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Civilians scrambling to evacuate say ‘missiles fell like rain’ as Israel
carries out ‘targeted’ strikes and rejects ceasefire deal agreed by
Hamas - while UN warns of ‘darkest days’ with vital aid choked off
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[t Rafah is attacked, Israel
will have nothing to show
for its unwinnable war

[t is said that Benjamin Netanyahu is in something of a dilemma

regarding his planned attack on Rafah. On the one side is the
intense pressure on him exerted by President Biden; Israel’s
remaining friends and potential allies in the region; the EU and
the UK; the rest of the international community; the judges at
the International Court of Justice; the Pope; much of Israeli
public opinion desperate for a hostage deal; and, for what it is
worth to him, the Palestinian people who happen to co-habit
that part of the Middle East.

This global coalition, without exception, is begging the Israeli
government not to go ahead, with the inevitable loss of life
among civilians, including children, and ever-deepening
humanitarian crisis. That, according to the aid agencies,
includes the spread of disease and a man-made famine. As ever,
there lurks the possibility of renewed direct confrontation with
[ran, not to mention Hezbollah, Houthi rebels and other
members of the “axis of resistance”.

On the other side, we find Mr Netanyahu’s hardline Israeli
nationalist political allies, their supporters, a minority in the
country, and the prime minister’s short-term political future. It
is his own awkward political partners who can summarily
remove Mr Netanyahu from office; not even the United States
can do that. The abandonment of his coalition allies is a risk to
his career that Mr Netanyahu cannot take.

His working assumption, and best chance of survival, he thinks,
is to flatten the remainder of Gaza, claim that Hamas has been
defeated (which no terrorist group really can be), declare victory
and appeal to the Israeli electorate for support.

At the moment, with the hostages still firmly in Hamas’s hands,
he is too unpopular for even he, the great survivor, to avoid
political disaster. He needs a nominal victory, no matter how
pyrrhic.

An angry Joe Biden could scale back US financial and military
support, but that wouldn’t make much immediate difference on
the ground; and, as Mr Biden himself acknowledges, when push
comes to shove, the US will always have Israel’s back.



Abandonment of such an ally is not an option. Mr Netanyahu
knows that, and ruthlessly abuses US faithfulness. What role, if
any, Mr Netanyahu’s conscience plays in such calculations
cannot be speculated.

And so Mr Netanyahu presses on. He has reacted cooly to the
latest Egyptian ceasefire proposal, accepted by Hamas, which
would see the return of hostages and open up the possibility of a
more sustained peace - but would not necessarily give him the
opportunity to “win” his war. His aims and intentions have long
been clear, albeit somewhat postponed during the period of
Ramadan.

[sraeli tanks are already in situ at the Rafah border, with all that
entails, symbolically and practically. Aid will now find it even
more difficult to get through - and refugees have an even greater
struggle to get out. Predictably, the Israeli Defence Forces have
advised (ie, ordered) civilians to relocate yet again, either to a
stretch of land on the coast, or to the already destroyed town of
Khan Younis. Well over a million people are in the firing line of a
renewed Israeli air bombardment and land assault with heavy
armour.

Thus there is a depressing sense of inevitability about events,
even though a ceasefire could prove a turning point - and not
just in this war, but in the quest for peace to which all parties
must one day return. Eventually, the fighting will end and the
demolition of Gaza will stop, if only because there is nothing left
to destroy.

At that point, we may be reliably sure of three things. First,
there is no guarantee that Hamas, or some similar group, will
not launch another terrorist atrocity like the one on 7 October.
Second, we know that relations between Israel and powerful
neighbours such as Turkey and Saudi Arabia, the necessary
context for regional stability, will remain difficult.

Third, and most pertinent to Mr Netanyahu, more innocent
hostages (a variety of nationalities) will lose their lives, including
from aerial bombings by the IDF. Almost entirely
counterproductive, Mr Netanyahu will have little to show for the
way he has conducted this unwinnable war.
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(Gaza aid 1s ‘choked oft’ as
[srael seizes Rafah crossing

‘Fire of hell’ rains down on civilians scrambling to evacuate

Israeli tanks gather yesterday at an undisclosed location near the border (EPA)

BEL TREW
NEDAL HAMDOUNA

Gaza has entered the “darkest days of a seven-month nightmare”
UN officials have said, warning that vital aid is being “choked
off” after Israeli forces and tanks seized control of the main aid
crossing in Rafah.



Civilians in the border city, which is sheltering more than 1.4
million mostly displaced families, likened the bombardment to
“the fire of hell” as “missiles fell like rain” while they scrambled
to evacuate following orders from the Israeli military.

Despite pleas from its closest allies to hold off, Israel moved its
tanks into east Rafah and captured the border crossing early
yesterday morning, in what it called a “limited” operation meant
to kill fighters and dismantle infrastructure used by Hamas
militants. Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu called it
an “important step” toward dismantling Hamas.

The move by Israel came hours after Hamas announced it had
accepted an Egyptian-Qatari mediated ceasefire and hostage
proposal. Mr Netanyahu said that the proposal fell far short of
[srael’s “essential” demands. Negotiations for a truce in Cairo
are ongoing — with Israel saying it had sent officials to the
Egyptian capital - but on a knife edge.

