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PARIS: President Emmanuel Macron suffered a major political
blow yesterday as his popular Environment Minister resigned
live on radio-without informing the French leader beforehand.
Nicolas Hulot, one of the most respected members of the cabi-
net among the French public, took even his interviewers by sur-
prise on the France Inter radio station when announcing his
move. “I am taking the decision to leave the government,” Hulot
said, adding that he felt “all alone” on environmental issues
within the government. 

The 63-year-old TV celebrity,
who made his name as an envi-
ronmental campaigner, was lured
into government last year by
Macron, but has repeatedly
clashed with his cabinet col-
leagues over policy. “We’re taking
little steps, and France is doing a
lot more than other countries, but
are little steps enough?... the
answer is no,” he added. Hulot,
whose future in the government
has been a subject of speculation
for months, said he had not informed Macron or Prime
Minister Edouard Philippe of his plans to resign. “It’s an hon-
est and responsible decision,” he added. His departure adds
to mounting problems for 40-year-old centrist Macron, who
swept to power in May last year promising to solve decades
of low growth and high unemployment in France and reform
the European Union.

Due to slowing economic growth, his government is hav-
ing difficulties drawing up the 2019 budget which saw Prime
Minister Philippe announce at the weekend that he was drop-
ping targets for reducing the deficit. At the diplomatic level,
Macron is struggling to convince his European partners of
the need for a more integrated EU as nationalist governments
make gains across the continent. Over the summer, the former
banker also suffered the first major political scandal of his 15-

month term when a senior security aide was filmed manhan-
dling protesters while wearing a police helmet.

Anger in government
Hulot’s announcement is likely to be received bitterly by

Macron, who was starting a trip to Denmark to sell his EU
agenda yesterday. “The most basic of courtesies would have
been to warn the president of the republic and the prime min-
ister,” government spokesman Benjamin Griveaux told the

BFM news channel. Hulot was
formerly the star presenter of
the hit Ushuaia environmental
TV program in France and had
repeatedly turned down offers
to enter government by previous
French presidents. He was wide-
ly reported to be close to quit-
ting in February after media
reports that the granddaughter
of former French president
Francois Mitterrand had accused
him of rape in the 1990s.

Hulot furiously denied the claims and said they had been
extremely hurtful for him and his family. He had also faced
criticism from fellow green campaigners, who accused him of
failing to influence the Macron government sufficiently after
he lost battles with his colleagues in the agriculture and
economy ministries. Hulot was left disappointed when the
government backtracked on a target to reduce the share of
nuclear power in the country’s energy mix to 50 percent by
2025, while EU negotiations on pesticides were another
source of frustration.

On Monday, the cost of a hunting license was cut in half to
200 euros-another bitter pill for the vegetarian. “Do you do
an environmental revolution in one year? The response is no,”
government spokesman Griveaux added. “I prefer little steps
to not moving.” Macron’s record on the environment is mixed.

He has made the battle against global warming one of his for-
eign policy priorities, organizing a major conference in Paris
last year in an effort to compensate for Trump’s skepticism
about climate change. 

He also led efforts at the EU level to reduce the use of the
controversial weedkiller chemical glyphosate and he
scrapped a proposed airport in western France, partly on

environmental grounds. Macron’s political opponents imme-
diately seized on the resignation. “I don’t necessarily share
the same opinions as Nicolas Hulot, but I can understand that
he feels betrayed today, like a lot of French people, by the
strong promises that were made and the sense that in the end
they have not been kept,” said Laurent Wauquiez, the head of
the rightwing Republicans party. — AFP 
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S Sudan’s Machar rejects deal
KHARTOUM: South Sudan rebel chief Riek Machar
yesterday refused to sign a final peace deal with the
government that aims to end a brutal civil war, a
Sudanese mediator said. “The main South Sudanese
opposition groups, including the SPLM-IO (Machar
faction), refused to sign the final document demanding
that their reservations be guaranteed in it,” Sudanese
Foreign Minister Al-Dierdiry Ahmed told reporters. The
warring South Sudanese parties have held weeks of
talks in Khartoum in search of a comprehensive peace
deal to end the conflict that has killed tens of thousands
of people and displaced millions in the world’s youngest
country since it erupted in December 2013. — AFP 

Caning lesbian women 
KUALA LUMPUR: A Malaysian Islamic court post-
poned the caning yesterday of two women convicted
of lesbian sex as activists hoped it would give them
time to stop the punishment being carried out. The
women, aged 22 and 32, were arrested in April by
Islamic enforcement officers after they were found in a
car in a public square in northern Terengganu state,
one of the most conservative areas of the Muslim-
majority country. They were brought before an Islamic
court and admitted to breaking a sharia law that for-
bids sexual relations between women and sentenced to
six strokes of the cane each and fined 3,300 ringgit
($800). — AFP 

