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BERLIN: German authorities are beefing up
security for New Year's Eve celebrations in Berlin
tomorrow after last week's truck attack, deploy-
ing police with machine guns and securing the
festive zone around the Brandenburg Gate with
concrete slabs. "This year, what's new is that we
will place concrete blocks and position heavy
armored vehicles at the entrances" of the cele-
bration zone, a Berlin police spokesman said.
While the number of police officers deployed
will remain close to last year's figure of around
1,000, this year, "at least some of them will be
standing there with machine guns," he added.

Germany had already put in place height-
ened security measures during last year's cele-
brations, following the November 13 attack in
Paris. Revelers will once again not be allowed to
bring in backpacks or large bags.  All forms of

pyrotechnics and potentially dangerous objects
such as glass bottles will also be banned at this
year's event where hundreds of thousands of
people are expected. Questions surrounding
security are high on the agenda after the
December 19 attack, when Tunisian national
Anis Amri allegedly hijacked a truck and drove it
into a Berlin Christmas market, killing 12 people.

Amri, 24, went on the run and was the focus
of a four-day manhunt before being shot dead
by police in Milan, northern Italy, after opening
fire first. The Berlin rampage was claimed by the
Islamic State group, which released a video last
Friday in which Amri is shown pledging alle-
giance to IS chief Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi. In the
immediate aftermath of the attack, police offi-
cers armed with machine guns were seen
patrolling the streets in downtown Berlin. — AFP

BERLIN: A truck is let through a concrete barrier in front of Berlin landmark Branden burger
Gate. — AFP
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Russian crash probe
rules out explosion

MOSCOW: Flight recorders revealed no evidence of an explo-
sion on board a Russian plane that crashed, killing all 92 on
board, but investigators haven't ruled out a deliberate
mechanical impact to down the plane, a military official said
yesterday. Russian air force Lt Gen Sergei Bainetov, who heads
the Defense Ministry commission conducting the crash probe,
said that a cockpit conversation recorder contained the cap-
tain's words that indicated a "special situation" that began
unfolding on board the plane. Bainetov wouldn't elaborate on
what may have led to the crash, but noted that it likely had
been caused by several factors.

The Tu-154 of the Russian Defense Ministry crashed into
the sea early Sunday, moments after taking off in good weath-
er from the city of Sochi. It was carrying members of the
Alexandrov Ensemble, widely known as the Red Army Choir,
to a New Year's concert at a Russian military base in Syria.
Bainetov said that the plane crashed 70 seconds after takeoff
from an altitude of 250 meters while it was traveling at a
speed of 360-370 kilometers per hour. "After deciphering the
first flight recorder we have made a conclusion that there was
no explosion on board," Bainetov said at a news conference.
But asked if that means that investigators have ruled out a ter-
ror attack, Bainetov said "we aren't ruling that version yet."

"A terror attack doesn't always involve an explosion," he
said. "Along with an explosion on board, there could have
been some mechanical impact." He wouldn't offer any details,
saying that Russian law-enforcement agencies are working on
the case. Bainetov's words appeared to contradict a previous
statement from Russia's top domestic security and counter-
terrorism agency, the FSB, which has said it found "no indica-
tions or facts pointing at the possibility of a terror attack or an
act of sabotage."

Crash site
It said investigators were looking into whether the crash

might have been caused by bad fuel, pilot error, equipment
failure or objects stuck in the engines. Investigators have tak-
en samples from a fuel tank used to fill the plane, which flew
from Moscow's Chkalovsky military airport and stopped in
Sochi for refueling. In an apparent attempt to downplay
Bainetov's statement, Russian Transport Minister Maxim
Sokolov emphasized that "the version of a terror attack isn't
being considered as the main version." 

Sokolov said search teams have completed the bulk of
efforts to recover bodies and debris from the crash site. He
said 19 bodies and more than 230 body fragments have been
recovered, adding that 13 big fragments of the plane and
about 2,000 smaller fragments also have been pulled from the
seabed. Bainetov said that flights of the military's Tu-154s
have been suspended during the investigation but said they
will likely resume after the investigation is over. The Tu-154 is a
Soviet-built three-engine airliner designed in the late 1960s.
Russian airlines decommissioned the noisy, fuel-guzzling air-
craft years ago, but the military and other government agen-
cies continue using the plane, which is still loved by crews for
its maneuverability and sturdiness. —AP

BELGRADE, Serbia: In a child care center in Belgrade, a drawing
of a Christmas tree is dotted with colorful paper stickers where
young migrants have written their New Year's wishes. Samir, a 16-
year-old from Afghanistan, points to his wish, written in English
on a red circle. "I want to go to London," the teenager said. "My
parents are in Afghanistan, but I want to go. I can speak English,
and London is good for me." Samir is part of a group of young
migrants who were placed temporarily at the government-run
center in the Serbian capital after they were spotted roaming the
streets.

Minors make up about 40 percent of the thousands of
migrants in Serbia seeking ways to cross the heavily guarded bor-
ders of neighboring European Union nations Croatia or Hungary,
according to the United Nations Children's Fund. Authorities and
aid groups try to find the youths' families, either in their home
countries or along the routes taken by migrants hoping to reach
Europe. One child currently at the government center, for exam-
ple, has agreed to live with a foster family in Serbia because his
parents can't be located.

Other youth traveling alone or in small groups try to avoid
detection and offers of aid because they hope to earn money once
they reach Europe, but instead find hardship and cold sleeping in
makeshift shelters or parks. "It would be an understatement to say
they are in bad condition," said Tatjana Ristic, who works with
Save the Children in Serbia. Save the Children and other nonprofit

groups work with migrants outside government facilities in a small
hub called "Miksaliste" in downtown Belgrade. One room is
reserved for children to draw, read or play. A large drawing depicts
police with dogs guarding a border behind barbed wire.

'Fighting and killing'
Noman, a 15-year-old from Afghanistan, said he has tried

twice to cross into Croatia. Police stopped him at the border both
times and sent him back. "I want to go forward to Croatia and
Italy," said Noman, who left Afghanistan nine months ago
because "people are fighting and killing each other." Some of the
minors set off with their families but were separated either by
chance, or by smugglers who often split up families as a way to
control them, aid workers say. Teenage migrants also are sent
away from home by parents who want them to reach western
Europe so they eventually can bring the rest of the family over, or
earn money to support relatives who stayed behind.

These children - usually from Afghanistan or Pakistan - face
additional pressure to succeed at any price, said Michel Saint-Lot,
a UNICEF representative in Serbia. Saint-Lot recalled a 16-year-old
from Afghanistan who tried to kill himself after his parents
refused to let him return home. "A kid is sent on a mission....He
felt that he was failing, he failed his family, he failed himself,"
Saint-Lot said. "The burden on those kids is enormous....They are
adult without having lived the youth."— AP

Europe remains New Year's 
goal for migrants in Serbia
'I can speak English, and London is good for me'

SERBIA: Migrants warm themselves by a fire in an abandoned warehouse, in Belgrade, Serbia. — AP


