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ANKARA: Nationalist
Meral Aksener may
have broken the mould
by challenging Turkey’s
Recep Tayyip Erdogan
for the presidency
barely eight months
after creating a new
party but she faces an
uphill struggle to even
be the top opposition
candidate. The first
woman to stand for the
presidency in Turkish
history, Aksener, 61,
broke away from the
Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP) that dominated nationalist politics for the
last half-century and in October launched her own
faction - the Iyi Parti (Good Party). 

While the MHP and its longstanding leader Devlet
Bahceli, 70, formed an alliance with Erdogan for the
June 24 election, Aksener moved in outright opposi-
tion to the Turkish strongman. The formation of the
new party was seen as a tectonic shift in Turkish poli-
tics, given the importance of the nationalist electorate,
with many analysts saying she has a decent chance of
challenging Erdogan. But with markedly little televi-
sion airtime, Aksener faces a tough challenge to rally
support especially with the other main opposition
candidate, Muharrem Ince of the secular Republican
People’s Party (CHP), gaining momentum.

And her reputation as a diehard nationalist and her
past as ex-interior minister means it is unlikely she will
make inroads among the Kurdish minority who com-
prise around a fifth of the electorate. “Looking at the
election mathematics, Ince will most likely be the run-
ner-up and Aksener will follow,” said Fuat Keyman,
director of the Istanbul Policy Centre think tank. If no
candidate wins 50 percent in the first round, there will
a run-off vote between the two frontrunners on July 8.
Odul Celep, associate professor of political science at
Isik University in Istanbul, said it would likely be Ince
rather than Aksener making it to a run-off. Ince, he
said, could both “solidify the party base but also rally
more non-partisan, independent and floating voters
around him”.

‘Antidote to the ills’ 
Aksener defines herself as a nationalist and com-

mitted follower of Turkey’s secular founder Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk yet also socially conservative and a
practicing Muslim. She shies away from comparisons
to European far-right politicians such as Front
National’s Marine Le Pen in France. She has also been
challenged on her policy towards Syrian refugees in a
country which is hosting some 3.5 million people who
fled the Syrian civil war.

Aksener came under fire for saying that she would
have an “iftar” meal which breaks the daily fast during
the Muslim holy month of Ramadan with Syrians in
2019 - but only in their homeland. Known for her fiery
rhetoric and dubbed by some foreign media as
Turkey’s “iron lady”, Aksener has denied suggesting
refugees be thrown out. As part of her campaign, she
has promised to end a string of measures put in place
by Erdogan, such as the state of emergency imposed
after the failed coup of 2016, and the block on
Wikipedia. She has also pledged to scrap the presi-
dential system due to take effect after the vote. —AFP 
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Catalonia leader calls for 
talks with new Spain PM

Regional executive sworn in at emotional ceremony
BARCELONA: Catalonia’s separatist president Quim Torra
called yesterday for talks with Spain’s new prime minister
as the Catalan regional executive was sworn in at an emo-
tional ceremony full of pro-independence symbolism. The
swearing-in will automatically bring an end to Madrid’s
direct rule over the wealthy, northeastern region imposed
in October after a failed bid to
break from Spain. “Prime
Minister Pedro Sanchez, let’s
talk, let’s address this issue,
let’s take risks, you and us,”
Torra said, just minutes after
Sanchez himself was sworn in
in Madrid.

Sanchez takes office after
ousting veteran conservative
leader Mariano Rajoy from
power in a no-confidence vote
on Friday. “We need to sit
down at the same table and
negotiate, government to government,” Torra said. “This
situation we’re going through cannot go on for even one
more day.” Sanchez, a 46-year-old economist who as
opposition leader was sharply critical of Catalonia’s seces-
sion bid, has promised to try to “build bridges” with the
region’s new government which is still determined to work
towards independence.

Torra’s call for talks came as his handpicked 13 coun-
cilors took oath in the regional presidency in Barcelona -
some of them wearing yellow, the color that has come to
symbolize the separatist cause. “Do you promise to faith-
fully fulfill the duties of the post you’re taking on at the
service of Catalonia in accordance with the law and with
loyalty to Catalonia’s regional president?” Torra asked

each one. “Yes I promise,” they responded to strong
applause.

An empty chair with a yellow ribbon stood in the cham-
ber to represent Catalan separatists who are in jail over
their role in last autumn’s independence push and those
like ousted Catalan leader Carles Puigdemont who fled

abroad. Letters were read out
by loved ones of those affect-
ed, during a ceremony that
saw several onlookers break
down in tears.

