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Germans hit the 
streets against 
deals with far right
FRANKFURT AM MAIN: Ten thousand people are
expected to join a demonstration Saturday in Erfurt,
capital of Thuringia state in Germany’s former commu-
nist east, where far-right lawmakers last week helped
install a new state premier. “Not with us! No pacts with
fascists any time or anywhere!” is the motto for the
protest, organized by the DGB trade union federation,
NGOs, artists and politicians belonging to the
“Unteilbar” (indivisible) movement.  Thuringia rocked
national politics on February 5, when state lawmakers
from Chancellor Angela Merkel’s centre-right CDU
party voted with far-right, anti-immigrant AfD repre-
sentatives to elect liberal politician Thomas Kemmerich
state premier.

Spontaneous demonstrations quickly broke out
across Germany in response, targeted especially at the
CDU and Kemmerich’s Free Democrats (FDP). Barely
24 hours after accepting the vote, Kemmerich agreed to
step down. But outrage at the centrist parties accepting
help from the far right, a first since the founding of the
Federal Republic in 1949, remains deep-seated among
the protest organizers.

‘End of a taboo’ 
“This election was the end of a taboo” against coop-

eration with the far-right, Unteilbar spokesman
Maximilian Becker told Berlin’s Tageszeitung newspa-
per. “We want to show that what’s going on in Thuringia
will not go unanswered.” While Saturday’s demonstra-
tion is supposed to be peaceful, some have taken out
their rage in attacks on FDP offices around Germany,
Der Spiegel reported, a sign of festering political ten-
sions nationwide. Mainstream politicians charge that
one of AfD’s aims is to paralyze or render ridiculous the
normal functioning of the country’s institutions.

Merkel accused the party of wanting to “cripple
democracy”, and in Thuringia, Kemmerich’s election and
subsequent standing down have left the region hobbled
for more than a week. Now the far right says it could
lend its votes to popular former Left party premier Bodo
Ramelow in case of a new vote in Erfurt, potentially
forcing him to turn down a new term. Representatives
from all parties apart from AfD plan to meet Monday to
work through their options.

From a minority government to going back to the
people in fresh elections, there are possibilities that
could shut out AfD. But the crisis has already
claimed one vital scalp, after Merkel’s chosen suc-
cessor and CDU leader Annegret Kramp-
Karrenbauer (AKK) resigned on Monday when it
became clear her grip on the party was too weak.
Some CDU members, especially in the former com-
munist east, see no harm in working with the far
right, which in recent state elections has booked
scores above 20 percent across the region.

‘Funeral march’ 
AfD’s rhetoric of a remote Berlin elite more inter-

ested in coddling immigrants than supporting hard-
working Germans resonates in the former East. In
Thuringia, average incomes reached 35,700 euros
($38,692) in 2018, compared with almost 43,000
euros nationwide, according to statistics authority
Destatis. The state’s unemployment rate is little higher
than the national level of 5.0 percent, but large num-
bers of young people are leaving and the birth rate is
on the slide. More than one in four residents in
Thuringia is older than 65, against just over one in five
across Germany. February’s coup for the far right
came days before 75th anniversary commemorations
in Dresden, capital of neighboring Saxony state, for
the baroque old city’s destruction in one night and day
by Allied bombers in 1945. —AFP

SHANGHAI: An elderly Chinese tourist infected with
the coronavirus has died in France, Paris said yesterday,
becoming the first fatality in Europe and the fourth out-
side mainland China from an epidemic that has rattled
the world. Thought to have originated from a wildlife
market in the Chinese city of Wuhan, the outbreak has
dented the world’s second largest economy and pre-
sented a huge challenge to the ruling Communist Party.

Beijing’s latest figures yesterday showed 66,492 cas-
es and 1,523 deaths, mostly in central Hubei province.
Outside mainland China there have been about 500
cases in some two dozen countries and territories, with
four deaths in Japan, Hong Kong, the Philippines and
France. In the French case, the 80-year-old Chinese
man died at the Bichat hospital in Paris of a lung infec-
tion due to the flu-like virus, Health Minister Agnes
Buzyn said.

After an extended Lunar New Year holiday, China
urgently needs to get back to work. But some cities
remain in lockdown, streets are deserted, employees
are nervous, and travel bans and quarantine orders are
in place around the country. Those returning to Beijing
from the holiday have been ordered to undergo a 14-
day self-quarantine to prevent the virus’ spread. Many
factories are yet to re-open.

While there has been some hope expressed this
week that the flu-like disease may be peaking in China,
numbers keep rising and a trend has been hard to dis-
cern, especially after a reclassification that widened the
definition of cases. The biggest cluster of cases outside
China has been on a cruise ship, the Diamond Princess,
quarantined off Japan’s Yokohama port. Out of about
3,700 passengers and crew on board, 285 people have
tested positive and been taken to hospitals.

