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BERLIN: Germany’s election campaign battle
heated up, with accusations of mud-slinging fly-
ing after Chancellor Angela Merkel’s rival
accused her of an “attack on democracy”. Social
Democrats chief Martin Schulz lashed out
Sunday at the German leader, saying the
famously cautious Merkel caused voters to dis-
engage by refusing to air her views or engage in
forceful debate.”  That’s what’s called, in Berlin
circles, ‘asymmetric demobilization’,” said Schulz,
referring to Merkel’s supposed tactic of making
politics so dull that opposition voters don’t
bother showing up on polling day.  

“I call it an attack on democracy,” charged

Schulz, whose Social Democratic Party (SPD) are
now the junior partner in Merkel’s right-left
coalition. But Schulz, who also accused Merkel of
“arrogance”, was swiftly met with a torrent of
protest and accused of having crossed a line.
“Even if Mr Schulz is frustrated by the polls, he
should remain measured,” tweeted Peter Tauber,
the general secretary of Merkel’s Christian
Democratic Union (CDU).  “The desperation must
never be so deep that democrats accuse democ-
rats of attacks against democracy,” he said.

Tauber pledged that the CDU would pursue a
“fair campaign”, adding that “that’s what we’re
expecting from the SPD, too”. But, defending his
SPD party boss, its parliamentary group head
Thomas Oppermann said Schulz has struck the
right tone.”An election campaign is not a pillow
fight, one needs to be concrete. I find that he suc-
ceeded in this case,” Oppermann told public

broadcaster ARD.  Government spokesman
Steffen Seibert declined to comment on issues of
party politics but stressed that it was “clear” for the
coalition that “we are all working for democracy”.

‘Sounds like panic’
Schulz revitalised SPD support and enjoyed

soaring popularity ratings when he took his par-
ty’s reins in January, but the trend has since
reversed.  Three months before Germany heads
to the polls on September 24, the SPD is trailing
Merkel’s centre-right CDU by 15 percentage
points, according to a survey published Sunday
by Bild am Sonntag. After four years in a coali-

tion led by Merkel, the SPD has seen falling sup-
port as its left-leaning supporters accuse it of
shifting too far right to accomodate the German
leader’s economically liberal policies.  For Horst
Seehofer, who heads Merkel’s conservative
Bavarian allies the CSU, Schulz’s harsh words for
Merkel bode ill for the SPD candidate himself.  

“It seems a little early in the campaign to have
lost one’s nerves,” he said, adding that it’s “not a
good sign for a chancellor candidate but, actually,
rather unworthy”. The head of the pro-business
liberal FDP party, Christian Lindner, also waded in.
“When one uses vocabulary as serious as that
which Mr Schulz did, then undoubtedly there is a
danger of trivializing the real enemies of democ-
racy,” he told the Heilbronner Stimme newspaper.

Same-sex marriage 
Germany is set to legalize same-sex marriage

tomorrow after a heated coalition spat sealed an
election-year divorce between Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s conservatives and her centre-
left governing partners. The reform would grant
full marital rights, including child adoption, to
gay and lesbian couples, who in Germany are
now only able to enter so-called civil unions.
Granting all couples marriage equality would
put Germany in line with a host of other democ-
racies, including the United States, Canada and
many EU member nations.

“The path to equality is open,” tweeted law-
maker Renate Kuenast of the Greens opposition
party, which has campaigned for gay rights for
decades, after a committee paved the way for a
Friday vote. But even as the LGBT community
celebrated many conservative politicians were
fuming.  The speedy parliamentary vote before
the summer break was forced by Merkel’s rivals
who pounced on her U-turn on same-sex mar-
riage she voiced in an on-stage interview
Monday evening. The usually cautious chancel-
lor said her thinking had shifted since she met
a lesbian couple who lovingly cared for eight
foster children in her Baltic Coast electoral dis-
trict. Merkel had previously opposed gay mar-
riage with adoption rights because of concern
about “the well-being of the children”. The
chancellor added that she favored a vote on
the issue, at an undefined future stage, in
which all lawmakers could follow their con-
science rather than the party line.

‘Breach of trust’
Merkel’s comments were widely read as a tac-

tical move to deprive opposition parties of a
campaign issue before September 24 elections.
Her coalition partners the Social Democrats
(SPD), as well as the Greens, far-left Linke and
pro-business Free Democrats, have declared
same-sex marriage as a red-line demand and
condition for entering into any future coalition.
By signaling that she was open on the issue,
Merkel kept the door open to various alliance
options for her Christian Democrats (CDU) and
its Bavarian sister party the CSU.

