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CAR in talks with US security firm as West eyes Wagner's ground in Africa (Radio France International) By Melissa Chemam
December 30, 2023

US private security company Bancroft Global Development says it is in talks with the Central African Republic over "future activities", in a possible bid
to muscle Russia's Wagner mercenary group out of the country riven by a decade-long civil war.

Bancroft denied having deployed in the CAR capital Bangui, but said it was in contact with President Faustin Archange Touadera's government.

"Beginning in July, Bancroft agreed on a framework to discuss possible future activities with the government of CAR. That is all," a spokesperson said in a written statement sent to French news agency AFP on
Tuesday.

Early last week, RFI revealed that Bancroft employees had already arrived in Bangui.

"They are there, but not yet operational," confirmed a source close to the head of state, without giving further details.

'Diversifying relations'

Last week, local station Radio Ndeke Luka broadcast a recording of a press conference in which Albert Yaloke Mokpeme, spokesman for the presidency, said that his country was carrying out "work to diversify
its relations".

He said CAR had called on countries including Russia and the United States to help train soldiers.

The US has offered to train the Central African Republic's troops "both on Central African soil and on American soil", Mokpeme added.

Mokpeme declined to comment on whether Bancroft was already present in CAR.

"The training of our army remains our priority," he told AFP. "I'm not in a position to talk about the substance of the matter."

Bancroft's talks with CAR authorities come as Russia seeks to maintain and expand its influence in Africa following the death of Yevgeny Prigozhin, founder of Russia's biggest mercenary group Wagner.

From French troops to Russian mercenaries

President Touadera brought in Wagner in 2018 to help train his armed forces.

The move came after a French peacekeeping operation in CAR ended in 2016.

France, which colonised the country from 1895 to 1960, started sending troops to CAR in December 2013 to help stem a civil war flaring along sectarian lines. The mission, authorised by the United Nations,
was supposed to reinforce an African Union peacekeeping force already in place.

But international troops struggled to stabilise the country. Around a hundred French soldiers remained in place after the end of the operation after elections in 2016 and were finally pulled out in December
2022.

Meanwhile Touadera's government had already begun hiring more Russian operatives as rebel groups advanced on the capital in late 2020.

Wagner then established itself as one of CAR's main security partners in exchange for lucrative contracts in the country, despite allegations of looting and atrocities.

The Africa Intelligence website earlier revealed that a delegation from Bancroft had been secretly received by CAR's president in September, with a view to a possible deployment.

Military analysts say Western countries are eyeing new windows of opportunity in Africa as Russian authorities seek to reorganise Wagner.

Colin Clarke of the New York-based think tank Soufan Center, which focuses on security, told AFP that rivalry between powers in the region was set to intensify in the coming year.

"The Biden administration is hopefully waking up to the fact that the US needs to be more forward leaning in the Sahel and other parts of Africa, given the deteriorating nature of the security situation," he said.

The United States is looking to contest Russia's recently expanded influence on the African continent, according Lucas Webber, co-founder of specialised website Militant Wire.

"Bancroft has emerged as an important private security force and is viewed as a reliable partner for this purpose," he told AFP.

The company is partly funded by the US State Department, but insists that it does not represent Washington.
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Sudanese warplanes unleash second airstrike on Nyala in less than a month (Sudan Tribune) December 29, 2023

The Sudanese Air Force launched a second airstrike on the city of Nyala, the capital of South Darfur state, on Friday, inflicting casualties on dozens of
civilians.

Eyewitnesses reported that the air raids targeted several neighbourhoods in northern Nyala, including Al-Salam, Al-Riyadh, the airport, factories, and Khartoum Belil.

The airstrikes caused widespread destruction, leaving dozens of homes razed and forcing thousands of citizens to flee for safety.

The latest airstrike comes just weeks after Sudanese military aviation targeted the Sudanese army headquarters in Nyala, which has been under the control of the Rapid Support Forces since October.

A local human rights group, Darfur Justice Platform, confirmed that the raids resulted in the killing and wounding of 118 people. The platform vehemently condemned the continued airstrike attacks on
populated areas, labelling them as crimes that amount to war crimes and crimes against humanity.

The Forces of Freedom and Change (FCC) strongly criticized the aerial attack in Nyala and urged all parties involved in the conflict to cease all aerial and artillery strikes targeting civilian areas. The pro-
democracy coalition further alleged that Islamic elements embedded within the state apparatus were responsible for these attacks, which aimed to undermine the pursuit of peace in the country.

The Rapid Support Forces currently control four out of five states in the Darfur region, with El Fasher, the capital of North Darfur state, remaining outside their control.
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Lake Chad Region — Chad, Nigeria, Niger, and Cameroon

UN ‘deeply alarmed’ by deadly central Nigeria attacks (Arab News) December 29, 2023

The UN human rights chief said Thursday he was “deeply alarmed” by the string of attacks on villages in central Nigeria which left nearly 200 dead,
according to local authorities.

Armed groups launched attacks between Saturday evening and Tuesday morning in Nigeria’s Plateau State, a region plagued for several years by religious and ethnic tensions. The region is on the dividing line
between Nigeria’s mostly Muslim north and mainly Christian south.

“I am deeply alarmed by the series of attacks by gunmen on multiple rural communities in Plateau State,” said Volker Turk, UN High Commissioner for Human Rights, said in a statement.

“I call on the Nigerian authorities to investigate this incident promptly, thoroughly and independently, consistent with international human rights law, and to hold those responsible to account in fair trials.

“The cycle of impunity fueling recurrent violence must be urgently broken. The government should also take meaningful steps to address the underlying root causes and to ensure non-recurrence of this
devastating violence.”

Northwest and central Nigeria have been long terrorized by bandit militias operating from bases deep in forests and raiding villages to loot and kidnap residents for ransom.

Competition for natural resources between nomadic herders and farmers, intensified by rapid population growth and climate pressures, has also exacerbated social tensions and sparked violence.

A jihadist conflict has raged in northeastern Nigeria since 2009, killing tens of thousands of people and displacing around two million, as Boko Haram battles for supremacy with rivals linked to the Daesh
group.

Nigerian President Bola Ahmed Tinubu has made tackling insecurity a priority since coming to office in May, as he seeks to encourage foreign investment in Africa’s most populous country.

Suspected insurgents kill 14 in northeast Nigeria, residents say (Rueters) January 5, 2024

Suspected insurgents in Nigeria killed 14 people in a rampage that began in a nightclub and proceeded into the surrounding neighborhood in
northeastern Yobe state, residents said on Friday, two months after another attack in the state killed 40 people.

The Boko Haram and splinter Islamic West Africa Province have waged an insurgency in Nigeria's northeast for more than one decade and continue to carry out sporadic attacks against civilians and the
military.

Ali Musa, a resident from the Kwari community in Yobe told Reuters by phone that the gunmen arrived around 1:00 a.m. (0000 GMT) at a nightclub and started to shoot sporadically, killing seven people there.

The armed men then went on to burn several houses and vehicles, killing five more people. Another two people were killed following an explosion, said another resident Joseph Inuwa.

Inuwa said one of the people killed was the local pastor of the Church of Christ in Nigeria, who was shot dead while he tried to escape.

"As I'm speaking to you many other people are hospitalized at Gaidam Specialist Hospital," Inuwa said.

Yobe police spokesperson Dungus Abdulkarim did not respond to calls and messages to his phone.

President Bola Tinubu, preoccupied with the economy, has yet to disclose how he would tackle insurgency in the north and widespread insecurity in other parts of Nigeria.
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ISIS-affiliated Militants Launch Attacks in Mali’s Sahel Region (BNN Breaking) By Ebenezer Mensah
January 7, 2024

Unleashing a new wave of violence, militants affiliated with ISIS have targeted both the Malian Army, FAMa, and local Azawad militias in the Ménaka
region of Mali, within the Sahel. The insurgents wielded a diverse arsenal of firearms, including AK-103 rifles, and Romanian PM md. 90 rifles,
Chinese Type 56 rifles, and AKM rifles, as well as several machine guns following the PKM and Type 80 designs.

Mali’s Daunting Security Challenge

This latest assault underscores the daunting security challenges faced by the Malian government and local forces as they grapple with extremist groups in the area. The Sahel, a region long plagued by militant
activity, has become a fertile ground for groups like ISIS, who exploit its vast, under-governed spaces to establish a foothold and launch operations against state and non-state actors.

The varied arsenal deployed by the militants in this latest attack signifies a significant level of armament among these groups. This marked rise in armament could escalate the threat to stability in the region,
making reining in these extremist factions increasingly arduous for the local forces and the government.

Global Concern Over Sahel’s Stability

The international community continues to express deep concern over the situation in the Sahel. The proliferation of weapons and the presence of well-armed militant groups continue to undermine concerted
peace efforts and the stability of the region. The recent escalation of violence in Mali is a stark reminder of the enduring security challenges that confront the region, and the urgency with which they need to be
addressed.
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Can President Boakai deliver war crimes justice in Liberia? (Al Jazeera) By Dounard Bondo and Leshan Kroma
January 10, 2024

Joseph Boakai, who secured a narrow victory against incumbent George Weah in a November run-off election, is set to be inaugurated as Liberia’s
new president on January 22.

The 78-year-old political veteran won the tightly contested race on a promise to address corruption, work towards societal “peace and reconciliation” and deliver justice to the many victims of Liberia’s civil wars
(in 1989-1997 and 1999-2003), which killed more than 200,000 people and displaced millions of others.

As two decades have passed since the end of the latest round of conflict, and as many accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity are now in their old age, Boakai’s upcoming six-year term as president
may be Liberia’s last window for meaningful war crimes accountability and justice.

The task at the hands of the new president, however, is neither straightforward nor easy.

In the past 20 years, several attempts have been made to try and hold perpetrators of war crimes accountable, with little success.

In 2005, following in the footsteps of neighbouring Sierra Leone, which was recovering from its own conflict (a conflict that was very much intertwined with that of Liberia), the Liberian parliament enacted a
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). Four years later, in 2009, the TRC released its final recommendations, including reparations to victims of the civil wars, reforms to prevent atrocities from
reoccurring, the establishment of a special court for war crimes, and the banning of certain implicated individuals from holding office until their names are cleared. The commission’s list of persons to be
“barred from holding public offices” for “being associated with former warring factions” was extensive and even included then-President Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf.

However, most of TRC’s ambitious recommendations, including the suggested political bans on prominent individuals and establishment of a war crimes tribunal, remain unimplemented to this day. Among
other factors, this is largely because civil war actors who attained political power after the war have been using their positions to sabotage attempts at accountability and justice within Liberia.

This is why, over the years, most survivors of the civil war who are looking for judicial justice have had to turn to foreign courts, which have on occasion tried former warlords who settled outside Liberia after
the war. In certain cases, these warlords were tried directly for the crimes they committed in Liberia under the principle of universal jurisdiction. In others, they were prosecuted for “immigration fraud” for not
declaring their history as a warlord during the immigration process. However, foreign courts managed to try only a small number of individuals to date, and in most cases, survivors of the crimes perpetrated by
these individuals who remain in Liberia did not get to follow, and thus meaningfully contribute to and benefit from, these prosecutions.

President-elect Boakai, who hails from Lofa, one of the counties most affected by the horrors of the civil war, has promised to end this reliance on foreign courts and bring justice and accountability back home
by establishing a special war crimes tribunal in Liberia.

Nevertheless, many are now questioning the reliability of this commitment because of Boakai’s all-important political alliance with former strongman Prince Yormie Johnson, who is the senator for Liberia’s
second-most populous county, Nimba. Senator Johnson, whose support helped guarantee Boakai’s electoral victory, has always been vocal about his opposition to the establishment of a special war crimes
tribunal.

The only obstacle in front of the establishment of a tribunal is not Boakai’s problematic political alliances, either. In the past 20 years, Liberian authorities did very little to document war crimes, record
eyewitness testimonies, and generally preserve evidence about the war. As a result, proving war crimes committed during Liberia’s civil wars has become harder and harder over the years. This lack of adequate
record-keeping meant that trials of Liberian warlords taking place in other countries had to rely extensively on witness testimony, which made it increasingly difficult to secure convictions.

After so many years, the witnesses to civil war atrocities may find it hard to accurately recall what they have seen and experienced during the war, as evidenced in some foreign trials. . This means if Boakai does
not institute a war crimes tribunal now, and ensure that testimony from all living witnesses is securely recorded, Liberia may never get a chance to meaningfully prosecute war crimes committed during its
bloody civil wars.

While it remains uncertain whether Boakai would be able to hold his campaign promise of establishing a special tribunal, and whether such a tribunal would be successful in convicting perpetrators after all
these years, there are other, much more straightforward steps the new president could take to deliver justice to survivors, encourage reconciliation, and increase social harmony.

First, he could expand the scope of and increase funding for the few existing community justice and reconciliation mechanisms in the country, such as the Palava Hut Program. This programme, outlined in
TRC’s final report in 2009, brings victims and perpetrators of lesser war-related crimes – such as arson, assault, forced displacement, forced labour, destruction, theft of properties, and looting – together in a
safe space and allows for truth-telling, forgiveness, and reconciliation under the guidance of traditional elders. Currently, the programme visits only a few towns per year and help a very limited number of
people. According to the United Nations, until August 2023, Liberia’s Palava Hut Program resolved only 277 cases that involved only 500 people inclusive of victims and perpetrators. This is despite the fact that
hearings started in 2016. With many perpetrators living alongside victims within communities, the scaling up of the Palava Hut Program could deliver justice and foster forgiveness and reconciliation for lesser
crimes of the civil wars at a community level. The non-retributive nature of this community justice mechanism also means that it can help address the issue of crimes committed by child soldiers, who cannot be
held fully accountable and punished for the heinous acts they carried out under duress and often under the influence of drugs they were forced to take.

