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Agreement on border funds

MPs urged to ‘hold our nerve’

Refugee footballer arrives home

Congressional negotiators have
announced an agreement to prevent
a government shutdown and finance
construction of new barriers along
the US-Mexico border, overcoming a
late-stage hang-up over immigration
enforcement issues that had threatened
to scuttle the talks. Republicans were
desperate to avoid another bruising
shutdown.

Prime Minister Theresa May is expected
to issue a rallying call for MPs to “hold
our nerve” as her battle to secure a Brexit
deal backed by Parliament reaches a
crucial stage. May is due to update the
Commons on the latest developments
in negotiations with Brussels and Dublin,
as the sides try to find a way through
the impasse on measures for the Irish
border.

Refugee footballer Hakeem al-Araibi
has declared his love for Australia after
touching down in Melbourne after his
detention in Thailand. The 25-year-old
appeared overcome by a throng of media
and supporters as he emerged from the
international arrival hall. “I will be more
strong for this country,” al-Araibi said in
broken English.

Cameraman attacked at rally

Hunt: IS battle far from over

Ardern: No rift with China

A BBC cameraman, assaulted during a
speech by US President Donald Trump,
was the victim of an “incredibly violent
attack”, it has been claimed. Washington
correspondent Gary O’Donoghue, who
is blind, said his colleague Ron Skeans
had been filming a rally in El Paso, Texas,
when the incident happened.

Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt has
warned against claiming “victory too
quickly” over Islamic State, amid concerns
the terror group could re-establish
control over territory in Iraq. Hunt
highlighted fears for parts of Iraq as he
sought to reassure MPs that the UK’s
military campaign in Syria would not be
“open-ended”.

New Zealand’s government is denying
its relationship with China has frayed
after what opposition politicians say
is a series of snubs by Beijing. New
Zealand’s business ministry confirmed it
was postponing the launch of a muchtouted “China-New Zealand Year of
Tourism” project because “changes of
schedule on the Chinese side” meant a
visiting delegation couldn’t make it to the
opening ceremony in Wellington.
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Fire at New Delhi hotel kills 17

May could win in snap vote - poll

Asylum laws pass parliament

A fire has engulfed a shoddily built
budget hotel in central New Delhi,
killing 17 people and injuring at least
four others, including a woman from
Myanmar who leaped from an upper
floor to escape the flames, Indian
authorities say. Three of those killed were
members of a family who had traveled
to India’s capital from Kerala in southern
India to attend a wedding, family friend
Arvind Vishwanathan said.

A snap general election would deliver
Theresa May the slenderest possible
majority in the House of Commons,
according to a new poll. The YouGov
survey found that Conservatives would
increase their 317-seat tally by four to
321, with Labour shedding 12 MPs to end
up with 250. While such a result would
leave May short of commanding half of
Parliament’s 650 MPs, she could expect a
wafer-thin working majority.

Proposed new laws making it easier for
asylum seekers to get medical treatment
have passed parliament despite the
government’s opposition. The coalition
tried to derail the Labor amendments
at the last minute with advice from the
solicitor-general arguing the laws were
unconstitutional.

Venezuela crisis hits stand-still

Concern over bank, ATM closures

Collins keen for stability

Nearly three weeks after the Trump
administration backed an all-out effort
to force out President Nicolas Maduro,
the embattled socialist leader is holding
strong and defying predictions of an
imminent demise. Dozens of nations
have recognized opposition leader Juan
Guaido’s claim to the presidency and
the US has tightened sanctions aimed
at cutting off billions of dollars in oil
revenue.

A regulator who will protect access to
cash is needed as consumers face the
double blow of ATMs and banks closing
at an “alarming” rate, according to Which?
The consumer group said figures show
that cashpoints disappeared at a rate
of 488 per month between June and
December last year – with over 250 freeto-use machines also closing monthly.

National Party MP Judith Collins says
she doesn’t want the party’s leadership
to end up like Labour’s did when it was
last in opposition. In a Newshub ReidResearch poll, National Party leader
Simon Bridges’ popularity has fallen to
5 per cent, while Ms Collins rose to 6.2
per cent in the preferred prime minister
rankings. She said despite the poll she
was focused on doing her job and not
taking the leadership.
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Republican Senator Richard Shelby. - AP

A man is restrained after he began shoving members of the media during a rally for
President Donald Trump at the El Paso County Coliseum. - AP
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Negotiators agree
on border funds

Cameraman attacked
during Trump rally

Congressional negotiators have announced an
agreement to prevent a government shutdown and
finance construction of new barriers along the USMexico border, overcoming a late-stage hang-up over
immigration enforcement issues that had threatened to
scuttle the talks.

