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MANDELSON SCANDAL

Pressure grows on UK PM
REUTERS, London

A former top foreign ministry 
official yesterday said he had faced 
“constant pressure” from Prime 
Minister Keir Starmer’s office to 
speed up the appointment of his 
pick as the ambassador to the US, 
deepening a row that threatens the 
British leader.

A war of words over who should 
ultimately take the blame for 
appointing Labour veteran Peter 
Mandelson to Britain’s highest 
diplomatic post despite his history 
and known ties to the late US sex 
offender Jeffrey Epstein has piled 
pressure on Starmer, prompting 
calls for his resignation.

Starmer has said he was “wrong” 
to appoint Mandelson to the role 
and has expressed regret, but 
on Monday put the blame firmly 

on foreign ministry officials for 
failing to tell him a security vetting 
body had advised against the 
appointment.

Yesterday, it was the turn of Olly 
Robbins, the foreign ministry’s 
former top official who was sacked 
late on Thursday after Starmer and 
foreign minister Yvette Cooper said 
they had lost confidence in him, to 
mount his defence.

While much of what he said 
backed up Starmer’s account of 
being told Mandelson had been 
granted clearance for the role, 
Robbins spoke of the pressure 
to speed things up and that the 
appointment had been treated as 
virtually a done deal.

“I walked into a situation in 
which there was already a very, 
very strong expectation ... that he 

needed to be in post and in America 
as quickly as humanly possible,” a 
sometimes visibly upset Robbins 
told a parliamentary committee.

“I think throughout January 
(2025), honestly, my office, the 
foreign secretary’s office, were 
under constant pressure,” Robbins 
said, describing himself at one point 
as a “scapegoat”. “There was an 
atmosphere of constant chasing,” 
he said, describing “frequent phone 
calls” from Starmer’s private office.

Starmer’s spokesperson rejected 
Robbins’ allegations.

Robbins’ account is likely to 
increase the pressure on Starmer, 
who, after winning the largest 
majority in modern history for 
Labour at a national election in 
2024, is facing new calls to step 
down over a scandal which has run 
for months.

Japan ramps up 
defence goals
Eases arms export rules
AFP, Tokyo

Japan will ease decades-old arms export curbs, the 
government said yesterday, in a major policy shift 
that paves the way for the sale of lethal weapons 
overseas as Tokyo ramps up its defence ambitions.

The new rules end Japan’s self-imposed curb 
on sales of lethal arms as Tokyo seeks to enter 
the international arms market, hoping to bolster 
national defence as well as boost economic growth.

The move provoked an angry reaction from 
China, which vowed to resist provocations.

“Given that the security environment is 
becoming increasingly challenging, I believe that 
no country can now safeguard its own peace 
and security on its own,” Prime Minister Sanae 
Takaichi told reporters.

“In this context, I believe it is important to have 
partners who support one another in the area of 
defence equipment,” she said.

Still, she stressed that Japan’s “core principles” 
and “history” as a pacifist nation remain 
unchanged.

Exports had previously been limited to 
equipment classified under five categories: search 
and rescue, transportation, warning, surveillance 
and minesweeping.

A musician plays a hang drum on a street in Tehran yesterday. Iranians are trying to make the most of a 
ceasefire that may have just hours left to run. PHOTO: AFP

Israeli settler kills 
two Palestinians

AFP, Ramallah

The Palestinian Red Crescent 
said Israeli settler gunfire 
killed two people, including 
a 13-year-old child, in 
an attack on Tuesday in 
a village in the central 

occupied West Bank.
“Two people were killed -- 

one aged 13 and the other 32 -- 
and four others were injured by 

live gunfire during a settler attack 
on the village of Al-Mughayyir near 

Ramallah,” the Red Crescent said in a statement, 
adding the wounded had been taken to hospital.

Violence in the West Bank has risen sharply 
since the October 7, 2023 Hamas attack on Israel 
that triggered the Gaza war.

According to an AFP tally, Israeli troops or 
settlers have killed at least 1,061 Palestinians -- 
many of them militants, but also scores of civilians 
-- in the West Bank since the start of the Gaza war.

