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Ukraine seizes 
Russian tanker 
over naval clash
KIEV: A Ukrainian court has ordered the seizure
of a Russian tanker stopped last week over its
alleged involvement in a Ukrainian-Russian naval
clash last year, the country’s chief military prose-
cutor said Tuesday. A court, in the southern city
of Odessa, ordered the seizure of the tanker
Nika Spirit on Monday, according to documents
posted by Anatoliy Matios on social media.

“The court seized the said vessel,” Matios
said. “We did it legally.” The Russian owner of
the seized tanker, the Altomar Shipping compa-
ny, told Russian news agency Interfax that its
management was “in contact with Ukrainian
authorities” to solve a “range of issues related to
the vessel”. Ukraine’s SBU security service said
last week it had stopped the Russian tanker,
previously known as the Neyma, when it
entered the port of Izmail in the southern
Odessa region.

Investigators seized documents on board and
questioned its 10 crew members. Moscow
responded by threatening Kiev with unspecified
“consequences”, although it later confirmed the
10 crew members had been released and
allowed to return to Russia. However Kiev kept
the tanker. Russian deputy foreign minister
Grigory Karasin told Kommersant FM radio sta-
tion on Tuesday that the boat was under private
ownership and the matter should be dealt with
by the courts. “We, of course, will follow this
closely,” he said.

In November, Russia opened fire on three
Ukrainian navy vessels as they tried to pass
through the Kerch Strait from the Black Sea to
the Sea of Azov. Ukraine says the Russian tanker
was used in that confrontation, the most danger-
ous open clash between the two countries in
recent years. According to the SBU, the Neyma
had changed its name painted on the hull to
“conceal its involvement in the act of aggres-
sion”. Moscow also captured 24 Ukrainian
sailors manning the vessels and plans to put
them on trial, accusing them of violating its mar-
itime borders.

The International Tribunal for the Law of the
Sea, a UN-established organization overseeing
maritime disputes based in Hamburg, has urged
Russia to release the sailors and return them to
Ukraine.  Russian President Vladimir Putin and
Ukraine’s new leader Volodymyr Zelensky dis-
cussed a possible prisoner swap during their
first phone call this month. The two former-
Soviet neighbors have been caught up in hostili-
ties since 2014, when Moscow annexed Crimea
and supported a separatist insurgency in east-
ern Ukraine. Some 13,000 people have been
killed in the war. —AFP 

WASHINGTON: The congresswoman who heads the
campaign arm for US House of Representatives
Democrats has acknowledged mistakes after lawmakers
complained about a lack of racial diversity within the
organization, and she named a Cuban-American as
interim executive director as part of a major staff
shakeup. The announcement by Representative Cheri
Bustos late on Monday followed several days of turmoil
at the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee
(DCCC), a controversy that has sidetracked the organi-
zation as it seeks to expand the party’s majority in the
House in the 2020 election.

Lawmakers who are members of the Congressional
Hispanic Caucus have had multiple conversations with
Bustos in recent months “to address concerns about
diversity at the DCCC,” Alma Acosta, executive director
of the caucus, said on Tuesday. Politico reported last
week that black and Hispanic lawmakers had complained
that the DCCC was not recruiting or retaining non-white
staffers in top positions. “Today has been a sobering day
filled with tough conversations that too often we avoid,
but I can say confidently that we are taking the first
steps toward putting the DCCC back on path to protect
and expand our majority, with a staff that truly reflects
the diversity of our Democratic caucus and our party,”
Bustos, who is white, said in a statement. Allison Jaslow,
an Iraq war veteran and long-time Bustos ally, resigned
as DCCC executive director on Monday. Five other sen-
ior staffers also left, including communications director
Jared Smith, another long-time Bustos aide.

Bustos, who represents an Illinois congressional dis-
trict won by Republican President Donald Trump in
2016, said she would be “owning my mistakes and
learning from them,” pledging to work “tirelessly to
ensure that our staff is truly inclusive.” Jacqueline
Newman, who is Cuban-American, was named interim
executive director and will lead the search for a perma-
nent replacement in that job. Race has become a divi-
sive issue not only with Trump’s attacks on ethnic and
racial minority Democrats but also within the
Democratic Party as numerous candidates compete to
challenge Trump in the 2020 election.

The DCCC has been consistently out-raising its
Republican counterpart, and in May hit a record-
breaking fundraising number for that month in a presi-
dential cycle off-year at $8.85 million. In addition, sev-
eral Republicans have announced in recent weeks that
they are retiring from the House. Democrats are
defending 41 House seats they took from Republicans
in 2018. Politico last week quoted Representative
Marcia Fudge, a former chairwoman of the
Congressional Black Caucus, as saying it was “shock-
ing” that there was “not one person of color” in any
position of authority at the DCCC.

Trump denies racist strategy 
Meanwhile, President Donald Trump has denied any

racist “strategy” behind a string of verbal attacks on
African-Americans, but found
himself being accused of hate
by a heckler at a high-profile
speech. “I have no strategy. I
have zero strategy,” Trump
told reporters at the White
House, when asked about his
recent tirades against black
and other non-white oppo-
nents, as well as the majority
black city of Baltimore. “I’m
not angry at anybody,” he said.

