
BRUSSELS: EU foreign ministers are expected to
give the go-ahead today to sanctions on Russia
over the jailing of Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny and
a crackdown on protests.

The top diplomats from the 27-nation bloc meet
in Brussels for talks that will also include a wide-
ranging videoconference with new US Secretary of
State Antony Blinken. The move to target the
Kremlin comes two weeks after EU foreign policy
chief Josep Borrell was caught in a diplomatic
ambush in Moscow that enraged member states.

Capitals are eyeing using the EU’s new human
rights sanctions regime for the first time to hit indi-
viduals responsible for the clampdown with asset
freezes and visa bans, diplomats said.

“I expect a political agreement to be reached,” a
senior European diplomat said. 

“Then experts from the member states should
work on the names.” The mood towards Moscow
has hardened in the wake of Borrell’s disastrous trip
to Russia, during which Moscow announced it was
expelling three European diplomats and rebuffed
talk of cooperation.

“They rejected out of hand any dialogue that was
proposed,” a senior EU official said. The EU has
already hit Russia with waves of sanctions over the
2014 annexation of Crimea and Moscow’s fuelling of
the war in Ukraine. The bloc in October slapped six
officials on a blacklist over the poisoning of Navalny
with Novichok, a nerve agent.

President Vladimir Putin’s most prominent
domestic critic was this month jailed for almost

three years after returning to Russia following
treatment in Germany. His sentencing sparked
nationwide protests that saw baton-wielding secu-
rity forces detain thousands.

Two of Navalny’s closest allies are set to meet
with a dozen EU foreign ministers in Brussels on
Sunday to push for sanctions targeting high-profile
oligarchs they accuse of funding Putin’s regime. 

But diplomats say any measures have to be tied
directly to abuses and need to stand up to chal-
lenges in court.

Blinken calling 
While European countries appear to be readying

a common front against the Kremlin they are also
keen to allow for cooperation on efforts to revive
the Iran nuclear deal after former US leader Donald
Trump withdrew in 2018.  The EU is currently look-
ing to broker a meeting between Washington,
Tehran and other signatories-including Moscow-to
try to work out how to salvage the 2015 accord.

The repression in Russia is not the only rights
issue set to be addressed at the meeting.

A response to a military coup and increasingly
lethal crackdown on protesters in Myanmar is to
feature on the agenda, as are measures over disput-
ed elections last year in Venezuela.

The senior EU official said that ministers were
expected to move towards sanctioning Myanmar
military officers and placing Venezuelan officials on
a blacklist. The focus will pivot to cooperation when
America’s top diplomat Blinken joins for his first full

talks with the bloc, with all sides looking to put the
tensions of the Trump era behind them.

The discussion looks likely to range from a joint
approach to common adversaries like Russia and
China to the pressing issue of the Iran deal. All 27
ministers are expected to sound out Blinken on what

to expect from US President Joe Biden, with broader
issues of tackling the climate crisis and pandemic
also in the mix. Biden declared the “transatlantic
alliance is back” Friday in a speech seeking to
reestablish the US as leader of the West against what
he called a global assault on democracy. — AFP
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Biden’s AG pick
vows to prosecute 
Capitol attackers
WASHINGTON: US President Joe
Biden’s attorney general nominee pledged
Saturday to depoliticize the Justice
Department and to vigorously prosecute
the Donald Trump supporters who
attacked the US Capitol. In testimony pre-
pared for his confirmation hearing on
Monday and Tuesday, federal appeals
court judge Merrick Garland indicated he
wants to remove the taint of political inter-
ference left on the department by Trump.

He said that if confirmed, he would
reaffirm “policies that protect the inde-
pendence of the department from partisan
influence in law enforcement investiga-
tions (and) that strictly regulate communi-
cations with the White House.” He also
promised to create clear guidelines for
FBI investigations, amid allegations that
the agency strayed deeply into politics in
investigating Democratic presidential
candidate Hillary Clinton in 2016 and then
Trump in 2017-2018.

In an apparent reference to the Black
Lives Matter movement, Garland also
said that enforcing equal justice for peo-
ple of color remains an incomplete and
“urgent” task, 150 years after the Justice
Department was founded following the
Civil War.  Minorities still face discrimi-
nation in housing, education and the jobs
market, and suffer more than others the
impacts of the coronavirus pandemic
and climate change, Garland said in his
statement.

“The Civil Rights Act of 1957 created
the Department’s Civil Rights Division,
with the mission ‘to uphold the civil and
constitutional rights of all Americans, par-
ticularly some of the most vulnerable mem-
bers of our society,’” Garland said. “That
mission remains urgent because we do not
yet have equal justice.”