Biggest military drills
MOSCOW: Russia will next month hold its biggest war
games since at least the 1980s, with around 300,000
troops and 1,000 aircraft, the defense minister said
yesterday. The Vostok-2018 exercises will be carried
out from September 11 to 15 in the country’s east with
the participation of China and Mongolia. “This will be
something of a repeat of Zapad-81, but in some senses
even bigger,” Sergei Shoigu said of the 1981 war
games in Eastern Europe, in comments reported by
Russian news agencies.  He said “more than 1,000 air-
craft, almost 300,000 troops and almost all the ranges
of the Central and Eastern military districts” would be
involved in the exercises. — AFP 

Japan govt apologizes 
TOKYO: The Japanese government yesterday apolo-
gized for routinely overstating the number of disabled
people it employed to meet legal quotas in a “highly
regrettable” scandal. Thousands of able-bodied
employees at 27 ministries and government agencies
were wrongly counted as disabled, Tokyo admitted.
“We deeply apologize for something that should not
have happened to the government, which has a
responsibility to secure and stabilize employment of
people with disabilities,” government spokesman
Yoshihide Suga told a regular news conference. He
announced the creation of a working group headed by
the labor ministry to investigate how the disabled
employment figures were padded and urged regional
authorities to conduct similar probes. — AFP 

Cambodia frees 14 
PHNOM PENH: Fourteen Cambodia opposition support-
ers jailed for insurrection were released yesterday, the
largest pardon since Premier Hun Sen extended his grip
on power in an election that turned the kingdom into a
one-party state. The main opposition Cambodia National
Rescue Party (CNRP) was dissolved months before the
July election, giving Hun Sen’s ruling Cambodia People’s
Party a clean sweep of seats in parliament, and many
CNRP members and government critics were rounded up
in a crackdown on dissent. The 14 released yesterday
from Prey Sar prison in Phnom Penh were pardoned by
the Cambodian king for convictions that carried between
seven and 20 years behind bars.  — AFP
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North Korea still 
a ‘serious threat’
TOKYO: North Korea still poses a “serious
and imminent threat”, Japan said yesterday
in its first annual defense review since ten-
sions eased on the Korean peninsula.
Japan’s 2018 defense white paper also took
aim at China’s rise as a military power, say-
ing Beijing was sparking “strong security
concerns in the region and international
community, including Japan”. Last year’s
defense review was published at the height
of the tensions with North Korea, amid
nuclear and missile tests and with US
President Donald Trump threatening to
rain down “fire and fury” on Pyongyang if
it kept up its threats.

But since then, a spectacular diplomatic
detente has taken place, culminating in the
historic summit between Trump and the
North’s leader Kim Jong Un in Singapore
on June 12. Nevertheless, Tokyo insisted
yesterday: “There is no change in our basic
recognition concerning the threat of North
Korea’s nuclear weapons and missiles.”
Pyongyang continues to post “an unprece-
dentedly serious and imminent threat to
Japan’s security and (to) significantly dam-
age the peace and security of the region
and the international community”, accord-
ing to Tokyo.

Japanese Defense Minister Itsunori
Onodera acknowledged in the document
that North Korea had begun dialogue with
its former foes the US and South Korea.
“But we cannot overlook the fact that, even
to this day, it possesses and fully deploys
several hundred missiles that put nearly all
of Japan within range,” the minister
stressed. In response, Japan is steadily
upgrading its capacity to shield the nation
from the North’s arsenal, including a plan
to spend some $4.2 billion over the next
three decades on installing and operating
US radar systems.

The defense ministry is expected later
this week to request a record 5.3 trillion
yen ($47.6 billion) for the budget for the
fiscal year starting from April. Despite the
historic handshake in Singapore, there has
been little progress in denuclearizing the
Korean peninsula and Washington-
Pyongyang relations appear to have taken
a turn for the worse, with Trump abruptly
scrapping a planned visit to the North by
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.

The white paper also reiterated Japan’s
worries about China’s increasing military
spending and expanding naval ambitions. It
complained that Beijing was trying to
“change the status quo by coercion”, refer-
ring to such actions as building up disput-
ed islands in the South China Sea and
expanding naval activities around East
China Sea islands disputed with Japan.
Chinese foreign ministry spokeswoman

Hua Chunying dismissed the white paper
as containing “irresponsible” and “baseless
accusations”.

