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The annual gathering of world leaders, generals and 

diplomats to discuss security challenges has been domi-
nated by fears over the West’s diminishing role in the face 
of a more assertive China and Russia. In his opening 
speech a day earlier, German President Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier suggested that the United States rejected 
“even the idea of an international community” and was 
acting “at the expense of neighbors and partners”. 

“Those statements don’t reflect reality,” Pompeo 
retorted. “I’m happy to report that the death of the 
transatlantic alliance is grossly over-exaggerated,” he 
added, paraphrasing a famous Mark Twain quote. He said 
Washington was playing a key role in keeping Europe 
safe by reinforcing NATO’s eastern flank on the border 
with Russia, as well as leading a multinational effort to 
defeat the Islamic State group. “Is this an America that 
‘rejects the international community’?” he asked. Pompeo 
stressed the need to work together against threats rang-
ing from Russia’s territorial ambitions, China’s military 
build-up in the South China Sea and Iran’s “campaigns of 
terror” through proxy conflicts in the Middle East. 

NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg, who also took to the 
stage in Munich, joined Pompeo in voicing dismay at the 
gathering’s pessimistic tone. “There is a competition out 
there in so many areas, with so many different actors, 
but simply lamenting that we have lost our way will not 
provide us with a way forward,” Stoltenberg said. 
“Europe and North America are indispensable partners.” 

But France’s Macron echoed the German concerns. 
The US was undergoing “a rethink of its relationship with 
Europe”, Macron said, strengthening his belief that the 
continent had to take charge of its own destiny. “We need 
a European strategy that renews us and turn us into a 
strategic political power,” he said. 

The US-European divisions were on stark display in 
the spat over Chinese tech giant Huawei. Washington has 
pushed hard for countries to bar Huawei from building 
their next generation 5G mobile networks, claiming its 
equipment can be used to spy for Beijing. US Secretary 
of Defense Mark Esper said Huawei was the “poster 
child” for China’s “nefarious strategy” to infiltrate and 
dominate crucial western infrastructure. 

But key allies including Britain and France have resis-
ted the pressure so far, agreeing to impose restrictions 
without going so far as to ban the company. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi urged Europeans to make “an 
independent and wise choice” while providing “a fair 
business environment for all companies”. 

In a nod to concerns about European dependence 
on Russian gas, Pompeo announced at the Munich 
forum that the US would finance energy projects in 
eastern EU countries. “The United States - through 
our International Development Finance Corporation, 
and with the support of the US Congress - intends to 
provide up to $1 billion in financing to the Central and 
Eastern European countr ies  of  the Three Seas 
Initiative,” Pompeo told the conference. “Our aim is to 
galvanize private sector investment in their energy 
sectors.” 

The initiative is a club of 12 eastern and central EU 
countries that have grown increasingly concerned about 
the Russian giant in their backyard since Moscow’s 
annexation of Crimea from Ukraine in 2014. At a Three 
Seas meeting in 2017, Trump offered to supply the 
grouping with US liquefied natural gas so they would 
never be “hostage” to a single Russian supplier. Pompeo’s 
announcement comes amid fierce US opposition to 
Russia’s controversial Nord Stream 2 pipeline, set to 
double the country’s gas shipments to Germany. 
Washington believes the pipeline will give Russia too 
much influence over security and economic issues in 
western Europe. 

On Friday, Steinmeier had taken an indirect swipe at 
Trump in accusing Washington, China and Russia of 
stoking global mistrust and insecurity with a “great pow-
ers” competition” that could threaten a new nuclear arms 
race. He deplored the three big powers’ approach to 
global affairs and, without naming Trump, took issue with 
his vow to “make America great again”. “‘Great again’ - 
even at the expense of neighbors and partners,” quipped 
Steinmeier, a former Social Democrat foreign minister 
whose comments on foreign policy carry authority. 

