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LONDON: British Prime Minister Theresa May’s Brexit
blueprint came under heavy attack yesterday, with pro-
Brexit figurehead Boris Johnson calling it a surrender that
hands “victory” to EU. Johnson, who resigned as foreign
secretary in July over May’s proposed future relationship
between London and Brussels, launched a fierce broadside
at the PM to kick off parliament’s return to business after
its summer break.

Meanwhile 20 MPs in May’s centre-right Conservative
Party publically pledged to
reject her so-called Chequers
plan, which would keep Britain
close to the EU on trade. The
unrest comes as parliament
returns on Tuesday, with just
weeks to go before the mid-
October deadline set by
London and Brussels to strike
a withdrawal agreement. May’s
sea of troubles swelled after
the EU’s Brexit negotiator
Michel Barnier strongly
opposed her blueprint, saying
it could lead to the downfall of European integration.

Writing in The Daily Telegraph newspaper, Johnson —
the bookmakers’ favorite to take over from May — said
Britain has “gone into battle with the white flag fluttering
over our leading tank”. “The inevitable outcome is a victo-
ry for the EU, with the UK lying flat on the canvas with 12
stars circling symbolically over our semi-conscious head,”
he said. Johnson claimed the real “scandal” was “not that
we have failed, but that we have not even tried” on Brexit.

‘Serious plan’ 
Responding to Johnson’s attack, May’s official

spokesman said: “Boris Johnson resigned over Chequers.
There’s no new ideas in this article to respond to. “What

we need at this time is serious leadership with a serious
plan and that’s exactly what the country has with this
prime minister and this Brexit plan.” The plan envisages
Britain leaving the single market but staying in a free trade
area for goods and agri-foods through a customs deal and
common rulebook with the EU.

Johnson and his fellow hardline Brexiteers think the
Chequers plan, named after the PM’s country residence, keeps
Britain too closely aligned to the bloc. Twenty Conservative

MPs made a joint public com-
mitment Monday to block
May’s proposal, joining the
StandUp4Brexit campaign.
They said Chequers would
hamper Britain’s ability to
strike its own free trade deals,
cut Northern Ireland off from
the rest of the UK and keep
the European judiciary ruling
over Britain.

May’s Conservative
minority government has a
working majority of nine

votes in parliament’s 650-seat lower House of Commons,
thanks to the backing of Northern Ireland’s nine
Democratic Unionist Party MPs. However, the Commons
chamber is broadly split into four camps. Some MPs ulti-
mately want Britain to remain in the EU; some want a com-
plete break with Brussels; some back Chequers; while oth-
ers want a different type of Brexit.

Barnier, May standing firm 
Former Brexit secretary David Davis, who like Johnson

quit over Chequers, backed May to stay in her post. “It is
absolutely possible to dump Chequers without changing
leader,” he told The Times newspaper. Barnier opened the
door to a brief extension of talks to nail down a deal, say-

ing negotiations must be completed “by mid-November”.
But, speaking to German newspaper the Frankfurter
Allgemeine Zeitung, he reiterated his hostility to Chequers.

“I strongly oppose the British proposal,” he said. “We have
a coherent market for goods, services, capital and people —
our own ecosystem that has grown over decades. You can not

play with it by picking pieces.” May insisted Sunday that she
would not be railroaded by Brussels as the talks come to the
crunch. “I will not be pushed into accepting compromises on
the Chequers proposals that are not in our national interest,”
she wrote in The Sunday Telegraph newspaper. Britain is due
to leave the EU at the end of March. — AFP 
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Russian TV
launches new
Putin show as
his ratings fall
MOSCOW: Russian Kremlin-controlled
television has launched a new weekly show
dedicated to President Vladimir Putin in an
apparent attempt to stem a major fall in his
approval ratings. The first episode, which
aired Sunday on the Rossiya 1 channel,
showed the long-serving leader picking
mushrooms in Siberia and in meetings with
miners and schoolchildren. 

The president already dominates state
news bulletins but Rossiya 1’s hour-long
show “Moscow. Kremlin. Putin” provides a
new format to showcase his activities. The
previously unannounced show comes as
Putin faces a record fall in his approval rat-
ings as a result of a deeply unpopular pen-
sion reform that saw thousands of Russians
take to the streets in protest.  

“This is the project of (state TV compa-
ny) VGTRK, not the Kremlin’s,” Putin’s

spokesman Dmitry Peskov said yesterday.
“It is important for us that information
about the president and his work schedule
is shown correctly and without distortion,”
he said. Peskov added that Putin himself
does not plan to take part in the program.

But Peskov did take part in the first
episode, interviewed by pro-Kremlin pre-
senter Vladimir Solovyev, and praised
Putin’s personal and professional achieve-
ments. “Putin not only likes children, he
likes people in general. He’s a very human
person,” the spokesman told viewers.
Much of the program hailed Putin’s stance
on the controversial pension reform,
Russia’s top news story for weeks. 

