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Leader of Iran's Islam-
ic Revolution Ayatollah 
Seyyed Ali Khamenei 
called for massive turn-
out at the upcoming elec-
tions across the country, 
saying the path of reform 
passes through elections.
Speaking at a meeting 
with a group of people 
from East Azarbaijan 
Province on Sunday, Aya-
tollah Khamenei said ev-
eryone should participate 
in the elections, Press TV 
reported.
“Elections are the main 
pillar of the Islamic Re-
public. The way to reform 
the country is through 
elections,” he said.
He reminded the candi-
dates that political dif-
ferences should not affect 

the national unity of 
the Iranian nation against 
the enemies.
“Do not assume that 
the enemy is weak and 
incapable,” the Leader 
asserted. “An important 
condition for victory is 
knowing the capabilities 
of the enemy, yet not 
fearing it.”
Iran is gearing up for par-
liamentary and Assembly 
of Experts elections slat-
ed for March 1.
Almost 15,000 candi-
dates have been ap-
proved to compete in the 
parliamentary elections 
that are held every four 
years.
In the Assembly of Ex-
perts elections,  144 
candidates are vying for 

88 seats at the body, 
which elects and over-
sees the activities of the 
Leader of the Islamic 
Revolution and is in a 
position of authority to 
either appoint or dismiss 
the Leader.
In recent months, Ayatol-
lah Khamenei has consis-
tently encouraged people 
to participate in the elec-
tions. Early last month, he 
said, “Anyone who oppos-
es the elections is oppos-
ing the Islamic Republic 
and Islam.”
He also censured at-
tempts aimed at demor-
alizing the people and 
making them distrustful 
by claiming that the elec-
tions in Iran are mean-
ingless.

Prospects dim for Gaza truce 
as US vows to veto UN resolution
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Prospects for a cease-fire 
in Gaza dimmed Sunday 
after the United States 
signaled it would veto the 
latest push for a UN Secu-
rity Council resolution and 
mediator Qatar acknowl-
edged that separate truce 
talks have hit an impasse.
Efforts to pause the over 
four-month-old war lan-
guish as Israeli Prime Min-
ister Benjamin Netanyahu 
vowed to reject interna-
tional appeals to spare Ga-
za’s southernmost city of 
Rafah, where around 1.4 
million people have sought 
refuge. 
The Health Ministry in 
Gaza said on Sunday that 
a total of 127 people were 
killed in Israel’s strikes in 
just 24 hours.
So far, nearly 29,000 peo-

ple have been killed by Is-
rael’s attacks on Gaza. 
Egypt, which controls the 
Rafah border crossing 
from Gaza, has repeat-
edly warned against any 
“forced displacement” of 
Palestinians into the Sinai 
desert.
Even if a temporary truce 
deal is struck, Netanyahu 
said the ground invasion 
of Rafah will go ahead.
Next week’s possible Unit-
ed Nations Security Coun-
cil vote appears unlikely 
to advance the cease-fire 
effort, with Washington 
already voicing opposition. 
“The United States does 
not support action on this 
draft resolution,” said US 
Ambassador to the UN 
Linda Thomas-Greenfield. 
“Should it come up for a 
vote as drafted, it will not 
be adopted.”

Algeria’s draft resolution 
seeks an immediate hu-
manitarian cease-fire, but 
Thomas-Greenfield said 
the United States instead 
supports a truce-for-hos-
tages deal that would 
pause fighting for six 
weeks. 

Attacks on hospitals 
Israel’s military on Sunday 
said troops in the southern 
city of Khan Younis are still 
operating “in Nasser Hos-
pital”. 
The ongoing raid followed 
a week-long siege which 
has left the hospital “not 
functional anymore” even 
though 200 patients re-
main there, World Health 
Organization chief Tedros 
Adhanom Ghebreyesus 
wrote on social media plat-
form X.
Gaza Health Ministry 

spokesman Ashraf al-
Qudra also said Nasser 
Hospital was out of ser-
vice, after troops had 
turned it “into a military 
barracks”.
He said one more person 
had died due to lack of ox-
ygen because power has 
been out for three days, 
bringing the total of such 
deaths to seven. 

