
I n t e r n a t i o n a l Sunday, September 1, 2019

9

Italy’s 5-Star unsettles PD with 
tough terms for coalition deal

ROME: Italy’s 5-Star Movement will enter a coalition with
the opposition Democratic Party (PD) only if it agrees to a
string of policy demands, the 5-Star leader said, setting an
uncompromising tone for the negotiations. Luigi Di Maio’s
hardline message dented growing optimism that a deal
might be at hand, causing financial markets to fall, while a
stunned PD sought immediate clarification that 5-Star still
wanted an accord. 

The previous coalition made up of 5-Star and the far-
right League collapsed earlier this month when League
leader Matteo Salvini withdrew from the alliance hoping to
trigger an early election and cash in on his surging popu-
larity. Salvini’s move backfired when 5-Star and the PD
unexpectedly said they would be willing to try to lay aside
old animosities and forge a new coalition, with Prime
Minister Giuseppe Conte, who is not a member of any par-
ty, remaining at the helm. However, Di Maio struck a seem-
ingly intransigent line following an initial round of talks
with Conte, saying the PD would have to back an array of
policies if it wanted to govern, including measures the
group has already denounced.

“Our program points are clear. If they are included in
the government program, then we can start. If not, it would
be better to go back to elections, and, I might add, as soon
as possible,” a stony faced Di Maio told reporters.
Amongst the measures he mentioned were a drive to cut
the number of parliamentarians, the revocation of the
motorway concession of Italian firm Atlantia and the
acceptance of a recent law aimed at clamping down on
migrant sea rescues.

The 5-Star later issued its 20-point programme, which
adopted more flexible language than that used by Di
Maio, and made no mention of the migrant law, which

was drawn up by Salvini and is an especial anathema to
Italy’s leftists. A party source said the tougher line from
Di Maio was a message to 5-Star’s grassroots that it was
not selling out its principles. Some senior 5-Star figures
are wary of any pact with the PD, fearing that it could
erode the anti-establishment credentials of a party
already losing support.

Markets weaken
Di Maio also accused the PD of focusing too much on

the names of possible ministers, and both the tough tone
and inflexible content of his statement shocked the PD
leadership. “Incomprehensible. ... Have you changed your
mind?” PD deputy leader Andrea Orlando wrote on
Twitter. PD lawmaker Maria Elena Boschi said: “These
threats and ultimatums from Di Maio are unacceptable”.
After a week of solid gains on the back of hopes that Italy
was going to avoid early elections, financial markets lost
ground on Friday afternoon following Di Maio’s comments.

The bluechip Mib30 stocks index fell into negative ter-
ritory, shedding 0.3 percent by 1430 GMT, while the
spread between benchmark Italian and German 10-year
bonds rose 12 basis points from their earlier lows. A 5-
Star/PD tie up was seen as likely to bring some political
stability to Italy and soothe Rome’s fractious ties with the
European Union following a series of spats over public
spending orchestrated in part by the eurosceptic League.

If the talks between 5-Star and PD fall apart even
before a government can take office, President Sergio
Mattarella will have to call elections some 3-1/2 years
ahead of schedule. A opinion poll published in La Stampa
daily on Friday showed that although support for League
had fallen as a result of the political turmoil, it remains

Italy’s most popular party with backing of 32% against
36% a month ago. The PD had edged higher to 23.5%

from a previous 22.5% while 5-Star was seen on 16.5
from 17.5%. — Reuters

BOGOTA: Colombian troops killed nine FARC dissi-
dents in a raid Friday in what the president said was “a
clear message” to their leaders who have formally
rejected a 2016 peace agreement and announced a
return to arms. President Ivan Duque said he had
authorized the military operation in rural areas of
Colombia’s south.

In a statement welcoming the raid, Duque dismissed
the group as “a gang of narco-terrorist criminals who
are residuals of what was known as the FARC, and
who are part of the criminal structures that seek to
challenge Colombia.” Friday’s operation was “a clear
message” to the group to lay down their weapons, he
said. Defense Minister Guillermo Botero, who said the
operation had taken place in the San Vicente del
Caguan region, wrote on Twitter: “The criminals are
warned: they surrender or they will be defeated.”

On Thursday, Duque said he would send a special
army unit “with reinforced intelligence, investigation
and mobility capabilities” to hunt down dissident
leader Ivan Marquez and other holdouts. That same
day, Marquez announced a return to arms in a video
message, accusing Duque’s government of betraying
the accord, under which most of the FARC’s 7,000
fighters disarmed after half a century of conflict.

