
Iran official 
points to more 
open elections 
TEHRAN: A senior Iranian official has
suggested in an interview with AFP that
authorities may be more open than in the
past in approving candidates for a looming
parliamentary election. “We don’t consider
ourselves immune from criticism. We may
also accept that mistakes have been made
in the past ,”  said Guardian Counci l
spokesman Abbas Ali Kadkhodaee. “But for
the next legislative elections we are trying
to reduce our mistakes and respect the
rights of candidates.”

Kadkhodaee was speaking to AFP on the
eve of the opening yesterday of the registra-
tion of candidates for the parliamentary elec-
tion to be held on February 21. The Guardian
Council, which is under the control of ultra-
conservatives, is responsible for organizing
and monitoring elections in Iran, including
vetting candidates. “If we insist on enforcing
the law, we’ll be able to satisfy as many can-
didates as possible,” said Kadkhodaee.

In past elections, the council has faced
accusations in Iran, particularly by
reformists, of barring candidates more on
political than constitutional grounds. In
November, President Hassan Rouhani, a
moderate conservative, called on the council
to stick to the letter of the law in view of the
forthcoming election. At Iran’s last parlia-
mentary election in February 2016, the coun-
cil authorized 6,229 candidates for the 290
seats at stake - just over 51 percent of those
who sought to stand.

In the interview, Kadkhodaee said a high-
er number of successful candidates should
also lead to a “higher participation rate”. The

opening of the registration period, which
runs until Saturday, comes two weeks after
around 100 cities and towns in sanctions-hit
Iran saw protests against a shock fuel price
hike that turned violent. Authorities say they
have restored calm after “rioting” backed by
enemies of the Islamic republic, including the
United States, Israel and Saudi Arabia.
London-based human rights group Amnesty
International said 161 demonstrators were
killed in a crackdown.

‘Unjust economic sanctions’ 
But Iran’s deputy interior minister, Jamal

Orf, said such figures were “exaggerated”, in
remarks published on Saturday by state
news agency IRNA. For Kadkhodaee, the
unrest was not a sign of the rejection of the
political system of the Islamic republic. The
people would “continue to support the coun-
try despite the difficulties, as they have
patiently endured the unjust economic sanc-
tions imposed by Western countries,” he
said. They would “continue to support the

Iranian political system”, he added.
Iran’s economy has been battered since

last year when the United States withdrew
from a landmark 2015 nuclear deal and
began reimposing crippling sanctions. The
International Monetary Fund expects the
country’s economy to shrink by 9.5 percent
this year. “Sometimes the participation rate
can be low when the people are not happy
with the country’s economic situation,” said
Kadkhodaee.

“But we are sure that we will have a
good participation rate, even if it is lower
than it may have been in the past,” said the
Guardian Council spokesman. “Generally in
Iran, the participation rate is between 50
and 70 percent, depending on the econom-
ic and social situation in the country,” he
told AFP. “Even if the turnout is low, it does
not endanger the Iranian political system.
We know that there are ups and downs
depending on elect ions. “Personal ly I
expect and hope that the rate will be higher
than 50 percent.” — AFP 

LONDON: Britain’s Boris Johnson said yesterday the
security services were stepping up monitoring of con-
victed terrorists released early from prison, as the
London Bridge attack became embroiled in the election
campaign. The prime minister revealed around 74 peo-
ple with terrorist convictions had been released early
from prison in a similar way to Usman Khan, who left
jail last December and went on to stab two people to
death in Friday’s rampage.

“We are going to bring in tougher sentences for
serious sexual and violent offenders and for terrorists,”
Johnson told the BBC’s Andrew Marr show. “I absolute-
ly deplore the fact that this man was out on the street, I
think it was absolutely repulsive and we are going to
take action. They are being properly invigilated to make
sure there is no threat. We’ve taken a lot of action as
you can imagine in the last 48 hours,” said, adding he
would not provide “operation details”. Khan, 28, was
shot dead while wearing a fake explosives vest by
police on London Bridge after a stabbing spree that

also injured three people launched at a nearby prisoner
rehabilitation event he was attending.

Members of the public were hailed as heroes for
preventing even greater loss of life by tackling him -one
armed with a 1.5-m narwhal tusk and another with a fire
extinguisher. The incident comes two years after
Islamist extremists in a van ploughed into pedestrians
on the bridge before attacking people at random with
knives, killing eight people and wounding 48. Police,
who on Saturday searched two properties in central
England believed to be linked to Khan, have said they
believe he was acting alone and are not seeking any-
body else. But the Islamic State group has released a
statement claiming responsibility for the attack.

‘Keep you safe’ 
Khan, a British national, had been handed an indeter-

minate sentence for the protection of the public in 2012,
with at least eight years in prison. He was part of an
eight-man network inspired by Al-Qaeda who had

plotted to bomb targets including the London Stock
Exchange, and planned to take part in “terrorist train-
ing” in Pakistan. But his sentence was quashed by the
Court of Appeal in April 2013 and he received a new
21-year term, comprising a custodial sentence of 16
years and five years on conditional release.