Second, the new government could set up a reparation programme for the victims and survivors of Liberia’s civil wars, which could help further societal reconciliation and healing without burdening the state
with hard-to-secure prosecutions. While direct reparations might be impracticable as the entire population was directly or indirectly affected by the war, the government could choose to pay reparations to
communities that suffered the worst atrocities in the form of community projects and additional public services, such as therapy. A fund could also be set up to provide direct reparations to victims who are
suffering physical challenges due to the abuse they endured during the war.

Third, Boakai’s government could support foreign courts prosecuting Liberian war criminals in the diaspora, and encourage future prosecutions by providing these courts with any information they may need
about suspects on their radar. The government could also help publicise these trials in Liberia, and give the public a chance to follow the proceedings in real time through local media organisations.

Fourth, the new government could start meaningfully and systematically documenting the many crimes committed during the wars – not only to acknowledge the suffering of the victims, but also to inform
future generations and prevent the repeat of such atrocities. A museum documenting the war and its many horrors – and regional memorial parks in recognition and honour of all those who lost their lives to
the conflict – could also be established. These initiatives will not cost too much money or cause significant controversy, but they could engender national healing.

“We have a job ahead of us to do and I’m excited that the citizens have given us approval,” Boakai told the media shortly after the results of November’s run-off election were announced. “First and foremost, we
want to have a message of peace and reconciliation.”

If Liberia is to truly leave war behind, heal its wounds, and start building itself a prosperous future, the new president has to succeed in delivering that message of “peace and reconciliation”.

The strongest such message would be the establishment of a special tribunal for war crimes that would finally bring justice back home to Liberia. But if the president, like those before him, finds this to be a
complicated task, there are still ways in which he could signal to the people that Liberia is ready for reconciliation, development and sustainable peace.
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Kenya groups file lawsuit against food giant Del Monte over assaults (Al Mayadeen)
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Rwandan Government Rejects Burundi Claims of Support to Red Tabara Attack (Atlas News) By Tessaron 
December 29, 2023

On December 23rd, 2023, the Red Tabara Group, also known as the Popular Forces of Burundi, carried out a horrific attack on civilians in Gatumba,
Burundi near the border with the Democratic Republic of the Congo. 20 people including 12 children and pregnant women had been killed and was
immediately condemned by the international community. The Burundi government contacted Interpol for assistance on placing notices on the
suspected perpetrators.

The situation has taken the Burundi government by storm. Interior Minister Niteretse, in a speech, told onlookers that “we will hunt them down to the last.”

However, the situation escalated earlier today when Burundi President Ndayishimiye publicly claimed that the Rwanda provided training and support to the rebel group. As of 1500 EST, the Rwandan provided
this statement:

It is important to note that since the 1960s, bi-lateral relations between Burundi and Rwanda have been largely dominated by the ethnic tensions and conflicts between the Hutus and Tutsis in both countries.
Millions have been killed, wounded, and expelled from both countries throughout the Rwandan Genocide and the Burundi Civil War. Relations have further been exacerbated during the M23 Movement in the
last two years. On 15 August 2022, Burundi began sending troops to Kivu in the DRC to fight against M23 rebels, which were fighting alongside Rwandan troops (despite official denials from Rwanda). They
arrived as part of the first contingent of EAC (which both countries belong) peacekeeping forces to deal with the M23 offensive, with Burundians being the largest contributors. The Burundian presence in the
region was controversial, as despite ostensibly being there to fight the rebels, they were instead reported to be co-existing in the same space as the M23.

These accusations and inflamed emotions in the aftermath of this attack can escalate the already fraught situation between the two nations.

Rwanda denies talks with 'Israel' to take forcibly displaced Gazans in (Al Mayadeen) January 6, 2024

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs and International Cooperation in Rwanda issued a statement addressing alleged discussions with "Israel" about "the
transfer of Palestinians from Gaza" to its territories.

It slammed any such talks propagated by Israeli media as mere disinformation.

In a post on X, the Rwandan government categorically denied holding any such talks, refuting claims made by Zman Yisrael, an Israeli media outlet.

Furthermore, the statement emphasized that no discussions on this matter took place, neither recently nor in the past, and urged the public to ignore the false information.

"No such discussion has taken place either now or in the past, and the disinformation should be ignored," the statement said.

Previously, the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC) and Chad also refuted engaging in discussions with "Israel" regarding what "Israel" dubs the "transfer of Palestinians" from Gaza to their territories.

This comes shortly after recent Israeli media reports suggested that three African nations might consider taking in Palestinians forcibly displaced from Gaza.

UN alarmed by Israeli calls for forced displacement of Palestinians Yesterday, Volker Turk, the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, expressed deep concern over Israeli demands to force
Palestinians out of the besieged Gaza Strip. He emphasized that such calls for forced displacement violate international law.

"Very disturbed by high-level Israeli officials' statements on plans to transfer civilians from Gaza to third countries," Turk said in a post on X on Friday.

He further stressed that "international law prohibits forcible transfer of protected persons within or deportation from occupied territory."

'Act of genocide' Turk's remarks came in response to Israeli far-right Police Minister Itamar Ben-Gvir's recent remarks, calling for "a solution to encourage the emigration of Gaza's residents."

This sentiment has been repeatedly announced by Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his extremist Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich.

Ben-Gvir considered that establishing settlements in Gaza after forcibly displacing its residents "is a correct, just, moral and humane solution."

On this note, Balakrishnan Rajagopal, the UN Special Rapporteur on the right to adequate housing, described the forcible displacement of Gazans as an “act of genocide.” “Forcible transfer of Gazan population
is an act of genocide, especially given the high number of children,” he added, cautioning other nations against participating in such actions.

“Congolese or other states’ officials will be guilty of aiding and abetting genocide if they agree to any transfer of population,” Rajagopal said on X.

Decisive stance of the Palestinian people Since day one of the Israeli genocide against Palestinians in Gaza, the occupation entity's top officials publicly declared that one of the objectives was to forcefully
displace its residents to other countries, most notably Jordan and Egypt.

This plan saw the Israeli occupation forces carry out the bloodiest aggression since WW2 on the besieged Strip, which included the killing of more than 22,600 Palestinians, most of whom are children and
women, and the mass destruction of homes, hospitals, schools, and other vital infrastructure necessary for survival.

Palestinian Resistance movement Hamas commented on the Israeli Prime Minister's remarks on December 25, saying his plan to pass a "voluntary immigration" scheme for the people from the Gaza Strip is
ridiculous and aims to compensate for the Israeli war failure.

"Netanyahu is trying to sell illusions to prolong the aggression after he and his army failed to achieve their goals," the party said.

"Our Palestinian people affirmed their decisive stance by rejecting deportation and displacement, and that there is no emigration and no choice but to remain steadfast on our land."

Nevertheless, every effort to execute this plan encountered the resilience of the Palestinian people in Gaza. Hundreds of thousands among them steadfastly declined to vacate the northern Strip, opting instead
to stay in their homes, even in the face of the catastrophic conditions imposed by the entity and the daily ongoing massacres.
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UN helicopter carrying 'several' foreigners captured by al Shabaab in Somalia (Reuters) January 10, 2024 January 10, 2024

Al Shabaab militants captured a United Nations helicopter carrying two Somali men and several foreigners when it made an emergency landing in an
area controlled by the Islamist group, a military official said on Wednesday.

The aircraft encountered a defect shortly after taking off from Beledweyne city in central Somalia, Major Hassan Ali told Reuters, before it landed near Hindhere village, bordering Galguduud region.

"Two Somali men and several foreigners were onboard. It was also carrying medical supplies and it was supposed to transport injured soldiers from Galguduud region," he said.

The United Nations Assistance Mission in Somalia (UNSOM) later confirmed there had been an incident involving a UN-contracted helicopter that was conducting an air medical evaluation. It said it was
gathering information about what happened and response efforts were under way.

A UN worker who wished to remain anonymous said earlier that the aircraft crew included five foreigners.

Two UN sources familiar with the matter told Reuters the aircraft carried nine passengers.

Reuters could not independently verify the identities of those captured or their nationalities.

Al Shabaab, linked to al Qaeda, has been waging an insurgency against the Somali government since 2006 in a bid to establish its own rule based on a strict interpretation of Islamic Sharia law.

While the government has managed to ward off the militants from several territories since the mid-2010s, al Shabaab controls swathes of land in southern and central Somalia and has continued to target
civilians and stage attacks on military establishments.

Spokespeople for the Somalia government did not immediately respond to requests for comment.
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UN Calls For 'Genuine' Transitional Justice In Ethiopia (Barron’s) December 28, 2023

The head of the UN's human rights body Thursday called for "genuine" transitional justice in Ethiopia, saying victims of abuses in conflict had to be
put at the heart of the process.

The UN Human Rights Office and the Ethiopian Human Rights Commission issued a joint report calling on Addis Ababa to address the country's legacy of violations and abuses in a way that prioritises the
rights and needs of victims and their families.

Ethiopia, a mosaic of more than 80 ethno-linguistic communities, has in recent years experienced outbreaks of deadly violence over identity and territorial claims.

War broke out between government forces and rebels in Ethiopia's northern Tigray region in November 2020, with the conflict marked by mass atrocities by all sides.

A "cessation of hostilities" deal in November 2022 ostensibly ended the brutal two-year conflict.

The report by the UN and the EHRC -- an independent state-affiliated body -- made 31 recommendations for the design and implementation of a transitional justice policy.

"I welcome Ethiopia taking concrete steps to develop a national transitional justice policy in line with the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement," said Volker Turk, head of the UN body.

"It is crucial for such efforts to be holistic and consistent with international human rights norms and standards, placing victims and affected populations, especially women and girls, at the centre."

The new report set out findings from 15 community consultations held between July 2022 and March 2023, with more than 800 participants involved.

"By amplifying the experiences and voices of directly affected populations across Ethiopia, it is important that this report properly informs ongoing discussions on the development of a legitimate, holistic,
genuine, and inclusive policy on transitional justice," said Turk.

The report said that participants in the consultations broadly agreed that criminal accountability was essential for victims to be heard and obtain remedies, and for deterrence.

They voiced doubt as to whether the current justice system was credible, independent and competent enough, the report said, suggesting reforms and the setting up a new independent commission.

"States have a duty to investigate and prosecute gross human rights violations and abuses and serious violations of international humanitarian law, including those which amount to crimes under international
law," said Turk.

"Those who have been subjected to violations or abuses are entitled to justice, including adequate, comprehensive, prompt, and effective reparations."
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Serbian Court Cuts Jail Sentence for Wartime Rape in Bosnia (Balkan Insight) By Milica Stojanovic
January 4, 2024

Belgrade Court of Appeal has reduced the sentence for former Bosnian Serb Army soldier Dalibor Krstovic from nine to five years in prison after he
was convicted of crimes against the civilian population for raping a Bosniak woman in the town of Kalinovik in August 1992.

Krstovic was found guilty of raping the woman when she was being held captive in an elementary school in Kalinovik. The appeal verdict, handed down after a retrial, was made public on Friday.

The court said in a statement that in deciding on the length of sentence, it had "considered as mitigating circumstances his personal and family circumstances, the fact that he had not been convicted before and
that he was 20 years old when the actions were taken, while the aggravating circumstances were [his] persistence during the coercion of the injured party, as well as the severity of the threat to the injured party
on the specific occasion".

The sentence imposed was "proportionate to the gravity of the crime committed and the extent of the defendant's criminal responsibility", and fulfilled "the purpose of punishment", the court added.

Belgrade Higher Court previously sentenced Krstovic to nine years in prison in February 2023, after a retrial.

The retrial was held after the Belgrade Court of Appeal in February 2022 quashed the first-instance verdict, under which Krstovic was jailed for nine years for rape in May 2021, and sent the case for retrial.

In the first-instance verdict, he was found guilty of having raped a Bosniak woman in his capacity as a member of the Bosnian Serb Army, jointly with another, unidentified Bosnian Serb Army member, in the
elementary school in Kalinovik, where unlawfully captured civilians were held in August 1992.

At the time, judge Zorana Trajkovic said that the victim had been captured together with her two children, aged seven and nine years, and was "a civilian in a helpless state". Krstovic had threatened to rape her
children too, Trajkovic said.

Krstovic was originally accused in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2017, but the case was then transferred to the Serbian authorities.

The latest verdict is final.
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Turkey

Turkey accused of using scare tactics to control Kurds amid unverified, disturbing footage (Medya News) December 29, 2023

The Turkish army's methods are aimed at instilling terror and dominating the Kurdish people, said Agit Polat, spokesman for the French Democratic
Kurdish Council (CDK-F), on Thursday.

Polat's remarks on X come in response to disturbing footage circulating on social media showing the alleged execution and torture of Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) guerrillas at the hands of Turkish soldiers.

