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PLANE CRASH IN ALPS
The pilot who
'killed 149'

INDEPENDENT.CO.UK

The co-pilot of the
Germanwings Airbus A320
that crashed in the French
Alps has been named by
French authorities as
German national Andreas
Lubitz.

The information released
by authorities investigating
the crash about the pilots
has been sparse.

However, what we do
know about Lubitz is that
the 28-year-old was from
Montabaur, a town in the
district seat of the
Westerwaldkreis in
Rhineland-Palatinate,
Germany, according to a
local flight club.

His full name is believed
to be Andreas Giinter
Lubitz and he is reported to
have completed just 630
hours of flying time.

French prosecutors say
the co-pilot was alone at
the helm when the
Germanwings plane
began its descent as the
pilot left the cockpit for
toilet.

He returned to find that
he was locked out and
banged on the door as the
co-pilot accelerated the
descent of the plane "inten-
tionally".

Lubitz was alive "until
the plane’s final impact"
with a mountain at 700km
per hour, according to
French prosecutors. Mr
Robin said his breathing
was "normal” in the final
few moments of the crash
and there was almost
complete silence from the
cockpit.
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Iraqi forces buoyed by the first US-led
coalition air strikes on Tikrit made a final
push yesterday to flush diehard jihadists
out of Saddam Hussein's hometown.

Washington had been reluctant to
get directly involved in a battle in
which Iran-backed militias have taken
the lead but the Pentagon seemed keen
to reassert itself as Baghdad's chief
partner in the war against the Islamic
State group.

The tussle for influence over Iraq
came as Washington and Tehran began
fresh nuclear talks and also as Iran's
regional rival Saudi Arabia launched
airstrikes in Yemen,

The US-backed air campaign
against Shia minority rebels in Yemen
was announced by the Saudi ambas-
sador in Washington and condemned
by Tehran.

The operation to retake Tikrit was
launched on March 2 but had failed to
dislodge a relatively small number of
ISIS fighters who have hemmed them-
selves in with thousands of bombs for

a last stand in the city centre.

"The assault on the last (I1SIS-held)
pocket of Tikrit started from the south-
ern front, in Awija," said a brigadier
general from the military headquarters
in Salaheddin province, of which Tikrit
1s the capital.

Iraqi air strikes had, by Baghdad's
own admission, not been efficient and
accurate enough to break the back of
ISIS resistance.

The exact number of civilians
trapped inside Tikrit is unclear but a
Red Crescent spokesman last week said
"no more than 30,000, probably quite
a bit less."

Iragi Defence Minister Khaled al-
Obeidi said Iraqi Sukhoi fighter jets
also pounded Tikrit yesterday. And a
spokesman in Paris announced the
French air force took part in the coali-
tion raids that began late Wednesday.

The US military said the first wave of
coalition air raids consisted of 17
strikes that struck buildings, bridges,
checkpoints, staging areas, berms and
a command post.

Washington had expressed strong

Uus strikes ISIS in Tikrit

reservations over the leading role
played in the Tikrit operation by Shia
militia groups, some of which have
been accused of serious abuses.

[ran's top commander in charge of
external operations, Qassem
Suleimani, has been ubiquitous on the
Salaheddin front lines and is perceived
by many Iraqis as the brain behind
[rag's ground operations.

But the Pentagon insisted
Washington remained Baghdad's most
precious partner in the war to reclaim
the vast regions of Iraq ISIS conquered
last summer.

Lloyd Austin, a top US general, told
US lawmakers Thursday that Shia
militias "have pulled back" from the
front and that special forces and police
were "clearing" Tikrit.

A US condition for the strikes was
that Iraq's government be "in charge”
of all forces in the assault, he said.

Tikrit holds both strategic and sym-
bolic importance. It was the hometown
of executed dictator Saddam Hussein,
remnants of whose Baath party collabo-
rated with ISIS last summer.

A Kurdish Syrian woman walks with her child past the ruins of the town of Kobane, also known as Ain al-Arab, on
Wednesday. The number of asylum-seekers in industrialised countries rose by nearly half last year, driven by the
devastating conflicts in Syria and Iraq, with Germany the top destination, the UN refugee agency said yesterday.
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'a brutal dictator

AFP, Washington

Principles that leads to an inclusive

US Secretary of State John Kerry
branded Bashar al-Assad "a brutal dicta-
tor" Wednesday, a week after suggesting
that it would be necessary to negotiate
with the Syrian president to forge peace.

Before heading to Switzerland to try
to reach a deal on Iran's nuclear pro-

gram, Kerry and his top
official for Mideast affairs,
Anne Patterson, met Moaz
al-Khatib, a leading Syrian
opposition figure.

The three discussed
"ways to advance a political

solution to the crisis in =

"Secretary Kerry emphasized that
Bashar al-Assad is a brutal dictator with
no legitimacy to lead Syria," Psaki

Syria," said a statement
from State Department
spokeswoman Jen Psaki.

added.

