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News in brief

Kabila killers released from jail

KINSHASA: Twenty-two men convicted over the
2001 assassination of Democratic Republic of Congo
president Laurent-Desire Kabila were released from
prison Friday after being pardoned by current leader
Felix Tshisekedi. The men were met outside Makala
prison in the capital Kinshasa by family and friends,
some in tears. Among those released was the slain
president’s former aide de camp Colonel Eddy
Kapend, who has always denied any part in the plot
to murder Kabila, father of Tshisekedi’s predecessor
and political rival Joseph Kabila.  —AFP

Avalanche kills 3 at Russian ski resort

MOSCOW: Three people were killed after an ava-
lanche swept through a ski resort outside the Arctic
city of Norilsk overnight, Russian investigators said
yesterday. The Investigative Committee, which probes
major crimes, said it was notified at 00:30 local time
(1730 GMT) that an avalanche had buried four build-
ings under snow at the Otdelnaya Gora ski complex in
the town of Talnakh, 25 kilometers (16 miles) north of
Norilsk.  Rescuers had recovered the bodies of a 38-
year-old woman, her 18-month-old child and 45-
year-old husband. A 14-year-old was found alive and
“taken to the hospital with serious injuries”.   —AFP

Denmark enforces negative tests

COPENHAGEN: Denmark on Friday announced it
would only allow flights into the country where
every passenger had tested negative for COVID-19
and the government urged Danes to put off abroad
travel all together. In addition to being negative
tests can only be 24 hours old. The rule will apply to
both Danish citizens and foreigners, and it will be
up to airlines to ensure passengers have been test-
ed. “That means that, as of January 9 at 5 pm, no
airline will be allowed to fly to a Danish airport
without having checked that all passengers onboard
have tested negative,” transport minister Benny
Engelbrecht told a news conference. —AFP

Argentina curbs nighttime activities 

BUENOS AIRES: Argentina on Friday announced it
was tightening restrictions to slow the spread of the
coronavirus but that individual provinces would be
responsible for the specific measures they take. The
central government wants to restrict nighttime
activities and curb the free movement of people
from Friday. But the provinces of Cordoba and
Mendoza and the city of Buenos Aires rejected put-
ting limits of freedom of movement. It means vary-
ing degrees of restriction such as the closure of
eateries, reduction in public transport and restric-
tions on movement will be applied throughout the
country. —AFP

WASHNGTON: President-elect Joe Biden has
vowed to restore a global leadership role for the
United States, but he will be haunted by a final
act of his predecessor-inciting a mob to trash the
US Capitol.

Allied democracies voiced shock, and authori-
tarian states alleged US hypocrisy after Donald
Trump’s supporters stormed and defiled the seat
of US democracy to disrupt a ceremonial session
that certified Biden’s victory. A number of law-
makers, scholars and activists said that Biden-
known for his strong interest in foreign affairs-will
be obliged to focus inward and confront the reali-
ty that perhaps millions of Americans believe
Trump’s unfounded conspiracy theories of elec-
toral fraud.

“The post-9/11 era is over. The single greatest
national security threat right now is our internal
division,” said Elissa Slotkin, a Democratic con-
gresswoman who was previously a CIA analyst.

“If we don’t reconnect our two Americas, the
threats will not have to come from the outside.”

Biden has pledged to convene within his first
year a “summit of democracies” to promote
shared liberal values in a rebuke of Trump’s
embrace of autocrats abroad. That summit could
now seem either poignant or awkward taking
place in Washington. “We’ve seen an undermining
of trust in government here but also overseas,
where the US has been a leader in promoting the
rule of law and democracy, even if it’s often seen
as hypocritical,” said Sarah Margon, who leads
advocacy on US foreign policy at the Open
Society Foundations.

“So I actual ly think what happened l inks
domestic and foreign policy ever more closely.”
Margon said that foreign leaders would closely
watch Biden’s domestic actions, and that he could
send a strong message by ensuring the Capitol
rioters are prosecuted-deterrence against any
future attempts to trample on democracy.

‘Democracy must be defended’ 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo rejected “slan-

der” that the United States had become a “banana
republic”-noting that law enforcement dispersed
the mob and the certification went ahead. In a state-
ment that was widely shared among US diplomats,
Natalie E. Brown, the ambassador to Uganda,
acknowledged that after the attack, “many people
may question America’s right to speak out on issues
of democracy around the world, and they are enti-
tled to their perspective.”

