
Internet blackout leaves anxious Iranians in the dark
AFP | Tehran

Iran’s internet is still “around 
1 percent of ordinary levels”, 

monitor Netblocks said yes-
terday, leaving most Iranians 
struggling to access independent 
news or communicate with the 
outside world.

Iranian authorities shut off 
internet access on Saturday af-
ter Israel and the United States 
began air strikes, plunging the 
country into an information 
blackout.

“Iran’s internet blackout has 
now exceeded 120 hours with 
connectivity still flatlining 
around 1 percent of ordinary lev-
els,” internet monitor Netblocks 
said in a message posted on so-
cial media platform X yesterday.

Some Iranians are finding 
brief moments of the day when 
they are able to connect and 
send messages, while others 
have resorted to using illegal 
Starlink subscriptions, the Elon 

Musk-owned satellite-based in-
ternet provider.

Calls to Iran from overseas to 
mobile phones or landlines are 
near-impossible.

“The internet speed is very 
slow,” a Tehran resident said 
by message, asking to remain 
anonymous for security reasons. 
“You can’t call and voice messag-
es don’t get delivered. We can 
just text.”

Netblocks said that Iranian 
telecoms companies were now 
sending messages to “threat-
en users who try to connect to 
the global internet with legal 
action.”

Iran shut off the internet 
for several weeks during mass 
nation-wide protests in Jan-
uary and also cut it during a 
12-day war with Israel last  
June.

“The internet situation here 
is abysmal,” a resident in Bu-
kan in western Iran, who 
asked not to be named, said 

in a message. “It connects 
and disconnects. The connec-
tion is slow so the VPNs don’t  
work.”

In normal circumstances, Ira-
nians use VPNs to connect to 
Western internet services such 
as Instagram that are banned 
in Iran.

Others with working inter-
net connections are helping out 
others.

Shima, a 33-year-old in Teh-
ran, told AFP that she was help-
ing friends by sending news 
of life in the capital which has 
been hit by waves of missile and 
bombing strikes since Saturday.

“I need to call a lot of people, 
even strangers, on behalf of their 
families,” she said.

On Iran’s borders, weary 
travellers who are fleeing to 
safety said they had to travel 
without any internet connec-
tion or access to phone navi-
gation services such as Google  
Maps.
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War spirals with fresh strikes
Fresh strikes and retaliatory attacks push widening conflict across Middle East and beyond

• Israel strikes 
damage Tehran 
buildings, vehicles

• Iran expands 
regional attacks

• Global powers 
drawn into conflict

• Energy markets 
face disruption

• Strait of Hormuz 
shipping drops

• Civilian and military 
casualties rise

• Drone hits 
Azerbaijan airport, 
threatens retaliation

• At least 1,230 killed 
in Iran since Saturday

• Tourism devastated 
across Middle East

• Australia deploys 
aircraft, Canada 
considers involvement

AFP | Tehran

Israel yesterday launched a 
fresh wave of strikes on Iran, 
which stepped up its attacks 

on Gulf nations, as the Middle 
East war spread throughout the 
region and beyond.

A conflict sparked Saturday 
with US-Israeli attacks on Iran 
that killed supreme leader Aya-

tollah Ali Khamenei has rapidly 
escalated, engulfing the region 
and drawing in global powers, 
while snarling shipping and en-
ergy markets.

The war has touched as far 
afield as the Sri Lankan coast, 
where a US submarine torpedoed 
an Iranian warship, and Azerbai-
jan, which threatened retaliation 
after a drone hit an airport.

Azerbaijan warned the attack 
“will not go unanswered” and 
vowed “necessary retaliatory 
measures,” raising fears of an-
other country entering the fray.

On another front, Tehran said 
it had hit Iraq-based Kurdish 
groups, as the United States re-
portedly seeks to arm Iranian 
Kurdish groups to infiltrate Iran.

Australia deployed two mili-
tary aircraft to the theatre while 
Canada’s Prime Minister Mark 
Carney said he could not rule 
out his armed forces taking part 
in hostilities.

The war has also dragged in 
NATO member Turkey after al-
liance air defences destroyed a 
missile launched from Iran head-
ing towards Turkish airspace.

While a Turkish official said 
the missile appeared to have been 
aimed at a British base in Cyprus, 
Turkey summoned the Iranian 
ambassador over the incident.

 ‘I’m not afraid’ 
Following yesterday’s strikes 

on Tehran, AFPTV images showed 
blackened vehicles and mangled 
buildings, with smoke still rising 
from some.

A 30-year-old Tehran resident 
told AFP: “We’re going through a 
very important page of our histo-
ry and I’m not afraid.”

“Hope is the only thing that we 
have right now.”

