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VERGINA: As lawmakers in Athens are poised to approve
a landmark name deal between Greece and Macedonia,
there is relief in many European capitals that a 27-year
diplomatic dispute is nearing its end. But in Greece’s
Macedonia region, home to the ancient Greek-speaking
kingdom made famous by Alexander the Great, there is
mostly outrage.

“How can another country have Macedonia’s name?
What are we, then?” wonders Eleni, a 39-year-old sou-
venir shop owner. “It’s like taking away our soul, our histo-
ry and culture,” she adds. Eleni’s shop is a few metres
away from the necropolis of ancient Macedonian kings in
Vergina 485 kilometers north of Athens, one of Greece’s
top archaeological sites. Among the Macedonian royals
buried there is Philip II, Alexander’s father.

The agreement expected to be approved on Thursday
will rename Greece’s neighbor as the Republic of North
Macedonia, a move which the government in Athens says
will encourage trade and benefit both countries. But critics
here say the deal, brokered by Greek Prime Minister
Alexis Tsipras and Macedonian counterpart Zoran Zaev in
June, will merely create confusion and sow new problems.
A key sticking point for them is Greece’s recognition of a
Macedonian language and identity north of the border.

Many homes in this small village are adorned with blue
flags bearing the Vergina Sun, an ancient Macedonian sym-
bol believed to be the mark of Philip’s royal family. But sou-
venir seller Eleni said most people outside Greece are more
familiar with the red-and-yellow flag adopted by Skopje in
1995, which also bears a sun. “Tourists come from various
European countries asking to buy the flag of Macedonia.
When I show them the (blue) flag, they tell me that I’m
wrong and that it should be red and yellow,” she says
angrily. “This is what our politicians have achieved: make
people believe that Macedonia is not in Greece!” she adds.

‘We cannot accept this’ 
North of the border there is also opposition, with some

loath to change the country’s name to placate Greece, and
rallies against the agreement have been held in both coun-
tries. Tsipras’ nationalist allies bolted from the government
earlier this month over the deal. His leftist government says
the protests have been fanned by far-right hardliners, and
several lawmakers say they have received death threats.
Another demonstration is scheduled for today in Athens.

“Hang the traitors,” several protesters shout at a
demonstration against the agreement held in the northern
Greek city of Veria this week. A local mayor tells the
1,000-strong crowd Greece had been “pressured” into
signing the agreement by our “so-called allies”, the US and
Germany. “There must be a referendum. Most Greeks do
not want this agreement. Soon (the Macedonians) will start
claiming (ancient Macedonian) cities,” argues Nikos
Kalaitzidis, a 37-year-old protester.

At the archaeological museum of Vergina, local staff view
visiting tourist groups from neighbouring Macedonia with
suspicion, says a staffer. “If they have a guide with them, we
send someone to find out what they are told about the
archaeological finds,” he told AFP. “Since they claim to
speak Macedonian, we ask them to read what is written on
the (ancient Greek) grave markers,” the employee adds. To
most Greeks, Alexander the Great is an integral part of their
heritage — one of history’s greatest conquerors who top-
pled the Persian Empire and took Greek culture as far as
Egypt and India in the fourth century BC. The Romans later
created an enormous province called Macedonia that
included parts of modern-day Albania, Macedonia and
Bulgaria. Slavs subsequently migrated to the area of pres-
ent-day Macedonia from the 6th century AD onwards.

Angelos Syrigos, a professor of international law at
Athens’ Panteion University, notes that the Macedonia issue
is visceral to the Greeks, as the country has been invaded
three times via its northern border over the last century.
“The Greeks are not specifically worried about any possible
irredentist ambitions by Skopje, but by that of other foreign
powers who could use the neighboring state to assert their

influence in the region,” he says. Under Zaev’s predecessor
Nikola Gruevski, Macedonia had riled Greeks by naming its
main airport and highway after Alexander the Great. Zaev’s
government revised the Macedonian constitution to pro-
mote the name change agreement, and has pledged to end

all appropriation of ancient Greek symbols. But many here
still fear this could be easily reversed by a future adminis-
tration in Skopje. “We cannot accept this. We will continue
our struggle even if this agreement is approved,” says
Vangelis Mavridis, a Vergina villager. — AFP 

In Greek region of Macedonia, 
anger at imminent name deal

‘How can another country have Macedonia’s name? What are we, then?’

