
MINSK: Belarus strongman Alexander Lukashenko said yester-
day his country had fought off a foreign “blitzkrieg”, in a defiant
address to loyalists following months of protests against his
decades-long rule. The authoritarian leader had promised to un-
veil reforms at the people’s assembly in the capital Minsk, but his
opening address to a packed auditorium of delegates in military
and official uniforms instead focused on attempts to overthrow
his government.

“The blitzkrieg did not succeed. We held on to our country,”
Lukashenko said, using language especially resonant in a coun-
try that suffered huge losses at the hands of German forces in
World War II.

“Despite the tensions in society artificially created by external
forces, we survived,” Lukashenko said. “We have to resist at all
costs. And 2021, this year, will be decisive.”  Belarus’s opposition,
whose leaders have either been jailed or forced into exile in neigh-
boring EU countries, have dismissed the two-day All-Belarusian
People’s Assembly as a piece of political theatre. Lukashenko last
year faced the most serious threat to his rule since coming to
power in the ex-Soviet country in 1994.  Tens of thousands took
the streets across the country to demand Lukashenko’s resigna-
tion after he claimed to have won a sixth presidential term in Au-
gust elections opponents said were rigged.

The authorities unleashed a violent crackdown on protesters,
detaining thousands, many of whom reported torture and abuse
in custody. Lukashenko in November promised to change the
constitution to calm the protests, just weeks after he was shown
during a demonstration brandishing a Kalashnikov assault rifle
and referring to protesters as rats.

At the assembly, which brought together 2,700 representatives
mainly from state-backed sectors, he rebuffed the opposition’s
calls and appeared to push back a promised timeline for the con-
stitution changes. “We must closely consider issues of social de-

velopment... think about the possibility of adjusting the basic law,”
Lukashenko told delegates, without specifying when the pro-
posed changes would be revealed. 

Call for fresh protests 
On the eve of the assembly, the Nexta Telegram channel, which

mobilized and coordinated demonstrators over the months of ral-
lies, called for fresh demonstrations. “This is a gathering of unfor-
tunate Lukashenko supporters who were rounded up for one
purpose-to amuse the pride of one person,” Nexta wrote, encour-
aging residents of Minsk to take to the streets.

Belarus police promised to “suppress” any illegal activities and
warned of potential road closures in the capital, officially due to
expected heavy snowfall.  Lukashenko has held constitutional ref-
erendums twice before, both times pushing through changes that
strengthened the presidency.

In 1996, he gave himself greater power to appoint judges, in-
cluding the chair of the Constitutional Court. A second referen-
dum in 2004 allowed him to serve three terms instead of two. The
All-Belarusian People’s Assembly is typically convened by
Lukashenko during his presidential campaigns to give his candi-
dacy a semblance of popular support. — AFP
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Lukashenko promises to unveil reforms

MINSK: Belarus’ President Alexander Lukashenko delivers a speech at the All-Belarusian People’s Assembly in Minsk yesterday. — AFP

Iran producing
uranium metal, 
violating deal 
VIENNA: Iran has started producing uranium
metal, the UN nuclear watchdog said Wednes-
day, in a fresh breach of the limits laid out in
Tehran’s 2015 deal with world powers. The lat-
est violation of the deal, which is aimed at pre-
venting Tehran from developing nuclear
weapons, came as Iran warned that time was
running out for new US president Joe Biden’s
administration to save the agreement. The Vi-
enna-based International Atomic Energy
Agency (IAEA) said in a statement seen by
AFP that on February 8, it “verified 3.6 grams
of uranium metal at Iran’s Fuel Plate Fabrica-
tion Plant in Esfahan”.  IAEA director general
Rafael Grossi informed member states of the
new violation, the statement added. The news
had been expected after Iran said last month it
was researching uranium metal production,
aiming to provide advanced fuel for a research
reactor in Tehran.

But the topic is sensitive because uranium
metal can be used as a component in nuclear

weapons. The landmark deal-reached in 2015 by
the United States, China, Russia, Germany,
France and Britain-contained a 15-year ban on
“producing or acquiring plutonium or uranium
metals or their alloys”. The deal says that after
10 years, Iran would have been allowed to initi-
ate research on producing uranium metal-based
fuel “in small agreed quantities,” but only if the
other parties had given approval.

The new violation comes a month after Iran
announced it had stepped up its uranium en-
richment process to 20 percent purity, far
above the 3.67 percent level permitted by the
deal but far below the amount required for an
atomic bomb. In 2018, US president Donald
Trump dramatically withdrew from the Iran nu-
clear deal and reimposed crippling economic
sanctions on Tehran. The following year, Tehran
announced it would start breaking the deal’s
limits on nuclear activity. Trump’s successor
Biden is seeking to revive the agreement, but
the two sides appear to be in a standoff over
who acts first. “If they want Iran to return to its
commitments... the United States must entirely
lift the sanctions, in practice and not on paper,”
supreme Iranian leader Ali Khamenei said Sun-
day. When Biden was asked later that day
whether he would halt sanctions to convince
Iran to return to the bargaining table, Biden of-
fered a clear reply: “No.” — AFP

DUBAI: The leader of Al-Qaeda’s branch in
Yemen appears to be still at large despite a
United Nations report which claimed he had
been under arrest for months, the SITE Intelli-
gence Group and two local tribal leaders said
yesterday after he was seen in a video released
by the jihadist group. Khalid Batarfi, who has
been the leader of Al-Qaeda in the Arabian
Peninsula (AQAP) for about a year, talks about
the storming of the US Congress last month in
the video, which came out Wednesday. The
video, which opens with footage of the January
6 assault by Donald Trump supporters, belies
reports that Batarfi was under arrest, said
SITE, which monitors extremist organizations.

In the 20-minute video titled “America and
the Painful Seizure”, Batarfi says “storming the
Congress is only the tip of the iceberg of what
will come to them, God willing”. A report filed
to the UN Security Council last week claimed
Batarfi was arrested and his deputy, Saad Atef
Al-Awlaqi, killed during an “operation in

Ghayda City, Al-Mahrah governorate, in Oc-
tober”. Two local tribal leaders in the Al-Bayda
governorate in central Yemen, where AQAP is
active, told AFP there was a high probability
the person arrested was not Batarfi but an-
other member of the jihadist group.

“Most probably, he wasn’t arrested, and the
one who was arrested was another senior
leader in the group,” one of the tribal leaders
said. The UN report, which summarized global
potential jihadist threats, did not disclose his
whereabouts or reveal any further details of
the October operation. AQAP revealed it had
appointed Batarfi, believed to be in his early
40s, as its leader in February 2020 following
the death of his predecessor Qassim Al-Rimi
in a US air strike in Yemen. Batarfi, who was
designated a global terrorist by the US State
Department in 2018, has appeared in numer-
ous AQAP videos over recent years, according
to SITE, and appeared to have been Rimi’s
deputy and group spokesman. — AFP

Al-Qaeda’s Yemen leader appears in
video despite UN report of arrest


