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Aweek ago Britain had strict red lines on
Brexit, pro-EU lawmakers were “traitors”
and the plan for Britain’s future ties with

the European Union after leaving the bloc were a
jumble of platitudes and overweening ambition.
Fast-forward a few days and Brexit hardliners are
on the defensive, while the government is showing
a willingness to compromise and outlining a more
pragmatic vision for a country half-in, half-out of
the European Union.

“The momentum and the situation call for ruth-
less realism. Dreaming of a world that had turned
out differently is not enough,” former
Conservative leader William Hague, an influential
voice in the party, wrote in The Daily Telegraph.
Prime Minister Theresa May, who campaigned to
stay in the European Union in the 2016 referen-
dum, has tried to balance moderates and hardlin-
ers in her party ever since coming to power two
years ago at a time of political upheaval.

She was forced to show humility again after
calling an early general election in June last year
only to lose her party’s majority after a wooden
performance on the campaign trail. A year later,
commentators said recent events show she has
firmly chosen the moderate side with a plan for
Brexit, to be fully detailed today, that envisages
close regulatory alignment with the EU to allow
unhindered trade in goods. “Mrs May has recog-
nized that the only pragmatic approach to decou-
pling from the EU is a softer version of Brexit,” the
Financial Times said in an editorial.

‘A Remainer coup’ 
The plan has unleashed a rebellion by Brexit

hardliners who fear it may prevent Britain from
concluding free-trade agreements with third
countries and effectively turn the country into a
“vassal state” or “colony” of the EU. It prompted
the resignation of Foreign Secretary Boris
Johnson and Brexit Minister David Davis, as well
as several other Conservative Party figures, but
analysts say that May has been able to face down
the rebellion so far. In the pro-Conservative
Spectator magazine, Brendan O’Neill wrote that
there had been “a Remainer coup” - a reference
to Johnson’s replacement Jeremy Hunt, who also
supported staying in the EU but says he has now
changed his mind.

“Brexit will be softened, which is to say under-
mined: turned from a passionate cry for demo-
cratic independence into a bureaucratic exercise
of pursuing slow-motion semi-divergence from
the EU while actually kind of staying in,” O’Neill
wrote. A lot will depend on how the proposals are
received in Brussels but the initial signs have been
encouraging. “If the UK is able to relax some of its
red lines, then the European Union should be flex-
ible too,” Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar told a
session of the Irish parliament. “I think perhaps we
are now entering into that space,” he said.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel, speaking at
the Western Balkans summit in London on
Tuesday, said it was a “good thing” that there was
a British proposal on the table. “What we want to
do now is to bring the negotiating progress for-
ward,” she said. British ministers have also sound-
ed more conciliatory.

Pragmatists and fantasists 
Justice Minister David Gauke said on Tuesday

that the option of walking away from negotiations
advocated by some Brexit hardliners was not
“pain-free” and would have “a negative impact on
our constituents, on the British public”. “It’s a
negotiation. That requires compromise on both
sides if we are to reach an agreement,” he told
BBC radio. Commentators have also observed a
new firmness shown by May in the negotiations
and her increasingly overt challenge to the
“Brexiteers” to try to take her down.

“May seems to have emerged stronger - at
least in the short term - from Davis and Johnson’s
high profile resignations,” said Constantine Fraser,
an analyst at TS Lombard, an economic research
consultancy. But Fraser warned of challenges
ahead for May, particularly given the loss of par-
liamentary support from hardliners. “How on earth
will May get that through parliament?” he asked,
referring to future votes on any Brexit deal.

Steve Peers, a professor at the University of
Essex, said he believed the Conservative Party had
in effect split into two groups. “The pragmatists
recognize that Brexit forces a trade-off between
sovereignty and the economy... The fantasists
deny that such a trade-off exists,” he said. “The
cabinet now clearly consists of the pragmatists,
with the fantasists on the back benches. But time
will tell if this can last,” he said. — AFP
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App looks to serve up gender equality
Fatima Nasser’s new business had barely got off the

ground when she was accused of being a foreign spy
for giving women employment opportunities in Libya,

her war-torn home country. The accusation was a measure
of the opposition working women face in the conservative
Muslim country, which has been in turmoil since a NATO-
backed revolt toppled long-time leader Muammar Gaddafi
in 2011. Just one in four Libyan women is employed,
according to World Bank data - a situation Nasser, 21,
hopes to change with a new food delivery app that allows
them to earn money from their own kitchens.

“I’m just doing something to help women that I know
deserve better. They need opportunities, just like males,”
Yasser told the Thomson Reuters Foundation. The app,
Yummy, connects women who cook at home with cus-
tomers wanting to order food, in much the same way as
Uber connects private drivers with would-be passengers.
It acts as a conduit, offering anonymity options for the
cooks, and allows women to take food orders from men
without having to speak to them.

“You have a society that has been closed for 100 years,
you can’t just open a communication gate between two
genders that were not supposed to talk to each other
unless they were married to do business,” said Nasser. She
now has 300 cooks ready to start work, having trialled the
service successfully with 20 in the southern Libyan city of
Sabha - among them 26-year-old Ekhlas Ekrim. Ekrim has
been cooking and selling her food on Yummy for four
months in Sabha, where a lack of security and ongoing
fighting between rival armed groups have prevented her
from going out to work to earn much-needed cash.

