
Bangladesh nationalists celebrate landslide win
AFP | Dhaka

The Bangladesh Nationalist 
Party (BNP) celebrated a 

landslide victory yesterday in the 
first elections held since a deadly 
2024 uprising, with leader Tari-
que Rahman to become prime  
minister.

Election Commission figures 
said the BNP alliance had won 
212 seats, compared with 77 for 
the Jamaat-e-Islami alliance -- 
which said earlier it had “serious 
questions about the integrity of 
the results process”.

Rahman said two days before 
polling he was “confident” that 
his party -- crushed during the 
autocratic 15-year rule of ousted 

prime minister Sheikh Hasina 
-- would regain power in the 

South Asian nation of 170 mil-
lion people.

Hasina’s Awami League party 
was barred from taking part.

The US embassy congratulat-
ed Rahman and the BNP for a 
“historic victory”, while neigh-
bouring India praised Rahman’s 
“decisive win” in a significant 
step after recent rocky relations 
with Bangladesh.

China and Pakistan, which 
both grew closer to Bangladesh 
since the uprising and the sour-
ing of ties with India, where 
Hasina has sheltered since her 
ouster, also congratulated the 
BNP.

The vote passed largely peace-
fully and the country has been 
reported to have been calm since 
polling day.

Europe seeks new ‘partnership’ 
with US at security gathering
German leader urges a reset with the US at the Munich Security Conference

• Friedrich Merz calls 
for “new transatlantic 
partnership”

• European leaders 
seek to strengthen 
NATO commitments

• Ukraine’s war and 
defense spending 
top agenda

AFP | Washington

German leader Friedrich 
Merz called yesterday for 
“a new transatlantic part-

nership” between the United 
States and Europe, as he rallied 
officials at a top security confer-
ence under heavy pressure from 
US President Donald Trump..

European leaders were striv-
ing to shore up relations with 
Washington, insisting they were 
strengthening their defences in 
line with Trump’s demands at 
what Merz and others described 
as a time of “upheaval”.

This year’s Munich Security 
Conference comes at a time of 
strained ties between Europe 
and the United States, after 
Trump threatened to take over 
Greenland and criticised Euro-
pean countries’ record on im-
migration.

Russia’s war against Ukraine, 
set to enter its fifth year this 
month, will be high on the agen-
da, alongside efforts by European 
NATO members to raise their de-
fence budgets out of concern that 
Moscow could seek to expand 
into their territory.

European leaders at the gath-
ering defended their security 
commitments and the NATO al-
liance, with EU chief Ursula von 
der Leyen saying the bloc was 
“ready to take more responsibil-
ity for our own security” -- after 
Trump called it into question and 
accused allies of not spending 
enough on defence.

“Being a part of NATO is not 
only Europe’s competitive ad-
vantage. It’s also the United 
States’ competitive advantage. 
So let’s repair and revive transat-

lantic trust together,” Merz said.
“In the era of great power ri-

valry, even the United States will 
not be powerful enough to go it 
alone.”

US-Europe relations 
US Secretary of State Marco 

Rubio, who arrived yesterday, is 
due to speak at the annual gath-
ering on Saturday, as is Ukrainian 
President Volodymyr Zelensky, 
organisers said.

Rubio is seen as a more con-
ciliatory choice of envoy, a year 
after Vice President JD Vance 
used the same stage to attack 
European policies on immigra-
tion and free speech, shocking 
European allies.

“Rubio will not gratuitously 
offend the Europeans,” analyst 
Ian Bremmer of Eurasia Group 
told a news conference.

“Rubio will be seen as broadly 
constructive, trying to provide 
less uncertainty and less unpre-
dictability and less unreliabil-
ity from the Americans, even 
though a lot of the message will 
be tough.”

Rubio met his Chinese coun-
terpart Wang Yi yesterday on the 
sidelines of the conference, an 
AFP journalist said, at a time of 

heightened Washington-Beijing 
tensions.

Meanwhile relations between 
Europe and the United States, 
their traditional allies and guar-
antors of the continent’s security 
for decades, are under pressure.

Since returning to the White 
House last year, Trump has 
frequently criticised European 
countries for not sharing enough 
of the burden on common de-
fence.

Ties plunged further last 

month when Trump stepped up 
threats to annex Greenland, an 
autonomous territory of NATO 
ally Denmark, forcing European 
nations to stand firm in protest.

Danish Prime Minister Mette 
Frederiksen and her Greenlan-
dic counterpart Jens-Frederik 
Nielsen said they would discuss 
Greenland with Rubio yesterday 
on the sidelines of the confer-
ence.

Overall, more than 60 heads 
of state and government and 
around 100 foreign and defence 
ministers were to descend on 
the southern German city under 
high security, with about 5,000 
police deployed for the event.

