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Putin, Xi to speak today
AFP, Moscow

Russian President Vladimir Putin will hold talks 
by video link with Chinese leader Xi Jinping 
today, the Kremlin said, as Russia seeks to bolster 
ties with Beijing. Russia and China this month 
conducted joint naval drills, which Russia’s army 
chief described as a response to the “aggressive” 
US military posturing in the Asia-Pacific region. 
Last week, Putin inaugurated a gas field in 
eastern Siberia that will allow Russia to increase 
its energy exports to China. China and Russia 
have drawn closer in recent years as part of what 
they call a “no-limits” relationship acting as a 
counterweight to the global dominance of the 
United States.

Lift ban on 
women aid 
workers
G7 tells Taliban; UN 
halts some works
AGENCIES

G7 foreign ministers 
yesterday called on the 
Taliban to “urgently reverse” 
a ban on women working in 
Afghanistan’s aid sector.

The ban is the latest blow 
against women’s rights 
in Afghanistan since the 
Taliban reclaimed power last 
year.

The hardline Islamists 
also barred women from 
attending universities earlier 
this month, prompting 
global outrage and protests 
in some Afghan cities.

The G7 ministers along 
with those of Australia, 
Denmark, Norway, 
Switzerland and the 
Netherlands said in a joint 
statement they were “gravely 
concerned that the Taliban’s 
reckless and dangerous 
order... puts at risk millions 
of Afghans who depend on 
humanitarian assistance for 
their survival”.

“We call on the Taliban 
to urgently reverse this 
decision,” they said in the 
statement issued by Britain’s 
foreign ministry.

It comes after six 
aid bodies suspended 
operations in Afghanistan 
in response to the ban. 
They included Christian 
Aid, ActionAid, Save the 
Children, the Norwegian 
Refugee Council and CARE.

On Wednesday, the 
United Nations said that 
some “time-critical” 
programs in Afghanistan 
have temporarily stopped 
and warned many other 
activities will also likely need 
to be paused because of the 
ban.

The end of world is close?
As 2022 ends, climate, nuclear crises spark fears of the worst

AFP, Washington

For thousands of years, predictions 
of apocalypse have come and 
gone. But with dangers arising 
from nuclear war and climate 
change, does the planet need to 
at least begin contemplating the 
worst?

When the world rang in 2022, 
few would have expected the 
year to feature the US president 
speaking of the risk of doomsday, 
following Russia’s threats to go 
nuclear in its invasion of Ukraine.

“We have not faced the 
prospect of Armageddon since 
Kennedy and the Cuban missile 
crisis” in 1962, Joe Biden said in 
October.

And on the year that humanity 
welcomed its eighth billion 
member, UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres warned that 
the planet was on a “highway to 
climate hell.”

In extremes widely attributed 
to climate change, floods 
submerged one-third of 
Pakistan, China sweat under an 
unprecedented 70-day heatwave, 
and crops failed in the Horn of 
Africa -- all while the world lagged 
behind on the UN-blessed goal of 
checking warming at 1.5 degrees 
Celsius (2.7 degrees Fahrenheit) 
above pre-industrial levels.

The Global Challenges 
Foundation, a Swedish group 
that assesses catastrophic risks, 
warned in an annual report that 
the threat of nuclear weapons 
use was the greatest since 1945 
when the United States destroyed 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 
history’s only atomic attacks.

The report warned that an all-
out exchange of nuclear weapons, 
besides causing an enormous loss 
of life, would trigger clouds of 
dust that would obscure the sun, 
reducing the capacity to grow 
food and ushering in “a period 
of chaos and violence, during 
which most of the surviving 
world population would die from 

hunger.”
Kennette Benedict, a lecturer 

at the University of Chicago who 
led the report’s nuclear section, 
said risks were even greater than 
during the Cuban Missile Crisis 
as Russian President Vladimir 
Putin appeared less restrained by 
advisors.

While any Russian nuclear 
strike would likely involve small 
“tactical” weapons, experts fear 
a quick escalation if the United 
States responds.

“Then we’re in a completely 
different ballgame,” said Benedict, 
a senior advisor to the Bulletin 
of the Atomic Scientists, which 
in January will unveil its latest 
assessment of the “doomsday 
clock” set since 2021 at 100 
seconds to midnight.

Amid the focus on Ukraine, US 
intelligence believes North Korea 
is ready for a seventh nuclear test, 
Biden has effectively declared 
dead a deal on Iran’s contested 
nuclear work and tensions 
between India and Pakistan have 
remained at a low boil.

Benedict also faulted the 
Biden administration’s nuclear 
posture review which reserved 
the right for the United States to 
use nuclear weapons in “extreme 
circumstances.”

“I think there’s been a kind of 
steady erosion of the ability to 
manage nuclear weapons,” she 
said.

UN experts estimated ahead of 
November talks in Egypt that the 
world was on track to warming 
of 2.1 to 2.9 C -- but some outside 
analysts put the figure well higher, 
with greenhouse gas emissions in 
2021 again hitting a record despite 
pushes to renewable energy.

Luke Kemp, a Cambridge 
University expert on existential 

risks, said the possibility of higher 
warming was drawing insufficient 
attention, which he blamed on 
the consensus culture of the 
UN’s Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change and scientists’ 
fears of being branded alarmist.

