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SPD leader quits in blow to 
Merkel’s loveless coalition

BERLIN: The leader of Chancellor Angela Merkel’s
junior coalition partner, the SPD, resigned yesterday
from her party’s top jobs, raising the possibility that
Germany’s embattled government could collapse.
Andrea Nahles, who heads the centre-left Social
Democratic Party (SPD), has come under intense pres-
sure after voters handed the party its worst European
election results a week ago. With an eye on three key
state elections in eastern Germany in September, the
SPD had initially planned to re-examine its partnership
with Merkel’s centre-right CDU-CSU alliance in the
autumn.

But ahead of a planned leadership vote tomorrow,
Nahles said she would give up her jobs as both party
chief and head of its parliamentary group. “The discus-
sions in the parliamentary group and the broad feed-
back from the party showed me that the support nec-
essary for the exercise of my offices is no longer
there,” said Nahles in a statement. The 48-year-old
said she hoped her resignation “would open the possi-
bility that the succession can take place in an orderly
manner”.

Harald Christ, deputy chief of the SPD’s economy
forum, told the Bild daily however that Nahles’ decision
had put the future of the coalition in serious doubt. “To
all those who are happy today: it is a great loss for
German politics. Nahles stands for the existence of the
GroKo - whose stability is now in question,” he said,
using the German short-form for grand coalition.

‘Walking undead’ 
Anxiously watching as the SPD tumbled into disar-

ray, CDU heavyweights urged their centre-left partner
not to endanger the coalition. “The voter mandate is
valid for four years and political parties must ensure
stability in difficult times,” the CDU’s Bundestag
deputy president Hans-Peter Friedrich told Bild daily.
“An early end of the GroKo would only benefit the
political fringes.” Merkel’s CDU itself was scrambling
to retain voters, after it too scored a record low in the

European elections.
Her favored successor Annegret Kramp-

Karrenbauer was also struggling to put down a raging
online youth revolt against the party, raising questions
as to whether she is the best person for Germany’s top
job when Merkel leaves the political stage in 2021.
Following Nahles’ bombshell, the CDU said both
Kramp-Karrenbauer and Merkel would address the
press later. But the far-right AfD said the government
was already disintegrating.

“Not only is the SPD dissolving, the GroKo too is
walking the political stage only as one of the undead,”
wrote the co-leader of the AfD’s group in parliament,
Alice Weidel, on Twitter. Some newspapers reached
similar conclusions. Bild daily noted that “the SPD is
bleeding to death. The GroKo too”. And the
Sueddeutsche daily predicted that “the coalition has
come to an end. “The Social Democrats have just
defeated the woman who with great effort brought the
alliance together. What’s the point now then of contin-
uing to torment themselves with this?”

Uneasy partners 
The alliance between Merkel’s Christian Democrats

and the SPD was fragile from the start. Stung by a
election beating in 2017, the SPD had initially sought
to go into opposition. But it was reluctantly coaxed
into renewing a partnership with Merkel, even as many
within the party remained wary of continuing to gov-
ern in her shadow. After former EU parliament chief
Martin Schulz’s failed attempt at reversing the fortunes
of the party, the SPD in April 2018 turned to Nahles,
picking her as its first female leader.

With her lectern-thumping speeches, Nahles, the
daughter of a bricklayer, had sought to woo back vot-
ers who had deserted the party complaining that it was
moving too far away from the left. But the free-fall in
the SPD’s ratings could not be halted. After last
Sunday’s election drubbing, the party has been staring
at the prospect of another rout in three upcoming state

polls in Saxony, Brandenburg and Thueringia, where
the far-right AfD is poised to make significant gains.

