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Anyone who says it’s all work and no
play for the hordes of diplomats,
officials, security agents, analysts

and reporters who have descended on
Vienna for what should be the finale of
almost two years of Iran nuclear talks is
dead wrong. As the manager of a local
brothel said, when the Iran talks are in
town, “business is booming”. He declined
to say who were his most frequent cus-
tomers, but made clear that, as far as he
was concerned, the longer the negotia-
tions between Iran and six world powers
drag on, the better. 

Some journalists are also pleased that
this round of talks is in Vienna; when the
last ministerial round, in March, was held
in Lausanne, in notoriously expensive
Switzerland, an Iranian reporter com-
plained that  he was having trouble
affording short-term companionship.
Brothels are legal in Austria - so much so
that last month an Austrian night club
announced it was offering customers free
sex in a summer-long protest over what
its owner described as punitive tax rates.

Too much ‘third man’?
Vienna’s Palais Coburg hotel, a 19th-

century palace, has hosted most rounds
of the talks since February 2014, and for
all that time rumours have circulated
about a network of underground tunnels
connec ting i t  to brothels  and other
establishments. One Western diplomat
said they could be just Iran-talks folklore
inspired by Carol Reed’s classic 1949 film
noir “The Third Man”, which features a
chase scene through Vienna’s sewer sys-
tem. Some negotiators opt for a different
kind of leisure activity anyway. One took
a day off from haggling over uranium
centrifuges and the legal technicalities of
UN inspections to cycle 70 km along the
Danube River - seemingly undeterred by
the bicycle crash that put US Secretary of
State John Kerry on crutches in May, the
day after a nuclear meeting with Iran’s
foreign minister in Geneva. 

Other diplomats shed their business
attire and enjoyed a splash in the public
pools.  But  their  impatience is  c lear.
“These talks have become obsessional,”
said one. “I’d quite like to do something
else now. It ’s enough to make you go
crazy.” Like the food, for instance. Luxury
hotel or not, after 10 days of the same
lunch buffet, its starts to get repetitive;

the Iranian delegation has taken to bring-
ing in main courses from a local Persian
restaurant.

Achtung! Ice cream
The talks were supposed to finish by

June 30 but, days before the deadline,
one delegation were already joking in a
beer garden in Vienna’s “Stadtpark” about
“Groundhog Day”, the 1993 film about a

man who relives the same day over and
over again. Sure enough, the talks were
extended by another week. With energy
needing to be saved for the long haul,
the closest local DIY and garden store
rapidly sold out of folding picnic chairs,
which have become essential equipment
for reporters staking out the talks.

As daytime temperatures have soared
towards 40 Celsius (104 Fahrenheit) ,
keeping cool can be difficult. Many tele-
vision crews and photographers and a
few correspondents are decked out in

shorts and t-shirts and, in an attempt to
cool the tempers of grumpy reporters,
has Austrian Foreign Ministry has been
supplying free ice cream. At least once a
day, a ministry employee wheels a cart
full of lollies and cones into the media
tent,  cal l ing out “Achtung, attention
please!” to get the journalists with their
laptops to clear a space - before the pre-
dictable scrum empties the cart of all but

a few unpopular varieties.

You’re an idiot!
But that’s still not enough to get some

of the reporters through their day. “I’ve
run out of words,” said a French-language
repor ter.  “ I  used my last  ounce of
strength to do a story this morning. How
many different ways can you say ‘inched
towards a deal’?” For an Italian journalist
in the tent, where temperatures soared
above 40 Celsius after the air condition-
ing broke down, it  was all  too much.

“You’re an idiot!” he screamed down the
phone to his editor, “A moron! A moron!
A moron!” And then he hung up.

