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BRUSSELS: The EU’s new leadership took office yester-
day, one month later than planned, promising a more unit-
ed Europe that would be ready to face major challenges,
including fighting climate change. Germany’s Ursula von
der Leyen became president of the European Commission
and marked the occasion in a short ceremony with her top
EU official counterparts, including EU Council President
Charles Michel who also started yesterday.

The team took the reins as the 28-member union is
faced with a mountain of difficulties, including the Brexit
divorce with Britain and tense ties with superpowers China
and the United States. Von der Leyen said the officials
gathered, who also included European Central Bank chief
Christine Lagarde, must meet a great responsibility as
guardians of the EU treaties. 

“It is a responsibility towards the European people and
towards our founding father and mothers, but it is also a
responsibility towards our children,” she said. “It is our
responsibility to leave a union that is stronger than the one
we inherited: ... a continent in peace with rights and liber-
ties (and) a single market with unprecedented economic
opportunities,” she said.

Former IMF chief Lagarde, who took office last month,
stressed that the union had only recently left the damaging
debt crisis and must look to the future. “It’s a formidable
challenge that awaits us, but my hope is that... we may
leave this age of repairing (the EU) to one of renovation
and hope,” she said. Von der Leyen, who replaced EU vet-
eran Jean-Claude Juncker, will lead a 27-strong team of
commissioners who also began work yesterday with a
clear ambition to make Europe a global powerhouse on
green policy. Her mandate was due to start November 1

but was delayed after three of her initial nominees to the
commission were rejected during the parliamentary confir-
mation process in an unprecedented snub.

European Parliament President David Sassoli said the
MEPs would hold an extraordinary session on December
11 - the eve of an EU leaders summit - to receive the
commission’s first climate proposals, dubbed the “Green
New Deal”. The ceremony yesterday was officially the
10th anniversary of the latest European treaty that sim-
plified EU governance, which remains complicated and
often criticized as too removed from the continent’s 500
million citizens. 

Ten years after the Lisbon Treaty came into force, a
bloc conceived to forge unity from the ashes of World War
Two finds itself beset by divisions. Germany and France,
long the EU’s main axis, last week called for a “Conference
on the Future of Europe”, reporting by mid-2022, to make
the EU “more united and sovereign”. The Lisbon Treaty
simplified decision making in a union recently expanded to
28 members with the inclusion of 12 states from the former
Soviet bloc.

It strengthened the role of the elected European
Parliament and reduced governments’ veto powers over leg-
islative changes, but still left several areas such as foreign
policy and tax requiring unanimity - and thus vulnerable to
veto from a single member state. In 2015, the bloc embar-
rassingly failed to apply a common asylum policy to tackle
an influx of refugees from the Middle East - its worst migra-
tion crisis since World War Two. It is also divided about
economic reform, raising fears that the euro currency,
shared by 19 of its member states, may not be strong
enough to withstand a future financial crisis. — Agencies 

EU leadership takes office 
touting green ambition 

Leaders mark a decade of Lisbon Treaty amid calls for reform

US Supreme Court 
weighs challenge to 
gun transport limits
NEW YORK: The US Supreme Court will hear
its first major gun rights case in nearly a decade
today in a challenge backed by the National
Rifle Association over a now-amended New
York City handgun regulation that had prevent-
ed licensed owners from taking their handguns
outside the city. The nine justices will hear
arguments in an appeal by three handgun own-
ers and the New York state affiliate of the NRA
- the gun rights group closely aligned with
President Donald Trump and other Republicans
- who say the regulation violates the US
Constitution’s Second Amendment right to keep
and bear arms.

Gun control advocates have said that if the
justices choose to issue a broad ruling expanding
gun rights, it could jeopardize a variety of
firearms restrictions passed in recent years by
state and local governments across the country,
including expanded background checks and con-
fiscations of weapons from individuals who a
court has deemed dangerous.

Gun control is a contentious issue in the
United States, which has experienced numerous
mass shootings. Since 2013, 45 states and the
District of Columbia have adopted more than 300
gun control laws, according to the Giffords Law
Center to Prevent Gun Violence. Republican
opposition in Congress has been instrumental in
thwarting passage of new federal laws. “The
future of life-saving gun safety laws across our
country is very directly on the line with this
case,” the center’s litigation director Hannah
Shearer said.

The court has a 5-4 conservative majority. Its
ruling is due by the end of June. “I believe it will
change the way the Second Amendment is
applied to everyone who owns a gun in the coun-
try,” said Staten Island resident Romolo
Colantone, one of the plaintiffs. The dispute cen-
ters on New York’s handgun “premises” licenses
that allowed holders to transport their firearm
only to a handful of shooting ranges within the
city, and to hunting areas elsewhere in the state
during designated hunting seasons.

