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MOSCOW: Russia warned Britain yesterday it could
no longer ignore Moscow’s “legitimate” questions
over a spy poisoning scandal, hours ahead of urgent
UN Security Council talks on the spiraling diplomatic
crisis. “It will not be possible to ignore the legitimate
questions we are asking,” Foreign Minister Sergei
Lavrov said hours before a meeting of the UN Secu-
rity Council, which is due to discuss the spiraling
diplomatic crisis between Russia and the West.

Britain blames Russia for the March 4 poisoning
on UK soil of former double agent Sergei Skripal
with what it says was a Soviet-made military-grade
nerve agent. The crisis has
led to the biggest wave of
tit-for-tat expulsions of
diplomats between
Moscow and the West in
recent memory. Early yes-
terday morning some 60
US diplomats ordered out
of Russia left their em-
bassy compound in
Moscow.

Russia called a meet-
ing of the global chemical watchdog on Wednesday
over the Salisbury incident, but failed in its bid to
join the probe by the Organization for the Prohibi-
tion of Chemical Weapons (OPCW). Russia then re-
quested a UN Security Council meeting yesterday
at 1900 GMT in New York. Speaking in Moscow,
Lavrov called for a “substantial and responsible”
probe and the “presentation of evidence”, reiterat-
ing that Russia was ready for “joint work”.

At the same time, he alleged the Skripal case was
used by Britain as “a pretext, either made up or
staged, for the groundless expulsions of Russian
diplomats”. President Vladimir Putin said on a visit
to Ankara on Wednesday that “common sense”
must prevail to avoid “this damage in international
relations”. Moscow was unable to get the required
two-thirds of votes from members to approve a
joint investigation at Wednesday’s OPCW meeting.

Diplomatic sources told AFP that six countries
voted in favor of the Russian draft motion but 15
were against while 17 abstained, mainly countries

from the Non-Aligned
Movement (NAM). Rus-
sia’s UN ambassador Vasily
Nebenzia said the meeting
in New York would focus
on a letter sent by British
Prime Minister Theresa
May accusing Moscow of
carrying out the attempted
assassination.

Facing off in the Hague    
Wednesday’s bid to secure a joint probe saw a

day of bitter rhetoric between Moscow and Britain
and its western allies. London slammed the joint
probe idea as “perverse”. “We will not agree to
Russia’s demand to conduct a joint investigation
into the attack in Salisbury because the UK-sup-
ported by many other countries-has assessed that
it is highly likely that the Russian state is respon-
sible for this attack,” British chemical arms expert

John Foggo told the OPCW’s governing executive
council.

British Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson hailed
the defeat of Russia’s bid.  “The purpose of Russia’s
ludicrous proposal at The Hague was clear-to un-
dermine the independent, impartial work of the in-
ternational chemical weapons watchdog,” he said,
adding Moscow’s main goal was “to obscure the
truth and confuse the public.” Bulgaria’s ambassa-
dor Krassimir Kostov, speaking on behalf of the Eu-
ropean Union, said the EU had “full confidence in
the UK investigation”.

Britain is carrying out its own probe, with inde-
pendent technical assistance from OPCW experts.
Sergei Naryshkin, head of Russia’s SVR foreign in-
telligence, warned Wednesday that both sides must
avoid tensions escalating to the dangerous levels of
the Cold War. Accusations of Moscow engineering
the attack were a “grotesque provocation crudely
concocted by the British and American security
services,” he said. He added it was important not to
bring matters to a new Cuban Missile Crisis, refer-
ring to the 1962 standoff between the Soviet Union
and the United States. —AFP
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MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin, right, accompanied by Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov, meets with
Chinese Foreign Minister at the Kremlin in Moscow. —AFP

EU tracking 65,000 
migrant smugglers 
BRUSSELS: European law enforcement officials
say they are tracking at least 65,000 migrant
smugglers, twice as many as at the height of the
migration crisis three years ago, as the illegal trade
booms. Despite a drop in the number of migrants
successfully crossing the Mediterranean since Eu-
rope’s biggest migration crisis since World War II
erupted in 2015, the EU’s police agency Europol
said demand for smugglers was still “huge”. 

