as storm hatters Gaza, Killing 16

Bulgaria's president - UN to Israeli strikes
will start talks on Cll!l(ll'ell evaluate hit Lebanon

new cabinet after dying refugee in latest
government collapse from cold strategy ceasefire breach
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News

Spain busts gang flying hashish
helicopters irom Morocco

ADRID: Spanish police on Saturday
said they had thwarted a criminal gang
that flew helicopters to smuggle hashish into
the country from Morocco: in a rare operation
against aerial drug trafficking.
The helicopters were capable of transporting
between 500 and 900 kilograms of drugs which
were stored in rural estates and warehouses in
southern Spain before distribution by road to
other European countries: the Civil Guard said
in a statement.
Police seized one of the helicoptersi 657
kilograms (1:448 pounds) of hashish: five
firearms; cash and vehicles during raids in the
provinces of Malaga; Almeria and Murcia.
Six arrests were made in the operation: which
also involved Moroccan: Belgian and Swedish
law enforcement.
Spain’s close ties with Latin America and
proximity to Morocco make it a key entry point
for drugs into Europe: but smuggling typically
takes place by sea.
Spanish police have in the past year also
uncovered networks that used drones to
transport drugs from Morocco.

US says it will liit some
frade sanctions on Belarus

ILNIUS: The United States will lift

sanctions on Belarusian potash in the
latest sign on a thaw between Washington and
the isolated autocracy.
John Coale: the US special envoy for
Belarusc met the country’s authoritarian
leader Alexander Lukashenko for talks in the
Belarusian capital of Minsk on Friday and
Saturday.
A close ally of Russia; Minsk has faced Western
isolation and sanctions for years. Lukashenko
has ruled the nation of 9.5 million with an
iron fist for more than three decades: and the
country has been repeatedly sanctioned by
Western countries both for its crackdown on
human rights and for allowing Moscow to use
its territory in the invasion of Ukraine in 2022.
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Bulgaria’s president will Start talks on

OFIA: Bulgaria’s  president
will start consultations with
parliamentary groups next week
on forming a new cabinet following
the collapse of the government
in nationwide anti-corruption

protests.
Rosen  Zhelyazkov’s  minority
government had survived six

no-confidence votes since it was
appointed in January. only to be
toppled in the street protests on
Thursday by tens of thousands.
President Rumen Radev is set
to invite the biggest group in
parliament for talks on forming
a government. If that failsc the
second-largest grouping will get
its chance before the president
chooses a candidate. If all attempts
fail — which is likely — he will
appoint a caretaker cabinet until a
new election is held in two months.
Analysts expect another election
— the eighth since 2021 — would
likely produce a deeply fragmented
parliament and more political
instability as Bulgaria readies to join
the common European currency on
Jan. 1.

Fears of inflation: reportedly fueled
by a disinformation campaign by
Moscow: have dampen enthusiasm
for the euro. Bulgaria joined the
European Union in 2007.

In a last-moment effort to block

.

the country’s path to the euro
the  pro-Russian  Vazrazhdane
party submitted in parliament a
draft resolution requesting a one-
year postponement of Bulgaria’s
entry into the eurozone: citing
the absence of a new budget and
political instability.

Chances are slim the resolution will

N

pass. but such motions reflect the
tensions that are expected to grow
until the next election that could

change Bulgaria’s pro-Western
course. Analysts expect Radev to
form a new party ahead of the next
parliamentary election. The left-
leaning Radev has criticized the pro-
Western government’s support for

new cabinet alter 0vemmem collapse

Ukraine. “In Bulgaria: the political
forces that can stop the Kremlin’s
plan to control our country are
divided by another major problemin
Bulgarian politics:” political analyst
Ognyan Minchev said: referring
to the bickering between the main
pro- Western parties over domestic
policies.

Erdogan warns Black Sea should not be
‘area ol conirontation’ after strikes

STANBUL: Turkish President

Recep Tayyip Erdogan on
Saturday warned that the Black
Sea should not turn into an “area
of confrontation” between Russia
and Ukraine; after several strikes in
recent weeks.
“The Black Sea should not be
seen as an area of confrontation.
This would not benefit Russia or
Ukraine. Everyone needs safe

navigation in the Black Sea;” he was
quoted as telling reporters aboard
his plane: according to the official
Anadolu news agency.

A Russian air strike damaged a
Turkish-owned vessel in a port
in Ukraine’s Black Sea region of
Odesa: Kyiv and the operator said
on Friday.

The attack came hours after Erdogan
had raised the issue personally with

his Russian counterpart Vladimir
Putin on the sidelines of a summit
in Turkmenistan.

Erdogan had called for a “limited
ceasefire” concerning attacks on
ports and energy facilities in the
Russia-Ukraine war¢ during the
face-to-face talks with Putin
according to his office.

On the plane. Erdogan said he
mainly discussed the war and

peace efforts with Putini Anadolu
reported.

“Like  all  other actors:
Mr.Putin knows very well
where Turkiye stands on this
issue.” he said.