But as Merkel’s comments sparked hot
debate under the trending Twitter hashtag
#EheFuerAlle (MarriageForAll), momentum
quickly built to force an early vote. SPD chancel-
lor-candidate Martin Schulz, eager to close a
yawning poll gap with front-runner Merkel, said
“we will take her at her word” and broke coali-
tion ranks to call for an immediate vote, backed
by the Greens and Linke parties. The CDU
slammed the SPD for its “breach of trust” after
four years of joint rule. The spat erupted days
after Schulz had infuriated conservatives by
accusing Merkel of an “attack on democracy” for
her supposed tactic of making politics so dull
that opposition voters don’t bother showing up
on polling day. — Agencies 

Gloves off over Chancellor 
‘attack’; vote fight heats up

Same-sex marriage push divides German ruling coalition

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel delivers a speech as part of the ‘Congress: Germany
4.0’ of the Christian Democratic Union faction at the German federal parliament, Bundestag
yesterday. — AP 

CRANS-MONTANA: (Left to right) UN envoy Espen Barth Eide, Greek Foreign Minister
Nikos Kotzias and head of the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in Cyprus (UNFI-
CYP) Elizabeth Spehar pose for a picture at the opening of Cyprus peace talks yester-
day in the Swiss resort of Crans-Montana. — AFP 

CRANS-MONTANA: Rival Cypriot leaders
resumed efforts yesterday to solve one of
the world’s longest-running conflicts in
what the United Nations billed as the “best
chance” to bring lasting peace to the
Mediterranean island. Security was at the
top of the agenda at the make-or-break
talks in the Swiss Alpine resort of Crans-
Montana geared towards ending the
decades-old division between Greek and
Turkish Cypriots. 

“It’s a unique opportunity, because after
all of these decades of division it is possible
to solve,” UN envoy Espen Barth Eide told
reporters ahead of the talks. Cyprus has
been divided since 1974, when Turkish
troops invaded the island in response to an
Athens-inspired coup attempt seeking
union with Greece.  Turkey, which later
occupied the island’s northern third, main-
tains more than 35,000 troops in Cyprus,
and Nicosia remains Europe’s last divided
capital.  Eide has presided over peace
efforts since 2014, and the last round of
talks in January ended with a number of
issues-namely security, property and power
sharing-unresolved. 

President Nicos Anastasiades, the Greek
Cypriot leader who heads the island’s inter-
nationally recognised government, and his
Turkish Cypriot counterpart Mustafa Akinci
are representing their respective communi-
ties during talks. They were joined yester-
day by the foreign ministers of Cyprus’s so-
called guarantor powers, Greece and
Turkey, along with EU foreign policy chief
Federica Mogherini. British Foreign Minister
Boris Johnson, whose country also acts as a
guarantor and retains two military base
areas on the island, left Crans-Montana
after discussions with counterparts over
dinner Tuesday night.  Britain’s embassy in
Cyprus said on Twitter that the talks were a
“moment of opportunity”. 

‘Might be last chance’
Front and centre at the Swiss Alps sum-

mit is a new security arrangement for a
post-settlement federal Cyprus, particularly

the presence of Turkish troops historically a
major sticking point in peace efforts. Turkey
has indicated it may be willing to sharply
reduce its troop numbers on the island, but
analysts say Ankara is unlikely to agree to a
total military pullout. Eide said the two
sides were “basically done” on four other
issues being discussed, focused on gover-
nance and power sharing, property, econo-
my and EU matters.

Any deal would need to be put to dual
votes among Greek and Turkish Cypriots.
An agreement reached in 2004 was sup-
ported by Turkish Cypriots but overwhelm-
ingly rejected by the island’s Greek speak-
ers.  A small group of demonstrators
unfurled banners yesterday urging leaders
to reach a lasting peace accord as official
delegations arrived. “We believe in Cyprus
that both communities really want a solu-
tion. It is not easy but we believe necessary
concessions should be made,” Kemal
Baykalli of the Unite Cyprus Now group
said. “We fear that this might be the last
chance but I think the leaders are close to
(a deal).”

Huge compensation costs 
More than 2,000 people went missing

during sectarian infighting and massacres
carried out by Greek and Turkish Cypriot
militias that culminated in the 1974 inva-
sion. Eide said that while there was current-
ly no “burning drama” in Cyprus, “many
Cypriots are aware that the status quo is
not guaranteed.” “My preference is to talk
about this as the best chance... It will be
extremely sad if it is wasted,” he said on the
eve of the talks. A source close to the nego-
tiations said that UN chief Antonio Guterres
was set to attend the Crans-Montana con-
ference. But it remains to be seen how
leaders aim to overcome a host of issues,
including potentially rehousing thousands
of families who fled their homes more than
four decades ago. The cost for arranging
the return of displaced persons and com-
pensating those who lost property is esti-
mated to run to billions of euros. — AFP 

PATRAS: Khalid, a 13-year-old from
Afghanistan, spends his days in squalor
repeatedly trying to scale a metal fence sepa-
rating him from the better life he dreams
about at night.  He is one of around 200
migrants camped next to the Greek port of
Patras, dodging police patrols and irate truck
drivers, attempting to board a boat to Italy
after other countries shut down the overland
route to northern Europe. “One day I will make
it, I know,” says the boy, who hopes to become
an engineer in Germany or Switzerland. 

