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WASHINGTON: Greece’s migration min-
ister said that Turkey needs to stop
“blackmail” if it wants more EU aid, say-
ing its loaded language had prompted a
spike in movement toward Greek shores.
Speaking to AFP on a visit to Washington,
Giorgos Koumoutsakos voiced alarm
over threats by President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan and other Turkish officials to
“open the gates” to Europe if it does not
provide more support. When Turkey
“keeps repeating that we’re going to
open the floodgates, what they (mi-
grants) do is they move closer to the
floodgates waiting for them to open,”
said Koumoutsakos, citing a 240 percent
increase in migrant arrivals on Greek
shores since May.

Koumoutsakos said that Greece
nonetheless wanted the European Union
to “positively consider” Turkey’s request
for assistance beyond the six billion euros
($6.6 billion) committed in 2016 to stop
migrants. “But the fact that Turkey asked
for this money by blackmail or threats
does not create the necessary political
climate for the Europeans to decide to
give the money,” he said. “Europe cannot
act under threats or blackmail. As Euro-
peans should understand the situation
that the Turks are faced with, Ankara
should on its part realize that this is not
the way to deal with Europe,” he said.

Conservative Prime Minister Kyriakos
Mitsotakis, who took power in July elec-
tions, has pledged a tougher approach on

migration than the previous leftist gov-
ernment, which allowed refugees from
Syria and other troubled countries to
land. Greece on Wednesday said it would
overhaul its overcrowded camps on its is-
lands facing Turkey, with asylum-seekers
now to be locked up until they are either
granted refugee status or rejected and
sent back to Turkey.

Some 3.6 million Syrian refugees are
living in Turkey after a brutal civil war en-
gulfed their country, and Greece is the
key transit point into the European Union.
Greece’s tightening controls have been
criticized by human rights groups as in-
humane. Koumoutsakos defended the
steps, saying that ordinary Greeks on is-
lands had migration fatigue and that, in
contrast with the previous government of
Alexis Tsipras, “we are looking not only
at the humanitarian aspect, but the secu-
rity aspect.”

Koumoutsakos said he discussed
Greece’s stance with US lawmakers as
well as Chad Wolf, the acting secretary
of homeland security. Immigration is a
signature issue for President Donald
Trump, who has vowed to build a wall on
the Mexican border and whose adminis-
tration has tried to discourage the arrival
of migrants from violence-ravaged Cen-
tral America by separating parents from
their children.

Koumoutsakos said that Greece was
seeking “enhanced cooperation” with the
United States, including on border con-

trol, but that the two countries’ situations
were dissimilar. Turkey - angered by crit-
icism of its assault on Kurdish fighters in
Syria - has also threatened to send fight-
ers from the Islamic State group captured

in Syria back to their European countries
of origin even if their governments do not
want them. Interior Minister Suleyman
Soylu has said that Turkey cannot be “a
hotel” for the extremists. —AFP
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ATHENS: Afghan refugees walk to their tents outside Eleonas refugee camp in Athens. —AFP

Five dead in
Sicily depot 
explosion 
ROME: Five people died Wednesday as
a result of two explosions at a fireworks
factory in Sicily, firefighters and police
said after the incident at the family-run
firm. The late afternoon blasts immedi-
ately killed two workmen and the 71-
year-old wife of the owner of the Costa
company in Barcellona Pozzo di Gotto,
in Sicily’s Messina region.

The owner’s son had attempted to
save her and was one of four people
taken to hospital with serious injuries,
police said. One of the injured later died

in hospital. “According to the initial evi-
dence, it seems that there were two ex-
plosions,” police commander
Giancarmine Carusone said. He added
that it was believed sparks from welding
equipment had triggered the blasts.

A worker who had been reported
missing was later discovered dead in the
rubble. One employee who was inside
the depot at the time of the explosion
was pulled out alive. Firefighters were
continuing to search for further victims.
The local prosecutor’s office opened an
inquiry into the disaster. Staff were
preparing for New Year celebrations
comprising traditional firework displays
across the south of Italy designed to
chase away evil spirits. Preparations for
such displays, a tradition dating back to
the 1500s, annually see a number of fatal
incidents. —AFP

Europe’s prisons
failing to monitor 
inmates’ health 
COPENHAGEN: Prison authorities in Europe are
not doing enough to monitor the health of inmates,
meaning prisoners are more likely to suffer un-
treated conditions and are released without ade-
quate support, the World Health Organization said
yesterday. The UN body warned that such failings
will come at a “high cost” for society at large as
they add to the public health burden. The WHO
collected the data of 39 European countries be-
tween 2016 and 2017 and recommended that pris-
ons test for tuberculosis, sexually transmitted
diseases, mental health problems and addictions.

“A prison sentence takes away a person’s liberty;
it should not also take away their health and their
right to health,” said Dr Bente Mikkelsen of WHO’s
Europe branch, according to a statement from the
body. She said the prison population has a “dispro-
portionate disease burden”. “To achieve universal

health coverage and better health and well-being for
all, as in WHO’s vision, it is vital that prisons are seen
as a window of opportunity to change lifestyles and
ensure that no one is left behind,” she said.

The WHO said in a statement on its report that
it found “the general state of monitoring and sur-
veillance systems for health in prisons is poor”. It
warned prisoners with undiagnosed and untreated
health conditions will “add to the public health bur-
den in the outside community after their release”.
The report said that mental health was a key issue,
especially after release, when prisoners are most
at risk of suicide, self-harm and drug overdoses.
WHO said this meant care during the transition
phase was “critical”.

The report found that 13.5 percent of deaths
in prison were caused by suicide and that 14 per-
cent of EU states do not screen for severe mental
health disorders on arrival in prison. Europe’s
prisons also have a reoccurring problem of over-
crowding, which can affect the health of de-
tainees. An estimated 6 million people are being
incarcerated each year in the region, according to
WHO. Eight countries including France, Italy and
Portugal have “a serious overall problem” with
overcrowding, according to a 2018 study by the
Council of Europe.—AFP


