Winter storm snarls Saudi defense minister Italy arrests nine Arab and Islamic
holiday travel calls on Southern over alleged states reject
across US Northeast, Transitional Council to Hamas funding Israel's recognition
Great Lakes de-escalate in Yemen ‘ : . through charities of Somaliland
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News

From the Balkans to Southeast Asia:

High-Stakes elections tesi iragile
stabilities across three continents

ANGON/BANGUI/

CONAKRY
PRISTINA: Four nations
across three continents —
Myanmar. Central African
Republic.  Guinea. and
Kosovo — have officially
opened polls Sunday in
a pivotal day for global
democracy and shifting
political tides.
While the contexts range
from the desperate search
for an end to civil war
in  Southeast Asia to
breaking  parliamentary
deadlocks in the Balkans.
each vote carries profound
implications for regional
stability and the future of
civilian rule.

Heavily restricted polls

Myanmar’s ruling junta is
touting the exercise as a
return to democracy five
years after it ousted the
last elected government.
triggering civil war.

But early voters at a
downtown station near the
gleaming Sule Pagoda — the
site of huge pro-democracy
protests after the coup
— were outnumbered by
journalists and polling staff.
a far cry from the snaking
queues of voters formed
outside polling stations in
the last election in 2020.
The  military  declared
that election void. ousted
civilian leader Aung San
Suu Kyi and seized power
in 2021. Suu Kyi remains
jailed. while her hugely
popular party has been
dissolved and was not
taking part.

Campaigners. Western
diplomats and the UN’s
rights  chief have all
condemned the phased
month-long vote. citing a
ballot stacked with military
allies and a stark crackdown
on dissent.

The pro-military Union
Solidarity and Development
Party is widely expected to
emerge as the largest one. in
what critics say would be a
rebranding of martial rule.
The Southeast Asian nation
of around 50 million is
riven by civil war and there
will be no voting in rebel-
held areas.

In junta-controlled
territory. the first of three
rounds started at 6:00 a.m.
(2330  GMT  Saturday).
including in constituencies
in the cities of Yangon.
Mandalay and the capital
Naypyidaw.

The run-up saw none
of the feverish public
rallies that Suu Kyi once
commanded. and the junta
has waged a withering pre-
vote offensive to claw back
territory.

“It is impossible for this
election to be free and
fair.” said Moe Moe Myint.
who has spent the past two
months “on the run” from
junta air strikes.

The military ruled
Myanmar for most of its
post-independence history
before a 10-year interlude
saw a civilian government
take the reins in a burst of
optimism and reform.

But after Suu Kyi’s National
League for Democracy
party trounced pro-military

opponents in the 2020
elections. Min Aung Hlaing
snatched power in a coup.
alleging widespread voter
fraud.

The Asian Network for Free
Elections says 90 percent of
the seats in the last elections
went to organizations that
will not appear on Sunday’s
ballots.

New electronic  voting
machines will not allow
write-in  candidates or
spoiled ballots.

The junta is pursuing
prosecutions against more
than 200 people for violating
draconian legislation
forbidding “disruption” of
the poll. including protest
or criticism.

“These  elections  are
clearly taking place in an
environment of violence
and repression.” UN rights
chief Volker Turk said this
week.

The second round of polling
will take place in two weeks
before the third and final
round on January 25. but
the junta has conceded
elections cannot happen
in almost one in five lower
house constituencies.
Touadera victory would
likely advance Russian
interests

In the Central African
Republic. President
Faustin-Archange
Touadera is seeking a third
term as the chronically
unstable country holds
national elections. touting
security gains made with the
help of Russian mercenaries
and Rwandan soldiers.

The 68-year-old
mathematician oversaw a
constitutional referendum
in 2023 that scrapped the
presidential term limit.
drawing an outcry from his
critics who accused him of
seeking to rule for life.