A BBC cameraman, assaulted during a speech by US
President Donald Trump, was the victim of an “incredibly
violent attack”, it has been claimed.
Washington correspondent Gary O’Donoghue, who is blind,
said his colleague Ron Skeans had been filming a rally in
El Paso, Texas, when the incident happened.
Describing what unfolded, he said a supporter of Trump got
on to the reporters’ platform, and pushed the camera into his
colleague, before continuing to push Skeans.
“It was an incredibly violent attack. Fortunately
our cameraman is fine, he is made of stern stuff,”
O’Donoghue said.
Footage captured from Skeans’ camera shows the shot
focused on Trump before jolting away.
As the camera appears to visibly bounce around for about
10 seconds, the screen then focuses on a man in a red cap
who is being restrained by another man in a black t-shirt.
“This is a constant feature of these rallies – a goading of the
crowds against the media,” O’Donoghue added.
“I have been spat at before, they hurl abuse at American
colleagues in particular.”
O’Donoghue said Trump’s 2020 election campaign, which
he thinks has begun, will be as “hostile and ill-tempered and
divisive as the one we saw last time”. ■

Republicans were desperate to avoid another bruising
shutdown. They tentatively agreed to far less money for
President Donald Trump’s border wall than the White House’s
$5.7 billion wish list, settling for a figure of about $1.4 billion,
according to a senior congressional aide.
“We reached an agreement in principle,” said Senate
Appropriations Committee Chairman Richard Shelby,
appearing with a bipartisan group of House and Senate
lawmakers who concurred.
House Appropriations Committee Chairwoman Nita Lowey
added: “Our staffs are just working out the details.”
Details were yet to be announced, but the pact came in
time to alleviate any threat of a second partial government
shutdown this weekend.
Shelby had earlier pulled the plug on the talks over
Democratic demands to limit immigrant detentions by federal
authorities, but Democrats yielded ground on that issue in a
fresh round of talks.
Asked if Trump would back the deal, Shelby said: “We believe
from our dealings with them and the latitude they’ve given us,
they will support it. We certainly hope so.”
Trump traveled to El Paso, Texas, for a campaign-style rally
focused on immigration and border issues. He has been
adamant that Congress approve money for a wall along the
Mexican border, though he no longer repeats his 2016 mantra
that Mexico will pay for it. ■
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May urges MPs to ‘hold
our nerve’ on Brexit

Hunt warns IS battle
is far from over

Prime Minister Theresa May is expected to issue a
rallying call for MPs to “hold our nerve” as her battle
to secure a Brexit deal backed by Parliament reaches
a crucial stage.

Foreign Secretary Jeremy Hunt has warned against
claiming “victory too quickly” over Islamic State, amid
concerns the terror group could re-establish control over
territory in Iraq.

May is due to update the Commons on the latest
developments in negotiations with Brussels and Dublin, as the
sides try to find a way through the impasse on measures for
the Irish border.
Downing Street said May’s statement, which comes a
day earlier than expected, will give MPs more time to “digest
the content” ahead of a series of expected Commons votes
this week.
May is expected to say: “The talks are at a crucial stage. We
now all need to hold our nerve to get the changes this House
has required and deliver Brexit on time.
“By getting the changes we need to the backstop; by
protecting and enhancing workers’ rights and environmental
protections; and by enhancing the role of Parliament in the
next phase of negotiations I believe we can reach a deal that
this House can support.”
Talks are continuing apace between the UK and EU, with
Brexit Secretary Steve Barclay and May’s de facto deputy, David
Lidington, meeting MEPs in Strasbourg.
Barclay was said to have held “constructive” talks with the
EU’s chief negotiator Michel Barnier in Brussels.
The pair agreed to further meetings in the coming days,
while their teams will continue to work to find a way forward.
Meanwhile, Sky News reported the former president of
the European Council, Herman Van Rompuy, had dinner with
Lidington in Brussels.
Van Rompuy has been tipped as a potential “influencer” to
break the Brexit deadlock, the broadcaster reported.
Negotiations of a kind have also been taking place back in
Westminster, with an exchange of letters between May and
Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn. ■

