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WASHINGTON: Heading to Europe, US
Defense Secretary Ash Carter is carrying a
strong message of US military support for
American allies and Baltic nations to help
calm growing concerns about Russian
actions. A key theme at all his stops will
be how the United States, NATO and oth-
er partners can best deal with the Kremlin
in the wake of Moscow’s annexation of
Ukraine’s Crimea region and its military
backing of separatists battling Ukraine’s
government on the eastern border.

Officials said Carter, who was leaving
Washington yesterday, plans to encour-

age allied ministers to better work
together in countering threats facing
Europe. His talks are sure to draw the ire
of Russian President Vladimir Putin,
whose economy is hurting due to low oil
prices and US and European Union sanc-
tions against Russia for its actions in
Ukraine.

At a NATO meeting, defense ministers
will discuss plans to involve the alliance
more officially in the fight against Islamic
State militants in Iraq. According to US
officials, NATO leaders will consider pro-
viding ministry-level advice and other

training assistance in Iraq. Carter also
intends to talk with counterparts about a
US proposal to send to Eastern Europe
enough tanks, Humvees and other mili-
tary equipment to outfit one brigade for
exercises and other training programs.
The idea of placing it in Eastern Europe
has been in discussion for months; Carter
has yet to give his final approval.

Alliance is ready 
Generally, a brigade has roughly 3,500

troops. Officials have not said where the
equipment would go, but there are indi-

cations that Poland, which borders
Russia, might be one location. The
materiel and the recent increase in mili-
tary exercises in the region are part of
efforts by the US and NATO to reassure
Eastern European nations that the
alliance is ready and able to defend them
in the face of threats from Russia.

Poland Defense Minister Tomasz
Siemoniak says he has had talks with
Carter about putting the equipment in
Poland and in four other eastern NATO
nations. Just two weeks ago Carter con-
vened a meeting of American defense

and diplomatic leaders from across
Europe, and concluded that the U.S.
needs to strengthen its military exercises
and training with nations in the region
and bolster NATO’s intelligence-sharing
to better counter Russia.

Western leaders say Moscow is sup-
plying rebels in Ukraine with manpower
and powerful weapons. Russia rejects
those claims. A fragile cease fire in
Ukraine that was worked out in February
has been broken repeatedly, and both
sides blame the other for the spikes in
violence. —AP 

Pentagon chief to boost military support in EU

LYON: In this file photo dated Tuesday, May 26, 2015 a man makes a phone call as he walks past a mosque in Oullins. — AP

PARIS: Its imams preach austere piety, its tenets
demand strict separation of sexes - and some of its
most radical adherents are heeding the call of
jihad. Salafism, an Islamic movement based on a
literal reading of the Quran, is on the rise in France,
Germany and Britain, security officials say, with
Salafis sharply increasing their influence in
mosques and on the streets.

The trend worries European authorities, who
see Salafism as one of the inspirational forces for
young Europeans heading to Syria or Iraq to do
battle for the Islamic State group. Experts, howev-
er, point out that the vast majority of Salafis are
peace-loving.

In Germany, there are currently about 7,000
Salafis in the country - nearly double the 3,800
estimated four years ago, the Interior Ministry said
last month. About 100 French mosques are now
controlled by Salafis, a small number compared to
the more than 2,000 Muslim houses of worship,
but more than double the number four years ago,
a senior security official told The Associated Press.
He spoke on condition of anonymity because he is
not authorized to discuss the matter publicly.
France does not do head-counts by religious prac-
tices or origins.

In Britain the numbers are on the rise, too.
Seven percent of Britain’s 1,740 mosques are run
by Salafis, according to Mehmood Naqshbandi, an
expert on Britain’s Muslims and counter-extrem-
ism adviser to the British government who keeps a
database of the various currents of Islam in Britain.
He says those numbers are steadily growing, espe-
cially among young people - and that a quarter to
half of British Muslims under 30 “accept some
parts or all of the Salafi theology.”

