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WASHINGTON: FBI Director James Comey (L) and National Security Agency Director Mike Rogers testify before the House Permanent Select Committee on Intelligence on Russian actions during the 2016 election campaign in the
Longworth House Office Building. — AFP 

FBI confirms Russia links probe 
Denies Trump’s claim of being wiretapped under Obama

WASHINGTON: FBI Director James Comey
confirmed for the first time yesterday that the
agency is investigating Russian interference in
last year’s presidential election and notably
Moscow’s possible collusion with President
Donald Trump’s campaign. He also rejected
Trump’s claim that predecessor Barack Obama
wiretapped his Trump Tower in New York, say-
ing both the Federal Bureau of Investigation
and the Justice Department had no evidence
to support such allegations.

The high-stakes testimony in the House
Intelligence Committee-the first public hearing
into both controversies-came as Trump sought
to steer the news focus  by calling the Russia
issue, which has been a cloud over his victory,
“fake news.” His angry tweets added to the
huge political pressure from both parties on
Comey and Admiral Mike Rogers, the director
of the National Security Agency. But the FBI
director opened the hearing with a bombshell.

The bombshell 
The FBI “is investigating the Russian gov-

ernment’s efforts to interfere in the 2016 presi-
dential election,” Comey told lawmakers in his
opening statement. “And that includes investi-
gating the nature of any links between indi-
viduals associated with the Trump campaign
and the Russian government and whether
there was any coordination between the cam-
paign and Russia’s efforts,” he said.

He dated that probe back to July 2016,
when the government became aware that
Democratic party computers and communica-
tions had been broken into by Russia-linked
hackers. Comey’s disclosure confirmed long-
standing reports that the FBI was probing the
explosive charges that Trump’s stunning elec-
tion victory over Hillary Clinton last November
came on the back of Russian meddling.

US intelligence chiefs said in January they
were convinced that Russian President
Vladimir Putin was behind that effort. But they
had not commented on whether they were
examining links between members of Trump’s
campaign and Russian officials. Since then, the
question of whether Trump and company

were or are somehow in cahoots with Russia
has dominated the national conversation.
Comey held back yesterday from providing
any further details on Putin’s alleged involve-
ment. Ahead of the hearing, Trump tweeted
that former intelligence chief “James Clapper
and others stated that there is no evidence
Potus colluded with Russia.” “This story is FAKE
NEWS and everyone knows it!”

Coincidence? 
Republican committee chair Devin Nunes

opened the hearing by saying the panel had
“seen no evidence to date that officials from
any campaign conspired with Russian agents.”
But Adam Schiff, the Democratic vice chair of
the committee, detailed a list of alleged links
and communications between the Trump
team and Russia. “Is it possible that all of these
events and reports are completely unrelated,
and nothing more than an entirely unhappy
coincidence? Yes, it is possible,” he said. “But it
is also possible, maybe more than possible,
that they are not coincidental, not disconnect-

ed and not unrelated, and that the Russians
used the same techniques to corrupt US per-
sons that they have employed in Europe and
elsewhere.” Citing the need for secrecy and to
protect investigations, Comey repeatedly
declined to comment on those allegations.
Moscow meanwhile has repeatedly rejected
the accusation.

‘No information’ to support wiretap 
When the hearing turned to Trump’s explo-

sive claims that Obama had wiretapped his
Manhattan base of operations, Comey was
categorical in his denial. “With respect to the
president’s tweets about alleged wiretapping
directed at him by the prior administration, I
have no information that supports those
tweets,” Comey told a public hearing by the
House Intelligence Committee.

“The Department of Justice has asked me to
share with you that the answer is the same for
the Department of Justice and all its compo-
nents. The department has no information that
supports those tweets.” It was the first time

Comey or the department commented publicly
on the claim that Trump continued to repeat
throughout last week, without offering any evi-
dence. Trump on March 4 tweeted that Obama
had “tapped” his phone-a charge that has con-
sumed political debate in the US capital. The
White House went so far last week as to suggest
Britain’s GCHQ signals intelligence agency
cooperated with Obama in the alleged surveil-
lance. The charge riled the British government
and GCHQ, a close ally of US spy agencies,
sharply rejected it as “utterly ridiculous.”

Rogers also rejected the charge, saying it
was expressly against the “Five Eyes” agree-
ment between the spy agencies of the US and
its key allies. “I have seen nothing on the NSA
side that we engaged in any such activity nor
that anyone ever asked us to engage in such
activity,” he told lawmakers. Several congres-
sional panels have launched investigations
into Russia’s alleged election interference,
including the House and Senate intelligence
committees and the House and Senate judici-
ary committees. —AFP 

JAKARTA: Indonesia said yesterday it would continue
to send domestic helpers overseas, in an about-turn
welcomed by campaigners who said it would help
prevent women falling prey to human trafficking.
Thousands of Indonesian women travel to places like
Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan and Malaysia every
year to become maids, attracted by promises of high-
er salaries despite reports of widespread abuses and
near slave-like living conditions.

Jakarta had previously said it would stop sending
maids overseas from this year, on the grounds of pro-
tecting the women, sparking concerns it would push
more poor Indonesians desperate for jobs into illegal
migration. However a senior official at the Manpower
Ministry told the Thomson Reuters Foundation that
Jakarta would not go ahead with the ban but it has
been in talks with countries to ensure Indonesian
maids are treated in a “humane” way.