Hunt highlighted fears for parts of Iraq as he sought to
reassure MPs that the UK’s military campaign in Syria would
not be “open-ended”.
MPs voted to extend RAF operations against IS in Iraq into
Syria in 2015, in a bid to “eradicate the safe haven” established
by the group in the two countries.
Hunt said IS held “just a few square kilometres” in the middle
Euphrates valley, adding comments from US President Donald
Trump suggested it was possible they would “lose that even
this week”, although he stressed this did not mean they would
be defeated.
“While we can take heart from the crushing territorial defeats
meted out to Daesh, the struggle to combat their ideology will
take much longer and is far from over,” Hunt said.
“Until then we must be vigilant and this government will
continue to fulfil its first duty by doing whatever is necessary to
protect the British people.”
Shadow foreign secretary Emily Thornberry raised concerns
about the government’s military intentions in Syria, and
highlighted differences in opinion between Trump and his
advisers on how to approach the issue.
“If the Foreign Secretary subscribes to the views of the
president’s advisers rather than the president himself, can he
spell out for us where in the 2015 motion it was made clear
to the House that our intervention was not just designed to
eradicate the safe havens established by Daesh but would
include maintaining an open-ended military commitment in
Syria in case Daesh should ever return,” Thornberry said. ■
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Refugee footballer Hakeem Al-Araibi arrives at Melbourne International Airport. - AAP

Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. - AP
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Refugee footballer
arrives back home

Ardern insists there’s
no rift with China

Refugee footballer Hakeem al-Araibi has declared his
love for Australia after touching down in Melbourne
after his detention in Thailand.

New Zealand’s government is denying its relationship
with China has frayed after what opposition politicians
say is a series of snubs by Beijing.

The 25-year-old appeared overcome by a throng of media and
supporters as he emerged from the international arrival hall.
“I will be more strong for this country,” al-Araibi said in
broken English.
“I will be strong here, just for Australia. And Australia, this is
my country.
“I don’t have citizenship yet, but my country is Australia. I will
die in Australia and I love Australia. Thank you very much.”
The soccer player thanked the Australian government, media
and his supporters for their support, before being ushered
through the crowd.
Al-Araibi was freed by Thai authorities after his birth country
of Bahrain requested the case be dropped after it had sought
his extradition.
Al-Araibi was wanted by Bahrain after fleeing the country
when he was charged with vandalising a police station in 2012.
He was sentenced to 10 years in jail in absentia.
The Thai Foreign Ministry later declined to give details of why
Bahrain asked for the case to be dropped. However, Bahrain
state media reported Prime Minister Khalifa bin Salman alKhalifa had spoken on the phone with Thai Prime Minister
Prayut Chan-o-cha.
But after al-Araibi’s release, Bahrain’s Foreign Ministry
said the 10-year jail sentence remained in place and
reaffirmed the country’s right to “pursue all necessary legal
actions against him”.
Prime Minister Scott Morrison thanked Thailand for
releasing al-Araibi after intense lobbying from the Australian
government, global human rights groups, sporting bodies and
the public.
Al-Araibi was detained at Bangkok airport on November 27
when he arrived with his wife for their honeymoon. ■

New Zealand’s business ministry confirmed it was postponing
the launch of a much-touted “China-New Zealand Year of
Tourism” project because “changes of schedule on the Chinese
side” meant a visiting delegation couldn’t make it to the
opening ceremony in Wellington.
Officials insist the promotion event – agreed to by the
previous government two years ago – is still going ahead and
hope to confirm a new launch date.
But the claims of a timetable clash echo closely the
government’s explanations of why Prime Minister Jacinda
Ardern has yet to make a long-promised trip to Beijing and
have raised questions from the opposition about whether
diplomatic relations are falling apart.
“We see a situation right now where the prime minister can’t
get a visit,” centre-right National Party leader Simon Bridges
said, blaming what he called diplomatic carelessness.
“It’s getting harder to dismiss.”
Ardern’s government has been seen by some analysts to be
taking a more sceptical view of China than its predecessor.
Its foreign minister, Winston Peters, has been more cautious
about approaches to join the Belt and Road Initiative, and he’s
significantly boosted aid to the Pacific last year amid increasing
concerns about new powers in the region.
The country’s cyber security agency last year rejected an
application for tech from Chinese telecommunications giant
Huawei to be used in a nationwide 5G network upgrade.
Lawmakers have rejected suggestions the decision was
influenced by United States concerns about the company.
And its defence force, meanwhile, ruffled feathers in Beijing
after describing threats posed by “an increasingly confident
China” in a major strategic report.year. ■
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The Arpit Palace Hotel is seen after an early morning fire at the hotel killed more than a

Supporters of Venezuela’s President Nicolas Maduro attend a rally in Urena, Venezuela.

dozen people in the Karol Bagh neighborhood of New Delhi, India

- AP
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Fire at New Delhi hotel
leaves 17 people dead

Venezuela crisis hits
stand-still over aid

A fire has engulfed a shoddily built budget hotel in
central New Delhi, killing 17 people and injuring at least
four others, including a woman from Myanmar who
leaped from an upper floor to escape the flames, Indian
authorities say.

