
SIMFEROPOL: A couple walks past a graffito depicting Russia’s President Vladimir
Putin in the Crimean city of Simferopol yesterday. — AFP
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MOSCOW: The powerful president of Russia’s state-
owned railway company, Vladimir Yakunin, confirmed
late Monday that he would step down next month after a
decade in the top post and expects to become a senator.
Yakunin, 67, is a long-time confidant of President Vladimir
Putin and on the United States sanctions list over the
Ukraine crisis. He has headed Russian Railways, or RZD,
since 2005. Known for his Orthodox Christian beliefs, he
is set to become a senator in the upper house of parlia-
ment representing Russia’s westernmost region of
Kaliningrad.

The upper house is seen largely as a rubber-stamp
body for laws backed by the Kremlin. Yakunin told RIA
Novosti state news agency that he expected to quit his
post after a governor is elected in the Kaliningrad region
at a September poll and then appoints new senators. “I
plan to leave the company after the elections are fin-

ished,” Yakunin said. The Vedomosti business newspaper
wrote yesterday that Yakunin is considered “one of the
functionaries closest to Putin.” Yakunin has known Putin
since the early 1990s and was one of the co-founders of
the so-called Ozero (Lake) Dacha, an influential group of
luxury real estate owners close to Putin.

This link was cited by the US Treasury as it slapped
sanctions on Yakunin and others seen as close to Putin in
March last year. Yakunin’s job change represents one of
the biggest shifts by a close Putin ally since the start of
the Ukraine crisis. Such a shakeup within Putin’s inner cir-
cle would not happen without his consent, political ana-
lyst and former Kremlin advisor Gleb Pavlovsky told
Vedomosti. Yakunin-believed to have served as a Soviet
intelligence officer-has brushed off the US sanctions say-
ing they were “like mosquitos in Siberia. They bother you
but everyone gets on with life just the same.”

Alleged wealth  
Opposition leader and anti-corruption campaigner

Alexei Navalny in 2013 published a detailed report accusing
Yakunin of possessing vast undeclared property and busi-
ness assets, which he denied. Yakunin, unlike most top
Russian officials, declined to publish his annual income
declarations, saying it was “unseemly” to talk about one’s
pay.  He told Russian Forbes magazine in May that his
monthly pay was up to 5.5 million rubles ($83,000). Under
Yakunin, Russian Railways has privatized some of its func-
tions and introduced high-speed trains on flagship routes
but has struggled to expand lucrative freight traffic. 

This year it received subsidies of 30 billion rubles ($458
million at the current exchange rate) while last year it made
a loss of 99.3 billion rubles. Russia’s sprawling railway net-
work fully connects the country from Kaliningrad in the
west to Vladivostok in the far east. For passengers, trains are

punctual if often shabby. Under Yakunin, Russian Railways
has privatized some of its functions and introduced high-
speed trains on flagship routes but has struggled to expand
lucrative freight traffic.  

Yakunin was not able to adapt to the harsh period of
economic crisis, Konstantin Kalachev of the Moscow-based
Political Expert Group think tank told Rosbalt news agency.
“Such a leader, when it was just a question of assimilating
huge budgetary funds was appropriate in the ‘fat years’ but
now a lot of projects are being frozen,” Kalachev said. An
engineer by training, Yakunin served as a diplomat to the
United Nations in the late Soviet era. Under Putin, he served
as deputy transport and railways minister. He heads a foun-
dation that espouses traditional Orthodox family values
and brings holy relics for believers to worship in Russia. He
has made a number of anti-Western statements in articles
and lectures. — AFP 

Putin’s sanctioned ally quits as head of Russian railways

BODRUM: Duaa, a 22-year-old Syrian refugee and
mother of two, is nervously counting down the
hours in the Turkish resort city of Bodrum, hoping
this will be the night her family’s life will finally take
a turn for the better. She says her husband paid
people-smugglers $1,200 (1,000 euros) for each
member of the family to squeeze into an inflatable
dinghy for the short but perilous passage from the
Turkish coast across the Aegean to the Greek island
of Kos and-maybe-to a new life in the EU.

