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'Like a shotgun': Tongan eruption is largest ever recorded
AFP

A deadly volcanic eruption near Tonga in January was the largest ever recorded with
modern equipment, a New Zealand-led team of scientists revealed Monday.

The eruption of the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai volcano was so intense it reached
beyond the Earth's stratosphere, into the mesosphere© Handout

The Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai volcano erupted underwater with a force
equivalent to hundreds of atomic bombs, unleashing a 15-metre (50-foot) tsunami
which demolished homes and killed at least three people on the Pacific island
kingdom.
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Volcanic material stayed in the atmosphere for months, causing the stunning sunsets
seen across the Pacific region© Petty Officer Chris Weissenborn

The natural disaster also damaged undersea communication cables, cutting Tonga off
from the rest of the world for weeks and hampering efforts to help the victims.
A detailed study by New Zealand's national institute for water and atmospheric
research shows the eruption blasted out almost 10 cubic kilometres of material --
equivalent to 2.6 million Olympic-sized swimming pools -- and fired debris more than
40 kilometres (25 miles) into the mesosphere, the level above the Earth's stratosphere.

Chart on the volcanic explosivity index, a numeric scale that measures the relative
explosivity of historic eruptions.© Gal ROMA

"The eruption reached record heights, being the first we've ever seen to break through
into the mesosphere," said marine geologist Kevin Mackay.

"It was like a shotgun blast directly into the sky."

The Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai eruption rivals the infamous Krakatoa disaster
which killed tens of thousands in Indonesia in 1883 before the invention of modern
measuring equipment.

"While this eruption was large -- one of the biggest since Krakatoa -- the difference
here is that it's an underwater volcano and it's also part of the reason we got such big
tsunami waves," Mackay added.

The team of scientists have accounted for three-quarters of the material fired out by
the Tongan eruption with the rest explained as debris scattered in the atmosphere.
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Mackay said the plume is estimated to have contained nearly two cubic kilometres of
particles which stayed in the atmosphere for "months, causing the stunning sunsets
we saw" across the Pacific region as far away as New Zealand.
His team also discovered that the volcano's crater is now 700 metres deeper than it
was.

The eruption's pyroclastic flows -- deadly currents of lava, volcanic ash and gases
which reach temperatures of 1,000 degrees Centigrade (1,800 degrees Fahrenheit)
and speeds of 700 kilometres per hour -- carried debris from the volcano along the
sea floor at least 80 kilometres away.

"But the pyroclastic flows appear to extend beyond that, perhaps as far as 100
kilometres away," said the team's principal scientist Emily Lane.

"The sheer force of the flows is astonishing -- we saw deposits in valleys beyond the
volcano, meaning they had enough power to flow uphill over huge ridges and then
back down again."

Russia in flames: At least five dead as Moscow rocked by explosion by major train
stations
Aleks Phillips - Daily Express

Central Moscow was rocked yesterday by a large warehouse fire that killed at least
five people, Russian emergency services said. Reports suggest the fire had been
preceded by an explosion.

Officials said the fire broke out at a two-story brick building on Sunday afternoon,
and was extinguished late on Sunday evening.

The warehouse, in Komsomolskaya Square, sits close to rail termini in the Russian
capital that link it with other large cities, St Petersburg, Kazan and Vladivostok.
Moscow's branch of the Emergency Situations Ministry (Emercom) said the fire had
caused the partial collapse of the building's ceiling between its two floors.
The agency added that alongside the five dead, one person had been injured.
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Moscow fire 1© Telegram

Footage has been circulating of the blazing inferno, as the targeted attack delivered a
considerable blow to Russian infrastructure.

Pro-Russian forces in Makiivka were on the ground after the incident was reported at
3.06 am Kyiv time trying to extinguish the flames until the early hours of the morning.

The fire in the industrial building covered a total size of around 2,000 square metres,
and Emercom said that there was "heavy smoke" all along its footprint.
Footage posted online shows a thick plume of dark smoke rising above the city, with a
chorus of sirens audible in the background.
Other video - apparently shot from a nearby tower block - shows the column of black
smoke pouring out of a central section of the warehouse, with flames visible through
facing windows.
Local reports suggest that some of those caught up in the flames may have become
trapped in nearby greenhouses.

Moscow fire 2© Twitter
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Emercom told Russian news agencies that 80 fire fighters and 20 fire units had been
involved in extinguishing the inferno, along with a helicopter on standby.

Russia's Investigative Committee - which oversees probes into potential major crimes
- said this morning that the number of victims of the fire was still being assessed.
State news agency TASS had previously reported seven dead, citing emergency
sources.

It attributed the cause of the blaze to "violations of fire standards".
Large fires are fairly commonplace in Russia, and are typically attributed to ageing
buildings and infrastructure, as well as a laxed attitude to safety requirements.

Moscow smoke cloud© Twitter

At the start of this month, at least 13 people were killed after a large fire broke out in
a recreation centre in Kostroma, 210 miles north of Moscow.

At the time, local officials said the fire began after a patron apparently fired a flare
gun inside the building, leading to the roof collapsing. A further five were left injured
by the blaze.

A 23-year-old patron of Polygon - a venue used as a cafe, nightclub and bar - was
arrested on suspicion of causing the fire, an allegation he was believed to have
admitted to.

