
Migrants
scramble 
aboard Calais
ferry, sparking
police sweep
LILLE: Dozens of migrants hoping to
reach Britain scrambled aboard a cross-
Channel ferry in northern France, spark-
ing a 12-hour manhunt as police combed
the ship to find them, officials said yes-
terday. Around 100 migrants broke into
the dock area of the port of Calais late
Saturday, and dozens managed to get
onboard the ferry that had just arrived
from Dover, England. 

A total of 63 migrants were detained,
many of whom had tried to hide aboard
the Danish-operated DFDS ‘Calais
Seaways’, regional authorities said.
Yesterday morning, firemen talked down
the last group of about a dozen migrants
who had climbed high above the deck to
a catwalk attached to the ship’s funnel.

The migrants managed to get aboard
the ferry by using a maintenance ladder
at high tide, senior regional official Jean-
Philippe Vennin said. “Two of the

migrants fell into the sea and were
quickly rescued by firemen,” he added.
Police offloaded vehicles arriving from
Britain on the ferry before making a top-
to-bottom search of the ship. Those
detained were taken to Calais police
headquarters, Vennin said. Cross-
Channel ferry traffic was delayed
overnight with at least two forced to
remain at sea before being allowed into
port. The ‘Calais Seaways’ was itself
moved overnight so the harbor could
resume operations.

To reach the port area, “the migrants
crossed a pedestrian gangway normally
used by employees and I am convinced
the place had been cased and that last
night’s operation was orchestrated by
people smugglers,” harbor master Jean-
Marc Puissesseau told reporters after
the police search ended. “It’s not normal
to have 100 migrants break into a secure
area such as a harbor. There must be a
failure somewhere,” local mayor Natacha
Bouchart said, before blaming police
force cutbacks. “We must reinforce our
police forces on the eve of Brexit which
people smugglers exploit in a bid to pro-
mote their trafficking,” regional presi-
dent Xavier Bertrand said on Twitter.

Diversifying ways 
Migrants, many from Afghanistan,

Iraq and Iran, and smugglers have diver-
sified ways of trying to cross the
Channel. Many still hide in trucks headed

to the ports, but more recently others
have attempted to cross the Channel
aboard small vessels and lifeboats stolen
from local harbors or acquired by traf-
fickers. On Friday, a French court jailed
two Iraqis and an Iranian for organizing
illegal migrant boat trips to Britain.

A 30-year-old Iranian, considered the
group leader, received an 18-month sen-
tence, while his two accomplices, aged 39
and 32, were each jailed for a year. Some

500 people attempted to cross the
Channel last year-most of them in
November and December, compared with
just 13 such known attempts in 2017.
French interior ministry figures showed
that 276 people successfully reached
British waters. In December, London dis-
patched a Royal Navy cutter to help
coastguard vessels survey the 21 miles (33
kilometers) of sea that separates France
and Britain at its narrowest point. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: The United States said yesterday it was
trying to find out if Pakistan used US-built F-16 jets to
down an Indian warplane, potentially in violation of US
agreements, as the stand-off between the nuclear-
armed Asian neighbors appeared to be easing. Pakistan
and India both carried out aerial bombing missions this
week, including a clash on Wednesday that saw an
Indian pilot shot down over the disputed region of
Kashmir in an incident that alarmed global powers and
sparked fears of a war. 

A Pakistan military spokesman on Wednesday
denied Indian claims that Pakistan used F-16 jets.
Pakistan returned the captured Indian pilot on Friday in
a high-profile handover
Islamabad touted as a “peace
gesture”, which appeared to
significantly dial down ten-
sions, but both sides remain
on high alert.

At the Line of Control
(LoC), the de facto border
between the two countries in
the disputed Kashmir region,
there was relative calm in the
past 24 hours, both armies
said yesterday. But Indian
security forces said they were carrying out major anti-
militancy operations on their side on Kashmir and had
shot dead two militants. The US Embassy in Islamabad
said yesterday it was looking into reports that Pakistan
used F-16 jets to shoot down the Indian pilot, a poten-
tial violation of Washington’s military sale agreements
that limit how Pakistan can use the planes.

“We are aware of these reports and are seeking
more information,” a US Embassy spokesperson said.
“We take all allegations of misuse of defense articles
very seriously.” While Pakistan has denied using F-16
jets during a dogfight that downed an Indian Mig-21

warplane over Kashmir on Wednesday, it has not speci-
fied which planes it used, though it assembles Chinese-
designed JF-17 fighter jets on its soil. Pakistan has a
long history of buying US military hardware, especially
in the years after 2001 when Islamabad was seen as a
key partner in the US-led War on Terror.

Pakistan bought several batches of F-16 planes, built
by Lockheed Martin Corp, from Washington before
relations soured and the United States cut off subsi-
dized sales in 2016. It is not clear what exactly these
so-called “end-user agreements” restrict Pakistan from
doing. “The US Government does not comment on or
confirm pending investigations of this nature,” the US

Embassy added. On Thursday
Indian officials displayed to
reporters parts of what they
called an air-to-air missile
that can only be fired from F-
16 jets, alleging they were
used to bomb its side of the
disputed Kashmir border on
Wednesday.

