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BERLIN: German leftwing politicians yesterday launched
a cross-party populist movement they pledged would
address the concerns of the poor and win back working-
class voters who have drifted to the xenophobic far-right.

Sahra Wagenknecht, a divisive Socialist leader of the far-
left Die Linke party, and other co-founders presented the
“Stand Up” alliance a week after extremist mobs in east
Germany attacked foreigners and noisily protested against
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s immigration policies.
Wagenknecht, 49, deplored the
neo-Nazis making Hitler salutes
and the ugly outbursts of racist
hatred, but argued that many
citizens had followed the call of
the far-right Pegida movement
and anti-immigration AfD party
out of frustration over their
social conditions. 

“I am sick of abandoning
the streets to Pegida and the
far right,” she told a Berlin
press conference, launching
the cross-party populist move-
ment which she said had won more than 100,000 followers
since its online debut several weeks ago. “Many people
joined not because they hate foreigners but because they
feel left behind,” she said about the rallies in Chemnitz in
the formerly communist East, a region which still lags the
west economically almost 30 years after reunification.

Populist campaign 
The new leftist movement has been compared to the

populist campaigns of US Senator Bernie Sanders and
Britain’s Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, but also to left-
wing social movements in Spain and Italy. It is the brain-
child of Wagenknecht and her husband Oskar Lafontaine,
74, a firebrand socialist, ex-finance minister and defector

from the centre-left Social Democrats (SPD).
Because “Stand up” (Aufstehen) is, at least initially, a

movement rather than a registered political party, anyone
can join-the main target groups being disenchanted fol-
lowers of the SPD and Greens. The movement’s declared
goal is to counter the “neoliberal policies” of Merkel’s cen-
trist coalition government and fight for secure jobs and
pensions, environmental protection and “a true democracy
not ruled by banks, corporations and lobbyists”.

Its website declares bold-
ly that “no politician, no par-
ty will solve our problems if
we don’t do it ourselves”.
Unsurprisingly, the leaders
of the three leftist parties all
reject the plan, arguing it
further divides and weakens
them. Linke chairman Bernd
Riexinger attacked
Wagenknecht for splitting
her own party. “Especially in
times when the brown mob is
once more hunting people in

the streets, the left must demonstrate unity and a clear line
against the right,” he said. Spiegel Online commented that
if the notoriously divided opposition party Die Linke “still
had a hint of self-respect, it would kick Wagenknecht out
of the party”. “Why tolerate a woman who is closer to the
AfD’s refugee policy than her own party’s, and who is now
launching a new counter alliance?”

No ‘open borders’ 
Wagenknecht, who hails from the former communist

East, is a polarizing TV talk show regular, but sometimes
awkward with voters. She has courted controversy by crit-
icizing the European Union and defending Vladimir Putin’s
Russia. She has also broken with the left’s “open borders”

orthodoxy on immigration by arguing that “economic
immigrants” take jobs from low-income Germans and
strain public services.

However, unlike the anti-Islam AfD, she defends
Germany’s asylum law for those escaping war, persecution
and human rights abuses in their homeland. The idea of a

German cross-party leftist alliance has repeatedly come up
and been dismissed-in large part because of Die Linke’s
uncompromising hard-left positions, such as wanting to
abolish NATO. In last year’s elections, which saw the shock
entry of the AfD into the Bundestag, combined support for
the left parties dropped below 40 percent. — AFP
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Sweden’s 
election: Possible 
scenarios 
STOCKHOLM: Sweden holds legislative
elections on Sunday, with polls predicting a
parliamentary deadlock as neither Prime
Minister Stefan Lofven’s left-wing bloc nor
the opposition centre-right are seen win-
ning a majority, while the far-right makes
gains. “It’s difficult to single out the most
likely (government) scenario” after the
election, University of Gothenburg political
scientist Ulf Bjereld told AFP. “Instead you
have to look for the least unlikely scenar-
ios,” he said.

One thing is certain: Sweden is headed
for a period of uncertainty, with a weak
minority government triggering fears of new
elections, at a time when economists are
forecasting a likely downturn during the
next four-year mandate. Traditionally in
Sweden after the election, the outgoing
speaker of parliament consults with party
leaders to nominate a candidate for prime
minister tasked with forming a government.
Parliament votes on the speaker’s choice,
and can reject his proposal four times, after
which new elections must be called. Sweden

has not held a snap election since 1958. 

Status quo 
The post-election scenario seen as most

likely by political observers is a new
Lofven government, albeit with an even
weaker minority than it has now. The out-
going “red-green” bloc — made up of the
governing Social Democrats and the
Greens, with the informal support in parlia-
ment of the ex-communist Left Party — is
leading in the polls ahead of the centre-
right Alliance.

