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BERLIN: A pastor ’s daughter raised
behind the Iron Curtain, Germany’s
Angela Merkel has defied predictions to
become Europe’s most powerful politician
and, some argue, the new “leader of the
free world”. As the West is badly shaken by
Donald Trump’s White House win, the
Brexit vote and the rise of shrill populism,
many see the pragmatic, no-nonsense
chancellor as the last voice of reason on a
chaotic global stage. The unruffled, some
say bland, style of the trained physicist
has seen Merkel, 62, lead Europe’s top
economy through the storms of the euro-
zone crisis, tensions with Russia and a his-
toric refugee influx.

During her marathon 11 years in power
she has seen world leaders come and go,
including George W. Bush, Tony Blair,
David Cameron, Jacques Chirac, and soon
Barack Obama and Francois Hollande.
Next year she will seek another four-year
term in office. Once derided as Europe’s
“austerity queen”, she recently earned
kudos when she reminded Trump that
cooperation must be based on “democra-
cy, freedom and respect for the law and
the dignity of man”.

International newspapers declared
Merkel the new torch-bearer of liberal

democracy, and outgoing US President
Obama called her his closest partner say-
ing: “If I were German and I had a vote, I
might support her.” In a signature show of
modesty, Merkel waved off the many
accolades as “grotesque and absurd”. Days
later, she told her centre-right CDU party
she was up to the challenge of running
again, declaring dutifully that “many peo-
ple would not be very understanding if I
failed to use all of my experience to do my
duty for Germany”.

Behind the Wall 
With a doctorate in quantum chem-

istry, Merkel is known for a methodical
approach to problem-solving, rather than
for soaring oratory or big-vision state-
ments. Seemingly devoid of vanity and
indifferent to the trappings of power, she
lives in a Berlin flat with her media-shy sci-
entist husband Joachim Sauer, shops in a
local supermarket and spends holidays
hiking in the Alps. Germans seem to like it
that way, given how past ideologues
have plunged the country into catastro-
phe, and have re-elected “Mutti”
(Mummy) twice since 2005. Merkel was
born Angela Dorothea Kasner in 1954 in
the port city of Hamburg.  — AFP

ROME: With campaigning over, media
silence was imposed across Italy yes-
terday on the eve of a constitutional
referendum seen as crucial to the
future of Prime Minister Matteo Renzi.
In the frantic final round of campaign-
ing which ended on Friday, Renzi’s
domestic rivals vowed to knock down
referendum proposals to streamline
parliament and force the centre-left
leader out of office.

The prime minister is hoping for a
last-minute turnaround in voter senti-
ment in favour of a “Yes” vote when
Italy goes to the polls today. With
#silenzioelettorale (electoral silence)
widely in evidence on Twitter, most
Italians online were rejoicing at the
end of a highly-charged campaign.
Politically and economically, the stakes
are high.

After Britain’s vote to leave the EU

and Donald Trump’s presidential tri-
umph in the United States, Renzi is
being portrayed as next in line to suf-
fer a populist backlash from fed-up
and forgotten voters. His pledge to
quit if he loses the vote has focused
the campaign on his record, exacerbat-
ing fears of political instability and
economic turbulence in the eurozone’s
third-biggest economy should he be
forced out. 

Protest vote 
At stake today is whether to slash

the size and powers of the second
chamber Senate and transfer other
powers from the regions to the nation-
al government. Renzi says this will
mean more effective leadership of a
country that has had 60 different gov-
ernments since the constitution was
approved in 1948. But it seems certain

some disgruntled voters will vote “No”
as a protest-either against Renzi or the
years of economic stagnation. The pro-
posals have come under fire from
opponents who see them as ill-consid-
ered and potentially opening the door
to the kind of authoritarian rule the
constitution is designed to prevent.

Some 50 million Italians are eligible
to vote, with opinion polls showing
many people still undecided. The last
permitted polls, published on November
18, gave the “No” camp at least a five-to-
eight-point lead, with more than a quar-
ter of voters undecided.

