
LONDON: The UK government will Tuesday unveil 
radical plans to stop migrants crossing the Channel ille-
gally on small boats, acknowledging it is stretching inter-
national law amid an outcry from rights campaigners. 

Prime Minister Rishi Sunak said the plan would 
“take back control of our borders once and for all”-
reprising a popular pledge from campaigners like 
him who backed Britain’s Brexit divorce from the 
European Union. “This new law will send a clear 
signal that if you come to this country illegally, you 
will be swiftly removed,” he wrote in The Sun news-
paper, ahead of a summit Friday with French 
President Emmanuel Macron. 

Under the draft law, anyone who is deported 
after making the dangerous journey from France 
would be banned from re-entering the UK and ever 
claiming British citizenship. Home Secretary Suella 
Braverman would be given a new legal duty to 
deport illegal migrants, trumping their other rights 
in UK and European human rights law. 

“No more sticking plasters or shying away from 
the difficult decisions,” the interior minister wrote in 
the Telegraph newspaper, before introducing the 
legislation in parliament later Tuesday. “Myself and 
the prime minister have been working tirelessly to 
ensure we have a bill that works-we’ve pushed the 
boundaries of international law to solve this crisis,” 
Braverman added. Migrants would be returned to 
their home country or on to a “safe” destination 
such as Rwanda, under a hotly contested partner-
ship agreed by the UK, and their rights of legal 
redress dramatically curtailed. 

Sunak’s Conservative government is trailing in 
the polls and the migrant issue is playing badly with 
voters and the right-wing press, particularly when 
they have crossed “safe” countries in Europe to 
reach Britain. But rights groups and opposition par-

ties say the plan is unworkable and unfairly scape-
goats vulnerable refugees. Christina Marriott, exec-
utive director of strategy for the British Red Cross, 
said the UK would be in breach of its duties under 
international asylum conventions. 

“We wonder if you are fleeing persecution or 
war, if you are running from Afghanistan or Syria 
and are in fear of your life, how are you going to be 
able to claim asylum in the UK?” she told Sky 
News. “If they don’t have a valid asylum claim, then 
we are in support of people being returned to 
countries,” she said. “But what we need for that is a 
really fair and fast asylum system. And that’s what 
we don’t have at the minute.” 

More than 45,000 migrants arrived on the 
shores of southeast England on small boats last 
year-a 60 percent annual increase on a route that 
has grown in popularity every year since 2018. 
Nearly 3,000 have arrived so far this year, often 
ending up in expensive hotels at taxpayer expense. 

The new plan would transfer illegal migrants to dis-
used military barracks, and cap annual asylum claims 
to a level set by parliament. The perilous nature of the 
crossings has been underlined by several tragedies in 
recent years, including in November 2021 when at 
least 27 people died when their dinghy deflated. 

 
Gangster profits  

The government has been striving for years to 
get a grip on the issue. It had hoped the threat of a 
one-way ticket to Rwanda, where migrants would 
remain if accepted for asylum, would deter the 
cross-Channel journeys. 

But the plan was blocked at the last minute by 
the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR), which 
is separate to the EU. It was then upheld by Britain’s 
High Court, but remains mired in appeals, and no 

flights to Rwanda have yet taken place. 
Reports Tuesday said the government could 

withdraw from the ECHR if the Strasbourg-based 
court again intervenes in its latest legislation, 
although Sunak’s spokesman has denied that is in 
the works. But it has yet to be confirmed to which 
so-called “safe third countries” cross-Channel 
migrants would be deported, other than Rwanda. 

In  Dover, the  scene  o f  an  an t i -migran t 
protest  and counter-demonstrat ion  at  the 
weekend, locals appeared uniformly sceptical 
about the draft law. Matthew Stevens, 43, pre-
dicted that its stipulations “won’t happen”.  
“Too many people are profiting for it to stop,” he 
said of the criminal gangs who manage the illegal 
cross-Channel operations. — AFPP 
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UK unveils contentious bid to  
stop cross-Channel migrants

‘New law will send a clear signal that if you come here illegally, you will be swiftly removed’

DOVER: An aerial view shows rolled-up inflatable dinghies and outboard engines, stored in a Port 
Authority yard in Dover, southeast England on March 6, 2023, that are believed to have been used by 
migrants who were picked up at sea whilst crossing the English Channel to England from France.  — AFP

Tehran to avoid  
new censure over  
nuclear work 
 
VIENNA: Iran will evade fresh censure by the UN 
nuclear watchdog after making “concrete” commit-
ments at the weekend to be transparent following 
the discovery of particles enriched to near 
weapons-grade, diplomats told AFP on Monday. 

