
GENEVA: A controversial EU-Turkey deal
dramatically cut the number of migrant
arrivals in Greece last month, data
showed yesterday, even as a row between
Brussels and Ankara threatened to sink
the agreement. Last month 3,360
migrants and refugees landed on the
Greek islands, compared with 26,971 in
March - an 88 percent drop, according to
figures from the International
Organization for Migration (IOM). The EU
border agency Frontex also reported what
it described as a “dramatic” slowdown,
saying it had registered 2,700 arrivals in
Greece last month.

The figures are the first for a full
month-long period since the EU-Turkey
deal came into force in March and will be
seen as a key measure of its effectiveness.
“The total for all of April is well below the
number of people we often saw reaching
just the island of Lesbos on a daily basis
during last year’s peak months,” Frontex
chief Fabrice Leggeri said in a statement.
Under the March deal, Turkey agreed to
take back Syrian migrants landing on
Greek islands in exchange for incentives,
including billions of euros in aid and visa-

free European travel for its citizens. The
agreement is the cornerstone of the EU’s
plan to curb a crisis that has seen 1.25 mil-
lion Syrian, Iraqi, Afghan and other
migrants enter Europe since Jan 2015.

‘Not Hopeful’ 
But the deal was at risk of unravelling

after President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
defiantly vowed Thursday that Ankara
would not amend its counter-terror laws -
a key condition set by Brussels for Turkey
to secure visa-free travel. With Turkey’s
military battling rebels from the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) in the Kurdish-major-
ity southeast, Ankara has said that it can-
not change its anti-terror legislation.
Ankara must also fulfil four other out-
standing conditions including anti-cor-
ruption and data protection issues. Turkey
has so far complied with 67 requirements
of the deal. Turkish EU Affairs Minister
Volkan Bozkir voiced pessimism at the
prospect of smoothing the rift with
Brussels. “At this stage I would not say we
are very hopeful,” he told Turkish
reporters in televised comments in
Brussels following talks with EU

Enlargement Commissioner Johannes
Hahn. With alarm growing over the deal’s
future, European Commission chief Jean-
Claude Juncker bluntly told Erdogan that
Turks would only enjoy travel to the pass-
port-free Schengen area if all conditions
were met and it would be “his problem” if
this failed to materialize. Erdogan accused
the European Union of “hypocrisy” for
telling Ankara to adapt its counter-terror
laws in return for visa-free travel while it
was in the throes of fighting PKK rebels. 

“The EU stands up and says ‘soften
your approach over the terrorist organiza-
tion’,” Erdogan said in a speech in Ankara,
referring to the PKK. “Since when are you
running this country? Who has given you
the authority?” he asked, in one of his
most stinging attacks in recent weeks on
the EU. “They believe they have a right for
themselves (to fight terror) but find it a
luxury and unacceptable for us. Let me
say it clearly - this is called hypocrisy.”

‘Historic Abdication’ 
The agreement had run into wide-

spread criticism from the United Nations,
rights groups and several EU member
states even before it came into force.
Medical charity MSF yesterday described
it as “a historic abdication” of Europe’s
moral and legal responsibilities. More
than 850,000 people - most of them flee-
ing conflicts in war-ravaged Syria, Iraq and
Afghanistan - arrived on the Greek islands
last year alone, and so far this year anoth-
er 155,765 people have landed, UN
refugee agency figures show.

Italy however saw nearly 154,000
arrivals last year, and more than 31,000
so far in 2016. But the balance shifted
last month, with Italy recording 9,149
arrivals - nearly three times more than
Greece, according to the IOM. “For the
first time last month there were more
arrivals in Italy than in Greece,” UNHCR
spokesman Will iam Spindler told
reporters. There has been speculation
that the virtual closure of the route to
Greece would push refugees from Syria
to begin travelling through North Africa
and onto Italy instead. — AFP 
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Migrant arrivals to Greece 
plunge as deal sputters
Turkey visa deal unravels as Erdogan defies EU

YENAGOA/ABUJA: They call themselves
the Niger Delta Avengers. Little is known
about the new radical group that has
claimed a series of pipeline bombings in
Nigeria’s oil-producing region this year and
evaded gunboats and soldiers trawling
swamps and villages. Their attacks have
driven Nigerian oil output to near a 22-year
low and, if the violence escalates into
another insurgency in the restive area, it
could cripple production in a country fac-
ing a growing economic crisis.

