
Russian President Vlad-
imir Putin hailed Mos-
cow’s burgeoning energy 
and wider economic ties 
with Ankara on Thursday 
as he and Turkish Pres-
ident Tayyip Erdogan 
took part virtually in a 
ceremony inaugurating 
Türkiye’s first nuclear 
power plant.
Russia’s state nuclear en-
ergy company Rosatom 
built the Akkuyu nuclear 
power plant and Thurs-
day’s ceremony saw the 
first loading of nuclear 
fuel into the first power 
unit at the site in Türkiye’s 
southern Mersin Province, 
Reuters reported.
“This is a flagship proj-
ect,” Putin said via video-
link. “It brings both mu-
tual economic benefits 
and, of course, helps to 
strengthen the multi-fac-
eted partnership between 
our two states.”
Putin described Akkuyu 
as “the largest nuclear 
construction project in 
the world” and noted 
that it would mean Tür-

kiye having to import less 
Russian natural gas in the 
future.
“But Türkiye will enjoy 
the advantage of a coun-
try that has its own nu-
clear energy, and nuclear 
energy, as you know, is 
one of the cheapest,” he 
added.
Erdogan thanked Putin 
for his support on Ak-
kuyu, adding: “We will 
take steps to build a sec-
ond and a third nuclear 
power plant in Türkiye as 
soon as possible.”
In a phone call before 
the ceremony at Akkuyu, 
Erdogan and Putin also 
discussed the situation 
in Ukraine and the Black 
Sea grain deal, the Turk-
ish leader’s office said.
Putin, keen to build new 
markets for Russian hy-
drocarbons outside Eu-
rope, traditionally Mos-
cow’s main customer, 
reiterated his call for Tür-
kiye to become a regional 
gas hub “to supply natural 
gas to interested foreign 
buyers at market prices”.

The $20b, 4,800 mega-
watt (MW) project at Ak-
kuyu entails the construc-
tion of four reactors that 
will allow Türkiye to join 
the small club of nations 
with civil nuclear energy.
“We plan to complete 
the physical launch (of 
the plant) next year... 
in order to be able to 
produce electricity on a 
steady basis from 2025, 
as we agreed,” Andrei 

Likhachev, head of Rosa-
tom, said in Mersin before 
the ceremony.
Erdogan also  joined 
Thursday’s ceremony 
by videolink rather than 
travelling there due to 
poor health that forced 
him to cancel campaign 

rallies this week. Turkish 
Health Minister Fahrettin 
Koca said Erdogan was 
feeling better on Thurs-
day.
Türkiye faces landmark 
presidential and parlia-
mentary elections on 
May 14.
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China accused a panel 
of UN experts of making 
unfounded claims Friday 
after they accused Beijing 
of forcing hundreds of 
thousands of Tibetans into 
programmes that threaten 
their cultural identity and 
could lead to forced labour.
The panel of six UN spe-
cial rapporteurs voiced 
concern in a statement on 
Thursday that the voca-
tional training and labour 
transfer programmes in 
China were being used as 
a pretext to undermine Ti-
betan religious, linguistic 

and cultural identity, and to 
monitor and indoctrinate 
Tibetans, AFP reported.
Beijing hit back, insisting 
the Tibet region “enjoys 
social stability, economic 
development, ethnic uni-
ty, religious harmony, and 
people live and work in 
peace”.
“The alleged concerns of 
the special mechanism 
experts are completely 
unfounded,” Foreign Min-
istry spokeswoman Mao 
Ning said.
“We urge these experts to 
respect the basic facts,” 

she said, warning the rap-
porteurs not to “become a 
tool or accomplice of some 
anti-China forces”.
Thursday’s statement was 
signed by the special rap-
porteurs on contemporary 
slavery, people trafficking, 
contemporary racism, 
cultural rights, minority 
issues and the right to de-
velopment.
“Hundreds of thousands 
of Tibetans have report-
edly been ‘transferred’ 
from their traditional 
rural lives to low-skilled 
and low-paid employment 

since 2015, through a 
programme described as 
voluntary – but in prac-
tice their participation has 
reportedly been coerced,” 
they said.
The panel said the labour 
transfer programme was 
facilitated by a network 
of vocational training cen-
tres, “which focus less on 
developing professional 
skills and more on cultural 
and political indoctrina-
tion in a militarised envi-
ronment”.
The experts urged Beijing 
to clarify how Tibetans 

could opt out of the pro-
grammes, and to monitor 
their working conditions 
in new places of employ-
ment.
Tibet has alternated over 
the centuries between in-
dependence and control 
by China, which says it 
“peacefully liberated” the 
rugged plateau in 1951 
and brought infrastruc-
ture and education to the 
previously underdevel-
oped region. But many ex-
iled Tibetans accuse China 
of repression and eroding 
their culture.

China slams UN experts’ ‘unfounded’ concerns over Tibet forced labour

Russian President Vladimir Putin and his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan attend a ceremony for nuclear fuel loading at the Akkuyu nuclear power 
plant, which is under construction in Turkey, via video link in Moscow, Russia, on 
April 27, 2023. 
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UK PM faces first test of 
comeback credentials in local polls

Could Lebanon benefit 
from Iran-KSA détente?

