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BARCELONA: Ahead of next month’s general election,
Spain’s Socialist Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez faced
sharp criticism yesterday for his handling of violent
Catalan separatist protests even as calm returned to
Barcelona and other cities overnight. The centre-right
Ciudadanos party, which was born out of opposition to
Catalan separatism, held a rally in front of Catalonia’s
regional government headquarters in Barcelona under the
slogan: “That’s enough! Justice and coexistence”.

“We have had enough of seeing how radicals roam
freely and scare millions of Spaniards on their land. The
streets belong to everyone,” Ciudadanos leader Alberto
Rivera tweeted before the rally began. He has called on
Sanchez to suspend Catalonia’s autonomy just as the cen-
tral government did in 2017 after the Catalan parliament
declared independence following a banned secession refer-
endum. The streets of Barcelona and other Catalan cities
have been rocked by protests since Spain’s Supreme Court
sentenced nine separatist leaders, many of them former
regional government ministers, last Monday to jail terms of
up to 13 years for sedition over the failed 2017 independ-
ence bid. Nearly 600 people have been injured in clashes
with police since the protests started. A police officer was
in “very serious condition” and a demonstrator was in “crit-
ical condition” according to Barcelona mayor Ada Colau.

‘No dialogue’ 
In an interview published in top-selling daily newspa-

per El Pais, the leader of the main conservative opposition
Popular Party (PP), Pablo Casado, accused the government
of “pretending nothing has happened” and promising that
everything will return to normal “with moderation”. “There
can be no dialogue with those who make Catalonia burn,”

he said in reference to Catalonia’s separatist president
Quim Torra who on Saturday called for “unconditional”
negotiations with Sanchez.

That appeared to be aimed at ensuring that a legal ref-
erendum on independence, currently a non-starter for
Madrid, was up for discussion. Sanchez, who came to
power in June 2018 with the support of Catalan separatist
parties, refused to meet with Torra until he “clearly” con-
demns this week’s violence and recognizes that half of
Catalonia’s roughly 7.5 million residents do not want inde-
pendence. A poll published in July by a public Catalan
institute showed support for an independent Catalonia at
its lowest level in two years, with 48.3 percent of people
against and 44 percent in favor.

‘Increase polarization’ 
The court’s decision has thrust the Catalan dispute to

the heart of the political debate ahead of Spain’s
November 10 general election, its fourth in as many years.
According to the first poll since Monday’s verdict, the rul-
ing Socialists are likely to secure the most votes but again
fall short of a majority. The PP was tipped to make signifi-
cant gains. Published by the daily El Mundo, the survey
predicted Sanchez’s Socialists would capture 122 seats in
the 350-seat parliament, slightly down from 123 it took in
the last election in April, while the PP would win 98 seats,
up from 66. “Order and territory has never been a winning
bet for the Socialists,” Pablo Simon, a political science
professor at Madrid’s Carlos III university, wrote in a blog
post on Saturday, adding the Catalan crisis will “increase
polarization” which would benefit parties with more
extreme positions like the far-right Vox and radical sepa-
ratists CUP. Barcelona returned to relative calm Saturday

night after six days of demonstrations against the jailing of
separatist leaders. But on iconic Las Ramblas street, pro-
testers set up barricades and lit fires before they were dis-

persed by police firing foam projectiles. Overnight Friday,
radical separatists had hurled rocks and fireworks at police
who responded with tear gas and rubber bullets. — AFP 

Spanish PM under pressure 
over violent Catalan protests

‘There can be no dialogue with those who make Catalonia burn’

GABORONE: Duma Boko, leader of the Umbrella
for Democratic Change (UDC), told AFP he
expected his coalition to secure at least 51% of
the vote. “I think we will win this election and we
should,” said Boko. “We believe we will get a min-
imum of 33 constituencies,” he added. The parlia-
ment in Botswana has 63 seats - 57 of which are
directly elected. 

The 49-year-old Harvard law graduate, was
speaking to AFP in Botswana’s capital Gaborone,
sporting a white-and-blue tailored suit — the col-
ors of the coalition. If his prediction is right, he
could be the country’s next president, as the party
that wins the most parliamentary seats decides
who gets that post. Hailed as a beacon of democ-
racy in Africa, Botswana is gearing up for a hotly
contested poll that could see the ruling Botswana
Democratic Party (BDP) lose seats in parliament.    

BDP suffered a drop in popularity during the
last election in 2014, when it secured 47% of
votes. It was the first time the party, which has
governed Botswana interrupted since 1966,
dropped below the 50% mark. That year,
Botswana’s two main opposition parties — which
had united under the UDC banner — won 30% of
votes. And since those elections, the ruling BDP
been hit by divisions at the top.

Botswana’s current president Mokgweetsi
Masisi was appointed by Ian Khama — the BDP’s
former leader and son of its founding father —
when his term ended last year. But Khama walked
out of the BDP in May this year, accusing Masisi
of autocracy. He went on to back a small splinter
party of BDP dissenters, and is even urging voters
in some constituencies to back the UDC.

