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PARIS: France will put more police and sol-
diers on the streets to deter would-be mili-
tant attackers from striking during
Christmas and New Year festivities, Interior
Minister Bruno Le Roux said yesterday.

The newly appointed minister was
speaking after parliament voted overnight
to extend a state of emergency imposed
after Islamists killed 130 people in Paris in
multiple attacks just over a year ago. “The
threat is serious,” said Le Roux, who has the

power to deploy around 3,000 extra police
and soldiers during the year-end holiday
season, a peak time for party events and at
airports and railway stations. “I  want
tourists to come to the country in large
numbers and I want our fellow citizens to
be able to go out and have fun,” he told
RTL radio.

More than 230 people have been killed
in militant attacks in France over the past
two years, including 86 during this year’s

July 14 national holiday celebrations in the
Riviera resort of Nice.

France remains on high alert for more,
especially by followers of Islamic State,
whose bases in Syria and Iraq are being
bombed by French jets. The jihadist group
has called on followers to carry out attacks
on French soil.

Since last year ’s Paris attacks up to
10,000 police and soldiers have at times
been deployed to protect sensitive sites

such as synagogues, airports and stations.
The total has been pared back to around
7,000 since the end of the European soccer
championship in July.

Beyond the human toll, tourist arrivals
in France between July and September fell
10.6 percent from last year, and 18 percent
in Paris. In November, the government
announced spending of 15 million euros
($15.9 million) on cameras and other secu-
rity measures in key tourist zones.

Le Roux, appointed last week when his
predecessor Bernard Cazeneuve was made
prime minister, said 16 potential attacks
had been foiled this year thanks to extra
search and arrest powers granted to police
under emergency rule.

Lawmakers on Tuesday night extended
that state of emergency to July 2017, cov-
ering campaigning and balloting in a two-
round presidential election in which the
runoff is scheduled for May. — Reuters

France to deploy extra police, troops for festive events

DIDYMOTEICHO, Greece: This time of year, the
Evros river runs broad and icy, its banks muddy and
remote. It’s a formidable sight for migrants reach-
ing Turkey’s land border with Greece, but not for-
midable enough to stop people who have already
come so far in their bid to make it to a new life in
Europe. “It was horribly cold,” said Kevin Mohamadi,
37, an Iranian who said he crossed the river after
paying smugglers. “We were a group of 16, includ-
ing Afghan families with four children each, and
crossed in two boatloads. Then we had to walk
through forests for four hours, to avoid being
caught.”

A year after the uncontrolled influx of more
than 1 million refugees and economic migrants to
debt-hobbled Greece, this border region is again
seeing rising flows of migrants. It’s largely due to a
legal loophole: restrictions imposed in March to
curb new arrivals by sea in the Greek islands don’t
apply to the land border.

That means that anyone entering here is far
ahead of island arrivals in the queue for refugee
relocation to other European countries, and those
who do not qualify for asylum could even be spared
deportation that they would otherwise face under
the deal between the European Union and Turkey.

Discomfort and danger 
Also, despite the river crossing, the discomfort

and danger pales when compared with the sea
journey to the islands. “The refugees usually cross
in boats,” said Panagiotis Ageladarakis, mayor of
the border village of Amorio, about 1.5 kilometers
(just under a mile) from the river. “At its widest the
river is about 150 meters across, but there are nar-
rower points, and Turks ferry them over. ... Then
they walk to our villages. It’s a regular sight.”

Figures on arrivals here are far from complete.
The only statistics released are of people who are
caught with the smugglers they pay to ferry them
over the Evros, which runs along most of the 180-
kilometer (110-mile) border.  There is no informa-
tion on migrants who make it across without the
help of smugglers, nor for those who are smuggled
successfully across and taken further into Greece or
elsewhere in Europe. 

But even the few numbers that do exist show a
rapid upward trend.  About 655 people - largely
Syrians - were arrested with 33 smugglers in
October, double the figure for September.

A police official also told The Associated Press
that Greek authorities are deterring about 4,000
people a month from coming over by driving
patrol cars to the Greek side of the river when they

see a group of migrants about to cross, or calling
Turkish officials to pick them up. That’s nearly three
times the number seen in an average summer
month, even though the crossing is much easier
then because low water levels make it possible to
wade across the river.

Migrants seeking to be included in EU plans to
relocate them to other European Union countries
often immediately hand themselves over to police
and start their asylum application process.
Ageladarakis said they usually arrive early in the
mornings. “They come here to the coffee shop and
ask us to call the police,” he said.

Others, though, aim to go much further. Police
say they pay smuggling gangs 2,000-2,200 Euros
($2,100-2,300) each to be taken over the river and
then driven in small trucks or cars to the northern
city of Thessaloniki, or the capital, Athens, 1,000
kilometers (600 miles) to the southwest. Once there,
they can apply for relocation - or pay to be spirited
through the sealed Balkan borders, or for a forged
passport and a plane ticket to anywhere in Europe.

Temporary shelter 
People who cross on their own seek temporary

shelter. Their transit is marked in a disused farm
warehouse close to the railway station in the town
of Didymoteicho, where flaking brick walls are

blackened by fires lit to cheat sub-zero tempera-
tures, and discarded clothing, soiled diapers, worn-
out shoes and toothbrushes litter the floor.

