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Russia moves more troops westward amid Ukraine tensions
Vladimir Isachenkov (Associated Press) - AP

Associated Press

MOSCOW (AP) — Russia is a sending an unspecified number of troops from the
country’s far east to Belarus for major war games, officials said Tuesday, a
deployment that will further beef up Russian military assets near Ukraine amid
Western fears of a planned invasion.

Amid the soaring tensions, the White House warned that Russia could attack its
neighbor at “any point,” while the U.K. delivered a batch of anti-tank weapons to
Ukraine.

Russia's Deputy Defense Minister Alexander Fomin said the joint drills with Belarus
would involve practicing a joint response to external threats.

Ukrainian officials have warned that Russia could launch an attack on Ukraine from
several directions, including from its ally Belarus.

The U.S. again stressed its concern Tuesday, with White House press secretary Jen
Psaki describing the Russian forces' move into Belarus as part of as “extremely
dangerous situation.”



Associated Press A convoy of Russian armored vehicles moves along a highway in
Crimea, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. Russia has concentrated an estimated 100,000

troops with tanks and other heavy weapons near Ukraine in what the West fears could
be a prelude to an invasion. (AP Photo)

“We’re now at a stage where Russia could at any point launch an attack in Ukraine,”
she said.

A series of talks last week between Russia, the U.S. and NATO failed to quell the
tensions over Ukraine. U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken will meet his Russian
counterpart Sergey Lavrov in Geneva on Friday in another attempt to defuse the
crisis.

Ukraine's Defense Ministry said Tuesday it has received a shipment of anti-tank
weapons from the U.K., noting that they will help “strengthen our defense
capability.”

Russia already has started moving troops for the war games in Belarus. Fomin said it
would take through Feb. 9 to fully deploy weapons and personnel for the Allied
Resolve 2022 drills, which are expected to take place Feb. 10-20.

Fomin didn't say how many troops will be involved, but mentioned that Russia will
deploy a dozen Su-35 fighter jets and several air defense units to Belarus. The
deployment would bolster an estimated 100,000 Russian troops with tanks and other
heavy weapons who are already amassed near Ukraine.



Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service, Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov gestures while speaking during a
joint news conference with and German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock

following their talks in Moscow, Russia, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Russian Foreign
Ministry Press Service via AP)

Russia has denied an intention to attack its neighbor but demanded guarantees from
the West that NATO will not expand to Ukraine or other ex-Soviet nations or place its
troops and weapons there.

Washington and its allies firmly rejected Moscow’s demands during Russia-U.S.
negotiations in Geneva and a related NATO-Russia meeting in Brussels last week.

Fomin said the drills in Belarus, which involve an unspecified number of troops from
Russia's Eastern Military District, reflect the need to practice concentrating the
country's entire military potential in the west.

"A situation may arise when forces and means of the regional group of forces will be
insufficient to ensure reliable security of the union state, and we must be ready to
strengthen it," Fomin said at a meeting with foreign military attaches.

“We have reached an understanding with Belarus that it's necessary to engage the
entire military potential for joint defense.”

Belarus' authoritarian president, Alexander Lukashenko, said the joint maneuvers
will be conducted on Belarus’ western border and also in the country’s south, where
it borders Ukraine.

Lukashenko, who has edged increasingly close to Russia amid Western sanctions over
his government's crackdown on domestic protests, has recently offered to host
Russian nuclear weapons.



Associated Press FILE - Secretary of State Antony Blinken pauses while speaking in
the briefing room of the State Department in Washington, Jan. 7, 2022. Blinken will
visit Ukraine this week as tensions between the U.S. and Russia escalate over a
possible Russian invasion of its neighbor. (AP Photo/Andrew Harnik, Pool, File)

A senior Biden administration official said the Russian troop deployment to Belarus
raise concerns that Moscow may be planning to stage troops there in order to stretch
thin Ukraine’s defenses with an attack from the north.

The official, who spoke on condition of anonymity to discuss sensitive issues, noted
that the movement may also indicate Belarus’s willingness “to allow both Russian
conventional and nuclear forces to be stationed on its territory.”

Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service.



Amid the tensions, Ukraine's Defense Ministry said Tuesday it was speeding up efforts
to form reserve battalions that would allow for the rapid deployment of 130,000
recruits to expand the country's 246,000-strong military.

Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service.

The United States and its allies have urged Russia to deescalate the situation by
calling back the troops amassed near Ukraine.

“In recent weeks, more than 100,000 Russian troops with tanks and guns have
gathered near Ukraine without an understandable reason, and it’s hard not to
understand that as a threat,” German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock told
reporters Tuesday after talks in Moscow with her Russian counterpart, Lavrov.



Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service, German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock speaks during a joint news
conference with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov following their talks in

Moscow, Russia, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Russian Foreign Ministry Press Service via
AP)

Lavrov responded by restating Moscow's argument that it's free to deploy its forces
wherever it considers it necessary on its territory.

Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service.

“We can’t accept demands about our armed forces on our own territory,” Lavrov
said.

“We aren’t threatening anyone, but we are hearing threats to us."

Baerbock emphasized that the West was ready "for a serious dialogue on mutual
agreements and steps to bring everyone in Europe more security.”

NATO Secretary-General Jens Stoltenberg met with German Chancellor Olaf Scholz
in Berlin on Tuesday. He said “the main task now is to make progress on the political
way forward” to prevent a military attack against Ukraine.



Associated Press In this handout photo released by Russian Foreign Ministry Press
Service.

“NATO allies are ready to meet with Russia again, and today I have invited Russia
and all the NATO allies to attend a series of meetings in the NATO-Russia Council in
the near future to address our concerns but also listen to Russia’s concerns,"
Stoltenberg said.

Associated Press German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock listens during a joint
news conference with Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov following their talks in
Moscow, Russia, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Maxim Shemetov/Pool Photo via AP)



He added that NATO “in the near future” will deliver its written proposals in
response to Russian demands and "hopefully we can begin meeting after that.”

“We need to see what Russia says, and that will be a kind of pivotal moment,” the
NATO chief said.

Lavrov, meanwhile, reaffirmed that Russia wants a quick Western answer to its
demand for security guarantees that would preclude NATO's expansion to Ukraine
and limit its presence in Eastern Europe.

He repeated that in a phone conversation with Blinken, who will visit Ukraine on
Wednesday and meet with Lavrov on Friday.

Speaking on a visit Tuesday to Ukraine, Canadian Foreign Minister Mélanie Joly
denounced the Russian troop buildup as unacceptable. She noted Canada's efforts to
help train Ukraine's military, adding that it's currently considering Ukraine's demand
to provide it with military equipment and will make “a decision in a timely manner.”

Associated Press Russian Foreign Ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova smiles
after Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov and German Foreign Minister

Annalena Baerbock joint news conference following their talks in Moscow, Russia,
Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Maxim Shemetov/Pool Photo via AP)

Russia annexed the Crimean Peninsula from Ukraine in 2014 after the ouster of
Ukraine’s Moscow-friendly leader and also threw its weight behind a separatist
insurgency that took over large sections in eastern Ukraine. More than 14,000 people
have been killed in nearly eight years of fighting there.

https://apnews.com/article/congress-antony-blinken-kyiv-ukraine-europe-92e8c36e486afe5a46950df98042336e
https://apnews.com/article/congress-antony-blinken-kyiv-ukraine-europe-92e8c36e486afe5a46950df98042336e


Associated Press A Russian tank T-72B3 fires as troops take part in drills at the
Kadamovskiy firing range in the Rostov region in southern Russia, on Jan. 12, 2022.

(AP Photo)

The failure of last week's high-stakes diplomatic meetings to resolve escalating
tensions over Ukraine has put Russia, the United States and its European allies in
uncharted post-Cold War territory.

Aamer Madhani and Ellen Knickmeyer in Washington, Geir Moulson in Berlin, Lorne
Cook in Brussels, and Yuras Karmanau in Kyiv, Ukraine, contributed to this report.

