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Emmanuel Macron

PARIS: He had just secured a great win,
but on the night Emmanuel Macron cap-
tured the French presidency, several hun-
dred far-left and anti-capitalist activists
and anarchists took to the streets. Among
the crowd of mostly young men on May 7
were 29-year-old Adrien and his friend
Gregory. It hadn’t taken long to register
their  discontent:  Both were arrested
around the time Macron was on stage in
front of cheering supporters at his victory
party at the Louvre museum.

“We wanted to go to the Louvre to
boo him, but when we saw it wasn’t pos-
sible we went to Menilmontant where we
knew there was a demo planned,” Adrien,
a  member of  the hackers’ col lec t ive
Anonymous, told AFP, referring to an area
in northeast Paris. Groups including anti-
fascist Antifa and hooded anti-capitalist
activists from the Black Bloc collective
were behind the rally, which saw stones
thrown at riot police and tear gas fired.
Around 140 people were arrested.

Adrien predicts “Paris will  be com-
pletely blocked” if the 39-year-old presi-
dent, a former investment banker, tries to
implement his pro-business program
which has radical labor market reform at
its core. Macron wants to “impose the
American model on France. Our French
economic model is at risk of dying very
quickly,” Adrien said in a cafe in a town
near Paris  having been banned from
entering the capital.

On the day after Adrien and Gregory’s
arrests, several thousand protesters from
the far-left Social Front group - which
had urged voters to reject both Macron
and his far-right opponent Marine Le Pen
in the election - paraded through Paris,
some shouting “Macron resign! One day
is enough!”

Unifying reformer? 
In his bid to introduce greater flexibili-

ty into the workforce,  Macron wants
French companies to be able to negotiate
pay, working time and conditions directly
with employees - weakening the national
labour code and trade unions. Only days
after he was inaugurated he began nego-
tiations with the trade unions, welcoming

leaders to the Elysee Palace for talks.
Prime Minister Edouard Philippe has said
the government will present a bill to the
parliament that emerges from legislative
elections on June 11 and 18.

It will allow the government, which
has said it wants to move “quickly”, to
push through reforms by executive order.
Over the past three years, other econom-
ic reforms introduced under Macron’s
predecessor Francois Hollande sparked
scenes which have become hallmarks of
French democracy: mass street protests
and clouds of tear gas. The previous gov-
ernment’s labor reforms - which Macron
as economy minister helped draw up but
later said did not go far enough - resulted
in five months of protests by trade unions
last year. Oil refineries were blocked and
rubbish piled up in the streets ahead of
the Euro 2016 football championship.

Unions led the protests, but far-left
activists and anarchists, as well as vio-
lent individuals  k nown as “casseurs”
(hooligans), often hijacked the demon-
strations, which routinely ended with
serious injuries. Far-left leader Jean-Luc
Melenchon, who finished fourth in the
p re s i d e n t i a l  e l e c t i o n ,  h a s  a cc u s e d
M a c ro n  o f  w a n t i n g  to  “d e s t roy ” t h e
l a b o r  co d e,  s ay i n g  t h e  p l a n s  wo u l d
encourage a race to the bottom on pay
and conditions.

In his victory speech, Macron acknowl-
edged the divisions and anxieties of
French society which deepened during a
vicious election campaign. “I will bring us
together and reconcile us because I want
our people and our country to be united,”
he told thousands of supporters at the
Louvre. And on the campaign trail, he
spoke regularly of the need for France to
be “soothed”. 

But calming the country must be bal-
anced with  h is  other  pr ior i t y :
Iimplementing his program, which he
has said he wil l  do with presidential
decrees if  needed. “I  will  not reverse
course on any of the commitments tak-
en in front of the French people,” he said
as he took power on May 14 in com-
ments welcomed by corporate leaders
and economists. —AFP

Will Macron face French 
resistance with reforms?

TRBOVLJE, Slovenia: When he saw swal-
lows nesting in the barn for the first time
in almost two decades, Slovenian farmer
Uros Macerl felt vindicated. His exhausting
battle against a polluting industrial giant
had been worthwhile. A role model to
some, an “eco-terrorist” to others, Macerl
recently picked up one of the world’s most

prestigious environmental awards for
shutting down a cement plant owned by
French corporation Lafarge in his home
region of Trbovlje region in 2015.

