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LUGANSK: A man holds a red flag bearing a portrait of late Soviet leader Vladimir Lenin during celebrations marking
Victory Day in the eastern Ukrainian city of Lugansk yesterday. Russian President Vladimir Putin took a victory lap in his
first visit to Crimea since its annexation by Russia, as fighting in eastern Ukraine left at least 21 dead just days ahead of a
separatist vote. — AFP

SEVASTOPOL: President Vladimir Putin flew in to Crimea yes-
terday for parades marking the Soviet victory in World War
Two, his first visit since annexing the peninsula from a Ukraine
that Russia says has been taken over by fascists. In east
Ukraine, where pro-Moscow rebels plan a referendum on
Sunday to follow Crimea in breaking from Kiev, up to eight
people were reported killed in the port of Mariupol, one of the
bloodiest clashes yet between Ukrainian forces and sepa-
ratists.

The head of NATO, locked in its gravest confrontation with
Russia since the Cold War, condemned Putin’s visit to Crimea,
whose annexation in March has not been recognized by
Western powers. He also renewed doubts over an assurance
by the Kremlin leader that he had pulled back troops from the
Ukrainian border. The government in Kiev called Putin’s visit a
“provocation” that was intended deliberately to escalate the
crisis.

Earlier yesterday, Putin presided over the biggest Victory
Day parade in Moscow for years. The passing tanks, aircraft
and intercontinental ballistic missiles were a reminder to the
world - and Russian voters - of Putin’s determination to revive
Moscow’s global power, 23 years after the Soviet collapse.

“The iron will of the Soviet people, their fearlessness and
stamina saved Europe from slavery,” Putin said in a speech to
the military and war veterans gathered on Red Square.

He was expected to attend a military parade and other war
anniversary events in Crimea. This year is also the 70th
anniversary of the battle in which the Red Army won back
control of the Black Sea peninsula from the Nazis. Putin is sure
to receive a hero’s welcome in the port of Sevastopol, where
Russia’s Black Sea Fleet is based.

But NATO Secretary-General Anders Fogh Rasmussen said:
“His visit to Crimea is inappropriate.”

The head of the US-led defense pact was speaking in for-
merly Soviet Estonia, one of a host of east European nations
that joined after the collapse of communism, seeking refuge
from the power of Moscow, which many in the region regard-
ed as having enslaved them following its victory in World War
Two. Ukrainian Prime Minister Arseny Yatseniuk, in office since
an uprising overthrew the Kremlin-backed elected president
in Kiev in February, rejects Russian allegations that his power

is the result of coup backed by neo-Nazi Ukrainian nationalists.
“Sixty-nine years ago, we, together with Russia, fought

against fascism and won,” he said after a Victory Day church
service in the capital. Now, he added, “history is repeating
itself but in a different form”.

Where Russia and Ukraine stood shoulder to shoulder in
the past against Germany, now Germany was “standing shoul-
der to shoulder with us”, along with the United States and
Britain.

Ukraine’s SBU security service accused Russian saboteurs of
setting a fire that briefly disrupted state broadcasting services
and the Foreign Ministry issued a statement describing Putin’s
visit as a deliberate escalation of the crisis.

Fighting, blaze
In a dramatic and apparently conciliatory gesture, Putin

urged the Ukrainian separatists on Wednesday to call off the
secession referendum they plan in the Russian-speaking east-
ern industrial regions of Donetsk and Luhansk. But they plan
to go ahead. Moscow insists it has no direct control over the
armed militants, despite assertions to the contrary from Kiev.
In Mariupol, the region’s main port on the Sea of Azov, a mem-
ber of Ukraine’s parliament said Ukrainian forces attacked the
police headquarters in an attempt to drive out pro-Russian
militants, and the building caught fire.

Oleh Lyashko said eight rebels had been killed in fighting.
Interfax-Ukraine news agency said eight people were killed.
But Donetsk medical authorities said three had been killed in
fighting and 25 wounded. A local photographer at the scene
told Reuters the building was ablaze and that two bodies were
lying in the street outside.

“One of them is definitely a police officer,” he said. A fire a
week ago during clashes in the southwestern port of Odessa
killed dozens of pro-Russian activists, hardening attitudes in
the east against the Kiev authorities. Tetyana Ignatchenko, a
journalist in Mariupol, said there was fierce fighting outside
the police headquarters. Ukrainian forces brought several
armored vehicles into the town, a major industrial centre with
a population of about half a million.