The graphic footage, shared by accounts identified as Turkish nationalist and pro-government, coincides with the recent escalation of clashes between Turkish forces and PKK militants in the Kurdistan region
of Iraq. Recent Turkish casualties in cross-border military operations have been a hot topic on the country's agenda.

Polat drew a strong parallel between the reported acts and the methods used by the Islamic State (ISIS), warning that such acts would be recognised as war crimes and crimes against humanity.

The emergence of these videos and images raises questions about their authenticity, as they have not yet been confirmed by either the Turkish forces or the PKK. The exact timing of the footage is unknown and
the origin of the material has yet to be established. The unverified nature of the violent content has sparked speculation about its potential use as part of an organised effort by the Turkish government to
manage public sentiment in the face of recent military losses.

As Turkish forces continue to clash with the PKK in northern Iraq, the CDK-F spokesman stressed the commitment to fight for Kurdish freedom. In a defiant message, he said: "Even if you cut us into a
thousand pieces, we will not give up our fight for freedom."

Last week, the Turkish Ministry of Defence reported that 12 Turkish soldiers were killed in fierce clashes on Friday in the ongoing confrontations between Turkish forces and Kurdish guerrillas in several regions
of Iraqi Kurdistan, including Zap, Avaşîn, Metîna and Xakûrkê. In contrast to the official figures given by the ministry, the People's Defence Forces (HPG), the military wing of the PKK, claims that many more
Turkish soldiers have been killed.

Turkey's latest military campaign against Kurdish guerrilla forces in northern Iraq has been ongoing since April 2022.

Turkey detains 33 people suspected of spying for Israel (PBS) January 2, 2024

Turkish authorities have detained 33 people suspected of spying for Israel, Turkey's state-run news agency reported on Tuesday.

Authorities were still searching for 13 others believed to have links to Israel's Mossad security service, the Anadolu Agency reported.

The suspects were detained in raids in Istanbul and seven other provinces for allegedly planning to carry out activities that included "reconnaissance" and "pursuing, assaulting and kidnapping" foreign
nationals living in Turkey, the agency reported.

The suspects were allegedly recruited to spy on Palestinians residing in Turkey as well as Israeli activists opposed to their government, Anadolu said. Israeli officials allegedly contacted the suspects via social
media, it said.

The report comes weeks after the head of Israel's domestic security agency, Shin Bet, said in an audio recording that his organization is prepared to destroy Hamas "in every place," including in Lebanon, Turkey
and Qatar.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan warned Israel of "serious consequences" if it pressed ahead with its threat to attack Hamas officials on Turkish soil.

Turkey and Israel had normalized ties in 2022 by reappointing ambassadors following years of tensions. But those ties quickly deteriorated after the Israel-Hamas war, with Ankara becoming one of the
strongest critics of Israel's military actions in Gaza.

Israel initially withdrew its diplomats from Turkey over security concerns and later announced it was recalling its diplomats for political reasons, citing "increasingly harsh statements" from Turkish officials.
Turkey also pulled out its ambassador from Israel.

Erdogan's reaction to the Israel-Hamas war was initially fairly muted. But the Turkish leader has since intensified his criticism of Israel, describing its actions in Gaza as verging on "genocide." He has called for
Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu to be prosecuted for "war crimes" and compared him to Nazi leader Adolf Hitler.

Erdogan, whose government has hosted several Hamas officials in the past, has also said the militant group — considered a terrorist organization by Israel, the United States and the European Union — is
fighting for the liberation of its lands and people.

Turkey prevents UN visit to hide its use of mercenaries in armed conflicts (Nordic Monitor) January 3, 2024

Turkey has refused to permit the visit of the UN watchdog group on the use of mercenaries since November 2015, when the international body
initially submitted a request to visit the country on a fact-finding mission.

Behind Turkey's prolonged lack of response to the UN request lies the concern of President Recep Tayyip Erdogan's government over revealing Turkey's involvement in using proxy fighter groups to intervene in
conflicts beyond its borders.

According to information available on the website of the UN Working Group on the Use of Mercenaries as a Means of Violating Human Rights and Impeding the Exercise of the Right of Peoples to Self-
Determination, Turkey was initially informed of the UN's request to visit the country on November 12, 2015.

Nevertheless, Turkey disregarded the UN group's initial letter, leading to a second communication on February 24, 2016 as a reminder to Turkish authorities of the international body's interest in visiting
Turkey for information gathering. Unfortunately, the second letter also received no response from the Turkish side. The UN watchdog group persisted in renewing the request on March 31, 2022, indicating its
intention to visit Turkey in 2023. Once again, Turkey ignored the UN communication.

The UN working group, established in July 2015 by the Human Rights Council, comprises independent experts, and its resolutions are routinely adopted by the UN General Assembly. Conducting fact-finding
missions necessitates the host country's permission. Turkey has thus far impeded such visits by failing to respond to UN requests.

The working group's interest in visiting Turkey arose in response to credible reports of the increased use of mercenaries, military contractors and foreign fighters by the Islamist Erdogan government in Syria,
Libya and Azerbaijan.

In recent years the UN group has sent numerous inquiries to Turkey, seeking additional information about the Erdogan government's involvement in the recruitment, financing, transportation and deployment
of foreign fighters to Libya and Azerbaijan.

The role of Turkish paramilitary contractor SADAT, led by President Erdogan's former chief military advisor Adnan Tanrıverdi, was also questioned by UN officials in their letters to the Turkish government.
SADAT, an abbreviation for Uluslararası Savunma Danışmanlık İnşaat Sanayi ve Ticaret Anonim Şirketi, a for-profit company, was implicated in the training of fighters in Libya and Syria.

In a letter addressed to Turkey on November 6, 2020, the UN group stated that it had acquired information indicating Turkey's involvement in recruiting individuals through armed groups primarily affiliated
with the Turkey-backed Syrian National Army (SNA). These people were recruited for deployment to Azerbaijan in support of military operations in and around the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict zone. The
fighters were allegedly promised a monthly salary of up to $2,500 along with additional compensation, including Turkish citizenship for their family members in the event of their death.

Their deployment, training and logistics were allegedly facilitated by contractors operating under the guidance of the Turkish security service. According to the letter, during the period between September 20
and 25, 2020, an estimated 1,500 to 2,000 fighters were believed to have been deployed to Azerbaijan, with thousands more in the process of recruitment. The government of Armenia submitted a detailed
report, presenting evidence of such deployments to Nagorno-Karabakh supporting the Azerbaijani military offensive.

The UN group emphasized that it was "gravely concerned about the recruitment and transfer of fighters from Syria to Azerbaijan," noting that such actions contravene international humanitarian law and
international human rights law. "We remain concerned that those deployed to Azerbaijan are affiliated with armed groups and individuals that, in some cases, have been accused of war crimes and serious
human rights abuses during the conflict in Syria, thus seemingly perpetuating a cycle of impunity and risking further abuses of international law," the letter stated.

Turkey responded to the UN letter, saying that all the allegations were fake news, fabrications or black propaganda.

Similarly, the UN highlighted a comparable practice by Turkey in deploying Syrian fighters to Libya in a letter sent on June 10, 2020. The letter indicated that in December 2019, Turkish authorities organized
meetings with armed factions affiliated with the SNA to deploy their fighters to Tripoli in support of the Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA). Fighters were promised up to $200 as monthly
compensation, and SADAT was believed to have been involved in the selection of fighters.

Some of these factions that were enlisted for deployment had allegedly committed war crimes and serious human rights abuses, including the recruitment of children, severe restrictions on women's rights in
areas controlled by some of the groups and instances of extrajudicial killings.

Turkey responded to the UN's Libya letter on September 17, 2020, accusing the UN group of bias and labeling the allegations as unfounded. When the UN group sent the letter regarding Azerbaijan, it noted
that Turkey "did not substantively address the allegations raised" regarding the deployment of Syrian fighters to Libya.

A report to Congress by the lead inspector general for East Africa and North and West Africa counterterrorism operations at the US Department of Defense said Turkey had dispatched between 3,500 and 3,800
paid Syrian fighters to Libya in the first three months of the year. This deployment occurred two months before a series of Turkish-backed victories by the Tripoli forces. Furthermore, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights claimed that the total number of Syrian mercenaries in Libya had reached 16,500 by the end of July 2020.

Until Erdogan came to power in November 2002, the country had limited military engagements beyond its borders. The arming of proxy groups to promote Turkish interests was observed in northern Iraq,
where the Turkish army had been engaged in a decades-long conflict against the separatist Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) since the early 1980s. Similar instances occurred in northern Cyprus, where Turkish
Cypriot militias were trained and armed by Turkey against Greek Cypriots in the 1960s and 1970s, and to a limited extent in Bosnia during the Bosnian War in the 1990s.

With the current government's dominant Islamist ideology serving as a driving force in foreign policy, Turkey has expanded its proxy engagement in Africa, the Middle East and the Caucasus. This expansion
involves providing arms, logistics, training and intelligence to countries and groups in order to advance the Erdogan government's regional and global vision. Syria, Iraq, Azerbaijan and Libya have emerged as
the most active theaters where Turkey-backed proxy groups have been deployed in recent years.
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Kosovo Specialist Chambers

Dick Marty, Author of Explosive Kosovo War Crimes Report, Dies at 78 (Prishtina Insight) By Perparim Isufi
December 29, 2023

Former Swiss senator Dick Marty, who became known in the former Yugoslavia for his report to the Council of Europe on alleged war crimes including
organ-trafficking committed by Kosovo Liberation Army, KLA guerrillas, died on Thursday in Switzerland, the Free Democratic Party confirmed.

Marty, who was a Free Democratic Party politician, author of several important international human rights reports and a member of the Council of Europe's Parliamentary Assembly, was 78.

"It is with great sadness that we learned of the death of former councillor of states [member of the Swiss federal assembly's upper house] Dick Marty… The FDP expresses its deepest condolences to his
relatives," the FDP said on X (formerly Twitter).

"Saddened by the passing of Dick Marty, former and greatly appreciated Parliamentary Assembly of Council of Europe member," Marija Pejcinovic Buric, secretary-general of the Council of Europe, wrote on X.

In December 2010, Council of Europe published a report authored by Marty which called for criminal investigations into allegations that a criminal network linked to former KLA official turned political leader
Hashim Thaci was responsible for the murder, torture and organ-harvesting of ethnic Serbs and Albanians in 1999.

"It is up to the authorities now to pursue that work of truth," Marty told journalists at the time.

Kosovo's government denied the allegations, denouncing them as a smear campaign against the KLA and the Kosovo state.

The report led to the creation of a European Union Special Investigative Task Force to probe the alleged crimes. The EU task force discovered what it said was sufficient evidence for indictments, which led the
EU and US to pressurise Kosovo to establish the Kosovo Specialist Chambers war crimes court in 2015. However, the task force failed to substantiate the organ-trafficking claims.

Thaci and other former KLA officials are now on trial at the Hague-based Specialist Chambers for alleged war crimes and crimes against humanity. They have pleaded not guilty.

In April 2022, Marty told public broadcaster Radio Television Suisse that he had been under police protection since December 2020.

"The threat seems to come from certain circles of the Serbian secret services who have asked the underworld, professional assassins, to eliminate me simply in order to put the blame on the Kosovars," Marty
said. In response, Serbia's Security Information Agency said it had sent a letter to the Swiss Federal Intelligence Service in which it "strongly condemns and denies the malicious claims about the involvement of
Serbian security services in planning anyone's murder".

Outside the former Yugoslav region, Marty won praise for his Council of Europe reports documenting documented the United States government's detention and abuse of Muslims in secret CIA prisons after the
9/11 attacks, and for his documentation of serious human rights violations in the North Caucasus region of the Russian Federation.
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Azerbaijan

We Cannot Forget Azerbaijan's Ethnic Cleansing of Nagorno-Karabakh | Opinion (Newsweek) By Sheila Paylan
December 29, 2023

Terrible wars all over the world, from Ukraine to the Middle East, should not obscure one of the most shocking events to take place in 2023: the mass
exodus of Armenians from Nagorno-Karabakh, over the span of a few days. It was one of the largest and most sudden ethnic cleansings in recent
history.

That crime had a perpetrator: the despotic regime of President Ilham Aliyev in Azerbaijan. That perpetrator should have to answer for these crimes—even if it is a petrostate that has some value to the West as a
supplier of oil and natural gas.

The facts are not really in dispute. More than 100,000 indigenous ethnic Armenians fled the enclave of Nagorno-Karabakh in the days after a lightning military attack by Azerbaijan on Sept. 19. That attack
came in the 10th month of a blockade imposed by Azerbaijan on the enclave, with Azerbaijani troops and operatives blocking the Lachin Corridor, which links Nagorno-Karabakh to the outside world. On June
15, Azerbaijan completely sealed off the region, even barring the Red Cross—violating a desist order from the International Court of Justice in February. Deaths by starvation began, and respected international
jurists like Luis Moreno Ocampo, the first prosecutor of the International Criminal Court , began declared the situation a genocide. Aditionally, former United Nations expert on genocide Juan Mendez warned
of serious risks of genocide facing the population.

The conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, known to Armenians as Artsakh, is complex. The area was the heartland of old Armenian empires, but was gifted by the Soviets to the Azerbaijani Socialist Republic. When
Azerbaijan and Armenia both became independent after the Soviet collapse, a war left the enclave as a self-governing entity with a land link to Armenia. Azerbaijan attacked in 2020 to regain much of the land.
In 2023 it managed to empty what was left of the indigenous Armenians.