The development comes after International 
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) head Rafael Grossi 
received assurances from Iran that surveillance 
cameras at several nuclear sites would be recon-
nected and the pace of inspections increased. 

On Saturday, Grossi returned from a two-day 
visit to Tehran, which sought greater cooperation 
over its atomic activities, following the discovery of 
uranium particles enriched to near weapons-grade 
level. Three Western diplomats told AFP on the first 
day of the Board of Governors meeting of the 
Vienna-based IAEA that no new resolution criticis-
ing Iran over its nuclear programme was planned. 

US State Department spokesman Ned Price said 
words alone were not enough. “We’ve seen Iran 
issue vague promises only never to follow through” 
he told a press conference. “We expect, most 
importantly, Iran to take prompt and concrete 
action in line with the joint statement,” Price added. 

In November, Iran was censured over its lack of 
cooperation with the agency. But Grossi dismissed 

the perception that he had merely obtained empty 
promises from Iran over the weekend. These are 
“not promises, we do have certain agreements 
which are concrete,” he told reporters in Vienna. 

“I have been as frustrated as many other people, 
perhaps the most frustrated, when there is lack of 
results,” he added. “We seem to be moving into 
more firm ground,” he said, adding that the agency 
would “of course walk with caution”. 

Grossi hailed “a marked improvement” in his dis-
cussions with the Iranian government last week. He 
said the measures he agreed with Iran should be in 
place “very soon” following a technical delegation’s 
forthcoming visit to Tehran. 

In his series of meetings with Iranian officials, 
Grossi met President Ebrahim Raisi. Tehran also 
indicated it had agreed to more inspections at the 
Fordo underground plant, where uranium particles 
enriched to near weapons-grade were found. 

A confidential IAEA report seen by AFP detailed 
that uranium particles enriched up to 83.7 percent — 
just under the 90 percent needed to produce an atom-
ic bomb — had been detected. Iran denies wanting to 
acquire atomic weapons, and says it had made no 
attempt to enrich uranium beyond 60-percent purity. 
In January, the IAEA’s Grossi said Iran had “amassed 
enough nuclear material for several nuclear weapons”. 

On-off talks between Tehran and world powers 
to revive a 2015 landmark deal that sought to curb 
Iran’s nuclear programme in exchange for sanctions 
relief had stalled since last year. The deal Iran 
reached with Britain, China, France, Germany, 
Russia and the United States collapsed after 
Washington’s unilateral withdrawal in 2018 under 
then president Donald Trump. — AFP 

Iran announces first  
arrests as school  
poisoning top 5,000 

 
TEHRAN: Iran announced Tuesday it had made the 
first arrests in a spate of mystery poisonings of 
schoolgirls that has affected more than 5,000 pupils 
since late November. Supreme leader Ayatollah Ali 
Khamenei had called Monday for the perpetrators 
of the “unforgivable crime” to be tracked down 
“without mercy” as public anger mounts. 

“Based on the intelligence and research measures 
of the intelligence agencies, a number of people have 
been arrested in five provinces and the relevant agen-
cies are conducting a full investigation,” deputy inte-
rior minister Majid Mirahmadi told state television. 

He did not identify those detained or elaborate 
on any possible motive. Scores of Iranian schools 
have been hit by poisonings since late November, 
with pupils suffering symptoms ranging from short-
ness of breath to nausea and vertigo after reporting 
“unpleasant” odours on school premises. Some have 
been treated in hospital. 

“Twenty-five (out of 31) provinces and approxi-
mately 230 schools have been affected, and more 
than 5,000 schoolgirls and boys poisoned,” 
Mohammad-Hassan Asafari, a member of the parlia-
mentary fact-finding committee, told the ISNA 
news agency on Monday. “Various tests are being 
carried out to identify the type and cause of the 

poisonings. So far, no specific information has been 
obtained regarding the type of poison used.” The 
mystery poisonings have triggered a wave of anger 
and demands for action from the authorities. 