Earlier, Trump denounced
the “horrors” of slavery in a speech in Jamestown,
Virginia, celebrating the founding of the first local leg-
islature there by English colonists 400 years ago. In his
speech, Trump noted that along with the first settlers
came the first African slaves, making Jamestown a sym-
bol not just of US democracy but of mass slavery. “We
remember every sacred soul who suffered the horrors
of slavery,” Trump said, calling this the “barbaric trade
in human lives.” But black Virginia state lawmakers
boycotted the event, saying it had been “tarnished” by
Trump. “It is impossible to ignore the emblem of hate
and disdain that the president represents,” the African-
American lawmakers said in a statement, accusing

Trump of using “racist and xenophobic rhetoric.” And
in a rare interruption of a presidential speech, a Virginia
state lawmaker heckled Trump and held up a sign read-
ing “Deport hate” and “Go back to your corrupted
home.” Trump paused his speech while the man was led
away but did not say anything.

‘Least racist’ 
The president has shown little of that restraint over

the last two weeks, with a barrage of racially loaded
insults. Trump has laid repeatedly into four non-white
Democratic congresswomen, a respected African-
American Democratic lawmaker from Baltimore, as well
as veteran black civil rights activist Al Sharpton. That
pattern has prompted an outpouring of criticism that
Trump is deliberately deepening racial divisions in a

pitch to his white, working-
class base ahead of his 2020
reelection bid. At the White
House, he told reporters: “I
am the least racist person
anywhere in the world.”

But he then claimed that
Sharpton is a racist and he
continued to lash out at
Baltimore, suggesting on
Tuesday that violent crime
there is worse than in
Honduras, a country with one

of the world’s highest homicide rates outside a war
zone. “Baltimore happens to be about the worst case,”
Trump said in an interview with The Washington Post.
“If you look at it statistically, it’s like, the number of
shootings, the number of crimes, the number of every-
thing - this morning I heard a statistic, Baltimore is
worse than Honduras, okay?”

According to FBI data from 2017, the latest full-year
figures available, Baltimore had a per capita murder
rate of 55.8 per 100,000 population, which was less
than that of St Louis, Missouri. Honduras registered
41.2 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants in 2018, with
one of its cities, San Pedro Sula, recording a murder

rate of more than 80 per 100,000, according to a
report last November by the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB).

‘Venom for blacks’ 
The latest remarks came after Trump on the weekend

described Baltimore as a “rat and rodent infested mess”
unfit for humans and blamed this on Elijah Cummings,
the black Democrat who represents much of the city in
Congress. He then attacked Sharpton for coming to
Baltimore’s defense, tweeting that “Al is a con man” who
“Hates Whites & Cops!” Sharpton responded that
Trump is a bigot with “venom for blacks.”

Trump denied Tuesday that the controversy, which
breaks with all norms in Washington, has hurt him,
claiming instead that residents from Baltimore were
phoning en masse to thank him for calling out what he
says is the city’s disastrous leadership. “African-
American people have been calling the White House.
They have never been so happy for what our president
has done,” he said. The claimed flood of phone calls
could not be independently verified. However, opinion
polls show that support for Trump among black voters
nationwide is at rock bottom. —Agencies
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Boris Johnson 
visits N Ireland, 
the heart of 
Brexit battle
BELFAST: British Prime Minister Boris
Johnson yesterday visited Northern
Ireland, the key battleground in Brexit and
the focus of increasingly tense rhetoric on
both sides of the Irish Sea. He arrived in
Belfast on Tuesday amid warnings from
Irish leaders that his vow to leave the
European Union, with or without a deal,
risks breaking up the United Kingdom.
Those warnings continued yesterday. But
during meetings with the province’s main
political parties he reiterated his determi-
nation to split with the EU.

“The Prime Minister made clear that
the UK would be leaving the EU on
October 31st come what may,” a
Downing Street spokesperson said. After
meeting Johnson, Mary Lou McDonald,
the head of Republican Sinn Fein party,
said he had “set the compass for a disor-
derly and a crash Brexit,” meaning that
there had now to be the opportunity for
Northern Ireland to consider joining the
Republic. “We’ve made it clear to him
that the extensive planning that he tells
us he is carrying out in respect of a
crash Brexit has to include the constitu-
tional question,” she told the BBC.

The backstop
The Republic of Ireland shares a land

border with the province that both sides
want to keep free-flowing after Brexit,
both for economic reasons and to main-
tain the delicate peace deal that brought
an end to decades of violence between
the pro-Irish and pro-British communi-
ties. But post-Brexit, that border will
become part of the EU’s external frontier
and would legally require policing. The
agreement struck by Johnson’s predeces-
sor Theresa May proposed the so-called
“backstop” solution after Brexit.

