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France announces ‘action plan’ to 
counter migrant Channel crossings

France has already doubled the number of coastguard boats
PARIS: The French government announced an
“action plan” Friday to counter attempts by
migrants to cross the Channel to Britain by
sea, which it promises will end a phenomenon
that has alarmed the Conservative government
in London. An increase in crossings by asy-
lum-seekers, mostly Iranians, has led Home
Secretary Sajid Javid to declare a “major inci-
dent” with the government under pressure to
provide a response. 

“This plan should enable us to end these
crossings,” French Interior Minister
Christophe Castaner was quoted as saying in
the statement on Friday, adding that they were
“not only illegal but also extremely dangerous.
“It’s in our interest, as well as the United
Kingdom’s, to do everything to prevent new
networks (of people smugglers) developing
which would likely attract irregular migrants
to our shores again,” it added. 

The plan will see stepped-up police patrols
around ports where some migrants have
attempted to steal boats, as well as surveil-
lance of beaches where dinghies have been
launched from. A British navy ship was
patrolling the Channel on Friday in addition to
four other British coastguard boats which
watch over the 21 miles of sea that separate

France and Britain at its narrowest point.
France has already doubled the number of

coastguard boats in the Channel to two-four
per night depending on the weather, a spokes-
woman for French marine operations in the
area told AFP this week. The new French
measures will be in addition to a joint action
plan announced on December 31 by the
French and British government, according to
the statement from the French interior min-
istry. Castaner is to travel to London soon to
discuss this joint plan, which is expected to
include combined operations at sea and
greater intelligence sharing about smuggler
networks.

Overblown fears? 
Earlier Friday, French government

spokesman Benjamin Griveaux had down-
played the the phenomenon of sea crossings
in the Channel by comparing the number of
arrivals in Britain to the number of people
crossing the Mediterranean by sea. “We are
not talking about the same level at all,”
Griveaux said.

A total of 504 people, the vast majority in
the last two months, attempted to cross the
Channel to Britain in 2018, with 276 successful

in reaching British waters, according to the
latest figures from the French interior ministry.
Data from the UN’s refugee agency showed
that 55,756 people crossed the
Mediterranean to Spain in 2018.

Griveaux said that “there is no requirement
to increase any further the resources there (on
the Channel coast) which are working very
well and are proving their worth.”
Explanations for the sudden spurt in sea
crossings vary. The weather in recent months
has been unusually calm, coastguard and
security officials say. 

Others have suggested that Britain’s
impending exit from the European Union next
March could be playing a role, prompting
fears among migrants that Britain will clamp
down even more on immigration post-Brexit.
But Fabien Sudry, the top security official in
the northern Pas-de-Calais region,  told AFP
recently that the most likely reason is the
arrival over the last month of larger-than-usual
numbers of Iranians around the port of Calais.
They have attracted, or led to the creation of, a
new people-smuggling network which is try-
ing to avoid increasingly tough security con-
trols in the port, where migrants try to stow
away on trucks heading for Britain. — AFP 

A crew member from the Dutch-flagged Sea-Watch 3 rescue vessel throws a buoy and a
rope to rescue a migrant, after he dived on January 4, 2019 from the vessel in the cold
Mediterranean off Malta’s coast, in a attempt to reach the shore by swimming. — AFP 

Lima Group 
countries say won’t
recognize new
Maduro mandate
LIMA: Foreign ministers from 12 Latin American
countries and Canada said Friday their governments
would not accept Nicolas Maduro as Venezuela’s
president when he is sworn in for a second six-year
term next week. The 14-member Lima Group —
with the exception of Mexico — said it would not
grant recognition to Maduro’s hardline socialist
government, after meeting in the Peruvian capital to
discuss ways to step up international pressure on
the regime, which has presided over the oil-rich
country’s economic collapse.

Peru’s Foreign Minister Nestor Popolizio said
the group had delivered “a strong political mes-
sage” ahead of Maduro’s inauguration on January
10. Maduro was re-elected on May 20 in a ballot
boycotted by the main opposition parties and
widely condemned by the international communi-
ty, including the United States which called it a
“sham.” “The main message is undoubtedly the
non-recognition of the Venezuelan regime’s new
term,” Popolizio told reporters.

“It is very important that the Lima Group has
issued this statement to continue exerting pres-

sure with a view to the restoration of democracy
in Venezuela,” the Peruvian minister said. The
Group, of which Canada is a member, said Maduro
should temporarily transfer power to the opposi-
tion-controlled National Assembly until free elec-
tions can be held. “Nicolas Maduro is urged not to
assume the presidency, to respect the powers of
the assembly and to temporarily transfer power
until new elections are held,” Popolizio said.

Venezuela hit back at the Lima Group, accusing
it of fomenting a coup at the behest of the US,
which has sanctioned Venezuelan officials and
entities. Caracas expressed its “great bewilder-
ment at the extravagant declaration of a group of
countries of the American continent which, after
receiving instructions from the United States
through a videoconference, have agreed to
encourage a coup d’etat,” according to a state-
ment read by Venezuela’s foreign minister, Jorge
Arreaza.