Rishi Sunak faces his first big electoral 
test as British prime minister next week 
in local polls where the opposition La-
bour Party hopes to capitalise on a year 
of chaos for the governing Conservatives, 
ahead of a national election expected next 
year.
Sunak has tried to restore the credibility 
of the Conservative Party since coming to 
office in October, but he has struggled to 
draw a line under the turmoil that beset 
his predecessors despite breakthroughs 
on issues like Brexit, Reuters reported.
The scandal-ridden premiership of Boris 
Johnson and the chaotic economic poli-
cies that brought down Liz Truss within 
two months presented Sunak with an un-
enviable inheritance: A double-digit poll 
lead for a resurgent Labour.
With voters going through a cost-of-liv-
ing crisis and inflation stubbornly high at 
about 10%, local council votes in much of 
England on May 4 give Labour an oppor-
tunity to prove their electoral credentials.
It is towns like Swindon in southwest En-
gland which Labour leader Keir Starmer 
is targeting in a bid to return his party to 
power at the next national election, due 
before January 2025.
Swindon has returned lawmakers rep-
resenting the winning party at every 
national election since 1983, making it 
a bellwether and a key target for Labour, 

who chose the town for the launch of 
their local election campaign.
“It’s obviously a key staging post in terms 
of where we anticipate the next general 
election will be,” Jonathan Reynolds, a 
Labour lawmaker in Starmer’s shadow 
cabinet, told Reuters during a visit to 
Swindon.
He expressed optimism ahead of the 
vote, reflecting polls which give Labour 
an average lead of around 15 percentage 
points - a substantial lead but well down 
from highs of around 30 points during 
Truss’s premiership.
Keiran Pedley, director of politics at Ipsos, 
said Sunak had been a steadying influence 
but would have to deliver on issues like 
the cost of living to improve his party’s 
ratings further ahead of the next national 
election.
“Whilst Sunak’s personal poll ratings ar-
en’t great, they’re not toxic in the way that 
his predecessors have been,” he said.
Council elections can provide an indica-
tion of the public mood but also result in 
protest votes that overstate the unpopu-
larity of the government, or be swayed by 
local factors.
David Renard, the Conservative leader of 
Swindon Borough Council, said the na-
tional picture might hinder his attempts 
to focus the campaign on more local 
issues.

For instance, Israel con-
tinues to exert pressure 

and stoke 
tension in 

Lebanon, the U.S. Embassy 
in Beirut is actively influ-
encing the situation, and 
certain extremist groups 
in the embattled Arab 
country see their existence 
pinned on the continuation 
of political turmoil.
Despite all these factors, 
Saudi Arabia holds signif-
icant sway over Lebanon’s 
political arena, both in 
terms of providing finan-
cial support to certain 
domestic factions and in 
terms of political influence.
On one end of the spec-
trum, Iran is one of the 
countries that has signif-
icant political and spiri-
tual influence in Lebanon 
and has welcomed Saudi 
Arabia’s fresh approach 
toward the region. The 
landmark accord between 

Tehran and Riyadh is a re-
sult of the latter’s reconsid-
erations.
If Saudi Arabia continues 
to pursue a policy based on 
which tensions would ease 
in Lebanon, while Tehran 
and Riyadh bring their 
stances closer together, the 
political stalemate in Bei-
rut could hopefully break, 
although Saudi Arabia’s 
influence is not the only 
factor at play.
The rapprochement be-
tween Iran and Saudi Ara-
bia, along with the inter-
play between these two 
regional powerhouses, can 
undoubtedly bring about 
a brighter future for the 
West Asian region. This 
reconciliation has the po-
tential to turn hostility and 
tension into cooperation 
and interaction, thereby 
enhancing the security and 
progress of the regional 
countries.

Putin hails Türkiye ties as first 
Turkish nuclear plant inaugurated

Italy’s PM wins 
parliamentary 
backing 
for extra 
borrowing

REUTERS – Italy’s govern-
ment on Friday won parlia-
mentary backing for addi-
tional borrowing, after a first 
attempt resulted in a major 
setback for Prime Minister 
Giorgia Meloni.
The government’s request to 
marginally raise this year’s 
budget deficit to 4.5% of 
gross domestic product from 
4.4% under current trends 
was eventually approved by 
parliament following a sur-
prising defeat on Thursday.
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UAE astronaut 
exits ISS for 
first Arab 
space walk

AFP – Emirati astronaut 
Sultan Alneyadi stepped 
out of the International 
Space Station (ISS) Friday 
for the first space walk by 
an Arab astronaut, a mo-
ment touted by the UAE as 
a “milestone”.

AFP – Japan should sanction 
Myanmar as it has done for 
Russia over its Ukraine war, 
a UN expert said Friday, 
slamming the junta’s “bar-
barism and oppression.”
Thomas Andrews, the U.N. 
special rapporteur on hu-
man rights in Myanmar, also 
urged Japan to immediately 
end a training program for 
Myanmar troops, warning it 
was tarnishing the image of 
the country’s military.

AFP – Three Pakistani sol-
diers and seven militants 
were killed in multiple 
clashes in the country’s 
restive northwest, the mil-
itary said on Friday.
The clashes occurred in 
the Lakki Marwat district 
of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 
province, which shares a 
border with Afghanistan.
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