
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, December 7, 2018

Friday 15

PARIS: The French government, under pressure
from weeks of “yellow vest” protests over rising
living costs, on Wednesday scrapped all planned
fuel tax hikes for 2019 and appealed for calm. An
increase scheduled for January 1, was “scrapped
for the year 2019” in its entirety, Environment
Minister Francois de Rugy announced on BFM
TV, in an about-turn for the government. The
presidency, meanwhile, warned of possible vio-
lence during a new round of protests planned for
tomorrow in Paris and elsewhere in the country.

“We have reasons to fear major violence,” a
source in the Elysee Palace told AFP amid calls
for fresh mobilization of the “yellow vests”
movement already linked to four deaths and
hundreds of injuries in often violent demonstra-
tions. The protests began on November 17 to
oppose rising fuel taxes, but have ballooned into
a broad challenge to French President Emmanuel
Macron’s perceived pro-business agenda and
complaints that he is out of touch with the strug-
gles of ordinary people.

Demonstrators have blocked roads nation-
wide, playing havoc with traffic in the busy run-
up to Christmas. Last Saturday, rioters ran amok
in the capital, torching some 200 cars, smashing
shop windows, and vandalizing the Arc de Tri-
omphe, an iconic national monument. Macron
and his government appealed for calm Wednes-
day, and signaled they were ready to make fur-
ther concessions to avoid more violence.

“The moment that we are living through is
not about political opposition, it’s about the re-
public,” government spokesman Benjamin
Griveaux said after a cabinet meeting where he
said Macron urged decision-makers to issue “a
clear and explicit call to calm.” Prime Minister
Edouard Philippe told parliament: “What is at
stake is the security of French people and our
institutions. I’m calling for responsibility.” How-
ever far-right leader Marine Le Pen and hard-
left firebrand Jean-Luc Melenchon have been
vocal in backing the demonstrators’ demands.

Tax cuts for the rich    
Protests continued Wednesday, with petrol

depots, service stations, and shopping centers
among the targets of the “yellow vests” or “gilets
jaunes”-so named for the high-visibility road
safety jackets they wear. Macron, whose approval
ratings are down to just 23 percent, is yet to com-
ment publicly since returning to France from a
G20 summit in Argentina on Sunday morning. But
his office said he told ministers he would stick to
his decision to cut a “fortune tax” on high-earn-
ers-a move which has infuriated many protesters.

The one-year moratorium on fuel tax rises was
announced the day after Philippe, in the first
major retreat of Macron’s presidency, said the
January 1 fuel tax rise would be postponed for six
months. On Wednesday, De Rugy said the period
was extended to assuage fears that the unpopular

increase would simply be reintroduced once the
protests stop. In a battery of announcements tar-
geting low-income families, Philippe also froze in-

creases in regulated electricity and gas prices,
and new vehicle norms that would have hit users
of old, polluting diesel cars. —AFP 

French government yields on fuel 
price hikes after weeks of protest

Facebook board backs 
embattled executive 
Sheryl Sandberg
SAN FRANCISCO: The Facebook board of directors on Tues-
day backed the social network’s number two executive Sheryl
Sandberg, who is under fire for her role in pushing back against
criticism of the social media giant. The board expressed support
for Sandberg in a letter to Open Society Foundations-an organ-
ization backed by philanthropist and Facebook critic George
Soros-writing that: “We take issue with several points you raise.”

Facebook’s second-in-command Sandberg, long seen as the
“adult” at the youthfully-managed firm, has found herself the
center of a controversy over how the social network sought to
counter criticism by Soros and others. A prominent feminist
and author with strong political connections, Sandberg has
drawn fire in particular over an embarrassing effort to probe
Soros, the billionaire investor, after he assailed the online net-
work as a “menace to society.”

