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Hong Kong leader
announces ‘independent
committee’ to probe fire

ONG KONG: Hong Kong’s leader

announced Tuesday the creation
of a judge-led “independent committee”
to investigate the devastating fire at an
apartment complex that killed 151 people
last week.
Authorities have said the blaze. which was
the city’s worst fire in decades. spread quickly
via netting used on exterior scaffolding that
fell short of fire-resistance standards and
failed to stop flames from spreading.
“T will establish an independent committee
to conduct comprehensive and in-depth
review to reform the building work system
and prevent similar tragedies from occurring
in the future.” the city’s leader John Lee told
a news conference in English. adding that
the committee would be led by a judge.
Hong Kong has a legal mechanism to set
up “commissions of inquiry.” which in the
past were usually led by judges to undertake
complex fact-finding exercises — a practice
left over from British colonial rule.
Lee used a different term. “independent
committee.” on Tuesday.
Lee said that authorities had identified
several failures. and that reforms would be
needed in safety. supervision. construction
and maintenance standards.
“We must act seriously to ensure that all
these loopholes are plugged so that those
who are responsible will be accountable.
The shortcomings will be addressed. The
bottlenecks will be addressed.” he said.
“We will reform the whole building
renovation system to ensure that such things
will not happen again.”
Hong Kong’s anti-corruption watchdog and
police. running a joint investigation. have
arrested a total of 14 people. 13 of them on
suspicion of manslaughter over the blaze.
“The responsible culprits tried to mix up
substandard net with qualified nets so as
to cheat inspection and law enforcement
agencies.” Lee said. calling the suspects
“evil.”
The city has seen a massive outpouring of
grief as well as calls for accountability. but
local media reported the arrests of several
people who were calling for answers.
Miles Kwan. a 24-year-old student. was
reportedly arrested by police for “seditious
intent” after handing out flyers demanding
government accountability.
An online petition containing Kwan’s
four demands. which included calls for an
independent probe. gathered more than
10.000 signatures in less than a day before its
contents were wiped.
Two other people. including former district
councilor Kenneth Cheung. were also taken
in by police. according to local media reports.
Asked about the arrests. Lee said that “T will
not tolerate any crimes. particularly crimes
that exploit the tragedy that we have been
facing now.”
The world’s deadliest residential building
fire since 1980 broke out on Wednesday at
the high-rises of Wang Fuk Court in the
city’s northern Tai Po district.
Police completed searches in five of the seven
affected towers on Monday. finding the
remains of victims in apartments. hallways
and stairs.
Some families of victims returned to Wang
Fuk Court on Monday to begin traditional
funeral rites. which are expected to continue.

-

Apple to resist India order (0 preload
State-run app as political outcry builas

EW DELHI:  Apple

does not plan to comply
with a mandate to preload
its smartphones with a state-
owned cyber safety app and
will convey its concerns to New
Delhi. three sources familiar
with the matter said. after the
government’s move sparked
surveillance concerns.
The  Indian  government
has confidentially ordered
companies including Apple.
Samsung and Xiaomi to
preload their phones with an
app called Sanchar Saathi.
or Communication Partner.
within 90 days. The app is
intended to track stolen phones.
block them and prevent them
from being misused.
The government also wants
manufacturers to ensure that
the app is not disabled. And for
devices already in the supply
chain. manufacturers should
push the app to phones via
software updates. Reuters was
first to report on Monday.
India’s  telecom  ministry
confirmed the move later.
describing it as a security
measure to combat “serious
endangerment” of cybersecurity.
But Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s political opponents and
privacy advocates criticized
the move. saying it is a way
for the government to gain
access to India’s 730 million
smartphones.
Apple does not plan to comply
with the directive and will tell
the government it does not
follow such mandates anywhere
in the world as they raise a host
of privacy and security issues for
the company’s i0OS ecosystem.
said two of the industry sources
who are familiar with Apple’s
concerns. They declined to
be named publicly as the
company’s strategy is private.

—

it-..' !

“It's not only like taking a
sledgehammer. this is like a
double-barrel gun.” said the
first source.

Apple and the telecom ministry
did not respond to requests for
comment.