The United States, which is not a member of
the group created after deadly anti-Maduro
protests in 2017, participated in the meeting for
the first time. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo
commented by video conference from
Washington.  The arrival in power of a new far-
right government in Brazil under President Jair
Bolsonaro is likely to harden regional opposition
to Maduro. Bolsonaro, who has aligned himself
with Washington by expressing hostility towards
“authoritarian regimes,” said Thursday he was
open to discussing his country’s becoming home
to a US military base “in the future.” Venezuela
recently hosted the Russian Air Force, including

long-range nuclear bombers, for joint military
exercises — a move that stoked regional tensions. 

Cutting diplomatic ties 
The Lima Group action coincides with a state-

ment from Venezuela’s opposition-dominated but
toothless National Assembly, which said it would
not recognize the “illegitimate” Maduro when he
takes office. “We are facing a man who stole an
election. We will not have more than a usurper (as
president). Neither Venezuelans nor foreigners can
recognize Maduro as president,” opposition
deputy Delsa Solorzano told AFP.

Separately, the Secretary General of the
Organization of American States, Luis Almagro,
called on Twitter for the international community
not to recognize Maduro. Maduro, who was hand-
picked by Socialist president Hugo Chavez to suc-
ceed him when he died in 2013, was re-elected in
May after early elections called by the Constituent
Assembly, a body created by Maduro which has in
practice replaced the legislature.

The Lima Group statement reiterated its sup-
port for the National Assembly, which it recog-
nizes as Venezuela’s “constitutionally elected
body.” Washington has recently stepped up con-
tacts with South American states dealing with the
influx of migrants — around one million to
Colombia alone — from Venezuela’s worsening
economic crisis. Pompeo was in Cartagena earlier
this week for talks with Colombian President Ivan
Duque. Both officials have denounced Maduro’s
“dictatorship” and agreed to step up efforts to
isolate his government diplomatically. — AFP 

How to explain the 
return of Nigeria’s 
Boko Haram militants?
KANO: Nigeria’s Islamic State West Africa Province, a faction of Boko Haram
affiliated to the Islamic State militant group, has intensified attacks against the
army in the northeast of the country at an alarming rate, and the military
appears to be struggling. Here are the principal reasons:

Better-armed jihadists
Fighters from the Islamic State-affiliated group, known by its acronym

ISWAP, have managed to assemble a potent arsenal thanks to raids on mili-
tary bases and capturing weapons in attacks, but also through arms smug-
gling from other African countries. On December 27, the jihadists showed
their force again during a brief takeover of Baga town: In just a few hours, the
militants had routed around 500 soldiers from the multi-national MNJTF
force comprising of soldiers from Nigeria, Niger, Chad and Cameroon.

As with many attacks, after the soldiers fled, the militants took advantage
to captured weapons, ammunition and vehicles at the strategic base on the
shores of Lake Chad. “The truth of the matter is that Boko Haram are better
equipped than soldiers which is why they keep attacking and forcing soldiers
out of military bases,” Sanda Kime, a pro-government militiaman in the Lake
Chad region, told AFP. 

“There is a paucity of arms and ammunitions for our fighting troops. It is a
serious problem,” said Amaechi Nwokolo, a security analyst with the Roman
Institute of Security Studies in Abuja. There are increasingly more voices from

within the ranks of the military decrying the poor state of their equipment, such
as bullet supplies that are incompatible with the army’s standard rifles. The
increase in arms-trafficking in sub-Saharan African has also allowed ISWAP to
acquire “more sophisticated” equipment, most notable from the Horn of Africa
and the Middle East via Sudan, according to Yan St Pierre, a counter-terrorism
expert with MOSECON, a Berlin-based security consultancy.

Demoralized army
Nigeria’s security situation has deteriorated rapidly in the last few years,

forcing the army to deploy on numerous fronts in several parts of the country.
“The morale of troops is low. They have been pushed to breaking limit,” said
Abuja analyst Nwokolo. In August, hundreds of soldiers invaded the runway
of Maiduguri airport, in Borno state, firing their weapons in the air to express
their exhaustion after four years on the frontline without much leave from the
fight against jihadists to see their families.

The army managed to make important military progress against jihadists
at the end of 2015 chasing the militants out of areas under their control but
since then the fighters have adopted guerrilla tactics that are more complex
to counter. “The soldiers are fatigued. Sometimes they withdraw when Boko
Haram attack their base after a brief encounter or without putting a fight at
all,” said one Nigerian security source who spoke on condition of anonymity
because they were not authorized to speak to reporters.