“There has been a strong 
incentive to err on the side of least 
drama,” he said.

“What we really need are more 
complex assessments of how risks 
would cascade around the world.”

Climate change could cause 
ripple effects on food, with 
multiple breadbasket regions 
failing, fueling hunger and 
eventually political unrest and 
conflict.

Kemp warned against 
extrapolating from a single year 
or event. But a research paper 

he co-authored noted that even 
a two-degree temperature rise 
would put the Earth in territory 
uncharted since the Ice Age.

Using a medium-high scenario 
on emissions and population 
growth, it found that two billion 
people by 2070 could live in areas 
with a mean temperature of 29 C 
(84.2 F), straining water resources 
-- including between India and 
Pakistan.

The year, however, was not all 
grim. While China ended the year 
with a surge of Covid-19 deaths, 
vaccinations helped much of 
the world turn the page on the 
virus, which the World Health 
Organization estimated in May 
contributed to the deaths of 14.9 
million people in 2020 and 2021.

Surprising jaded observers, a 
December conference in Montreal 
on biodiversity produced a major 
deal to protect 30 percent of the 
world’s land and seas, with China 
leading the way.

The world has seen previous 
warnings of worst-case scenarios, 
from Thomas Malthus predicting 
in the 18th century that food 
production would not keep 
up with population growth 
to the 1968 US bestseller “The 
Population Bomb.”

One of the most prominent 
current-day critics of pessimism is 
Harvard professor Steven Pinker, 
who has argued that violence has 
declined massively in the modern 
era.

Speaking after the Ukraine 
invasion, Pinker acknowledged 
Putin had brought back interstate 
war. But he said a failed invasion 
could also reinforce the positive 
trends.

Biden, in a Christmas address 
to Americans, acknowledged 
tough times but pointed to the 
decline in Covid and healthy 
employment rates.

“We’re surely making progress. 
Things are getting better,” Biden 
said.

Cambodia casino 
fire kills 19
Dozens more missing
REUTERS, Poipet

At least 19 people were killed and up to 30 were 
missing after a huge fire tore through a casino-
hotel complex in a Cambodian town on the Thai 
border, officials said yesterday.

About 400 employees and patrons were in the 
Grand Diamond City casino and hotel in the town 
of Poipet when the fire broke out around midnight, 
and up to 30 were still missing.

“The number of deaths may reach more 
than 20,” said Sek Sokhom, head of the Banteay 
Meanchey provincial information department.

Sixty people had been injured, he said.
Video footage showed the fire under control 

by Thursday afternoon. A key part of Cambodia’s 
tourism industry, important for its economy, 
casinos in the capital of Phnom Penh and on the 
borders with Vietnam and Thailand are a draw for 
visitors from Asian nations that ban gambling.

US okays $180m 
anti-tank weapons 
sale to Taiwan
AFP, Washington

The US State Department approved on Wednesday 
the $180 million sale of vehicle-launched anti-
tank systems to Taiwan, the Pentagon said, the 
latest weapons deal between the self-governed 
island and its main ally. Taiwan would receive 
Volcano anti-tank munition-laying systems, cargo 
trucks, ammunition, logistics support packages 
and a myriad of other related services under the 
deal, according to a Pentagon statement. Beijing 
claims democratically run Taiwan as part of its 
territory, to be taken one day. US President Joe 
Biden signed into law a defense spending bill last 
week that included up to $10 billion in military 
grant assistance to Taiwan. 

“We have not lost our 
humanity, although we 
have endured terrible 

months. And we will not 
lose it, although there is a 

difficult year ahead.”

Ukrainian President 
Volodymyr Zelensky 

urges Ukrainians

“Our absolute priority is 
four new Russian regions. 

They should become 
free from the threat of 

Nazification that they have 
faced for many years. … We 

are in no hurry.” 

Russian foreign Minister 
Sergei Lavrov

Iran to hold military 
exercises near 
Strait of Hormuz
AFP, Tehran

Iran’s army was set to begin military exercises in 
strategic southern regions east of the Strait of 
Hormuz yesterday, state news agency IRNA reported.

Joint drills involving air, land and naval forces -- 
including both drones and submarines --  will take 
place around the southeastern port of Jask “east of 
the Strait of Hormuz”, deputy coordinator of the 
armed forces Admiral Habibollah Sayyari told IRNA.

The Strait 
of Hormuz is 
the strategic 
chokepoint at 
the head of the 
Gulf through 
which a fifth of 
world oil output 
passes.

E x e r c i s e s 
will involve 
“infantry, armoured and mechanised units of the 
ground forces, defence systems of the air defence 
force (and) subsurface and surface vessels”, he said.

Naval forces with the support of “strategic 
bombers of the air force” will also take part.

Sayyari said that drones will practice “information-
gathering operations against attacking forces as well 
as reconnaissance operations”.

In May, state television broadcast footage of an air 
base for drones under the western Zagros Mountain 
range.

Iran’s army unveiled its first division of ships and 
submarines capable of carrying armed drones in 
July, when US President Joe Biden was touring the 
Middle East.

In August, the army launched large-scale drone 
drills across the country involving 150 unmanned 
aerial vehicles.

The United States and Israel, arch-enemies of Iran, 
have previously accused Tehran of using drones and 
missiles to attack US forces and Israel-linked ships in 
the Gulf.


