
KYIV: President Volodymyr Zelensky said Sunday
his government is “carefully” considering a Russian
demand of Ukrainian neutrality, a key point of con-
tention as negotiators for both sides prepare for a
fresh round of talks aimed at ending the brutal
month-long war. “This point of the negotiations is
understandable to me and it is being discussed, it is
being carefully studied,” Zelensky said during an
interview with several independent Russian news
organisations.

The UN estimates that at least 1,100 civilians
have died and more than 10 million have been dis-
placed in a devastating war that has gone on far
longer than Moscow leaders expected. The new
talks-starting in Turkey on either Monday or
Tuesday, according to conflicting reports-come

after the Russian army said it would begin focusing
on eastern Ukraine in a move some analysts saw as
a scaling back of Moscow’s ambitions.

But US President Joe Biden questioned that
interpretation-and may have roiled the coming talks
by saying in Warsaw that Russian President
Vladimir Putin “cannot remain in power”. The ad-
libbed remark-which the White House swiftly tried
to roll back-sparked outrage in Moscow and sowed
widespread concern in Washington and abroad,
seeming to undercut Biden’s own efforts on a
European visit to underscore a carefully crafted
unity in support of Kyiv.

France’s President Emmanuel Macron warned

that any escalation “in words or action” could harm
his efforts in talks with Putin to agree on evacuating
civilians from the devastated port city of Mariupol.
Neither intense diplomacy nor steadily mounting
sanctions have persuaded Putin to halt the war.

But as the Russians face serious tactical and
logistical problems, Ukraine’s intelligence chief
Kyrylo Budanov said Putin might be seeking to
divide the country in Korea-like fashion-to “impose
a separation line between the occupied and unoc-
cupied regions”. “After a failure to capture Kyiv and
remove Ukraine’s government, Putin is changing his
main operational directions. These are south and
east,” he wrote on Facebook. “It will be an attempt
to set up South and North Koreas in Ukraine.”

Russia may try to establish a quasi-state of
occupied zones with its own currency, he said, while
adding that Ukrainian forces could foil those plans.

A neutral Ukraine? 
A key demand from Putin, even before his troops

rolled into Ukraine on February 24, was that it
renounce its stated intention of eventually joining
NATO. The Kremlin earlier this month said Sweden
and Austria offered models of neutrality that
Ukraine could adopt.

Kyiv rejected the proposal, and in his interview
with Russian journalists, Zelensky accused Putin
of dragging out negotiations and prolonging the
conflict. NATO’s 1949 treaty gives any European
nation the right to apply for membership, and US
deputy secretary of state Wendy Sherman said in
January that “we will not slam the door shut on
NATO’s open-door policy.”

But NATO members have said Ukraine mem-
bership is a distant option at best. Were Kyiv to
join the 30-member Western alliance, NATO

would be committed to help defend it against any
future attack.

The new round of talks come as Russia has de
facto control over the self-proclaimed Donetsk
and Lugansk republics in the country’s eastern
Donbas region. The head of Ukraine’s Lugansk
separatist region said it may hold a referendum on
becoming part of Russia-a move immediately
slammed by Kyiv. 

As Russian forces continued a devastating siege
of Mariupol-a key obstacle to Moscow’s ambition
of gaining unbroken control from the Donbas to the
Crimea peninsula-its residents have recounted har-
rowing scenes of destruction and death. Ukraine
was making a new push to get civilians out on
Sunday, with an aid route agreement for people to
leave by car or bus, said Deputy Prime Minister
Iryna Vereshchuk. —AFP
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Zelensky eying Russia neutrality demand
Moscow may try to establish a quasi-state of occupied zones with its own currency

SOFIA, Bulgaria: (From L) North Macedonia’s Prime Minister Dimitar Kovacevski, Bulgarian Prime Minister Kiril Petkov, Montenegro’s Prime Minister Zdravko Krivokapic and Romanian
Prime Minister Nicolae Ciuca take part in a conference after a meeting of the heads of state of NATO countries from Southeast Europe, in Sofia, on March 28, 2022. —AFP

New talks 
starting 

in Turkey

Suu Kyi ‘in 
quarantine’ 
YANGON: Detained former Myanmar leader Aung
San Suu Kyi has skipped three days of her trial in a
junta court after COVID-19 was detected among
her staff and she was placed in quarantine, a source
with knowledge of the case said Monday. The 76-
year-old’s civilian government was ousted in a coup
last year that triggered mass protests, and she faces
a raft of charges that could see her jailed for more
than 150 years.

