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BRUSSELS: European Union leader Donald Tusk yester-
day condemned those calling for Brexit with no idea how
to carry it out, saying he hopes Theresa May now has a
“realistic” plan. The British prime minister is due in
Brussels today to discuss ways to ensure Britain’s orderly
withdrawal from the EU and avoid what Tusk warned
would be a “fiasco.”

But Tusk, standing by Irish leader Leo Varadkar, warned
once again that the divorce deal May agreed last year but
failed to sell to her parliament
will not be reopened. Neither will
the deal’s “backstop” that
ensures an open Irish border, he
said, damning the British
eurosceptics pushing for an
abrupt “no deal” departure. “I’ve
been wondering what that spe-
cial place in Hell looks like, for
those who promoted Brexit with-
out even a sketch of a plan how
to carry it out safely,” Tusk said.

Ireland’s Varadkar met Tusk,
who represents EU member states as president of the
European Council, before talks with EU Commission
president Jean-Claude Juncker. Both top EU officials are
due to host May today, but few in Brussels expect her to
come with an acceptable offer to revive the deal, 50 days
from Brexit. “Today our most important task is to prevent
a no deal scenario,” Tusk said, stressing that the EU “is
not making any new offer” and the deal is “not open for
renegotiation.”

Offering warm support for his guest, Tusk said the
European Union “will not gamble with peace” on the Irish
border by removing the backstop from the deal. “I hope
that tomorrow we will hear from Prime Minister May a
realistic suggestion on how to end the impasse,” he said.

And Tusk added: “A sense of responsibility also tells us to
prepare for a possible fiasco.” Varadkar, whose govern-
ment has stressed the importance of maintaining an open
border between Ireland and Northern Ireland after Brexit,
thanked Tusk.

Painstaking talks
“While we expect the backstop will never be used,

we agreed again today it is needed as a legal guarantee
to ensure there is no return
to hard border,” he said. May
fears she will not be able to
command a majority in the
House of Commons to ratify a
withdrawal that binds Britain
into a customs union until the
border issue is  resolved.
Yesterday, she discussed the
issue with Northern Ir ish
leaders in the Brit ish
province before her difficult
visit to Brussels to confront a

sceptical Juncker and Tusk. 
Last month, the House of Commons overwhelmingly

rejected the Brexit deal that May had negotiated with
the EU over 18 months of painstaking high-stakes diplo-
macy. May is now looking into changes to satisfy her
MPs, who fear the backstop would keep Britain indefi-
nitely tied to EU rules with even closer alignment for
Northern Ireland. Speaking in Northern Ireland on
Tuesday, May vowed to seek a solution that keeps the
border open and preserves the peace that ended years
of violence in the British province. 

The impasse in Brussels has led to heightened fears
Britain could crash out of the EU, its closest trading part-
ner, without a deal on March 29, disrupting trade flows.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel said during a trip to
Tokyo on Tuesday: “Two months is not a long time but
there is still time, and this should be used by all sides.”
British MPs who met Juncker’s right-hand man, Martin

Selmayr, in Brussels on Monday said he did not rule out
some kind of legal assurance on the backstop. But Selmayr
himself rejected this, tweeting: “On the EU side, nobody is
considering this.” — AFP 
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News in brief

Indian Hindu temple case
NEW DELHI: A board that oversees an ancient
Hindu hill temple in southern India said yesterday it
now favored allowing women of menstruating age to
enter the temple, reversing its previous support for a
centuries-old ban. The Sabarimala temple has been
the site of tension since India’s Supreme Court
ruled in late September to end a ban on women and
girls aged from 10-50 from entering. The
Travancore Devaswom Board, which administers
the temple, had refused to abide by the court ruling
and thousands of devotees have blocked attempts
by women to visit the site. Yesterday, the board said
it would now abide by the court ruling. “After the
Supreme Court judgment, we discussed a lot. We
realise that we should respect the judgment of the
court,” lawyer Rakesh Dwivedi said after a board
hearing on the matter. — Reuters

British woman jailed 
DENPASAR: A British woman was handed a six-
month jail term yesterday for slapping an immigra-
tion officer in Bali after she missed her flight
because of an expired tourist visa. A court on the
Indonesian holiday island found Auj-e Taqaddas, 43,
guilty of assaulting the officer at Ngurah Rai inter-
national airport in July last year. A viral video of the
episode showed the woman launch into an exple-
tive-laden rant when she was told she would have to
pay a $4,000 fine for overstaying her visa by sever-
al months.  She then hit an officer, accusing him of
making her miss a flight. Taqaddas, who vowed to
appeal the verdict, was physically taken to the
courthouse yesterday after missing several earlier
court dates, authorities said. She was not detained
before the sentencing. — AFP 