Nearly three weeks after the Trump administration
backed an all-out effort to force out President Nicolas
Maduro, the embattled socialist leader is holding strong
and defying predictions of an imminent demise.
Dozens of nations have recognized opposition leader Juan
Guaido’s claim to the presidency and the US has tightened
sanctions aimed at cutting off billions of dollars in oil revenue.
But anti-Maduro street protests have come and gone, and
large-scale military defections have failed to materialize.
With the US seen as considering military action only as a last
resort, Guaido is trying to regain momentum with an effort
this week to move US emergency food and medicine into
Venezuela despite Maduro’s pledge to block it.
Such an operation could provoke a dangerous confrontation
at the border – or fizzle out and leave Maduro even stronger.
With so much at stake, Guaido is under increasing pressure
to soon unseat Maduro, analysts say.
“He is running against the clock,” said Daniel LansbergRodriguez, a Venezuela expert at Northwestern University’s
Kellogg School of Management. “Expectations are running very
high – not just among Venezuelans but international allies –
that this is a crisis that can be resolved quickly.”
Despite having the world’s largest oil reserves, Venezuela is
suffering soaring levels of malnutrition, disease and violence
after 20 years of socialist rule launched by the late President
Hugo Chavez. Critics accuse Maduro, a former bus driver and
Chavez’s hand-picked successor, of unfairly winning an election
last year for a second six-year term by banning his popular
rivals from running and jailing others.
The 35-year-old Guaido was a virtually unknown lawmaker
until last month, when he took the helm of the oppositioncontrolled National Assembly. He has rallied masses of
Venezuelans into street demonstrations that have left at
least 40 dead since he declared himself interim president
on January 23. ■

Three of those killed were members of a family who had
traveled to India’s capital from Kerala in southern India to
attend a wedding, family friend Arvind Vishwanathan said.
Most of the deaths at the Arpit Palace Hotel in Karol Bagh,
an area in India’s capital city popular with tourists because
of its shops and budget hotels, were due to suffocation, said
Satyendar Kumar Jain, the Delhi government minister of health
and urban development, as he toured the site after the fire
was extinguished.
The hotel developer had a permit from the fire department
to build up to four stories – the standard height in central
Delhi. But the building appeared to have six floors, including a
basement and a kitchen built on top of the roof, Jain said.
“Carelessness on the part of authorities is evident. We are
going to investigate, and the wrongdoer will be punished,”
he said.
Hotel guest Sivanand Chand, 43, said he was jolted awake
early in the morning, struggling to breathe.
“When I got out of my room, I could hear ‘help, help!’ from
adjoining rooms,” Chand said.
The hallway was dark and thick with smoke, so Chand
turned back into his room and opened a window. He saw
flames rising fast.
“In 15 minutes, the whole room was black,” he said.
A video shot by a worker at a nearby hotel showed flames
consuming the top of the building, which authorities said
contained an unauthorized makeshift kitchen formed from
sheets of fiberglass.
Chand said rescue efforts were delayed because the first fire
trucks arrived with manual ladders that weren’t tall enough to
reach his floor. ■
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May could win majority
in snap election - poll

Banks, ATMs closing
at ‘alarming’ rate

A snap general election would deliver Theresa May the
slenderest possible majority in the House of Commons,
according to a new poll.

A regulator who will protect access to cash is needed
as consumers face the double blow of ATMs and banks
closing at an “alarming” rate, according to Which?

The YouGov survey found that Conservatives would increase
their 317-seat tally by four to 321, with Labour shedding 12
MPs to end up with 250.
While such a result would leave May short of commanding
half of Parliament’s 650 MPs, she could expect a wafer-thin
working majority due to the fact that the Speaker and his
deputies do not vote and Sinn Fein’s MPs do not traditionally
take their seats.
If Sinn Fein held on to its seven seats, May could expect
a working majority of just one or two in the Commons, and
would be highly vulnerable to rebellions by backbenchers in
her own party.
In practice, she might well find herself once more dependent
on the votes of the Democratic Unionist Party.
The unusually large poll of more than 40,000 voters in
England, Scotland and Wales used a model of assessing
individual constituencies which correctly predicted a hung
Parliament in 2017, when most pollsters were forecasting a
comfortable Tory victory.
It put Conservatives on 39 per cent – down four points
from the 43 per cent recorded in British seats in 2017 –
but predicted a larger drop in support for Jeremy Corbyn’s
Labour, down seven points from 41 per cent in 2017 to
34 per cent now.
Liberal Democrats were on 11 per cent, up three points
from the last election. And Ukip, which slumped to 2 per cent
in 2017, experienced a resurgence to hit 5 per cent, taking a
significant chunk of support from the Tories.
While the Scottish National Party’s share of the vote was
unchanged since 2017 on 3 per cent, the YouGov model
suggested they could boost their tally of Westminster seats by
four to 39. ■

