
International
Indonesian militant 
jailed over 2002 
Bali bombingsOne year on, verdict on Biden’s Divided States of America

Page 6 Page 7

THURSDAY, JANUARY 20, 2022

KYIV: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken yes-
terday urged Russian President Vladimir Putin to
choose the “peaceful path” on Ukraine, as he visited
Kyiv in a show of support ahead of crunch talks
with Russia later this week.

In Ukraine in advance of talks with European
allies in Berlin and his Russian counterpart in
Geneva tomorrow, Blinken urged Putin to calm fears
he is planning an invasion of his pro-Western
neighbour.

“I strongly, strongly hope that we can keep this
on a diplomatic and peaceful path, but ultimately,
that’s going to be President Putin’s decision,”
Blinken said at the US embassy after he landed in
the Ukrainian capital. With tens of thousands of
Russian troops massed on the Ukrainian border,
tensions between Moscow and the West have
reached a post-Cold War high and there are real
fears of a major conflict in Eastern Europe.

Moscow insists it has no plans to invade, but is
demanding wide-ranging security guarantees —
including a ban on Ukraine ever joining NATO — in
exchange for a lowering of tensions.

Blinken’s arrival yesterday in Europe upped the
diplomatic stakes, and after Kyiv he was headed to
Berlin for four-way talks with Britain, France and
Germany to seek Western unity, and finally to
Geneva tomorrow for a meeting with Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov.

New US military aid 
On the streets of the separatist-held city of

Donetsk in eastern Ukraine, residents told AFP they
hoped an all-out conflict could be avoided.

“Talks are good, at least it’s not war,” said Alexei
Bokarev, a 77-year-old retired miner. “The guns are
quiet and negotiations are going on, it means that

there is some kind of a search for a solution. How
will this end? Nobody can say.”

Speaking at the embassy ahead of talks with
President Volodymyr Zelensky and his Ukrainian
counterpart, Blinken warned that Russia could easi-
ly send more forces towards Ukraine.

“We know that there are plans in place to
increase that force even more on very short notice,
and that gives President Putin the capacity, also on
very short notice, to take further aggressive action
against Ukraine,” Blinken said.

A senior US official meanwhile confirmed that
the United States had authorised an additional
$200 million in security aid to Ukraine, on top of

$450 million already delivered by President Joe
Biden’s administration. “We are committed to
Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity and
will continue to provide Ukraine the support it
needs,” the official said on condition of anonymity.

‘Extremely dangerous situation’ 
As Blinken left Washington, White House Press

Secretary Jen Psaki warned of an “extremely dan-
gerous situation” around Ukraine, saying “no
option is off the table” in terms of a US response

to an invasion. Lavrov on Tuesday said there
would be no further negotiations until the West
responds, in writing, to its demands for sweeping
security guarantees. As well a permanent ban on
Ukraine joining NATO, Moscow is demanding
measures that would limit military activities in for-
mer Warsaw Pact and ex-Soviet countries that
joined the alliance after Cold War.

Washington has rejected the demands as “non-
starters” and warned that any invasion of Ukraine
would be met with a severe economic counter-mea-

sures. Tensions increased on Tuesday with the
launch of joint military drills between the forces of
Russia and Belarus, which also neighbours Ukraine.

A US official said the exercises could presage a
permanent Russian military presence involving both
conventional and nuclear forces in Belarus.

Kyiv has been battling a pro-Moscow insurgency
in two breakaway regions bordering Russia since
2014, when the Kremlin annexed Ukraine’s Crimean
peninsula. The conflict in eastern Ukraine has so far
left more than 13,000 dead. — AFP
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KYIV: US Secretary of State Antony Blinken speaks during a meeting with Ukrainian President at the Bankova,
in Kyiv, yesterday. Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky thanked the United States for its help during a visit
by Secretary of State Antony Blinken amid fears of Russian aggression towards its neighbour. —AFP

Johnson calls end to 
COVID restrictions 
LONDON: UK Prime Minister Boris Johnson yes-
terday said most restrictions deployed to fight the
latest wave of the COVID pandemic in England
would be lifted from next week. People will no
longer have to wear masks in closed spaces, work
from home and prove vaccination to enter public
spaces such as nightclubs, Johnson told parliament.

