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Defendants cleared 
in EU ‘golden’ visas 
trial in Portugal
LISBON: A court in Portugal cleared most of the
defendants in a corruption trial on Friday linked to a
government scheme granting so-called “golden” visas
to wealthy foreigners, a case highlighting concerns
over a controversial but widespread practice in
Europe. Out of 17 indictments for charges including
corruption, money-laundering and influence-peddling,
two people were given suspended sentences and two
Chinese nationals were fined.

But the most high-profile defendant — Miguel
Macedo, who was forced to resign as interior minister
from the previous centre-right government in November
2014 — was among those acquitted of bribery and influ-
ence-peddling charges. “The acquittal is the logical result
from the lack of evidence to support a baseless accusa-
tion,” said his lawyer Alfredo Castanheira Neves. The
Lisbon court also cleared former border police director
Manuel Jarmela Palos, who was accused of running a
network which profited from the granting of the residen-
cy permits to foreign investors.

Cash-strapped Portugal in late 2012 began offer-
ing the “golden” visas to wealthy foreigners willing to
invest 500,000 euros ($570,000) in property, make
a capital transfer of one million euros or create 10
jobs. The country handed out 6,800 such permits to
investors and 11,600 more to their family members in
exchange for 4.15 billion euros in investments, most of
it in real estate. China was the country with the
largest number of beneficiaries of the scheme fol-
lowed by Brazil.

‘A perverse scheme’ 
A number of European governments offer passports

or residency rights in exchange for investments. In
analyzing the schemes in Cyprus, Malta and Portugal
for a recent report, Transparency International and
Global Witness noted “the ways in which insufficient
due diligence, wide discretionary powers and conflicts
of interest can open Europe’s door to the corrupt”.

One of the most critical voices of the practice in
Portugal, Socialist MEP Ana Gomes said she was “dis-
appointed but not surprised” by Friday’s ruling and
blamed the prosecutors office for making a weak case.
“It is a perverse scheme and a prostitution of citizen-
ship which... fuels corruption by feeding a whole net-
work of intermediaries,” Portuguese Socialist MEP Ana
Gomes told AFP. “It is intolerable to hear some security
discourses about migrants and refugees, and then to
see that the discourse changes completely when it
concerns wealthy foreigners,” she added.

‘A growing industry’ 
In their report published last October, Transparency

International and Global Witness said four EU coun-
tries — Austria, Bulgaria, Cyprus and Malta — “sell”
passports to wealthy investors, while 12 offer them res-
idency rights. Spain tops the list of countries in terms
of the number of visas issued and the amount of capital
received — an average of 976 million euros annually.

In total, European countries pulled in 25 billion
euros from 6,000 new citizens and some 100,000 res-
idents over the last 10 years, the report from the two
NGOs said. “Just like a luxury good, European Union
citizenship and residency rights can be bought,” it said.
“There are many buyers, and there is no shortage of
suppliers, which explains why investment migration is a
growing, multi-billion-euro industry.” As part of an
effort to combat money-laundering, the European
Commission is to present a report early this year on
national schemes granting EU citizenship or residency
to investors.  —AFP

MADRID: Spain’s far-right party Vox holds the key to
the formation of a right-wing government in the
southern region of Andalusia but is proving to be a
tough partner for Spain’s mainstream conservative
parties. Vox this week warned it wouldn’t back a
coalition government in Andalusia made up of the
Popular Party (PP) and Ciudadanos unless the two
parties agree to end funding for measures to fight
domestic violence.

Formed in December 2013 by former PP members,
Vox won a surprise 12 seats in Andalusia’s regional
elections last month after campaigning on a national-
ist, anti-feminist agenda and polls show it could play
a crucial role in national politics after the next polls.
It was the first time that a far-right party has won
representation in a Spanish regional parliament since
the country returned to democracy following the
death of longtime dictator Francisco Franco in 1975.

The election outcome appeared to set up the end
of 36 years of Socialist rule in Spain’s most populous
region but the PP and Ciudadanos together only have
47 seats in Andalusia’s 109-seat regional parliament.
Without the support of Vox they will not be able to
form a government. Vox’s national leader, Santiago
Abascal, said his party wants to “replace ideological
gender laws, which do not protect women and perse-
cute men just for being men.”

‘Will not retreat’ 
The party’s demand for domestic violence legisla-

tion to be overturned sparked outrage in Spain where
the fight against violence against women has been a
national priority for years and where a resurgent
feminist movement organized a massive strike in
favour of gender equality last year. “This is not

debatable, we will not retreat,” Spain’s Socialist
Deputy Prime Minister Carmen Calvo tweeted.

