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Ukraine’s rebels 
hold elections in 
defiance of West
DONETSK: Voters in rebel-held eastern Ukraine yes-
terday elected new leaders after the assassination of a
top separatist as Kiev urged the West to slap new
sanctions on Russia. In the Donetsk and Lugansk
“People’s Republics” in Ukraine’s industrial east, voters
headed to polling stations amid tightened security, with
gun-toting, camouflage-clad soldiers deployed to
ensure order. Campaign posters around the Donetsk
rebel stronghold called on people to vote “with Russia
in your heart.”

Washington and Brussels have asked Russia not to
hold what they call “illegal” polls, saying will they fur-
ther hamper efforts to end a conflict that has killed
more than 10,000 people since 2014. The US embassy
in Ukraine said the “sham ‘elections’ will benefit only
Russian proxies in eastern Ukraine, not the Ukrainian
people”. But Moscow says the elections are necessary
to fill a power vacuum after top rebel Alexander
Zakharchenko was killed in a bombing at a Donetsk
cafÈ in August. Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko
told residents of eastern Ukraine to snub the vote. 

‘Fate of republic’ 
“Do not participate in fake elections!” he said late

Saturday, claiming separatist leaders were Russian-
controlled “puppets.” The Ukrainian foreign ministry
yesterday urged the West to slap new sanctions against
Moscow. “We are calling on the international communi-
ty to ramp up political and economic pressure on the
Kremlin,” the ministry said.

The heads of the rebel regions rejected Kiev’s criti-
cism. “It’s a free country, we live according to our
laws,” said Leonid Pasechnik, the 48-year-old acting

leader of the republic of Lugansk, after casting his
vote. The acting head of the Donetsk republic, Denis
Pushilin, a 37-year-old former operator of a notorious
Russian Ponzi scheme, urged people to vote en masse.
“We are choosing our future,” said the former nego-
tiator with Kiev who succeeded Zakharchenko. While
several candidates are running in each of the two
regions, Pushilin and Pasechnik-both of whom have
promised to seek tighter ties with Moscow-were
expected to sail to victory.

“I came here to take part in the fate of the republic,”
said Valentina Slipenko, 77, adding that she voted for
Pushilin. She said she was not bothered by Western
threats not to recognize the results of the polls which
will also see lawmakers elected. The last separatist elec-
tions were held in 2014 despite protests from the West
and Kiev, which did not recognize their results. Local
authorities pulled out all the stops to encourage a high
turnout, offering voters discount food and lottery tick-
ets. Local authorities said 18 percent of eligible voters
had cast their ballots as of 0700 GMT in both regions.
Polling stations were to close at 1700 GMT. —AFP

Poland marks 
independence 
centenary amid 
tensions
WARSAW: Poles mark a century of independence
yesterday amid tensions in the isolated and deeply
polarized country over the prominent role that mar-
ginal far-right groups gained in shaping the main
state parade. Chaos engulfed plans for the state mili-
tary parade in Warsaw days ahead of the centenary,
as far-right groups vowed to use the same route and
timing for their controversial annual independence
day march. Last year’s edition of that march drew
global outrage when some participants displayed
racist and anti-immigrant banners and slogans. Its
organizers include the National Radical Camp (ONR),
a marginal group with roots in an anti-Semitic pre-
World War II movement. 

In a bid to avoid a similar debacle on the centenary,
the right-wing Law and Justice (PiS) government and
allied President Andrzej Duda on Wednesday
announced the state military parade, insisting that it
had legal priority. But the far-right groups refused to
back down after a court overruled a separate ban
imposed by the Warsaw mayor citing the risk of vio-
lence and hate speech. The PiS government spent
Friday in a tug of war with far-right groups over the
scheduling of the two events. The sides confirmed late
Friday that they would coincide. 

Drawing a “clear red line between patriotic behav-
ior and nationalistic or chauvinistic (behavior), or neo-
Nazis,” PiS Prime Minister Mateusz Morawiecki has
vowed to act “decisively” against publicly displayed

fascist symbols or slogans, something that is illegal in
Poland. The US, Canadian and Ukrainian embassies
issued warnings about the possibility of violence in
connection with the march, while many Poles have
expressed dismay. “When the Polish government has to
negotiate with far-right groups on the centenary it
shows the weakness of the state,” Wojciech, a 67-
year-old Warsaw cabbie who declined to provide his
surname, said yesterday. “It’s very sad and disappoint-
ing,” he said.

Collision course
Underscoring Poland’s growing isolation in the

European Union since the PiS took office in 2015, no
senior delegations from fellow EU states are due to
show up for the centenary coinciding with the
Armistice that ended World War I. The government has
put Poland on a collision course with the EU by intro-
ducing a string of controversial judicial reforms that
Brussels has warned pose a threat to judicial inde-
pendence, the rule of law and ultimately to democracy.

