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N Zealand wildfires 
prompt evacuation

WELLINGTON: Hundreds of people in New
Zealand’s second-largest city were evacuated from
their homes yesterday as wildfires burned down sev-
eral houses and threatened to encroach further into
some suburbs. A helicopter pilot who was a decorat-
ed soldier died in a crash while fighting the blaze on
Tuesday. The mayors of Christchurch City and the
adjacent Selwyn District declared a state of emer-
gency. Selwyn Mayor Sam Broughton said changing
winds had made the fires unpredictable. He said the
region had been unusually dry for three years and
the grass in the hills had turned brown over the
Southern Hemisphere summer. Smoke and ash were
being blown across Christchurch. Broughton said
displaced residents were staying at evacuation cen-
ters or with relatives. “They need to look after one
another, and make sure they have a place to go to
tonight,” he said. Phil Claude told Radio New
Zealand he and his family ran down a grass track to
escape the fire, which destroyed their home. “I could
see that the smoke and the flames were being
blown right up toward our house,” he said. 

UAE’s ambassador dies 
of bomb attack wounds 

DUBAI: The ambassador of the United Arab Emirates to
Afghanistan died yesterday of wounds sustained in a
bomb attack in Kandahar last month that also killed five
Emirati aid workers, the UAE’s ministry of presidential
affairs announced. “With great sadness and sorrow, we
mourn the martyr of the nation and his duty, the right-
eous son Juma Mohammed Abdullah Al-Kaabi, who
gave his pure soul for the sake of humanity,” the ministry
said in a statement quoted by official news agency WAM. 
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Cyclone threat bears 
down on Mozambique

MAPUTO: Mozambique braced for flooding, sea surges
and evacuations yesterday as forecasters predicted a
“formidable” storm system could become a tropical
cyclone before it hits land later in the day. Severe
Tropical Storm Dineo is now predicted to make landfall
in the southern district of Massinga in the early evening,
packing winds of about 130 kilometers an hour. The
storm is “quite likely to undergo a final surge of intensifi-
cation, just before arriving over land and there is a good
chance that it will reach Tropical Cyclone status”, the
South African Weather Service said. It forecast torrential
rain, widespread flooding and a marine storm surge,
warning Dineo was “a formidable storm system which
has the potential to cause much damage to coastal and
inland infrastructure”. The Mozambique government’s
emergency response centre has issued an alert over the
cyclone threat, and advised people to prepare food and
water supplies and be ready to seek shelter. 

Montenegrins protest; 
oppn MPs face arrest

PODGORICA: Some 400 people protested yesterday
outside Montenegro’s parliament ahead of a vote to
lift the immunity of two pro-Russian opposition MPs
allegedly involved in a foiled coup last October.
Prosecutor Milivoje Katnic has requested that parlia-
ment allow the prosecution and detention of
Andrija Mandic and Milan Knezevic, who are both
leading members of the opposition Democratic
Front (DF). The authorities have accused the alleged
coup plotters, including DF leaders, of seeking to
seize parliament and assassinate former premier
Milo Djukanovic on the day of the October 16 elec-
tions. Mandic, 52, and Knezevic, 36, were suspected
of “creating a criminal organization ... and preparing
an attempt on the constitutional order and security
of Montenegro,” according to a statement on the
parliament website. The DF, which has 18 MPs in the
81-seat parliament, is a fierce opponent of
Montenegro’s bid to join NATO and has been behind
violent protests against the nation’s proposed mem-
bership of the alliance. 

Japan hotel operator under 
fire for anti-Semitic remarks

TOKYO: The operator of a Japanese hotel chain
already in hot water for denying a Japanese World
War II atrocity has come under fire for reported anti-
Semitic remarks. Toshio Motoya is CEO of APA Group,
which calls itself Japan’s largest hotel chain, and has
drawn China criticism for writing a book denying the
1937 Nanjing massacre happened and placing
copies in hundreds of APA hotel rooms. The group
also runs 40 hotels in North America and its February
edition of an in-house magazine for guests staying at
its Canada properties contained the anti-Semitic
remarks. “Jewish people control American informa-
tion, finance, and laws, and they benefit greatly from
globalization because they move their massive prof-
its to tax havens so they don’t have to pay any taxes,”
Motoya said in the magazine, according to Canadian
online news website National Observer and the
Japan Times newspaper. In response to a complaint
by the Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver,
Motoya denied being anti-Jewish. 

