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BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel put her reputa-
tion as Europe’s consummate consensus-builder on the line,
as she launches a second bid to form a coalition government
after weeks of sniping between its would-be partners.
Seeking a fourth term in office, Merkel saw her authority
weakened in a national election in September, when support
for her conservatives was eroded by the far right.

She is now under
increasing pressure to reach
a deal with the centre-left
Social Democrats (SPD),
which also lost ground in
the election, but the two
sides have bickered over a
range of issues, notably
immigration and taxation.
At a meeting yesterday
afternoon, Merkel will try to
build trust with SPD leader
Martin Schulz and the head
of Bavaria’s CSU conserva-
tives, Horst Seehofer, by
agreeing a structure for talks that are due to start on
Sunday and could lead to official coalition negotiations in a
few weeks. 

Having failed before Christmas to form a coalition with
the Greens and pro-business Free Democrats (FDP),
Merkel is now leading an interim government with the
SPD that is keeping things ticking over in Europe’s
biggest economy. Merkel’s CDU/CSU alliance ruled in a
‘grand coalition’ with the SPD from 2013 to 2017 and,
with investors fearing a protracted power vacuum that
could delay reforms in Germany and the European Union,
she is pressing for a re-run of that arrangement. But the
SPD has shown reluctance, with some of its members

favoring a looser cooperation agreement or supporting a
minority government.

‘Verbal Shenanigans’ 
The two blocs are at odds on issues from healthcare and

immigration to Europe and pensions and, if no deal is done,
Merkel’s future as chancellor would be thrown into doubt with

new elections a distinct
prospect. In recent days
some conservatives, espe-
cially from Bavaria, have
stoked tensions by calling
for tax cuts for high earn-
ers and reductions in ben-
efits for asylum seekers,
which the SPD opposes.
“Again verbal shenanigans
from the Bavarian CSU,”
tweeted one of the SPD’s
deputy leaders, Ralf
Stegner. “Always the same
recipe: humor the lederho-

sen public. No sense of reality in terms of agreeing with the
other parties.” But Seehofer sounded more conciliatory yes-
terday, saying “important days” lay ahead. “We will do every-
thing in these talks to reach sensible agreements,” said the
Bavarian before internal party talks yesterday morning.

One of Merkel’s priorities will be to establish an atmos-
phere of trust between the parties, the absence of which led
to the collapse of the talks with the Greens and FDP in
November. Many within the SPD, which said it would go into
opposition after the election in which its support slumped to
its lowest level since 1933, fear sharing power with Merkel
again will lead voters to punish it further. To keep the rank
and file on board, the SPD leadership has said it will let its

members vote on Jan 21 on going ahead with detailed coali-
tion talks after a first exploratory phase has been completed.

“I have said that (a coalition deal) must be agreed at the very
latest by Easter,” said Seehofer.—Reuters
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India calls off deal 
JERUSALEM: India’s Ministry of Defense has called off
an order to buy Spike anti-tank guided missiles from
Israel’s state-owned defense contractor Rafael, the com-
pany said yesterday. The deal was worth about $500 mil-
lion and the announcement of its termination came just a
couple of weeks before Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu is due to visit India. Indian officials had no
immediate comment. The countries have grown closer
since Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi rose to power
in 2014, broadening commercial cooperation beyond their
long-standing defense ties. Modi became the first sitting
Indian prime minister to visit Israel last summer, and
Netanyahu will fly to India on Jan 14.  “Rafael regrets the
decision and remains committed to cooperating with the
Indian Ministry of Defense and to its strategy of continu-
ing to work in India, an important market, as it has for
more than two decades, to provide India with the most
advanced and innovative systems,” the company said. 

Vietnam blast kills 2 
BAC NINH: A baby boy and a five-year-old girl were
killed in an explosion east of Vietnam’s capital Hanoi yes-
terday that destroyed several houses and wounded at
least eight other people. Authorities are investigating the
cause of the blast in Bac Ninh province’s Yen Phong dis-
trict, which occurred at 4:30 am demolishing buildings
and sending debris flying through the air. The explosion
completely razed four homes to charred rubble and shat-
tered the windows of surrounding buildings. A one-year-
old boy and a girl were killed, according to a report from
the provincial health department seen by AFP. At least
eight others were injured by the blast, district authorities
said in a statement. Local resident Nguyen Thi Tap told
AFP her house was badly damaged by the explosion,
which jolted her from her sleep early in the morning.  “We
were so scared. I thought thunder had struck my roof... I
hugged my daughter and the doors crashed down on us,”
she said. 