“There is a violence and a contempt which is specifi-
cally aimed at women and girls around the world, it is
called male chauvinism and patriarchy. Nobody can
hide this reality.” The national leader of the PP, Pablo
Casado, said “one should not politicize domestic vio-
lence”. “On this issues we all have to row in the same
direction,” he added. But his party partially ceded to
Vox’s demands on Friday by proposing that state aid to
male victims of domestic violence be increased. 

“It seems to us to be a good start,” said Abascal,
who still wants the PP and Ciudadanos to sit at the
negotiating table with Vox. The issue is especially
tricky for Ciudadanos, which fears losing its more
centrist credentials as well as its support in Europe
by associating itself with a far-right party ahead of
elections to the European Parliament in May.

‘Impassable wall’ 
Spain has up until now been immune to populist,

nationalist right-wing politics which have gained
ground in Italy, France and other European countries.
But Vox has surged in the polls over the past year,
buoyed by its tough opposition to Catalonia’s sepa-
ratist push and rising migrant arrivals. The party
defends bullfights, calls for separatist parties to be
banned and wants an “impassable wall” to be built
around Ceuta and Melilla, two tiny Spanish territories
in North Affrica which have the European Union’s
only land borders with Africa.

It also wants the national health service to cease
paying for abortions and an end to “subsidized radi-
cal feminist associations”.  Vox would capture 12.9
percent of the vote if a national election were held

now, entering the national parliament with 43-45
seats, according to a poll published Wednesday in
centre-right daily El Mundo. If the PP, Ciudadanos
and Vox joined forces they would have an absolute
majority in the 350-seat parliament of as much as 189

seats, according to the poll. The survey comes amid
rising speculation that Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez
wil l  cal l  a snap general  election this year. His
Socialists have only 84 seats and are struggling to
approve their draft 2019 budget.  —AFP

Campaigning on a nationalist, anti-feminist agenda

Rise of far-right unsettles Spain’s
mainstream conservative parties

GRANADA: In this file photo taken on November 26, 2018 Santiago Abascal, leader of Spain’s far-right
party VOX, gives a speech during a campaign meeting ahead of regional elections.  —AFP

French cardinal
to go on trial
over child 
abuse cover up
LYON: The highest-profile Catholic cler-
ic to be caught up in a pedophile scandal
in France is to go on trial tomorrow,
charged with failing to report a priest
who abused boy scouts in the 1980s and
90s. Cardinal Philippe Barbarin, the arch-
bishop of Lyon, is to stand trial along
with five others from his diocese over
allegations that they helped cover up
abuse in one of the parishes in the area.

The 68-year-old, an arch-conservative, is
one of the most prominent Catholic figures
in France who faces up to three years in
prison and a fine of 45,000 euros ($54,000)
if convicted of failing to report the abuse. He
denies the allegations. France’s Catholic
church has been roiled in recent years by
allegations against predator priests which
have come to light in the wake of a global
move by victims to come forward with evi-
dence. Clerics have been denounced in
countries as far afield as Australia, Brazil,
Chile, Ireland, and the United States, leading
Pope Francis to promise to rid the church of
the scourge that has done enormous dam-
age to its standing.

‘Abused as a child’ 
The scandal in Lyon first came to pub-

lic attention in 2015 when a former scout
went public with allegations that a local
priest, Bernard Preynat, had abused him
as a child 25 years ago. The scout,
Francois Devaux, who has since formed a
victims’ group, also filed a complaint
against Barbarin, the priest’s superior,
alleging that he had known about the
abuse but had covered it up.

After six months of investigation and
10 hours of interviews with Barbarin,
investigators dropped the case in 2016
after concluding that the allegations
against him were either too old or impos-
sible to prove. But a group of victims
succeeded in having the probe reopened
which led to Barbarin and the others,
including the archbishop of Auch and the
bishop of Nevers in France, being
ordered to stand trial.  “We hope this
time to have a ruling that will be clear
and obvious for everyone,” Devaux said
before the start of the trial. 

His victims’ group, La Parole Liberee
(Freed Speech), began with a handful of
people, but soon received calls and testi-
mony from a total of 85 people claiming
to have been victims of Preynat in Lyon.
The priest was prevented from leading
scout groups after he was first
denounced in 1991, but was later allowed
to teach to children and held positions of
authority in parishes until the scandal
surfaced in 2015. A lawyer for Barbarin,
Jean-Felix Luciani, said the cardinal was

counting on the trial to “re-establish
some facts because you don’t repair one
injustice by creating another one.” 