Aliyev's apologists will argue that they bear no culpability because those who fled did so of their own volition—magically deciding as one to leave behind properties and jobs and an entire beloved homeland.
They will claim innocence because those fleeing were not ordered to leave or herded onto trucks or prodded in the back by bayonets or guns.

But real cases of international criminal tribunals tell us that no such orders, trucks, or weapons are needed for an exodus to qualify as forced and amount to a crime. Take, for instance, the case of Vojislav Šešelj,
leader of the far-right ultranationalist Serbian Radical Party in Belgrade, who was first acquitted and then convicted on appeal of crimes against humanity in the Yugoslav wars. The fundamental factor that
eventually secured Šešelj's (partial) conviction, in 2018, was his role in incitement to violence and hate speech.

The Appeals Chamber assessed that his inflammatory rhetoric constituted criminal conduct. It considered the context of coercion, harassment, and intimidation, as well as evidence of regular threats and
violence. The Appeals Chamber ultimately decided that Šešelj bore direct responsibility for the crimes against humanity of persecution, deportation, and other inhumane acts for instigating the exodus of non-
Serb civilians.

I was then a legal officer for the United Nations International Residual Mechanism for Criminal Tribunals (the ICTY's successor tribunal), advising the judges on the implementation of international criminal,
humanitarian, and human rights standards in the cases involving Rwanda and the former Yugoslavia. As such, I worked on the decision that convicted Šešelj—and I cannot help but see the parallels with Aliyev.

Aliyev has produced a consistent stream of radically anti-Armenian hate speech, calling them "dogs," "wild beasts," and "jackals," among other dehumanizing slurs. He has called into question Armenians' right
to exist in the region and instituted an anti-Armenian curriculum in the Azerbaijani education system, where children are taught that Armenians are treacherous and deceitful and must be eliminated.

Many of his slurs were specifically directed at the people of Artsakh. He has said that total victory over the Armenians of Artsakh will constitute a fulfillment of a "historic mission." On the ground, his troops
carried out well-documented atrocities against Armenian civilians and soldiers. His regime has also lauded the Ottoman war criminals who carried out the Armenian Genocide of 1915-1923.

That is why the Armenian population had no choice but to flee in September. They knew they would be massacred. Just like Šešelj, Aliyev is guilty of promoting and inciting ethnic violence and hatred, leading
to ethnic cleansing and atrocities. Just like Šešelj, Aliyev gave fiery speeches and carried out policies that led to crimes against humanity. Šešelj was accused of promoting propaganda that contributed to the
dehumanization of non-Serb populations, which in turn facilitated their mistreatment and expulsion. The same can be said of Aliyev.

It was international pressure, particularly from Western countries and human rights organizations, that helped create the mechanisms that brought Šešelj and others like him to a measure of justice. World
governments have mostly looked the other way so far in the case of Aliyev. It is an inconsistency that shames them.

Sheila Paylan (@SheilaPaylan) is an international criminal lawyer and human rights expert with more than 15 years of experience advising the United Nations. She regularly consults for a variety of
international organizations, NGOs, think tanks, and governments.

The views expressed in this article are the writer's own.
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Russia

Ukraine identifies Russian soldiers as suspects in murder of Ukrainian POWs filmed by drone (Meduza) December 28, 2023

The Ukrainian Prosecutor General's Office has identified suspects in the murders of three Ukrainian soldiers who were captured in the country's
Zaporizhzhia region, war crimes investigator Yuriy Belousov reported on Thursday.

According to Belousov, the suspects are soldiers from Russia's 76th Guards Air Assault Division based in Pskov.

"This division is already known for other war crimes committed in Ukraine — specifically in the Kyiv region," he told RFE/RL's Ukrainian service, Radio Svoboda.

Drone footage appearing to show the execution of three Ukrainian soldiers surfaced on Telegram earlier this week. The Ukrainian authorities said on Wednesday that they had opened an investigation into a
possible violation of the laws and customs of war.

Clergy renew calls to support Ukraine after massive Russian attack on civilians (Catholic Review Media) By Gina Christian
January 2, 2024

Sorrow, anger and renewed calls to support Ukraine have been issued by Ukrainian Catholic and other Ukrainian clergy, following a massive Dec. 29
attack on that nation by Russia.
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attack on that nation by Russia.

More than 40 were killed and 160 wounded after Russia unleashed a wave of close to 160 drones and missiles on civilian targets across Ukraine Dec. 29, targeting several cities, including Kyiv and Lviv.

With at least 23 slain, Kyiv suffered its deadliest attack in the full-scale invasion, which launched in February 2022 and continued attacks begun in 2014 by Russia. Two joint reports from the New Lines
Institute for Strategy and Policy and the Raoul Wallenberg Centre for Human Rights have determined Russia's invasion constitutes genocide, with Ukraine reporting some 120,301 war crimes committed by
Russia in Ukraine since February 2022.

In a statement issued immediately following the Dec. 29 attacks, Major Archbishop Sviatoslav Shevchuk of Kyiv-Galicia, head of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church, extended his "heartfelt condolences to all
those who are burying their relatives who were killed by the Russian criminal hand."

"We send our love and deep concern to all the wounded, all those who have lost their homes, and who are grieving and crying," he said. "Lord, take the innocent victims into your hands and heal the wounds of
Ukraine! You, who were born among us as a little child, wipe away the tears of Ukraine!"

In Lviv, where at least one person was killed and 15 injured, Archbishop Ihor Vozniak of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Archeparchy of Lviv said in a Dec. 29 statement, "When the entire world glorifies the
newborn Child, the enemy rages and kills the innocent."

He denounced "the heinous terrorist attacks of the Russian military on the civilian population of our Ukraine," saying, "the perennial enemy does not relinquish its intention to destroy us."

In a Dec. 29 statement, the Ukrainian Council of Churches and Religious Organizations — which represents the various Christian, Jewish and Muslim bodies of Ukraine — categorically condemned the attacks.

The council called upon "all states of the world that declare respect for the value of human life and international law to condemn the actions of the Russian Federation against Ukraine, recognize Russia as a
terrorist state, and provide Ukraine with the necessary means to protect life, including additional air defense equipment, aircraft, and all that is necessary for the defense and restoration of the territorial
integrity of Ukraine."

In addition, the council urged the "World Council of Churches, the Conference of European Churches, and other international interfaith organizations to consider the issue of the moral and other forms of
responsibility of the Russian Orthodox Church, which through all conceivable means supports the Russian aggression against Ukraine, incites ethnic and interfaith hatred, and, through preaching of the
ideology of the 'Russian world,' incites genocide of the Ukrainian people."

"In this context, we recall the example of the actions of the Dutch Reformed Church in the Republic of South Africa to justify apartheid, for which it was rightfully condemned by the international community
and expelled from the World Council of Churches," said the council.

Patriarch Kirill of the Russian Orthodox Church has told followers that "sacrifice in the course of carrying out your military duty (in Russia) washes away all sins."

Major Archbishop Shevchuk commended to God the souls of Ukrainian civilians and defenders killed in the Dec. 29 attack.

"May the Lord God take all those who have passed away into His hands!" he said in his statement. "May He bestow upon us His heavenly consolation! In prayer today, we say eternal glory to those who gave
their lives for their homeland. Eternal memory to the sons and daughters of Ukraine who died during this territorial attack."

Russia to be held to account for war crimes — Josep Borrell (Yahoo News) January 3, 2024

Josep Borrell, EU High Representative for Foreign and Security Policy, has said in the wake of the new large-scale Russian missile attack on Ukraine
on 2 January that Russia will be held accountable for its war crimes.

Source: Borrell on Twitter (Х), as reported by European Pravda Details: Borrell said Russia had begun the new year by launching over 1,000 missiles and drones at Kyiv, Kharkiv and other cities, targeting
civilians, and destroying residential areas and life-supporting infrastructure. Quote: "Russia will be held to account for its war crimes. We stand with Ukraine." Background: Valerii Zaluzhnyi, Commander-in-
Chief of the Armed Forces of Ukraine, reported that the Russians had launched 99 missiles of various types on the night of 1-2 January 2024, 72 of which were destroyed. Dmytro Kuleba, Minister of Foreign
Affairs of Ukraine, is waiting for Western countries to react and take decisive measures after another large-scale Russian attack. European Council President Charles Michel believes that Russia's latest large-
scale attacks on Ukraine prove that Moscow is not interested in any peace talks.

As fighting rages in Ukraine and Gaza, Pope calls for recognition of war crimes (Crux) By Elise Ann Allen 
January 8, 2024

After a year that saw thousands of civilians die in violent conflicts such as wars in Gaza and in Ukraine, Pope Francis told diplomats accredited to the
Holy See Monday that international war crimes must be recognized and prevented.

In his Jan. 8 address, the pope noted said that as the year 2024 opens the world is "increasingly lacerated" by conflict, and as "the distinction between military and civil objectives is no longer respected."

"There is no conflict that does not end up in some way indiscriminately striking the civilian population," he said, adding, "The events in Ukraine and Gaza are clear proof of this."

In this regard, "We must not forget that grave violations of international humanitarian law are war crimes, and that it is not sufficient to point them out, but also necessary to prevent them," Francis said.

"Consequently, there is a need for greater effort on the part of the international community to defend and implement humanitarian law, which seems to be the only way to ensure the defense of human dignity
in situations of warfare," he said.

Pope Francis spoke during his annual speech to the diplomatic corps accredited to the Holy See, who represent the 184 nations that currently have full diplomatic relations with the Holy See, as well as those
with other forms of representation.

He focused his speech on the topic of peace "at a moment in history when it is increasingly threatened, weakened and in part lost," repeating his past affirmation that the world is experiencing "a third world war
fought piecemeal" that is turning into "a genuine global conflict."

In terms of current conflicts, the pope pointed specifically to the conflict raging between Israel and Palestine, voicing "shock" at Hamas's Oct. 7 attack on Israel and the torture, killing, and kidnapping of
hundreds of innocent people.

To this end, he condemned the attack "and every instance of terrorism and extremism," saying violence is never a way to resolve conflicts.

As proof of this, he noted that the attack provoked "a strong Israeli military response in Gaza that has led to the death of tens of thousands of Palestinians, mainly civilians…and has caused an exceptionally
grave humanitarian crisis and inconceivable suffering."

Francis repeated his call for a ceasefire "on every front, including Lebanon," and he urged the immediate release of the Israeli hostages still being held in Gaza.

He also repeated his calls for a two-state solution, "one Israeli and one Palestinian, as well as an internationally guaranteed special status for the City of Jerusalem, so that Israelis and Palestinians may finally
live in peace and security."

Pope Francis also lamented the ongoing war "waged by the Russian Federation against Ukraine," saying, "One cannot allow the persistence of a conflict that continues to metastasize, to the detriment of millions
of persons."

"It is necessary to put an end to the present tragedy through negotiations, in respect for international law," he said.

Both Russia and Israel have faced allegations of war crimes in their respective conflicts.

Last year the International Criminal Court issued arrest warrants for Russian President Vladimir Putin on various charges, and Russian politician Maria Alekseyevna Lvova-Belova, Commissioner for Children's
Rights in the Office of the President of the Russian Federation, for the unlawful deportation of Ukrainian children to Russia.

Likewise, Israel has been accused by various countries of committing war crimes amid its ongoing military offensive in Gaza, with an estimated 17,000 Palestinian civilians having died in the war since October,
roughly 70 percent of whom are women and children.

In his speech, Pope Francis said there is a need "to realize more clearly that civilian victims are not 'collateral damage,'" but real people with names, faces and stories.

"Were we to be able to look each of them in the eye, call them by name, and learn something of their personal history, we would see war for what it is: Nothing other than an immense tragedy, a 'useless
slaughter,'" he said.

He lamented various other conflicts raging throughout the world, issuing a condemnation of the "protracted crisis" in Nicaragua causing "painful consequences" for society, including the Catholic Church, with
Bishop Rolando José Álvarez still behind bars.

Pope Francis again condemned the global arms trade and called for a global policy of disarmament, "since it is illusory to think that weapons have deterrent value."

"Weapons create mistrust and divert resources," he said, insisting that funds invested in weapons would be better spent on alleviating crises in food, education, and healthcare. To this end, he also condemned
the prominence of nuclear weapons and called for negotiations to restart the Iran Nuclear Deal.

Francis said the root causes of war must be addressed, and lamented the thousands of migrants who fall victims to traffickers or die along perilous routes in their attempt to find a better life.

"Faced with such an immense tragedy, we can easily end up closing our hearts, entrenching ourselves behind fears of an 'invasion,'" he said, saying the mediterranean must be a place of encounter and welcome,
with an appropriate regulation of migrant arrivals.

To this end, he welcomed the EU's efforts to reach a common solution through the Pact on Migration and Asylum.

Pope Francis also said peace cannot be achieved without respect for every human life, "starting with the life of the unborn child in the mother's womb, which cannot be suppressed or turned into an object of
trafficking."

He condemned the practice of surrogate motherhood, calling it a "grave violation" of both the women and children involved, and called for the international community to collectively prohibit the practice.

From its beginning, human life must be "preserved and defended," he said, and pointed to what he said was the continual "spread of a culture of death" in the West which discards children, the elderly, and the
sick.

