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SAINT PETERSBURG: Russian President
Vladimir Putin said Friday he hoped to improve
deeply damaged relations with the United States
when he holds his first summit with US counter-
part Joe Biden later this month. The face-to-face
meeting in Geneva on June 16 comes amid the
biggest crisis in ties between the two countries in
years, with tensions high over a litany of issues
including hacking allegations, human rights and
claims of election meddling.

“We need to find ways to regularise these rela-
tions,” Putin told the Saint Petersburg
International Economic Forum, adding that bilat-
eral ties are currently at a “low level”. Usually
joined at the forum’s main session by other world
leaders, the Russian president was alone on the
stage on Friday with a moderator and Austrian
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz and Sheikh Tamim bin
Hamad Al-Thani, the emir of Qatar, participating
via videolink.

“We have no disagreements with the United
States,” Putin said. “They only have one disagree-
ment: they want to hold back our development,
they talk about it publicly.”

Speaking to Russia’s Channel One television
later in the day, Putin said he did not expect any
breakthrough in Geneva but said it would be good
to discuss topics of mutual interest.  “I expect a
positive result,” said Putin, 68.

The two previously met in 2011, when Biden
served as vice president and Putin was prime min-
ister. Putin said he remembered that meeting,
praising the 78-year-old US leader as a “very
experienced” and “careful” politician.

Since taking off ice in January, Biden has

ramped up pressure on the Kremlin, and his com-
ments likening Putin to a “killer” were met with
fierce criticsm in Moscow.  

‘That’s nonsense’ 
The Biden administration imposed new sanc-

tions over what US authorities say was Russia’s
role in the massive SolarWinds cyber attack and
alleged meddling in the 2020 presidential elec-
tion. Biden said he is also “looking” at possible
retaliation after the White House linked Russia to
a cyberattack against global meat processing
giant JBS.

Putin said on Friday that those claims were
“risible”. “I’ve heard about some meat processing
plant. That’s nonsense,” he said. “I think US secu-
rity services should establish who this blackmailer
is. Not Russia for sure,” Putin added. 

Washington has also harshly criticised Moscow
for the near-death poisoning and subsequent
imprisonment of Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny. 

Putin on Friday signed a law barring “extrem-
ist” groups from participating in parliamentary
elections, with a court in Moscow holding a hear-
ing next week as it considers whether to assign
the label to Navalny’s organisations.

Critics have denounced the law as the latest
move to crack down on Russia’s opposition ahead
of elections in September for Russia’s lower house
State Duma. The diplomatic crisis with the United
States has resulted in a mutual expulsion of diplo-
mats, with Moscow prohibiting the US embassy
from employing foreign nationals, practically halt-
ing its consular services.

Putin vaunted at the forum that the first line of

the controversial Nord Stream 2 gas pipeline to
Germany has been completed, despite strong US
opposition. 

The United States and several European coun-
tries have deeply opposed the construction of the
pipeline, arguing that it will increase European
dependence on Russia for critical gas supplies
and increase Moscow’s geopolitical clout.

‘Difficult point’  
Putin also suggested that European nations

should pay for Russian gas in euros, rather than
dollars, part of a wider effort by Moscow to
reduce its reliance on the dollar. Markus Ederer,
the EU ambassador to Russia, said at the forum on
Thursday that Moscow’s relations with the

European Union were also at “the most difficult
point” since the Cold War. 

“If you listen to what Sergei Lavrov says, you
can come to the conclusion that Russia doesn’t
value relations with the EU,” the German diplomat
added, referring to Russia’s foreign minister.  The
Saint Petersburg International Forum, often
referred to as Russian Davos, is the country’s main
showcase for investors and brings together busi-
ness and political leaders. 

It is one of the largest offline events held
in Russia and the world since the outbreak of
the coronavirus pandemic, although the num-
ber of participants was restricted to 5,000,
nearly four times fewer than when it was last
held in 2019. —AFP
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MOSCOW: This combination of file pictures created on June 4, 2021 shows then US vice-President Joe
Biden (L) at a Drive-in event in Coconut Creek, Florida on October 29, 2020 and Russian President Vladimir
Putin following his inauguration ceremony at the Kremlin in Moscow on May 7, 2018. —AFP

Church criticizes 
Austrian govt’s 
‘Islam Map’
VIENNA: The Austrian Catholic
church on Friday became the latest
religious group to criticize a govern-
ment-backed online map of hundreds
of Muslim organizations which
sparked violence against the Muslim
minority. The highly controversial map
shows details of more than 600
Muslim associations-from youth
groups to mosques-including details

on their location and photos of mem-
bers. The map was first presented by
a government-funded group monitor-
ing Muslim extremism and by
Austria’s Integration Minister Susanne
Raab, a member of conservative, anti-
migration Austrian People’s Party
(OeVP), who called it a tool to “fight
political Islam as a breeding ground
for extremism.”