If Lofven were to stay in power with a
weakened minority, he would likely try to
rally the support of two Alliance members,
the Centre Party and the Liberals, to pass
legislation, finding common ground on
issues like immigration, integration and
gender equality. The far-right Sweden
Democrats however have vowed to topple a
minority left-wing government, for example
during the vote on the autumn budget bill.

Opposition takes power 
The conservative Moderates Party leader

Ulf Kristersson is intent on ousting Lofven.
Despite some ideological differences,
notably on immigration, the four centre-right
Alliance parties which governed between
2006 and 2014 (the Moderates, Centre,
Liberals and Christian Democrats) have
agreed to build a coalition government.

Easier said than done: the Alliance would
need the support of the far-right to pass
legislation, and the far-right would make
demands in exchange for its backing. It
would either ask for policy concessions —
which the four parties have so far ruled out
— or key positions on parliamentary com-
missions that draft legislation. One uncer-
tainty in this scenario is the score of the

Christian Democrats. Opinion polls have
long credited the party with less than the
four percent required to be represented in
parliament, though towards the end of the
campaign they appeared to be comfortably
above the bar. If the two previous scenarios
were to fail, the Social Democrats could
choose to invite the Liberal and Centre par-
ties to the negotiating table.  — AFP

MADRID: Spain’s first trial linked to thousands of sus-
pected cases of babies stolen from their mothers during
the Franco era resumed at a Madrid court yesterday,
decades after the scandal broke. Eduardo Vela, 85, a
former gynaecologist at the now-defunct San Ramon
clinic in Madrid, is accused of having in 1969 taken Ines
Madrigal, now aged 49, from her biological mother and
given her to another woman, who then raised her and
was falsely certified as her birth mother.

A handful of activists protested outside the Madrid
court as Vela arrived at the court in a wheelchair. “It’s
an important day. We hope the trial will wrap up today
and enter the sentencing phase,” Madrigal told
reporters as she arrived at the court. Activists say hun-
dreds of similar cases dating back to the right-wing
dictatorship of 1939 to 1975 have failed to make it to
court in Spain because of a lack of evidence or because
the time limit to file charges has passed.

In a dark and often overlooked chapter of General
Francisco Franco’s dictatorship, the newborns of some
left-wing opponents of the regime, as well as of unmar-
ried or poor couples, were removed from their mothers
and adopted.     New mothers were frequently told their
babies had died suddenly within hours of birth and the
hospital had taken care of their burials, but in fact they
were given or sold to another family.

Baby stealing began in the 1950s after Franco came
to power following the 1936-39 civil war pitting left-
wing Republicans against conservative Nationalists
loyal to the general. It was part of an effort to purge
Spain of Marxist influence. It was expanded to take
newborns from poor families as well as illegitimate
babies.

‘Historic’ 
Enrique Vila, a lawyer who has written extensively

about the “stolen babies” scandal, said Vela’s trial could
provide “moral” encouragement for other victims to
bring forward lawsuits. “There are dozens of doctors
and nuns across Spain who are guilty” and who are still
alive, he told AFP. During questioning in the opening
session of the trial on June 26, Vela said he could not
remember details of how the clinic, which he ran for 20
years up to 1982 and is believed to have been a centre
for baby trafficking, operated and that the signature on
Madrigal’s birth certificate was not his.

Vela-the first person prosecuted over the “stolen
babies” scandal which broke in the media in the 1980s-
was due to return to the witness stand the following
day but instead he went to hospital after falling ill. No
date has been given for when the three-judge panel
hearing the case will hand down its verdict although
Madrigal’s lawyer, Guillermo Pena, said it could come
within a month. “This day could be historic (because)
we could have a sentence with proven facts. Up until
now we have only had accusations,” he added.

French journalist testimony 
Aside from Vela, six other people are scheduled to

testify, including a journalist with French public televi-
sion station France 2 who used a hidden camera to
record Vela as he appeared to confess to having given
Madrigal away as a “gift”. She will answer questions by
video conference, according to a court source.
Prosecutors are seeking an 11-year jail sentence for fal-
sifying official documents, illegal adoption, unlawful
detention and certifying a non-existent birth.

The baby theft system outlived Franco’s death in
1975 and carried on as an illegal trafficking network
until 1987 when a new law that regulated adoption
more tightly was introduced. Campaigners estimate
tens of thousands of babies may have been stolen from
their parents over the decades. The cases echo events
that took place during Argentina’s 1976-1983 military
dictatorship. Courts there have since handed down
lengthy jail terms for the systematic theft of babies
from political prisoners. — AFP 
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Nigerian 
ex-VP attacks
‘uncompromising, 
power-drunk’
Buhari
LAGOS: Nigeria’s former vice-
president, Atiku Abubakar, has said
he has “fears” for the country’s
election next year as he attacked
President Muhammadu Buhari for
intransigence and wanting to cling
on to power. “The characters that
are involved this time, as far as the
leadership of this country is con-
cerned, are different from 2015,” he
said Monday evening.

