Ukraine hosts Saudi Arabia to UN chief calls Israeli airstrikes pound
talks with host ‘dialogue’ on Israel to areas north of Litani
security allies between southern reverse NGOs River as tensions with
in Kyiv Yemeni factions banin Gaza Hezhollah escalate
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News

Ielensky wants to replace
Ukraine’s defense minister

YIV. Ukraine: Ukrainian President

Volodymyr Zelensky on Friday
said he intended to replace his defense
minister and had offered the position
to his current minister of digital
transformation. who is aged just 34.
“I have decided to change the structure
of the Ukrainian ministry of defense.”
Zelensky said in his daily address
broadcast on social media. “I have
offered Mikhailo Fedorov the position of
new Ukrainian defense minister.”
Fedorov. who has Dbeen digital
transformation minister since 2019. is a
relative political novice little-known to
the Ukrainian public.
“Mykhailo is deeply involved in issues
related to drones and is very effective in

the digitalization of state services and
processes.” Zelensky added.
Withoutexplaininghis decisiontoreplace
Denys Shmygal. the Ukrainian leader
said he had proposed the incumbent
“head another area of government work
that is no less important for our stability.”
Zelensky had tapped Shmygal as defense
minister just half a year ago. in July 2025.
Besides the turnover at the defense
ministry. Zelensky also named Ukrainian
military intelligence chief Kyrylo
Budanov to head his presidential office.
Budanov replaces Andriy Yermak. who
was among Ukraine’s most powerful
people before being engulfed in a
corruption scandal dogging some of
Zelensky’s former allies.

SWISS Investigators believe Sparklers
O champagne Dottles ignited bar fire

RANS-MONTANA. Switzerland:

Investigators said Friday that
they believe sparkling candles atop
Champagne bottles ignited a fatal fire at a
Swiss ski resort when they came too close
to the ceiling of a bar crowded with New
Year’s Eve revelers.
Authorities planned to look into whether
sound-dampening material on the
ceiling conformed with regulations and
whether the candles. which give off a
stream of upward-shooting sparks. were
permitted for use in the bar.
Forty people were killed and another 119
injured in the blaze early Thursday as it
ripped through the busy Le Constellation
bar at the ski resort of Crans-Montana.
authorities said. It was one of the deadliest
tragedies in Switzerland’s history.
Officials said they would also look at
other safety measures on the premises.
including fire extinguishers and escape
routes. The attorney general for the Valais
region warned of possible prosecutions if
any criminal liability is found.
Arthur Brodard. 16. from the Swiss city
of Lausanne. was among the missing. His
mother. Laetitia. was in Crans-Montana
on Friday and frantic to find him. She
held out “a glimmer of hope” that he
might be one of the six injured people

who had yet to be identified.

“'m looking everywhere. The body
of my son is somewhere.” she told
reporters. “I want to know. where is my
child. and be by his side. wherever that
may be — be it in the intensive care unit
or the morgue.”

The injured included 71 people from
Switzerland. 14 from France and 11
from Italy. along with citizens of Serbia.
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Luxembourg.
Belgium. Portugal and Poland. according
to Frédéric Gisler. police commander of
the Valais region. The nationalities of 14
people were unclear.

An evening of
celebration turns tragic

Among the crowd was Axel Clavier. a
16-year-old from Paris. who said he felt
as if he was suffocating inside the Swiss
Alpine bar where moments before he
had been ringing in the new year.

The teenager escaped the inferno by
forcing a window open with a table. The
dead included one of Clavier’s friends.
and he told The Associated Press that two
or three other friends were still missing
hours after the disaster.

-
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UKraine hosts talks with
security allies In Kyiv

YIV: Ukraine is

hosting security
advisers for crunch talks
on Saturday as Kyiv
insists negotiations are
zeroing in on a deal
while Russia claims a
deadly New Year strike

torpedoed the efforts.
Ukrainian President
Volodymyr Zelensky

said around 15 countries
would attend the talks.
along with representatives
from the  European
Union and NATO. with a
US delegation joining via
video link.

Leaders from the so-
called coalition of the
willing are expected to
convene in France next
week after Saturday’s
talks.