One local reporter suggested to his
foreign minister that keeping foreign
correspondents cooped up in a stifling
tent might be encouraging them to send
home the wrong message about
Austrian hospitality. The minister, fresh-
faced 28-year-old Sebastian Kurz, took

the warning to heart and invited foreign
reporters to Sunday brunch at his min-
istry, rather improbably making peace
among nations in the process. Iranian
repor ters came along -  even though
some of them were unable to enjoy the
Viennese pastries because they were
fasting for the holy month of Ramadan -
and quickly found themselves rubbing
shoulders with Israeli journalists, aban-
doning their usual reciprocal frostiness
in the rush to get a “selfie” with the min-
ister. —Reuters
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One year ago, a new war erupted between
Israel and Palestinians in the Gaza Strip,
the third in six years. In the course of the

conflict-the longest, deadliest and most destruc-
tive - 2,251 Palestinians were killed, including 551
children. More than 10,000 were wounded and
100,000 were left homeless. On the Israeli side 73
people were killed, of whom 67 were soldiers. Up
to 1,600 were wounded, according to the United
Nations.

How did it start?   
In June 2014, Palestinians abducted three

young Israelis near a Jewish settlement in the
occupied West Bank. The kidnapping sparked a
massive manhunt in which hundreds of
Palestinians were arrested and at least five killed.
The teens’ bodies were discovered near Hebron
18 days later. The triple killing also led to the gris-
ly revenge slaying of 16-year-old Palestinian
Mohammed Abu Khder, who was snatched in east
Jerusalem and burned alive by Israelis last July.
The uptick in violence, and Israel’s arrest of senior
West Bank Hamas officials in the hunt for its miss-
ing teens, triggered a surge in rocket fire from
Gaza, where Hamas is the de facto power. During
the evening of July 7 at least 80 rockets were fired
into southern and central Israel, the army said. 

The military wing of Hamas claimed responsi-
bility. The next day Israel launched “Operation
Protective Edge”, with air strikes on what it said
were “approximately 50” Gaza targets and the
stated objectives of halting the rocket fire and
destroying attack tunnels into Israel. Israel began
a ground offensive on July 17. It withdrew its
troops on August 5, saying that all the militant
tunnels so far located had been destroyed but
there were still “many other missions to com-
plete”.  Air  and naval  bombardments on the
coastal strip continued until an Egyptian-bro-
kered truce was reached in Cairo on August 26.

War crimes?   
Each side has denied allegations it breached

international law during the hostilities, while
accusing each other of abuse. The Palestinians
have signed up to the International Criminal
Court to pursue charges against Israel, and last
month submitted a first dossier of evidence. On
June 22 a United Nations commission of inquiry
announced it had received “credible allegations”
that both sides had committed war cr imes.
Previously several rights groups had accused
Israel of using indiscriminate force against civil-
ians and residential buildings, including UN facili-
ties. They also accused Hamas of exploiting the
fighting to execute Palestinian rivals and alleged
Palestinian armed groups committed war crimes
with “indiscriminate” rocket fire.

What has changed?   
Several rockets have been fired at Israel since

the truce and the Jewish state has responded
with air strikes. Palestinian militant groups say
they have repaired tunnels, which they used to
carry out deadly assaults on Israeli troops and
inflict on them the heaviest losses since the 2006
Lebanon war against Hezbollah. Although both
sides speak confidently of their preparedness for
a new confrontation, “neither Israel nor Hamas
wants a new war now,” Gazan political scientist
Mukhaimer Abu Saada says.

There have been indirect talks with a view to
a long-term Gaza truce in exchange for Israel
lifting or easing its blockade on the territory. In
previous  indi rec t  t ruce  negot iat ions  the
Palestinians demanded construction of a Gaza
seaport, reconstruction of the coastal enclave’s
bombed-out airport and an end to the block-
ade. They failed to achieve those aims, which
were to have been raised at further talks in the
wake of the war. —AFP
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Greece’s maverick finance minister Yanis Varoufakis,
who announced his surprise resignation yesterday,
achieved near-celebrity status with an urban-cool

image and visceral attacks on the country’s international
creditors. In the culmination of his verbal barbs on the eve
of the referendum, Varoufakis accused the lenders of “ter-
rorism”, by pushing for Greeks to vote “Yes” to bailout terms
that would “humiliate” them. The “No” camp won a
resounding victory on Sunday, but Varoufakis stepped
aside, saying it had become clear his departure would help
Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras in the ensuing negotiations
with creditors. “Minister No More!” the 54-year-old
announced on his blog.