BRUSSELS: The European Union urged member coun-
tries yesterday to crack down on schemes granting
“golden visas and passports” to foreign investors,
warning they can bring corruption and money launder-
ing in their wake. The European Commission, the EU
executive, published a report urging members to curb
the practice of giving foreigners — often Chinese,
Russians and Americans — residency or citizenship in
return for investment.

“We speak about opening (a) golden gate to Europe
for some privileged people who have the money to pay
for citizenship or residence,” EU justice commissioner
Vera Jourova said at the report’s publication.  “We are
looking at it with concern,” Jourova told a news confer-
ence in Brussels. The commissioner said investor resi-
dence and citizens schemes, known as “golden visas
and golden passports,” should not be a weak link in EU
efforts to curb corruption and money laundering.

The report said wealthy candidates for residency or
citizenship do face insufficient security and background
checks to prevent them from posing a security risk, laun-
dering money or evading taxes. EU countries set condi-
tions for granting and withdrawing nationality but must
do so with respect for EU law, enforced by the European
Court of Justice, officials said. The bloc’s laws are impor-
tant as a citizen of one EU country has the right to travel
to others, exercise economic activities within the 28-
nation internal market, and vote in local and European
elections. “Crime has no borders,” said Jourova, a Czech
politician. The Commission complained that Bulgaria,
Cyprus and Malta run schemes granting foreign
investors citizenship without requiring them to live in
those EU countries or show “genuine connections” to
them. The investor citizenship schemes, known as “gold-
en passports,” offer less strict requirements than those
for foreigners seeking to become naturalized citizens.

‘Transparency and oversight’ 
The Commission also said residence permits pose

serious security risks to member states. An EU resi-
dence permit gives a third-country national the right to
live in the member country and to travel freely in
Europe’s passport-free Schengen area. Britain,
Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Ireland, Greece,
Spain, France, Croatia, Italy, Cyprus, Latvia, Lithuania,
Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, Poland, Portugal,
Romania and Slovakia run these schemes.

The Commission said there was a lack of “trans-
parency and oversight” of the residence schemes,
including too few statistics on how many people obtain
a residence permit in this way. The Commission warned
“it will take necessary action as appropriate” if member
countries fail to comply with EU law and rules on bor-
der checks, money laundering and tax avoidance. It said
it will set up a group of experts from member countries
to improve the transparency, governance and security of
the investor schemes. The aim is to develop a common
set of security checks for investor citizenship schemes
by the end of 2019. The problem of “golden visas and
golden passports” has been flagged by non-government
organizations. In October last year, Berlin-based
Transparency International and London-based Global
Witness called EU citizenship and residency as “just like
a luxury good” which “can be bought”.

“By their very nature, golden visa schemes are an
attractive prospect for the criminal and the corrupt,”
they wrote. Several EU members have used such
schemes to give passports to around 6,000 people and
residency rights to around 100,000 people in the past
decade, securing about 25 billion euros ($29 billion) of
foreign direct investment in return, the NGOs said.
They said Spain, Cyprus, Portugal and Britain are the
countries that have received the most investment in
return for visas. Spain received 976 million euros annu-
ally compared to 498 million euros in Britain. — AFP 
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VERIA: People dressed with a traditional costume take part in a demonstration against the agreement with
Skopje to rename neighboring country Macedonia as the Republic of North Macedonia. — AFP 

Youth meet offers 
Pope a respite 
from scandals
PANAMA CITY: Pope Francis jets into Panama yesterday
for a gathering of young Catholics that will likely see him
speak out in defense of Central American migrants and
human rights. The festive five-day meeting with an expect-
ed 200,000 young people from around the world offers
the 82-year-old pontiff a brief respite from a torrent of sex
scandals that have jolted his papacy.

Groups of young pilgrims have been flocking into the
small Central American country for days.  Wrapped in
the flags of their nations, many resemble soccer fans on
the eve of a major tournament, except this is one event
in which they will be shouting for the same side. At a
Mass to open the festivities on Tuesday evening, tens of
thousands of young pilgrims stood to chant, “this is the
youth of the pope.”

Panama’s archbishop, Cardinal Jose Domingo Ulloa, told
them the future of the church lay “in your vision of a better
world”. Ulloa said he prayed the gathering “will be a balm
for the difficult situation in which many... live without hope,
especially the indigenous youth and youth of African
descent, the youth who migrates after receiving almost no
response from their countries of origin.”