In his New Year’s message, Nigeria’s Air Force Chief of Staff Marshal
Sadique Abubakar said jihadists had added experienced IS foreign fighters to
their ranks. “In the fight against Boko Haram, we saw the emergence of new
tactics as well as the introduction of highly experienced and skilled fighters
and technology, as ISIS elements, dislodged from Syria, relocated to the
North East of our country,” he said. Rumors about Boko Haram bringing for-
eign fighters into its ranks are not new, but in recent months several witnesses
and experts have added weight to reports of such recruitment. — AFP

UK warns
Russia against
‘games’ over
alleged spy
LONDON: Britain warned Russia
on Friday against playing “diplo-
matic chess games” after Paul
Whelan, a former US Marine who
reportedly also carries Canadian
and Irish passports, was charged
with espionage. Foreign Secretary
Jeremy Hunt said Britain had
offered consular access to Whelan,
who was detained in Moscow last
week, but had not been able to vis-
it him yet.

“We are giving him every sup-
port that we can, but we don’t
agree with individuals being used in
diplomatic chess games,” Hunt told
the BBC in an interview. “It is des-
perately worrying, not just for the
individual but their family, and we
are extremely worried about him
and his family as we hear this
news,” he said. US ambassador Jon
Huntsman visited Whelan at the
Lefortovo prison in Moscow on
Wednesday.

The United States has been cau-
tious in its public comments on the
case, with Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo saying earlier that
Washington was trying to learn
more about the situation. Whelan,
48, was arrested last Friday “while
carrying out an act of espionage”,
according to Russia’s FSB domestic
security service. The charge carries
a maximum jail sentence of 20
years. US news reports painted
Whelan as an unlikely spy with a
chequered history who most
recently worked for the security
service of an international auto
parts manufacturer.

Whelan was court-martialed by
the Marine Corps in 2008 on
charges of larceny and passing
bad checks, The New York Times
said, an offence that in most cases
disqualifies candidates from for-
eign intelligence work. He was
arrested while attending an
American friend’s wedding to a
Russian woman at Moscow’s
upscale Metropol Hotel, according

to his twin brother David. His fami-
ly has denied he is a spy, with his
brother call ing the possibil ity
“inconceivable”.

Collecting passports 
The New York Times said

Whelan has been travelling regular-
ly to Russia since 2006 and made
friends with Russians through his
social media account in VK, the
local version of Facebook. He also
appears to have developed a pen-
chant for collecting passports, with
his case now implicating four
Western countries. Whelan also
holds an Irish passport, although he
entered Russia on his US one, an
official source told AFP.

The Irish foreign ministry said it
has “requested consular access to
an Irish citizen currently detained in
Russia after receiving a request for
assistance”. The Russian foreign
ministry said Britain’s request to
see Whelan “is being worked on”.
And The Washington Post said
Whelan also carries a passport
from Canada, where he was born.

“He collected (passports) as a
game,” the Post quoted a person
familiar with Whelan’s case as say-
ing. “There was an ongoing compe-
tition with his sister to see who
could get the most.” Diplomatic
relations between Britain and
Russia are tense, particularly fol-
lowing the attempted murder of a
former Russian spy in Britain last
year with a nerve agent. Britain
accused Russia of being behind the
attack despite Moscow’s denials,
and coordinated the expulsions of
dozens of Russian diplomatic staff
around the world. — AFP 

Two alleged
Rohingya drug
dealers found 
dead in
Bangladesh
DHAKA: Bangladesh police yesterday
found the bullet-ridden bodies of two
alleged Rohingya drug dealers in a south-
eastern coastal town notorious for its con-
nection with the Myanmar meth trade.
Teknaf town police chief Prodip Kumar
Das said the bodies were found lying next
to a highway beside the sea and some
10,000 meth pills were recovered from
their possession.

“Both of these refugees were... notori-
ous drug dealers in the region. We’re sus-
pecting they were killed in a gang fight
over sharing profits,” he said. The police
said they were investigating the deaths but

did not provide further information on the
two men. Over 720,000 Rohingya Muslims
have fled a brutal military crackdown in
Myanmar’s northern Rakhine state since
August 2017 and joined some 300,000
refugees already living in squalid camps in
Bangladesh’s Cox’s Bazar district.

Bangladeshi authorities say local king-
pins use the refugees — trapped in pover-
ty and unlikely to return home any time
soon — to transport “yaba” pills which are
made in Myanmar meth labs. Yaba is a
methamphetamine-based, caffeine-cut
stimulant that translates as “crazy medi-
cine”. The coastal town on the Naf river
that divides the two neighbors is a key
entry point through which yaba enters the
South Asian nation’s multi-million dollar
drug market.

In May Bangladesh launched a violent
anti-drug crackdown which saw the deaths
of at least 250 drug dealers, including 26 in
Teknaf in the last three months. Experts
have compared the campaign with the
Filipino anti-drug war of Rodrigo Duterte,
in which police say they have killed nearly
5,000 alleged users and pushers —
although rights groups say the toll is at
least triple that. — AFP 

This undated family handout picture
obtained on January 3, 2019, shows
Paul Whelan posing for a picture, an
American ex-Marine who Russian
prosecutors have charged in Moscow
with espionage. — AFP 


