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KERCH: Russian President Vladimir Putin drove a
truck across a new bridge linking mainland Russia to
Moscow-annexed Crimea yesterday, triggering a fierce
reaction from Kiev. Russian state television showed
Putin dressed in jeans and a casual jacket sit behind the
wheel of a construction truck with workers to drive 19
km across the bridge, which links the Taman peninsula
in southern Russia to Ukraine’s Crimea peninsula
annexed by Moscow in 2014. 

“I want to sincerely congratulate you with this
remarkable, festive and, in the full sense of the word,
historic day,” Putin told workers upon arrival on the
Crimean side of the bridge. “In different historical eras,
even under the tsar, people were dreaming of building
this bridge,” Putin told cheer-
ing workers. He was referring
to Russia’s last tsar, Nicholas
II, who first proposed such a
bridge, but the outbreak of
World War I prevented it
going ahead. Another unsuc-
cessful attempt was made in
the 1930s under Joseph
Stalin. During World War II
the occupying Nazis also
began building a bridge but
abandoned the project.

The Russian leader, who was re-elected for a fourth
Kremlin term in March extending his long rule,
pledged to build more of “such projects” across
Russia. The Crimean Bridge overtakes Lisbon’s Vasco
da Gama Bridge as the longest in Europe. Built at a
cost of 228 billion rubles ($3.7 billion), the new struc-
ture connects the southern Krasnodar region with the
Crimean city of Kerch, spanning a strait between the
Black and Azov seas.

Ukraine’s condemnation 
Ukraine, which along with most of the international

community has not recognized Russia’s annexation of
Crimea, condemned the project which was personally
championed by Putin. “The Russian occupying powers,

which have temporarily occupied Crimea, are continu-
ing to act outside international law,” Ukrainian Prime
Minister Volodymyr Groysman told AFP in an interview.
Ukraine has also previously complained that the con-
struction has damaged the environment and that larger
ships will be unable to get through to its ports on the
Azov Sea.

The European Union also criticized what it called a
fresh assault on Ukraine’s territorial integrity. “This
constitutes another violation of Ukraine’s sovereignty
and territorial integrity by Russia,” said a statement by
a spokesperson for the office of the European Union’s
foreign policy service, which said the bloc continues to
refuse to recognize Russia’s annexation of Crimea.

Meanwhile, Ukraine’s secu-
rity service raided the offices
of Russian state media in Kiev
and detained one local jour-
nalist on suspicions of trea-
son, moves the chief editor of
Russia’s RT television sug-
gested were linked to the
bridge opening. The chief edi-
tor of the Kremlin-funded
channel, Margarita Simonyan,
wrote on Twitter that “Kiev
decided to take revenge on us

for the Crimean Bridge,” after the raids on the offices of
RIA Novosti state news agency, which is part of the
same media group as RT.

Olena Gitlyanska, a spokeswoman for the Security
Service of Ukraine (SBU), said Russian-controlled
media were being “used as tools in a hybrid war against
Ukraine”. Earlier RIA Novosti reporter Kyrylo
Vyshynsky, a Ukrainian national who received a
Russian passport in 2015 according to the presidential
decree published on the official Kremlin website, was
detained near his house in Kiev. “Currently, the prelimi-
nary qualification of the criminal offence (...) is trea-
son,” a representative of the prosecutor’s office, Igor
Ponochovny, told journalists during a joint briefing with
the SBU official.

SBU deputy chief Viktor Kononenko accused
Vyshynsky of travelling to Crimea in 2014 to carry out
“subversive” reporting and later collaborating with
separatist groups in eastern Ukraine. He said
Vyshynsky received ample funding to carry out his
work. “Today we can say that he received 53,000 a
month for such activities,” said Kononenko. “The mon-
ey is subsequently distributed to the groups and peo-
ple involved. That was the reason for the searches.”

European Union and US sanctions have targeted
those involved in building the bridge, principally
Putin’s close ally, businessman Arkady Rotenberg,
whose company Stroygazmontazh won the construc-
tion contract. The annexation of the peninsula in 2014
was condemned by Kiev and the West as an illegal
land grab but applauded in Russia. The peninsula has

been hard to reach from southern Russia with long
queues of vehicles often forming to board ferries,
which cannot always run in winter storms, so the easi-
est way across is to fly. 