The director of the company which manages the venue was also arrested.
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Moscow fire 3© Telegram

Ikhtiyar Mirzoyev, a member of the regional legislature who owned the club, was
later detained and charged over an alleged violation of fire safety standards.
He was also suspended from his public office, TASS news agency reported shortly
after the incident.

Yesterday's fire was not the first industrial blaze to plight the Russian capital, but
rather the latest in a long line.

In August, a warehouse on the outskirts of Moscow went up in flames, pouring a
towering column of black smoke over a motorway.

Two months before, a mechanical plant in Sergiev Posad, a satellite city of Moscow,
caught fire.

Lithuania calls on NATO to pay more attention to Belarus in Ukraine war
Daniel Stewart - News 360

Lithuanian President Gitanas Nauseda made it known on Monday that he has called
on NATO to pay more attention to Belarus in the ongoing war between Ukraine and
Russia, as "it is clear" that it is participating in the war by putting itself "at the
complete disposal" of Moscow and its interests.
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Lithuanian President Gitanas Nauseda. - Alexander Welscher/dpa© Provided by
News 360’

"There are Russian soldiers on the territory of Belarus, ready to go to the war zones
in Ukraine," President Nauseda has said in an interview for the Current Time TV
channel, owned by the U.S. broadcaster Radio Free Europe.

"We have to think about it," said Nauseda, who confirmed that Lithuania has
contacted NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg to request that the Alliance pay
more attention "to the factor" Belarus.

Putin sparks fear, 'secretly' brings back dozens of air defence missiles from Belarus to
Russia

3:41
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'NATO has to continue providing weapons to Ukraine so that it can defend itself

Nauseda stressed that Lithuania shares more than 600 kilometers of border with
Belarus and that it has been the victim of "hybrid attacks", mainly, he explained,
through the use of illegal immigration. "We have built barriers, (...) but, of course,
none will help us against missiles."

On the other hand, the Lithuanian president warned that episodes like the one that
happened last week in Poland in which two people were killed by the fall of a
Ukrainian missile that had supposedly been launched to repel a Russian attack will
continue to occur as the current war continues.

"Similar incidents may be repeated in the future. We cannot rule out the possibility of
this happening in my country, in Poland or others on NATO's eastern flank," warned
Nauseda, who also called for a greater presence of anti-missile systems to increase
security.

"Russia deliberately seeks to attack Ukraine's civilian infrastructure (...)approaching
the western borders and at any moment the projectiles can deviate from their
trajectories. Unfortunately, if Russia continues this policy, these incidents will
continue to occur," he has said.

Deadly Blaze in China Fuels Defiance Against Xi’s Covid Policies
Chris Buckley, Vivian Wang, Chang Che and Amy Chang Chien - The New York
Times

The fire began with a faulty power strip in a bedroom on the 15th floor of an
apartment building in China’s far west. Firefighters spent three hours putting it out
— too slow to prevent at least 10 deaths — and what might have remained an isolated
accident turned into a tragedy and a political headache for local leaders.
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A protest at a campus of the Communication University of China in Nanjing on
Saturday.© via Reuters

Many people suspected that a Covid lockdown had hampered rescue efforts or
trapped victims inside their homes, and though officials denied that had happened,
angry comments flooded social media and residents took to the streets in the city
where the fire erupted.

Now the episode in Urumqi, the capital of the Xinjiang region, has unleashed the most
defiant eruption of public anger against the ruling Communist Party in years. In cities
across China this weekend, thousands gathered with candles and flowers to mourn
the fire’s victims. On campuses, students staged vigils, many holding up pieces of
blank white paper in mute protest. In Shanghai, some residents even called for the
Communist Party and its leader, Xi Jinping, to step down, a rare and bold challenge.

The outpouring has created new pressures on Mr. Xi only a month after he secured a
third term as party head, sealing his status as China’s most dominant leader in
decades. The broader source of ire is his “zero Covid” strategy, which seeks to
eliminate infections with lockdowns, quarantines and mass testing. It has kept deaths
from the coronavirus much lower than elsewhere, but also brought many Chinese
cities to a near standstill, disrupted life and travel for hundreds of millions, and
forced many small businesses to close.
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Xi Jinping at the Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit in Bangkok this month.
The protests pose a new challenge to his authority, only weeks after he secured a third
term as top leader and stacked his team with loyalists.© Haiyun Jiang/The New York

Times

Protests are relatively rare in China. Especially under Mr. Xi, the party has
eliminated most means for organizing people to take on the government. Dissidents
have been imprisoned, social media is heavily censored, and independent groups
involved in human rights have been banned. The protests that break out in towns and
villages often involve workers, farmers or other locals aggrieved by job losses, land
disputes, pollution or other issues that usually remain contained.

Workers setting up metal barriers outside a community under lockdown in Beijing on
Thursday.© Kevin Frayer/Getty Images

But the pervasiveness of China’s Covid restrictions has created a focus for anger that
transcends class and geography. Migrant workers struggling with food shortages and
joblessness during weeks-long lockdowns, university students held on campuses,
urban professionals chafing at travel restrictions — the roots of their frustrations are
the same.
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The Communist Party’s greatest fear would be realized if these similar grievances led
protesters from disparate backgrounds to cooperate, in an echo of 1989, when
students, workers, small traders and residents found some common cause in the
protests demanding democratic change that took over Tiananmen Square. So far, that
has not occurred.