The latest peace push
comes after Zelensky
announced in his New
Year’s Eve address that
the US-brokered plan was
“90 percent” ready. but
cautioned that important
territorial issues remain.
Russia occupies around a
fifth of Ukraine and has
hit its smaller neighbor
with an almost daily
barrage of missiles and
drones that have killed
thousands of civilians and
displaced millions.

Kyiv has repeatedly said
Russia is not interested in
peace and is deliberately
trying  to  sabotage
diplomatic  efforts in
order to seize more
Ukrainian territory.
Russia captured the most
Ukrainian land last year
since launching its all-out
invasion in 2022. an AFP
analysis showed.

Moscow has meanwhile
accused  Ukraine  of

carrying out a “terrorist
attack” and “deliberately
torpedoing” a peaceful
resolution after a strike on
a hotel in Kherson killed
28 people celebrating the
New Year.

Moscow  warned  of
“consequences.” but
Ukraine said the attack
targeted a  military
gathering that was closed
to civilians.

AFP was not able to verify
either account.

- Concessions -

After US special envoy
Steve Witkoff boasted
about putting peace
efforts back on track in
the New Year. Ukraine
ordered the evacuation of
more than 3.000 children
and their parents from
frontline settlements in
the Zaporizhzhia and
Dnipropetrovsk regions.
where Russian troops
have been advancing.

More than 150.000 people
have been evacuated
from front-line areas
since June 1. according
to Ukrainian Restoration
Minister Oleksiy Kuleba.
Underlining the risks
for civilians. authorities
in Kharkiv reported on
Saturday morning that
another body had been
pulled from the rubble
after an aerial barrage

reduced multi-story
buildings to smoldering
heaps.

At least two people.
including a  three-
year-old. were killed

and another 19 people
wounded. local officials
said.

Under the current US-

backed blueprint for
ending the war. Ukraine
would cede parts of the
eastern Donbas region
and agree not to join
NATO.

Zelensky said last week
that Ukraine has been
able to wrest some
concessions. notably
removing the provision
that land seized by
Moscow’s army would be
recognized as Russian.
The  Russian  army
captured more than 5.600
square kilometers (2.160
square miles). or 0.94
percent. of Ukrainian
territory in  2025.
according to an analysis
of data from the Institute
for the Study of War.
which works with the
Critical Threats Project.
This includes areas that
Kyiv and military analysts
say are controlled by
Russia. as well as those
claimed by Moscow’s
army.

That is more land than
the previous two years
combined. though far
short of the more than
60.000 square kilometers
it took in the first year of
its invasion.

Russia made its biggest
advance in 2025 in
November — 701 square
kilometers — whereas the
244 square kilometers it
gained in December was
the smallest since March.

the data showed.

Russian President
Vladimir  Putin  has
consistently  told  his

citizens that the military
intends to seize the rest
of the Ukrainian land he
has proclaimed as Russian
if talks fail.

New cabinet
appointees

Zelensky has shuffled
his cabinet ahead of the
January 6 summit in
France.

He announced on Friday
that he offered the defense
ministry to his 34-year-
old minister of digital
transformation. Mikhailo
Fedorov.

Without explaining his
decision to replace Denys
Shmygal. the Ukrainian
leader said he had
proposed the incumbent
“head another area of
government work that is
no less important for our

stability.”
Zelensky also recently
named Ukrainian

military intelligence chief
Kyrylo Budanov to head
his presidential office.
Budanov will succeed
Zelensky’s most
important ally. Andriy
Yermak. who resigned
in  November  after
investigators raided
his house as part of a
sweeping corruption
probe.

“At this time. Ukraine
needs  greater  focus
on security issues. the
development of the
Defense and Security
Forces of Ukraine. as well
as on the diplomatic track
of negotiations.” Zelensky
said.

“Kyrylo has specialized
experience in these areas
and sufficient strength to
deliver results.”

Budanov said he had
accepted the nomination
and would “continue to
serve Ukraine.”

NITED NATIONS. United States: UN

Secretary General Antonio Guterres
called on Friday for Israel to end a ban on
humanitarian agencies that provided aid in
Gaza. saying he was “deeply concerned” at the
development.
Guterres “calls for this measure to be reversed.
stressing that international non-governmental
organizations are indispensable to life-saving
humanitarian work and that the suspension
risks undermining the fragile progress made
during the ceasefire.” his spokesperson
Stephane Dujarric said in a statement.
“This recent action will further exacerbate the
humanitarian crisis facing Palestinians.” he
added.
Israel on Thursday suspended 37 foreign
humanitarian organizations from accessing

the Gaza Strip after they had refused to share
lists of their Palestinian employees with
government officials.