‘Could undermine democracy’ 
In the Mercato Trieste, a food hall

in a leafy middle-class neighborhood
of northern Rome, most of traders and
shoppers on Saturday morning
appeared to be either opposed to the

reform or yet to make up their minds.
Egg seller Emanuela Carosi, wrapping
free range eggs in bundles of newspa-
per, said she would definitely vote “No”.
“The Constitution was written by cho-
sen people, luminaries, not politicians
like we have today. They are not up to
it. And I’m worried that it could under-
mine our democracy.”

Slicing Wagyu beef steaks at an
upmarket meat counter, butcher
Antonio Canestri said he also opposes
the reform but may vote for it for fear
of the consequences. “I am afraid about
what happens in the event of a ‘No’. We
know what we have now, we don’t
know what we will find with the
reform, but I am worried about the
possibility there could be economic
chaos if the ‘No’ wins.” A large majority
of the political class, from the far-left to
the extreme right, have warned about

the risk of concentrating too much
power in the government’s hands.

48 crucial hours 
Former premier Silvio Berlusconi

initially gave his blessing to the pro-
posed reform but switched sides as
the rising tide of opposition put
Renzi’s job on the line. “Go out and
vote so that Renzi doesn’t become our
boss and the boss of Italy,” he said late
on Friday. At the same time Renzi, was
campaigning in Florence, where he
was formerly mayor, urging supporters
to convince the undecided. “There are
so many of them and we must go and
seek them out, one-by-one, because
everything will be decided in these 48
hours,” he said. The possibility that it
could turn into a tight race has ener-
gized Italians abroad, for whom voting
ended on Thursday. — AFP 

Media silence across Italy on eve of crunch referendum

NEW DELHI: Britain’s former premier said yester-
day the election of France’s Marine Le Pen would
be a “big body blow” for Europe, saying he
hoped for the victory of a mainstream party.
David Cameron said the recent rise of “anti-sys-
tem, populist” and “quite extreme political par-
ties” in Western Europe did not mark the end of
globalization, but warned of the immediate
need to make a “major course correction” to
address related economic and cultural chal-
lenges. 

“If France were to elect Marine Le Pen, that
would be obviously a very big body blow for the
European project,” he said at a Hindustan Times

organized conference in New Delhi, hoping for a
victory of “a mainstream party that can unite
people behind their candidacy”. He said the
demand for and benefit of free trade, travel, spe-
cialization, technology, innovation were not
going away.

“But we do need to understand very pro-
foundly the things that have happened, that
have caused the events you have seen in Europe
and the wider world in the last one year,” he
added. Cameron resigned as prime minister in
June after he-a supporter and campaigner for
Britain to remain in the European Union-lost a
high-stakes national referendum on the very

issue. He defended the merits of having Britain
stay in the bloc.  “I still believe it would have
been better for Britain to remain inside the EU,”
he said in the Indian capital.  “Our neighbors, our
partners, our friends and our allies and I wanted
us to stay in the room with them when they
make decisions that affect us and our continent,”
Cameron added.

Hollande vows to fight for weakest 
Meanwhile, French President Francois

Hollande vowed yesterday to spend the final
months of his presidency fighting to protect the
rights of the most vulnerable in society and the
world. Speaking on his first foreign trip since
announcing he would not stand for re-election,
the socialist president also hit out at the policies
of the conservative candidate who is now
favorite to succeed him in May.

“My decisions as president have been based
first and foremost on protecting,” Hollande said,
adding that he had always sought to look out for
the “most vulnerable” and “civilian populations
threatened by wars and terrorism”. “This will be
my task until the month of May.” 

Hollande took issue with a campaign pledge
by conservative frontrunner Francois Fillon to
shed 500,000 public sector jobs if he becomes
president. “When you have no civil servants, you
have no state, and when you have no state, you
have no France,” he told members of the French
expatriate community in Abu Dhabi. Hollande
was in the United Arab Emirates capital to attend
a conference on protecting the world’s cultural
heritage against the threats of extremism and
conflict. He also visited the site of the new Louvre
Abu Dhabi, which is expected to open in 2017
after much delay. Faced with record low approval
ratings, Hollande announced on Thursday that
he would not put his name forward to stand as
socialist candidate in next year’s presidential
election. Opinion polls suggest that Fillon and
far-right candidate Marine Le Pen will win the
first round in April and face each other in a runoff
the following month. — Agencies 

VIENNA: Austria’s long and ugly presiden-
tial campaign drew to a close yesterday,
with a confident far-right aiming to emu-
late Donald Trump and Brexit campaigners
by dealing a hammer-blow to Vienna’s cen-
trist establishment. A victory today for
Norbert Hofer from the anti-immigration
and EU-critical Freedom Party (FPOe)
would make him Europe’s first far-right
elected president since 1945.