“We are not stopping Indonesians going overseas
to become domestic workers but we want better pro-
tection for them,” said Soes Hindharno, director for the
protection and placement of Indonesian migrant
workers abroad. He said this includes preventing what
he called “multi-tasking work” by Indonesian maids to
reduce exploitation. “If they are housekeepers, they
are housekeepers - they clean, cook and iron. If they
are babysitters, they are babysitters - you can’t ask a
babysitter to bathe your dog.”

Currently, Indonesian women who work as maids
abroad are required to stay at the home of their
employer, handling tasks from cleaning to looking
after children or the elderly - a rule activists say mak-
ing them vulnerable to abuse. Migrant activists wel-
comed the decision, but said more needed to be done
to combat human trafficking including ensuring
women aware of their rights when leaving for work
overseas.  “It is a basic right to go abroad to work. If
the government stops this, we will only see more
human trafficking cases,” said Mulyadi, a co-founder of
rights group Migrant Care, who like many Indonesian
goes by one name.

Indonesia since 2015 has banned women from
going to 21 Middle Eastern countries following a
series of abuse cases but high-demand for maids has
encouraged traffickers to find ways around the curbs.
Hindharno said the Middle East ban would stay in
place. Domestic helpers make up more than a third of
the six million Indonesian working abroad. — Reuters 

LONDON: Britain said yesterday it will
begin leaving the European Union on
March 29, setting an historic and uncharted
course to become the first country to with-
draw from the bloc by March 2019. Nine
months after the stunning referendum vote
for Brexit, Prime Minister Theresa May’s
government will finally trigger Article 50 of
the EU’s Lisbon Treaty next week, starting a
two-year exit process.

“We are on the threshold of the most
important negotiation for this country for a
generation,” said Brexit minister David
Davis. The European Commission said
immediately that it was ready to begin
negotiations, although a source in Brussels
said it would take “four to six weeks” to
arrange a summit to agree a common EU
position. Britain is one of the oldest and
largest members of the 28-nation bloc, and
its departure has raised fears for the EU’s
future as eurosceptic movements gain sup-
port across the continent.

London has repeatedly said it wants to
maintain good relations with its European
allies, but major battles await, in particular
over budget contributions, immigration
and future trade ties. Britain has said it
wants to agree its divorce and a new rela-
tionship with Europe within the two years.
The deal would have to be agreed by all the
EU’s national and some regional parlia-
ments. May’s Downing Street office repeat-
ed yesterday that a deal is possible,
although lawmakers have warned her gov-
ernment to prepare for failure-and for
Britain to crash out of the EU with no
agreement in place.

Special EU summit 
The prime minister has long said she

would start the Article 50 process by the
end of this month. Britain’s ambassador to
the EU, Tim Barrow, yesterday morning
informed the office of EU President Donald
Tusk that it would do so on March 29, her
spokesman told reporters. “We wish the
talks to begin promptly, but we fully
respect that the 27 (other EU nations) will
want to agree their position in advance,”
the spokesman said. The notification of
Article 50 will take the form of a letter to
Tusk, followed by a statement by May to
MPs in the House of Commons.

Tusk has said he would issue draft
guidelines for the negotiations within 48
hours, although these will need to be
approved by EU leaders. A special summit
had been penciled in for April  6 but
Britain’s timetable means this has now
been pushed back to late April or early
May, a European source told AFP on condi-
tion of anonymity. “We expect to need
approximately four to six weeks to prepare
and consult with the EU 27 member states,”
the source said.

Britain’s path will be set just days after
the EU celebrates the 60th anniversary of
its founding Treaty of Rome with a special
summit on March 25, which May will not be
attending. European Commission chief
negotiator Michel Barnier will spearhead

the talks with London. “We are ready to
begin negotiations,” Margaritis Schinas, the
spokesman for European Commission chief
Jean-Claude Juncker, told a briefing. The
British government says the Brexit process
is irreversible once Article 50 is triggered,
although experts have said there is no legal
ban on member states changing their
minds before they have actually left the EU.

‘New positive partnership’ 
May’s preparations for Brexit were

wrong-footed last week when Scottish First
Minister Nicola Sturgeon announced plans
to hold a new independence referendum in
order to keep EU ties. The prime minister is
expected to visit Scotland before triggering
Article 50, as part of a tour of Britain that

began yesterday in Wales and will also take
in Northern Ireland.

“The government is clear in its aims: a
deal that works for every nation and region
of the UK and indeed for all of Europe-a
new, positive partnership between the UK
and our friends and allies in the European
Union,” Davis said. May’s decision to with-
draw Britain from Europe’s single market
has also provoked concern in Northern
Ireland, by raising the prospect of the
return of customs posts with EU member
Ireland to the south. Scotland and
Northern Ireland voted to stay in the EU in
the June 23 referendum, while England and
Wales voted to leave, resulting in a UK-wide
vote of 52 percent for Brexit, and 48 per-
cent against. —AFP 
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LONDON:  A man balances as he walks along a wall above the River Thames backdropped by the Houses of Parliament and
Elizabeth Tower containing the bell knowh as “Big Ben”. — AP 