They have also sparked international concern 
and Western calls for an independent investigation, 
particularly as the first cases were reported soon 
after the start of nationwide protests over the death 
of Iranian Kurd Mahsa Amini, 22, following her 
arrest for allegedly breaching Iran’s strict dress 
code for women. President Ebrahim Raisi tasked the 
interior and intelligence ministries last week with 
providing continuous updates on the poisoning cas-
es, dubbing them “the enemy’s conspiracy to create 
fear and despair” among the people. 

“In less than five percent of the students 
transferred to hospital, irritant materials were 
found which led to their ill-health,” the interior 
min is try  sa id  in  i ts  la test  update  Monday. 
“Fortunately, so far, no toxic or dangerous 
substances have been found in any of the stu-
dents transferred to medical centres.” 

Deputy health minister Saeed Karimi said 
symptoms included “respiratory irritation, stom-
ach ache, weakness and lethargy”. “These 
inhaled irritants may not necessarily be a gas but 
may be in the form of a powder or paste or even 
a liquid, which when poured over a heater or 
vaporised by heat can cause complications,” he 
added. The latest case-reported by the ISNA 
news agency-involved 40 pupils, all of them 
female , in  the rest ive southeastern c i ty of 
Zahedan on Tuesday. — AFP 

China lashes out 
at US, warns of 
‘consequences’ 

 
BEIJING: China lashed out at the United States on 
Tuesday, with the foreign minister accusing 
Washington of stoking tensions between the two 
powers and warning of “conflict and confrontation”. 
The world’s biggest economies have clashed in 
recent years over trade, human rights and other 
issues, but relations soured even further last month 
when the United States shot down a Chinese bal-
loon it said was being used for surveillance - a claim 
strenuously denied by Beijing. 

Beijing’s new Foreign Minister Qin Gang told a 
press conference on the sidelines of the ongoing 
National People’s Congress (NPC) there would be 
“catastrophic consequences” if the United States 
carried on in its current direction. “If the United 
States does not hit the brakes but continues to speed 
down the wrong path, no amount of guardrails can 
prevent derailing, and there will surely be conflict 
and confrontation,” Qin told journalists. “Who will 
bear the catastrophic consequences?” 

The foreign minister called American competition 
with China “a reckless gamble, with the stakes being 
the fundamental interests of two peoples and even 
the future of humanity”. It was “a zero-sum game of 
life and death”, he added. Qin’s comments came after 
President Xi Jinping slammed the United States for 
leading a “containment, encirclement and suppres-
sion of China”, while urging his country’s private sec-
tor to boost innovation and become more self-reliant. 

China’s technology ambitions have been hit with 
a raft of restrictions by the United States and its 
Western allies, and Beijing has doubled down on the 
need to shift away from imports for sectors per-
ceived as vital to national security, such as semicon-
ductors and artificial intelligence. Washington has in 
recent months tightened sanctions on Chinese chip-
makers, citing national security concerns and the 
risk of the technology being used by China’s mili-

tary. In a rare direct criticism of the United States, 
Xi told industry leaders on Monday that “Western 
countries led by the United States have implement-
ed all-round containment, encirclement and sup-
pression of China, which has brought unprecedent-
ed severe challenges to our country’s development”. 

Xi, who will be granted a third consecutive presi-
dential term in the coming days at the highly choreo-
graphed NPC, said the past five years had been rid-
dled with a new set of hurdles that threatened to 
weigh down China’s economic rise. According to the 
state-run Xinhua news agency, Xi said China must 
“have the courage to fight as the country faces pro-
found and complex changes in both the domestic and 
international landscape”, in the address to delegates 
at the Chinese People’s Political Consultative 
Conference (CPPCC), which runs alongside the NPC. 

