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WASHINGTON:  Outgoing White House chief John
Kelly said in an interview published Sunday that he had
“nothing but compassion” for undocumented migrants
crossing into the US, and undercut President Donald
Trump’s claims to be building a “wall” at the Mexico
border. As a partial government shutdown entered a
ninth day due to an impasse over Trump’s demands for
funding the US-Mexico border barrier, the president’s
chief of staff told the Los Angeles Times: “To be honest,
it’s not a wall.”

“The president still says ‘wall.’ Oftentimes frankly
he’ll say ‘barrier’ or ‘fencing,’ now he’s tended toward
steel slats,” Kelly said. “But we left a solid concrete wall
early on in the administration, when we asked people
what they needed and where they needed it,” he added.
Building a solid “wall” along the 2,000-mile US-
Mexico frontier was a central plank of Trump’s 2016
election campaign, and he has tweeted about it almost
100 times this year alone. “Either we build (finish) the
Wall or we close the Border,” Trump — who has
adopted the 2020 re-election mantra “promises made,
promises kept” — posted as recently as Friday.

A former Marine general who led the military com-
mand responsible for Latin America, Kelly was Trump’s
Homeland Security secretary before becoming White
House chief of staff in July last year. His relationship
with the president reportedly deteriorated, however,
and he is to be replaced at the end of the year by Mick
Mulvaney, the current budget director. “Illegal immi-
grants, overwhelmingly, are not bad people,” Kelly told
the LA Times, adding that many had been manipulated
by traffickers. “I have nothing but compassion for them,
the young kids.”  The remarks were in sharp contrast to
the rhetoric of the president who regularly appeals to
his overwhelmingly white political base by taking a
hard line on immigration.

‘Pathetic immigration policies’ 
Trump has spoken of an “invasion” of migrants and

complained of “many gang members and some very
bad people” among a thousands-strong caravan of
immigrants that traveled to the US in October. Migrants
from Central America say they want to reach the US to
escape poverty and gang violence. Trump has threat-
ened to end aid to Guatemala, Honduras and El
Salvador, despite a State Department announcement on
December 18 that the US was ready to offer $4.5 billion
in investment in Central America and southern Mexico,
and that the administration was requesting an addition-
al $180 million in assistance to the region.

On Saturday Trump blamed opposition Democrats
“and their pathetic immigration policies” for the deaths
of two Guatemalan children who crossed the border
illegally with relatives who were taken into custody by
US Border Patrol. In a departure from the stance taken
by his boss, Kelly said the way to halt illegal immigra-
tion was to “stop US demand for drugs, and expand
economic opportunity” in Central America. Kevin
McAleenan, the commissioner of US Customs and
Border Protection, said on ABC’s “This Week” that
investment in Central America was one element of a
“multi-faceted problem” that also requires funding bor-
der security.

‘Wasting taxpayer dollars’ 
He called for a “sober-minded non-partisan look at

our immigration laws” as part of the solution to an
upsurge in family and child arrivals. “We’ve asked for
about 1,000 miles of wall... And what we’re talking
about is not just a dumb barrier,” McAleenan said.
“We’re talking about censors, cameras, lighting, access
roads for our agents, a system that helps us secure that
area of the border.”

The Democrats are refusing to provide billions for
Trump’s border wall project and the president insists he
will not fully fund the government unless he gets the
money. As long as the debate holds up approval of a
wider spending bill, about 800,000 federal employees

are not getting salaries and non-essential parts of the
government are unable to function. Kellyanne Conway,
a close Trump advisor, said on “Fox News Sunday” that
whether the border barrier was a “wall” or not was “a
silly semantic argument,” adding that the president had
already compromised, since he had originally asked for
$25 billion.

Mulvaney told Fox last week that the administration
had shown movement on the latest $5 billion demand
for border security. “We actually came off of our $5 bil-

lion slightly,” he said. Democratic Congressman Hakeem
Jeffries agreed on ABC’s “This Week” that immigration
reform and enhanced border security were needed. “At
its core, our responsibility in government is to manage
public money. We can either manage it efficiently or we
can waste taxpayer dollars,” he said. “And what Donald
Trump and the Republicans want to do is waste $5 bil-
lion in taxpayer money on an ineffective medieval bor-
der wall that is a fifth-century solution to a 21st century
problem.”  —AFP
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CALEXICO: An off-road vehicle with a “Trump 2020” campaign flag drives near the US-Mexico border
fence at the Imperial Sand Dunes Recreation Area. —AFP

Probe used to
track Indian
miners as
hopes fade
CHIRANG DISTRICT ASSAM: The
Indian Navy yesterday sent an underwa-
ter probe into a flooded mine in a bid to
trace 15 miners who have been missing
for more than two weeks, officials said.
The so-called “rat-hole” miners have
been trapped since December 13 when
water gushed into Ksan mine from a
nearby river in the remote northeastern
state of Meghalaya.