With its anti-immigration campaign, the AfD in 2017
drew voters angry with Merkel’s decision to let in more
than a million asylum seekers into Germany. But it is
now the Greens which may have become the biggest
headache for the SPD. While sharing the centre-left

position on the political spectrum, the Greens are
proving more attractive to young voters because of
their environmental platform. In a national survey
released Saturday, the Greens came in top for the first
time - enjoying more support than Merkel’s CDU-CSU
alliance. They had a lead over the SPD of around 15
percentage points. — AFP 

BERLIN: In this file photo taken on March 29, 2017, German Chancellor Angela Merkel (left) speaks with
Andrea Nahles, then German Labor and Social Minister, at the start of the weekly cabinet meeting at the
Chancellery. — AFP 

Fears Germany’s embattled government could collapse

AIN ISSA, Syria: Kurdish authorities in northeast
Syria said yesterday they plan to hand 800 women
and children, including relatives of militants, to their
families in the first such transfer from an overcrowded
camp. The women and children - all Syrians - are liv-
ing among the dregs of the Islamic State group in the
Kurdish-run Al-Hol camp, home to nearly 74,000
people including more than 30,000 Syrians. They will
be released today and “taken to their families” at the
request of local Arab tribes, according to Abd Al-
Mehbach, co-chair of the Kurdish administration’s
executive council.  It is to be the first in a larger wave
of releases that aim to empty Al-Hol of its Syrian resi-
dents, he said.

The next batch is expected to follow the Eid al-Fitr
holiday marking the end of the Muslim holy month of
Ramadan. Hoovered up during a final offensive
against the militants by a US-backed Kurdish-led
force, thousands of wives and children of IS fighters
have been trucked into Al-Hol from a string of Syrian
villages south of the camp in recent months. Their
numbers have created a major headache for the semi-
autonomous Kurdish administration and have sparked
concerns that the camp is emerging as a fresh jihadist
powder keg.

But “not all of those being released are relatives of
IS fighters,” Mehbache said of the group set to leave
today. Some sought shelter at the camp to escape
tough humanitarian conditions in areas levelled by
months of fighting, he said. Today’s group consists of
residents from the northeastern city of Raqqa -once
IS’ de facto capital in Syria - as well as the town of
Tabqa, 70 km west, according to Mehbach. — AFP 

Kurds to release 
800 Syrians from 
Al-Hol camp

CAIRO: The days and nights of Alaa Abdel Fattah,
Egypt’s leading dissident, follow a disorienting rhythm
where he is freed every morning from a filthy police cell
and then jailed again at sunset. It is a harrowing routine
that forces Abdel Fattah, 37, to measure out his life in
one-hour increments for the next five years as he copes
with a draconian probation period after being released
from full-time prison in March. “There isn’t a moment
throughout the day when probation does not consume
me or I think of it,” he told AFP in his first interview with
international media since his release. 

After serving his five-year term for demonstrating
against a restrictive 2013 protest law, he now has to turn
himself in to a police station near his home at 6 pm every
evening and stay overnight in a cell there until 6 am. In
the mornings, Abdel Fattah spends time with his son
Khaled and drops him off for swimming lessons or
kindergarten. The computer programmer and blogger
then tries to carve out a chunk of time to work on his
coding projects.

In between his errands and work commitments, he
meets his lawyers and friends, files complaints about his
treatment and then around 4 pm he starts planning how
to head back home as traffic chokes the city. “I try to
have little tasks for myself every day so I can have a
sense of achievement,” Abdel Fattah said. “Even basic
biological functions, I have to think of because there isn’t
a clean toilet when I’m there overnight.” His split reality, a
free man by day and a prisoner in solitary confinement
by night, has already taken its toll. “There’s a deep level
of insult that I’m cooperating with the state in the
destruction of my life everyday... which puts such
immense psychological pressure on someone.”

Abdel Fattah’s disjointed life has also affected his fam-

ily who worry for his safety in the police station with no
communication once he is inside. He is not allowed any
mobile phones or laptops overnight. Abdel Fattah’s sister
Mona Seif, also a human rights advocate, said she still
cannot process how her brother is imprisoned daily. She
said she is determined to keep advocating against the
unfair probation conditions for him and others.