The United States said yesterday it plans to send an
aircraft to pick up American passengers and take them
back home where they face another two weeks of iso-
lation “out of an abundance of caution”. “They are very
concerned about spreading the virus, and there’s no
good way to transport people from Japan without pos-
sible transfer of virus, so it is the logical thing to do,”
passenger Sawyer Smith, 25, told Reuters.

Beijing upbeat
The United States has imposed some of toughest

curbs on travelers from China, going beyond World
Health Organization (WHO) recommendations and
offending Beijing. China has called for science-based
responses and not panic. In Chinese-ruled Hong
Kong, which has seen months of anti-Beijing protests,
hundreds of demonstrators marched yesterday to
demand full closure of the border with mainland
China and to oppose plans to turn some buildings
into quarantine hubs. 

“Doing that (opening such centers) is like creating
more wounds rather than trying to stop the bleeding,”
said Chan Mei-lin among the protesters. TV images
showed police making some arrests and using pepper
spray. The sickness, now officially labeled COVID-19, has
killed around 2% of those infected. Cases have spread
faster than other respiratory viruses this century. 

A senior Chinese official sought to project optimism
yesterday. “The impact of the epidemic on the Chinese
economy will be short term and temporary,” foreign
affairs vice minister Qin Gang said at the Munich
Security Conference. “When the epidemic is over, the
subdued consumer demand will be released rapidly and
the economy will rebound strongly.”

The Chinese central bank said yesterday the coun-
try’s lenders will tolerate higher levels of bad loans as
part of efforts to support firms hit by the epidemic. “We
will support qualified firms so that they can resume

work and production as soon as possible, helping main-
tain stable operations of the economy and minimizing
the epidemic’s impact,” said Fan Yifei, a vice governor
at the People’s Bank of China. —Reuters

Death toll in China reaches 1,523

Chinese tourist becomes first 
coronavirus fatality in Europe

COLOMBO: Christian devotees pray for a quick end to the spreading of the COVID-19 during a special
mass at the St Anthony’s Church in Colombo yesterday. —AFP

Trump’s ally draws 
fire for homophobic 
jab at Buttigieg
WASHINGTON: Mockery of Democratic candi-
date Pete Buttigieg’s homosexuality by a close ally
of President Donald Trump drew fire Friday, push-
ing the politically sensitive issue higher into the
headlines than ever before. Buttigieg is the first
openly gay man with a realistic chance of getting a
major party nomination to run for the White House.
So far, the former Indiana small city mayor has
rarely had to confront homophobia on the cam-
paign trail, where his husband has often joined him.

But controversy erupted on Wednesday when
Rush Limbaugh, a radio host who acts as a kind
of spiritual leader of right-wing Republicans,
said Democrats would never choose a gay man
over Trump. “They’re saying, ‘OK, how’s this
going to look?’” Limbaugh asked. “Thirty-sev-
en-year-old gay guy kissing his  husband on
s tage , nex t  to  Mr  Man , Dona ld  Trump.’ ”
Buttigieg is 38. Bernie Sanders, who is furthest

to the left of the Democratic candidates, tweeted
Friday that “personal attacks like this are unac-
ceptable. The homophobic comments from Rush
Limbaugh about @PeteButtigieg are outrageous
and offensive.” 

“Together, we will end the division and hate led
by Donald Trump,” Sanders tweeted. On Thursday,
former vice president Joe Biden, who is battling
with Buttigieg for the support of more centrist
Democrats, also defended his rival. “You saw, you
just had on Rush Limbaugh, I mean, my God, it’s
part of the depravity of this administration,” he
said on ABC television. “Pete and I are competi-
tors, but this guy has honor, he has courage, he’s
smart as hell,” Biden said.

As for Trump, he has carefully staked out a
middle ground - avoiding anything controversial
on Buttigieg, while not denouncing apparent
homophobia against him. Asked on the Geraldo
Rivera radio show Thursday whether Americans
could vote for a gay president, Trump said “I think
so.” Then he added, “I think there would be some
that wouldn’t. I wouldn’t be among that group, to
be honest with you.” “It doesn’t seem to be hurt-
ing Pete Buttigieg,” Trump said. 

Trump is so close to Limbaugh that he chose to
dramatically award him the Presidential Medal of

Freedom - the highest civilian honor in the coun-
try - during the State of the Union speech earlier
this month. In doing so, Trump declared that
Limbaugh was  “be loved by mi l l ions  of
Americans.” Although hugely popular in right-
wing circles, Limbaugh has been criticized for
years over remarks seen as racist, misogynist and
homophobic. —Reuters

SACRAMENTO: Attendees look on as Democratic presidential can-
didate former South Bend, Indiana Mayor Pete Buttigieg speaks
during a campaign event in Sacramento, California. —AFP

Macron opens door 
to North Macedonia, 
Albania EU accession 
MUNICH: French President Emmanuel Macron said
yesterday he would allow North Macedonia and
Albania to begin talks on joining the European Union
if the bloc’s executive gave them a positive review
next month. Macron’s comments at the Munich
Security Conference look set to end his freeze on the
two Balkan countries’ progress towards EU member-
ship and reassure other European leaders that France
still backs expanding the bloc to new members.