Merz and French President 
Emmanuel Macron were sched-
uled to meet with UK premier 
Keir Starmer and Zelensky yes-
terday afternoon for talks on 
Ukraine, with Rubio also set to 
attend.

Ukraine’s foreign minister An-
driy Sybiga said he met Wang Yi 
from China -- a close partner of 
Moscow -- at the conference and 
discussed ending the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine.

Zelensky visited a drone fac-
tory near Munich with German 
Defence Minister Boris Pistorius.

Russia, Ukraine to hold talks 
in Geneva on February 17-18
US-mediated negotiations resume in Switzerland as the war enters its fifth year

• Russia appoints 
hawkish negotiator 
Vladimir Medinsky

• Ukraine seeks 
robust Western 
security guarantees

• Zelensky rallies allies 
at Munich conference

AFP | Kyiv

Russia and Ukraine will 
hold US-brokered talks on 
February 17-18 in Gene-

va, both countries said yester-
day, announcing the next leg in 
fraught negotiations seeking to 
end the four-year war.

US President Donald Trump 
is pushing to end the conflict, 
unleashed when Russia invaded 
Ukraine in February 2022, but 
two previous rounds of US-me-
diated talks in Abu Dhabi have 
not yielded any signs of a break-
through.

Both sides said publicly the 
discussions were productive, but 
Moscow and Kyiv remain far 
apart on the key issue of terri-
tory.

“The next round of talks on 
the Ukrainian settlement will 
be held in the same trilateral 
Russia-US-Ukraine format, on 
February 17–18 in Geneva,” Rus-
sia’s state-run RIA Novosti news 
agency cited Kremlin spokesman 
Dmitry Peskov as saying.

Peskov said Moscow’s delega-
tion to Geneva will be headed by 
Vladimir Medinsky, a hawkish 
ex-culture minister who led pre-
vious failed talks in Turkey, in a 
switch from the senior military 
officials who led two previous 

rounds in Abu Dhabi.
Kyiv confirmed the talks were 

set for the scenic Swiss city.
“The Ukrainian delegation 

has already begun preparing for 
this meeting,” said its top ne-
gotiator Rustem Umerov, head 
of Ukraine’s National Security 
Council.

He will be joined by Zelensky’s 
chief of staff and former spy mas-
ter, Kyrylo Budanov, and a host of 
other officials.

Russia’s switch of negotiating 
teams comes after an assassina-
tion attempt on the deputy of its 
top negotiator in Moscow earlier 
this month -- an attack it said 
was orchestrated by Kyiv.

 Territory 
Ukrainian President Volody-

myr Zelensky yesterday arrived 
in Munich to hold rounds of 

meetings with European and US 
officials, seeking support from 
allies ahead of the talks. He also 
toured a Ukrainian-German 
drone production facility.

Russia has continued to bat-
ter Ukrainian cities in recent 
days, killing six people across the 
country in overnight strikes that 
targeted the southern port city of 
Odesa and energy infrastructure.

Moscow has stuck to its de-
mands in the talks for sweeping 
territorial and political conces-
sions from Ukraine -- rejected 
by Kyiv as tantamount to capit-
ulation.

Russia is pushing for Ukraine 
to pull  out of the eastern 
Donetsk region -- around one-
fifth of which Kyiv’s forces still  
control.

US transfers thousands of IS detainees from Syria to Iraq
AFP | Baghdad

The United States Central 
Command said yesterday it 

had completed the transfer of 
thousands of detained Islamic 
State group suspects from Syria 
to Iraq.

They had been held in Syria 
for years in prisons run by Kurd-
ish-led forces, but the recapture 
of surrounding territory by Da-
mascus prompted Washington 
to step in.

CENTCOM said it “completed 
a transfer mission following a 
nighttime flight from northeast-
ern Syria to Iraq on Feb 12 to help 
ensure ISIS detainees remain se-
cure in detention facilities.”

“The 23-day transfer mission 
began on Jan 21 and resulted in 
US forces successfully transport-
ing more than 5,700 adult male 
ISIS fighters from detention fa-
cilities in Syria to Iraqi custody,” 
it added in a statement.

The US had previously an-
nounced it  would transfer 
around 7,000 detainees.

IS swept across Syria and Iraq 

in 2014, committing massacres 
and forcing women and girls into 
sexual slavery.

Backed by US-led forces, Iraq 
proclaimed the defeat of IS in the 
country in 2017, and the Kurd-
ish-led Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) ultimately beat back the 
group in Syria two years later.

The SDF went on to jail thou-

sands of suspected jihadists and 
detain tens of thousands of their 
relatives in camps.

 ‘Job well done’ 
Last month, Syrian trops drove 

Kurdish forces from swathes of 
northern Syria, sparking ques-
tions over the fate of the IS pris-
oners.

