What do the leaked
Assad videos tell us
about the deposed
Syrian regime?
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Sarkozy describes his prison Stay and advises
on appealing to the far right in his new book

ARIS: Former French President

Nicolas Sarkozy described the prison
where he spent 20 days as a noisy. harsh
“all-grey” world of “inhuman violence”
in a book released Wednesday that also
offered political advice about how his
conservative party should appeal to far-
right voters.
In “Diary of a Prisoner.” the 70-year-old
says his own tough-on-crime stance has
taken on a new perspective as he recounts
the uncommon turn in his life after being
found guilty of criminal association in
financing his winning 2007 campaign
with funds from Libya.
The court sentenced him in September to
five years in prison. a ruling he appealed.
He was granted release under judicial
supervision after 20 days behind bars.
The book provides a rare look inside
Paris’ La Santé prison. where Sarkozy
was held in solitary confinement and
kept strictly away from other inmates
for security reasons. His loneliness was
broken only by regular visits from his
wife. supermodel-turned-singer Carla
Bruni-Sarkozy. and his lawyers.
Sarkozy wrote that his cell looked like
a “cheap hotel. except for the armored
door and the bars.” with a hard mattress.
a plastic-like pillow and a shower that
produced only a thin stream of water. He
described the “deafening noise” of the
prison. much of it at night.
Opening the window on his first day
behind bars. he heard an inmate who
“was relentlessly striking the bars of his
cell with a metal object.”

“The atmosphere was
threatening. Welcome to hell}”

Sarkozy said he declined the meals
served in small plastic trays along with a
“mushy. soggy baguette” — their smell.
he wrote. made him nauseous. Instead.
he ate dairy products and cereal bars. He
was allowed one hour a day in a small
gym room. where he mostly used a basic
treadmill.

Sarkozy says he was informed of several
violent incidents that took place during
his time behind bars. which he called “a
nightmare.”

“The most inhumane violence was the
daily reality of this place.” he wrote.
raising questions about the prison
system’s ability to reintegrate people
once their sentences are served.

Sarkozy. known for his touch rhetoric on
punishing criminals. said he promised
himself that “upon my release. my
comments would be more elaborate
and nuanced than what I had previously
expressed on all these topics.”

Political reflections

Beyond recounting prison life. Sarkozy
used the book to offer strategic political
advice for his conservative Republicans
party and revealed he spoke by phone

from prison with far-right leader Marine
Le Pen. once a fierce rival.

Le Pen’s National Rally is “not a danger
for the Republic.” he wrote. “We do not
share the same ideas when it comes to
economic policy. we do not share the
same history ... and I note that there may
still be some problematic figures among
them. But they represent so many French
people. respect the results of the elections
and participate in the functioning of our
democracy.”

Sarkozy argued that the reconstruction
of his weakened Republicans party “can
only be achieved through the broadest
possible spirit of unity.”

The Republicans party has in recent
years been moving away from a position
held among parties for decades that
any electoral strategy must be aimed at
containing the far right. even if it means
losing a district to another competitor.
Still. political analyst Roland Cayrol
said Sarkozy’s comments came like
“a thunderclap” in the decades-long
position of French conservatives that
the National Rally doesn’t “share the
same values” and “no electoral alliance is
possible” with the far right.

The former president from 2007 to 2012
has been retired from active politics
for years but remains very influential.
especially in conservative circles.

In the wake of Sarkozy’s comments.
the Republicans’ top officials have
stopped short of calling for any actual
cooperation deal with the National Rally.
but instead indicated they want to focus
on ways to get far-right voters to choose
conservative candidates.

Strained ties with Macron

Sarkozy also mentioned his former
friendship with centrist President
Emmanuel Macron. The two men met
at the Elysée presidential palace just days
before Sarkozy entered prison.
According to Sarkozy. Macron raised
security concerns at La Santé prison and
offered to transfer him to another facility.
which he declined. Instead. two police
officers were assigned to the neighboring
cell to protect him around the clock.
Sarkozy said he lost trust in Macron after
the president did not intervene to prevent
him from being stripped of the Legion of
Honor. France’s highest distinction. in
June.