“Here they won’t accept that women work. Here your
father or brother is responsible to give you money and
everything that you need as a woman in the house,” said
Ekrim, who lives with her parents, two brothers and two
sisters, via WhatsApp. “Working with Yummy is wonderful
and has made things a lot easier. The work itself is not
hard, society is.”

Hope for change
Oil-rich Libya was once one of the wealthiest countries

in the Middle East, but its economy has been crippled by

conflict and political division. Security in many parts of the
country is poor and the protracted conflict has meant
more women having to earn a living as men go off to fight,
says development organisation MEDA, which teaches
business skills to women in Libya. “Culturally it’s maybe
not as appropriate for women to work outside the house.
An app like that could circumnavigate some of those
issues,” said MEDA director Adam Bramm.

Last year Yummy was one of three winners of the
nationwide Enjazi competition, which aims to encourage

entrepreneurship to help diversify Libya’s oil-dependent
economy. Nasser won business training and advice from
the MIT Enterprise Forum of the Pan Arab Region and
Tatweer Research, which support entrepreneurship in the
region. The prize included a trip to Britain to meet and
learn from successful entrepreneurs. “If a woman started a
start-up (in Libya) she would not have the same encour-
agement and support that her brother had,” she said. “But
hopefully this will change. People are starting to believe in
females more and more now.” — Reuters 

New Togo port 
stokes coastal 
erosion fears

The fishing village of Agbekope and
other seaside communities along
Togo’s coast have long lived with

the consequences of erosion from the
strong winds and waves of the Atlantic
Ocean. “Several multiple-storey houses
have already collapsed and our cemetery
has been affected as well,” said village
chief Jean-Dolayi Duevi. “We have had to
exhume 47 bodies and move them to the
cemetery in Baguida” near the capital,
Lome, he told AFP. Erosion affects coastal
communities around the world but is
becoming a major environmental and
social problem in Togo, where some
22,000 people rely on fishing to make a
living.

Relentless wind and wave action is
washing away between five to 10 m of
shoreline every year, according to Togo’s
environment ministry. But in some places, it
is eating into the coast by up to 25 m.
Houses have been swept into the sea and
others teeter on the brink, affecting most
of the tiny country’s 56 km of coastline,
some estimates suggest. Togo is one of six
West African nations to receive $210 mil-
lion in World Bank funding to fix dunes,
build seawalls and dykes. Rising tides as a
result of climate change as well as human
activity are blamed for the problem.

In Agbekope, locals blame the damage
on the construction and expansion of the
deep sea port in Lome since the late 1960s.

Others point the finger at a new nearby
fishing port that has been under construc-
tion since April last year.

Disrupted sediment 
The new port is expected to open in

February and has been mostly funded by
14.4 billion CFA francs ($25 million) from
Japan’s overseas development agency.
Togo’s government has contributed an
additional 2.1 billion CFA francs. The 178
fishing boats using the dilapidated and
overcrowded existing port will operate
from the new berths, allowing them to pre-
pare for trips, land catches and to moor
more safely. It will also accommodate 300
or so people who are involved in fish prod-
uct distribution.

But fishing communities fear the new
port could also harm those it is supposed
to help, by increasing erosion and forcing
residents to move inland. “The building site
of the new fishing port that is right next to
our village frightens us,” said Ben Vonor,
57, who lives in Agbekope. “The sea was
advancing before as well but much slower.
Since they started putting stones every-
where, it is progressing much faster and
changes can be seen daily.”

Tchannibi Bakatimbe, a project manager
at Togo’s environment ministry, said
expansion of the deepwater port in recent
years has disrupted the accumulation of
sediment. The direction of water currents
has changed and sand is prevented from
being deposited. Instead, sediment on the
beach is taken away. Local residents also
contribute to coastal erosion by collecting
sand and gravel to build houses as a source
of income. There was no immediate com-
ment from the authorities at the main port,
which handles the bulk of Togo’s interna-
tional trade and is a transit hub for land-

locked neighbouring countries.

Relocation, compensation 
Agbekope chief Duevi is also the coor-

dinator for the village development com-
mittee, which has represented several
seafront communities since 2016. The body
now wants the government to take steps to
relocate entire villages inland and pay
them compensation for the loss of their
livelihoods. Some villagers - mistrustful of
the government after being let down by
false promises in the past - are wary of
getting a response in time and are making
their own arrangements.

Jeremy Assogbe, a 62-year-old securi-
ty guard, said: “This is the third time that
I will have to move. I have been on the
coast for at least 10 years...”I will no
longer stay on the coast this time because
I have suffered too much here. It is too
tough here.” Others are more optimistic,
hoping that once in use, the new port will
allow them to catch more fish. But even
then there are dangers. Fishing banks
could be pushed back into the ocean,
forcing fishermen to venture further from
the shore, leaving them and their small
wooden boats at the mercy of the power-
ful waves. — AFP 

The Yummy app, a homemade food ordering service in Libya. — Reuters 

A picture taken in Lome, on June 2, 2018 shows huts belonging to a fishermen village
near at the site of the construction of the new port. — AFP 