In Gaza, the UN warned that a full-scale assault on the area and
continued closure of Rafah and Kerem Shalom crossings would
have a “catastrophic” impact on hundreds of thousands of
people mostly living in the tents there.

The UN’s Palestinian refugee agency, UNRWA, warned it had
less than a day’s worth of fuel, needed to power trucks, the
remaining hospitals, as well as water and sewage pumps. Jens
Laerke, the spokesperson for the UN’s humanitarian office, said
the closures were the most effective way to put the aid response
“In 1ts grave”.

“Rafah and Kerem Shalom are main arteries of the humanitarian
operation for not only Rafah but the entire Gaza strip, and have
been currently choked off completely. That is catastrophic,” he
told The Independent. “There are very little in terms of
stockpiles inside Gaza. There were still vastly inadequate
amounts of aid coming into Gaza. The aid comes in and is
distributed pretty much immediately.”



A Palestinian family flee Rafah yesterday (AFP/Getty)

He said the start of the ground assault in Rafah was devastating
for civilians who had nowhere to go as most of the strip had
been “bombed into moonscapes” and was littered with
unexploded ordinances. “This is one of the worst mornings of
this seven-month nightmare. |On Monday|, we saw pictures of
people celebrating |and| dancing in the streets. There was a
glimmer of hope that finally we have a ceasefire, then just a few
hours later, no. It’s soul-crushing. These are very dark days.”

Civilians in Rafah told 7/e Independent they experienced “the
most difficult night” of bombing since the war erupted seven
months ago. “It was like the fire of hell. I saw missiles fall like
rain. Rockets with a very terrifying sound. Their bodies were still
lying in the streets. There was continuous artillery shelling and
airstrikes,” said Abu Yahya Zoroub, 37, who was near the
crossing when Israel forces pushed in. He said people were
calling for help but it was near impossible for ambulances and
first responders to reach the areas.

Food prices, meanwhile, have more than doubled, and families
scrambled to evacuate — some walking, some using donkey carts
and some in the backs of trucks. “There will be a famine here,”

Mr Zoroub added.

[srael has launched its most ferocious ever bombardment of
Gaza and imposed a crippling siege in retaliation for Hamas’s
bloody 7 October attack on southern Israel. Around 1,200



people were killed in the Hamas attack, while another 250 were
taken hostage, including toddlers.

The Palestinian health ministry says Israel’s bombing has killed
nearly 35,000 people, the majority of them women and children.
The UN says restrictions on aid have created a “man-made
famine” with half the 2.3 million strong population of the strip at
catastrophic levels of hunger. That is only expected to worsen if
[srael escalates its ground offensive in Rafah, which Mr
Netanyahu said is the last holdout for Hamas militants and an
essential part of their battle for “victory”.

The Israeli military said its ground troops on Monday night
“began a precise counterterrorism operation” based on
intelligence that indicated Hamas was using Rafah for “terrorist
purposes’.

The UN’s secretary general, Antonio Guterres, appealed to
[srael and Hamas to spare no effort to get a truce deal and
warned Israel that a full assault on Rafah would “be a strategic
mistake, a political calamity, and a humanitarian nightmare”.

“It would be tragic if weeks of intense diplomatic activity for
peace in Gaza, yield no ceasefire. No release of hostages. And a
devastating offensive in Rafah,” he said.

On Tuesday, the Palestinian Authority called on the United
States to “intervene immediately” to prevent Israel from
invading Rafah, the official Palestinian Wafa news agency said.




Palestinians inspect damage from Israeli bombs in Rafah’s Tal

al-Sultan district in the Gaza Strip (AFP/Getty)
Talks were also continuing in Cairo for a ceasefire and hostage
deal that could see in the first phase at least 33 Israeli hostages
released in exchange for the release of hundreds Palestinian
prisoners. Sources close to the negotiations told 7/e
Independent that they had “cautious optimism” that a deal would
eventually be signed, as the current proposal Hamas agreed to
on Monday was based on a previous proposal drafted by Israel in
late April. Some sticking points including the use of the word
“ceasefire” in the document had been resolved.

But others were still being battled out in the Egyptian capital -
including the duration of the first phase and the fact that the
deal would see female soldiers released too late in the process.
Pressure is mounting from Israel’s closest ally, the US. T/e
Independent understands that president Joe Biden had a tough
call with Mr Netanyahu where Washington made it clear the
Rafah offensive had to end and a hostage deal be signed.

A State Department spokesperson said in an email yesterday:
“We continue to believe that a hostage deal is in the best
interest of the Israeli and the Palestinian people; it would bring
an immediate ceasefire and allow increased humanitarian
assistance into Gaza.”

In the interim, Rafah and Kerem Shalom crossings remain
closed, crippling the humanitarian response. Tamara al-Rifae,
spokesperson for UNRWA, said that the agency’s most
immediate concern was fuel for the delivery of aid, for hospitals,
and for the water supply.

“As of yesterday, we had one day’s worth of operations with the
fuel that we had. Because of the scarcity, the trickle of aid that's
been going in, we do not have stockpiles of emergency aid
supplies ready to be deployed as a contingency.” She added: “We
are talking about aid into Gaza being strangled.”

