
Stationmaster 
charged over  
Greek rail crash  

 
ATHENS: The stationmaster implicated in 
Greece’s deadliest rail crash, which killed at least 
57 people, was charged and taken into custody 
Sunday, hours after the prime minister asked for 
forgiveness for the disaster. 

On the streets, public anger over the deaths 
exploded into violence at demonstrations to 
protest the longstanding neglect of rail safety 
and to mourn the victims. A legal source told 
AFP that the 59-year-old stationmaster, who 
has been named as Vassi l is  Samaras, was 
charged over his role in the “death of a large 
number of people” and taken into custody. 
Under Greek law, the offence carries a sentence 
of between 10 years and life. 

Early on Sunday, ahead of a memorial service 
in Athens, Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis 
wrote a message addressed to the nation. “As 
prime minister, I owe it to everyone, but especial-
ly to the victims’ relatives, (to ask for) forgive-
ness,” he wrote. 

“For the Greece of 2023, two trains heading 
in different directions cannot run on the same 
line and no one notice,” Mitsotakis wrote in the 
message posted on his Facebook page. In the 
coming days, the minister  in  charge wi l l 
announce immediate measures to improve rail-
way safety, he added. 

Greece would also seek the help and advice of 
the European Commission-as well as funding-to 
upgrade and modernise the country’s rail system.  

 
Grief and anger  

At the small station of Rapsani, near the acci-
dent site, local people left red and white carna-
tions and lit candles along the track on Sunday. 
Greek television showed harrowing images of 
weeping parents clamouring for information of 
children who had been aboard the train and 
berating authorities for what had happened. 

The crash between a passenger and a freight 
t ra in  near  the centra l  c i ty  of  Lar issa  on 
Tuesday night has sparked widespread outrage 
across Greece. Thousands of angry demonstra-
tors-police estimated the number at 12,000 
people-gathered by the large esplanade in 
front of the parliament to demand accountabil-
ity for the disaster. 

Some protesters held signs reading “Down 

with killer governments”. AFP journalists saw 
violent clashes erupt between police and some of 
the demonstrators. Police said seven officers 
were hurt and five arrests were made after 
demonstrators set fire to rubbish bins and threw 
Molotov cocktails. 

Police responded by firing tear gas and stun 
grenades to clear the square. Hellenic Train, the 
rail company that has become the focus of some 
of the anger expressed in the wake of the crash, 
defended its actions in a statement late Saturday. 

Its staff were quick to reach the scene of the 
disaster and had been working closely with res-
cue teams and the authorities ever since, it said. 
Hundreds of people demonstrated during the 
week outside their Athens headquarters, and one 
legal source has said that investigators are look-
ing at the possibility of bringing charges against 
senior members of the company. 

Just as hard questions are also being asked of 
the government over its failure to pursue rail 
safety reforms, rail union officials have insisted 
they warned the company about the safety issues 
on the line. Many of the crash victims were stu-
dents returning from a weekend break. At least 
nine young people studying at Thessaloniki’s 
Aristotle University were among those killed on 
the passenger train. 

‘New elements’ in the case  
In  h i s  message  on  Sunday, Mi tso tak i s 

addressed the quest ion of  responsibi l i ty, 
saying they did not wish to hide behind the 
issue of human error. Details have emerged 
in the Greek media of the stationmaster’s rel-
ative inexperience in the post and the fact 
that he was left unsupervised during a busy 
holiday weekend. 

His lawyer, Stefanos Pantzartsidis, has insist-
ed that while his client had admitted some 
responsibility, this was not the whole story. “In 
the case, there are important new elements that 
need to be examined,” he said Saturday. 

Kostas Genidounias, head of the train driv-
ers’  union OSE, has said they had already 
warned the authorities about safety failings on 
the line where the crash happened. Union lead-
ers at Hellenic Train sounded the alarm just 
three weeks ago. 

“We are not going to wait for the accident 
to  happen to  see those responsib le  shed 
crocodile tears,” they said at the t ime. In 
Vatican City Sunday, Pope Francis offered 
prayers for the victims of the crash. “I am 
praying for the deceased,” he said. “I am near 
the wounded and to their relatives. May Our 
Lady comfort them.”  —AFP
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ATHENS: Protesters clash with riot police at the entrance of a metro station during a demonstration in Athens on 
March 5, 2023, following a deadly train accident late on February 28.  —AFP

 

Pakistan suicide  
bomber kills nine  
police officers 

 
QUETTA: A suicide bomber killed nine police offi-
cers and wounded 16 others Monday in an attack 
on their truck in southwestern Pakistan, officials 
said. Security forces have been battling a years-
long insurgency by militants in Balochistan 
demanding a bigger share of the province’s wealth, 
as well as attacks by the Pakistan Taleban (TTP). 

“The suicide bomber was riding a motorbike 
and hit the truck from behind,” senior police official 
Abdul Hai Aamir told AFP. The incident took place 
near Dhadar, the main town of Kachhi district, 
about 120 kilometres (75 miles) southeast of 
Quetta in Balochistan. 

Photos of the aftermath showed the police truck 
upside down on the road with its windows shat-
tered. Mehmood Notezai, police chief for Kachhi 
district, told AFP the officers were returning from a 
week-long cattle show where they had been pro-
viding security. 

