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ROME: Italy and Austria were set for
showdown talks yesterday as Italian
politicians and media reacted furiously
to Vienna’s new anti-migrant measures
that could close the border between the
two countries. Austrian Interior Minister
Wolfgang Sobotka, who has vigorously
defended the controversial package
which was driven by a surge of the far
right, was due in Rome to explain his
government’s plans to Italian counter-
part Angelo Alfano.

Prime Minister Matteo Renzi has
warned that closing the famous Brenner
Pass in the Alps would be a “flagrant
breach of European rules” and is pushing
the European Commission to force
Austria to hold off on a move that many
fear could come to symbolise the death
of Europe’s Schengen system of open
borders. But the Vienna government is
under intense domestic pressure to stem
the volume of asylum seekers and other
migrants arriving on its soil with the far-
right surging in polls.

UN chief Ban Ki-moon hit out yester-
day at what he called “increasingly
restrictive” refugee policies in Europe,
saying he was “alarmed by the growing
xenophobia here” and elsewhere in
Europe, in a speech to the Austrian par-
liament. Wedged between the Italian
and Balkan routes to northern Europe,
Austria received 90,000 asylum requests
last year, the second highest in per capi-
ta terms of any EU country.

‘Whole world’s burden’ 
Legislation approved Wednesday by

the Austrian parliament enables the gov-
ernment to respond to spikes in migrant
arrivals by declaring a state of emer-

gency which provides for asylum seekers
to be turned away at border points. “We
cannot shoulder the whole world’s bur-
den,” Sobotka said Wednesday in
defence of a law denounced by rights
groups as a betrayal of Austria’s history
as a place of refuge, most notably for dis-
sidents fleeing the old Soviet bloc.

Some 250 police have been
deployed at the Brenner Pass and
preparations are under way for the con-
struction of a 370-metre (yard) barrier
which would be up to four metres (13
foot) high in places, that is due for com-
pletion by the end of May.

“Brenner: Vienna’s slap in the face,”
was the headline in La Stampa daily, in a
reflection of the outraged tone of virtu-
ally all the coverage. The pass is a major
transport link between southern and
northern Europe with an average of
2,500 lorries and 15,000 cars using it
every day.

Austria is preparing for a potential
closure of the pass as fears grow that
migrant arrivals in Italy could spike this
summer as a result of the effective clo-
sure of the Balkan route into Europe.

Italy insists there is no evidence of
that happening and that it is taking
steps to prevent it if it does.

Rome also maintains that the num-
bers of migrants refused asylum in
Austria and returning to Italy is rising.
According to the interior ministry, 2,051
people-mainly from Pakistan and
Afghanistan-returned to Italy in the first
four months of this year, compared with
3,143 for the whole of 2015.

Rome this week unveiled plans to
f ingerprint  migrants  crossing the
Mediterranean as soon as they are

picked up by rescue boats.

Fears of arrival spike 
There have long been tensions with

other EU countries over migrants arriv-
ing in Italy and travelling north without
being registered. If they are not regis-
tered, countries like Austria and France
and popular destination states like
Germany and Sweden do not have the
option of sending them back to Italy.
Under the EU’s much-criticised Dublin
Treaty, asylum claims must be
processed by the first country in which
refugees arrive.

Italy was warned last year by the
European Commission that it must make
its registration procedures more effi-
cient.  But Italian officials say the country
cannot cope alone with the migrant
influx. More than 350,000 people from
all over the world have reached Italy on
boats from Libya since the start of 2014,
as Europe battles its biggest migration
crisis since World War II.

Fears of a spike in arrivals have given
added urgency to attempts to find a
lasting solution to the crisis and Italy is
pushing a plan to introduce NATO naval
patrols off Libya in time for the summer-
peak season for people smuggling.
Modelled on an existing NATO operation
in waters between Turkey and Greece,
the plan has been backed by US
President Barack Obama and is expected
to be approved by alliance leaders at a
summit in Warsaw in July.