“Big brother
cannot watch us”

The app order comes as Apple
is locked in a court fight with
an Indian watchdog over the
nation’s antitrust penalty law.
Apple has said it risks facing a
fine of up to $38 billion in a case.
The second source said Apple
does not plan to go to court or
take a public stand. but it will
tell the government it cannot
follow the order because of
security vulnerabilities.

Apple “can’t do this. Period.”
the person said.

Other  brands  including
Samsung are reviewing the
order. said a fourth industry
source who is familiar with
the matter. Samsung did not
respond to Reuters queries.

the

said
moved forward
with the order without industry
consultation.

While Apple tightly controls its
App Store and proprietary iOS
software — which are crucial

Sources have

government

to its $100-billion-per-year
services business — Google’s
Android is  open-sourced.
allowing manufacturers like
Samsung and Xiaomi greater
leeway to modify their software.
India’s main opposition
Congress Party has called for a
rollback of the mandate. On X.
KC Venugopal. a top Congress
leader. said “Big Brother cannot
watch us.”

The government’s press release
said the app can help tackle
incidents of duplicated or
spoofed IMEI numbers. which
enable scams and network
misuse.

“India has big second-hand
mobile device market.” the
telecom ministry said in a
statement late on Monday.
“Cases have also been observed
where stolen or blacklisted
devices are being re-sold.”
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Plea deal with son of drug
Kingpin ‘El Chapo’ defails abduction
0i legendary Sinaloa capo

EXICO CITY: Armed men entered

through a window to ambush Ismael
“El Mayo” Zambada. the most elusive of the
Sinaloa cartel’s leaders. who was then loaded
onto a plane. drugged and spirited across
the border to the United States. according to
details revealed Monday in the plea hearing of
the drug trafficker who abducted him.
Joaquin Guzman Lopez. the 39-year-old son
of former Sinaloa cartel kingpin Joaquin “El
Chapo” Guzman. pleaded guilty to two counts
of drug trafficking and continuing criminal
enterprise in federal court in Chicago after
admitting his role in overseeing the transport
of tens of thousands of kilograms (pounds) of
drugs to the US
As part of that plea agreement. US
prosecutors shared what had been one of
the central questions in the hours and days
immediately after Zambada fell into US
hands in July 2024.
How did the wily drug capo who had stayed
ahead of authorities for decades end up in the
United States like a present tied with bow?
The plea agreement did not name Zambada.
but in the days after his arrest. one of his
lawyers shared a letter from him that explained
he had been called to a meeting with Guzman
Lopez and there he had been abducted.
Andrew Erskine. an attorney representing
the US government. said Monday the alleged
kidnapping of an unnamed individual was
part of an attempt to show cooperation with
Washington. which he said did not sanction
those actions. He also said Guzman Lopez
would not receive cooperation credit because
of that.
The arrest of both drug traffickers by US
authorities angered Mexico’s then-President
Andrés Manuel Lopez Obrador. who suspected
the US government was behind the operation.
Washington denied involvement from the
outset. but experts thought it would be virtually
impossible to pull off without US authorities
having some knowledge.
Erskine described the alleged kidnapping in
court. saying Guzman Lopez had the glass
from a floor-to-ceiling window removed from
aroom ahead of the meeting with the unnamed
person.
Guzman Lopez allegedly had others enter
through the open window. seize the individual.
put a bag over his head and take him to a plane.
On board. he was zip tied and given sedatives
before the planelanded ata New Mexico airport
near the border with Texas.

US President Donald

Kushner will meet Russian
President Vladimir Putin on

way to end the deadliest

OSCOW,WASHINGTON:

Trump’s special envoy. Steve
Witkoff. and son-in-law Jared

Tuesday for talks on a possible

1§

Witkoll and Kushner to meet Putin in
Moscow (o discuss an end to the Ukraine war

Illl ,

\

peace that could open up Russia
to US investment in oil. gas and
rare earths and return Moscow to
the G8.

Key Russian demands include a
pledge that Ukraine would never
join NATO. caps on the Ukrainian
army. Russian control of the whole

European conflict since World
War Two.