A Touadera victory — the
expected outcome — would
likely further the interests
of Russia. which has traded
security assistance for access
to resources including gold
and diamonds. Touadera
is also offering access to
the country’s lithium and
uranium reserves to anyone
interested.

The opposition field of six
candidates is led by two
former prime ministers.
Anicet-Georges Dologuele
and Henri-Marie Dondra.
both of whom survived
attempts by Touadera’s
supporters to have them
disqualified for allegedly
holding foreign citizenship.
Though both men remain
on the ballot. Touadera
is still seen as the favorite

given his control over state
institutions and superior
financial resources. analysts
say.

The challenges to the
candidacies of Dologuele
and  Dondra “aligned
with an apparent pattern
of administrative
manoeuvring  that  has
disproportionatelyimpeded
opposition politicians while
favoring the ruling United
Hearts Party.” Human
Rights Watch said last
month.

“Their late admission Oto
the race raises questions
about  whether  voters
have been given a genuine
choice.”

In 2018, CAR became
the first country in West
and Central Africa to
bring in Russia’s Wagner
mercenaries. a step since
also taken by Mali. Burkina
Faso and Niger.

Two years later Rwanda
deployed troops to shore
up Touadera’s government
as rebel groups threatened
the capital and tried to
disrupt the 2020 elections.
ultimately preventing
voting at 800 polling
stations across the country.
or 14 percent of the total.
The country is more secure
now after Touadera signed
several peace deals with
rebel groups this year.

But those gains remain
fragile: Rebels have not fully
disarmed. reintegration is
incomplete. and incursions
by  combatants  from
neighboring Sudan fuel
Dinsecurity in the east.
Beyond the presidential
contest. the elections on
Sunday cover legislative.
regional and municipal
positions.

Provisional results are

expected by January 5.

If no candidate gets more
than 50 percent of the vote.
a presidential runoff will
take place on February 15.
while legislative runofts will
take place on April 5.
Pangea-Risk. a consultancy.
wrote in a note to clients
that the risk of unrest
after the election was high
as opponents were likely
to challenge Touadera’s
expected victory.

A smooth voting process
could reinforce Touadera’s
claim that stability is
returning. which ~ was
buttressed last year with
the UN Security Council’s
lifting of an arms embargo
and the lifting of a separate
embargo on diamond

exports.

In November. the UN
Security Council extended
the mandate of its
peacekeeping mission. The
US opposed the decision.
calling for a shorter
extension and a handover
of security to Bangui.

Guinea's transition

to civilian rule

In Guinea. the election is
widely expected to hand
Mamady Doumbouya.
who seized power in a
2021 coup. a seven-year
mandate. completing the
West  African  nation’s
transition back to civilian
rule.

The former special forces
commander. believed to
be in his early 40s. faces
eight other candidates in
a fragmented field with no
strong challenger. Ousted
president Alpha Conde
and longtime opposition
leader Cellou Dalein Diallo
remain in exile.

Guinea holds the world’s
largest bauxite reserves and
the richest untapped iron
ore deposit at Simandou.
officially  launched last
month after years of delay.
Doumbouya has claimed
credit for pushing the
project  forward and
ensuring Guinea benefits
from its output.

His  government  this
year also revoked OEGA
subsidiary Guinea Alumina
Corporation’s license
after a refinery dispute.
transferring its assets to a
state-owned firm.

The turn toward resource
nationalism — echoed in
Mali. Burkina Faso and
Niger — has boosted his
popularity. as has his youth
in a country where the
median age is about 19.
“For us young people.
Doumbouya  represents
the opportunity to send
the old political class into
retirement.” said Mohamed
Kaba. a mechanic in
Conakry. “There is a lot of
corruption right now. but I
hope Othese things will be
sorted out.”

If elected. Doumbouya “will
likely utilize his position to
further entrench his power
and that of the military
over Guinea.” said Benedict
Manzin. lead Middle East
and Africa analyst at risk
consultancy Sibylline.

