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BRUSSELS: Prime Minister Theresa May said she had
made “progress” in talks with the EU on Wednesday
as she sought to extract concessions on the terms of
Britain’s divorce, but as expected there was no major
breakthrough.

With less than six weeks until Brexit day, May met
European Commission president Jean-Claude Juncker
hoping for movement on the “Irish backstop” issue-
after EU leaders insisted they would not restart nego-
tiations. Fears are growing that Britain could yet crash
out without a deal, and there
was fresh drama just before
May headed to Brussels as
three of her MPs resigned
from her Conservative party
in protest over Brexit to join
a new independent group of
lawmakers.

Citing the risk of a “hard”
Brexit, ratings agency Fitch
on Wednesday warned it
could downgrade Britain, while the pound slipped
against the US dollar.

A joint statement from May and Juncker called
their meeting “constructive”, striking a slightly more
positive tone than when they met a fortnight ago.
“The two leaders agreed that talks had been con-
structive, and they urged their respective teams to
continue to explore the options in a positive spirit,”
the statement said.

Separately, May said she had stressed the need for
“legally binding changes to the backstop”-though the
EU has ruled this out. “We’ve agreed that work to find
a solution will continue at pace, time is of the essence
and it’s in both our interests that when the UK leaves
the EU it does so in an orderly way. And so we’ve made
progress,” May said.

May and the other 27 EU leaders approved a Brexit
withdrawal agreement at a summit on November 25 last
year, but the British leader’s own parliament rejected it

overwhelmingly on January
15. Since then, May and her
ministers have repeatedly
met EU leaders and their ne-
gotiator Michel Barnier to
urge them to reopen the text
to find a way to appease eu-
rosceptic MPs.

‘Backstop’ stumbling
block 

The main stumbling block has been the Irish back-
stop, which provides for Britain to remain in the EU
customs union until a way is found-such as a future free
trade deal-to ensure that Ireland’s border with North-
ern Ireland remains open. Brexiteers in May’s own
Conservative party see this as a “trap” to keep Britain
tied to the bloc indefinitely, and have demanded a time
limit or exit clause.

May said her Brexit Minister Stephen Barclay and

Attorney General Geoffrey Cox would be back in
Brussels on Thursday-just three days since their last
visit-as the pace of negotiations picks up.

A European source said Cox, whose legal analysis
of May’s deal confirmed Brexiteer fears, will have a key
role to play.  If Brussels does enough on the backstop
to persuade Cox to soften his advice, it could help
swing the parliamentary arithmetic behind the prime

minister. Britain’s finance minister Philip Hammond said
yesterday there had been “some movement” by the
European Union that could lead to a breakthrough in
Brexit talks in “the next few days”.

Hammond said progress in the ongoing negotia-
tions could result in a fresh vote next week on prime
minister Theresa May’s EU divorce deal, which was re-
jected by lawmakers last month. —AFP

May hails Brexit talks ‘progress’ 
but no major breakthrough

Hammond expects breakthrough within days

BRUSSELS: European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker (R) welcomes British Prime Minister Theresa May
(left) as she arrives at the EU headquarters in Brussels to hold a meeting on Brexit talks on Wednesday.—AFP

Rights group accuses 
Mozambique 
of arbitrary 
journalists’ arrests
MAPUTO: Human Rights Watch (HRW) accused the Mozambican
government yesterday of arbitrarily detaining journalists covering
the fight against a jihadist insurgency in the country’s north.

About half-a dozen journalists have been arrested in the line of
duty since last June, as well as drivers, interpreters, and other crew
members, according to an AFP count.  Two reporters remain in cus-
tody. “Mozambique’s state security forces are intimidating, detaining,
and prosecuting journalists covering the fighting against an armed
Islamist group in the northern province of Cabo Delgado,” HRW said
in a statement.  State forces are battling a group reportedly seeking
to impose Sharia law in the Muslim-majority province.  Originally
known as Ahlu Sunnah Wa-Jama-Arabic for “followers of the
prophet”-the group is commonly referred to by locals and officials
as “Al-Shabaab”, although it has no known link to the notorious So-
mali jihadist group of the same name. Since October 2017, Islamist
fighters have terrorized remote communities in the gas-rich region,
killing about 200 people and forcing thousands from their homes.