“Soon after the announcement of the referendum
results, I was made aware of a certain preference by some
Eurogroup participants, and assorted ‘partners’, for my...
‘absence’ from its meetings.” During five months of fruitless
talks between Athens and its creditors, Varoufakis’ blunt
negotiating tactics-and lack of previous political experi-
ence-often angered those across the table. At times,
Varoufakis seemed more at ease chatting with unem-
ployed anarchists than with his fellow European finance
ministers, or International Monetary Fund officials.

‘Wearing loathing with pride’   
Germany’s veteran Finance Minister Wolfgang Schaeuble,

in particular, made little secret of the fact that he found him
particularly difficult to deal with. But many Greeks admired his
approach and Varoufakis declared in his resignation
announcement: “I shall wear the creditors’ loathing with pride.”
He believed that Greece’s shattered economy could only
recover once the terms of its bailout are drastically revised-
and that creditors must write off some of its massive 320 bil-
lion euros ($353 billion) of debt.

From the moment that the economics professor-or “acci-
dental economist” as he calls himself-was appointed follow-
ing the radical left Syriza party’s victory in January elections, it
was clear Varoufakis would refuse to bow to convention. His
look immediately set him apart from the pinstriped world of
finance ministers. His jacket collar was turned up to his shaven
head, his shirts were sometimes flowery, and away from
meetings he preferred a motorbike to a chaffeur-driven limo-
he was quickly dubbed “Greece’s Bruce Willis”.

He rarely employed the carefully-chosen words of the
financial milieu, and was fond of sharing his thoughts in fre-
quent blog posts. After the final pre-referendum bailout
negotiations broke down last week, Varoufakis slammed
Europe’s governance. “This is not the way to run a monetary
union. This is a travesty. It’s a comedy of errors for five years

now, Europe has been extending and pretending,” he told the
BBC. By then, his abrasive style had led to him being removed
from frontline negotiations on the bailout, although his influ-
ence was still clear.

Though he prides himself on defending ordinary Greeks,
Varoufakis’ background was anything but common. His father
Giorgos Varoufakis, once headed one of Greece’s leading steel
producers, Halyvourgiki. He also attended the Moraitis School,
whose alumni include prominent Greek leaders and artists. In
a public relations blunder, as Greeks were pulling in their belts
even tighter, Varoufakis allowed himself to be pictured in Paris
Match at a piano and dining in style with his wife on the roof
terrace of their apartment overlooking the Acropolis, while
telling the magazine he abhorred the “star system”.

His father said his son’s critics “want to run him down
because he is competent.” “Yanis is a very good boy, and is
always telling the prime minister what to do, which is why
he adores him,” he told the Greek daily Ethnos. His early aca-
demic career was spent in England at the universities of
Essex, East Anglia and Cambridge. In 1998 Varoufakis moved
to Australia, and he is now a dual Greek and Australian citi-
zen. He moved back to Greece in 2000 to teach at the
University of Athens, and in January 2013 accepted a post at
the University of Texas in Austin before Greece-and its prob-
lems-called him back. —AFP

Varoufakis: Scourge of Greece’s creditors

VIENNA: US Secretary of State John Kerry(3rd left), flanked by Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Wendy Sherman
(left) and US Energy Secretary Dr Ernest Moniz (2nd left), sits with British Foreign Secretary Philip Hammond (fourth left)
and Russian Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov (2nd right) yesterday, during a plenary session of the P5+1 member countries
amid negotiations with Iranian officials about the future of their country’s nuclear program. —AFP


