
HONOLULU: US President Barack Obama
is returning to the rancor of the nation’s
capital after two weeks of fun and sun in
his native Hawaii, saying he’s “fired up” for
his final year in office and ready to tackle
unfinished business.

At the top of Obama’s priority list is
executive action that is expected to
expand when background checks are
required for gun purchases. Obama is
meeting with Attorney General Loretta
Lynch on Monday to discuss a three-
month review of what actions he could
take to help reduce gun violence.

The actions, which are staunchly
opposed by Republicans and are likely to
spark a legal fight, continues to under-
score Obama’s desire to keep up an

aggressive agenda in 2016, even as the
public’s attention shifts to the presidential
election.

Obama spent much of his vacation out
of the public eye, playing golf with friends
and dining out on the island of Oahu with
his family. He also worked on his final
State of the Union address, scheduled for
Jan 12. The address to Congress is a high-
profile opportunity for the president to try
to reassure the public about his national
security stewardship after the attacks in
Paris and San Bernardino, California.
Advisers say Obama will also look for oth-
er opportunities to keep security issues at
the forefront as he tries to ease Americans’
concerns. “Over the coming weeks and
months, the American people should

expect the president to continue to com-
municate directly about his commitment
to fighting terrorism and protecting the
homeland,” spokesman Eric Schultz said.

Another crack 
Congressional Republicans have out-

lined a competing agenda for January,
saying they’ll spend the first days of 2016
taking another crack at eliminating keys
parts of the president’s health insurance
law and ending federal funding for
Planned Parenthood. The legislation is
unlikely to become law, but it is popular
with the GOP base in an election year.

The debate over Obama’s gun actions
will quickly spill over into the presidential
campaign. Democratic front-runner

Hillary Clinton has already called for more
aggressive executive actions on guns,
while Republican candidates largely
oppose efforts to expand background
checks or take other steps that curb access
to guns. In his weekly radio address,
Obama said tens of thousands of people
have died in the US from gun violence
since background check legislation stalled
three years ago.

“Each time, we’re told that common-
sense reforms like background checks
might not have stopped the last massacre,
or the one before that, so we shouldn’t do
anything,” Obama said. “We know that we
can’t stop every act of violence. But what if
we tried to stop even one?” Federally
licensed gun sellers are required by law to

seek criminal background checks before
completing a sale. But gun control advo-
cacy groups say some of the people who
sell firearms at gun shows are not federally
licensed, increasing the chance of sales to
customers prohibited by law from pur-
chasing guns.

Despite his deep differences with
Republicans, Obama has cited two agen-
da items for 2016 that have bipartisan
support: a free trade agreement with 11
other nations called the Trans-Pacific
Partnership and changes in the criminal
justice system that would reduce incarcer-
ation rates for nonviolent offenders. He
often points out that the US accounts for 5
percent of the world’s population and 25
percent of its inmates. —AP

Obama returns from Hawaii, says he’s ‘fired up’ for 2016

MORELOS STATE: In this Friday, Jan 1, 2016 photo, Gisela Mota waves during
her swearing in ceremony as mayor of Temixco. —AP 

ST LOUIS: As the Mississippi River
and its tributaries retreated from
historic winter levels that flooded
towns, forced evacuations and
killed two dozen people, residents
in the St Louis area were facing a
massive cleanup and recover y
effort that will likely last weeks.

“ The healing process,  the
restoration process has begun,”
Chris Greenhagen, pastor of the
Central Baptist Church in Eureka,
Missouri, one of the communities
hit by flooding along the Meramec
River earl ier this week,  said
Saturday in a telephone interview.

The flood, fueled by more than 10
inches of rain over a three-day
period that began last weekend, is
blamed for 24 deaths in Illinois
and Missouri.

Water from the Mississippi,
Meramec and Missouri  r ivers
largely began receding Friday in
the St Louis area. Two major high-
ways - Interstate 44 and Interstate
55 - reopened south of St Louis on

Friday and some evacuees were
also allowed then to return home.
While residents took stock of the
ruin, President Barack Obama on
Saturday signed a federal emer-
gency declaration for Missouri that
allows federal aid to be used to
help state and local  response
efforts. It also allows the Federal
Emergency Management Agency
to coordinate disaster relief efforts.
Missouri Gov Jay Nixon had asked
for the help.