Because of blocks imposed by Kiev, in addition to
Western sanctions, a large amount of food is current-
ly shipped to the peninsula from Russia, so the bridge
will play an important role in reducing the region’s
reliance on sea transport. The four-lane road bridge
is opening ahead of schedule as it was due to be
completed in December. Once it opens for traffic
today, it will be able to carry up to 40,000 cars per
day. A railway bridge is not yet finished and has a
deadline of the end of 2019. A connecting highway
from Kerch to the regional capital of Simferopol is set
for completion in 2020. —AFP 

Russian President Vladimir Putin drives a construction truck across the new 19 km road-and-rail Crimean
Bridge over the Kerch Strait linking mainland Russia to Moscow-annexed Crimea during its opening cere-
mony yesterday. — AFP 

No time to waste: 
Moscow urged to 
recycle, not burn
MOSCOW: Protests have been growing in
recent months over the stench from landfill
sites around Moscow, overflowing with mil-
lions of tonnes of rubbish. Authorities have
now decided on a plan to tackle the problem
- generating energy by burning the waste
instead. But their course of action has also
sparked public fears over pollution. Russia
produces almost 70 million tonnes of rub-
bish per year, according to Greenpeace’s
estimates. 

The sorting of trash only takes place in
around 100 of the country’s 4,000 towns and
cities, and most of the waste builds up for
decades in tips. “Russia seems to be fulfilling
the prediction... that mankind will die from
choking on its own rubbish,” said Alexei
Kiselyov, of Greenpeace Russia. The amount
that Russians throw away has grown 30 per-
cent in the last decade, Greenpeace says. Two
percent is incinerated, seven percent is recy-
cled and the rest is dumped in landfills.

Around Moscow, 24 landfill sites have
been closed over the last five years because
they were outdated and dangerous, the
regional authorities said, while the remaining
15 - enormous mountains of malodorous rub-
bish open to the elements - are still filling up
with unsorted waste. “Most of them were cre-
ated 50 years ago without any technology to
treat the gases and polluted water” that

emerge from the waste, said the press service
of the regional ecology ministry.

Locals up in arms 
The problem first came into the public eye

in June last year when the residents of
Balashikha, a town six kilometres west of
Moscow’s city limits, complained of the stink
from a local tip directly to President Vladimir
Putin on a call-in show on television, asking
for it to be shut down. The landfill site was
then closed but it soon emerged that other
tips were creating similar problems. At the
end of March, about 50 children received
medical treatment in Volokolamsk, a town

northwest of Moscow, after breathing gases
emitted from a landfill site. Thousands of res-
idents then protested, calling for the site’s
closure.

Russia turned to the Netherlands to pro-
vide technology to neutralize the toxic fumes,
due to a lack of effective locally-made equip-
ment. “The worst thing is that no one pays
any attention to the problem until there is a
gas leak or emission of polluted water or a
fire in the landfill,” said Kiselyov. Facing a
looming environmental disaster, the Russian
government has backed a project to build five
waste-to-energy plants that will incinerate
rubbish and generate electricity.  — AFP 

In this file photo taken on Feb 21, 2013 dump trucks unload garbage at a dumping
ground near the village of Gorny Vozdukh (Mountain Air) some 14 km outside of the
Russian Black Sea resort of Sochi.  — AFP 

‘We don’t need
men’: Widows 
and rebel wives
rebuild Uganda  
PAICHO, Uganda: At the entrance to a
round mud and elephant-grass hut in rural
northern Uganda, Rose Lamwaka, 58, pauses
and looks up at the ceiling of her new
dwelling as if she cannot quite believe it is
really there. After her old home was burned
down in a fire, a group of 15 local women
built Lamwaka a new house on land lent to
her by an uncle - a feat almost unheard of a
generation ago before the conflict here, when
men were the undisputed household heads.

“This hut was thatched with dry grass by
my children, while the rest was done by
women members in the group,” Lamwaka, a
single mother, told the Thomson Reuters
Foundation. “What my group has done for me
is an act of kindness. They have made me
happy.” The female master builders who made
Lamwaka’s home - and gave her food, cook-
ing utensils and bed sheets when her old one
was destroyed - started working together
about a decade ago as they struggled to

recover from almost 20 years of war.
The women survived rape, abuse, forced

labor and other horrors during an insurgency
waged by the Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA),
when the army fought rebels notorious for
cutting off people’s body parts and abducting
children into their ranks. In a war that ripped
northern Uganda apart, some 2 million people
- almost the entire population of the region -
were forced into camps. The LRA was ousted
from Uganda in 2005, retreating into South