“We are waiting for the (European Commission)
report in March ... depending on that, if the results
are positive and confidence is established, then we
should be in a position to open the negotiations,”
Macron told the conference. Macron had refused to
approve the start of so-called accession negotia-
tions at a summit in October, saying the process of
admitting new members needed to change. One
French minister called the accession process an

“endless soap opera”.
Worried by Chinese and Russian influence in the

six states that aspire to join the bloc - Serbia,
Kosovo, Montenegro, Albania, Bosnia and North
Macedonia - Germany and the European Commission
said Macron was wrong to block them. This month,
the Commission suggested reforms to the accession
process along the lines of a French proposal made in
November, giving EU governments more say and
making it easier to stop or reset negotiations and
freeze funds.

Macron’s shift sets the stage for the 27 EU govern-
ments’ assent before an EU-Balkan summit in Zagreb
in May. Denmark and the Netherlands, who support-
ed Macron’s position last year, are expected to drop
their resistance, EU diplomats said. France and its
allies are concerned about the EU’s ability to bring in
a region scarred by ethnic wars in the 1990s and
struggling with crime and corruption, anxious not to
repeat what they believe was the rushed accession of
Romania and Bulgaria in 2007. Membership talks,
once underway, will take years.

Macron a lso caut ioned that  so-cal led EU
enlargement was not a panacea for the bloc’s diffi-
culties in speaking with one voice and that more
members also meant the need for a bigger EU com-

mon budget, something northern EU members reject.
“It doesn’t work at 27 (EU members) so do you think
it will work if we’re 32 or 33? We are not coherent,”
Macron said. “The implicit strategy is that we think
of Europe as a big market ... but not a political pow-
er with collective preferences and a minimum of
convergence.” —Reuters

SKOPJE: Members of the guard of honor raise the NATO flag during
a flag ceremony in front of the parliament building in Skopje, after
the lawmakers ratified the NATO accession agreement.  —AFP 

Pope Francis sides 
with traditionalists 
on priest celibacy
VATICAN CITY: In quashing the idea of married
priests in the Amazon, Pope Francis has appeased tra-
ditionalists while disappointing progressives who had
hoped for a historic turning point in the Catholic
Church. In his “apostolic exhortation” on the Amazon
basin published Wednesday, Francis slammed the
door on a progressive proposal offered by the
region’s bishops during a synod on the region in
October. 

The synod had suggested that the way to solve a
shortage of priests in the remote and inaccessible
area was to allow married indigenous men to become
priests. Without even mentioning that proposal,
Francis instead argued for more missionary priests in
the Amazon and for women and lay people to take on
larger roles, falling short of another synod idea to
ordain women as deacons in the region.

The Argentine pontiff’s thoughts, coming after

months of speculation and hand-wringing within the
Vatican, were welcomed by some, including a vocal
opponent of Francis, German Cardinal Gerhard
Mueller. For five years Mueller was in charge of
church dogma, holding the key Vatican post of Prefect
of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith until
2017 — when he was not reappointed by Francis. 

Mueller saluted the document’s potential for
“reducing internal Church factions.” Conservatives
within the Church were outraged by the regional syn-
od’s proposal, even were it to be an exception limited
to the Amazon, seeing it as potentially paving the way
to the abolition of priest celibacy globally. US
Cardinal Raymond Burke, a staunch traditionalist,
suggested last year that Francis would be heading
into a “schism” were he to give his stamp of approval
to the synod’s proposals.

Failing to reform? 
But to others, the text lacked the audacity that

has marked the papacy of the first Jesuit pope.
Francis’ document marked a “failure in the reforming
impulse of the pontificate,” according to longtime
Vatican analyst Marco Politi. The pope, “abruptly
slowed down” by a strong and multifaceted opposi-
tion, also disappointed those local Amazon bishops

whom he had called on to offer up new ideas to help
guide the Church, Politi said.  “Francis finds himself
more alone today, having caused disillusionment
among a notable mass of his supporters,” Politi said.
Key among them are Catholic feminist organizations,
some of whom have been fighting for women’s
access to the priesthood. 

In his text, Francis cited the contributions of
women and argued that their roles be increased, but
dismissed the idea of their ordination. Women’s
Ordination Worldwide (WOW) said Francis had
“dropped the ball” for women within the Church.
“Francis has opted to perpetuate the shameful elitist
men’s club that, as he so brazenly points out in the
document, is held up by the second class status of
women who do most of the work with none of the
recognition,” the group said in a statement.

Still, the issues of women’s ordination, and married
priests, are not dead, some say. The German Church,
which contains a strong progressive branch, has just
launched a two-year debate on top controversial
issues, including the end of priestly celibacy and a
greater place for women.  Meanwhile, Brazilian
Cardinal Claudio Hummes, a proponent of priestly mar-
riage, sees the question as still open, telling the publi-
cation Estadao: “It will be taken up again.” —AFP