“It’s such a disconcerting feeling to see your brother
locked up every day... He is only 10 minutes away from
home,” she told AFP. “I truly believe that it’s their wish
that Alaa remain completely closed off from the world,
along with his family and lawyers and his life, until the
morning.”

His mother Laila Soueif, herself a prominent rights
activist on Egypt’s political scene for decades, has criti-
cized the application of an arcane law dating back to
1945 stipulating probation conditions. She recounts the
struggle it took just to get permission for her son to
share the iftar meal with his family that break the day-
time fast during the Muslim holy month of Ramadan,
which ends next week. The cherished daily ritual fell after
his evening deadline and at first he was forced to be in
his cell.  In protest Soueif with family and friends in early
May began holding the meal every sunset outside the
police station. One evening an officer tried to snatch
away a dessert plate she had brought to Abdel Fattah -
but Soueif was unmoved. “The policeman thought if he
took it away from us that we would leave Alaa... It’s quite
farcical,” she said.

Authorities eventually allowed him to spend iftar with
his family after many people voiced their feelings on
social media that he was being deliberately targeted
unlike others under probation. “I am worried about him
that it is causing so much anxiety for him. But even this
extra hour and a half has made such a difference because
he is spending some time with us and his son Khaled,”
Soueif said.

‘Rendered invisible’ 
Dubbed “the icon of the revolution” that unseated

longtime autocrat Hosni Mubarak in 2011, Abdel Fattah
still speaks out on his social media accounts about politi-
cal repression in Egypt. He argues for others also forced

to spend their nights in jail, such as award-winning pho-
tojournalist Mahmoud Abu-Zeid, known as Shawkan.
Abdel Fattah said national security officers had threat-
ened him twice to stop talking about his probation pub-
licly or else he would be sent back to jail indefinitely. AFP
contacted the ministry of interior’s spokesperson several
times for confirmation but received no comment.

Rights groups have roundly crit icized Egypt’s
enforcement of the probation law saying it is used in
order to punish and silence dissidents. “They (the author-
ities) are not dealing with us as humans, they are treating
us solely as political animals who give them a lot of
headaches,” Abdel Fattah explained. In the last decade,
he has garnered the dubious honor of being jailed under
Mubarak, his Islamist successor Mohamed Morsi and
current President Abdel Fattah Al-Sisi. But, politics is far
from his mind as he tries to rebuild a semblance of nor-
mal life despite the hectic pace of the capital Cairo. “I
now have no role to play politically in public life... that for
them is not enough,” said Abdel Fattah. “They want me to
be so oppressed that I am rendered invisible... I really
don’t see an end to this ordeal.”— AFP 

Every night, jail 
becomes home for 
leading dissident 

CAIRO: Egyptian activist and blogger Alaa Abdel Fattah
smiles next to his mother Laila Soueif and sister Mona
Saif during an interview with AFP at their home on May
17, 2019. — AFP 

BAGHDAD: Nine French militants are now on death row
in Iraq after a court sentenced two more to death yes-
terday for joining the Islamic State group, rejecting a
claim of torture. Fodil Tahar Aouidate and Vianney
Ouraghi were among 11 French citizens and one Tunisian
handed over to Iraqi authorities in January by a US-
backed force fighting the j ihadist group in Syria.
Described as violent and ready to die for the extremist
IS ideology, Aouidate first appeared in court on May 27
but a judge delayed his trial and ordered a medical
examination after the 32-year-old claimed he was tor-
tured into confessing.

“The medical report shows that there are no signs of
torture on his body,” the judge told the court before
handing down his sentence. His trial was quickly fol-
lowed by that of 28-year-old Ouraghi, who acknowl-
edged in court that he “worked with” IS but said he did
not participate in any fighting. Baghdad has handed cap-
ital punishments to seven of the other French jihadists
and the Tunisian over the past week.