Respect for human rights is also a prerequisite for peace, Francis said, noting that in recent decades attempts have been made to introduce new rights "that are neither fully consistent with those originally
defined nor always acceptable."

These proposed new rights, he said, "have led to instances of ideological colonization, in which gender theory plays a central role."

Calling gender theory "extremely dangerous since it cancels differences in its claim to make everyone equal," he said instances of ideological colonization "prove injurious and create divisions between states,
rather than fostering peace."

Pope Francis lamented the weakening of multilateral diplomacy and increased polarization, saying this creates "the risk of … splitting into 'clubs' that only admit states deemed ideologically compatible."

"Even agencies devoted to the common good and to technical questions, which have thus far proved effective, risk paralysis due to ideological polarization and exploitation by individual states," he said.

Political and social dialogue are necessary for peace, he said, noting that many countries will hold elections in 2024, including the United States.

"Politics, for its part, should always be understood not as an appropriation of power, but as the highest form of charity, and thus of service to one's neighbor within a local or national community," he said.

He stressed the importance of ecumenical and interreligious dialogue and voiced concern over the growing number of countries clamping down on religious freedom, "especially by the massive use of
technology," as well as the growth of anti-Christian persecution throughout the world.

On the issue of technology, Francis noted that his message for peace this year is dedicated to artificial intelligence, calling it "one of the most significant challenges for the years to come."

"It is essential that technological development take place in an ethical and responsible way, respecting the centrality of the human person, whose place can never be taken by an algorithm or a machine," he said,
saying this requires collaboration at the national, international, political and social levels.

Pope Francis closed his speech noting that the Jubilee of Hope is set to begin at the end of this year, saying, "Today, perhaps more than ever, we need a Holy Year."

Amid the various situations of hopelessness and suffering that countless people are living, "the Jubilee is a proclamation that God never abandons his people and constantly keeps open the doors to his
Kingdom," he said.

Noting that jubilee years are times of grace and repentance in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the pope said it is a time when "sins are forgiven, reconciliation prevails over injustice, and the earth can be at rest."

"For everyone — Christians and non-Christians alike — the Jubilee can be a time when swords are beaten into ploughshares, a time when one nation will no longer lift up sword against another, nor learn war
anymore," he said, and wished the diplomats and their families blessings for the new year.
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80% of global famine is in Gaza due to Israeli siege (Doha News) By Hazar Kilani
January 4, 2024

A recent UN report reveals a dire food crisis in Gaza, with the besieged Strip accounting for the majority of the world’s famine-affected population
due to Israel’s siege.

A United Nations food expert has highlighted that the majority of the global population suffering from famine is located in Gaza, as a result of Israel’s siege on the Strip.

Global food researchers have discovered that around 706,000 individuals worldwide are facing “catastrophic” or “famine” levels of hunger. About 577,000 of these are Palestinians in Gaza, as detailed in a
report by the UN-backed Integrated Food Security Phase Classification (IPC).

This equates to approximately 80% of the global famine-affected population, a statistic highlighted by Arif Husain, the chief economist for the UN World Food Programme, in a recent interview with Isaac
Chotiner of The New Yorker.

Husain expressed his concern, stating, “I’ve been doing this for the past two decades, and I’ve never seen anything like this in terms of severity, scale, and speed.”

He emphasised the unprecedented nature of the crisis in Gaza, where the entire population is grappling with acute hunger.

The report by the IPC also indicates the bleak potential for the entire population of Gaza, approximately 2.2 million people, to fall into “full-fledged famine” within the next six months if Israel’s blockade
persists.

The blockade has severely hindered the distribution of food and other essentials in the region, with ongoing bombing campaigns.

Under the IPC classification system, famine is determined by three criteria: over 20 percent of a region’s population starving, 30 percent of children being malnourished or extremely thin, and a mortality rate
that is double the average.

Currently, Gaza meets only the first of these criteria, but the situation is rapidly deteriorating.

Husain stressed the urgency of the situation, noting that nearly a quarter of Gaza’s population is already experiencing famine, with half of the population in a state of emergency food insecurity and the
remainder facing an acute hunger crisis.

He said, “The bottom line is that, in Gaza, pretty much everybody is hungry at the moment.”

The economist concluded with a call to action, emphasising the need for preventative measures rather than reactive ones. “You need to act to avoid a famine, right? Because if you say, ‘O.K., let’s act when there
is a famine,’ that means people have already died, children are already wasted, people are already starving. That’s not the point. The point is that we should never let a population reach that state,” he said.

Human Rights Watch, an international non-governmental organisation, has accused Israel of using starvation as a weapon of war in Gaza.

According to their statement, Israel is deliberately blocking the delivery of water, food, and fuel in Gaza, which has led to growing hunger and thirst among the population, especially as humanitarian aid is
severely restricted amidst Israel’s bombing campaign.

ICJ announces court hearing dates for South Africa’s Gaza genocide case against Israel

South Africa has filed an 84-page suit against Israel at the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in The Hague. This action marks the first time a country has taken such a step, aiming to increase international
pressure on Israel to stop its bombardment of the Gaza Strip, which began on October 7, 2023, and has resulted in over 22,000 civilian casualties, including a large number of children.

South Africa’s case alleges that Israel has committed genocide in Gaza, in violation of the 1948 Genocide Convention. The suit details various actions that constitute genocidal behaviour, including mass killings,
particularly of children, the destruction of homes, forced displacement, and the imposition of a blockade on essential supplies like food, water, and medical assistance.

The suit also highlights measures that prevent Palestinian births by destroying health services critical for pregnant women and infants.

The South African government further accuses Israel of failing to prevent and prosecute incitement to genocide, referencing statements from Israeli officials that appear to justify the killings and destruction in
Gaza.

One such statement by Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu compared Palestinians to the biblical nation of Amalek, which was commanded to be destroyed.

Netanyahu’s remarks on deepening the fighting and the longevity of the battle were also cited as evidence of genocidal intent.

The scope of the Israeli military’s operations, including indiscriminate bombings, executions of civilians, and the blockade of essential supplies, are presented as proof of Israel’s actions pushing Gaza to the
brink of famine.

Besides allegations of genocide, South Africa’s suit claims that Israel is committing other violations of international law in Gaza, including attacks on Palestinian culture by targeting sites of religious,
educational, artistic, and historical significance, as well as hospitals and other critical infrastructure.

Israel to defend itself at world court after South Africa files genocide accusations (PBS) By Osama Al-Sarif 
January 02, 2024

Israel will defend itself before the United Nation’s top court against charges that it has engaged in genocide of Palestinians in Gaza, officials said
Tuesday, setting the stage for what is likely to be a landmark case in international law.

South Africa launched the case Friday at the International Court of Justice at The Hague, Netherlands, saying the Israeli military campaign targeting Hamas has resulted in enough death, destruction and
humanitarian crisis in Gaza to meet the threshold of genocide under international law. South Africa asked the court to order Israel to halt its attacks in Gaza.

Israel rarely cooperates in international court cases against it, dismissing the United Nations and international tribunals as unfair and biased. Its decision to respond to the charge signals that the government is
concerned about the potential damage to its reputation.

READ MORE: Israel pulls thousands of troops from Gaza to refocus combat on main southern city

The genocide charge strikes at the heart of Israel’s national identity. The country sees itself as a bulwark of security for Jews after the Holocaust killed 6 million Jews, and world support for Israel’s creation in
Palestine in 1948 was deeply rooted in outrage over Nazi atrocities.

The convention against genocide was drawn up by world powers the same year in hopes of preventing similar atrocities.

Eylon Levy, an official in the Israeli prime minister’s office, accused South Africa of “giving political and legal cover” to Hamas after its Oct. 7 attack triggered Israel’s campaign.

“The state of Israel will appear before the International Court of Justice at the Hague to dispel South Africa’s absurd blood libel,” he said.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has vowed to press ahead with the war until Hamas is crushed and the more than 100 hostages still held by the militant group in Gaza are freed, which he has said
could take several more months.

But Israel is under growing international pressure to scale back the offensive ahead of a visit to the region by U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken, who has urged Israel to do more to protect Palestinian
civilians. On Monday, Israel said it was withdrawing thousands of troops from other areas in a potential shift away from the massive air and ground operations that have devastated the Hamas-ruled enclave.

Still, heavy fighting continued Tuesday in the southern Gaza city of Khan Younis.

Israel’s onslaught in Gaza has been unprecedented in the century-old Mideast conflict, killing nearly 22,000 Palestinians and leveling large swaths of the tiny Mediterranean territory. Since the war began, Israel
has banned entry of food, water, medicine and other supplies to Gaza’s population of 2.3 million people, except for a trickle of aid that the U.N. says falls far below the territory’s needs.

Israel’s War Cabinet was to meet later Tuesday, Netanyahu’s office said. The agenda reportedly includes a discussion on postwar arrangements for Gaza, a highly polarizing issue in Israel.

Until now, Netanyahu has not presented any plan despite repeated U.S. requests. He has rejected proposals that the Palestinian Authority, which currently administers pockets of self-rule in the Israeli-occupied
West Bank, undergo reforms and then take over administration of Gaza as a precursor to Palestinian statehood. Troops rotate out but combat continues

The army said Monday that five brigades, or several thousand troops, would leave Gaza in the coming weeks. Still, Defense Minister Yoav Gallant said it would be a mistake to think that Israel is planning on
halting the war.

“The feeling that we will stop soon is incorrect,” he said Tuesday. “Without a clear victory, we will not be able to live in the Middle East.”

Israel has said it’s close to achieving operational control over most of northern Gaza, where ground troops have been battling militants for over two months. But Gallant said several thousand Hamas fighters are
believed to still be in the north, and residents reported clashes in several parts of Gaza City, as well as in the nearby urban Jabaliya refugee camp.

READ MORE: Netanyahu promises months of war ahead as Israeli strikes in central Gaza kill dozens more

Fierce fighting has continued in other areas of the Palestinian territory, especially the south, where many of Hamas’ forces remain intact and where most of Gaza’s population has fled.

Palestinians reported heavy airstrikes and artillery shelling in the southern city of Khan Younis and farming areas to the east. The Palestinian Red Crescent said Israel bombed its headquarters in the city, killing
five people. At least 14,000 displaced people are sheltering in the building, it said.

Fighting was also underway in and around the built-up Bureij refugee camp in central Gaza. The army issued evacuation orders to people living in parts of nearby Nuseirat camp. A strike Tuesday leveled a
building in Nuseirat, killing at least eight people, according to officials at the nearby hospital. Associated Press footage showed people pulling several children out of the wreckage. Genocide case

Hamas’ Oct. 7 attack on southern Israel resulted in the deaths of 1,200 people, and 240 others were taken hostage.

Israel responded with an air, ground and sea offensive that has killed more than 21,900 people in Gaza, two-thirds of them women and children, according to the Health Ministry in the Hamas-ruled territory.
The count does not differentiate between civilians and combatants. The Israeli military says 173 soldiers have died since it launched its ground operation.

The campaign has driven some 85 percent of Gaza’s population from their homes, forcing hundreds of thousands of people into overcrowded shelters or teeming tent camps in Israeli-designated safe areas that
the military has nevertheless bombed. Palestinians are left with a sense that nowhere is safe. The siege has left a quarter of Gaza residents facing starvation, according to the United Nations.

Israel says, without providing evidence, that more than 8,000 militants have been killed. It blames Hamas for the high civilian death toll, saying the militants embed within residential areas, including schools
and hospitals.

In its case to the ICJ, South Africa accused Israel of “genocidal” acts that aim “to destroy Palestinians in Gaza.” It pointed to “indiscriminate use of force and forcible removal of inhabitants” as well as the Israeli
siege. It argued that no attack on a state — even one ”involving atrocity crimes” — can justify violations of the 1948 convention against genocide.

READ MORE: South Africa launches case at top UN court accusing Israel of genocide in Gaza

Israel, a signatory to the convention, angrily rejected the charge. “The Jewish people know more than any other what genocide is,” national security adviser Tzachi Hanegbi told the Israeli newspaper Yediot
Aharonot.

The case is likely to take years to reach a final judgment. But the court will likely rule within weeks on Pretoria’s request for interim orders known as provisional measures, including that Israel “immediately
suspend its military operations in and against Gaza” and “take all reasonable measures” to prevent genocide. The provisional measures orders are considered binding but not always followed.

Israel’s decision to defend itself means it can use the courtroom to present legal arguments justifying its actions in Gaza. But the move could also leave the country open to more international condemnation if it
ultimately loses the case and is found to have breached the genocide convention.

The case comes as Israel’s Supreme Court struck down a key component of Netanyahu’s contentious judicial overhaul plan, which had deeply divided Israelis and threatened the military’s readiness before the
Oct. 7 Hamas attack.

The Supreme Court ruling could help Israel at the International Court of Justice, since it and other international tribunals consider whether countries have their own independent judiciaries in deciding on
whether to intervene.

It’s unclear what concrete effects an ICJ ruling against Israel would have, but it would likely isolate the country politically and economically.

“Israel can’t afford to ignore this,” said Barak Medina, a law professor at the Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Israel-Hamas war updates: Death toll climbs as Israel ramps up Gaza attacks (Al-Jazeera) December 30, 2023

South Africa has filed a case against Israel at the International Court of Justice (ICJ), accusing it of crimes of genocide against Palestinians in Gaza
after nearly three months of relentless Israeli bombardment has killed more than 21,500 people and caused widespread destruction in the besieged
enclave.

