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‘Lithuania mania’ 
sweeps Taiwan as 
China spat sizzlesIn Calais, Ukrainian migrants more welcome than most
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PRZEMYSL, Poland: Refugees from Ukraine arrive at the train station in Przemysl, eastern Poland, near the Ukrainian-Polish border, to be relocated to other destinations, yesterday. — AFP

BRUSSELS: The flood of refugees escaping war in
Ukraine for the European Union has sparked a rare
show of unity from the bloc’s 27 nations after years
of disputes over the sensitive issue of migration. In
the space of just a week the EU rushed through a
unanimous decision to trigger its protection mecha-
nism granting those fleeing Ukraine the right to stay
and work in the bloc for an initial two years.

It was the first time the EU had activated the
measure, drawn up in 2001 after the conflicts in for-
mer Yugoslavia. “It’s a unique and historic moment
and I think we should take pride in this moment,”
EU home affairs commissioner Ylva Johansson told
the European Parliament Tuesday.

“The decision was a unanimous decision, all mem-
ber states agreed.” The EU’s response to the unprece-
dented influx of over two million refugees in 12 days is
a major shift from how it has handled previous crises.
When the same number of refugees arrived through-
out the whole of 2015 and 2016 fleeing conflicts in
Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan the bloc was deeply split
over how to share the burden. Now some of those
countries most opposed to accepting refugees from

the Middle East seven years ago are neighbouring
Ukraine and on the front line of the current crisis.

Poland has so far welcomed 1.2 million refugees
across its border with open arms and 170,000 peo-
ple have crossed into Hungary. The raw shock of
seeing Russia invade the EU’s pro-Western neigh-
bour and the scale of the influx-the fastest growing
in Europe since World War II-has galvanised the
bloc to act with record speed.

‘Prejudice’ 
But there are also “security issues that go

beyond just Ukraine and concern the entire
European continent,” said Marie De Somer, a
migration specialist at the European Policy Centre
think tank. “Any sort of disunity or panic on the part
of the EU, will be exploited by President (Vladimir)
Putin,” said Catherine Woollard, director of the
European Council on Refugees and Exiles.

Woollard’s NGO campaigned unsuccessfully for
the activation of the EU’s protection mechanism for
refugees in 2015. She says part of the difference is
down to the speed and size of the current crisis,

which has outstripped arrivals in 2015 when one
million people came in the the course of a year.

But she also says it is undeniable that the fact
most refugees from Ukraine are white and Christian
has helped shape the response this time round.

“We know that racial and religious factors are an
issue, so I think it would be naive not to note that part
of the difference is due to those considerations,” she
said. “What we would like to see is similar responses
in other situations, so that everybody arriving who
needs protection, can receive protection.” 

Both the EU’s executive and France, which holds
the bloc’s rotating presidency, hope the current cri-
sis will push forward stalled migration reforms.

The push to set in stone a system for distributing
asylum seekers among the EU’s 27 nations has
failed to make progress since being introduced in
2020 in the face of wrangling and opposition.

“We have to be ready for the next crises,” urged
French Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin. But that
is far from certain as the EU scrambles to get to
grips with the vast flows coming from Ukraine that
Brussels warns could reach five million. — AFP

Ukraine refugee influx sparks rare EU unity
Poland welcome 1.2 million refugees across its border with open arms 

US rejects Poland 
offer of jets 
for Ukraine 
WASHINGTON: The United States on
Tuesday rejected a Polish offer to send
MiG-29 fighter jets to Ukraine via a US air
base, saying the proposal raised “serious
concerns” for the entire NATO alliance.

Warsaw caught US officials off guard
with the offer to deliver the Soviet-era
planes  to  the US base in  Ramste in ,
Germany.

Under the proposed scheme, those jets
could then be deployed to Ukraine, while
the Polish air  force would receive F-16
fighters as replacements.

Pentagon spokesman John Kirby said the
prospect of the jets, placed at the disposal
of the United States, f lying from a US-
NATO base “into airspace that is contested
with Russia over Ukraine raises serious
concerns for the entire NATO alliance.”

“We will continue to consult with Poland
and our other NATO allies about this issue
and the diff icult logistical challenges it
presents, but we do not believe Poland’s
proposal is a tenable one,” Kirby said in a
statement.

“It is simply not clear to us that there is a
substantive rationale for it,” he added. Kirby
also stressed that Washington’s stance was
that “the decision about whether to transfer
Polish-owned planes to Ukraine is ultimate-
ly one for the Polish government.”

Ukraine has stepped up calls for Western
allies to supply it with military jets in the
face of the Russian invasion, but providing
Kyiv with war planes poses serious risks —
with NATO members  unwi l l ing to  be
deemed co-combatants by Moscow.

Ukraine’s air force fleet consists of aging
Soviet-era MiG-29 and Sukhoi-27 jets, and
heavier Sukhoi-25 jets — and these are the
only planes Ukrainian pilots could fly imme-
diately without additional training.

US Secretary of State Antony Blinken
said during a visit to Moldova on Sunday
that Washington was “actively” looking at a
deal with Poland to provide Ukraine with
the MiG-29s.