Local media said separatists had seized a tank in the centre
of town and built barricades around the city. —Reuters

Putin marks Victory in 
Crimea amid bloodshed 

NATO calls it ‘inappropriate’, Kiev sees ‘escalation’

Sarajevo reopens
city hall, library 
destroyed in war

SARAJEVO: Sarajevo’s City Hall, a stately neo-Moorish edifice
marked by the violence of two 20th-century wars, has returned to
its old glory after being destroyed by Serb shelling during the
siege of the city in 1992. The building, first opened in 1896, has
been restored to mark the centenary of the start of World War
One, triggered by the assassination of Austrian Archduke Franz
Ferdinand just after he left a reception there in June 1914.

Converted into the National Library in 1949, it went up in
flames in August 1992, destroying almost two million books
including many rare volumes reflecting its multicultural life under
the Ottoman and Austro-Hungarian empires. Ceremonies to mark
the reopening of “Vijecnica” (city hall), as it is known here, were
due to take place later yesterday.

The building, which stands out in the city’s old Turkish quarter
with its dark orange and yellow horizontal stripes and Islamic-
style arches, will house the national and university libraries, the
city council and a museum about its own history. “Vijecnica is a
symbol of Sarajevo ... because the history of Vijecnica is the histo-
ry of Sarajevo,” said Mayor Ivo Komsic.

“I am so glad it will be opened again,” said an elderly woman
named Minka. “Especially because they rushed to destroy it but
now they see it was in vain,” she added, referring to the Serbs
who had shelled the besieged city.

Franz Ferdinand, heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne in
Vienna, attended a reception at Vijecnica on June 28, 1914 after
surviving an failed assassination attempt. Just after leaving, he
and his wife were shot dead in their open car by Serb assassin
Gavrilo Princip.

His killing lit the fuse for World War One, in which more than
10 million soldiers died and the map of Europe was redrawn, end-
ing Vienna’s empire and creating the new state of Yugoslavia.

That multinational state began to fall apart in 1991 and war
among the Serb, Croat and Muslim populations in Bosnia and
Herzegovina began the following year and lasted until late 1995.
Vijecnica faces the Miljacka river and hills from which the Serb
artillery set it ablaze, burning most of its books and manuscripts
despite efforts by firefighters and volunteers who braved sniper
fire to rescue at least part of the collection. Vedran Smajlovic, a
cellist who gained world recognition after a photograph showed
him playing in the Vijecnica’s ruins just days after its destruction,
will play Albinoni’s Adagio again but this time to celebrate life,
not to mourn the dead. — Reuters

Borders, security 
‘essential’ to ME

peace deal: US
WASHINGTON: US Secretary of State John Kerry believes
drawing up the borders of a future Palestinian state and
agreeing to security arrangements for Israel will be “essen-
tial” if peace talks resume, the top US negotiator has said. In
his most candid public comments since the nine-month
negotiations collapsed last month, Martin Indyk described
the behind-the-scenes atmosphere between Israelis and
Palestinians and voiced hopes the talks would resume soon.

Speaking late Thursday at the Washington Institute think
tank, Indyk said although the two sides both showed “flexi-
bility” it was clear they “do not feel the pressing need to
make the gut-wrenching compromises necessary to
achieve peace.” In the end despite nine months of “serious
and intensive negotiations,” Indyk said it was “easier for the
Palestinians to sign conventions and appeal to international
bodies in their supposed pursuit of ‘justice.’”

“It is easier for Israeli politicians to avoid tension in the
governing coalition and for the Israeli people to maintain
the current comfortable status quo,” said Indyk, a former US
ambassador to Israel.

“It is safe to say that if we the US are the only party that
has a sense of urgency, these negotiations will not suc-
ceed.” Should the peace talks resume however, Kerry
believes both sides must work on the future contours of a
Palestinian state and security arrangements for Israel along-
side the other core issues such as refugees and Jerusalem.

Indyk pointed to “unprecedented” work by General John
Allen on how to secure Israel’s security, as well as a willing-
ness by the Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas to put the
security of a future Palestinian state in US hands to over-
come Israeli distrust. —AFP