After the migrant crisis of 2015-16,
which saw more than a million people
reach Europe from Turkey, the EU struck a
deal with Ankara that dramatically reduced
the number of new arrivals. The agreement
coupled with some European countries
essentially closing their borders to
migrants has left around 60,000 people-
mainly Syrian, Afghan and Pakistani-stuck
in Greece with little prospect of employ-
ment.  “There is no future (in Greece),”
Khalid says. After leaving Kabul a year ago
Khalid and his family reached the Aegean
island of Chios by boat from Turkey. 

Under the terms of the migrant deal, he
should have waited in Chios to be returned
to Turkey. But the camp there were so full he
was instead transferred to mainland Greece.
Fearing he would be forced to leave Europe,
and lacking the 4,000 euros ($4,500) needed
to pay a smuggler, Khalid made his way to
Patras, a port city on the northwestern
Peloponnese. He’s now part of a 200-strong
group of young men and children who roam
the derelict factories opposite the port
fence, constantly on the lookout for trucks
bound for Italy in which to hide. 

‘Everybody is sick’ 
Khalid sleeps in an abandoned building

with other young boys, mainly Afghans or
Pakistanis-a hodgepodge of makeshift
tents and sleeping bags strewn with rotting
garbage. “Everybody is sick in here because
it’s not a good place,” he says.  According to
NGO worker Georgia Tzanakou, there are 30
unaccompanied minors currently living in a
single migrant centre in Patras. This
includes “an eight-year-old boy who was
left behind when his father caught a boat
to Italy,” she says.

“We found the child staying in precari-
ous conditions inside a warehouse.” The
closure of the land-based route to north-
ern Europe has led more and more
migrants to return to the sea passage
between Greece and Italy, either as stow-
aways in cargo ships or crammed into
smuggling vessels.  “This passage was nev-
er completely closed, but it was logical
that when the road to the Balkans was
open, very few would resort to it, because
it is much more risky,” according to a
police source in Patras. Europe’s border
agency Frontex earlier this year deployed
a patrol boat in the Ionian Sea and in April
Greek coastguards escorted a migrant ves-
sel in distress to the island of Kefalonia.

Hundreds arrested 
For Khalid and his cohorts, trying to

sneak aboard vehicles waiting to embark
for Bari, Brindisi or Ancona is a full-time job.
The migrants mix discreet nightime solo
attempts with mass group raids, braving
stones thrown by angry truck drivers and
regular police stings. Even if they make it
over the three-meter (10-foot) fence
unscathed, many are discovered hiding in
trucks during cargo checks. Most return
home willingly, pocketing the occasional
piece of fruit as loot.  — AFP

CARACAS: A police helicopter fired on
Venezuela’s Supreme Court and Interior
Ministry in what President Nicolas Maduro
said was a thwarted terrorist attack aimed
at ousting him from power. The confusing
incident, which may ratchet up tensions in
a country already paralyzed by months of
deadly anti-government protests, took
place as Maduro was speaking live on state
television Tuesday. He later said the heli-
copter had fired on the pro-government
court with grenades, one of which didn’t
go off, helping avoid any loss of life.

Pictures of a blue police helicopter car-
rying an anti-government banner
appeared on social media around the same
time as a video in which an apparent police
pilot and budding action movie actor, iden-
tified as Oscar Perez, called for a rebellion
against Maduro’s “tyranny.” He said he was
part of a coalition of members of the coun-
try’s security forces. Authorities said they
were still searching for the man. “We have
two choices: be judged tomorrow by our
conscience and the people or begin today to
free ourselves from this corrupt government,”
the man said while reading from a statement
with four figures dressed in military fatigues,
ski masks and carrying what looked like
assault rifles standing behind him.

There was no sign of any other police or
troops taking part an uprising.  Many of
Maduro’s opponents took to social media to

accuse the president of orchestrating an
elaborate ruse to justify a crackdown against
Venezuelans seeking to block his plans to
rewrite the constitution. Venezuela has been
roiled by anti-government protests the past
three months that have left at least 75 peo-
ple dead and hundreds injured.