The consumer group said figures show that cashpoints
disappeared at a rate of 488 per month between June and
December last year – with over 250 free-to-use machines also
closing monthly.
It said it is also concerned about bank closures leaving
communities struggling, with 3300 UK branches closing their
doors since 2015.
“Urgent regulatory action” to manage these changes and
intervene when necessary to protect cash as a payment
method is needed, Which? said.
It warned that people will be shut out of paying for goods
and services if the UK is allowed to drift into a cashless society.
Despite the rise of digital banking and contactless payments,
Which? previously found nearly three-quarters (73 per cent) of
people still use cash frequently.
The consumer group is highlighting the issue in a campaign
called Freedom to pay. Our way.
The campaign calls for the Government to appoint a
regulator with sole responsibility for the cash infrastructure
to ensure consumers and businesses can continue
accessing cash.
Previous Which? research has found the UK has lost twothirds of its branch network in the last 30 years.
And Which? said that IT glitches – including the high-profile
problems last year suffered by TSB – have caused chaos
for consumers.
Jenni Allen, managing director, Which? Money, said: “We have
serious concerns that the alarming rate of cashpoint and bank
branch closures risks leaving people facing an uphill battle to
access the cash they rely on. ■
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New asylum seeker
laws pass parliament

Collins keen for stability
in party leadership

Proposed new laws making it easier for asylum seekers
to get medical treatment have passed parliament
despite the government’s opposition.

National Party MP Judith Collins says she doesn’t want
the party’s leadership to end up like Labour’s did when it
was last in opposition.

The coalition tried to derail the Labor amendments at the last
minute with advice from the solicitor-general arguing the laws
were unconstitutional.
But Labor changed their proposed laws to explicitly say a
panel of doctors judging medical transfers would not be paid,
getting around the constitutional issue.
The amendments were originally made in the Senate, and
under the constitution the Senate is not allowed to make bills
increasing the spending of public money.
The laws now go back to Senate where they are expected
to be approved.
Despite heavy pressure from the government, six
crossbench MPs sided with Labor to inflict a series of defeats
on the coalition on the floor of the lower house.
“I believe we can keep our borders secure, we can uphold
national security, but still treat people humanely,” Labor leader
Bill Shorten told parliament.
An angry Prime Minister Scott Morrison told Shorten Labor
was trying to “kid themselves” that the changes were being
made in the name of humanitarianism.
“I remind them that their humanitarianism, as supposed,
last time led to child deaths, it led to the total destruction
of our borders and it took the strength again of a coalition
government,” he yelled across the chamber.
“The people of Australia will remember this day and know
that this is now on your head – leader of the opposition.”
Under the negotiated amendments, a medical panel of two
doctors would assess requests for medical transfers from
Manus Island and Nauru.
The Home Affairs minister would have 72 hours to make a
decision on whether to agree to a medical transfer. ■

In a Newshub Reid-Research poll, National Party leader Simon
Bridges’ popularity has fallen to 5 per cent, while Ms Collins
rose to 6.2 per cent in the preferred prime minister rankings.
She said despite the poll she was focused on doing her job
and not taking the leadership.
“We don’t want to have years and years of chopping and
changing like Labour did,” she said.
“I think one of the big things people expect from us and
certainly our voters expect from us is that we get on with the
job and that’s exactly what I’m doing.”
Collins was working on “holding the government to account
on housing, urban development and RMA”, she said.
“The fact is we are working very well as a team and
leadership is always an issue for caucus and they have made
their decision,” she said.
“I’m just getting on doing my job. I’ve always taken the view
that whatever job I have been given in parliament I will do it to
the best of my ability. That’s what I’m doing.”
While the result was flattering, it was only a poll, she said.
“I’ve been around long enough to know they come up and
they go down and I just never get that excited,” Collins said.
The point at which a leader lost their mandate to lead was
up to the caucus, she said.
“My view is [caucus has] made their decision and I’m just
doing my job,” Collins said.
Asked if she thought the National Party would be better off
with her as leader, Collins said: “My opinion is I have to do my
job and that’s what I’m doing and as for the leader the caucus
has voted for the leader and he is doing the very best job
that he can. And it’s a very tough job ... and people should not
underestimate how hard that role is.” ■
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