End of political limbo 
The swearing-in ends

months of political limbo in
the northeastern region after
the independence bid last
October caused Spain’s
biggest political crisis in
decades. Under the terms of

emergency legislation brought in to take over the Catalan
administration, Madrid must lift direct rule once a Catalan
government is fully formed and cabinet members are
sworn in. Spain’s central government last month recog-
nized the powers of newly-elected Catalan president
Torra but refused to ratify his first choice of councilors
because four of them face charges linked to the failed
independence drive. The Spanish government called their
nomination “a new provocation”.

Earlier this week, Torra nominated a new administration
which did not include them, prompting Madrid to give its
green light. The 55-year-old former editor has been under
pressure from some segments of his own separatist camp
to adopt a more conciliatory stance, in order to allow a

new Catalan government to take office and end Madrid’s
direct rule.

Torra was chosen by Puigdemont to be Catalonia’s next
leader after separatist parties kept their absolute majority
in regional elections in December. The election result was
a severe blow to the Spanish government. It had called the

polls in the hope of heading off the secessionist push in the
region, which is home to around 7.5 million people and is
about the size of Belgium. Puigdemont is currently in
Berlin awaiting potential extradition to Spain, where he
faces jail on charges of rebellion and misuse of public
funds. — AFP 

BARCELONA: Catalan regional president Quim Torra addresses an official swearing-in ceremony for the new gov-
ernment at the Generalitat Palace yesterday. — AFP 
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TRIPOLI, Lebanon: Hunting fish with spear guns may
seem like a counterintuitive way to save Lebanon’s dwin-
dling marine life, but a growing community of freedivers
argues it is a potent awareness-raising tool. At 5:00 am,
three men park their car in the northern port of Qalamun.
Grabbing their fins, masks and spear guns, they board a
boat and set out to sea. Wrapped in tight camouflage
wetsuits as they skim across the silvered water, these
amateur underwater hunters resemble their counterparts
the world over.

Rachid Zock and his friends say that by promoting reg-
ulated spearfishing, they are also defending Lebanon’s
fast-depleting aquatic wildlife. Zock, 38, a freediving and
spearfishing instructor, says he has seen Lebanon’s fish
populations drop in the three decades he has been explor-
ing its waters. “I started fishing underwater aged seven,
and I used to see so many fish of different shapes and
sizes. But they’ve diminished over the years,” he says. The
divers float, head down on the water like tree leaves. 

Suddenly, one of them duck dives, piercing the surface
as he heads vertically into the blue. Others watch through
their masks to make sure he is safe, as he fins a dozen
metres down, clutching his spear gun. He can stay down

for more than two minutes on a single breath.

Overfishing 
The fish populations living off Lebanon’s northern

coastline have shrunk in recent years, fishermen say. And
the European Commission estimates that 90 percent of
fish species surveyed in the Mediterranean are overfished,
it said in April 2017 following a study. The EC launched an
initiative with non European Union countries - dubbed
MedFish4Ever - to address the issue after a ministerial
conference last year. But Lebanon, which had 7,000 fish-
ermen in 2014 and where fishing only makes up a tiny part
of the economy, has not signed up. 

Faysal Tawokji, 25, says he has been diving to set up
underwater fish traps every day for 12 years. “I was catch-
ing 40 kilos (just over 88 pounds) of fish a day in 2016 but
that decreased to half the next year,” he says. His income
has not improved since. “I’ve lost hope and decided to
leave Lebanon - because of the small catches and the
competition from imported fish at half the price,” says the
young fisherman.

Chance to replenish 
Retired fisherman Hassan Mallat, 74, says Lebanon’s

fish stocks are hit by pollution, bad practices and overfish-
ing. “Some fishermen have deliberately tightened their net
holes to grab more produce,” he says, looking up from
below his old goggles. “They are preventing small fish
from growing and multiplying. Bigger fish that succeed in
fleeing toward the shore to lay eggs are caught by traps.”
Spearfishing instructor Zock says that, when treated prop-
erly, the sea’s resources replenish themselves.—AFP 
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HARARE: Padded out with babies, dead people and
phantom voters, Zimbabwe’s electoral roll has long
been a contentious feature of its elections and is
accused of being the rotten core of vote rigging. The
list of voters eligible to cast ballots in elections due
on July 30 will be a major focus for foreign observers
deployed to the country in an effort to ensure the
vote’s credibility. In previous ballots, manipulating
the voter roll has been one of the strategies used to
fix results.

