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MOSCOW: A Russian court yesterday handed lengthy jail terms
to five Chechen men convicted of the contract killing of Kremlin
critic Boris Nemtsov as his allies insisted the masterminds
remained unidentified. Zaur Dadayev, who carried out the shoot-
ing, was sentenced to 20 years in prison while four other defen-
dants were jailed for between 11 and 19 years, judge Yury
Zhitnikov told the Moscow courtroom after a lengthy trial by jury.

The prosecutor had asked for longer sentences for all the
defendants including life in jail for Dadayev-a former internal
troop officer in Russia's Chechnya region.

A jury in June found all five guilty of carrying out the hit for a
fee of $250,000 (220,000 euros) after a marathon trial that
Nemtsov's supporters say failed to unmask those who ordered
the killing. Nemtsov, a 55-year-old former deputy prime minister
and fierce critic of President Vladimir Putin, was gunned down
just meters from the Kremlin as he walked home with his girl-
friend on the evening of February 27, 2015. The brazen murder in
central Moscow was the most high-profile political killing in
Russia since Putin rose to power some 17 years ago. 

Those convicted-Dadayev, brothers Shadid and Anzor
Gubashev, Temirlan Eskerkhanov and Khamzat Bakhayev  -- are
all ethnic Chechens from Russia's volatile North Caucasus.
Nemtsov's family and supporters say that people close to
Chechen leader Ramzan Kadyrov who were linked to the murder
have not been investigated. During the trial the judge refused a
request to summon Kadyrov for questioning. "Neither the organ-
izers nor the masterminds were in the dock," lawyer Vadim
Prokhorov, representing Nemtsov's daughter, told journalists
after the sentencing.

"No one any longer doubts that the trail leads to the close cir-
cle of Ramzan Kadyrov. The trail leads at least as far as Grozny,
and perhaps higher," he said, hinting at complicity from top
Russian officials. Nemtsov's close ally, opposition politician Ilya
Yashin, slammed the sentence for Dadayev and said "it's impossi-
ble to consider the crime solved while the masterminds and
organizers are still at liberty." "We expected a life sentence for
Dadayev. What is 20 years for a human life?" he said. 

Lie
The convicted men have always denied they were involved in

the killing and several retracted initial confessions they said were
made under torture. During the sentencing, Eskerkhanov exhaled
on the glass window of the enclosure where the defendants were
being held and wrote with his finger "lie," while the men's rela-
tives wept in the courtroom. Investigators have said the case is
still ongoing over a suspected organizer who has fled. 

The suspect, Ruslan Mukhudinov, was the driver of the
Chechen interior ministry commander under whom the gun-
man Dadayev served. Investigators said Mukhudinov offered
the defendants the money for the murder but they never
explained why the low-ranking official would have wanted
Nemtsov dead or from where he got the funds. In a statement
after the sentencing at Moscow district military court, Russia's
Investigative Committee, which probes major crimes, said it was
continuing "to gather evidence on the organizers of the
Nemtsov murder." — AFP 

MOSCOW: Khamzat Bakhayev, second left,  Temirlan
Eskerkhanov, center, and Shadid Gubashev, listen to the sen-
tence in a court room in Moscow, Russia yesterday. — AP
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EU to crack 
down on terror
art trafficking

BRUSSELS: The EU said yesterday it would cut off financing
for terror groups from the lucrative trade in priceless cultural
artifacts stolen in war zones such as Syria and Iraq by imposing
tough import controls. "Money is the life blood of war for the
terrorists who attack our continent or who fight in Iraq and
Syria," EU Economic Affairs Commissioner Pierre Moscovici
said. "For our own security, we must at all costs cut off their
sources of funds, starting with the traffic in antiquities stolen
in these countries."

Historic sites such as the Roman town of Palmyra in Syria
and countless other even older cities in Iraq have been looted
and damaged by extremist groups such as Islamic State who
sell the cultural treasures to fund their wars. Murky middlemen
sell them on to collectors in the west who may, or may not,
care too much about the origin of priceless artifacts of nation-
al or even global cultural importance. The European
Commission, the EU's executive arm, said it aimed "to stop this
traffic in its tracks by banning the import into the EU of cultur-
al goods exported illegally from their home countries." 

"Diverging and ineffective existing national legislations in
this area means that EU action is necessary to ensure consis-
tent treatment of imports of cultural goods all along the EU's
external borders," a statement said. Among the measures, the
Commission said it wanted EU member states to agree a com-
mon definition for "cultural goods" which would cover "a
broad range of objects including archaeological finds, ancient
scrolls, the remains of historical monuments, artwork, collec-
tions and antiques."