“Covid Zero produced an unintended consequence, which is putting a huge number of
people in the same situation,” said Yasheng Huang, a professor at the MIT Sloan
School of Management who leads its China Lab. “This is a game changer.”
“The anger has been pent up for a while, but I think the 20th Congress provided an
expectation that it would wind down,” he said, referring to the party’s leadership
reshuffle in October.
“When that did not happen, the frustration quickly boiled over.”

The deaths from Thursday’s fire in Urumqi and questions about whether the victims
were sealed in their burning building resonated widely in China. After nearly three
years of pandemic restrictions, many Chinese have stories of being quarantined at
home, occasionally with their doors wired or welded shut or emergency exits
blockaded. That shared experience seemed to feed collective suspicion and anger
about the deaths.

A security officer warns against photo-taking outside Tsinghua University in Beijing
on Sunday.© Thomas Peter/Reuters

“Yesterday, I saw about the fire tragedy in Urumqi and was crying all the time, and
then I thought of the time when Shanghai was under lockdown this year,” said Kira
Yao, a sales manager in Shanghai, who said she attended the candlelight vigil there
for victims of the Urumqi fire.
“Later we shouted, ‘No nucleic acid tests, we want freedom’ and ‘No to health
codes,’” she said. “I felt like finally I could say what I’ve wanted to say.”
While many protesters limited their appeals to the loosening of Covid restrictions,
some seized the chance to make broader political demands, linking the draconian
reach of “zero Covid” to the country’s authoritarian system.

China Covid: Country reports 39,791 new infections; rise despite zero-Covid policy
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On Sunday, hundreds of students gathered on the campus of Tsinghua University, in
northwest Beijing, where they have been largely prohibited from leaving for weeks
because of Covid restrictions.
“Democracy and rule of law,” the crowd chanted. “Freedom of expression.”

Near Liangma River in Beijing on Sunday night, at least 100 people gathered to light
candles and hold up sheets of white paper, an implicit protest of censorship. A pair of
police officers arrived soon after and asked people to spread out. When people began
to chant for an end to lockdowns, one officer told them to stop.
“I also mourn those who died,” he said.
“Are you angry?” someone shouted in reply.

In Wuhan, the central Chinese city where the pandemic originated in late 2019,
dozens of people in at least two residential neighborhoods gathered in the streets,
some breaking past barriers put up to enforce neighborhood lockdowns.

The protests followed hopes that Covid restrictions would gradually ease after
officials in Beijing released a 20-point plan this month to limit the scope of pandemic
measures. Based on that plan, people had expected local governments to scale back
contact tracing and mass quarantines, but when Covid cases surged, officials revived
the same sweeping tactics.

Mr. Xi has no easy response to the widespread anger. Censors have moved quickly to
scrub photos and video footage of the protests. If Mr. Xi cracks down on
demonstrators, he could anger the public further, straining even China’s formidable
security apparatus. If he abruptly lifts many restrictions, he risks hurting his image of
unassailable authority that he has built in part on his success battling Covid. The
ensuing rise in infections, potentially deadly among the vulnerable, may also become
another source of discontent.

“The immediate challenge is whether and how they’re going to continue with ‘zero
Covid’ when there is so much frustration. This is a decision he has to make in the next,
say, 48 to 72 hours,” Minxin Pei, a professor of government at Claremont McKenna
College who studies Chinese politics, said in an interview.
“You can arrest people and put them in jail, but the virus will still be there. There are
simply no easy answers for him, only hard choices.”

The political stakes were made stark in Shanghai on Saturday evening, when what
started out as a vigil escalated into a street protest.

Dozens of people had gathered on Urumqi Road, named after the city in Xinjiang, to
grieve the victims of the fire. As the crowd grew into the hundreds, chants broke out,
with people calling for an easing of the Covid controls. “We want freedom,” they said.
A small number of them openly denounced Mr. Xi and the Communist Party.
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A vigil in Shanghai on Saturday for victims of an apartment fire in Urumqi in China’s
Xinjiang region. As the vigil later turned into a protest, some called for Mr. Xi to step

down.© via Associated Press

“Xi Jinping!” a man in the crowd repeatedly shouted. “Step down!” some chanted in
response.

A rare sight: protest banners on a bridge in Beijing in October. They were quickly
taken down.© via Reuters

“This is unheard of in this era,” Professor Pei said. “It reflects a great deal of
frustration with the Covid policies. People are just tired.”

For most of the time since Covid spread from Wuhan nearly three years ago, many
Chinese have accepted tough controls, including sweeping restrictions limiting travel
to the country, as a price for avoiding the widespread illness and death that the
United States and other countries suffered. But public patience has eroded this year
as other nations increasingly adapted to living with the virus.
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Police on Sunday blocked Urumqi Road where protests had taken place the night
before.© Hector Retamal/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images

Workers at a vast iPhone factory in Zhengzhou, Henan Province, clashed violently
with the police last week over lockdown measures and delays in the payment of
bonuses.

Earlier this month, hundreds of migrants locked down in the manufacturing hub of
Guangzhou tore down barricades and ransacked food provisions. In October, a lone
protester draped banners on a bridge in Beijing, just days ahead of the Communist
Party congress where Mr. Xi won his new term in power.

The Chinese government is likely to worry that images and video of the protests in
Shanghai will spread, despite online censorship, inspiring more unrest. Crowds also
congregated in Chengdu, a city in southwest China, video from Sunday showed, with
some shouting “We want freedom, we want democracy.”