Last month. Sarkozy was convicted of
illegal campaign financing of his 2012
reelection bid. in a major blow to his
legacy and reputation. He was sentenced
to a year in prison. half of it suspended.
whichhe nowwill be able to serve athome.
monitored with an electronic bracelet or
other requirements to be set by a judge.
Last year. France’s top court upheld an
appeals court decision that had found
Sarkozy guilty of trying to bribe a
magistrate in exchange for information
about legal proceedings in which he was
involved.

Indian festival ol lights Diwali
joins UNENCO heritage list

EW DELHI: India’s festival of

lights. Diwali. was on Wednesday
announced as an addition to UNESCO’s
intangible cultural heritage list. sparking
celebrations.
The United Nations cultural agency.
meeting in the Indian capital New Delhi
from Tuesday to Thursday. is examining
dozens of nominations from as many as
78 countries.
The new announcements will join
UNESCO’s list of cultural heritage.
whose purpose is to “raise awareness
of the diversity of these traditions” and
protect them in future.
The Delhi government is organizing
several  events. including  special
illumination of buildings and decoration
across major roads. along with a massive
lamp-lighting ceremony.
As one of Hinduism’s most significant
festivals. millions of Indians celebrate
Diwali. also known as Deepavali. not just

in India but globally.

Many people. including those from the
Sikh and Jain religious communities.
observe it as a five-day festival which
symbolizes the triumph of good over
evil.

Celebrations. which happen on the
new moon day in either late October or
November. usually see lighting of lamps
and bursting of firecrackers.

In much of north India. Diwali marks the
return of Hindu Lord Rama to Ayodhya
after defeating the demon king Ravana.
The festival is also strongly associated
with worship of Lakshmi. the goddess of
wealth and prosperity.

“A joyous moment as Deepavali. the
festival of lights marking the triumph
of good over evil and the return of Lord
Rama to his kingdom Ayodhya. which
is celebrated globally. is added to the
UNESCO Intangible Cultural Heritage
list.” India’s foreign ministry said on X.
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What do the leaked Assad videos tell
s aboul the deposed Syrian regime?

ONDON: The recent

leak by Al-Arabiya
of a series of videos
allegedly showing Bashar
Assad in candid. closed-
door conversations has
reopened longstanding
questions about how his
formerregimefunctioned
— and perhaps why Syria
descended into such a
devastating conflict.
Assad is shown in the Al-
Arabiya leaks. prior to
his Dec. 8. 2024. ouster.
making contemptuous
remarks about Syrians.
Syria  itself. Eastern
Ghouta and even Russian
President Vladimir
Putin. while speaking
privately with his late
adviser Luna Al-Shibl.
While the new Syrian
government of Ahmad
Al-Sharaa has not verified
the footage. analysts say
the material is consistent
with the behavior patterns
of Assad’s inner circle:
personalized  decision-
making. narrative
obsession and a deep-
rooted siege mentality.
“These  videos  don’t
actually  tell ~ Syrians
anything new — they

merely  reveal. with
complete clarity. what
people  have  known
and lived through for
decades.” Ibrahim
Hamidi. editor-in-chief

of Al-Majalla. who is
himself from Syria. told
Arab News.

“What stands out to
me is the indifference
and contempt he shows
toward everything: his
people. his cities. his
allies. and the sense that
power is an inheritance.
not a responsibility.”

In one clip. when Al-
Shibl asks him what he
feels about the state of
Syria. Assad says he does
not only feel ashamed
but “disgusted.” adding
that this is “our country.”
conveying revulsion
rather than responsibility.
In another segment he
says that when Syrians
look him in the face he
“loves them” yet is also
“disgusted by them.”
exposing a  deeply
cynical view of his own
population.

He is also shown mocking
ordinary Syrians for their
spending priorities.
saying they spend money
on mosques even though
they “cannot afford food.”
Several clips are from a
tour of Eastern Ghouta
and its surroundings.
during or after the area’s
reconquest in 2018.
Assad is heard cursing
Ghouta. directed at an
area that had endured
years of siege and
bombardment.