Russian copter crashes 
MOSCOW: A Russian helicopter crashed in Syria on New
Year’s Eve killing both pilots following a technical fault,
Moscow’s defense ministry said yesterday. The Mi-24
military helicopter was flying to Hama, northwestern
Syria, and there was no firing from the ground, agencies
quote the ministry as saying. “Both pilots died in a hard
landing 15 km from the air base,” the ministry said, adding
that a technician had been injured and taken to another
air base at for emergency treatment. The investigative
blog Conflict Intelligence Team (CIT) quoted a post from
Forumavia aviation forum saying the helicopter had
tripped over power line wires and crashed while escorting
a convoy. The post did not specify whether the helicopter
was escorting a humanitarian convoy or combat unit and
the defense ministry did not give any further details.
Russia became involved in the multi-front conflict in
September 2015, when it began an aerial campaign in
support of President Bashar Al-Assad’s military. 

Passenger ‘sits on wing’
MADRID: The passenger of a Ryanair flight from London
to Malaga in southern Spain, apparently tired of waiting
inside the plane on arrival, got out and sat on the wing, a
witness and the airline said yesterday. “We had been
waiting around half-an-hour to get out of the plane,”
Fernando del Valle, another passenger, told AFP of the
incident on Monday evening. “The man calmly went to the
emergency exit, pulled the mechanism to open the door,
looked out, came back to get his backpack and went out
on the wing.” Del Valle filmed the incident and posted it
on his Facebook page. His footage reveals a man walking
on the wing, putting his backpack down and sitting next
to the bag. “The captain was stunned... he asked who had
got out on the wing,” said del Valle, a Spaniard who was
coming back from London on the flight which left an hour
late but arrived around 20 minutes after the planned time
late on Monday. 

Taleban 
ex-hostage 
arrested, 
charged 
MONTREAL: A Canadian man who was
held captive by a faction of the Afghan
Taleban for five years has been arrested on
15 charges including sexual assault, illegal
confinement and issuing death threats,
according to reports on Tuesday. Joshua
Boyle was freed last October along with
his American wife Caitlan Coleman and
their three children born in captivity. The
identity of the alleged victim was being
withheld by a court, according to Boyle’s
lawyer Eric Granger.

Granger added his client was “pre-
sumed innocent” and had never been in
any form of legal trouble before. “We look
forward to receiving the evidence and
defending him against these charges,” he
said, adding Boyle would appear before a
court in Ottawa. According to news chan-
nel CTV, Boyle is facing eight counts of
assault, two counts of sexual assault and
two counts of unlawful confinement, as well

as one each of misleading police to “divert
suspicion from himself,” uttering a death
threat, and administering a noxious sub-
stance, Trazodone.  

In a statement to The Toronto Star and
published on the newspaper’s website,
Boyle’s wife would not comment on the
specific charges “but I can say that ulti-
mately it is the strain and trauma he was
forced to endure for so many years and the
effects that that had on his mental state
that is most culpable for this.”

She said “with compassion and forgive-
ness that I... hope help and healing can be
found for him.” Coleman added that she
and the children were healthy.  Boyle and
Coleman, who have been married since
2011, were kidnapped by the Taleban dur-
ing what they described as a backpacking
trip through war-torn Afghanistan in 2012,
and were later transferred to the custody
of the Haqqani faction, known for its
alleged ties to the Pakistani military.  

They were freed on October 12, but
refused to board a US military plane.
Boyle, a Muslim convert and long-time
advocate of freed Guantanamo inmate
Omar Khadr, cited fears over his back-
ground. Upon his arrival in Toronto two
days later Boyle accused his captors of
raping his wife and killing his baby daugh-
ter, a fourth child-allegations swiftly refuted
by the Taleban’s spokesman Zabihullah
Mujahid. Mujahid admitted a baby had died

but said it was a result of a natural miscar-
riage. A month later Coleman also spoke of
a sexual “assault” by two of her captors in
an interview with ABC news.Boyle has been
an outspoken advocate for Omar Khadr, a
Canadian captured at the age of 15 in 2002
in Afghanistan and held at Guantanamo Bay
before being transferred to Canada and lat-

er released. He married Khadr’s sister in
2009. Pakistan’s military says the family
was freed in a daring rescue operation. But
some US and Canadian officials have ques-
tioned that account, suggesting to news
outlets it may have involved a “negotiated
handover” with the Haqqani network which
Islamabad is said to covertly back.—AFP 
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SMITHS FALLS: File photo shows freed Canadian hostage Joshua Boyle talking on
the phone outside the Boyle family home in Smiths Falls, Ontario, Canada.— AFP 

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel arrives in a car to attend consultations between the conservative
CDU/CSU and the social democratic SPD parties in Berlin. —AFP 

Japan suicide 
victim video 
sparks outrage 
TOKYO: Japanese social media reacted with a storm of
outrage to a video by YouTube star Logan Paul showing a
suicide victim in a forest near Mount Fuji, as anger spread
over the now-deleted video yesterday. Angry comments
flooded Twitter after Paul, who gained notoriety on social
media and has a popular video blog or “vlog”, apologized
for the footage, which was reportedly viewed six million
times. 

