
LONDON: WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange must
remain in custody in Britain, while the US appeals a court
decision to block his extradition to face charges there for
leaking secret documents, a judge in London ruled yes-
terday. Judge Vanessa Baraitser, who on Monday refused
to grant his extradition, told Westminster Magistrates
Court that if released there were “substantial grounds” to
suspect Assange would “fail to surrender” for future
appeal hearings. “Mr Assange still has an incentive to
abscond from these as yet unresolved proceedings,” she
said. 

“As a matter of fairness the United States must be able
to challenge my decision. If Mr Assange absconds during
this process then they will have lost the opportunity to do
so.” Outside court, lawyer Stella Morris, Assange’s
fiancee and the mother of two of his children, called the
decision “a huge disappointment” and urged the US
Justice Department to drop the charges. A lawyer for the
US government earlier urged Baraitser not to release the
controversial Australian publisher, and detailed how it
planned to challenge her decision to block his extradition
on mental health grounds.

“We respectfully submit on behalf of the United
States that there are insurmountable hurdles to Mr
Assange being granted bail,” Clair Dobbin said. She
added there were “no conditions that could guarantee his
surrender” in future. “The history of his attempts to
evade extradition to the United States demonstrate that
he is capable of going to any length to avoid that possi-
bility,” Dobbin said. The court “should be under no doubt
about his resources to abscond” and pointed to offers of
political asylum, notably from Mexico, she added.

‘Motive to abscond’   
Assange attended court wearing a suit and mask over

his mouth, two days after the unexpected decision to
deny his removal to the United States on the basis the

risk of his suicide there was too great. Edward Fitzgerald,
his lawyer, argued he should be freed after spending 15
months in custody awaiting the extradition proceedings.
Baraitser’s decision on Monday “certainly changes any
motive to abscond,” he added. “The court has given a
decision and the decision has been that he should be dis-
charged.” Assange is wanted in Washington to face 18
charges relating to the 2010 release by WikiLeaks of
500,000 secret files detailing aspects of military cam-
paigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

The US claims he helped intelligence analyst Chelsea

Manning steal the 2010 documents before exposing con-
fidential sources around the world. He faces a possible
175-year sentence if convicted but Assange and his
lawyers have long argued the case against him is politi-
cally motivated. He has been held at the high-security
Belmarsh prison in southeast London. A previous request
for bail in March on the grounds he was vulnerable to
Covid-19 behind bars was rejected. 

Assange sought sanctuary in Ecuador’s embassy in
2012, after Sweden issued an arrest warrant in connection
with sexual assault allegations.  He spent seven years at

the South American country’s London mission until the
government in Quito revoked his citizenship. British
police dragged him out and arrested him in 2019. He was
then sentenced to 50 weeks in jail for breaching his bail
terms in connection with the Swedish case, which was
later dropped due to lack of evidence. The UN called the
sentence “disproportionate”.

‘Unnecessarily cruel’   
Assange’s long-running legal woes have become a

cause celebre for media freedom, even though the judge
hearing the case said he did have a case to answer.
Baraitser on Monday said he would have been “well
aware” of the effects of his leaking of secret documents,
and his actions went “well beyond” the role of a journalist. 

But she said extradition would be “oppressive” as his
mental health would probably deteriorate in the US penal
system, “causing him to commit suicide”.  She rejected
US experts’ testimony that Assange would be protected
from self-harm, noting that others such as disgraced US
financier Jeffrey Epstein had managed to kill themselves
in custody despite supervision.  UN rapporteur on tor-
ture Nils Melzer applauded the decision to block his
extradition, and said he should be freed and compensat-
ed for his ordeal, which amounted to arbitrary detention. 