The whereabouts of Marquez, the Marxist FARC’s
number two leader and chief negotiator of the 2016
peace agreement, have been unknown for more than a
year. Marquez and a fugitive rebel colleague, Jesus
Santrich, have distanced themselves from the peace
deal. Santrich, who went underground earlier this year
after the United States sought to have him extradited
on drug charges, also appeared in the video. Marquez
said his forces would coordinate with Colombia’s last
active rebel group, the National Liberation Army
(ELN), “and those comrades who have not folded up
their flags.” — AFP
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Mothers of Colombia’s 
missing vow to keep 
searching
CALI: They clamber onto buses and stand among the
jostling commuters, portraits of missing loved ones hanging
from their necks, their presence a reminder that despite a
2016 peace agreement, for some, Colombia’s conflict has
never really ended. The women are on the bus to beg, not
for money, just for a moment of their fellow passengers’
attention: “Have you seen my daughter?” or “Have you
seen my son?” These are the self-styled “Searchers” of
Cali, a city that has known more than its share of violence
during Colombia’s half-century of civil strife. 

Their faces lined with worry, they haunt its public
transport stations, brandishing giant portrait photos of
their children, missing victims of the country’s many-sided
conflict. “It’s like a cry that we are launching, so that the
world will know, so that it becomes aware,” said Maria
Elena Gallego, who has spent the last eight years looking
for her missing daughter. Gallego is one of a group of 35
women seeking to draw attention to the victims of forced
disappearances, which were a feature of Colombian life
during a half-century of conflict. 

Every day, they board buses carrying their children’s
portraits, distributing handwritten letters recounting their
poignant, unceasing searches. “Mothers of missing people
carry eternal pain,” says one missive. Official figures put
the “disappeared” at nearly 83,000 - almost three times
the number missing under the dictatorships of Argentina,
Brazil and Chile combined. “Where is She?”, “Where is
He?” - the questions are written in bold lettering over the
ageless portraits of the long lost: civilians and soldiers,
men and women, but mostly the young.

Therapy for absence 
Gallego says she knows little about what happened to

her daughter Sandra Viviana Cuellar, an environmental
activist. She left her home on February 17, 2011, heading to
Palmira, a town around 30 kilometers (19 miles) from Cali,
and never returned. She was 26. “I got down to the task of
investigating her disappearance, going from here to there,
even attending workshops to learn how to look for my
daughter, because what I want most is for her to reap-
pear,” she says in her letter.

Gallego says telling strangers about her experience is a
kind of balm against uncertainty. “At least we go out, we
shout, we talk, we cry! It’s an outlet! It’s therapy! But the

pain, we take it with us everywhere,” she tells AFP. A cam-
paign called #ReconocemosSuBusqueda (We recognize
your search) was launched this year to highlight the work
of these women, who have taken on the weary task of
investigating the disappearances alone.

The initiative is supported by Colombia’s Missing
Persons Research Unit and the Truth Commission, created
as part of the 2016 peace agreement that ended the armed
conflict between the government and the Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC). Though Colombian
officials have never given her any leads in the search for
her daughter, Gallego believes Sandra disappeared
because of her environmental work. She still believes that
her daughter is alive.

Met with indifference 
Luz Edilia Florez, 57, paid a heavy price for wanting to

know what happened to her son, Jose Ernesto Moran, kid-
napped by a far-right militia in the southwestern area of
Jamundi. When paramilitaries found out she was investi-

gating his 2002 disappearance, she says they seized her,
raped her, tortured her, and left her for dead. 

These days, she rides the buses of Cali, distributing her
message and brandishing her son’s portrait. In her letter,
she lambasts the “indifference” of society towards the
women’s stories. Hanging onto a bar overhead, the picture
of her son hung around her neck, she sings a lament to the
other passengers gazing at the image. Hope propels her
forward, though she admits: “My son could be in a grave.” 

Part of the difficulty she and other mothers face is the
many-sided aspect of Colombia’s conflict, in which
around 30 armed groups were involved, both pro- and
anti-government. According to the National Center for
Historical Memory, at least 82,998 people were forcibly
disappeared between 1958 and 2017. Only in 52 percent
of cases do authorities know who was responsible.
Florez’s wish on the International Day of the Victims of
Enforced Disappearances, held on August 30 each year,
is that “there will be no more missing,” and that she’ll find
her son. — AFP 

ROME: Italy’s Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte arrives to address the media following a meeting with the Italian
president, after he was given a mandate to form a new government. —  AFP 

Pakistan PM
leads nationwide
protests 
over Kashmir
ISLAMABAD: Thousands rallied across
Pakistan in mass demonstrations against
New Delhi’s actions in disputed Kashmir,
with Prime Minister Imran Khan leading
the most ambitious public protests target-
ing India in years. The protests come
weeks ahead of Khan’s scheduled trip to
the UN General Assembly where he has
vowed to act as an ambassador for the
people of Kashmir, after New Delhi
stripped its portion of the Himalayan terri-
tory of its autonomy earlier this month.