‘Fragmented’ party 
“(The BDP) is a pale shadow of what it once

was,” said Boko. The “fragmented” ruling party
offered “no hope to the people of Botswana”, he
added. The UDC has promised to create 100,000
new jobs within a year and to triple minimum
wage to around 3,000 pula ($275). “Decent Jobs,
Decent Lives: it’s possible”, says the coalition’s
election slogan, which critics have described as
populist. An early evening UDC rally held at an
open field in Gaborone attracted thousands of
supporters dressed in blue T-shirts and caps, car-
rying blue-and-white umbrellas. They were enter-
tained by top hip hop musicians and comedians. 

In an hour-long speech Boko charmed the
crowd with promises of jobs and pledges to
reduce poverty, and the cheering supporters
responded with hand gestures displaying the
curved shape of an umbrella. “The BDP all along
has been saying it is going to create jobs. From
the time when we gain independence they’ve been
saying the same thing. It’s just the same old song,”
said a 37-year-old unemployed UDC supporter
Christine Motshidisi, wearing deep-blue lipsticks
and blue artificial hair extensions. 

“So, this time around we’ve got a leader who is
a visionary and .... I believe that we are moving
forward and we are doing something different
from the past,” she added. Boko said he held no
hard feelings against his rival Masisi. “We appre-
ciate and love him,” said Boko. “But we will criti-
cize him fiercely when we feel that he’s veered off
course.” The election coverage however had been
unfair, as the state media have overwhelmingly
focused on the ruling party, he argued. “Anybody
who says these elections can even be remotely
fair doesn’t know what fairness looks like,” said
Boko. Just under a million voters are expected to
cast their vote on October 23. — AFP

Botswana oppn 
leader confident 
after ruling divisions

Let jihadists return, 
French anti-terror 
magistrate urges
PARIS: The refusal of the French government to take
back Islamic State fighters from Syria could fuel a new
jihadist recruitment drive in France, threatening public
safety, a leading anti-terrorism investigator has told
AFP. David De Pas, coordinator of France’s 12 anti-ter-
rorism examining magistrates, said that it would be
“better to know that these people are in the care of
the judiciary” in France “than let them roam free”.

Turkey’s offensive against Kurdish militia in north-
east Syria has sparked fears that some of the 12,000
jihadists, including thousands of foreigners, being held
in Syrian Kurdish prisons could escape. Officials in
Paris say 60 to 70 French fighters are among those
held, with around 200 adults, including jihadists’ wives,
being held in total, along with some 300 children.

France has refused to allow the adults return home,
saying they must face local justice. So far Paris has
only taken back a handful of children, mostly orphans.
This week, Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian trav-
elled to Iraq to try convince Baghdad to take in and
try French jihadists being held in northern Syria. On
Friday, in a rare interview, De Pas argued that instabil-
ity in the region and the “porous nature” of the Syrian
Kurdish prison camps risked triggering “uncontrolled
migration of jihadists to Europe, with the risk of
attacks by very ideological people”.

The Turkish offensive, which has detracted the
Kurds’ attention from fighting IS, could also facilitate
the “re-emergence of battle-hardened, determined
terrorist groups.” This in turn could spur the estab-
lishment of new jihadist networks to supply “French
citizens drawn to these groups,” he argued. Warning
of the risk of “a new vicious circle” of radicalized
young French people travelling to Syria, De Pas called
on the government to demonstrate “the political will
to repatriate” the fighters. Investigating magistrates
are independent of the government, but it is extremely
rare in France for them to publicly challenge policy.
Last month, IS chief Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi urged the
group’s followers to break jihadists and their family
members out of prisons in Iraq and Syria. 

According to Syrian Kurdish authorities, nearly
800 wives and children of foreign jihadists escaped
from a camp for the displaced on the first weekend of
the Turkish offensive. — AFP

London insists UK 
leaving EU on Oct 31, 
despite delay request
LONDON: A defiant British government doubled down
yesterday, insisting it would leave the European Union in
11 days’ time despite parliament forcing a reluctant prime
minister to request another delay. In a day of high drama
on Saturday, MPs in the House of Commons passed up the
chance to decide on the revised withdrawal agreement
that Prime Minister Boris Johnson had negotiated with the
European Union.

That defeat leaves Johnson under mounting pressure to
find a way out of paralyzing impasse on when and how
Britain would leave the EU bloc after Britons narrowly vot-
ed to exit in a 2016 referendum. Late Saturday, Johnson
reluctantly sent European Council President Donald Tusk
a letter legally imposed on him by parliament requesting
an extension — but refused to sign it.

The Conservative leader sent a second, signed letter
insisting he was not seeking an extension to the Brexit dead-
line, which has already been postponed twice, warning that
“a further extension would damage the interests of the UK

and our EU partners”. Having failed to back a divorce deal,
which Johnson had secured on Thursday, they triggered a
law requiring him to write to EU leaders asking to delay
Brexit, to avoid the risk that Britain crashes out in less than a
fortnight’s time. Senior cabinet minister Michael Gove, the
government’s Brexit planning chief, was nonetheless adamant
that Britain would leave the EU on schedule. “Yes. We are
going to leave on October 31. We have the means and the
ability to do so,” he told Sky News television.

