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Raisi to visit China
AFP, Tehran

Iranian President Ebrahim Raisi will head to 
China within days for a three-day visit aimed at 
strengthening economic cooperation, state media 
reported yesterday. Raisi will set out for Beijing 
today evening in response to an official invitation 
by Chinese President Xi Jinping, Iran’s state news 
agency IRNA said. On his upcoming trip, Raisi 
is expected to hold private talks with Xi, and 
delegations from both countries are due to sign 
“cooperation documents”, according to IRNA. Iran 
and China have strong economic ties, especially in 
the fields of energy, transit, agriculture, trade and 
investment. Both countries signed in 2021 a 25-
year “strategic cooperation pact” said to include 
“political, strategic and economic” components. 
China is Iran’s largest trade partner, IRNA said.

US jet shoots down 
‘object’ over Canada
AFP, Ottawa

A US fighter jet shot down an unidentified object 
over Canada on Saturday, the second such incident 
in North American skies since the dramatic 
downing of a suspected Chinese spy balloon a week 
ago. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau said a joint US-
Canadian military operation led to the takedown 
of the object, the latest in a series of mysterious air 
intrusions. The new incursions into Alaska and the 
Yukon came after the United States said Wednesday 
that suspected Chinese spy balloons like the one it 
shot down February 4 were part of a “fleet” that has 
spanned five continents. Nato also voiced concern.

WEST BANK CLASH

Israeli 
troops kill 
Palestinian 
boy aged 14
REUTERS, Jerusalem

Israeli troops yesterday 
killed a 14-year-old 
Palestinian boy during 
a raid on a flashpoint 
town in the occupied 
West Bank that led to 
clashes with gunmen, 
medical officials and 
witnesses said.

An army 
spokesperson said 
troops sent into Jenin 
to detain a suspected 
militant came under fire 
and shot back. “We are 
aware of the report that 
a number of gunmen 
were wounded in the 
exchange of fire,” the 
spokesperson said.

Two Palestinians were 
wounded, local medical 
officials said.

The West Bank - 
one of the areas where 
Palestinians seek 
statehood - has seen 
rising violence since 
Israel intensified raids 
last year in response to a 
series of street attacks in 
its cities.

Ukraine ‘holding 
defence in Donetsk’
REUTERS, Lviv

Ukraine’s forces hold defence along the frontline 
in Donetsk, including the besieged town of 
Bakhmut, with the fiercest battles raging for the 
cities of Vuhledar and Maryinka, Kyiv’s top military 
commander said on Saturday.

Valeriy Zaluzhnyi, commander-in-chief of 
Ukraine’s Armed Forces, said Russia carries out some 
50 attacks daily in Donetsk, a region in Ukraine’s 
southeast that Moscow has been trying to occupy 
fully.

“Fierce fighting continues in the area of Vuhledar 
and Maryinka,” Valeriy Zaluzhnyi said in a Telegram 
message after a call with US General Mark Milley.

“We reliably hold the defence. In some areas of 
the front, we have managed to regain previously lost 
positions and gained a foothold.”

Zaluzhnyi did not specify where the gains were 
made. He added that Ukraine continues to hold 
Bakhmut, tying to “stabilise” the frontline around the 
town.

A Syrian boy, who lost his family and was also wounded as a result of the deadly earthquake that hit Turkey 
and Syria, sits amid the rubble of his family home in the town of Jindayris, in the rebel-held part of Syria’s 
Aleppo province. The photo was taken on Saturday. PHOTO: AFP

QUAKE RESCUE EFFORTS IN SYRIA

Hope, resources in short supply
AFP, Jableh

As Syria’s earthquake rescue 
efforts near the one week mark, 
an unsettling silence blankets the 
area as a search dog sniffs around a 
flattened home in the coastal town 
of Jableh.

It has been hours since the 
last rescue, when two people 
were pulled from the rubble by 
rescuers with only the most basic 
equipment.

“There is no hope” for survivors, 
said Alaa Moubarak, the head of 
Jableh’s civil defence.

“Even so, with every step, we stop 
and scream: is anyone alive?”

The canine trained to detect life 
circles the area for 30 minutes and 
trots back without a single bark.

There are no more survivors.
This scene plays out almost 

daily in Jableh, where the hopes 

of finding anyone alive under the 
rubble are quickly vanishing amid a 
lack of resources.

Of the 52 residents of the five-
storey building being searched, 
only 14 have made it out alive.

Jableh is located in Latakia, a 
province largely under government 
control and one of the worst hit by 
the earthquake.

Monday’s 7.8-magnitude quake 
that struck near the Turkish city of 
Gaziantep, about 40 kilometres (25 
miles) from the Syrian border, killed 
nearly 3,600 in Syria.