“My husband is now talking with the man (the
smuggler). We paid him $1,200 each,” she said, wait-
ing in the garden of the town’s municipality with
her family. “We are scared if he takes the money and
just disappears. We don’t know. Tonight at 11:00 pm
we go with him.” Migrants escaping Syria,
Afghanistan, Africa and elsewhere are taking advan-
tage of the calm summer conditions to make daily
attempts to cross the Aegean between the Bodrum
peninsula and Kos, one of the narrowest waterways
between Turkey and the European Union. Far from
striking out independently, they rely on the services
of people smugglers who coordinate the enterprise,
including taxi transport to the embarkation point.

Inflatable boats are ordered by the traffickers
from the Turkish cities of Istanbul or Izmir and then
delivered to the bus station. Hasan, 16, who learnt
Turkish in a camp from Syrian refugees on the bor-
der, said would-be migrants make contact with the
people smugglers in southeast Turkey before mak-
ing their way to the upmarket holiday resort of
Bodrum. “The smuggler gave us the news. He tells
us to wait. We don’t know when to leave,” he said,
frustrated. Without money for a hotel, Hasan has

been sleeping rough in a playground for children
along with some 100 other refugees. “Hotels are
very expensive. I am staying here for a week. We eat
only yoghurt and bread.”

‘Pledges of a better life’
With the Turkish security forces stepping up

their presence on the Bodrum coast, there is no
guarantee that the refugees’ faith or investment in
the smugglers will be repaid. “Today we caught one
Iranian organizer red handed,” one member of the
Turkish gendarmerie told AFP at the scene, saying
the smugglers come from countries such as Iran,
Pakistan, Syria, Turkey, and even Ivory Coast. He said
if convicted, the traffickers face up to eight years in
prison. If refugees are caught making what is an ille-
gal violation of the Turkish border by crossing, they
receive a fine of 2,200 lira ($770) and are then sent
to an office of the Turkish migration agency and
onward to a refugee camp. One eyewitness
involved in rescue operations said: “Most cannot
pay the fine. They go to the camps and come back
again.”

He said he had seen one man try to make the
crossing four times. Metin Corabatir, president of
the Ankara-based Research Center on Asylum and
Migration (IGAM), said after more than four years of
civil war many of the 1.8 million Syrian refugees in
Turkey were losing hope of ever going back home
and were instead trying their luck getting into the
EU. “Smugglers encourage refugees to travel to
Europe with pledges of better lives in return for
money,” he said. Corabatir said it was a profitable
business for smugglers and that the money they

get varies according to the number of people who
are waiting to cross and their destination.
According to Turkish government figures seen by
AFP, Turkish coastguards rescued almost 18,300
migrants in the Aegean Sea in the last month and
more than 5,275 in the last week alone.

‘Regular customers’
The refugees take almost no possessions with

them on the already over-loaded rubber boats. But
almost all ensure they are carrying some kind of
lifejacket to give them a reasonable chance of sur-
viving several hours in the water. Some even take
inflatable rings used by children for playing in
swimming pools. Shops on the Bodrum peninsula,
which would normally be doing a roaring trade
catering to beach tourists, are now focusing on sell-
ing the life vests to the refugees. “I sell 100 to 150
lifejackets in a week,” said one souvenir shop seller,
who asked not to be named. 

“I buy them for 30 lira ($10.50) each and sell for
35 lira ($12.25),” she added. “I’ve been selling (them)
for 16 years. But in the past I sold them to holiday-
makers as there are aqua parks and swimming
clubs here.” Another seller in a market said local
businesses were simply responding to a commer-
cial demand. “If they were tourists, I would sell
wine,” he said. Meanwhile, the local taxi drivers have
no qualms about taking refugees to the beach-
heads, saying they are treated like any other cus-
tomer. “A taxi driver cannot say ‘you are refugee and
don’t get in my car’. He sees them as regular cus-
tomer,” said one Bodrum driver who gave his name
as Memduh. — AFP 

EU-bound migrants put faith in 

smugglers and cheap lifejackets

Kos - the narrowest waterways between Turkey and EU

KOS: Migrants rescued from their dinghy in their attempt to cross the sea from Turkey, gather at the port at the southeastern island of Kos,
Greece yesterday. More than 130,000 migrants have reached Greece so far in 2015, straining the country’s resources.  — AP 

