
ATHENS: Greece hit back yesterday at threats from
some EU states to suspend it from the Schengen zone
of open border travel because of its failure to control
large numbers of migrants entering Europe. Some
central European officials, most prominently Slovak
Prime Minister Robert Fico, have suggested excluding
Greece from Schengen. Diplomats and European
Union officials say some governments have raised the
possibility informally but it would be a largely symbol-
ic move, with little impact on migration. 

“It is not said officially, but there is pressure,” Greek
Migration Minister Yannis Mouzalas told reporters,
denying a Financial Times report on Wednesday that
Athens had, among other things, refused an EU offer
of devices designed to share the identity data of
incoming migrants around the bloc. “These are very
common lies for Greece ... This blame game towards
our country is unfair,” he said.

The Financial Times said Luxembourg Foreign
Minister Jean Asselborn had conveyed a suspension
warning on a visit to Athens this week, but Mouzalas
and a spokeswoman for Asselborn denied the report.
Several diplomats said it had not been formally dis-
cussed by EU governments. “We are working to main-
tain Schengen and make it work properly,” an EU offi-
cial said. “The moment of truth will be the December

European Council,” the official said, referring to the
next meeting of EU leaders in Brussels in two weeks’
time.

Clashes erupted on the Greek-Macedonian border
on Tuesday when Macedonian riot police fired tear gas
to repel up to 1,000 mostly Pakistani migrants trying to
force their way across a newly erected border fence, a
Reuters witness said. One Macedonian officer fired
warning shots in the air. Frustration has risen in recent
weeks in the European Commission, the EU executive
charged with ramping up controls on the external bor-
ders, and among EU governments that Greece is fail-
ing to make use of available EU funds and personnel to
ensure people arriving in the Schengen area are docu-
mented.

With no land borders with the rest of the 26-nation
Schengen area, Greece has allowed hundreds of thou-
sands of people, many of them Syrian refugees, to trav-
el from its islands off the Turkish coast across Greece to
the northern border with non-EU Macedonia as they
head for Germany. Mouzalas said that as long as
Turkey did not shut down people smugglers operating
on its coastline, Athens could not stop frail boats
packed with refugees from landing on Greek islands in
the Aegean Sea. He said he had taken EU ambassadors
out to sea to watch arrivals and asked what Athens

should do. “They don’t dare to ask us ‘drown them’, but
if you do push-back on a plastic boat in the middle of
the sea with 50 or 70 refugees aboard, you’re asking
me to drown them,” the minister said.

‘Tool’ to push Greece
EU diplomats said suspending Greece from the

open-border rules - activating Article 26 of the
Schengen treaty so that people arriving at ports and
airports from Greece were treated as coming from out-
side the Schengen zone - could be discussed at a
meeting of EU interior ministers on Friday. However,
some also said that Greece appeared to be moving
now to implement EU measures to control migrants
and so a common front against Athens was unlikely as
early as this week.

“It’s a tool for pushing Greece to accept EU help,”
one senior diplomat said. Since migrants and refugees
have rarely used airlines or international ferries, the
main impact of other Schengen states imposing pass-
port checks on arrivals from Greece would be on
Greeks and tourists who are vital to the Greek econo-
my. Another senior EU diplomat said: “The Greek posi-
tion is moving in the necessary direction.” As a result, a
discussion of suspension from Schengen this week
may not be needed. — Reuters

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

BRUSSELS: NATO invited tiny Montenegro yesterday to
join the military alliance in its first expansion since
2009, defying Russian warnings that enlargement of
the US-led bloc further into the Balkans is “irresponsi-
ble” action that undermines trust. In a scripted session
at NATO’s headquarters in Brussels, Montenegro’s
Foreign Minister Igor Luksic strode into the imposing
conference hall to loud applause from his peers as
NATO chief Jens Stoltenberg declared: “This is the
beginning of a very beautiful alliance.”

US Secretary of State John Kerry said the decision to
invite Montenegro was not directed at Russia. “NATO is
not a threat to anyone ... it is a defensive alliance, it is
simply meant to provide security,” Kerry told a news
conference. “It is not focused on Russia or anyone else.”
NATO diplomats said the decision sends a message to
Moscow that it does not have a veto on the alliance’s
eastwards expansion, even if Georgia’s membership bid
has been complicated by its 2008 war with Russia.
Moscow opposes any NATO extension to former com-
munist areas of eastern and southeastern Europe, part
of an east-west struggle for influence over former
Soviet satellites that is at the centre of the crisis in
Ukraine. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said in
September that any expansion of NATO was “a mistake,
even a provocation”.  In comments to Russian media

then, he said NATO’s so-called open door policy was “an
irresponsible policy that undermines the determina-
tion to build a system of equal and shared security in
Europe.” RIA news agency cited a Russian senator as
saying yesterday that Russia will end joint projects with
Montenegro if the ex-Communist country joins the
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. The Adriatic state of
650,000 people is expected to become a member for-
mally next year. Viktor Ozerov, head of the Russian
Federation Council’s defense and safety committee,
said the projects which could be axed included those in
military areas, RIA reported.