“We hope that the Japanese will not
come up with all sorts of excuses to
expand their military strength but instead
look at the bigger picture of a stable rela-
tionship with China,” she said. The white
paper also drew ire from Seoul by repeat-
ing Tokyo’s longstanding claim of sover-

eignty over islands which Japan calls
Takeshima. The islands are controlled by
South Korea, which calls them Dokdo. “The
Japanese government must bear in mind
that repeating such unjustifiable and
groundless allegations over Dokdo will not
be helpful at all in building forward-look-
ing relations between the two countries,”
the South Korean foreign ministry said in a
statement. — AFP 

TOKYO: Pedestrians walk in front of a large video screen in Tokyo broadcasting a
news report showing North Korean leader Kim Jong-Un, following a North Korean
missile test that passed over Japan. — AFP 

Cardinals defend 
themselves over 
cover-up storm
NEW YORK: US cardinals defended themselves Monday
against accusations of a Catholic Church cover-up on sex
abuse detailed by a conservative bishop who has called on
Pope Francis to resign. Cardinal Joseph Tobin of Newark, a
progressive, expressed “shock, sadness and consternation”
at the wide-ranging allegations, which he said “cannot be
understood as contributing to the healing of survivors of
sexual abuse.”

“Together with Pope Francis, we are confident that
scrutiny of the claims of the former nuncio will help to
establish the truth,” Tobin said. Archbishop Carlo Maria
Vigano, a former Vatican envoy to the United States, said
Saturday he had told Francis of the allegations against
prominent US cardinal Theodore McCarrick in 2013.
Cardinal Donald Wuerl of Washington - who himself faces
calls to resign for covering up abuse while formerly bishop

of Pittsburgh — denied any knowledge that his predeces-
sor had been either sanctioned or accused of abuse.

“During his entire tenure as archbishop of Washington
no one has come forward to say to him, ‘Cardinal
McCarrick abused me’ or made any other like claim,” said
a statement from his archdiocese. Cardinal Daniel
DiNardo of Galveston-Houston, president of the US
Conference of Catholic Bishops, said the questions raised
by Vigano “deserve answers that are conclusive and
based on evidence.”

DiNardo said he was “eager” to meet the pope “to
earn his support for our plan of action” that would make
reporting of abuse and misconduct by bishops easier, and
improve procedures for resolving complaints against bish-
ops. Vigano, who was a papal nuncio in Washington
between 2011 and 2016, claimed Francis ignored his warn-
ings about McCarrick and lifted allegedly previously
imposed canonical sanctions. In July, the pontiff accepted
the resignation of McCarrick, now 88. He has been
accused of “gravely immoral” behavior with seminarians
and priests. Vigano’s claims have raised speculation of a
campaign against the pontiff by conservatives in the
Church. The United States is home to the fourth-largest
Catholic population in the world, after Brazil, Mexico and
the Philippines. — AFP 

Leading journos 
join call for EU 
copyright reform
PARIS: Leading journalists from more than 20 coun-
tries joined a call yesterday for European MPs to
approve a controversial media reform aimed at forc-
ing internet giants to pay for news content. European
Parliament lawmakers return in September to discuss
the proposal, a first draft of which was rejected last
month after a fierce debate. The so-called copyright
and neighboring rights law aims to ensure that pro-
ducers of creative content - whether news, music or
movies - are paid fairly in a digital world.

But the plans have been firmly opposed by big US
tech firms such as Google and Facebook, as well as
advocates of internet freedom. An open letter signed
by more than 100 prominent journalists from major
news outlets warned yesterday that “this fleecing of
the media of their rightful revenue” was “morally and
democratically unjustifiable”. “We have become tar-
gets and our reporting missions cost more and more,”
said the letter written by AFP foreign correspondent
Sammy Ketz and published in several European
newspapers including France’s Le Monde.

“Yet, even though (the media) pay for the content
and send the journalists who will risk their lives to
produce a trustworthy, thorough and diverse news
service, it is not they who reap the profits but the
internet platforms, which help themselves without
paying a cent,” the letter said. “It is as if a stranger
came along and shamelessly snatched the fruits of
your labor.” The editorial urged the European
Parliament to “vote massively in favor of neighboring
rights for the survival of democracy and one of its
most remarkable symbols: journalism”. Major publish-
ers, including AFP, have pushed for the reform -
known as Article 11 - seeing it as an urgently needed
solution against a backdrop of free online news that
has wiped out earnings for traditional media compa-
nies. But opponents have called it a “link tax” that will
stifle discourse on the Internet. Resistance has been
especially heated to Article 13: The proposal to make
online platforms legally liable for copyrighted material
put on the web by users. — AFP

PARIS: French Minister for the Ecological and Inclusive Transition Nicolas Hulot leaves the Elysee presidential
Palace after a cabinet meeting in Paris. — AFP 

PHILADELPHIA: Ambassador to the Vatican Carlo Maria Vigano (left) and Vincenzo Paglia (right) listen
to Pope Francis speaking at Independence Hall in Philadelphia. — AFP 