Last week Putin proposed measures to
soften the  reform in a rare televised
address-suggesting raising the state pen-
sion for women by five years instead of
eight-but he stuck to the overall govern-
ment plan. Peskov told the program Putin
took the decision to address the nation
“momentarily” and “literally the next day
we recorded it”.

“He worked on it himself, correcting
things until the last minute.” A government
official on the show told viewers that Putin
had “taken responsibility for future genera-
tions”.  On Sunday thousands of people
across Russia protested the reform despite

Putin’s announcement of several conces-
sions.  Putin, who had vowed not to raise
the pension age, saw public trust in his
presidency fall to 64 percent last month
from 80 percent in May, according to

VTsIOM state pollster. The last time his
approval ratings were this low was in
January 2014, just months before his popu-
larity skyrocketed following the annexation
of Crimea from Ukraine. — AFP 

THE HAGUE: Mauritius told the UN’s top court yester-
day that the British-ruled Chagos Islands were “integral”
to its territory and that the Indian Ocean island chain was
handed to London “under duress”. Hearings opened yes-
terday before the International Court of Justice in The
Hague where judges are hearing arguments over the
future status of the remote archipelago — home to a
strategic joint British-US military base leased from
Britain on territory claimed by Mauritius.

“More than 50 years after independence... the
process of decolonization of Mauritius remains incom-
plete,” former Mauritian president Anerood Jugnauth
said. This was “as a result of the unlawful detachment of
an integral part of our territory on the eve of our inde-
pendence,” he told the judges. In a diplomatic blow to
Britain, the UN General Assembly in June last year
adopted a resolution presented by Mauritius and backed
by African countries asking the ICJ to offer a legal opin-
ion on the island chain’s fate.

The Chagos archipelago was detached from
Mauritius for inclusion in the newly created British
Indian Ocean Territory in 1965 shortly before Port Louis’
independence from Britain. The African Union and 22
countries — including Germany and South Africa and
several Asian and Latin American nations — will make
statements during the four-day hearing.

‘Immense pressure’ 
They all voted last year whether ask the ICJ to rule on

the matter. The US and Australia will also speak and are
expected to support Britain while South Africa and the
AU are expected to back Mauritius. After the hearings,
the ICJ will hand down a non-binding “advisory opinion”,
but the judges’ ruling may take several months or even
years. An opinion in favor of Mauritius may strengthen
Port Louis’ hand in future negotiations or could lay the
foundation for an eventual formal claim before the ICJ,
which also rules in disputes between countries.    Britain
used decolonization talks as leverage and paid £3 million
for the Chagos islands. Jugnauth said Mauritian officials
were given “no room for any choice” during the 1965
independence talks. During meetings in London, then
British Prime Minister Harold Wilson aimed to “frighten”
Mauritian officials into handing over Chagos in return for
independence, Jugnauth said. “It is against that backdrop
of immense pressure and in the circumstances amount-
ing to duress, that less than five hours later, four of the
five Mauritian representatives yielded to the detachment
of the Chagos Archipelago,” he said.

Strategic base 
As the Cold War with the former Soviet Union inten-

sified, the US established a military base on Diego
Garcia, the largest of the islands. The Indian Ocean base
plays a key strategic role in US military operations. In
the 1970s, it offered proximity to Asia during the fall of
Saigon and the Khmer Rouge takeover in Cambodia, and
as the Soviet navy extended its influence in the region.
In recent years it has served as a staging ground for US
bombing campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq. Britain in
the early 1970s also evicted the archipelago’s residents
— some 2,000 in total — to Mauritius and the
Seychelles to make way for the base. Mauritius’ top
lawyer in the case Philippe Sands on Monday played an
emotional video of Chagossian Marie Elyse, as she tear-
fully described her desire to return to the “island of my
birth.” “The desire to return, and the inability to do so,
offer tangible evidence that the decolonization of
Mauritius is yet to be completed,” Sands said. Last
year’s vote before the UN whether to refer the matter to
the ICJ was also seen as a test for Britain’s ability to rally
support from fellow Europeans at the world body, after
its shock vote to leave the European Union. — AFP
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Boko Haram
army base
attack death
toll hits 48
KANO: Forty-eight soldiers were
killed in a Boko Haram attack in
remote northeast Nigeria, military
sources said yesterday, in the latest
strike that raises questions about the
group’s apparent resurgence and
troops’ ability to fight back. Scores of
jihadist fighters in trucks stormed the
base on Thursday in Zari village in
northern Borno state and briefly
seized it after a fierce battle.

Boko Haram, which has been wag-
ing a deadly insurgency in northeast
Nigeria since 2009, has intensified
attacks on “hard” military targets in
recent months, undermining repeated
claims by the military that they have
the upper hand. Troops have even
protested that they are stretched to
breaking point by constant security
duties and the attacks that analysts
tracking the conflict say have become
more sophisticated and planned.