Currently on trial for alleged corruption, breach-
ing Myanmar’s official secrets act and pressuring
the election commission, Suu Kyi has not appeared
in court since last Thursday, the legal source told
AFP. “Some people in her company have been
infected by COVID-19... and so she’s kept in quar-
antine, although she’s not infected,” the source said.

“We are worried because we haven’t been able
to see her.” Former president Win Myint-charged
alongside Suu Kyi-appeared at the court on
Monday via video conferencing, the source added.
Suu Kyi and her personal staff have been fully vac-
cinated against COVID-19 since being taken into
military custody, her lawyer told AFP last July.

She missed a hearing in September due to ill-
ness, and in October, her lawyer said her health had
suffered from her frequent appearances before the
junta-run court. Journalists are barred from the
proceedings in the military-built capital
Naypyidaw, and her lawyers have been banned
from speaking to the press.

Suu Kyi was previously sentenced to a total six
years in jail for incitement against the military,
breaching COVID-19 rules and breaking a telecom-
munications law-although she remains under house
arrest while she fights other charges. — AFP

Aung San Suu Kyi 

Last train out 
of Russia arrives 
in Helsinki
HELSINKI, Finland: Just after 7pm on Sunday, the
Allegro express train from St Petersburg pulled into
the Finnish capital, marking the closure of the last
rail link between Russia and the EU. Finnish railway
operator VR announced on Friday that it was sus-
pending the Allegro service, which since Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine has been regularly sold-out
with Russians eager to get out before Western
sanctions make leaving all but impossible.

“Now that I’ve picked up my cats I don’t have a
reason to go back, I have everything that’s most
valuable to me,” said Alex, who got off the train
wheeling a carry case containing his two long-
haired pets. The Muscovite who has lived for some
years in Helsinki gave only his first name.

“The situation in Russia has become more com-
plicated,” university student Ivan told AFP, travelling
with his mother from Moscow where he studies
back to his home in Portugal for the Easter holidays.
He is due to return to the Russian capital for his
exams in a few weeks. “I can’t tell how I’m going to
get back to Moscow, we’ll see how this situation
gets resolved,” he said.

Despite a lack of official statistics, thousands of
Russians are reported to have left their country
since the invasion. With airspace closures ground-
ing direct flights to Europe, those wishing to leave
Russia have turned to flights via Turkey and
Belgrade, or to road and rail.

Since the February 24 invasion, around 700 pas-
sengers a day have packed the trains to Finland,
with the service remaining open at the request of

the Finnish authorities to allow Finns in Russia to
exit the country if they wanted. However, on
Thursday the government informed VR that “oper-
ating the service was no longer appropriate” in light
of the heavy sanctions against Russia, and all trains
were cancelled from Monday.

Run jointly by Finland and Russia’s national rail-
ways, the cross-border Allegro train was a symbol
of partnership between the two nations when it
opened in 2010. President Vladimir Putin and his
then Finnish counterpart Tarja Halonen travelled on
the inaugural service, which cut travel times on the
400km (250 mile) journey between Helsinki and St
Petersburg down by two hours to 3.5 hours.

“I hope it will operate normally again very soon,”
said Aliya, in her late 50s, who works in Helsinki but
regularly visits her friends and family in St
Petersburg. The interruption of the service will
make life more difficult but “people will find a way
to make the journey anyway if they have the oppor-
tunity”, she said. — AFP

HELSINKI: Passengers disembark from the last Allegro
train from St Petersburg, Russia, at the central railway
station in Helsinki, Finland on March 27, 2022. —AFP


