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US, Russia hold high-stakes talks on Ukraine
Washington not taking seriously Moscow’s demand of an end to NATO’s eastward expansion
GENEVA: Top US and Russian officials held crucial
talks yesterday on soaring tensions over Ukraine and
security demands from Moscow, with little hope of a
diplomatic breakthrough on the table. The high-stakes
negotiations come with Russian troops massing on
Ukraine’s border and fears of an invasion, and Moscow
demanding wide-ranging concessions from Washington
and its NATO partners.

The talks launch a week of high-stakes diplomacy
between Russia and the West, after Moscow amassed tens
of thousands of troops at the Ukrainian border, drawing
the United States and Europe into a Cold War-style stand-
off. US Deputy Secretary of State Wendy Sherman and
Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergei Ryabkov opened
their meeting at the US mission in Geneva at 8:55 am
(0755 GMT), officials said. A convoy of black vehicles
with Russian diplomatic plates had arrived shortly before,
and was ushered through the large iron gates under a bil-
lowing US flag. The two diplomats had already met infor-
mally in the Swiss city on Sunday evening, with Ryabkov
afterwards telling Russian news agencies the first meeting
had been “difficult”. Ryabkov was quoted by state news
agency RIA Novosti yesterday as saying he feared
Washington was not taking seriously Moscow’s demand of
an end to NATO’s eastward expansion. 

‘Pessimistic forecast’ 
Pointing to a 2008 promise by NATO to consider

membership for Ukraine and Georgia, Ryabkov said: “Are
they ready to give legal guarantees that this country, as
well as other countries... will not join NATO?”

“I have a rather pessimistic forecast in this regard.”
Sherman in the talks on
Sunday stressed “the freedom
of sovereign nations to
choose their own alliances,”
the State Department said. In
the muddy trenches on the
frontline in Ukraine, where
Kyiv’s forces have been bat-
tling pro-Russian fighters
since 2014, there was little
hope for diplomacy.

“I doubt that anything will
change,” 29-year-old soldier
Mykhailo said as he walked through trenches in the town
of Avdiivka, just north of the separatist stronghold city of
Donetsk. “Guarantees of not joining NATO will never
stop” Putin, Mykhailo said, adding: “he wants to return the
Soviet Union in version 2.0.”

Both sides have set firm lines, with Washington warning

that Moscow would face severe consequences from an
invasion of Ukraine and Russia demanding wide-ranging
new security arrangements with the West.

After yesterday’s talks, a meeting of the NATO-Russia
Council will take place in Brussels tomorrow, then the per-
manent council of the Organization for Security and

Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE) will meet in Vienna
on Thursday with Ukraine
expected to dominate. US
Secretary of State Antony
Blinken stressed Sunday that
Russia had to choose
between dialogue and con-
frontation, warning on CNN
that there would be “massive
consequences for Russia if it
renews its aggression on
Ukraine.”

“There’s a path of dialogue and diplomacy to try to
resolve some of these differences,” he said. The United
States says many of Moscow’s proposals are non-starters.
Blinken warned that any positive outcome from the talks
would rely in part on Russia’s willingness to stand down
from its aggressive posture, which he likened to “an

atmosphere of escalation with a gun to Ukraine’s head”.
“If we’re actually going to make progress, we’re going

to have to see de-escalation,” US President Joe Biden’s
top diplomat said. Russia could otherwise face severe eco-
nomic and financial consequences, “as well as NATO
almost certainly having to reinforce its position near
Russia as well as continuing to provide assistance to
Ukraine”, he told ABC television on Sunday.

Putin met Biden in Geneva in June and agreed on regu-
lar “stability” talks between Sherman and Ryabkov.
Previous rounds were held in the Swiss city in July and
September.

US warning 
In two phone calls to Putin, Biden has warned of severe

consequences if Russia invades Ukraine. Measures under
consideration include sanctions on Putin’s inner circle,
cancelling Russia’s controversial Nord Stream 2 pipeline to
Germany or, in the most drastic scenario, severing Russia’s
links to the world’s banking system.

Russia insists it was deceived after the Cold War and
understood that NATO would not expand eastward.
Instead, the US-led alliance welcomed most of the former
Warsaw Pact countries and the three Baltic nations that
were under Soviet rule. —AFP

BRUSSELS: NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg (R) talks during a joint press conference Ukraine Deputy Prime Minister for European and Euro-Atlantic Integration Olga Stefanishyna (L), after their bilateral meeting at the NATO headquarters in
Brussels yesterday. —AFP

Suu Kyi hit with new
jail term, convictions 
YANGON:  A Myanmar junta court yesterday convicted
Aung San Suu Kyi of three criminal charges, sentencing her
to four years in prison in the latest in a slew of cases
against the ousted civilian leader. The Nobel laureate has
been detained since February 1 when her government was
forced out in an early morning coup, ending Myanmar’s
short-lived experiment with democracy.