“But when we speak out against human rights
abuses, we do so not because such abuses do not
occur in America. When we speak out for press
freedom, we do so not because American journalists
are entirely free of harassment. When we call for
judicial independence, we do so not because judges
in America are free of external influence.  

“On the contrary, we do so because we are
mindful of the work still to be done in the American
experiment with democracy and because our histo-
ry has taught us that democracy must be defended
if it is to endure,” she said.

Nations that are often on the receiving end of US
criticism wasted no time in alleging double stan-
dards. Zimbabwe’s President Emmerson
Mnangagwa renewed his call for an end to sanc-
tions over rights concerns, saying the Trump mob’s
attack “showed that the US has no moral right to
punish another nation under the guise of upholding
democracy.” Venezuela’s leftist government, sound-
ing like the latest Trump administration’s call to top-
ple it, voiced hope that Americans “can open a new
path toward stability and social justice.”

‘Turn gaze inward’ 
The International Crisis Group, which studies

conflict prevention and historically saw little need to
look inside the United States, warned in a statement
that political violence remained a threat. “The US
today is a nation where millions are convinced the

new president was illegitimately elected, and where
too many among those millions are both armed and
seemingly willing to resort to extreme measures to
ensure their view prevails,” the group said. “Having
spent decades telling other countries that they need
to face up to their problems, it is past time for the
US to turn its gaze inward. The stakes could hardly
be higher.”

Emma Ashford, a senior fellow at the Atlantic
Council, wrote in an essay in Foreign Policy that
others could increasingly see the United States as a

source of risk rather than stability-”a nation that
retains a massively powerful military while its
domestic politics become ever more erratic and
undemocratic.”

She questioned the focus of many in Washington
on how the chaos would affect US moral authority
or appear to rivals such as China. “The real foreign-
policy implications are bigger and more dangerous
than the question of whether Washington will be
able to stage a successful summit of democracies
this spring,” she wrote. —AFP

‘Single greatest national security threat seen in US is its internal division’

Post-9/11 era is over: Mob attack 
to haunt Biden on world stage

WILMINGTON: US President-elect Joe Biden puts his facemask on as he leaves after announcing
key nominees for his economic and jobs team at The Queen theater in Wilmington, Delaware on
Friday. —AFP

Biden considered
naming Sanders 
as labor secretary
WILMINGTON: US President-elect
Joe Biden said Friday that he had
been considering nominating Vermont
Senator Bernie Sanders as his labor
secretary but eventually decided not
to do so because it could have put
the fragile  Democratic Senate major-
ity at risk. “I did give serious consid-
eration of nominating my friend
Bernie Sanders to this position,”
Biden told reporters in Wilmington,
Delaware, as he announced key nomi-
nees for his economic team.

“I’m confident he could have done
a fantastic job,” Biden said of
Sanders, who represents the left wing
of the party and challenged Biden for
the Democratic presidential nomina-
tion. “I can think of no more passion-
ate ally to working people in this
country.” Biden said he and Sanders
agreed not to proceed with the nomi-

nation after Democrats swept two
Senate races in Georgia, giving the
party a slim majority in the body.
Democrats and Republicans each
now hold 50 seats in the Senate but
Democrats have the majority through
Vice President Kamala Harris’s tie-
breaking vote.

“Bernie and I agreed-as a matter
of fact Bernie said-we can’t put
control of the Senate at risk on the
outcome of a special election in
Vermont,” Biden said. Biden said he
and Sanders  had agreed they
would “work together” and meet
with “working men and women who
feel forgotten, left behind in this
economy.” “We agreed we’ll work
closely on our shared agenda,” he
said. Biden nominated Boston Mayor
Marty Walsh to be labor secretary in
his administration, which takes office
on January 20.

Meanwhile, US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo met Friday for the first
t ime with President-elect  Joe
Biden’s nominee to be his successor,
Antony Blinken, promising a smooth
transition.

Pompeo-a stalwart defender of
President Donald Trump, who
begrudgingly acknowledged defeat
Thursday-met Blinken “in order to
facilitate an orderly transition and to
ensure American interests are pro-
tected abroad,” a State Department

official said. “Their meeting was very
productive. Secretary Pompeo and
Secretary-nominee Blinken, as well
as their teams, will continue to work
together on behalf  of America
throughout the transition,” the offi-
cial said. —AFP

US Senator Bernie Sanders, Independent of Vermont, speaks at George
Washington University in Washington, DC. —AFP

Chaos on the 
roads as Spain 
sees heavy snowfall 
MADRID: Heavy snow continued to fall
across much of Spain on Friday, causing
chaos on the roads, particularly in the
centre of the country, with the capital
Madrid seeing its heaviest snowfall in 50
years. By nightfall, the extreme weather
brought by Storm Filomena had left
many areas under a deep blanket of
white in a rare bout of wintry weather
not seen in decades to the Iberian
peninsula. 

