
Catalan politicians 
quizzed in Spain 
rebellion case
MADRID: Spain’s National Court in Madrid was
questioning ousted Catalan government members
yesterday in an investigation into possible rebellion
charges for having declared the region’s independ-
ence, while a parallel Supreme Court session for six
Catalan lawmakers was suspended for a week.
Twenty regional politicians, including fired regional
government president Carles Puigdemont, were
called to appear after the chief prosecutor demanded
they be charged with rebellion, sedition and embez-
zlement following the Catalan parliament’s declaration
of secession Oct 27.  The crimes are punishable by up
to 30 years in prison under Spanish law. The group
summoned includes Puigdemont’s 13-member former
Cabinet and six parliamentary board members.
Puigdemont, who traveled to Belgium with some of
his ex-Cabinet members, remained in Brussels along
with four of his former ministers. Their failure to ap-
pear before the court could trigger arrest warrants
and an extradition petition.

Puigdemont’s No 2, Catalan ex-vice president
Oriol Junqueras, was the first to arrive at the National
Court. He went in accompanied by lawyers, passing
by dozens of journalists, and declined to answer ques-

tions. The National Court procedures began with the
appearance of former Catalan regional government
spokesman Jordi Turull, followed by Josep Rull, who
had handled the region’s territorial affairs. But a cor-
responding session in the Supreme Court for six re-
gional parliament members, including Catalan
parliament speaker Carme Forcadell, one of the lead-
ing figures of the pro-independence movement in
Catalonia for many years, was suspended until Nov.
9 following a request by the lawmakers’ lawyers.

Spain took the unprecedented step of seizing
control of Catalonia following the declaration and
later sacked the regional Cabinet, dissolved the re-
gional parliament and called a new regional election
for Dec 21. Puigdemont said he and several of his for-
mer ministers went to Brussels earlier this week for
“freedom and safety.” Four of the ex-ministers re-
mained in Brussels with him while the others returned
and were to be appearing in court. About two dozen
politicians and elected officials from Catalan sepa-
ratist parties had gathered at the gates of the
Supreme Court in a show of support.  

“If the question is if in Spain you can trust the ju-
dicial system, my answer is no,” said Artur Mas, a for-
mer president of the Catalan government. “From the
personal point of view and also for my personal ex-
perience, I don’t think that there are all the guarantees
to have a fair trial.” Assumpcio Lailla, a former law-
maker with Catalonia’s Democrats party, said she had
traveled to Madrid joining around 100 other politi-
cians and elected officials to show support to those
investigated in the rebellion probe. “This is an unjust
situation in which they are being investigated for fa-
cilitating democracy,” she said. —AP
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LONDON: At the heart of the Westminster harass-
ment scandal, which claimed its first ministerial ca-
sualty this week, is an imbalance of power between
ambitious young staffers and the MPs who can make
or break their careers. Defense Secretary Michael
Fallon stepped down late Wednesday amid the deep-
ening row in British politics, admitting his behavior
had “fallen below the high standards required” of his
role. Earlier in the week, he had apologized for put-
ting his hand on the knee of a journalist in 2002 - but
there was widespread speculation that there were
other allegations likely to come out.

Two other ministers
remain under investiga-
tion-one for asking his
then secretary to buy him
sex toys, and another for
allegedly touching the
knee of a journalist and
activist and then sending
her a suggestive text.
Many more cases are ru-
mored, and in the most se-
rious incident a Labor activist said she was raped
as a teenager by a senior party member-but was
advised not to report the assault for fear of harming
her career.  In almost all the cases, the alleged per-
petrator has been more senior-and in the case of
MPs and their own staff, they have directly em-
ployed their victim.

“It’s clear there has been-not just in our trade, it
started with the Weinstein affair-that there has been
this sense that people can use positions of power to

demand things from others, and that has got to stop,”
Scottish Conservative leader Ruth Davidson told
BBC radio. She added: “It isn’t actually about sex, it’s
about power. It is always about power. And we as
elected representatives have to hold ourselves to a
higher standard. “The dam has broken on this now,
and these overwhelmingly male dominated profes-
sions, where the boys’ own locker room culture has
prevailed and it’s all been a bit of a laugh, has got to
stop,” she said.