After the incident, Maduro sounded
alternately calm and angry as he told the
audience about what had happened in the
airspace just beyond the presidential palace.
“It could’ve caused a tragedy with several
dozen dead and injured,” he said, calling it a
“terrorist attack.” Information Minister
Ernesto Villegas later read a statement
accusing those in the helicopter of firing 15
shots against the Interior Ministry as a
reception was taking place for 80 people
celebrating national journalist’s day. It then
flew a short distance to the court, which was
in session, and launched what he said were
four Israeli-made grenades of “Colombian
origin,” two of them against national guards-
men protecting the building.

The pro-government president of the
high court said there were no injuries from
the attack and there were no visible signs
of damage outside either of the govern-
ment buildings yesterday morning.
Villegas said security forces were being
deployed to apprehend Perez as well as
recover the stolen German-built Bolkow
helicopter. — AFP

BELFAST: Northern Ireland’s Democratic Unionist Party,
which struck a deal with the Conservatives on Monday
aimed at keeping British Prime Minister Theresa May in
power, has caused alarm in some circles over its incen-
diary views and virulent past. The self-styled “Christian
fundamentalist” party has softened its fiery anti-
Catholicism and other harsh stances over the years-it
no longer calls for padlocking children’s playgrounds
and closing cafes and bars on Sundays.  

But the party that in 1977 launched the “Save Ulster
(Northern Ireland) from Sodomy” campaign still holds
tight to what critics call its puritanical views, particular-
ly on social issues such as abortion and sexual equality.
And its negotiations with May’s government had
prompted warnings in the Republic of Ireland of a dis-
rupted balance of power in Belfast that could in turn
upset a delicate peace struck after decades of sectarian
conflict in Northern Ireland known as the Troubles.

In mainland Britain, protests have erupted over the
DUPs opposition to gay marriage and abortion, as well
as many senior members’ support for teaching cre-
ationism, and a history of links to paramilitaries who
fought Catholic nationalists during the Troubles. The
DUP has blocked same-sex marriage in Northern
Ireland’s assembly five times in recent years, with senior
members threatening to leave the party if it ever votes
in favor. “Peter will not marry Paul in Northern Ireland,”
senior party member Jim Wells said earlier this year.

‘Anti-Irish bigotry’ 
Some senior DUP members-many of whom belong

to the right-wing, avowedly anti-Catholic Orange
Order-even advocate the literal biblical teaching of cre-
ationism in every school at the expense of evolution.
Jon Tonge, a professor of history at Liverpool University
who has written extensively about the DUP, has said
that while the party has become less dogmatic, it cer-
tainly cannot be described as pluralist. In his 2014 book
“The DUP: From Protest To Power”, Tonge found that 54
percent of party supporters “would mind a lot” if some-
one from their family married a person of another reli-
gion and 58.4 percent would not want their child to go
to a non-Protestant school.

So it was a surprise to many political commentators
in 2005 when the party agreed to enter a power-shar-
ing arrangement with its bitter enemy Sinn Fein, once
the political mouthpiece of the Irish Republican Army,
which fought an armed campaign for Irish unity over
three decades. Although the Belfast assembly
appeared to operate with reasonable cordiality for
much of a decade, it collapsed spectacularly in January
over DUP leader Arlene Foster’s involvement in a
botched renewable heating scheme.  The clash led Sinn
Fein to warn of a breakdown in trust, charging the DUP
with “arrogance and a lack of respect” for minorities,
particularly Irish nationalists.  “It is disappointing that
the deep and overlapping anti-Irish and anti-Catholic
bigotry of so many DUP-supporting unionists appears
to still play a significant role in Northern life and poli-
tics,” Andy Pollak, former director of the Centre for
Cross-Border Studies, said at the time.

Foster has condemned political violence, but her
party has long been criticized for sharing platforms
with paramilitaries and for an apparent willingness to
endorse armed resistance against perceived attempts
to “sell out Ulster”. While the DUP promised to vote in
favor of legislation linked to Brexit, it could prove a dif-
ficult partner during the negotiations. — AFP

Cypriot leaders grapple 
with decades-old feuds 

Copter strafes court 
in ‘terrorist attack’ 

CARACAS: Venezuelan Bolivarian National Guard soldiers dressed in riot gear enter
the National Assembly building in Caracas. Opposition lawmakers got into fisticuffs
with national guardsmen as they tried to enter the National Assembly. —AP 

DUP: A controversial 
partner for UK’s May 

PATRAS: Pakistani migrants sit in a park near the port of Patras, southwestern
Greece. — AFP

In Greek port, migrants play 
cat and mouse with police