Associated Press In this photo provided by Ukrainian National Guard Press Office
Canada's Minister of Foreign Affairs Melanie Joly, second from right, listens to a

Canadian instructor's report during her visit to the National Guard base close to Kyiv,
Ukraine, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Ukrainian National Guard Press Office via AP)



Associated Press In this photo provided by Ukrainian National Guard Press Office

Associated Press In this photo provided by Ukrainian National Guard Press Office
Canada's Minister of Foreign Affairs Melanie Joly speaks during her visit to the
National Guard base close to Kyiv, Ukraine, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022. (Ukrainian

National Guard Press Office via AP)



Associated Press In this photo provided by Ukrainian National Guard Press Office
Canada's Minister of Foreign Affairs Melanie Joly, right, greets Ukrainian soldiers
during her visit to the National Guard base close to Kyiv, Ukraine, Tuesday, Jan. 18,

2022. (Ukrainian National Guard Press Office via AP)

US believes Russia could attack Ukraine 'at any point:' W.House
AFP

MANDEL NGAN

The White House said Tuesday that Russia is ready to attack Ukraine at "any point,"
upping its threat assessment ahead of a meeting between the top US and Russian
diplomats.
"We're now at a stage where Russia could at any point launch an attack on Ukraine,"
Press Secretary Jen Psaki told reporters.
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"I would say that's more stark than we have been."

Psaki's characterization of the situation around Ukraine came as Secretary of State
Antony Blinken was scheduled to meet Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov on
Friday in Geneva.

A US official, who spoke on condition of anonymity, said Blinken's goal was to see "if
there is a diplomatic off-ramp" and "common ground" where Russia can be
persuaded to pull back from Ukraine.

Ukraine, the US and European countries have raised deep concerns over Russia's
troop build-up on the border, despite repeated denials from Moscow that an invasion
is planned.

If President Vladimir Putin decides to launch an invasion of Ukraine, where Russia
already has annexed Crimea and backs pro-Russian separatists in another region,
then "severe economic consequences" will be imposed, Psaki said.

"No option is off the table," she said, warning of an "extremely dangerous situation."
Psaki blamed the Russian leader, saying "President Putin has created this crisis."

"There's the diplomatic path forward. We certainly hope they take that path. There's
the other path. It is up to the Russians to determine which path they're going to take
and the consequences will be severe if they don't take the diplomatic path," she said.

While the United States and its European allies have no plans to meet a Russian
attack against Ukraine with military force, the economic counter-measures would be
unlike any used in the past, Washington says.

Psaki stressed that this could include shelving the Nord Stream 2 natural gas pipeline
from Russia to Germany. The pipeline, which has been completed but not
commissioned, is seen as an important part of Europe's energy supply network, but
also a crown jewel in Moscow's export capabilities.

"Our view continues to be that stopping the Nord Stream 2 pipeline is a credible piece
we hold over Russia," Psaki said.

Blinken was flying Tuesday first to Ukraine in a show of support. He will then head to
Berlin for four-way talks with Britain, France and Germany to seek Western unity.

The US official said that Blinken agreed with Lavrov to the talks in a telephone call,
but said it was possible that Russia was not interested in a diplomatic solution.

"I think it's still too early to tell if the Russian government is genuinely interested in
diplomacy, if it is prepared to negotiate seriously in good faith, or whether it will use
discussions as a pretext to claim that diplomacy didn't address Moscow's interests,"
the official said.



China Blames Packages From U.S., Canada, as Reason for COVID Spread
Katie Wermus - Newsweek

STR/AFP/Getty Images

Chinese health authorities say international packages from the United States and
Canada may be responsible for spreading the COVID-19 Omicron variant in parts of
China, including Beijing.

Chinese officials say Beijing's first case of the COVID-19 Omicron variant may be
linked to a package received from Canada, however health experts are skeptical, the
CBC reported.

The Beijing Center for Disease Control and virologists said the recent cases stemmed
from packages shipped abroad. The Global Times, a Communist Party newspaper,
said Tuesday people who were recently infected had received packages from the
United States and Canada, the Associated Press reported.

Health authorities claimed a resident in Beijing was exposed to the Omicron variant
after picking up a piece of mail they received from Canada. State media reported the
resident's package was responsible for the new infection on January 7 after it passed
through Hong Kong from Canada, The Global and Mail reported.

Global health experts disagree with China's reasoning for the COVID-19 infection.
The World Health Organization said COVID-19 cannot multiply on surfaces like mail
or food packages. The viruses "need a live animal or human host to multiply and
survive," the AP reported.

The AP reported that experts say the virus is mainly spread by respiratory droplets of
infected people's so when they breathe, sneeze, cough or speak.

Pang Xinghuo, the deputy director of the Beijing Center for Disease Control, said
health officials "cannot rule out the possibility" that the person was infected by the
package from abroad containing the virus, the CBC reported.
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Chinese officials said they're increasing testing on shipments from overseas,
including frozen food, after trace amounts of the virus were found on packages.

According to the AP, Chinese authorities emphasized the danger of international
packages despite the limited trace of the virus found.

"While mail may be contaminated, the risk of COVID-19 infection when handling
paper mail or cardboard packages, including international mail, is extremely low,"
the Public Health Agency of Canada said in an email statement to the CBC.

Chinese health authorities advised residents to wear gloves and face masks plus not
to open international packages indoors. Officials urged residents not to order
packages requiring international shipment to help reduce the risk of COVID-19
exposure ahead of the Winter Olympics, U.S. News reported.

China is cracking down on its strict zero-tolerance COVID-19 policy ahead of the
Winter Olympics, which are set to begin in just a couple of weeks.

Organizers for the game's recently announced event tickets will no longer be sold to
the general public after a surge of COVID-19 cases.

Only "targeted groups of people" will have access to tickets due to the rise of
infections. Local residents who attend the game must follow strict COVID-19 policies,
Reuters reported.

Satellite photos show aftermath of Abu Dhabi oil site attack
Jon Gambrell (Associated Press) - AP

DUBAI, United Arab Emirates (AP) — Satellite photos obtained by The Associated
Press on Tuesday appear to show the aftermath of a fatal attack on an oil facility in
the capital of the United Arab Emirates claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels.

The attack brought the long-running Yemen war into Emirati territory on Monday.
That conflict raged on overnight with Saudi-led airstrikes pounding Yemen's capital,
Sanaa, killing and wounding civilians.

Meanwhile, fears over new disruptions to global energy supplies after the Abu Dhabi
attack pushed benchmark Brent crude to its highest price in years.

The images by Planet Labs PBC analyzed by the AP show smoke rising over an Abu
Dhabi National Oil Co. fuel depot in the Mussafah neighborhood of Abu Dhabi after
the attack.

Another image taken shortly after appears to show scorch marks and white
fire-suppressing foam deployed on the grounds of the depot.

https://www.newsweek.com/topic/olympics


The Abu Dhabi National Oil Co., known by the acronym ADNOC, is the state-owned
energy firm that provides much of the wealth of the UAE, a federation of seven
sheikhdoms on the Arabian Peninsula and also home to Dubai.

ADNOC did not respond to questions from the AP asking about the site and damage
estimates from the attack. The company had said the attack happened around 10 a.m.
Monday.

“We are working closely with the relevant authorities to determine the exact cause
and a detailed investigation has commenced,” ADNOC said in an earlier statement.

The attack killed two Indian nationals and one Pakistani as three tankers at the site
exploded, police said. Six people were also wounded at the facility, which is near
Al-Dhafra Air Base, a massive Emirati installation that is also home to American and
French forces.

Another fire also struck Abu Dhabi International Airport, though damage in that
attack could not be seen. Journalists have not been able to view the sites attacked and
state-run media have not published photographs of the areas. Police described the
assault as a suspected drone attack. The Houthis claimed they used cruise and
ballistic missiles in the attack, without offering evidence.

Meanwhile Tuesday, the Saudi-led coalition fighting in Yemen announced it had
started a bombing campaign targeting Houthi sites in the capital of Sanaa. It said it
also struck a drone-operating base in Nabi Shuaib Mountain near Sanaa.

Overnight videos released by the Houthis showed damage, with the rebels saying the
airstrikes killed at least 14 people. Sanaa resident Hassan al-Ahdal said one airstrike
hit the house of Brig. Gen. Abdalla Kassem al-Junaid, who heads the Air Academy.

He said at least three families were living in the house. Another adjunct house with a
four-member family was damaged.



Associated Press In this satellite image provided by Planet Labs PBC, white fire
suppressing foam is seen after an attack on an Abu Dhabi National Oil Co. fuel depot
in the Mussafah neighborhood of Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates, Monday, Jan. 17,

2022.

A drone attack claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels targeting a key oil facility in Abu
Dhabi killed three people on Monday and sparked a fire at Abu Dhabi's international
airport. (Planet Labs PBC via AP)

The office of U.N. High Commissioner for Human Rights said there were five civilians
among the dead in the airstrike. The Saudi-led coalition has faced international
criticism for airstrikes hitting civilian targets during the war.