A World Health Organization spokesperson said that the Rafah
border crossing was also closed for the evacuation of sick and
injured patients. Palestinian health officials said yesterday that



140 wounded and sick people were supposed to cross from Gaza
into Egypt today but were barred from doing so.

Mahmoud Gaith, 50, who fled eastern Rafah overnight, said
there were “intense belts of fire” - when multiple bombs are
dropped at the same time - as well as hundreds of artillery and
air raids.

“Last night was one of the most difficult nights we have had
since 7 October. They did not give people a chance to evacuate,”
he said as he fled northwest. “Now I do not know where my
family will go. There is no safe place to move to. All areas are
vulnerable to danger; even safe places do not have the
necessities to live in; otherwise, they are full of displaced
people.”

There is also growing concern among the families of the
remaining 130 hostages, who are still believed to be in the
besieged strip. On Monday night, families of the hostages
gathered outside the Israeli military headquarters in Tel Aviv
demanding a ceasefire and the immediate return of their loved
ones. “This is the time to exert your influence on the Israeli
government and all other parties concerned to ensure that the
agreement comes through which will finally bring all our loved
ones home,” they said in a statement.

Gil Dickmann, whose cousin Carmel, 39, is among the dozens
of hostages still held in Gaza, told The Independent that families
were sending a clear message to the Israeli war cabinet. “The
ball is in your court. Sign the deal and bring them home now,”

he said.
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How far will hardliners get
Netanyahu to go in Rafah?
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Benjamin Netanyahu will have to choose between right-wingers in his coalition, who want Hamas
to be crushed, and President Biden, who wants a truce (Reuters)

KIM SENGUPTA
WORLD AFFAIRS EDITOR

Speaking recently in Tel Aviv, a close ally of Benjamin
Netanyahu declared it would be “unthinkable” not to carry out a

military offensive in Rafah to crush Hamas even if further
hostage releases take place. This is what appears to be unfolding

on the ground now.



An imperative for moving into Rafah, said the very senior
official, was the suspicion that Hamas was using tunnels in the
area to smuggle weapons into Gaza with senior commanders
directing the conflict from the city.

Yesterday morning, 12 hours after sealing off the border to Egypt
with an armoured column, the Israeli military announced that it
had already located three such tunnels, and expected to find
more of them. A hunt, they continued, was underway to track
down Yahya Sinwar and Mohammed Deif, the two Hamas chiefs
who are yet to be killed or captured seven months into the war.

[srael has faced insistent demands from the US and other
Western countries including the UK, Sunni Arab states with
which it wants to build relations, as well as the UN and aid
agencies to stop an offensive into Rafah - an attack which could
lead to a humanitarian catastrophe to add to the terrible
suffering in Gaza, where the death toll has risen to almost
35,000.

Netanyahu’s government has steadfastly rejected the calls to
desist. It has, at the same time, attended the interminable
ceasefire negotiations in Doha and now Cairo. Time has been an
important factor in this. The latest round, in the Egyptian
capital, was expected to go on for some while, scope enough for
the Rafah mission to get underway.

Netanyahu’s announcement that the Rafah offensive would go
ahead even if there was a truce made the chances of an
agreement seem distant, as did a rocket attack on Rafah on the
same day by Hamas which killed four Israeli soldiers, followed
by Israeli air strikes in which 19 Palestinians died.
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Rafah has already suffered significant destruction (AP)

Hamas, it was believed, would be unable to agree to the terms
on offer. All this was turned on its head on Monday when Hamas
announced that it had accepted the deal and the ball was now
very much in Israel’s court. There was an immediate call from
Arab states for Israel to follow suit. The Biden administration
expressed cautious approval, saying it was waiting for further
details.

The devil was in the detail, and the details themselves were
uncertain. What exactly had Hamas agreed to?

According to one account, the militant group accepted an initial
month-long ceasefire during which 33 Israeli hostages in Gaza
would be freed in return for Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails,
including those serving life sentences after being convicted of
terrorism and murder. A second phase in which talks would
focus on ending the war and Israeli withdrawal from Gaza; and a
final one where the subjects would be reconstruction and return
of civilians to their home areas.

The reaction by the Israeli government showed it was
unprepared for the Hamas statement. One senior official said it
was being scrutinised to see if Hamas “ was serious” about a
deal. But this was followed by a statement from Netanyahu
saying it did nothing to address core Israeli concerns.

He went on to state later that, “ending the war and leaving
Hamas intact — the State of Israel cannot accept that. We are not



prepared to accept a situation in which the Hamas brigades
come out of their bunkers, take control of Gaza again, rebuild
their military infrastructure, and return to threatening the
citizens of Israel.”

The Netanyahu government is sending a delegation to the talks
in Cairo. But, as an Israeli official told Reuters “this delegation is
made up of mid-level envoys. Were there a credible deal in the
offing, the principals would be heading the delegation.”

