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In this file photo taken on April 04, 2017 an unconscious Syrian child receives treatment at a hospital in Khan Sheikhun, a rebel-held town in the northwestern Syrian Idlib province, following a suspected toxic gas attack. —AFP

THE HAGUE: World powers urged the global
chemical weapons watchdog yesterday to hit
Syria with unprecedented sanctions for
alleged toxic gas attacks and for failing to
declare its arsenal. Syria faces the loss of its
“rights and privileges” at the Organization for
the Prohibition of Chemical Weapons (OPCW)
after a probe found it had carried out three
attacks in 2017.

The regulator’s 193 member states are
expected to vote today on a proposal by
France, backed by 46 countries, that would
include freezing Syria’s voting rights at the
Netherlands-based body. Syria and its ally
Russia dismissed the sanctions threat, accusing
Western powers of using the Hague-based
OPCW as a “propaganda tool” to undermine
Damascus in its ten-year civil war.

“We cannot let this tragedy go on for
another decade,” French OPCW ambassador
Luis Vassy told the watchdog. “We find our-
selves in an exceptional situation, which
demands that we take action accordingly.”

It would be the first time a country had
faced such punishment in the history of the
OPCW, which was founded nearly a quarter of
a century ago to rid the world of chemical
weapons.

Sarin and chlorine 
The regime of Syrian President Bashar al-

Assad agreed in 2013 to join the OPCW and
give up all chemical weapons, following a sus-
pected sarin nerve gas attack that killed 1,400
people in the Damascus suburb of Ghouta. But
an OPCW investigation found in April last year

that the Syrian air force was responsible for
three attacks on the village of Lataminah in
2017 using sarin and chlorine gas.

Damascus then failed to adhere to a 90-
day deadline to declare the weapons used in
the attacks, reveal its remaining stocks and
comply with OPCW inspections. France in
response submitted the motion calling for
Syria to be punished. Pressure mounted on
Damascus last week after a second OPCW
investigation found a Syrian helicopter
dropped a chlorine bomb on the rebel-held
town of Saraqib in 2018. OPCW Director
General Fernando Arias said on Tuesday that
Syria’s responses to questions about its
chemical weapons still “cannot be considered
accurate and complete” despite years of
inspections.

In the most recent example, the OPCW had
opened a new inquiry after Damascus gave
“insufficient” explanations for the discovery of
chemicals in September 2020 at a site where it
had denied making toxic arms. The UN
recently said Damascus has for years not
replied to a series of 19 questions about its
weapons installations.

‘Hostile agenda’ 
Syria slammed the “pompous” French

statement, likening the situation to the false
allegations about weapons of mass destruction
before the US-led invasion of Iraq in 2003.
“We deny that we have ever used toxic gases,”
Syria’s OPCW ambassador Rania Alrifaiy said.
“I call on you to vote no, to reject the hostile
agenda against Syria,” she said.

Russia also rejected the move to punish its
ally. “This is very serious. We’ve never had this
kind of a case before where a state party was
deprived of their privileges and rights,” Russian
ambassador Alexander Shulgin said. France
however said countries should not be “duped”
by claims that Syria would be frozen out of the
OPCW, and that Syria would still be able to
speak there even though it could not vote.

Moscow and Damascus allege the OPCW
has become “politicized”, especially since it
gained new powers in 2018 to identify the
perpetrators of attacks. Previously it could
only say whether or not chemical arms had
been used. Russia meanwhile also faces pres-
sure at the OPCW over last year’s Novichok
nerve agent poisoning of opposition figure
Alexei Navalny. —AFP
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Laschet named
as candidate for 
Merkel’s crown
BERLIN:  Angela Merkel’s conservatives yester-
day confirmed Armin Laschet’s disputed nomina-
tion as their chancellor candidate in September’s
election, as his rival conceded following a bitter
battle that has left the bloc deeply divided. Hours
after Laschet, 60, won the backing of the CDU
party’s leadership, Bavaria’s state premier Markus
Soeder finally backed down after a week of dig-
ging his heels in.

“The dice have fallen. Armin Laschet is the
chancellor candidate” of the conservative CDU-
CSU alliance, said Soeder. “There are days for

discussion. There are days for decision. That has
all happened and now it is important to look
together into the future,” he said, adding that he
wished Laschet success and offered him the
backing of Bavarian sister party CSU.

The climbdown came after nine days of back-
biting among MPs and leading figures within the
conservative bloc that pushed the once-stable
alliance to the brink of implosion just as Merkel is
about to bow out from politics after 16 years in
power. While long-time Merkel ally Laschet
received the CDU’s leadership’s backing, 54-
year-old Soeder commands far stronger support
among the public.

A recent opinion poll commissioned by the
Bild daily on Germany’s most popular politicians
even had Soeder topping the charts, just above
Merkel, while Laschet languished in 12th place.

But the premier of Germany’s most populous
state, North Rhine-Westphalia, has a history of
coming back from behind. 