As foreign minister in 2014, he was central to the so-
called “Munich consensus” when German leaders said 
Berlin was ready to assume more responsibility in global 
affairs. Steinmeier pressed that point again on Friday, but 
not before bemoaning the foreign policy approaches of 
Russia, China and the United States. “Russia...has made 
military force and the violent shifting of borders on the 
European continent the means of politics once again,” he 
said in the text of a speech for delivery at the opening of 
the conference. — Agencies  
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could not be immediately verified by local aid work-

ers. The escalation follows fierce fighting around the 
Houthi-held capital Sanaa, with the rebels seen to be 
advancing on several fronts towards Hazm, the regional 
capital of Al-Jouf. The province of Al-Jouf has been 
mostly controlled by the Houthis, but with its capital 
still in the hands of the Saudi-backed government. The 
coalition intervened against the Hothis in 2015, first 
with air and naval forces before ground forces were 
also brought into the fray. 

The fighting has killed tens of thousands of people, 
most of them civilians, and sparked what the United 
Nations calls the world’s worst humanitarian crisis. If the 
Houthi claim is confirmed, the rare downing of a coali-
tion warplane signals the rebels’ growing military arse-
nal. “At the start of the conflict the Houthis were a rag-
tag militia,” Fatima Abo Alasrar, a scholar at the Middle 
East Institute, told AFP. “Today they have massively 
expanded their arsenal with the help of Iran and its 

proxy Hezbollah,” Lebanon’s powerful Shiite movement. 
Yemen’s Houthi rebels are in possession of new 

weapons similar to those produced in Iran, according to 
a UN report obtained by AFP earlier this month, in 
potential violation of a UN arms embargo. Some of the 
new weapons, which the rebels have possessed since 
2019, “have technical characteristics similar to arms 
manufactured in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” said the 
report, compiled by a panel of UN experts tasked with 
monitoring the embargo. The panel didn’t say whether 
the weapons were delivered to the Houthis directly by 
the Iranian government, which has repeatedly denied 
sending them arms. 

The coalition, separately, has been widely criticized 
for the high civilian death toll from its bombing cam-
paign, which has prompted some Western govern-
ments to cut arms deliveries to the countries taking 
part. Saudi Arabia and the UAE have purchased bil-
lions of dollars’ worth of weapons from the United 
States, France and Britain. On Wednesday, the coali-
tion said it would put on trial military personnel sus-
pected of being behind deadly air strikes on Yemeni 
civilians. The cases being investigated include a 2018 
air strike on a school bus in the northern region of 
Dahyan that killed at least 40 children, Saudi-based 
Arab News said. — AFP 
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participation in UEFA club competitions in the next 

two seasons (ie. the 2020/21 and 2021/22 seasons).”  
European football’s governing body said that City 

“failed to cooperate in the investigation”. “The adjudi-
catory chamber, having considered all the evidence, has 
found that Manchester City Football Club committed 
serious breaches of the UEFA Club Licensing and 
Financial Fair Play Regulations by overstating its spon-
sorship revenue in its accounts and in the break-even 
information submitted to UEFA between 2012 and 
2016,” European football’s governing body said. 

City lost a previous appeal to CAS over UEFA’s 
original decision to refer them to its adjudicatory 
chamber over the alleged FFP violations. “An appeal 
would not necessarily lift the suspension but the 
request can be made,” UEFA told AFP. The investiga-
tion into City was based on leaked emails published last 
year by German magazine Der Spiegel as part of 
“Football Leaks”. 

Guardiola’s City outfit currently sit second in the 
Premier League table, meaning that the fourth 
Champions League slot available for English teams would 

likely go to the fifth-placed club this term. Sheffield 
United, promoted to the top flight last year, sit in fifth. It is 
not the first time that Man City have fallen foul of FFP 
regulations, having been fined Ä60 million and seeing 
their Champions League squad reduced in May 2014. 

The ban will raise questions about the future of City 
coach Guardiola and their key players. Guardiola said 
last month that he could be sacked if he failed to beat 
Real Madrid in the Champions League last 16. “If we 
don’t beat them, OK, come the chairman or the sport 
director and say, ‘It’s not good enough, we want the 
Champions League, I’m going to sack you’,” he told Sky 
Sports. “I don’t know (if this would happen). It has hap-
pened many times and could maybe happen.” 

