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LAITHI: A Libyan man inspects the damage in a destroyed building in Laithi
district, a central area that was recently re-seized by forces loyal to Libya’s
internationally recognized government in the eastern coastal city of
Benghazi. —AFP

NOUAKCHOTT: UN Secretary General Ban
Ki-moon has warned that the future of
Libya, and the stability of the whole Sahel
region, is at stake as it faces the “terrifying
threat” of the Islamic State group. But he
warned international powers not to “stoke
the fires of conflict” in the country. Ban was
speaking in Mauritania before heading to
Algeria on Saturday as part of a tour of West
and North Africa. While meeting
Mauritanian leaders, including President
Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz and Prime
Minister Yahya Ould Hademine, in the capi-
tal Nouakchott on Friday he said he was
“deeply concerned about the situation in
Libya”.

Chaos has engulfed Libya since the 2011
NATO-backed ouster of dictator Muammar
Gaddafi and rival administrations are being
urged to sign up to a UN-brokered national
unity government to help restore stability.
The internationally recognized government
is based in the far east of the North African
country. The Islamic State group and other
extremist organizations have exploited the
power vacuum, making gains along the oil-
rich coastal regions and triggering concern
among Western nations over jihadists con-
trolling territory just 300 kilometers from
Europe.

“There are alarming reports of wide-
spread human rights violations, including
serious abuses that may amount to war
crimes,” Ban said in his comments Friday.  “All
those with influence must use it to calm the
situation and stop the fighting. It is utterly

irresponsible for any outside player to stoke
the fires,” he added. Ban said that his special
representative Martin Kobler “is facilitating
talks on a national unity government” as “we
face the terrifying scourge of Daesh (IS)
expanding in Libya and beyond its borders.” 

Delays would only worsen the dire
humanitarian needs, he warned, adding that
“Libya’s future is at stake” and “the reverbera-
tions echo far”. Success in stabilizing Libya
would also benefit the whole Sahel region
and “our world” in general, he added. The UN
chief also called for Mauritania’s help in a
territorial dispute between Morocco and a
Western Sahara separatist group that has
displaced tens of thousands in decades of
fighting. “Making progress on the situation
in Western Sahara is also of importance here
too,” he said, referring to Mauritania.
“Numerous refugees share the same culture
and family ties with Mauritanians.”

The United Nations has been trying to
oversee an independence referendum for
Western Sahara since 1992 after a ceasefire
was reached to end a war that broke out
when Morocco sent its forces to the former
Spanish territory in 1975. Tens of thousands
of refugees from Western Sahara live in
refugee camps in Algeria, which were built
when the fighting began. Ban visited one
such camp near Tindouf in western Algeria
on Saturday and was due to hold talks with
leaders of the Polisario Front, who are fight-
ing for an independent homeland. Before
visiting Mauritania, Ban held talks in Burkina
Faso. —AFP

Libya’s future threatened 
by terrifying Islamic State

BRUSSELS: EU president Donald Tusk struck
an unusually upbeat note on the migrant cri-
sis Friday as Turkey raised the possibility of
taking back non-Syrian asylum seekers.
Wrapping up a whirlwind diplomatic tour
with a meeting with Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan, Tusk predicted an agreement
to shut down the Western Balkans route that
most refugees and migrants have taken into
the European Union. His prediction ahead of
a crucial summit in Brussels on Monday came
as new official figures showed that a record
1.2 million asylum seekers arrived in the EU in
2015 - more than double the figure from the
year before. “For the first time since the begin-
ning of the migration crisis, I can see a
European consensus emerging,” Tusk said in
an invitation letter to leaders ahead the sum-
mit, which will include Turkey.

He warned success depended largely on
securing Turkey’s agreement at the summit
for the “large-scale” deportation from Greece
of economic migrants who do not qualify as
refugees and the curbing of the flow of new
arrivals. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut
Cavusoglu said his government was mulling
the possibility of taking back asylum seekers
from countries other than Syria. “We have
started looking at the possibility of re-admit-
ting asylum seekers, notably from Morocco,
Pakistan or Afghanistan,” he said in a joint
press conference in Athens with Greek
Foreign Minister Nikos Kotzias. “We already
have readmission agreements with Greece,
Bulgaria and other countries and we are

preparing to sign others.”
Cavusolglu said Greece had submitted

860 requests for Turkey to take people back,
“99 percent” of which had been accepted.
Also on Friday, Slovenia approved legislation
toughening conditions for asylum seekers to
curb the flow of migrants and to avoid the
Alpine state becoming a bottleneck on the
migrant route. Brussels meanwhile unveiled a
plan for saving the passport-free Schengen
zone, which has been jeopardized by several
countries closing their borders in response to
the huge influx of humanity from Syria and
elsewhere.