An Iranian state-run founda-
tion said the death toll from US 
and Israeli strikes on the Islam-
ic republic has risen to 1,230, a 
toll AFP could not independently 
verify

Iranian media reported yes-
terday that a sports complex, 
football stadium, municipality 
building and shop fronts across 
Tehran were damaged in Israeli 
and US strikes on the city.

Israel’s Defence Minister Isra-
el Katz said his US counterpart 

Pete Hegseth had assured him 
of Washington’s firm backing 
for their joint military campaign 
against Iran and urged him to 
continue the operation “to the 
end”.

 ‘Catastrophic’ 
The war could usher in a “pro-

longed period of flux” for the 
global economy, warned Inter-
national Monetary Fund chief 
Kristalina Georgieva.

Iran’s powerful Revolutionary 
Guards have claimed the closure 
of the Strait of Hormuz, the Gulf 
chokepoint through which a fifth 
of the world’s crude oil flows, 
with oil tanker transits down 90 
percent, according to market in-
telligence firm Kpler.

A tanker in the waters off Ku-
wait suffered a “large explosion” 
that caused an oil spill, the Brit-
ish maritime security agency UK-
MTO reported.

According to Iranian state TV, 
Iran struck a US oil tanker in the 
Gulf with a missile, an incident 
that could not immediately be 
independently confirmed.

Facing energy shortages, South 
Korea said it was activating a 
$68-billion market stabilisation 
fund, while China reportedly told 
oil refiners to stop exporting die-
sel and gasoline.

With flights scrapped and trav-
ellers stranded or hastily repat-
riated, the war is also hammer-
ing tourism in a region that has 
become a prized destination for 
holidaymakers worldwide.

“My last group of tourists left 
three days ago, and all the oth-
er groups planned for March 
have been cancelled,” said Nazih 
Rawashdeh, a tour guide near 
Irbid, in northern Jordan.

“This is the start of the high 
season here. It’s catastrophic,” 
he said.

Israel tells Beirut suburb to evacuate
• Hezbollah 
stronghold Dahiyeh 
sees mass exodus

• 72 killed, 437 
wounded since Monday

AFP | Beirut

Israel issued an unprecedented 
evacuation warning yester-

day for the entirety of Beirut’s 
southern suburbs, a stronghold 
of Hezbollah, sending residents 
in the district of hundreds of 
thousands of people fleeing in a  
panic.

Lebanon was dragged into the 
conflict on Monday, when the 
Iran-backed armed group Hez-
bollah attacked Israel to avenge 
the killing of Iranian supreme 
leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
in the US-Israeli strikes that 
launched the war.

Israel responded with air 

strikes and sent ground troops 
into some Lebanese border vil-
lages, and told residents of a 
large area of south Lebanon to 
leave in anticipation of military 
operations there.

In a message to the residents 
of Beirut’s southern suburbs, 
known as Dahiyeh, an Israeli 
military spokesman said: “Save 
your lives and evacuate your 
residences immediately.”

Such warnings typically fore-
shadow large-scale attacks, and 
massive traffic jams formed on 
the outskirts of the suburbs, 
as people fired guns in the air, 
urging locals to leave as soon as 
possible.

Earlier in the day, Israel said 
its forces had hit “several com-
mand centres belonging to the 
Hezbollah terrorist organisa-
tion” in south Beirut.

Lebanese authorities say at 
least 72 people have been killed, 
437 wounded and 83,000 dis-
placed from their homes since 
Monday.

Son of last shah says 
Iran clerics’ next leader 

will be illegitimate

AFP | Washington

The son of the last shah 
toppled in Iran’s 1979 

Islamic revolution said yes-
terday that whoever the cler-
ical government chooses to 
succeed the late Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei will be ille-
gitimate.

Reza Pahlavi, who has 
positioned himself as an al-
ternative if the Islamic re-
public falls, said on social 
media that “victory is near” 
after Khamenei was killed 
last weekend as the United 
States and Israel launched 
the war.

“Any attempt to appoint a 
successor for him is pre-des-
tined to fail. Whomever is 
introduced... will lack legiti-
macy and will be considered 
an accomplice to the bloody 
record of this regime and 
its criminal leaders,” Pahlavi 
said.

Khamenei was Iran’s top 
leader since 1989, pursuing a 
hardline policy of repressing 
dissent at home, developing 
a contested nuclear program 
and confronting regional ri-
vals led by Israel.

Mojtaba Khamenei, the 
son of Khamenei, is among 

the contenders to succeed 
his father.

Pahlavi said it made no dif-
ference if the next supreme 
leader were “Mojtaba or 
Hassan” -- a reference to an-
other potential contender, 
Hassan Rouhani, the former 
president who was consid-
ered a moderate within the 
system and championed 
diplomacy with the United 
States.

