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Russian strike 
hits cargo ship 
in Black Sea 
Says Kyiv
AFP, Kyiv

Ukraine said yesterday 
that a Russian drone 
strike hit a civilian cargo 
ship in the Black Sea port 
of Chornomorsk late on 
Wednesday, wounding 
several crew members.

Throughout the four-
year war, Kyiv has accused 
Moscow of repeatedly 
attacking cargo vessels 
transporting food products 
to and from its ports on the 
Black Sea.

“On the evening of 
March 4, a UAV (unmanned 
aerial vehicle) strike on a 
civilian vessel sailing under 
the Panamanian flag was 
recorded in the Black Sea 
waters as it was leaving the 
port of Chornomorsk,” said 
Odesa regional military 
governor Oleg Kiper.

“The vessel was carrying 
corn. As a result of the 
attack, some crew members 
were wounded,” he said, 
adding that the crew had 
been evacuated. 

Moscow has warned that 
any ship sailing towards 
Ukrainian ports may be 
treated as carrying military 
cargo.

‘Narrative war’
Disinformation surges as 
conflict roils Middle East
AFP, Washington

Recycled images, video game footage passed off as 
missile strikes, and AI-generated combat visuals: 
the US-Israeli assault on Iran has unleashed a 
torrent of online disinformation that analysts are 
calling a war of narratives.

Since US and Israeli strikes over the weekend 
ignited a regional conflict, a parallel information 
war has erupted, with supporters on both sides 
flooding social media with falsehoods that often 
spread faster than the facts on the ground.

AFP’s fact-checkers have debunked a series of 
claims by pro-Iranian accounts posting old videos 
to exaggerate the damage from Tehran’s missile 
strikes on Israel and Gulf states including the UAE 
and Saudi Arabia.

“There is definitely a narrative war unfolding 
online,” Moustafa Ayad, from the Institute for 
Strategic Dialogue (ISD), told AFP.

“Whether it was to rationalize the strikes across 
the Gulf, or to trumpet Iranian military might 
in the face of the Israeli and US strikes, the goals 
seem to be wear down ‘enemies.’”

People survey damage in central Israel after missiles launched from Iran amid the ongoing US–Israeli conflict, 
on Wednesday. Iran’s Revolutionary Guards said they targeted Ben Gurion Airport and an air force base in the 
area. PHOTO: REUTERS

US, Canada spot 
Russian jets near 
Alaska

AFP, Washington

The United States and 
Canada detected two 
Russian military aircraft 
near the US state of 
Alaska on Wednesday, 
the joint US-Canadian 
North American 

Aerospace Defense 
Command (NORAD) said.
The organization said it 

launched 12 aircraft, including 
F-35 and F-22 fighter jets, to 

“identify, monitor, and intercept” the two detected 
Russian TU-142 military aircraft, which are used 
for maritime patrols.

“The Russian aircraft remained in international 
airspace and did not enter American or Canadian 
sovereign airspace,” NORAD said in a statement.

“This Russian activity in the Alaskan and 
Canadian ADIZ occurs regularly and is not seen as 
a threat.” ADIZ refers to the Alaskan and Canadian 
Air Defense Identification Zones.

China puts energy, 
diplomacy before Iran
AFP, Beijing

China has expressed its anger over 
Israeli-US strikes on Iran but, despite 
hits to its oil imports, will not risk its 
interests by confronting Washington 
and helping its long-standing partner, 
analysts say.

The war in the Middle East has 
sparked global fears of an energy supply 
crunch, with traffic in the vital Strait 
of Hormuz blocked.

Iran’s Revolutionary 
Guards said on 
Wednesday they had 
“complete control” 
of the waterway as it 
kept up its missile and 
drone barrages across 
the Gulf.

China, a net 
importer of oil, is one 
of several major Asian 
economies that depend on 
the narrow strait for energy.

However, experts say strategic 
stockpiles will help Beijing endure 
short-term disruptions, allowing it to 
pursue other diplomatic priorities.

Looming ahead is a high-stakes 
summit in China between President Xi 
Jinping and his US counterpart Donald 
Trump, which the White House says 
will begin on March 31.

“The Iran crisis is unlikely to derail 
the Trump-Xi summit unless the United 
States launches a sweeping crackdown 

on Iran-China (oil) flows,” Dan Wang, 
China Director for the Eurasia Group, 
told AFP.

“Beijing views Iran as a strategic 
partner rather than a military ally,” said 
Wang.

“China also values its relationship 
with other Gulf states, making direct 
military support beyond rhetoric 
highly unlikely,” he added.

Beijing has ramped up its 
diplomatic presence in the 

Middle East in recent years, 
notably brokering a 2023 

deal between longtime 
rivals Iran and Saudi 
Arabia to restore ties.

Tehran was 
later added as a 

full member of the 
Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation, a 
geopolitical and economic 

bloc anchored by Beijing and 
Moscow.

