
Defiant Khamenei insists ‘won’t 
back down’ in face of Iran protests
Supreme Leader labels demonstrators “vandals” 

• Iran hit by largest 
protests in weeks

• Nationwide internet 
blackout imposed

• Government 
buildings set on fire

AFP | Tehran

Iran’s supreme leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei yesterday 
insisted the Islamic republic 

would “not back down” in the 
face of protests after the biggest 
rallies yet in an almost two-week 
movement that has shaken the 
clerical authorities.

Chanting slogans including 
“death to the dictator” and set-
ting fire to official buildings, 
crowds of people opposed to the 
leadership marched through ma-
jor cities late Thursday.

Internet monitor Netblocks 
said authorities had imposed a 
total connectivity blackout and 
added early yesterday that the 
country has “now been offline 
for 12 hours... in an attempt to 
suppress sweeping protests”.

The demonstrations represent 
one of the biggest challenges yet 
to the Islamic republic in its over 
four-and-a-half decades of ex-
istence, with protesters openly 
calling for an end to its theocratic 
rule.

But Khamenei struck a defiant 
tone in his first comments on 
the protests that have been es-
calating since January 3, calling 
the demonstrators “vandals” and 
“saboteurs”, in a speech broad-
cast on state TV.

Khamenei said US President 
Donald Trump’s hands “are 
stained with the blood of more 
than a thousand Iranians”, in ap-
parent reference to Israel’s June 

war against the Islamic repub-
lic which the US supported and 
joined with strikes of its own.

He predicted the “arrogant” US 
leader would be “overthrown” 
like the imperial dynasty that 
ruled Iran up to the 1979 revo-
lution.

“Last night in Tehran, a bunch 
of vandals came and destroyed a 
building that belongs to them to 
please the US president,” he said 
in an address to supporters, as 
men and women in the audience 
chanted the mantra of “death to 
America”.

“Everyone knows the Islamic 
republic came to power with the 
blood of hundreds of thousands 
of honourable people, it will not 
back down in the face of sabo-
teurs.”

Trump said late Thursday that 

“enthusiasm to overturn that re-
gime is incredible” and warned 
that if the Iranian authorities 
responded by killing protesters, 
“we’re going to hit them very 

hard. We’re ready to do it.”
In the Fox News interview, 

Trump went as far as to suggest 
86-year-old Khamenei may be 
looking to leave Iran.

“He’s looking to go some-
place,” he said.

 ‘Red line’ 
The son of the shah of Iran 

ousted by the 1979 Islamic Rev-
olution, US-based Reza Pahlavi, 
said the rallies showed how “a 
massive crowd forces the repres-
sive forces to retreat” and called 
for even bigger protests yester-
day evening.

But judiciary chief Gholam-
hossein  Mohseni Ejei warned 
that punishment of “rioters” 
would be “decisive, the maxi-
mum and without any legal le-
niency”.

Russian strikes cut Kyiv heating
Kyiv mayor calls for temporary evacuation after Russian strikes

• Massive Russian 
missile and drone 
attack on Kyiv

• Heating cut to half 
the capital’s apartments

• Four people 
killed, 24 wounded

AFP | Washington

Russian strikes cut heating 
to half of the Ukrainian 
capital yesterday, prompt-

ing the mayor to issue an ex-
ceptional call for residents to 
temporarily leave the city with 
temperatures at -8C and set to 
drop further.

Four people were killed in the 
capital in a massive missile and 
drone attack that ripped open 
apartment blocks and also saw 
Moscow fire its feared Oresh-
nik ballistic missile at western 
Ukraine, drawing condemnation 
from Europe.

The barrage came hours after 
Moscow rejected a plan by Kyiv 
and its Western allies to deploy 
peacekeeping forces to Ukraine 
should a ceasefire be reached.

AFP journalists in Kyiv saw res-
idents running for shelter as the 
air raid siren echoed and heard 
Russian drones exploding into 
residential buildings and missiles 
whistling over the capital.

“A clear reaction from the 
world is needed. Above all from 
the United States, whose signals 
Russia truly pays attention to,” 
President Volodymyr Zelensky 
wrote on social media.

“Russia must receive signals 
that it is its obligation to focus 
on diplomacy, and must feel con-
sequences every time it again 

focuses on killings and the de-
struction of infrastructure,” he 
added.

Zelensky said 20 residential 
buildings in Kyiv had been dam-
aged, adding that a Russian drone 
had damaged the Qatari embassy 
building.

Around half of all apartment 
blocks in the capital were left 
without heat due to “due to 
damage to the capital’s critical 
infrastructure caused by a mas-
sive enemy attack,” Klitschko 
 said.