Trump has repeatedly said he
wants to end the war in Ukraine.
which his administration casts as
a “bloodbath” and “a proxy war.”
but his efforts so far. including
a summit with Putin in Alaska
in August. have not yet brought
peace. A leaked set of 28 US
draft peace proposals emerged
last week. spooking Ukrainian
and European officials who felt it
bowed to Moscow’s key demands
on NATO. Moscow’s control of a
fifth of Ukraine and restrictions on
Ukraine’s army. European powers
then gave their counter-proposal
for peace and at talks in Geneva.
the US and Ukraine said they had
created an “updated and refined
peace framework” to end the war.
Putin has said the discussions so
far are not about a draft agreement
but about a set of proposals that he
said last week “could be the basis for
future agreements.”

Kremlin  spokesman  Dmitry
Peskovtold reporters that Witkoff’s
meeting with Putin would be in
the second half of Tuesday. but he

refused to be drawn on Russia’s
red lines. saying that megaphone
diplomacy was not helpful.

A White House official said
Witkoff would be joined by
Kushner for his trip to Russia.
Putin has repeatedly said he is
ready to talk peace but that if
Ukraine refuses an agreement.
then Russia’s forces will advance
further and take more Ukrainian
territory.

Russian forces control more
than 19 percent of Ukraine. or
115.600 square kilometers. up
one percentage point from two
years ago. and have advanced in
2025 at the fastest pace since 2022.

according to pro-Ukrainian maps.
Russian military commanders told
Putin on Monday that Russian
forces had captured the frontline
Ukrainian towns of Pokrovsk and
Vovchansk.

US officials say more than 1.2
million men have been killed
or injured in the war. Neither
Ukraine nor Russia discloses their
losses.

Trump. Europe. NATO
business with Russia

Since the US draft proposals
emerged late last month. European
powers have been scrambling to
bolster Ukraine against what they
see as a punitive pro-Russian

and

of Donbas. recognition of Russian
control of Crimea. Donbas.
Zaporizhzhia and Kherson. and
protection for Russian speakers
and Russian Orthodox believers
in Ukraine.

Ukraine says those would amount
to capitulation. and leave it prone
to eventual conquest by Russia.
though the United States has
also floated a 10-year security
guarantee for Kyiv. Witkoff.
Kushner. and  Secretary  of
State Marco Rubio met Rustem
Umerov. the secretary of Ukraine’s
national security council. for talks
on Sunday at Witkoff’s Shell Bay
club near Miami.

“We share the view that the war
must be brought to a fair end.”
President Volodymyr Zelensky
said on X after talks in Paris.

Putin sent thousands of troops
into Ukraine in February 2022.
The conflict in eastern Ukraine
began in 2014 after a pro-Russian
president was toppled in Ukraine’s
Maidan Revolution and Russia
annexed Crimea. with Russian-
backed separatist forces fighting
Ukraine’s armed forces.
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Trump warns Israel
not to ‘Interfere’ in Syria

ASHINGTON: (0N

President Donald Trump
warned Israel on Monday against
destabilizing Syria and its new
leadership. days after a deadly
operation by Israeli forces in the
south of the country.
“It is very important that Israel
maintain a strong and true
dialogue with Syria. and that
nothing takes place that will
interfere with Syria’s evolution
into a prosperous State.” Trump
said on his Truth Social platform.
Trump said he was “very satisfied”
with Syria’s performance under
President Ahmad Al-Sharaa.
who made a historic visit to the
White House in November.
Trump has been pushing for a
security pact between Israel and
Syria since Sharaa’s coalition
overthrew longtime ruler Bashar
Assad a year ago.

But tensions have risen over
hundreds of strikes by Israel on
Syria. Inthedeadliestso far. Israeli
forces killed 13 people on Friday
in an operation in southern Syria.
saying they targeted an extremist
group.

Trump said Sharaa “is working
diligently to make sure good
things happen. and that both
Syria and Israel will have a long
and prosperous relationship
together.” He added that the
United  States was “doing
everything within our power to
make sure the Government of
Syria continues to do what was
intended” to rebuild the war-torn
country. Good relations between
Syria and Israel would add to
his efforts for a wider Middle
East peace following the fragile
Gaza ceasefire in October. added
Trump.