In an application to the court on Friday, South Africa described Israel’s actions in Gaza as “genocidal in character because they are intended to bring about the destruction of a substantial part of the Palestinian
national, racial and ethnical group”.

“The acts in question include killing Palestinians in Gaza, causing them serious bodily and mental harm, and inflicting on them conditions of life calculated to bring about their physical destruction,” the
application said.

The ICJ, also called the World Court, is a UN civil court that adjudicates disputes between countries. It is distinct from the International Criminal Court (ICC), which prosecutes individuals for war crimes.

As members of the UN, both South Africa and Israel are bound by the court.

South African President Cyril Ramaphosa has compared Israel’s policies in Gaza and the occupied West Bank with his country’s past apartheid regime of racial segregation imposed by the white-minority rule
that ended in 1994.

Several human rights organisations have said that Israeli policies towards Palestinians amount to apartheid.

Global condemnation

South Africa said Israel’s conduct, particularly since the war began on October 7, violates the UN’s Genocide Convention, and called for an expedited hearing. The application also requests the court to indicate
provisional measures to “protect against further, severe and irreparable harm to the rights of the Palestinian people” under the Convention.

“South Africa is gravely concerned with the plight of civilians caught in the present Israeli attacks on the Gaza Strip due to the indiscriminate use of force and forcible removal of inhabitants,” a statement from
South Africa’s Department of International Relations and Cooperation (DIRCO) said, adding that the country has “repeatedly stated that it condemns all violence and attacks against all civilians, including
Israelis.”

“South Africa has continuously called for an immediate and permanent ceasefire and the resumption of talks that will end the violence arising from the continued belligerent occupation of Palestine,” the
statement added.

Israel has rejected global calls for a ceasefire saying the war would not stop until the Hamas group, whose October 7 attack triggered the current phase of the conflict, was destroyed. Some 1,200 people were
killed in the Hamas attack in Israel. The Palestinian group has said its attack was against Israel’s 16-year-old blockade of Gaza and expansion of settlements in the occupied Palestinian territories. Settlement
expansions pose the biggest hurdle in the realisation of a future Palestinian state comprising Gaza, occupied West Banka and East Jerusalem.

In the latest development in Israel’s war on Gaza, tens of thousands of newly displaced Palestinians in the centre of the Palestinian enclave on Friday were forced to flee further south as Israel expanded its
ground and air offensive in the centre of the enclave.

Israel has faced global condemnation for the mounting toll and destruction and is accused of meting out collective punishment on the Palestinian people.

‘A very important step’

The court application is the latest move by South Africa, a vociferous critic of Israel’s war, to ratchet up pressure after its lawmakers last month voted in favour of closing down the Israeli embassy in Pretoria
and suspending all diplomatic relations until a ceasefire was agreed.

Al Jazeera’s Gabriel Elizondo, reporting from the United Nations headquarters in New York, said the move was “clearly a very important step to try to hold some accountability to Israel.”

“Now that South Africa is pushing this to the ICJ, it will be on [the UN’s] agenda to try to make a ruling on this very important question,” he added.

On November 16, a group of 36 UN experts called on the international community to “prevent genocide against the Palestinian people”, calling Israel’s actions since October 7 a “genocide in the making”.

“We are deeply disturbed by the failure of governments to heed our call and to achieve an immediate ceasefire. We are also profoundly concerned about the support of certain governments for Israel’s strategy of
warfare against the besieged population of Gaza, and the failure of the international system to mobilise to prevent genocide,” the experts said in a statement.

Israel rejects South Africa’s accusations

Israel has rejected South Africa’s move as “baseless”, calling it “blood libel.”

“South Africa’s claim lacks both a factual and a legal basis, and constitutes despicable and contemptuous exploitation of the Court,” Israel’s minister of foreign affairs, Lior Haiat, said in a statement posted on X.

“Israel has made it clear that the residents of the Gaza Strip are not the enemy, and is making every effort to limit harm to the non-involved and to allow humanitarian aid to enter the Gaza Strip,” the statement
added.

“It does rally public opinion to the reality of what’s going on in Palestine, not just in Gaza but also in the West Bank,” said Al Jazeera’s senior political analyst Marwan Bishara.

According to Article 2 of the Genocide Convention, genocide involves acts committed with the “intent to destroy, either in whole or in part, a national, ethnic, racial, or religious group.”

“Where the disagreement lies is whether there is intent or no intent,” Bishara said.

“The three leading Israeli officials have declared the intent, starting with Israeli President Herzog when he said there are ‘no innocents’ in Gaza, the defence minister who said Israel will impose collective
punishment on the people of Gaza because they are ‘human animals’,” Bishara said, adding that prime minister Netanyahu also used a biblical analogy in a statement widely interpreted as a genocidal call.

The Palestinian ministry of foreign affairs welcomed South Africa’s move, and called on the ICJ to take immediate action to “prevent further harm to the Palestinian people”.

“Israel’s stated policy, acts and omissions are genocidal in character are committed with the requisite specific intent to the destruction of the Palestinian people under its colonial occupation and apartheid
regime in violation of its obligations under the Genocide Convention,” a statement by the ministry said.

“The State of Palestine appeals to the international community and the Contracting Parties to the Convention to uphold their obligations and support the Court in the proceedings.”

Israeli strikes in central Gaza kill at least 35 as Netanyahu says war will continue for months (AP News) December 31, 2013 https://apnews.com/article/israel-hamas-war-news-12-31-2023-
1d854750b0caaa517677d3361c00cd06

Israeli strikes in central Gaza killed at least 35 people Sunday, hospital officials said, as fighting raged across the tiny enclave a day after Israel’s prime minister said the war will continue for “many more
months,” resisting international calls for a cease-fire.

The military said Israeli forces were operating in Gaza’s second-largest city, Khan Younis, and residents reported strikes in the central region, the latest focus of the nearly three-month air-and-ground war that
has raised fears of a regional conflagration.

The U.S. military said its forces shot and killed several Iran-backed Houthi rebels when they tried to attack a cargo ship in the Red Sea, an escalation in a maritime conflict linked to the war. And an Israeli
Cabinet minister suggested encouraging Gaza’s population to emigrate, remarks that could worsen tensions with Egypt and other friendly Arab states.

Israel says it wants to destroy Hamas’ governing and military capabilities in Gaza, from where it launched its Oct. 7 attack on southern Israel. The militants killed some 1,200 people after breaking through
Israel’s extensive border defenses, shattering its sense of security. They also captured around 240 hostages, nearly half of whom were released during a temporary cease-fire agreement in November.

Just after midnight on New Year’s Day, Hamas militants fired a barrage of rockets, setting off air raid sirens in southern and central Israel. No injuries were reported.

Displaced Palestinians found little to celebrate on New Year’s Eve in Muwasi, a makeshift camp in a mostly undeveloped area of southern Gaza’s Mediterranean coast designated by Israel as a safe zone.

“From the intensity of the pain we live, we do not feel that there is a new year,” said Kamal al-Zeinaty, huddled with his family around a fire inside a tent. “All the days are the same.”

Another relative, Zeyad al-Zeinaty, who fled with the family from the Jabaliya refugee camp in northern Gaza, said his wife, brother and grandchildren are among many relatives he has lost in the war.

Israel’s unprecedented air and ground offensive has killed more than 21,800 Palestinians and wounded more than 56,000 others, according to the Health Ministry in Hamas-ruled Gaza, which does not
distinguish between civilian and combatant deaths.

The war has sparked a humanitarian crisis, with a quarter of Gaza residents facing starvation, according to the United Nations. Israel’s bombardments have leveled vast swaths of the territory, displacing some
85% of Gaza’s 2.3 million residents.

THE OFFENSIVE GRINDS ON

Israel expanded its offensive to central Gaza this week, targeting a belt of densely built-up communities that house refugees from the 1948 war surrounding Israel’s creation and their descendants.

In Zweida, an Israeli airstrike killed at least 13 people and wounded dozens of others, according to witnesses. The bodies were draped in white plastic and laid out in front of a hospital, where prayers were held
before burial.

“They were innocent people,” said Hussein Siam, whose relatives were among the dead. “Israeli warplanes bombarded the whole family.”

Officials from Al-Aqsa Hospital in central Deir al-Balah said the 13 were among 35 bodies received on Sunday.

The Israeli military said it was battling militants in Khan Younis, where Israel believes Hamas leaders are hiding. It also said its forces operating in the Shati refugee camp, in northern Gaza, found a bomb in a
kindergarten and defused it. Hamas continued to launch rockets toward southern Israel.

Israel has faced stiff resistance from Hamas since it began its ground offensive in late October, and the military says 172 soldiers have been killed during that time.

Rear Adm. Daniel Hagari, the chief military spokesman, said Sunday that Israel was withdrawing some forces from Gaza as part of its “smart management” of the war. He did not say how many, and held out
the possibility they would return at a later point in the war.

Israeli media said up to five brigades, numbering thousands of soldiers, would be withdrawn, but it was not immediately clear if it represented a normal troop rotation or a new phase in the fighting. Hagari also
said some reservists would return to civilian life to bolster Israel’s wartime economy.

The fighting has pushed much of Gaza’s population south, where people have flooded shelters and tent camps near the border with Egypt. Hundreds of thousands have sought shelter in the central town of Deir
al-Balah. Israel has continued to carry out strikes in both areas.

Eman al-Masri, who gave birth to quadruplets a week ago at a hospital in Deir al-Balah, is now sheltering with them in a room with 50 other people at a school-turned-shelter. “There is a shortage of diapers,
they are not available, and no milk,” she said. ISRAELI MINISTER URGES MASS MIGRATION FROM GAZA

The scale of the destruction and the exodus to the south has raised fears among Palestinians and Arab countries that Israel plans to drive Gaza’s population out and prevent it from returning.

On Sunday, Israel’s far-right finance minister said it should “encourage migration” from Gaza and re-establish Jewish settlements in the territory, where it withdrew settlers and soldiers in 2005.

“If in Gaza there were only 100,000 or 200,000 Arabs and not 2 million, the entire discussion about ‘the day after’ would be completely different,” Finance Minister Bezalel Smotrich told Army Radio.

Smotrich has been largely sidelined by a war Cabinet that does not include him. But his comments risked worsening tensions with neighboring Egypt, which is deeply concerned about a possible mass influx of
Palestinian refugees, along with other friendly Arab countries.

Later Sunday, an official in the prime minister’s office said Israel does not want to resettle Palestinians.

“Contrary to false allegations, Israel does not seek to displace the population in Gaza,” the official said in a statement to The Associated Press. “Subject to security checks, Israel’s policy is to enable those
individuals who wish to leave to do so.” The official spoke on condition of anonymity because he was not authorized to discuss the matter with the media.

Israel is also at odds with the United States, which has provided crucial military aid for the offensive, over Gaza’s future.

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu has said Israel must maintain open-ended security control over the Gaza Strip. At a news conference Saturday, he said the war would continue for “many more
months” and that Israel would assume control of the Gaza side of the border with Egypt.

Israel says Hamas has smuggled weapons from Egypt, but Egypt is likely to oppose any Israeli military presence there.

Netanyahu has also said he won’t allow the internationally-backed Palestinian Authority, which administers some parts of the occupied West Bank, to expand its limited rule to Gaza, where Hamas drove its
forces out in 2007.

The U.S. wants a unified Palestinian government to run both Gaza and parts of the Israeli-occupied West Bank as a precursor to eventual statehood. The last Israeli-Palestinian peace talks broke down over a
decade ago, and Israeli governments since have been staunchly opposed to Palestinian statehood.
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British military deliberates if releasing details of alleged war crimes to AOAV is in the public interest (Action on Armed Violence) December 29, 2023

The Ministry of Defence (MOD) has delayed releasing details of investigations into UK military war crimes in response to a Freedom of Information
request, saying it needs to weigh up the public interest before it does so.

The request, made by Action on Armed Violence's (AOAV) executive director, Dr. Overton, sought details of nine investigations into allegations of 'war crimes' conducted by the Royal Military Police (RMP)
between 1 January 2004 and 31 March 2014. This includes incidents in Afghanistan, Iraq, and other unspecified locations.

Dr. Overton's request, prompted by details given over by the MOD in a submission to the Independent Inquiry into Afghanistan, sought comprehensive details of these war crimes allegations. The specifics
asked for included the location, date, nature of the crime, implicated regiment, and outcomes of the investigations. Additionally, Dr. Overton asked for any shareable ancillary information within cost limits,
such as concluding reports.

The request was in response to a witness statement by Kristian Rotchell of the Royal Military Police (RMP). In it, the RMP noted that, between 2004 and 2014, it had investigated 288 cases of murder, 245 cases
of attempted murder, 27 cases of manslaughter, 680 cases of sudden death and death during armed conflict, 965 allegations of rape and 1,893 special investigations.

Of note, there were nine investigations into war crimes noted — two in Afghanistan, four in Iraq and three in 'other locations'. The 'other locations' are of special interest, given it is unclear where the UK has
been operationally 'at war' since 2004, and where war crimes might have allegedly taken place.

At the time of writing, the MOD has acknowledged holding information pertinent to the request. However, it has invoked Section 30 of the Freedom of Information Act (related to investigations), a qualified
exemption. This exemption necessitates a public interest test to determine whether the need for confidentiality outweighs the public interest in disclosing the information.