May Hu, who lives in southern Hunan Province, said she spent hours watching a live-
stream of the Shanghai protests on Instagram, which is blocked in China unless using
software to surmount censorship barriers.
“Before, everyone only thought about how to escape this all,” said Ms. Hu, who is in
her 20s.
“After, many people’s thinking has changed to, ‘We need to go fight and win
freedom.’”

Some participants in the previous night’s gathering in Shanghai expressed fear that
the widespread public fury could ultimately draw an equally furious official response.
A recent college graduate who requested that only his surname, Li, be used, said that
after seeing the police pushing and detaining people on Saturday night, he was
nervous about joining another demonstration.

“After speaking out, some spectators maybe will feel empowered — that you can’t
mess around with the people — but what will the outcome be?” said Ding Tingting,
an art curator who joined the mourning vigil in Shanghai but disapproved of the
rowdy chants later that night.
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On Sunday evening, residents gathered in the same area, some shouting. “Release
them,” apparently after the police seized people in sometimes rough encounters,
video shared with The Times showed. Officers hurried others along, preventing them
settling in place for any potential protest.

*** Muyi Xiao contributed reporting.

Pockets of shelling across Ukraine as wintry warfare looms
SAMMEDNICK & JAMEY KEATEN - Associated Press

KHERSON, Ukraine (AP) — Russian forces struck several areas in eastern and
southern Ukraine early Sunday as utility crews scrambled to restore power, water
and heating with the onset of snow and frigid temperatures, while civilians continued
to leave the southern city of Kherson because of the devastation wreaked by recent
attacks and of fears of more ahead.

Cars leave Kherson, southern Ukraine, Saturday, Nov. 26, 2022. Fleeing shelling,
hundreds of civilians on Saturday streamed out of the southern Ukrainian city whose

recapture they had celebrated just weeks earlier. (AP Photo/Bernat
Armangue)© Provided by The Associated Press
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A Ukrainian serviceman take a rest on the frontline at an undisclosed location in the
Donetsk region, Ukraine, Saturday, Nov. 26, 2022. (AP Photo/Roman

Chop)© Provided by The Associated Press

With persistent snowfall blanketing the capital, Kyiv, Sunday, analysts predicted that
wintry weather — bringing with it frozen terrain and grueling fighting conditions —
could have an increasing impact on the conflict that has raged since Russian forces
invaded Ukraine more than nine months ago.

General view of the damaged Antonivsky Bridge in Kherson, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov.
27, 2022. The bridge, the main crossing point over the Dnipro river in Kherson, was
destroyed by Russian troops in earlier November, after Kremlin's forces withdrew
from the southern city. (AP Photo/Bernat Armangue)© Provided by The Associated

Press

Both sides were already bogged down by heavy rain and muddy battlefield conditions,
experts said.
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After a blistering series of Russian artillery strikes on infrastructure that started last
month, workers were fanning out in around-the-clock deployments to restore key
basic services as many Ukrainians were forced to cope with only a few hours of
electricity per day — if any.

Ukrenergo, the state power grid operator, said Sunday that electricity producers are
now supplying about 80% of demand, compared to 75% the previous day.
The Institute for the Study of War, a think tank that has been closely monitoring
developments in Ukraine, said reporting from both sides indicated that heavy rain
and mud have had an impact — along with wider freezing expected along the front
lines in the coming days.

“It is unclear if either side is actively planning or preparing to resume major
offensive or counter-offensive operations at that time, but the meteorological factors
that have been hindering such operations will begin lifting,” it said in a note
published Saturday.

ISW said Russian forces were digging in further east of the city of Kherson, from
which Ukrainian forces expelled them more than two weeks ago, and continued
“routine artillery fire” across the Dnieper River.

The think tank also cited reports that Russian forces were moving multiple launch
rocket and ground-to-air missile systems into positions closer to the city as part of a
possible plan to step up “the tempo of rocket and anti-air missile strikes against
ground targets north of the Dnieper River in the coming days.”

General view of the damaged Antonivsky Bridge in Kherson, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov.
27, 2022. The bridge, the main crossing point over the Dnipro river in Kherson, was
destroyed by Russian troops in earlier November, after Kremlin's forces withdrew
from the southern city. (AP Photo/Bernat Armangue)© Provided by The Associated

Press
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Kherson city, which was liberated more than two weeks ago — a development that
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy called a turning point in the war — has
faced intense shelling in recent days by Russian forces nearby.

The top U.N. official in Ukraine said civilians, many of whom lamented unlivable
conditions and feared more strikes to come, continued to pour out of Kherson on
Sunday.

A man cleans debris of the destroyed house after recent Russian air strike in Chasiv
Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck several areas
in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a scramble to
restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent weeks,

officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The Associated
Press

“The level of destruction, the scope of the destruction, what’s required in the city and
in the oblast — it’s massive,” said U.N. resident coordinator Denise Brown. U.N.
teams were ferrying in supplies like food, water, shelter materials, medicines, and
blankets and mattresses, she said.
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A woman walks past debris of the destroyed house after recent Russian air strike in
Chasiv Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck

several areas in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a
scramble to restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent
weeks, officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The

Associated Press

“Time is of the essence, of course, before it becomes an absolute catastrophe,” Brown
told The Associated Press in Kherson.

Galina Lugova, head of the city’s military administration, said in an interview that
evacuation trains had been lined up and bomb shelters set up in all city districts with
stoves, beds, first aid kits and fire extinguishers.

