Dawood Muzammil one of the highest-ranking fig-
ures slain since the Taleban stormed back to power 
in 2021. Violence across Afghanistan has dramati-
cally dropped since the Taleban seized control, but 
the security situation has again deteriorated with 
IS claiming several deadly attacks. 

“Two people, including Mohammad Dawood 
Muzammil, the governor of Balkh, have been killed 
in an explosion this morning,” local police 
spokesman Asif Waziri told AFP, adding that the 
blast happened on the second floor of his office, in 
the provincial capital Mazar-i-Sharif. “It was a sui-
cide attack. We don’t have information as to how the 
suicide bomber reached the office of the governor,” 
he said, adding that two people were also wounded. 

The explosion happened moments after the 
governor arrived in his office, said Khairuddin, who 
was wounded in the incident and in a hospital in 
Mazar-i-Sharif. “There was a bang. I fell on the 
ground,” he told AFP, adding that he witnessed a 
friend lose a hand in the blast. Authorities deployed 
extra security at the governorate, who forbade 
journalists from taking photos, an AFP correspon-
dent reported from near the site of the blast. 

Muzammil was “martyred in an explosion by the 
enemies of Islam”, tweeted government spokesman 
Zabihullah Mujahid. Muzammil was initially 
appointed governor of the eastern province of 
Nangarhar, where he led the fight against IS 
jihadists, before being moved to Balkh last year. On 
Wednesday, he met two deputy prime ministers 
and other senior officials visiting Balkh to review a 
major irrigation project in northern Afghanistan, 
according to a government statement. —AFP 

VELYKA VILSHANYTSIA: People search the rubble of a house following a Russian strike in the village of Velyka Vilshanytsia, some 50km from Lviv, on March 9, 2023.  —AFP

Fight raged on for control of symbolic prize Bakhmut in Ukraine’s east

Deadly Russian strikes pound Ukraine
KYIV: The largest Russian strikes on Ukraine in weeks 
killed at least six people and caused power outages 
across the war-battered nation on Thursday.  Kyiv’s mili-
tary downed nearly half of the missiles launched by 
Russia over at least 10 regions, as the fight raged on for 
control of the symbolic prize Bakhmut in Ukraine’s east. 

The deadly Russian barrage on Thursday struck the 
relatively peaceful Lviv region in Ukraine’s west and left 
second-city Kharkiv without power, water or heating. 
“The enemy fired 81 missiles in an attempt to intimidate 
Ukrainians again, returning to their miserable tactics,” 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky said. 

For months Russia has been pummelling key facilities 
in Ukraine with missiles and drones — disrupting water, 
heating and electricity supplies for millions of people. 
Kyiv mayor Vitali Klitschko said two people were injured 
and 15 percent of households were without power and 40 
percent without heating following explosions in two areas 
of the Ukrainian capital. On Prospekt Peremogy, or 
Victory Prospect, in the west of Kyiv, three cars parked 

near a high-rise apartment building were charred and 
several others damaged by an attack, an AFP reporter 
saw. The ground was littered with shattered glass from 
windows. “Our windows look onto that side. There was a 
really loud crash,” said local resident Igor Yezhov, 60, a 
car dealer originally from Russia.  

 
 ‘Frightening’  

“I was very scared, of course, although we have quite 
a solid building, made of reinforced concrete. All the same 
it was frightening.” “It’s fate. People come out at seven to 
go to work. No one expects such (strikes). When there’s 
an air raid siren you need to be more attentive.” 

The governor of Ukraine’s western Lviv region said 
that the bodies of five people had been found in rubble 
after a missile hit their house, while the governor of the 
eastern Dnipropetrovsk region said that a 34-year-old 
man had been killed. Ukraine’s nuclear energy operator 
said the strikes had also cut off the electricity supply to 
the Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant, which is controlled 

by Russian forces and is Europe’s largest. For the sixth 
time since it was taken over, the facility is now operating 
on diesel generators which have an autonomy of 10 days. 

“The countdown has begun. If it is impossible to 
renew the external power supply of the station during this 
time, an accident with radiation consequences for the 
whole world may occur,” Energoatom said. There were 
also strikes reported on energy plants in several other 
parts of Ukraine, including Kharkiv in the northeast and 
the region of Odesa in the southwest. 

 
Bakhmut may fall  

In the Kharkiv region, located on the border with 
Russia, governor Oleg Synegubov said there had 
been 15 strikes targeting “critical infrastructure facil-
ities”. In the region’s main city of Kharkiv, mayor Igor 
Terekhov said the city had been left entirely without 
mains power, water and heating on Thursday morning 
and was using generators. 

In Odesa region, governor Maksym Marchenko said 

“missiles hit the energy infrastructure of the region as 
well as damaged residential buildings” following a 
“massive missile strike”. “Fortunately, there were no 
casualties,” he said, adding that “power supply restric-
tions” were in place. 

The wave of strikes comes after Russia reported mak-
ing gains in the battle for the industrial city of Bakhmut, 
which has been the focus of months of fierce combat. 
Russia’s Wagner mercenary group, which has spearhead-
ed the attack on Bakhmut, claimed on Wednesday to have 
captured the eastern part of the city. 

“What we see is that Russia is throwing more troops, 
more forces and what Russia lacks in quality they try to 
make up in quantity,” NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg told reporters in Stockholm on the sidelines 
of an EU defence ministers meeting on Wednesday. “We 
cannot rule out that Bakhmut may eventually fall in the 
coming days,” the head of the US-led military alliance 
said, adding that “this does not necessarily reflect any 
turning point of the war”.  —AFP