The ban includes Doctors Without Borders
(MSF). which has 1.200 staff members in the
Palestinian territories — the majority of whom
are in Gaza.

NGOs included in the ban have been ordered
to cease their operations by March 1.

Several NGOS have said the requirements
contravene international humanitarian law or
endanger their independence.

Israel says the new regulation aims to prevent
bodies it accuses of supporting terrorism from
operating in the Palestinian territories.

On Thursday. 18 Israel-based left-wing
NGOs denounced the decision to ban
their  international peers. saying “the

new registration framework violates core
humanitarian principles of independence and
neutrality.”

A fragile ceasefire has been in place since
October. following a deadly war waged by
Israel in response to Hamas’s unprecedented
October 7.2023. attack on Israel.

In November. authorities in Gaza said more
than 70.000 people had been killed there since
the war broke out.

Nearly 80 percent of buildings in Gaza have
been destroyed or damaged by the war.
according to UN data. leaving infrastructure
decimated.

About 1.5 million of Gaza’s more than two
million residents have lost their homes. said
Amjad Al-Shawa. director of the Palestinian
NGO Network in Gaza.

UN chiel calls on Israel (o reverse NcOS ban In aza
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Satdi Arabia (o host ‘dialogue’
hefween southern Yemen factions

a3 -1

IYADH: Saudi Arabia’s foreign ministry

as invited factions in south Yemen to

hold a dialogue in Riyadh to “discuss just
solutions to the southern cause.”

The ministry statement said the conference in

the Saudi capital had been requested by Rashad

Al-Alimi. President of the Yemeni Presidential

Leadership Council. and the Kingdom
urged all factions to participate “to develop a
comprehensive vision” that would fulfill the
aspirations of the southern people.

The separatist Southern Transitional Council
has recently seized territory in the governorates
of Hadramaut and Al-Mabhra.

Saudi Arabia said the STC action poses a direct
threat to the Kingdom’s national security. and
regional stability.

Earlier this week. the military coalition
supporting Yemen’s government carried out
airstrikes targeting a shipment of weapons and
vehicles destined for southern separatist forces.
The shipment arrived in the port of Al-Mukalla
on two vessels.

Saudi Arabia has reiterated the only way to
bring the southern cause to a resolution is
through dialogue.

Gulf and Arab countries on Tuesday offered
their support for the internationally recognized
government in Yemen.

FBI foils Daesh-inspired
New Year’s Eve attack plot

HARLOTTE. United States: The FBI

said Friday it disrupted a New Year’s Eve
attack plot targeting a grocery store and fast-
food restaurant in North Carolina. arresting an
18-year-old man who authorities say pledged
loyalty to the Daesh group.
Christian ~ Sturdivant was charged with
attempting to provide material support
to a foreign terrorist organization after
investigators say he shared plans for the attack
with an undercover FBI employee posing as a
supportive confidant. Sturdivant was arrested
Wednesday and remained in custody after a
federal court appearance Friday. An attorney
representing him Friday did not immediately
respond to an email seeking comment. Another
hearing was scheduled for Jan. 7.

[sraell airstrikes pound areas north of Lifani
River as tensions with Hezbollah escalate