“In particular he is likely
to position his allies and
associates to benefit from
the expected economic
boom associated with the
launch of production” at
Simandou. Manzin added.
A transition  charter
adopted after the coup
barred junta members from
contesting elections. But
in September. Guineans
overwhelmingly backed a
new constitution removing
that  clause. extending
presidential terms to seven
years and creating a Senate.
Political debate ohas been
muted under Doumbouya.
Civil society groups accuse
his government of banning
protests. curbing  press
freedom and restricting
opposition activity.
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[ialy arrests nine over alleged
Hamas funding lll[ﬂllgll charities

OME: [Italian prosecutors

said on Saturday they had
arrested nine people on suspicion
of financing Hamas through
charities based in Italy. in an
operation coordinated by anti-
mafia and anti-terrorism units.
The suspects are accused of
“belonging to and having
financed” the  Palestinian
group. which the European
Union designates as a terrorist
organization. prosecutors in the
northern Italian city of Genoa
said in a statement.
Those arrested allegedly diverted
to Hamas-linked entities around
7 million euros ($8.24 million)
raised over the last two years
for ostensibly humanitarian
purposes.  prosecutors  said.
Police seized assets worth more
than 8 million euros.
The investigation began after
suspicious financial transactions
were flagged and expanded

through  cooperation  with
Dutch authorities and other EU
countries. coordinated through
the EU judicial agency Eurojust.
Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni
thanked the authorities for
“a particularly complex and
important operation” which had
uncovered financing for Hamas
through  “so-called  charity
organizations.”

The Israeli prime minister’s office
did not immediately respond to a
request for comment.

Meloni’s support for Israel during
its war with Hamas in Gaza has
triggered large and repeated
street protests in Italy.

Israel’s assault on Gaza has
killed more than 71.000 people.
according to the enclave’s health
ministry. It was triggered by a
Hamas-led attack on southern
Israel on October 7. 2023. which
killed around 1.200 people.
according to Israeli tallies.

Winter storm Snarls holiday travel
across US Northeast, Great Lakes

OSTON: More than a

thousand  flights  were
canceled or delayed across the
Northeast and Great Lakes
regions due to snow as thousands
took to roads and airports during
the busy travel period between
Christmas and New Year’s.
New York City received about 4
inches (10.2 centimeters) of snow
Friday night into early Saturday
— slightly under what some
forecasts had predicted. At least
1.500 flights were canceled from
Friday night. according to flight-
tracking service FlightAware. But
by the morning. both the roads
and the skies were clearing.
“The storm is definitely winding
down. a little bit of flurries across
the Northeast this morning.”
said Bob Oravec. a Maryland-
based forecaster at the National
Weather Service.
Oravec said the storm was
moving from the northwest
toward the Southeast. with
the largest snowfall in the
New York City area reaching
over 6 inches (15 centimeters)
in central eastern Long
Island. Farther north in the
Catskills. communities saw
as much as 10 inches (25
centimeters).
Newark Liberty International.
John F. Kennedy International

and LaGuardia airports posted
snowwarningson thesocial media
platform X on Friday cautioning
that weather conditions could
cause flight disruptions.

The National Weather Service
warned of hazardous travel
conditions from the Great
Lakes through the northern
mid-Atlantic and southern
New  England. with  the
potential for tree damage and
power outages.

In Times Square. workers in
red jumpsuits worked to clear
the sludge- and powder-coated
streets and sidewalks using
shovels and snowblowers.
Jennifer Yokley. who was there
on a holiday trip from North
Carolina. said she was excited
to see snow accumulating as it
dusted buildings. trees and signs
throughout the city.
‘I think it was
beautiful.” she said.
Payton Baker and Kolby Gray.
who were visiting from West
Virginia. said the snow was a
Christmas surprise for their third
anniversary trip.