A Pakistan military
spokesman told reporters on
Wednesday that Pakistani jets
“locked” on Indian targets to

demonstrate Pakistan’s capacity to strike back at India,
but then chose to fire in an empty field where there
would be no casualties. Pakistan said its mission on
Wednesday was in retaliation for India violating its air-
space and sovereignty a day earlier, when Indian jets
bombed a forest area near the northern city of Balakot.
India said it struck at militant training camps, but
Islamabad denied any such camps existed, as did some
villagers in the area when Reuters visited.

Militancy operations
Cross-border shelling in the past few days has killed

seven people on the Pakistani side and four on the
Indian side of Kashmir. But yesterday it was relatively
quiet near the de facto border of Kashmir, the source of
two of the three wars India and Pakistan have fought
since independence from Britain in 1947. “By and large
the LoC was calm last night but you never know when it
will become active again,” said Chaudhry Tariq Farooq,
a minister in Pakistani Kashmir. “Tension still prevails.”

In Indian-administered Kashmir, troops yesterday
shot dead two militants after a three-day gun battle

that also killed five security force personnel, taking the
total death toll to 25 in the past two weeks. The fresh
anti-militancy drive was launched after a Kashmiri sui-
cide bomber, a member of a Pakistan-based militant
group, killed 40 Indian paramilitary police on Feb 14.
Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s government has
also come down hard on separatist groups operating in
Kashmir, including by banning the Jamaat-e-Islami par-
ty, two of whose clerics were detained in raids on
Saturday night. — Reuters
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BHIMBAR: Pakistani soldiers stand next to what Pakistan says is the wreckage of an Indian fighter jet shot down in
Pakistan controlled Kashmir at Somani area in Bhimbar district near the Line of Control. —AFP 

CALAIS: Firemen of the Grimp (Groupement de reconnaissance et d’intervention
en milieux perilleux) attempt to get migrants to come down from a ferry funnel
yesterday in the northern French port of Calais. — AFP 

Islamabad
denies 

India 
allegations 

US Embassy investigates reports of ‘violation of military sale agreements’

Washington wants to know if Pakistan 
used F-16 jets to down Indian warplane

Side-front in
Britain’s Brexit
drama - the US
Congress
WASHINGTON: With Britain deadlocked on
negotiating its divorce from the European Union,
an unexpected side-front is emerging - the US
Congress. Conservatives who pushed the June
2016 referendum that ended in the shock decision
to leave the 28-member bloc dangled the
prospect of a free trade agreement with the
United States as proof that Britain would not be
isolated.

But while nationalist-minded President Donald
Trump has welcomed Brexit, the main hitch to
Britain’s exit has raised alarm among key US law-
makers - the prospect of the return of a physical
border that divides Ireland. The elimination of the
border between the Republic of Ireland and
British-ruled Northern Ireland was a key compo-
nent of the Good Friday agreement of 1998 —
brokered with the United States and made possi-
ble through the fruition of the integrated EU —
which largely ended three decades of conflict that
killed around 3,500 people.

Representative Peter King, long one of the
highest-profile supporters in Congress of a uni-
fied Ireland, warned at a recent event in
Washington that the direction of Brexit would be
critical to any future US trade deal. “It’s important
for we, as Irish Americans, to make clear when we
deal with the British that this is very, very impor-
tant to us,” he said. “And if the British want to
consider any type of trade agreement with the
United States, it’s important that a soft border be
maintained.”

While King is a Republican, his stance has
appeared to gain steam since the Democrats won
control of the House of Representatives in
November due to the party’s historic Irish base
and its generally more skeptical take on free
trade. Representative Richard Neal, a co-chair-
man of the Friends of Ireland Caucus who has
voiced unease about Brexit’s effects, has taken
charge of the powerful tax-writing House Ways
and Means Committee, which will review any
trade deal. Eleven lawmakers led by a Democrat
recently introduced a resolution that would state
the House of Representatives’ opposition to a
hard border in Ireland.

‘Hugely complex issue’
Daniel Dalton, a British Conservative member

of the European parliament who visited
Washington for talks with US lawmakers, voiced
concern that the Irish question could hold up a
US-Britain trade agreement. He rebuffed, ever
politely, US lawmakers’ worries on Ireland, saying
that nobody was out to end the Good Friday
agreement. 

“I think the worry is a little bit that there might
be an assumption from people here and that they
jump into a discussion on what is a hugely com-
plex issue when there is no will from London or
from Dublin to have a hard border,” Dalton said.
“That is a point that we have to make time and
time again,” he said. “The issue is how do we
ensure that the Good Friday agreement isn’t acci-
dentally breached - which is a very different posi-
tion to start off from.” —AFP 

Austria’s Jews wary 
of far-right charm 
offensive
VIENNA: David Lasar’s family is sadly not unusual
among Austria’s Jewish community in having lost
several members in the Holocaust. But in one respect
Lasar stands out-his membership of the far-right
Freedom Party (FPOe). At its foundation, the FPOe
was led by two former members of the Waffen SS, so
66-year-old Lasar’s choice of political home might
well be considered surprising. Lasar says he initially
joined in the late 1990s as the FPOe was “the only
party close to the people, to employees and workers
who had been forgotten by the left, while the centre-
right was the party of capitalism and big business”.