-

News

Pope Leo (o end Irst overseas (rip
by praying with 100,000 Lebanese

EIRUT: Pope Leo

ends a three-day visit
to Lebanon on Tuesday.
wrapping up  his first
overseas trip as Catholic
leader. during which he
pleaded for peace in the
Middle East and warned that
humanity’s future was at
risk from the world’s bloody
conflicts.
The first US pope. Leo will
pray at the site of a 2020
chemical explosion at the
Beirut port and lead a
Catholic Mass on the city’s
waterfront  expected  to
draw 100.000 people before
leaving for Rome with his
entourage at about 1:15 p.m.
(1115 GMT).
The pope. who has said he
is on a mission of peace. has
urged Lebanon’s leaders to
persevere with peace efforts
after last year’s devastating
war between Israel and
Iran-backed Hezbollah. and
continued Israeli strikes.
Pope urges faiths to unite to
heal Lebanon
Leo. a relative unknown
on the world stage before
becoming pope in May.
has been closely watched as
he made his first speeches
overseas and interacted for
the first time with people
outside mainly Catholic Italy.
Meeting on Monday with
leaders from  Lebanon’s
many diverse religious sects.
Leo urged them to unite to
heal the country after years
of conflict. political paralysis
and economic crisis that
have prompted waves of
migration.
He called Christian. Sunni

and Shiite Muslim. and
Druze leaders to show that
people of different traditions
“can live together and build
a country united by respect
and dialogue.”

The 70-year-old  pontiff
visited Lebanon on the
second leg of a trip that
started in Turkiye.

‘Pain after pain’

Al-Mallah. a
21-year-old  student of
landscape engineering.
arrived at the site of Leo’s
Mass before dawn to
volunteer and said the visit
could be a reset for Lebanon.
“It was lovely to know there

Maroun

was a sign of hope coming
back to Lebanon.” Mallah
told Reuters.

“Even in university. we
just think what could come
next. It’s just pain after pain
after pain ... especially after
the third biggest explosion
happened” at the port. he
said.

The 2020 explosion at
the Beirut port killed 200
and caused damage worth
billions of dollars. but an
investigation into the cause
has been stymied. with no
one held to account.

Leo is expected to pray at the
site. lay a wreath of flowers at
a memorial and greet some
blast survivors and relatives

of the victims.
He will also visit one of
Lebanon’s psychiatric

hospitals. run by nuns of the
Franciscan order.

Lebanon. which has the
largest  proportion  of
Christians in the Middle
East. has been rocked by the
spillover of the Gaza conflict
as Israel and Hezbollah went
to war. culminating in a
devastating Israeli offensive.
The country. which hosts
1  million Syrian and
Palestinian refugees. is also
struggling to  overcome
a severe economic crisis
after decades of profligate
spending sent the economy
into a tailspin in late 2019.

The IDF whistieblower testimonies appearing
10 coniirm claims of Israeli war crimes in Gaza

UBALI: Unarmed
and unaware of their

morality and ultimate aims

soldiers.

impending fate. two teenage
boys pushed a handcart along
a Gazan street when. without
warning. a shot rang out. One
of the boys fell to the ground.
shot in the head by an Israeli
soldier with no discernible
provocation.

This is just one of dozens
of examples of alleged war
crimes committed by Israeli
soldiers in Gaza revealed in a
new documentary. “Breaking
Ranks: Inside Israel's War.”
which features the accounts of
active and former combatants
turned whistleblowers.

“If they walk too fast. they're
suspicious. If they walk too
slow.  they’re suspicious.
they’re plotting something.”
one soldier. whose identity is
hidden. tells the interviewer. as
he describes the incident of the
two teenage boys.

“If three men walk and one is
lagging. then that is two-to-
one military formation. You
can incriminate everyone. I can
incriminate the whole strip if I
want.”

The hour-long film. produced
by documentary filmmaker

Benjamin  Zand. recounts
several instances of civilians
being killed.  wholesale

destruction of infrastructure
without justification. and acts
of vandalism.

It raises questions about the

of the Israeli military at a
time when it has come under
heavy scrutiny and has even
been accused of genocide by a
UN independent commission
of inquiry — accusations it
strenuously denies.