Take over mosques 
Today, the Internet is largely seen as the main

route for youth to quickly radicalize. But radicaliza-
tion can be cultivated in places where Muslims
socialize, like mosques. And there, said the French

security official, it is Salafis who are considered the
principle purveyors of radical ideology. Experts say
Salafis in France have been waging a campaign of
stealth to take over mosques. First they develop a
following, then begin criticizing the imam in order
to win control over the faithful, security officials
and moderate Muslims say. Youth and converts to
Islam are considered the most vulnerable to such
messages.

Experts of Islam divide Salafis into three
groups: the traditional brand of “quietists” who
eschew politics; those who become politicized;
and the hardcore worshippers who follow the call
of jihad. Today, Salafism has become a buzzword
for danger. In Germany, authorities consider all
Salafis as extremists, and security officials in
Europe believe there is a direct line from the
peaceful version to the version that embraces
jihad - and risks tempting the fragile into fanati-
cism.

‘Parallel prayers’ 
“The bridge is short,” said Alain Rodier, a former

intelligence officer who is now a terrorism special-
ist. Salafism, in principle, should not be a cause for
concern, said Naqshbandi, the British expert.  But,
he said, the very simplicity of its message means
anyone can warp it to his own ends. “People who
want to pursue militant political Islam have a set of
tools available ... which they can twist to argue
their case,” Naqshbandi said. He called the Islamic
State group, which champions Salafism, the prime
example of how the theology can be abused.

Those who practice Salafism - which comes
from the word “salafs,” or ancestors - seek to emu-
late the Islam of the prophet Muhammad and his
early followers, which they consider the purest
form of the religion. Salafis,  who are Sunni
Muslims, are easily identifiable. Men wear beards
and robes above the ankle and women often cov-
er their faces.

A mosque outside Lyon won an unusual case

last week against a Salafi worshipper taken to
court after months of tension. Faouzi Saidi, 51, was
convicted of troubling public order inside a house
of worship and fined. He admitted to criticizing
the imam for what he claimed were theological
lapses, but claimed he only once held “parallel
prayers” in a corner with a group of followers.

The case was thought to be the first in France
by Muslims against a Muslim invoking a 1905 law
to guarantee secularism - used by the government
to pass bans on headscarves and face-covering
veils. France has worked to put a safety ring
around Islam since deadly January terror attacks in
Paris, seeking to stifle the spread of extremism in
areas considered fertile terrain. Authorities have
notably started taking down Internet sites that
glorify terrorism and are pressing ahead with a
training program to instill imams with French val-
ues.

Critics say police often infringe upon the free-
dom of worship in their mission to monitor Salafi
extremists. “It would be naive to think there is nev-
er a risk,” said Samir Amghar, a specialist on
Salafism. But to consider that every sign of ultra-
conservative Islam presents a danger “risks stigma-
tizing a large majority of Muslims.” And some
Salafis say that the common image of their lives as
being one of rigid worship - with no enjoyment - is
a myth.

Olivier Corel, a Salafi who reportedly figured in
the religious life of Mohammed Merah - who killed
three children, a rabbi and three paratroopers in
2012 - went skiing with his wife in the Pyrenees in
January. “We have fun. We have fun. We have fun,”
his wife told the AP by telephone, before hanging
up. Rachid Abou Houdeyfa, a Salafi imam in the
western French city of Brest known for his You
Tube sermons of do’s and don’ts, created one
video showing himself and a buddy in a pleasure
boat and titled it “Can One Have Fun?” “We’re
going swimming,” he said before diving into the
water. — AP 

Radical brand of Islam 

on the rise in Europe
Salafism stirring concerns, spreading influence

TURIN: Pope Francis prayed yesterday
before the mysterious Shroud of Turin,
believed by Christians to be the burial cloth
of Jesus but held by skeptics to be a
medieval fake. On the Argentine pontiff’s
first pastoral visit to northern Italy, Francis
— whose father grew up there-was met by
crowds of enthusiastic faithful, before mak-
ing his way to the city’s cathedral where
the shroud is on display.  