Hearings for the last two suspected French IS mem-
bers to be tried in Baghdad are set for today. Iraq has
sentenced more than 500 suspected foreign members of
IS since the start of 2018. Its courts have condemned
many to life in prison and others to death, although no
foreign IS members have yet been executed. Those con-

victed have 30 days to
appeal. Ouraghi, who has
Algerian roots, left France
for Syria in 2013 and joined
the Al-Qaeda affiliate there
before jumping to IS when
the latter declared its
“caliphate” in 2014. “Yes, I
worked with IS, but I did
not participate in any com-
bat in Syria or Iraq,”
Ouraghi said in classical
Arabic, which he picked up
in Egypt.  Sporting thick
glasses and a light brown
goatee, he pleaded that he
was only an “IS administrative officer” in charge of “wid-
ows and families” of the jihadist group.

Aouidate showed no reaction when the judge hand-
ed down his death sentence, according to an AFP jour-
nalist at the trial. He first went to Syria in 2013 and
returned in 2014 with 22 members of his family to join
IS, according to the French judiciary. Authorities also
linked him to Belgium’s Salafist movement including
Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the presumed mastermind of the
2015 Paris attacks.

Interrogated for four months, he alleged during his
first hearing that he was beaten to “confess” to the
charges levelled against him. Human Rights Watch on
Friday accused Iraqi interrogators of “using a range of
torture techniques... which would not leave lasting marks
on the person’s body”. It also condemned France’s “out-
sourcing” of trials of IS suspects to “abusive justice sys-
tems” and criticized Iraq’s “routine failure... to credibly
investigate torture allegations”.—AFP 

Nine French 
militants now on 
death row in Iraq 

Fodil Tahar Aouidate

BLAJ, Romania: Pope Francis apologized to the Roma peo-
ple yesterday for the Roman Catholic Church’s “discrimina-
tion” against them as he wrapped up a visit to Romania.
Making up around 10 percent of Romania’s 20 million peo-
ple, many Roma are marginalized and live in poverty and
have suffered centuries of discrimination and insults. “I ask
forgiveness - in the name of the Church and of the Lord -
and I ask forgiveness of you. For all those times in history
when we have discriminated, mistreated or looked askance at
you,” the pope said in a speech to the Roma community in
the central town of Blaj. “My heart, however, is heavy. It is
weighed down by the many experiences of discrimination,
segregation and mistreatment experienced by your commu-
nities. History tells us that Christians too, including Catholics,
are not strangers to such evil,” he said. “Indifference breeds
prejudices and fosters anger and resentment. How many
times do we judge rashly, with words that sting, with atti-
tudes that sow hatred and division!”

Earlier, the pontiff beatified seven Greco-Catholic bishops
jailed and tortured during the Communist era. “The new
blessed ones suffered and sacrificed their lives, opposing a
system of totalitarian and coercive ideology,” he told some
60,000 worshippers attending mass on a “Field of Liberty” in
Blaj. “These shepherds, martyrs of faith, garnered for and left
the Romanian people a precious heritage which we can sum
up in two words: freedom and mercy,” added Francis, while

praising the “diversity of religious expression” in mainly
Orthodox Romania. Regime officials detained the beatified
bishops overnight on Oct 28, 1948, accusing them of “high
treason” after they refused to convert to Orthodoxy. The
Greek-Catholic Church was outlawed under 1948-89
Communist rule. 

The bishops died of maltreatment, some still in jail, others
in confinement in an Orthodox monastery. They were then
buried in secret - to this day the whereabouts of four of their
graves is unknown. The bars of the cells where they were held
were symbolically incorporated into the throne built specially
for the papal visit. The bishops followed the Eastern Rite
Catholic Church which emerged from an Orthodox schism at
the end of the 17th century when the central region of
Transylvania was part of the Austro-Hungarian empire.—AFP 
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BLAJ, Romania: Pope Francis meets with members of
the Roma community in the Barbu Lautaru district
yesterday. — AFP 