“It showed that Assad
is a weak dictator.” said
Ghassan Ibrahim. a Syria
expert and founder of the
Global Arab Network.
“He tried to present
himself as a strong
personality. but all these
videos showed how easy
it was to be manipulated
by his assistant. his media
officer.”

In another clip. Assad

appears to mock the
Russian president’s
appearance. despite

Moscow having been his
main war-time ally.
When Al-Shibl draws

There's ﬂusem everyone ends up

his attention to how
“pufty” Putin  looks.
Assad responds that it is
“all procedures” or “all

surgeries.”  suggesting
extensive cosmetic work.
The tone in these
exchanges is casual and
derisive. portraying
Assad  as  privately

belittling Putin’s looks
while publicly thanking
him.

“Such  remarks reflect
Assad’s deep-rooted
duplicity.” said Egyptian
writer and  political
expert Hani  Nasira.
“The same man who
publicly  deferred to
Putin — whose military
intervention  preserved
Assad’s rule and offered

him refuge — privately
mocked him.

“These comments will
likely erode whatever

sympathy Putin may still
have for the former Syrian
leader and wunderscore
Assad’s penchant for
betrayal. even toward
those who offered him
sanctuary.”

Hamidi concurs: “The
question now is: How will
Putin respond? Especially
since Bashar lives in
Moscow — and Putin
does not easily forgive
any insult.”

The videos also capture
Assad and  Al-Shibl
speaking  dismissively
about Hezbollah and pro-
regime commanders.
Regional media coverage
framed the Assad leaks
as confirmation of long-
held critiques of his
contempt for Syrians and
cynicism toward allies.
with tone varying by
outlet but broadly harsh.
Pan-Arab  platforms
like The New Arab
and Asharq Al-Awsat
foregrounded Assad’s
insults toward Ghouta.
Syrians and the army.
highlighting his
disgust at Syria. and
mockery of soldiers
as emblematic of an
entrenched disdain for
his own population.
Gulf-based mediastressed
his ridicule of loyalist
figures and allies. using
the leaks to underline his
perceived disloyalty to
those who fought for him
and to question his past
narratives of steadfastness

and resistance.

Syrian opposition-
aligned and exile media
amplified the footage
as further evidence of
his moral and political
bankruptcy rather than
a revelation. stressing
that the content matched
years of lived experience
under his rule.

A recurring feature in
the leaked clips is Assad’s

habit of issuing direct
orders to intelligence
chiefs. senior officers

and advisers. bypassing
ministries and formal
structures.

The informal tone —
part oft-the-record
briefing. part reprimand
—  underscores  the
extent to which the
Syrian state under Assad
revolved around personal
allegiance.

Assad postured publicly
as a defender of the Syrian
state but has since been
unmasked as someone
who harbors deep disdain
for all around him.

In private. he mocks his
loyal fighters. sneers at
those who kiss his hand.
and speaks of them with
derision — as if unable to
feel genuine empathy for
their sacrifices.

“This is a man who views
Syria through the lens
of masters and servants.
rulers and ruled.” said
Nasira. “To Assad. those
who fought for him — in
Syria and abroad — are
nothing more than an
annoyance. Speaking
casually and comfortably
to Al-Shibl. he reveals a
condescending view of
the nation. his people. and
even his inner circle.”
The  leaked  videos
stripped away the official
image and exposed the
toxic culture of a ruling
circle that never viewed
Syrians as citizens with
rights but “as subjects
expected to  endure
anything.” Hamidi said.
“For years. they endured
hardships believing
Assad was steady. serious.
and above chaos. What
hurts them now is seeing
a completely different

personality: careless.
mocking. and seemingly
dismissive of people’s
suffering.

“This shakes the narrative

they built in their minds
to justify their loyalty.
And when that narrative
cracks. everything else
becomes  harder to
defend.”

The footage also shows
Assad fixating on media
coverage. urging officials
to safeguard the regime’s
messaging and chastising
those who. in his view.
allowed  “contradictory
signals” to emerge.

His language mirrors
longstanding regime
strategy: project strength.
deny  missteps  and
attribute all instability to
external interference.
Another pattern evident
throughout the clips is
Assad’s repeated framing
of Syria’s crises as part
of a coordinated foreign
plot. Whether discussing
political dissent.
economic collapse or
battlefield challenges. the
theme of encirclement
dominates.