President Muhammadu Buhari has said
he will crush the militants, but a wide-scale
conflict could stretch security forces
already battling a northern rebellion by
hardline Sunni Muslim group Boko Haram.
Militancy has been rife over the past
decade in the Delta, a southern region
which is one of the country’s poorest areas
despite generating 70 percent of state

income. Violence has increased sharply this
year - most of it claimed by the “Avengers”
- after Buhari scaled back an amnesty deal
with rebel groups, which had ended a
2004-2009 insurgency.

Under the deal, more state cash was
channelled to the region for job training
and militant groups were handed con-
tracts to protect the pipelines they once
bombed. But Buhari cut the budget allo-
cated to the plan by about 70 percent and
cancelled the contracts, citing corruption
and mismanagement of funds. The
“Avengers” have carried out a string of
attacks since February that reduced
Nigerian oil output by at least 300,000 bar-
rels a day of output, and shut down two
refineries and a major export terminal.

On Thursday the group emailed jour-
nalists a statement saying they were fight-
ing for an independent Delta and would

step up their attacks unless oil firms left the
region within two weeks. “If at the end of
the ultimatum you are still operating, we
will blow up all the locations,” it said. “It will
be bloody. So just shut down your opera-
tions and leave.” “To international oil com-
panies, this is just the beginning and you
have not seen anything yet. We will make
you suffer,” it said. 

Authorities have no hard facts about
the group - such as its size, bases or leader-
ship, Nigeria-based diplomats say.
Diplomats and security experts say it has
shown a level of sophistication not seen
since the peak of the 2004-2009 insur-
gency, which halved Nigeria’s oil output.
They say it must be getting help from sym-
pathetic oil workers in identifying the
pipelines to cause maximum damage. “It’s
scary. Their demands are impossible to
meet so there will be probably more

attacks,” said a security expert, asking not
to be named.

Gunboats
In February the group claimed an attack

on an undersea pipeline, forcing Shell to
shut a 250,000 barrels a day Forcados ter-
minal. Last week, it took credit for blasting
a Chevron platform, shutting the Warri and
Kaduna refineries. Power outages across
Nigeria worsened as gas supplies were also
affected. There have been other smaller
attacks and this week another explosion,
which bore the hallmarks of the group,
closed Shell’s Bonny Light export program.
Reuters, like other media, has been unable
to reach the group, which mainly commu-
nicates via Twitter, with the location track-
er switched off, and on its website. Its
members describe themselves there as
“young, well travelled” and mostly educat-
ed in eastern Europe. — Reuters 

ATHENS: A Syrian refugee girl reacts as she tries to hold a plastic bowl
with water at the port of Piraeus yesterday. — AP 

‘Avengers’ threaten new insurgency in Delta

Kern appointed new 
Austrian chancellor

VIENNA: Austria’s Social Democrats have decided to appoint
national railways boss Christian Kern as the country’s chan-
cellor following Werner Faymann’s resignation, the interim
head of the party said yesterday. “The decision has been tak-
en,” the Austria Press Agency quoted Michael Haeupl as say-
ing. He added that a formal decision will be taken on
Tuesday by the party’s directorate. Kern, 50, is widely credit-
ed with turning around Austria’s creaking national rail com-
pany. Experts say that as an outsider he is well placed to heal
rifts within the Social Democrats (SPOe).

Faymann, 56, quit on Monday two weeks after a historic
defeat in the first round of an election for the largely cere-
monial post of president at the hands of the far-right
Freedom Party (FPOe). The Social Democrats and centre-
right People’s Party (OeVP) have dominated Austrian politics
since 1945 but support has been falling for years, and they
only just managed to scratch together a majority at the last
general election in 2013. Like elsewhere in Europe, they
have been bleeding support to fringe groups, in particular
to the populist FPOe after almost a million migrants passed
through Austria last year.

The FPOe under Heinz-Christian Strache is leading opinion
polls with more than 30 percent, compared to the low 20s for
the SPOe and OeVP, ahead of the next election scheduled for
2018. Faymann took a harder line on migrants in recent
months, but this failed to boost his support and alienated
many in the SPOe, particularly those in the left wing of the
party. The final straw was the first round of the presidential
election on April 24 when the FPOe’s Norbert Hofer scored 35
percent and the main parties’ candidates won a dismal 11
percent each. Hofer, 45, portrayed as a friendly face of the
FPOe, will take on Alexander van der Bellen, 72, the professo-
rial former head of the Greens, in a runoff on May 22.  — AFP

VIENNA: Picture taken on March 19, 2012 shows the CEO
of the Austrian Federal Railways (OBB) Christian Kern pos-
ing after an interview. — AFP 


