
Sunday, December 24, 2017

8
I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Established 1961 

WASHINGTON: The US nuclear power industry got a
boost this week when state authorities in Georgia gave the
go-ahead to complete construction on two new reactors.
But this may not reverse the industry’s recent decline. The
Georgia Public Service Commission on Thursday
approved construction of Vogtle reactors three and four,
the last planned reactors of this type in the United States.
A project in South Carolina was halted in July. 

The two new reactors at the Vogtle plant in Georgia are
expected to enter service at the end of 2022.
“Demonstrating we can build and complete new nuclear
plants here in America will
help us regain our leader-
ship in a technology we
invented,” Maria Korsnick,
president of the Nuclear
Energy Institute in
Washington, said in a state-
ment. “America’s pre-emi-
nence in nuclear energy
makes our country safer
because it allows us to
influence and control how
this technology is used
around the world.” 

Currently there are 99
reactors in the United States, accounting for about 20 per-
cent of the country’s electricity generation. But apart from
the Vogtle project, no other reactor is under construction
and none have come on line since last year. President
Donald Trump has shown much more interest in reviving
coal power than nuclear, even though Energy Secretary
Rick Perry on Twitter called the Vogtle decision “an impor-
tant milestone for the future of clean, reliable, and
American nuclear energy!”

Nuclear power often is considered clean energy

because it does not contribute to climate change. But the
industry’s image took a beating after 1979’s Three Mile
Island accident, in Pennsylvania, which caused a radiation
leak, followed by more serious accidents at Fukushima,
Japan in 2011 and Chernobyl in Ukraine in 1986. No new
US reactors were brought on line between 1996 and 2016,
with the bulk of construction dating to the 1970s and
1980s. But the United States is still the world’s largest pro-
ducer of nuclear energy.

‘Last new plant standing’   
The bankruptcy earlier

this year of one of the
sector’s main players,
Westinghouse, which had
been acquired by Japan’s
Toshiba, did not help mat-
ters. Its AP1000 technol-
ogy is being used in the
construction of the two
new reactors at the Vogtle
plant. Westinghouse col-
lapsed under the weight
on colossal debt, which
Toshiba must now repay
before it can sell off the

assets of the subsidiary, which still has eight AP1000 reac-
tors in construction in the United States, South Korea and
China, as well as a dozen projects in the planning stages. 

While it does not contribute to climate change, envi-
ronmental activists oppose nuclear power because of the
risks it poses and the need to handle and process the
radioactive waste it generates. The Southern Alliance for
Clean Energy condemned the Voglte plant approvals, call-
ing the project mismanaged and five-years behind sched-
ule, with costs having doubled to $27 billion.

“As the last new nuclear power plant standing this
should be a lesson: these nuclear facilities cannot be built
on time nor on budget,” and are vulnerable to corruption
and mismanagement, executive director Stephen Smith
said in a statement. The Sierra Club had a similar reaction.
“Georgia Power should scrap this disaster immediately and

instead transition away from dangerous nuclear and fossil
fuel-based electric generation and toward a 100 percent
clean energy economy that creates good jobs, protects
our environment and shields our communities from the
gross financial risks associated with bad bets like Vogtle,”
the organization said in a statement.—AFP 

For ailing US nuclear industry, 
new plants a shot in the arm

WASHINGTON: US authorities moved Friday to
blacklist one of Russia’s oldest and most notorious
organized crime gangs, the so-called “Vory v Zakone”
or “Thieves-in-Law.” The group emerged from the
Soviet Union’s brutal gulags and its members are now
kingpins in an underworld network that has spread far
beyond Russia. Those prisoners who agree to live by its
code on the outside, and are “crowned” with its secret
tattoos, now operate in cities from East Asia to the
United States. 

Authorities have targeted the Thieves before, but
the Treasury’s designation of the entire network as a
“Transnational Criminal Organization” is the first
measure that treats them as a single group. And in
doing so, Washington seems to be confirming that the
threat posed by the fabled “Russian mafia” from the
former Soviet republics is a more organized one than
previously supposed.  

“The Thieves-in-Law is a Eurasian crime syndicate
that has been linked to a long list of illicit activity
across the globe,” said John Smith, director of the
Treasury’s Office of Foreign Assets control. “Treasury
is designating the Thieves-in-Law as part of a broader
strategy to disrupt the financial infrastructure of
transnational criminal organizations that pose a threat
to the United States and our allies.” Under the desig-
nation, US individuals and firms are banned from doing
business with the group or designated persons linked
to it, and any assets held by the Thieves on US soil can
be frozen.