The video shows the 23-year-old discovering a body in
Aokigahara, a dense woodland at the foot of Mount Fuji
known as “the Japanese Suicide Forest”, in a country that
has long struggled with some of the highest suicide rates
in the developed world. As news of the video and apology
was reported in Japan yesterday, social media erupted
with indignation over the film, which showed a man who
had hanged himself. 

“It is insane to show to the world the body of someone
who died after being depressed. Shame on you,” said one
Twitter user @j_rivoluzione. Others objected to Paul’s
appearance in a novelty hat, while outtakes showing the
US internet celebrity laughing and joking about the inci-
dent also stirred anger. “It’s good to raise awareness but
you can do it without filming a person who committed sui-
cide,” @spiffymiffy1 said. “It looks like he did it for self-
satisfaction. Suicide and depression are serious issues.
There’s nothing funny about them.” Others said Paul’s
actions were irresponsible, with teenagers and tweens
making up his subscriber base of 15 million.

In his apology, Paul said he had posted the video in a
mistaken effort to draw attention to the problem of
depression and suicide. “It’s easy to get caught up in the
moment without fully weighing the possible ramifications,”
he said in his statement. “I thought I could make a positive
ripple on the internet, not cause a monsoon of negativity”,
he said, in comments that sparked derision and anger.
Actress Anna Akana was among many in the US and else-
where to hit out at Paul. “When my brother found my sis-
ter’s body, he screamed with horror & confusion & grief &
tried to save her,” she tweeted.

“You do not walk into a suicide forest with a camera
and claim mental health awareness.” Japan has the highest
suicide rate of any Group of Seven industrialized nation,

with more than 20,000 people taking their own lives each
year. Aokigahara, located 100 kilometers west of Tokyo,
has become so notorious as a spot for desperate people to
kill themselves that authorities have put up signs among
the trees urging people with self-destructive thoughts to
contact a suicide prevention group. “Life is a precious
thing... Think again about your parents, siblings and chil-
dren,” the signs say. Local officials have also organized
daily patrols to prevent suicides from taking place.

The suicide rate in Yamanashi prefecture, where the
forest is located, was the worst in Japan for eight years
until 2014. Suicides in Japan have fallen since their peak of
34,427 in 2003, with 21,897 taking their own lives in 2016.
Google-owned YouTube indicated the video was removed
because it violated the video-sharing platform’s terms of
service. “Our hearts go out to the family of the person fea-
tured in the video,” a Google statement said. The state-
ment added that YouTube prohibits “violent or gory con-
tent posted in a shocking, sensational or disrespectful
manner” and that such content is allowed only “when sup-
ported by appropriate educational or documentary infor-
mation.”—AFP 

Eastern US braces 
for winter storm as 
bitter cold remains   
NEW ENGLAND: A major winter storm will start hit-
ting the US Southeast up through New England with
freezing rain, snow and strong winds, adding to
record-shattering cold that is keeping its grip on much
of the eastern United States. The winter mix along
with low wind chills could cause widespread power
outages and ice over roadways, making commuting
treacherous for millions of Americans from northern
Florida to southern Virginia, the National Weather
Service said in a series of warnings. “Travel will be
dangerous and nearly impossible, including during the
morning commute today,” the service said in an advi-
sory for northeastern Florida.       

Eastern Florida, Georgia, South Carolina, North
Carolina and Virginia will get as much as 6 inches (15
cm) of snow along with an accumulation of ice while
parts of New England could see 12 to 15 inches (30-38
cm) of snow and wind gusts of 35 mph (55 kph) by the
end of week, the service said. Late on Tuesday,
Georgia Governor Nathan Deal declared a state of
emergency for 28 counties after the National Weather
Service issued the winter storm warning. Florida
Governor Rick Scott on Tuesday urged residents in the
northern part of his Sunshine State to prepare for the
cold.  His office said cold weather shelters have
opened or are planning to open in 22 of the state’s 67
counties.

As the storm bears down, an arctic air mass will
remain entrenched over the eastern two thirds of the
country through the end of the week. The record-low
temperatures is to blame for at least eight deaths in
Texas, Wisconsin, West Virginia, North Dakota and
Michigan over the past several days. A large swath of
the Midwest was under a wind chill warning yesterday
as places like Cleveland and Indianapolis had temper-
atures in the wind of 5 to 20 degrees below zero in
Fahrenheit (minus 20 to minus 29 degrees Celsius)
while the deep South faced deep freeze temperatures
that threatened crops and pipes, the National Weather
Service warned.—Reuters

LAS VEGAS: Actor Logan Paul arrives at the T-Mobile
Arena in Las Vegas, Nevada. Actor and YouTube celebri-
ty Logan Paul apologized for posting a video of a sui-
cide victim in Japan that reportedly was viewed by six
million people before being deleted. —AFP 


