
Friday, March 17, 2023

6
International

Blinken on rare Niger trip as Western 
support dwindles in West Africa

US wants to help Niger ‘professionalise’ its armed forces to reduce civilian casualties
ADDIS ABABA: US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken headed Thursday on a rare trip to Niger, an 
outpost of support for Western military operations 
in a region where Russia is making inroads. Blinken 
will be the first top US secretary of state ever to visit 
the former French colony, where both France and the 
United States maintain forces to battle jihadists in 
the troubled Sahel region.

He is expected to announce more US support to 
Niger, one of the world’s poorest countries, which 
returned to stability in 2011 after a history of coups. 
A senior US official travelling with Blinken said the 
trip was meant to support the efforts of Niger under 
President Mohamed Bazoum, a vocal critic of Rus-
sia’s Wagner Group mercenaries.

“They are making the right choices, we think, to 
help deal with the types of threats that are common 
across the Sahel. So, we are trying to highlight a 
positive example,” the official told reporters en route 
to Niamey, on condition of anonymity.

She said the United States also wanted to help 
Niger “professionalise” its armed forces to reduce 
civilian casualties when responding to jihadist vio-
lence. “Frankly, Niger is in a very difficult position,” 
she said. “Despite all those challenges, the leader-
ship is really trying to do the right thing.” She also 
pointed to environmental threats. Niger is one of the 
countries most impacted by climate change, losing 
100,000 hectares of arable land each year to desert.

‘All in on Africa’ 
Speaking Wednesday on a visit to Ethiopia, 

Blinken said his trip to the two countries was part of 
President Joe Biden’s pledge to be “all in on Africa, 
and all in with Africa”. “That means the United States 

is committed to deep, responsive and genuine part-
nerships on the continent,” Blinken told reporters.

The Biden administration launched its bid for 
greater engagement in Africa in the face of rising in-
vestment by China, seen as the top rising challenger 
to the United States, but concerns have grown more 
recently about Russia.

Niger’s western neighbour Mali has shifted deci-
sively into Russia’s orbit, hiring the Wagner Group 
after French troops withdrew following a nine-year 
military operation that prevented a takeover by ji-
hadists but became increasingly unpopular after 

successive coups. Mali last month was one of just 
six countries that joined Russia in voting against a 
resolution at the United Nations General Assembly 
urging Moscow to withdraw from Ukraine on the in-
vasion’s anniversary.

Burkina Faso has also fallen out with France, al-
though both the country’s military leader and Russia 
have denied repeated assertions that Wagner is op-
erating there. Niger has since become the linchpin 
for French military efforts in West Africa, with 1,000 
troops stationed there. The United States also built 
and operates so-called Air Base 201 in the centre of 

the desert country that is used to fly drones for at-
tacks and surveillance on jihadists.

Seeking progress in Ethiopia 
Blinken started Thursday with talks in Addis Aba-

ba with the leadership of the African Union, part of 
the Biden administration’s effort to show deference 
to the region and avoid perceptions of an overbear-
ing US role. African Union-led negotiations, backed 
by US diplomats, brought about a November 2022 
ceasefire that has largely ended the brutal two-year 
Tigray war in Ethiopia. After talks Wednesday with 
both Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed and Ge-
tachew Reda, a senior leader of the Tigray People’s 
Liberation Front (TPLF), Blinken said the peace deal 
was largely holding with a “very significant drop” 
in abuses. But he called for accountability for past 
abuses in the war, where he had earlier alleged hu-
man rights violations and where the United States 
estimates some 500,000 people may have been 
killed over two years-well above the toll from Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine.

The Tigray war had set back the historic US rela-
tionship with Africa’s second most populous nation, 
with Abiy voicing anger over the abuse allegations 
and the US suspension of key trading privileges. 
But Finance Minister Ahmed Shide sounded rec-
onciliatory as he spoke Wednesday next to Blinken, 
who announced $331 million in new food and other 
emergency aid for Ethiopia. The minister said Abiy’s 
government wanted an “inclusive national dialogue” 
to address grievances. “Mechanisms for transitional 
justice are also being set up to ensure justice and 
accountability to end perpetual acts of violence and 
avert impunity,” he said. — AFP

ADDIS ABABA: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken (L) attends a meeting with African Union Commission 
(AUC) Chairperson Moussa Faki Mahamat (R) at the commission’s headquarters, in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, 
on March 16, 2023. — AFP

Netanyahu faces 
critics amid ‘civil 
war’ warning
BERLIN: Zionist Prime Minister Benjamin Netanya-
hu was on Thursday to meet Germany’s leaders, who 
are expected to urge him to reconsider disputed le-
gal reforms that have prompted Zionist entity’s pres-
ident to warn of the threat of “civil war”.

German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier, 
speaking in Tallinn on the eve of Netanyahu’s visit, 
said he planned to raise the reforms with the Zionist 
prime minister when they meet later Thursday.

Zionist entity is the “only democracy in the whole 
region, a country with a strong constitutional state”, 
he said. “What I would like to see is that what we 
have admired about Zionist entity... is preserved.”