Sudan and neighboring states.
Today, the 15 women builders live in

neighboring villages in Paicho sub-county,
some 350 km north of the capital, Kampala.
They support one another as a team, running
a shared savings and loans scheme, as well as
home-building projects. “These days, women
can build houses so well on their own,” said
Paska Akello, the group’s chair, another single
mother who was kidnapped by the LRA when
she was pregnant. — Reuters 

Women pose for a portrait in Wilpii village, Paicho sub-county, Gulu district in northern
Uganda March 26, 2018. — Reuters 

Ukraine raids
Kiev offices

of Russian 
state media

Kiev, EU condemn ‘assault’ on Ukraine’s territorial integrity

Putin drives across bridge linking
Moscow-annexed Crimea to Russia

BUDAPEST: The foundation run by
US-Hungarian billionaire George Soros
said yesterday it was closing operations
in Hungary and relocating to Germany
in response to the “repressive” policies
of Prime Minister Viktor Orban’s gov-
ernment. “Faced with an increasingly
repressive political and legal environ-
ment in Hungary, the Open Society
Foundations (OSF) are moving their
Budapest-based international opera-
tions and staff to the German capital,
Berlin,” the network said in a statement.

Orban, re-elected last month for a
third consecutive term in office, has
long accused the 87-year-old Soros
and non-governmental organizations he
funds of orchestrating immigration and
plotting to undermine the cultural and
religious identity of Europe. “We won’t
be shedding any crocodile tears,” the
government’s press office told AFP in
an email Tuesday reacting to the news
of the foundation’s departure. OSF said
the decision follows the latest steps by
Orban to “impose further restrictions”
on NGOs.

Earlier this year, citing national
security concerns, the government
announced a so-called “Stop Soros”
package of draft laws aimed at “shed-
ding light” and clamping down on
NGOs receiving funding from abroad.
The proposals include a special tax on
such NGOs, secret service surveillance

of their staff, and a ban on travel to
Hungary’s border zones for Hungarians
deemed to be involved in “illegal immi-
gration”. Foreign NGO staff under simi-
lar suspicion could be barred from
entering the country altogether.

The OSF decision is “regrettable,”
said the EU’s first vice president Frans
Timmermans. “Whenever a civil society
organization that helps build vibrant &
tolerant democracies is threatened &
feels it can no longer do its work,
democracy suffers,” he tweeted. Rights
groups in Hungary and abroad have
denounced the proposals as an effort to
silence critics. “The reason why OSF
has reached this decision is very telling
of how fast our operational context is
deteriorating,” Marta Pardavi, co-head
of the Hungarian Helsinki Committee, a
refugee rights NGO that has come
under regular attack by the govern-
ment, told AFP yesterday.

Amnesty International, another
NGO in the government’s crosshairs,
said it was not closing its Hungary
operations “for now”. Orban, who won
by a landslide in the April 8 election, on
Monday said the “Stop Soros” package
would be among the first bills tabled to
the new parliament in the coming
weeks. The package is “one of the most
important questions of the election,
Hungarians voted for it,” Orban said
Monday on a visit to Warsaw.  — AFP 

Soros foundation quits
Hungary over policies

New York
killer nanny
sentenced to
life in prison
NEW YORK: A New York nanny con-
victed of fatally stabbing two young
children in her care was sentenced on
Monday to life in prison without the
possibility of parole for a crime that has
been described as every parent’s night-
mare. In a case that drew national head-
lines, Yoselyn Ortega, 56, was found
guilty by a jury in April of murdering
both Lucia Krim, 6, nicknamed Lulu,
and her 2-year-old brother, Leo, and
leaving their bloody bodies in a bathtub
in their luxury Manhattan apartment in
October 2012. 

Judge Gregory Carro on Monday
called the case “pure evil” before issuing

the sentence, the stiffest available.
Before hearing the sentence, Ortega
addressed the court and apologized. She
spoke in Spanish through a translator.
“I’m very sorry for everything that hap-
pened ... I ask for a great deal of forgive-
ness,” she said in a shaky voice. She said
she was asking forgiveness from God
and the children’s parents, adding she
had not been feeling well on the day of
the murders. 

The two-month trial  at state
Supreme Court in Manhattan featured
testimony by the children’s mother,
Marina Krim. She recalled the shock of
returning to the family’s Upper West
Side apartment to find her children slain
and their nanny standing over them
stabbing her own neck with a kitchen
knife.  Krim had come home with the
children’s 3-year-old sister, Nessie,
after Ortega failed to show up with the
children at Lulu’s dance lesson. “I just
wanted to wake up from this nightmare
that I knew wasn’t a nightmare. It was
real,” Krim told jurors. “It’s like a total
horror movie.” —  Reuters 