Cardinal Christoph Schoenborn, the
head of the Austrian Catholic church,
wrote in an op-ed Friday that it was
“dangerous to give the impression that
one of the religious community is under
general suspicion”, and asked why one
of the country’s many religious commu-

nities was singled out.  Umit Vural, head
of the Islamic Religious Community of
Austria, described the map as a “mas-
sive security threat” to Muslims, while
the Muslim Youth Austria organisation
said several Muslims had already been
attacked and a mosque has been
defaced since that map went online in
late May.

About a quarter of Austria’s major-
ity Catholic population voted for the
Islamophobic far-right party, and far-
right extremists in the past week have
put up signs reading “Be careful!
Political Islam is near you” on streets
where the map showed Muslim
organisations, calling on “fellow patri-

ots” to join them.  The Council of
Europe’s Special Representative on
Antisemitic and Anti-Muslim Hatred
and Hate Crimes Daniel Hoeltgen
urged the government to take down
the map, while a range of representa-
tives of other religious communities,
including the president of the
Conference of European Rabbis,
Pinchas Goldschmidt, also rebuked it.

Verbal and physical attacks
against Muslims have already been
on the rise since an Austrian-born
jihadist killed four in Vienna in early
November, according to a group
documenting Islamophobia and anti-
Muslim racism.  —AFP

Peru peasant patrols 
banking on Castillo 
to bring change
CHOTA: Chewing on coca leaves and brandishing
whips, 15 Peruvian peasants patrol the paths
around an Andean hamlet in the dead of night, just
like presidential candidate Pedro Castillo once did.
The “peasant patrols” were created more than four
decades ago in the Cajamarca region some 900
kilometers north of the capital Lima, initially to pre-
vent the theft of livestock. But during Peru’s armed
conflict between 1980 and 2000, the patrols were
also forced to fight off incursions by Maoist
Shining Path guerrillas.

One patrolman in Cajamarca was Castillo, a rural
schoolteacher who was born and raised in this
region, and who will take on seasoned corruption-
tainted politician Keiko Fujimori in Sunday’s sec-
ond round runoff. The patrolmen of rural Peru feel
marginalized by elites ruling from the urban power
centers, but socialist Castillo is one of their own.

They’re pinning their hopes on him winning and
providing more support to the rural poor. “We
hope to elect a democratic government that views
the whole population as equals,” Aladino Burga, the
president of the Chota Peasant Patrols in
Cajamarca, told AFP.

“Castillo needs to win because we get screwed a
lot in Peru. We want jobs for the poor, we want
Peru to progress,” added Dagoberto Vasquez, a hat
seller who has led patrols around the hamlet of San
Antonio de Iraca for decades. One thing the patrol-
men are banking on is Castillo putting an end to the
corruption that has gripped Peruvian politics for
decades.

Former president Alberto Fujimori (1990-2000)
is currently serving a 25-year jail sentence for
crimes against humanity and corruption, while four
more ex-presidents since his rule have also been
accused of corruption. And Fujimori’s daughter,
Keiko, is herself being investigated for graft relating
to illegal funding for her previous presidential cam-
paigns in 2011 and 2016. “I’m convinced Castillo will
win because he’s a professor and won’t get involved
in corruption,” said Vasquez, 82. “Because if he does
get involved in that, we’ll kick him out!”

Community policing 
The 15 patrolmen, dressed in ponchos and rubber

boots, some wearing high-topped hats like Castillo, and
chewing the coca leaves that are popular in Andean
communities for alleviating feelings of hunger and
fatigue, perform daily nighttime rounds in Chota, a
municipality at 2,300 meters above sea level.

The patrols are a form of voluntary community
policing in rural areas with little police presence.
During the 1980s, these patrols extended across
almost all of rural Peru. An AFP team accompanied the
15 patrolmen one night through corn, alfalfa and veg-
etable plantations in Cuyumalca, the site of the first
ever patrol in 1976.

At one point they stopped a man in his 60s who
was walking in the dark with two horses, questioning
him on where he lived and trying to find out if he really
owned the animals. Unimpressed with his answers,
they took him back to their shelter to spend the night.
The next morning they would fill out a report and con-
tinue their investigations.

If he were found to be telling the truth he would
be released, if not, he would be handed over to the

police. The patrolmen also stop suspicious vehicles
to verify the occupants’ identities and find out what
they’re up to.

‘Betting on change’ 
“I feel fulfilled because we’ve brought peace, tran-

quility to the community. The people feel protected,”
Segundo Belizario Heredia Idrogo, 61, told AFP. He
said the patrols “emerged as a response to the lack of
state protection for the rights of people in rural areas.”
“We’re betting on change and we’re betting on Pedro
Castillo. We hope Pedro Castillo won’t betray
Peruvians,” said Heredia, who carried a wooden stick
and a leather whip. “If he does, we’ll be in the streets
demanding more democracy and justice for Peru.”
“We’re proud that Castillo was a patrolman,” said
Heredia, who has two patrolmen sons and like Castillo
is a teacher.