EIRUT: Israeli airstrikes

on Friday hit several areas
north of the Litani River. a day
after Israel signaled it could
resume its attacks on Hezbollah
after claiming the Lebanese
army was “not moving fast
enough” and that the Iran-
backed group was “rebuilding
its military system.”
The raids struck multiple
locations across the Iqlim Al-
Tuffah region. the heights
of Jabal Al-Rihane. and the
towns of Mlikh and Aaramta
in the Jezzine District. as well
as the area around Qal’at Meiss
between Ansarand Al-Zrariyah.
Strikes on the Tabnaarea. on the
outskirts of Al-Baisariyah in the
Sidon-Zahrani district. cut the
road linking nearby villages.
Airstrikes also hit the valley
between Kafroue and Aazze
in the Nabatieh District. the
outskirts of Ain Al-Tineh. and
Jabal Machghara in Western
Bekaa. while Israeli warplanes
flew at low altitude over the
south. reaching the airspace of
Baalbek. northern Bekaa. and
the surrounding villages.
Israeli army  spokesperson
Avichay Adraee claimed that
Israel’s forces had targeted a
“training compound” of the
Radwan Force of Hezbollah
allegedly used to conduct
training for its members “in
order to plan and carry out
terrorist plots against army
forcesand the citizens of the state
of Israel. The terrorist operatives
were undergoing  shooting
training and qualification in the
use of various combat means.”
Adraee added that the Israeli
army struck “buildings and
military facilities (used) for
storing weapons” belonging to
Hezbollah. and suggested that
attacks were likely to continue.
Political writer Ali Al-Amin
told Arab News: “The areas
targeted by the Israeli airstrikes
on Friday had previously been
targeted repeatedly. but these
areas are valleys and closed
spaces belonging to the party.
extending from the south to the
Western Bekaa. and everyone

knows that they contain bases
and armament centers.”
Al-Amin added that Hezbollah
“is currently living (in) an
unprecedented moment of
weakness. Iran. on the other
hand. is facing a renewed
predicament. confronting
internal protests at a moment of
external pullback. which means
that whether Hezbollah hands
over its weapons or does not
hand them over. it is in a state
of exposure at a time of a major
imbalance.”

The end of 2025 marked the
deadline Lebanon committed
to for the state’s monopoly of
arms south of the Litani River.
On Jan. 8. its first session of the
year. the Cabinet is expected to
hear the Lebanese army’s report
announcing the completion
of its mission. preceding the
second phase which covers
the southern area up to the
Awali River. Prime Minister
Nawaf Salam said the country
remained committed to meeting
the deadline.

An official political source
confirmed to Arab News: “The
army commander will present
his report and the military
institution will continue its

mission. There will be no
postponement.”
Hezbollah’s Secretary-

General Naim Qassem said

in a statement: “Hezbollah’s
disarmament is a US-Israeli
project targeting Lebanonand its
sovereignty and independence.
even if it is marketed under the
banner of exclusive state control
of arms.”

He added that the demand
for control of weapons amid
“continued  Israeli  attacks
means that you are not working
in Lebanon’s interest. but in
Israel’s interest.”

On Thursday. following his
meeting with Israeli Prime
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu.
US President Donald Trump
said that Hezbollah “has been
behaving badly” and “must be
completely disarmed.” adding
that “the Lebanese government
is ata little bit of a disadvantage”
with the group.

Asked whether Israel should
strike Hezbollah in Lebanon
due to the group’s refusal to
disarm. Trump replied: “We’re
going to see about that.”

Sirens sounded in Baram in
Western Galilee in Israel on
Friday morning. and a missile
was launched toward a target
in Upper Galilee. exploding
in the north near the Lebanese
towns of Maroun Al-Ras and
Yaroun. Israeli Army Radio
later reported that it had been a
false alarm and the “suspect was
a flock of birds.”

saudi, Arab and Muslim ministers voice ﬂeep\
CONcern over worsening humanitarian cxisis in Gaza

UBALI: The foreign ministers
of Saudi Arabia. Jordan. the

unacceptable.
The

statement  highlighted

United Arab Emirates. Indonesia.
Pakistan. Turkiye. Qatar and
Egypt expressed deep concern
over the rapidly deteriorating
humanitarian situation in the
Gaza Strip on Friday.

A statement published by the
Saudi Ministry of Foreign
Affairs on X cited severe weather
conditions and restrictions on
humanitarian access as key
factors  exacerbating civilian
suffering.

It said flooded camps. collapsed
structures. damaged tents and
exposure to cold temperatures
had significantly increased risks to
civilian lives. particularly among
children. women. the elderly and
those with medical vulnerabilities.
The ministers warned that the
combination of malnutrition.
poor shelter and lack of clean
water has heightened the risk
of disease outbreaks. placing
additional strain on Gaza’s fragile
health system.

The statement commended the
efforts of UN agencies. particularly

UNRWA. as well as international
humanitarian organizations. for
continuing to provide assistance
under  extremely challenging
conditions.

