
YEREVAN, Armenia: Anger caught in Mari
Hovhannisyan’s throat as she demanded Armenia’s lead-
ership resign, more than three months on from a disas-
trous war that saw swathes of territory lost to
Azerbaijan.  “I am six months pregnant but I had to
come out,” the 36-year-old told AFP, directing her fury
at her country’s Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan. “I am
against this regime, against the betrayer who sold out
our land, our flag, our nation, everything. He should be
in jail, he can’t remain in place.” Around her in Armenia’s
capital Yerevan several thousand protesters, waving the
national flag, echoed her contempt. 

But at the same time, just over a kilometer away on
Monday evening, the man they are targeting was defi-
antly plotting his own way forward in front of a far larg-
er crowd of supporters on the city’s main square. “If the
parliamentary opposition agrees to early elections, we
will agree to early elections,” Pashinyan shouted
through a megaphone to the chanting throng. “Only the
people can decide who will remain in power.” The
standoff in Armenia is the latest stage of a political crisis
fuelled by the fallout of the conflict that erupted last
year over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region. 

After six weeks of violence that claimed around
6,000 lives on all sides, a Moscow-brokered ceasefire
agreement was signed, handing over significant territory
to Azerbaijan and allowing for the deployment of
Russian peacekeepers. For Armenians it was a devastat-
ing reversal from a first war in the early 1990s-upending
their decades-long narrative from victors into van-
quished in under two months. “Too much of Armenia,
including the military and the government, is still in a
state of denial,” said Richard Giragosian, director of the
Yerevan-based Regional Studies Center think-tank.
“This is why, like the five or seven stages of grief, we

can’t go on to mourn or grieve-because we are still in
the state of denial.”

Early elections? 
Charting a way out of the political deadlock looks

tricky for this south Caucasus republic of three million
people. Pashinyan, a charismatic 45-year-old ex-jour-
nalist who swept to power in peaceful protests in 2018,
insists he is ready for early elections-but there is no
clear agreement or timeframe.  Last week the prime
minister accused the military of attempting a coup
when the general staff backed calls for his resignation.
Now Pashinyan is squaring off with President Armen
Sarkisian, whose role is largely symbolic, after the
head of state refused to sign off on the sacking of the
military chief.

Analyst Giragosian said the best way forward is for
Pashinyan to seek a new mandate at elections-but that
the premier is wary of handing over to any caretaker in
the interim and risking the huge majority he holds in
parliament. “In the event of a free and fair election,
Pashinyan’s party would likely secure a reduced but still
working majority,” Giragosian said. “The opposition is
widely unpopular and deeply discredited. It’s a lack of
an alternative candidate and credible rival that tends to
strengthen Pashinyan’s position.” 

Old guard strikes back? 
A key part of the opposition appears to come from

Armenia’s former leadership, ousted by Pashinyan in the
country’s “Velvet Revolution” of 2018.  Critics say the
populist leader has failed to make genuine reforms after
the rare democratic breakthrough for his ex-Soviet
homeland. But Pashinyan’s supporters accuse the old
guard of using the losses during the war as a pretext to

gain retribution.   “We don’t want those who robbed
Armenia before to return,” 60-year-old English teacher
Aida Ghevondyan told AFP. “They’ve decided that
Pashinyan is guilty for the war-but people know those
who were in charge before are guilty for getting rich
and not building up the army.”

While the political sparring rumbles forward, many in
Armenia just seem to be turned off by the wrangling as

the country struggles to adapt to the new reality after
last year’s conflict. “For most of the people, there is apa-
thy, fatigue, reluctance and a lack of faith in both of the
sides,” said Alexander Iskandaryan, the director of
Yerevan’s Caucasus Institute. And however the situation
plays out, the rancour and divisions look set to drag on.
“The turbulence will continue under any scenario-there
is no doubt about that,” Iskandaryan said. —AFP 
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Charting a way out of deadlock looks tricky for the south Caucasus republic 

News in brief

IS suspect on trial in Germany

BERLIN: An alleged member of the Islamic State
group went on trial in Germany yesterday over a
series of acid and arson attacks against Turkish busi-
nesses and a mosque in Bavaria. The suspect, named
as Muharrem D, is accused of carrying out the vio-
lent crimes in the small town of Waldkraiburg in April
last year, and of planning further attacks with a gun
and explosives. He is charged with the attempted
murder of 31 people by arson, and with grievous
bodily harm against four, as well as planning a serious
act of violence endangering the state. — AFP 