For hours Monday, Emirati officials did not acknowledge the Houthi claims over the
Abu Dhabi attack, even as other countries condemned the assault. Senior Emirati
diplomat Anwar Gargash broke the silence on Twitter, saying that Emirati authorities
were handling the rebel group’s “vicious attack on some civilian facilities” with
“transparency and responsibility.”

The office of South Korean President Moon Jae-in, who had been in the Emirates on a
state visit, said he spoke to Abu Dhabi's powerful Crown Prince, Sheikh Mohammed
bin Zayed Al Nahyan, immediately after the attack.

Associated Press In this satellite image provided by Planet Labs PBC, an Abu Dhabi
National Oil Co. fuel depot in the Mussafah neighborhood of Abu Dhabi, United Arab
Emirates, is seen Saturday, Jan. 15, 2022, before being targeted in an attack days

later.

A drone attack claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels targeting a key oil facility in Abu
Dhabi killed three people on Monday, Jan. 17, 2022, and sparked a fire at Abu
Dhabi's international airport. (Planet Labs PBC via AP)

The statement quoted Sheikh Mohammed as saying the attack had been “anticipated.”



The two had been scheduled to meet during Moon's visit but the event had been
cancelled prior to the attack over an “unforeseen and urgent matter of state,”
according to Moon's office.

The Emirati Foreign Ministry did not immediately respond to a request for comment
over Moon's statement. However, the state-linked newspaper The National in an
editorial Tuesday called the Houthis “an extremist organization reliant on terrorism
and, most of all, fear.”

“Their brazen attempts to bring that fear to Abu Dhabi failed as the explosions were
swiftly brought under control, but that does not mean the world should ignore the
dangers they pose,” the newspaper said.

Fears over future attacks reaching the UAE, a major oil producer and OPEC member,
helped push Brent crude oil prices to their highest level in seven years. On Tuesday, a
barrel of Brent crude traded at over $87.50 a barrel, a price unseen since October
2014.

“The damage to the UAE oil facilities in Abu Dhabi is not significant in itself, but it
raises the question of even more supply disruptions in the region in 2022,” said
Louise Dickson, an analyst at Rystad Energy.

“The attack raises the geopolitical risk in the region and may signal the Iran-U.S.
nuclear deal is off the table for the foreseeable future, meaning Iranian oil barrels are
off the market.”

Although the UAE has largely withdrawn its own forces from Yemen, it is still actively
engaged in the conflict and supports Yemeni militias fighting the Houthis.

The incident comes as the Houthis face pressure and are suffering heavy losses on the
battlefields. Yemeni government forces, allied and backed by the UAE, have pushed
back the rebels in key provinces.

Aided by the Emirati-backed Giants Brigades, the government forces took back the
province of Shabwa earlier this month in a blow to Houthi efforts to complete their
control of the entire northern half of Yemen.

While Emirati troops have been killed over the course of the conflict, now in its eight
year, the war has not directly affected daily life in the wider UAE, a country with a
vast foreign workforce.

UAE vows retaliation for Houthi-claimed attack, but questions emerge over
potential Iran role
Natasha Turak - CNBC



The attack could complicate the already challenging negotiations between the U.S.
and Iran, the latter of which backs the Houthis financially and militarily, on reviving
the 2015 Iran nuclear deal.
In an area home to some of the world's largest oil producers and highly strategic
shipping routes, the uptick in tensions is likely to keep crude markets on edge.

CNBC Satellite photos obtained by the Associated Press on Tuesday showed the
aftermath of a fatal attack on an oil facility in the capital of the United Arab Emirates
claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels. The images by Planet Labs PBC analyzed by the
AP show smoke rising over an Abu Dhabi National Oil Co. fuel depot in the Mussafah

neighborhood of Abu Dhabi on Monday Jan. 17, 2022.

DUBAI, United Arab Emirates — The attack on Abu Dhabi claimed by Yemen's
Houthi militants Monday threatens to derail fragile efforts at rapprochement between
Gulf Arab states and Iran, even as clear attribution for the strikes — which
caused fires and fuel tanker explosions that killed three people — is yet to be fully
confirmed.

It also could complicate the already challenging negotiations between the U.S. and
Iran, the latter of which backs the Houthis financially and militarily, on reviving the
2015 Iran nuclear deal.

The UAE's government has pledged to hold those responsible for the attack —
suspected to have been carried out by drone — to account. Already on Tuesday, the
Saudi-led coalition that's been at war in Yemen since 2015 began carrying out
airstrikes on camps and buildings in the capital of Sanaa belonging to Houthi
militants, the coalition reported. The strikes around the Houthi-held city have so far
killed around 20 people, a Houthi official told Reuters.

But many regional analysts point to what they believe is likely the directing force
behind the Houthis' attack: Iran. The UAE has been a part of the coalition fighting the
Houthis since 2015, and though it significantly reduced its forces from the country in
2019, it still trains and supports anti-Houthi groups.
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"I think the issue we've got to determine, first of all, was it the Houthis directly,"
Angus Blair, professor of practice at the University of Cairo in Egypt, told CNBC on
Tuesday.

"Nothing would have happened without Tehran's consent or direct engagement."

Iran's foreign ministry, commenting on what it described only as "recent
Yemen-linked developments," said Tuesday that "the solution to any regional crisis is
not to resort to war and violence." Its spokesman did not mention the Houthis or the
UAE attack, according to Reuters.

While blaming Iran still remains speculative, Iran and the Gulf Arab states support
opposing sides of numerous regional conflicts including those in Yemen, Syria and
Lebanon.

Saudi Arabia has accused Iran of attacking its oil infrastructure and of providing
Yemen's Houthi rebels with missiles used to attack the kingdom, which Tehran has
denied.

Blair and others cite historical example to back up their suspicion. Iran has provided
missiles and drones to the Houthis for several years, backing them as part of a
broader proxy war with Saudi Arabia, which spearheaded an aerial assault on Yemen
beginning in early 2015 after the rebel movement overran Yemen's Saudi-backed
government.

CNBCYemenis inspect the wreckage of buildings after they were hit by Saudi-led
coalition airstrikes, in Sanaa, Yemen, Tuesday, Jan. 18, 2022.

The coalition fighting in Yemen announced it had started a bombing campaign
targeting Houthi sites a day after a fatal attack on an oil facility in the capital of the
United Arab Emirates claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels.

In September 2019, the Houthis initially claimed responsibility for a dramatic attack
on Saudi Aramco's massive Abqaiq and Khurais oil facilities in the kingdom, before
Saudi and Western authorities concluded the attack had been directed by Iran.



Their intelligence agencies found that the Houthis could not have carried out such a
sophisticated attack, although Iran has consistently denied the allegations.

"If you look at the attack on Abqaiq in Saudi, initially the Houthis said they'd
undertaken it, and very soon afterwards it was clear that the attack had come from
Iran," Blair said.

"So we have to make sure first of all that this was the Houthis."

The strike on Abu Dhabi, which hit a fuel storage facility of state oil company
ADNOC, came amid renewed fighting in Yemen. UAE-backed Yemeni militia fighters
recently forced the Houthis out of the oil-rich area of Shabwa and pushed back their
advances in the key governorate of Marib, home to the bulk of Yemen's oil, without
which the Houthis are unlikely to survive as a state.

Will the UAE avoid escalation?
News emerged in late 2021 that Riyadh and Tehran had begun exploratory talks, an
effort crucial in easing regional tensions, particularly with Iran's new hardline
government.
While Riyadh and Tehran have not conveyed any expectations of a major
breakthrough, both sides have expressed support for easing tensions, and the Biden
administration said it welcomed the outreach.

Any progress on that front may be stalled now.
"It seems likely this will cause at least a temporary setback between the GCC and
Iran talks," Ryan Bohl, a Middle East and Africa analyst at Rane, told CNBC.

The key question then is whether the UAE decides to point the finger of blame for the
attack at Tehran, which it avoided doing over a series of tanker sabotage blasts off its
coast in 2019 that Riyadh and Washington squarely blamed on Iran.

"It will remain to be seen if the Emiratis decide to hold Iran responsible or if they do
what they've done in the past which is overlooked the Iranian role in order to avoid
escalation," Bohl said. "The Emiratis are likely to compartmentalize the retaliation to
Yemen at least in the short term."

Spotlight on UAE's vulnerability
Monday's attack, the biggest in the country that has been claimed by the Houthis and
the first since 2018, "highlights the UAE's vulnerable geopolitical position and their
role in the war in Yemen, neither of which are ideal for the country's national and
business reputation," Bohl said.

ADNOC, the site of the alleged drone strikes, said that it had "activated the necessary
business continuity plans to ensure the reliable, uninterrupted supply of products" to
its customers.

