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Refugee Center Attacked in Norway 

By WALTER GIBBS

OSLO — Norwegian police and immigration authorities have raised security at a refugee center following an attack by dozens of men armed with steel rods, knives and other weapons that lasted only 15 minutes and left more than 20 asylum seekers injured.

A police superintendent, Per Tore Fremstad, called the Thursday episode a “wave attack, ” in which 40 to 50 men climbed a fence around the center in Vaaler, about 30 miles south of Oslo. He said the attackers, apparently from around the region, swarmed the building at 9:45 p.m. and “began hitting out at people almost randomly.” More than 20 refugees were were taken to local hospitals, including one with a broken arm and another with a skull fracture.

On Friday morning, the police arrested five Chechen men, aged 23 to 43, on suspicion of taking part in the attack, but Mr. Fremstad said it was not clear that all the attackers were of the same nationality. Some media reports said the dispute may have grown out of a complaint that a Kurdish boy had bothered two Chechen women inside the center. In 2005, the police responded to repeated altercations at the center stemming from a demand by several Chechen residents for the imposition of strict Muslim law, or Sharia, at the facility.

“Whatever the original cause,” said Mr. Fremstad of the Thursday episode, “it was trivial until somebody’s honor got offended.”

The center in Vaaler houses some 250 asylum seekers from Russia, Iraq, Iran, Somalia and Eritrea, among other nations. It is one of 70 such facilities in Norway, where a total of 8,000 people live while their applications for asylum are under review.

Agnar Kaarboe, a spokesman at the Norwegian Directorate of Immigration, said the number of asylum seekers assigned to Vaaler was “defensible,” but he acknowledged systematic overcrowding at centers nationwide following a doubling in the number of asylum applications in the past year.

“The entire asylum reception system is under pressure,” he said. 

Immigration authorities are seeking to build many additional reception centers, often in the face of local opposition, and have resorted at times to erecting tents to house young male refugees.
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The continuing influx of migrants in Italy — including an estimated 9,000 arrivals in the first two weeks of July — prompted the government of Silvio Berlusconi to declare a state of national emergency on Friday.

The emergency measures will allow Italian officials “to adopt more accelerated procedures to manage new holding centers,” Mario Morcone, a top immigration official in the Ministry of the Interior, said in a statement. He said the declaration would allow the government to deal more efficiently with a “persistent and exceptional flow of non-E.U. citizens.”

Similar emergency measures have been introduced every year since 2002, and this year they were already in place in three southern Italian regions. But the recent spike in migration induced the government to boost its powers throughout the country, Mr. Morcone said.

But opposition leaders in Italy accused the government of fear mongering. Marco Minniti, shadow Minister of the Interior and a member of the center-left Democratic Party, said the emergency declaration “merely increases the preoccupation and insecurity in people, the exact opposite of what should be done.”
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