Italy has also proposed an EU-funded
scheme to offer African countries cash to
cooperate with the fast-track repatria-
tion of migrants deemed to have no
claim to asylum in Europe. — AFP

Showdown talks as Italy fumes 
over Austria migrant ‘slap’ 
Ban hits out at ‘increasingly restrictive’ refugee policies 

UK’s Labor suspends 
ex-London mayor 

over Hitler remarks
LONDON: Britain’s opposition Labor Party yesterday suspended
former London mayor Ken Livingstone after he said Adolf Hitler
supported Zionism, in a furious row over anti-Semitism that is
dividing the party.

“Ken Livingstone has been suspended by the Labor Party,
pending an investigation, for bringing the party into disrepute,” a
Labor spokesman said.

Livingstone told BBC radio: “When Hitler won his election in
1932 his policy then was that Jews should be moved to Israel. He
was supporting Zionism before he went mad and ended up killing
six million Jews”. “I have been in the Labor Party for 40 years and I
have never heard anyone say anything anti-Semitic. “I have heard
a lot of criticism for the state of Israel and its abuse of Palestinians,
but I have never heard someone be anti-Semitic,” he added.

He was defending Labor lawmaker Naz Shah, who was sus-
pended on Wednesday for sharing allegedly anti-Semitic posts on
social media amid growing claims that the party under veteran
socialist leader Jeremy Corbyn has a problem in which criticism of
Israel has strayed into anti-Semitism.

Shah told parliament’s lower House of Commons that she “pro-
foundly” regretted the posts made in 2014, before she became a
lawmaker. She shared a graphic of Israel superimposed onto the
United States under the words “Solution for Israel-Palestine
Conflict-Relocate Israel into United States”, adding the comment:
“Problem solved.”

She also used the hashtag #IsraelApartheid above a quote say-
ing “Never forget that everything Hitler did in Germany was legal”.

‘Nazi apologist’ 
More than 20 Labour MPs had earlier called on Corbyn to sus-

pend Livingstone following his BBC interview. Sadiq Khan,
Labour’s candidate to become the next London mayor, called the
remarks “appalling and inexcusable”, adding: “There must be no
place for this in our party”.

Backbench MP John Mann confronted Livingstone in a face-to-
face row caught on camera, calling him a “Nazi apologist” and a
“disgusting racist”. “He is a Nazi apologist and he’s a worse histori-
an than he is a politician,” Mann, who is to be disciplined by the
party over the confrontation, later told BBC television.

Livingstone accused Mann of going “completely over the top.”
Former party leadership contender Liz Kendall earlier tweeted that
“Ken Livingstone should be suspended”.  

She is one of many critics of Livingstone who hail from Labor’s
centrist rump, exposing the party’s deeper ideological rifts.
Livingstone-known as ‘Red Ken’ by the British media due to his far-
left views-has been a colorful and controversial personality in
British politics for decades.

In 2005, he compared a Jewish journalist to a concentration
camp guard and was suspended from office as the mayor of
London. He once called US President George W Bush “the greatest
threat to life on this planet”. Tony Blair led Labor to a general elec-
tion victory in 1997, pledging to create a directly-elected London
mayor. But the prime minister blocked Livingstone’s nomination in
2000, deeming him too left-wing. Livingstone stood as an inde-
pendent and won, although he was kicked out of Labor for run-
ning against their official candidate. He was later reinstated just
before winning his second term in 2004 despite vocal opposition
to the war in Iraq. — AFP

Russian girl, 10, flies 
without ticket or ID
MOSCOW: Russian transport police say a 10-year old girl
flew from Moscow to St Petersburg without identifica-
tion or a ticket. The incident that transport police report-
ed Wednesday raises questions about security at
Russian airports.

The girl, whose identity was not revealed, left home
for school on Tuesday and did not return. Alexander
Rzhanenkov of the St Petersburg city hall told Russian
news agencies the girl went to Moscow’s Vnukovo airport
where she mingled with a crowd boarding a flight to St
Petersburg.  The official said she boarded the plane
together with a large family with children. Police picked
her up at St Petersburg’s airport where she was wander-
ing unaccompanied. Children’s rights ombudsman Pavel
Astakhov said on Wednesday the girl’s trip sends “a seri-
ous alert sign” about airport security. — AP

People walk along rail tracks at a makeshift camp for migrants and refugees near the village of Idomeni not far from the
Greek-Macedonian border yesterday. — AFP