The leaked comments
reveal that “for Bashar
Assad. there was never a
true cause or message —
just a regime to preserve.
and a throne to protect.”
Nasira said.

Despite the performative
confidence. the videos
reveal moments  of
frustration.  especially
when Assad chastises
advisers for mismanaging
situations  or  warns
of rivalries within the
security services.

The timing of the leaks
is  notable. Regional
governments have
reopened channels with
Damascus.  diplomatic
rehabilitation is creeping
forward. and the question

of  Syria’s  postwar
reconstruction  looms
large.

“Released on the

anniversary of  what
pro-regime media called
“Liberation ~ Day” —
marking the collapse of
Assad’s rule — the timing
could not have been more
symbolic.” said Nasira.

For Syrians. the footage
is less revelation
than validation — an
affirmation of what many
lived through: a state
defined not by institutions
but by coercion. suspicion
and the whims of an inner
circle. “Most Syrians no
longer care about Bashar
himself; they care about
Syria’s future. They want
to look forward. not
backward.” said Hamidi.
For international
observers. the videos
offer one of the clearest
windows yet into the
operating logic of a
regime that has survived
sanctions. war. isolation
and internal collapse.
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North Korea's ruling elite prepares
[0r once-1ni-5-years party meefing

EOUL: North Korean leader Kim Jong Un

and other top officials have gathered to
discuss preparations for the ruling party’s first
full congress in five years. state media reported
Wednesday. The top-level meeting will set new
priorities as the US and South Korea seek a
resumption of talks with North Korea.
The Korean Central News Agency reported
that Kim presided over a plenary meeting of
the Workers Party’s Central Committee on
Tuesday. It said participants began discussing
unspecified key issues related to the party
congress and reviewing this year’s state policies.
KCNA gave no further details. but observers say
the plenary meeting will likely last a few days
and set an official agenda for the party congress.
which is expected to be held in January or
February. The congress. the top decision-making
organ of the Workers’ Party. was revived by Kim
in 2016 after a 36-year hiatus. Experts say Kim
aimed to increase the party’s authority as part of
efforts to solidify his grip on power. The focus of
outside attention on the congress is whether Kim
will respond to US and South Korean efforts to
improve ties. North Korea has steadfastly rebuffed
the US and South Korea’s calls to resume talks
since Kim’s high-stakes nuclear diplomacy with
President Donald Trump collapsed in 2019. but
some experts say Kim could return to talk with the
US next year. In an apparent response to Trump’s
repeated outreach. Kim suggested in September
that he could return to talks if the US drops “its
delusional obsession with denuclearization” of
North Korea. Meanwhile. South Korea’s military
said North Korea fired several artillery rounds oft
the North’s west coast on Tuesday. Observers say
the artillery launches were likely part of the North
Korean military’s wintertime training. Last year.
Kim declared that his country was abandoning
its long-standing goal of peaceful unification
with South Korea and ordered the rewriting of
the North’s constitution to mark the South as a
permanent enemy.

Ukraine faces milltary aid Shortiall
a8 Enlrope strugales (o pug U3 gap

ARIS: Military aid for Ukraine plummeted

in the second half of 2025 as falling
European contributions failed to make up
for the halt in US support. data from the Kiel
Institute showed Wednesday.
As US President Donald Trump wound down
US contributions at the beginning of the year.
Europe stepped up with record pledges of
almost €20 billion ($23 billion) between March
and June. more than offsetting the overall
shortfall.
But Europe was only able to muster fewer than
€8 billion between July and October. meaning
Ukraine overall received the second-lowest
amount for a four-month period since Russia’s
2022 invasion began.
The overall total for the first 10 months of 2025
stands at €32.5 billion. meaning an additional
€9.1 billion would be needed by the end of
the year to maintain the €41.6 billion annual
average from 2022 to 2024.
Ukraine’s allies would need to send another
€5.1 billion before the end of the year to avoid
the current-record annual low of €37.6 billion.
set in 2022.
“Based on the data available through October.
Europe has not been able to sustain the
momentum of the first half of 2025.” said
Professor Christoph Trebesch. head of Kiel’s
Ukraine Support Tracker.
“If this slower pace continues in the remaining
months. 2025 will become the year with the
lowest level of new aid allocations ever for
Ukraine since the outbreak of the full-scale
invasion in 2022.” he added.
The United States contributed. on average.
€21.4 billion to the €41.6 billion annual mean
for 20222024-. highlighting the scale of the
task for Europe and other allies in filling the
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U3 sanctions nefwork recruiting Colombian
[ighters for Sudanese paramilitary