Lingering doubts about secu-
rity pushed Washington to an-
nounce it would transfer them to 
Iraq to prevent “a breakout” that 
could threaten the region.

“We appreciate Iraq’s leader-
ship and recognition that trans-
ferring the detainees is essential 
to regional security,” said head of 
CENTCOM Admiral Brad Cooper.

“Job well done to the entire 
Joint Force team who executed 
this exceptionally challenging 
mission on the ground and in 
the air with great focus, profes-
sionalism, and collaboration with 
our regional partners,” he added.

Most of the detainees are Syr-
ian but there are also hundreds 
of foreign nationals from Arab 
countries as well as Europe, Asia 
and Australia, a senior Iraqi se-
curity source told AFP earlier 
this week.

Many prisons in Iraq are al-
ready packed with IS suspects.

The detainees in Syria were 
transferred to Baghdad’s al-
Karkh prison, once widely known 
as Camp Cropper where former 
Iraqi ruler Saddam Hussein was 

held before his execution.
To make space for the new-

comers, authorities moved 
thousands of prisoners from the 
Karkh prison to other facilities, a 
lawyer and an inmate told AFP on 
condition of anonymity.

Earlier this month, Iraq’s judi-
ciary said it had begun investiga-
tions into detainees transferred 
from Syria.

Under Iraqi law, terrorism and 
murder offences are punishable 
by death, and execution decrees 
must be signed by the president.

Iraqi courts have handed down 
hundreds of death sentences and 
life terms to those convicted of 
terrorism offences, including for-
eign fighters.

Iraq has issued calls for coun-
tries to repatriate their nationals 
among the IS detainees, though 
this appears unlikely.

For years, Syria’s Kurdish 
forces also called on foreign 
governments to take back their 
citizens, but this was done on 
a small scale limited to women 
and children held in detention  
camps.

YOU CANNOT ESCAPE THE 
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Thank you Morocco 
for hosting the sixth 

global conference on the 
elimination of child la-
bor this week. UNICEF’s 
message is clear: Children 
should be in school, not in 
child labor. #EndChild-
Labour

@unicefchief

$38B for Ukraine’s de-
fense. The UDCG re-

sults reflect our clear plan 
and the concrete solutions 
we’re building with our 
allies. Thank you to every 
country for the signifi-
cant new contributions. 
Together, we are strength-
ening our shared security.

@FedorovMykhailo

European Leaders have 
a clear priority — to 

strengthen our economic 
growth. 2026 will be the 
year of competitiveness. 
This is the commitment 
coming out from Alden 
Biesen.

@eucopresident

It was an honor to host 
my fellow @iascch 

members at @WFP at 
this critical moment. As 
needs rise and resources 
shrink, our purpose re-
mains crystal clear: we 
must continue reaching 
people in greatest need — 
guided by humanitarian 
principles. Together we 
can save more lives.

@WFPChief

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)
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News in brief 
 u Japan seized a Chinese 
fishing boat and arrested 
its skipper, authorities said 

yesterday, an incident that could 
deepen a spat between the Asian 
giants. The episode on Thursday off 
southern Japan came three months after 
Prime Minister Sanae Takaichi suggested 
that Japan would intervene militarily if 
Beijing sought to take Taiwan by force. 
“The vessel’s captain was ordered to stop 
for an inspection by a fisheries inspector, 

but the vessel failed to comply and fled,” Japan’s fisheries agency said.

 u North Korea 
yesterday threatened 
a “terrible response” 
if it detects any more drones buzzing 
across the border from the South. 
South Korean President Lee Jae Myung 
has sought to repair ties with North Korea 
since taking office last year, criticising his 
predecessor for allegedly sending drones 
to scatter propaganda over Pyongyang. 
But North Korea claims it shot down a 
surveillance drone just last month, an 
incident which threatens to blight Lee’s efforts to patch things up.

 u Beijing will 
take “all necessary 
measures” against 

foreign espionage activities, the foreign 
ministry said yesterday, after the US 
spy agency issued a recruitment video 
targeting Chinese military personnel. The 
CIA’s Chinese-language video, published on 
the agency’s YouTube channel on Thursday, 
appears to target disaffected officers and 
appeals for information on China’s leaders 
and armed forces. China’s foreign ministry 

condemned what it called “anti-China forces” and vowed action to protect 
national security. 

Japan seizes Chinese 
fishing vessel, arrests captain

Beijing vows ‘measures’ after CIA 
Chinese-language recruitment ad

North Korea warns of ‘terrible 
response’ if South sends more drones

Archaeologists find 10,000-year-
old rock art site in Egypt’s Sinai

AFP | Cairo

Archaeologists have discov-
ered a 10,000-year-old site 

with rock art in Egypt’s Sinai 
Peninsula, the country’s min-
istry of tourism and antiquities 
said Thursday.