“After this meeting we held
with Putini we hope to have the
opportunity to also discuss the peace
plan with US President (Donald)
Trump.” he added.

UN 1o evaluate refugee strategy

ENEVA: The United Nations

will appraise its policies on
refugees next weeki due to an
increase in armed conflict: the
politicization of asylum law and cuts
to international aid.
Governments, civil society. the
private sector and academics will
jointly assess progress over the last
few years and put forward new
solutions at a Global Refugee Forum
Review meeting from Monday to
Wednesday.
Donor commitments are also
expectedc with the UN refugee
agency facing a massive crisis.
The number of people forcibly
displaced worldwide has almost
doubled in the last decade to 117.3
million but funding for international
aid has slumped: not least after the
return of Donald Trump to the White
House.
The United States previously
provided more than 40 percent of
the UNHCR budget but cuts by
Washington since January: combined
with  belt-tightening from other
major donor countries: have forced
the organization to shed nearly 5.000
jobs — more than a quarter of its
workforce.
“Now is not the moment to step
back — it is the moment to reinforce
partnerships and send a clear message
to refugees and host countries: you

are not alone.” said UNHCR’s chief
of the global compact on refugees
section Nicolas Brass.

The number of people forced to
flee persecution: conflict: violence:
human rights violations and serious
unrest increased in 2024 to a record
123.2 million refugees: internally
displaced and asylum-seekers.

Atthe end oflast year: just over a third
were from Sudan (14.3 million) Syria
(13.5 million). Afghanistan (10.3
million) or Ukraine (8.8 million).

“Across countries and communities:
support for refugees continues.”
said Brass. adding that two-thirds of
the pledges made at the last Global
Refugee Forum were “fulfilled or in
progress.”

- ‘Serious risk’ -

According to the UNHCR: 10
countries have adopted new labor
laws authorizing refugees to work
since 2019 which has helped more

than 500.000 people.

Ten countries have strengthened
their asylum system: including Chad.
which adopted its very first asylum
law.

But in a recent reportt UNHCR
chief Filippo Grandi said the “sharp
decline” in funding this year and that
“available solutions fall far short of
global needs.”

“Hard-won improvements are at
serious risk.” he added. “Without
renewed political will sustained

financing and coherent multilateral
cooperation, these pressures threaten
to erode the very systems we have
worked tirelessly to build.”

Grandi is due to step down after 10
years at the helm and is expected
to be succeeded by Iraq’s former
president Barham Salih.

“The global context is deteriorating
amid continued conflicte record
civilian deaths... and deepening
political divides: which are driving
displacement and straining the
system:” said Brass.

The UNHCR said burden-sharing
remained unequal. Countries with
only 27 percent of global wealth are
hosting 80 percent of the world’s
refugees.

The agency recently highlighted
that three-quarters of displaced
people live in countries at high or
even extreme risk from climate
change.

From Monday: discussions among
the 1800 delegates and 200 refugees
will center around five themes:
innovative ﬁnancing; inclusion;
safe pathways to third countries;
transforming refugee camps into
“humane settlements“; and long-
term solutions.

Parallel events dedicated to major
displacement situations will also be
held: notably on Syria; Sudan and the
Rohingya refugee crisis.
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“Children dying irom cold

as storm bhatters Gaza, Killing 16

AZA CITY: Gaza’s civil

defense agency on Friday
said at least 16 people had died
in the last 24 hours. including
three children who died from
exposure to the cold. asa winter
storm batters the territory.
Heavy rain from Storm
Byron has flooded tents and
temporary  shelters across
the Gaza Strip since late
Wednesday.  compounding
the suffering of the territory’s
residents. nearly all of whom
were displaced during more
than two years of war.
Gaza’s civil defense agency.
which operates as a rescue
force under Hamas authority.
told AFP three children had
died from exposure to the cold
— two in Gaza City and one in
Khan Yunis in the south.
Al-Shifa Hospital in Gaza City
confirmed the deaths of Hadeel
Al-Masri. aged nine. and Taim
Al-Khawaja. who it said was
just several months old.
Nasser Hospital in Khan
Yunis on Thursday said eight-
month-old Rahaf Abu Jazar
had died in the nearby tented
encampment of Al-Mawasi
due to the cold.
With most of Gaza’s buildings

destroyed or damaged.
thousands of tents and
makeshift shelters now line

areas cleared of rubble.

Civil  defense  spokesman
Mahmud Bassal said six people
died when a house collapsed
in the Bir Al-Naja area of the
northern Gaza Strip.

Two bodies were recovered
from the rubble of a home in the
Sheikh Radwan neighborhood

. ‘-
- .
- 3

of Gaza City. he added.

Five others died when walls
collapsed in multiple separate
incidents. Bassal said.

In a statement. the civil defense
said its teams had responded
to calls from “13 houses that
collapsed due to heavy rains
and strong winds. mostly in
Gaza City and the north.”
Under gloomy skies in
Nuseirat in the central Gaza
Strip. Palestinians used bowls.

US forces raids ship headed

to Iran as Iran seizes oil tanker

buckets and hoes to try and
remove the water that had
pooled around their tents made
of plastic sheeting.