The 48-year-old flew to New York in
late April to receive the US Goldman Prize,
which honors “environmental heroes” for
their efforts to protect nature, often at

great personal expense. In Macerl’s case,
the 13-year fight cost him his marriage.
“I’ve paid a high toll with my family... but
it also taught my children the struggle
was worth it,” the father of three told AFP.
For as long as Macerl could remember,
heavy industry had not only been provid-
ing jobs to Trbovlje’s 16,000 or so inhabi-
tants, but also polluting its air.

Emissions from a glass factory and
coal-fired power plant would slowly rise
from the Central Sava valley, enveloping
the farms on the surrounding hills in a
toxic fog. In winter, “the snow was always
black” because dust and ashes would turn
the white blanket into dark slush within
24 hours, Macerl recalled. Things got
worse in 2002 when Lafarge took over a
130-year old cement factory. The compa-
ny intensified exploitation using petrole-
um coke - a dirty byproduct of oil refining
that burns extremely hot - and industrial
waste instead of coal. “They boosted pro-
duction to make as much profit as possi-
ble,” said Macerl. ”Cement was like gold
back then.”

‘Unbearable situation’ 
Lafarge’s actions had a devastating

effect on the environment and people’s
health. Within a year, the level of benzene
in the air jumped by more than 250 per-
cent. Cancer rates in the region were
above the national average, 2012 data
from the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development showed. The
high concentration of acid and other toxic
substances also began to destroy the veg-
etation. When Macerl took over his parents
farm at the age of 23, he decided to raise
sheep because the fruit trees died. But the
“sheep often had miscarriages,” he said.

A meeting with Lafarge representa-
tives failed to produce results. “I described
the unbearable situation on top of the
hills but they just made fun of me. ‘If you
don’t like it sue us,’ they told me,” Macerl
said. Frustrated, he and other locals took
matters into their own hands, gathering
data on toxic emissions to show the dra-
matic rise in dangerous air pollutants.
Their research revealed that the Lafarge
factory was exceeding permitted emis-
sion levels.  But the local  authorit ies
ignored the findings, according to Macerl.
“They turned a blind eye because Lafarge
provided jobs, sponsored local sports
clubs, donated to hospitals and heavily
invested in infrastructure,” he said.

Brussels intervenes 
The tide turned in 2009 when Lafarge

applied for a new license to incinerate car
tyres and plastic. Looking at the plans,
Macerl realized that a tiny part of his farm-
land fell inside the so-called “pollution
zone”, entitling him to challenge the com-
pany’s permit. When the government
failed to act upon Macerl’s repeated com-
plaints, he took his fight all the way to the

top and filed a petition with the European
Commission in 2010.

After a five-year legal battle, Lafarge
was eventually forced to mothball its oper-
ations in March 2015 after Brussels ruled
that Slovenia had run foul of EU rules
regarding the plant’s permits. Macerl says
there are now signs that nature is recover-
ing, a process also helped by the coal-fired
power station’s closure in 2016. “I’d never
seen swallows here... but since (Lafarge’s)
production was halted, they’ve started
coming. We have some 16 or 17 nests in
our barn,” Macerl said with a proud smile.

Lafarge insists its plant had operated
under the “most stringent” regulation and
fully respected EU legislation. In a state-
ment to AFP, the company said the EU’s
decision had gone against the “expert deci-
sions” made by Slovenia’s environmental
agency and government. Slovenian
Economy Minister Zdravko Pocivalsek
accused Macerl and his fellow campaigners
of being “eco-terrorists” in a 2016 interview. 

Some locals have also deplored
Lafarge’s closure. “Health-wise (the closure
of Lafarge) was right, but damage was
done, people have no work,” an elderly
pensioner, who identified himself as Edi,
told AFP. But Marcerl has no regrets. “We’re
at a crossroads: either we continue pro-
moting Slovenia with false promises in
which case tourists will sooner or later find
out we’re bluffing...  or we start protecting
what we have.” —AFP

Slovenia ‘eco-hero’ who crushed a cement giant

VALLETTA: Outgoing Prime
Minister Joseph Muscat has
retained power in Malta with a com-
manding victory in an early general
election called against a backdrop
of corruption allegations against his
Labour Party administration. A sam-
ple count of ballots yesterday
showed a clear enough trend for
Muscat, 43, to make an early decla-
ration of victory. Projections sug-
gested Labour had won 55 percent
of the vote on a 92-percent turnout,
which will translate into a majority

of up to nine seats in the 71-seat
one chamber parliament. “It is clear
that the people have chosen to stay
the course,” he said, urging Maltese
to unite after a divisive campaign as
Labour supporters took to the
streets in celebration.