“Well. it’s very cold. and it was
very unexpected.” Baker said.
her breath visible in the winter
air. “The city is working pretty
well to get all the roads salted and
everything. so it’s all right.”

absolutely
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Saudi deiense minister calls
on Southern Transitional
Council to de-escalate in Yemen

UBAIL: Saudi  Defense

Minister Prince Khalid bin
Salman called on the Southern
Transitional ~ Council (STC)
to respond to Saudi-Emirati
mediation efforts and de-escalate
tensionsin eastern Yemen. urging
the group to withdraw its forces
from camps in Hadramout and
Al-Mahra and hand them over
peacefully to local authorities.
In a statement addressed “to
our people in Yemen” and
published on X. Prince Khalid
said Saudi Arabia’s intervention
came at the request of Yemen’s
internationally recognized
government and aimed to restore
state authority across the country
through the Decisive Storm and
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dialogueand consensus. citing the
Riyadh Conference and Riyadh
Agreement as frameworks that
ensured southern participation
in governance and rejected the
use of force.

The minister warned that recent
events in Hadramout and Al-
Mahra since early December had
caused divisions that undermine

the fight against Yemen’s
common enemy and harm the
southern cause. He praised

southern leaders and groups who.
he said. have acted responsibly
to support de-escalation and
preserve social stability.

Prince Khalid reaffirmed that the
southern issue would remain part
of any comprehensive political

Restoring Hope operations.
He said the

Kingdom has
consistently treated the southern
issue as a “just political cause”
that must be resolved through

settlement in Yemen and stressed
that it must be resolved through
national
consensus. not actions that could

trust-building  and

fuel further conflict.

UK secures migrani return deal with

Angola, Namibia; DRC iaces visa curbs

ONDON:

and

Namibia haveagreed toaccept
the return of illegal migrants
and criminals after the British

Angola

government threatened visa
penalties for countries refusing to
cooperate. the UK Home Office
said late on Saturday.

The Democratic Republic of
the Congo has been stripped
of fast-track visa services and
preferential treatment for VIPs
and decision-makers after failing
to meet Britain’s requirements to
improve cooperation. the Home
Office said.

Home Secretary Shabana
Mahmood said Britain could
escalate measures to a complete
halting of visas for the DRC
unless “co-operation  rapidly

improves.”

“We expect countries to play by
the rules. If one of their citizens
has no right to be here. they
must take them back.” the Home
Secretary added.

The agreements mark the first
major change under reforms
announced last month to make
refugee status temporary and
speed up the deportation of
those who arrive illegally in
Britain.

Foreign Secretary Yvette Cooper
said the UK has “removed more
than 50.000 people with no right
to remain” since July last year.
a 23 percent increase on the
previous period. and instructed
diplomats to make returns a top
priority.

-

News

Arab and Islamic States reject
Israel’s recognition of Somaliland

group  of  foreign

ministers from Arab
and Islamic  countries.
alongside the Organisation
of Islamic Cooperation
(OIC). have firmly rejected
Israel’s announcement
of its recognition of the
Somaliland region within
Somalia.
In a joint statement issued
on Saturday. the ministers
condemned Israel’s
decision. announced on
December 26. warning that
the move carries “serious
repercussions for peace
and security in the Horn
of Africa and the Red Sea
region” and undermines
international peace and
security. the Jordan News
Agency reported.
The statement described
the recognition as an
unprecedented and flagrant
violation of international
law and the charter of the
United  Nations. which
uphold the principles of
state sovereignty. unity and

territorial  integrity. JNA
added.

Israel formally recognized
Somaliland as an

“independent and sovereign

state” and signed an
agreement to  establish
diplomatic  ties. as the

region’s leader hailed its
first-ever official recognition.

The ministers reaffirmed
their full support for the
sovereignty of  Somalia.
rejecting any measures that
would undermine its unity
or territorial integrity.
Theywarned thatrecognizing
the independence of parts
of states sets a dangerous
precedent and poses a direct
threat to international peace
and security.