Hard-right ministers in Netanyahu’s right-wing governing
coalition condemned the despatch to the talks. Bezalel
Smotrich, the finance minister, said: “Sending the delegation to
Cairo is a mistake and falls into the manipulative trap set by
Hamas together with Qatar and Egypt. This is the time to press
more and more on the neck of Yahya Sinwar and Hamas until
they are destroyed. You must not give in to international
pressure and you must not stop until victory and the submission
of the enemy.”

Netanyahu, as has been mentioned often, depends on the
support of people like Smotrich and Itamar Ben-Gvir, the
security minister, for his government’s survival. But how far
does he go to placate them?

Dennis Ross, a former US Middle East envoy, pointed out that
others in the government may leave if Netanyahu continues to
block a deal. “That doesn’t bring the government down the way
Smotrich and Ben-Gvir would, but it may set in motion a set of
events in Israel that I think could put the government at risk. At
a certain point, he needs to choose Biden over Ben-Guvir, he
needs to choose the hostages over Smotrich,” he said.

Some Israeli officials hold that the US was aware of the
proposals that Egypt and Qatar had put forward to Hamas, but
had failed to brief Israel before the Palestinian group accepted
them. They further claim that the Americans had encouraged
Hamas to believe that a hostage deal will lead to the end of the
war.

The State Department denied this. It said in a statement: “We
continue to believe that a hostage deal is in the best interest of



the Israeli and the Palestinian people; it would bring an
immediate ceasefire and allow increased humanitarian
assistance into Gaza.”

Families of hostages have been holding protest marches and
pressing the government to accept a ceasefire in return for the
captives being freed.

Sharone Lifschitz, whose 83-year-old father Oded is among
those being held, said: “If it doesn’t happen now, it is going to
take very long. We know some of them are dead, we know that
they are in harm’s way every day and every hour. We need to
find a way to negotiate long-term deals to provide the security of
citizens of Israel and Palestine. I urge the government to do all it
can to bring back our people.”

[t seems unlikely for now that pressure, external or internal, will
stop Benjamin Netanyahu’s government from embarking on the
Rafah offensive unless there is a sudden breakthrough in the
talks. But, as the last 24 hours have shown, hopes of peace
breaking out can be dashed just as suddenly.
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Labour questions arms sales
to Israel amid Rafah crisis

"
-

David Lammy made it clear to Tory deputy foreign secretary Andrew Mitchell that a ban should
now be on the table (PA)

DAVID MADDOX
POLITICAL EDITOR

David Lammy moved Labour closer to calling for an outright ban
on arms sales to Israel as the row over the Middle East crisis
exploded in the House of Commons. With Labour under
pressure from its own MPs and activists to take a harder line



against Israel on the humanitarian crisis in Gaza, Mr Lammy
used an urgent question to ratchet up his party’s position.

[t follows concerns in the party leadership that Muslims and
others are not voting Labour because of its position on the
conflict. But with Israeli tanks moving on Rafah, Mr Lammy
made it clear to Tory deputy foreign secretary Andrew Mitchell
that banning arms sales to Israel should now be on the table.

He said: “The French government said the forced displacement
of any civilian population is a war crime. Does the minister

agree? Hamas is a terrorist organisation, its cowardly tactics are
reprehensible but that does not stop Israel’s obligation to follow
the rules of war or the government’s obligation on arms exports.

“Can the minister say why he thinks an attack on Rafah does not
present a clear risk of a serious breach of international
humanitarian law? Can he confirm whether he has received any
assessment that the threshold has already been met.”

I(Vlit;:hell voiced concerns about the current situation in Gaza
PA

The shadow foreign secretary had condemned Hamas’s
terrorism as well as the military action of Israel, including
bombing tightly populated areas. But an intense session in the
Commons saw anger on both sides with the left of the Labour
Party pressurising for a ban on arms sales but the right of the
Tories demanding that the government supports Israel’s
attempts to “eliminate Hamas”.



Rightwing former home secretary Suella Braverman drew cries
of anger when she intervened demanding full support for Israel’s
hardline actions. She said: “Yesterday I met with survivors of the
Nova festival massacre. I met with people who fought single-
handedly for hours against brutal Hamas terrorists.

“We all want peace but sometimes countries must fight for
peace. Israel has a right to defend herself and a duty to protect
her people from the brutal terrorism cult of Hamas. Will you
confirm that the British government will maintain its steadfast
and resolute support for Israel as she finishes the job to
eliminate Hamas from Gaza?”

The Conservative MP for Bracknell James Sunderland said:
“Given the increasing compression of that population in Rafah
in a much, much smaller geographical area, the need for
precision, restraint and proportionality from the Israelis is ever
more acute.” He added that “everything possible to convince the

[sraelis of the need to preserve the sanctity of human life”
should be done.

Rochdale MP George Galloway, who recently won a by-election
on the Gaza issue, said the government is not doing all it can
over the Gaza conflict and called for an export ban on weapons
to Israel. The Workers Party of Britain MP said: “The situation
has escalated, but the government’s response remains the same.”
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An Israeli tank near the border with the Gaza Strip (AP)



He continued: “There are 600,000 child hostages in Rafah
alone. There is no proof of life from them, but millions of our
people are watching on their phone today the proof of death and
mutilation of many of them. The government say they are doing
everything they can but they are not because you could now stop
sending weapons to the people who are raining down this death
and misery. And the Labour Party could actually ask you too, but

didn’t.”