Rights groups have accused security forces combatting the
group of serious abuses, including summary executions and arbi-
trary detention. “The Mozambican government’s actions to silence
the media in Cabo Delgado obstruct public scrutiny of the military
operations and alleged abuses,” said HRW’s southern Africa direc-
tor Dewa Mavhinga. —AFP

Violent street protests 
in Haiti hit 
tourism industry
PORT-AU-PRINCE: With flaming barricades and widespread
looting, 10 days of street violence in Haiti have all but buried a
tourism industry that managed to resurrect itself after a dev-
astating earthquake in 2010. Ugly, violent footage beamed
around the world has again sent the message that this impov-
erished Caribbean country is politically unstable and no place
to go on vacation.

The final straw was the helicopter evacuation last week of 100-
odd Canadian tourists trapped as angry protesters demanded the
resignation of the president, whom they accuse of corruption.

“We have been through 12 days of hell. We managed the crisis
but today we are suffering from the aftershocks,” said Tourism
Minister Marie-Christine Stephenson.

Blacklist 
Beside the direct effects of the demonstrations, the United

States delivered another crushing blow on February 14 when it
urged its citizens not to travel to Haiti, which thus joined a no-go
list with war-torn countries like Syria, Yemen and Afghanistan.

The minister said the US travel alert for Haiti was too harsh,
calling the riots something that flared up unexpectedly and are
now over. “OK, they lasted 12 days but I am not sure that other
Caribbean countries, which have had riots of their own, have been
punished as severely and quickly as we have,” said Stephenson.
Overnight, the decision by the US State Department hit the
tourism industry hard. Travel web sites simply stopped offering
flights to Haiti’s two international airports.

Hotels are reporting cancellation of reservations and many
empty rooms.

Officials in the industry have yet to tally up the damage but say
that for the second time in less than a year, they will have to lay off
workers. In July of last year, three days of riots over a government
attempt to raise fuel prices ruined the summer vacation season for
Haiti’s tourism industry. It is not just hotels that will suffer again,
said Beatrice Nadal-Mevs, president of the Haitian Tourism Asso-
ciation. “This is going to affect everyday people because these are
direct jobs that are going to be lost and supply chains will be
threatened: farming, fishing, crafts, transport,” Nadal-Mevs said.

Mardi Gras cancelled 
With the opposition planning more demonstrations to seek the

resignation of President Jovenel Moise, the sector got yet more
bad news with word that Carnival celebrations have been called
off in the Haitian capital, Port-au-Prince. City Hall said it could not
guarantee revelers’ safety.

The festivities, which this year were planned for March 3-5,
usually draw many Haitians living abroad and fleeing the winter
cold in Canada and the eastern US.

Another major Carnival celebration is scheduled to take place
in the city of Gonaives, but the government has not said if it will
go ahead. As grim as things are, some foreign tourists have gone
ahead with visits to Haiti. On Wednesday, a group of Australians
under police escort visited a square featuring statues of heros of
Haiti’s independence from France. Days ago, demonstrators at the
same plaza were throwing rocks at police, who responded with
volleys of tear gas grenades.

A woman named Carole, who did not want to give her last
name, said, “I trust the company we’re traveling with. They not
only want to take us but they want to bring us back.”

Kevin McCue, another of the people in the group of 20, said
he was glad that their tour operator had not opted for Plan B,
which would have meant skipping Haiti and spending the whole
week in the neighboring Dominican Republic.

“Tourism is alive and well here. People should come. The more
they come, the better they spread some money among people
who need it and the better for Haiti,” said McCue. —AFP
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