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WASHINGTON: In this image released by The White House, US President Joe Biden (R), with Secretary of State Antony Blinken (2nd R) speaks with Russian President Vladimir Putin (on screen) from the White House
in Washington. —AFP

Biden warns Putin of ‘strong’ response 
Strong Western economic blowback against any attack on Ukraine
WASHINGTON: US President Joe Biden warned
President Vladimir Putin on Tuesday of “strong”
Western economic blowback against any Russian
attack on Ukraine, while the Kremlin leader
demanded guarantees that the NATO alliance keep
clear of Russia.

The two leaders met by video link in a two-hour
summit seen as a vital chance to defuse tension on
the Russian-Ukrainian frontier, where Russia has
deployed up to 100,000 troops, sparking fears of a
major war in Europe.

Russia denies planning to invade Ukraine, where
it already seized swaths of territory in 2014.
However, Biden made clear that economic pain, per-
haps including “risk” to Russia’s new Nord Stream 2
natural gas pipeline supplying Europe, would follow
if it does.

“President Biden voiced the deep concerns of
the United States and our European allies about
Russia’s escalation of forces surrounding Ukraine,”
the White House said in a statement.

Biden “made clear that the US and our allies
would respond with strong economic and other
measures in the event of military escalation.” The
US leader also “called for de-escalation and a
return to diplomacy,” the statement said.

In its own readout, the Kremlin said Putin blamed
NATO for tensions in Ukraine and insisted on “legal
guarantees” against the Western military alliance

expanding its forces any closer to Russia.
Reflecting the tense atmosphere, Biden was

shown in an official photograph sitting behind
closed doors with the secretary of state and
national security advisor in the White House’s
Situation Room. Putin, at his resort residence in
Sochi, was pictured alone at a long table in front of
the video screen.

Russian denial 
The United States says

it doesn’t know for sure
what Russia intends in
Ukraine. Russia already
supports a powerful sep-
aratist rebellion across
swaths of eastern Ukraine
and annexed the Crimean
peninsula from Kiev in
2014.  Moscow describes
accusations that it is
preparing to invade as
“hysteria.”

“Russian troops are on their territory, they are
threatening no one,” Putin’s top foreign policy
adviser Yury Ushakov told reporters after the video
summit.

Instead, Putin says that he sees Ukraine’s grow-
ing alliance with Western nations as a threat to

Russian security — and that any move by Ukraine
to join NATO or to host NATO missiles would be
unacceptable.

“Russia is seriously interested in obtaining reli-
able legal guarantees that will exclude NATO’s
eastward expansion and the deployment of offen-
sive strike weapons in countries adjacent to Russia,”
the Kremlin said.

While Ukraine is nowhere near being able to join
NATO, the United States
and NATO say Russia can-
not be given a veto over
Ukraine’s Western-leaning
ambitions.

Biden’s national security
advisor, Jake Sullivan, told
reporters that Biden “made
no such commitments or
concessions.”

Pipeline in crosshairs?
There is no Western

appetite for sending US or European troops into
direct military conflict with Russia, leaving limited
options for pressuring Moscow. Sullivan said there
were sanctions that Washington had held off from in
2014 but was “prepared to do now.”

One clear target could be the new Nord Stream
2 pipeline, which has yet to begin delivering natural

gas to Germany. Sullivan said the pipeline’s future
was at “risk” if Russia does invade Ukraine.

“It is leverage for the West, because if Vladimir
Putin wants to see gas flow through that pipeline, he
may not want to take the risk of invading Ukraine,”
he said. Sullivan said that an attack on Ukraine
would also prompt calls from NATO’s eastern
European members for increased US military com-
mitments, and the White House would “respond
positively to those things.”

Biden talked with the leaders of Britain, France,
Germany and Italy after he finished with Putin.

They “underscored their support for Ukraine’s
sovereignty and territorial integrity, as well as the
need for Russia to reduce tensions.” the White
House said. 0Biden was due to reach out to
Ukraine’s President Volodymyr Zelensky today.

Zelensky to the front 
Clad in a combat uniform, Zelensky visited

troops fighting pro-Moscow separatists in the
country’s east on Monday.

“Thank you for protecting the sovereignty and
territorial integrity of Ukraine,” Zelensky told the
soldiers, according to a statement released by Kiev.

The conflict has claimed more than 13,000 lives,
and while Ukrainian forces are deadlocked against
their separatist opponents, they would likely be
overwhelmed by Russian regular troops. — AFP

US leader called
for de-escalation

and return to
diplomacy

Rocket carrying 
Japanese tycoon
docks at ISS 
BAIKONUR: A Russian rocket carrying a
Japanese billionaire docked with the
International Space Station yesterday,
marking the country’s return to space
tourism after a decade-long pause that
saw the rise of competition from the
United States.