KIEV: Ukraine yesterday said pro-Russian
rebels had sharply reduced their attacks in
the wake of Western condemnation of the
most deadly violence in the separatist east
in more than a month. A top military
spokesman in Kiev reported the death of
one soldier and the injury of another in
the Russian-speaking provinces of
Lugansk and Donetsk. But the military
also noted a “sharp drop-off in the num-
ber of provocative attacks on Ukrainian
positions.”  The insurgents also reported
no initial casualties from overnight attacks
that have been waged daily since the two
sides signed up to a February armistice
that only helped contain battles to select
hotspots.  The two sides on Monday
reported the death of at least 10 soldiers
and civilians-the bloodiest 24-hour span
in more than a month, sparking interna-
tional condemnation and fears of a return
to all-out war.

UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
said he was “seriously alarmed” by
Monday ’s death toll  while European
Commission spokeswoman Catherine Ray
said in Brussels: “We really strongly con-
demn this escalation.” The clashes culmi-
nated a restless week in the former Soviet
nation that saw the number of rocket and
heavy artillery fire exchanges escalate
sharply, seemingly without explanation.
The militias have been trying to seize a
road linking their de facto capital Donetsk
with Mariupol-a southeastern port held by
the government and responsible for
exporting much of the industrial region’s
factory output. Mariupol also provides a

land bridge between eastern rebel territo-
ries and the Crimea peninsula that Russia
seized from Ukraine in March 2014.

But Monday’s deaths were reported in
strikes across the war zone. The worrying
development sparked a new diplomatic
flareup between Moscow-which firmly
denies either arming or funding the
revolt-and Western powers who want to
prop up Kiev’s new pro-European leaders
against what they view as Russian aggres-
sion. “There can be no mistake as to who is
responsible-Russia and the separatists are
launching these attacks, just as they esca-
lated the conflict last August,” US State
Department spokesman John Kirby told
reporters. He appeared to be referring to
Ukraine’s loss of hundreds of soldiers who
were surrounded by a far more heavily-
armed militia force in the eastern town of
Ilovaysk a year ago.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
said the recent rise of attacks signaled the
imminent launch of a Kiev offensive on the
separatist-controlled regions. “We are con-
cerned by the course of events in recent
days which very strongly resembles the
preparation for more military action,”
Lavrov said. Separatist attacks have often
dropped off in the wake of Western con-
demnation of Russia-which allegedly
directs most rebel campaigns-as it faces
the threat of even sterner economic sanc-
tions. The United Nations believes the con-
flict-sparked by the February 2014 top-
pling of a Moscow-backed leadership-has
killed more than 6,800 people and driven
1.4 million from their homes. — AFP 

Ukraine violence eases 

LAGOS: Claims that Nigeria’s Boko Haram has been
“decapitated” have been spectacularly rebuffed by the
jihadists’ leader, yet his first broadcast in months may
not see off an impending mutiny, say analysts.
Abubakar Shekau released an eight-minute audio
recording on Sunday-his first since March-denying
claims by Chadian leader Idriss Deby that he had been
replaced, and dismissing the president as a “hypocrite”
and a “tyrant”. The tirade was a reaction to Deby telling
reporters in N’Djamena last week that Boko Haram
was no longer led by the fearsome Shekau and that
his successor, whom he named as “Mahamat Daoud”,
was open to talks with the government. Security ana-
lysts accept the Shekau recording as genuine and
many experienced observers are taking Deby’s claims
with scepticism, pointing out that similar reports have
proven untrue in the past. But Ryan Cummings, chief
security analyst at South African consultancy Red 24
and an expert on the Nigerian insurgency, described
the Chadian head-of-state’s claims as “not without
merit”.

Cummings believes Boko Haram may be an
umbrella movement comprising many disparate fac-
tions rather than a monolithic organization and says
internal rivalries “would be no means be a new devel-
opment for the sect”. He points to the formation of
Ansaru, a splinter group formed in 2012 on the back
of ideological differences and a leadership struggle
between Shekau and a high-ranking Boko Haram

commander known as Khalid Al-Barnawi. “So this does
highlight that a precedent for leadership squabbles
and factionalism does exist within the Boko Haram
entity,” Cummings said. 