Sitting before it in silence, Francis
remained with his head bowed in prayer
for some minutes, before rising to contem-
plate up close the linen cloth which bears
the faint image of a man who appears to
have died by crucifixion. Radiocarbon dat-
ing in 1989 declared the 14 by four foot
cloth, which has traces of blood and DNA
on it, to be around 700 years old. But if it is
a fake, international experts have so far
failed to discover how it was made.

The Church sidesteps the issue by call-
ing the shroud a religious icon.  The head of
the world’s 1.2 billion Catholics was in the
industrial city in the north-west of the
country for a two-day visit which will see
him spend time with the poor, sick and
marginalized, including prisoners and
migrants.  In a speech straight off the plane
from the Vatican to the workers of the
Piedmont region, the pontiff warned peo-
ple not to blame those fleeing war and
famine for economic difficulties in the
recession-hit country.

‘Treated like merchandise’ 
Migrants should not be “treated like

merchandise” he said.  Criminal networks
throughout the country have been preying
on refugees, exploiting them to pocket
government subsidies, while the northern

regions in particular have begun closing
their doors to asylum seekers. But those
arriving by boat from Libya “draw tears”,
Francis said, adding: 

“If immigration increases competition
(for jobs), they cannot be blamed because
they are victims of injustice... and wars.” Nor
should locals turn their backs on their own
poor, elderly and unemployed, he said,
pointing out that 10 percent of the region
lives in poverty, while 40 percent of young
people are jobless and the elderly feel
abandoned. “We are called to say ‘no’ to the
idolatry of money,” which pushes people to
try by any means to get rich despite the cri-
sis, “without caring for the many getting
poorer, sometimes to the point of hunger,”
he said.  The trip will have a special person-
al element for Francis, who is set to meet
members of his extended family. 

The pope’s grandfather Giovanni
Bergoglio and grandmother Rosa
Margherita Vasallo lived in Turin before
moving to Buenos Aires in 1929 when their
son, Francis’s father Mario, was 20 years old.

During a mass in the city’s vast Vittorio
Square, the Argentine’s voice caught with
emotion when he cited verses by Nino
Costa from the poem Rassa Nostrana-
which speaks of Piedmontese people who
emigrate-which were taught to him by his
grandmother in the local dialect.  Postal
workers Diego and Barbara said it was
Francis’s “spontaneity which we like. He is
not afraid to talk about anything.”

Fellow believer Maria, 66, said the pon-
tiff had won her heart because “he is not a
hypocrite”, and added that she hope those
within the Vatican will “let him work” to
reform an institution Francis has said he
wants to dedicate to the poor. — AFP 

Pope honors holy 

Shroud of Turin

TURIN: Pope Francis touches the holy Shroud, believed by some Christians to be the
burial shroud of Jesus of Nazareth in Turin’s cathedral. — AFP  

Putin criticizes US but offers to cooperate 
ST PETERSBURG: Despite the showdown with the
West over Ukraine, Moscow wants to cooperate with
Washington and its allies in dealing with the threat
posed by the Islamic State group and other global
challenges, President Vladimir Putin said Friday as he
tried to allay investors’ fears over Russia’s course.
Putin blamed the United States for ignoring Russia’s
interests and trying to enforce its will on others, but
he also sent conciliatory signals, saying that Moscow
wants a quick settlement to the Iranian nuclear
standoff and a peaceful political transition in Syria.

Speaking at a major economic forum, Putin also
insisted that Russia wants February’s Ukraine peace
agreement to succeed. Fighting there will stop, he
said, once Ukraine provides broader rights to its east-
ern regions, gives amnesty to the rebels and calls
local elections there. The annual event, intended to
burnish Russia’s image before global investors, was
tarnished by the freezing of Russian accounts in
France and Belgium on Thursday as part of an effort
to enforce a $50 billion judgment to compensate
shareholders of the now-defunct Yukos oil company.