Under the Act, the MOD is typically required to respond to requests promptly, with a maximum timeframe of 20 working days. However, the public interest test involved in this case permits an extension of this
period. The MOD estimates an additional 20 working days to decide on the balance of public interest, projecting a response by 1 February 2024.

This deliberation by the MOD raises a significant debate. On one hand, there's a strong call for transparency and accountability, particularly given the serious nature of war crimes allegations. On the other,
there are concerns about national security, the protection of sensitive information, and the potential impact on ongoing or future operations and investigations.

Dr Iain Overton of AOAV said of the delay: "In light of the MOD's hesitation to release crucial details about UK military war crimes, it is imperative that we examine the deeper implications of such a delay. The
transparency and accountability of our armed forces are not just internal matters; they hold significant weight in the eyes of the international community and the public. These are not just numbers — they are
potential instances of profound breaches of international law and human ethics. It is essential that the 'public interest' include a robust understanding of the impact of these actions on global perceptions of
justice and integrity. The undisclosed 'other locations' of alleged war crimes particularly raise questions about the transparency and scope of UK military operations abroad. As we await the MOD's decision, we
must consider the broader narrative we are crafting about our nation's commitment to human rights and the rule of law. This isn't just about balancing the scales of public interest and operational
confidentiality; it's about affirming our nation's stance on the fundamental principles of humanity."

The outcome of this decision, expected by 1 February 2024, may have implications for public trust in the military and the government's approach to transparency and accountability in matters of national and
international significance.
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Bangladesh deploys troops ahead of general elections (Arab News) By Shehab Sumon
January 3, 2024

Bangladeshi troops were deployed on the country's streets on Wednesday to maintain order ahead of the Jan. 7 parliamentary election, which is set
to be boycotted by the main opposition party.

The nation of nearly 170 million people will vote this coming Sunday after a string of anti-government protests led by the Bangladesh Nationalist Party in the last few months called for Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina to resign and the polls to be held under a neutral caretaker government.

With those demands rejected by the government, the ruling Awami League is widely expected to win its fourth straight parliamentary term.

"The armed forces have been deployed nationwide from 3 to 10 January 2024 to ensure peace and order before polling, on polling day and after polling," the Bangladesh Army said in a statement ahead of the
deployment.

Army troops were deployed in 62 districts across the country, with nearly 100 sub-districts covered by officers from the paramilitary Border Guard Bangladesh, some of whom will be on joint duties with the
military.

A number of helicopters have also been set aside to "provide electoral assistance in case of emergency," the Army said.

"The upcoming 12th National Parliament election is going to be held on 7 January 2024 … the armed forces have taken all-out preparations to provide any necessary assistance to maintain peace and order," the
statement said.

Hasina, the daughter of Bangladesh's founding father Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, is the longest-serving leader in the country's history, a predominantly Muslim nation strategically located as a link between South
Asia and the rest of the Indo-Pacific.

While Hasina's government insists that the upcoming election is inclusive and fair, her main rival, the BNP, is boycotting the polls and saying that the incumbent administration cannot ensure a fair vote.

Many leaders of Bangladesh's opposition parties are currently jailed, and violence has marred a number of rallies they held to demand the government's resignation.

As Bangladeshis head to the polls to choose 300 MPs, the premier who has been in power since 2009 appears set to secure her fourth consecutive and fifth overall term in office.

Ahead of the parliamentary election, President Mohammed Shahabuddin, also an Awami League member, is calling on Bangladeshis to cast their vote on Sunday.

"Let's vote ourselves and encourage others to cast their vote," Shahabuddin told reporters on Wednesday.

"Voting is a democratic right of the people. As citizens, it is our duty to vote."

As Bangladesh Goes to Polls Today, How Fair Will the Election Be? (The Wire) By A.S.M. Mostafizur Rahman and Rahul Mukherji
January 7, 2024

Free and fair elections were singularly responsible for the birth of Bangladesh.

The nation's founding father, Sheikh Mujibur Rahman, did not want secession from West Pakistan — at that time Pakistan spanned West and East Pakistan (now Bangladesh), with India in between.

However, he was also not willing to take home anything short of an endorsement of his legitimate electoral victory in the general election of 1970, which had given his Awami League (AL) party a clear majority.

The Pakistani military and political establishment refused to honour the clear majority he had won. Instead of being appointed the prime minister of Pakistan, Sheikh Mujibur was imprisoned, precipitating an
armed insurrection for independence from Pakistan.

Bangladesh's history, however, seems to have come full circle. The national parliamentary election slated for January 7 risks being neither free nor fair.

The main Opposition, the Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP), is boycotting the election. It has no faith in the incumbent government providing a level-playing field in the elections.

The central demand of the BNP is that the incumbent Prime Minister, Sheikh Hasina, resign, paving the way for a neutral caretaker government to oversee the elections.

Caretaker governments in Bangladesh have played a crucial role in democratic consolidation in the past by ensuring free and fair elections. However, the Awami League government changed the Constitution in
2011, doing away with the provision.

Now the Awami League is opposed to the caretaker government system, claiming there is no provision for it, citing the very Constitution it had changed.

Bangladesh today seems to have taken an authoritarian turn. It has slipped from 136th position to 147th in V-Dem's liberal democracy index between 2015 and 2022, falling below even Turkey (141).

The consequences of democratic decline may be severe.

Justifying democratic backslide citing rapid economic growth may become increasingly more difficult as it may not be easy for Bangladesh to sustain rapid economic growth.

Developed nations may also be unwilling to support Bangladesh's low-income country status, which has up to now given it a considerable trade advantage. They may not look kindly on human rights violations,
adversely impacting Bangladesh's exports.

Already, foreign direct investment in Bangladesh has fallen from USD$2.8 billion in 2015 to USD$1.5 billion in 2022.

The democratic downslide, however, did not occur overnight.

The original idea of Bangladesh was of a secular and democratic nation. It reflected the Sufi-Lalon philosophy, imbued with secularism and deeply embedded in the tolerant and liberal Bangladeshi worldview.
The newly found nation categorically rejected the notions of caste and religious discrimination in public life.

The post-1975 transition, caused by a military coup, however, has eroded the secular nature of the state. It gave rise to Islamic political mobilisation.

Constitutional restrictions on religion-based political parties were revoked, leading to the emergence of Islamic parties, even those that opposed the independence movement. By 1988, Islam was declared the
state religion, resulting in Islamist parties gaining prominence, with the largest one forming a ruling coalition with a mainstream party in 2001.

The country's turbulent political history, characterised by military coups, political assassinations and decades of military-backed rule eventually culminated in a democratic uprising and the establishment of a
civilian government in 1991.

This period witnessed festive and participatory elections, fostering a vibrant parliamentary culture in the 1990s.

Despite a return to the parliamentary system, the concentration of power in the hands of respective prime ministers, facilitated not only by their personal charisma but also by constitutional provisions, led to
the erosion of democratic institutions.

Personal acrimony between the two main leaders, Begum Khaleda Zia of the Bangladesh Nationalist Party and Sheikh Hasina of the Awami League, further contributed to a toxic political culture.

In 2006, amid the BNP's attempt to leverage the caretaker government system to its advantage, the AL refused to participate in the 2007 general election. A 'soft coup' by the military ensued and the country
was ruled under the guise of a civilian caretaker government until the end of 2008.

Both Hasina and Zia faced corruption charges, making them ineligible for public office. In the face of an economic crisis and political pressure, the military organised an election in which the Awami League
secured a two-thirds majority, which proceeded to swiftly abolish the caretaker system.

Although Sheikh Hasina and her party worked to restore secularism subsequently, her electoral coalition with hard-line Islamic parties like Hefazat-e-Islam and the support for the Quami madrasas have
allowed the resurgence of majoritarian religious sentiments. As a result, there is a sense of fear and insecurity among minorities. Increasing attacks on them have deepened it further.

The BNP boycotted the 2013 general election, demanding that a caretaker government conduct the elections. However, it participated in the 2018 election, which was not considered free and fair by large
sections of the international community. Prior to that election, the AL government intensified persecution of political opponents, imposed media restrictions and disqualified many Opposition candidates.

Now, the BNP has once again fallen back on the election boycott strategy to ensure a level playing field.

However, the party is currently fragmented and faces a leadership vacuum. The potential for strong political mobilisation is hindered by Khaleda Zia's inability to actively participate in politics due to her
imprisonment and health issues.

Her son, Tarique Rahman, vice-chairman of the BNP, is in self-exile in London after being convicted in several corruption cases.

Furthermore, the BNP's strong ally, Jamaat-e-Islami, is banned from contesting elections and most of its top leadership has been executed for war crimes. Jamaat had opposed the independence of Bangladesh
50 years ago and collaborated with the Pakistani armed forces, committing mass killings of Bangladeshi nationalists and pro-Independence intellectuals.

It is against this background that impending elections should be judged.

The AL has to decide whether or not it will respect the process of free and fair elections that led to the creation of the Bangladeshi nation. The party, however, does not seem to have learned any lessons from the
nation's nascent history.

How the democratic future of Bangladesh unfolds will depend on the choices that Sheikh Hasina's ruling AL party makes. Under her leadership, the country may be undermining its very foundational values by
slipping towards national elections that are not free and fair.
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An air attack in Myanmar kills 17, including children, but the military has denied responsibility (AP News) By Grant Peck
January 7, 2024

Airstrikes by Myanmar's military on a village under the control of the pro-democracy resistance in the country's northwest have killed at least 17
civilians, including nine children, local residents and a human rights group said Sunday.

The morning aerial attacks on Kanan village in Sagaing region's Khampat town, just south of the Indian border, also wounded about 20 people, they said.

Myanmar is wracked by violence that began after the army ousted the elected government of Aung San Suu Kyi in February 2021. After peaceful demonstrations were put down with lethal force, many
opponents of military rule took up arms, and large parts of the country are now embroiled in conflict.

The country's independent online media and the BBC's Myanmar-language service reported the air attack Sunday, but the military government denied responsibility, claiming that it was false news spread by
Khit Thit Media, an independent online news service sympathetic to the anti-military resistance.

Myanmar confirms a key northeastern city on border with China has been seized by an ethnic alliance Ethnic armed group battling Myanmar's military claims to have shot down an army helicopter

The report by the state-run MRTV television in its Sunday night news broadcast cited an unnamed official from the area as saying there had been no plane flying in the area on Sunday morning.

The military government in the past two years has stepped up airstrikes against two enemies: the armed pro-democracy Peoples Defense Force, and ethnic minority guerrilla groups that have been fighting for
greater autonomy for decades. The two groups sometimes carry out joint operations against the army.

In response to accusations of abuses, the military government often accuses pro-democracy forces in the area of carrying out violent campaigns of terror. But analysts for the United Nations and non-
governmental organizations have gathered credible evidence of large-scale human rights abuses by the army, including the burning of entire villages and displacement of close to 2 million people that has
triggered a humanitarian crisis.

Sagaing region, near the border with India, has been a stronghold of armed resistance to the army. A district capital and two small towns, including Khampat, have been seized in the past few months by a
coalition of resistance forces and the Kachin Independence Army, one of the stronger ethnic rebel groups.

A local resident who helped carry out rescue work told The Associated Press on Sunday that a jet fighter dropped three bombs on the village of Kanan, on the outskirts of Khampat, about 280 kilometers (170
miles) northwest of Mandalay, the country's second-biggest city, killing 17 civilians who were in buildings near the village school.

Most of the residents in Khampat town are from the Chin ethnic minority, the vast majority of whom are Christians, generally Baptist. Myanmar is largely Buddhist, led by the Burman majority. The ruling
military identifies with a nationalistic strain of Buddhism that shows hostility to non-Burman and non-Buddhist populations, found mostly in the border areas where much of the current fighting takes place.

About 10 houses near the school were destroyed by bombs, said the resident who spoke on the condition of anonymity because he was afraid of being arrested by the military.

He provided a possible explanation for the attack, noting that a ceremony had been scheduled for Sunday to mark the completion of combat training for new members of the resistance forces at another school
in the village, and that might have been the intended target of the attack. He added that the bombing might have been the consequence of a tip-off by a military informer.

Another resident, who also spoke on the condition of anonymity due to security concerns, said nine of the dead were children and 20 other people were injured. He also provided AP with photos of the aftermath
of the attack, including dead and wounded people and damaged buildings.

Salai Mang Hre Lian, a program manager of the Chin Human Rights Organization, also confirmed the number of the victims and charged that it was a deliberate attack by the military on the civilians and
children at the school.

"If the international community continues to allow war crimes to be committed like this, then they let themselves to be knowingly complicit in the violations of international humanitarian laws, including the
Geneva Conventions and Rome Statues," Salai Mang Hre Lian said in text messages.

The military stepped up airstrikes after an alliance of three ethnic minority armed groups in late October launched a major offensive, seizing towns in the country's northeast, along with major border crossings
for trade with China.

The resistance forces scored a major victory last week when it forced the army to give up the city of Laukkaing in northern Shan state near the Chinese border.

The independent Myanmar Pressphoto Agency and Shan media reported that at least five people, including three teachers, were killed Sunday in an airstrike on Namhsan township, which was captured last
month by the Ta'ang National Liberation Army, a members of the Three Brotherhood Alliance that launched the October offensive.