Tens of thousands of young pilgrims attended the col-
orful open air mass, near the capital’s historic ramparts
overlooking the Pacific end of the Panama Canal. The
pope’s plane took off from Rome Tuesday evening and was
scheduled to arrive in Panama City at 4:30 pm local time
(2130 GMT), after a 13-hour flight.

Defending migrants 
Caravans of Central American migrants have travelled

north through Mexico to the US border since October,
stirring a debate over illegal immigrants and President
Donald Trump’s plans to build a border wall. Francis previ-
ously criticized plans for the wall during a trip to Mexico.
He used the 2016 World Youth Day event in Poland to call
on conservative governments in Central and Eastern
Europe to soften their resistance to migrants seeking
refuge from conflict in the Middle East. “Many of the

young people who are participating in the WYD are immi-
grants themselves,” Vatican spokesman Alessandro Gisotti
said, adding that Francis could be expected to speak out
on the issue.

The Vatican bills World Youth Day as a chance for the
pope to reach out to young Catholics who he says “can
change the world.” It is the sort of colorful event the peo-
ple-friendly Argentine pope revels in — a world away
from the strains of sex scandals that have rocked his six-
year papacy. The most recent scandals struck in the United
States, where priests and bishops in several dioceses are
under investigation for decades of sex abuse of minors.

The pope met with victims of clerical sex abuse during
his last visit to South America, to Chile and Peru, a year
ago. The Vatican says there are no formal plans to do so on
this trip. However, two abuse survivors from neighboring

Costa Rica have asked to meet with Francis on the side-
lines of the WYD. Michael Rodriguez, 38, and Anthony
Venegas, 33, told AFP they sent a letter to Francis request-
ing a meeting but received no reply. 

“We managed to deliver a letter to the pope with the
help of another person. We told him that we would love
to have an audience with him, tell him face to face what
we have experienced, give him conclusive proof,” said
Rodriguez. Francis will hold two open-air masses in
Panama City. Among the other highlights of his five-day
visit will be a trip to the Good Samaritan home for
young HIV and AIDS patients on Saturday, after the
closing mass. He will also take a short helicopter trip
outside the city to Pacora to visit a youth detention cen-
ter and hear the confessions of inmates, including one
serving time for murder. — AFP 

S Sudan urges 
foreign partners 
to fund peace deal
JUBA: South Sudan yesterday called on the international
community to fund efforts to implement a peace deal,
which is already four months behind schedule due to lack
of money. In an address to diplomats, deputy foreign min-
ister Deng Dau Deng said the money was needed to move
warring forces into cantonment areas, a move seen as vital
to addressing security in the country.

“Our specific appeal is for our partners and for the
diplomatic community in Juba to give support to plug the
gaps... so that we can move,” Deng said. Goc Mokwach,
deputy finance minister, told AFP that parliament last year
approved estimated spending of $20 million (17 million
euros) to implement the peace deal, however an overall
budget has not been announced. But Deng said the gov-
ernment only had $1.6 million for peace efforts. “If you
don’t have resources, you cannot move,” he said. “It is
availability of the resources that will actually enhance the
process itself.”

From the fight for independence until it was achieved in
2011, foreign partners — especially the United States —
have poured billions of dollars into the country. Meanwhile
investigations by the Enough Project advocacy group has
shown how elites have looted government coffers to enrich
themselves and fund the war. Since the signing of the
peace agreement, President Salva Kiir had had series of
foreign visits to South Africa, Egypt, and China to lobby
for resources, Deng said. 

The peace agreement signed in September 2018 is the
latest effort to end a nearly five year war that began when
Kiir accused his former deputy, Riek Machar, of plotting a
coup. During the conflict, nearly 400,000 people were
killed and millions forced out of their homes or to the brink
of starvation. But since the agreement was signed, diplo-
mats say there has been a significant reduction in fighting,

although pockets of fighting have continued between gov-
ernment forces and rebels who didn’t sign the deal, espe-
cially in the Equatoria region. 

Deng said the National Pre-Transitional Committee,
comprising representatives of the different parties to the
agreement, have met six times and established five techni-
cal committees. — AFP 

PANAMA CITY: Pilgrims confess at the Youth Park in Panama City on the eve of the arrival of Pope Francis for
the World Youth Days. — AFP 

DOHA: A handout picture released by the Qatar News Agency (QNA) yesterday shows Sudanese President Omar
Al-Bashir (L) being received by Qatari Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Sultan bin Saad Al-Muraikhi. — AFP 