‘Same spirit, same will’ 
The Aegean crossing has been the scene

of hundreds of deaths, and a Turkish court on
Friday jailed two Syrian people smugglers
over the death of Aylan Kurdi, the three-year-
old boy who drowned and was washed up on
a beach in September. The EU has been
deeply divided on how to handle the biggest
migration crisis to hit the continent since
World War II, with a series of summits since
the start of 2015 failing to produce a solution.
French President Francois Hollande said at
talks with German Chancellor Angela Merkel
in Paris on Friday that they had the “the same
spirit and the same will” in handling the
migrant crisis.

But Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras
poured cold water on Tusk’s optimism, saying
his country, the main port of entry for
migrants coming to Europe, could not stop

migrants heading to the richer northern
countries like Germany. In the French port
town of Calais, where police were working to
demolish the “Jungle” camp where migrants
have been living in the hope of crossing the
channel to Britain, protests continued.  A
dozen Iranian refugees with their mouths
sewn shut demonstrated for the third straight
day, holding signs with slogans such as “Are
you going to listen now? Wake up!”.  

1.2 million asylum seekers 
The sheer scale of the crisis was under-

scored by the latest figures from the EU statis-
tics agency. Syrians fleeing the civil war were
the largest group of the 1.2 million who
entered Europe, numbering nearly 363,000,
followed by 178,200 Afghans and 121,500
Iraqis. Separate EU figures showed that an
average of 1,943 people were still crossing to
Greece every day in February, way above
what Brussels wants. “We need to see the
flows from Turkey drastically down soon,” EU
Migration Commissioner Dimitris
Avramopoulos told a news conference as he
unveiled the bloc’s new “roadmap” for
Schengen.

The plan calls for the end of temporary
border controls and the restoration by the
end of 2016 of full free travel across the 26-
country Schengen zone. Brussels also called
for the creation of an EU coastguard force by
the summer. If Schengen collapses and bor-
der controls return it could cost the EU
between five billion and 18 billion euros

($5.5-$20 billion) a year-equivalent to 0.05
percent to 0.13 percent of the bloc’s econom-
ic output, Brussels said. The crisis now poses
an “existential” threat to the EU, challenging

its ideals of peace and solidarity that were
formed in the ashes of World War II, former
European Commission chief Jose Manuel
Barroso said.  —AFP

EU chief sees first consensus on migrant crisis

ISTANBUL: Turkish riot police yester-
day fired plastic bullets and tear gas to
disperse protesters who gathered out-
side an opposition newspaper the day
after it was seized by authorities in a
violent raid. “Free press cannot be
silenced,” a group of demonstrators
shouted outside the Istanbul premises
of Zaman daily, staunchly opposed to
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.
Police used large amounts of tear gas,
water cannon and plastic bullets to
disperse a crowd of around 500 pro-
testers, an AFP photographer at the
scene reported.

Before midnight on Friday, police
had also fired tear gas and water can-
non to move away a hundreds-strong
crowd that had formed outside the
newspaper following a court order
placing the media business under
administration.  Turkey’s top-selling
Zaman newspaper, closely linked to
Erdogan’s arch-foe the US-based
preacher Fethullah Gulen, was
ordered into administration by the
court on the request of Istanbul prose-
cutors, local media reported.  The
swoop against the paper caused
immediate concern in Washington
and Brussels over declining media
freedoms in Turkey, a key EU ally. It
came ahead of a visit by Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu to Brussels
Monday for a crucial summit meeting
with EU leaders.

‘Darkest days’
Zaman newspaper published a

defiant edition yesterday warning of
the “darkest days” in the history of the
press. “The Constitution is suspended,”
the newspaper said on its front page
in large font on a black background.
“Yesterday (Friday) was one of the
darkest days in the history of press,” it
added. The newspaper, with an esti-
mated circulation of 650,000, went to
print earlier than usual on Friday
evening, one of its journalists said. The
number of its pages was reduced to
16 from 24 and it was printed before
the police raid shortly before mid-
night Friday (2200 GMT). A team of
police arrived with Turkish-made
TOMA water cannon trucks and
advanced military style towards the
waiting supporters, firing freezing
water directly at them.