As a “TCO”, the Thieves-in-Law join a list that
includes outfits such as Japan’s Yakuza racketeers, the
Camorra mafia of Naples, Mexican cartel Los Zetas
and the MS-13 drugs gang from Central America. In
2012, a former US administration had placed a group
known as the “Brothers Circle” on the list. This gang-
active in robbery, racketeering and drug trafficking in
Russia, Central Asia and the Gulf-included some
Thieves-in-Law, but at this stage US law did not desig-
nate the whole organization. On Friday, in addition to
listing the Thieves-in-Law, the Treasury named four
members-alleged veteran mobsters whose addresses
and multiple identity papers span Russia, Central Asia,
Israel, Belgium and Italy.

Stalinist gulag 
A luxury spa hotel in the Russian resort of Sochi

is listed as a front organization and a Moscow pub-
lishing house and public relations agency is said to
be owned by a Dubai-based suspect. Professional
criminals developed traditions and rituals in the jails
of the 19th century Russian Empire and in the prison
camps of the 20th century Stalinist gulag system.
Those who followed the code - refusing to assist
state authority, renouncing family life, serving jail
time and vowing never to make a living through hon-
est means-are “crowned” as Vory v Zakone. After the
fall of the Soviet Union, in Moscow’s newly capitalist
free-for-all Russia’s organized crime gangs joined its
oligarch investors and economic migrants on the road
to the West. By 1995, US officials had arrested their
first alleged Thief-in-Law in New York. He served
nine years for extortion and was later expelled back
to Russia.

More arrests have followed and this year an alleged
Vory member was among two dozen people rounded
up by US authorities for “violence, fraud, identity theft,
and trafficking in stolen goods.” The identities of the
suspects blacklisted along with their organization on
Friday give an insight into the global reach of the mod-
ern day organization. Zakhary Kalashov, described by
Treasury as a “crowned Thief-in-Law” was extradited
from the United Arab Emirates to Spain in 2006 on
money-laundering charges. Deported to Russia in 2014,
he has since been arrested there on extortion charges
and is suspected of arms-trafficking. The 64-year-old is
said to have been born in Georgia, but carries a
Russian passport. —AFP

Two new reactors at the Vogtle plant in Georgia

US targets Russia 
‘Thieves-in-Law’ 

Migrants risk 
lives on snowy 
Alpine paths to 
reach France
NEVACHE: African migrants are increas-
ingly braving the snow-clad Alps in efforts
to evade immigration police and reach
France from Italy, often taking treacherous
high-altitude passes that locals warn will
lead to deaths. The Alps have seen weeks of
heavy snowfall after an early onset of win-
ter, making efforts to cross the border more
difficult and dangerous than in previous
years. “There’s going to be a death any day
now,” Jean-Gabriel Ravary, a mountain
guide based in the Alpine town of Nevache,
told AFP. “There’s a whole catalogue of dan-
gers that could bring tragedy,” said Ravary,
who has worked in the region for 42 years.

Nevache can be reached via the Echelle
pass which runs between Italy and France
and lies at an altitude of 1,762 meters.
Temperatures often dip to minus 20
degrees Celsius (minus 4 Fahrenheit) in the
winter-not counting the wind chill factor.
There is an easier route via the
Montgenevre pass, but it is more heavily

patrolled by border police. Once on the
French side migrants face the added risk of
getting lost, according to activists who say
signposts have been removed. Alain
Mouchet, a volunteer and mountaineer
who organizes nightly outings in search of
stranded migrants, said between 10 and 12
people were arriving in the area every day.

Like the volunteers, Mouchet said the
gendarmes are struggling with the arrivals:
“They weren’t hired to run after kids in the
snow.” Last Sunday, dozens of guides ral-
lied together to warn of the risks faced by
migrants attempting to make the crossing.
Other locals have joined efforts to support
the new arrivals, arguing that they have a
duty to help people in danger. Police
recently rescued one young man from
Guinea from an avalanche, winching him
out by helicopter. He was barefoot,
according to a guide who gave his name
only as Etienne. “He had gone through hell
in Libya, in the Mediterranean, and now
again maybe here in France,” he said.

People in distress   
The migrants have typically been

refused asylum in Italy, and want to try
their luck in France-although under the so-
called Dublin Regulation, France has the
right to send them back across the border.
Until recently it was relatively easy to
cross into France thanks to the unmanned
border between the two countries. But

monitoring has tightened as the volume of
arrivals has grown in recent years. 