The Austrian presidency is largely cere-
monial but it would be another triumph for
populist politics a month since Donald
Trump’s US election victory and five
months after the British chose to leave the
European Union. The election comes on
the same day as a closely-watched referen-
dum in Italy and ahead of elections next
year in France, Germany and the
Netherlands where anti-mainstream and
anti-immigration forces are forecast to do
well too.

“That a far-right candidate for a party
founded partly by Nazis and with a history
of anti-Semitism could be so close to pow-
er at the heart of Europe is self-evidently
troubling,” a Financial Times editorial said
this week. “But it should be a wake-up call
to mainstream politicians rather than a
cause for despair.”

One voter, Helwig Leibinger, told AFP at
Hofer’s final rally in Vienna on Friday that
“we hope that Hofer can ensure that our
borders remain closed, that we have con-
trols, that we have security”. “We want a
commander-in-chief of the armed forces
who can give the right orders,” he said.
“There are new parties representing differ-
ent points of view on the rise... We want to
be part of the EU but not to lose our identi-
ty.” The FPOe is the “xenophobic face of
Austria,” Vienna’s centre-left Mayor Michael
Haeupl. The country doesn’t need someone
who will “bring shame on Austria”.

‘Election of Hate’ 
Polls suggest that the contest between

gun enthusiast and former aircraft engi-
neer Hofer, 45, and independent Alexander
Van der Bellen, 72, a former head of the
Greens and economics professor, is too
close to call. Hofer won the first round in

April, knocking out candidates from the
centre-right and centre-left that have dom-
inated national politics since World War II.

Van der Bellen won a May runoff by just
31,000 votes but the FPOe got the result
annulled due to irregularities. This time
there are 20 percent fewer postal votes,
which might benefit Hofer, experts say. The
campaign, which has lasted 11 months
including the first round in April,  has
become increasingly bitter. A final T V
debate on Thursday saw Hofer call Van der
Bellen a liar 24 times, vice versa three times.

Hofer posters have been defaced with
Hitler moustaches, Van der Bellen’s with
dog excrement. Hofer has called his chal-
lenger a “communist” and a “fascist green
dictator”, while Van der Bellen has labeled
Hofer a “demagogue”. The Die Presse daily
dubbed the final debate a “key scene in the
screenplay of the slow decline of Austria’s
political culture”. The Oesterreich tabloid’s
front page headline yesterday was “Hass-
Wahl” (“Election of Hate”).

Government collapse? 
Populist groups across Europe, on the

right and the left, have benefitted from a
growing sense of unease about globalisa-
tion, multiculturalism, growing inequality
and austerity cuts. “There is huge frustra-
tion,” political analyst Thomas Hofer (no
relation) told AFP. Voters are “flocking to
populist movements and the easy answers
that are offered by those parties.”

What a Hofer victory might mean is
unclear. He says he wants more referen-
dums, including on continued EU member-
ship if Turkey joins or if the bloc becomes
more centralized. Hitherto unused presi-
dential powers could, in theory, allow him
to fire centre-left Chancellor Christian
Kern’s government.  “You’ll be amazed by
what’s possible,” Hofer said before the first
round, a comment made much of by Van
der Bellen and which Hofer says he regrets
having uttered. More realistically, though,
his victory could prompt Kern and the cen-
tre-right to pull the plug on their unhappy
coalition and call early elections. And lead-
ing the polls right now? None other than
the FPOe. — AFP

KOBOKO, Uganda: Isaac waited as soldiers
came to take away his cellmates, one by one,
fearing the worst as the uniformed men
returned alone and spattered in blood. A day
earlier the 24-year-old pharmacy assistant was
detained by soldiers from South Sudan’s majori-
ty Dinka tribe, while taking medicine to his sick
father outside the southwestern town of Yei.