Netanyahu’s government, which includes ul-
tra-Orthodox and extreme-right parties, introduced 
its highly controversial judicial reform package in 
January. It has argued the reforms are needed to limit 
judicial overreach, but protesters have decried them 
as threatening Zionist entity’s liberal democracy by 
weakening key checks and balances.

Ten consecutive weeks of nationwide demonstra-
tions have followed, with critics also charging that 
the proposed changes aim to protect Netanyahu 
as he fights corruption charges in an ongoing court 
battle. “Anyone who thinks that a genuine civil war, 
with human lives, is a line that we could never reach, 

has no idea what he is talking about,” warned Zionist 
entity’s President Isaac Herzog late Wednesday. “It is 
precisely now, in the Zionist entity’s 75th year of inde-
pendence, that the abyss is within touching distance. 
Today, I say to you what I told them: Civil war is a red 
line. I will not allow it to happen,” he said, adding that 
he was convinced that the majority of Zionists want a 
compromise.

The disputed changes proposed by the coalition 
would allow lawmakers to override Supreme Court 
decisions that strike down legislation with a parlia-
mentary majority, and then deny the court the right to 
review such a move.

It would also make it harder for the Supreme 
Court to strike down legislation it deems to contra-
vene Basic Laws, Zionist entity’s quasi constitution.

Herzog, who holds a largely ceremonial role, has 
for weeks been toiling over a proposal to soften the 
government’s legal overhaul. 

Corruption charges 
Netanyahu, speaking before boarding his plane 

to Germany, said Iran would be the “main issue” of 
his discussions, along with “other topics important 
to Zionist entity”. “The security issues don’t pause, 
even for a moment,” he added at Ben Gurion airport, 
where protesters had gathered, holding up placards 
reading “Dictator on the run” and “Don’t come back”.

Protests have been called too by Zionists living in 
Germany, including a demonstration at the Branden-
burg Gate on Thursday. Besides meeting Steinmeier, 
Netanyahu will hold separate talks with Chancellor 
Olaf Scholz. The Zionist prime minister and Scholz 
will also visit the Platform 17 memorial which com-
memorates the thousands of Jews who were deport-
ed from Berlin by Nazi Germany.

The controversy in Zionist entity puts Germany in 
an uncomfortable position. Germany and Zionist en-
tity forged strong diplomatic ties in the decades after 
World War II, with Berlin committed to the preserva-
tion of the Zionist state in penance for the Holocaust. 
Successive German governments have described 
Zionist entity’s national security as a crucial foreign 
policy priority. Government spokesman Steffen He-
bestreit on Monday said Netanyahu is the “elected 
prime minister of Zionist entity and therefore also a 
normal guest in Germany”. — AFP

Iran re-arrests 
woman campaigner 
after release
PARIS: Iranian security forces re-arrested 
prominent activist and journalist Sepideh Gho-
lian hours after she walked free from jail chant-
ing slogans against supreme leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei, activists said on Thursday. Gholian, 28, 
was Wednesday freed from Tehran’s Evin prison 
after spending over four years behind bars fol-
lowing a conviction related to her reporting on a 
strike movement in 2018.

According to the US-based Human Rights Activ-
ists News Agency (HRANA), Gholian was re-arrest-
ed late Wednesday while being driven from Tehran 
by her family to their home in Dezful in Khuzestan 
province in southwestern Iran. It said there was no 
information over where she was being held or what 
she was accused of. Immediately after her release 
from Evin prison, she had defiantly shouted slogans 
against Khamenei in a video she shared on her social 
media accounts. She shouted twice over: “Khamenei 
the tyrant, we’ll drag you into the ground!” She was 
also not wearing a headscarf, in defiance of the Is-
lamic republic’s strict dress code for women, and in 
the video urged the release of other women seen as 
political prisoners by activists.—AFP

BERLIN: German Chancellor Olaf Scholz (R) and 
Zionist Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu give a 
joint press conference following talks at the Chan-
cellery in Berlin on March 16, 2023. — AFP
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and political conflicts in the region, most notably 
in Yemen and Syria. In 2016, the UAE and other Gulf 
states scaled back their ties with Tehran after Iranian 
protesters attacked Saudi Arabia’s diplomatic mis-
sions in Iran following Riyadh’s execution of prominent 
Shiite Muslim cleric Nimr Al-Nimr. Despite the diplo-
matic downgrade, the oil-rich UAE maintained strong 
economic ties with Iran. Last year, the UAE’s ambas-
sador to Tehran resumed his duties after a six-year ab-
sence, while in September, Iran’s top diplomat Hossein 
Amir-Abdollahian said Tehran wanted to broaden rela-
tions with the UAE.

Gregory Brew, Iran analyst at Eurasia Group, said 
Shamkhani’s UAE visit is “significant in that it indicates 
continued efforts by the Gulf countries to improve rela-
tions with Iran”. “The UAE is a major trading partner to 
Iran, and has also become an important intermediary for 
Iran’s oil exports,” he told AFP, adding that Shamkhani 
may be discussing ways to access Iranian assets frozen 
overseas through UAE mediation or diplomatic support.