‘Predators’ seek 
wars, not rules
Says Amnesty as it slams the 
rest of the world as ‘cowards’

AFP, London

The leaders of the United States, Israel and Russia are 
seeking to impose a new “predatory” world order while 
most countries are too cowardly to stop them, rights 
group Amnesty International said yesterday.

Launching the global group’s annual report in London, 
Secretary General Agnes Callamard condemned US 
President Donald Trump, Russia’s Vladimir Putin and 
Israel’s Benjamin Netanyahu as “predators”.

Such leaders have rejected the multilateral system 
developed since World War II in favour of a “vision without 
moral compass”, where “war, not diplomacy, rules”, the 
report into global protection of human rights said.

The report comes at a “challenging moment” that 
could “destroy all that was built up over the last 80 years”, 
Callamard warned in the preface.

“Throughout 2025, Trump, Putin and Netanyahu, 
among others, pursued economic and political domination 
through international destruction, suppression and 
violence on a massive scale,” she said in her opening speech.

These leaders are “destroying all that stands in the way 
of their domination and greed” and “assaulting the very 
foundations of universal human rights”, she said.

“And rather than confront those predators, the majority 
of governments, most notably European governments, 
opted instead for appeasement.”

The spiralling conflict in the Middle East is “just the 
latest example of this new predatory world order,” based 
on a vision of the world that is “dehumanised through 
racist ideology”, Callamard said.

China is not on the “predator” list because it has 
been “much more discreet”, she said, but the country 
nevertheless has “supported the junta  in Myanmar” and 
is “involved in supporting Russia”.

Focusing on Israel’s actions in Gaza, the report said: 
“The world’s most powerful governments failed to take 
meaningful action to stop the genocide or to bring an end 
to Israel’s unlawful occupation and apartheid.”

When it comes to facing up to these “bullies and looters”, 
almost every world leader “has demonstrated cowardice”, 
Callamard said, calling this the “era of the coward”.

“Most of the world, sadly, has to be defined as a coward,” 
she told AFP.

PERILOUS MIGRATION ROUTES

7,900 died, disappeared in 2025: UN
AFP, Geneva

Around 7,900 people died or 
disappeared on migration routes 
in 2025, taking the total dead and 
missing since 2014 beyond 80,000, 
the United Nations’ migration 
agency said yesterday.

The UN’s International 
Organization for Migration said 
people were being forced into 
dangerous, irregular journeys when 
safe pathways were out of reach, and 
urged countries to find the political 
will to save more lives on the routes.

The deaths or disappearance 
of around “7,900 people were 
documented on global migration 
routes worldwide in 2025”, the IOM 
said. The IOM’s Missing Migrants 
Project “has documented more than 
80,000 deaths and disappearances 
during migration since 2014,” the 
agency said.

“While these figures represent 
only the lowest boundary of the true 
number of affected people, they 
nonetheless underscore the need for 

urgent action to end migrant deaths 
and address the complex needs of 
families left behind,” said the IOM.

The 7,904 deaths and 
disappearances documented in 
2025 was lower than the 9,200 
figure given for 2024 -- the highest 
annual total on record.

Nonetheless, the IOM said the 
deaths and disappearances “mark 
a continuation and escalation 
of a global failure to end these 
preventable deaths”.

“2025 was marked by an 
unprecedented level of aid cuts 
and restriction of information 
on dangerous irregular routes, 

rendering more and more missing 
migrants invisible,” it said.

In the Americas, northbound 
movements along the Central 
American route fell sharply 
compared to 2024.

In Europe, overall arrivals 
declined, but the profile of 
movements changed, with 
Bangladeshi nationals becoming the 
largest group arriving while Syrian 
arrivals fell following political and 
policy shifts, the IOM said.

Some 3,400 deaths and 
disappearances were recorded on 
sea routes to Europe, of which 1,330 
were on the central Mediterranean 
Sea route, with more than 1,200 on 
the Western Africa/Atlantic route to 
Spain’s Canary Islands.

The IOM said nearly 900 deaths 
and disappearances were recorded 
during sea crossings in the Bay 
of Bengal and the Andaman Sea 
in 2025 -- a route used almost 
exclusively by Rohingya refugees 
-- “making it the deadliest year on 
record for this route”.


