
Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy’s conservative gov-
ernment is aiming to crush Catalonia’s secessionist aspira-
tions by firing the wealthy region’s government, dissolving
its parliament and calling early elections there. It may have
opened a Pandora’s box, however, and the plan could easi-
ly blow up in Rajoy’s face. Spain is still, as El Pais commen-
tator Ricardo de Querol wrote in Saturday’s edition, in “a
high-risk situation”.

Amid the uncertainty gripping Spain, one thing is sure:
Despite the government’s intervention, there is no end in
sight to the friction and tension between Madrid and
Barcelona after a defiant Catalan parliament flouted the
country’s constitution and voted for a unilateral declara-
tion of independence Friday. The weeks leading up the
Dec. 21 ballot promise to be fraught with incident.

Rajoy has the law on his side. But the pro-indepen-
dence Catalan leaders have the hearts and minds of many
people in their northeastern part of Spain. Protests by the
independence movement draw hundreds of thousands of
people into the streets of Barcelona. These displays of
secessionist fervor routinely attract huge numbers.
Demonstrations in favor of staying part of Spain have
also brought out large crowds in Barcelona.

Rajoy, a tall and stern career politician with a graying
beard and glasses, has the support of the country’s main
opposition Socialist party, the Ciudadanos pro-business
party which heads the opposition in the Catalan parlia-
ment, and of other European Union leaders in his battle
against Catalonia’s ambitions to create a new country with

its capital as Barcelona. Polls suggest the region of 7.5 mil-
lion people, which accounts for about one fifth of Spain’s
annual gross domestic product, is roughly evenly split on
secession. The Catalan pro-independence lobby, however,
tends to be louder and more vigorous in pressing its case.

Catalonia’s ousted regional President Carles
Puigdemont is something of a foil for Rajoy. The former

journalist and amateur rock guitarist has been a wily oper-
ator in his fight with the central government, keeping
Rajoy on edge with a cat-and-mouse game. That strategy
by Puigdemont and his allies is likely to continue. The
region’s pro-independence parties could boycott the
December election, in an attempt to deny it political legiti-

macy. The ballot could also backfire on Rajoy, delivering a
steadfastly pro-independence Catalan parliament.

Regional government workers could adopt a policy of
disobedience or non-cooperation with the central govern-
ment which will be running Catalonia. Demonstrators could
physically try to prevent police from removing Catalan offi-
cials from their offices. The populist sentiment driving the
Catalan backers of secession could quickly spin out of con-
trol. Querol, the El Pais commentator, wrote that
Puigdemont has fired up his supporters and noted that “you
can’t cage a monster which has been gorging and running
free.” Catalonia will torment Rajoy for some time yet. The
road out of the impasse is strewn with potential hazards. He
must weigh the advantages of facing down Catalonia
against the disadvantages of creating heroes who portray
themselves as freedom fighters, eager to cast off Madrid’s
yoke. All the time there will be, in the background, the fear
of violence in the streets. So far, though, the separatist
movement has taken pride in its peaceful reactions.

In the end, it is Catalans who may come out worse
from Spain’s severest constitutional crisis in decades.
Investors wrinkle their nose at political uncertainty and
social unrest. By the end of last week, about 1,700 busi-

nesses - including banks and large companies - had shift-
ed their official headquarters out of Catalonia to ensure
they will be able to continue operating under European
Union laws if the region secedes. Catalan voters may con-
sider the money in their pocket in the election four days
before Christmas. —AP
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A law coming into force on Wednesday will give
the Kremlin greater control over what Russians
can access online ahead of a presidential election
next March. Providers of virtual private networks
(VPNs) - which let Internet users access sites
banned in one country by making it appear that
they are browsing from abroad - will be required
to block websites listed by the Russian state com-
munications watchdog.

The law is the latest in a raft of restrictions
introduced by President Vladimir Putin’s govern-
ment and is expected to affect journalists and
opposition activists, even though several VPN
providers say they will not comply. Videos by the
punk band Pussy Riot and the blog of opposition
leader Alexei Navalny have in the past been
blocked under a law that allows authorities to
blacklist websites they consider extremist.

“Journalists and activists who are using this to
put out messages anonymously will be affected,”
Eva Galperin, director of cybersecurity at the US-
based Electronic Frontier Foundation, told AFP.
Even if they are able to work around the new
restrictions, the law will send a powerful message
to activists, she said. “If you’re thinking about tak-
ing the steps that you need to stay anonymous
from the government, you think maybe it’s not
worth it.” The law will likely be selectively applied
and will probably not affect foreign business peo-
ple using company VPNs, she said.

The measure is part of a wider crackdown on
online communications, which this month saw the
popular messaging app, Telegram, fined for failing
to register with the Roskomnadzor communica-
tions watchdog and provide the FSB with informa-
tion on user interactions. Starting from 2018, com-
panies on the Roskomnadzor register must also
store all the data of Russian users inside the coun-
try, according to anti-terror legislation which was
passed last year and decried by the opposition and
internet companies. On Thursday, the Russian par-
liament’s lower house approved a draft law that
would let the attorney general blacklist the web-
sites of “undesirable organizations” without a
court order.