Woman wins rare acquittal 
ALMATY: A Kazakh woman standing trial over
political posts she wrote on a messenger application
was found not guilty yesterday, her lawyer said,
months after her husband was sentenced to jail in a
similar case. A court in Aktau, a city in western
Kazakhstan, acquitted Aigul Akberdi of calling for
“forcible overthrow of the constitutional order” in
posts on the Telegram messenger app, her lawyer
Zhanara Sundetkaliyeva said. The judge found there
was “no evidence” to convict the mother of four, and
said the probe contained violations, the lawyer
added. The verdict was greeted by observers as a
rare victory for long-suffering civil society in the
authoritarian Centraql Asian country. Akberdi was
seen weeping with joy in scenes broadcast live on
Facebook. “Forward, Kazakhstan!” she cried. — AFP 

Turkey blasts Macron 
ANKARA: Turkey yesterday hit out at President
Emmanuel Macron’s announcement that France
would make April 24 a “national day of commemora-
tion of the Armenian genocide”. “We condemn and
reject attempts by Macron, who is afflicted by polit-
ical problems in his own country, to try and save the
day by turning historical events into a political mat-
ter,” Turkish presidential spokesman Ibrahim Kalin
said in a statement after the French leader’s
announcement on Tuesday. Macron said Tuesday:
“France is, first and foremost, the country that
knows how to look history in the face,” during a
speech to the Armenian community at a dinner in
Paris. Turkey and Armenia have long been at odds
over the treatment of Armenians during World War
I. Armenians say up to 1.5 million of their people
were killed during the war. — AFP 

European
Union ‘will 
not gamble 
with peace’

BRUSSELS: Ireland’s Prime Minister Leo Varadkar (L) and European Council President Donald Tusk shake hands
after making a statement following a meeting yesterday at the European Council headquarters. — AFP 

At US State of the 
Union, women in 
white stand up (or 
sit down) to Trump
WASHINGTON: He didn’t count on the women in white.
President Donald Trump’s State of the Union speech on
Tuesday was billed as his attempt to unify the country. But
Democratic women lawmakers from the House of
Representatives, many of them dressed elegantly in white
to celebrate 100 years of women having the right to vote,
projected a picture of calm displeasure during Trump’s
speech that made clear his version of unity was not one
they could accept.

House Speaker Nancy Pelosi, the most powerful
Democrat in the country, sat behind the president on the
stage, wearing a white pantsuit. She shook her head or
looked on disapprovingly when he challenged Democrats
or laid out a dark vision of illegal immigrants assailing
America. Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, a
young social media star, looked down or away when
Trump delivered comments she viewed as egregious and
stared daggers at colleagues who stood and clapped.

Then the president spoke about women in the work-
force, and the dynamic changed. As he lauded the growing
number of women finding jobs in the economy, the women
lawmakers in white rose and cheered, apparently for them-
selves, for filling many of the open jobs in Congress during
the congressional elections in November. “You weren’t
supposed to do that,” Trump said with a smile, pointing at
them and drawing laughter. Telling them not to sit down
yet because there was more good news to come, Trump
went on to recognize the record number of women serving
in the Capitol.

They cheered some more and chanted: “USA, USA!”
Republicans joined in. It was a rare moment during the

long speech, which otherwise drew mixed reactions from
the audience, divided with Republicans on one side of the
chamber and Democrats on the other, in a reflection of the
deep partisan chasm that has characterized the country
before and after Trump’s 2016 election victory. When
Trump said the United States would be at war with North
Korea had he not won the presidency, Democrats groaned. 

When he declared the state of the union “strong,” they
disagreed and most stayed in their seats. When he warned
against “ridiculous partisan investigations,” the sound of
hissing could be heard. Proclaiming that the United States
would never be a socialist country, Trump drew an ovation
from Republicans and even some Democrats. Senator
Elizabeth Warren, a Democratic presidential hopeful, hesi-

tated but eventually stood up and clapped. Ocasio-Cortez,
a self-described Democratic Socialist, smiled broadly.