But he said Baraitser had effectively confirmed the
rationale behind the US case, which “effectively amounts
to criminalizing national security journalism”.  The
United States has called the ruling “extremely disap-
pointing” and has faced calls from WikiLeaks, as well as
rights and media freedom groups to drop the appeal.
Media advocacy group Reporters Without Borders said
yesterday’s denial of bail was “unnecessarily cruel”.
Wikileaks editor-in-chief Kristinn Hrafnsson urged out-
going US President Donald Trump and his successor Joe
Biden to pardon Assange, while expressing confidence
“justice will prevail”.— AFP 
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VEGHEL, Netherlands: Dutch employee of Het Wereldhuis
nursing home Sanna Elkadiri receives the first Pfizer
vaccine yesterday. — AFP 

LONDON: Stella Morris, partner of Wikileaks founder Julian Assange, addresses the media outside Westminster
Magistrates Court after he was denied bail yesterday. - AFP 

Iran: A handout photo made available yesterday shows the launching of a drone carrying a missile during a mili-
tary drill at an undisclosed location in central Iran. — AFP 

Armenia PM 
self-isolates, skips
Christmas service
YEREVAN: Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan -
who faced backlash over a peace deal that ended recent
fighting in the breakaway enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh
- did not attend a Christmas service yesterday and is cur-
rently self-isolating, his press secretary said. The
Armenian Apostolic Church celebrates Christmas on
January 6 and yesterday a national church service was
led by the country’s religious leader Catholicos Garegin.
The service held in the largest cathedral of the capital
Yerevan is usually attended by the country’s leadership
and Pashinyan’s presence was expected. “Due to the epi-
demiological situation the prime minister is in self-isola-
tion,” press secretary Mane Gevorgyan said.  Gevorgyan
did not specify whether the prime minister, who already
had the coronavirus last June, had tested positive again. 

Yesterday morning, several dozen opposition activists
gathered outside the cathedral saying they would not
allow “traitor Pashinyan to enter a holy place”.  Pashinyan
has been under fire at home over the controversial peace
deal with Azerbaijan that ended weeks of clashes over
the ethnic Armenian enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh.
Under the Moscow-brokered accord that was signed in
November, Armenia agreed to cede swathes of territory
to Baku that had been controlled by Armenian separatists
since the 1990s. For weeks, protesters staged rallies
against the ceasefire agreement and demanded
Pashinyan’s resignation. During yesterday’s service,
Catholicos Garegin spoke about the “martyrdom” of
those who died in Karabakh and the “pain and sorrow” of
the Armenians who were forced to flee their homes in the
region.  He said the events of the Karabakh war had
turned the life of Armenians at home and abroad into an
“impenetrable, dark night”. The influential leader of the
Armenian church had earlier spoken in favour of
Pashinyan’s resignation. —AFP

Dutch become last in
EU to give COVID jab
VEGHEL: The Netherlands administered its first coro-
navirus shot to a nursing home worker yesterday, as it
became the last country in the 27-nation EU to start a
vaccination program. The government has been under
fire for its slow rollout of the Pfizer/BioNTech vaccine
with Prime Minister Mark Rutte admitting this week
that he was “really disappointed”. The first person to be
inoculated was 39-year-old health worker Sanna
Elkadiri, in a ceremony in the southern town of Veghel
attended by top Dutch officials. “It’s very special that I
have been able to kick this off. And I just hope that soon
many others will actually do this with me,” Elkadiri told
AFP She said she felt “physically normal” after getting
the vaccine. “If you work in healthcare, you just want to
be able to provide your client with full care. And that
just does not work as it is now,” she added. Health
Minister Hugo de Jonge said it was an “amazing
moment” for the Netherlands, despite the slow start. “I
understand that there is criticism, that criticism stems
from impatience... I understand that,” de Jonge told AFP.
“At the same time, I hope that we will also celebrate the
triumph of science, all the enormous achievements of
healthcare, that we also celebrate that together.”