As the snow showed no signs of let-
ting up, Madrid’s Barajas airport halted
all incoming and outgoing flights.  “For
safety reasons, operations have been
stopped at #Airport AS #Madrid-
#Barajas, until visibility is improved. The
work to clear the runways continues in
order to resume operations as soon as
possible #BorrascaFilomena,” it tweeted. 

The blizzard also caused havoc on
the roads, with nearly 400 affected
across Spain and hundreds of vehicles
stranded in the snow and ice.  The
worst-hit regions were Castilla La
Mancha, Valencia and Madrid, with the
capital seeing its heaviest snowfall since

1971, Spain’s public television said. 
Hours of intense snow which was still

falling by 2100 GMT cut off the city’s
two main ringroads, the M30 and the
M40, and a red alert was declared in the
city centre where police struggled to
help people stranded in vehicles.  The
transport authority said the snow had
disrupted traffic on almost 400 main
roads, where in many cases lorries and
heavy goods vehicles were unable to
pass, while many roads were only pass-
able with snow chains. 

On the secondary road network,
more than 50 roads were impassable
and around 170 roads required chains.
And hundreds of lorry drivers were held
up across the country. 

The AEMET weather agency
described the situation as “exceptional
and most likely historic”.

Earlier in the day, children in Madrid
could be seen hurling snowballs or play-
ing under snow-covered palm trees,
while others snapped photos of the rare
whiteout which began in earnest the day
after Spain celebrated King’s Day-or
Epiphany.  

AEMET had earlier warned another
20 centimeters (eight inches) of snow
was expected in Madrid, the high central
plains and the nearby mountain ranges,
which could rise to 50 centimeters in
higher areas.  High-speed trains between

Madrid and Valencia were cancelled, the
Renfe rail network said. 

With many areas struggling to cope
with the heavy snowfall, the historic city
of Toledo asked the army for help clear-
ing the streets as did Albacete in the
southeast, public television said.
Forecasters said the heavy snow would
continue until Sunday after which it
would subside gradually as Storm

Filomena begins moving northeast,
although the temperatures would remain
exceptionally low.

Before the snowfal l  began on
Thursday morning, temperatures had
already plummeted, reaching an unof-
ficial  record low of -34.1 degrees
Celsius was recorded at a ski station in
the central Pyrenees on Wednesday
morning. —AFP

MADRID: People walk in the snow outside the Royal Palace in Madrid
yesterday. —AFP

One Planet summit 
kickstarts year 
of crucial talks
PARIS: Global leaders will try to reignite interna-
tional environmental diplomacy today, with a biodi-
versity summit that launches a critical year for

efforts to stem the devastating effects of global
warming and species loss.   

Momentum on climate and biodiversity stalled in
2020 as a result of the coronavirus pandemic, a
health crisis that experts say illustrates the many
diverse dangers of environmental destruction.

The One Planet Summit, a largely virtual event
hosted by France in partnership with the United
Nations and the World Bank, will include French
President Emmanuel Macron, UN chief Antonio
Guterres, German Chancellor Angela Merkel and

EU chief Ursula Von der Leyen. Organizers want to
lay the groundwork for crunch UN biodiversity
talks-postponed because of the pandemic-that are
set to be held in China in October and will see near-
ly 200 nations attempt to thrash out new goals to
preserve Earth’s battered ecosystems.

France hopes next week’s summit will bring
together issues around climate and the protection
of ecosystems, a source from the Elysee Palace told
AFP, adding that along with global warming, preser-
vation of biodiversity is “our collective life insur-

ance”.  So far, efforts to protect and restore nature
on a global scale have failed spectacularly. 

The planet is on the cusp of a mass extinction
event in which species are disappearing at 100 to
1,000 times the normal “background” rate, most
scientists agree. The UN’s science advisory panel
for biodiversity warned in a landmark 2019 report
that one million species face extinction, due mostly
to habitat loss and over-exploitation. Human activi-
ty, it concluded, had “severely degraded” three-
quarters of ice-free land on the planet. —AFP