But the fact that aerial attacks were able to take place so close to both oil facilities
and Abu Dhabi International Airport, near where one fire also broke out, was a



warning sign to many observers. Drones present such a threat because they are
generally not picked up by radar and other air defense systems.

CNBC Satellite photos obtained by the Associated Press on Tuesday showed the
aftermath of a fatal attack on an oil facility in the capital of the United Arab Emirates
claimed by Yemen's Houthi rebels.

The images by Planet Labs PBC analyzed by the AP show smoke rising over an Abu
Dhabi National Oil Co. fuel depot in the Mussafah neighborhood of Abu Dhabi on
Monday Jan. 17, 2022.

The event "is another reminder of the highly complex missile and drone threat faced
by the UAE and the region's other main oil producers," Torbjorn Soltvedt, principal
MENA analyst at Verisk Maplecroft, wrote in an analysis note Monday.

"Unless the Gulf Cooperation Council states can find a solution to diffuse regional
tensions, or deter hostility from regional state and non-state actors, they will remain
vulnerable to attacks."

Emirati officials deny that their country's reputation as an isle of stability in an
otherwise volatile region is being threatened. Anwar Gargash, former UAE minister
of state for foreign affairs, wrote on Twitter on Tuesday: "Terrorists militias'
tampering with the stability of the region is too weak to affect the security and safety
we live in."

As for the Houthis, the group has published propaganda videos threatening to make
the UAE an "unsafe place" and has pledged to continue their operations against the
UAE.



"The Houthis have shown that they will hold the UAE responsible for the actions of its
proxy units," veteran Middle East journalist Gregory Johnson wrote on Twitter. This
could draw the UAE back into more fighting in Yemen, or spur increased airstrikes on
Houthi-held territory.

Still, Bohl says, "By limiting the retaliation to Yemen," rather than extending it to Iran,
"the potential for major escalation is reduced even if it does put the UAE into a tricky
position of establishing credible deterrence against the Houthis ... As well as
reminding the international community that the UAE is still very much active in
Yemen, despite its much publicized so-called withdrawal in 2019."

UK planes took a long detour around Germany to deliver weapons to Ukraine in
case Russia invades
Bill Bostock (wbostock@businessinsider.com) - Business Insider

UK MOD via REUTERs An RAF C-17 plane seen at RAF Brize Norton air base,
England, in August. UK MOD via Reuters

The UK sent Ukraine anti-tank weapons for self-defense in case Russia invades, MP
Ben Wallace said.

Royal Air Force planes carrying the weapons flew around German airspace to get
there, data showed.

Germany had declined to send military support to Ukraine and blocked NATO
shipments to Kyiv.

British Royal Air Force planes flew around German airspace when they delivered
anti-tank weaponry to Ukraine on Monday, flight-tracking data from FlightRadar24
showed.

In recent weeks, Ukraine has called on the likes of the US, UK, and Germany to
provide military aid to help counter the buildup of Russian troops at its border.
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Ukraine and the US have long warned of an imminent Russian invasion.

Ben Wallace, the UK defense minister, told Parliament on Monday that Britain was
sending "light, anti-armor, defensive weapon systems" to Ukraine to use only in
self-defense in case of a Russian invasion.

The weapons were transported on RAF C-17 planes that flew to Ukraine by an
unusually long route: through Danish instead of German airspace, as can be seen
below.

Flightradar24An image from Flightradar24 showing the flight path of the C-17 that
flew to Ukraine on January 17. Flightradar24

The choice of route is notable given that Germany declined to send arms to Ukraine
in December.

Germany has also blocked Ukraine from receiving NATO shipments of rifles and
anti-drone weaponry sourced from the US and Lithuania in recent months, the
Ukrainian news outlet ZN reported.

The Daily Mail reported that Germany denied the C-17s permission to use its
airspace.

But a spokesperson for the UK Ministry of Defence told Insider: "Germany has not
denied access to its airspace as the UK did not submit a request. There has been no
dispute between the UK and Germany on this issue."

And a spokesperson for the German defense ministry told Bild, "There had been no
application from the British for the flights."

The C-17s were therefore "not prohibited" from using German airspace, the
spokesperson said, Bild reported.

The planes also avoided German airspace on their return flights to RAF Brize Norton,
FlightRadar24 data showed.
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Satellite image ©2021 Maxar Technologies. A photo taken on November 9 that shows
elements of the 41st Combined Arms Army, including hundreds of tanks,

self-propelled artillery, and other military equipment deployed in a training area
located approximately 160 miles north of the Russia–Ukraine border. Satellite image

©2021 Maxar Technologies.

The UK also sent a small number of troops to Ukraine on Monday to help with
"early-stage training for a short period of time," Wallace told Parliament. A number
of British troops have been stationed in Ukraine since 2015.

But Wallace said in December that the UK would not send troops to Ukraine if Russia
invaded.

President Joe Biden ruled out sending US troops to Ukraine in December, but warned
Russia that it would face harsh sanctions should it invade Ukraine.

The US sent a consignment of military aid, including small arms and ammunition, to
Ukraine in December, CNN reported. Four counter-mortar radars were scheduled to
be sent from the US to Ukraine in 2022, CNN said.

China, Russia and Iran Team Up for Joint Naval Exercises
Brendan Cole - Newsweek
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Russia has said it will take part in joint naval exercises with China and Iran, as
scrutiny grows over Moscow's military maneuvers following a buildup of troops next
to the Ukrainian border.

The announcement comes only days after Moscow said it would conduct a snap
combat readiness inspection of its troops in the Russian Far East amid growing alarm
in world capitals over the prospect of an invasion of Ukraine.

Last week, talks between Russian and Western officials failed to yield a
breakthrough to calm Ukrainian fears about the Russian military presence on its
border. The Kremlin has repeatedly denied it plans any incursion into its neighbor.

On Tuesday, the Russian Defense Ministry said that a detachment of its Pacific Fleet
had entered the port in Chabahar, in Iran's Baluchestan Province. The vessels are the
missile cruiser Varyag, the large anti-submarine ship Admiral Tributs and the sea
tanker Boris Butoma, which had set sail from Vladivostok at the end of 2021.

The joint maritime drills in the Persian Gulf—dubbed CHIRU—had been announced
in August 2021 by the Russian ambassador to Tehran, Levan Dzhagaryan and had
been planned to take place in late 2021 or early 2022.

As Russia and China continue to increase their military cooperation, Dzhagaryan
told Russian state media that the drills were aimed at "ensuring international
shipping safety" and "combating piracy," a message repeated by agencies on
Tuesday.

But they come as the former top military NATO commander, Curtis "Mike"
Scaparrotti said that Iran and China will be closely watching how the U.S. handles
the Ukraine crisis.

He told an online forum sponsored by the Korean-American organization ICAS that
Russian forces in Belarus—bordering Ukraine and NATO countries Poland, Latvia
and Lithuania—posed a threat to Europe.
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There was also the prospect Russia might seize the strip of land connecting Russia
with Crimea, which it annexed in 2014 from Ukraine.

Such moves "are connected [and] will inform Xi Jinping and Iran" on what to expect
from the U.S. if Beijing escalates tensions over Taiwan and Tehran does the same in
the Middle East, Scaparrotti said last week, the U.S. Naval Institute reported.

Putin will brief his Chinese counterpart Xi about the talks held last week with NATO
when he visits China in February to attend the opening ceremony of the Beijing
Winter Olympics, Kremlin spokesperson Dmitry Peskov said.

Last week, Russia's Defense Ministry announced military exercises in the Russian Far
East were intended "to assess the readiness of the troops… to carry out missions as
required after regrouping at far distances across Russian territory," Reuters reported.
Pause

Belarusian President Alexander Lukashenko also said that Russian forces and
equipment had started to arrive in western Belarus.

He said joint military exercises would start in February by the borders of NATO
members Poland and Lithuania, as part of Operation Allied Resolve.

Russia's Defense Ministry has also announced that live-fire drills involving over
2,000 troops are taking place in the northwest Leningrad Region.

The army's Western Military District announced troops would use T-72B3 tanks, and
practice with AGS-17 automatic grenade launchers, RPG-7V hand-held anti-tank
grenade launchers and AK-74M assault rifles, Tass reported.

New Pentagon charts lay out China's growing military advantage over Taiwan
Benjamin Brimelow (insider@insider.com) - Business Insider

Carl Court/Getty Images Lion Islet, one of Taiwan's offshore islands, is a few miles
from the Chinese city of Xiamen. Carl Court/Getty Images
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China continued its rapid military modernization in 2021, increasing the size and
quality of its armed forces. That expansion comes amid heightened tensions with
Taiwan, which Beijing vows to reabsorb, by force if necessary.