‘Passionate European’ 
A sworn Merkel loyalist, Laschet famously

backed the chancellor during the fallout from
the 2015 refugee crisis. Despite a souring mood
at that time over the arrival of more than a mil-
lion asylum seekers, Laschet seized North
Rhine-Westphalia state-a sprawling industrial
region and a Social Democrats stronghold-in a
regional election in 2017, handing a major boost
to the CDU.

Laschet, a fluent French speaker and self-
described “passionate European”, also prevailed
in a battle for the CDU chief post in January, see-
ing off a fierce challenge from Friedrich Merz. Yet
he appeared to chart a course away from Merkel
in March when he defied the chancellor’s pleas for
harder shutdown measures from the leaders of
Germany’s 16 states. Laschet defended North
Rhine-Westphalia’s broad interpretation of
national virus measures, calling for “more free-
dom and flexibility”. —AFP

Freedom index: 
Journalism blocked 
in 130+ countries
PARIS: The annual report by Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) said yesterday that journalism was
at least partly blocked in nearly three-quarters of
the 180 countries surveyed.  Its World Press
Freedom Index found 73 countries “totally
blocked or seriously impeded” journalism, while it
was “constrained” in 59 others, adding that many
governments had used the pandemic to worsen
repression. 

“Journalism is the best vaccine against disin-
formation,” RSF secretary-general Christophe

Deloire said in a statement. “Unfortunately, its
production and distribution are too often blocked
by political, economic, technological and, some-
times, even cultural factors.” Eritrea, North Korea,
Turkmenistan, China and Djibouti fared worst
overall in this year’s RSF ranking.  Norway,
Finland, Sweden, Denmark and Costa Rica were
ranked highest.  The Middle East and North
Africa region continues to be the most repressive
for journalists, the report found, highlighting the
worsening situation in Iran, Egypt and Syria over
the past year.  “In this region, still the toughest
and most dangerous for journalists, the pandemic
has exacerbated the problems that have long
plagued the press, which was already in its death
throes,” it said.  Malaysia recorded the worst
deterioration, down 18 places in the ranking to
119, due in part to a recent “anti-fake news” law

“allowing the government to impose its own ver-
sion of the truth”. RSF said the global level of
media freedom remained largely stable overall for
the past year, but noted that the figures had dete-
riorated by 12 percent since the ranking was first
launched in 2013. 

Part of the problem is falling trust in journal-
ists, fuelled by political polarization and online
misinformation.  RSF noted a recent survey by the
Edelman Trust that found 59 percent of respon-
dents across 28 countries believed journalists
deliberately misled the public. 

The World Press Freedom Index is based on
questionnaires sent to experts around the world,
combined with data on abuse and acts of violence
against journalists to form a picture that includes
pluralism, media independence, self-censorship
and other factors. —AFP

Cuba gets new 
leader as last 
Castro retires
HAVANA: Cuba marked the end of an era
Monday with the official transfer of power from
the Castro clan, in charge for six decades, to the
communist country’s first civilian leader, Miguel
Diaz-Canel. The transition, while hugely symbolic,
is unlikely to result in dramatic policy shifts in the
one-party system that Diaz-Canel, 60, has vowed
to safeguard. “The most revolutionary thing within
the Revolution is to always defend the party, in the
same way that the party should be the greatest
defender of the Revolution,” he said on Monday.

Diaz-Canel added the outgoing leader, 89-
year-old Raul Castro, would still be consulted on
“strategic decisions.” From retirement, Castro
would give “direction and alert to any error or
deficiency, ready to confront imperialism as he
first did with his rifle,” said the new leader.

Already Cuba’s president since 2018, Diaz-
Canel has now also taken the most senior position
of first secretary of the Communist Party of Cuba
(PCC). The pre-determined power change at a
four-day PCC congress in Havana, marks a water-
shed for the country of 11.2 million people, many
of whom have not known a leader who was not a
Castro.

Fidel Castro, still revered as the country’s
father and savior, led the country from 1959 to
2006, when he fell ill and his brother took over.
Diaz-Canel was born after the revolution led by
the Castro siblings in the 1950s, leading in 1959 to
the overthrow of dictator Fulgencio Batista. The

PCC congress was held 60 years after Fidel
Castro declared Cuba a socialist state, setting up
decades of conflict with the United States, which
has had sanctions against the country since 1962.

Diaz-Canel takes the reins as Cuba battles its
worst economic crisis in 30 years, sky-high infla-
tion, biting food shortages, long lines for basic
necessities and growing disgruntlement over limited
freedoms. Cuba, one of just five communist coun-
tries in the world, faces constant shortages and
needs to import 80 percent of what it consumes.

“Since I was born, I have only known one par-
ty,” said Miguel Gainza, a 58-year-old in Havana.
“And no one dies of hunger, it’s true,” he added.
But today, “we are a little stuck, and it’s a shame
that Fidel is dead because he solved all our prob-
lems”. Diaz-Canel, a suit-and-tie wearing, tech-
savvy Beatles fan, while in some ways more mod-
ern than the Castros with their love for military
uniforms, is a staunch party disciple. —AFP


