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LONDON: Rising political star Chuka
Umunna abruptly withdrew yesterday
from the race to become the new leader
of Britain’s defeated centre-left Labor
opposition party, three days after
announcing his intention to run. In a
statement, Umunna blamed the “added
level of pressure that comes with being
a leadership candidate”. “I have not
found it a comfortable experience,” the
36-year-old said. In a Facebook video on
Tuesday, Umunna had said he wanted
to stand for the Labor leadership, fol-
lowing the party’s electoral drubbing
last week and the resignation of Ed
Miliband as leader.

Umunna was the bookmakers’
favorite. His withdrawal leaves Andy
Burnham as the new favorite, with
Yvette Cooper, Mary Creagh and Liz
Kendall the other declared runners so
far. Labor hoped to form the govern-
ment after the May 7 election but was
heavily defeated by Prime Minister
David Cameron’s centre-right
Conservatives.

Urbane and unashamed of enjoying
the high life, Umunna has only served
five years as a member of parliament.
However, he has impressed Labor
grandees such as former Prime Minister
Tony Blair and former European trade
commissioner Peter Mandelson with his
broad appeal to business leaders and
traditional egalitarians alike.

Ethnic minority 
If elected, he would have been the

first ethnic minority leader of a major

British political party and he has spoken
of how his late father’s example of fight-
ing corruption in Nigeria inspired him.
But there was concern about his lack of
experience; with his stint in the shadow
cabinet and membership of an influen-
tial parliamentary committee on finance
his most notable achievements to date.

Umunna, a self-identified “European
social democrat”, has said that Labor
“can’t be afraid to say we want to help
people make their first million,” in a
sharp contrast to tone of the party’s
election campaign. Umunna grew up in
the multi-cultural neighborhood of
Streatham in south London, which he
now represents in parliament. 

His father Bennett, a Nigerian immi-
grant from the Igbo tribe, arrived at
Liverpool docks in the 1960s with only a
suitcase of belongings to his name
before setting up an import-export busi-
ness. His mother, Patricia Milmo, was a
solicitor and daughter of High Court
judge Helenus Milmo, a prosecutor at
the Nuremberg Nazi trials. Bennett, who
had returned to Nigeria to run as an
anti-corruption candidate, died in a road
accident when Umunna was aged 13.
Umunna followed his mother into the
legal profession, and built up a reputa-
tion as a slick operator with a penchant
for exclusive nightclubs and bespoke
suits. — AFP 
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LONDON: File photo shows Britain’s Shadow business secretary Chuka
Umunna delivering a speech. — AP

LUXEMBOURG: Luxembourg Prime Minister Xavier
Bettel is to wed his gay partner, becoming the first
European Union leader to enter into a same-sex mar-
riage, a symbol of growing social change across the
continent. Bettel, 42, a centre-right politician who
became premier in 2013, wil l  marry Gauthier
Destenay, a Belgian architect, just months after the
conservative Roman Catholic duchy legalised gay
weddings.

The low-key ceremony at the town hall  in
Luxembourg is being deliberately kept out of the
media spotlight and will be followed by weekend-
long private celebrations for around 500 guests,
sources said. Among those invited are Belgian Prime
Minister Charles Michel. As well as being the first
leader in the 28-nation EU to wed a gay partner, Bettel
is only the second in the world after Iceland’s Prime
Minister Johanna Sigurdardottir, who married her
writer partner in 2010. On the eve of his marriage to
Destenay, Bettel said he had not wanted to hide his
sexuality.

“I could have hidden it or repressed it and been
unhappy my whole life. I could have had relations
with someone of the other sex while having homosex-
ual relations in secret,” he told Belgium’s RTBF public
television. “But I told myself that if you want to be a
politician be honest in politics, you have to be honest
with yourself and to accept that you are who you are.”
Same-sex marriage was approved by Luxembourg’s
parliament in June 2014 and the first weddings took
place on January 1, 2015. In August, Bettel said he
would marry Destenay with whom he has been in a
civil union since 2010. “He asked me and I said ‘yes,’”
he told the Los Angeles Times.