Taiwan is modernizing its military, but data compiled by the US Defense Department
shows that China's advantage is only growing.

Tensions across the Taiwan Strait intensified in 2021. China's military flights
into Taiwan's air-defense identification zone more than doubled last year, and in the
final days of December, Taipei and Beijing warned each other against crossing any
red lines.

Taiwan's Defense Ministry has said it is confident that it would be difficult for China
to pull off a full-scale invasion, and the US Department of Defense's most recent
report on China's military, released in November, says China "appears willing to
defer the use of military force" against Taiwan, which it views as a breakaway
province, as long as it thinks that unification can be negotiated and that the costs of
conflict outweigh the benefits.

But the Pentagon report, which covers developments in 2020, also contains three
charts that show defending Taiwan from such an invasion, at least in a one-on-one
fight, would be a daunting task.

China's military, known officially as the People's Liberation Army (PLA), has a clear
numerical advantage in troops, ships, and aircraft. Those forces are improving as the
PLA continues its modernization efforts, and despite Taiwan embarking on its own
military modernization, China's advantage has only grown in recent years.

A growing imbalance

AP Chinese Type 052 guided-missile destroyer Harbin, left, and Type-956EM
destroyer Ningbo, right, during a China-Russia exercise off of Shanghai in 2014.
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The charts, labeled "Taiwan Strait Military Balance," show the estimated totals for
China and Taiwan's ground, naval, and air forces.

They are divided into three categories: total PLA strength across its five theater
commands, the strength of Eastern and Southern theater commands (which the report
says are expected to play direct roles in an invasion), and the total strength of
Taiwan's military.

The Pentagon notes that the 2021 report "applies a new methodology" for these
charts that may lead to "significantly different numbers" than in previous years but
that they don't "necessarily reflect a sudden change in capability."

Sergei Orlov\TASS via Getty Images A Chinese army BTR-80 armored personnel
carrier competes at Russia's 2017 International Army Games. Sergei Orlov\TASS via

Getty Images

The first chart, which covers the ground forces of both countries, shows a total PLA
strength of 1.04 million troops (10,000 more than in 2019), with 416,000 — 4,000
more than in 2019 — stationed in the "Taiwan Strait Area," which the report says
includes the Eastern and Southern theater commands. By comparison, Taiwan's
ground forces amount to 88,000 active-duty personnel.

The PLA added 700 artillery pieces, increasing its total in the Taiwan Strait area to
7,000. The PLA's 6,300 tanks is the same total as in 2019, as is Taiwan's total of 800
tanks.

China's navy vastly outnumbers Taiwan's, with many of its ships are assigned to the
Eastern and Southern theater navies. Those theater navies have 21 of China's 32
destroyers, 41 of its 48 frigates, 33 of 56 diesel-powered attack subs, and four of six
nuclear-powered ballistic-missile subs. Those fleets also have 49 of China's 57
medium landing ships and amphibious transport docks, as well as one of China's two
aircraft carriers.



Costfoto/Barcroft Media via Getty Images Chinese naval jets under the PLA Eastern
Theater Command take part in a combat-training exercise in Zhejiang Province,

January 14, 2021. Costfoto/Barcroft Media via Getty Images

By comparison, Taiwan's navy only has four destroyers, 22 frigates, and two
submarines. Taiwan has 23 Coast Guard ships in service, a fraction of the Chinese
Coast Guard's 223 ships.

China's air force (PLAAF) and naval aviation force added 100 fighters in 2020. The
PLAAF now has 700 fighters, 250 of its 450 bombers/attack aircraft, and 100 of its
150 special-mission aircraft — such as electronic-warfare, reconnaissance, cargo,
and tanker planes — stationed near Taiwan.

Taiwan's air force has 400 fighters, no bombers/attack aircraft, and 30
special-mission aircraft.

PLA modernization

Sergei Bobylev\TASS via Getty Images A Chinese Type 99 tank at the 2017 Army
Games in Russia, July 29, 2017. Sergei Bobylev\TASS via Getty Images
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The PLA's numbers are not the only source of concern. China's military as a whole is
modernizing and fast becoming a first-rate force.

The PLA's ground forces, marine corps, and airborne corps are increasingly
mechanized, boasting modern armored personnel carriers and infantry fighting
vehicles like the ZBD-04, ZBD-05, and ZBD-03. China's armored force is now mostly
comprised of modern tanks like the Type 96, Type 99, and Type 15.

China's navy (PLAN) is "largely composed of modern multi-role platforms," which
feature modern electronics and vertical launch systems (VLS) for missiles, according
to the Pentagon.

Artyom Ivanov\TASS via Getty Images A Chinese Type 055 destroyer. Photo by
Artyom Ivanov\TASS via Getty Images

The backbone of the Chinese surface fleet, the Type 054A-class frigate, is armed with
a 32-cell VLS, while the Type 052D-class destroyer features 64 VLS cells.

The PLAN's newest addition, the Type 055 destroyer, has a total of 112 VLS cells; its
sizable armament has led the US military to classify it as a cruiser.

China's eight Type 071 landing platform docks and three Type 075 amphibious
assault ships also represent a greater amphibious-assault capability.
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US Department of Defense The ranges of Chinese missiles in relation to Taiwan. US
Department of Defense

Of China's 1,800 fighter jets, 800 are considered fourth-generation, and China has
dozens of fifth-generation J-20 stealth fighters.

Those jets, which the US military says are eroding its "longstanding and significant"
advantages, also carry some of the longest-range missiles in service in the world.
China's missile force is the largest and most diverse in the world, and it can cover all
of Taiwan, with Chinese navy ships able to fill in any short-range gaps.

Taiwan's modernization

Ceng Shou Yi/NurPhoto via Getty Images A Taiwanese navy corvette during a drill
ahead of the Chinese New Year, January 7, 2022. Ceng Shou Yi/NurPhoto via Getty
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Taiwan is also modernizing its forces. Only able to buy military equipment from the
US, the island has announced $23 billion worth of purchases since 2010 — more than
$5 billion in 2020 alone.

Taiwan is replacing its old M60A3 and CM-11 tanks with 108 M1A2T main battle
tanks. It continues to field the indigenously developed Clouded Leopard wheeled
armored vehicle, and a new variant with a 105 mm cannon is in the works.

Taiwan is also purchasing 11 M142 High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems and 400
Harpoon anti-ship missiles, which, when added to its own sizable missile arsenal, will
enable long-range strikes against the Chinese mainland and targets at sea.

Patrick Aventurier/Getty Images A Taiwanese Air Force F-16V operates on highway
during a anti-invasion drill, May 28, 2019. Patrick Aventurier/Getty Images

In November, Taiwan announced that 66 of its 141 F-16s had been fully upgraded to
the F-16V standard, one of the most modern F-16 variants in service. The remaining
75 fighters are expected to be upgraded by 2023, when Taiwan will receive the first of
66 new F-16V Block 70 fighters.

More recently, in the first sale by the Biden administration, Taiwan purchased 40
M-109A6 Paladin self-propelled howitzers and 1,698 Precision Guidance Kits, which
convert artillery rounds into precision munitions.
Taiwan also plans to build eight submarines. It began construction of the first boat in
November 2020 and hopes to have its first one delivered by 2025.
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SAM YEH/AFP via Getty Images A Taiwanese soldier launches a Javelin missile
during an exercise in southern Taiwan, May 30, 2019. SAM YEH/AFP via Getty
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While Taiwan's military may be outnumbered by the PLA, Taipei likely won't have to
face an invasion alone.

The US has not directly committed to Taiwan's defense, but in recent months US
officials have repeatedly indicated that it would support the island if it was attacked.

Japan has also indicated that it's preparing to back up the US and Taiwan in such a
contingency, as has Australia, which is also increasing its defense capability as a
direct response to China's military expansion.

A Pacific volcano erupted with an explosive force more than 600 times the atomic
bomb dropped on Hiroshima, scientists said
Julie Coleman (jcoleman@insider.com) - Business Insider
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Tonga Geological Services/via REUTERS Eruption of the underwater volcano Hunga
Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai off Tonga. Tonga Geological Services/via REUTERS

An underwater volcano erupted on January 15, covering Tongan islands with ash and
causing a major tsunami, NPR reported.

Scientists say the eruption may be the loudest since Krakatau, which killed
thousands in 1883.

The volcano blast had an explosive yield of around 10 megatons, scientists said.
An underwater volcano forcefully erupted near the Pacific island nation of Tonga on
Saturday with a powerful blast that was heard thousands of miles away in Alaska.