He called on “residents of the 
capital who have the opportunity 
to temporarily leave the city for 
places with alternative sources of 
power and heat to do so.”

AFP journalists at train and bus 
stations in the capital saw no 
signs of large crowds or panic.

 Russia fires rarely-used missile 
Authorities in Kyiv said four 

people were killed -- including 
a medic who died at a building 
that was struck in a repeat at-
tack -- and that 24 people were 
wounded.

Nina, 70, who lives in one of 
the buildings hit, told AFP she 
was angry that the world was 
talking about a possible deal to 
end the conflict at a time when 
Russia was launching such dead-
ly barrages.

“Where is Europe, where is 
America? It doesn’t hurt them 

the same way,” she said.
Her neighbour, 58-year-old 

Kostiantyn Kondratchenko 
fought the second-floor blaze 
from a drone hit with a hose used 
to water flowers, he told AFP.

The barrage is just the latest 
to batter Ukraine as diplomats 
wrangle for a breakthrough in 
what has been Europe’s deadliest 
conflict since World War II.

Russia, which launched its 
full-scale invasion in February 
2022, has shown no sign of slow-
ing down its ground offensive or 
aerial bombardments.

Moscow’s defence ministry 
said it had used the Oreshnik 
ballistic missile on “strategic tar-
gets” -- only the second time the 
new weapon, which the Krem-
lin says is impossible to stop, is 
known to have been used.

Ukrainian authorities said a 
ballistic missile travelling “at 
about 13,000 kilometres (8,000 

miles) per hour” had struck an 
“infrastructure facility” near the 
western city of Lviv.

Ukraine’s SBU published pic-
tures of fragments from what it 
said were the missile, found in 
the Lviv region, close to Ukraine’s 
border with EU member Poland.

It said Russia had attacked “ci-
vilian infrastructure”, without 
specifying the target or extent of 
any damage.

The regional military adminis-
tration said that radiation levels 
were within normal range.

The European Union and 
Germany condemned the use of 
Oreshnik.

“Russia’s reported use of an 
Oreshnik missile is a clear esca-
lation against Ukraine and meant 
as a warning to Europe and to the 
US,” EU foreign policy chief Kaja 
Kallas said on social media.

Across the border in Russia’s 
Belgorod, the governor said more 
than half a million people were 
without power or heating after 
a Ukrainian attack targeted the 
region’s utilities.

Storms spark travel mayhem and 
power cuts in northern Europe
AFP | Paris

Gale-force winds and storms 
barrelled through northern 

Europe yesterday, disrupting 
air and rail travel and cutting 
power to hundreds of thou-
sands in freezing temperatures.

Some 50 flights were can-
celled in London’s Heathrow 
airport, affecting thousands 
of passengers, with air trav-
el disrupted across Europe 
from the Czech Republic to  
Moscow.

Forecasters from Britain to 
Germany urged people to stay 
indoors as they issued weather 
warnings, including the rare, 
highest-level red wind alert 
for the British Isles of Scilly 
and Cornwall in southwestern 
England.

All trains were cancelled in 
Cornwall yesterday.

Some 57,000 homes in the UK 
remained without electricity, 
according to the National Grid 
energy provider, after Storm 
Goretti brought strong winds 
and heavy snow to parts of the 

country overnight.
More than 250 schools re-

mained closed across Scotland, 
which has struggled through 
bad weather for much of the 
first week back after the Christ-
mas break.

In France, Goretti cut power 
to some 380,000 homes, most of 
them in the northern Norman-
dy region, the Enedis power 
provider said.

Overnight, gusts of up to 216 
kilometres per hour (134 miles 

per hour) were registered in 
France’s northwestern Manche 
region, authorities said.

The winds felled trees with 
at least one crashing on resi-
dential buildings in France’s 
Seine-Maritime region, without 
injuries, authorities said.

Gusts of up to 160 kph lashed 
England and Wales with the 
Met Office forecasting agency 
warning of “very large waves” 
bringing “dangerous conditions 
to coastal areas”.
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It’s time for the Pres-
ident of the United 

States to act like a Pres-
ident for ALL the United 
States.

@GavinNewsom

I’ve seen a lot of dishon-
est coverage from the 

media during my time in 
politics, but the last 24 
hours may have set a new 
low.

@JDVance

Must be nice to be 
able to tweet from 

Europe and be able to use 
the Internet freely to pub-
licly disagree with leaders, 
without being arrested, 
beaten or having the coun-
try’s telecommunications 
disabled. That’s the sort 
of thing people in Iran’s 
streets are asking for...