“We made ‘Breaking Ranks’
because we wanted to
understand how decisions
were being made. particularly
decisions that resulted in
horrific acts against Gazan
civilians. as described by the
soldiers themselves.” Zand
told Arab News.

“We hope the film helps bring
much-needed  transparency
to a conflict where so much
remains hidden.

“When soldiers describe acts
that caused immense harm
to civilians. those accounts
deserve to be heard and
examined. not sensationalized.
not politicized. but understood
as part of the factual record.”
Through these testimonies. the
documentary questions the
Israel Defense Forces’ claim of
being a modern professional
military and instead paints a
picture of a brazen. vengeful.
and at times depraved entity.
acting with impunity.

Some of the whistleblowers
expressed remorse for their
actions. which included using
human shields. defecating on
Palestinian property. burning
homes. killing paramedics.

and using drones to blow up
unarmed men walking the
streets.

“In hindsight. I am disgusted
with myself. but at the time. I
thought this house was going
to get destroyed anyway. so I
might as well do what I want.”
one whistleblower said in the
film. “It’s crazy to think that
people do such extreme things
not out of revenge but just
because they can.”

However. others like Lt. Col. B.
an air force officer who did not
share his real name. appeared
to have little remorse.

“If you ask me. I would have
pushed them all into the sea
on Oct. 7.7 he said. referring
to the 2023 Hamas-led attack
on southern Israel that left
1.200 dead. saw 250 taken
hostage. and triggered Israel’s

retaliation against Gaza.

“(I'd have) given them snorkels
and had them swim to Egypt.”
Tom Giles. controller of current
affairs at the UK broadcaster
ITV. which aired the film. said
the documentary charts the
“growing disillusionment and
shame of some about the war.”
However. prominent Israeli
analyst Ori Goldberg said he
believed the documentary
would do little to bring about
a moral reckoning in a society
that denies any criminal
responsibility for its actions in
Gaza.

“There’s a general sense that.
yes. of course. bad things
happened.  crimes were
committed.” Goldberg told
Arab News. “But I think most
Israeli Jews will tell you that
you can’t blame individual

“Generally. they will raise Oct.
7. 2023. and say. well. after
what was done to us. how
could you blame anybody?”
There does not seem to be
any acknowledgment among
Israelis that the war in Gaza
was in any way genocidal. said
Goldberg. Even “reasonable”
Israelis had become almost
fanatical in their defense of the
war. in part due to the personal
loss.

“Israel is fully committed
to denying the nature of its
campaign in Gaza. We can’t
face any consequence of
owning up to what we did
in Gaza because that would
mean that we were wrong.” he
said.

“Iknow peoplewhohavefriends
and sons and acquaintances in
Gaza. these people you would
consider utterly sensible. but
once you start talking to them
about it. then they just shut off.
What are they going to say? My
son is a war criminal?”

The documentary has faced
criticism  from  pro-Israel
writers like Adam Levick.
editor of CAMERA-UK. the
UK division of the US-based
Committee for Accuracy in
Middle East Reporting and
Analysis. which  monitors
media portrayals of Israel.
Levick said the film lacked
hard evidence. was based on
a selection of hand-picked

testimonies. and although it
chronicled individual crimes.
was unable to substantiate
systemic problems with the
IDF’s conduct.

Zand told Arab News this kind
of criticism was inevitable.
adding that the film had not
attempted to represent the
entire Israeli military but had
instead given soldiers a chance
to speak for themselves.
“WhatIcansayisthat ‘Breaking
Ranks’ presents the testimonies
of soldiers who took part in the
Gaza war and who describe. in
their own words. actions that
had devastating consequences
for civilians.” he said.

Indeed. Yuval Ben Ari. an
infantryman who spent more
than 50 days in Gaza. and
Yotam Vilk. an armored corps
officer who spent 269 days in
the enclave. appear to be under
noillusion about the corruption
of the military in which they
served.

Vilk said Israeli troops are
trained to kill only when a
target is considered to have the
clear intent. means. and ability
to cause harm. yet this training
was consistently ignored in
Gaza.

One whistleblower describes an
incident in which his platoon
killed 111 people. all of them
unarmed. and his feelings of
dismay when he learned that no
one had even checked whether
or not they were armed.
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