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Russian President Vladimir Putin spoke to the German chancellor and British prime minister in seperate
phone calls. (Kremlin.ru)

President Vladimir Putin told German and British leaders that Russia wants to ease the crisis
in Ukraine, but insisted that a planned Moscow-backed referendum on whether Crimea
should join Russia was within international law, the Kremlin has said.

In separate telephone calls with British Prime Minister David Cameron and German
Chancellor Angela Merkel, the Russian leader said Sunday that the "steps taken by the
legitimate leadership of Crimea are based on the norms of international law and aim to ensure
the legitimate interests of the peninsula's population," the Kremlin said in a statement.

Putin also accused the Ukrainian government of failing to do anything to stem the "racket by
ultra-nationalist and radical forces in the capital itself and in many regions," the statement
posted on the Kremlin's website said.
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Cameron urged Putin to organize direct talks between the governments of Russia and Ukraine
and seek a diplomatic solution to the crisis, while stressing the need for "all Ukrainian
people" to be involved in choosing their country's future at the presidential election
scheduled for late May, a Downing Street spokesperson said.

Germany delivered a harsher rebuke, with Merkel telling Putin that the planned March 16
referendum in Crimea on whether the peninsula should join Russia "violated the Ukrainian
Constitution and international law," the German government said in a statement, Reuters
reported.

Putin and the two European leaders agreed that it was in their common interests to ease the
tensions, "despite the differences in the assessments of the events," the Kremlin said.

Russia has dispatched troops to Crimea and has established effective control over the
peninsula. While Moscow has cited the need to protect the large Russian-speaking population
there from Ukrainian nationalists, clashes flared up Sunday when pro-Moscow activists and
Cossacks attacked a group of Ukrainians in Sevastopol.
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