Using bolt-cutters to unlock the

iron gate in front of the building,
dozens of police then marched into
the premises to seize the headquar-
ters and formally place it under
administration, pushing aside anyone
who stood in their way, media images
showed. Once the building was
cleared, the court-appointed adminis-
trators-lawyers Tahsin Kaplan and
Metin Ilhan and writer Sezai

Sengonul-were bussed inside the
complex to begin their work, local
media reported.  EU enlargement
commissioner Johannes Hahn said he
was “extremely worried” by the move
“which jeopardizes progress” made by
Turkey in other areas.  He warned on
Twitter that Turkey, which is a long-
standing candidate to join the
European Union, needs to “respect the
freedom of the media” and rights were
“not negotiable”.

‘Uphold democratic standards’
The United States said the court

order was “the latest in a series of trou-

bling judicial and law enforcement
actions taken by the Turkish govern-
ment targeting media outlets and oth-
ers critical of it.” “We urge Turkish
authorities to ensure their actions
uphold the universal democratic val-
ues enshrined in their own constitu-
tion, including freedom of speech and
especially freedom of the press,” State
Department spokesman John Kirby

said. Ankara accuses Gulen of running
what it calls the Fethullahci Terror
Organization/Parallel State Structure
(FeTO/PDY) and seeking to overthrow
the legitimate Turkish authorities. 

Local media said the court order
was issued on the grounds that
Zaman supported the activities of
this “terror organization”. Gulen has
been based in the United States
since 1999 when he fled charges
against him laid by the former secu-
lar authorities.  Despite living outside
of Turkey, Gulen has built up huge
influence in the country through
allies in the police and judiciary,

media and financial interests and a
vast network of cramming schools.
There have been numerous legal
crackdowns on structures linked to
the group and on Friday Turkish
police arrested four executives of
one of the country’s largest con-
glomerates, accusing them of financ-
ing Gulen.

The effective seizure of the news-

paper by the state added to con-
cerns over freedom of expression in
Turkey under Erdogan’s rule. The dai-
ly Cumhuriyet newspaper’s editor-
in-chief Can Dundar and Ankara
bureau chief Erdem Gul were
released on an order from Turkey’s
top cour t last week after three
months in jail on charges of publish-
ing state secrets.  But they still face
trial on March 25. Meanwhile almost
2,000 journalists, bloggers and ordi-
nary citizens, including high school
students, have found themselves
prosecuted on accusations of insult-
ing Erdogan. —AFP

Police fire plastic bullets, tear 
gas at anti-Erdogan paper rally

‘Free press cannot be silenced’

ISTANBUL: A woman assists another who has fallen as Turkish anti-riot police officers use tear
gas to disperse supporters in front of the headquarters of the Turkish daily newspaper Zaman in
Istanbul yesterday.  —AFP

LONDON: As Britons debate whether to stay in or leave
the European Union at a membership referendum, one of
the key arguments is what a British exit, or “Brexit”, would
look like? Below is an outline of the process which would
be triggered by a British vote for “out”, and some of the
possible options suggested for the country’s future rela-
tionship with the bloc.

Article 50
Article 50 of the 2009 Lisbon Treaty sets out the

process of withdrawal for an EU member state. It has nev-
er yet been triggered. While Greenland left the bloc’s
predecessor, the European Economic Community, in
1985, no state has left the EU.

What happens?
After Prime Minister David Cameron notifies the

European Council that Britain plans to withdraw, nego-
tiations would begin on the arrangements for leaving
and for Britain’s future dealings with the remaining 27
member states. Negotiations are conducted by the
European Council. Britain would not be involved in the
EU side of the discussion and would not have a vote on
the terms of the agreement it offers. Any deal must be
agreed by both sides. On the EU side it requires the
backing of the remaining EU leaders via qualified
majority vote, as well as the European Parliament.
Depending on what is included in the agreement, it

may also need to be ratified by the national parlia-
ments of all 27 member states. Amendments would
need to be made to EU treaties to take account of
Britain’s withdrawal, while Britain would have to pre-
pare new national legislation to substitute for EU acts.