The navy has sent divers and search
equipment to the mine after a public
outcry over the slow pace of the rescue,
with many of the miners’ families fearing
it is now too late for them to be found.
“Rat hole” mining involves digging into
the side of hills and then burrowing tun-

nels up to five feet high to reach a coal
seam. The remotely controlled probe
was the latest initiative in the increasing-
ly desperate search for the men.

Authorities have been struggling to
pump out water from the 380-foot deep
mine so that divers can approach the
area where the men are believed to be.
Navy divers entered the mine on Sunday
but failed to trace anything. “The Navy
will commence diving again once the
water level is brought down,” Federick
M Dopth, deputy commissioner of East
Jaintia Hills district, told AFP. Rescuers
say there has been no sign of life but
insist it is still possible the miners may
have found an air pocket.

Santosh Kumar Singh from the federal
National Disaster Relief Force told AFP
that the emergency crew “is doing their
best and they can only hope for good”.
At least 15 miners were killed after they
were trapped in a flooded rat hole mine
in Meghalaya in 2012. Their bodies were
never recovered. A federal environment
court banned wildcat mining in the min-
eral-rich state in 2014 after local com-

munities complained it was polluting
water sources and putting the lives of
miners at risk. But the practice continues,

with mine owners and the state govern-
ment challenging the ban at India’s
Supreme Court. —AFP

KSAN: In this photo taken on December 30, 2018, Indian Navy divers go down in
the mine with a pulley during rescue operations after 15 miners were trapped
by flooding in an illegal coal mine. —AFP

Merkel: Germany
must fight for 
‘our convictions’
BERLIN: Chancellor Angela Merkel yes-
terday said Germany must “stand fast,
argue, and fight for our own convictions”
and assume greater responsibilities at a
time when multilateralism is coming under
intense pressure. In her New Year’s
address to Germans, Merkel said long-
held certainties about international coop-
eration were being put to the test. Global
challenges including climate change,
immigration and the fight against terror-
ism could not be solved by countries
going it alone, she warned.

“For our own interests, we want to
solve all these questions, and we can do
that best when we also take into consid-
eration the interests of others,” she said
in a speech to be broadcast in full later
yesterday. “That is the lesson from two
world wars of the last century,” she said,
warning however that “certainties about
international cooperation is falling under
pressure.”

“In our own interest, we must take on
more responsibilities,” she said. With an
eye to Germany taking on a non-perma-
nent seat in the UN Security Council in
2019 and 2020, the leader of Europe’s
biggest economy said her country would

push for “global solutions”. She also
pledged to raise spending for humanitari-
an and development aid, as well  as
defense. Although Merkel did not name
US President Donald Trump in her
speech, she has on previous occasions
rejected his criticisms of multilateralism.

In his second appearance before the
UN’s annual gathering in September,
Trump told the General Assembly that he
and his administration “reject the ideolo-
gy of globalism, and we embrace the doc-
trine of patriotism”. A week later, Merkel
had warned Trump against “destroying”
the UN. “I believe that destroying some-
thing without having developed some-
thing new is extremely dangerous,”
Merkel said at a regional election cam-
paign event then.

Channel crossing plan 
In other news, Britain and France have

agreed to boost bilateral cooperation
over a spike in migrants trying to cross
the Channel, the UK’s Home Office said
Sunday. In the coming weeks, the two
countries wil l  increase surveil lance
patrols and focus on measures to disman-
tle trafficking gangs and improve aware-
ness about the dangers of sea crossings in
one of the world’s busiest shipping lanes.

“The UK and France will build on our
joint efforts to deter illegal migration —
protecting our borders and human life,”
said Britain’s Home Office minister Sajid
Javid, after speaking on the phone with
French counterpart Christophe Castaner.

Attempts to cross the English Channel
have been increasing since October, with
authorities on both sides struggling to
stop them.