The ministers stressed that

humanitarian organizations must
be allowed to operate in Gaza
and the occupied West Bank
in a sustained. predictable and
unrestricted manner. describing
any obstruction of their work as

support for UN Security Council
Resolution 2803 and US President
Donald Trump’s “Comprehensive
Plan.” as well as the ministers’
intention to contribute to efforts
aimed at sustaining the ceasefire.
ending the war in Gaza. and
enabling early recovery and
reconstruction.

The ministers also called on the
international community to fulfill
its legal and moral responsibilities.
urging Israel. as the occupying
power. to immediately lift
restrictions on the entry and
distribution of essential supplies.
including  shelter = materials.
medical aid. fuel. clean water and
sanitation support.

They also demanded the
immediate. full. and unhindered
delivery of  humanitarian
assistance into Gaza through
the UN and its agencies.
the rehabilitation of critical
infrastructure and hospitals. and
the opening of the Rafah Crossing
in both directions. in line with
Trump’s plan.

News

Trump and op Iranian officials exchange
(hrels over protests roifing Iran

S President Donald Trump and top

Iranian officials exchanged dueling
threats Friday as widening protests swept
across parts of the Islamic Republic. further
escalating tensions between the countries after
America bombed Iranian nuclear sites in June.
At least seven people have been killed so far
in violence surrounding the demonstrations.
which were sparked in part by the collapse of
Iran’s rial currency but have increasingly seen
crowds chanting anti-government slogans.
The protests. now in their sixth day. have
become the biggest in Iran since 2022. when the
death of 22-year-old Mahsa Amini in police
custody triggered nationwide demonstrations.
However. the demonstrations have yet to be
countrywide and have not been as intense as
those surrounding the death of Amini. who
was detained over not wearing her hijab. or
headscarf. to the liking of authorities.

Trump post sparks
quick Iranian response

Trump initially wrote on his Truth Social
platform. warning Iran that if it “violently kills
peaceful protesters.” the United States “will
come to their rescue.”

“We are locked and loaded and ready to go.”
Trump wrote. without elaborating.

Shortly after. Ali Larijani. a former parliament
speaker who serves as the secretary of Iran’s
Supreme National Security Council. alleged
on the social platform X that Israel and the US
were stoking the demonstrations. He offered
no evidence to support the allegation. which
Iranian officials have repeatedly made during
years of protests sweeping the country.
“Trump should know that intervention by the
US in the domestic problem corresponds to
chaos in the entire region and the destruction
of the US interests.” Larijani wrote on X. which
the Iranian government blocks. “The people of
the US should know that Trump began the
adventurism. They should take care of their
own soldiers.”

Larijani’s remarks likely referenced America’s
wide military footprint in the region. Iran in
June attacked Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar after
the US strikes on three nuclear sites during
Israel’s 12-day war on the Islamic Republic.
No one was injured. though a missile did hit a
radome there.

No major changes have been made to US troop
levels in the Middle East or their preparations
following Trump’s Iran post. said a US official.
who spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss
sensitive military plans.

Ali Shamkhani. an adviser to Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei who previously was
the council’s secretary for years. separately
warned that “any interventionist hand that gets
too close to the security of Iran will be cut.”
“The people of Iran properly know the
experience of ‘being rescued’ by Americans:
from Iraq and Afghanistan to Gaza.” he added
on X.

Iran’s  hard-liner  parliament  speaker
Mohammad Bagher Qalibaf also threatened
that all American bases and forces would be
“legitimate targets.”

Iran’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson Esmail
Baghaei also responded. citing a list of Tehran’s
longtime grievances against the US. including
a CIA-backed coup in 1953. the downing of
a passenger jet in 1988 and taking part in the
June war.

The Iranian response came as the protests
shake what has been a common refrain
from officials in the theocracy — that the
country broadly backed its government
after the war.

Trump’s online message marked a direct sign
of support for the demonstrators. something
that other American presidents have avoided
out of concern that activists would be accused
of working with the West. During Iran’s 2009
Green Movement demonstrations. President
Barack Obama held back from publicly backing
the protests — something he said in 2022 “was
a mistake.”

But such White House
support still carries a risk.

“Though the grievances that fuel these
and past protests are due to the Iranian
government’s own policies. they are likely
to use President Trump’s statement as
proof that the unrest is driven by external
actors.” said Naysan Rafati. an analyst at the
International Crisis Group.

“But using that as a justification to crack
down more violently risks inviting the very
US involvement Trump has hinted at.” he
added.
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