Morocco-Germany spat 

RABAT: Morocco has suspended contacts with the
German embassy, the foreign minister announced in a
letter published late Monday, in what officials said was
a protest over Berlin’s stance on the Western Sahara
dispute. In the letter addressed to the prime minister
and published by Moroccan media, Foreign Minister
Nasser Bourita said the decision to suspend dealings
with the embassy as well as German cultural organiza-
tions was taken in response to “deep misunderstand-
ings” on “issues fundamental for Morocco”. — AFP

Amazon launches Polish site

WARSAW: US e-commerce giant Amazon yester-
day launched in Poland-one of the last major
European countries without a dedicated Amazon site.
“From today, Polish customers can buy on Amazon.pl
and choose from over 100 million products,” the
company said in a statement. Amazon, the world’s
largest online retailer, said it would offer free ship-
ping on orders worth more than $100 (83 euros).
Within the EU, Amazon has already dedicated sites in
France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain and
Sweden. Its German website had previously hosted a
Polish-language section and the company employs
around 18,000 people in nine warehouses in Poland
and through the IT company Amazon Web
Services.—  AFP

Guards freed after Ecuador prison riot 

QUITO: Five prison guards held after a new riot
broke out in an Ecuadorian prison were released
Monday after the unrest was controlled without
fatalities, a week after 79 inmates died in bloody
gang warfare, the police said. “The servants of the
security corps, who were held by the inmates, are
safe and without damage to their physical integrity or
health,” the prison authority said in a statement. “No
deaths were recorded” during the riot. The police
said on Twitter that its agents’ actions “made it possi-
ble to control the incidents” in the Cotopaxi prison in
the central city of Latacunga. — AFP

Novavax to file for US vaccine nod

WASHINGTON: US biotech company Novavax
said Monday it hopes to file for British approval of its
COVID-19 vaccine at the start of the second quarter
of 2021, and to do the same soon after in the United
States. The company has no assurance that US
authorities will agree to consider the request, which
currently is based on results from Phase 3 clinical tri-
als led in the Britain. Similar trials are still ongoing in
the United States. The data will hopefully be present-
ed to the British health regulator (MHRA) “by early
second quarter 2021,” Novavax said in a statement,
on the occasion of the publication of its quarterly
results.—AFP

YEREVAN: Supporters of Armenian Prime Minister Nikol Pashinyan listen to his speech during a rally at
Republic Square in downtown Yerevan. — AFP 

MEKELE, Tigray: People gather around the body of a young man that witnesses say was shot by security
forces after breaking curfew, in the city of Mekele, capital of Tigray. — AFP

Immigration, COVID
key talks between 
Biden, Obrador
WASHINGTON: President Joe Biden told his Mexican
counterpart Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador that
Mexico’s success was crucial to the hemisphere and that
he would view the US southern neighbor as an equal. In
a virtual summit to discuss immigration, COVID-19 and
commercial issues, Biden opened talks by reminding
Lopez Obrador of his four visits to Mexico as vice presi-
dent. “The United States and Mexico are stronger when
we stand together,” Biden said at the beginning of their
teleconference. But “we haven’t been perfect neighbors
to each other.”

During the Obama-Biden administration, he contin-
ued, “we looked at Mexico as an equal. You are equal.”
Lopez Obrador thanked Biden for stressing a relation-
ship based on mutual respect, and emphasized the two
countries’ cultural, historic and trade ties. “It is important
for Mexico, and we must keep on cooperating for further
development based on independence and autonomy,
potentializing what our peoples mean to us,” he told the
US leader. It was Biden’s second bilateral meeting with a
foreign leader since becoming president on January 20.
The first was with Canadian Prime Minister Justin
Trudeau. The talks came after four years of tumultuous
US-Mexico relations under former president Donald
Trump, who shut down the US border to migration, tore
up the NAFTA trade agreement between the United
States, Mexico and Canada, and labelled Mexican immi-
grants drug traffickers and “rapists.” Still, the flow of
migrants and trade-legal and illegal-across the US-
Mexican border was to be the focus of the summit.
Joining the call, were top diplomatic, security and immi-
gration officials from both sides. 

‘A joint approach’ 
The meeting came amid reports of a new surge of

undocumented migrants attempting to enter the United
States from Mexico and its southern neighbors, as Biden
eases Trump’s tough anti-immigration regime. In a joint
statement after the call, the two sides agreed to work
together on economic development efforts in impover-
ished southern Mexico and Central America, the source
of most of the migrants. They also agreed to work
together to fight the Covid-19 pandemic, to boost eco-
nomic cooperation, and to work together on climate
change, the statement said.