Javid, who has previously said the rise
is being treated as a “major incident”, has
faced criticism from the opposition and
from within his own party for responding
too slowly.  “More than 200 migrants have
arrived on the Kent coast in small craft in
the past two months. The scale of the
problem is unprecedented,” Charlie
Elphicke, the MP for Dover on the south-

east coast of England, told the Daily Mail.
A particular increase in arrivals has

been recorded over the Christmas period,
with British authorities finding 43 people
in English waters on Christmas Day and
December 26. On Thursday, British border
officials found 23 Iranians in three loca-
tions in Kent on England’s southeast
coast, hours after French maritime author-
ities intercepted 11 migrants in a small
boat near Sangatte. And on Sunday,
authorities intercepted six Iranians near
Kingsdown beach in Dover. —AFP

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel poses for a photograph after the
recording of her annual New Year’s speech at the Chancellery. —AFP

Iran says Taleban 
were in Tehran
for peace talks
TEHRAN: Iran said yesterday that the Afghan
Taleban have visited Tehran for a second round of
peace talks in just a few days aimed at bringing an
end to 17 years of conflict. Iran has made a more
concerted and open push for peace in neighboring
Afghanistan since US President Donald Trump indi-
cated there would be a significant withdrawal of
American troops.

“Yesterday (Sunday), a delegation of Taleban
were in Tehran and lengthy negotiations were held
with Iran’s deputy foreign minister... (Abbas)
Araghchi,” said spokesman Bahram Ghasemi at a tel-
evised news conference. That came just days after Ali
Shamkhani, secretary of Iran’s Supreme National
Security Council, visited Kabul and told reporters
that talks had been held with the Taleban in
Afghanistan. 

“The Islamic Republic has always been one of the
primary pillars of stability in the region and coopera-
tion between the two countries will certainly help in
fixing Afghanistan’s security issues of today,”
Shamkhani told the conservative Tasnim news
agency. There have been reports in the past of talks
between Iran and the Taleban, but they have typically
been denied by Tehran. Ghasemi said Iran’s priority
was “to help facilitate negotiations between Afghan
groups and the country’s government”.

The current peace push will be viewed with con-
cern by hawks in Washington, who fear that Trump’s
planned withdrawal of troops from Syria and
Afghanistan will cede regional influence to Iran. An
American official told AFP on December 21 that
Trump had decided to pull out “roughly half” of the
14,000 US forces from Afghanistan, but the White
House has yet to confirm the widely-publicised move.

Senior Republican senator Lindsey Graham met
with Trump on Sunday and urged him to delay any
withdrawal from Syria to make sure “Iran doesn’t
become the big winner of our leaving”. Stanley
McChrystal, the former commander of US and inter-
national forces in Afghanistan, told ABC: “Iran has
increased influence across the region now. If you pull
American influence out, you’re likely to have greater
instability.”

‘Peace development’ 
The Taleban also met with the United States,

Pakistan and Saudi Arabia in the United Arab
Emirates earlier in December, but refused to meet a
delegation from Afghanistan. Araghchi will travel to
Afghanistan in the next two weeks, Iran’s foreign
ministry said, without giving further details.
“Considering our long border with Afghanistan and
the cultural and historical ties, and our important role
in the region’s stability, the Islamic republic was inter-
ested... to enter and play a more important role in
peace development in Afghanistan,” Ghasemi added.

Iran and Afghanistan share a nearly 600-mile bor-
der, and have had a complex relationship in recent
years. Tehran has long supported its co-religionists in
Afghanistan, the Shia Hazara minority, who were vio-
lently persecuted by the Taleban during its rule in the
1990s. Iran worked alongside the United States and
Western powers to help drive out the Taleban after
the US-led invasion in 2001. But there have been
allegations, from Western and Afghan sources, that
Iran’s Revolutionary Guards have in recent years
established ties with the Taleban aimed at driving out
US forces from Afghanistan.  —AFP

Russia detains American
suspected of espionage
MOSCOW: Russia said yesterday its security services
had detained a US citizen in Moscow accused of spy-
ing, the latest in a series of espionage cases between
Russia and the West.  The FSB domestic security serv-
ice said the American was arrested on Friday “while
carrying out an act of espionage”.

A criminal case had been opened, the FSB said in

a statement, under Art ic le 276 of  the Russian
Criminal Code, which allows for sentences of up to
20 years in prison. The statement identified the
American in Russian, using a name that appeared to
translate as Paul Whelan. No other details were
immediately available. 

The arrest came with Moscow embroiled in a num-
ber of spy scandals with the West and after President
Vladimir Putin accused Western nations of using espi-
onage cases to try undermine an increasingly powerful
Russia. US intelligence services have accused Moscow
of interfering in the 2016 presidential election and earli-

er this month convicted Russian Maria Butina of acting
as an illegal foreign agent. Butina faces up to six
months in prison, followed by likely deportation.

Prosecutors said she launched a plan in March 2015
to develop ties with the Republican Party with the aim
of influencing US foreign policy. Russian military intelli-
gence agents were also accused in the poisoning earlier
this year of former double agent Sergei Skripal and his
daughter in Salisbury, England.  The Skripals survived
but a local woman died after picking up a discarded
perfume bottle that police think was used to carry out
the attack.—AFP