Frontline hospital staff across the country dealing
with COVID-19 patients were to be the first inoculated
during yesterday. The Netherlands is beginning its
vaccination program nearly two weeks after the first
jabs began in the EU on December 27, and almost a
month behind Britain. The government faced withering
criticism in a debate in parliament on Tuesday over the
debacle, with MPs livid that the vaccines had been sit-
ting in freezers for two weeks. “I am really disappoint-
ed that we are doing this two weeks after other coun-
tries,” Rutte told MPs. De Jonge meanwhile admitted
that the government had not been sufficiently “agile” in
rolling out the vaccine. Officials have previously
blamed logistical issues and the need for domestic
authorization.—AFP

US and Iran:
Spiraling tensions 
in the Gulf
NICOSIA: Tensions between Iran and the United States
have escalated over the past 18 months, with a series of
incidents in the Gulf, the latest involving a South Korean
tanker seized by Tehran. Here is a recap:

US deployment 
On May 5, 2019, the US announces the deployment of

an aircraft carrier and a bomber task force to the Middle
East, bringing a military dimension to its standoff with
arch-rival Iran. The move comes almost exactly a year
after Washington unilaterally withdrew from an interna-
tional 2015 deal curbing Iran’s nuclear program and reim-
posed sanctions.

Attacks on ships 
On May 12, four ships, including three oil tankers, are

damaged in mysterious attacks in the Gulf that the US
and Saudi Arabia blame on Iran. Two tankers, Norwegian
and Japanese, come under attack in the Gulf of Oman on
June 13. Washington, London and Riyadh blame Iran,
which denies involvement.

US drone shot down
Iran’s Revolutionary Guards say on June 20 they

shot down a US drone that violated Iranian airspace
near the Strait of Hormuz, a crucial transit point in the
Gulf for world oil exports. The Pentagon confirms the
downing but says the unmanned aircraft was in interna-
tional airspace. US President Donald Trump approves a
retaliatory strike, but cancels it at the last minute. On
July 18, Trump says the US military has taken down an
Iranian drone that came dangerously close to one of its
naval vessels in the Strait of Hormuz. Tensions are
exacerbated by Iran’s seizure of three foreign tankers,
one of which is British-flagged, a move seen as retalia-
tion for Britain impounding an Iranian tanker off
Gibraltar in early July.

Saudi oil attack 
On September 14, aerial attacks claimed by Yemen’s

Iran-backed Huthi rebels spark fires at two major Saudi
oil facilities. Tehran is accused of being responsible but
denies involvement.

US strike kills commander 
On December 31, pro-Iran protesters storm the US

embassy compound in Baghdad, expressing fury over US
strikes against bases of a pro-Iran group in Iraq. Three
days later a US strike kills top Iranian commander Qasem
Soleimani, the commander of the Quds Force, the
Revolutionary Guards’ foreign arm, in Iraq. The Pentagon
says Trump ordered the killing after the siege of the US
embassy. Iran in retaliation launches a volley of missiles at
Iraqi bases housing US and other coalition troops on
January 8, 2020. The same day, Iran shoots down in
“error” a Ukrainian passenger jet shortly after take off
from Tehran, killing all 176 people on board.

New escalation
On April 15, the Pentagon accuses Revolutionary

Guards boats of dangerous and provocative actions after
its vessels harass US ships in the Gulf. A week later Iran
says it has put its first military satellite into orbit.

Nuclear physicist killed
On November 27, one of Iran’s most prominent

nuclear scientists Mohsen Fakhrizadeh is killed near
Tehran in an attack on his convoy. Iran accuses Israel of
having commanded the attack on the scientist, who is lat-
er described as a deputy defense minister. Israel does not
comment on the accusations.