“Because of the extraordinary booster cam-
paign... we can return to Plan A in England and
allow Plan B regulations to expire,” Johnson said.
Last month, England switched to “Plan B” in order
to cope with what Johnson called a “tidal wave” of
expected infections from the Omicron variant.

But he had to fight his own party to get the
changes into law, as Conservative colleagues called
the restrictions a step too far and a curb to public
freedoms. The relaxing of restrictions have been
seen as a concession to critics angry at revelations
that he and his staff broke COVID lockdown rules
by holding parties at Downing Street.

Johnson told MPs: “While there are some places
where cases are likely to continue rising, including
in primary schools, our scientists believe it is likely
that the Omicron wave has now peaked nationally.”
Secondary school pupils will no longer be required
to wear face masks from today, Johnson said, call-
ing for a review of self-isolation rules to be
brought forward from March 24.

Pandemic ‘not over’ 
After the Omicron variant emerged, Britain’s

daily caseload for COVID topped a record
200,000 infections in early January, but has now
dropped to less than half that. “As COVID becomes
endemic, we will need to replace legal require-
ments with advice and guidance, urging people
with the virus to be careful and considerate of oth-

ers,” Johnson said.
There was however still significant pressure on

the state-run National Health Service “across our
country”, Johnson said, encouraging people to
have a booster vaccination. “We know that around
90 percent of people in intensive care are not
boosted,” Johnson said, insisting “the pandemic is
not over”. “Omicron is not a mild disease for
everyone, especially if you’re not vaccinated.”
Latest government figures on Tuesday recorded
438 deaths within 28 days of a positive test for
COVID, taking the overall  tol l  to more than
152,500 since early 2020.

Facing restive Tory backbenchers, the prime
minister had rebuffed calls by some scientists to
impose a full lockdown in December, and allowed
sporting events to continue with capacity crowds
in England. The devolved governments of Scotland
and Wales imposed bans on large crowds at sports
fixtures last month, but have now lifted that rule in
time for the Six Nations rugby tournament starting
next month. — AFP

LONDON: Britain’s main opposition Labour Party
deputy leader Angela Rayner (R) reacts as she
leaves from the Houses of Parliament in
Westminster, central London yesterday. —AFP

Russian troops 
leave Kazakhstan 
ALMATY, Kazakhstan: A Russia-led military con-
tingent completed its withdrawal from Kazakhstan as
the country lifted a state of emergency yesterday
after unprecedented unrest in the Central Asian state.

The Russian defence ministry said that four mili-
tary planes carrying its last remaining troops had
departed from the capital Nur-Sultan and
Kazakhstan’s largest city Almaty. “The last units of
the peacekeepers and the command of the Russian
peacekeeping contingent headed by Colonel General
Andrei Serdyukov will return home on these planes,”
it said, according to Russian news agencies.

Images published by the Russian defence ministry
showed military airplanes landing at an airport in the
southern Russian city of Ulyanovsk, where a ceremo-
ny was held to mark the troops’ return. Ex-Soviet
Kazakhstan has been roiled by clashes that followed
peaceful protests over a New Year fuel price increase
and which left at least 225 people dead, including 19
fatalities among servicemen.

Troops from the bloc that includes ex-Soviet
states Armenia, Belarus, Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan,
Kazakhstan and Russia began arriving on January 6
following an invitation from President Kassym-Jomart
Tokayev. The withdrawal began on Thursday.

Serdyukov confirmed the completion of the mis-
sion under the auspices of the Collective Security
Treaty Organisation (CSTO), a six-member military
bloc led by Moscow. “The peacekeeping
operation...on the territory of the Republic of
Kazakhstan has been completed,” said Serdyukov.

The withdrawal comes on the same day that oil-
rich Kazakhstan ended states of emergency across
the country imposed after violence erupted that
authorities blamed on bandits and “terrorists”.

Confirming the end of the state of emergency at
midnight, Tokayev’s spokesman Berik Uali said that
“the unity and integrity of the people, law enforce-
ment agencies and military” had ensured the restora-
tion of order and peace in Kazakhstan.

“May there be peace and goodness in our country
always!” Uali wrote on Facebook. The situation
remained tense however in Almaty yesterday where
AFP correspondents observed police blocking access
to several central roads after a banned opposition
group called for protests. — AFP
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