
WASHINGTON: The United States is
ready to discuss with Russia the two
countries’ missile systems and military
exercises, in talks that could begin as
early as yesterday in Geneva, a senior
White House official said Saturday. US
and Russian diplomats are meeting in
Switzerland to try to defuse ten-
sions as Washington and Europe
accuse Moscow of preparing a new
invasion of its neighbor Ukraine.

“There are some areas... where
we think it might be possible to
make progress,” provided any
promises are “reciprocal,” the offi-
cial said, giving some details on a
conference call. “Russia has said it
feels threatened by the prospect of
offensive missile systems being
placed in Ukraine... The United States
has no intention of doing that. So this is
one area where we may be able to reach
an understanding if Russia is willing to
make a reciprocal commitment,” said the
official, who requested anonymity.

Moscow “has also expressed an inter-
est in discussing the future of certain

missile systems in Europe, along the lines
of the INF Treaty (Intermediate-Range
Nuclear Forces Treaty)” and “we’re open
to discussing this,” the official said.
Finally, Washington was ready to discuss
the possibility of reciprocal restrictions
on the size and scope of military exercis-

es conducted by Russia as well as by the
US and NATO, the source said.

“We won’t know until we get to these
conversations starting tomorrow night
whether Russia is prepared to negotiate
seriously and in good faith,” the official
warned, saying the Russians and
Americans would likely have an “initial

conversation” last night before holding
their “main meeting” today.

“We’re going into these meetings
with a sense of realism, not a sense of
optimism,” the source said, indicating
that they would be “exploratory” and
would not lead to firm promises. “I

would not at all be surprised that
Russian media begins to report per-
haps even while the talks are still
underway, that the US has made all
manner of concessions to Russia. This
is a deliberate attempt to create divi-
sion among allies, in part by manipu-
lating all of you,” the official told
reporters on the conference call.

US deputy secretary of state
Wendy Sherman is to meet Russian
deputy foreign minister Sergey

Ryabkov for the evening talks, according
to a State Department spokesperson.
Sherman will be accompanied by
Lieutenant General James Mingus, the
Joint Staff director of operations, and
Ryabkov will attend the talks with
Russian deputy defense minister Colonel
General Aleksandr Fomin. — AFP
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Diplomats meet to defuse tensions as Washington, Europe accuse Moscow of new invasion of Ukraine
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WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken speaks in the briefing room of the
State Department in Washington, DC. Blinken said that Russia could choose a diplomat-
ic solution on Ukraine in talks next week but warned the US would not be “distracted”
by Moscow’s demands. —AFP

We’re open to 
discussing this

Democrats mourn
US senator 
Harry Reid 
LAS VEGAS: A Who’s Who of the Democratic
Party mourned late senator Harry Reid on Saturday
as a giant of a bygone era in Washington politics,
when even bitter opponents found a way to get
things done. The memorial service in Las Vegas was
attended by President Joe Biden, former president
Barack Obama, Senate Majority Leader Chuck
Schumer, House Speaker Nancy Pelosi and Vice
President Kamala Harris.

Speakers recalled Reid, who died last month at
the age of 82, as an American success story who
rose from abject poverty in rural Nevada to become
one of the longest-serving majority leaders in US
Senate history.

But weighing on the ceremony, held in a theater
around the late senator’s flag-draped coffin, was a
sense that Reid represented an era in politics that
starkly contrasts with the present, with Democrats
and Republicans increasingly unable to cooperate.

“It will be quite some time before we seen
another” like him, Schumer said. In the main eulogy,
Obama emphasized Reid’s physical and mental
toughness, the “steel” that dated to his days as a
boxer who, while typically not the biggest or
strongest athlete, “never gave up.”

But Obama said the biggest qualities in Reid
were those “in short supply today ... qualities that
are exactly what democracy requires.” “First and
foremost, Harry was a pragmatist. At a time when so
many Americans across the political spectrum apply
strict purity tests... Harry had a different view,”
Obama said.