The two countries share a porous, nearly 2,000-
mile (3,200 kilometers) border, with hundreds of bil-
lions of dollars’ worth of commerce annually and large
numbers of daily legal crossings by individuals. But it
also sees a huge level of illegal migrant crossing, hun-
dreds of thousands of asylum seekers trying to enter
the United States and large amounts of illicit drug traf-
ficking from south to north. “Both leaders recognized
the many contributions of migrants to the economic
strength, cultural diversity, and innovative spirit of the
United States and Mexico,” the statement said. They
“committed to immigration policies that recognize the
dignity of migrants and the imperative of orderly, safe,
and regular migration.” —AFP

Four media workers 
arrested in Tigray
NAIROBI: Four media workers in Ethiopia’s conflict-
wracked Tigray region, including a translator working
for Agence France-Presse, have been arrested and
detained, their families and employers said.  Tigray has
been the theatre of fighting since early November
2020, when Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed
announced military operations against the Tigray
People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), accusing them of
attacking federal army camps.

The area was an information black hole for much of
that time, with reporting heavily restricted and the
internet cut off. Seven international media organiza-
tions-including AFP, the BBC and the Financial Times-
have now been granted accreditation to report from
Tigray, but journalists were warned by officials they
might face unspecified “corrective measures” if they
did not meet local standards.

Fitsum Berhane and Alula Akalu, who were working
as translators for journalists from AFP and the
Financial Times, were detained on Saturday, their fami-
lies said. A third man, a journalist named Temrat

Yemane, was also arrested in Mekele, the Tigrayan
capital. Late Monday the BBC also said one of its jour-
nalists, Girmay Gebru, had been detained by the mili-
tary in Mekele. 

Fitsum and Alula are being held at a military college
near Mekele University, their families told AFP.
Relatives have not been able to see them and no expla-
nation has been given for the arrests. “They are under
investigation. The information we have is that there is
already some evidence,” said Mulu Nega, the leader of
the interim administration in Tigray which was appoint-
ed by Addis Ababa.  Asked what the investigation was
about and what the evidence was he said: “There is no
detailed information.” AFP’s global news director Phil
Chetwynd called for Fitsum’s immediate release. “We
have not been informed of any specific charges against
Fitsum Berhane. His collaboration with a media outlet
should not be a motive for his arrest,” he said.

The Financial Times said it was taking “all possible
steps” to secure the release of the translators. “Our
concerns have been raised with the relevant authori-
ties as we work to understand the reasons for the
arrests.” The BBC said it had expressed its “concern to
the Ethiopian authorities” and was awaiting their
response. Media freedom group the Committee to
Protect Journalists said the detentions could send a
chill through the reporting community.—AFP

Gorbachev marks
90th birthday
in quarantine
MOSCOW: Mikhail Gorbachev, the historic reformer
who presided over the collapse of the Soviet Union,
marked his 90th birthday in quarantine yesterday and
like everyone else is “tired” of virus restrictions, his
spokesman said. Congratulations poured in from
around the world, with Russian President Vladimir
Putin, US leader Joe Biden and German Chancellor
Angela Merkel all sending their best wishes,
Gorbachev’s spokesman said.

“He is in quarantine in hospital for the duration of
the pandemic,” Vladimir Polyakov, spokesman for the
Gorbachev Foundation, told AFP. “He is tired of this,
like the rest of us,” Polyakov said. Gorbachev, who will
mark the day with family and friends, received a
“heap” of messages from around the world, Polyakov
said. He added that Gorbachev would talk to his fami-
ly and friends in a socially-distanced setting, possibly
by video link. “We’ve set everything up,” Polyakov
added. In his message yesterday, Putin said
Gorbachev was an “outstanding” politician who
helped change world history.

“You rightly belong to a series of bright and out-
standing people, distinguished statesmen of the mod-
ern age who have significantly influenced the course of
domestic and world history,” the Russian president

said in the message released by the Kremlin. He
praised Gorbachev’s “energy and creative potential”,
noting the former Soviet leader remained involved in
humanitarian and other projects. Putin and Gorbachev
have had a complicated relationship. Over the years
Gorbachev alternated between subtle criticism of the
former KGB officer and praising him as Russia’s
chance for stable development.

Putin dismantled much of what the Soviet leader
worked to achieve in terms of guaranteeing liberties in
Russia such as freedom of assembly and free speech.
The current president famously said that the Soviet
collapse was “the greatest geo-political catastrophe of
the century”. Polyakov said that while in isolation,
Gorbachev kept working. “He’s editing books and arti-
cles,” he added.— AFP

MOSCOW: In this file photo taken on October 10, 2017,
former head of the USSR Mikhail Gorbachev speaks dur-
ing the presentation of his book “I Remain an Optimist”
at a book store in Moscow. — AFP

WASHINGTON, DC: Secretary of Homeland Security
Alejandro Mayorkas attends the daily press briefing at
the White House Monday in Washington, DC. Mayorkas
discussed Biden administration’s plans for overhauling
immigration policy. — AFP