Nixon and Illinois Gov Bruce
Rauner also toured flood-ravaged
areas as near-record crest predic-

tions of the Mississippi River and
levee breaks threatened more
homes. In Missouri, Noelle Pace
said she packed up electronics,
some furniture and her 4-year-old
son’s clothing and toys and left
Pacific on Dec 28, the day after
she received a request to evacu-
ate.   She felt  lucky to f ind the
damage isolated to her  crawl
space when she returned for the

first time Thursday.

‘Catastrophic damage’ 
“Everybody around us had cata-

strophic damage,” Pace said. She
said she might not be able to
move back for weeks while her
landlord replaces soaked insula-
tion. “It doesn’t feel real yet,” she
said.  I l l inois Emergency
Management Agency spokes-
woman Patti Thompson said the
state’s f looding death toll
increased to nine. Fifteen have
died in Missouri. Rauner encour-
aged people to respect requests to

evacuate.
“This is life-threatening,” he told

reporters at Carlyle Lake in Clinton
County in southern Illinois. “It’s not
just the water; it’s the temperature.
Hypothermia is a big risk to peo-
ple’s lives.” The main culprit in the
St Louis region was the Meramec
River, a relatively small Mississippi
tributary that bombarded commu-
nities in the far southwestern

reaches of the St. Louis suburbs
during the week. Two wastewater
treatment plants were so dam-
aged by the floodwaters that raw
sewage spewed into the river.
Hundreds of people were evacuat-
ed in the Missouri communities of
Pacific, Eureka, Valley Park and
Arnold, where many homes took in
water.

Wil l iam Reynolds said he
moved at least $50,000 worth of
inventor y from his Valley Park
store to the second story of his
nearby home when the area was
evacuated. He was still unpacking
Saturday after the evacuation was
lifted. While the worst of the dan-
gerous, deadly winter flood was
over in the St. Louis area, the water
was slowly make its way south.

In southeast Missouri ,  the
Mississippi crested overnight
Friday but not before damaging
about two-dozen homes in Cape
Girardeau, a community of nearly
40,000 residents that is mostly
protected by a flood wall. “What
we’d like people to know is that in
Cape Girardeau there have been
so many precautions in place that
even given the magnitude of this
event it’s really gone remarkably
well  for us,” Molly Hood, Cape
Girardeau’s deputy city manager,
said Saturday.

Elsewhere, the I l l inois River
continued to rise Saturday and
could near historic crests Tuesday
or Wednesday,  according to
Thomas Spriggs, meteorologist
with the National Weather Service
in St. Louis. “It’s still a very signifi-
cant flood,” Spriggs said. “It’s going
to be at major flood stage for the
next three days.”

Parts of the South were also in
the f lood’s path.  Moderate
Mississippi River f looding is
expected in Memphis. Dale Lane,
director of the Shelby County
Office of Preparedness, said high
water from the river and its tribu-
taries was approaching some
homes on Mud Island, just south
of downtown Memphis.  The
National Weather Service issued a
flood advisory for the Cumberland
River at Dover, Tennessee, through
Monday evening. —AP

St Louis area facing massive 
cleanup effort after flooding

‘Everybody around us had catastrophic damage’

KIMMSWICK: Scott Fox, front, who decided it was time to leave his residence on Mississippi
Boulevard, which was surrounded by water, paddles a boat with his friend Tony Watkins. —AP MEXICO CITY: Officials say they have killed

two people and arrested three others linked
to the slaying of a Mexico mayor who had
taken office only a day earlier. The state’s
governor said organized crime was behind
the attack. Gunmen killed Mayor Gisela
Mota Saturday at her house in Temixco, one
of several cities around Cuernavaca that
have been struggling with kidnappings and
extortions by organized crime gangs.

Police quickly located a car of presumed
assailants who opened fire on officers, the
Morelos state government said in a state-
ment. In a separate car, officials said they
found two guns, one of them a semiauto-
matic, and ski masks.