Paschalis Syritoudis, police chief in the nearby
town of Orestiada, said people from Syria, Iraq,
Eritrea, Somalia or Myanmar are automatically
treated as refugees, and Syrians and Iraqis get doc-
uments that allow them to join the lengthy reloca-
tion process. “All other migrants are arrested and
detained ... and if they don’t request asylum the
deportation procedure starts.”

But maximum detention is six months, after
which if the migrants haven’t been deported - and
countries such as Pakistan routinely block deporta-
tion requests - they are freed.

The figures for people passing through here are
still low compared with those using the island
route. Around 170,000 people have used that so far
this year - but the vast majority before the Aegean
island restrictions kicked in.

Under the March EU-Turkey deal - which, com-
bined with Balkan border closures, slowed the
migratory influx to a trickle - migrants arriving on
the islands must be deported back to Turkey, even
if they are bona fide refugees. To stay in Greece,
they must prove not only that they merit asylum,
but that there is a good reason for their not being
granted asylum in Turkey. — AP

Loophole in EU-Turkey deal 

draws migrants to river crossing

Formidable sight for migrants 

FYLAKIO, Greece: In this photo taken on Sunday, Dec 4, 2016 migrants who were arrested after
crossing illegally from Turkey to Greece, stand behind a fence at a detention center at the
Greek-Turkish border. — AP

CALAIS, northern France: Trucks drive past a 4 meter high (13 foot high) wall along the highway leading to the Calais port yesterday. — AP

PARIS: France on Tuesday denied reports that
Britain has stopped taking in migrant children
relocated from Calais, saying London has taken
in over 450 minors since the “Jungle” camp was
razed and that the transfers were “going well”.

The French interior ministry said Britain had
accepted 866 unaccompanied minors since the
start of 2016, 468 of whom were whisked across
the Channel after the sprawling Jungle was
demolished in late October. “The cooperation is
going well,” the ministry said, denying reports
that Britain had pulled up the drawbridge on
children who had travelled to Calais in the hope
of reaching England.

French authorities in October cleared the
squalid camp near Calais port and moved the
thousands of migrants-mostly Afghans, Eritreans
and Sudanese-who had been living there to
shelters nationwide. They included around 1,900
minors. Britain, which had already begun taking
some of the children, assured at the time it
would take hundreds more, without committing
to an exact figure. Last week, British immigration
minister Robert Goodwill said his government
had welcomed over 750 children-a figure lower
than that given by the French.

A spokeswoman for Britain’s Home Office
interior ministry told AFP Tuesday the transfer of
Calais children was “continuing” but declined to
say how many would be admitted. “The first
phase of transfers has concluded but that is not
the end of the process. More eligible children
will be transferred from across Europe in the
coming months,” she said. Of those children giv-
en shelter so far, “many” had joined family mem-
bers, she said.

‘Child-by-child basis’   
Last month, Britain tightened the admission

criteria for unaccompanied migrant children
without family in Britain, saying the child must
be 12 or under, or run a high risk of sexual
exploitation. 

The threshold for Syrian and Sudanese chil-
dren was lower, with children of up to 15 years
declared eligible. A spokeswoman for Safe
Passage, a charity that supports refugees com-
ing to Britain, said: “Our understanding is that
the transfers have stopped at 750.”

Although the government said the transfers
are ongoing, these are on a “child-by-child”
basis, the spokeswoman said, with each case

potentially taking “months” to process. Before
the Jungle was cleared, French President
Francois Hollande had appealed to Britain to
fulfill its “moral duty” towards migrants trying to
reach Britain, where many have contacts or
speak the language.

Dozens of migrants have died trying to climb
onto trucks heading to Calais port to cross to
England. French charities have warned that a
closure of Britain’s asylum channels could see
children once again put their lives on the line.

Genevieve Jacques, head of the migrant char-
ity Cimade, said she feared they would run away
from the migrant shelters back to Calais and
called on France to “take a tougher tone” with
Britain. France and Britain have tried to make the
Calais site less attractive for migrants, erecting a
wall that officials said late Monday had been
completed. 

The four-meter-high (13-foot) wall runs along
a kilometer-long stretch of the main road lead-
ing to Calais port, next to the area that used to
house the sprawling camp. The concrete barrier-
estimated to cost 2.7 million Euros ($3 million)
— aims to prevent new arrivals stowing away on
trucks bound for Britain. — AFP
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PARIS: French president Francois Hollande (C) is pictured followed by French
Minister for Ecology, Sustainable Development and Energy Segolene Royal after the
weekly cabinet meeting yesterday. — AFP

PARIS: French President Francois Hollande
yesterday joined calls for international
observers to oversee the evacuation of
civilians trapped under fire in the wrecked
Syrian city of Aleppo.

At a meeting with his defense cabinet,
Hollande said those trapped by the fight-
ing should “be evacuated in a dignified and
safe manner, under the supervision of
international observers and in the presence
of humanitarian organizations,” the presi-
dency said in a statement.

