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Access to Ashdod 
port critical for 

Gaza aid
WFP, Unicef, WHO tells Israel

AGENCIES

Three United Nations agencies yesterday called on Israel to allow 
access to the port of Ashdod, north of Gaza, for the urgent delivery of 
humanitarian aid.

Bringing food and supplies to the besieged population of Gaza, which 
is increasingly at risk of famine, also depends on the opening of new 
entry routes into the territory, the World Food Programme (WFP), Unicef 
and the World Health Organisation (WHO) said in a joint statement.

The use of Ashdod, located some 40 km (25 miles) north of the Gaza 
border, is “critically needed by aid agencies”, they said, while calling for 
a “fundamental step change in the flow of humanitarian aid into Gaza”.

Allowing humanitarian agencies to use that port “would enable 
significantly larger quantities of aid to be shipped in and then trucked 
directly to the badly affected northern regions of Gaza, which few 
convoys have managed to reach”, they said.

The Israeli offensive in Gaza, now in its 100th day, has sparked 
a humanitarian catastrophe for Gaza’s 2.4 million people, who are 
struggling to get food, water, fuel and medical care.

Opening the Ashdod port would reduce the time it takes to transport 
food to Gazans from the north, WFP’s regional director for the Middle 
East, Corinne Fleischer, told AFP earlier this month.

“We buy most of our food in Turkey, just bring it to Ashdod port, and 
then that reduces the lead time,” Fleischer said.

“We need border crossings in the north to open, so we can more 
regularly access the north, where the food security crisis is even deeper,” 
she said. 

In December, Israel approved the temporary delivery of aid into Gaza 
via its southern Kerem Shalom border crossing, opening a new route for 
supplies after weeks of pressure.

Meanwhile, Egypt’s State Information Service has refuted Israel’s 
claims at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) that Cairo is putting 
obstacles before the delivery of aid into the besieged Gaza Strip amid 
Israel’s devastating offensive on the enclave, reports Middle East 
Monitor.

“The greatest obstacle to the entry of aid and its arrival in sufficient 
quantities to the Gaza Strip for 100 days is caused by the intentional 
intransigence of the Israeli occupation authorities that control the 
other crossings of the Strip,” the SIS said in a statement on Sunday.

Ukraine downs two 
Russian command 
aircraft
REUTERS, Kyiv

Ukraine said yesterday it had destroyed a Russian 
Beriev A-50 spy plane and an Ilyushin Il-22 
airborne command post in the Sea of Azov area, 
dealing a blow to Russian military operations 
in occupied southern Ukraine. “Ukraine’s Air 
Force destroyed an enemy A-50 long-range radar 
detection aircraft and an enemy IL-22 air control 
centre,” army chief Valeriy Zaluzhnyi wrote on 
the Telegram messaging app. “I am grateful to the 
Air Force for the perfectly planned and executed 
operation in the Azov Sea region!” The Russian 
defence ministry did not immediately respond 
to a written request for comment. The Ukrainian 
defence ministry valued the A-50 aircraft at 
$330 million. The A-50 is a large Airborne Early 
Warning and Control aircraft that can scan an 
area several hundred kilometres across for enemy 
aircraft, ships and missiles. 

REPUBLICAN RACE

Trump seeks 
knockout punch
REUTERS, Des Moines

Donald Trump is the overwhelming favourite to 
push past his rivals and stake an early claim to the 
Republican presidential nomination when Iowans 
brave bone-chilling temperatures yesterday to cast 
the first votes in the 2024 campaign. The former 
president’s dominant position has turned Iowa’s 
first-in-the-nation contest into a race for second 
place, as both Florida Governor Ron DeSantis and 
former UN Ambassador Nikki Haley are aiming 
for a clear runner-up finish to emerge as the chief 
alternative to Trump. 

Taiwan loses diplomatic ally Nauru
Accuses China of post-election ploy
REUTERS, Taipei

Taiwan lost one of its few remaining diplomatic 
allies Nauru to China yesterday, just days after it 
elected a new president, and accused China of 
attempting to pressure it while it affirmed the 
will of Taiwanese to go out into the world.

China claims Taiwan as its own territory with 
no right to state-to-state ties, a position Taiwan 
strongly disputes, and the two have for years 
traded accusations of using “dollar diplomacy” 
as they compete for diplomatic recognition.

Taiwan security officials told Reuters before 
Saturday’s election that China was likely to 
continue to whittle away at the handful of 

countries - now down to a dozen - that maintain 
formal diplomatic ties with Taipei.

Lai Ching-te, repeatedly criticised by China 
before the poll as a dangerous separatist, won 
election for the ruling Democratic Progressive 
Party (DPP) and will take office on May 20.