There are 26,000 patrolmen amongst the popula-
tion of 143,000 in the Chota province, but they com-
plain of never having had support from the state,
which they view as biased towards urban centers like
the capital Lima. —AFP

LURIN: Peruvian police forces stand guard next to a fleet of trucks as they prepare to leave Lurin, near
Lima, on their way to distribute voting material to voting stations ahead of the presidential election
runoff. —AFP

Syria Kurds hand
IS relatives to 
Dutch authorites
QAMISHLI: Syrian Kurdish authorities yes-
terday handed four relatives of Islamic State
group fighters, including three children, to a
Dutch diplomatic delegation for repatriation,
Kurdish and Dutch officials said. The group
consisted of a Dutch woman and her two
children as well as another 12-year-old girl,
“a humanitarian case,” whose mother had
agreed to  her  repatr ia t ion  fo l lowing a
request from the Dutch government, top
Syrian Kurdish foreign affairs official Abdel
Karim Omar said.

The four were handed over to a delegation
led by The Hague’s Syria envoy Emiel de Bont
and senior foreign ministry official Dirk Jan
Nieuwenhuis. De Bont said the delegation had
“a clear and well-defined mandate to receive in
the care of a mission, a small number of Dutch
nationals up to now residing in the Roj deten-
tion facility”, following a Dutch court ruling on
the individuals’ cases. “We are here then to
serve the rule of law and to do what we can to
assist the due legal process,” he added.

Since the fall of IS’s self-styled “caliphate” in
March 2019, Syria’s Kurds have repeatedly
urged foreign countries to repatriate their
nationals held in northeast Syria. At least 220
children with Dutch nationality remain in Syria
or Turkey, 75 percent of whom are under the
age of four and were born in the region to par-
ents with Dutch citizenship. 

At a press conference in the regional capital
Qamishli, Kurdish official Omar reiterated calls
for other countries to “meet their responsibili-
ties by repatriating their citizens and cooperat-
ing with us on this situation”, a major burden
for authorities in the de facto autonomous
region. About 75 boys and girls are living with
their mothers in Kurdish-run camps in Syria,
while a few are also in the jihadist-run north-
western area of Idlib, according to Dutch
authorities. There are some 30 Dutch women
and 15 men in Kurdish-run camps.

Thorny issue 
Anna Sophia Posthumus, spokeswoman for

the Netherlands justice and security ministry,
said the country did not have a “general policy”
of repatriating people from war-torn regions.
She said also there have only been one excep-
tion in 2019 with two minors. “We would prefer
a tribunal in the region, have had discussions
but its still at a very starting, initial phase,” she
said. The question of repatriating Dutch nation-
als in areas formerly held by IS is a thorny issue
in the Netherlands.

Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s liberal VVD
party has emphasised the security threat posed
by such returns, while the centre-left D66 par-
ty, a likely potential partner as he seeks to build
a coalition, supports bringing back children on
humanitarian grounds. 

VVD politician Ingrid Michon tweeted that
“We do everything that’s possible to keep
Netherlands safe. Then we should not pick up
these IS-goers from Syria. This is about our
safety. Stop this.” Far right-wing politician
Geert Wilders said it was “unacceptable and
unbearable” to repatriate women linked to IS
fighters. “Those terror women have forfeited
their right to ever set foot on Dutch soil,” he
tweeted.  —AFP

Mexico mine 
collapse leaves 
7 workers trapped
MUZQUIZ: Rescuers were trying Friday to free seven
mine workers trapped after an accident in a coal-pro-
ducing region in northern Mexico, authorities said.

Initial investigations suggest the collapse was due to a
flood at the mine in the municipality of Muzquiz, the
state of Coahuila’s labor department said. “Some peo-
ple who were working were trapped inside the mine,”
it said in a statement.

Police and civil protection authorities were at the
scene for the rescue effort, it added. The National
Guard said on Twitter its personnel “were deployed in
the area to provide security and allow the rescue of
trapped workers.” Mexican President Andres Manuel
Lopez Obrador said he had sent personnel from the

security, labor and civil protection ministries to the
area. “We are watching and in coordination with
municipal and state authorities,” he tweeted. “We hope
that the rescue is favorable for the families and for
everyone.” Coahuila, the country’s main coal-produc-
ing region, has seen a series of fatal mining accidents
over the years. The worst was an explosion that
claimed 65 lives at the Pasta de Conchos mine in
2006. The bodies of 63 of the miners are still at the
site and the families have repeatedly appealed to the
Mexican authorities to recover them. —AFP