The transport rule was amended in July to
specifically allow for a gun to be taken to a range
or other residence outside the city. The city
unsuccessfully asked the Supreme Court to can-
cel the arguments and drop the case because the
amendment removed the provision being chal-
lenged. The New York State Rifle and Pistol
Association filed the lawsuit in 2013 along with
three city residents who were told by authorities
they could not participate in a shooting competi-
tion in New Jersey or bring their guns to a home
elsewhere in the state.

The plaintiffs are appealing a 2018 ruling by
the Manhattan-based 2nd US Circuit Court of
Appeals that the regulation did not violate the
Second Amendment and advanced the city’s
interest in protecting public safety. The Supreme
Court has avoided taking up a major firearms
case since 2010, when it extended to state and
local regulations a 2008 ruling that recognized
for the first time that the Second Amendment
protects a person’s right to keep a gun at home
for self-defense. 

That  has lef t  open quest ions such as
whether that right extends outside the home.
The challengers also are asking the Supreme
Court to require lower courts to more strictly
review gun curbs, with an eye toward striking
them down. — Reuters 

Dad of London 
victim says son 
‘beautiful spirit’ 
LONDON: The first victim of the
London Bridge terror attack to be
named has been praised by his father
as “a beautiful spirit”. Jack Merritt, 25,
was one of two people stabbed to
death by Usman Khan during the con-
victed terrorist’s rampage on Friday.
Khan, 28, was shot dead on the bridge
while wearing a fake explosives vest
by police. Merritt, a course coordina-
tor at Cambridge University’s crimi-
nology institute, was killed as he
helped host an event near London
Bridge to mark five years of a prisoner
rehabilitation program.

It was targeted by Khan, a former
participant, who arrived armed with
two knives. “I am sad beyond words to
report that a course coordinator, Jack
Merritt, was killed,” Stephen Toope,
Cambridge University vice-chancellor,
said in a statement. “Our University
condemns this abhorrent and senseless
act of terror.” He added a woman also
killed in the stabbing spree who has
yet to be named was a former student,
while one of three people injured was
a member of its staff. Merritt was
reportedly a Cambridge University
graduate who was working for its
“Learning Together” initiative run by
the Department of Criminology to
promote prison-based education. “He
was an exceptional young man, and
I’m only finding out the half of it now
he’s gone,” David Merritt, the victim’s
father, said in a series of messages on
Twitter. “I talked often with Jack about
Learning Together & I was inspired by
the stories he told me,” he added.

Khan had participated in the pro-

gram while serving some of his 16-
year sentence for terrorism offences at
Whitemoor prison in Cambridgeshire,
eastern England. He was conditionally
released from jail last December under
so-called licensing conditions after
serving around half of his jail term.
That has caused a political storm in
Britain, which is in the grip of election
campaigning ahead of voting on
December 12.  

Prime Minister Boris Johnson -
whose Conservatives have been in
power for nearly a decade - is now
vowing to end the practice and stiffen
sentences. David Merritt has criticized
that response, writing in one social
media message: “We don’t need knee-
jerk reactions.” In another post subse-
quently deleted, he said his son “would
not wish his death to be used as the
pretext for more draconian sentences
or for detaining people unnecessarily”.
It also described him as “a beautiful
spirit who always took the side of the
underdog”. — AFP ‘War against 

nature’ must 
stop: UN chief 
MADRID: Devastating impacts of global
warming that threaten humanity are a
pushback from Nature under assault, UN
chief Antonio Guterres warned yesterday
ahead of a key climate conference. “For
many decades the human species has been
at war with the planet, and now the planet
is fighting back,” he said, decrying the
“utterly inadequate” efforts of the world’s
major economies to curb carbon pollution.

“We are confronted with a global cli-
mate crisis and the point of no return is no
longer over the horizon, it is in sight and
hurtling towards us.” Guterres flagged a
UN report to be released tomorrow con-
firming the last five years are the warmest
on record, with 2019 likely to be the sec-
ond hottest ever. “Climate-related disasters
are becoming more frequent, more deadly,
more destructive,” he said on the eve of the
196-nation COP25 climate change talks in
Madrid.

Human health and food security are at
risk, he added, noting that air pollution
associated with climate change accounts
for seven million premature deaths every
year. The Paris Agreement calls for capping
global warming at under two degrees
Celsius, but recent science has made clear
that the treaty’s aspiration goal of 1.5C is a
far safer threshold.

Pelosi in Madrid 
A UN Environment Program report last

week concluded that CO2 emissions would
need to drop a vertiginously steep 7.6 per-
cent per year over the next decade to stay
within that limit. But Guterres insisted that

the 1.5C goal is doable. All that is missing,
he said, is political will. “Let’s be clear ñ up
to now, our efforts to reach this target have
been utterly inadequate,” he said. “The
world’s largest emitters are not pulling
their weight.”

Current national pledges ñ if carried out
ñ would see global temperatures rise by at
least 3C, a recipe for human misery,
according to scientists.†The UN chief’s
comments were clearly aimed at the hand-
ful of countries responsible for more than
half of global greenhouse gas emissions,
though he did not call them out by name.