The government of the Pacific Island 
nation of Nauru said “in the best interests” of 
the country it was seeking full resumption of 
diplomatic relations with China and would cut 
ties with Taiwan. Nauru has recognised China 
before, between 2002 and 2005.
China and the United States have in recent years 
stepped up their competition for influence in 
the Pacific. 

UK declares 
Hizb ut-
Tahrir as 
terrorist 
group
REUTERS, London

Britain yesterday declared 
global Islamist group Hizb 
ut-Tahrir as a proscribed 
terrorist group, making it a 
criminal offence to belong 
to what it described as an 
antisemitic organisation.

Britain’s proscription of 
the Sunni Islamist political 
group - which puts it on 
par with al-Qaeda or IS - 
will come into force from 
January 19 if agreed by 
parliament, the Home 
Office said.

“Hizb ut-Tahrir is an 
antisemitic organisation 
that actively promotes 
and encourages terrorism, 
including praising and 
celebrating the appalling 
7 October attacks,” Home 
Secretary James Cleverly 
said. 

The organisation also 
has a history of praising and 
celebrating attacks against 
Jewish people, he added.

A UK-based 
representative for the 
group did not immediately 
respond to an email 
seeking comment. On 
its website last month, it 
described the call to ban 
the organisation as “a sign 
of the desperation”.

Proscription means that 
it will be a criminal offence 
in Britain to belong to or 
promote the group.

Why Maldives wants 
Indian troops out
REUTERS

The new Maldives president set a 
deadline on Sunday of March 15 for its 
giant neighbour India to withdraw all 
its troops from the tiny Indian Ocean 
archipelago nation.

The deadline was set shortly after the 
Maldives President, Mohamed Muizzu, 
returned from a state visit to China. 
New Delhi has so far not commented 
directly on the demand.

HOW MANY INDIAN TROOPS ARE 
STATIONED IN THE MALDIVES?
Officials in both Male and New Delhi 
say that 77 Indian soldiers are posted in 
the archipelago country, known for its 
sun-kissed beaches and luxury holiday 
resorts.

There are also 12 medical personnel 
from the Indian armed forces.

WHY ARE THEY THERE?
India says the soldiers provide help 
with humanitarian aid and medical 
evacuations for the residents of the 
remote islands of the country.

India has given Male two helicopters 
and a Dornier aircraft, which are mostly 
used for marine surveillance, search 
and rescue operations and medical 
evacuations. The Indian troops manage 
these operations. The first helicopter 
and crew started operations in the 
Maldives in 2010, when Mohamed 
Nasheed was president of the islands.

WHY DOES THE MALDIVES WANT 
THEM OUT?
India has traditionally enjoyed 
strong ties with the Maldives, which 
depends on New Delhi for essentials 
for its 500,000 people, including 
rice, vegetables, medicines, and 
humanitarian assistance.

In 1998, India sent troops to help 
then president Abdul Gayoom fight 

a coup attempt. The troops were 
withdrawn immediately afterwards.

But the dependence on India, and 
assertions New Delhi interferes in the 
Maldives’ domestic politics have raised 
concerns within the country.

Muizzu was elected president in 
November, riding on an ‘India Out’ 
campaign, in contrast to the pro-India 
policies of most of his predecessors.

He has called New Delhi’s influence 
a threat to the country’s sovereignty 
and pledged to remove Indian troops 
from Maldivian soil. After Muizzu met 
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
on the sidelines of COP28 in UAE in 
December, the two countries launched 
negotiations to review their ties, 
including the presence of these troops.

HOW IS CHINA INVOLVED? 
Rivals New Delhi and Beijing vie for 
influence in the Maldives given its 
strategic location southwest of India’s 
southern tip.

The islands sit along one of the 
busiest maritime trade highways in the 
Indian Ocean, through which nearly 80 
percent of China’s oil imports pass.

For India, any potential Chinese 
military presence in Maldives would 
be considered a threat in its own 
regional back yard. Recent attacks by 
Houthi forces on commercial shipping 
in the Red Sea have highlighted the 
vulnerability of maritime trade routes 
and the need to protect them.

China and the Maldives upgraded 
their relationship to a comprehensive 
strategic cooperative partnership 
during Muizzu’s state visit to Beijing 
last week.

The Maldives owes China $1.37 
billion, or around 20 percent of its 
public debt, according to World Bank 
data.

Relatives mourn over one body during the funeral of Ahmed and Jalal Jabarin, who were shot 
dead by Israeli troops when their car broke through a checkpoint near the city of Hebron, in the 
southern West Bank village of Sair yesterday. PHOTO: AFP

An Afghan man pushes a cart carrying a woman and aid packages which include food, clothes, and sanitary 
materials distributed by a local charity foundation in Herat, Afghanistan yesterday. PHOTO: AFP