A new licensing system will require importers to obtain
clearance from EU authorities before bringing these objects
into the bloc, not afterwards. For other less sensitive items,
importers will have to submit proof that the goods have been
exported legally from the third country. Customs will have the
power to seize and retain goods if it cannot be shown that
they have been legally exported, the statement said. Lastly,
member states will also have to ensure that "effective, propor-
tionate and dissuasive penalties are in place."

The Commission said the legal global art and antiques mar-
ket was estimated to be worth 56 billion euros ($62 billion) in
2016, with Europe accounting for 19 billion euros. It said the
illicit trade could be worth up to 6.0 billion euros, catching up
with drugs, arms or counterfeit goods trafficking. "A string of
crimes against our common cultural heritage have been per-
petrated by warring factions and terrorist entities all over the
world," it said.--AFP 

PARIS: France and Germany agreed yesterday to begin work
on a joint fighter jet, a major advance in their relations
designed to underline their united front in the face of fractur-
ing Western relations. Newly elected French President
Emmanuel Macron welcomed German Chancellor Angela
Merkel to the Elysee Palace in Paris yesterday for a joint cabi-
net meeting between their governments. Among a host of
measures agreed between their economy, culture and educa-
tion ministers, the joint fighter jet proposal underscored their
plans to create a new dynamic in the Franco-German motor at
the heart of the European Union.

"The aim of this joint fighter jet project is to do research
and development together... to use it together... and to coor-
dinate on exports," Macron said, calling it "a profound revolu-
tion." Europe currently produces two fighter jets, the Rafale
manufactured by French arms maker Dassault and the
Eurofighter, produced by a consortium of companies from
Germany, Britain, Italy and Spain. Macron also won a commit-
ment from Merkel to support a Paris-backed joint anti-jihadist
regional force in Africa called the G5 Sahel made up of sol-
diers from Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali, Mauritania and Niger.

The two countries also agreed to align their corporate tax
policies by the end of the year in a bid to avoid rivaling each
other for investment and company headquarters. Macron, 39,
was elected in May promising to create a "Europe that pro-
tects" and he is pushing for new measures for the 28-member
bloc in defense, trade, immigration and security. Some of his
bigger plans-creating a new common budget for the coun-
tries that share the euro and a finance minister for the area-
will have to wait until after German elections in September.

"I have nothing against a eurozone budget (and) we can
talk about creating a European finance minister," Merkel said
ahead of the vote, which her centre-right Christian
Democratic Union (CDU) is expected to win.

United front vs. Trump 
Macron and Merkel also stressed their common position

on climate change and trade, issues on which they have major
disagreements with US President Donald Trump who also
arrived in Paris yesterday for talks with Macron. The French
leader said Paris and Berlin would "continue to fight on one
hand against all types of protectionism and on the other hand
against any attempts at dumping." He also said they were
firmly opposed to the decision by Trump to withdraw the
United States from the Paris global accord on climate change
reached at the end of 2015.

Europe has been alarmed by the prospect of new US tariffs
on steel imports, which could hit European manufacturers,
while Macron has urged tougher action by the EU against
low-cost Chinese imports. As well as dealing with a radically
different transatlantic relationship, the EU is grappling with
the fallout from Britain's shock vote to exit the bloc in a refer-
endum in June 2016. But Brexit, along with perceived threats
from Trump, as well as from Russia, has given Europe a
renewed sense of purpose.

The EU last month created a European defense fund with
an annual budget of 5.5 billion euros ($6.1 billion), laying the
basis for long-stalled military cooperation. The blooming
Franco-German relationship reflects this new dynamic, but
differences are likely ahead. Macron has warned Germany
that it must move to correct the "dysfunctions" of the euro-
zone and give it "the fate it deserves". He wants Germany with
its large trade surpluses and healthy public accounts to con-
tribute to a eurozone budget which would be used to stimu-
late growth and investment in weaker members of the bloc
with high unemployment.

"I want the eurozone to have more coherence and conver-
gence," Macron said in an interview with Ouest-France newspa-
per yesterday. "France must reform its economy to give it more
vigor," he added, but Germany, for its part, "must support a
revival of public and private investment in Europe". Immediately
after meeting Merkel, Macron headed off to welcome Trump to
Paris at the former military hospital Les Invalides, Napoleon's
final resting place. The two men and their wives Brigitte and
Melania are set to have dinner at the Michelin-starred restaurant
in the Eiffel Tower later yesterday.--AFP
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PARIS: German Chancellor Angela Merkel, right, and French
President Emmanuel Macron leave the Elysee Palace in Paris
yesterday, after an annual Franco-German Summit. — AFP