Israel bars its basketball 
team from Turkey game

JERUSALEM: Israel’s domestic security service said yes-
terday it had barred the country’s Ironi Nahariya basket-
ball team from playing a Europe Cup match in Turkey,
due to “exceptional” safety concerns.  Nahariya had been
scheduled to play Gaziantep away in a round of 16 sec-
ond leg game on February 22, after beating the Turkish
side 96-75 in Israel.  Gaziantep, in southeastern Turkey,
lies near the Syrian border.  Police in the city last week
detained four suspected members of the Islamic State
group and seized explosives and weapons intended for
a “sensational” attack, Turkish news agency Dogan
reported. A statement by Israel’s Shin Bet security service
said it had worked extensively with the Nahariya club’s
management, sporting officials and Turkish security but
had failed to find a solution which would allow the
game to go ahead. “In view of the exceptional threat lev-
el posed in the region where the game was to take
place, it was decided to forbid the delegation from
departing,” the Hebrew-language statement said.

BERLIN: German police yesterday searched
the homes of four Turkish Muslim preachers
on suspicion they spied for President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s government, officials said.
The imams are accused of reporting on
Turkish followers of US-based Islamic
preacher Fethullah Gulen, who Erdogan
blames for last July’s failed coup attempt
against him. The four imams allegedly
passed on information through the Turkish
consulate in the western city of Cologne to
the Turkish Religious Affairs Directorate,
known as Diyanet, prosecutors said.

“The purpose of today’s searches is to
gather further evidence on the alleged
activities of the accused,” prosecutors said
after the raids in the western states of
North Rhine-Westphalia and Rhineland-

Palatinate. News site Spiegel online report-
ed the imams belong to Ditib, an organiza-
tion controlled by Ankara that manages
some 900 mosques or religious communi-
ties in Germany.

The Erdogan government has cracked
down hard on followers of Gulen, who
denies he was behind the attempted
putsch. More than 41,000 people have
been arrested over their suspected links to
Gulen’s movement, and 100,000 fired or
suspended. Many of them are teachers,
police, magistrates and journalists. The
government says the purges are necessary
to clean the state of the “virus” of Gulen’s
movement, which encourages its members
to work in public services. Human rights
activists have fiercely criticized the magni-

tude of the crackdown, saying it has gone
well beyond alleged coup plotters.

‘Deepening divisions’  
In Germany, thousands of Turkish citi-

zens have applied for asylum since, among
them reportedly dozens of Turkish soldiers
stationed at NATO bases. Germany is home
to some three million people of Turkish ori-
gin, the biggest population of Turks in the
world outside Turkey. Chancellor Angela
Merkel’s government has repeatedly criti-
cized the scale of the crackdown and urged
Erdogan to safeguard civil  l iberties.
Erdogan, meanwhile, is exasperated that
Germany has failed to extradite hundreds
of suspects linked to the coup, as well as
the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party

(PKK) and the ultra-left. Merkel also wants
Turkey to keep implementing a deal that
has reduced migrant flows to Europe,
despite threats by Erdogan to walk away
from it due to a failure to fulfil a pledge to
grant Turks visa-free travel. Erdogan’s gov-
ernment meanwhile has also irritated Berlin
by campaigning for Turkish votes in
Germany. Next Saturday, Prime Minister
Binali Yildirim plans to speak in
Oberhausen, in North Rhine-Westphalia, to
promote a “yes” vote in an April 16 referen-
dum that would expand Erdogan’s powers
by creating an executive presidency.
Germany’s integration commissioner, Aydan
Ozoguz, told Bild daily that with such
events, Ankara was “deepening divisions”
among Turks living in Germany. —AFP
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In this file photo, migrants and refugees wait to be helped by members of the Spanish NGO Proactiva
Open Arms, as they crowd aboard a rubber boat sailing out of control in the Mediterranean Sea about
21 miles north of Sabratha, Libya. —AP

BRUSSELS: Migrant deaths have
risen to a record level on the Libya-
to-Italy Mediterranean Sea smug-
gling route, and the increasing
number of rescue boats trying to
prevent mass drownings there
might actually be helping the
smugglers, the European Union’s
border and coast guard chief says.