Three people were detained - a 32-year-
old woman, an 18-year-old and a minor.
Morelos Attorney General Javier Perez
Duron said the suspects have been tied to
other crimes, but declined to provide more
details. On his Twitter account, Morelos Gov
Graco Ramirez attributed Mota’s killing to
organized crime, without citing a particular
cartel or gang. He later announced state offi-
cials were establishing special security

measures for all off Morelos’ mayors.
One organization representing mayors in

the country, the Association of Local
Authorities of Mexico, issued a statement
saying nearly 100 mayors have been killed
across Mexico over the past decade, “princi-
pally at the hands of organized crime.” Mota,
who had been a federal congresswoman,
had been sworn into office on New Year’s
Day. Her center-left Democratic Revolution
Party released a statement describing her as
“a strong and brave woman who on taking
office as mayor, declared that her fight
against crime would be frontal and direct.”

Temixco, with about 100,000 people, is a
suburb of Cuernavaca, a city famed among
tourists for its colonial center, gardens and
jacaranda-decked streets. “The city of eter-
nal spring” was long a favorite weekend get-
away for people from nearby Mexico City.
Drug and extortion gangs have plagued the
state in recent years, driving away some
tourists and residents. On its southwest bor-
der is the gang-plagued state of Guerrero,
whose Pacific Coast resort of Acapulco has
seen a sharp increase in murders. —AP 

Mexico mayor slain one
day after taking office

COLOMBO: Up to 100,000 people still living
in camps six years after the end of Sri Lanka’s
brutal ethnic war will be given land to build
homes within six months, President
Maithripala Sirisena said yesterday. “It is an
ambitious target, but I will see that all the
internally displaced people are given land to
build homes,” the president said in an inter-
view. “I am setting up a mechanism to com-
plete this process within six months.”

Sirisena, elected last January, has won
praise for starting to hand back land after the
end of one of South Asia’s longest and bloodi-
est ethnic wars, pitting the government
against Tamil separatists. But he is also under
international pressure to do more to ensure
reconciliation in the ethnically divided nation.

The president said he would give land to
civilians displaced by war in the embattled
northern and eastern provinces, and also the
northwestern coastal region of Puttalam, by
the middle of this year. During a visit to
Jaffna in the north last month, where much
of the fighting took place, Sirisena said he
visited a refugee camp which has been home
to about 1,300 families for the past 25 years. 

“This is an unacceptable situation. I want
to end this problem once and for all,” he said.
“For many people the main issue was lack of
land and that is something we will resolve in
the next six months.” As part of a parallel

scheme, he was also planning to release
additional private land occupied by the mili-
tary, mainly in the former war zones in the
northern and eastern provinces starting in
the next two weeks. 

He said he would travel to Jaffna this
month to formally hand over about 700 acres
of land as part of the plan and in line with an
election promise he had made.  Sirisena, 64,
came to power with the backing of Sri
Lanka’s minority Tamils and Muslims in addi-
tion to the majority Sinhalese on the back of
promises to ensure ethnic reconciliation and
end the corruption and nepotism of his pred-
ecessor.

Soon after his election, Sirisena ordered
security forces to return private land they
occupied in the Jaffna peninsula, which had
seen some of the bloodiest fighting during
the war which claimed over 100,000 lives
between 1972 and 2009.  He said the govern-
ment was also working on a mechanism to
investigate allegations of war crimes in the
final stages of the conflict. The president said
he would also call for proposals for a new
constitution to ensure the country did not
slip back into war.  “ We can’t rush the
accountability process,” Sirisena said. “Some
people want it to be like instant noodles. We
can’t do that. We have to be responsible and
respect rule of law.”  —AFP

Sri Lanka president pledges 
land for 100K war victims

BERLIN: For the past decade, German politics has
been a relatively dull affair, with Angela Merkel domi-
nating at the national level and the major parties in
agreement on all the big issues, from euro zone
bailouts and refugees to the phase-out of nuclear
energy. But that may change in 2016, when five of
Germany’s 16 states hold elections in the build-up to
the next federal vote a year later.