“We are preparing for a winter in difficult conditions, but we will do everything to
make people safe,” Lugova said. Her biggest worry, she said, was “shelling that
intensifies every day. Shelling, shelling and shelling again.”

On the roads out of the city, some residents felt they had no choice but to leave.
“The day before yesterday, artillery hit our house. Four flats burned down. Windows
shattered,” said Vitaliy Nadochiy, driving out with a terrier on his lap and a
Ukrainian flag dangling from a sun visor.
“We can’t be there. There is no electricity, no water, heating. So we are leaving to go
to my brother.”
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Local residents react near the destroyed house after recent Russian air strike in
Chasiv Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck

several areas in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a
scramble to restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent
weeks, officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The

Associated Press

In the eastern Donetsk region, five people were killed in shelling over the past day,
governor Pavlo Kyrylenko said. Overnight shelling was reported by regional leaders
in the Zaporizhzhia and Dnipropetrovsk areas to the west. In addition, he said two
people were killed in artillery firing on the town of Kurakhove.

Kharkiv governor Oleh Syniehubov said one person was killed and three wounded in
the northeastern region.

Russian rockets hit unspecified railroad facilities in Kryvyi Rih, Zelenskyy’s
hometown, on Sunday, according to a regional official. No injuries were immediately
reported.

*** Keaten reported from Kyiv, Ukraine. Mstyslav Chernov in Kherson contributed to
this report.
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General view of the damaged Antonivsky Bridge in Kherson, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov.
27, 2022. The bridge, the main crossing point over the Dnipro river in Kherson, was
destroyed by Russian troops in earlier November, after Kremlin's forces withdrew
from the southern city. (AP Photo/Bernat Armangue)© Provided by The Associated

Press
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A woman stands among debris of the destroyed house after recent Russian air strike
in Chasiv Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck
several areas in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a
scramble to restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent
weeks, officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The

Associated Press

Local residents react near the destroyed house after recent Russian air strike in
Chasiv Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck

several areas in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a
scramble to restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent
weeks, officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The

Associated Press
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Damages in a home, at the scene in the after math of a Russian air strike in Chasiv
Yar, Ukraine, Sunday, Nov. 27, 2022. Shelling by Russian forces struck several areas
in eastern and southern Ukraine overnight as utility crews continued a scramble to
restore power, water and heating following widespread strikes in recent weeks,

officials said Sunday. (AP Photo/Andriy Andriyenko)© Provided by The Associated
Press

‘Weaponize of everything': Putin's hybrid warfare exposed by hidden attacks on
Europe
Tara Fair - Daily Express

Numerous incidents across Europe are forming "part of a coherent cohesive unified
effort [by Vladimir Putin] against the West", experts have warned. Suspicious
incidents have been flagged across Sweden, Britain, Norway, France, Germany,
Poland, and beyond in the months following the invasion of Ukraine on February 24.

The arrest of Sergey Skvortsov and Elena Koulkova in Stockholm earlier this week
has highlighted Russian activity in the West which appears to be increasing amid
Western support for Ukraine.

At 6am on Tuesday, elite police officers abseiled from Black Hawk helicopters to
arrest Mr Skvortsov, 59, and Ms Koulkova, 58, in their villa located in the affluent
area of Varmdo near the Swedish capital.

Swedish authorities suspect the couple led a double life as espionage agents working
from the Kremlin. The arrest comes just weeks after a similar incident in northern
Norway.

Norwegian intelligence services arrested a Brazilian university researcher at the
Arctic University in Tromsø on suspicion of being a Russian spy.
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The alleged spy has connections with the Grey Zone, a group studying irregular
warfare methods such as cyber-attacks and disinformation campaigns.

Russia has been accused of waging a cyber-attacks and disinformation campaigns
war© GETTY

SWEDEN-ESPIONAGE-CRIME© Getty

Norwegian police also arrested several Russians, equipped with drones and cameras,
who were showing unusual interest in oil and gas installations.

Justice Minister Emilie Enger Mehl warned: "We're seeing the consequences of the
new security situation in Norway. We can't rule out further cases."
Following reports of drones buzzing North Sea rigs, Norway and Denmark - as well
as NATO applicants Finland and Sweden - are all increasing security and maritime
patrols.
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These countries have good reason to be concerned. In September, the Nord Stream
pipelines were blown up and seismologists detected explosions, triggering a wave of
speculation about sabotage to one of Russia's most important energy corridors.

Sweden and Denmark have both concluded that the four leaks on Nord Streams 1 and
2 were caused by explosions. Although Russia is widely believed to be behind the
attack, Moscow has cast blame on the UK.

A series of other suspicious incidents across Europe are being investigated amid fears
of Russian involvement.

France suffered from widespread internet connectivity problems when at least three
fibre optic cables were cut in Marseilles, slowing internet access for users in Europe,
Asia and the United States.

Russian submarines have been blamed, but investigators have yet to find evidence to
support this claim.

Commenting on the damage to the cables, Michel Combot, the managing director of
the French Telecoms Federation, said: "These people knew what they were doing."

Sweden reports 4th leak on Nord Stream pipelines© Getty
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NORWAY-ENERGY-CONFLICT© Getty

Nuclear weapons have emerged back into the spotlight in recent days. So, if Moscow
were to launch an attack on the UK, what defenses could be used?

