
Sunday, March 18, 2018

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

Established 1961 

LONDON: British Prime Minister Theresa May’s response
to the suspected Russian poisoning of a former spy has
soothed Brexit divisions with her party, but has starkly
exposed the ideological rift within the opposition Labor
ranks. May’s decision to expel 23 diplomats and suspend
high-level contacts with Russia over the nerve agent
attack on former double agent Sergei Skripal received
cross-party and media support, heralding a ceasefire in
the bitter row over Brexit. “The prime minister
makes a compelling case for Kremlin culpability
in the Salisbury incident and is right that such a
reckless, hostile act by another state requires a
robust response,” the centre-left Guardian, nor-
mally a critic, said in its editorial.

May has recently faced rebellions from pro-
EU MPs within her Conservative Party, deliver-
ing her a damaging parliamentary defeat over
her Brexit strategy. But leading rebel Anna
Soubry praised May’s announcement on
Wednesday in the House of Commons, saying
“the length of breadth of this place has com-
pletely supported not just the wise words and
the leadership of the prime minister but also her
firm actions.” “The response has been prudent, some have
found it underwhelming but it is important to keep room
for escalation as more evidence comes in,” Kadri Liik, a
senior policy fellow at European foreign policy think-tank
ECFR, told AFP.

May’s respite is in sharp contrast to opposition Labor
leader Jeremy Corbyn, whose response to the crisis
appears to have shattered the truce reached with centrist
MPs following his better-than-expected performance in
last year’s general election. The veteran leftist, recently
accused by a Conservative lawmaker-who later retracted
the claim-of passing secrets to a Czechoslovak agents he
met in the 1980s, refused to blame the Kremlin outright,
asking May if she had provided samples of the suspected
poison to Moscow for analysis.

Labor MP Ben Bradshaw led the thinly-veiled criticism,

telling parliament that “most of us on these benches fully
support the measures she has announced.” Colleague
Yvette Cooper demanded “unequivocal” condemnation
while former Labor minister Pat McFadden said defending
Britain when threatened was an “essential component of
political leadership”. About 20 Labor backbenchers signed
a motion stating the Commons “unequivocally accepts the
Russian state’s culpability”.

‘Anti-Corbyn agenda’  
In the media, the Daily Telegraph denounced Corbyn’s

“craven posturing” while the Guardian called his response
“dispiriting.” “He sounded too keen to find another expla-
nation,” said its editorial. “He hasn’t got the tone right,”
added Liik. “Of course they need evidence, but that
doesn’t mean you should diminish the gravity of the
crimes, because what happened was outrageous.” Irate
MPs targeted Corbyn spokesman and strategist Seumas
Milne after he later doubted the findings of Britain’s intelli-
gence services. 

“There is a history between weapons of mass destruc-
tion and intelligence which is problematic, to put it mildly,”
he told reporters, in reference to the Iraq War. Milne’s
appointment in 2015 raised eyebrows given previous opin-
ion articles he had written in the Guardian, in which he

said “Putin has now become a cartoon villain and Russia
the target of almost uniformly belligerent propaganda
across the western media.” Centrist Labor MP Chuka
Umunna tweeted that “Milne’s comments do not represent
the views of the majority of our voters, members or MPs.”

However, polls have yet to be released showing whether
criticism within Westminster has translated to the elec-
torate, with much of Corbyn’s success based on defying

the establishment and opposing the Iraq War. Long-time
ally and shadow interior minister Diane Abbott tapped into
these sentiments when defending her boss. “If we are to
persuade any other nation to take significant measures
alongside us, they may ask for a higher burden of proof,”
she said. “The same outlets now condemning the Labor
leader recently tried to label him as a Czech spy. They
have an anti-Corbyn agenda.”—AFP 
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Britain and 
Russia spy 
sagas: Past 
sanctions
LONDON: Russia announced yesterday
the expulsion of 23 British diplomats in a
tit-for-tat move following London’s
response to a nerve agent attack against a
Russian former double agent in England.
They are the latest sanctions by London
and Moscow in spying affairs:

The Cold War
In September 1971 Britain expelled a

record number of 105 Soviet diplomats and
officials after Moscow refused to clarify
the activities of 440 of its citizens in
Britain. Moscow in turn expelled 18
Britons. In September 1985 Moscow and
London engaged in a furious six-day
exchange of spy expulsions, declaring a
draw after 31 on each side had been sent
packing. This followed the defection to
Britain of the KGB’s London station chief,
Oleg Gordievsky. In May 1989, 11 Soviet
diplomats and journalists were thrown out
for spying. Meanwhile 11 Britons were sent
home from Moscow in a tit-for-tat move.

Post-Soviet era 
In May 1996 Britain ordered the expul-

sion of four Russians working at the
London embassy, in response to the kick-
ing out of four British diplomats from
Russia. According to Moscow, the Britons
were in contact with a Russian working for
British intelligence. In January, 2006
Moscow said it had uncovered four British
spies who enjoyed diplomatic status and
engaged in the alleged illegal funding of
pro-democracy and human rights groups.

