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Iraq rebukes 
US over strikes 
on Iran-backed 
groups
AFP, Baghdad

Iraq accused the United States of 
contributing to a “reckless escalation” of 
violence in the region after American air 
strikes targeted Iran-backed groups in the 
country yesterday.

The pre-dawn air raid came against 
an already explosive regional backdrop, 
fuelled by the Israeli offensive in Gaza.

Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin said US 
forces had carried out “necessary and 
proportionate strikes” against “three 
facilities used by the Iranian-backed Ketaeb 
Hezbollah militia group (the Hezbollah 
Brigades) and other Iran-affiliated groups 
in Iraq”.

“This unacceptable act undermines 
years of cooperation, blatantly violates 
Iraq’s sovereignty and contributes to a 
reckless escalation... at a time when the 
region is already grappling with the danger 
of expanding conflict,” said a spokesman 
for Iraqi Prime Minister Mohamed Shia al-
Sudani.

TWO-STATE SOLUTION

Israel rejection will embolden 
extremists: UN chief

AGENCIES

United Nations Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres on Tuesday said it was 
“unacceptable” for Israel’s government to 
reject a two-state solution to its conflict 
with the Palestinians, warning that 
the move would “embolden extremists 
everywhere.”

At a high-level meeting of the UN 
Security Council on the Middle East, 
Guterres said: “Israel’s occupation must 
end.”

The 15-member council has long 
endorsed a vision of two states living side 
by side within secure and recognized 
borders. Palestinians want a state in the 
West Bank, east Jerusalem and Gaza 

Strip, all territory captured by Israel in 
1967, reports Reuters.

With war raging in Gaza between 
Israel and Hamas, Israeli Prime Minister 
Benjamin Netanyahu said last week that 
Israel needs security control over all land 
west of the Jordan River - which covers 
the Palestinian territories - adding: “It 
clashes with the principle of sovereignty 
but what can you do.”

“The entire population of Gaza is 
enduring destruction at a scale and 
speed without parallel in recent history,” 
Guterres told the Security Council. 
“Nothing can justify the collective 
punishment of the Palestinian people.”

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken 

on Tuesday renewed opposition to 
territorial changes in the Gaza Strip. 
Blinken, on a visit to Nigeria, was 
responding to repeated suggestions 
that Israel would create a buffer zone 
inside the Gaza Strip, a prospect that 
has stirred anger in the Arab world, 
reports AFP.

In his Security Council address on 
Tuesday evening, Palestinian Foreign 
Minister Riyad al-Maliki singled out 
Netanyahu, accusing him of being 
“driven by a single goal - his own 
political survival at the expense of the 
survival of millions of Palestinians under 
Israel’s illegal occupation and peace and 
security for all.”

‘No tie-up with 
Congress’
Mamata’s West Bengal 
twist stuns INDIA bloc
NDTV ONLINE

The Trinamool Congress will contest the elections 
for West Bengal’s 42 Lok Sabha seats on its own 
steam, and only consider a pan-India alliance with 
the Congress after results are declared, a furious 
Mamata Banerjee declared yesterday. Banerjee’s 
words deliver what appears to be a final blow to 
hopes the two parties - widely seen as important 
members of the INDIA opposition bloc - will 
reach any agreement. “I had no discussions with 
the Congress. I have always said that in Bengal, 
we will fight alone. I gave them (the Congress) 
many proposals... but they rejected them. I am not 
concerned about what will be done in the (rest of 
the) country... but we are a secular party and, in 
Bengal, we alone will defeat BJP,” she said.

KSA prepares 
to open first 
alcohol store 
for diplomats
REUTERS, Riyadh

Saudi Arabia is preparing 
to open its first alcohol 
store in the capital Riyadh 
which will serve exclusively 
non-Muslim diplomats, 
according to a source 
familiar with the plans and 
a document.

Customers will have to 
register via a mobile app, 
get a clearance code from 
the foreign ministry, and 
respect monthly quotas 
with their purchases, said 
the document, which was 
seen by Reuters.

The move is a milestone 
in the kingdom’s efforts, 
led by Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman, to 
open the ultra-conservative 
Muslim country for 
tourism and business 
as drinking alcohol is 
forbidden in Islam.