The generals’ power grab triggered widespread dissent,
which security forces sought to quell with mass detentions
and bloody crackdowns in which more than 1,400 civilians
have been killed, according to a local monitoring group.

A source with knowledge of the case told AFP the 76-
year-old was found guilty of two charges related to illegally
importing and owning walkie-talkies and one of breaking
coronavirus rules. Junta spokesman Major General Zaw
Min Tun confirmed the verdicts and sentences and told
AFP Suu Kyi would remain under house arrest while other

cases against her proceed.
The walkie-talkie charges stem from when soldiers raid-

ed her house on the day of the coup, allegedly discovering
the contraband equipment. Yesterday’s sentence adds to the
penalties the court handed down in December when she
was jailed for four years for incitement and breaching
COVID-19 rules while campaigning. Junta chief Min Aung
Hlaing cut the sentence to two years and said she could
serve her term under house arrest in the capital Naypyidaw.
The total six-year jail term would mean Suu Kyi would not
be able to participate in fresh elections that the military
authorities have pledged to hold by August 2023.

‘Courtroom circus’ 
December’s ruling drew international condemnation,

and the Myanmar public reverted to old protesting tactics
of banging pots and pans in a show of anger. Deputy Asia
director at Human Rights Watch Phil Robertson con-
demned Monday’s verdicts.

“The Myanmar junta’s courtroom circus of secret pro-
ceedings on bogus charges is all about steadily piling up
more convictions against Aung San Suu Kyi so that she will
remain in prison indefinitely,” he said in a statement.

Journalists have been barred from attending hearings,
and Suu Kyi’s lawyers have been muzzled from speaking
to the media. The verdicts come days after Cambodian
strongman Hun Sen-who currently holds the chair for
regional bloc ASEAN-held talks with Min Aung Hlaing in
Naypyidaw. ASEAN has sought to use its influence to
defuse the Myanmar crisis, but Hun Sen’s visit attracted
criticism from rights groups and anti-junta activists.
Under a previous junta regime, Suu Kyi spent long spells
under house arrest in her family mansion in Yangon,
Myanmar’s largest city. Today, she is confined to an
undisclosed location in the capital, with her link to the
outside world limited to brief pre-trial meetings with her
lawyers. Besides yesterday’s cases, she is also facing
multiple counts of corruption-each of which is punish-
able by 15 years in jail-and of violating the official
secrets act.

In November, she and 15 other officials, including
Myanmar’s president Win Myint, were also charged with
alleged electoral fraud during the 2020 polls. Her National
League for Democracy party had swept the elections in a
landslide, trouncing a military-aligned party by a wider
margin than the previous 2015 election. —AFP

Kazak president 
says ‘attempted 
coup’ defeated 
ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Kazakhstan’s
President Kassym-Jomart Tokayev said yes-
terday his country had defeated an attempt-
ed coup d’etat during historic violence last
week, and insisted that Russian-led troops
called in to help quell the unrest would go
home “soon”. During a video conference of
leaders from several ex-Soviet countries in a
military alliance that sent in the troops,
Tokayev’s Russian counterpart Vladimir
Putin confirmed they would leave as soon as
their mission ended. The Central Asian coun-
try is reeling in the wake of the worst vio-
lence in its recent history, but life in
Kazakhstan’s largest city Almaty appeared
to be returning to normal yesterday, with
internet coverage restored as the nation
observed a day of mourning for dozens killed
in the clashes. Tokayev told the video confer-
ence that “armed militants” had used the
backdrop of protests to try to seize power.

“The main goal was obvious: the under-
mining of the constitutional order, the
destruction of government institutions and
the seizure of power. It was an attempted
coup d’etat,” Tokayev said. The Moscow-led
Collective Security Treaty Organisation
(CSTO) has deployed just over 2,000 troops
and 250 pieces of military hardware, the
Kazakh leader said, vowing that the detach-
ment soon would leave the country.

‘Limited time period’ 
Some have voiced concerns that

Moscow could leverage the mission to shore
up its influence in Kazakhstan, with US
Secretary of State Antony Blinken warning
last week that “once Russians are in your
house, it’s sometimes very difficult to get
them to leave”.

Putin told yesterday’s meeting that “a
contingent of CSTO peacekeeping forces
has been sent to Kazakhstan-and I want to
emphasise this-for a limited time period.” He
said measures taken by the CSTO showed
that its members would not allow “so-called
colour revolutions” to break out in Russia’s
backyard. Large protests, Putin added, were
“used by destructive forces from outside
and inside the country”.

Kazakhstan’s authoritarian government
has accused “armed bandits” and terrorists
of being behind the unrest, which began
with protests over a fuel price hike. The gov-
ernment said Monday that foreign media
reports had created “the false impression
that the Kazakhstan government has been
targeting peaceful protesters”.