Scientists said that it was likely one of the loudest events on the planet in the past 100
years, NPR reported.

"This might be the loudest eruption since [the eruption of the Indonesian volcano]
Krakatau in 1883," US Geological Survey geophysicist Michael Poland told NPR.

The eruption was so powerful it destroyed an island and triggered a tsunami. To
measure its force, scientists used a scale also used to assess the blast yield of nuclear
weapons.

James Garvin, the chief scientist at NASA's Goddard Space Flight Center, told
NPR that they came up "with a number that's around 10 megatons of TNT
equivalent."

With an estimated explosive yield of 10 megatons of TNT equivalent, the volcano blast
was equivalent to the force of roughly 667 "Little Boy" atomic bombs.
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"Little Boy" was the nickname assigned to the first of only two nuclear weapons ever
used in combat. The bomb was a highly-enriched uranium bomb that was dropped
from a B-29 Super fortress bomber, exploded in the air with an estimated force of
15,000 tons of TNT, and leveled Hiroshima, Japan.

Throughout the Cold War, the US, alongside the Soviet Union, tested far more
powerful nuclear weapons. The most powerful nuclear weapon the US ever tested was
Castle Bravo, which detonated with a force of 15 megatons on March 1, 1954.



In the wake of the blast, Tonga's 170 islands were covered in ash, including the
airport at the capital city, Nuku'alofa, which is preventing relief flights from
landing, NPR reported.

Communication with the islands reportedly remain problematic due to underwater
cable damage negatively impacting both international and inter-island calls.

Satellite Image ©2022 Maxar Technologies/Handout via REUTERSA satellite image
shows the Hunga Tonga-Hunga Ha'apai volcano before its main eruption.

The Tongan government has confirmed that along with many injuries, at least three
people were killed in this event, specifically a British national, a 65-year-old woman
from Mango island, and a 49-year-old man from Nomuka island.

Tsunami waves up to 15 meters ravaged Togatapu, the nation's main island, as well
as the 'Eua and Ha'apai islands. All homes were destroyed on Mango island, the
government report continued, also noting extensive damage on Fonoifua and Nomuka
islands.
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New Zealand Defence Force/Handout via REUTERSA view through the window of a
New Zealand Defence Force P-3K2 Orion surveillance flight shows heavy ash fall

over Nomuka in Tonga.

Despite its massive force and destruction, the eruption was relatively small, USGS
scientist Poland told NPR. Other explosions can expel ash for hours – like the 1991
eruption of Mt. Pinatubo – but this eruption spewed ash for less than 60 minutes, NPR
reported.

"It had an outsized impact, well beyond the area that you would have expected if this
had been completely above water," he told the outlet.

"That's the thing that's just a head scratcher."

Why is the Yemeni rebel attack on Abu Dhabi a game changer?
AFP
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MOHAMMED HUWAIS

A deadly attack by Yemen's Huthi rebels on the United Arab Emirates marks a new
phase in a seven-year civil war that has claimed hundreds of thousands of lives.
Here are some key questions and answers after Monday's drone and missile assault:

- What happened? -
Two Indians and a Pakistani were killed in a fuel-tank explosion near storage
facilities of oil giant ADNOC, sending smoke and flames billowing into the air.

STR Pro-government Yemeni fighters are seen at the front-line battling Huthi rebels
in the country's northeastern province of Marib on January 14

A fire also broke out in a construction area of Abu Dhabi airport.
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Police said "small flying objects" were found at both sites, pointing to a deliberate
attack using drones -- a hallmark of Yemen's Iran-backed Huthi rebels.

The rebels later claimed the attack and said there could be more to come, warning
UAE residents to stay away from "vital installations".

- Why attack Abu Dhabi? -
The UAE is a member of the Saudi-led coalition that has been fighting the rebels
since 2015. Although it announced a troop withdrawal from Yemen in 2019, it has
remained involved by supporting and training forces there.

MOHAMMED HUWAIS Yemeni fighters loyal to the Iran-backed Huthi rebels raise
their weapons in the capital Sanaa, in this May 20, 2021 photograph

It is no coincidence that the Huthis' attack followed their defeat in Yemen's Shabwa
province to the UAE-trained Giants Brigade, which dealt a blow to the rebels hopes
of capturing the key city of Marib in the neighbouring governorate.

"The battle of Shabwa has changed the equation of the conflict in Yemen," said Majid
Al-Madhaji, a researcher at the Sanaa Center for Strategic Studies.

Al-Madhaji said the Huthis were "anxious", and had launched the Abu Dhabi attacks
"to send this military message in the heart of the UAE".

The Huthis have repeatedly threatened to target the UAE, and claimed to have
carried attacks in 2018 which were never acknowledged by the wealthy Gulf country.

"Many are not surprised by the attack, Ansar Allah had repeated threats to target
UAE and today they delivered on that promise," said Mohammad Al Basha, a Yemen
expert for research group Navanti, referring to the Huthi movement by its formal
name.



The attack also came two weeks after the Huthis captured a UAE-flagged ship and its
international crew in the Red Sea, saying it was carrying military equipment.

- How did they do it? -
The Huthis regularly target neighbouring Saudi Arabia with drones and missiles, but
this attack appears to have traversed hundreds of kilometres (miles) of Saudi desert
that separate Yemen from UAE.

Paz PIZARRO Satellite map locating United Arab Emirates' Abu Dhabi and its
airport.

The Huthis said they had used Quds 2 cruise missiles to hit the Musaffah refinery and
Abu Dhabi airport, and also used Sammad-3 long-range drones.

They have a wide range of military equipment and weapons, including tanks and
ballistic missiles, which they seized from Yemeni army stores after taking the capital
Sanaa in 2014.

The Huthis also say they make their own drones, which they showed off as part of a
military display in March last year in Sanaa.

Saudi Arabia and the United States have long accused Iran of supplying military
hardware to the Huthis. Iran denies the charge.

- What happens next? -



The coalition responded with air strikes on the Yemeni capital late on Monday, killing
several people, including the head of the Huthis' air force academy.

In turn, the UAE will be on edge for further assaults by the Huthis, particularly
against its oil facilities and airports.

The rebels claimed they also attempted an attack on Monday on Dubai airport, a
major transport hub.

But while it has backed the pro-government Yemeni Giant Brigades force, the UAE
scaled back its involvement over two years ago and may be reluctant to get dragged
in again, experts say.

"The UAE will not rush to a knee-jerk reaction. It has invested heavily in Yemen,
particularly in new political and military infrastructure in the south," said Elisabeth
Kendall, a researcher at Oxford University.

"It is unlikely to veer from its long-term strategy, for example by scaling up its own
troop presence in Yemen again, on the basis of a provocation."

What would happen if China tried to invade Taiwan?
The Week Staff - The Week UK

Kevin Frayer/Getty Images Chinese troops on mobile rocket launchers during a
parade in Beijing Kevin Frayer/Getty Images

Beijing has ‘not ruled out use of force’ against Taipei, Chinese ambassador warns
Ever since Taiwan’s rapid economic and democratic transformation in the 1980s and
1990s, relations with its superpower neighbour China have swung between frosty
silence to outright threats of invasion.

Described by The Economist as “the most dangerous place on Earth” due to its
proximity to Beijing, which views it as a breakaway province, the island has for

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2021/05/01/the-most-dangerous-place-on-earth


months faced “a pattern of what Taipei views as stepped up military harassment by
Beijing”, Reuters said.

The ongoing dispute has drawn in powers from around the globe, with Joe Biden
restating the US’s commitment to defending its Asia-Pacific ally and Secretary of
State Antony Blinken calling for the island’s “meaningful participation” at the UN.

But as Chinese “military superiority” grows, the possibility that Beijing could deploy
“force against Taiwan” has become all the more real, The Economist added.

The latest
China’s ambassador to France has warned that while Beijing is prioritizing a
“peaceful reunification” with Taiwan, it has “not ruled out the use of force” to
dissuade the efforts of “separatists” backed by certain “foreign forces”.

Lu Shaye told France 24 that the government in Taipei is multiplying provocations,
claiming that the decision of the Lithuanian government to allow the opening of
a Taiwanese Representative Office in Vilnius “goes against” the policy of the EU.

He said it was a violation of the “one China” principle which would “undermine”
relations between China and the bloc.

The ambassador’s warning that Beijing has not ruled out military action against
Taiwan came as the island nation revealed plans to spend $8.7bn on “on eight types
of weapons to help boost its defenses”, The Bangkok Post reported.