Hollande also demanded that the popu-
lation of eastern Aleppo receive “uncondi-
tional aid and protection” and said only a
negotiated political transition could lead to
“a lasting victory over terrorism” in Syria.

The French statement echoed a call by
the US Ambassador to the UN Samantha
Power, who said Tuesday that foreign
observers should be allowed in to “oversee
the safe evacuation of the people who wish
to leave but who justifiably fear that if they

try, they will be shot in the street or carted
off to one of (Syrian President Bashar al-)
Assad’s gulags.”

Yesterday, Aleppo was rocked anew by
fierce clashes, jeopardizing a deal for the
evacuation of civilians and fighters from
remaining rebel-held areas announced
Tuesday. French government spokesman
Stephane Le Foll said France and Germany
were pressing for the creation of humani-
tarian corridors allowing civilians out and
aid agencies into the battered city.

He rejected calls for Hollande to take a
leaf from late Socialist president Francois
Mitterrand’s book by visiting Aleppo.
“Saying all you need is for the president to
visit Aleppo for everything to be resolved...
is not responsible,” he said. 

Mitterrand flew into the besieged city
of Sarajevo in 1992, braving shelling and
sniper fire to show solidarity with hun-
gr y,  terror ized c iv i l ians  dur ing the
Bosnian War. — AFP
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WARSAW: The United States has decided to
accelerate the deployment of troops to
Poland, the Baltic states and Romania as part
of raising the security of the region, Polish
and US defense officials said yesterday.

Polish Defense Minister Antoni
Macierewicz made the announcement fol-
lowing talks with the commander of US
land troops in Europe, Lt. Gen. Ben Hodges,
in Zagan, western Poland, where some of
the troops will be deployed. It will be an
Armored Brigade Combat Team from Fort
Carson, Colorado. Another US force, a bat-
talion, will be deployed April 1 to Orzysz, in
the northeast.

Hodges said the troops will arrive in the
German port of Bremerhaven on Jan. 6 and
will be immediately deployed to Poland,
the Baltic states and Romania.  Their trans-
fer will be timed and treated as a test of
“how fast the force can move from port to
field,” he said. “I’m confident in the very
powerful signal, the message it will send
(that) the United States, along with the rest

of NATO, is committed to deterrence,”
Hodges said.

He said the armored brigade has already
moved out of its Colorado base and is load-
ing on ships. “I’m excited about what my
country is doing and I’m excited about con-
tinuing to work with our ally, Poland,”
Hodges said.

Poland and the Baltic nations of
Lithuania, Latvia and Estonia have been
uneasy about increased Russian military
operations in the region, especially after its
2014 annexation of Crimea from Ukraine,
and have requested US and NATO troops’
presence on their territory as a deterrent.
The alliance and the US insist the troop
presence is not aimed against anyone, but
Russia has threatened measures in
response.

The US troops had previously been
expected in mid- or late January. “I am very
happy that a decision has been taken by
the US side for an earlier deployment,”
Macierewicz said. — AP
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MADRID: Spain’s Constitutional Court yes-
terday suspended a resolution by
Catalonia’s regional parliament that called a
referendum next year on independence
from the rest of the country.

Separatists in the wealthy, northeastern
region have for years tried-in vain-to win
approval from Spain’s central government
to hold an independence vote like
Scotland’s 2014 referendum on independ-
ence from Britain which resulted in a “no”
vote. Catalan President Carles Puigdemont
pledged in the autumn to hold such a refer-
endum in September 2017, whether or not
the central government in Madrid agreed,
and the majority-separatist, regional parlia-
ment subsequently approved his plan.

The court said in a statement it “sus-
pends... the resolution of Catalonia’s parlia-
ment that plans a referendum in 2017”. It
also warned Catalan politicians involved in
the process, such as parliament speaker
Carme Forcadell and Puigdemont, that
they had a duty to “stop or paralyze” any
move to ignore or dodge the suspension,
or face “potential liabilities, including at a
penal level”.

Catalonia’s former president Artur Mas
had already tried to hold such a referen-
dum, but it was banned by the
Constitutional Court so he held a symbolic,

non-binding independence vote instead in
November 2014. More than 80 percent cast
their ballot in favor of independence then-
although just 2.3 million people out of a
total of 6.3 million eligible voters took part.

But Mas is now due to stand trial for
staging the vote on charges of serious dis-
obedience and malfeasance, and risks a 10-
year ban on holding public office. In this
latest attempt, the Constitutional Court has
five months to decide whether to imple-
ment the suspension for good, or lift it.

But it is highly unlikely to allow the vote
to go ahead, given that it ruled in 2014
that, under the constitution, no region can
unilaterally call an independence referen-
dum that will affect the entire country.
Catalans have nurtured a separate identity
for centuries, with their own language and
customs.

Their long-standing demands for
greater autonomy have been exacerbated
by Spain’s recent economic downturn, leav-
ing many resenting the amount of taxes
they pay to the central government in
Madrid to subsidies poorer regions. Calls
for outright independence have increased
in recent years, and polls show Catalonia,
which accounts for almost a fifth of Spanish
economic output, is roughly divided in half
over splitting from Spain. — AFP
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