Mr Mitchell said: “The policies we are pursuing are long term
and they are designed to tackle the evils that have been so
clearly set out this afternoon in the House.” He added that the
UK has been helping children in Gaza through medical aid,
including through its field hospital near the city.

Jess Phillips, Labour MP for Birmingham, Yardley, told the
Commons: “What he is saying, between the lines, is that Israel
has currently breached the rule that the UK has set. And I don’t
think he wants to say it here, but that is what I am hearing, so if
there is no credible plan to move those people, and the attack is
ongoing, when can we expect if not today an update on the UK’s
position towards Israel, arms sales, and other things that have
been mentioned today from this despatch box?”

Mr Mitchell replied: “I have given her the update from the
despatch box insofar as there is an update to give. We have not
seen a credible plan for military action in Rafah so far, and
therefore we are not able to judge whether or not it will be in
accordance with international humanitarian law.”
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Protect Jewish students at

(aza protests, urges No 10

Rishi Sunak opened yesterday’s cabinet meeting by saying there had been an ‘unacceptable rise
in antisemitism on our university campuses’ (Getty)

TARA COBHAM

Universities must take “robust action” to ensure Jewish students
are not harassed, Downing Street has urged amid ongoing
protests on campuses against the war in Gaza.

The prime minister has summoned university leaders to a
meeting this week to discuss antisemitism on campuses and



ensure Jewish students are safe. The meeting comes as students
at Cambridge and Oxford universities are among the latest
protesters to set up encampments to demonstrate against the
war 1n (Gaza on campuses.

Rishi Sunak opened yesterday’s cabinet meeting by saying there
had been an “unacceptable rise in antisemitism on our
university campuses” and vice-chancellors would be meeting to
discuss “the need for our universities to be safe for our Jewish
students”, the prime minister’s official spokesperson said.

He added: “Our university campuses should be places of
rigorous debate but they should also be tolerant places where
people of all communities, particularly Jewish students at this
time, are treated with respect.”

Students march to deliver their demands to Cambridge
University as they protest against the war in Gaza (PA)

Protesters have set up tents outside universities across the UK,
including Manchester, Sheffield and Newcastle, after unrest at
similar sites in the US. Asked what the prime minister’s message
was to students involved in the protests, the spokesperson said:
“The right to free speech does not include the right to harass
people or incite violence.

“We expect university leaders to take robust action in dealing
with that kind of behaviour and that will be the subject of the
conversation in No 10 later this week to ensure a zero-tolerance
approach to this sort of behaviour is adopted on all campuses.”



Pressed on whether police should be called in to clear protest
camps, the spokesperson said: “We want to see university
leaders taking a robust approach to unacceptable behaviour.”

More than 100 people attended a demonstration outside King’s
College, Cambridge yesterday — where a protester with a
megaphone by the encampment led a chant of “From the river
to the sea, Palestine will be free”. Protesters with Palestine flags
and placards marched from the encampment to deliver their
demands to the University of Cambridge.

A student works on their laptop during a tent protest in
Z;uppo)rt of Palestine at King’s College Cambridge (AFP via
etty

A Cambridge student, who did not wish to be named, described
herself as “part of a global collective which is a struggle for
Palestinian liberation”. The student said the protesters were
demanding that the university “disclose all of its research
collaborations and financial ties with companies and institutions
complicit in Israel’s genocide and then to divest from these”. We
will be staying here until our demands are met,” she said.

Police cleared a pro-Palestinian tent encampment at the
University of Chicago yesterday amid tensions on US campuses
over the war in Gaza. A University and College Union
spokesperson said: “It has been shocking to witness militarised
police forces invited onto campuses in the United States to
violently shut down peaceful dissent.



Demonstrators clash at an encampment at the University of
California, Los Angeles, earlier in May (AP)

“As peaceful encampments and occupations spread across
Britain, we call on vice-chancellors to take a different approach.
We are clear that antisemitism and Islamophobia have no place
on our campuses or in our society, but freedom of speech and
freedom of assembly within the law are fundamental human
rights and civil liberties which must be upheld.”

A University of Cambridge spokesperson said: “The university
is fully committed to academic freedom and freedom of speech
within the law and we acknowledge the right to protest. We ask
everyone in our community to treat each other with
understanding and empathy. Our priority is the safety of all staff
and students. We will not tolerate antisemitism, Islamophobia
and any other form of racial or religious hatred, or other
unlawful activity.”
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China hack exposes details
of 270,000 forces personnel
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The missing information includes identities and bank details of serving personnel, reservists and
veterans (Photos PA)

KIM SENGUPTA

A hacking attack on the British military by China was massive in
scale, with 270,000 serving personnel, as well as reservists and
veterans, from all three services affected.

The Special Forces have not been caught up in the breach, as
they use a different, more secure system, but it remains unclear



whether members of the Intelligence Corps, part of the army,
are among those whose personal details may have been taken.

[t is believed the hacking operation has been going on for
around three weeks but was discovered last week after
investigators started tracking “a pattern of unusual activity”.