Meanwhile, the SHEFA-2 undersea cable linking the Faroe Islands to mainland
Scotland via the Shetland and Orkney Islands was also damaged in two separate
incidents rendering most of the islands without internet connection.

Early this year, British Chief of Defence Staff Admiral Sir Tony Radakin warned
about an increase in Russia's underwater activity. He said: "Russia has grown the
capability to put at threat those undersea cables and potentially exploit those
undersea cables."

"Cable sabotage" also caused major disruption to the German railway network.
German Transport Minister Volker Wissing said essential cables "were deliberately
and intentionally severed" in two places. "It is clear that this was a targeted and
deliberate action," he added, saying the motive was not "yet known".

Mark Voyger, a senior fellow with the Transatlantic Defense and Security Program at
the Center for European Analysis, told Express.co.uk: "To describe what Russia is
doing, you have to look beyond the tactical movement of troops on the ground. You
need to look at energy, cyber, economic-financial tools, diplomatic and legal issues,
political warfare, socio-cultural and various other cultural languages - it is what the
eminent British scholar Mark Galeotti calls the 'weaponisation of everything.

"Hybrid warfare has been a primary tool of Russia's strategy of expansionism
through subverting their enemies, which could be Ukraine but also includes NATO
and the EU.
"Russia prefers hybrid to open warfare because of the existence of NATO, strong
western alliances and US troops in Europe.
"Russia cannot launch a massive conventional or nuclear attack on the West, that is
not part of their plan and they could not do it even if they wanted to. But hybrid
warfare does not involve the military.
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"They can subvert influence through political pressure, divide people with
information warfare, corrupt institutions, penetrate the economy and put pressure on
infrastructure including energy and cyber without having to deploy a single soldier."

The Russian concept of non-conventional attacks is not new - in fact, it pre-dates the
2014 attack on Ukraine.
In 2013, the Chief of the General Staff of the Russian Armed Forces, General Valery
Gerasimov, made a speech to the Russian Academy of Military Sciences where he
presented his new strategic vision for the future of warfare.
He spoke about what was soon referred to as the "Gerasimov doctrine of hybrid
warfare" which suggested non-military methods should be partnered with military
methods at a ratio of four to one - so there should be four times more non-military
attacks carried out to every overt military attack.

Mr Voyger added: "After the development of this doctrine, they moved to practically
implementing it. The testing grounds were Ukraine and Syria when it comes to
combining military and non-military methods but when it comes to Europe they must
put the emphasis on non-military because they cannot use military aspects openly."

A prime example of this was the destruction of key infrastructure in Syria to push
several million refugees to Turkey and then from there to Europe in order to put
pressure on the European political system.

RUSSIA-UKRAINE-CONFLICT-WAR-POLITICS© Getty
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Russia Launched About 90 Missiles On The Territory Of Ukraine In One Day© Getty

"These are not disparate acts like an attack on a pipeline here or a cyber attack there
- these are all part of a coherent cohesive unified effort against the West," Mr Voyger
added.

John Lough, Associate Fellow of the Russia and Eurasia Programme at Chatham
House, agreed that Putin's hybrid attacks on the West were part of a "deliberate
policy" to dissuade countries from supporting Ukraine.

He told Express.co.uk: "Putin knows very well that European societies are under
pressure at the moment. He doubtless thinks that by using his tactics, he can stoke
dissatisfaction in certain European societies and make people more accommodating
of the Russian line and accept that a deal has to be done with Russia over Ukraine.

"It is a very deliberate policy and is certainly having an effect, particularly the
lengths [Putin] has gone to destroy the gas business in Europe they have spent the
past 50 years building in a bid to create an energy crisis. This is serious stuff."

Mr Lough added that Europe should be most concerned about Russia targeting
critical infrastructure in Ukraine because it could render entire cities "entirely
dysfunctional" which would result in "millions" more people having to leave the
country.

NATO declared in 2016 that "hybrid actions" against one or more allies would be
viewed as an attack on all under Article Five of the North Atlantic treaty.
But hybrid actions are difficult to prove and the Kremlin takes care to maintain
plausible deniability to prevent a unified NATO response.

The element of plausible deniability is a key reason why the Kremlin will continue to
use non-conventional hybrid attacks against NATO - an adversary that outguns
Russia in traditional military terms.
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Mr Voyger, who is also Director of the Masters of Science programme in Global
Management at the American University of Kyiv, warned many Western countries had
been "very naive" in their approach to Russia.

But the former NATO advisor said countries were now far more alert to Russia's
maneuvers and were taking steps to protect themselves.

ROMANIA-NATO-DEFENCE-MILITARY-DRILL© Getty

JEF Defence Ministers Meet To Discuss Future Cooperation© Getty

In Scandinavia, Norway is deploying its military to protect oil and gas installations,
while Finland's border guard upped its monitoring of maritime traffic and
infrastructure.

Denmark also moved to boost protections around energy sites and France is
tightening security over its undersea cables due to fears of an imminent Russian
attack.
This includes a €3.1million package for an "ocean floor" defence, which is currently
being debated in Parliament.
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Meanwhile, British Defence Secretary Ben Wallace has promised the UK's first
"multi-role ocean surveillance ship" will be operational in 2023 and the US is moving
additional troops to the Baltic states to provide additional support.