He had then been conditionally released from jail last
December under so-called licensing conditions after
serving around half of his jail term. Khan has become a
contentious political issue ahead of Britain’s Dec 12
election, with Johnson blaming the previous Labour
government for changing the law in 2008 to allow for
the early release of prisoners. The Tory leader has
vowed that if he reclaims power this month he will end
early release for terrorist offences and introduce mini-
mum 14-year sentences, with some convicted never to
be released. 

The proposals were not in the Conservatives’ formal
manifesto released last Sunday. Johnson penned an
article setting out the new stance in The Mail on

Sunday newspaper, under the headline: “Give me a
majority and I’ll keep you safe from terror”.

‘Knee-jerk reactions’ 
Critics have hit out fiercely at him for appearing to

politicize Friday’s attack - including the father of the
first named victim. David Merritt confirmed on Twitter
the death of his son Jack Merritt, a course coordinator
at the Cambridge University’s criminology institute
which was hosting the event targeted by Khan. He
described his 25-year-old son as “a beautiful spirit who
always took the side of the underdog”, in a series of
messages that also responded to the political furor
around the attack.  “We don’t need knee-jerk reac-
tions,” Merritt wrote. “It’s not lenient policies that are
to blame, it’s the destruction of the probation service
that is supposed to monitor and supervise prisoners
after release, & rehabilitation services,” he added.
“Since 2010 these service(s) have been cut to the bone.
We are all less safe as a result.” — AFP 
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LONDON: A woman places flowers with other floral tributes close to London Bridge in the City of London yesterday. — AFP 

UK PM vows to strengthen jail sentences
Terror checks intensified as London attack enters election fray 

Bumps ahead
for Merkel
after ally loses
shock vote 
BERLIN: Angela Merkel faces a rocky
political road ahead as she battles to hang
on until 2021 as German chancellor, after
her junior coalition partner SPD elected a
left-leaning leadership duo. Rank and file
Social Democrats late Saturday delivered a
humiliating blow to Finance Minister Olaf
Scholz’s run for co-chair of his centre-left
party, picking instead two relative
unknowns as their new leaders.

The shock result heralded a week of
uncertainty for the coalition, with next
Friday a key date as the SPD is to vote on
whether to stay in government when it
meets for its annual congress. Merkel, in
power for 14 years, has said she would step
down when her term ends in 2021. But her
departure may well be accelerated follow-
ing Saturday’s stunning vote.

‘Unacceptable conditions?’ 
Wounded by an election rout in 2017, the

SPD had initially sought to go into opposi-
tion, but allowed itself reluctantly to be
coaxed into renewing an alliance with
Merkel. Many within the party however
remained wary of continuing to govern in
Merkel’s shadow, fearful that their social
roots were being eroded by the conserva-
tives. The uneasy marriage from the start had
left the coalition lurching from crisis to crisis.

A new series of regional and European
electoral defeats had finally forced the
SPD to seek a new leadership. Saturday’s

decision against Scholz is a “solid vote of
no-confidence against the party establish-
ment”, said left-leaning TAZ daily. “Within
the SPD, it is believed that an exit from the
GroKo is very possible” with the new
leaders Nobert Walter-Borjans and Saskia
Esken, added Bild daily, using the expres-
sion for the grand coalition.

Even if an immediate collapse of the
government was averted, there is the “pos-
sible scenario that (the Social Democrats)
would set unacceptable conditions to pre-
pare an exit,” added the newspaper. The
SPD’s new leaders have already said they
will push Merkel’s centre-right alliance for
greater investment in climate protection.
They have also questioned the “black zero”
no new debt policy - an absolute red line
for Merkel and her centre-right alliance.

Merkel herself had just this week brand-
ed calls to relook the policy “absurd”.
Pointing to record levels in investments
planned, she told parliament that “one can-
not only find investments good when it
brings about debt.” 

Economy Minister Peter Altmaier yester-
day also heaped on warnings against touch-
ing the black zero. In an interview with the
financial daily Handelsblatt he said the prom-
ise of “no taking on new debt was one of the
most important promises of the (CDU-CSU
alliance) during the election campaign.” And
Holger Schmieding, chief economist at the
Berenberg Bank said: “If the two parties
cannot agree on the further tilt of German
policies to the left which the SPD activists
desire, the coalition would end.” 

That would leave Merkel with the
option of a minority government. Merkel
has repeatedly ruled this out, but right-
leaning Die Welt daily noted that this time
round, the conditions were “not so bad”
since 2020’s budget has already been
decided. Ministerial posts vacated by SPD
ministers could then be taken up by her
conservative alliance.  — AFP 

TEHRAN: Iranians register for the upcoming parliamentary elections at the interior ministry in
the capital yesterday. — AFP 