The missing information includes identities and bank details
and in a few thousand cases, addresses and national insurance
numbers. There is no evidence, at present, that the data had
been exploited, but service personnel will be offered advice on
monitoring their accounts.

“There are indications that a malign actor has compromised the
armed forces payment network,” prime minister Rishi Sunak
told reporters during a visit to a football academy in London
yesterday.

“I do want to reassure people that the Ministry of Defence has
already taken the action of removing the network offline and

making sure that people affected are supported in the right way,”
he added.

Rishi Sunak said a ‘malign actor’ has probably compromised
the UK armed forces’ payments system

The trail so far goes back to hacking groups. And although they
have acted on behalf of the Beijing regime, security officials
point out that it could take months to establish a direct link.

Tobias Ellwood, the Conservative MP and former soldier, told
Sky News, that China “was probably looking at the financially



vulnerable with a view that they may be coerced in exchange for
cash”.

Labour’s shadow defence secretary, John Healey, said there are
“so many serious questions for the defence secretary on this,
especially from forces personnel whose details were targeted...
Any such hostile action is utterly unacceptable.”

Sir Iain Duncan Smith, the former Conservative leader, who has
been sanctioned by China, said: “This is yet another example of
why the UK government must admit that China poses a
systemic threat to the UK and change the integrated review to
reflect that. No more pretence, it is a malign actor, supporting
Russia with money and military equipment, working with Iran
and North Korea in a new axis of totalitarian states.”

A spokesperson for the Chinese embassy in London said:
“China has always upheld the principle of non-interference in
each other’s internal affairs. China has neither the interest nor
the need to meddle in the internal affairs of the UK. We urge the
relevant parties in the UK to stop spreading false information,
stop fabricating so-called China threat narratives, and stop their
anti-China political farce.”

The defence breach came just weeks after ministers accused
Beijing of being behind an attack on the UK’s voting registers,
which gave China access to the names and addresses of millions
of people.

Mr Sunak subsequently called China “the greatest state-based
challenge to our national security” and an “epoch-defining
challenge”.

Last year, the government published an updated version of its
long-term defence strategy which said the use of “commercial
spyware, ransomware and offensive cyber capabilities by state
and non-state actors has proliferated”.

In December 2023, the National Cyber Security Agency said
that Russia was responsible for “malicious cyber activity
attempting to interfere in UK politics and democratic
processes’.



Public institutions and private firms have also been targeted by
hackers demanding ransoms.
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Can Reeves tell Britain the
truth about the economy?

Rachel Reeves delivers her speech in the City of London yesterday (Getty)

SEAN O'GRADY

Rachel Reeves, the shadow chancellor, has caused a bit of a stir
by accusing the government of “gaslighting” Britain over the
economy. She told an audience in the City: “They say we’ve
turned a corner. But try telling that to the 6.4 million
households across England and Wales that last year saw their
rent increase or had to remortgage. Or the 950,000 families



whose mortgage deal is due to expire between now and January.
They say ‘the plan is working’. Is this the same plan that has
meant this is forecast to be the first parliament on record with
living standards actually lower at its end than at the start?”

In fairness, much of her speech was the usual knocking copy on
the government’s record, as opposed to a detailed plan for a
parliamentary term, let alone the “decade of renewal” she and
Keir Starmer are hoping for.

Is Rachel Reeves right about the economy?

Broadly, yes. One of the many presentational weaknesses of
recent Conservative administrations has been to overstate
Britain’s economic success, and in such a way that it creates
unhelpful dissonance between people’s day-to-day experiences
and whatever the government fancifully claims on social media
and in speeches and interviews. At least Sunak isn’t as
mindlessly boosterish as Boris Johnson.

The difference between a country in mild recession, crawling
out of such a recession, or experiencing minimal, anaemic
growth is imperceptible to the average person, so claims about
growth are bound to be viewed sceptically.

Perhaps the most glaring is inflation, where ministers
sometimes seem to suggest prices are actually falling, whereas
they are still going up albeit at a slower rate. Or the continual
boasts about “tax cuts” (ie reductions in national insurance),
which are starkly at odds with what people see in their pay
packets given the long-term freeze on tax thresholds, and
substantial hikes in council tax and poor public services. As
Reeves says: “I love a graph as much as the next person, I spent
the early part of my career looking at them obsessively. But in
the end, what success looks like is how people feel.”

That said, a professional economist such as Reeves would have
to concede that sometimes economies can be quietly improving
their underlying health, for example by diverting consumption
into investment, keeping taxes high to pay off debt, or with high
mortgage rates to choke off inflation, even though households
feel worse off in the short term.



Will she strike a chord with voters with this line of attack?

One suspects nothing Labour says or does hasn’t somehow been
tested for how it will resonate with the public, and voters tend to
like politicians who appear to be “in touch” with them and
understand how pricey their car insurance is these days and who
know how much a loaf of bread costs. That goes a long way to
enhance credibility, and having a “cabinet of millionaires” and a
prime minister whose family are near enough billionaires
doesn’t help to convince voters they understand “the problems
of people like me” as market researchers put it. Reeves sounds
more like she’s on their level, at least.

