
ISTANBUL: Greece and Turkey bowed to EU and
NATO pressure yesterday and opened the first
direct talks in nearly five years over their explosive
eastern Mediterranean standoff. The Istanbul meet-
ing is not expected to make major headway after
the two NATO neighbors’ gunboats collided in
August as their dispute over energy and borders
threatened to spiral out of control. But it adds to the
positive tone Turkish President Recep Erdogan has
been setting as he tries to repair damaged relations
with Europe in the face of a potentially more hostile
US administration under President Joe Biden.

And it could lay the groundwork for the eventual
delineation of one of the world’s most recently dis-
covered regions of proven natural gas reserves.
Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias said over the
weekend that Athens was entering the so-called
exploratory talks “in good faith”-a comment echoed
by Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu.

Disputed agenda 
Athens and Ankara held 60 rounds of talks

between 2002 and 2016 but they broke off the
negotiations without resolving a dispute that has
lingered for much of the past century. Hostilities
flared anew last year when Ankara sent a research
ship accompanied by a navy flotilla into waters near
the Turkish shore, which Greece claims with EU
support. Turkey is furious that Greece is using its

vast web of islands to lay claim to huge swathes of
the Aegean and Mediterranean Seas. The two sides
cite a range of decades-old treaties and interna-
tional agreements to support their conflicting
claims. NATO has set up a hotline to stave off a mil-
itary conflict, while Germany has spearheaded
efforts to solve the dispute through negotiations
that do not further isolate the mercurial Erdogan.

These will not be easy as Athens and Ankara
clashed over their agenda last week. Athens wants
to limit the discussions-led be retired Greek diplo-
mat Pavlos Apostolidis and Turkish Deputy Foreign
Minister Sedat Onal-to continental shelf borders
and the size of exclusive economic zones.  But
Ankara also accuses Athens of illegally stationing
troops on some of its islands and wants to discuss
aerial zones-a separate dispute that saw a Greek
pilot killed when his jet collided with a Turkish one
in 2006. “It’s not right to choose one (subject) and
say, ‘we’re holding exploratory talks on this’,”
Cavusoglu said last week.

‘Credible gestures’ 
The process could be helped along if it involved

a third party such as the US or Germany, according
to security and energy expert Michael Tanchum.
“The likely outcome of such adjudication would
invalidate the use of some small Greek islands near
Turkey’s mainland... while upholding the use of

larger islands and more distant islands,” Tanchum
said. Dendias said on Saturday that the dispute
could be submitted for arbitration in The Hague if
the exploratory talks collapse. The Istanbul meet-
ing comes during a sudden spurt in diplomatic con-
tacts aimed at thawing an ever deeper chill in rela-
tions that have frozen EU accession talks Turkey

began in 2005. Cavusoglu was in Brussels for
meetings with top EU officials last week and
Ankara hopes for a return visit at the end of
February or early March. But EU chief Ursula von
der Leyen remarked in a pointed tweet after the
meeting that as well as talks she expected “credible
gestures on the ground”. —AFP
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ISTANBUL: Greek diplomat Pavlos Apostolidis, Turkish Deputy Foreign Minister Sedat Onal, Turkish President’s
spokesman Ibrahim Kalin and their delegation meeting at Dolmabahce Palace as talks resumed over their
Eastern Mediterranean dispute. — AFP 

Istanbul talks unlikely to make major headway

Greece, Turkey bow to EU pressure,
open first direct talks since 2016

News in brief

Swedes go on trial for filming 

STOCKHOLM:  Two filmmakers went on trial
in Sweden yesterday for violating the sanctity of
the wreck of the Estonia ferry, which sank in the
Baltic Sea in 1994 killing 852 people in one of
the 20th century’s worst maritime disasters. The
team sent a remote-operated submersible to the
ship while filming a documentary that revealed a
massive hole in the ship’s hull, helping to cast
doubt on the findings of an official investigation
into the sinking. After deciding not to salvage
the wreck, Sweden, Estonia and Finland agreed
in 1995 to designate it a final resting place and
make it illegal to disturb the site. —AFP 

EU mulls response to Navalny crackdown

BRUSSELS: EU foreign ministers met yester-
day to debate their response to Russia’s arrest
of Alexei Navalny and crackdown on demon-
strators, as pressure grows to impose sanctions
on the Kremlin. The diplomats from the 27
nations are meeting in Brussels for a busy day of
talks ranging from Europe’s relations with new
US President Joe Biden to efforts to salvage the
Iran nuclear deal.  But the arrest of Russian
President Vladimir Putin’s most prominent critic
Navalny and detention of thousands of protest-
ers will be one of the thorniest issues. —AFP 