ASHINGTON: The US

imposed sanctions on
four people and four firms for
their alleged involvement in
a transnational network that
recruits former Colombian
military members who train
soldiers to fight for the Sudanese
paramilitary group known as
the Rapid Support Forces.
The Rapid Support Forces.
which has been at war with
the Sudanese military since
April 2023 has been accused
of war crimes by Amnesty
International and the UN’s
Human Rights Chief Volker
Tiirk said this month that he
fears “a new wave of atrocities ”
in Sudan amid a surge in fierce
fighting in the Kordofan region
in central Sudan.
Included in the Tuesday
sanctions are Alvaro Andres
Quijano Becerra. a retired
Colombian military officer and
his wife. an employment agency
manager named Mateo Andres
Duque Botero. and a number
of staffing agencies that have
allegedly processed payroll for
the Colombian fighters.
Treasury’s Under Secretary
for Terrorism and Financial
Intelligence John K. Hurley said
the RSF has shown “its brutality
has deepened the conflict and
destabilized the region. creating
the conditions for terrorist
groups to grow.”

According to the UN the
conflict in Sudan has killed
40.000 people — though some
rights groups say the death
toll is significantly higher —
and has created the world’s
worst humanitarian  crisis
with over 14 million displaced.
Many areas have experienced
famine.

The US government has accused
the RSF of genocide in Darfur.
and the International Criminal
Court has said it is investigating
suspected war crimes.
Treasurysays RSFwas supported
by Colombian fighters when it
captured El Fasher. the capital
of North Darfur. on October

26 after an 18-month siege. The
city. where dozens of unarmed
men were executed and women
and girls were raped. was the
military’s last stronghold in the
sprawling region of Darfur.
President Donald Trump has
stated he wants to end the civil
war in Sudan. Saudi Crown
Prince Mohammed bin Salman
was recently in Washington
D.C.inNovemberandrequested
Trump’s help to end the war.
And Kenyan President William
Ruto during a December
meeting with Trump asked for
Trump’s support in “efforts
to resolve the humanitarian

News

Vietnam Sef to make it harder
[0r media to protect sources,
[0 expand state secrets

ANOI: Vietnam’s parliament adopted
reforms to the media and state secrets laws
on Wednesday which press freedom advocates
say will make it harder for journalists to protect
the identities of their sources and increase legal
risks for reporting.
“We are appalled by the further restriction to
the legal framework governing press freedom
in Vietnam.” Aleksandra Bielakowska.
from Reporters Without Borders. said on
Wednesday.
The changes will make Vietnam “an almost
impossible place for journalists to report
freely.” said Bielakowska.
Reporters Without Borders ranks Vietnam
173rd of 180 countries in its world press
freedom index.
Vietnam’s government did not immediately
respond to a request for comment.
Vietnam’s lawmakers adopted a revamped
press law. to take effect in July. which will
require journalists to reveal sources at the
request of authorities investigating any crime.
according to the amended text reviewed by
Reuters.
Under the current press law. a journalist can
only be compelled to disclose a source in
probes of “serious crimes.”
The reformed press law will also allow the
public security ministry and local police to
order source disclosures. whereas at present
only judges can do so.
The reform comes amid an escalation of
restrictive measures in recent months in
the Communist-run country. such as the
withdrawal of passports from foreign media
reporters. including a BBC Vietnamese
journalist. the ban of a printed edition of
the Economist. the temporary suspension of
Telegram messaging app and an expanded role
for the public security ministry.

catastrophe in Sudan.”