There has been no claim of responsiblity for the 
attack. “Terrorism in Balochistan is part of a nefari-
ous agenda to destabilise the country,” Prime 
Minister Shehbaz Sharif said in a statement 
released by his office. The country is facing over-
lapping political, economic and environmental 
crises, as well as a worsening security situation. 

Attacks have been on the rise in Pakistan since 
the Afghan Taleban seized control of Kabul in 
August 2021, emboldening militant groups along 
the border which have increasingly targeted secu-
rity forces.Last month five people died when a TTP 
suicide squad stormed a police compound in the 
port city of Karachi. —AFP 

KRAMATORSK: People stand outside a destroyed school after a missile strike in Kramatorsk on March 6, 2023, amid Russian invasion of Ukraine.  —AFP

Ukraine vows to bolster defences as enemy continues its attempts to encircle Bakhmut

Zelensky pays tribute to troops
KYIV: Ukrainian President Volodomyr Zelensky on 
Sunday paid tribute to his soldiers fighting in the “painful 
and difficult” battle for the country’s frontline eastern 
Donbas region. He was speaking after Ukraine’s general 
staff reported that its forces had fought off “more than 130 
enemy attacks” the previous day, including in Kupiansk, 
Lyman, Bakhmut and Avdiivka. 

“The enemy continues its attempts to encircle the town 
of Bakhmut,” it said early on Sunday, of the eastern city 
that Moscow has been trying to capture for months. 
Ukraine has vowed to defend “fortress Bakhmut” which 
Russian troops seem determined to take. Analysts say the 
city, which has been virtually destroyed in the fighting, has 
little real strategic value. 

But, as what has become the longest and bloodiest bat-
tle of the conflict drags on, its fate has acquired a symbolic 
importance, surpassing its military significance. “I would 
like to pay special tribute to the bravery, strength and 
resilience of the soldiers fighting in the Donbas,” Zelensky 
said in his daily address. 

“This is one of the hardest battles. Painful and diffi-
cult.” The Donbas is made up of Donetsk and Lugansk, 

which Russia claims to have annexed despite never ful-
ly having controlled it. 

Ukraine’s troops, said Zelensky, had “repelled assaults, 
destroyed the occupier, undermined enemy positions and 
logistics, and protected our borders and cities”. But on 
Saturday, the US-based Institute for the Study of War 
(ISW) warned that Ukrainian supply routes to Bakhmut 
were narrowing. “The Russians may have intended to 
encircle Ukrainian forces in Bakhmut, but the Ukrainian 
command has signalled that it will likely withdraw rather 
than risk an encirclement,” it added. 

 
Russian rivalries  

Pro-Russian separatists in the Donetsk region post-
ed a video purporting to show Wagner fighters in the 
suburbs north of Bakhmut, having taken control of the 
Stupki railway station. Wagner, a private army headed 
by Yevgeny Prigozhin, has taken centre stage in the 
fight for the city, which has exposed rivalries with 
Russia’s conventional forces. 

Already on Friday, Prigozhin said his fighters had 
“practically encircled” Bakhmut and only one road 

remained under Ukrainian control. Prigozhin, who has for 
weeks been publicising the advances of his men towards 
the eastern city, on Saturday posted on social media, 
standing to what he said were coffins containing bodies 
of Ukrainian soldiers being shipped to territory con-
trolled by Kyiv. 

Prigozhin regularly posts videos of himself alongside 
mercenaries, on the ground or even in a fighter jet, in con-
trast with Russian generals criticised for shirking the front 
line. In a rare exception, Russia on Saturday released a 
video of Defence Minister Sergei Shoigu inspecting troops 
in frontline regions in Ukraine. 

The ministry said Shoigu inspected an advance com-
mand post in the South Donetsk direction without specify-
ing exactly where or when. He was seen travelling in a heli-
copter and talking to a soldier in front of damaged build-
ings. The ISW think tank said Shoigu went there “likely to 
assess the extent of Russian losses around Vugledar and 
the possibility of a further offensive in this direction”.  

 
Zaporizhzhia ‘hostage’  

While the epicentre of the fighting is in the east, the 

death toll from a strike this week on an apartment block in 
southern Zaporizhzhia rose to 13, Ukraine’s state emer-
gency service said. Among the dead was a small child, the 
agency added. The Ukrainian presidency also said Russian 
shelling had killed five people on Saturday. Zaporizhzhia is 
one of the four regions-along with Donetsk, Lugansk and 
Kherson-that Russia claims to have annexed but has never 
fully controlled. But Moscow’s forces have held the 
Zaporizhzhia nuclear power plant since March 4, 2022. The 
plant has repeatedly made headlines and revived fears of 
nuclear catastrophes similar to the deadly Chernobyl dis-
aster that shook Ukraine in 1986. 

The exiled mayor of Energodar, which houses the sta-
tion, told AFP that Russia uses the plant as a “nuclear 
shield” for its troops and equipment. After Kyiv and 
Moscow blamed each other for shelling around the plant, 
the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) posted 
observers there. 

Zelensky said on Saturday that Russia had taken the 
nuclear power plant “hostage” a year ago and “turned 
the territory of the (power plant) into a de facto military 
training ground”.  —AFP

KACHHI: Security officials examine the site after a suicide 
attack on a police truck near Dhadar, the main town of 
Kachhi district, about 120 kms southeast of Quetta in 
Balochistan province on March 6, 2023.  —AFP