Online fashion tycoon Yusaku Maezawa
and his assistant Yozo Hirano blasted off
from the Baikonur cosmodrome in
Kazakhstan earlier yesterday.

They docked with the Poisk module of
the Russian segment of the ISS at 1340
GMT, the Russian space agency said. “We
have contact,” Roscosmos tweeted.

Their journey aboard the three-person
Soyuz spacecraft piloted by cosmonaut
Alexander Misurkin took just over six
hours, capping a banner year that many
have seen as a turning point for private
space travel.

Billionaires Elon Musk, Jeff Bezos and
Richard Branson all made breakthrough
commercial tourism flights this year, burst-
ing into a market Russia is keen to defend.

A crowd at the launch site — including
Maezawa’s family and friends — braved
freezing temperatures and cheered as the
rocket blasted off into the grey sky, leaving
a trail of orange flames before disappear-
ing in the clouds.

“This has been a long process. It’s so
moving. I was about to cry,” said Ryo
Okubo, a lawyer for Maezawa’s space

projects. “I’m really excited but he’s also
my friend so I’m worried about him,” a
longtime friend of the billionaire, 44-year-
old Hiroyuki Sugimoto, told AFP.

Among the revellers was a family-of-
three who won spots at the launch from
out of a million applicants. The brother and
sister were holding hand-drawn banners
with Maezawa’s face inside a sunflower
and a picture of a rocket.

The trio will spend 12 days on the sta-
tion where the Japanese tourists will docu-
ment their daily life aboard the ISS for
Maezawa’s popular YouTube channel.

The 46-year-old billionaire has set out
100 tasks to complete onboard, including

hosting a badminton tournament. The ISS
is home to an international crew of seven
people including two Russian cosmonauts
and a Japanese astronaut.

Russia’s Anton Shkaplerov welcomed
the trio. “We have already prepared dinner
for you,” he tweeted. “We are waiting for
the hatches to open in a couple of hours!”

Maezawa also plans to take eight people
with him on a 2023 mission around the moon
operated by Musk’s SpaceX. He and his
assistant are the first private Japanese citi-
zens to visit space since journalist Toyohiro
Akiyama travelled to the Mir station in 1990.
Russia has a history of shepherding self-
funded tourists to space. — AFP

US drone strike 
hits Syria family
AL-RAMI: Ahmad Qassum was driv-
ing home with his family when a US
drone targeting an Al-Qaeda-linked
militant in Syria struck and left all six
of them wounded.

“We came across a motorbike that
was driving in front of us, and when I
tried to overtake it, I felt a strike hit
us,” the 52-year-old displaced Syrian
told AFP from his wife’s family home
in Idlib province. Shrapnel from the
attack, he said, turned his vehicle into
a “pool of blood”.

It wounded his wife and four chil-
dren, including his nine-year-old son
Mahmud who is still in intensive care
for a serious head injury.

“I didn’t know who to save first,”
Qassum said, recalling the moments
immediately after the attack.

Idlib is a region dominated by the
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham alliance, which is
led by Syria’s former Al-Qaeda affili-
ate. For years, a US-led international
coalition in Syria and Iraq has con-
ducted air raids that are aimed at
jihadists but often kill and maim civil-
ians. They include a drone strike on
Friday that the Pentagon said killed a
“senior leader” of the Al-Qaeda-
linked Hurras al-Deen faction.

“The initial review of the strike did
indicate the potential for possible
civilian casualties,” Pentagon
spokesperson John Kirby said.

Washington has “launched a civil-

ian casualty assessment report,” he
told reporters on Monday.

‘Compensation’ 
Qassum’s family was driving back

to the northern town of Afrin when
the strike hit a man riding the motor-
cycle ahead of them.

They had spent a few days visiting
relatives in Idlib, their first such trip in
nine months, before their family holi-
day took a tragic turn.

“What did we do that justifies the
Americans bombing us?” Qassum
said, one hand wrapped in a bandage,
while the other fiddled with a rosary
bead. “We want compensation... and
those who did this to us should be
held to account.”

The US-led coalition has disclosed
at least 1,417 civilian deaths since it
started operations against the Islamic
State group (IS) in Syria and Iraq in
2014. But the actual number of civil-
ians killed is believed to be higher.

A New York Times investigation
last month found the US concealed a
March 2019 strike near IS’s last Syria
bastion of Baghuz that killed 70 peo-
ple, mainly women and children.

Drawing from confidential docu-
ments, interviews with personnel
directly involved and officials with top
security clearance, the newspaper
found the strike “was one of the
largest civilian casualty incidents of
the war against the Islamic State,”
albeit never publicly acknowledged
by the US military. 

The Pentagon said last month it
had opened an investigation into the
incident. — AFP

BAIKONUR: Japanese billionaire Yusaku Maezawa waves before boarding the Soyuz
MS-20 spacecraft prior to the launch at the Baikonur cosmodrome yesterday. —AFP