NATO foreign ministers broke off practical coopera-
tion with Russia in April last year after Moscow annexed
Ukraine’s Crimea peninsula and sparked the conflict in
eastern Ukraine that has killed more than 8,000 people.
They can still talk to Russia through political and mili-
tary channels, however. Still, NATO allies are divided
over what message to send to Georgia over its long-
delayed membership bid, with some European capitals
arguing the alliance would be unable to defend the ex-
Soviet state in the event of a conflict with Russia.

‘Blatant’ contradiction
Those difficulties were underlined by a foreign min-

isters’ joint statement that provided little momentum in

Georgia’s membership talks. Ministers repeated their
long-held position that Tbilisi must continue to prepare
for membership one day, calling for Russia’s military to
withdraw from Georgia’s breakaway regions of South
Ossetia and Abkhazia. Russia’s continued presence
there and agreements signed between Russia and the
two regions “blatantly contradict the principles of inter-
national law,” the statement said. NATO’s founding
treaty deems an attack against one ally an attack
against all, giving any member a guarantee of protec-
tion.  But Georgia, which is a partner but not an ally,
does not qualify for any such protection.

NATO membership is also dependent on a country
settling any outstanding territorial disputes - another
big hurdle for Georgia. After Albania and Croatia joined
NATO in 2009, only Serbia, Russia’s closest ally in the
Balkans, is the only Balkan country not actively pursu-
ing membership of the alliance. Foreign ministers sig-
naled support for Macedonia and Bosnia and
Herzegovina, but neither are expected to join soon.
Even though Montenegro has now been invited, it
could take months for it formally to join. But
Stoltenberg said he expected accession talks to go
quickly, suggesting that the small Balkan state might
become a member at the next summit of NATO leaders
in July in Warsaw. — Reuters

NATO invites Montenegro to 

join alliance, defying Russia
NATO Balkan expansion seen by Russia as provocation

BRUSSELS: Montenegro’s Foreign Minister Igor Luksic (at table, 2nd right) delivers a speech next to Defense Minister
Milica Pejanovic (3rd right) after Montenegro was welcomed as a NATO new member, during a NATO ministerial meet-
ing at the organization’s headquarters in Brussels yesterday. — AFP 
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NAIROBI: Eritrea’s claims it has ended
indefinite national service are untrue
and refugees arriving in Europe should
not be labeled economic migrants,
Amnesty International said in a report
Wednesday, warning of “persistent
atrocities” in the Horn of Africa coun-
try. Refugees from the repressive Red
Sea state make up the third-largest
number of people risking the danger-
ous journey to Europe after Syrians
and Afghans, running a gauntlet of
ruthless people smugglers to make
the treacherous Mediterranean cross-
ing.

There was no immediate response
from Asmara to Amnesty’s report, but
Eritrea has defended the conscriptions
from which some 5,000 people flee
each month, saying it has “no other
choice” given the threat from long-
standing enemy Ethiopia. Amnesty
dismissed Asmara’s claims it had limit-
ed compulsory military service to 18
months, an announcement seized on
by some in Europe to argue that
Eritreans can now safely be sent home.
“Conscription continues to be indefi-
nite for a high proportion of conscripts
and sometimes lasts for decades,”
London-based Amnesty said in the
report.

“The situation facing conscripts in
Eritrea is desperate, and exposes the
lie behind claims made by certain host
countries that most Eritreans arriving
at their borders are economic
migrants,” Michelle Kagari, Amnesty’s
deputy regional director for east Africa
said. “These people, many of them
children, are refugees fleeing a system
that amounts to forced labor on a
national scale.” The report, titled “Just
Deserters: Why indefinite national
service in Eritrea has created a genera-
tion of refugees,” describes the condi-
tions that drive Eritreans to leave
despite the fact the country is not at
war. Those interviewed recounted how
the relatives of refugees who fled were
sometimes arrested, to try force those
who left to return and face punish-
ment themselves.   

Perpetual forced labor
During service, families are split,

conscripts are “abysmally paid” and
leave is often withheld for years, it
added. Rule breakers can be incarcer-

ated in “underground cells or in ship-
ping containers.” Those who escape
describe crawling under razor wire,
tiptoeing across minefields or sneak-
ing past armed border guards in their
bid for freedom. In the past, entire
Eritrean football teams have abscond-
ed while playing in tournaments
abroad and fighter jet pilots have
escaped in their aircraft. “Eritrea is
haemorrhaging its youth. Children are
walking alone, often without telling
their parents, to other countries, to
avoid lives of perpetual forced labor
on low pay with no education or work
opportunities,” Kagari said. “That they
choose to undertake such precarious
and unsafe journeys to supposed safe
havens reflects the gravity of the
human rights violations they would
face if they stayed at home.”