EU ‘fed up’: Raab 
The government will bring forward this week the

domestic legislation needed to implement the divorce deal,
with a first vote as soon as Tuesday. Separately, it is seek-
ing a new yes-or-no vote on approving the deal on
Monday, although this may fall foul of parliamentary pro-
cedure. “If we get the legislation through then there is no
extension. October 31 is within sight,” said Gove. He said it
was dangerous to assume that the 27 other EU leaders
would grant an extension.

More than three years on from the June 2016 vote to
leave the EU, Foreign Secretary Dominic Raab told BBC
television that from his conversations with other EU capi-
tals, “they are fed up with this now — and we are fed up
with it”. Johnson’s number two added that he was “confi-
dent” of leaving on October 31. The Labour main opposi-
tion has lambasted Johnson’s deal as a “sell-out” and voted
for the delay. — AFP

BELFAST: A picture shows the side of a building decorated with Loyalist pictures of Britain’s Queen Elizabeth II
on the Shankill road. — AFP 

BARCELONA: A woman waves a Spanish flag between two police officers outside the Spanish national police
headquarters, whose windows are decorated with flowers left by people, following a pro-union political party
Ciudadanos’ rally. — AFP 

As Kremlin scrambles 
for Africa, Moscow 
university eyes power
MOSCOW: As the Kremlin seeks to boost ties with Africa,
a Moscow university that was a training ground for the
continent’s elite during the Cold War is once again work-
ing to bolster Russia’s soft power. The Peoples’ Friendship
University of Russia, created in 1960 to improve Soviet
ties with developing nations, counts among its alumni top
politicians in Rwanda, Uganda, Mali, Chad, Angola,
Botswana and other African countries.

But after the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991,
Russia’s interest in Africa declined and the institution
briefly became better known for skinhead attacks on its
students than for building bridges with the continent. Now,
as Moscow prepares for the first Russia-Africa summit on
October 23-24, rector Vladimir Filippov says the university
is reviving its status as a top destination for young
Africans.

“Our task — and the task of Russia as a whole — is to
revive the system that we once had during the Soviet
Union” for the advanced training of Russian and foreign
students, he said. Filippov, a former education minister,
told AFP he welcomes two African university delegations a
month, on average, seeking to develop ties with the institu-
tion. Around 1,200 African students are enrolled in the uni-
versity, which is spread across several campuses in a
southern district of Moscow.

During the Soviet period it was known as Patrice

Lumumba University after the Congolese independence
leader. Today it goes by the Russian acronym RUDN. In a
hall of the grey, Soviet modernist main building, Russian
and foreign students mingle as members of the Guinean
society dance to traditional music.

Exporting Russian expertise 
Filippov says the university’s aim is not simply to attract

African students to Russia, but also to export Russian
expertise to the continent and vice versa. Of RUDN’s
cooperation agreements with 49 African universities, more
than 20 were inked in the last two years. In addition,
RUDN has established Russian language centers in
Namibia and Zambia. 

The rector acknowledged that this increased activity
was tied up with Moscow’s aim to develop its presence in

some African nations. “Of course it’s always a question of
geopolitical interests and economics,” Filippov said. The
university is meanwhile hoping that some of its Russian
students will spend time in Africa after they graduate. At
the end of this month, RUDN will host its first “I Want to
Work in Africa” careers fair.

The Soviet Union maintained a strong presence in
Africa as part of its ideological war with the West, backing
liberation movements and sending tens of thousands of
advisors to former colonies that had gained independence.
Touting military cooperation, arms deals and investment,
Russia is making a comeback on the continent and seeks
to rival European countries and even China, analysts say.
Chimuka Singuwa, a 23-year-old Zambian who is working
towards a master’s degree in international relations and
diplomacy at RUDN, said he had the opportunity to study
in Russia or China. 

Russia or China? 
He chose Moscow on the advice of his grandfather, who

was a student at RUDN in the 1970s. Singuwa said he had
no regrets about passing up on a Chinese education.  “I’m
kind of against the ‘takeover’ of Africa by the Chinese,” he
said, pointing to the debt Zambia has accumulated with
China, its main investor.

Singuwa will travel to the Russian resort town of Sochi
to work as a volunteer at the Africa summit, which he
described as a “great opportunity” for the regions to
develop their relations. RUDN hit international headlines
in 2003 with a dormitory fire that killed 43 foreign stu-
dents. Arson was never ruled out, and witnesses and rights
groups criticized what they said was a slow response to
the blaze.   At the time, foreign students also told media of
racially motivated attacks. But Singuwa said he had
encountered little racism in Moscow. — AFP

MOSCOW: Guinean students dance during a presentation
of their country at the Peoples’ Friendship University of
Russia. — AFP 


