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BRUSSELS: NATO marks its 70th birthday at a summit
this week but the celebration could well turn into an arena
of political combat between the alliance’s feuding leaders.
Heads of state and government will descend on London
Tuesday bracing for a scrap over spending and how to
deal with Russia, in a huge test of unity within NATO -
billed by its own officials as the “most successful alliance
in history”. US President Donald Trump has repeatedly
accused European countries of failing to pay their way
and will be looking for evidence they are stepping up
defense spending.

France’s Emmanuel Macron has despaired of the club’s
strategic direction, saying it is suffering “brain death” - ril-
ing other leaders and drawing a rare public rebuke from
German Chancellor Angela Merkel. And, on Friday,
Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, furious at
Western criticism of his operation in northern Syria
against the Kurds, hit back with a personal attack on
Macron. “First of all, have your own brain death checked.
These statements are suitable only to people like you who
are in a state of brain death,” Erdogan declared Friday.
“You know how to show off but you cannot even properly
pay for NATO. You are a novice,” Erdogan said. In a tele-
vised speech, Erdogan said he would “say this at NATO”. 

French officials summoned the Turkish envoy in Paris to
complain while a US administration official said that many
members would tackle Turkey over its purchase of a
Russian S-400 air defense system. Turkey’s 64-year-old
president accused 41-year-old Macron of being “very

inexperienced”. “He doesn’t know what fighting against
terror is. That is why yellow vests invaded France,” he
added, in a swipe over the protests that badly rattled
Macron’s government last year. Erdogan said Ankara had a
right to intervene in Syria given the two countries’ shared
border. “What is your business in Syria?” he said,
addressing Macron. “Jump up and down as much as you
like ... you will respect Turkey’s right to fighting against
terrorism sooner or later. There is no other way.”

This combustible line-up is dropping into a Britain
gripped by a frenetic national election campaign, with
Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s friendship with Trump
under attack from opposition parties. Personal duels aside,
the NATO summit agenda is pretty thin. Secretary General
Jens Stoltenberg is hoping simply to get the leaders to sign
off on decisions already taken. Last year’s NATO summit
in Brussels went off the rails when Trump launched a tirade
at Merkel during a televised breakfast meeting. The week
before this summit has seen a stage-managed series of
spending announcements, all designed to send what one
diplomat called a “political signal” to appease Trump.

‘Trump is right’ 
Stoltenberg was at pains to point out on Friday that

non-US defense spending has grown for four straight
years and is on course to hit $130 billion next year. A
Trump administration official expected 18 of the 29 mem-
bers to meet the alliance’s two percent target by 2024.
Stoltenberg said Trump was right about Europe and

Canada needing to spend more, but not “to please
President Trump”. “They should invest in defense because
we are facing new challenges, our security environment
has become more dangerous,” he told reporters.

Stoltenberg is attempting to mollify Trump ahead of the
summit by talking up a billion-dollar contract with US
planemaker Boeing to upgrade the organization’s recon-
naissance planes. NATO members have also agreed to
lower the cap on US contributions to the alliance’s rela-
tively small $2.5 billion operating budget, meaning
Germany and other European countries - but not France -
will pay more. But such measures are a drop in the ocean
compared to the tens of billions of dollars Europeans
would have to spend to meet their promise to spend two
percent of their national GDPs on defense. In 2014, the
allies promised to meet this goal within a decade. But this
week Merkel admitted that economic powerhouse
Germany would not hit this sum before “the early 2030s”.
Stoltenberg insists Trump’s tone towards NATO has been
more positive of late, and a senior US administration offi-
cial said Friday Trump’s spending campaign had been
“spectacularly successful.”

‘Still working out what he wants’ 
But Macron’s broadside to an Economist interview earli-

er this month took many by surprise. The French leader
stood by his remarks after talks with Stoltenberg, saying
NATO was failing to address relations with Russia and what
do to about Turkey. Macron’s forthright comments have

drawn sharp public criticism, both from Germany and from
eastern European NATO countries that feel threatened by
Russia. An official from Macron’s office told reporters that
NATO lacks political direction and relies too much on the
US. “We can’t sweep debates under the carpet because
we’re afraid the Americans will disengage further” he added.
A Trump administration official on Friday dismissed the
“brain death” comments, saying “President Macron is still
kind of working out what he wants out of the group”.