The 69-year-old said private firms “should 
take the initiative to pursue high-quality devel-
opment”, Xinhua reported late Monday. Xi also 
vowed to bolster China’s manufacturing capacity 
and said the country should be able to fend for 
itself. “I’ve always said there are two critical 
areas for China: one is to safeguard our rice 
bowl, and the other is to build up a strong manu-
facturing sector,” he said. — AFP 

BEIJING: China’s President Xi Jinping drinks a cup of 
tea during the second plenary session of the 
National People’s Congress at the Great Hall of the 
People on March 7, 2023. — AFP 

US wants to 
‘strengthen’ 
ties with Iraq 

 
BAGHDAD: Pentagon chief Lloyd Austin said Tuesday he 
hoped to “strengthen and broaden” relations with Iraq, 
on a Baghdad visit ahead of the 20th anniversary of the 
US-led invasion that toppled Saddam Hussein. Defense 
Secretary Austin also told Iraqi Prime Minister 
Mohammed Shia Al-Sudani that US troops were “ready 
to remain” in the country at Baghdad’s invitation, a thorny 
issue that has divided public opinion in both countries. 

The visit, which had not been publicly announced in 
advance, comes ahead of the March 20 anniversary of 
the ground invasion in March 2003 that started two 
decades of bloodshed that Iraq is only now beginning 
to exit. “I am optimistic about the future of our part-
nership,” Austin told reporters in Baghdad after meet-
ings with Sudani and Iraqi Defense Minister Thabet Al-
Abbasi. “The United States will continue to strengthen 
and broaden out partnership in support of Iraqi secu-
rity, stability and sovereignty.” 

The Iraqi premier told Austin he also wanted to 
“strengthen and consolidate relations” with 
Washington, and underlined Baghdad’s commitment to 
“maintaining balanced relations with the regional and 
international powers”. Successive governments in 
Baghdad have forged close ties with Iraq’s neighbor 
Iran, the archfoe of the United States, in a delicate bal-
ancing act. Both Washington and Tehran provided 
extensive support during Iraq’s fightback against the 
extremists of the Islamic State group, who overran 
swathes of northern and western Iraq in 2014. The 
jihadists were ousted from Iraqi territory in 2017 but 
retain sleeper cells in desert and mountain hideouts in 
both Iraq and neighboring Syria. 

Iraq announced the end of combat operations by 
US-led coalition forces at the end of 2021 but some 
2,500 American non-combat troops remain deployed 
to provide advice and training. “We must be able to 
operate safely and securely to continue this vital 
work,” Austin said. In recent years, bases hosting 
coalition forces have come under drone and rocket 
attacks blamed on pro-Iranian factions. The Pentagon 

chief thanked Sudani and Abassi for “their commitment 
to ensure that the coalition forces in Iraq... will be pro-
tected from state and non-state actors”.  Austin’s visit 
comes after he held talks in neighboring Jordan with 
King Abdullah II, a staunch US ally in the region. While 
there, Austin voiced “his concerns on a range of shared 
challenges, including... maintaining focus on security 
and stability in Iraq, and countering other destabilizing 
activities in the region,” a Pentagon statement said. 

Despite its vast oil and gas reserves, Iraq has suf-
fered from decades of underinvestment in its infra-
structure and public services that have sparked 
repeated waves of protests. October 2021 elections 
were followed by a whole year of political vacuum 
before Sudani was sworn in at the head of a govern-
ment led by pro-Iran factions. 

The political arm of Iraq’s Hashed al-Shaabi 
(Popular Mobilization) paramilitary force, made up 
heavily of Tehran-trained groups, has long demanded 
the departure of all remaining coalition troops, 
although its calls have been less shrill since it entered 
government. There had been a sharp deterioration in 
US-Iraqi ties under the Donald Trump administration 
following the assassination of Iran’s foreign operations 
chief General Qasem Soleimani along with his Iraqi 
lieutenant, Hashed number two Abu Mahdi Al-
Muhandis, in a drone strike at Baghdad airport in Jan 
2020. In the run-up to the invasion anniversary, Iraq 
has hosted a raft of foreign officials, including UN chief 
Antonio Guterres and the Iranian, Russian and Saudi 
foreign ministers. — AFP  

BAGHDAD: Iraqi Prime Minister Mohammed Shia 
Al-Sudani meets US Defense Secretary Lloyd 
Austin on March 7, 2023. — AFP 


