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Russia hands ships 
back to Ukraine 
ahead of summit
KIEV: Russia yesterday handed over three navy ships it
seized a year ago from Ukraine, Moscow and Kiev
authorities said, in the latest move to ease tensions
between the two countries ahead of a crucial summit.
After an exchange of prisoners in September and the
withdrawal of some frontline forces over the last few
weeks, the handover marked another step in trying to
resolve the five-year conflict in eastern Ukraine.

Efforts have been building since the election of
Volodymyr Zelensky as Ukraine’s new president, and on
Friday France announced he would hold his first face-
to-face talks with Russian President Vladimir Putin in
Paris on December 9. The talks, which will be mediated
by French President Emmanuel Macron and German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, will be the highest-level
negotiations on the conflict since 2016. Russia’s foreign
ministry said on Monday that the ships — two gunboats
and a tugboat — had been handed over to Ukraine. It
said they had “illegally crossed the Russian border” and
been held as evidence but were no longer needed.

Ukraine confirmation 
Ukraine confirmed the handover of the “Nikopol”,

“Berdyansk” and “Yany Kapu” vessels. Ukraine’s Navy
said the ships “had begun moving towards mainland
Ukraine”. The Ukrainian vessels were seized in
November last year in the most serious confrontation
between the two countries since the start of the conflict
in 2014. Russian forces took control of the vessels as
they headed through the Kerch Strait, a narrow water-
way giving access to the Sea of Azov that is used by
Ukraine and Russia.

They captured 24 Ukrainian sailors, who were
returned to Ukraine as part of the September prisoner
swap. Television on Sunday showed footage of the
ships being towed by the Russian coastguard through
the Kerch Strait. The election of Zelensky, a television
comedian who shocked the country’s elites by winning
the presidency in April, has raised hopes the conflict
can finally be resolved. Zelensky has said ending the
war — which has left more than 13,000 dead — is his
top priority. 

First talks in years 
Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov confirmed yes-

terday the talks would go ahead on December 9 but
appeared to downplay hope of a major breakthrough.
“There was a long delay, a long break in work under the
Normandy format, and so we should not set expecta-
tions too high,” he said. German Foreign Minister Heiko
Maas was expected to arrive in Kiev later Monday to
help prepare the summit.

In Berlin, a foreign ministry spokesman said that for
the first time in a long time there has been “some move-
ment” in the conflict. “We want to seize this momen-
tum,” he said. The four-way summit was initially
announced by Macron for September, after talks with
Putin in France, but was held up until the troop with-
drawals took place. The structure for the talks is known
as the “Normandy format” after a first meeting brought
together the four heads of state in France’s Normandy
region in 2014. —AFP

VALEA REA: Like thick wrinkles, a multitude of dirt
roads cut through barren slopes in Romania’s moun-
tainous Valea Rea region, showing the impact of
aggressive illegal logging — which is not just threat-
ening its rare forests but human life too. In a recent
escalation of violence, two rangers were killed within
a month of each other in different parts of the country
while trying to stop alleged timber thieves.

The latest tragedies have brought thousands of
Romanians, including hundreds of rangers, into the
streets to demand the government does more to pro-
tect the forests and their guardians. Environmental
groups say Romania’s woodlands, home to some of
the last virgin forests in Europe and diverse wildlife
species, are under threat. Greenpeace estimates that
up to 20 million cubic meters of wood are illegally
harvested each year. Dominated by the Austrian com-
pany Holzindustrie Schweighofer, the timber sector is
estimated to be worth more than six billion euros
($6.6 billion) in the EU member country, where
forests cover some seven million hectares (17,300
acres), or almost a third of the country. 

‘Very dangerous job’ 
But logging has disfigured many mountains and

foothills, and rangers face threats and violence. In
October, a 30-year-old ranger in Maramures county
in northern Romania was found dead with a bullet
wound in his back, shortly after the father-of-three
made a phone call to say he caught three people ille-
gally cutting trees.

A month earlier, his 50-year-old colleague from
Iasi county in the northeast was beaten to death with
an axe. A 17-year-old has been arrested for murder.
Romsilva, the state company that manages the public
forests, says 185 rangers have been hurt since 2014. A
dozen rangers interviewed by AFP say they have
been beaten, chased or threatened while on duty at
least once. The average monthly wage of a ranger is
just 2,000 lei (420 euros, $460), they say.

“It’s a very dangerous job, especially given the fact
that I have to monitor a thousand hectares alone,”
says Valentin Dirig, 43, who has been guarding the
forests in Neamt in the northwest for 15 years.

Marinel Ivanescu, a ranger from Teleorman county in
the south, denounces “overlapping interests” between
local authorities and loggers in a country where 3.2
million households are heated with wood.