President Donald Trump has set in
motion the process that will see the United
States withdraw from the Paris deal by
year’s end. At the same time, a US
Congressional delegation going to Madrid
will be headed by House Speaker Nancy
Pelosi, listed by the Spanish government
among heads of state and VIPs. “We want
to give every opportunity to the US to
remain within the commitments in the fight
against climate change,” a spokesperson for
the Spanish prime minister’s office told AFP.

Other major emitters ñ China, India,
Russia and Brazil ñ have given scant indi-
cation that they will deepen their commit-
ments in the near term. Guterres did single
out the European Union as playing a con-
structive role. “Europe has an absolutely
essential role to play, and must be a cor-
nerstone in the global negotiations leading
to carbon neutrality,” he said.

The European Commission’s new pres-
ident Ursula Von der Leyen is trying to
steer the bloc towards a target of “zero
net emission” by 2050, but continues to
face resistance from members such as
Poland and Hungary.†Despite growing
public pressure for decisive action, the 12-
day negotiating session is likely to remain
technical in nature, focused on finalizing
the “rulebook” for the Paris Agreement,
which becomes operational at the end of
next year. — AFP 

Irish PM suffers 
defeats ahead 
of national vote
DUBLIN: Irish Prime Minister Leo Varadkar’s Fine Gael
party failed to win any of the four by-elections held to fill
parliamentary vacancies on Saturday, a blow ahead of a
general election he plans to hold in the next six months.
The governing centre-right party had held one of the seats
left empty after four lawmakers successfully ran for
European elections in May. 

Its main rival Fianna Fail captured two of the seats, a
gain of one, while left-wing Sinn Fein and the Green Party

added a lawmaker each in the 158-seat Irish parliament.
The Fine Gael-led minority government has ruled through
a cooperation deal with Fianna Fail that they extended last
year as the uncertainty created by Britain’s protracted exit
from the European Union kept either side from calling an
election. Both have identified the second quarter of 2020
as their preferred date to go to the polls again and, with
the two dominant parties of Irish politics closely matched
in most opinion polls, whoever edges it will likely lead
another minority government.

While a gain was good news for centre-right Fianna
Fail, Sinn Fein’s win in one of two Dublin contests was also
a welcome boost for Ireland’s third-largest party whose
political ascent suffered a major setback at local elections
in May. Fine Gael and Fianna Fail both refuse to govern
with Sinn Fein, the former political wing of the Irish
Republican Army (IRA), meaning the resurgent Greens

could decide whether Varadkar or Fianna Fail leader
Micheal Martin heads up the next minority administration
if little divides their parties.

The Green Party’s first-ever by-election win followed
a strong showing at European and local polls in May,
part of a growing trend for environmental parties
around many parts of Europe with climate change
becoming a top concern. “All round it’s probably not a
good day for the government but not fatal, governments
do tend to lose these by elections but it does call into
question the wisdom of having four by-elections possi-
bly just a few months before a general election, because
the momentum is with other parties now,” said Theresa
Reidy, a politics lecturer at University College Cork. “In
a general election, though, we will still be looking at Leo
Varadkar versus Micheal  Mart in for who wil l  be
Taoiseach (Prime Minister).” — Reuters 

LONDON: A photograph of the first victim
to be named, Jack Merritt, is pictured
among floral tributes left close to
London Bridge in the City of London
yesterday. — AFP 

MADRID: United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres arrives to give a press
conference at the ‘IFEMA - Feria de Madrid’ exhibition center yesterday. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: (From left) President of the European Central Bank (ECB) Christine Lagarde, European Commission
President-elect Ursula von der Leyen, European Council President Charles Michel and European Parliament
president David Sassoli pose for a picture after a press conference at the House of European History to cele-
brate the 10th anniversary of the Lisbon Treaty yesterday. — AFP 

Turin center 
cleared to defuse 
WWII bomb
ROME: More than 10,000 residents of
central Turin had to be evacuated early
yesterday while experts disarmed a 500-
pound British bomb from World War II,
local authorities said. Residents living clos-
est to the site were told to leave a “red
zone” around Nizza Street in the city’s his-
toric district while the experts tackled the
bomb, dropped more than 70 years ago.

Another 50,000 in an outer perimeter

were advised to either leave or stay
indoors from 7:00 am (0600 GMT) until
4:00 pm. But city officials were able to lift
the alert at around 2:00 pm after the bomb
disposal team announced they had com-
pleted their work. The device had con-
tained 65 kilos of dynamite, they said.

Turin Mayor Chiara Appendino was
present at the site and planned to also visit
those who had been evacuated to buildings
at a fairground on the edge of the city.
Airspace above Turin was closed during
the operation as was the Porta Nuova train
station which is located along Nizza Street.
Army experts have moved the deactivated
bomb to Cirie, about 13 km northwest of
Turin. There, it will be permanently
destroyed in a disused quarry. — AFP 