‘Defend its independence’
Under Eritrean law, conscription is

limited to 18 months, but Asmara says
it has to rely on its people to defend it
from Ethiopia, from whom it broke
away from in 1991 after a brutal 30-
year independence struggle. The two
countries fought a war between 1998
and 2000. Troops still eyeball each oth-
er along the frontier, with Ethiopian
soldiers defying an international ruling
that they should leave Eritrean land.
Eritrea was “left with no other choice
but to rely on its population to defend
its independence and sovereignty,” the
government said in June.

The Amnesty report, based on
interviews with 72 Eritreans who fled
the country since mid-2014, said
Asmara’s change of policy was just
rhetoric. “There have been no dis-
cernible changes... conscription into
National Service continues to be
extended indefinitely and conscripts
continue to be deployed in a range of
civilian as well as military roles,” the
report read.  “The system therefore
continues to amount to forced labor,
in violation of international law.”
Sending Eritreans back would see
them locked up in dire conditions at
home, Amnesty added. “Those who try
to escape are arbitrarily detained,” the
report read. “The same fate would like-
ly befall those forcibly returned from
overseas upon the rejection of their
asylum applications.”— AFP 
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Greece under pressure over 

migrants; EU weighs threat
Clashes erupt between refugees, Macedonian police 

THE VATICAN: (From left) Italian journalists Gianluigi Nuzzi and Emiliano Fittipaldi,
public relations expert Francesca Chaouqui and Monsignor Angelo Lucio Vallejo
Balda sit during their trial inside the Vatican. — AP 

Vatileaks scandal broadens, 

embroils Berlusconi brothers

ROME: A Vatican leaks scandal that was
already rich in claims of sex, scheming and
spying has widened to embroil Silvio
Berlusconi and add allegations of black-
mail and computer hacking to the mix.
Former Prime Minister Berlusconi denied
late Tuesday that he had had any contact
with Francesca Chaouqui, an ex-PR con-
sultant to the Vatican who is one of five
people, including two journalists, on trial
over the leaking of classified Holy See doc-
uments.

Berlusconi issued the denial after it
emerged that his brother Paolo, a newspa-
per publisher, had been named in an
Italian investigation into Chaouqui and
her husband Corrado Lanino which is sep-
arate from but related to the Vatican case.
Prosecutors suspect that Chaouqui
attempted to pressure Paolo Berlusconi
into sacking the newspaper Il Giornale’s
Vatican correspondent Fabio Marchesi
Ragona by threatening to expose Silvio for
supposedly holding a secret account at
the Vatican bank.

Silvio Berlusconi’s lawyer Niccolo
Ghedini said his client was never informed
of such a threat. “Besides, it would have
been impossible to make any ‘demands’
since there is no possible link between
President Berlusconi and Vatican affairs or
the Vatican bank,” he said. Prosecutors sus-
pect the alleged attempt to blackmail
Paolo Berlusconi into silencing a journalist
whose reports had embarrassed Chaouqui
reflected a pattern of behavior in which
she used her status as a Vatican insider to
secure favors or to provide contacts with
access to high-ranking Vatican officials.

Conspiracy
I taly ’s financial police raided

Chaouqui’s Rome flat on Tuesday evening,

seizing papers and computers. According
to media reports, her husband is also
under investigation, suspected of using
his computer hacking skills to assist his
wife. Prosecutors were alerted to
Chaouqui’s allegedly illicit conduct as they
looked into another scandal to hit the
Church, related to the sale of the 14th-
century San Girolamo castle in Narni,
Umbria.

Italian Archbishop Vincenzo Paglia is
suspected of conspiring with local officials
to buy the castle from the town council at
an artificially low price with the intention
of later selling it at its true value several
years later. Chaouqui is due to give evi-
dence in the Vatican leaks trial when it
resumes on Monday. The case was
adjourned this week to give her new
lawyer more time to prepare her defense
against charges that she, Spanish
Monsignor Lucio Vallejo Balda and his
assistant conspired to leak secret docu-
ments to which they had access as mem-
bers of an economic reform commission
appointed by Pope Francis.

The documents provide evidence of
mismanagement in Vatican spending and
some elements of corruption and were
used as the basis of books by the two
investigative journalists who are also on
trial. The Vatican has been widely criticized
for pursuing the prosecution of the
reporters in a case that has generated
many embarrassing headlines for the Holy
See. The latest came earlier this week
when it emerged that Vallejo Balda had
made a statement saying he leaked the
documents under Chaoquita’s influence
and that he had been sorely tempted to
break his vow of celibacy as a result of her
sexual advances. She has rubbished his
claims. — AFP Migrants wait to enter the refugee camp after crossing the Greek-Macedonian border, near Gevgelija yesterday.— AFP 