In Latakia province alone, the 
quake has killed at least 638 people, 
according to local authorities.

The canine scavenging the 
rubble on Saturday is only one of a 
handful available in the region.

It was flown in by a 42-member 
search and rescue team from the 
United Arab Emirates, equipped 

with sensors, search cameras, 
special drills and fuel containers.

“If we had this kind of equipment, 
we would have saved hundreds of 
lives, if not more,” said Moubarak.

Other teams on the ground 
lack the means and advanced 
search equipment, often digging 
with nothing but their hands or 
shovels.

A supervisor of the rescue team 
said the chance of finding survivors 
at this point was so slim that 
emergency teams were permitted 
to use excavators and heavy 
machinery to clear the rubble.

“We are in stage four, which 
is an advanced stage of rescue 
operations, with most survivors 
already pulled out,” he said.

“But there is still a chance to find 
survivors.”

But without support, those 
saving those lives would be difficult. 

Valentine’s Day 
or Cow Hug Day?
CNN ONLINE

For centuries, cows have been considered sacred by India’s 
majority Hindu population, a symbol of both the Earth 
and the divine.

Indeed, so revered are the animals that authorities had 
planned to rebrand this Valentine’s Day as “Cow Hug Day”, 
hoping the move would both boost citizens’ “emotional 
richness” and strike a blow for local heritage over what is 
seen as a western cultural import.

But the move appears to have backfired and been 
abandoned after it prompted a flood of internet memes, 
cartoons and jokes by TV hosts about the importance of 
consent.

The declaration of February 14 as “Cow Hug Day,” had 
come in a statement Monday from the Animal Welfare 
Board of India, which called cows the “backbone of Indian 
culture and rural economy.”

The cow is “the giver of all, providing riches to 
humanity” due to its “nourishing nature,” said the agency, 
a statutory body that advises India’s Ministry of Fisheries, 
Animal Husbandry and Dairying.

It said the push to 
hug cows was part of 
an effort to promote 
“Vedic” or sacred 
Hindu traditions, 
which it claimed 
have been eroded by 
Western influence.

But within 
a week of the 
announcement – after 
days of mockery and ridicule online – the idea 
appears to have been dropped.

For days, media outlets have been mocking the 
government’s plan, publishing satirical cartoons showing 
cows running away from amorous men, while internet 
users have delighted in posting videos of violent encounters 
between beast and man.

An anchor on one of India’s leading English-language 
news channels, NDTV, was even filmed attempting to hug 
several cows, which appeared to rebuke his advances.

“Consent is important,” he joked during the segment.
Following Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s rise to 

power in 2014 on a wave of Hindu-nationalism, the animal 
has also become increasingly politicized.

Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) is strongly aligned 
with conservative Hindu traditions and critics say cow-
worship has been used as a tool to intimidate, harass and 
even kill people of other religion, who they accuse in some 
cases of disrespecting the animals.

According to Human Rights Watch, cow vigilante 
crimes in India have been ignored or covered up by 
authorities since Modi took office.

During Modi’s 2014 election campaign, he promised to 
end a “pink revolution” – a phrase he used to describe the 
slaughter of cattle.

IS attack in central 
Syria kills 11
AFP, Beirut

At least 11 people, mostly civilians, were killed in 
a central Syria attack blamed on the Islamic State 
group, a war monitor said yesterday. The IS group 
“attacked about 75 people on Saturday while they 
were collecting truffles in the Palmyra area, in the 
eastern countryside of Homs”, the Britain-based 
Syrian Observatory for Human Rights said. The 
attack killed “10 civilians, including a woman, 
and a member of the (Syrian) regime forces,” it 
said, adding that others remain missing. After the 
jihadists lost their last scraps of territory following 
a military onslaught backed by a US-led coalition in 
March 2019, IS remnants in Syria mostly retreated 
into desert hideouts in the country’s east. 

Netanyahu pledges more action 
against Palestinian attackers
REUTERS, Jerusalem

Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu yesterday promised 
a stronger Israeli response 
in dealing with a spate of 
Palestinian attacks in Jerusalem 
and the occupied West Bank, as 
pressure swelled within his right-
wing government to employ more severe 
tactics.

His remarks came two days after a car 
ramming attack in the Jerusalem outskirts 
killed three Israelis and two weeks after 

a lone Palestinian gunman killed 
seven people outside a synagogue, 

adding to rising anxiety in Israel 
over security.

Tensions are also high in the 
West Bank, where Israeli forces 

have carried out hundreds of 
arrests in recent months during 

near-daily raids that have seen bloody 
gunbattles with Palestinian militants. At 
least 42 Palestinians, including gunmen 
and civilians, have been killed this year.

He did not offer specifics in his 
comments prior to the meeting.


