
BRUSSELS: The European Union expressed solidarity
with Britain after London accused Russia of a nerve
agent attack on British soil, but EU diplomats cautioned
there was little appetite for more economic sanctions on
Moscow. Despite tensions over the slow pace of negoti-
ations with Britain over London’s decision to quit the
bloc next year, the EU and NATO reacted quickly after
May’s speech in the British parliament on Monday on the
poisoning of a former Russian double agent, Sergei
Skripal, 66, and his daughter Yulia, 33.

The case poses a test for post-Brexit security coop-
eration. Russia, the EU’s biggest energy supplier, is also
accused of backing war
in Ukraine and meddling
in US, French and
German elections. The
office of EU foreign poli-
cy chief Federica
Mogherini called use of
the Soviet-era nerve
agent “shocking” and
said the European Union
was “ready to offer sup-
port if requested”.
NATO Secretary-
General Jens Stoltenberg
said it was “horrendous.”
European Commission deputy head Frans Timmermans
called on the bloc to express “its full solidarity with the
British people and the British government” and make a
collective European effort to find and punish those
responsible.

Speaking separately to the EU, France said the
attempted murder of a former Russian double agent on
March 4 was a “totally unacceptable attack”. The state-
ment followed a telephone call between Foreign Minister
Jean-Yves Le Drian and his British counterpart Boris
Johnson. But it made no mention of Russia, which Prime
Minister Theresa May said was “highly likely” to be
behind the attack. Outgoing German Foreign Minister
Sigmar Gabriel said he had called Johnson and remained
in close touch with British authorities. “It’s clear the per-
petrators must be held accountable. If it should be con-
firmed that Russia was behind (the attack), that would be
a very serious incident,” Gabriel said in a statement.

Sanctions response?
Britain has given President Vladimir Putin until mid-

night to explain how the nerve agent was used to strike
down Skripal, who had passed secrets to British intelli-
gence. If that deadline passes, Britain could ask for EU

governments to consider new asset freezes and travel
bans on Russian officials not already under sanctions
related to Moscow’s 2014 seizure of Ukraine’s Crimea.
Britain could also call a special meeting at NATO. Next
Monday at a monthly meeting in Brussels, EU foreign
ministers are due to discuss Russia’s presidential elec-
tion on March 18, which Putin is expected to win,
potentially giving Britain’s Johnson a chance to appeal
to EU governments.

May herself could directly discuss the issues with fel-
low leaders in Brussels at a two-day summit in May, and
Timmermans said the issue should be on the agenda.

“We cannot have nerve
gas being used in our
societies. This should be
addressed by all of us,
and not just left to Prime
Minister May and the
British government,”
Timmermans, who as
Dutch foreign minister in
2014 accused Russia of
downing an airliner flying
from Amsterdam over
Ukraine, told the
European Parliament in
Strasbourg.

Echoing the EU’s top diplomat Mogherini, four senior
EU diplomats told Reuters that Brussels would wait until
Britain itself has taken a view on how to respond before
making any policy moves of its own. They dismissed any
suggestion that Brexit weakened London’s position.
“Brexit shouldn’t have any effect on this,” one said.
Norbert Roettgen, chairman of Germany’s parliamentary
foreign affairs committee and an ally of Chancellor
Angela Merkel, said that if Russia fails to cooperate in
the investigation, there should be a joint Western
response.

But in Brussels, diplomats said additional sanctions on
Russia were unlikely to win support because attributing
the nerve attack to Moscow was difficult and also
because keeping existing economic sanctions on Russia
was already difficult. “Despite the seriousness of this inci-
dent, I just don’t see agreement (on new sanctions),” a
second EU diplomat said, predicting a strong statement
of support instead. A third diplomat said that Britain and
France had been unable to persuade the rest of the bloc
to impose additional sanctions on Russians over
Moscow’s bombing campaign in Syria. Countries seeking
closer ties with Russia, notably Italy, Hungary and
Greece, are wary of further damaging business.—Reuters
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Despite Brexit, Britain wins EU 
support on nerve agent attack

UK gives Putin until midnight to explain nerve attack 
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BEIRUT: From the bloody repression of peaceful
protests against President Bashar al-Assad’s regime to
foreign intervention, below are key dates in Syria’s civil
war as it enters its eighth year.  The complex conflict has
left more than 350,000 people dead, according to the
Syrian Britain-based Observatory for Human Rights,
while millions have been displaced and the country lies
in ruins. 

Revolt and repression
On March 15, 2011, unprecedented protests demand

civil liberties and the release of political prisoners after
40 years of repressive rule by the Assad family.
Denouncing “an armed rebellion by Salafist groups”, the
regime represses demonstrations in Damascus and the
southern city of Daraa but protests continue.  In July,
defecting army colonel Riad al-Assad sets up the
Turkey-based rebel Free Syrian Army (FSA). Islamist
groups join the revolt.

