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GORLIVKA: Ukraine and Russian-backed
rebels have swapped hundreds of prisoners in
the war-torn east of the country, one of the
largest such exchanges since the outbreak of
an insurgency almost four years ago. The
swap of captives on a dusty road close to the
town of Gorlivka, 40 kilometers northeast of
the rebels’ stronghold of Donetsk on Wednes-
day was an attempt to revive a tattered peace
deal between the Kiev army and rebels from
the self-proclaimed Donetsk and Lugansk
People’s Republics. The war in the former So-
viet republic broke out in April 2014, after
Russia annexed Crimea the previous month.
The conflict has already claimed more than
10,000 lives. A series of truce deals has
helped lower the level of violence but did not
end the bloodshed.

In the first exchange since September
2016, the Russian-backed eastern militia
handed 73 prisoners over to Kiev. The Ukrain-
ian side released 233 rebels and their support-
ers, officials from both sides said. The figures
were significantly lower than previously de-

clared, as dozens of prisoners-almost all from
the Ukrainian territory-have refused to move
to the other side. Two Ukrainians-a man and
a woman-also opted to stay on the rebel side.
The prisoners massed at the exchange point
with their belongings, shivering in zero tem-
peratures, before boarding buses after their
names had been called out. Some of the de-
tainees expressed relief after spending long
months, and even years, in captivity.

“I was in captivity for two years,” said his-
torian Igor Kozlovskiy, 63, who was captured
by Donetsk rebels on suspicion of storing
weapons. “Still a lot of prisoners remain (be-
hind bars in Donetsk),” he told AFP minutes
before he was handed over to the represen-
tatives of Ukraine. Hundreds of people turned
out at Kiev airport late Wednesday to wel-
come home the released prisoners, waving
national flags, bouquets of flowers and shout-
ing “Glory to Ukraine! Glory to our heroes!”
“Hello sweetie. You see, Daddy came back,”
one soldier said over the phone to a child as
his weeping wife hugged him tightly, after 21
months held captive by separatists.

The swap on the eve of the New Year and
Orthodox Christmas holidays was agreed fol-
lowing negotiations involving Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and Ukraine’s leader Petro
Poroshenko. In his comment immediately after
the exchange was completed, Poroshenko
hailed the persistence of the Ukrainian sol-
diers. —AFP

ISTANBUL: Turkey will more than double the
number of police officers on duty in Istanbul to
37,000 and ban public celebrations in key dis-
tricts on New Year’s Eve for security reasons, a
year after a gunman killed 39 people in a night-
club, officials said. State media said police had
also detained dozens of people for suspected
membership of Islamic State (IS) though the ar-
rests were not linked to New Year security
preparations. On New Year’s Eve a year ago, a
man with an assault rifle shot dead Turks and vis-
itors from several Arab
nations, India and
Canada at the exclusive
Reina nightclub. 

A year on, 37,000
police officers and some
4,000 gendarmes who
maintain security in
rural areas would be on
duty over New Year, Is-
tanbul governor Vasip
Sahin told reporters yesterday - more than dou-
ble the usual daily deployment.  “Virtually all our
teams will be on duty. We will take all possible
measures in Istanbul so that our citizens can mark
New Year happily in peace,” he said. Authorities
either banned or cancelled public New Year’s Eve
celebrations in the central Istanbul districts of Be-
yoglu, Sisli and Besiktas due to security concerns,

officials and media said. Sisli municipality said it
cancelled a four-day event after the local gover-
nor requested it be curtailed for security reasons.
Besiktas council was refused permission to stage
an event, Haberturk newspaper said. It said secu-
rity was also being tightened in Taksim square,
reportedly one of the initial sites the gunman last
year planned to attack before he decided to target
the nightclub. “New Year (security) measures will
be at the highest level.  There won’t be any celebra-
tions,” Haberturk cited Beyoglu police chief Ismail

Kilic as saying. “Gatherings
will not be allowed.”

IS claimed responsibil-
ity for the nightclub shoot-
ing, one of a series of
attacks believed to have
been carried out by the ji-
hadists and Kurdish mili-
tants. A trial of suspects in
the Reina attack, including
the gunman, began this

month. Turkish police yesterday detained 38 peo-
ple, some of them Syrian citizens, for suspected Is-
lamic State membership in an operation in the
northwestern province of Bursa, the state-run
Anadolu news agency said. In raids across Istanbul
on Wednesday, police detained six Islamic State-
associated foreign nationals believed to be plan-
ning an attack, a police statement said.—Reuters
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ISTANBUL: Worshippers light candles as they attend Christmas Mass at Saint Antuan Church
in the Beyoglu district of Istanbul. — AFP 
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MADRID: Despite taking fire for losing a snap
election in Catalonia, Prime Minister Mariano
Rajoy faces the new year better equipped to
block a separatist drive in the wealthy region,
analysts said. His detractors have called the
results of the December 21 election, which saw
separatist parties hold on to their majority in
the Catalan parliament, a “fiasco” and a “rout”
for Rajoy, in power since 2011. Pro-indepen-
dence parties failed to win a majority of bal-
lots cast but neither did parties in favor of
Spanish unity do as well as was hoped for by
the majority of Spain’s political class.

Rajoy’s conservative Popular Party (PP)
saw its marginal representation in the 135-
seat Catalan parliament reduced even further,
to just four seats, from 11 previously. Its main
rival, the relative newcomer Ciudadanos, won
the most seats with 36, mainly by luring away
traditional PP supporters. At first glance Rajoy
appeared to have lost his bet by calling the
snap polls after he invoked constitution article

155, allowing him to suspend Catalonia’s au-
tonomy and impose direct rule in response to
the separatists’ independence drive.

Rebellion stifled   
But political consultant Ignacio Varela said

“article 155 played its role which was not to
win the elections or improve the PP’s results,
or make separatism disappear, but rather to
stifle a rebellion against the constitution.”
Catalonia’s three separatist parties had ap-
proved laws in September to “disconnect” the
region from Spain, organized a banned inde-
pendence referendum on October 1 and then
proclaimed independence on October 27.
After Rajoy intervened, experts said the sep-
aratists recognized that they had underesti-
mated the capacity of the Spanish state to
react. They have said they no longer plan to
push for independence unilaterally and favour
a negotiated settlement instead. “Enacting ar-
ticle 155 broke a taboo, without sparking a
rebellion,” said Pablo Simon, a politics pro-
fessor at Madrid’s Carlos III University.

Rajoy has warned repeatedly that he will
not hesitate to invoke article 155 powers again
if separatists once again break the law. Pro-
independence parties are now divided over
what strategy to follow and may have a hard
time capitalizing on their success. —AFP
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