Not only is Chancellor Merkel looking more vul-
nerable than ever before because of her welcoming
stance towards the hundreds of thousands of
refugees fleeing war in the Middle East, but the rise of
the anti-immigrant Alternative for Germany (AfD) par-
ty has injected a new element of surprise into the
political landscape.

Add to that an unprecedented splintering of the
electorate, which means that six parties have a legiti-
mate shot of entering most state parliaments, and
Germany’s normally cozy, consensual politics begins
to look a bit less predictable, and potentially more
divisive, than it has in a long time.

The wild card is the threat of an attack by Islamist
extremists on German soil, a risk highlighted on New
Year’s Eve when authorities received a tip that Iraqi
and Syrian nationals were planning suicide bombings
at train stations in Munich. It could be fatal for Merkel,
officials in Berlin acknowledge in private, if such an
attack were carried out successfully by people who
entered Europe with the flood of migrants, as was the
case with two of the men involved in the Nov. 13
attacks in Paris.

Even if Germany is spared such a horror, the
refugee crisis will continue to dominate the political
debate this year, polarizing voters and emboldening
Merkel’s opponents on the right and left. So far the
most damaging attacks have come from her conser-
vative sister party, the Bavarian Christian Social Union
(CSU).

“If we don’t see success in limiting the tide of
refugees, we could have a grassroots political tremor
in Germany,” said one senior government official, who

declined to be named because of the sensitivity of
the issue. “If Merkel doesn’t deliver you could see the
AfD approaching 20 percent in the polls,” the official
predicted.

AFD on the rise
Currently the AfD is polling between 8-10 percent,

roughly double the 4.7 percent the party won in the
last federal election in 2013, when it narrowly failed to
clear the 5 percent mark needed to enter the
Bundestag.

That seems relatively harmless if you compare it to
other like-minded parties across Europe, like the
National Front in France, the Freedom Party in Austria
or the Danish People’s Party, which enjoy more than
twice as much support. But the AfD’s rise looks more
significant when one considers that it has occurred
against a backdrop of infighting and financial trouble
within the party that might have crushed it.

In the past half year, the party has weathered the
departure of its founder, embarrassing slurs about

African reproductive habits from one of its leading
politicians, and a party financing law from the gov-
ernment that threatened to strip bare its coffers. In
response to the new law, the AfD asked its supporters
for donations and raised roughly 2 million Euros in
just three weeks, a testament to its drawing power.

In three state elections that are due to be held in
March, the AfD’s newfound strength will be on stark
display. It is on track to win 7 percent in the western
states of Baden-Wuerttemberg and Rhineland-
Palatinate and roughly twice that in Saxony-Anhalt in
the east. “In every one of these elections, the perform-
ance of the AfD will be key in determining what con-
stellations are possible,” Torsten Krauel wrote in a
front-page editorial in German daily Die Welt last
week.

More fragmented
The rise of the AfD and a nascent comeback by

the Free Democrats (FDP), a business-friendly, socially
liberal party that was the kingmaker of German poli-
tics for decades before imploding in the last federal
vote, means that there are now three legitimate right-
of-centre parties in Germany, including Merkel’s con-
servative bloc.

Add to that the three leading parties of the left,
the Social Democrats (SPD), Greens and hard-left
“Linke”, and German politics looks more fragmented
than at any time since reunification in 1990. Merkel
could yet emerge as the big loser from the new
German political landscape if she is unable to stem
the tide of refugees in the months ahead.

If she is successful, it may be her coalition partner
in Berlin, the SPD, who suffer most. The rise of the AfD
and return of the FDP would make it more difficult for
the SPD to form left-leaning majorities at the state or
federal level, condemning it to second-tier status for
the foreseeable future. And that weakness could turn
the SPD into a more confrontational and unpre-
dictable partner for Merkel as the next federal vote in
2017 approaches. —Reuters

Refugee crisis could shake up 
German political landscape

KARLSRUHE: This file photo taken on
December 15, 2015 shows Bavarian State
Premier and Christian Social Union (CSU)
leader Horst Seehofer giving a speech dur-
ing the congress of Germany’s Christian
Democratic Union (CDU). —AFP
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