ASHINGTON: Not long

after President Donald
Trump took office in January.
staff at CentroNia bilingual
preschool began rehearsing what
to do if Immigration and Customs
Enforcement officials came to the
door. As ICE became a regular
presence in their historically
Latino  neighborhood  this
summer. teachers stopped taking
children to nearby parks. libraries
and playgrounds that had once
been considered an extension of
the classroom.
And in October. the school
scrapped its beloved Hispanic
Heritage Month parade. when
immigrant  parents  typically
dressed their children in costumes
and soccer jerseys from their home
countries. ICE had begun stopping
staff members. all of whom have
legal status. and school officials
worried about drawing more
unwelcome attention.
All of this transpired before ICE
officials arrested a teacher inside
a Spanish immersion preschool
in Chicago in October. The event
left immigrants who work in child
care. along with the families who
rely on them. feeling frightened
and vulnerable.
Trump’s push for the largest mass
deportation in history has had an
outsized impact on the child care
field. which is heavily reliant on
immigrants and already strained
by a worker shortage. Immigrant
child care workers and preschool
teachers. the majority of whom
are working and living in the US
legally. say they are wracked by
anxiety over possible encounters
with ICE officials. Some have
left the field. and others have
been forced out by changes to

immigration policy.
t CentroNia. CEO Myrna Peralta

said all staff must have legal status
and work authorization. But ICE’s
presence and the fear it generates
have changed how the school
operates.

“That really dominates all of our

decision making,” Peralta said.

Instead of taking children on
walks through the neighborhood.
staff members push children on
strollers around the hallways. And
staff converted a classroom into a
miniature library when the school
scrapped a partnership with a
local library.

The child care industry

depends on immigrants

Schools and child care centers
were once off limits to ICE
officials. in part to keep children
out of harm’s way. But those
rules were scrapped not long after
Trump’s inauguration. Instead.
ICE officials are urged to exercise
“common sense.”

Tricia McLaughlin. spokesperson
for the Department of Homeland

Security. defended ICE officials’
decision to enter the Chicago
preschool. She said the teacher.
who had a work permit and was
later released. was a passenger in a
car that was being pursued by ICE
officials. She got out of the car and
raninto thepreschool. McLaughlin
said. emphasizing the teacher was
“arrested in the vestibule. not in
the school.” The man who had been
driving went inside the preschool.
where officials arrested him.
About one-fifth of America’s
child care workers were born
outside the United States
and one-fifth are Latino. The
proportion of immigrants in some
places. particularly large cities. is
much higher: In the District of
Columbia. California and New
York. around 40 percent of the
child care workforce is foreign-
born. according to UC Berkeley’s
Center for the Study of Child Care
Employment.

Immigrants in the field tend to be
better educated than those born in
the United States. Those from Latin
America help satisfy the growing
demand for Spanish-language
preschools. such as CentroNia.
where some parents enroll their

Trump’s crackdown on illlllligl’ﬂliﬂll\
IS (aking a toll on child care workers

kids to give them a head start
learning another language. The
American Immigration Council
estimated in 2021 that more than
three-quarters of immigrants
working in early care and
education were living and working
in the US legally. Preschools like
CentroNia  conduct rigorous
background checks. including
verifying employees have work
authorization. ~ Beyond the
deportation efforts. the Trump
administration in recent months
has stripped legal status from
hundreds of thousands of
immigrants. Many of them had
fled violence. poverty or natural
disasters in their homes and
received Temporary Protected
Status. which allowed them to live
and work legally in the US But
Trump ended those programs.
forcing many out of their jobs
— and the country. Just last
month. 300.000 immigrants from
Venezuela lost their protected
status. CentroNia  lost  two
employees when they lost their
TPS. Peraltasaid. and a Nicaraguan
immigrant working as a teacher
left on his own. Tierra Encantada.
which runs Spanish immersion
preschools in several states. had a
dozen teachers leave when they
lost their TPS.

Fear is affecting even
those in the US legally

At CentroNia. one staff member
was detained by ICE while
walking down the street and held
for several hours. all the while
unable to contact colleagues to
let them know where she was. She
was released that evening. said the
school’s site director. Joangelee
Hernandez-Figueroa.
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