The “special funds”, raised through government borrowing, will be made available
“to mass-produce precision and long-range missiles as well as naval ships to bolster
the island’s sea and air defenses”.

Most of the funding will be spent on “ten more Ta Jiang stealth missile corvettes”, a
fast and stealthy boat designed to counter the sophisticated People's Liberation Army
Navy, the paper said.

“These systems are not only highly mobile but are also powerful enough to form a
deterrence force,” Su Tzu-yun, a senior analyst of the government-funded Institute for
National Defence and Security Research, told the paper.

He said some of the missiles” that will be purchased with the funds “are capable of
reaching coastal and inland areas of China”.

War drums
Beginning on 1 October, Beijing dispatched 150 military planes into Taiwan’s air
defence zone and Chinese President Xi Jinping later said he would complete the
“historical task” of reunifying the island with the mainland. Tsai Ing-wen, the
Taiwanese president, has dismissed the claim.

“There should be absolutely no illusions that the Taiwanese people will bow to
pressure,” Tsai told troops, politicians and foreign diplomats on her country’s
national day.
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“We will continue to bolster our national defence and demonstrate our determination
to defend ourselves in order to ensure that nobody can force Taiwan to take the path
China has laid out for us.”

Tsai continued that Taiwan is “fully committed” to working with international forces
“to prevent armed conflict in the East China, South China Seas and in the Taiwan
Strait”.

She said that the country “will do whatever it takes to defend itself” against any
Chinese aggression, also writing in an article on Foreign Affairs that there would be
“catastrophic consequences” if a conflict were to break out between the two nations.

Her intervention came as it emerged that US military personnel have been covertly
operating in Taiwan for at least a year in preparation for an attempted Chinese
invasion.

Around two dozen special forces troops are training soldiers to “shore up the island’s
defences” as the threat of “aggression” from Beijing “mounts”, The Wall Street
Journal (WSJ) said. Marines are also “working with local maritime forces on small
boat training”.

Taiwan has also bought “billions of dollars of military hardware” from the US, but
experts now believe that “deepening ties between US and Taiwan units” will be more
effective than supplying equipment, the WSJ added.

China and Taiwan were divided during a civil war in the 1940s. However, Beijing has
always maintained that the island should at some point be reclaimed. Beijing
considers Taiwan a province of China and has described Tsai’s government as
separatists, while refusing to rule out the use of force to bring it back into China’s
direct orbit.

The island held the Chinese seat at the UN until October 1971 before it was voted out
as the representative of the country in favour of Beijing. “Since then, Taipei has
regularly sought increased participation at the UN and its array of bodies,” Al
Jazeera said.

It has full diplomatic relations with only 14 out of 193 United Nations member states
– as well as the Holy See – because China has urged its allies to refuse to recognize
its legitimacy as an independent nation. The island also has its own constitution,
democratically elected leaders and around 300,000 active troops.

Experts have warned for months that “Beijing is becoming increasingly concerned
that Taiwan’s government is moving the island towards a formal declaration of
independence”, the BBC said, though Tsai’s government has maintained the position
that “Taiwan is already an independent state, making any formal declaration
unnecessary”.
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Should a conflict break out between the two, the international community would be
left facing “the central question of our age”, said The Times’ Asia editor Richard
Lloyd-Parry, namely “working out what, in practice, ‘not bowing’ to China means”.

“Facing up to Xi brings large and diverse costs” that make engaging in “a full-scale
military invasion and a war that could quickly spread far beyond the island” an
unattractive option for many countries.

But Beijing’s “aggressive behaviour towards its neighbors, Japan and India, its
repression in Hong Kong, and its arguably genocidal treatment of the Uighurs in
Xinjiang” also means that the importance of “standing up to dictatorship is
something that most of the world can agree on”.

David and Goliath
If a conflict were to break out between the two neighbours it would be “a
catastrophe”, reported The Economist. This is first because of “the bloodshed in
Taiwan” but also because of the risk of “escalation between two nuclear powers”,
namely the US and China.

Beijing massively outguns Taiwan, with estimates from the Stockholm International
Peace Research Institute showing that China spends about 25 times more on its
military.

However, Taiwan has a defence pact with the US dating back to the 1954
Sino-American Mutual Defence Treaty, meaning the US could, in theory, be drawn
into the conflict.

“Beijing’s optimistic version of events” after the decision to invade would see “cyber
and electronic warfare units target Taiwan’s financial system and key infrastructure,
as well as US satellites to reduce notice of impending ballistic
missiles”, Bloomberg said.

“Chinese vessels could also harass ships around Taiwan, restricting vital supplies of
fuel and food,” the news site continued, while “airstrikes would quickly aim to kill
Taiwan’s top political and military leaders, while also immobilizing local defenses”.

This would be followed by “warships and submarines traversing some 130 kilometres
[80 miles] across the Taiwan Strait”, before “thousands of paratroopers would
appear above Taiwan’s coastlines, looking to penetrate defenses [and] capture
strategic buildings”.

According to satellite imagery seen by military news site The Drive, China has also
begun “beefing up its combat aviation infrastructure across from Taiwan as invasion
fears grow”.

Beijing “is upgrading three air bases located opposite” the island, “boosting its air
power capability in an already tense region that is flush with air
combat capabilities.”
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“Construction of the new infrastructure began in early 2020 and continued
uninterrupted through the pandemic, underlining its priority,” the site added.

Taiwan would be reliant on “natural defenses” – its rugged coastline and rough sea
– with plans to “throw a thousand tanks at the beachhead” in the event of a Chinese
invasion that could result in “brutal tank battles” that “decide the outcome”,
according to Forbes.

The island’s top military leadership has also “warned China that the closer its
aircraft and ships get to the island the harder Taipei will
respond”, Bloomberg reported, with “a multi-pronged approach that utilises aircraft,
ships and its air defense systems to counter Chinese military incursions” in the works.

“Chinese state media has dismissed the idea of Taiwan retaliating,” the news agency
added. But a report by the island’s defence ministry sent to legislators shows the
island is preparing to “take tougher measures” should they be necessary.

PAX Americana
This would all be complicated by the US pledge to defend its ally in what The
Economist called a “test of America’s military might and its diplomatic and political
resolve”.

Asked in October during a CNN town hall meeting whether the US would mount a
military response if Beijing attempted to take the island by force, Biden responded:
“Yes, we have a commitment to do that.”

The Guardian said that Biden “made a similar pledge in August”, when he told ABC
News that the US has a “sacred commitment” to defend its Nato allies in Canada and
Europe and it was the “same with Japan, same with South Korea, same with
Taiwan”.

If the US had decided against intervention, “China would overnight become the
dominant power in Asia” and “America’s allies around the world would know that
they could not count on it”, the paper added. In other words, “Pax Americana would
collapse”.

That would be unacceptable in Washington, especially as “Joe Biden pivots US
foreign policy towards a focus on the Indo-Pacific as the main arena for 21st-century
superpower competition”, The Guardian said.

Biden’s comments during the CNN event were “at odds with the long-held US policy”
of “strategic ambiguity”, The Telegraph said. Historically, Washington has helped
“build Taiwan’s defenses” but has “not explicitly promised to come to the island’s
aid”.

US manoeuvre have so far consisted of building up “large amounts of lethal military
hardware”, The Guardian added, with “the steady buildup of troops and equipment
and the proliferation of war games” meaning there is “more of a chance of conflict
triggered by miscalculation or accident”.
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The primary danger that comes with US involvement lies in the fact that both
Washington and Beijing possess nuclear weapons.
Leaked documents published by The New York Times earlier this year revealed the
extent of Washington’s discussions about using nuclear weapons to deter a Chinese
invasion of Taiwan in the 1950s.

Provided to the paper by Daniel Ellsberg, the whistleblower behind the 1971
Pentagon Papers, the documents appeared to show an “acceptance by some US
military leaders of possible retaliatory nuclear strikes on US bases”, CNN noted,
raising the spectre of how the nuclear powers would square off in a 21st-century
conflict.

Global war
Following September’s signing of Aukus, a historic military pact between the US, UK
and Australia, former prime minister Theresa May expressed her concern about the
“implications” of the agreement if China were to launch an invasion of Taiwan.

Speaking in the House of Commons, May asked Boris Johnson of “the implications of
this pact for the stance that would be taken by the United Kingdom in its response
should China attempt to invade Taiwan?”

At the time, Johnson responded by saying that the pact is “not intended to be
adversarial towards any other power”, adding: “The UK remains determined to
defend international law and that is the strong advice we would give to our friends
across the world, and the strong advice that we would give to the government in
Beijing.”