EU President Donald Tusk, a former liberal Polish
prime minister, was the bloc’s only senior representa-
tive in Warsaw yesterday and his visit comes amid
speculation that he may return to run for president in
2020. “Forgive us Poland...we love you!” Tusk said urg-
ing national unity yesterday, remarking that Poles
“sometimes argue too much” about their country as he
laid flowers at the statue of independence leader
Marshal Jozef Pilsudski in Warsaw.

Speaking on Saturday, Tusk likened the PiS to “con-
temporary Bolsheviks” who must be “defeated”. He
also repeated a warning that the PiS could unwittingly
unleash a “Polexit” from the EU despite its strong pop-
ularity among Poles and the many assurances of PiS
leader Jaroslaw Kaczynski that his party has no such
designs. Widely regarded as Poland’s de facto power-
broker, Kaczynski has played a key role behind the
scenes in shaping domestic and foreign policy. He and
Tusk are arch-rivals. —AFP

LONDON: Prime Minister Theresa May was under
growing pressure yesterday to change her plan for
Britain to leave the European Union to avoid defeat in a
parliamentary vote. With both Britain and the EU sug-
gesting an agreement is close, eurosceptic lawmakers
and a leading member of a small Northern Irish party
that props up her Conservative government made new
threats to vote against the terms of the deal she is
working on with Brussels.

The vote in parliament, most likely to come later this
year, is gearing up to be the biggest showdown in the
lengthy negotiations to leave the EU, Britain’s biggest
shift in foreign and trade policy in more than 40 years.
May, who was attending a
ceremony to mark 100 years
since the end of World War
One, found some support
from ministers in her cabinet,
but it would be hard for her to
ignore the growing calls to
change tack after a minister
resigned and Northern
Ireland’s Democratic Unionist
Party threatened to rebel.

“If the government makes
the historic mistake of priori-
tizing placating the EU over establishing an independ-
ent and whole UK, then regrettably we must vote
against the deal,” Steve Baker, a leading eurosceptic
and former minister, wrote alongside the DUP’s Brexit
spokesman Sammy Wilson in the Sunday Telegraph
newspaper. The main battleground is over a so-called
backstop to prevent the return of a hard border
between the British province of Northern Ireland and
EU-member Ireland, something that would only come

into force if a deal on future ties cannot guarantee the
type of frictionless trade needed to keep it open.

Depth of anger
Fears that proposals would mean keeping Britain

inside the EU’s customs union indefinitely or that
Northern Ireland would have to accept different rules
and regulations to the rest of the United Kingdom have
focused opposition to May’s deal. Eurosceptics have
long criticized May’s proposals, but it was the resigna-
tion of Jo Johnson, the remain-voting younger brother
to Brexit campaign leader Boris Johnson, that highlight-
ed the depth of anger over her plans.

Many say May’s desire to
prioritize free flowing trade of
goods with the rest of Europe
will make Britain little more
than a “rule taker”, unable to
break free of Brussels’ deci-
sions. Comments by
Education Minister Damian
Hinds will also do little to
temper those concerns. He
told the BBC Britain could not
push for a deal giving London
the sole right to say when it

was ready to leave any backstop arrangement. “The
prime minister has to negotiate something which is
negotiable with the other side as well as working for
people here,” Hinds said.

But May did find some support. Both he, and the
eurosceptic leader of the lower house of parliament,
Andrea Leadsom, said they supported the prime
minister. “I mean to support the prime minister to get
a Brexit that works for the United Kingdom and the

EU, keeps our country together and delivers on the
referendum,” said Leadsom, who some media report-
ed was considering quitting her post. She said she
did not expect further resignations, adding: “I do

urge colleagues to support the prime minister. We
are at a very difficult stage ... but it is a negotiation,
so what we have to do is to hold our nerve and keep
negotiating.”  —Reuters

May under growing pressure to change her Brexit plan

Change tack or face defeat, 
Brexit critics tell British PM

LONDON: Skyscrapers and office buildings are pictured in the City of London as pedestrians use
Waterloo Bridge to cross over the River Thames. —AFP

Deal is close;
Both Britain, 
EU suggest

DONETSK: Women casts their ballots at a polling station in
Donetsk, in the rebel-held area of eastern Ukraine yesterday, as
Kremlin-backed separatists choose their new leaders despite
Western calls on Moscow not to sabotage peace talks. —AFP

Florida orders vote 
recount in Senate, 
governor races
FLORIDA: Florida will hold a machine recount of votes
in its neck-and-neck races for the US Senate and gov-
ernor, officials said on Saturday, setting up a days-long
wait for closure in two of the most closely-watched
contests of the midterm elections. Results of the

recount are due by 3 pm Thursday for the two races,
which along with those for governor in Georgia and for
the US Senate in Arizona, are the most high-profile
contests still undecided after Tuesday’s vote.

The drama echoed the 2000 presidential vote
recount that took place in Florida, with both sides
alleging foul play and sending teams of lawyers to the
Sunshine State. In Florida’s election for the US Senate,
Republican Governor Rick Scott had seen his lead nar-
row over incumbent Democratic US Senator Bill
Nelson to about 12,500 votes, or 0.15 percent, by
Saturday evening. —Reuters 