Palestinians stand by the border fence with Egypt at a makeshift tent camp for displaced Palestinians in Rafah in the 
southern Gaza Strip yesterday, as Israeli forces have intensified their offensive in the Palestinian enclave. PHOTO: AFP

Experts in PPE walk to a building damaged by an explosion after a truck carrying liquefied natural gas crashed, in 
Ulaanbaatar, Mongolia yesterday. At least six people, including three firefighters, were killed and 11 people were 
injured in the fire near the Dunjingarav market, Mongolia’s Emergency Management Office said. PHOTO: REUTERS

FEBRUARY 8 POLLS

Pakistan to 
deploy army for 
security
REUTERS, Islamabad

Pakistan will deploy the army to ensure 
peace at its general election next month, 
the prime minister’s office said, amid 
concerns that recent attacks by Islamist 
militants could threaten the holding of the 
February 8 polls.

The cabinet chaired by caretaker Prime 
Minister Anwaar ul Haq Kakar approved 
the deployment of army and paramilitary 
troops to ensure a peaceful election, a 
statement by Kakar’s office said. Pakistan’s 
last election in 2018, which brought former 
prime minister Imran Khan to power, saw 
thousands of troops deployed across the 
country to provide security. 

Turkey approves Sweden’s 
Nato membership bid
REUTERS, Ankara

Turkey’s parliament ratified Sweden’s 
Nato membership bid on Tuesday 
evening, clearing the biggest remaining 
hurdle to expanding the Western 
military alliance after 20 months of 
delay. 

Turkey’s general assembly, where 
President Tayyip Erdogan’s 
ruling alliance holds a 
majority, voted 287-55 to 
approve the application 
that Sweden first made 
in 2022 to bolster its 
security in response 
to Russia’s full-scale 
invasion of Ukraine. 

All Nato members need 
to approve applications 
from countries seeking to join 
the alliance. When Sweden and 
Finland asked to join in 2022, Turkey 
raised objections over what it said was 
the two countries’ protection of groups 
it deems terrorists. 

It endorsed Finland’s membership in 
April last year but, along with Hungary, 
had kept Sweden waiting. 

The United States welcomed Turkey’s 

approval of Sweden’s bid to join Nato, 
White House national security adviser 
Jake Sullivan said in a post on X.com. 

Swedish Foreign Minister Tobias 
Billstrom also welcomed the Turkish 
parliament’s approval. “We now look 
forward to President Erdogan signing 
the ratification document,” Billstrom 

said in a written statement. 
Erdogan is expected to sign 
the legislation within days, 

leaving Hungary - whose 
Prime Minister Viktor 
Orban has friendly 
relations with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin 
- as the only member 

state not to have approved 
Sweden’s accession. 

Orban said earlier on 
Tuesday he had invited his 

Swedish counterpart to visit and 
negotiate his country joining the bloc. 
Hungary’s parliament is in recess until 
around mid-February. 

Nato Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg welcomed the Turkish move 
and said: “I also count on Hungary to 
complete its national ratification as 
soon as possible.”

NEW HAMPSHIRE WIN

Trump closes in 
on Republican 
nomination

REUTERS, Manchester

Donald Trump cruised to 
victory in New Hampshire’s 
Republican presidential 
contest on Tuesday, marching 
closer to a November rematch 

with Democratic President Joe 
Biden even as his sole remaining 

rival for the nomination, Nikki 
Haley, vowed to soldier on. “This 

race is far from over,” Haley, a former 
UN ambassador, told supporters at a post-
election party in Concord, challenging Trump 
to debate her. “I’m a fighter. And I’m scrappy. 
And now we’re the last one standing next to 
Donald Trump.” At his own party in Nashua, 
Trump, 77, opened his speech by mocking Haley, 
52, calling her an “imposter” and saying: “She’s 
doing, like, a speech like she won. She didn’t win. 
She lost ... She had a very bad night.” The former 
president’s remarks followed a series of angry 
posts on his Truth Social app, denouncing her as 
“DELUSIONAL.” The next competitive contest is 
scheduled for February 24 in South Carolina.