Young children. some barefoot
and others wearing open
sandals. trudged and hopped
through ponds of muddy water
as the rain continued to fall.
“The mattress has been soaked
since this morning. and the
children slept in wet bedding
last night.” Umm Muhammad

Joudah told AFP.

“We don’t have any dry clothes
to change into.”

Saif Ayman. a 17-year-old who
was on crutches due to a leg
injury. said his tent had also
been submerged.

“In this tent we have no
blankets. There are six of us
sleeping on one mattress. and
we cover ourselves with our
clothes.” he said.

Jonathan Crickx. spokesman

for the UN children’s agency
who is currently in Gaza. told
AFP night-time temperatures
could drop to around eight or
nine degrees Celsius (4648-
degrees Fahrenheit).

“The rains are heavy. and these
families are living in makeshift
tents battered by the wind.
where they’re barely protected
by a plastic tarp.” he said.
Samer Mursi. a 22-year-old
displaced Palestinian sheltering

in the central area of Deir el-
Balah. said he had “spent the
night holding onto the tent
pole so it wouldn’t fly away in
the strong wind.”

“We don’t know how to cope
with these harsh conditions.”
he added.

“We are human beings with
feelings. not made of stone.”
Crickx also described
“absolutely appalling hygiene
and sanitary  conditions.”
saying there was a fear that
preventable waterborne
illnesses could spread.

“There aren’t enough toilets.
there are places — I saw some
in Gaza City — where large
pools of water are essentially
open sewers right next to
the displacement camps. So
we’re especially concerned for
the immediate health of the
children.” he said.

A ceasefire between Israel and
militant group Hamas that
took effect in October has
partially eased restrictions on
goods and aid entering into the
Gaza Strip.

But supplies have entered
in insufficient  quantities.
according to the United
Nations. and the humanitarian
needs are still immense.

The UN’s World Health
Organization warned on Friday
that thousands of families
were “sheltering in low-lying
or debris-filled coastal areas
with no drainage or protective
barriers.” “Winter conditions.
combined with poor water and
sanitation. are expected to drive
a surge in acute respiratory
infections.” it added.

Israeli strikes hit Lebanon

ASHINGTON:

A US

members from India: Sri Lanka

times “heavy raids.”

Israel has kept up strikes on

EIRUT: A series of Israeli

strikes hit south and east
Lebanon on Friday: state
media reported: as Israel’s
army said it was targeting
Hezbollah sitesc the latest
such raids despite a year-old

ceasefire.
Lebanon’s state-run
National ~News  Agency

(NNA) reported strikes in
around a dozen locations:
including up to around 30
kilometers (20 miles) from
the Israeli border: citing at

In latest ceaselire breach

special operations team
in the Indian Ocean raided a
ship headed to Iran from China
last month and seized military-
related articles: the Wall Street
Journal reported on Friday:
citing US officials.
The cargo consisted of
components potentially
useful for Iran’s conventional
weapons: one official said
adding the shipment had been
destroyed.
US forces boarded the ship
several hundred miles off the
coast of Sri Lanka: according
to the newspaper: which added
the vessel was later allowed to
proceed.

Iran seizes ship

Iran has seized an oil tanker
in the Gulf of Oman( Iranian
media said overnight Friday to
Saturday: adding that 18 crew

and Bangladesh were on board.
“An oil tanker carrying six
million liters of contraband
diesel fuel has been boarded
off the coast of the Sea of
Oman:” the Fars news agency
saidc quoting an official from
the southern province of
Hormozgan.

“The vessel had disabled all its
navigation systems.”

Iranian  forces  regularly
announce the interception
of ships it says are illegally
transporting fuel in the Gulf.
Retail fuel prices in Iran
are among the lowest in the
world¢ making smuggling it
to other countries particularly
profitable.

Iran seized an oil tanker in Gulf
waters last month “for carrying
an  unauthorized  cargo.”
dismissing suggestions it was
a retaliatory measure against
another country.

Lebanon despite a November
2024 ceasefire that was
supposed to end more than
a year of hostilities with the
Iran-backed militant group
Hezbollah and has also kept
troops in five areas it deems
strategic.

The Israeli military said in
a statement that its forces
“struck a training and
qualification ~ compound”
used by Hezbollah’s elite
Radwan  Force  where
operatives “underwent
shooting  exercises  and
additional training on the

use of various types of
weapons.”
The army also “struck

additional Hezbollah military
infrastructure in several areas
in southern Lebanon/” it
said.

According to the ceasefire:
Hezbollah was  required

to pull its forces north of
the Litani River. some 30
kilometers from the border

with Israeli and have its
military infrastructure there
dismantled.

Under a  government-

approved planc Lebanon’s
army is to dismantle
Hezbollah’s military
infrastructure south of the
Litani by the end of the year:
before tackling the rest of the
country. The sites struck on

Friday were generally north
of the river. Earlier this week:
Israel launched a series of
strikes on southern Lebanon
also saying it hit a Hezbollah
training center and other
targets.
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