@RobertaMetsola

In Damascus today with 
@eucopresident . Af-

ter decades of fear and 
silence, Syrians began a 
long journey toward hope 
and renewal. Europe will 
do everything it can to 
support Syria’s recovery 
and reconstruction.

@vonderleyen
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News in brief 
 u Kurdish fighters 
rejected a call to leave 
Syria’s Aleppo yesterday 

after the government announced a 
truce in deadly fighting that forced 
thousands of civilians to flee. Since 
Tuesday, government forces had been 
fighting the US-backed Kurdish-led Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) in Aleppo, the 

country’s second city. The violence killed 21 people and was the latest challenge 
for a country still struggling to forge a new path after Islamist authorities ousted 
longtime ruler Bashar al-Assad just over a year ago. 

 u Rescue workers 
searched yesterday for 
dozens of people buried 
under a mountain of garbage that 
collapsed at a landfill in the central 
Philippines, killing at least two. 
About 50 sanitation workers were 
buried when the towering pile of refuse 
toppled onto them at Binaliw Landfill, a 
privately operated facility in Cebu City, 
on Thursday. “There are signs of life,” 
Cebu Mayor Nestor Archival told a news 
briefing yesterday, adding that hundreds of rescuers already on site would be 
joined by “another 500” for search efforts he expected to last through to Sunday.

 u France has the right to say 
“no” to its historical ally the 
United States when it acts in a way 

deemed unacceptable, the foreign minister said 
yesterday, warning that the European political 
order was “in danger”. In his annual address to 
France’s ambassadors, Jean-Noel Barrot warned that 
the European Union was threatened by adversaries 

from the outside, and also hit back at US claims Europe faced “civilisational 
erasure”. European leaders are juggling multiple priorities as they try to come 
up with a plan to help end nearly four years of Russia’s war against Ukraine and 
formulate a coordinated response to Washington’s increasingly assertive foreign 
policy posture including Donald Trump’s designs on Greenland.

Kurdish fighters refuse to leave 
Syria’s Aleppo after truce

France has right to say 
‘no’ to US, Paris says

Two dead, dozens missing after 
Philippine dump site collapse

New Zealand’s rare flightless 
parrot begins breeding again

AFP | Wellington

New Zealand’s critically en-
dangered flightless par-

rot, the kakapo, started breed-
ing last week for the first time 
in four years, the government 
conservation department said.

Only 236 of the rotund and 
regal-looking green parrots 
remain in three breeding pop-
ulations on some of New Zea-
land’s most remote southern 
islands.

That includes 83 breeding 
age females, with high hopes 
this year could bring the most 
hatched chicks since records 
began.

“It’s always exciting when 
the breeding season officially 
begins, but this year it feels 
especially long-awaited after 
such a big gap since the last 
season in 2022,” said Deidre 
Vercoe, the Department of 
Conservation’s kakapo recov-
ery operations manager.

“Now it is underway, we 
expect more mating over the 
next month and we are pre-
paring for what might be the 
biggest breeding season since 
the programme began 30 years 
ago.”

In 1995 the Department 

of Conservation and indige-
nous Maori tribe Ngai Tahu 
launched the Kakapo Recovery 
Programme, with a population 
of just 51 birds at serious risk 
of extinction.

By 2022, numbers had re-
bounded to 252, but 16 birds 
died over the past four years.

This mating season is the 
13th in the past 30 years, with 
the bird breeding every two to 
four years.

“Kakapo are still critical-
ly endangered so we’ll keep 
working hard to increase num-
bers,” Vercoe said.

“But looking ahead, chick 
numbers are not our only 
measure of success. We want 
to create healthy, self-sus-
taining populations of kaka-
po that are thriving, not just  
surviving.

“This means with each suc-
cessful breeding season we’re 
aiming to reduce the level of 
intensive, hands-on manage-
ment to return to a more nat-
ural state.”

Tane Davis, a Ngai Tahi rep-
resentative on the recovery 
programme, said it was hoped 
kakapo would one day thrive 
throughout New Zealand’s 
South Island.

New Zealand’s critically endangerd kakapo parrots

49 BC 1430 1475 1776
Julius Caesar defies the Roman Senate and 
crosses the Rubicon, uttering “alea iacta est” 
(the die is cast), signalling the start of civil war 
and his appointment as Roman dictator for life

Catholic Order of the Golden Fleece 
is founded in Bruges in celebration of 
the prosperous and wealthy domains 
of Philip the Good, Duke of Burgundy

Stephen III of 
Moldavia defeats the 
Ottoman Empire at 
the Battle of Vaslui

“Common Sense” 
pamphlet by Thomas Paine 
is published advocating 
American independence
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A clear reaction from 
the world is needed. 
Above all from the 

United States, whose 
signals Russia truly pays 

attention to
UKRAINIAN PRESIDENT VOLODYMYR ZELENSKY

Last night in Tehran, a 
bunch of vandals came 

and destroyed a building 
that belongs to them to 
please the US president. 

