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BRUSSELS: Catalonia’s deposed separatist leader Carles
Puigdemont said yesterday that he would stay put in
Brussels after being dismissed by the Spanish government,
but denied he would seek asylum to avoid possible rebel-
lion charges. “I am not here in order to demand asylum,”
Puigdemont, sacked by the Spanish government on Friday
after Catalonia’s parliament declared independence, told a
packed news conference in Brussels. He said he was in
Belgium “for safety purposes and freedom”, without detail-
ing how long he would stay.

After being axed, the
54-year-old reportedly
drove hundreds of kilome-
ters from Catalonia to
Marseille in southern
France with several mem-
bers of his dismissed cabi-
net and then flew to
Belgium. His departure is
the latest twist in the saga
over semi-autonomous
Catalonia’s drive for inde-
pendence that has pre-
sented Spain with its
biggest political crisis in
decades. On October 1, Catalonia held a referendum organ-
ized by Puigdemont’s administration which it said saw a
large majority vote in favor of seceding from Spain,
although turnout was just 43 percent.

Puigdemont said this gave the Catalan parliament a
mandate to declare independence on Friday, a decision
beamed onto big screens to cheering crowds in regional
capital Barcelona. But the same day Spanish Prime Minister
Mariano Rajoy’s government in Madrid invoked a never-
before-used article of the constitution to dismiss
Catalonia’s leaders and impose direct rule. The international
community including the European Union, struggling with
Brexit and other challenges, has largely spurned the inde-

pendence declaration and has united behind Madrid.

Rebellion
On Monday Spain’s chief prosecutor said he was seek-

ing charges including rebellion-punishable by up to 30
years in prison-and sedition against Puigdemont and fellow
leading separatists. Jose Manuel Maza said they had
“caused an institutional crisis that led to the unilateral dec-
laration of independence carried out on October 27 with
total contempt for our constitution”.  A court now has to

decide whether to bring
charges. Separately,
Spain’s Civil Guard police
force yesterday searched
the headquarters of
Catalonia’s regional police
in a probe centered on the
independence referen-
dum, a spokesman said.
Meanwhile, Spain’s
Supreme Court sum-
moned the former speaker
of the Catalan parliament
to charge her, a judicial
source said.

Elections
With its own language and distinct culture, Catalonia

accounts for a fifth of the euro-zone country’s economy. It
had a high degree of autonomy over key sectors such as
education, healthcare and the police. Rajoy also called snap
elections for December 21 to replace the Catalan parlia-
ment in a drastic bid to stop the secessionist drive.
Puigdemont said yesterday that he accepted the “chal-
lenge” and that he would “respect” the result whatever it is.
“I want a clear commitment from the state. Will the state
respect the results that could give separatist forces a
majority?” he nevertheless asked reporters in Brussels.
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BRUSSELS: Dismissed Catalonia’s leader Carles Puigdemont arrives to address media representatives at
The Press Club in Brussels yesterday. — AFP 

Business as usual 
There had been speculation that Catalan leaders and

civil servants might seek to disrupt Madrid’s move to
impose direct rule but in the event it passed off without
major incident. Catalan police, now under orders from
Madrid, were told Monday they could allow the dismissed

leaders to enter the government headquarters in Barcelona,
but only to clear their desks. But in the end, apart from one
regional minister who tweeted a photo of himself at his
desk, there was no major resistance. On Monday Joan
Escanilla from the CSIF civil servants union said: “For now
everything is very quiet. People have returned to work as
normal.”— AFP 

PARIS: For French and Belgian investigators, the fall
of the Islamic State group’s strongholds in Syria and
Iraq kindles hopes of ensnaring some of the ringlead-
ers of the 2015-16 terror attacks in Paris and Brussels.
Among the most wanted IS figures sought for their
suspected involvement in the slaughter, three are at
the top of the list-though their whereabouts are
unknown and they may even have been killed in the
offensives to free the IS strongholds of Raqqa, Syria,
and Mosul in Iraq.

Mastermind
Belgian and Moroccan national Oussama Atar, 32,

is a veteran jihadist who spent seven years in various
US prisons in Iraq where he is thought to have been
radicalized. Investigators suspect him of mastermind-
ing the attacks that claimed 130 lives in Paris in
November 2015 and left 32 dead in Brussels in March
last year. Belgian police found a computer near a
hideout used by the Brussels attackers containing evi-
dence that they were in close contact with Atar, who
was based in Raqqa at the time.

