
Russia’s prime minister
maintains tough stance
toward critics, U.S. in 
advance of Sunday vote
By VLADIMIR
ISACHENKOV
The Associated Press

MOSCOW — Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin has voiced full
confidence that he will win Sun-
day’s presidential election in Rus-
sia, bluntly dismissing opposition
demands and maintaining his
strong criticism of the United
States.

Putin, who is all but certain to
regain the presidency, sought to
put a positive spin on massive
protests that have been held
against his 12-year rule, saying
they were a “good experience for
Russia.”

“That situation has helped
make government structures more
capable, has raised the need for
them to think, search for solutions
and communicate with the soci-
ety,” Putin said during a meeting
with editors of top Western news-
papers.

The remarks were broadcast by
state television and released by his
office Friday.

Putin promised to engage in
dialogue with the protesters, but
rejected the opposition’s main
demand to hold a rerun of Decem-
ber’s parliamentary election,
which were tainted by widespread
voting fraud that was reported by
foreign and Russian election
observers as well as The Associat-
ed Press and other media. Putin’s
United Russia party barely hung
onto its majority of seats in Parlia-
ment.

The evidence of vote-rigging
fueled protests in Moscow that
drew tens of thousands of people
in the largest show of discontent
since the 1991 Soviet collapse.
The opposition is gearing up for
another massive protest against
what it fears will be manipulations
in Sunday’s vote.

Putin insisted Friday that he is
favored by a majority of Russians,
but admitted he enjoys less sup-
port in Moscow and other big
cities. “Yes, there is a smaller
number of my supporters there,
but they are still a majority,” he
said.

Putin’s claim is in line with
recent opinion surveys that

showed he was backed by some
60 percent of respondents, paving
the way for an easy victory
against his four contenders.

September’s announcement
that Putin and his protege, Presi-
dent Dmitry Medvedev, will seek
to trade jobs angered many Rus-
sians, who saw it a show of con-
tempt for democracy.

Putin insisted Friday that he
and Medvedev made their deci-
sion because Putin is the more
popular of the two.

Putin served as president from
2000 to 2008 before shifting into
prime ministerial post due to term
limits. With Russia’s presidential
term now increased from four to
six years, he is eligible to serve
another 12 years as president.

He reaffirmed his promise to
name Medvedev as Russia’s
prime minister if he wins Sun-
day’s vote, saying that post would

allow Medvedev to implement
reforms he has announced.

Putin’s popularity has been
dented by the opposition protests,
but he has managed to recoup the
losses thanks to massive daily
coverage by state television.
Those broadcasts have cast him as
the defender of nationalist inter-
ests against foreign expansion and
the protector of economic and
social stability.

In a message to the nation
broadcast Friday night on state
Channel One television, Putin
invoked the strong support he
received in the past.

“The wide support of an over-
whelming majority of citizens in a
most difficult period helped in the
fight against terrorism, restoration
of the terrirtorial integrity of the
country, in the economic and
social spheres and in overcoming
the consequences of the world

economic crisis,” he said.
Putin has accused the U.S. of

instigating the opposition protests
to weaken Russia and strongly
criticized plans for the U.S.-led
NATO missile defense around
Europe.

Putin insisted Friday the
planned shield would target Rus-
sia’s nuclear deterrent and under-
mine global stability, adding that
Washington’s refusal to offer
Moscow written guarantees that
its missile defense system will not
be aimed against Russia deepened
its concerns.

“When one party gets an illu-
sion that it’s invulnerable for a
retaliatory strike by another, that
stokes up conflicts and aggressive
behavior,” Putin said. “We con-
sider that extremely dangerous.”

He said President Barack
Obama’s policy of “resetting” ties
with Russia has helped reach the
New Start nuclear arms reduction
treaty and successfully negotiate
Russia’s access into the World
Trade Organization, but has
brought “practically nothing” on
the divisive missile defense issue.