Simon Busuttil, leader of the
opposition Nationalist Party (PN),
called Muscat to concede defeat. “As
always, we respect the decision of
the electorate,” he said in a tweet.

The victory means there will be no
major disruption to the business of
the European Union, whose rotat-
ing presidency Malta holds until the
end of this month. It was the first
time since Malta became independ-
ent from Britain in 1964 that Labour,
now located in the mainstream of
European social democracy, has
won back-to-back elections.

Muscat, who has been premier
since 2013, went to the polls a year
early after his wife was implicated in
one of a series of alleged corruption

cases. All of them arose from infor-
mation contained in the Panama
Papers, a massive data leak from the
Mossack Fonseca law firm that spe-
cializes in establishing secretive off-
shore companies and bank
accounts for wealthy individuals
from across the globe.

Gay vote 
Muscat denies any wrongdoing

and has promised to quit if any

evidence emerges of his family
having secret accounts used to
bank k ick backs -  as  had been
alleged by a high-profile blogger
with a record of correctly high-
lighting previous scandals in the
island nation. Muscat had also
come under fire for not sacking
his chief of staff Keith Schembri
and government minister Konrad
Mizzi after they admitted having
previously undeclared companies
set up for  them by Mossack
Fonseca.

But the allegations had little
impact among Labour’s loyal base
against a backdrop of a booming
economy and the lowest unem-
ployment the country of 430,000
people has ever known. Busuttil
had framed the vote as a choice
between change and allowing
Malta’s international reputation,
and its prosperity, to be shredded
as a result of the taint of corrup-
tion damaging investment. A for-

mer academic, Busuttil may now
face a challenge for the leadership
of his party with the preliminary
count suggesting Muscat’s was
nearly as commanding as it was
when he swept to power in 2013.

Since then, the former journal-
ist has presided over an invest-
ment-led boom that has seen
Malta’s growth accelerate to three
times the eurozone average and
pushed government finances into
a surplus. Muscat also oversaw
legislation introducing civil unions
for same-sex couples and other
anti-discrimination measures, and
strong backing from the LBGT
community has helped to under-
pin his electoral success.

Increased scrutiny 
In his second term, Muscat has

promised to leverage the coun-
try’s healthy finances to fund the
biggest infrastructure project in
its  histor y,  a  700-mil l ion- euro
scheme to resurface every road in
the densely-populated is land
nation. He is also promising tax
cuts and pension increases for
working and middle class voters.
His election win will not however
make the corruption issue go
away with magistrates still looking
into whether kickbacks were paid
to members of his inner circle in
relation to an investment-based
citizenship scheme, a gas supply
deal with China and the granting
of bank licenses.

Those probes will be watched
closely in Brussels against a back-
drop of mounting interest in the
activities of Malta’s financial serv-
ices sector. Germany in particular
is demanding clarification of the
status of nearly 2,000 Malta-regis-
tered companies it suspects were
established as vehicles for illegal
tax avoidance by major German
corporations. There are also fears
among some economists that
boom could easily turn to bust if
the expansion of key sectors such
as financial services and online
gambling slows sufficiently to
burst a real estate bubble which
environmentalists have slammed
as disastrous for the island. —AFP

Outgoing PM triumphs 
in early Malta polls

Voters shrug off corruption claims

Newly re-elected Prime Minister Joseph Muscat speaks to the press as he arrives yesterday at a
the counting hall in Naxxar. Outgoing Prime Minister Joseph Muscat has been re-elected after
the opposition Nationalist Party conceded it had lost yesterday’s general election. —AFP

MITROVICA, Kosovo: Father Nenad Stojanovic is
waiting for the day when he will celebrate
Sunday service in Kosovo’s northern city of
Mitrovica “without police protection or barbed
wire”. The Orthodox priest officiates at St Sava
Church in the Muslim-majority Albanian part of a
city that is sharply divided along ethnic lines. Just
a dozen people congregate at the church on
Sundays, including the Stojanovic family. The
priest, his wife and their four children are the
only Serbs living in the south of Mitrovica since
the 1998-1999 Kosovo war.