Myanmar Junta Troops Retaliating For Losses With War Crimes in Rakhine: AA (The Irrawaddy) By Hein Htoo Zan
January 10, 2024

In retaliation for suffering heavy losses in a skirmish with the Arakan Army yesterday, the junta's military killed at least six civilians in Rakine State's
Mrauk U and Kyauktaw townships, the ethnic army said in a statement today.

"We will unequivocally take revenge on Light Infantry Battalion 540 for the war crimes it is committing against innocent people," the statement said. It said a brief skirmish between the AA and about 50 troops
in the junta's Light Infantry Battalion 540 broke out between Sakya Man Aung pagoda and Mrauk U Town yesterday and that the junta battalion lost at least 15 troops. The infantry battalion is based near the
town, while the AA troops were moving past the pagoda when the skirmish broke out. After retreating from the area of the skirmish, troops from Light Infantry Battalion 540 arrested three male civilians and
then killed them just before they returned to the battalion's compound, according to residents of Mrauk U Town and the AA. The men killed after being used as human shields were 28, 35 and 53 years old,
residents said. "They arrested and brought them along the way [back to the town]. Before they entered the Light Infantry Battalion 540 base, they shot them and left their bodies on the ground," said a resident
of Mrauk U town who requested anonymity for safety concerns. Shells were also fired from the battalion's base into and around Mrauk U town on Tuesday evening, killing a 50-year-old man in Sin Cha Seik
ward and injuring two other people, residents said. In Kyauktaw Township, another battalion — Light Infantry Battalion 539 — fired artillery shells into Apauk Wa village at about 4 a.m. today, killing two
civilians, one 50 years old and the other 70, residents of the village said. Heavy clashes also continued in southern Chin State's Paletwa Township today as the AA continues fighting to create a "junta-free-zone"
in the township. It claimed to have captured more junta outposts in the township yesterday but did not name them or say where they were located. More than 50,000 residents of the township have fled fighting
between junta troops and the AA since the AA ended its ceasefire with the junta in Rakhine State on Nov. 13. Since then, the AA says it has captured more than 150 junta outposts in Rakhine State. The
resumption of fighting in the state was an expansion of Operation 1027, which began on Oct. 27. That operation was launched in northern Shan State by the Brotherhood Alliance, which comprises the AA, the
Myanmar National Democratic Alliance Army and the Ta'ang National Liberation Army. The AA is also coordinating with other ethnic armed organizations and People's Defense Forces of the National Unity
Government to fight junta troops in upper Sagaing Region.
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Indian Navy Retakes Merchant Ship from Armed Hijackers in the Arabian Sea (U.S. Naval Institute) By Aaron-Matthew Lariosa
January 7, 2024

Indian Navy commandos secured the hijacked Liberian-flagged MV Lila Norfolk last week after a 24-hour confrontation off the Somali Coast in the
Arabian Sea. This swift response comes as New Delhi reinforces its presence in the area, surging ships and aircraft to deter attacks on international
shipping in the Western Indian Ocean Region.

Five to six armed hijackers boarded Lila Norfolk on Thursday, which was sailing 450 nautical miles off the coast of Somalia. The crew of the Lila Norfolk, composed of 15 Indian and six Philippine nationals,
sheltered from the hijackers in the bulk tanker’s citadel and were unharmed during the entire ordeal. Indian naval forces deployed the destroyer INS Chennai (D65) as well as several helicopters and aircraft,
including an American-built P-8 maritime patrol aircraft and a MQ-9B SeaGuardian drone, in response.

Eventually, a team from the Indian Navy’s Marine Commandos (MARCOS) boarded the vessel. None of the hijackers were found onboard, and all of the crew were rescued from the citadel – the ship’s armored
safe room. The Indian Navy claimed that the perpetrators were likely compelled to flee after witnessing the mass response of Indian forces to the hijacking and subsequently fled during the night, according to a
press release.

The rescued sailors thanked their rescuers in a video recorded by MARCOS. Meanwhile, the Indian Ambassador to the Philippines also highlighted the Filipino crew rescued as a “stellar demonstration of
mission deployed Indian Navy efforts to ensure (the) security of our oceans and seafarers.”

While it is unknown what group carried out the attack, the location of the hijacking is off the Somali coast. Sporadic attacks still occur despite the presence of dedicated anti-piracy task forces to safeguard
international shipping. Alongside various nations, including the U.S., China and Russia, New Delhi has kept up a naval presence to assist maritime security efforts off of Somalia.

However, since the beginning of drone and missile attacks against merchant vessels by Iranian-backed Houthi forces in Yemen, the Indian Navy has bolstered its Arabian Sea deployment. The bulk of India’s
latest destroyers, five of six P15A/B-class destroyers, have been deployed to the region. Indian Coast Guard patrol ships have also been sent in close coordination with Indian naval forces.

Manila-based Geopolitical Analyst Don McLain Gill told USNI News that since India’s independence in 1947, New Delhi has seen itself as the Indian Ocean’s “first responder and net security provider.”

“As a rising great power in its own right, India maintains its desire to play a larger and more proactive role as a responsible security and development partner and provider, not only in the Indian Ocean Region
but also the greater Indo-Pacific region,” Gill said.

New Delhi’s increased maritime security presence follows attacks on several predominantly Indian-crewed merchant vessels in the region, with the most concerning occurring only 200 nautical miles off the
Indian coast against MV Chem Pluto last month. India’s defense minister pledged to bring those responsible, saying that India “will find them from the bottom of the sea, and strict action will be taken against
them.”

Following the operation, Lila Norfolk set sail for its destination under Indian Navy escort.

Spain PM opposes using EU anti-piracy force in Red Sea (Insider Paper) December 27, 2023

Spain opposes using the European Union’s anti-piracy naval force Atalanta in a US-led coalition to protect Red Sea shipping from attacks by Yemen’s
Huthi rebels, Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez said Wednesday.

But his government was “willing and open” to the creation by the EU of another force to tackle the problem, Sanchez said during his annual year-end news conference.

The Iran-backed Huthis have carried out several strikes on Red Sea shipping, in what they say is in support of Palestinians during the Israel-Hamas war in Gaza.

Atalanta — which was set up in 2008 and currently operates in the Indian Ocean with just one ship from Spain’s navy — does not have “the characteristics” which are required to patrol the Red Sea to prevent
Huthi attacks, Sanchez said.

“The situation is completely distinct and the risk is different,” the Socialist premier added in his first public comments on the issue.

Spain took over command of the European Union maritime mission from Britain in 2019, as London was preparing its exit from the European Union.

The operational headquarters of Atalanta were also transferred to the Rota naval base in southern Spain. Last week the Pentagon said 20 countries had joined a Washington-led coalition to protect the key Red
Sea shipping lane.

Spain’s government has been ambivalent and on Sunday a spokesman for the defence ministry told AFP that Spain “will not participate”.

While no reason was given, the Spanish press on Sunday said the decision not to participate was driven by domestic politics.

Sanchez’s Socialists govern in a minority coalition with hard-left party Sumar, which generally opposes US foreign policy.

US and UK navies repel largest Houthi attack on Red Sea Shipping (Hellenic Shipping News Worldwide) January 10, 2024

UK and US naval forces have repelled the largest attack yet by Yemen’s Houthi rebels on shipping in the Red Sea, the UK defence secretary says.

The Iran-backed group launched at least 21 drones and missiles overnight, according to the US military. They were shot down by carrier-based jets and four warships, it added. No injuries or damage were
reported.

The Houthis have not commented, but they have targeted vessels in response to the war in the Gaza Strip. They have claimed – often falsely – that the ships were linked to Israel.

The US military’s Central Command said Tuesday’s attack was the 26th since 19 November. At around 21:15 local time (18:15 GMT), Iranian-designed one-way attack drones, anti-ship cruise missiles and anti-
ship ballistic missiles were launched from Houthi-controlled areas of Yemen towards international shipping lanes in the southern Red Sea, it added.

Eighteen drones, two cruise missiles and one ballistic missile were shot down by F/A-18 warplanes from the aircraft carrier USS Dwight D Eisenhower, which is deployed in the Red Sea, and by four destroyers,
the USS Gravely, USS Laboon, USS Mason and HMS Diamond. HMS Diamond shot down seven Houthi drones using its Sea Viper missiles and guns, a British defence source told the BBC. Each of the missiles
costs more than £1m ($1.3m).

“The UK alongside allies have previously made clear that these illegal attacks are completely unacceptable and if continued the Houthis will bear the consequences,” UK Defence Secretary Grant Shapps warned
in a statement. “We will take the action needed to protect innocent lives and the global economy,” he added.

A week ago, the US, UK and 10 other countries – including Germany, Italy, Australia, Bahrain and Japan – issued a similar warning in a joint statement that was widely interpreted as a threat of military action
against Houthi targets in Yemen, including where missiles are stored and launched. They said the attacks posed “a direct threat to the freedom of navigation that serves as the bedrock of global trade in one of
the world’s most critical waterways”.

Almost 15% of global seaborne trade passes through the Red Sea, which is linked to the Mediterranean by the Suez canal and is the shortest shipping route between Europe and Asia.

The fear is that fuel prices will rise and supply chains will be damaged.

The International Chamber of Shipping says 20% of the world’s container ships are now avoiding the Red Sea and using the much longer route around the southern tip of Africa instead. The Houthis say they
have been targeting Israeli-owned or Israel-bound vessels to show their support for the Iran-backed Palestinian group Hamas since the start of the war in Gaza in October.

On Friday, the foreign ministry of the Houthi-run government in Sanaa rejected the Western allies’ statement and insisted navigation was “totally safe” in the Red Sea “except for ships headed for ports in
occupied Palestine”.

“This is a humanitarian measure in the wake of the barbaric practices committed by the Zionist entity [Israel] against civilians in Gaza,” it said, adding that the stance would not change “until the lifting of the
savage siege” of the Palestinian territory.

Formally known as the Ansar Allah (Partisans of God), the Houthis began as a movement that championed Yemen’s Zaidi Shia Muslim minority.

In the early 2000s, they fought a series of rebellions against the Yemeni government in a bid to win greater autonomy for their northern heartland on the border with Saudi Arabia. In 2014, the Houthis took
control of the capital, Sanaa. They seized large parts of western Yemen the following year, prompting a Saudi-led coalition to intervene in support of the international-recognised Yemeni government.

The ensuing war has reportedly killed more than 150,000 people and left 21 million others in need of humanitarian assistance.Saudi Arabia and the US have accused Iran of smuggling weapons, including
drones and cruise and ballistic missiles, to the Houthis, in violation of a UN arms embargo. Iran has denied the allegation.

Global Piracy Records Historic Low in 2023 Amid Rising Maritime Tensions (BNN) January 8, 2024

Global piracy levels in 2023 hit a historic low, with a total of 295 acts of piracy and brigandage reported. This figure marks a slight decrease from the
300 incidents recorded in 2022, and is the lowest since record-keeping commenced in 2008. This data, released in an annual review by the Maritime
Information Cooperation & Awareness Center (MICA Center), is a significant indicator of global maritime security trends. The overall low numbers
indicate a positive direction in the fight against piracy, largely attributed to coordinated international efforts and advanced monitoring and response
strategies.

Contributing Factors to the Decline in Piracy These efforts include naval patrols, improved surveillance, and collaborative operations among different countries’ maritime forces. The implementation of these
strategies has played a crucial role in keeping piracy incidents at bay, ensuring the safety of shipping crews and the security of international trade.

Maritime Tensions in the Red Sea and Indian Ocean However, despite the overall decline in piracy, there has been a noted increase in maritime tensions in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. This uptick
highlights that piracy remains a serious concern in key shipping routes. The maritime community continues to monitor these areas closely in order to swiftly address any potential threats to shipping and
international trade.

Implications for Global Trade and Industries The content also discusses recent attacks on container ships in the Red Sea, the impact on global seaborne trade, increased insurance costs for shipping companies,
and potential delays in the supply chain. The implications for specific industries, such as the kiwifruit industry, are also explored. The article includes statements from various experts and industry
representatives, as well as a joint statement from New Zealand and 11 other countries calling for an immediate end to attacks on container ships in the Red Sea.
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Statement attributable to the Spokesperson of the Secretary-General – On the Closure of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (United Nations) By Stéphane Dujarric
December 30, 2023

The Secretary-General takes note of the closure of the Special Tribunal for Lebanon (Special Tribunal) on 31 December 2023.

The Special Tribunal was established following the adoption of Security Council resolution 1757 (2007) to try those responsible for the 14 February 2005 attack in Beirut that killed 22 people, including former
Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik Hariri, and injured 226 others. The jurisdiction of the Special Tribunal also extended to other attacks that were judicially determined to be “connected” to the attack of 14
February 2005.

The Special Tribunal held in absentia proceedings and found three individuals, Messrs. Salim Jamil Ayyash, Hassan Habib Merhi and Hussein Hassan Oneissi, guilty in relation to the 14 February 2005 attack
and sentenced them to five concurrent sentences of life imprisonment.

The Secretary-General’s thoughts continue to be with the victims and their families of the attack of 14 February 2005 and the connected attacks.

The Secretary-General expresses his deep appreciation for the dedication and hard work of the judges and staff at the Special Tribunal throughout the years and for the support provided by the Government of
Lebanon, the Government of the Netherlands as the host State, and the Member State donors, including those who participated in the Management Committee of the Special Tribunal.
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