There were some moments of bipartisanship. When the
president called for embracing the principles of compro-
mise, Pelosi stood up and applauded heartily. Trump
turned around and nodded to her in acknowledgement.
Lawmakers applauded an elderly American who helped
liberate the Dachau concentration camp in Germany dur-
ing World War Two and erupted in cheers for former
astronaut Buzz Aldrin, the second man to walk on the
moon. But those moments were more a rarity than a rule.
At the beginning of the evening, as Trump entered the
chamber, Republicans clapped, while some Democrats
stood and kept their hands folded.  — Reuters

Greek PM in symbolic 
visit to Istanbul’s 
disputed landmarks
ISTANBUL: Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras yester-
day visited the disputed landmarks of Hagia Sophia and a
now-closed seminary in Turkey, in a sign of detente in the
neighboring countries’ strained ties.  Istanbul’s Hagia
Sophia, a former church and mosque that is now a muse-
um, often sparks tensions between Christians and Muslims
over Islamic activities held there including the reading of
verses from the Koran or collective prayers.

Its secular status allows believers of all faiths to medi-
tate, reflect or simply enjoy its astonishing architecture of
what is one of the most emblematic edifices of human civi-
lization. But calls for it to serve again as a mosque have
caused anger among Christians and raised tensions
between historic foes and uneasy NATO allies Turkey and
Greece. Tspiras’ symbolic visit to the Hagia Sophia came
on the second day of his first trip to Turkey in four years.
The prime minister met Turkish presidential spokesman
Ibrahim Kalin at the museum, an AFP correspondent said.
“You can feel the burden of history here,” Tsipras told AFP.

The Greek premier listened enthusiastically as a guide
accompanying the delegation explained the history of the
edifice. Police tightened security measures around the
museum. The Hagia Sophia was first built as a church in the
sixth century under the Christian Byzantine Empire as the
centrepiece of its capital Constantinople, today’s Istanbul.
Almost immediately after the conquest of Constantinople
by the Muslim Ottomans in 1453, it was converted into a
mosque before becoming a secular museum in a key reform
of the new post-Ottoman Turkish authorities under
Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in the 1930s.

Ataturk was the founder of the Turkish republic. Since
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Justice and
Development Party (AKP) came to power, critics and advo-
cates of secularism fear the government harbors a hidden
agenda to reconvert the Hagia Sophia into a mosque. But
Turkey’s top court in September last year rejected an asso-

ciation’s demand that the Hagia Sophia be opened for
Muslim prayers. Greece, which closely follows the future of
Byzantine heritage in Turkey, has repeatedly expressed
concern over efforts to change the museum’s status.

‘Reopen school with Erdogan’
Greece has for centuries had a testy relationship with

Turkey, with rows ranging from Aegean sea issues and the
Cyprus problem to minorities’ rights, the migrant crisis and
the flight of Turkish military soldiers after a 2016 coup
attempt. Tsipras and Erdogan on Tuesday agreed to resolve
disputes between their two countries through dialogue, with
the Turkish president saying a “politician’s job is not to win
enemies but friends”. The Greek premier later attended a reli-
gious service with Orthodox Patriarch Bartholomew of
Constaninople at the Greek Orthodox Halki seminary, located
on Heybeli island off Istanbul. After lighting a candle, he
attended the service by the patriarch’s side but did not pray,

another AFP journalist reported. It is the first visit to the serv-
ice at the seminary by a Greek prime minister since it was
closed in 1971 by the Turkish government during tensions
between Athens and Ankara over the Cyprus issue. “Next
time I come I hope we reopen the school with Erdogan,”
Tsipras said. “The minorities in Greece and Turkey are no
reason for conflict but are here to build bridges,” he added.

Future priests of the Constantinople diocese had been
trained at the seminary. “We pray that the momentous and
significant day will arrive soon when this seminary that
cultivates our theological education will once again open
its doors,” Bartholomew said. Turkey, a Muslim-majority
country, has in recent years returned the land seized from
Halki in 1943 back to the seminary but its reopening is not
planned despite international pressure. Erdogan has in the
past said the reopening of the seminary depended on
reciprocal steps from Greece to enhance the rights of the
Turkish minority. — AFP

WASHINGTON: Congresswomen, dressed in white in tribute to the women’s suffrage movement, pose for a pho-
to as they arrive for the State of the Union address at the US Capitol on Tuesday. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: Greek Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras (C) and Turkish officials visit the Byzantine-era Hagia
Sophia museum. — AFP 