As Ukrainian forces recaptured a key town, another elite Russian unit appears to
have gone through 'the meat grinder'
Stavros Atlamazoglou (insider@insider.com) - Business Insider

Destroyed apartments in the Ukrainian city of Lyman on November 27. Metin
Aktas/Anadolu Agency via Getty Images© Metin Aktas/Anadolu Agency via Getty
Images

During Ukraine's counteroffensive this autumn, Ukrainian troops surrounded the city
of Lyman. Lyman is an important hub in eastern Ukraine, and a larger Russian force
was trapped there. Russian troops in Lyman and those who retreated took heavy
losses, including an elite GRU unit.

Photos in Gallery©ALEXANDER NEMENOV/AFP via Getty Images
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Tensions have been rising with Russian threats around the war in Ukraine.
Here's what could happen to six US cities if they were hit by a 15-kiloton nuke,
according to a simulation.

As Russia has struggled to make progress invading Ukraine, President Vladimir Putin
has made veiled but pointed threats suggesting he could deploy nuclear weapons.
Experts have told Insider nuclear weapons are still unlikely to be deployed in combat,
a move that would put Russia at risk of alienating its allies and its own people. Nor
have experts seen evidence of Russia preparing a strike.
Still, though the threat of nuclear war is always present, and world leaders are taking
it seriously.

As September rolled around, everyone expected the Ukrainian military to launch a
major attack against Kherson in the south.
For weeks, Ukrainian forces had been using US-supplied M142 High Mobility
Artillery Rocket Systems to launch long-range precision strikes on Russian supply
lines and communications networks in southeastern Ukraine.

However, the Ukrainians surprised the Russians and the world by launching a fast-
paced counteroffensive in the east around Kharkiv, Ukraine's second-largest city. In
just a few days, Ukrainian forces liberated hundreds of square miles of territory and
scores of villages.

The fact that the Russian high command had decided to mass considerable forces in
the south to defend Kherson, which Moscow ended up retreating from in November,
aided Kyiv's counteroffensive, which sliced through Russian lines like a hot knife
through butter and repeatedly flanked large Russian formations — including at a
major logistical hub in far eastern Ukraine.

The Battle for Lyman

Ukrainian soldiers on an armored vehicle near Lyman on October 6. YASUYOSHI
CHIBA/AFP via Getty Images© YASUYOSHI CHIBA/AFP via Getty Images
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The town of Lyman quickly became the center of attention as Ukrainian
forces partially surrounded it in the final days of September, trapping a large Russian
garrison in there.

Lyman is a key logistical node commanding an important road over the Siverskyy
Donets River in Ukraine's Donetsk region. Its loss compounded Russian setbacks in
the final weeks of summer and stoked further anger among pro-war commentators in
Russia.

British military intelligence assessed after the battle that the Russian force defending
Lyman was a hodgepodge of mobilized reservists and depleted units of professional
troops.

The Ukrainians offered the considerable number of Russian troops trapped in Lyman
an opportunity to surrender. The Russians opted to retreat under cover of darkness
but suffered heavy casualties from Ukrainian ambushes and long-range strikes.

Wrecked Russian military equipment in Lyman on October 11. Andriy
Andriyenko/SOPA Images/LightRocket via Getty Images© Andriy Andriyenko/SOPA

Images/LightRocket via Getty Images

After the battle, the BBC's Russian service reported that the reconnaissance company
of the GRU's 3rd Guards Spetsnaz Brigade was caught in the fight and suffered heavy
casualties, losing as many as nine members, the most for it in a single battle so far in
the war.

Based on its own research and that of Russian media and volunteers, the BBC
estimated 56 members of the brigade had been killed since Moscow launched its
invasion in February. While the brigade's size is classified, the BBC said that 75% of
the unit's troops may have been killed or wounded so far, based on estimates of
attrition for Russian units in Ukraine.
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The BBC based its report about the toll in Lyman on interviews with family members
and a review of posts on the VKontakte social network from September 30 and
October 1.
One VK post said the brigade had been "laid to waste" and "thrown into the meat
grinder," according to a translation by The Moscow Times.

Hard to replace

Russia's 2nd Separate Special Purpose Brigade, a Spetsnaz GRU brigade, during
training. Konstantin Morozov/Russian Ministry of Defense/Mil.ru© Konstantin

Morozov/Russian Ministry of Defense/Mil.ru

The GRU is Russia's military-intelligence agency. It conducts several different
mission sets, including human intelligence, cyber-espionage, sabotage, and
assassinations. Its cadre of Spetsnaz commandos is among the best in the Russian
military.

It will be hard to replace those losses. Competent special operators require years of
basic and advanced military training, as well as training tailored to their mission sets.
By the time they join an operational unit, their militaries have invested millions of
dollars to prepare them.

One of the US special-operations community's core principles is that "special
operations forces cannot be mass produced," and the training pipeline for US
operators can last years.

It can take six months from boot camp to selection and assessment for soldiers to join
the 75th Ranger Regiment, the world's premier light infantry special-operations unit.
It can take more than a year and a half to become a Navy SEAL and more than two
years to become an Air Force Pararescueman.
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A Ukrainian soldier in a cemetery in Lyman on October 11. Ashley Chan/SOPA
Images/LightRocket via Getty Images© Ashley Chan/SOPA Images/LightRocket via

Getty Images

After years of standard and advanced military training, tier-one US special-
operations units, such as the Army's Delta Force, require an additional selection and
advanced operator training course that can take more than six months and weeds out
even experienced troops.