‘Less safe, less free’ 
While falling short of a blanket ban on virtual

private networks, the new law undermines one of
their key purposes and “essentially asks VPN
services to help enforce Russia’s censorship
regime”, Harold Li, vice president at ExpressVPN
International, told AFP by email. “VPNs are central
to online privacy, anonymity, and freedom of
speech, so these restrictions represent an attack
on digital rights,” Li said. “We hope and expect
that most major VPN services will not bend to
these new restrictions.”

Providers ZenMate and Private Internet Access
- which said it removed all of its servers from
Russia in 2016 after several of them were seized by
authorities without notification - have already
announced that they would not enforce the list of
banned websites. Companies that do not comply
are likely to see their own websites placed on the
Russian blacklist. Amnesty International has called
the new legislation “a major blow to internet free-
dom” and Edward Snowden, the NSA whistleblow-
er who lives in Russia, said the measure “makes
Russia both less safe and less free”.

Laws curbing Internet freedoms were drafted
following mass protests in 2011 and 2012 against
Putin over disputed election results. The new
measures come into force ahead of presidential
elections next March, when Putin is widely
expected to extend his grip on power to 2024.
Russia’s opposition groups rely heavily on the
internet to make up for their lack of access to the
mainstream media.

‘Complete control’ 
“The path that Russia chose four years ago is

founded on the concept of digital sovereignty,”
said Sarkis Darbinyan, lawyer and director of the
Digital Rights Centre. “It’s the idea that the gov-
ernment should control the domestic part of the
internet. Western countries do not support this
concept and so what we are seeing today is an
Asian-style development of the internet,” along the
lines of China and Iran, he said.

But Galperin of the Electronic Frontier
Foundation noted that even if the Kremlin’s end
goal is “complete control of communications on
the Internet”, its technical capabilities still lag way
behind China with its “Great Firewall”. Many of the
invasive measures pushed by the Kremlin are com-
parable with the snooping powers demanded by
Western governments, she said. “Russia will fre-
quently point to the fact that the FBI and (British
Prime Minister) Theresa May want these powers
as reasons why they should have them, and why
they’re compatible with human rights.” — AFP 

VPN law latest 
step in Kremlin 
online crackdown

Myanmar tourism
dreams pierced by
Rohingya crisis
Only a few years ago Beyonce and Jay-
Z were posing for photos among
Myanmar’s famed temples, heralding the
former junta-run country’s rise as one
of the hottest new tourist destinations
on the map. But that dream is cracking
as images of burnt villages and Muslim
Rohingya fleeing army-led violence in
western Rakhine shock the globe,
sparking outrage over a staggering
scale of human suffering that has fes-
tered along the border.

Ever since the bloodshed broke out
in late August, tourism operators have
witnessed a cascade of cancellations,
rippling fear through a nascent industry
that was gearing up for its high season
in October. “Almost all the trips sched-
uled for October and November have
been cancelled due to instability in the
country, because of the situation in
Rakhine state,” said Tun Tun Naing
from New Fantastic Asia Travels and
Tour, an agency that leads trips to the
pristine beaches and mist-shrouded
lakes that dot the lush country. “Most
groups in Japan, Australia and other
Asian countries cited security reasons
and some Europeans have clearly said
they boycotted because of the humani-
tarian situation,” he told AFP.

In Yangon, a bustling city known for
its crumbling colonial architecture,
some foreign tourists could still be
seen circling the gilded Shwedagon
Pagoda that looms over the former
capital. But they admitted that the
ongoing crisis is an awkward backdrop
for their holiday. “It’s very sad to see
what the country is becoming, our
guide told us that Muslims were dan-
gerous and that they were not
Burmese,” said French tourist
Christine, who declined to give her
surname, of a crisis that has spiked
religious tensions in the Buddhist
majority country. 

Some distinguished guests are also
keeping their distance, with Prince
Charles, heir to the British throne, and
his wife Camilla deciding to skip a stop
in the former colony during an autumn
tour of Asia.

One step forward, two back? 
There are fears the refugee crisis

could throw Myanmar’s fledgling
tourism sector back to the dark days
under military rule, when many travellers
passed over the pariah state to avoid
lining the pockets of generals who bru-
tally suppressed human rights. All that
had started to change after the army ini-
tiated a transition to partial democracy
in 2011. The move saw Western sanc-
tions lifted as foreign tourists flocked to
landscapes unspoiled by the crowds and
travel infrastructure that has mush-
roomed elsewhere in the region. 