HK lifts first virus lockdown 

HONG KONG: Hong Kong lifted its first
neighborhood coronavirus lockdown yesterday
morning after testing some 7,000 people and
finding just a handful of cases as debate swirled
over the efficacy of the move. Over the weekend
police moved in to seal off a poor and densely
populated neighborhood of about 150 apart-
ment blocks where coronavirus clusters had
sprung up in recent weeks. Officials went door
to door conducting mandatory tests and found
0.17 percent of those tested had the virus. Some
community and business leaders were critical of
how the lockdown was carried out. —AFP  

Greek former minister dies 

ATHENS:  A Greek former minister and free-
dom fighter who took part in several bomb
attacks against the country’s military dictator-
ship before escaping prison by swimming from
Corfu to Albania has been found dead at sea.
Former socialist minister Sifis Valirakis was dis-
covered on Sunday off the Coast of Evia Island,
according to Athens News Agency. The 77-year-
old went missing on Sunday afternoon and the
coastguard, alerted by his wife, found his inflat-
able boat near an islet with the engine on.  His
body was located later in the evening about a
mile from the boat. Valirakis was a member of the
Panhellenic Liberation Army, a militant group
fighting Greece’s US-backed military dictator-
ship that ruled the country from 1967-74. —AFP 

Outrage over brutal beating 

PARIS: A teenage boy whose vicious beating
was filmed in a video that went viral over the
weekend has awoken from his coma, his mother
said yesterday, as officials vowed to find and
punish the assailants. The attack against Yuriy,
15, in a busy and well-heeled neighborhood of
the capital shocked residents, though police
have noted violent disputes between rival bands
of youths in the area. His mother Nataliya
Kruchenyk said her son had left school with
friends when he was accosted by around a
dozen people, a scene captured by a surveil-
lance camera. — AFP

India, China clash 
on Himalayan 
border again
NEW DELHI: Indian and Chinese troops fought a
new brawl on their contested Himalayan border that
left injuries on both sides, officials said yesterday,
highlighting the fraught state of relations between
the giant neighbors. The fighting on January 20
came six months after a pitched battle which left at
least 20 Indian troops dead as well as an unknown
number of Chinese casualties.

The world’s two most populous nations have
since become embroiled in a diplomatic showdown
over their geographical and political differences.
India’s military played down the latest skirmish as a
“minor face-off” at Naku La pass, which connects
Sikkim state with Tibet on the Chinese side.

China’s foreign ministry, however, said it had “no
information” on the incident. In a statement, the

Indian army said last week’s clash was “resolved by
local commanders as per established protocols”.
Government sources said four Indian troops were
injured when a Chinese patrol was forced back.
They added that China’s People’s Liberation Army
suffered an unknown number of casualties.

In Beijing, foreign ministry spokesman Zhao
Lijian said Chinese troops “dedicated themselves to
safeguarding the peace and tranquility” of the bor-
der region”. “China urges India to work in the same
direction,” he said.

Firearms banned 
Details of the latest clash emerged on the eve of

India’s Republic Day, when the country shows off
its latest military hardware at a parade in the capi-
tal. Hand-to-hand fighting between 150 soldiers at
Naku La in May also set off tensions. About 10
troops from each side were injured. The use of
firearms by border patrols is banned under a bilat-
eral agreement. In June, troops fought with fists and
wooden clubs in the Galwan valley of Ladakh
region, leaving dozens dead. China has never con-
firmed it suffered fatalities. —AFP

In this file photo a Chinese soldier gestures as he stands
near an Indian soldier on the Chinese side of the ancient
Nathu La border crossing between India and China. — AFP 

Kim Jong-Cheol 
sacked for sexual
harassment
SEOUL: The head of a left-wing South Korean
political party that has championed gender equality
was sacked yesterday for sexually harassing one of
his own MPs, a prominent rights campaigner. Kim
Jong-Cheol was chairman of the Justice Party,
which with six representatives is the third-largest in
the South Korean parliament, and was stripped of
his position after admitting harassing Jang Hye-
yeong, the party said in a statement. He is the latest
male politician to be brought down by an abuse
case in the socially conservative and traditionally
patriarchal country, where victims have long faced
pressure to remain silent.

Jang, 33, was elected last year and is among
South Korea’s youngest MPs. She is known for her
human rights activism and drew up an anti-discrim-
ination bill last year that would ban favoritism based
on sex, race, age, sexual orientation, disability or
religion, but has yet to be put to a vote. The inci-

dent happened following a dinner last month, and
the party mounted an investigation after Jang
reported it three days later. “This is blatant sexual
harassment without a doubt,” deputy leader Bae
Bok-ju told reporters. “Kim, the perpetrator, has
also acknowledged all allegations.”