Garland also said the country faces a
serious threat of extremism, as exemplified
by the deadly January 6 attack by Trump
supporters on the US Capitol, which shut
down the legislature as lawmakers met to
certify Biden’s election win.

The Justice Department has already
charged some 230 people in that event and
is investigating hundreds more, with the
possibility of charging some with seditious
conspiracy. 

“If confirmed, I will supervise the pros-
ecution of white supremacists and others
who stormed the Capitol on January 6 — a
heinous attack that sought to disrupt a
cornerstone of our democracy: the peace-
ful transfer of power to a newly elected
government,” Garland said.

Garland, 68, worked in the Justice
Department before becoming a judge
nearly 24 years ago.

Seen as a moderate liberal, in 2016 he
was nominated by then Democratic presi-
dent Barack Obama to fill a vacancy on the
Supreme Court. But Republicans deter-
mined to turn the high court to the right
stalled the nomination, allowing Trump in
2017 to put forth a conservative nominee. 

Garland, who must be confirmed by the
evenly split Senate, is expected this time to
gain enough support from Republicans for
his nomination to go through. — AFP

Austria refugee
home saved by 
former resident
BADEN, Austria: The white paint has
not yet dried, but as Sukhdeep Singh
walks through the house where he
used to live in the Austrian town of
Baden, he is already picturing the
refugees who-thanks to him-will soon
be calling it home.

It was where he himself lived after he
left his native Punjab region of India as a
teenager to start a new life in Europe.
When the Christian NGO that previous-
ly ran the site as a home for unaccom-
panied migrant children said it was
impossible to continue running it, Singh
stepped in to save it from being sold off
to developers. 

“I didn’t want anyone to buy it who
had no connection to the house and its
history,” says Singh, now married with
three small children. Singh’s connection
to the house and its founder is a deep
one. The story begins with his arduous
journey through Russia and Eastern
Europe before arriving in Austria and at
the Laura Gatner house, a shelter for
about 50 unaccompanied youths.

“To be honest, my first impression
was horrible,” Singh recalls. On the top
floor of the three storey house, he

points at one corner of a 12-metre-
square room to the other. “Here was my
bed, and here was the second bed,” he
says of the space he shared with a teen
from Afghanistan.

But over the six years he spent here,
he learned to speak the language, made
friends and played football. The nonde-
script house in an industrial area came
to symbolise perseverance and benevo-
lence for Singh.

Holocaust memories 
Key to Singh’s fond memories of the

home is his bond with Jewish actor and
writer Otto Tausig, who was key in set-
ting up the house after his own experi-
ence of being forced into exile by the
Nazis. Tausig dedicated the latter half of
his life to charity. He helped hundreds of
children working in mines in India as
well as refugees in Austria. 

After raising the funds to buy the
house-including a large personal dona-
tion-Tausig gifted it to Protestant chari-
ty Diakonie for use as a shelter for
youths who, like him, had left their own
homelands.

The house is named after Tausig’s
grandmother, Laura Gatner, who died in
a Nazi concentration camp.

Social workers, teachers and psy-
chologists here helped Singh under-
stand the local culture and master the
language. He says he was treated with
respect, and graduated from technical

high school. And Tausig became some-
thing of a mentor to him personally.
When Singh went on to a degree at the
Technical University, it was Tausig who
sponsored him.

No longer welcome 
Singh, now in his mid-30s and a

project manager at multinational
Siemens, learned from an old friend that
the building he’d called home was to be
sold. Diakonie says the decision was
taken due to “insufficient referrals” of
residents coming from the regional
authorities in Lower Austria.  As the EU
has fortified its borders in recent years,
the rate of new arrivals has plummeted.

The number of “unaccompanied

underaged asylum-seekers” went from
8,300 in 2015 to just 390 three years
later. At the same time, Chancellor
Sebastian Kurz has prided himself on his
tough anti-migration stances, winning
many voters from the far-right Freedom
Party (FPOe) in the process. 

“The welcome I received, it is not the
same anymore,” Singh says.

The new Laura Gatner house, how-
ever, will be an antidote, with red, blue
and yellow mosaic tiles spelling her
name still gracing the hallways. Though
most of the 16 apartments will have to
be rented out at a profit to pay off the
mortgage, at least four will be reserved
for asylum-seeker families-who will not
be expected to pay a set rent. — AFP 

BADEN, Austria: Sukhdeep Singh, who left his native Punjab region of India as a teenag-
er to start a new life in Europe, stands yesterday in front of the Laura Gatner house in
Hirtenberg near Baden, Lower Austria, where he used to live. — AFP 

MOSCOW: A statue of Themis, an ancient Greek Godness of Justice and a Russian national state emblem are seen at the
entrance of Russia’s Supreme Court in Moscow. — AFP 

At least 35 Algerian 
pro-democracy 
activists released
ALGIERS:  Algerian authorities released at least 35
pro-democracy activists from jail in the past 24 hours
under presidential pardons issued ahead of the second
anniversary of a popular uprising, rights groups said.
The Hirak protest movement, which swept strongman
Abdelaziz Bouteflika from power in 2019, marks its
second anniversary on Monday, with calls on social
media for demonstrations to mark the day.

