
VENICE: Italy was poised to declare a state of
emergency for Venice yesterday after an excep-
tional tide surged through churches, shops and
homes, causing millions of euros worth of damage
to the UNESCO city. Tourists larked around in the
flooded St Mark’s Square in the sunshine, snap-
ping selfies in their neon plastic boots and taking
advantage of a respite in bad weather which has
driven the high tides.

Sirens warning of fresh flooding rang
through the canal city early yesterday but the
water level remained low compared to Tues-
day’s tide, the highest in 50 years. Prime Minis-
ter Giuseppe Conte, who has called the flooding
“a blow to the heart of our country”, met
Venice’s mayor and emergency services before
jumping in a speed boat to visit businesses and
locals affected by the tide.

Residents whose houses had been hit would
immediately get up to 5,000 euros ($5,500) in
government aid, while restaurant and shop owners
could receive up to 20,000 euros and apply for
more later, he said. Several museums remained
closed to the public yesterday. As authorities as-
sessed the extent of the damage to Venice’s cul-
tural treasures, such as St Mark’s Basilica where
water invaded the crypt, locals were defiant.

“It’s my way of making a living, what can I do?”
Stefano Gabbanoto, 54, told AFP as he opened his
newspaper kiosk despite the flooding. Austrian

tourist Cornelia Litschauer, 28, said she felt mixed
emotions seeing Venice’s famous square half sub-
merged.  “For the tourists it’s amazing, it’s some-
thing to see. But for the people who live here it’s a
real problem,” Litschauer said, cradling her white
Chihuahua Pablo “It’s strange. Tourists are taking
pictures but the city is suffering.” 

‘Need to adapt’ 
The Locanda Al Leon hotel said its bookings

had suffered from the international media cover-
age of the flood, with some guests cancelling their
rooms after seeing images of Venice underwater.
Under the arches of the Ducal Palace, a couple
from Hong Kong posed for photos in the chilly
morning sun. “This (trip) was planned a long time
ago so we couldn’t change it,” groom Jay Wong,
34, said. “Actually this is a good experience. It’s
an adventure.” Tuesday’s “acqua alta,” or high
waters, submerged around 80 percent of the city,
officials said. Only once since records began in
1923 has the water crept even higher, reaching
1.94 meters in 1966.

Many, including Venice’s mayor, have blamed
the disaster on climate change and warned that
Italy — a country prone to natural disasters —
must wake up to the risks posed by ever more
volatile seasons. “We need to be resilient and
adapt. We need a policy that looks at the climate
through completely different eyes,” Environment

Minister Sergio Costa said yesterday. Mayor Luigi
Brugnaro has estimated the damage to Venice at
hundreds of millions of euros (dollars).

The Serenissima, as the floating city is called, is
home to a mere 50,000 residents but receives 36
million global visitors each year. A massive infra-
structure project called MOSE has been under way
since 2003 to protect the city, but it has been

plagued by cost overruns, corruption scandals and
delays. “This engineering solution that will end up
costing nearly six billion euros has got to work,”
Transport Minister Paola De Micheli said. The plan
involves 78 gates that can be raised to protect
Venice’s lagoon during high tides — but a recent
attempt to test part of it caused worrying vibrations
and engineers discovered it had rusted. — AFP 
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‘Tourists are taking pictures but the city is suffering’

Italy to declare state of emergency in 
Venice as flood causes massive damage

VENICE: People wearing waterproof shoe covers walk across the flooded St Mark’s Square. —AFP 

Tempers flare 
over rebuilding 
of Notre-Dame 
PARIS: The French army general charged with
overseeing the rebuilding of Paris’ fire-mangled
Notre-Dame, has caused astonishment by pub-
licly telling the cathedral’s chief architect to “shut
his mouth” in a sign of tension over the monu-
ment’s future look. General Jean-Louis Georgelin
and chief architect Philippe Villeneuve are at
odds over whether to replace the cathedral’s
spire — which was toppled in the April 15 blaze
— with an exact replica, or mix things up with a
modern twist. 

President Emmanuel Macron, who appointed
Georgelin to head the massive reconstruction
project, has said he is in favour of adding a “con-
temporary” touch. But Villeneuve insists the tower
must be redone exactly as it was before. Tensions
boiled over into an open squabble at a meeting of
the cultural affairs committee of the National As-
sembly — the lower house of parliament— late
Wednesday. “As for the chief architect, I have al-
ready explained that he should shut his mouth,”
Georgelin erupted, to gasps of astonishment from
those present at the meeting.