What difference would Rachel Reeves make in government?

In macroeconomic terms, not very much - and voters probably
sense this by now. All the talk about “iron clad” discipline,
ditching the infamous £28bn green energy scheme, the caution
about plans having to be fully costed and fully funded... none of
it suggests the next Labour government will be profligate, or
“hard-left maniacs” as Suella Braverman recently claimed.
Reeves has committed to abide by existing fiscal rules, and to
reinforce them by strengthening the Office for Budget
Responsibility (to avoid more disastrous Truss-style
experiments). The fact that Jeremy Hunt’s projections for debt
are based on wildly unrealistic plans for public spending seems
not to trouble Reeves or her colleagues.

Shadow ministers for major spending departments such as
health (Wes Streeting), work and pensions (Liz Kendall) and
education (Bridget Phillipson) stress reform and limit their
pledges to relatively modest specific projects linked to specific
tax measures or (though yet to be defined) savings elsewhere. Of
course, monetary policy and control of inflation will remain
firmly with the Bank of England. An aversion to re-opening
Brexit also means that that particular brake on trade, investment
and labour supply will remain a drag on growth. The constraints
on the putative new chancellor will be familiar.

So how will they achieve growth?



There will apparently be some borrowing to invest but because
it will have to be within an overall fiscal envelope, it might
amount to very little. The solution is to try to leverage private
money and relax planning rules to get things moving. As with
the present government, there will be schemes to boost Al and
similar techniques. It won’t be transformative, though; big
improvements in wages will deliver higher productivity and that
depends on commensurately higher levels of investment, both
public and private.

Will Labour raise taxes?

We won’t really know much more until the manifesto comes out,
and the full story won’t emerge until the first budget. Despite all
the complaints about this government, Reeves doesn’t seem in a
hurry to raise income tax thresholds or reverse national
Insurance cuts.

She has stated an ambition to reduce taxes for those in work,
and to abolish most of the non-dom tax perks but the rest is
frankly vague. The assumption must be that she’ll find a way to
trim the few remaining middle class tax perks, raise capital gains
tax, and impose more taxes on “unearned” income - landlords
can expect to be clobbered. One particular problem is how she’ll
manage local authorities struggling with their rising debt and
facing bankruptcy.

Are workers going to be better off?

Probably, but by how much more is difficult to say. Aside from
trends in real wages, which will not see spectacular growth,
there are rumours that Labour’s New Deal for Workers will be
subject to “consultations”. This New Deal was Angela Rayner’s
signature political achievement but this, too, seems to be subject
to the approval of the shadow chancellor. This may or may not
be good news for business investment and economic growth,
but in the short term it will mean the planned expansion of
collective bargaining rights, reversal of Tory laws on minimum
service obligations, reform of zero-hours contracts, and other
similar measures will be less ambitious than previously



expected. To take a small example, Reeves has already suggested
some zero-hours contracts may remain.

Making public sector strikes easier and more damaging would
prove a bit of a vote-loser at the election, so expect some
hedging on those workers’ rights too (indeed, given Streeting’s
aggressive talk of reform, we might even see more strikes in the
NHS). What might be more useful would be if an incoming
government implemented the Taylor review of employment
status and clarified the present tangle of differential treatment

for “employees”, “workers” and “freelance” or “self-employed”
people, both for tax and employment law purposes.

Can Labour achieve its mission of a decade of renewal?

For the majority of the population, the Britain of Starmer and
Reeves won’t feel that different to that promised by Sunak and
Hunt. Even if Labour had more radical plans, it would take years
for them to work through the system; but some critics do yearn
for something more substantial and rapid to show for a term of
Labour government than simply “SIR” — Stability, Investment
and Reform.

Reeves’s present emphasis on those basics and general caution
will make it easier for Labour to win an election, and will give
her chancellorship some principles to guide her work; but
whether it will help the party win the following election, due in
about 2028, is uncertain. Instead, Labour may have to fall back
on exaggerating a somewhat mediocre performance. Therefore,
we shall soon enough see whether Labour in power is more or
less inclined to “gaslight” Britain than the present
Conservatives.

If anyone is gaslighting
us on the economy

then it’s Reeves
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Border Force e-gates glitch
causes chaos at UK airports
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Long queues formed at Heathrow with many passengers missing connecting flights (Jane Arnold)

ALEXANDER BUTLER
SIMON CALDER

Airports across the UK have seen long queues and delays after
the country’s Border Force passport e-gates were hit by a
nationwide glitch.



Pictures on social media showed enormous queues in front of
the gates at Heathrow, Gatwick, Stansted, Luton, Edinburgh
and Manchester last night as thousands waited for their
passports to be checked.

Passenger Harmeet Singh, who arrived at Stansted yesterday
evening, described the delays as “complete madness” with no
one in charge.

He told The Independent: “We noticed huge lawless queues with
no one in charge. My wife has a back muscle injury and I asked
staff three times for a chair but they were unhelpful.

“More and more passengers arrived, the walkways to the toilets
were blocked, 10-15 disabled passengers were waiting and
unhappy. It was complete madness.”

Another passenger said he landed at Manchester Airport and
faced “huge queues” for passport control and was told the
terminal’s e-gates were down.