Everyone knows the 
Islamic republic came to 
power with the blood of 
hundreds of thousands 
of honourable people, it 
will not back down in the 

face of saboteurs
AYATOLLAH ALI KHAMENEI

Russia used its new, 
highly hypersonic 

“Oreshnik” ballistic 
missile, which travels 

at approximately 
13,000 km/h (8,000 
mph), for only the 

second known time, 
striking a facility in 

western Ukraine near 
the Polish border

KNOW WHAT

‘War is back in vogue,’ 
Pope Leo says
AFP | Vatican City

Pope Leo XIV warned Friday 
that war was “back in vogue” 

and highlighted the “ambition of 
belligerents”, as his own country 
the United States flexes its mili-
tary muscles.

In a New Year’s message to 
diplomats at the Vatican, his 
first since becoming head of the 
world’s 1.4 billion Catholics last 
May, Leo lamented the weak-
ness of multilateralism, saying 
dialogue was being replaced by 
a “diplomacy based on force”.

He did not name the US but 
said rising tensions in the Carib-
bean and Pacific were “cause for 
serious concern”, particularly 
in Venezuela -- where US forces 
recently seized the president.

He was speaking just hours af-
ter US President Donald Trump 
said land operations against 
drug cartels were on the way 
following maritime attacks in 
the eastern Pacific Ocean and 
Caribbean Sea.

Leo issued an appeal “to re-
spect the will of the Venezue-

lan people, and to safeguard the 
human and civil rights of all”, 
following Trump’s suggestion 
the US could effectively control 
Venezuela -- and its vast oil re-
serves -- for years.

The pope’s address round-
ed up a year of increasing 
global tension, from the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war to US strikes 
in several countries, and rising 
fears in Europe of a possible US 
takeover of Greenland.

A huge wave crashes on the jetty of the harbor of Le Conquet, western France

Protesters wave the national flag of Iran as they gather for a demonstration against the Iranian regime’s crackdown on 
protests, in central Paris (file photo)

Smoke rises from a building after Russia launched an attack with drones and missiles on Kyiv

Trump says he scrapped new Venezuela attack after prisoner release
AFP | Washington

US President Donald Trump 
said yesterday he called off a 

second wave of attacks on Ven-
ezuela after the government, 
whose leftist president was re-
moved by Washington, began 
releasing prisoners.

Trump made the comments 
as he prepared to meet major 
oil corporations that he said will 
invest at least $100 billion in Ven-
ezuela, which has the world’s 
largest oil reserves.

Trump was implicitly making 
clear he is ready again to use 
force to get his way in Venezuela, 
which he has vowed to force to 
enrich the United States, espe-
cially oil companies.

“Venezuela is releasing large 
numbers of political prisoners as 
a sign of ‘Seeking Peace,’” Trump 
wrote on his Truth Social plat-
form.

“Because of this cooperation, I 
have cancelled the previously ex-
pected second Wave of Attacks,” 
he said.

The United States yesterday 

also announced that it had seized 
another tanker near Venezuela 
as it enforces an embargo on its 
oil, which makes Washington 
the undisputed power on its key 
export.

Prisoners’ release 
Venezuela began releasing 

prisoners on Thursday in the 
first such gesture since US forces 
removed and detained president 
Nicolas Maduro in a deadly Janu-
ary 3 raid, with his deputy Delcy 
Rodriguez taking over.

Former Venezuelan opposi-
tion candidate Enrique Marquez 
-- who opposed Maduro in the 

contested 2024 presidential elec-
tion -- was among those released 
Thursday.

“It’s all over now,” Marquez 
said in a video taken by a local 
journalist of him and his wife, 
accompanied by another re-
leased opposition member, Bia-
gio Pilieri.

The White House quickly took 
credit for winning the prisoners’ 
freedom.

Trump had earlier played 
down democracy as a motivat-
ing factor for the attack, despite 
years of the United States saying 
that Maduro was illegitimate 
elections were filled with fraud.

But Trump said he would 
meet next week with Venezue-
lan opposition leader Maria Co-
rina Machado, whom he earlier 
brushed aside as a “very nice 
woman” who lacked the “re-
spect” to lead Venezuela.

“I understand she’s coming in 
next week sometime, and I look 
forward to saying hello to her,” 
Trump told Fox News host Sean 
Hannity in an interview.

An officer stands guard at the entrance to El Helicoide -a facility and prison owned 
by the Venezuelan government

Pope Leo XIV walks to his residence


