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Nepal launches 
post-uprising 
polls campaigns
Vote set to take place March 5
AFP, Kathmandu

Nepali candidates launched their campaigns 
yesterday for next month’s parliamentary elections, 
the first since deadly anti‑corruption protests 
toppled the previous government in 2025.

“This election will draw the future of the 
country,” Sushila Karki, who is serving as interim 
prime minister until the March 5 vote, said ahead 
of the launch.

The youth‑led protests were triggered by a 
brief social media ban, but were fuelled by anger 
at economic stagnation and an ageing elite seen 
as out of touch. More than 3,400 candidates are 
competing in the direct vote, 30 percent aged 
under 40.

Two weeks of campaigns will see a host of new, 
younger candidates promise to offer change, 
challenging veteran politicians. 

A key election clash will see rapper‑turned‑
mayor Balendra Shah, 35, face Oli in a head‑to‑head 
battle in the former prime minister’s constituency.

Sharply dressed Shah, better known as Balen, 
has emerged as a symbol of youth‑driven political 
change. He has joined the Rastriya Swatantra Party 
(RSP), the fourth biggest in the last parliament.

NAVALNY POISONING

Kremlin rejects 
European 
accusations
REUTERS, Moscow

The Kremlin yesterday rejected accusations from 
five European countries that the Russian state had 
killed late Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny two years 
ago using toxin from poison dart frogs, saying the 
claims were “not based on anything”.

Navalny, President Vladimir Putin’s most 
prominent domestic critic, died in February 2024 
aged 47 in a far‑flung Arctic prison, a month before 
Putin was re‑elected in a landslide vote which 
Western nations said was neither free nor fair. 

In a joint statement on Saturday, Britain, 
France, Germany, Sweden and the Netherlands 
said that analyses of samples from Navalny’s body 
had “conclusively” confirmed the presence of 
epibatidine, a toxin found in poison dart frogs in 
South America and not found naturally in Russia.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov told 
reporters yesterday that Moscow took a very 
negative view of the European allegations, which 
he said were false. 

“Naturally, we do not accept such accusations. 
We disagree with them. We consider them biased 
and unfounded. And, in fact, we strongly reject 
them,” said Peskov.

Russia downs 
345 Ukrainian 
drones
REUTERS, Moscow

Russia’s defence ministry 
said yesterday that it had 
downed 345 Ukrainian 
drones in the past 24 hours 
and taken control of two 
settlements, state media 
reported.

The state RIA news 
agency said Russian forces 
had taken control of the 
settlements of Pokrovka 
and Minkivka in eastern 
Ukraine.

The Kremlin said 
yesterday that what it 
called the “main issues”, 
including sensitive 
questions of territory, 
would be discussed in 
peace talks on Ukraine due 
to be held in Geneva this 
week.

TRUMP’S GREENLAND PUSH

Europe aims to rely 
less on US defence

REUTERS, Munich

European Commission President 
Ursula von der Leyen reflected a feeling 
of profound change among European 
leaders at this weekend’s Munich 
Security Conference when she said: 
“Some lines have been crossed that 
cannot be uncrossed anymore”.

Transatlantic ties have already been 
strained over the past year by Donald 
Trump’s return to the White House. 
But the US president’s push to annex 
Greenland dramatically increased 
European doubts about Washington’s 
commitment to protect the continent 
through the Nato alliance.

US Secretary of State Marco 
Rubio offered limited reassurance to 
Europeans in his conference speech. 
Rubio said the US wanted to work with 
Europe and used a warmer tone than 

Vice President JD Vance last year. But he 
was critical of Europe’s recent political 
course and did not mention Nato, 
Russia or Moscow’s war in Ukraine ‑ 
issues on which a gulf has emerged 
between the US and its partners in the 
alliance.

With the war about to enter its 
fifth year and Moscow viewed as an 
increasing threat by its European 
neighbours, leaders from the continent 
declared they would accelerate efforts 
to boost their own defences and rely less 
on the US.

That, in theory, puts them on the 
same page as Trump. His administration 
says it expects Europe to take primary 
responsibility for the conventional 
defence of the continent in the coming 
years. In return, Washington will keep 
its nuclear umbrella over Europe and 
uphold Nato’s mutual defence pact.