Pahlavi, who lives in exile 
in the Washington area, has 
voiced hope for mass defec-
tions. He has said that he 
wants to be a transitional 
leader before a referendum 
is called to establish a secular  
democracy.

He urged Iranian security 
forces to “hand over power 
immediately and without 
violence.”

“Declare your allegiance 
to the nation’s Lion and Sun 
Revolution, and contribute 
to Iran’s stable and secure 
transition to a democratical-
ly elected national govern-
ment,” he said.

The lion was a symbol of 
the ousted monarchy while 
the sun has deep resonance 
in Iran’ pre-Islamic Zoroas-
trian tradition.

Motorists drive along an expressway as plumes of smoke rise after a strike in Tehran
People gather amid the debris of a destroyed building following airstrikes in Beirut’s southern suburbs of Ghobeiry 
neighbourhood

Mourners in the city of Kashan attend the funeral of those killed in the US-Israeli war with Iran

Gulf tensions escalate
Western embassy staff shelter as air defences intercept missiles and drones

• Drone debris injures 
six workers in Abu Dhabi

• Explosions reported 
in Doha, Dubai

AFP | Riyadh

Some Western embassy 
staff in Riyadh were told 
to shelter in place, diplo-

matic sources said yesterday, 
with drone debris injuring six 
people in Abu Dhabi as Iran 
pressed attacks across the  
Gulf.

The war in the Middle East has 
engulfed the otherwise stable 
Gulf region as Iran retaliates to 
US and Israeli strikes that killed 

its supreme leader, launching 
strikes at Israel, the wider region 
and beyond.

At least 13 people have been 
killed in the Gulf, including sev-
en civilians, since Iran began 
its attacks on Saturday. Wash-
ington said six US servicemen 
were killed, including four in  
Kuwait.

In addition to the shelter-in-
place order, a witness said the 
diplomatic quarter in the Saudi 
capital Riyadh had been closed 
off.

The witness and diplomats 
spoke on condition of anonymity 
to discuss the sensitive security 
matter.

Authorities in Abu Dhabi re-
sponded to falling debris at two 
sites in an industrial zone after 
air defences intercepted a drone, 

the emirate’s media office said.
Six Pakistani and Nepalese na-

tionals were injured, while the 
UAE later said its air defences 
detected seven ballistic missiles, 
intercepting six as one fell inside 
the country.

Fresh waves of explosions, 
most from interceptions, also 
rocked Dubai and Doha yester-
day.

In Doha, AFP journalists saw a 
plume of smoke rising from the 
Qatari capital and reported loud 
blasts across the city.

Qatar’s defence ministry said 
its forces intercepted 13 Irani-
an ballistic missiles yesterday, 
while one fell in Qatari wa-
ters, and four drones were also 
shot down, with no casualties  
reported.

Earlier, Qatari authorities said 

they were evacuating residents 
living near Doha’s US embassy.

The fresh salvos came hours 
after Qatari premier Sheikh Mo-
hammed bin Abdulrahman Al 
Thani lambasted Iran’s foreign 
minister, Abbas Araghchi,  dur-
ing a call.

The Qatari premier accused 
Iran of seeking to “harm its 
neighbours and drag them into 
a war that is not theirs”, accord-
ing to a statement from Qatar’s 
foreign ministry.

In Saudi Arabia, officials 
said they had intercepted three 
cruise missiles and several  
drones.

“Three cruise missiles were 
intercepted and destroyed out-
side the city of Al-Kharj,” the 
Saudi defence ministry posted  
on X.

A plume of smoke rises over buildings in Doha

Italy to send air-
defense aid to Gulf 
countries: PM
AFP | Rome

Italy will send air-defense 
assistance to Gulf coun-

tries hit by Iranian strikes 
launched in retaliation for 
US-Israeli attacks, Prime 
Minister Giorgia Meloni 
said yesterday.

Separately, Defense Min-
ister Guido Crosetto told 
parliament yesterday that 
Italy would send, along 
with France, Spain, and the 
Netherlands, naval assets to 
defend EU member Cyprus 
“in coming days.”

In an interview with RTL 
102.5 radio, Meloni said “It-
aly, like the UK, France and 
Germany, intends to send 
aid to the Gulf countries.

“We are clearly talking 
about defense, air defense, 
not just because they are 
friendly nations but because 
there are tens of thousands 
of Italians in that area and 
around 2,000 Italian soldiers 
that we must protect,” she  
added.

A woman holds a portrait of Reza Pahlavi, son of the last shah of Iran, 
during a “Freedom for Iran” protest in support of the Iranian people in 
New York