The official, speaking to reporters on condition of
anonymity, said Trump will tell the NATO summit that
China and Russia remain major challenges. “China above
all,” the official added. Tomas Valasek, a former Slovak
ambassador to NATO, said even if there was merit in
opening debate, Macron had overstepped the mark.
“NATO leaders have a responsibility that think tankers
don’t,” said Valasek, now a senior fellow at the Carnegie
Europe thinktank. “If you run one of the nuclear powers
and in some ways the most powerful military in Europe
you don’t want to feed the perception of NATO disunity
and I’m afraid that’s what he’s done.” At the London sum-
mit, leaders will consider separate French and German
proposals for expert committees to mull how NATO can
improve its strategic thinking. Stoltenberg last week wel-
comed the German plan to create a group of experts -
chaired by Stoltenberg himself - but was cool on the
French plan. No formal statement by all 29 leaders will be
issued. Instead there will be a “short declaration on the
‘success story of NATO’”, a diplomat said. — AFP 

NATO birthday overshadowed by 
top-level feuds between leaders

Macron, Erdogan go head-to-head in ‘brain death’ row 

LAGOS: A dozen officers are squeezed into the dimly
lit Lagos State Police Gender Unit between worn desks
and witnesses writing statements, as the force struggles
to cope with an increasing number of reports of sex
abuse in Nigeria. Recent figures are scarce but accord-
ing to the United Nations, one in four women in the
country experiences sexual abuse before they turn 18.
Lagos is the only one of the 36 states in Africa’s most
populous nation with a force dedicated to tackling gen-
der-based violence.

Conditions in the unit - one of 12 serving the chaotic
megacity of 20 million - are basic. It has no interroga-
tion room, no dedicated vehicle and no computers.
Wedged in a corner behind mounds of loose files, offi-
cers point to a small plastic chair where alleged victims
- most frequently children, with many aged around just
10 - are brought to give statements. “You can see,
we’re just managing,” Detective Inspector Alaba
Munisola, the head of the unit, told AFP. “The number
of reported cases has been rising and rising.”

Greater numbers of women are speaking out against
prevalent sexual violence in the country, with both
NGOs and police saying the number of reported cases
has increased rapidly in recent years. But this has
exposed victims to the failings of an underfunded,
poorly trained criminal justice system - often exacer-
bating their trauma. NGOs and campaign groups say
those who report crimes suffer prejudice, extortion and
a lack of social support at each stage between report-
ing crimes and court trials. Investigations into sexual
assault rarely result in convictions. The launch of a new
nationwide sex offenders register has been described
as an important step in helping to crack down on the
worst abusers. But activists insist it is just the beginning
of the fight to reform the system. “How the police
record cases, information sharing, it’s ridiculous. It’s all
in paper,” said Ayodeji Osowobi, director of the non-
profit organization Stand to End Rape. “The register
will help agencies identify repeat offenders, police will
have more information when they deal with suspects.”

‘Buy justice’ 
Stand To End Rape, which has dealt with hundreds

of cases this year, represents those who come forward
and provides psychological support. “For victims, when
it comes to interfacing with the police, it’s one of the
most dreaded experiences ever,” Osowobi said. “What
they do to survivors is not ask them questions but
interrogate them.” Osowobi said victims are often
questioned in public or open spaces, or even in front of
suspects they’ve accused.

Deepening their ordeal, officers regularly extort vic-
tims for money and delay the case if they are not paid.
“In most cases the police ask for a ‘mobilisation fee’,
saying, ‘we need fuel, we need something to ginger us’,”
Osowobi said. Inspector Olakunle Orebe has worked in
the Lagos Gender Unit since it was founded in 2015.
“Oftentimes there is not provision for basic needs, such
as transportation, printing case files, visiting the scene
to investigate,” he admitted, criticizing police budgets.

He said suspects and victims have been transported
by some police forces in the same vehicles and some-
times even in public transport. “How will you now carry
the survivor and the accused or the perpetrator inside
one car?” he complains. “But it happens in places.” “In
this unit, we have so many challenges. We don’t want a
situation where victims have to buy justice, so often-
times, these costs come from our pocket.”

The judicial process for sexual assault cases takes
two years on average and many victims who pursue
prosecutions give up due to delays, Osowobi said.
“Archaic” data collection by police, with cases record-
ed on paper, often result in key details being misplaced,
Osowobi said. Uchenna Nwokedi, a consultant at the
British Council in Nigeria, said cases also collapse due
to a statute of limitations of just six years, as well as
poor evidence collection. For instance, many state doc-
tors are not trained to collect evidence after an assault
or to present it in a way that persuades judges.