Pope’s role 
The story of Devaux, the victim who

brought the scandal to light, is to be told
in a film this year called “Grace a Dieu”
(“Thanks to God”) which has been made
by French director Francois Ozon. 

The priest at the centre of the scandal,
Preynat, has acknowledged abusing boys
during interviews with investigators. He

is set to go on trial this year charged with
statutory rape.

Two other French religious figures
have been convicted of failing to report
child abuse in the past: the archbishop of
Bayeux-Lisieux, Pierre Rican, in 2001, as
well as the former bishop of Orleans,
Andre Fort, last year. The head of the
Vatican’s powerful Congregation for the
Doctrine of the Faith, Spanish Archbishop
Luis Francisco Ladaria Ferrer, has also
been accused of complicity in the alleged
cover-up in Lyon. —AFP

LYON: In this file photo taken on April 03, 2016 Roman Catholic Cardinal, Archbishop
of Lyon, Philippe Barbarin leads a mass, in Saint-Jean cathedral.  —AFP 

Tanzanian prez
seeks to ‘take
advantage’ 
of refugee crises
NAIROBI: Tanzanian President John
Magufuli on Friday urged his ministers to
“take advantage” of refugee crises and
make money by selling food to international
aid organizations. The country hosts
around 300,000 refugees, mainly from
Burundi and Democratic Republic of
Congo, largely in three camps in the north-
west of the country, according to the
Norwegian Refugee Council.

Speaking in Dar es Salaam, Magufuli
celebrated the signing of a contract to
deliver 36,000 tons of maize to the UN
World Food Program (WFP) for around 8
million euros ($9.1 million). “These funds
are allocated to help our refugee friends
from other countries in conflict, it is our

duty to take advantage of them,” said
Magufuli in Swahili, to laughter in the
room. “We must take advantage of their
problems. They fight at home and we get
the money.” 

Magufuli, known for his sometimes
abrupt and controversial statements, has
earned some international respect by fight-
ing internal corruption but global donors
have raised concerns about human rights
abuses. Critics say Magufuli has unleashed
a wave of oppression since his election in
2015, cracking down on opposition figures,
the media and gays. The European Union,
Tanzania’s biggest development partner,
and the World Bank recently took measures
to sanction repressive policies by
Magufuli’s government.

After his comments in front of minis-
ters and WFP representatives led to some
snickers and giggles, the president tried
to qualify his words: “I do not say that I
wish they fight, but if they fight, that their
conflict is a source of profit for us.”
“Because even if we do not give them
food, they will fight. We do not want them
to fight, but if they fight, let’s take advan-
tage of it,” he clarified. Magufuli called on

the agriculture ministry and other servic-
es to seize possible business opportuni-
ties. “The market is there: if the WFP even
asks for 200,000 tons, hurry up and buy

from producers and give to the WFP,” he
said. Tanzania sold 31,000 tons of maize
to the WFP in 2018, according to the
agriculture ministry. —AFP

NAIROBI: In this file photo taken on October 31, 2016 Tanzanian President John
Pombe Magufuli speaks during a press conference with Kenyan president at the
State House.  —AFP

Somalia refuses 
to take back
expelled UN envoy
UNITED NATIONS: UN Secretary-General Antonio
Guterres on Friday agreed to appoint a new UN envoy
to Somalia after its president refused to reverse a deci-
sion to expel a representative for raising human rights
concerns. Guterres spoke by phone with President

Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed on Friday — his second
call to the Somali leader in three days — to once again
urge him to change his mind, according to diplomats.

But the president dug in his heels and said UN envoy
Nicholas Haysom would remain persona non grata and
would not be allowed to return to Somalia, diplomats
told AFP. Guterres “deeply regrets” Somalia’s decision,
said UN spokesman Farhan Haq, adding that the UN
chief nevertheless intends to appoint a new UN envoy.
The UN Security Council met behind closed doors to
agree on a response to Somalia’s decision.

But during that meeting, China asked for more time to
consider a draft statement put forward by Britain that

expressed regret at the decision, diplomats said. The
council was to reconsider its response today. In the
British-drafted text, the council would express its sup-
port for the UN mission in Somalia and say it expects
Somalia to fully cooperate with the United Nations.

Haysom, a South African lawyer and experienced
diplomat, was told to leave Somalia on Tuesday after he
questioned the government’s decision to arrest an Al-
Shabaab defector who was running in elections. Muktar
Robow, who defected from Al-Shabaab in 2017, was
arrested last month and flown to the capital Mogadishu
after announcing his bid for the state presidency in
South West State. —AFP