Ancient forests under pressure 
Forest sector crime generates up to 152 billion dol-

lars a year globally, ranking fourth in terms of prof-
itability after drug trafficking, counterfeiting and
human trafficking, according to Sasha Braun of
Interpol. In Eastern Europe “the ancient forests that
shelter many species of animals and plants are under
strong pressure from organized crime groups,” Braun
told a seminar hosted by the World Wildlife Fund
(WWF) in Bucharest in late October.  

A report by Romania’s Court of Auditors estimat-
ed in 2015 that 80 million cubic meters of timber
worth $5 billion were illegally cut between 1990 and
2012. In the Fagaras Mountains, which peak at 2,544
meters (8,346 feet) in central Romania, hundreds of
hectares of forests were cut between 2008 and
2012. Authorities insist that after legislation was
tightened in 2015, limiting the amount of wood that
companies can log and allowing the gendarmerie to
check trucks carrying timber, the phenomenon is
now under control. 

According to Romsilva, just 206,000 cubic meters
were cut illegally in 2018, 31,000 from public forests.
Holzindustrie Schweighofer, the Austrian company
that works with smaller Romanian timber suppliers,
was investigated after a 2018 NGO report accused it
of disregarding the wood’s origins, leading to police
raids on its sites. 

‘Deforestation out of control’ 
Private land ownership accounts for about half of

all forests. “The problem is with the private landown-
ers who bought or recovered forests after the fall of
the communist regime and think they can do whatever
they want,” ranger Dirig says. In 2015, the govern-
ment commissioned expert Gheorghe Marin to carry
out a forest inventory.

He and his team found 20 million cubic meters
of wood that disappear yearly from the forests,

compared to 19 million cubic meters that are cut
legally, according to the report leaked to the media
last month.

Authorities have disputed the number. Marin told
AFP that the inventory was suspended and that his
contract was not extended.

Greenpeace also accuses the environment ministry
of delaying the implementation of a national system
to track wood transport, which would use satellite
images and CCTV to monitor the forests and the
trucks leaving it. “Just look at the number of trucks
carrying wood to understand that deforestation is out

of control,” says Romania’s Greenpeace spokesman
Cristian Neagoe. Radu Melu of the WWF says some
companies use the same document, authoring one
timber transport, for two different transports out of
the forests.

In Romania’s Carpathian mountains in the Valea
Rea region, forest engineer Midorel Badescu, 59,
knows every path. He says three private owners have
been under investigation for several years over the
barren slopes. “It doesn’t matter if they are convicted
or not,” he says. “I want them to be obliged to refor-
est the mountains.” —AFP

Ancient forests are under strong pressure from organized crime groups

Romania’s forests under heavy
threat — along with its rangers

A picture taken on October 31, 2019 near Nucsoara, central Romania, shows a view of Fagaras moun-
tains in Valea Rea (the Bad Valley) region. —AFP

French ‘yellow
vests’ shut down
department store
PARIS: French “yellow vest” demonstra-
tors occupied a top Parisian department
store on Sunday, a day after clashes in
the capital on the first anniversary of the
protest movement. The glitzy Galeries
Lafayette store in the Opera shopping
district was evacuated after dozens of
protesters chanting anti-capitalist and
anti-government slogans took over the
third floor.

“(President Emmanuel) Macron is
destroying France and your rights, don’t
criticize us” We’re here for you,” one
placard read. The protesters were
expelled shortly afterwards by security
staff.  The store — one of the top desti-
nations in Paris for moneyed foreign
tourists, which was targeted by the
demonstrators as a “consumerist tem-
ple” — said it would remain closed for
the rest of the day.

The protest came on a second day
of demonstrations to mark the anniver-
sary of a leaderless revolt that badly
rattled President Emmanuel Macron’s
centrist government. Twenty people
were arrested Sunday in Paris but in
most places the protests were peaceful. 

On Saturday, police in Paris had bat-

tled rioters for hours around the south-
eastern Place d’Italie square, where a
yellow vest march was shut down by
the authorities after turning violent.
Several cars were overturned or set
alight, bus shelters were smashed and a
monument to a World War II  hero
Marshal Alphonse Juin was defaced by
demonstrators dressed in black, who
wore masks to hide their faces.

‘Thugs’ and ‘brutes’
Police checked thousands of demon-

strators over the weekend. On Sunday,
prosecutors said 169 were held in cus-
tody including eight minors. Castaner
claimed that there were “few demon-
strators” among at the protesters in
Paris, who he said were mainly “thugs,
brutes who came to fight the security
forces and prevent the emergency
services from doing their work”. But
leftist TV historian Mathilde Larrere
wrote on Twitter that she and two
friends were prevented from leaving
the protest after the clashes began
because  o f  po l ice  crowd contro l
tactics.