Abubakar, 71, was vice-president
under President Olusegun Obasanjo
between 1999, when civilian rule
was restored in Nigeria, and 2007.
Since then, he has been a presiden-
tial candidate three times for three
different parties but failed to make
it through the primaries. He left the
ruling Peoples Democratic Party
(PDP) and joined the All
Progressives Congress (APC)
before the last elections in 2015 that
saw Buhari become the first opposi-
tion candidate to unseat an incum-
bent president.

Atiku, as he is referred to across
Nigeria, praised Buhari at the time
but has since dumped the APC and
rejoined the PDP, accusing it of fail-
ing to deliver on promises. He said
last December the APC had become
as factionalised as its rivals amid a
“draconian clampdown on all forms
of democracy within the party and
the government it produced”.

Abubakar on Monday described
Jonathan, who was lauded for con-
ceding defeat to Buhari, as “much
more level-headed” and a “peaceful,

very patriotic Nigerian. We are
dealing now with a retired general
(Buhari), very uncompromising, also
power-drunk who will not be ready
to leave power without a fight-or at
least those are some of my fears for
the current elections,” he said.

Buhari, 75, is a no-nonsense for-
mer army general who headed a
military government in the 1980s
but ran a campaign four years ago
calling himself a “converted democ-
rat”. He has been accused of ignor-
ing the rule of law and using securi-
ty services to silence perceived
political opponents, as well as tar-
geting opposition figures as part of
his high-profile anti-corruption
drive.

Questions have been raised
about whether he is well enough to
run for a second term at the
February election, after he spent
months undergoing treatment for an
undisclosed illness in London last

year. Previous polls in Nigeria have
been marked by extreme violence
but last week Buhari assured visit-
ing British Prime Minister Theresa
May that he was “all out for free,
fair and credible elections”.

Security will be a major issue,
with Boko Haram Islamists still not
defeated in the remote northeast,
despite Buhari’s promises to end the
nine-year insurgency that has killed
at least 20,000 and displaced more
than two million. More than 1,500
people have also been killed since
September last year in renewed
clashes between farmers and
herders in central states. Atiku did
not disclose how he would tackle
Boko Haram, whose home state of
Adamawa has been among the three
most-affected by the violence and
the humanitarian aftermath. But he
declared that “there must be some-
thing wrong somewhere” and
vowed to investigate further. — AFP 

Merkel 
‘underestimated’ 
challenges: Salvini
BERLIN: Italy’s hardline interior minister Matteo
Salvini said Chancellor Angela Merkel “underestimat-
ed” the troubles that mass immigration would bring,
linking her open borders stance to the racist violence
that has rocked the German city of Chemnitz. 

“I would say that Angela Merkel certainly under-
estimated the risk of a social clash when she claimed
that there was space for hundreds of thousands of
people in Germany,” Salvini told German public
broadcaster Deutsche Welle in an interview late
Monday. “I still remember what happened during the
New Year’s Eve celebrations in Cologne in 2015, and
also elsewhere,” he added.

Hundreds of women suffered sexual assaults by
groups of mainly north African men that night in
scenes that shocked Germany and inflamed debate
about Merkel’s decision that year to allow in a large
number of asylum seekers at the height of Europe’s
migrant crisis. Several high-profile crimes committed
by migrants since then have further hardened the
public mood, fuelling the rise of the far-right, anti-
Islam Alternative for Germany (AfD) party.

Most recently, far-right extremists have rallied in
the eastern city of Chemnitz after a German man was
stabbed to death on August 26, with an Iraqi asylum
seeker the prime suspect. Images of far-right protest-
ers chasing down foreign-looking people in violent
demonstrations and of neo-Nazis giving the Hitler
salute in front of lines of police officers have stunned
the nation.

“Violence is never a solution,” Salvini told Deutsche
Welle. “Violence calls for violence, but the German
government has been underestimating the problem for
years, and the rise of the AfD is clearly a reaction.”
Salvini has taken a tough anti-immigration stance since
his hard right League party formed a government with
the populist Five Star Movement last June. He has
refused NGO migrant rescue ships access to Italian
ports, and accuses Brussels of having abandoned Italy
as it struggles to deal with the arrival of hundreds of
thousands of migrants since 2013. — AFP 

BERLIN: Sahra Wagenknecht of the far-left Die Linke party arrives for a press conference on the new left-wing
cross-party political grouping “Stand up” (Aufstehen). — AFP 

LANDSKRONA: In this file photo taken on August 31, 2018 Sweden Democrats
party leader Jimmie Akesson gives a speech as he campaigns. — AFP 

ABUJA: This handout picture taken and released on August 29, 2018
by the Nigerian Presidency shows British Prime Minister Theresa May
(L) speaking with Nigerian President Muhammadu Buhari at the Aso
Rock Presidential Villa (The State House). — AFP 