The conflict left 13,000 dead, including 10,000
ethnic Albanians, and led to the unilateral seces-
sion of Kosovo from Serbia a decade later. The fate
of Kosovo’s Serb minority and relations between
Belgrade and its former province, whose inde-
pendence has been recognised by more than 110
countries, remain central themes of a general elec-
tion in Kosovo on June 11.

Two different worlds 
Zivko Zivkovic, a 60-year-old mechanic, is

among the handful of worshippers at St. Sava. He
explains how, before going to the other side of the
Ibar river to attend church, he makes the sign of
the cross. The bridge is guarded by international
forces and each side is home to a different world,
with its own currency, warrior statues and flag -

Serbian or Albanian. St Sava used to be the main
church in the city of 80,000 people, including
about 10,000 Serbs who have parallel institutions
in the northern area such as their own mayor.

Cars there have Serbian number plates or none
at all. Having Kosovan plates in the north is consid-
ered a risk, as are Serbian plates in Albanian-domi-
nated areas. St Sava, which was set on fire during
riots in 2004, was for more than a decade only
opened for religious festivals, when the faithful
would disembark from buses under high-level pro-
tection. A new church of St. Dimitri was built in the
north on a hill overlooking the city.

‘Important in dark times’ 
In 2016, after a year of renovations, Father

Nenad was sent to St Sava by his bishop - a strong
gesture for Serbs “for whom the Church has
always been important in dark times,” said the
bearded 34-year-old priest. “Considering that
there are no Serbs living in the south, it is a suc-
cess to have a few people” at Sunday services. The
church and presbytery are surrounded by walls
lined with barbed wire and watched over by
police. The family has never been threatened and
the children play in the garden, but not with
young Albanian neighbors.

Every day their father takes them to school on
the other side of the city. He goes out in ordinary

clothes after removing his cassock. The owners of a
nearby grocery store know him and say every cus-
tomer is welcome. But the people running a car
equipment shop opposite have never spoken to
Father Nenad. “They cannot complain, they are
protected by Kosovo’s police, paid by our taxes,”
the shopkeeper said, without giving his name. 

Raised in the north, this 50-year-old has only
once travelled the 200-m distance from his store
across the river since the war ended - to drive past
his old house in ruins. Serbs “enjoy greater free-
dom of movement than we do when we go to
our cemetery in the north, to the graves of our
relatives,” said Afrim Dibrani, a 31-year-old con-
struction worker.

‘Lack of interaction’ 
“The biggest problem is the lack of interaction,”

said Father Nenad. The divisions are particularly
stark 90 km to the south at the Visoki Decani
monastery, a symbol of Serbian Orthodoxy. In a
sign of persistent tension between the two com-
munities, the white-marbled monastery, richly dec-
orated with 14th century frescoes, is accessed
through barriers and strict security checks. Home
to 20 monks, it is the only religious site in Kosovo
still protected by NATO soldiers, who in early 2016
intercepted four men travelling nearby in a car
stuffed with weapons. —AFP

Preaching from behind barbed wire in Kosovo

RAVENSKA VAS, Slovenia: Slovenian farmer Uros Macerl, recipient of the
2017 Goldman Environmental Prize, poses at his farm in central
Slovenia on May 2, 2017. —AFP

MOSCOW: A man has been detained after
shooting dead nine people in a drunken
dispute at a weekend cottage in a village
outside Moscow, Russian investigators
said yesterday. The alleged assailant
gunned down five men and four women
after a drinking session on Saturday night
turned violent in the village of Redkino,
some 110 km northwest of Moscow, the
Investigative Committee said. 

“During the get-together there was a
domestic dispute between the guests,

after which the suspect left and then
returned with a hunting rifle,” investiga-
tors said in a statement, adding that the
man had been “drinking spirits”. “He fired
several shots, as a result of which at least
nine people died,” investigators said, rais-
ing the death toll by one from figures
given earlier yesterday morning.
Investigators said the shooter - a 45-year-
old resident of Moscow - was detained
on suspicion of mass murder after sur-
vivors managed to call the police. —AFP

Man shoots dead 9 in 
Russia village quarrel