Tokayev said in the meeting that his
country’s security personnel “have never
fired and will never fire on peaceful demon-
strators”. He wrote on Twitter later yesterday
that he had a “productive” phone conversa-
tion with European Council President
Charles Michel, during which he dismissed
claims force was used against unarmed pro-
testers and said Kazakhstan will “continue to
strengthen (its) partnership with (the) EU.”

Internet restored 
Almaty, the country’s main city and former

capital, had been nearly completely offline
since Wednesday. Local and foreign websites
were accessible again Monday morning but
connections were far from stable. AFP corre-
spondents saw public transport operating

there for the first time since the violence,
which left government buildings burned and
gutted and many businesses looted. The
internet’s restoration came as Putin criticised
social media’s role in fomenting the unrest
and called on the CSTO to work together on
cybersecurity and terrorism to combat
“destructive foreign interference”.

Kazakh authorities have struggled to
provide a clear and full picture of the unrest.
On Sunday, the information ministry retract-
ed a statement that said more than 164 peo-
ple had died in the unrest, blaming the publi-
cation on a “technical mistake”.

Officials previously said 26 “armed crimi-
nals” had been killed and that 16 security
officers had died. In total, nearly 8,000 peo-
ple have been detained for questioning, the
interior ministry said yesterday. Tokayev
dismissed his cabinet last week in an effort
to placate the protesters and was expected

to present a new government to parliament
today. On Saturday, authorities announced
the arrest on treason charges of Karim
Masimov, a high-profile ally of founding
president Nursultan Nazarbayev who was
dismissed from his post as security commit-
tee chief at the height of the unrest.

Nazarbayev, 81, who was widely regard-
ed as holding the strings in country despite
stepping down from the presidency in 2019,
has not spoken in public since the crisis
began. Nazarbayev’s press secretary said
Saturday that Nazarbayev was in “direct
contact” with Tokayev and called on
Kazakhs to “rally around” the president.

Nazarbayev hand-picked Tokayev as his
successor when he stepped down after
more than a quarter-century as head of
state. Tokayev’s spokesman said Sunday that
the president was “taking decisions inde-
pendently”.  —AFP

Italy tightens 
restrictions on 
unvaccinated 
ROME:  People in Italy who are not vaccinated
against COVID-19 are barred from restaurants or
taking domestic flights under new rules which came
into force yesterday as schools reopened nation-
wide. Only those who have recently recovered from
a coronavirus infection are exempt from the regula-
tions, which represent a further tightening of restric-
tions in the face of rising infections.

The majority of schools opened yesterday for a
new term under government orders, despite calls
from headteachers, the doctors’ union and some
mayors to delay the return to class for at least two
weeks. However, over 1,000 councils across the
country were keeping their schools closed, media
reports said.

Top virologist Massimo Galli at the Sacco de
Milan hospital said opening schools was “imprudent
and unjustified”, while public health expert Walter
Ricciardi described the situation as “explosive”. Italy
was the first European country to be hit by the coro-
navirus in early 2020 and has one of the highest
death tolls, at nearly 140,000.

It reported just over 155,000 new cases on
Sunday out of a population of 60 million. Over 86
percent of over 12s have been vaccinated and jabs
are available for younger children. Some 15 percent
of children between five and 11 years old have had
their first vaccine.

The virus is “in an exponential phase. The
reopening of schools will bring additional stress,
and I fear the number of infections will grow at
least until the end of January,” virologist Fabrizio
Pregliasco said.

Trenitalia said yesterday it had cancelled 180
regional trains-affecting 550 routes-due to coron-
avirus infections. Regional coach companies also
reported hundreds of drivers off sick with the virus.
The so-called Super Green Pass showing proof of
vaccination or recent recovery is required until
March 31 for restaurants, hotels and gyms, and to
use local or regional buses, trains, planes and ships.

FFP2 masks are now mandatory in theatres, cine-
mas, sports stadiums and on all public transport.
Unvaccinated residents on Italy’s small islands, which
had warned they risked being cast into “forced exile”
by the new rules, have been granted extra time.

The locals-for whom boats and planes are the
only means of getting off and on the islands-will be
able to continue to travel without the Super pass for
health and education reasons until February 10.
Prime Minister Mario Draghi was expected to
address the country on the new measures later.
Ricciardi, who advises Italy’s health minister, told the
Messaggero daily the latest restrictions “are not
based on scientific evidence” and “will not stop the
pandemic”.  —AFP

I doubt that 
anything 

will change

ALMATY, Kazakhstan: Kazakh soldiers check pedestrians in Almaty yesterday, after the
violence that erupted following protests over hikes in fuel prices.  —AFP