Qatari-owned Paris Saint-Germain were also fined 
that year. Seven-time European champions AC Milan 
were banned from this season’s Europa League for FFP 
breaches. La Liga president Javier Tebas applauded 
UEFA for their sanctions of Man City, saying: “UEFA is 
finally taking decisive action. “Enforcing the rules of 
financial fair play and punishing financial doping is 
essential for the future of football... we finally have a 
good example of action.” 

City face Real Madrid in their first leg at the 
Bernabeu on Feb 26, with the second leg at the Etihad 
Stadium on March 17. City are not the only English 
champions with financial problems - Saracens, the 
Premiership rugby titleholders and European champi-
ons have been relegated to the second-tier next season 
for salary cap breaches.— AFP 
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“The situation in Idlib will not affect the S-400 agree-

ment,” Cavusoglu said, referring to Ankara’s purchase of 
the Russian air defense system criticized by Washington. 

The US has threatened to hit Turkey with sanctions 
over the S-400 deal. The Turkish presidency also said 
Erdogan and Trump discussed the situation in war-torn 
Libya and “underlined the importance of restoring peace 
and stability.” And the leaders agreed to restart negotia-
tions to increase bilateral trade to $100 billion per year, 
it added. — AFP 

Erdogan, Trump  
discuss ways to...

TEHRAN: Iranians vote this week in a crucial parlia-
mentary election that is widely expected to herald the 
return of conservatives and heap pressure on belea-
guered President Hassan Rouhani. Friday’s vote comes 
after months of steeply escalating tensions between 
Iran and its decades-old arch enemy the United States. 
The Guardian Council, the body that rigorously vets 
candidates, disqualified more than half of the 14,444 
who sought to stand - including dozens of mostly mod-
erate and reformist incumbents. 

A week of campaigning for seats in the Majles 
kicked off Thursday with little fanfare. Faced with the 
stark choice of voting for the conservatives and 
whether or not to vote at all, those who backed 
Rouhani in the past see this election as a lost cause and 
are expected to stay away in droves. “The majority of 
the current parliament is composed of reformists, and 
people believe that they haven’t done anything serious” 
since being elected in 2016, said independent journalist 
Farshad Ghorbanpour. 

“The Iranian people have come to the conclusion 
that their choice has no impact,” he told AFP. The purge 
of candidates was “unprecedented”, said Ghorbanpour. 
“Even some conservatives who were likely to speak 
independently and rationally in parliament have been 
disqualified.” 

 
Sanctions and turmoil  

Iranians are feeling the strain after months of turmoil. 
In November, nationwide demonstrations over petrol 
price hikes turned violent before being crushed in a 
deadly crackdown. Bread and butter issues have put 
Rouhani’s alliance at risk of losing in a landslide. A 
salesman in Tehran’s Grand Bazaar summed up the 
mood, saying he would abstain as voting seemed “use-
less”. Asked what might convince him to change his 
mind, Mostafa Hamidi, 37, said it would be if those in 
power lived up to “at least one of their promises. Just 
one, not 1,000.” 

Another voter expressed despair over the country’s 
mismanagement. “The truth is that whenever we have 
voted, things never improved but got worse,” said 
Morteza Jaberi, who works in a motorbike repair shop 
in Tehran’s run-down Molavi neighborhood. “Our coun-
try is very powerful in all fields, but there are people in 
charge who cannot use this power properly,” the 38-
year-old told AFP. 

Rouhani, a moderate conservative, came to power 
promising greater social freedoms and the benefits of 
engagement with the West. But his signature achieve-
ment - a 2015 nuclear deal that was meant to give Iran 
relief from sanctions - is now in tatters. In 2018 US 
President Donald Trump unilaterally withdrew from the 
agreement that froze Iran’s nuclear program and began 
reimposing crippling sanctions. 

Tehran and Washington have been sworn enemies 
since 1979. But they have never come as close to a 
direct confrontation as in the past seven months, when 
it has happened twice, most recently after the US killed 
prominent Iranian general Qasem Soleimani on Jan 3. 
The “martyrdom” of the hugely popular general pro-
voked an outpouring of grief in Iran. Millions from all 
walks of life turned out to mourn his death. 