Searching his bag, the soldiers discovered the
medicine and knew by his language that he was
a member of the Kakwa ethnic group. They
accused him of trying to supply medicine to
anti-government rebels-many of them Kakwa-
hiding in the bush and took him to the small
room on a military base that was to be his
prison. Four others shared the cell overnight. A
man named James was the first to be called out.

“They said he was going to fetch water. But
we waited all evening, that guy was not back
until now,” said Isaac, who spoke to AFP in a
refugee camp in northern Uganda and did not
want to give his last name. Later, when the sol-
dier returned, “his chest was bloodied even the
legs was full of blood.” A second man was called
out. Fearing for their lives Isaac and his remain-
ing cellmate began to pray and cry out. The
Sudan People’s Liberation Army (SPLA) is domi-
nated by Dinkas but includes other tribes from
the Equatoria region where Yei is situated. Five
soldiers responded to their shouts.

Soldiers caned by comrades 
Hearing that two Kakwa prisoners had dis-

appeared, the Equatorian soldiers went to their
Dinka commander. “He said that’s not their con-
cern,” said Isaac. From the window of his cell
Isaac could see what happened next. At the
order of the commander, the five Equatorian sol-
diers were made to stand in the sun and each
was caned 50 times. Hours later those soldiers
turned their guns on their officers and demand-
ed the prisoners be released. 

The cell door was opened and Isaac fled. Days
later he was on the road with his family walking
to Uganda. Ethnic violence has characterised
South Sudan’s political crisis since conflict erupt-
ed in 2013, and refugees fleeing Yei have
described a disturbing pattern of targeted
killings in the town that was once a haven of
peace in the war-torn country. The conflict ini-
tially pitted Dinka and Nuer supporters of
President Salva Kiir and his former vice-president
Riek Machar against each other.

However observers say it has metastasised
with other tribes joining one side or the other,
often with the hope of getting an upper hand in
local conflicts over land and other issues. In Yei,
violence has surged since the collapse of an
August 2015 peace deal between Kiir and
Machar led to an outbreak of violence in the
capital Juba, sending thousands fleeing to
Uganda.

Dead piled into lorries 
Refugees told AFP how SPLA forces went

door to door, killing civilians from tribes they
accuse of supporting the rebels. “At night they
don’t shoot guns because people will realise
there’s a problem... they will call you to come out
and use knives,” said Isaac, who said many of his
former school mates fight with the rebels. He
said he once saw the dead piled into a convoy of
three lorries and taken away.

“You see blood on the vehicle, blood flowing,
that’s when you realise there are dead bodies
going. They take them to the barracks and they
have that vehicle for making holes then they

dump them there.” However both sides have
been accused of atrocities. “Now only
Equatorians are being killed but when the rebels
enter the town that’s when you find that the
Dinka are being shot,” said Isaac. His story
echoes those told by over 20 refugees inter-
viewed by AFP.

Government ‘targeting civilians’ 
Irene, from the Lulobo ethnic group, fled

Mambe in Yei River State when Dinka men raid-
ed her house and called for her husband by
name.  Irene said she knew they were Dinka
from the distinctive traditional facial scars. “The
person who shot him just knocked at the door
and called by name. When he heard that he
pushed me under the bed with the children,”
said the 28-year-old. The soldiers burst in, shone
a torch around and shot her husband.

Irene fled with her children but while walking
through the bush to Uganda she and the group
she was with encountered another group of
armed Dinka men.  “Two women were trapped
and raped by the men. — AFP

Le Pen victory would be 
‘blow’ to EU: Cameron

‘Quite extreme political parties ‘

PARIS: French far-right Front National (FN) party president, member of European Parliament
and candidate for France’s 2017 presidential election, Marine Le Pen (C) addresses journalists
during a visit at a horse fair. — AFP 

VIENNA: Alexander Van der Bellen addresses his last election campaign rally. — AFP 

Long, ugly Austrian election 
campaign draws to a close

Ethnic killings rampant in 
once-placid S Sudan town

JUDA: This file photo taken on November 28, 2016 shows Frances Saida (2L) and Shuvai Nyoni
(3L), members of the UN Human Rights Office, meet with displaced civilians at a community
centre of the UN Protection of Civilians (PoC) site. — AFP 

Merkel: From austerity queen 
to ‘leader of the free world’