At least 30 Nigerian soldiers were
initially said to have been killed in
Thursday’s raid, which was claimed by
a Boko Haram faction backed by the
Islamic State group. “The casualty toll
now stands at 48 with the recovery of
17 more bodies of soldiers in sur-
rounding bushes in Zari by search and
rescue teams,” a military source who
did not want to be named told AFP. 

“Search operations are still ongo-
ing and more bodies are likely to be
recovered.” Another military source
confirmed the new death toll. “So far
(the) bodies of 48 troops have been
recovered. Yesterday rescue teams
found 17 bodies of fallen soldiers,” he
said, adding that they included two
officers and 46 soldiers. “When the
troops were overwhelmed by the ter-

rorists they withdrew in different
directions.”

Upsurge in activity 
The militants were said to have

taken weapons and military equip-
ment before they were pushed out
of the base by troops with aerial
support . The sources said the
extremists were pursued and bom-
barded by a fighter jet.  “The terror-
ists also suffered heavy casualty
from the bombardment,” one of the
military officers said. 

Zari is located 30 kilometers from
the town of Damasak, on the border
with Niger, which has seen an
upsurge in Boko Haram activity. The
jihadists are thought to have attacked
the base from the nearby Garunda
village, where 17 troops were killed
and 14 injured in an attack on another
military base last month, the sources
said. In a statement late Friday the
Nigerian military confirmed troops
fought Boko Haram “insurgents... on
(a) rampage to loot the community

and extort money from villagers”. But
no death toll was given.

The intensified armed campaign in
recent weeks, primarily against mili-
tary targets, has claimed the lives of
dozens of troops, providing the gov-
ernment with a headache as it looks
to trumpet its security achievements
before elections next year. On July 14,
militants overran a military base in Jilli
village in neighboring Yobe state.
Dozens of troops were said to have
been killed, wounded or missing. 

The army at the time conceded the
base was attacked but again said
troops remobilized and succeeded in
repelling the attackers. In a short
statement last Wednesday, IS-affiliat-
ed Boko Haram jihadists claimed to
have killed “several” Nigerian troops
in separate mortar strikes on a mili-
tary base in the town of Arge in the
Lake Chad area. AFP could not inde-
pendently verify the claim. The Boko
Haram insurgency, which is in its ninth
year, has left 20,000 people dead and
displaced 2.6 million. — AFP 

Spanish PM 
proposes
referendum 
on Catalonia
MADRID: Spain’s Prime Minister proposed holding a
referendum in Catalonia yesterday on greater auton-
omy for the wealthy region but ruled out allowing a
vote on independence as demanded by Catalan lead-
ers. Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez-who
since coming to power in June has attempted to
defuse tensions over Catalonia’s independence drive
by holding talks with the region’s separatist president
Quim Torra-told radio Cadena Ser that dialogue
should lead to “a vote... on the reinforcement of
Catalonia’s autonomy”.

“It is a referendum for autonomy, not for self-
determination,” he added, without giving a timeline
for the proposed vote. But Torra, who was being
interviewed at the same time by Catalan public televi-
sion, said “Catalonia’s right to self-determination
could not be swept under the carpet”. “The inde-
pendence process is irreversible,” he told the station.

Catalonia, which has its own distinct language, was
granted autonomy under Spain’s 1978 constitution
adopted three years after the death of longtime dicta-
tor Francisco Franco. In 2006, a statute granting even
greater powers to the northwestern region, boosting
its financial clout, was approved by the Spanish and
Catalan parliaments. And in a referendum at the time,
over 73 percent of voters in Catalonia approved it.
But in 2010 Spain’s Constitutional Court struck down
several articles of the charter, among them attempts
to place the distinctive Catalan language above
Spanish in the region and a clause describing the
region as a “nation”.

The ruling sparked a rise in support for independ-
ence in Catalonia, which is home to some 7.5 million
people and accounts for about one fifth of the
Spanish economy. “Catalonia currently has a statute
which it did not vote for, so there is a political prob-
lem,” Sanchez said. Sanchez’s minority government,
which relies on the support of Catalan separatist par-
ties to pass legislation, has distanced itself from the
hardline approach adopted by its conservative prede-
cessor against Catalonia’s separatist drive, which
sparked a major political crisis. — AFP

LONDON: In this file photo taken on June 13, 2018 Britain’s Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson leaves 10 Downing
Street in central London. — AFP 

A picture taken on August 26, 2018, shows Russian President Vladimir Putin
sitting on a mountain ridge during a short vacation in the remote Tuva region
in southern Siberia. — AFP 

GWAGWALADA: In this file photo taken on April 17, 2018 a member of
the Nigerian Military Police sits on an armored vehicle during the
African Land Forces Summit (ALFS) military demonstration held at
General Ao Azazi barracks. — AFP 