Russia’s intelligence service accused
British diplomats of involvement in a spy
ring in which agents allegedly passed
secrets through a high-tech communica-
tions system hidden in a fake rock in a
Moscow park. Russian President Vladimir
Putin then cracked down on non-govern-
mental organizations, forcing several of
them to close down. In January 2012 a for-
mer top aide to then British Prime Minister
Tony Blair admitted that Britain had a spy
plot involving a fake rock.

The Litvinenko affair
July 2007: Britain expelled four Russian

diplomats and hit Moscow with visa
restrictions after Moscow refused to extra-
dite Andrei Lugovoi, the main suspect in
the murder of ex-Russian agent Alexander
Litvinenko. Litvinenko was poisoned in
London in 2006 with the radioactive sub-
stance polonium-210, in the most notorious
of a rash of suspicious deaths of high-pro-
file Russian exiles in Britain. Moscow
responded with the expulsion of four
British diplomats, suspended counter-ter-
rorism cooperation with London and also
stopped issuing visas to British officials.

In 2008 two branches of the British
Council cultural organization in St
Petersburg and Yekaterinburg were then
closed following pressure from Russian
authorities for alleged tax irregularities. In
January 2016, after a British probe found
that Moscow was responsible for the
Litvinenko affair, the British government
summoned Russia’s ambassador, and froze
the assets of Lugovoi and a second sus-
pect, Dmitry Kovtun. 

Poisoning in English city
On March 4 spy Sergei Skripal, 66, and

his daughter Yulia, 33, are found uncon-
scious, slumped on a bench outside a
shopping centre in Salisbury. They are cur-
rently in critical condition in a local hospi-
tal. Skripal is a former colonel in Russian
military intelligence who was jailed in his
country for betraying agents to Britain’s

MI6 secret service and moved there in a
spy swap in 2010. On March 7 police say
that the father and daughter have been
poisoned by a highly toxic nerve agent.

London accuses Moscow
On March 12 British Prime Minister

Theresa May says it is “highly likely that
Russia was responsible for the act”, saying
Moscow could be directly to blame or may
have “lost control” of the nerve agent. She
tells British lawmakers that the military-
grade nerve agent used was identified as
belonging to a group of nerve agents
known as Novichok and of a type devel-
oped by Russia. 

Called “newcomer” in English,
Novichok refers to a group of powerful
and deadly chemical compounds reported-
ly developed by the Soviet government
towards the end of the Cold War in the

1970s and 1980s. Moscow rejects the
claims as “provocation”. The US says it
stands “in solidarity” with Britain. France
and Germany make similar statements the
following day. On March 13 Russian Foreign
Minister Sergei Lavrov says that Moscow
is “not guilty” of the poisoning and is ready
to cooperate with London.  Two days later
Lavrov’s deputy Sergei Ryabkov says
Moscow never had any programs to devel-
op the Novichok nerve agent.

On March 14 London says that
Moscow is “culpable” and it will expel 23
of the 59 Russian diplomats present in the
United Kingdom.  It also suspends high-
level diplomatic contact with Moscow and
will keep royals at home during the 2018
football World Cup. Russia’s foreign min-
istry slams London’s “choice for con-
frontation”, adding that retaliation will fol-
low shortly.—Agencies

Porn star liable 
for $20 million:
Trump’s lawyer 
LOS ANGELES: Donald Trump’s lawyer
claims porn actress Stormy Daniels is liable
for at least $20 million for violating a
nondisclosure agreement she says prevents
her from discussing an affair with the pres-
ident, according to a Friday court filing. A
lawyer for Michael Cohen’s Essential
Consultants limited liability company-
which paid Daniels $130,000 under the
agreement-made the filing, which said that
Daniels violated the deal “at least” 20
times.

“The Settlement Agreement provides
for liquidated damages of one million dol-
lars ($1,000,000) per instance of breach,”
the court filing says. Daniels signed the
agreement pertaining to an alleged affair a
decade earlier shortly before the 2016
election, leading to allegations that the
payment amounted to an illicit contribution
to Trump’s campaign. Lawyer Michael
Avenatti filed a lawsuit on behalf of Daniels
earlier this month seeking to toss out the
confidential settlement.

The suit alleged that Daniels began an

“intimate relationship” with Trump in the
summer of 2006 that continued well into
2007. The White House has denied any
sexual encounter between Trump and
Daniels who has offered to return the
$130,000 she received so that she can be
free to “speak openly and freely about her
prior relationship with the president and
the attempts to silence her.” She is also
asking to be allowed to publish text mes-
sages, photos and videos relating to the
president, Avenatti said in a letter to
Cohen. Using the pseudonyms Peggy
Peterson and David Dennison, Daniels and
Trump were to sign the agreement, along
with Essential Consultants.