But eurosceptics believe it gives the
EU too much control over the UK and
risks constitutionally distancing Northern
Ireland from Britain. If a trade deal cannot
be agreed by the end of 2020, under the
backstop the UK would remain aligned
with the EU customs union, while
Northern Ireland would additionally stay
aligned to some European single market
rules, in order to keep the Irish border
free-flowing. Neither London nor Brussels
can end the arrangement unilaterally.

A united Ireland? 
On Tuesday, Johnson told Irish Prime

Minister Leo Varadkar that the “backstop”
plan was unacceptable, putting him at
odds with both Dublin and Brussels, which
insist the deal is not open for renegotia-
tion. “If they really can’t do it then clearly
we have to get ready for a no-deal exit,”
Johnson said on a trip to Wales, adding:
“It’s up to the EU: this is their call.” 

Varadkar has said previously that

Johnson’s plan to renegotiate the deal by
October 31 was “totally not in the real
world”. Leaving without a deal would
throw the border status into confusion
and threaten economic catastrophe for
Ireland, cutting it off from its UK main
trading partner. Varadkar said on Friday
that a no-deal Brexit would make the
unification of Northern Ireland and the
Republic of Ireland more likely.

“People who you might describe as
moderate nationalists or moderate
Catholics who were more or less happy

with the status quo will look more
towards a united Ireland,” he said.
Northern Ireland is not the only part of
the United Kingdom whose status after
Brexit is under the spotlight. Johnson vis-
ited Scotland on Monday, where First
Minister Nicola Sturgeon said last week
that Scotland needed an “alternative
option” to his Brexit strategy. In Wales,
First Minister Mark Drakeford told him
that Brexit would be “catastrophic” and
to “stop playing fast and loose with our
country”. —AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (center left), accompanied by
Britain’s Home Secretary Priti Patel, (center right), speaks at the first meeting of
the National Policing Board at the Home Office yesterday. —AFP

Migrants raking
up the risks 
in crossing 
Mexico for the US
PALENQUE: He has negotiated dense
jungle and clung precariously with other
migrants to a freight train, taking on the
combined might of two countries’ ever
more rigid immigration authorities - but
Jose Contreras isn’t giving up his dream
of reaching the United States. Like the
many migrants who set out daily for new
lives in America, the Honduran father-of-
four will not be deterred by the expand-
ing Mexican immigration crackdown
prompted by US pressure. 

The journey northwards is becoming
ever more treacherous since Mexico
deployed thousands of troops to its bor-
der with Guatemala, which has also
signed a pact with Washington aimed at
keeping migrants out of the US.
Contreras, 31, left San Pedro Sula in
northwestern Honduras eight days ago
and paid $26 to be taken across 20 miles
of national park from El Naranjo in
Guatemala to the Mexican frontier. 

The price jumped to $42 for the onward
40-mile trip to Tenosique, in Mexico,
where migrants can jump on the train
known as “La Bestia,” which means “the

beast.” Contreras was among 50
Hondurans who boarded at 1:00 am to get
to the tourist town of Palenque, known for
its stunning Mayan archeological site.

“They tell us there are lots of security
agents who are going to catch us and
that’s how they sow fear” to make migrants
pay more, Contreras said of the tactics
used by the “polleros” - people smugglers.
Those who don’t have enough money are
faced with the choice of turning over their
valuables or being left behind. “That’s
where you lose everything you brought:
rings, watch. You have to leave it all there,”
added the construction worker, trying for a
fourth time to get across so he can earn
enough money to support his wife and
children aged two to 10.

‘Be brave!’ 
La Bestia’s blazing headlights and the

screeching sound of metal on the tracks
break the humid dawn atmosphere in
Palenque. After climbing down from the
wagons, migrants walk alongside the rails
flanked by the seventh century city as the
red sky stretches out overhead. “Be
brave!” shouted one migrant with an
enthusiasm that provided a welcome
counterpoint to the tired faces around him,
weighed down by rucksacks and carrying
bottles of water. “We crossed rivers and
mountains,” added Jose Ramon Fuentes.
“The aim is to get to the other side, God
willing,” said the 37-year-old father-of-
three, embarking on his first attempt to
reach the US in search of work.

“Many prefer to go deeper into the jun-
gle and the mountains to get here because
both the police and criminals will rob
them,” said Sister Maria Tello, director of
the Casa del Caminante refuge located
close to the Palenque train stop. Sister
Maria says she doesn’t know which routes
exactly the migrants take “but even if we
knew them, we wouldn’t divulge them
because that would put (the migrants) in
danger.” She said migrants arrive “badly
hurt and tired,” with viral diseases and
dehydrated due to the long routes through

inhospitable terrain.
Mexico’s government insists that its

new migration measures are designed to
treat undocumented travelers with digni-
ty, looking after their integrity and human
rights. “From the moment they take away
everything (the migrants) bring, that
doesn’t seem like good treatment to me,”
said Sister Maria scornfully. On Tuesday,
Mexican authorities freed a Honduran
family that had been kidnapped last week
in the southern Chiapas state that bor-
ders Guatemala. —AFP
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PALENQUE: Aerial view of migrants on a train known as ‘The Beast’ in Palenque,
Chiapas state, Mexico. —AFP