“Harry may have been a proud Democratic parti-
san. He didn’t shy away from bare-knuckle politics,”
he said. But “he met people where they are.” “He
got things done,” Obama said. The last speaker of
the day was Biden, who also mixed admiration with
nostalgia for Reid’s values at a moment when, he
said, “America is under attack” from radical right-
wing forces.

“If Harry said he was going to do something, he
did it. He didn’t do with the modern day rationale”
of finding excuses, Biden said, his voice rising. “He
led... not just by speaking but by listening, by hear-
ing all points of view, finding common ground,”
Biden said. Reid, he continued, was an ordinary
American who provided “proof that there’s nothing
ordinary about Americans.”

Working class hero 
Despite his hardscrabble upbringing, Reid was

elected to the Senate in 1986 and became the
chamber’s Democratic leader in the 2004 elections.
He served as the majority leader from 2007 to 2015.
Reid often referred to his working-class origins-his

father was a miner, his mother a laundress, and nei-
ther parent graduated from high school.

He hitchhiked 40 miles (65 kilometers) as a
teenager to attend the nearest high school, and put
himself through George Washington University Law
School by working nights as a member of the US
Capitol Police.

Quixotic, he once filibustered the Republicans by
himself for nine hours, reading from the history
book he wrote about his hometown of Searchlight.
Reid was more conservative than most other
Democrats in the Senate. A practicing Mormon, he
was staunchly against abortion rights-a stance that
sometimes found him working at cross purposes
with others in his Democratic caucus. — AFP

LAS VEGAS: The remains of former US Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid are carried into The Smith Center for
the Performing Arts for a memorial, in Las Vegas, Nevada. — AFP

West African leaders 
to discuss Mali 
crisis in key summit 
ACCRA: West African leaders will gather
Sunday to discuss Mali’s political crisis, with
the military junta submitting a new timeframe
for a transition back to civilian rule at the last
minute after its first proposal was rejected.
The extraordinary summit of the Economic
Community of West African States (ECOW-
AS) bloc in Ghana’s capital Accra is expected
to discuss possible sanctions on the Sahel
state over potentially delayed elections,
among other issues.

The meeting comes after months of increas-
ing tensions over the timetable for restoring
civilian rule in Mali after a military takeover in
2020. In August that year, army officers led by
Colonel Assimi Goita toppled the elected pres-
ident Ibrahim Boubacar Keita amid street
protests against his unpopular rule.

Under threat of sanctions, Goita subse-
quently promised to restore civilian rule in
February 2022 after holding presidential and
legislative elections. But he staged a de facto
second coup in May 2021, forcing out an inter-
im civilian government.

The move disrupted the reform timetable,
and was met with widespread diplomatic
condemnation. ECOWAS insisted that Mali
hold elections in February. But the govern-
ment then said it would only set an election
date after holding a nationwide conference-
arguing that a peaceful vote was more impor-
tant than speed.

Swathes of Mali lie outside of state control,
with the government struggling to quell a
jihadist insurgency that has raged since 2012.
On December 30, after Mali’s reform confer-
ence ended, the government suggested a tran-
sition period of between six months and five
years, starting from January 1, 2022.

This would enable the authorities to “carry
out structural institutional reforms and (organ-
ise) credible, fair and transparent elections”, it
said. But ECOWAS mediator Goodluck
Jonathan asked the regime to revise that plan
during a visit last week, Mali’s foreign minister
said. On Saturday, the junta submitted a new
proposed timetable to the bloc’s acting presi-
dent, Malian state television reported-without
giving any details about its contents.

Potential sanctions 
The 15-nation ECOWAS has led the push

for Mali to uphold its commitment to stage
elections early this year. The return to civilian
rule has put the bloc’s credibility on the line as
it seeks to uphold fundamental principles of
governance and contain regional instability.

At a summit on December 12, its leaders
reiterated demands that the elections be held
by February 27 as initially planned. They
maintained sanctions such as asset freezes
and travel bans within the ECOWAS region
against around 150 junta figures and their
families, and threatened further “economic
and financial” measures.

The possibility of fresh sanctions is expect-
ed to be on the agenda at yesterday’s summit.
A West African Economic and Monetary Union
summit will immediately precede the ECOWAS
talks in Accra, with its eight members poten-
tially meeting to lead concerted action and
impose new economic sanctions.