‘Top dog’
Boko Haram has been waging a six-year uprising

against the Nigerian state, claiming more than 15,000
lives, but the jihadists’ recent extension of their north-
eastern insurgency across borders has brought Chad
and its neighbors into the fray. In March, Shekau
pledged allegiance to the Islamic State group and its
leader Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi, renaming his organiza-
tion “Islamic State West Africa Province”, or “ISWAP”. 

Deby’s speech on the group’s decapitation made
headlines around the world, but shed little light on
Shekau’s putative replacement, an apparently new
player in global jihad who was virtually unknown
before last week. Nigerian security analyst Fulan
Nasrullah, one of the country’s most respected Boko
Haram watchers, argues in a blog post for the
London-based Royal African Society that the
“Mahamat Daoud” to whom Deby referred is actually
Muhammad Daud, a Shuwa Arab from Borno State,
the cradle of the insurgency. 

Daud, aged around 38, is an ex-serviceman and
protege of slain Boko Haram founder Muhammad
Yusuf, who disagrees with the 2009 uprising and is
“one of the few top dogs against the pledge of alle-

giance made to Islamic State”, Nasrullah says. The mili-
tant, who has a Chadian mother, is a powerful com-
mander in charge of counter-intelligence and internal
security who oversaw the training of suicide bombers
and the planning of attacks in major cities, according
to the analyst. Nasrullah says Daud has broken away
from ISWAP with hundreds of fighters, including com-
manders who are against the IS pledge and disagree
with Shekau’s “extreme brutality”. 

Hatred of Shekau
Two months ago, he says, they retook Boko

Haram’s preferred pre-pledge name “Jama’atu Ahlil
Sunnah lidda’awati Wal Jihad”, or “Group of the People
of Sunnah for Preaching and Jihad”. “They have
declared Shekau a rebel against the teaching of
Muhammad Yusuf, an apostate, a deviant and a reli-
gious hypocrite,” Nasrullah writes. Daud, he says, has
approached the government to form an alliance to
wipe out Shekau’s IS franchise in return for an
autonomous state in the northeast ruled by Islamic
sharia law. Crucially, Daud would go into any negotia-
tions with Abuja in possession of key secrets about
Boko Haram’s fundraising, inner structure and even
possibly intelligence on how to track down and kill
Shekau. Boko Haram’s leader, according to Nasrullah,
is now likely to be in the “rifle sights” of the breakaway
Daud, whose “hatred of Shekau may very well surpass
his hatred for the Nigerian state”. — FAP 

Boko Haram ‘mystery’ - just 

who is leading the jihadists?

JOHANNESBURG: Retired Archbishop
Desmond Tutu’s has been admitted to a
South African hospital, for the third time in
recent months. Tutu was hospitalized
Monday evening, his daughter Mpho Tutu
said in a press briefing in Cape Town yester-
day. He is being treated for “a slight inflam-
mation,” she said, adding that it is not the
same infection that Tutu had been treated
for earlier.

Mpho Tutu added that doctors antici-
pate that her father will be home from hos-

pital within a few days.
“He is in good spirits. It’s the right place

for him to be right now,” said Mpho Tutu. “As
you know, and as my father is finding out,
he is 83, not 38, so bouncing back from an
illness is not qite as easy as it once was ...
this is caution, not crisis ... we are concerned
but not panicked.” Tutu, 83, was hospitalized
twice in July for a persistent infection. The
Nobel Peace Prize laureate has been treated
for prostate cancer for many years which
Mpho Tutu said is under control. — AP 

Tutu back in South 

Africa hospital

CAPE TOWN: Reverend Mpho Tutu, daughter of Anglican Archbishop Emeritus and
Nobel Peace Prize winner, Desmond Tutu (picture on book cover), addresses the
media about the health of her father, yesterday in Cape Town. Archbishop Tutu has
been readmitted to hospital for treatment of inflammation, which is unrelated to the
infection for which he was admitted to hospital, last month. — AFP