The former army chief of staff suggested that
“we move ahead in wisdom so that we can
serenely make the best choice for Notre-Dame,
for Paris, for the world”. He said the final option

will be decided in 2021, and called in the meantime
for the “hustle and bustle” over the issue to stop.
Georgelin confirmed the five-year timeframe set
by Macron for rebuilding the religious edifice —
a deadline some experts see as too ambitious.

‘Still in danger’ 
Villeneuve, however, has previously said the

target could only be met if the spire is rebuilt to
resemble its former self. The Notre-Dame, part of
a UNESCO world heritage site covering the
banks of the River Seine in Paris, lost its gothic
spire, roof and many precious artifacts in the April
15 blaze. Paris prosecutors said in June a poorly
stubbed-out cigarette or an electrical fault could
have started the fire and opened an investigation
into criminal negligence.

Last month, the culture ministry said nearly
one billion euros ($1.1 billion) had been pledged
or raised for the gargantuan reconstruction. The
cathedral remains enveloped in scaffolding and
plastic sheeting. Georgelin told MPs the Notre-
Dame “remains in danger”. “The phase of secur-
ing the edifice is not over. It will be done when
the scaffolding around the spire has been dis-
mantled,” he said, and warned of winter gales
threatening to “destabilize” the temporary, pro-
tective structure.

On the positive side, the Notre-Dame “no
longer seems to be emitting lead” offsite — a
major concern shortly after the disaster that saw
hundreds of tons of lead in the roof and steeple
melt. Villeneuve, the cathedral’s architect since
2013, told the RTL broadcaster last month: “Ei-
ther I restore it identically, it will be me, or they
make a contemporary spire and it will be some-
one else.” — AFP 

Brexit will be
the real end of
the British 
Empire: Tusk
BRUSSELS: Britain will be a “second-rate
player” after Brexit, unable to compete with
big powers like the US, China and EU, outgo-
ing EU Council president Donald Tusk
warned Wednesday. The former Polish pre-
mier said Brexit supporters were deluded if
they thought leaving the EU would bring a re-
turn to dominance on the world stage, saying
the departure marked “the real end of the
British Empire”.

Tusk’s outspoken intervention comes in
the midst of a UK election campaign in which
Brexit is one of the key issues dividing the
parties, and he urged those seeking to keep
Britain in the bloc not to lose hope. Some
Brexit backers have argued that leaving the
EU, the world’s largest trading bloc, will en-
able Britain to forge closer economic ties with
other countries around the world.

“You could hear in these voices a longing
for the Empire. But the reality is exactly the
opposite — only as part of a united Europe
can the UK play a global role,” Tusk said in a
speech at the College of Europe in Bruges —
a finishing school for the next generation of

EU bureaucrats. “And the world knows it...
after its departure, the UK will become an
outsider, a second-rate player, while the main
battlefield will be occupied by China, the US
and the EU.”

Prime Minister Boris Johnson is fighting
the December 12 election on a pledge to “get
Brexit done” after failing in a pledge to get
Britain out on October 31. The new departure
date is January 31, but the main opposition
Labour party is pledging to renegotiate the
divorce deal and put it to a second referen-
dum, while the Liberal Democrats have vowed
to scrap Brexit altogether. Tusk, who leaves
office at the end of the month, has made no
secret of his opposition to Brexit.

“The UK election takes place in one
month. Can things still be turned around?”
Tusk said. “The only words that come to my
mind today are simply: don’t give up. In this
match, we have had added time, now we are
in extra time, perhaps it will even go to penal-
ties?” Days after the incoming head of the
European Commssion, the bloc’s executive,
said the shock of Brexit had brought the re-
maining 27 members together, Tusk hailed
their unity during more than two years of tor-
tuous talks with London.

“The EU27 have maintained extraordinary
self discipline and loyalty among themselves,
despite London’s attempts to ‘bilateralism’
with these negotiations,” Tusk said. Tusk also
used the speech to take aim at French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron over his recent
blocking of EU membership talks with North
Macedonia and Albania and his call for rap-
prochement with Russia. — AFP 