Russia will contest 
At a meeting with top executives of global

news agencies, including The Associated Press,
which began nearly three hours behind schedule
at around midnight, Putin sought to downplay
the freeze and said that Russia will contest it.
Putin argued that the arbitration court in The
Hague, Netherlands, which issued the ruling last

year, does not have jurisdiction over Russia.
The court ruled that Russia must pay damages to

shareholders in the oil company, which was disman-
tled in a politically driven onslaught that saw its chief
executive, Mikhail Khodorkovsky, sentenced to 10
years in prison. EU and US sanctions over Ukraine
have helped push Russia’s economy into recession
and cut investment and imports dramatically. Putin,
however, argued Friday that the Russian economy is
on the path to recovery and that the West hurt itself
by imposing the sanctions.

Foreign policy
Asked about the downing of a Malaysia Airlines

plane over eastern Ukraine last July that killed all 298
people on board and triggered the toughening of
Western sanctions, Putin said it’s necessary to wait for
the conclusions of the Dutch Safety Board, which is
investigating the crash. Controversy continues over
who downed the airliner. Ukraine and the West sus-
pect it was destroyed by a Russian surface-to-air mis-
sile fired by Russian soldiers or Russia-backed sepa-
ratist rebels fighting in the area. Russia denies that.

Putin referred to an unofficial report alleging that
the damage to the Malaysian airliner could have
been inflicted by a missile launched from the area
held by Ukrainian forces at the time. Putin’s speech
on the economy decidedly lacked any engagement
on his part or specific proposals to turn around the
economy. A large number of Russian and foreign
investors in the audience were reading news or

emails on their smartphones as Putin delivered a
speech in which he did not address the severe crisis
that businesses in Russia are facing.

In contrast to the economy speech, Putin was
much more animated while responding to questions
about foreign policy. His emphasis on foreign policy
has reflected the way the Kremlin has been running
Russia since the Ukrainian conflict began. Critics have
blamed Putin for sacrificing the country’s economic
growth for geopolitical ends such as the 2014 annex-
ation of Crimea.— AP 

ST PETERSBURG: Russian President Vladimir
Putin meets with investors at an economic
forum. —AP 

Austria in shock after 

deadly street rampage
VIENNA: The Austrian city of Graz was in
shock on yesterday after three people
including a young boy were mowed down
by a “mentally unstable” man charging
through a pedestrian street in a 4x4. The
26-year-old driver, who gave himself up to
police after Saturday’s tragedy, is not yet in
a condition to be questioned, the prosecu-
tion said. “The wounds will be difficult to
heal, it will take time,” Interior Minister
Johanna Mikl-Leitner said during a visit yes-
terday to the scene on one of Graz’s main
shopping streets. “What happened here is
unthinkable. There is no excuse for it.”
Shoppers described scenes of terror as the
car ploughed into the pedestrian street at
over 100 kilometers an hour, forcing people
to scramble out of harm’s way.

During his rampage, the driver briefly
got out of the car wielding a knife and
wounded two people, the head of the
investigation Kurt Kemeter said. A four-
year-old boy, a 24-year-old woman and a
man, 28, were killed and another 34 were
injured. Six remain in hospital where their

condition was said to be stable. The sus-
pect, a father of two, was described as a
“mentally unbalanced” man, according to
governor Hermann Schuetzenhoefer.

Regional police chief Josef Klamminger
ruled out a terrorist motive. “We can say
clearly and without doubt that it is an iso-
lated incident without political or extremist
motivation,” he said. An initial investigation
revealed that the driver showed symptoms
of “psychosis” and was known for “acts of
violence”, which led to him being barred
from the family home at the end of May.

Austrian President Heinz Fischer said he
was “deeply shocked” by the attack. “People
were screaming in panic and rushed into
the stores to seek shelter,” said one woman
at the scene, adding that the crashing of
metal chairs on cafe terraces sounded like
“a shootout”. Several thousand people
attended a memorial on Saturday night in
Graz, where a huge sign reading “Graz in
mourning” was erected on the main square.
Flowers, candles and soft toys were laid in
memory of the three who died. — AFP 