Mariella, a British Airways passenger from Athens, touched
down on BA637 at 8.30pm. She eventually emerged from
International Arrivals at Heathrow Terminal 5 shortly before
11pm, and told T/e Independent: “They announced that
everything was shut down, all the passports, whilst we were on
the plane.

“The told us the transit |which shuttles passengers from remote
satellites to the main building| was also not working.

“Everything was just stuck. We were ‘snailing’ like a helix. They
were just sending us all the way back, and all the way back, and
it was just crazy for two-and-a-half hours.”

When Mariella, who has an EU passport, reached the officer,
she was asked the purpose of her visit.

“That felt quite strange because it’s normally something that you
are asked at the US border so that’s a first. Everybody queueing
up was in good spirits, though, because we knew we were stuck.
They were handing water to people.”



“People lost their connection flights and had to go to the hotels
to sleep for the night.”

Simon Calder, The Independent’s travel correspondent, said:
“The e-gates are a critical component of the UK Border Force
operation at London Heathrow and all major airports — as well as
the Eurostar terminal at Paris Gare du Nord.

“A large majority of inbound passengers are able to use them:
adults from the UK, the European Union, North America,
Australasia, Singapore, South Korea and Japan.

“Because most arriving travellers are processed automatically, it
allows officers to focus on individuals from other parts of the
world who need visas.

“All the staffing arrangements are made on the assumption that
e-gates will be taking care of most passengers. As we saw almost
a year ago - over the late May bank holiday weekend in 2023 -
when they fail nationwide things unravel very quickly.”

Paul Curievici, from Haslemere in Surrey, landed at Gatwick
Airport at around 7.30pm on a flight from Lyon and waited in
line for almost an hour at passport control.

The 41-year-old said: “I was a little bit resigned at what initially
looked like another British infrastructure failing, and (I had)
quite a lot of sympathy for the poor buggers furrowing their
brows and trying not to look embarrassed.”

A London Gatwick spokesperson said: “Some passengers may
experience delays at immigration due to a nationwide issue with
UK Border Force e-gates.

“Our staff are working with UK Border Force — who operate
passport control including the e-gates — to provide assistance to
passengers where necessary.”

A Heathrow spokesperson said: “Border Force is currently
experiencing a nationwide issue which is impacting passengers
being processed through the border.

“Our teams are supporting Border Force with their contingency
plans to help resolve the problem as quickly as possible and are



on hand to provide passenger welfare. We apologise for any
impact this is having to passenger journeys.”

Manchester Airport’s statement read: “We are aware of an issue
with UK Border Force’s systems across the country, affecting a
significant number of airports.

“Our resilience team and customer services colleagues are

supporting passengers while UK Border Force and the Home
Office fix the issue.”

London Stansted and Edinburgh airports also said they had been
affected by the issue.

A Home Office spokesperson said: “We are aware of a technical
issue affecting e-gates across the country. We are working
closely with Border Force and affected airports to resolve the
issue as soon as possible and apologise to all passengers for the
inconvenience caused.”
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The Tardis is in safe hands
with this debonair Doctor

Ncuti Gatwa anchors two slightly dodgy ‘Doctor Who’
episodes with his charm and style, writes Ed Power

News/ TV revi

.

The 15th Doctor’s first two trips find him making sense of talking babies and tuneless Beatles
(BBC Studios/Bad Wolf/James Pardon)
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Fittingly for a series about adventures across space and time, the
latest season of Doctor Who features an interstellar lead
performance by Ncuti Gatwa. He’s a natural as the new
custodian of the Tardis, both mischievous and mysterious, and is



by far the best thing about the BBC’s biggest franchise as former
showrunner Russell T Davies takes up the reins once again. In
fact, Gatwa’s charm proves essential in two wildly uneven
opening episodes, which suggest that Davies hasn’t quite got
back into the galaxy-hopping groove yet.

Gatwa’s Doctor feels like a greatest hits of Time Lords past. He
has inherited immediate predecessor Jodie Whittaker’s
humanity and empathy. But he also has an air of fervent
eccentricity that recalls the best of David Tennant and Peter
Capaldi (and, if we’re doing a deep dive, Fifth Doctor Peter
Davison).

The 15th Doctor also has wonderful chemistry with his assistant
Ruby Sunday (Millie Gibson). No matter how ludicrous the
storylines are (they are pretty ludicrous in these instalments),
they gel fantastically. Whovians will hope they continue to do so
following the arrival of a second companion in the next series, to
be played by ‘Furassic World Dominion’s Varada Sethu.

Above all, Gatwa has the crucial Doctor quality of being deeply
enigmatic. You never know what he’s going to do next. Nor does
Sunday. She is surprised to be whisked off to the age of the
dinosaurs as she and the Doctor begin their adventures, having
first met in last year’s excellent Christmas special.
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Some Time Lords are a work in progress. He’s the
finished article right from the jump - quirky, nattily
attired and brimming with megawatt charm
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[t’s good, giddy fun and will go down well both at home and
internationally, where Disney+ is handling distribution. Still, the
two instalments that launch the new run aren’t perfect. The
first, “Space<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>