In 2013, observer group Zimbabwe Electoral
Support Network described the voter roll that was
the basis of former president Robert Mugabe’s final
election victory - a 61 percent landslide - as “a sys-
tematic effort to disenfranchise” voters.  They esti-
mated that around one million electors had been
robbed of their political voice. President Emmerson
Mnangagwa, who took over from Mugabe with sup-
port from the military last November, has vowed a
break with the past-promising an election free of vio-
lence, intimidation and fraud.

To allay fears of phantom voters, Zimbabwe has
produced a new  register featuring biometric voter
data for the first time. In recent weeks, voters have
even been able to inspect and verify their details to
avoid problems on polling day. “The biometric voter
registration process captures one’s biometric details
hence it is envisaged that it will get rid of multiple
registrations and dead people on the voters roll,” said
Tawanda Chimhini, director of the Election Resource
Centre, a non-profit poll monitor.

‘Something to hide’? 
But poll watchers and opposition parties warn that

will not be enough to ensure the election’s credibility.
Demand for an independent audit of the register has
intensified in recent weeks after voter registration
closed on Friday. “There must be an external audit of
the voters roll,” said Douglas Mwonzora, secretary
general of the main opposition Movement for
Democratic Change (MDC) party. —AFP 

ROME: Italy’s new prime minister Giuseppe Conte
attended a military parade on  his first full day in
of f ice  yesterday, whi le  h is  outspoken deputy
Matteo Salvini was to head to Sicily as part of his
campaign against illegal immigration. The military
parade, which Conte attended alongside President
Sergio Mattarella, marked Republic Day for the
foundation of the Italian Republic in 1946. Conte
was finally sworn in on Friday afternoon at the head
of an anti-establishment and eurosceptic govern-
ment, ending months of uncertainty since elections
in March. 

The 53-year-old academic heads a government
of ministers from the anti-establishment Five Star
Movement (M5S) and the far-right League Party,
the first populist coalition in a founding EU member.
A political novice, he inherits a daunting list of
issues from his predecessor Paolo Gentiloni, includ-
ing the financial travails of companies such as Ilva
and Alitalia, a Group of Seven summit in Canada
and a key EU summit at the end of the month, as
well as the thorny question of immigration. 

Immigration is the bugbear of Conte’s interior
minister, Salvini, the 45-year-old leader of the anti-
immigrant, anti-Islam League, who announced
Friday he would visit Sicily to see the situation for
himsel f  at  one of  the main  landing points  for
refugees f leeing war, persecut ion and famine
across North Africa and the Middle East. “The
immigration question remains a hot-button issue,
even if the number of new arrivals has fallen,” said
Salvini, an ally of French far-right leader Marine Le
Pen. “I’ll be in Sicily on Sunday. The situation is
now calm but only because of the rough seas.”
More than 150 migrants, including nine children,
disembarked from a rescue ship late Friday in
Sicily. Salvini had said after being sworn in that he
would ask his ministry’s experts “how to reduce the
number of arriving migrants and increase the num-
ber of expulsions.” 

As premier, Conte will be responsible for pushing
through the anti-austerity and pro-security promis-
es that the two populist parties campaigned on.
Salvini and Economic Development Minister Luigi

Di Maio, head of the M5S, also serve as deputy
premiers to Conte. While Conte has hardly made
any public statements since being appointed, both
Di Maio and Salvini have been much more outspo-
ken. EU Commission chief Jean-Claude Juncker
called yesterday for Conte’s new eurosceptic Italian
government to be treated with respect, having earli-
er told Italians to work harder and stop blaming the
EU for the country’s problems. 

“We should show respect towards Italy,” Juncker
said in an interview with the German press group
Funke Mediengruppe. Juncker said Italy must not
suffer the same fate as thrice-bailed out Greece
whose dignity was “trodden under foot” by its
creditors when  left-wing Prime Minister Alexis
Tsipras took office in 2015. “That must not happen
again in the present case with Italy,” Juncker said.
“Italians have a clear understanding of what is good
for their country. They will sort it out.” — AFP 
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ROME: Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte (right)
shakes hands with President Sergio Mattarella during
the swearing in ceremony of the new government at
Quirinale Palace on Friday. —AFP 

QALAMUN, Lebanon: Rachid Zock, a 38-year-old
Lebanese freediving and spearfishing instructor,
shows a grouper fish that he hunted with a spear-
gun while diving off on March 4, 2018. — AFP 
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