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Putin says will not
expel US diplomats

MOSCOW: President Vladimir Putin yesterday ruled out any
tit-for-tat expulsion of Americans after Washington turfed out
dozens of Russian diplomats over alleged interference in the
US presidential election.  The Kremlin strongman’s surprise
decision came after the foreign ministry asked him to send
home 35 US diplomats in retaliation for the expulsion of the
same number of its staff by President Barack Obama on
Thursday.  “We will not create problems for American diplo-
mats. We will not expel anyone,” Putin said in a statement,
also inviting children of US diplomats to a holiday party at the
Kremlin.

Putin’s move was a clear sign that Moscow is pinning its
hopes on President-elect Donald Trump to help rebuild ties-
which have plunged to their lowest point since the Cold War-
when he takes office next month.  “We evaluate the new
unfriendly steps by the outgoing US administration as a
provocation aimed at further undermining Russian-American
relations,” Putin said. 

He said Moscow would plan its next steps “based on the
policies pursued by the administration of president Donald
Trump”, while warning that the Kremlin reserves the right to
hit back.

Putin ended his message by wishing both Obama and
Trump a Happy New Year and separately congratulated
Trump in his New Year’s message to heads of state around the
world.

‘Grizzly Steppe’ 
Obama on Thursday unleashed a barrage of sanctions

against Russia over alleged cyberattacks aimed at tilting the
election in Trump’s favour.  The move came after years of bad
blood with Putin that has seen Washington slap sanctions on
Moscow over its interference in Ukraine and Syria.  In
response to the alleged hacks, dubbed “Grizzly Steppe” by US
officials, Obama announced sanctions against Russia’s military
and domestic intelligence agencies, and gave the 35 suspect-
ed “intelligence operatives” 72 hours to leave. 

The Kremlin’s administration said it is sending a special
plane to fly diplomats and their families from the US, follow-
ing reports they are not able to purchase plane tickets on such
short notice. 

Foreign ministry spokeswoman Maria Zakharova told
Russian news agencies that a total of 96 people will be leaving
the United States, but declined to give details on their flight.

US intelligence concluded that the Kremlin had ordered a
hack-and-release of Democratic Party and Hillary Clinton cam-
paign staff emails in a bid to put Republican real estate mogul
Trump in the Oval Office.  Obama’s moves have put him at
odds with his successor, who has expressed his admiration for
Putin and desire to improve ties with Russia.  Moscow has
repeatedly denied the hacking allegations and Trump too has
questioned whether Russia really tipped the electoral scale,
painting Obama’s accusations as a thinly veiled effort by a
Democratic president to cover up for his party’s loss. 

Trump said that while he believes the US should “move on
to bigger and better things,” he would meet intelligence lead-
ers next week for a briefing on the situation.

Obama-who has also clashed with Trump over his Israel
policy in recent days-has pointedly stated that “all Americans
should be alarmed by Russia’s actions”. — AP

Obama hits Russia for election meddling

ENNISKILLEN: This file photo taken on June 17, 2013 shows US President Barack Obama (L) holding a bilateral meeting with
Russian President Vladimir Putin during the G8 summit at the Lough Erne resort near Enniskillen in Northern Ireland. Russia
yesterday eyed retaliatory measures against the US after President Barack Obama kicked out dozens of suspected intelli-
gence agents and imposed sanctions in a furious dispute over alleged election interference. —  AFP

BEIRUT: Clashes, shelling and air raids in western Syria
marred a Russian- and Turkish-backed ceasefire that aims
to end nearly six years of war and lead to peace talks
between rebels and a government emboldened by recent
battlefield success.

Russian President Vladimir Putin, a key ally of Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad, announced the ceasefire on
Thursday after forging the agreement with Turkey, a long-
time backer of the opposition.

The truce went into force at midnight but monitors and
rebels reported almost immediate clashes, and violence
appeared to escalate later yesterday as warplanes bombed
areas in the country’s northwest, they said.

The ceasefire is meant as a first step towards fresh peace
talks, after several failed international efforts this year to
halt the conflict, which began as a peaceful uprising and
descended into civil war in 2011. It has drawn in the mili-
tary involvement of world and regional powers, including
Moscow and Ankara. The agreement brokered by Russia
and Turkey, which said they will guarantee the truce, is the
first of three ceasefire deals this year not to involve the
United States or United Nations.

Moscow is keen to push ahead with peace talks, hosted
by its ally Kazakhstan, to end Syria’s conflict which has
resulted in more than 300,000 deaths and displaced more
than 11 million people, half its pre-war population.

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov and his Kazakh counter-
part Kairat Abdrakhmanov discussed plans for the talks yes-
terday, the Russian ministry said.

But the first challenge will be maintaining the truce,
which looked increasingly shaky yesterday. Syrian war-

planes carried out at least 16 raids against rebels in the
northern Hama countryside, the Syrian Observatory for
Human Rights said. Clashes between insurgents and gov-
ernment forces and their allies took place overnight along
the provincial boundary between Idlib and Hama, the
Observatory and a rebel official said.

Government forces and their allies meanwhile clashed
with rebels near Damascus, and helicopter gunships carried
out air raids in the area, the British-based Observatory
reported. An official from the Nour al-Din al-Zinki rebel
group said government forces had also tried to advance in
southern Aleppo province.

There was no immediate comment from the Syrian mili-
tary on clashes. A number of rebel groups have signed the
new agreement, Russia’s Defence Ministry said on
Thursday. Several rebel officials acknowledged the deal,
and a spokesman for the Free Syrian Army (FSA), a loose
alliance of insurgent groups, said it would abide by the
truce. The previous two Syria ceasefires, brokered by Cold
War foes Washington and Moscow, took effect in February
and September but both collapsed within weeks as warring
sides accused each other of truce violations and fighting
intensified.

Putin said the parties were prepared to start peace talks
intended to take place in Astana. Syrian state media said
late on Thursday those talks would take place “soon”.

The Syrian government will be negotiating from a
strong position after its army and their allies, including
Shi’ite militias supported by Iran, along with Russian air
power, routed rebels in their last major urban stronghold of
Aleppo this month. —  Reuters

Air raids tarnish Russia 
and Turkey’s Syria truce