"The secretary reaffirmed our com-
mitment to pursuing all diplomatic
avenues to help bring about a political
the Geneva

transition based on

people.”

CBS television

forged.

peace talks.

himself,

Arab FMs agree
on Joint

military force

AFP, Sharm El Sheikh

Arab foreign ministers
meeting in Egypt yesterday
agreed on the formation of
a joint military force, the
Arab League chief and the
Egyptian foreign minister
said.

The plan forms part of a
draft resolution to be sub-
mitted to Arab leaders at a
weekend summit in Egypt's
Red Sea resort of Sharm el-
Sheikh.

The ministers "agreed on
an important principle, to
establish the force,” Arab
League secretary general
Nabil al-Arabi told a news
conference,

"This is the first time that
a force will be created and
work under the name of
Arab states," he said, describ-
ing the move as "historic".

Foreign Minister Sameh
Shoukry said the agreement
was unanimous.

The issue was brought to
the fore by Saudi-led air
strikes overnight against
Shiite Huthi rebels in
Yemen.

Other Gulf Arab states,
Egypt, Jordan and Morocco
have said they are partici-
pating in the campaign.

The draft, seen by AFF, said
the force would be carry out
"rapid response operations”
against threats to Arab states.

Arabi will be tasked with
meeting Arab military
representatives to work out
the details of the force, the
draft said.
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Yemeni Huthi rebels and
members of the security
forces loyal to the Shia
movement inspect the
damage at the scene of a
Saudi air strike targeting
the group which controls
Sanaa near the airport in
the Yemeni capital,
yesterday. Top right, Shia
forces protest in the
capital and people flee the
capital fearing more
violence.
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IRAN TALKS NEAR DEADLINE
Rohani writes to

world leaders

AFP, Lausanne

Iran's president yesterday appealed to global leaders includ-
ing Barack Obama as negotiators raced against the clock to
agree the outlines of a deal that puts an Iranian nuclear
bomb out of reach.

Hassan Rohani wrote to the American president, US
officials confirmed, as well as to the leaders of the five other
powers heading efforts to resolve the 12-year standoff over
Iran's nuclear programme,

The content of the letters was not known. But Rohani,
whose 2013 election led to the current diplomatic push,
also phoned the leaders of Russia, China, Britain and

France, his office said.

Highlighting the difficulties of talks that resumed in
Switzerland yesterday between US Secretary of State John
Kerry and his Iranian counterpart, Rohani also said Iran
wants all sanctions lifted.

The six powers negotiating with Iran -- the United States,
China, Russia, Britain, France and Germany -- are however
insisting that sanctions will only be suspended, not lifted,
to enable them to be quickly put back in place if Tehran
violates the deal.

Kerry's talks in Lausanne with Foreign Minister
Mohammad Javad Zarif and officials from the powers are
aimed at agreeing the outlines of a nuclear deal by March 31
after two missed deadlinesin 2014.

A comprehensive deal, meant to be finalised by June 30,
would see Iran downsize its nuclear programme to ensure
that any covert dash for an atomic weapon would be all but
impossible.
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government and a future of freedom, 7
dignity, and security for the Syrian

The United States has said that a
transition could take place with ele-
ments of the current regime in Syria, but
not Assad himself, and has consistently
called for him to step down.

But on March 15, Kerry
appeared to suggest in a
interview
that Washington would
have to talk with Assad
eventually if peacewastobe |

Kerry's comments caused
alarm both abroad and
among the US-backed
opposition as the war
entered its fifth year, having claimed
some 215,000 lives and with no end in
sight after two rounds of failed Geneva

Psaki later clarified that Kerry was
referring to representatives of the
Assad regime, and not Bashar al-Assad

offers Clarkson

AFP, Moscow

job

Russia's Zvezda television, a
channel run by the defence
ministry, unexpectedly revealed
yesterday that it has offered a job
to disgraced British "Top Gear"
host Jeremy Clarkson after he was
dropped by the BBC for assaulting
his producer.

The state-owned channel, which
promotes the armed forces but also
airs general entertainment shows,
published a letter to Clarkson on its
website asking him to host a new motoring show and invit-
ing him to visit Moscow to discuss the offer.

"He will reply. I cannot reply on his behalf," a spokesman
for Clarkson named by the channel as Daniel Rix told the
channel by telephone.,

Zvezda also published on its website an excerpt from an
e-mail written by Rix late Wednesday:.

It said: "I can only imagine what an episode of Russian
vyshaya peredacha (a literal translation of Top Gear into
Russian) would look like. It could feature a Tzar in a reason-
ably priced car!" Rix added jokingly, referring to a celebrity
feature on the show called "a star in a reasonably priced car."
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