An Algerian arrested in late 2015 in Austria as he
returned from Syria identified Atar from a photograph
as the man who ordered the attacks. The United
States placed Atar, whose nom de guerre was Abu
Ahmed, on a list of “specially designated global ter-
rorists” in June this year, describing him as a “leading
coordinator” of the attacks in Europe. According to
the European arrest warrant for Atar, he is the uncle
of Ibrahim and Khalid El Bakraoui, brothers who blew
themselves up in the Brussels attacks of March 22,
2016, one at the airport and the other in the metro.

Bomb-maker
Ahmad Alkhald, thought to be an alias, is a 25-

year-old Syrian from Aleppo who is suspected of
making the bombs and suicide belts used in the Paris
and Brussels attacks. His other aliases include Yassine
Noure and Mohammed Alqhadi. His DNA was found
on a suicide vest worn by one of the assailants who
blew themselves up outside Paris’s Stade de France
stadium on November 13, 2015, when a string of
restaurants and bars in the French capital also came
under attack.  Investigators have established that
Alkhald arrived in Europe via the Greek island of
Leros posing as a migrant in September 2015, then
returned to Syria two weeks before the Paris attacks.
He is also on the US list of “global terrorists”,
described as the “explosives chief” of the Paris and
Brussels attacks.

Operations chief 
Abdelilah Himich, 27, is a Franco-Moroccan who

served in France’s Foreign Legion in Afghanistan
before deserting from the prestigious force in 2010.
Nicknamed “Abdel the Legionnaire” as well as Abu
Sulayman Al-Faransi (“the Frenchman”), he is also on
the US terror watchlist, described as a “senior foreign
terrorist fighter and external operations figure”.
Washington says he created “a European foreign ter-
rorist fighter cell” with up to 300 members at its
height that carried out attacks in Iraq and Syria as
well as planning the Paris and Brussels attacks. Born in
Morocco, he grew up in the small town of Lunel near
Montpellier in southern France, which became a
breeding ground for jihadists.— AFP 
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BERLIN: German police yesterday
arrested a Syrian man suspected of
preparing a terror attack using powerful
explosives, prosecutors said, almost one
year after a deadly jihadist truck rampage
at a Berlin Christmas Market. The man,
identified only as Yamen A, 19, was held at
dawn by special forces in the northeast-
ern town of Schwerin, the federal prose-
cutors office said in a statement. 

Several apartments were also
searched in the region, which is north of
Berlin. The man is suspected of having
“planned and already concretely pre-
pared an Islamist-motivated attack in
Germany using very powerful explo-
sives,” the statement said. “It has not
yet been established whether the sus-
pect already had a target in mind or
not,” it said, adding that prosecutors
did not have any information whether
the suspect belonged to “a terrorist
organization.”

The Syrian had made a decision “no
later than July 2017 to explode a bomb

in Germany with the aim of killing and
wounding as many people as possible.”
In the following weeks, he began to
acquire the chemical products and mate-
rials necessary to build a bomb. German
police have been on high alert to the
threat of Islamist attacks, particularly
since December last year when a man
hijacked a truck and ploughed into
shoppers at a Christmas market in Berlin,
killing 12 people. The attacker was shot
dead by police in Milan four days later,
and the rampage was claimed by the
Islamic State group. An investigation
pointed to a catalogue of “gross mis-
takes” by security services in the lead-
up to the attack.

‘10,000 Islamic radicals’
The scathing report found that

authorities had missed several opportu-
nities to arrest and deport the driver,
Tunisian asylum seeker Anis Amri. The
24-year-old, who had previously been
jailed in Italy, had been in touch with
radical Islamists and sold drugs in Berlin,
had managed to escape detection by
skipping across German state lines and
using different identities. Last July, a 26-
year-old Palestinian asylum seeker
wielding a knife stormed into a super-
market in Hamburg, killing one person
and wounding six others before being
detained by passers-by. German prose-

cutors said the man likely had a “radical
Islamist” motive.  