Tensions have soared between the
nuclear-armed rivals since, as Indian
authorities launched a sweeping crack-
down in Kashmir, which included cutting
phone and internet access, placing restric-
tions on movement and arresting thou-
sands, according to multiple sources.
Following repeated calls to protest Friday,
thousands gathered in the Pakistani capital
Islamabad in front of the prime minister’s
secretariat, where Khan vowed to continue
fighting for Kashmir until it was “liberated”.

“We will stand with Kashmir until our
last breath,” said Khan, as he launched into
a blistering attack on the Indian govern-

ment, comparing his counterpart Narendra
Modi’s administration to Nazi Germany.
Ahead of Khan’s speech, sirens rang out
around the country followed by broadcasts
of the national anthems of Pakistan and
Kashmir, while traffic ground to a halt for
several minutes in solidarity with the rallies.

Thousands more also rallied in Lahore
and Karachi - Pakistan’s biggest cities -
where large crowds waved flags and
chanted pro-Kashmiri slogans. “No matter
what India does, no matter what Modi
does, Kashmir is ours. It belongs to us and
we will not sit by as our Kashmiri brothers
are oppressed by the Indians,” said Sadaf
Mirza, a 24-year-old university student in
Lahore. The demonstrations were the first
in what will be weekly rallies held nation-
wide until Khan leaves for the UN in late
September.

‘Under the nuclear shadow’ 
In the weeks since Modi issued the

executive order stripping Kashmir of its
autonomy, Khan has launched a diplomatic
offensive, vowing to fight India “until the
end” if attacked and making occasional
references to the possible outbreak of
nuclear conflict. Friday’s protests came as
The New York Times published an op-ed
by Khan, where the former cricket star
warned of rising hostilities between the
countries. “World War II happened
because of appeasement at Munich. A sim-
ilar threat looms over the world again, but
this time under the nuclear shadow,” he
wrote. Kashmir has been divided between
India and Pakistan since independence, and

has been the spark for two major wars and
countless skirmishes between the arch-
rivals. In February, the countries came
close to war after a militant attack in
Indian-administered Kashmir was claimed
by a group based in Pakistan, igniting tit-
for-tat air strikes - the first between
nuclear-armed nations.

Earlier this week during a summit in
France, US President Donald Trump said
there was no need for him to intervene in

the ensuing row between Pakistan and
India sparked by Kashmir, saying Modi
had the situation “under control”.  The
comments were made weeks after Trump
had personally offered to mediate in the
Kashmir conflict during Khan’s visit to the
White House in late July. India has repeat-
edly insisted that Kashmir is purely an
internal matter and that it does not want
outside mediation, while lambasting
Pakistan’s protests as “alarmist”. — AFP 

CALI: A woman reads a letter written by Colombia Luz Edilia Florez (right), 57, mother of Jose Ernesto Moran,
who disappeared after being forced to belong to an illegal armed group, at a bus stop in Cali, Colombia. — AFP 

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran Khan (center) gestures as he arrives to
address the nation outside the Prime Minister’s Office in Islamabad. Thousands rallied
across Pakistan in mass demonstrations protesting Delhi’s actions in Indian-adminis-
tered Kashmir in the most ambitious public protests targeting India in years. — AFP 

Italy struggles as 
new law opens sex 
abuse floodgates
ROME: Italian prosecutors warned Friday that a new law
designed to fast-track cases of domestic and sexual abuse
was overwhelming the system with record numbers of vic-
tim reports. The law, which came into force on August 9
and has been dubbed Italy’s “Code Red”, requires prose-
cutors to gather information from alleged victims and
decide how to proceed within three days of receiving
police reports. Since then there has been a spike in
reports: some 30-40 incidents daily have been flagged in
Milan, an average of 30 a day in Naples and 25 in Rome
since the law took effect, the Repubblica daily said.

“It’s not a case of a rise in crimes, but a rise in the num-
ber of reports by people who - encouraged by the new
law — are going to the police,” said Genoa prosecutor
Francesco Cozzi. Prosecutor sources in Milan described
being “inundated by a flood of reports of alleged abuse,
violence or persecution, day in and day out”, the
Messaggero daily said. Supporters say the new legislation
has positive elements: it makes “revenge porn” and “defor-
mation of looks” (causing permanent scarring) a crime and
allows judges to clap electronic bracelets on those slapped
with restraining orders.

But in large cities on-duty prosecutors have found
themselves interviewing 20 complainants in an arc of 24
hours. “I share the wish to speed up the intervention of
judicial authorities, and make it more efficient,” Maria
Monteleone, the magistrate in charge of Rome’s anti-vio-
lence pool, told the Repubblica. “But the three-day dead-
line within which prosecutors have to hear testimony from
all complainants is unreasonable,” she said, adding that it
did not leave enough time to properly examine individual
cases. “If everything becomes urgent, then nothing is
urgent any more,” she added. — AFP