Air strikes, Hezbollah, Iran 
In March 2012, regime forces take control of the

rebel stronghold in third city Homs after a month of
bombardment. Other bloody operations are carried out,
notably in the central city of Hama, after massive anti-
regime protests. In July, FSA fighters launch a battle for
Damascus but the government holds firm. From 2013,
regime helicopters and planes unleash crude barrel
bombs on rebel zones.  The same year, Iran-backed
Lebanese Shiite militant group Hezbollah says it is fight-
ing alongside Syrian government forces. Iran also boosts
its military support for longtime ally Assad.

Chemical weapons 
In August 2013, Washington accuses the regime of

killing more than 1,400 people with chemical weapons
in rebel-held districts near Damascus.  In September,
the United States and Assad ally Russia agree a plan to
eliminate Syria’s chemical weapons, averting punitive
US strikes against the regime. But forces on the
ground, in particular from the regime, have since been

accused again of using chemical weapons. In April
2017, a sarin gas attack on the opposition-held village
of Khan Sheikhun leaves more than 80 dead, prompt-
ing Washington to attack a regime air base.

Rise of the jihadists 
In January 2014, hostilities between jihadists of the

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and rebel
groups turn into an open war in the north.  ISIL, the
future Islamic State (IS) group, takes Raqa-the first
provincial capital to fall out of regime control-from
rebel forces.The jihadist offensive allows Damascus to
justify its fight as a battle against “terrorism”. 

Coalition air strikes
In September 2014, a US-led coalition launches air

strikes against IS in Syria. The strikes benefit Kurdish
groups, which since 2013 have run autonomous adminis-
trations in Kurdish-majority areas and go on to oust IS
from key areas. 

Russia to Assad’s aid 
In September 2015, Russia launches air strikes in

support of Assad’s troops, who are on the back foot.
Russian firepower helps turn the tables for the regime,
which begins to retake rebel-held territory, including the
northern city of Aleppo in late December 2016. In
January 2017, Russia and Iran, as backers of the Syrian
regime, and Turkey, supporting the rebels, organise talks
in Astana, Kazakhstan, between representatives of both
sides. The process leads to the creation of four so-called
“de-escalation zones”, although sporadic fighting and
bombardments continue.

Turkish offensive 
In an added complication to the drawn-out conflict,

Turkey launches an operation in January 2018 against
the powerful Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG)
which played a key role in beating back IS. The militia
controls the Afrin region on the border with Turkey,
and Ankara is wary of Kurdish aspirations for autono-
my, labelling the YPG a “terror group”.

Blitz of Eastern Ghouta
On February 18, the Syrian regime launches a fero-

cious assault on the remaining rebel-held enclave near
Damascus, Eastern Ghouta. In just over three weeks,
the Russian-backed onslaught kills more than 1,100
civilians, according to the Observatory.— AFP 
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SALISBURY: A police officer stands on duty at a cordon near a bench covered in a protective tent at The Maltings shop-
ping centre in Salisbury, southern England, where a man and woman were found critically ill on March 4, after being
apparently poisoned with what was later identified as a nerve agent sparking a major incident. —AFP

Texas ‘package
bombs’ probed 
as hate crimes
CHICAGO: Two parcel bombs rattled
the US city of Austin on Monday, 10
days after a similar deadly blast, as
Texas police said they were investigat-
ing the possibility that the attacks were
serial hate crimes. The explosions came
as Austin, the state capital and a
metropolis of two million people, wel-
comed hundreds of thousands of visi-
tors for the massive South by
Southwest entertainment and media
festival.

A 17-year-old was killed early
Monday after bringing a package into
his home and opening it, while a
woman living at the same address was
injured. A second explosion later in the
morning left an elderly woman in criti-
cal condition, after she was injured
picking up a package in front of her
home, police said. The twin bombings
followed an initial blast on March 2,
when a 39-year-old man was killed-
also after opening a parcel bomb.
“This again is the third in what we
believe to be related incidents over the
past 10 days,” Austin police chief Brian
Manley told a news conference.

“We are imploring the community,
if you know anything about these

attacks, it is imperative that you come
forward.” The Texas governor’s office
offered a $15,000 reward for infor-
mation leading to an arrest in the
case. “I want to assure all Texans, and
especially those in Austin, that local,
state and federal law enforcement
officials are working diligently to find
those responsible for these heinous
crimes,” Governor Greg Abbott said
in a statement. Investigators have
found no evidence so far of a terror-
ism link, and have yet to establish a
definite motive or profile for the
bomber, Manley said. 

Police were considering whether

racial hatred was a factor. “We have
had two victims that were African
American, and the victim of this 

latest incident was a 75-year-old
Hispanic female,” the police chief said.
“So, we are still working to identify
whether or not that may play a role, but
we are not going to rule that out.”
Michelle Lee, a spokeswoman for the
Federal Bureau of Investigation, which is
aiding in the probe, told AFP: “Nothing
had been ruled out in terms of motive.”
Authorities say the packages, described
as unremarkable looking boxes, were left
overnight and not sent through the mail
or any other delivery service.—AFP 

TEXAS: The scene near Galindo Street in Austin, Texas where a woman
in her 70s was injured in an explosion. The incident was the second
reported explosion on Monday and the third in two weeks. —AFP 