Iran seizes tanker
On January 4, 2021, the Revolutionary Guards seize a

South Korean-flagged tanker in the Gulf for breaking
“environmental laws”. On the same day Iran says it has
started the process to enrich uranium to 20 percent puri-
ty, well beyond the threshold set by the 2015 nuclear deal.
The Pentagon reverses a decision to bring the USS
Nimitz aircraft carrier home from the Gulf. While
demanding the release of its ship, South Korea sends a
destroyer carrying members of its anti-piracy unit
towards the Strait of Hormuz. Seoul then says it will send
a delegation to Iran to negotiate.— AFP 

Iraqi PM’s advisor
sparks pro-Iran ire for
Soleimani comments
BAGHDAD: A top advisor to Iraqi Prime Minister
Mustafa Al-Kadhemi has sparked anger among pro-
Tehran factions in Baghdad with comments about Iran’s
revered commander Qasem Soleimani, whom
Washington assassinated last year. Hosham Dawod’s
comments, made to the BBC, came as people marked the
anniversary of the January 3, 2020 US drone strike near
Baghdad’s international airport that killed Soleimani and
his Iraqi lieutenant, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis.

Soleimani headed the foreign operations arm of
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps, while
Muhandis commanded the powerful, state-sponsored
pro-Iranian Hashed al-Shaabi paramilitary network. The
duo had worked closely together. “Soleimani didn’t think
he was just a co-coordinator with Iraq,” Dawod told the
BBC. “He actually believed himself responsible for Iraq.
That is why he entered and left (the country) when he
wanted.”  Pro-Iranian supporters have accused
Kadhemi of complicity in the drone strike, which last
year brought Washington and Tehran to the brink of
war. “The founding principles of the Iraqi state were not
in his (Soleimani’s) priorities,” Dawod said. “So, with
Qaani, we, the Iraqi government, made him apply for a
visa,” he added, referring to Soleimani’s successor,
Esmail Qaani. Dawod’s comments sparked an angry
reaction from Ahmed al-Assadi, one of the leaders of
the Hashed’s parliamentary bloc, who said that
Soleimani had been entering Iraq “officially and legally”
and had been there to “help the government and the
people”.—AFP

Warming driving
Eastern Mediterranean
species collapse: Study
PARIS: Populations of marine molluscs have collapsed
in recent decades in parts of the eastern Mediterranean
as warming waters have made conditions unsuitable for
native species, new research showed yesterday. The
waters off the coast of Israel-among the hottest in the
Mediterranean-have already warmed three degrees
Celsius within four decades, with water temperatures
regularly topping 30C (86 Fahrenheit) in summer. 

An international team of researchers, writing in the
journal Proceedings of Royal Society B, investigated
the effect these warmer waters was having on local

populations of marine molluscs, as well as the arrival of
invasive species from the Red Sea via the Suez Canal.
Paolo Albano, from the University of Vienna’s
Department of Paleontology, initially set out to contrast
populations of local and non-native species along the
Israeli shelf in the eastern Mediterranean. 

But he quickly realised the extent to which local
mollusc populations had declined. “My expectation
was to find a Mediterranean ecosystem with these
‘newcomers’,” he told AFP. “However, after the first
dive, I immediately realized that the problem was
another one: the lack of the native Mediterranean
species, even the most common ones that you would
find everywhere in the Mediterranean.”

Local ‘eradication of species’ 
Albano and his colleagues compared mollusc popu-

lations identified from more than 100 seabed samples
with historical records, finding that only 12 percent of

the molluscs historically present in shallow sediment
were still there. On rocky reefs, that figure stood at just
five percent. The team also estimated that 60 percent
of the remaining mollusc populations studied do not
reach reproductive size, rendering the region a “demo-
graphic sink” for some species. 

Albano said that while other factors could be play-
ing a role in these population collapses, not least the
impact of non-native species and pollution, the overall
trend was likely caused by warming seas. “Tolerance to
temperature is what really matters here and most of the
native Mediterranean species are in the easternmost
Mediterranean Sea at the limits of their tolerance to
temperature,” he said. In contrast to local molluscs,
populations of tropical species entering the
Mediterranean through the Suez Canal were thriving.
This species turnover is causing the onset of a “novel
ecosystem”, the authors said, and the massive loss of
native species is likely too significant to rectify. —AFP