Meanwhile, Prime Minister Theresa May yester-
day named Gavin Williamson as Britain’s new de-

fense secretary after his
predecessor Michael Fal-
lon was forced to step
down over a sexual harass-
ment scandal sweeping
parliament. It represents a
significant promotion for
the 41-year-old, a trusted
ally  whose former job as
chief whip involved enforc-
ing discipline for May’s

Conservative party in parliament. Williamson, who
was only elected to parliament in 2010, is best
known for having a pet tarantula, Cronus, that he
keeps in a glass-sided tank on his desk. “The Queen
has been pleased to approve the appointment of
Right Honorable Gavin Williamson as Secretary of
State for Defense,” Downing Street said in a state-
ment. The job is one of the biggest and most chal-
lenging in the British government, and some
questioned Williamson’s expertise. 

‘Distrust is endemic’
Liz Saville Roberts, a Welsh MP, told the

House of Commons on Monday that a member of
parliamentary staff had reported a sexual assault
to the authorities but nothing was done. “She is
deeply disappointed and distrustful, and she tells
me that distrust is endemic,” she said. Labor MP
Harriet Harman told the same debate: “It is almost
impossible for someone at the bottom of the sys-

tem to complain and make allegations about
someone at the top. “That gives those at the top
impunity, of which some-few, but some-will take
advantage.”

Prime Minister Theresa May has called for tighter
rules on the conduct of MPs, and invited other party
leaders to a meeting on Monday to discuss setting
up an independent grievance procedure for every-
one working in parliament.  —Agencies
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Fallon steps down,
deepening row LONDON: The Houses of Parliament are seen in central London yesterday. British Defense Secretary Michael

Fallon quit the government on November 1, stepping down from ministerial office in a developing scandal
over sexual harassment at Westminster. —AFP

Independence 
dream stalls in 
deepest Catalonia 
DOSRIUS: A month ago, residents of the Catalan vil-
lage Dosrius were facing off against police in their
struggle to break away from Spain. Now independ-
ence has been declared-but nothing, they feel, has
been gained. Indeed, they have probably lost what
they had. Spain’s central government has taken con-
trol of the region for the first time since the end of
dictatorship in the 1970s. Catalonia’s separatist
leader, facing likely prosecution, has fled to Belgium. 

“I feel impotent,” says farmer Oscar Jansana, 43,
who flies a Catalan independence flag-red and yel-
low stripes with a white star-outside his house in
this small valley town north of Barcelona. He and
other separatists want the rich region to have con-
trol over its finances. They feel dismayed that in just
a few days their independence effort has apparently
all but collapsed. “We have worked hard. We have
collaborated as much as we could,” said Jansana.
“And in the end we have ended up worse off than
we were before.”

‘Viceroy’
The northeastern region’s parliament pro-

claimed an independent “Catalan Republic”, on
Friday on the basis of an outlawed October 1 ref-
erendum. Madrid promptly declared that regional
president Carles Puigdemont and his government
were dismissed. Puigdemont and his followers still
insist he is the rightful leader of the Catalans. But
he is hundreds of miles away in Belgium. His
lawyer says he will not return to Spain to face re-
bellion accusations unless he is assured of fair
treatment by the courts. Prime Minister Mariano
Rajoy has put his own deputy, Soraya Saenz de
Santamaria, in charge of the region, replacing
Puigdemont. “They have taken the republic to
Belgium and we have been left with a viceroy,”
said Susana Mora, a tobacco-seller in Dosrius.

‘The people are angry’
Like thousands of Catalans, Mora acted as a

human shield to try to block the way of national
police from shutting down the local polling station
during the referendum. Despite the police resist-
ance and a lack of electoral regulations, the sep-
aratists pushed ahead with the vote. They said a
majority of participants voted for independence.
Last Friday, separatist lawmakers sang the re-
gional anthem triumphantly after declaring a re-
public. The euphoria has since faded. “We don’t
understand what is happening. —AFP