Frontex Executive Director
Fabrice Leggeri said yesterday that
authorities face a “sad paradox,” for
as the international community
increases its efforts to send more
rescue ships close to Libya, more
people die as smuggling rings pack
ever more people onto tiny
dinghies and push them out toward
the open sea. He said the recorded
number of migrant drowning
deaths on the route in 2016, which
might be much less than the true
loss of life, stood at 4,579. Leggeri
called it “tragic and the reasons are

well known: the number of migrants
now (arriving) on very small
dinghies.”

The Frontex report “Risk analysis
for 2017” said smugglers have
grown more bold and reckless,
knowing that rescue boats will be
right on the edge of Libya’s territori-
al waters. “Dangerous crossings on
unseaworthy and overloaded ves-
sels were organized with the main
purpose of being detected” by mili-
tary, EU or civilian vessels ready to
pluck desperate migrants out of the
water if necessary. “Apparently, all
parties involved in (search and res-
cue) operations in the Central
Mediterranean unintentionally help
criminals achieve their objectives at
minimum cost, strengthen their
business model by increasing the
chances of success,” the report said.
It said migrants and refugees set-
ting off on the dangerous voyage

were “aware of and rely on humani-
tarian assistance to reach the EU.”

Leggeri said smugglers along the
lawless Libyan coast put an average
of about 100 people on a small boat
in 2015 then increased that to 160
per boat last year. He said that,
together with a decrease in food and
survival equipment like life vests, it
was a prime reason for the number
of casualties. Compared to the
record number of deaths last year,
the central Mediterranean route saw
2,869 deaths in 2015 and 3,161 in
2014. There is little sign the surge is
abating, even during this winter.
There were 228 recorded deaths in
January, by far the biggest total for
the month in recent years. Overall,
central Mediterranean migrant cross-
ings increased 17 percent last year to
181,459 people. “This is and should
be the focus we have to deal with,”
Leggeri said. —AP

Migrant deaths on 

the rise despite aid

Hollande fears 

cyberattacks 
PARIS: French President Francois Hollande called yesterday
for measures to prevent cyberattacks ahead of upcoming
elections after US intelligence accused Russia of meddling
in that country’s vote to boost Donald Trump. Hollande
asked his security cabinet to brief him on the “specific vigi-
lance and protection measures being taken during the
electoral campaign, including in the cyber domain”, the
presidency said in a statement. 

Hollande, who is not himself seeking re-election, did
not say what kind of threat the two-stage April 23-May 7
presidential election faces, nor did he point the finger at
any group or country. But the call comes in the midst of a
furor over Russia’s alleged interference in the US campaign
that has already forced out one of Trump’s top aides.
Trump’s national security advisor Michael Flynn resigned
on Monday after it was revealed that he misled top officials
over his contacts with Russia during the campaign.

The revelations have added to suspicions over Russia’s
role in the election.  US intelligence agencies had already
accused Russian intelligence of hacking Democratic Party
emails that embarrassed Trump’s rival Hillary Clinton.  With
France going into a high-stakes election that could see the
country tack sharply to the right, the country’s anti-cyber-
attacks agency, ANSSI, is on high alert.

This week, aides to one of the leading candidates, the
staunchly europhile Emmanuel Macron, accused Russia of
trying to derail his bid.  Macron’s spokesman Benjamin
Griveaux on Tuesday accused Moscow of being behind a
flurry of cyberattacks over the past month on Macron’s
campaign website and email servers. “Half of the attacks,
and there are hundreds a day, come from Ukraine, which is
known for its links to hackers and people responsible for
cyberattacks in Russia,” Griveaux said, accusing the Kremlin
of trying to boost conservative nominee Francois Fillon
and far-right candidate Marine Le Pen.  

Macron’s aides have also accused the state-owned
Russia Today (RT) channel and the Sputnik news agency-
both of which have French-language sites-of waging a
“smear campaign” against the 39-year-old former economy
minister for reporting allegations about his private life.
Macron, who is married, last week denied rumours of hav-
ing had a gay affair. —AFP

PARIS: French President Francois Hollande walks
at the Elysee Presidential Palace after a cabinet
meeting yesterday.  —AFP

OSIJEK: At 16, Afghan migrant Ashkan Barak is already
tired of life. For the past year, the orphan has been on the
run - fleeing Taleban militants, paying smugglers to cross
the Mediterranean, and avoiding detection in countries
he never knew existed. After spending nine months in a
former police station turned migrant centre in Osijek,
eastern Croatia, Barak says he has given up on joining his
older brother in Germany.