Sanctions have proved effective in the past.
For example, the bloc responded to Goita’s
first coup, in 2020, by shuttering Mali’s bor-
ders, imposing trade restrictions and suspend-
ing the country from its decision-making bod-
ies. Mali’s army installed a civilian-led govern-
ment in response and pledged to hold elec-
tions, which led to a lifting of the economic
sanctions, although Mali remains suspended
from the bloc’s main bodies. — AFP

PM mourns ‘terrible 
toll’ as UK tops 
150,000 deaths 
LONDON:  More than 150,000 people have died
after catching coronavirus in the United Kingdom,
the government said Saturday, in a tragic milestone
for one of the worst affected countries in Europe.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson posted a message on
Twitter saying: “Coronavirus has taken a terrible toll
on our country and today the number of deaths
recorded has reached 150,000.”

The government reported that deaths within 28
days of a positive COVID test had reached 150,057
since the start of the pandemic. Russia is the only
European country with a higher reported death toll,
at almost 315,000.

In a tweet on a black background, Johnson said
that “each and every one of those” who died “is a

profound loss to the families, friends and communi-
ties affected and my thoughts and condolences are
with them”.

The number of daily reported cases in the UK
surged to a record figure of more than 200,000 last
week, but has subsided slightly in recent days with
146,390 cases reported in the last 24 hours. The
country has introduced new rules including com-
pulsory wearing of face masks by school children
during lessons, while Johnson resisted cracking
down on social gatherings in England over the fes-
tive period.

The massive number of people testing positive or
in self-isolation has hit staff numbers in all sectors
including the state-funded health service, prompt-
ing the defence ministry to announce Friday that it
will send troops in to assist staff in hospitals.

Hospitalisations and deaths are nevertheless far
lower than in the first wave of the pandemic when
people were unvaccinated. The government is urg-
ing the public to get boosters, which have already
been administered to around 61 percent of the pop-
ulation aged over 12. It is also seeking to persuade

the unvaccinated to receive jabs.
“Our way out of this pandemic is for everyone to

get their booster or their first or second dose if they
haven’t yet,” Johnson said Saturday. — AFP

NORTHAMPTON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris
Johnson (2ndR) walks with corporal Lorna
MacDonald during a visit to a vaccination centre in
Northampton. The UK government announced
changes to COVID travel rules for England. —AFP

30 more kidnapped 
Nigerian students 
freed: Official 
KANO, Nigeria: Gunmen in northwest Nigeria’s
Kebbi state have freed 30 students and a teacher
after seven months of captivity, according to a local
official. More than 1,400 children were abduted in
Nigeria last year according to the United Nations,
mostly during attacks on schools and colleges by
gunmen known locally as “bandits”.

Students are often quickly released after ransom
payments but 200 were still missing in September,

the UN added. Thirty students of Federal
Government College and one teacher have arrived
in Birnin Kebbi “following their release,” Yahaya
Sarki, a spokesman for the Kebbi state governor,
said late Saturday.

“They shall undergo medical screening and sup-
port while being reunited with their families,” he
added in a statement. It was unclear if ransom was
paid for the release of the students or if any others
were still in captivity.

Last June, gunmen stormed the college in the
town of Yauri, seizing 102 students and eight staff
according to the school. The attack was confirmed
by police but they would not say how many stu-
dents or teachers were taken. Security personnel
rescued eight of the kidnapped students and a
teacher while bodies of three students were found

in the bush. The kidnappers freed 27 students and
three staff in October, while an unspecified num-
ber were released after their parents negotiated
with the captors. Clashes between herders and
farmers over access to land has plagued north-
west and central Nigeria for years, with some
groups evolving into criminal gangs who now ter-
rorise local communities.

Since last year, gangs have intensified highway
kidnappings and mass abductions of students. On
Wednesday, the Nigerian government issued an
official gazette declaring activities of bandits as
“acts of terrorism.”

President Muhammadu Buhari, a former army
general, is also battling a more than decade long
jihadist insurgency in the northeast and separatist
tensions in the country’s southeast. —AFP