In response to the Chinese jets’ incursions, Taiwan’s Foreign Minister Joseph Wu
told ABC that the country is “very concerned that China is going to launch a war
against Taiwan at some point”. And as the broadcaster’s global affairs analyst Stan
Grant wrote: “Whether the US fights alongside it will determine Australia’s fate.”

Aukus “is designed to send a clear message to China that the US is not going to
surrender dominance in the Indo-Pacific”, Grant added. Australia has “dropped the
pretence” of playing both sides by “doubling down on the American alliance”.

All of this seems to suggest that Australia could join the US and Japan, which in July
also pledged to defend Taiwan, in mounting a resistance to a Chinese invasion,
raising questions over what the UK would do if the call came from Washington or
Canberra to join its allies.

UK MPs criticize 'distracted' Biden for reluctance to support Ukraine ahead of
potential invasion by Russia
Catherine Neilan (cneilan@insider.com) - Business Insider
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Joe Biden's focus on domestic policy is leaving a 'vacuum' of leadership, UK MPs told
Insider.

It came as the UK shipped weapons to Ukraine ahead of a possible invasion from
Russia.

British lawmakers characterized other nations' responses as "supine" in comparison.
British MPs criticized a "distracted" Joe Biden for the deteriorating situation on the
border of Ukraine, as a Russian invasion appeared increasingly likely.

In recent weeks Ukraine has urged the likes of the US, UK, and Germany to provide
military aid to help counter the buildup of Russian troops at its border.

While the UK has sent anti-tank weapons and a small number of British troops. Biden
has so far ruled out sending US troops to Ukraine. He too has sent weaponry, though
the main focus on the White House has been economic sanctions.

Several MPs told Insider they believed the US President's focus on domestic policy
and the Indo-Pacific caused a "vacuum" in global leadership that "has been taken
advantage of" by Russia's President.

One Conservative MP, who only spoke on the condition of anonymity, said Biden had
"taken his eye off the ball."

The MP also suggested that the 79-year-old may be too old for so demanding a job,
asking: "Would you want your dad with his finger on the button?"

Others did not attack Biden's age, but did suggest his inaction was causing the
situation to deteriorate.

Tobias Ellwood MP, a former defence minister who served as an officer in the British
Army, said Biden's insular approach was one of several "different planets that are
aligning here, leading us to instability and potential conflicts".
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Ellwood, who is chairman of the House of Commons defence committee, said
Washington under Biden has shown a "distracted and somewhat risk-averse" attitude
towards geopolitics.

He drew a link between the US stance on Ukraine and what he called the "very
short-sighted" decision to pull out of Afghanistan, leading to its takeover by the
Taliban.

"Somebody has to lead the West, and at the moment we are rudderless," he said.
"We are in for a very dangerous few years. I am not sure you could find anybody who
thinks global civility is going to increase over the next few years rather than
decrease."

Ellwood claimed that the US exit from Afghanistan "sent a message across the world"
that the West is no longer up for the fight, which was being picked up by Russia,
China and Iran.

"Ukraine is just a pawn in a bigger game," he said.
Another MP, who also requested anonymity, said the "vacuum" led to a feeling that
"the reins would be passed over to the UK" when it came to dealing with Russia and
Eastern Europe.

He added that some in the US had "raised an eyebrow" at the UK's plans to target the
Indo-Pacific region, as "the US felt the UK needed to take care of its own backyard".
Ellwood — who has long sought a more robust role for Britain in world affairs —
argued such ambitions were being thwarted by domestic problems in the UK.

He pointed to the "partygate" scandal engulfing UK politics, in which Prime Minister
Boris Johnson has been left fighting for his political life by reports that he and his
team held parties despite lockdown rules forbidding them.

"We are at the centre of a storm here, but we forget this is being watched across the
world," he told Insider.

"It is unpleasant to see our stock diminish as we go through this troubled chapter."

Asked if he thought the troubles in Britain would embolden Putin, Ellwood replied:
"Absolutely right — how could you possibly muster the support to stand up to Putin,
when the Prime Minister is struggling to command authority within his own party?

"It will be a factor, knowing that Britain – which might assume greater leadership at
a moment of international crisis – will not have the appetite to do so."

Bob Seely, MP for the Isle of Wight, said "Western complacency" had contributed to
the situation. Seely said both the US and EU had been "supine", resulting in a "lack of
leadership in the Western world".

Seely also painted a bleak picture of how Russia could respond to economic sanctions,
predicting an increase in cyber warfare, assets of Western firms in Russia being
seized, and "maybe some more assassinations."
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"Russia has a broad tool box," Seely told Insider. "Putin will want to fight back."

Puerto Rico bankruptcy battle finally ending
DÁNICA COTO - New York Daily News

Carlos Giusti

Puerto Rico’s nearly five-year bankruptcy battle is ending after a federal judge on
Tuesday signed a plan that slashes the U.S. territory’s public debt load as part of a
restructuring and allows the government to start repaying creditors.

The plan marks the largest municipal debt restructuring in U.S. history and was
approved following grueling bargaining efforts, heated hearings and multiple delays
as the island struggles to recover from deadly hurricanes, earthquakes and a
pandemic that deepened its economic crisis.

“There has never been a public restructuring like this anywhere in America or in the
world,” said David Skeel, chairman of a federal control board appointed to oversee
Puerto Rico’s finances that has worked with the judge on the plan.

He noted that no bankruptcy mechanisms exist for countries or U.S. states like the one
Puerto Rico was granted.

“This was an astonishingly complex and large and important bankruptcy,” Skeel said,
noting that the island had three times as much debt as Detroit.

Puerto Rico’s government declared in 2015 that it could not afford to pay its more
than $70 billion public debt load it had accumulated through decades of
mismanagement, corruption and excessive borrowing.
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It then filed for the largest municipal bankruptcy in U.S. history in 2017, a year after
U.S. Congress created the financial oversight and management board for Puerto
Rico.

The plan that restructures the central government’s debt goes into effect March 15
and could be appealed, although Skeel expected the judge to affirm it.

The board said that the plan signed by federal judge Laura Taylor-Swain cuts Puerto
Rico’s public debt by 80% and saves the island more than $50 billion in debt service
payments.

Board members noted the plan reduces claims against the government from $33
billion to just over $7.4 billion, with 7 cents of every taxpayer dollar going to debt
service, compared with the previous 25 cents.

“This period of financial crisis is coming to an end,” said Natalie Jaresko, the
board’s executive director.
“We have accomplished what many thought impossible.”

The plan also avoids proposed pension cuts that had led to heated debates and
created a rift between the board and Puerto Rico’s legislature and the island’s
governor, which vehemently opposed them.

The plan notes that Puerto Rico has sufficient resources to pay the debt through 2034,
but critics have said the government does not have the finances required to meet debt
service payments and warned of more austerity measures.

Jaresko brushed away those concerns, saying that while budgets were cut, there were
no layoffs or agencies shut down.

“It wasn’t austerity,” she said.

“People look at the last five years and think it’s going to continue like that forever,
but it doesn’t.”

Still pending is the debt restructuring of some government agencies, including that of
the Puerto Rico Highways and Transportation Authority and the Puerto Rico Electric
Power Authority, which holds the largest debt.

“This one is very important for the economy of Puerto Rico because if it means a rise
in energy costs, it makes us less competitive,” said José Caraballo, a Puerto Rico
economist and professor.

He added that the island likely would be able to access the market in three to five
years to issue bonds for capital projects but warned it should avoid repeating past
mistakes.

“Borrowing is playing with fire,” he said. “You need to have people who know what
they’re doing. Otherwise, one can return to this disaster we call a debt crisis.”



Gov. Pedro Pierluisi said that while the plan approved Tuesday is not perfect, it
represents a big step for the island’s economic recovery.

“We still have a lot of work ahead of us,” he said.

José Luis Dalmau, president of Puerto Rico’s senate and a member of the main
opposition party, also praised the plan and called it a transcendental step for the
island’s economic recovery.

“From this moment on, a new page of fiscal responsibility, good governance and
unity begins, which will lead to a more prosperous economy, a climate of job creation
and greater fiscal stability,” he said.

Jaresko noted the plan has guardrails to prevent a repeat of the island’s debt crisis,
including allowing long-term borrowing only for capital improvement projects.

The board, known as “la junta” in Puerto Rico and reviled by many, expects to be
around for at least three more years, or until Puerto Rico has four consecutive
balanced budgets, Skeel said.

“We will not stay a day longer than our mandate,” Jaresko said.

“It is our goal to finish what we were instructed to do by Congress.”