The intelligence services estimate
there are around 10,000 Islamic radicals
in Germany, some 1,600 of whom are sus-
pected of being capable of using vio-
lence. The Islamic State group claimed
responsibility a number of other attacks
in 2016, including the murder of a teenag-

er in Hamburg, a suicide bombing in the
southern city of Ansbach that wounded
15, and an axe attack on a train in Bavaria
that left five injured. Chancellor Angela
Merkel has allowed in more than one mil-
lion asylum seekers in the past two years-
a decision that has driven the shock rise
of the far-right Alternative for Germany
(AfD) party.— AFP 
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HAMBURG: A police car stands in front of a house that was searched by police in
connection with the arrest of a 19-year-old Syrian man suspected of planning an
Islamist bomb attack.— AFP 

BERLIN: A bitter row over a medieval
anti-Semitic carving on a church wall
risks overshadowing Germany’s celebra-
tions to mark the 500th anniversary of
the Reformation, the seismic theological
shift started by German theologian
Martin Luther. The bas relief sculpture at
the heart of the dispute dates from
around 1300 and is one of Germany’s
last remaining examples of vulgar anti-
Jewish folk art that was common in
Europe during that era.

The graphic stone image shows Jews
suckling the teats of a sow as a rabbi
looks intently under its leg and tail. The
hateful symbolism is that Jews obtain
their sustenance and scripture from an
unclean animal. Many churches in the
Middle Ages had similar “Judensau”
(Jewish pig) sculptures, which were also
aimed at sending the stark message that
Jews were not welcome in their commu-
nities. However its prominence on the
facade of the Stadtkirche (Town Church)
in the eastern German town of
Wittenberg derives from the importance
of the building, where Luther, himself a
notorious anti-Semite, preached two
centuries later.

It was in Wittenberg that Luther is

said to have nailed his 95 theses to
another church’s door in 1517, leading to
a split with the Roman Catholic Church
and the birth of Protestantism. The the-
ologian argued that Christians could not
buy or earn their way into heaven but
only entered by the grace of God, mark-
ing a turning point in Christian thinking.
But Luther also came to be linked to
Germany’s darkest history, as his later
sermons and writings were marked by
anti-Semitism-something that the Nazis
would later use to justify their brutal
persecution of the Jews.

‘Dark side of past’
Marking the 500th anniversary of the

Reformation, German Chancellor Angela
Merkel, herself the daughter of a
Protestant pastor, said it was essential
that Luther’s anti-Semitism never be
scrubbed from his theological legacy.
“That is, for me, the comprehensive his-
torical reckoning that we need,” she said
in her weekly video podcast Saturday.
Tens of thousands of Christians from
around the world have descended in
recent months on Wittenberg, the town
of 47,000 inhabitants 100 kilometers
southwest of Berlin.

Meanwhile a loose coalition of
activists has seized on the anniversary to
argue that the sculpture in its current
location, where Luther first preached in
German, remains a dangerous symbol of
intolerance. A petition started by British
theologian Richard Harvey calls for the
sculpture to be removed from the public
sphere and displayed in a museum. “It’s
so outrageous, obscene, insulting, fear-
making-it is something that I protest in
the strongest possible terms and if

there’s any way-human, physical, spiritu-
al or whatever-to change it, let’s do it,”
Harvey, a self-described Messianic Jew,
said in a video posted online.

The appeal has collected more than
8,000 signatures so far. However the
Wittenberg church’s own congregation
and the city council argue that it should
be maintained and adopted a resolution
to that effect in June.  They note that a
bronze plaque laid in 1988 in the pave-
ment next to the church points to the
horrific legacy of virulent anti-Jewish
sentiment, making the ensemble a vital
historical relic. “We are convinced that
history means not forgetting the dark

side of the past but confronting it,” the
church’s pastor Johannes Block told ZDF
public television.

“It would be historically incorrect to
remove the sculpture,” agreed profes-
sor of education Micha Brumlik, who is
leading a local movement to maintain
the image. He said the best solution
would be to expand the adjacent
memorial against anti-Semitism, which
was installed under communism, to
more fully place the “Judensau” sculp-
ture in context. “Out of respect for what
happened later to the Jews, you have to
provide a more complete explanation,”
he said. — AFP 
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WITTENBERG: A statue of German Church reformer Martin Luther holding a book
including his translation into German of the New Testament of the Bible is pictured
at the main square in front of the city hall in Wittenberg, eastern Germany. — AFP 