The previously unknown 
site located at the Umm Irak 
Plateau has a 100-metre-long 
rock formation whose diverse 
carvings trace the evolution 
of human artistic expression 
from prehistoric times to the 
Islamic era.

The Supreme Council of 
Antiquities “has uncovered 
one of the most important new 
archeological sites, of excep-
tional historical and artistic 
value”, the ministry said in a 
statement.

Its chronological diversity 
makes it “an open-air natural 
museum”, according to coun-
cil secretary general Hisham 
El-Leithy.

The natural rock shelter’s 
ceiling features numerous 
drawings in red pigment of 

animals and symbols, as well 
as inscriptions in Arabic and 
the Nabataean language.

Some engravings “reflect the 
lifestyles and economic activi-
ties of early human communi-
ties”, the ministry said.

Inside, animal droppings, 
stone partitions and hearth 
remains confirm that the shel-
ter was used as a refuge for a 
long time.

These “provide further evi-
dence of the succession of civ-
ilisations that have inhabited 
this important part of Egypt 
over the millennia”, Tourism 
and Antiquities Minister Sher-
if Fathi said.

He described the discovery 
as a “significant addition to the 
map of Egyptian antiquities”.

The site is located in the 
south of the Sinai Peninsula, 
where Cairo is undertaking 
a vast megaproject aimed at 
drawing mass tourism to the 
mountain town of Saint Cathe-
rine, a UNESCO world heritage 
site and home to Bedouin who 
fear for their ancestral land.

Rock wall bearing numerous carved inscriptions and symbols at the Umm 
Irak Plateau

India says world 
leaders, tech 
bosses to attend 
AI summit
AFP | New Delhi

At least 17 heads of state, 
the United Nations 

chief and several global tech 
CEOs are set to attend next 
week’s AI Impact Summit 
in New Delhi, India said 
yesterday.

Touted as the biggest 
yet, it is the fourth edition 
of the annual global gath-
ering to address the risks 
and opportunities posed by 
the booming artificial intel-
lignce technology.

Leaders from France, 
Brazil, Spain, the United 
Arab Emirates and 13 other 
nations will join, as well as 
Google’s Sundar Pichai, Sam 
Altman of OpenAI and Nvid-
ia boss Jensen Huang, ac-
cording to a statement from 
India’s foreign ministry.

The summit “will bring 
together global leaders, 
policymakers, innovators, 
and experts from across the 
world to deliberate on the 
way forward for AI”, it said.

Panels  and talks are 
planned from Monday, and 
on Thursday Indian Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi 
will open the two-day sum-
mit with leaders.

Earlier editions of the AI 
Impact Summit were held 
in Paris, Seoul and British 
wartime code-breaking hub 
Bletchley.

The Delhi event will focus 
on issues like child safety 
and sustainability.

Leaders from Bhutan, 
Croatia, Finland, Greece, 
Mauritius, the Netherlands, 
Serbia, Slovakia, Sri Lanka 
and Switzerland are among 
those who have confirmed 
they will attend, according 
to the foreign ministry.

Ministerial delegations 
from at least 45 countries 
and UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres will also 
be at the summit.

1014 1076 1797 1876
Pope Benedict 
VIII crowns Henry 
II Holy Roman 
Emperor

Pope Gregory VII 
excommunicates Holy 
Roman Emperor Henry 
IV for the first time

Battle of Cape St. Vincent: British fleet under Admiral Sir 
John Jervis defeats larger Spanish fleet under Admiral 
Don José de Córdoba y Ramos near Cape St. Vincent, 
Portugal. Captain Horatio Nelson distinguishes himself

Alexander Graham Bell and Elisha Gray 
apply separately for telephone patents, 
the Supreme Court eventually rules 
Bell the rightful inventor

In a stark shift from 
last year’s aggressive 

tone, US Secretary 
of State Marco Rubio 

is being described 
by analysts as a 

“conciliatory” figure 
compared to former 

Vice President JD Vance

KNOW WHAT

S P O T L I G H T

Russia swapped 
its military-led 

negotiating team for 
a political one headed 
by Vladimir Medinsky 

following a recent 
assassination attempt 

on a deputy negotiator 
in Moscow

KNOW WHAT

US military vehicles move along a road in a convoy transporting Islamic State 
group detainees being transferred to Iraq from Syria, on the outskirts of 
Qahtaniyah in Syria’s northeastern Hasakah province

German Chancellor Friedrich Merz (R) shakes hands with US Secretary of State Marco Rubio
Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky (C) and German Defence Minister Boris Pistorius (L) walking during a visit of the 
drone manufacturer Quantum Frontline Industries at the 62nd Munich Security Conference (MSC) in Munich

Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) chairman and election candidate Tarique 
Rahman (C) casts his ballot at a polling station