‘Genocide’ in Gaza
Brazilian President Luiz 
Inacio Lula da Silva ac-
cused Israel on Sunday 
of committing “genocide” 
against Palestinian civil-
ians in the Gaza Strip and 
compared its actions to 
Adolf Hitler’s campaign to 
exterminate Jews.
“What’s happening in the 
Gaza Strip isn’t a war, it’s 
a genocide,” Lula told re-
porters in Addis Ababa 
where he was attending 
an African Union summit.
“It’s not a war of soldiers 
against soldiers. It’s a war 
between a highly prepared 

army and women and chil-
dren,” added the veteran 
leftist.
“What’s happening in the 
Gaza Strip with the Pales-
tinian people hasn’t hap-
pened at any other mo-
ment in history. Actually, it 
has happened: when Hitler 
decided to kill the Jews.”
Lula, who met with Pales-
tinian Prime Minister Mo-
hammad Shtayyeh Satur-
day on the sidelines of the 
summit, reiterated his call 
for a two-state solution to 
the conflict, with Palestine 
“definitively recognized as 
a full and sovereign state.”

‘We are under
occupation’
“Palestine is ready. We 
have the institutions, ca-
pabilities, but our serious 
problem is we are under 
occupation,” Shtayyeh told 
the Munich Security Con-
ference. “We are under 
Israeli occupation and we 
need it to end.”
When asked whether 

bringing Hamas into the 
broader Palestine Liber-
ation Organization (PLO) 
platform would alienate 
international partners, he 
said Hamas was an inte-
gral part of the Palestinian 
political arena.
“In order for Hamas to be 
a member of the PLO there 
has to be prerequisites 
that Hamas has to accept 
— the political platform of 
the PLO, an understanding 
on the issue of resistance; 
we are calling for popular 
resistance and nothing 
else,” he said.
“Russia has invited all Pal-
estinian factions who will 
be meeting on the 26th of 
this month in Moscow. We 
will see if Hamas is ready 
to come to the ground with 
us,” Shtayyeh said.

Close ties with 
neighbors 
prerequisite to 
US expulsion: 
Iran deputy FM 

Iranian, 
British envoys 
discuss 
Afghanistan 
in Doha

Iran’s Deputy Foreign Min-
ister Ali Baqeri-Kani said 
cordial ties with neighbor-
ing countries were a pre-
requisite to the ultimate 
expulsion of US forces from 
West Asia. 
Speaking at a TV pro-
gram on Sunday morning, 
Baqeri-Kani said Iran had 
prioritized the policy of 
de-escalating tensions with 
regional and neighboring 
states and would not allow 
foreigners to take advan-
tage of possible gaps, Press 
TV reported.
“By consolidating our very 
strategic and deep-rooted 
relations with neighbor-
ing countries, including 
Azerbaijan, we show a se-
rious will to create a stable 
region through collective 
cooperation and security 
in order to provide a basis 
for the US withdrawal from 
the region,” he added.
“The US pullout from the 
region requires us to cre-
ate a brotherly, friendly 
and unbreakable bond 
with neighbors. This is a 
firm and strategic decision 
of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran’s government.”
The senior diplomat also 
hailed the Iranian govern-
ment’s interaction with the 
neighboring countries.
“President Ebrahim Raisi 
managed to resolve ob-
stacles hindering the ex-
pansion of ties between 
Iran and its neighbors,” he 
noted. Since taking office in 
2021, Raisi’s government 
has pursued a good neigh-
borliness policy and forged 
partnership with several 
countries.  
Last March, Iran and Saudi 
Arabia agreed under a Chi-
nese-brokered deal to re-
store diplomatic relations 
severed in 2016.

Iran’s special representa-
tive on Afghanistan Hassan 
Kazemi Qomi held talks 
with his British counter-
part on the sidelines of a 
meeting on Afghanistan in 
Qatar’s capital, Doha. 
The talks with the UK envoy 
revolved around the ques-
tion of the international co-
ordinator’s efficiency in the 
face of the issues that had 
piled up in Afghanistan af-
ter decades of war, the Ira-
nian representative said in 
a post on his X account, Tas-
nim News Agency reported. 
Doha is hosting a meeting 
of special envoys and rep-
resentatives on Afghanistan 
on February 18 and 19.
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This handout picture released by the 
Israeli army on February 17, 2024, 
shows troops on the ground in the 
Gaza Strip.
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