Many new suspects have also been identified,
Europol added, as investigators in European coun-
tries track one of the fastest growing forms of in-
ternational organized crime. “At the end of last year
we had 65,000 smugglers in our data bases,”
Robert Crepinko, head of Europol’s European Mi-
grant Smuggling Centre, said at his offices in The
Hague. Europol reported in September 2015 there
were some 30,000 suspected smugglers before
the number jumped to nearly 55,000 by the end
of 2016, then some 10,000 more in 2017. 

Sixty-three percent of those whose nationalities
it has identified are from Europe, including 45 per-
cent from Balkan countries, according to Europol
figures. Fourteen percent are from the Middle East,
13 percent from Africa, nine percent from eastern

Asia and one percent from the Americas. Crepinko
said smuggling is “still a booming business” worth
billions of euros despite a drop in migrant arrivals
last year following EU cooperation deals with
Turkey and Libya, the main gateways to Europe.

Libya is currently the main migrant springboard
to Europe where reports of enslavement on top of
other horrific abuses of sub-Saharan Africans
prompted urgent action at an EU-Africa summit
in Abidjan in November. Thousands of migrants
were quickly repatriated from Libya to their home
countries under a deal reached at the meeting.
French President Emmanuel Macron also an-
nounced the two sides would share more intelli-
gence to “dismantle the networks and their
financing and detain traffickers.”

No quick wins  
But Crepinko said further law enforcement

cooperation depends on obtaining guarantees
that human rights will be respected, a challenge
when dealing with many African governments.
“That’s why there will be no quick wins in that,”
the Europol official said. Since last year, Europol
has been operating on a new legal basis that re-
stricts information it can share with non-EU
countries. But the agency cited recent successes
in cooperation including the break-up of a gang
sending young Nigerian women to Spanish cities
for prostitution. —AFP

Former soldier Bio
wins Sierra Leone
vote but rival 
vows to contest
FREETOWN: Sierra Leone’s opposition challenger
Julius Maada Bio secured his first term in office as a
civilian Wednesday when he was declared winner of
a presidential run-off-but his opponent vowed to
contest the result. Bio, a former soldier who briefly
led a military junta more than two decades ago, won
51.81 percent of ballots in last month’s election in the
West African country, according to official results. He
defeated Samura Kamara, presented as successor to
outgoing President Ernest Bai Koroma and candidate
of the ruling All People’s Congress (APC), in power
for a decade.

Kamara secured 48.19 percent of the vote, but
swiftly challenged the outcome given by the National
Election Commission (NEC). Cheers and songs
erupted among thousands of Bio’s supporters gath-
ered in the capital Freetown on Wednesday evening.
Shortly after the announcement, Bio was sworn in as
president and handed a symbolic baton of command
by the country’s top judge.  But hopes for a smooth
transition were soon thrown into doubt after Kamara
said he was rejecting the NEC’s figures.

“We dispute the results and we will take legal ac-

tion to correct them,” Kamara said in a televised ad-
dress, calling on his supporters to stay calm. The re-
sults, he added, “do not reflect the party’s many
concerns about massive ballot box stuffing, supernu-
merary votes, and other irregularities.” The official
results of the vote had been delayed by a dispute
over the method of tallying that left ballot papers
from 11,000 polling stations uncounted.

The count took days longer than planned be-
cause of widespread distrust of the internet, which
led the APC party to insist on the compilation of re-
sults by hand as safer than electronic counting. In
the town of Wellington, an hour by road from the
coastal capital Freetown, AFP journalists saw results
transmitted by more than 3,000 polling stations
treated swiftly by about 40 operators in a central-
ized regional system. But in a dusty barn next to the
computerized centre, NEC officials were on Tuesday
painstakingly reading the very same data out loud
in the presence of observers from political parties,
who noted the results.

Ugly campaign    
The election campaign was characterized by ugly

verbal exchanges and sporadic violence with Bio ac-
cusing the APC of using police intimidation against
his party. Police reported a string of attacks on can-
didates and supporters on both sides since the first
round on March 7 — which Bio narrowly won-after
which Kamara declared that “the safety and security
of Sierra Leone is in our hands”. Bio, a straight-talk-
ing retired brigadier, blasted the government’s close-
ness to China, while Kamara presented himself as a
continuity candidate. —AFP
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