Meanwhile, the UAE has pledged $3 million to sup-

port the reconstruction of a Palestinian town in the oc-
cupied West Bank that was raided by Zionist settlers, 
state media said Thursday. Deadly violence and arson 
by settlers targeted the town of Huwara in the northern 
West Bank late last month. Thirty houses were burned 
and damaged, according to local officials, after dozens 
of Zionist settlers set them ablaze.  Bezalel Smotrich, the 
Zionist entity’s finance minister and an extreme-right 
settler, later said “Huwara needs to be wiped out”, 
sparking widespread condemnation, including from the 
UAE, the UN, the United States and France. 

Emirati President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed ordered 
“the provision of $3 million to support the reconstruction 
of the Palestinian town of Huwara and those affected by 
the latest events”, WAM said. The initiative reflects “the 
UAE’s humanitarian efforts to support the brotherly Pales-
tinian people”, WAM added.

The UAE and the Zionist entity have steadily deep-
ened ties since they normalized relations in 2020 as 
part of the US-brokered Abraham Accords. But the Gulf 
state has also issued a spate of condemnations against 
Zionist forces this year, including for storming the Pal-
estinian camp of Jenin and the city of Nablus. Anwar 
Gargash, a senior adviser to the UAE president, called 
the $3 million pledge an “authentic” expression of the 
country’s “consistent and firm” support for the Palestin-
ian people. — AFP
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Meanwhile, startup founders shared bank trouble 
rumors in WhatsApp groups. “The mix of technol-
ogy and fast-moving rumors fueled a crisis of un-
precedented speed,” researcher Jonathan Welburn 
of the Rand Corporation think tank told AFP. Online 
banking was around during the 2008 financial crisis, 
but “the adoption of these technologies is definitely 
increasing,” he said.

Banking regulators need to put in place “circuit 
breakers” that could quickly suspend banking trans-
actions in the event of cyber attacks, weather disas-
ters, or customer panic, said Hilary Allen, a specialist 
in financial technologies at American University in 
Washington. This is a “very political” undertaking, 
Allen said. “Banking regulators need to think about 
what this kind of technological circuit breaker would 

look like, and in which circumstances they would be 
ready to deploy it.”

Markets have seen the power of online platforms 
trigger surges in the prices of “meme stocks” like 
video game retail chain Game Stop and AMC The-
aters due to endorsements in chat forums at Reddit. 
“The flip side is that social media can also exacer-
bate panic and loss of confidence,” Allen said. In the 
case of SVB, fears which spread on social media res-
onated loudly with the bank’s customers, who tended 
to be tech-savvy entrepreneurs keenly tuned in to 
online chatter.

The collapse of SVB was the second largest bank 
failure in the United States but played out in bare-
ly two days. The largest bank failure in the country, 
that of Washington Mutual in 2008, took place over 
the course of eight months. At that time, Twitter 
and iPhones were fledgling products; there were no 
WhatsApp groups, no Slack chat threads, Welburn 
noted. “What happens when bankers are drowning 
their sorrows in the social media age?” Welburn 
wondered. “Viral posts, retweets and shares could 
deprive regulators of precious time.” — AFP 
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the aircraft had lost control. The Pentagon said 

the drone was on a routine mission when it was in-
tercepted - a term that refers to one aircraft making 
visual or electronic contact with another - in a “reck-
less” and “unprofessional manner.”

The incident has ratcheted up tensions between 
Moscow and Western allies, already soaring over 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, but top security offi-
cials from the United States and Russia have been 
in touch. US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin spoke 
with his Russian counterpart Sergei Shoigu on 
Wednesday, the Pentagon said, while Moscow’s de-
fense ministry said General Staff Valery Gerasimov 
spoke to General Mark Milley, the chairman of the 
US Joint Chiefs of Staff.

“We take any potential for escalation very seri-
ously and that’s why I believe it’s important to keep 

the lines of communication open,” Austin said after 
his call with Shoigu. “I think it’s really key that we’re 
able to pick up the phone and engage each other. 
And I think that will help to prevent miscalculation 
going forward.”

Milley said Wednesday that it was unclear wheth-
er the collision was done on purpose, though the 
“aggressive behavior” was intentional. Russia plans 
to try to retrieve the downed craft but was unsure if 
the effort would be a success. Milley said the drone 
likely broke up and sank in an area where the water 
is 4,000-5,000 feet (1,200-1,500 m) deep.

Even if Russia was able to recover the wreck-
age, the United States took “mitigating measures” 
to protect sensitive information, and is “confident 
that whatever was of value is no longer of value,” 
he said. The United States uses MQ-9s for both sur-
veillance and strikes and has long operated over the 
Black Sea, keeping an eye on Russian naval forces. 
Several of the drones have been lost in recent years, 
including one that the US Central Command said was 
shot down over Yemen with a surface-to-air missile 
in 2019.  — AFP 

US releases
video of Russia...

ABU DHABI: Emirati President Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al-Nahyan meets Secretary of Iran’s Supreme 
National Security Council Ali Shamkhani on March 16, 2023. — AFP