‘Bullying tactic’  
But Trump never signed, providing the

basis for Avenatti’s attempt to have it
thrown out and release Daniels from her
obligations. Avenatti took to Twitter on
Friday to criticize the court filing. “The fact
that a sitting president is pursuing over
$20M in bogus ‘damages’ against a private
citizen, who is only trying to tell the public
what really happened, is remarkable. Likely
unprecedented in our history. We are NOT
going away and we will NOT be intimidat-
ed,” Avenatti wrote on the social media
site. “The filing today is yet another bully-
ing tactic from the president and Mr
Cohen. They are now attempting to remove
this case to federal ct in order to increase

their chances that the matter will be decid-
ed in private arbitration, thus hiding the
truth from the public,” he wrote.

According to the court filing, Essential
Consultants began an “arbitration pro-
ceeding” as provided for by the agreement
at the end of February. Essential
Consultants “intends to file a Petition to
Compel Arbitration with this Court at the

earliest possible time permitted... to com-
pel this action to the Pending Arbitration
Proceeding,” the filing says. Trump has
ample reason to want to keep the affair
quiet. The issue could hurt the president
with religious voters, who were key to his
electoral success, and appears to have
already caused strains between the presi-
dent and First Lady Melania Trump.—AFP 

MOSCOW: The entrance of the ‘Intelligence’ spy themed bar near the famous
KGB and current FSB building on Lubyanka square is seen in Moscow. Britain
and its allies France, Germany and the United States have pointed the finger at
Moscow over the nerve agent poisoning of former double agent Sergei Skripal,
who remains in critical condition along with his daughter Yulia. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: This combination of file pictures shows US President Donald Trump
and adult film actress/director Stormy Daniels. —AFP 

SALISBURY: Police officers escort an army truck, carrying a freight container laden with the car of
Sergei Skripal, as it is driven from the Churchfields industrial estate in Salisbury, southern
England as part of investigations and operations in connection with the major incident after an
apparent nerve agent attack in Salisbury. —AFP 

SIMFEROPOL: In Crimea, which votes this weekend in
Russian presidential elections for the first time since
annexation from Ukraine in 2014, loudspeakers blast
out the message: “Choose a president!  Choose a
future!”.  Local authorities say the polls are a chance to
thank President Vladimir Putin for taking control of the
peninsula, but activists have complained of a crack-
down ahead of what Kiev maintains is an illegal vote. 

Crimea has suffered under Western sanctions fol-
lowing a hastily organized referendum to rejoin Russia
four years ago, but the Kremlin is making efforts to
ease the area’s isolation. “We see the election as a sec-
ond referendum and as an opportunity to thank Putin
for what he did in 2014,” said Alexander Formanchuk,
an adviser to Sergei Aksyonov, the Moscow-installed
Crimean leader.

With Putin sure to return to the Kremlin with a land-
slide today, authorities across Russia have led a cam-
paign to convince people to turn out to vote. On the
Black Sea peninsula, this campaign is even more
intense, with election posters covering public transport
as well as the loudspeakers blaring in public areas.
Formanchuk - who calls the result “absolutely pre-
dictable” - told AFP he is convinced most Crimeans will
take part, saying the peninsula has a history of high
voter turnouts.  He cited the 2010 Ukrainian presiden-
tial election when Crimea overwhelmingly supported
pro-Kremlin Viktor Yanukovich, currently living in exile
in Russia, as an example.

Putin’s flying visit 
Vladislav Ganzhara, who was seven years old and a

Ukrainian citizen when Vladimir Putin first came to
power in Russia, is now a Kremlin-loyal MP in the
Crimean parliament. He brushed off threats from Kiev
that organizers of the vote in the peninsula could face
criminal charges in Ukraine, and said it did not matter if
the outcome of the election was already known.  “If you
support a team, you go to a game even if you know it
will win because it is the strongest,” he told AFP. This
week Putin paid a flying visit to Crimea, where several
thousand supporters queued for up to five hours to see
him speak. The president was late and spoke for less
than two minutes before taking a helicopter out of the
port city of Sevastopol.

“Even if he was a bit late, it’s because of his busy
schedule. People would have waited for him long into
the night,” Ganzhara said. The Russian leader earlier
visited the construction site of the Kerch bridge,
Moscow’s major construction project to unite the
peninsula with Russian mainland. He also opened a new
“international” airport, despite no flights from outside
Russia flying to the disputed peninsula, as part of a
wider move to counter the area’s isolation.

The price to pay 
Much of the peninsula’s food supplies arrive by ferry

from Russia, often resulting in shortages in shops.
Since Crimea is cut off from the global banking system,
locals make the two-hour voyage by ferry and car to
Russia’s southern city of Krasnodar to withdraw cash
with international cards. Anastasia Arslanova, a 35-
year-old lawyer from Sevastopol, said life has become
more expensive but that it is a price she is willing to
pay to be part of Russia. “We are Russian and we feel
good in Russia,” she said.

Moscow’s supporters often blame Crimean bureau-
crats for economic hardships rather than the Kremlin
and Putin himself. Those Crimeans who do criticize
Russian rule say they have faced increased pressure
from local security services, who have been given a
carte blanche on the peninsula. —AFP

Crimea to vote Putin 
for the first time amid 
crackdown on dissent