‘Warm and sympathetic’ 
Stephane Bern, a broadcaster who is a friend of

Bettel, told the Luxemburger Wort daily: “Everyone
finds this to be a very warm and sympathetic sym-
bol.”“Xavier Bettel wants to stay discreet, there is noth-
ing ostentatious about this ceremony, but the symbol-
ism is very strong-it shows he is a reformist prime min-
ister.” Indeed Bettel symbolises political as well as social
change in Luxembourg, a small very wealthy country
nestled between Belgium, Germany and France that
was one of the founding members of what became the
EU.

He replaced the now-European Commission head
Jean-Claude Juncker as prime minister in December
2013, ending the grizzled veteran’s 19 years of conser-
vative leadership with a promise to modernize the
country. The newlyweds will briefly pose for the media
after exchanging their vows in front of Lydie Polfer,
Bettel’s successor as mayor of Luxembourg. 

They will then host cocktails at the Cercle Cite
municipal building, which housed the original court of
justice of the European Coal and Steel Community, the
EU’s ancestor. But they have postponed their honey-
moon because of Bettel’s busy political schedule which
includes Luxembourg taking over the rotating presi-
dency of the EU on July 1. Bettel is also campaigning to
win a June 7 referendum on a series of reforms, includ-
ing limiting the premier’s term to 10 years and cutting
the voting age to 16 years. Paul Henri Meyer, a lawmak-
er from Juncker’s Christian Social People’s party (CSV)
said the tiny duchy was becoming a standard bearer for
social change across the EU despite its strong Roman
Catholic leanings. “People of the same sex can now also
apply for adoption in Luxembourg,” he said. — AFP
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CATANIA: Traffickers responsible for a
migrant shipwreck in which more than
700 people died tried to pack hundreds
more onboard, the prosecutor investigat-
ing the Mediterranean’s worst disaster
since World War II has revealed. In three-
and-a-half years as chief prosecutor in
the Sicilian city of Catania, Giovanni Salvi
has ordered the arrest of dozens of peo-
ple smugglers-but none of them has
been alleged to have as much blood on
their hands as Mohammed Ali Malek, the
Tunisian captain of the recklessly over-
crowded boat that capsized and sank off
Libya on the night of April 18/19.

Hundreds of the victims were locked
in the hold, their panicked reactions hav-
ing contributed to the vessel toppling
over following a collision with a mer-
chant ship sent to its aid. Having seen
photographs of the inside of the sunken
wreck Salvi has no doubt that the scale
of the disaster was as great as depicted
by the 24 migrants who survived.

“We will never know the exact num-
ber but I fear we will be in a position to
confirm a death toll close to 800,” the 63-

year-old veteran of Sicily’s battles with
the mafia told AFP in an interview. And it
could have been much worse. “There
were supposed to be 1,200 people on
the boat but after having stuffed every-
one into every possible corner, they liter-
ally could not get anyone else onboard
before they left Libya,” Salvi said.

The prosecutor’s examination of
events on that fateful night was now
complete and he said a decision would
be made soon on whether Malek, 27,
would stand trial on charges of culpable
homicide, causing a shipwreck, confine-
ment of human beings and collusion in
illegal immigration. A Syrian who is
alleged to have served as first mate on
the boat is also in custody awaiting pos-
sible trial on lesser charges.

Libya vacuum 
The wreck was the third significant

disaster of its kind that has landed on
Salvi’s desk as the migrant flux from
North Africa has reached unprecedented
proportions in the last 18 months. More
than 200,000 people have landed at

Italy’s ports since the start of 2014 and
more than 5,000 have perished in the
attempt to get there. The first two major
wrecks were easier to deal with because
the boats had left from Egypt, where
Italy’s judiciary can count on good coop-
eration with the local authorities.

“Three traffickers we believe to be the
bosses of the criminal gang behind these
(first two) wrecks were arrested,” Salvi
said. “But in Libya there is no authority to
cooperate with.” Salvi describes the
smugglers as well organized but dis-
counts suggestions they form a single
network or that they are working hand-
in-hand with Italian organized crime.

Traffickers dealing with refugees from
Syria, Eritrea and Somalia often offer a
made-to-measure travel service
designed to get the client to their
desired final destination. Their business
depends on trust but they can also be
ruthless when required: in Catania last
year, smugglers abducted ten migrant
youths as part of a ploy to ensure their
relatives met agreed payments for their
trips. — AFP 
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