“I only want peace and to live away from the Taleban -
it ’s not important where I go. I want to stay here in
Croatia. I’m tired of travelling,” he said in Farsi through a
translator. “I can go out and walk without fear that some-
thing will happen. There’s no war, no guns,” said Barak,
dressed in a T-shirt, black tracksuit pants and flip-flops,
grateful to be shielded from the winter snow outside.
There are around 950 asylum seekers l iving in the
Western Balkans nation, according to the UN refugee
agency (UNHCR), many of whom have fled conflicts and
poverty in Afghanistan, Iraq, Pakistan and Syria.

Although Croatia houses significantly fewer migrants
than most European Union (EU) countries, its interior min-
istry said it was expecting more asylum seekers to arrive
from western Europe due to increased deportations when
the weather improves. At the height of the refugee crisis
in 2015, some 650,000 people passed through Croatia on
the so-called Balkan route used by migrants heading
west, especially towards Germany. The route was largely
shut down last March after a series of border closures.

In a limbo
Barak said he real ized his  intended journey to

Germany was futile when he was deported from Slovenia
to Croatia and watched as border police beat migrants
with batons. Since then, his claim for asylum in Croatia

has been rejected and the teenager faces deportation
once again. The pressure is often too much to bear, he
says. “I do activities and play sports to feel better. But my
life is very hard and I feel depressed,” he said. “I’m not
sure if they’re going to accept me here or send me back
to Afghanistan.  I’m not sure what’s going to happen.”

While there is no limit to how often Barak can apply
for asylum, under Croatian law he must leave the country
if his third application fails. Afghans made up a fifth of all
migrants entering Europe in 2015, the second biggest
share after Syrians. But the mass influx has raised con-
cerns in many EU countries over security and integration.
Germany, which has the most refugees in the bloc, has
taken a firm stance on deportations, reaching an agree-
ment with Afghanistan last October. Only people who
can prove they are fleeing persecution, war or violence
are eligible for asylum.

The Afghan Ministry of Refugees has said it will help
returnees get back to their homes and that about 10,000
Afghans returned from Europe in 2015. Yet Afghanistan’s
Western-backed government is still battling militants
who have stepped up attacks since the withdrawal of
most foreign troops in 2014. Western military officials
estimate the Taleban control or contest nearly a third of
the country. Civilian casualties are near record levels,
with thousands killed and wounded every year. The gov-
ernment is also struggling to develop the economy.

Choose Croatia?
In 2016, there were 2,235 asylum seekers registered in

Croatia compared to 211 in 2015, but UNHCR said most
were continuing their journey to the west. UNHCR said
no refugees have been officially resettled in Croatia so
far. But it ’s a trend that CARE International’s Vanja

Grundmann is trying to change, having convinced a few
of the 90 residents in the migrant centre to apply for asy-
lum to stay in Croatia. 

“Croatia is not a destination country but I try to talk to
migrants and asylum seekers here - it’s not the best, but it’s
not so bad. You have no more options. Give it a try,” said
Grundmann, who manages volunteers at the camp. For
Afghan migrant Zarife Heidari and her family of six, staying
in Croatia is not an option they want to take. Having spent
almost a year rebuilding their lives in Austria, going to
school and learning German, Heidari said they were
deported to Croatia without warning four months ago.

Heidari, speaking in Farsi through a translator, said
she and her husband, as well as her mentally disabled
daughter, no longer have the vital medical support they
received in the Austrian capital Vienna. “It’s not bad here.
But I don’t want to stay because we don’t have the right
medical treatment,” said Heidari who has applied to be
legally reunited with her brother, daughter and son-in-
law in Vienna. The Interior Ministry’s Anita Dakic, who
oversees migrant centres in Croatia, said it was difficult
to manage the expectations of deported migrants, as
many are disappointed and frustrated, especially after
months of a new life elsewhere.

“It is hard because you’re trying to provide for them,
and they refuse because they’re nervous ... and don’t
know what to expect for their future,” Dakic said. While it
pains Barak to think about his future, the teenager is
hopeful that months of Croatian and English lessons will
not be in vain. “It’s peaceful so that’s why I want to live
here. It’s a nice country,” he said. “I’m 16 years old and I’ve
never been to school - I would like to go to school. I want
to play football, make some friends and have a normal
life like all children.”—Reuters

Deported from the west, Afghans 

seek asylum in freezing Croatia