South Korea remains male-dominated despite
its economic and technological advances, and
sexual abuse victims often face stigma, discourag-
ing them from coming forward. But the country
has seen a widespread #MeToo movement in the
last few years, sparked by a prosecutor who pub-
licly accused a superior of groping her at a funer-
al. In a statement Jang said the incident gave her
“an enormous sense of shock and suffering”,
involving “someone I deeply trusted as a political
al ly and with whom I campaigned together
against sex crimes”.

“I decided to make this public and hold him
accountable because I believed doing so would
restore my dignity and pave a path for me to return
to normal life,” she said, in comments lauded on
social media. Kim admitted he “made physical con-
tacts that the victim neither wanted nor consented
to and committed clear sexual harassment”.  “This
was an act that could not be excused and caused
great harm to her,” he said in a statement, offering

her his “deepest apology”. The case comes after
Seoul mayor Park Won-soon took his own life last
year after he was accused of sexual harassment, the
highest-profile politician disgraced by sexual mis-
conduct in recent years. — AFP

SEOUL: This picture shows Kim Jong-Cheol, chairman
of South Korea’s left-wing Justice Party, speaking dur-
ing a press conference at the National Assembly in
Seoul. — AFP 

New Zealand says
new COVID case
is South African
variant
WELLINGTON: New Zealand’s first
case of coronavirus in the community for
more than two months has been identified
as the more contagious South African vari-
ant, prompting Australia to suspend quar-
antine-free travel from the neighboring
country for at least 72 hours. A 56-year-
old New Zealander, who recently returned
from Europe, tested positive on Saturday
to the infectious strain, 10 days after she
completed her compulsory two weeks in
isolation. New Zealand has been widely
praised for its handling of the pandemic,
with just 25 deaths from 1,927 confirmed
virus cases in a population of five million.

The latest case is New Zealand’s first in
the community since mid-November and
has been classified as a strain said to be
more transmissible. “The strain of infection
is the South African variant and the source
of infection is highly likely to be a fellow
returnee,” said Health Minister Chris
Hipkins.  Australian Health Minister Greg
Hunt said it was a case of “significant con-
cern” and the increased possibility of
transmission had prompted his government

to suspend its “travel bubble” with New
Zealand for a minimum of 72 hours. “This
will be done out of an abundance of cau-
tion whilst more is learnt about the event
and the case,” he told reporters in
Canberra. “The changes come into effect
immediately.”

Hunt urged New Zealanders with a
flight to Australia scheduled within the
next three days to “reconsider their need
to travel” as they will have to go into hotel
quarantine-like other international
arrivals-for up to 14 days on arrival. The
woman is thought to have been infected
during quarantine by a person on the same
floor of the hotel who tested positive two
days before the woman left.  The 56-year-
old travelled around the Northland region
near Auckland after her release from quar-
antine and showed symptoms for several
days before being tested.

Two people close to her, including her
husband, have since returned negative
tests and New Zealand’s director-general
of health Ashley Bloomfield said they likely
avoided contracting the illness due to the
type of infection. “She didn’t talk about
respiratory symptoms, it was more muscle
aches, so she may not have been sharing
or spreading the virus much,” he said. “I
don’t think that’s peculiar to this variant,
it ’s just how it was expressed in this
woman.” The World Health Organization
has said there is no clear evidence the
South African variant leads to more severe
disease or a higher death rate. —AFP

Singapore activists
appeal gay sex 
ban court ruling
SINGAPORE: Three Singapore campaigners launched an
appeal yesterday against a court’s decision to uphold a law
banning sex between men, the latest effort to overturn the
colonial-era legislation.  A holdover from British rule of the
city-state, the law is rarely enforced but activists say it still
jars with the affluent country’s increasingly modern and
vibrant culture.  Others, however, argue that Singapore
remains conservative at heart, and is not ready for change,
while officials also believe most would not be in favor of
repealing the legislation. 

Last year, the High Court dismissed three challenges to the
law, which it heard together, by a retired doctor, a DJ and an
LGBT rights advocate.  The trio challenged that decision yes-
terday at the Court of Appeal.  M. Ravi, a lawyer representing
retired doctor Roy Tan, said in a Facebook post he had
argued the gay sex ban should be deemed “absurd”. Tan said
the appeal was based on the grounds that the judge hearing
last year’s case was wrong to reject arguments the legislation
breached several articles of the constitution.  These include
the right to equality before the law, the right to life and per-
sonal liberty and the right to freedom of expression, he said
in a statement. Challenges to the law have been rejected
twice, first in 2014 and again last year.  The failure to overturn
it contrasts sharply with progress made elsewhere in the
region on LGBT rights.  —AFP