Facebook acknowledged last week that Sandberg asked her
staff to conduct research on the Hungarian-born billionaire fol-
lowing his remarks early this year, out of concern that he held
a “short” position that would profit from a decline in shares.
“As is to be expected following an attack from such a well-
known and widely respected figure, Facebook staff immedi-
ately initiated research to attempt to understand the
motivations driving the criticism, financial or otherwise,” the
board said in the letter, which was in response to one received
from the foundation. —AFP

Demonstrators block roads nationwide, playing havoc with traffic

MONTABON, France: Gilets Jaunes (Yellow vest) protestors man a barricade in Montabon,
northwestern France, at an access to an oil depot they block since December 2 as part of
the Gilets Jaunes protests. — AFP

Welcoming refugees 
may have ushered 
in Merkel’s final act
BERLIN: Opening Germany’s doors to more than a million
refugees may come to define Chancellor Angela Merkel’s legacy,
a landmark moment in her career that sparked a backlash which
could hasten her political exit. It was “the decision of her life,”
weekly Die Zeit judged recently, ahead of a vote on Friday that
will crown a new head of the centre-right Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) party Merkel has led since 2000.

Late summer 2015 saw hundreds of thousands of refugees at-
tempt to reach Europe in often appalling conditions-prompting
Merkel to welcome those who found themselves stuck in Hungary.
After completing the journey to the Austrian-German border by
coach or train or even on foot, many were welcomed by Germans
with bouquets of flowers, food and other supplies.

Syrians and Iraqis fleeing conflict in the Middle East dubbed
the chancellor “Mama Merkel”, the compassionate European who
had offered them shelter-often in requisitioned gym halls or dis-
used barracks. The nickname is “just a joke, it oversimplifies
things,” says Rami Rihawi, a 22-year-old Syrian from Aleppo who
arrived in Berlin in late 2015, spending seven months living with
300 other people in a gym. “But she will go down in history” for
the choices she made back then, he predicted. Rihawi met Merkel
in 2017 when she visited a training centre for young computer
programmers where he was studying, before he was hired as a
software developer at a start-up.

‘We can do it!’     
“We can do it!”-the phrase Merkel repeatedly used back then

to reassure her fellow citizens they were up to the mammoth in-
tegration challenge-has since disappeared from her lexicon, after
becoming a weapon flung at her by political opponents. Germans’
initial enthusiasm and openness quickly gave way to doubt over
the mass arrivals, especially in eastern states already aggrieved
by their economic disadvantages compared to the wealthier west.

At routine events or on the campaign trail, Merkel was met with
masses of people whistling and heckling. “Resign!” a crowd in Dres-
den chanted on Germany Unity Day in 2016. The CDU’s traditional
Bavarian allies-the more conservative CSU-have insisted on annual
quotas for the number of migrants allowed into the country. Merkel
long resisted such calls before finally giving in, in all but name.

Parliamentarians quickly passed tougher asylum laws that con-
tributed to a sharp reduction in the number of new requests, from
a peak of 750,000 in 2016 to 158,000 between January and Oc-
tober this year. And endless calls to be tougher about deporting
rejected asylum seekers have seen charter flights take Afghans
back to Kabul. Some politicians have even urged that people
should be returned to parts of Syria.

With migration dominating the airwaves, the far-right Alterna-
tive for Germany (AfD) party began notching up electoral wins
after years of stagnation. It has become the strongest party in cer-
tain regions, winning 92 seats in the Bundestag (lower house) 2017
parliamentary election, promising to “hunt” Merkel.

Such a major presence for the far-right in parliament has not
been seen in Germany since 1945, as the country’s strong memory
of the Nazi past restricted xenophobia’s appeal. Meanwhile the
CDU’s record low in 2017 prompted the party’s conservative
wing, which had always bridled at Merkel’s centrist leadership, to
turn up the volume on its complaints. It took six months for the
chancellor to form her fourth government, and the shaky alliance
has been riven by repeated clashes over migration-fed by the dis-
unity in the conservative camp. After a string of setbacks in re-
gional elections, Merkel announced in October that she would not
stand for reelection as party chief this month-nor for reelection
as chancellor in 2021. —AFP 