How long could it take?
The treaty allows for up to two years of negotia-

tions. If no agreement has been reached by this point,
all 27 other member states either have to unanimously
agree to extend the negotiation period, or Britain exits
with no deal in place. During that time, EU laws would
still apply to Britain. What would Britain’s future rela-
tionship look like?

Greenland example
Greenland left the EU’s predecessor, the EEC, in 1985

after a referendum three years earlier. After leaving the
bloc, the Danish territory continued to receive EU funding
and have tariff-free access to the market for fisheries prod-
ucts in return for allowing the EU fishing rights over its
waters. Most commentators argue there is little read
across from the example of Greenland as it was not a
member state in its own right, but joined as part of
Denmark, and has a much smaller population of just
57,000. Given there are around 2 million Britons living
abroad within the EU, and 2.5 million EU citizens living in
Britain, one element of the Greenland deal which may be

copied however are its transitional arrangements.
Greenland’s deal allowed for EU migrants who had
acquired rights under EU law, such as free movement, to
retain those rights for a transitional period.

The Swiss model
Switzerland, along with Norway, Iceland and

Liechtenstein, is a member of the European Free Trade
Association (EFTA). Its goods exporters enjoy tariff-free
access to EU markets, while it is also free to negotiate its
own trade deals with non-EU countries. It has a free trade
deal with China for example, whereas the EU does not. It
has only limited access to the EU’s services market howev-
er, and almost none for financial services-a significant con-
tributor to the British economy.

While Switzerland has freedom over its own social and
employment policies, something many in Britain would
like, it also pays contributions to the EU budget and
accepts free movement of people-two elements of EU
membership “out” campaigners want to get away from.
Switzerland experiences far higher levels of net EU migra-
tion per head of its population than Britain. In a February
2014 referendum it voted to introduce quotas on EU
migrants from 2017, something that would violate its
bilateral pact guaranteeing free movement. The EU has so
far refused to agree to this curb and has threatened to
suspend all other EU-Swiss agreements and market access
if Switzerland imposes the quotas unilaterally. —Reuters

What would the ‘Brexit’ look like?

IDOMENI: A Syrian man plays with his one-year child as refugees and
migrants wait to be allowed to cross the border to Macedonia in the
northern Greek border station of Idomeni. —AP
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PARIS: A joint operation by Romania and
France against pickpockets targeting visitors
to Disneyland Paris and other French tourist
sites has borne fruit, nabbing the ringleaders
and exposing their methods. “Little by little,
through observation and surveillance and
thanks to critical assistance from Romania, we
worked it out,” said Lieutenant-Colonel
Francois Despres, deputy director of the
OCDLI, a French agency charged with fight-
ing “itinerant delinquency”. The OCDLI had a
dozen investigators-including some who
speak Romanian-assigned to the probe into a
pickpocket network that Europol said “was
organized on a family and clan kinship basis”.

In around 1,000 thefts over a six-month
period, the network amassed cash, expensive
leather goods, cellphones and jewelry with
an estimated total value of at least one mil-
lion euros ($1.1 million), Despres said, noting
that most of their victims refused to make
statements to police. A sweep early on
February 9 involving teams of sniffer dogs
and a helicopter was conducted simultane-
ously in Paris and Craiova, in southern
Romania.  A Romanian couple was arrested in
northeastern Paris, accused of dispatching

youngsters to pick the pockets of tourists
travelling to Disneyland and at the entrance
to the amusement park 30 kilometers east of
the French capital. They were among 17 peo-
ple arrested, including six in Romania, and
police seized nearly 25,000 euros in cash as
well as gold, jewelry and luxury watches,
Europol said in a statement. The underage
pickpockets “produced criminal profits of up
to 7,000 euros daily,” it added.

‘Big brothers train kids’   
One police source said: “It is a very organ-

ized system, even a lifestyle... Big brothers
trains kids seven or eight years old who are
very talented. One of the minors was clearly
very profitable-she could bring in 100,000
euros in a month.” The ringleaders face up to
30 years in prison for “theft in organized
gangs, aggravated money laundering,
human trafficking, direct incitement of
minors to commit crimes and neglect of
minors under 15.” Six Romanians were taken
into custody in Meaux, near Disneyland,
including two minors, while three children
aged 12 or 13 were placed in temporary fos-
ter homes. —AFP

Disneyland Paris pickpockets 
traced to source - Romania