On Saturday, rights group the National Committee
for the Liberation of Prisoners (CNLD) said at least 35
people had been released from jail in the past 24
hours.  The justice ministry had reported Friday the
release of 33 detainees held over acts linked to “the
use of social media networks”, adding that procedures
were underway for others.

The CNLD estimates that around 70 people were
in prison over their links with the Hirak or other

peaceful opposition political activity. Among those
pardoned on Friday was prominent journalist Khalid
Drareni, a correspondent for French-language TV5
Monde and press freedom watchdog Reporters
Without Borders (RSF).

He was jailed for his coverage of the Hirak protests,
and like many other detainees, accused of incitement.
“My fight (for freedom of the press) will continue,”
Drareni told TV5 Monde after his release from the
Kolea prison west of Algiers. TV5 Monde hailed his
release after 11 months in detention.

“He was detained and sentenced for doing his job
as a journalist,” network head Yves Bigot said in a
statement on Saturday. RSF secretary general
Christophe Deloire called the release a step “in the
right direction” after “11 months of injustice”.

Algerian President Abdelmadjid Tebboune
announced on Thursday dozens of pardons in a ges-
ture of appeasement, as the Hirak movement-which
had suspended its rallies in March last year amid coro-
navirus restrictions-gathers momentum again.
Tebboune said 55 to 60 Hirak members would benefit
from the amnesty. The United States and the European
Union welcomed the releases and voiced support for
freedom of expression in Algeria.

“We hope to see positive steps like these continue,”
a State Department spokesperson said.

EU foreign policy chief, Josep Borrell, described the
pardons in a tweet as a “decision that recognises the
importance of freedom of expression and pluralism in
the democratic process”.  —AFP

ALGIERS: Algerian journalist Khaled Drareni is greeted
by supporters upon his arrival to his home in his capi-
tal Algiers, following his release from the Kolea
prison. — AFP

Niger veterans 
face off in 
presidential vote
NIAMEY, Niger: Niger voted yesterday in a presi-
dential run-off between two heavyweights that is set
to bring about the first democratic transition of power
in the coup-prone country’s history.

The world’s poorest nation according to the UN’s
development benchmark covering 189 countries,
Niger is also struggling with jihadist insurgencies that
have spilled over from Mali and Nigeria.

Only 7.4 million of the country’s 22 million popula-
tion are eligible to vote on Sunday-the rest are
under-age. Thousands of soldiers are deployed
across the country for the vote, which is on track to
usher in a peaceful handover between elected presi-
dents, its first since independence from France in

1960. Outgoing President Mahamadou Issoufou’s
decision to voluntarily step down after two five-year
terms was welcomed in a region where many leaders
have tried to cling on to power.

His successor will either be his right-hand man
and anointed successor Mohamed Bazoum or
Mahamane Ousmane, who became the country’s
first democratically- elected president in 1993, only
to be toppled in a coup three years later. Ousmane,
71, is running for president for the fifth time since
his ouster.

Veterans 
Both candidates are stalwarts of Niger’s political

scene. One voter, 29-year-old student Idrissa Gado,
said the election is a “source of pride” for Nigeriens.
“The next president must act against the rebels, it’s
the great concern in Niger that must be dealt with, we
want peace and security,” said as he cast his ballot in
the capital Niamey.

Winning votes alone has not always led to power in
Niger-there have been four military coups and six

elections since independence. But political alliances
will loom large on Sunday, when Bazoum will be the
strong favorite after winning 39.3 percent of the first
round vote on December 27.

The 60-year-old former interior minister has
already sealed the support of the candidates who
came third and fourth in the first round. “Bazoum has
a coalition that is expected to win if the voting
instructions of the parties which support him are
respected by their activists,” said Ibrahim Yahya
Ibrahim of the International Crisis Group think-tank.
But, he cautioned, it was “very far from being won”. 

Ousmane took nearly 17 percent in the first round.
He can count on the support of a coalition of 18 oppo-
sition parties called Cap 20-21 as well as Hama
Amadou, who had previously been thought to be the
most formidable candidate against Bazoum.

Amadou was ruled out from running due to a
prison sentence for baby trafficking which he has
slammed as politically motivated. The opposition filed
an unsuccessful appeal against the result of the first
round, claiming fraud. — AFP 