The statement also
reiterated categorical
opposition to any attempt
to link the move with plans
to displace the Palestinian
people outside  their
land. stressing that such
proposals are rejected “in
form and substance.”

Alongside the Jordanian
foreign ministry. the joint
statement was issued by the
foreign ministers of Egypt.
Algeria. Comoros. Djibouti.

The
Kuwait.

Gambia.
Libya.

Iran. Iraq.
Maldives.
Nigeria. Oman. Pakistan.
Palestine. Qatar. Somalia.
Sudan. Turkiye and Yemen.
as well as the OIC.
Saudi Arabia on Friday
expressed full support for
the  sovereignty. unity.
and territorial integrity of
Somalia. and expressed its
rejection of the declaration of
mutual recognition between
Israel and Somaliland.

Ielensky (alks with allies en route
10 U as Russia pummels Ukraine

TTAWA. Canada:
Ukraine’s President
Volodymyr Zelensky
consulted with allies on

Saturday and won renewed
expressions of  support
ahead of a meeting with
US  President  Donald
Trump. hours after Russia
pummelled Kyiv with drones
and missiles in its latest
attack on the capital.

During a stopover in Canada
en route to Florida for
the Trump meeting. the
Ukrainian president spoke
first with Canadian Prime
Minister Mark Carney.
Then. in a conference call.
he briefed EU. NATO and
European leaders. who gave
him their “full support”
according to  German
Chancellor Friedrich Merz.

EU chief Ursula von der
Leyen said in a social
media post they welcomed
“a just and lasting peace

that preserves Ukraine’s
sovereignty and territorial
integrity.”

Zelensky said the Russian
onslaught showed Moscow
had no intention of ending
the invasion it launched in
February 2022 and which

has killed tens of thousands
of people.

“This attack is again. Russia’s
answer on our peace efforts.
And this really showed
that Putin doesn’t want
peace. and we want peace.”
Zelensky said before meeting
the Canadian premier.
Carney said thelatest Russian
attack underscored the need
to stand by Ukraine.

Aighanistan says working with Tajikistan

ABUL: Afghanistan’s

Taliban authorities said
Saturday they were working
with neighboring Tajikistan
to investigate a border clash
earlier this week that killed
five people. including two
Tajik  guards. Tajikistan
announced on Thursday

that three members of
a “terrorist” group had
crossed into the Central

Asian country “illegally” at
Khatlon province. which
borders Afghanistan. Tajik
security forces killed the
trio. but two border guards
also died in the clash. the
Tajik  national  security
committee  said. Afghan
Foreign Minister Amir Khan
Muttaqi said on Saturday
that “we have started serious
investigations  into”  the
recent “incidents” on Tajik
soil. “I spoke to the foreign
minister of Tajikistan and
we are working together to
prevent such incidents.” he
told an event in Kabul.

“We are worried that some
malicious circles want to

10 Investigate deadly border clash
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destroy the relations between
two neighboring countries.”
the minister added. without

elaborating. Tajikistan
shares a  mountainous
border of about 1.350

kilometers (839 miles) with
Afghanistan and has had
tense relations with Kabul’s
Taliban authorities. who
returned to power in 2021.
Unlike other Central Asian
leaders. Tajik  President

Emomali Rakhmon. who has
been in power since 1992.
has criticized the Taliban
and urged them to respect
the rights of ethnic Tajiks
in Afghanistan. At least
five Chinese nationals were
killed and several wounded
in two separate attacks along
the border with Afghanistan
in late November and early
December. according to
Tajik authorities.

According to a UN report
in December. the jihadist
group Jamaat Ansarullah
“has fighters spread
across different regions of
Afghanistan” with a primary
goal “to destabilize the
situation in Tajikistan.”
Dushanbe is also concerned
about the presence in
Afghanistan of members of
the terrorist organization
Daesh in Khorasan.
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