She accused the police of tactics
“unworthy of a democratic state”, cit-
ing “the repeated teargassing and
(stun) grenades going off everywhere”.
In rural France, by contrast, the mood
of the anniversary was more festive.
Many yellow vests returned to the traf-
fic roundabouts they occupied last year
when they began rebell ing against

Macron’s economic policies. But at the
town of Le Pont-de-Beauvoisin in the
southeast Savoie region, around 60
people paid tribute to a yellow vest
protester who died a year ago. Chantal
Mazet was knocked over by a car at a
roundabout on the first day of the
protests.

The interior ministry put the number
of demonstrators on Saturday at
28,600 nationwide but the organizers
said nearly 40,000 people had rallied
— a far cry from the estimated

282,000 who took part in the first big
day of protests on November 17, 2018.
The yellow vests, who accuse Macron
of ruling on behalf of the urban elite —
the spark for the protests was a series
of fuel price hikes that squeezed car-
dependent rural-dwellers — are
adamant that they have not gone away.
They are now looking to join forces
with the trade union movement, which
is planning a major transport strike
over pension reforms start ing on
December 5. —AFP 

PARIS: A protester wearing the DC comic Joker character’s make up holds a
banner on place d’Italie in Paris on November 16, 2019, during clashes on the
sidelines of a demonstration marking the first anniversary of the “yellow vest”
(gilets jaunes) movement. —AFP

Pope to Hiroshima 
on mission against 
nuclear weapons
VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis, who years
ago hoped to be a missionary in Japan, trav-
els to the sites of the world’s only atomic
attacks this week seeking a ban on “immoral”
nuclear weapons. “Your country is well
aware of the suffering caused by war,” the
Argentine pontiff, 82, said in a video message
to the Japanese people yesterday.  “Together
with you, I pray that the destructive power of
nuclear weapons will never be unleashed
again in human history. The use of nuclear
weapons is immoral,” said the head of the
world’s 1.3 billion Catholics. Pope Francis flies
to Asia yesterday, where he will first visit
Thailand and then Japan, including the two
cities destroyed by devastating US nuclear
attacks during the Second World War.

Despite both countries having less than
0.6 percent Catholic populations, Francis is
thirsty for interreligious dialogue with them.
He will arrive in Thailand tomorrow before
flying on to Japan on Saturday, where he will
stay until November 26. Sunday is set to be a
marathon day with visits to Nagasaki and
Hiroshima, where at least 74,000 people and
140,000 people respectively were killed by
the atomic bombs attacks. 

‘You can’t forget the bomb’ 
The August 6, 1945 bombing of Hiroshima

and of Nagasaki three days later contributed
to Japan’s surrender and the end of the
Second World War on August 15, months
after Nazi Germany capitulated. Father
Yoshio Kajiyama, director of the Jesuit social
centre in Tokyo, was born in Hiroshima
shortly after the war and is eagerly awaiting
the pope’s anti-nuclear speech.

“My grandfather died the day of the
bomb in Hiroshima, I never knew him. Four
days later my aunt died when she was 15
years old,” said the 64-year-old. “If you grow
up in Hiroshima, you can’t forget the bomb.”
The pope will make “as vigorous an appeal
as possible in favour of concerted measures
to completely eliminate nuclear weapons,”
Vatican number two Cardinal Pietro Parolin
told the United Nations in September.

A previous member of Japan’s diplomatic
mission to the Vatican, Shigeru Tokuyasu, said
he hoped the visit would pull the world back
from “the globalisation of indifference” over
nuclear weapons. But, said Tokuyasu, the
pope should avoid discussing the politically
sensitive issue of nuclear energy. Francis is
also to meet victims of the devastating 2011
earthquake that struck northeastern Japan
and the subsequent tsunami that between
them killed 18,500 people and sparked the
nuclear power catastrophe at Fukushima.

Fear of nuclear war 
Francis is used to railing against countries

that make money from weapons and has
already voiced his fear of a nuclear war. In
January last year, he printed cards with a
photo of a Nagasaki bomb victim, inscribing
the words “the fruit of war” above his signa-
ture. The 1945 photo, captured by American
photographer Joe O’Donnell, showed a small
boy standing ramrod straight carrying his
dead younger brother on his back while
waiting for his turn at a cremation site.

The late pope John Paul II visited Japan in

1981, where at Hiroshima’s peace monument
he pointed to war as “the work of man”. In
August, the city of Hiroshima called on Japan
to sign the UN treaty calling for a ban on
nuclear weapons, something that all the
world’s nuclear powers have refused to do.
Japan’s 1967 its pacifist constitution commits
to the principle of “not producing, possess-
ing or allowing nuclear weapons on its terri-
tory,” despite counting on the US nuclear
umbrella for protection. —AFP

VATICAN CITY: Worshippers greet and take photos of Pope Francis (C) as he
arrives for an audience with the Parish Cells of Evangelization yesterday at
Paul-VI hall. —AFP