The Russian military as a whole is taking a battering in Ukraine, though casualty
estimates vary widely. Gen. Mark Milley, the US military's top general, said in early
November that Russia had likely suffered "well over 100,000" troops killed and
wounded.

Moscow launched what it called a "special military operation" with only part of its
military and has since announced a "partial mobilization" to call up more troops. Its
losses have been so heavy that special-operations troops have often been used as
regular infantrymen in an attempt to plug holes in Russian lines.

Poor planning also led to the misuse of elite Russian units, like the vaunted VDV
airborne forces, which were battered in a failed effort to capture an airport near Kyiv
in the war's opening days.

*** Stavros Atlamazoglou is a defense journalist specializing in special operations, a
Hellenic Army veteran (national service with the 575th Marine Battalion and Army
HQ), and a Johns Hopkins University graduate. He is working toward a master's
degree in strategy and cybersecurity at the Johns Hopkins' School of Advanced
International Studies.

EU withholds billions in vital funds from Hungary as it demands major reforms
Story by Jack Parrock - The Telegraph
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Brussels froze £11.5 billion in EU funding on Wednesday and ordered Budapest to
make major reforms before it could receive the cash that is vital for its economy.

Viktor Orban, Hungary’s prime minister, is at war with Brussels over accusations he
is eroding democratic standards - BERNADETT SZABO/REUTERS© BERNADETT

SZABO/REUTERS

Viktor Orban, Hungary’s prime minister, is at war with Brussels over accusations he
is eroding democratic standards, cracking down on gay rights and on freedom of the
press.
It is the first time the European Commission has used a new mechanism to force
governments into line by withholding billions from the EU coffers.

The Commission has put forward 27 “super-milestones” which must be fulfilled
before any of the money is disbursed to a country which is heavily dependent on EU
funding.
“No funds will flow until the essential milestones are properly implemented,” said EU
Commission Vice-President Valdis Dombrovskis as Brussels insisted there would be
no reward for partial completion of the reforms.

Funds intended to raise living standards
The commission on Wednesday froze £6.5 billion in EU cohesion funds, which are
meant to raise living standards and flatten out inequality across the EU.
It has already put £5.8 billion of EU coronavirus recovery funds to reboot the
economy after the pandemic on ice.

Related video: Brussels to decide if EU funds for Hungary should be blocked
But in a classic Brussels paradox, it simultaneously approved Hungary’s application
for the money, equivalent to 1.4 per cent increase in GDP by 2025, to maximize its
leverage.

Budapest had already agreed to implement 17 anti-corruption measures in a bid to
get the Covid funds. They are now part of the 27 milestones.
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“Hungary will deliver on the remaining commitments as accurately and thoroughly
as it has done so far,” said Tibor Navracsics, Hungary’s minister for Regional
Development.

A Christmas market in the square in front of St. Stephen Basilica in downtown
Budapest, Hungary - Balazs Mohai/EPA-EFE/Shutterstock© Provided by The

Telegraph

That tepid response masks the ire felt in Budapest towards the EU, however.

Prime Minister Viktor Orban's chief political advisor, Balazs Orban, 36, no relation
to his boss, told the Times newspaper this week, "the “woke” EU institutions [are]
captured by “political jihadists” imposing a “progressivist” agenda on traditional
and socially conservative countries such as Hungary."

The restrictions on the EU funds will be put to a vote of all EU countries.
The vote will be held through a qualified majority where 55 per cent of the 27 EU
countries, representing 65 per cent of the total population, have to approve the move.

That is significant because no single member state will be able to veto the move.
When the Commission has previously challenged Hungary, its ally Poland has been
able to veto any punishment because it required the unanimous support of all 27
member states.

EU countries will make their decisions before December 19.

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/like-a-shotgun-tongan-eruption-is-largest-ever-recorded/ar-AA14lweg?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=10ec634217b44a9dae7fec8ad28143f1%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/like-a-shotgun-tongan-eruption-is-largest-ever-recorded/ar-AA14lweg?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=10ec634217b44a9dae7fec8ad28143f1%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/like-a-shotgun-tongan-eruption-is-largest-ever-recorded/ar-AA14lweg?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=10ec634217b44a9dae7fec8ad28143f1%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/russia-in-flames-at-least-five-dead-as-moscow-rocked-by-explosion-by-major-train-stations/ar-AA14memb?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=d9d491b0a180400885d4a990d75af734%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/russia-in-flames-at-least-five-dead-as-moscow-rocked-by-explosion-by-major-train-stations/ar-AA14memb?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=d9d491b0a180400885d4a990d75af734%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/russia-in-flames-at-least-five-dead-as-moscow-rocked-by-explosion-by-major-train-stations/ar-AA14memb?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=d9d491b0a180400885d4a990d75af734%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/russia-in-flames-at-least-five-dead-as-moscow-rocked-by-explosion-by-major-train-stations/ar-AA14memb?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=d9d491b0a180400885d4a990d75af734%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/lithuania-calls-on-nato-to-pay-more-attention-to-belarus-in-ukraine-war/ar-AA14miHh?ocid=msedgntp%26cvid=d9d491b0a180400885d4a990d75af734%26fullscreen=true
https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/world/eu-withholds-billions-in-vital-funds-from-hungary-as-it-demands-major-reforms/ar-AA14KNTf?ocid=msedgntp&cvid=09d264a5b998496880dfd3893cd46f13&fullscreen=true