But after Poland announced its offer, US
Undersecretary of State for Political Affairs
Victoria Nuland told US lawmakers that
Washington had been caught off guard.

Asked by a senator whether US officials
coordinated ahead of time with Warsaw,
Nuland said: “Not to my knowledge.” While
several lawmakers pressed for the jets to be
rushed to Ukraine, Nuland refused to com-
mit Washington to supporting or facilitating
the exchange.

“I will continue to convey the very strong
bipartisan view of this committee that these
planes need to get to Ukraine,” she told the
panel. “There are a number of factors to
consider here and there are some mixed
views among al l ies and even within the
administration.”

While a significant part of Ukraine’s air
force remains intact since the war began on
February 24, both Ukraine and Russia have
sustained significant losses and neither con-
trols the airspace over the country. — AFP

Revolutionary
Guards killed 
in Zionist 
strike in Syria
TEHRAN: A Zionist entity attack in
Syria this week killed two officers
from Iran’s Revolutionary Guards, the
Islamic republic’s ideological army
said on Tuesday, vowing revenge.
“Guard colonels Ehsan Karbalaipour
and Morteza Saidnejad were mar-
tyred — a crime committed by the
Zionist regime during a rocket attack
in the suburbs of Damascus, Syria,
yesterday morning,” said a statement
issued on Sepah News, the Guards’
website. Zionist entity, it said, “will
pay for this crime”.

Both Iran and Russia have provid-
ed financial and military support to
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime
since Syria’s conflict began in 2011.
On Monday a war monitor, the

British-based Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights, said Israeli strikes
killed two pro-Iran militiamen and
wounded six others.

The target of the strikes was “a
weapons and ammunition depot oper-
ated by Iran-backed militias near
Damascus international airport”, it
said. Syrian state media said the Israeli
missiles killed two civilians, something
the Observatory, which relies on an
extensive network of sources inside
Syria, said it could not confirm.

Tehran says it has deployed its
forces in Syria at the invitation of
Damascus and only as advisers. This is
not the first time Iran has accused
Zionist entity of killing members of its
armed forces in Syria. In 2018, Tehran
said four military “advisers” were
killed by a Zionist “aggression” in cen-
tral Syria. The Guards had also previ-
ously announced the death of some of
their members “on a mission” in Syria.

Syria’s official SANA news agency
said Zionist entity carried out
Monday’s strikes at around 5:00 am
(0300 GMT), hitting positions south
of the capital. “Our air defence sys-

tems intercepted the missiles, downing
most of them,” SANA said. According
to the Observatory, Zionist entity has
carried out raids in Syria at least seven
times so far this year.

Last month, Zionist raids near the
capital killed two Syrian soldiers and
four Iran-backed militiamen, the

Observatory said. Since civil war
broke out in Syria in 2011, Zionist enti-
ty has carried out hundreds of air
strikes inside the country, targeting
government positions as well as allied
Iran-backed forces and fighters of
Lebanon’s Shiite militant movement
Hezbollah.  — AFP

DAMASCUS: A handout picture released by the official Syrian Arab News Agency (SANA)
shows a damaged car following Zionist missile strikes before dawn near the capital
Damascus. —AFP

Freedom’s
choice for
Afghans   
ZARANJ, Afghanistan: Amid a roar
of engines and clouds of dust, Sattar
Amiri clambers into a pickup truck
with his wife and infant son in a remote
Afghan frontier town, ready for a per-
ilous drive through the desert. Like the
thousands of desperate migrants
around him, he has only one goal-to
reach Iran.

“I have no choice,” says 25-year-
old Sattar.  “There is no future in
Afghanistan.” In Zaranj, a border town
in southwestern Afghanistan, people
smugglers say the flow of would-be
exiles now reaches 5,000 to 6,000 a
day-four times more than before the
Taleban’s return to power in August. At
night, the most daring try to scale the

imposing wall that separates this arid
city from Iran, despite the risk of being
shot by border guards.

But when the sun comes up, thou-
sands of men, women and children pile
into old four-wheel-drive vehicles on a
longer journey through mountains and
deserts via Pakistan. Afghanistan has
been plunged into financial crisis fol-
lowing the Taleban takeover six months
ago, worsening an already dire humani-
tarian situation after decades of war.

Many Afghans are scrambling to
leave the country for Iran or beyond in
search of work to send money back to
their families. Others fear being target-
ed by the Taleban because of their
association with the previous Western-
backed regime or the US-led foreign
forces who finally withdrew on August
31. Sattar lost his job as an army
mechanic when Afghanistan’s military
collapsed six months ago and since
then says he has “not even managed to
earn 1,000 Afghanis”-about $10.

In desperation, he sold his house in

Mazar-e-Sharif to finance his family’s
escape to Iran, where he plans to take
any job he can get. Nearly a million
Afghans left their homes between
August and December last year in an

attempt to flee, according to a recent
report by the International Organization
for Migration (IOM). This exodus has
transformed Zaranj into a people-smug-
gling den of misery. — AFP

NIMRUZ: In this picture taken on February 17, 2022, Afghan migrants ride in pickup trucks
through a desert road toward the Afghanistan-Iran border in Nimruz. —AFP