One positive development has been an increase in
Sexual Assault Response Centres - run by the govern-
ment and supported by foreign donors - which act as a
first point of call for victims. — AFP
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TIRANA: The death toll from a power-
ful Albanian earthquake rose to 50 as
the search for survivors was called off,
Prime Minister Edi Rama said yesterday.
The 6.4 magnitude quake that hit the
Balkan country before dawn on Tuesday
was the most deadly and destructive in
decades, and left about 5,000 people
homeless. “The number of the earth-
quake victims reached 50 and rescue
operations have ended,” Rama told a
cabinet meeting while struggling to hold
back tears.

Entire families were crushed in their
homes while they were sleeping, forcing
relatives and neighbors to watch in
agony as rescue teams pulled bodies
from the ruins this week. About 900
people were injured, of whom 41 are
sti l l  hospitalized, according to the
defense ministry. The damage was the
worst near the Adriatic coast in the port
city of Durres and the town of
Thumane, where scores of people were
trapped beneath the wreckage of
apartment buildings and hotels.

The funeral of eight members of the
Lala family, including four children,
killed in Durres was to be held later
yesterday. Only one member of the
family, Rame Lala, 19, survived when his
four-storey home collapsed. He sus-

tained serious injuries and was evacuat-
ed to Italy with two other victims for
specialized care.

Nearly 2,500 people from the
worst-hit areas have been moved into
hotels or other buildings. Another 3,480
people in the capital Tirana, where
there were no casualties, fled to shel-
ters, with some now housed in recep-
tion centres and others staying in the
homes of relatives, Rama said. The
prime minister yesterday expressed
“deep gratitude” to rescue teams from
Albania and around Europe who had
pulled some 50 people from the ruins.

Rama met a French team in Durres on
Friday, commenting that “two weeks
ago, football world champions were in
Albania”, in reference to a Euro 2020
qualifying match against France. Now it
was “world champions in rescuing the
lives of others” who had showed up, he
said on Twitter. Rana also attended the
burials of nine people from two families
who had died in Thumane. Towns in one
of Europe’s poorest countries, which has
a population of 2.8 mill ion people,
developed chaotically after the fall of
communism in the 1990s. Experts say a
lot of construction took place without
respect for building codes and with
cheaper materials. — AFP 

SPREMBERG, Germany:  Thousands of
activists sought yesterday to occupy sev-
eral opencast coal mines in eastern
Germany, to put pressure on the govern-
ment to phase out the fossil fuel - a divisive
issue in the country’s rust belt. With paint-
ed faces and dressed in white, hundreds of
campaigners sought to force their way into
a mine by Welzow-Sued - in the Lausitz
basin. Further north-east, another few hun-
dred also arrived at Jaenschwalde Ost mine
in the morning, seeking to run into the mine
while another 450 blocked a railway con-
nected to the site.

Meanwhile, MIBRAG which operates
another mine - the Vereinigtes Schleenhain
site - south of Leipzig also said about
1,200 protesters blocked a coal-excavator,
forcing the group to halt operations. “We
have nothing against peaceful protests and
the exercise of democratic rights, but we
reject all forms of breach of laws and vio-
lence,” MIBRAG chairman  Armin Eichholz
said in a statement. In these mining regions,
thousands of jobs depend on coal. But
some residents are also threatened with
the loss of their homes over a planned
expansion of mining.

Separately, dozens of pro-coal militants
also gathered close to the Welzow mine.
“Ende Gelaende wants to destroy our
infrastructures, it’s not the right way to do
it... we need coal in the region,” Thomas
Hauke, 62, told AFP, referring to the anti-
coal group which is organizing the protest.

Lost year 
All three mines hit yesterday produce lig-

nite, a low-grade type of brown coal that is
also considered the most harmful to human
health and the environment. Calling
Saturday’s coordinated protest action a suc-
cess, a spokeswoman Ende Gelaende (Game
Over) said around 3,000 turned up for the
blockades. “Despite all the nice speeches
and promises, 2019 was another lost year for
the climate,” said Nike Malhaus.

The occupation is being supported by
other environmental groups, including the
German branch of Fridays for Future which
is also holding a protest at a power station
in the region. It will be the second time this
year that Ende Gelaende has occupied a
coal mine. In June, several hundred climate
activists carrying sleeping bags blocked
the vast Garzweiler lignite mine near
Cologne for several days.