This handout photo, taken and released yesterday by Police Cantonale Valaisanne, shows a regional train derailed in 
Goppenstein, southern Switzerland. Five people were injured, police said. The accident occurred as the region faced the 
second-highest avalanche warning. PHOTO: AFP

Members of the 41 Canadian Brigade Group, part of Task Force Grizzly, carry gear back to arctic tents as the 
Canadian Armed Forces deploy to Operation Nanook-Nunalivut, an annual drill showcasing Arctic defense, in 
Yellowknife, Northwest Territories, Canada, on Sunday. PHOTO: REUTERS

GAZA REBUILD 

Board of Peace 
members 
pledge $5bn
Says Trump, tells 
Hamas to accept full 
disarmament
AFP, West Palm Beach

US President Donald Trump on Sunday 
urged Hamas to move forward with 
disarmament under his plan for postwar 
Gaza, and said members of his so‑called 
“Board of Peace” had pledged $5 billion to 
the Palestinian territory’s reconstruction.

“Very importantly, Hamas must 
uphold its commitment to Full and 
Immediate Demilitarization,” Trump said 
in a post on his Truth Social platform, 
ahead of a February 19 meeting of the 
board in Washington.

Disarmament is a key part in the 
second phase of the US‑brokered 
ceasefire plan sealed in October between 
Israel and the Palestinian group to end 
the war triggered by Hamas’s attack 
on Israel in October 2023. The United 
Nations endorsed the plan in November.

The second phase stipulates that 
Israeli forces gradually withdraw from 
Gaza and Hamas should disarm, with 
an international stabilization force 
deployed to ensure security. Hamas has 
repeatedly said that disarmament is a red 
line, although it has indicated it could 
consider handing over its weapons to a 
future Palestinian governing authority.

Both sides accuse each other daily of 
ceasefire violations. Although originally 
intended to oversee Gaza’s rebuilding, 
the charter for the “Board of Peace” 
does not seem to limit its role to the 
Palestinian territory.

“The Board of Peace has unlimited 
potential,” Trump said Sunday in his 
post. After an initial meeting on the 
sidelines of the World Economic Forum 
in Davos last month, the board is due to 
meet Thursday in the US capital.

Countries have been asked to pay $1 
billion for permanent membership of the 
board.

Iran’s Guard Corps begins 
drills in Strait of Hormuz

FM Araghchi in Geneva for 2nd round of US talks
AGENCIES

Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
began a series of military exercises in 
the Strait of Hormuz yesterday, state 
media reported, a narrow and strategic 
waterway in the Gulf.

Intensive drills were being conducted 
by the Guards’ naval forces under 
supervision of the head of the IRGC, 
according to state TV, after the United 
States deployed a large naval force to the 
Gulf.

Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas 
Araghchi has arrived in Geneva ahead 
of a second round of negotiations with 
the United States, Iranian state television 
said yesterday, as Washington keeps up 
pressure on the Islamic republic.

According to Tehran, “indirect” Iran–
US nuclear talks mediated by Oman will 
be held today, although Washington 
has previously pushed for other topics 
to be discussed including Iran’s ballistic 
missiles and support for regional proxies, 

reports AFP.
Considerable uncertainty surrounds 

the fate of Iran’s stockpile of more 
than 400 kilogrammes of 60‑percent 
enriched uranium that was last seen by 
nuclear watchdog inspectors in June.

Iran is pursuing a nuclear agreement 
with the US that delivers economic 
benefits for both sides, an Iranian 
diplomat was reported as saying on 
Sunday, reports Reuters. 

“Common interests in the oil and gas 
fields, joint fields, mining investments, 
and even aircraft purchases are included 
in the negotiations,” foreign ministry 
deputy director for economic diplomacy 
Hamid Ghanbari said, according to the 
semi‑official Fars news agency.

“The foreign minister has arrived in 
Geneva at the head of a diplomatic and 
expert delegation to take part in the 
second round of nuclear negotiation,” 
Iran’s state‑run IRIB wrote on its 
Telegram channel.

The top diplomat, Abbas Araghchi, 
later wrote on X that he would meet in 
Geneva with the head of the International 
Atomic Energy Agency, Rafael Grossi, 
“for deep technical discussion”. He is 
also set to hold talks with his Swiss and 
Omani counterparts as well as other 
international officials.

US Secretary of State Marco Rubio said 
during a visit to the Hungarian capital 
Budapest yesterday that making a deal 
with Iran would be difficult.

Potential energy, 
mining, aircraft 
deals on table: Iran 
diplomat

Top US diplomat 
Rubio says Iran deal 
would be difficult