Now as an FPOe MP he says he has an added
reason for throwing his lot in with the party. “We are
fighting tirelessly against anti-Semitism, especially
anti-Semitism imported through immigration. “We
are the only party to be fighting against this, togeth-
er with our partners in government,” he says, refer-
ring to the centre-right People’s Party (OeVP) of
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz. Since entering the coali-
tion government at the end of 2017, the FPOe has
made great play of its efforts to foster a rapproche-
ment with the Jewish community, and to establish
relations between the party and Israel.

But the Jewish community has largely kept its dis-
tance in the face of repeated scandals suggesting
that anti-Semitic attitudes are still present in the
party’s milieu. As for Israel, its government has main-
tained an official boycott of all FPOe ministers,
including Vice-Chancellor Heinz-Christian Strache
and Foreign Minister Karin Kneissl, who while not an
FPOe member herself, was nominated for the post
by the party.

‘Political calculation’ 
Benjamin Hess, co-president of the Austrian

Union of Jewish Students insists: “We see no
change at all within the FPOe.” Hess himself con-
fronted Strache in a TV program last year for hav-
ing shared an anti-Semitic image on his Facebook
page in 2012. “It’s easy to say: ‘I’m against anti-
Semitism, it’s much harder to distance yourself from
it in reality,” Hess says. He and others who are still
skeptical of the FPOe point in particular to the par-
ty’s deep ties to the “Burschenschaften”, student
fraternities known for their strident pan-German
nationalism and whose alumni include many high-
ranking FPOe politicians.

Strache, who himself flirted with neo-Nazism in
his youth, has tried to clean up the party’s image,
insisting that it rejects anti-Semitism and expelling
some of its more embarrassing members. He has
also made trips to Israel, being welcomed on his last
visit in 2016 by junior members of Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu’s Likud party. He also visited
the Yad Vashem Holocaust memorial in Jerusalem.

Lasar says he has also been to Israel on behalf of
the party to foster better relations with the Israeli
right, and boasts that he has made “excellent con-
tacts”. “The political calculation is obvious,” says
Bernhard Weidinger from the DOeW institute,
which researches the Austrian far-right. When the
current government came to power the European
Jewish Congress (EJC) warned that “the Freedom
Party can not use the Jewish community as a fig leaf
and must show tolerance and acceptance towards
all communities and minorities,” in an allusion to the
FPOe’s anti-Muslim rhetoric. 

The “imported anti-Semitism” that Lasar speaks
of has become a favorite theme of Strache’s too,
particularly as since 2015 the country has received
some 150,000 refugees and asylum-seekers, many
of them from Muslim countries. In February, Strache
launched his new think-tank with a podium discus-
sion on “Islamic anti-Semitism”. — AFP 

Italy chooses a 
centre-left leader to
battle populists
ROME: Supporters of Italy’s fractured centre-left opposition
Democratic Party (PD) chose a new leader yesterday who they
hope can take on the ruling populist coalition led by the far-
right Lega. The PD was left reeling and languishing in the polls
since the anti-establishment Five Star Movement (M5S) and
the anti-immigrant Lega won power in elections and formed a
government in June of last year.

The three leadership candidates are little known interna-
tionally, with Nicola Zingaretti, who has been compared to
Britain’s Labor chief Jeremy Corbyn, the favorite to win.
Around 7,000 polling stations, including 150 abroad, are being
staffed by 35,000 volunteers with voting due to end at 1900
GMT. Zingaretti, 53, is currently the president of the Lazio
region, which includes Rome, and is a former Italian Communist
party member as well as a founding member of the PD in 2007.

He was a member of the European parliament and is a sup-
porter of European federalism who has criticized austerity
measures. Roberto Giachetti, 57, is considered the closest can-
didate to former PD leader and prime minister Matteo Renzi’s
more centrist free-market politics and was previously a member
of the Radical and Green parties. He lost the Rome mayoral
election to M5S’s Virginia Raggi in 2016.  The third candidate,
Maurizio Martina, 40, was agriculture minister in the govern-
ments of Renzi and his PD successor, Paolo Gentiloni. He briefly
took over as PD leader when Renzi stepped down last year.

The candidates have been using social media to try to get
more than a million people out to vote. Those voting must
sign a declaration of PD support and pay a fee of two euros
(just over two dollars). A candidate can win outright with
over 50 percent of the vote, or a party conference on March
17 will choose between the top two candidates. All three
candidates have excluded an alliance with the M5S, which
won 220 seats in the lower house elections last year com-
pared to the PD’s 112. — AFP 