Campaigners say the government’s plans
to phase out coal by 2038 announced this
year do not go far enough. They want that
date brought forward for Germany to meet
its international commitments to slash car-
bon pollution. “The plan is totally empty. It’s
a scandal, a crime against future genera-
tions,” Malhaus said this week. The mining
industry in the Lausitz basin, which stretch-
es all the way into Poland, is vital to the local
economy. Czech-controlled LEAG, which
owns the Jaenschwalde and Welzow-Sued
mines, is one of the region’s largest employ-
ers with 8,000 workers. — AFP

Trump flies into UK 
election campaign 
LONDON: US President Donald Trump flies into Britain
next week, just days before its general election - and if
earlier visits are any guide, fireworks are expected. Trump
is in town for a summit marking 70 years of the NATO mil-
itary alliance, but his presence risks disrupting the cam-
paign for the December 12 vote as it enters the final
straight. The US leader has been outspoken in his support
for Britain’s exit from the European Union, which
Conservative Prime Minister Boris Johnson has promised
to deliver at all costs.

But has been equally forthright about how it should be
done - and his views are not always the same as London’s.
Trump has also criticized opposition Labour leader Jeremy
Corbyn, but this risks backfiring in a country where Trump
himself is deeply unpopular. The NATO summit on Tuesday
and Wednesday includes a reception for leaders and their
partners hosted by Queen Elizabeth II at Buckingham
Palace. Johnson, who is co-hosting the event, currently has
no one-to-one meeting scheduled with Trump - and indi-
cated he would not appreciate any interventions. “When
you have close friends and allies like the US and the UK,
the best thing is for neither side to get involved in each oth-
er’s election campaign,” he told LBC radio on Friday.

Labour attack lines 
After three missed deadlines, Britain is due to leave the

EU on Jan 31, but the country remains divided and
increasingly polarized about its future. Trump condemned
former prime minister Theresa May’s “foolish” attempts to
get a Brexit deal and suggested Britain leave without one-
an outcome businesses warn could be disastrous. He has
hailed Johnson, who took over in July threatening to walk
away from talks with Brussels, as “exactly what the UK
has been looking for”.

But when Johnson struck his own exit deal, Trump
questioned if it would allow a new trade agreement with
the US - something the prime minister has held up as one
of the biggest prizes of Brexit. The president also warned
in a recent interview that left-wing Labour leader Corbyn
would take Britain to “such bad places”. But Labour has
relished the attacks from a man facing a threat of
impeachment back home, who is greeted by protests

every time he visits Britain. It is expected to use Trump’s
trip to repeat its claim that Johnson’s Brexit deal would
open up Britain’s state-run National Health Service to US
firms. The prime minister has denied this, and this week
said if Washington tried to include the NHS in trade talks,
“we’d walk away”.

Trump meanwhile is also close to Nigel Farage, a key
figure in the 2016 EU referendum whose upstart Brexit
Party threatens to take Tory votes with a promise of a
hard break with Brussels. During a phone-in on Farage’s
radio show last month, Trump suggested he and Johnson
form an electoral pact -something the Tories have
strongly rejected.

Special relationship strained 
UK-US relations recently have been strained, notably

by different approaches to Iran’s nuclear programme, cli-
mate change and China. There have also been tensions
over the death in August of British teenager Harry Dunn in
a car crash with a vehicle driven by the wife of a US
diplomat. Anne Sacoolas claimed diplomatic immunity and
subsequently returned home, but Dunn’s family want her
to come back to Britain to face justice.

Trump was also outraged by the leak of diplomatic
cables written by British ambassador Kim Darroch earlier
this year which described the Republican White House as
inept. Trump condemned the diplomat as a “pompous
fool”. When then premier May defended him, he con-
demned her “foolish” approach to Brexit. Darroch has yet
to be replaced, and the US president has previously
mooted Farage for the job. — AFP 
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DURRES, Albania: Relatives and family attend the funeral yesterday of eight Lala fami-
ly members who died during an earthquake. — AFP 

Campaigners occupy German
coalmines in climate protest 

JANSCHWALDE, Germany: Climate activists hold a placard reading “Love for
Lausitz, not for the coal” during a demonstration in front of the Jaenschwalde
power plant yesterday. — AFP 

Albania quake toll hits 50 
as search for survivors ends 