And French President Emmanuel
Macron, elected in May, has vowed that his
government will be “inflexible” in its policy
of expelling economic migrants who have

no right to asylum. Macron’s centrist gov-
ernment has promised to open up new legal
avenues for refugees to travel to France,
while cracking down on others who are in
France to avoid poverty back home, rather
than war or persecution.—AFP

Need for food, 
arms spurs Boko 
Haram attacks 
KANO: A surge in Boko Haram attacks in Nigeria’s restive
northeast despite a sustained military offensive against the
jihadists is being driven by a need to replenish food and
weapon supplies, security and local sources say. In recent
months, fighters from two of the main factions of the hardline
Islamist group, led respectively by Abubakar Shekau and
Abu Mus’ab Al-Barnawi, have launched attacks on troops,
hit-and-run raids and suicide bombings in towns and villages
across the region. 

The upsurge followed a relative lull after months of mili-
tary offensives against the insurgents which saw them routed
from their strongholds, prompting the government to declare
them a spent force.  “The increased Boko Haram attacks are
in desperate response to the ongoing military operations
that have cut off the terrorists’ supply lines for food,
weapons and ammunitions,” a senior military officer involved
in the operation in Maiduguri, capital of Borno state said. 

“They are fighting back to secure these essential items
they so desperately need because they know they will die
whichever way, as hunger is a silent killer,” said the army offi-
cer, who asked not to be identified by name because he was
not authorized to speak to the media. “No doubt Boko Haram
(fighters) are starving and are desperately in search of food,”
agreed Mamman Sani, a fisherman in the town of Baga on the
shores of Lake Chad. “They are attacking military locations
for weapons and raiding villages for food,” he added.

Increasingly bold 
In the latest such attacks, on December 13, fighters

from the Barnawi faction, which has the backing of the
Islamic State group, made a failed attempt to take over a
military base in Mainok, a village outside Maiduguri,
though they succeeded in seizing four vehicles, two of
them armoured.  On November 21, a Boko Haram suicide
bomber blew himself up at a mosque in Mubi in neigh-
bouring Adamawa state, killing at least 50 worshippers.
Last month, fighters briefly overran Magumeri, about 50
kilometers  north of Maiduguri, forcing troops to withdraw
until reinforcements arrived. 

And this month, two suicide bombers killed at least 13
people and injured more than 50 in Biu, a town about 185

kilometres south of Maiduguri.  Worried by the increased
attacks, Nigeria’s military authorities replaced the army
commander in charge of the counter-insurgency operation
in the region.  “The terrorists are attacking military loca-
tions, particularly those with few troops, to cart away
equipment, instill fear and bolster their capabilities,” said a
local militia member who is assisting the military in the
fight against the jihadists.

He said that on December 10, Shekau, the shadowy
leader of Boko Haram’s other main faction and the former
deputy of the group’s founder, led about 400 fighters in an
attack on a military post in Bita, a village near the border
with Cameroon. He said the jihadists forced the troops to
withdraw before hauling away weapons and heading back
to their nearby sanctuary in the Sambisa forest-an area
which the military claimed had been seized in December
last year.  The eight-year Boko Haram insurgency has

killed 20,000 people and forced 2.6 million out of the
homes, prompting a humanitarian crisis in the region.  The
violence has also taken a heavy toll on a military already
overstretched by unrest in Nigeria’s oil-producing region
along with efforts to halt clashes between farmers and
herders, as well as by peacekeeping operations elsewhere
in Africa.  President Muhammadi Buhari said recently that
Nigeria was considering recalling troops on peacekeeping
missions in Guinea Bissau to bolster the counter-insur-
gency operation at home. On December 4, the two Boko
Haram factions met in Duguri on Lake Chad to discuss a
truce after days of clashes in the Dikwa area in northern
Borno, according to sources close to the negotiation. The
two sides agreed to forge a common front against the mili-
tary, the sources added. But the peace talks collapsed days
later after the killing of 18 members of Barnawi’s faction by
Shekau’s fighters. —AFP

Currently there 
are 99 reactors

in the United
States

MIDDLETOWN: This file photo shows Three Mile Island Nuclear Generating Station site in Middletown, PA. The facil-
ity is on an island in the Susquehanna River, south of Harrisburg, the state capital. —AFP 

GWOZA, Nigeria: Photo shows an aerial view shows part of Gwoza, north-eastern Nigeria. For several months,
suicide attacks, raids on villages, or attacks against the Nigerian army perpetrated by jihadist group Boko
Haram increased in northeastern Nigeria. —AFP 

NEVACHE: Mountain professionals stand linked together with ropes, as they take part in
a rally to warn of the dangers to migrants in crossing passes in the Alps during the
winter, in Nevache, French Alps. —AFP 