But that unity suffered a blow after Iran admitted it 
“accidentally” shot down a Ukrainian airliner, killing all 
176 people aboard. The disaster, which claimed the 
lives of many students studying abroad, sparked more 
protests that turned political. 

 
Parliament ‘sidelined’  

At stake in the Feb 21 election are 290 seats. The 
disqualifications can only benefit Rouhani’s conserva-
tive rivals whose solid support base always shows up at 
elections and has been spurred by the tense standoff 
with the United States. Rouhani has repeatedly railed 
against the disqualifications, saying they threaten Iran’s 
democracy. “The greatest danger for democracy and 
national sovereignty is the day when elections become 

a formality,” he said last month. 
In the absence of real opponents, a grand coalition 

of “principalists” - or conservatives - looks set to win in 
a landslide. The Majles drafts legislation, ratifies inter-
national treaties and approves the budget. But while it 
has been “increasingly sidelined in the decision-making 
process”, a swing to hardliners may make Rouhani’s life 
difficult, said Ellie Geranmayeh, analyst at the European 
Council on Foreign Relations. 

The vote is also seen as an opportunity to gauge the 
electorate. “The outcome should give a decent sense of 
popular opinion - important in a country where quality 
public opinion polling is rare,” said Henry Rome, Iran 

analyst at Eurasia Group. “The election will also pro-
vide an early indicator of the outlook for the presiden-
tial election in mid-2021.” 

But Rouhani’s coalition was unlikely to survive, he 
said. “A rightwing parliament will torment Rouhani 
during his final year in office... complicating the gov-
ernment’s ability to respond to sanctions pressures,” 
said Rome. “In contrast, if a rightwing president wins 
in 2021, the parliament can enable that leader to 
move quickly on new initiatives.” Polling stations are 
to open at 8:00 am (0430 GMT) on Friday and close 
10 hours later. Results are expected in the days after 
the election. — AFP  

Iran to vote in general election  
that many see as a ‘lost cause’

TEHRAN: A man standing outside a mosque in the Iranian capital on Friday hands out electoral leaflets showing candi-
dates campaigning in the upcoming legislative election due to take place on Feb 21. — AFP 

AIKALA, India: In this photo taken on Jan 31, 2020, Srinivas Gowda runs alongside his buffalos during ‘Kambala’, the tra-
ditional buffalo racing event, held in this village in Dakshina Kannada district. — AFP 

NEW DELHI: Indian sports authorities announced 
yesterday they will hold trials for a buffalo jockey 
whose record-setting performance in a traditional 
footrace has seen him compared to Usain Bolt. 

On a track of muddy slush, Srinivas Gowda ran 
142.50 metres in 13.62 seconds on January 31, setting 
a record in the traditional buffalo race known as 
Kambala held every year in southern Karnataka state. 

The 28-year-old farmer has since become a sensa-
tion after people praised him on social media and 
compared him to retired Jamaican sprint superstar 
Bolt, who is the world’s fastest man for his record run 
of 100 meters in 9.58 seconds. 

Comparing Gowda’s  performance with the 
Jamaican star’s record, commenters have assumed 
that the farmer would have run 100 metres in 9.55 

seconds, which is 0.03 seconds faster than the 
Olympian’s feat. 

India’s junior sports minister Kiren Rijiju said that 
authorities have called Gowda to the capital New 
Delhi for trials under the country’s best coaches. 

“Officials from Sports Authority of India (SAI) 
have contacted him. His rail ticket is done and he will 
reach SAI centre on Monday. I wil l  ensure top 
national coaches to conduct his trials properly,” 
Rijiju wrote on Twitter. 

Many users have however cast doubts on his per-
formance, considering the high standards of the 
Olympics and the help received from the buffaloes, 
who during the races are lashed together with ropes 
and outfitted with a plough while a participant match-
es their speed and controls them. 

Gowda is a regular participant in the popular buf-
falo races held in the farming belts of the southern 
coastal state during the winter. “I did not think I 
would run this fast. The buffaloes were quick and I 
followed them,” Gowda told reporters.  

The sport was briefly banned following petitions by 
animal rights groups who decried it as cruel, but races 
resumed in 2017 under government orders. — AFP  

Bolt of buffalo?  
Indian jockey’s  
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