However, analysts say that energy 
needs and a reluctance to be drawn into 
a conflict with Washington will prevent 
Beijing from converting strong rhetoric 
into concrete action.

The fact that around half of its 
crude imports pass through the Strait 
of Hormuz “gives China a vested 
interest in keeping energy flowing in 
the region”, wrote Gareth Leather and 
Mark Williams of Capital Economics in 
a report.

IRAN’S ONE-WAY DRONES

US defences may 
not stop full 
barrage
Say top military officials 
CNN ONLINE

Trump administration officials told lawmakers during a 
closed-door briefing on Capitol Hill Tuesday that Iran’s 
Shahed attack drones represent a major challenge and 
US air defences will not be able to intercept them all, 
according to a source in the briefing.

The drones, Defence Secretary Pete Hegseth and 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Dan 
Caine acknowledged, are posing a bigger problem than 
anticipated, two sources in the briefing told CNN. They 
are known to fly low and slow – a feature that makes them 
more able to evade air defences than ballistic missiles. 
Another source familiar with the briefing said the officials 
made an attempt to downplay concerns about the drones 
and noted that Gulf state partners had been stockpiling 
interceptors.

The officials were on the Hill briefing lawmakers as 
the war with Iran escalates, threatening to spark a global 
energy crisis and destabilize the Middle East. President 

Donald Trump said on Tuesday that most of Iran’s 
military installations have been “knocked out” and that 
new strikes have targeted Iranian leadership.

The officials, a source familiar with the briefing told 
CNN, were dismissive of questions about how the US 
would prevent Iran from becoming a failed state, and 
they said that regime change was an ancillary goal. 
In their presentation to lawmakers, they reiterated 
Trump’s recently laid out goals: to destroy Iran’s missile 
capabilities, its navy, end its nuclear weapon ambitions 
and stop the country from arming militant groups.

The officials also did not indicate who they thought 
the next supreme leader would be, according to a source 
familiar with the briefing. 

Lawmakers emerged from the meeting with vastly 
different expectations on how long the conflict could drag 
on. Republican Sen. Tommy Tuberville of Alabama said 
the briefers, including Secretary of State Marco Rubio, 
presented a timeline for US involvement in the conflict to 
be wrapped up in three to five weeks — echoing some of 
the president’s own public comments. 

But GOP Sen Josh Hawley of Missouri, said he believed 
the officials did not communicate a possible end date. “It 
sounded very open-ended to me,” he said.

Shahed attack drones are known 
to fly low and slow – a feature that 

makes them more able to evade air 
defences than ballistic missiles.

Turkey ‘closely’ following 
actions of Kurdish groups

AFP, Ankara

Turkey’s defence ministry yesterday 
said it was “closely” following the 
actions of Kurdish militant groups 
over concerns they are being drawn 
into the war, reportedly by US-led 
efforts to destabilise Iran.

The conflict began on Saturday 
when US-Israeli strikes hit Iran, 
which retaliated with strikes 
across the region, with Tehran on 
Wednesday saying it had hit Kurdish 
militant groups based in Iraq.

The move came as reports 
suggested Washington was looking 
to arm Kurdish guerrillas to 
infiltrate Iran -- a move that would 
likely raise hackles in Turkey.

“We are closely following PJAK’s 
activities in Iran and regional 
developments,” the Turkish defence 
ministry said of an Iran-based 
Kurdish group which is an offshoot 
of the outlawed Kurdish militant 
PKK.

“Activities of groups like the 
PJAK terrorist organisation, 
which promote ethnic separatism, 
negatively affect not only Iran’s 
security but also the overall peace 
and stability of the region,” the 
ministry said.

“Turkey supports the territorial 
integrity of neighbouring states, not 
their fragmentation.”

On February 22, the PJAK (the 
Kurdistan Free Life Party) and 
four other exiled Kurdish groups 

announced a political coalition to 
seek the overthrow of the Islamic 
Republic and ultimately to secure 
Kurdish self-determination.

Spread across Turkey, Syria, 
Iraq and Iran, the Kurds are one of 
Iran’s most important non-Persian 
ethnic minority groups and have 
long supported anti-government 
protests in the Islamic Republic.

Turkey has been seeking to end 
its conflict with the PKK, which 
formally disbanded last year after 
four decades of violence that claimed 
some 50,000 lives. Although most 
PKK-linked groups embraced the 
call to disarm, the PJAK did not, 
with Ankara concerned any regional 
unrest could embolden recalcitrant 
Kurdish separatists.

In late January, Turkish Foreign 
Minister Hakan Fidan told his 
Iranian counterpart Abbas Araghchi 
that “the complete neutralisation 
of PJAK constitutes an urgent 
necessity for Iran’s security”.

The move came as 
reports suggested 

Washington was 
looking to arm 

Kurdish guerrillas 
to infiltrate Iran -- a 

move that would 
likely raise hackles 

in Turkey.