The first half of 2017 kicked off well
with a 22 percent increase in visitors
compared to the previous year, accord-
ing to figures from the Ministry of
Tourism, which hopes to double the
number of annual arrivals to 7.5 million
by 2020. But at the end of August,
western Rakhine state was in flames.
Raids by mobs of poorly-armed
Rohingya militants prompted a military
backlash so brutal the UN says it likely
amounts to ethnic cleansing of the
Muslim minority.

More than half a million Rohingya
have fled to neighboring Bangladesh in
two months, carrying testimony of
killings, rape and arson at the hands of
soldiers and Buddhist mobs. Their chill-
ing stories, alongside photos of gaunt
and weary refugees cramming into
Bangladesh’s ramshackle refugee
camps, have seized headlines around
the globe and cast a pall over the young
democracy’s rise. 

A few hours south of the conflict
zone in Rakhine state lies Mrauk-U, an
ancient capital and hallowed archaeo-
logical site. Two months into the crisis,
locals say the site is empty of the
tourists normally buzzing around its
ruins. “All people who live on tourism
are out of work now,” guide Aung Soe
Myint said. — AFP  

Some Russians 
crave tsar return 
Mikhail Ustinov’s ancestors were executed in
1917 for supporting the tsar but a hundred
years later the 68-year-old yearns for the
return of monarchy to Russia. “Russians are
monarchists in their soul, even though the
Soviets tried to destroy our soul,” Ustinov,
who is a self-proclaimed spokesman for the
Moscow monarchist community, told AFP in
his small apartment on the outskirts of the
Russian capital. Since the breakup of the
Soviet Union in 1991, Ustinov has dressed in
stylized military fatigues in a nod to the offi-
cers of the Tsarist army who were fiercely
loyal to the monarch and heavily persecuted
after the October Revolution.

Executed with his wife and children by the
Bolsheviks in 1918, the last Russian tsar Nicholas
II was rehabilitated and buried in Saint-
Petersburg in 1998 and canonized in 2000 by the
Orthodox Church. “I want to die wearing my uni-
form and declaring love for the tsar, like my grand-
father, great-grandfather and all of my family,”
said Ustinov, a portrait of Nicholas II behind him.
Ustinov said his family was decimated during the
revolution, which he calls a “coup d’etat.”

More than 28 percent of Russians are in
favor of the country becoming a monarchy
again one day, according to a study by
VTsIOM, a state pollster, released in March.
That figure increased from 22 percent in 2006.
Monarchy sympathizers are especially preva-
lent among the younger generation: 33 percent
among those between 18 and 24 years old and
35 percent of 25-34 year-olds. “We see clearly
that the ‘Soviet’ generations resist this idea
more than the younger people, for whom
monarchy is one possible system of gover-
nance,” said sociologist Stepan Lvov who
helped organize the poll. “It’s as if the Soviet
vaccine doesn’t work on them,” he added. On
the contrary, for young Russians monarchy is
“rather attractive for its rationality and effec-
tiveness,” Lvov said, adding they no longer see
it as the antithesis of liberty and democracy.

‘Tsar Putin’ 
Born after the collapse of the Soviet Union,

Pavel Markov is someone who sees monarchy as
a “more adequate and balanced system” than the
current political regime in Russia. “Democracy

doesn’t suit Russians, our mentality needs
authoritarian and centralized power,” said the
young history teacher from Nizhny Novgorod, a
city some 400 km east of the capital. “A consti-
tutional monarchy allows us to consolidate our
traditional values to give strength to the people,
who are struggling today,” he said.

Being a monarchist is “inseparable” from
the Orthodox faith, the predominant religion in
Russia, he added. And for others, Russia has
already become a monarchy of sorts, with
President Vladimir Putin reigning over the coun-
try for 18 years and widely expected to extend
his rule by another six years in a 2018 vote.
“Vladimir Putin is already a tsar, he acts like a
tsar,” said Yelena Melnikova, who studies
Orthodox icon restoration. The 22-year-old
believes that eventually the monarchy will replace
the “political hypocrisy” of today’s Russia and
mark the return of “real Russian values”.

Putin himself has flatly dismissed any com-
parisons to a monarch, saying in 2005 that the
title of tsar “doesn’t suit” him. But he made
overtures to the powerful Orthodox Church,
which has never opposed the Kremlin on
political matters in public. Critics accuse Putin
of paying lip service to the constitutional sep-
aration of church and state by giving clerics
ever more influence over secular institutions.
Sociologist Lvov said younger Russians tend
to romanticize monarchy and view it as an
alternative that offers “order and predictabili-
ty” in an unstable world. “A return of monar-
chy remains largely unpopular and improba-
ble,” he added. The figure of Nicholas II
remains a source of intense debate, with the
new biopic “Matilda” about his love affair
with a ballerina sparking a violent backlash
from radical Orthodox activists. —AFP

Rajoy has 
the law on 
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Catalonia keeps Spain on tenterhooks

A picture taken on Aug 10, 2017 shows
Mikhail Ustinov posing with a portrait of
the last Russian tsar Nicholas II in his
small apartment on the outskirts of
Moscow. —AFP 