At the same time, he praised
Obama as “absolutely sincere” in
his course of improving ties with
Russia.
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Briefly
Police review security after man drives
through airport fence, onto runways

PHILADELPHIA — A day after an SUV crashed through a
fence and sped onto a runway, causing an approaching plane to
have to pull up quickly, officials said that the facility’s perimeter
fencing meets federal standards but that police are investigating
whether there are ways to make the airport more secure.

Kenneth Richard Mazik is being charged with disrupting oper-
ations at the airport and endangering safety there, the U.S. attor-
ney said Friday. Mazik, of the Philadelphia suburb of Chadds
Ford, drove his Jeep through a fence Thursday and sped up and
down two runways at speeds of more than 100 mph before being
surrounded and apprehended, police said. 

The case has no connection to terrorism, investigators said, and
the Jeep tested negative for explosives and other hazardous mate-
rials. The 24-year-old Mazik also faces DUI and reckless endan-
germent charges. 

The SUV caused pilots and air-traffic controllers to scramble
and make last-minute adjustments in the air and on the ground,
affecting dozens of aircraft. 

One flight was about 20 seconds from touching down when it had
to pull up suddenly after a controller spotted the vehicle on the tar-
mac in foggy conditions, said Don Chapman, president of Philadel-
phia local of the National Air Traffic Controllers Association.

Congressman says New Jersey’s Christie
took ‘cheap shots’ at NYPD, plays politics

NEW YORK — An interstate feud escalated Friday when a
New York congressman berated the New Jersey governor for “try-
ing to score cheap political points” instead of saving lives when
he complained that the New York Police Department’s monitoring
of Muslims across the state line was arrogant and secretive.

Rep. Peter King, chairman of the House Homeland Security
Committee, said Gov. Chris Christie crossed a line when he
mocked Police Commissioner Ray Kelly as “all-knowing, all-see-
ing” and said the NYPD’s intelligence operation in Newark may
have been “born out of arrogance.”

“It’s really disturbing and disappointing to have someone like
Chris Christie join on this politically correct bandwagon,” King
said on a WOR-AM radio program. “I wish Chris Christie was
more concerned about keeping people alive than he is about try-
ing to score cheap political points.”

Both King and Christie are Republicans.
New Jersey officials raised concerns about NYPD operations in

their state two weeks ago, after a series of stories by The Associ-
ated Press detailed how police officers had monitored Muslims
around the metropolitan area and prepared a report cataloging the
location of Muslim-owned businesses and mosques in Newark.

The tactics have prompted objections from civil rights groups.

Head-on crash kills three sorority sisters
on their way to an airport for spring break

BOWLING GREEN, Ohio — A wrong-way driver slammed
head-on Friday into a car full of sorority sisters who were cara-
vanning to an airport for a spring break trip to the Dominican
Republic, killing three of the young women and the other driver.

The car carrying the three Alpha Xi Delta members, ages 19 to
21, and two other sorority sisters hit the wrong-way vehicle
overnight on a rise in Interstate 75 south of Toledo, just miles from
Bowling Green State University, which they all attended. The two
survivors were seriously injured.

Sixteen sorority sisters were heading to the Detroit airport in
different cars as they tried to make a 5:30 a.m. flight, a friend said.
Another vehicle carrying five of the students narrowly avoided
the wrong-way driver, Ohio state troopers said.

— From wire reports

Alexei Druzhinin, Government Press Service/AP
Russian Prime Minister and presidential candidate Vladimir Putin (center) meets Thursday with editors-
in-chief of The Times, The Asahi Shimbun, The Globe and Mail, The Handelsblatt, La Republica and Le
Monde at Novo-Ogaryovo residence outside Moscow. Silvie Kauffmann of Le Monde sits at second left
and Gabor Steingart of The Handelsblatt sits at second right.

By ZEINA KARAM
The Associated Press

BEIRUT — The Syrian govern-
ment blocked a Red Cross convoy
Friday from delivering badly need-
ed food, medical supplies and blan-
kets to a rebellious neighborhood
of Homs cut off by a monthlong
siege, and activists accused regime
troops who overran the shattered
district of execution-style killings
and a scorched-earth campaign.

Humanitarian conditions in the
former rebel stronghold of Baba
Amr have been described as cata-
strophic, with extended power
outages, shortages of food and
water, and no medical care for the
sick and wounded.

British Prime Minister David
Cameron called Homs “a scene of
medieval barbarity.”

Syrian state TV showed
burned-out and destroyed build-
ings in Baba Amr, a western
neighborhood of Homs, which
was covered with a blanket of
fresh snow.

Syrian government forces took
control of Baba Amr on Thursday
after rebels fled the district under
constant bombardment that
activists said killed hundreds of
people since early February. The
Syrian regime has said it was
fighting “armed gangs” in Baba
Amr, and had vowed to “cleanse”
the neighborhood.

“It is unacceptable that people
who have been in need of emer-
gency assistance for weeks have
still not received any help,” said
Jakob Kellenberger, president of
the International Committee of
the Red Cross.

The Red Cross said it had
received permission from the gov-
ernment of President Bashar
Assad on Thursday to enter Baba
Amr, on the western side of Homs,
and a convoy of seven trucks with
15 tons of humanitarian aid was
poised to do so, but authorities
then blocked their access. There
was no explanation from the gov-
ernment about the change.

“We are staying in Homs
tonight in the hope of entering
Baba Amr in the very near
future,” Kellenberger said.

U.N. Secretary-General Ban
Ki-moon called on Syria to give
humanitarian workers immediate
access to people who desperately
need aid.

“The images which we have
seen in Syria are atrocious,” said
Ban. “It’s totally unacceptable,
intolerable. How, as a human

being, can you bear this situation?”
U.N. humanitarian chief

Valerie Amos has been trying,
without success, to get permission
from the Syrian government to
visit, and Ban said Assad’s regime
should let her into the country to
assess the situation without delay.

British photographer Paul Con-
roy, who was wounded by shelling
in Baba Amr and trapped there for
several days until he escaped, told
Britain’s Sky News that thousands
of people were still in Homs, “liv-
ing in bombed-out wrecks with
children six to a bed, rooms full of
people waiting to die.” He said
they had no electricity or water
and only meager supplies of food.

“It’s not a war. It’s a massacre –
indiscriminate massacre of men,
women and children,” he told the
broadcaster. “It’s snowing there
now and these people can’t make
fires.”

Bassel Fouad, a Syrian activist
who fled to Lebanon from Baba
Amr, said a colleague there told
him Friday that Syrian troops and
pro-government gunmen known
as shabiha were conducting
house-to-house raids.

“The situation is worse than
terrible inside Baba Amr,” Fouad
said. “Shabiha are entering homes
and setting them on fire.”

His colleague said the gunmen
lined 10 men up early Friday and
shot them to death in front of a
government cooperative that sells
subsidized food. Syrian forces
were detaining anyone over the
age of 14 in the three-story build-
ing, he added.

“They begin at the start of a
street and enter and search house
after house,” he said. “Then they
start with another street.”

The Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights
also said it had received reports of
10 people slain in front of a co-op
and called on the Red Cross team
heading to Homs to investigate
claims by residents the building is
being used a prison. Another
group, the Local Coordination
Committees, said 14 were killed.

The claims could not be inde-
pendently verified. Rupert
Colville, a spokesman for the
U.N. High Commissioner for
Human Rights, said in Geneva
that the agency had received
unconfirmed reports of “a particu-
larly grisly set of summary execu-
tions” involving 17 people in
Baba Amr after government
forces entered.

Putin sure of his victory

“When one party gets an illusion that it’s
invulnerable for a retaliatory strike by
another, that stokes up conflicts and
aggressive behavior. We consider that
extremely dangerous.”

Vladimir Putin
Russian prime minister

Syria blocks Red Cross
from ex-rebels’ enclave


