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News in brief

Germany to monitor COVID skeptics

BERLIN:  Germany’s domestic intelligence
agency will start monitoring leading figures
in the protest  movement against  COVID
restrictions, the interior ministry said yester-
day, over concerns they pose a threat to
democracy and have t ies  to  r ight-wing
extremism. The monitoring wi l l  focus on
members of Germany’s “Querdenker” (Lateral
Thinkers) movement, which has emerged as
the loudest voice opposed to coronavirus
curbs and an active promoter of conspiracy
theories denying basic facts about the pan-
demic. Some protest organizers “have clearly
demonstrated that their agenda goes beyond
simply mobilizing protests against the gov-
ernment’s corona measures”, the ministry
said in a statement. —AFP

Poland to ease curbs by May end

WARSAW: Poland will lift most of its coron-
avirus restrictions by the end of May, Prime
Minister Mateusz Morawiecki said yesterday.
“The worst in terms of infections is probably
behind us,” Morawiecki told reporters, point-
ing to a decrease in the number of infections
and deaths as grounds for “cautious optimism”.
Shopping malls and museums can reopen on
May 4, he said. The three first school years will
also resume on May 4, while other schoolchild-
ren will start in-person classes on May 29.
Hotels reopen on May 8 and cafes and restau-
rants will serve customers outdoors from May
15 and indoors from May 29. —AFP

Eight die in blaze at Latvia hostel

RIGA: Eight people died and nine were injured
in a blaze that broke out in an illegal hostel
early yesterday in central Riga, police and
local authorities said. “Eight people have died
and nine were injured during the lethal fire in
the hostel ,”  Latvia’s  deputy pol ice chief
Andrejs Grishins told reporters in Riga.  DNA
tests will be used to identify the victims, he
added.  “The bodies are burned so badly that
we cannot tell yet which country they are from.
Their documents have gone up in f lames.
“Coroners and experts will try to establish
their identities but lengthy DNA tests will be
required,” Grishins said. —AFP

EU-AZ vaccine court hearing May 26

BRUSSELS: The European Union and
AstraZeneca will begin their oral arguments
on May 26 in the bloc’s legal action against
the pharmaceutical giant over coronavirus
vaccine shortfalls, a Belgian court said yester-
day. The EU is suing AstraZeneca for alleged-
ly breaking their purchase agreement by mas-
sively under-delivering doses of the COVID-
19 jab for its 27 member states. The British-
Swedish company has dismissed the case as
“without merit” and insisted it will fight it
fiercely in the Belgian courts, which have
jurisdiction over the deal.  The legal action-
which started Wednesday with a procedural
session in a Brussels court-is being expedited
to speed up a ruling. —AFP

LONDON: Britain’s Electoral Commission yester-
day announced a formal probe into how Prime
Minister Boris Johnson paid for a lavish makeover of
his Downing Street flat, seriously escalating a sim-
mering scandal. The commission, which regulates
party and election finance, has the powers to
demand the repayment of questionable donations,
levy fines, or ultimately refer investigations to the
police for criminal prosecution.

“We are now satisfied that there are reasonable
grounds to suspect that an offence or offences may
have occurred. We will therefore continue this work
as a formal investigation to establish whether this is
the case,” the watchdog said.

Its probe significantly darkens the cloud hanging
over the Conservative prime minister ahead of UK-
wide local elections on May 6, the first polls to be
held since the COVID-19 pandemic and since Brexit
took full effect this year.

‘I paid for it’ 
Just minutes after the commission’s announce-

ment, Johnson again denied any wrongdoing dur-
ing a bad-tempered exchange in parliament. “I’ve
conformed in full with the code of conduct and
ministerial code,” he said, as he came under sus-
tained opposition pressure to state who paid for
the revamp, amid wider accusations of cronyism

and favoritism.
Addressing main opposition Labour party leader

Keir Starmer, Johnson said: “He goes on and on
about wallpaper when I’ve told him umpteen times
now, I paid for it.”

Johnson’s press aides have insisted he has paid
himself for any refurbishment beyond an annual
government allowance, and that Conservative Party
funds are not being used. But they have failed to
explain if party funds were used initially, amid
reports that a rich donor stumped up a donation of
£58,000 ($80,000) which was not reported to the
Electoral Commission as required by law.

The investigation comes after a war of words
erupted between Johnson and his former top aide
Dominic Cummings over the premier’s coronavirus
policies last year and financial dealings. Cummings,
the strategist behind the 2016 campaign for Britain
to leave the European Union, quit Downing Street in
December under a cloud of acrimony. He wrote on
his personal blog on Friday that Johnson had sought
to use potentially illegal donations to renovate his
publicly funded Downing Street accommodation,
reportedly at a cost of up to £200,000.

‘Bodies pile high’ 
Johnson, his fiancee Carrie Symonds and their

baby son live in quarters above Number 11 Downing

Street, which are more spacious than those attached
to Number 10. “We have been in contact with the
Conservative Party since late March and have con-
ducted an assessment of the information they have
provided to us,” an Electoral Commission
spokesperson said. 

“The investigation will determine whether any
transactions relating to the works at 11 Downing
Street fall within the regime regulated by the
Commission and whether such funding was report-
ed as required.” Opposition parties have seized on
the apartment makeover to accuse the prime minis-
ter of playing fast and loose with taxpayers’ money
during the pandemic, when the government handed
out many contracts with little or no oversight.

Criticism has mounted after it emerged this
week that last year, while the pandemic was still
raging in Britain, Johnson had instructed senior
civil servants to look into setting up a charitable
trust to maintain the Downing Street complex. And
yesterday, the opposition Liberal Democrats fol-
lowed the lead of the Scottish National Party to
demand Johnson’s resignation if it is confirmed
that he callously dismissed the prospect of thou-
sands more dying of COVID-19.

In a front-page headline on Monday, the Daily
Mail newspaper reported Johnson had said he
would rather see “bodies pile high in their thou-

sands” than impose another lockdown. Ultimately,
Johnson did order new rounds of restrictions in
November and January, and he again denied making
the remark during Wednesday’s fiery exchange in
the House of Commons.

But the BBC and other media outlets have quot-
ed sources as confirming he did, and opposition
parties accused Johnson of lying. —AFP

Lavish refurbishment of his Downing Street flat escalates into a major scandal

UK watchdog steps up probe into 
Johnson’s apartment makeover

LONDON: A video grab from footage broadcast by the
UK Parliament’s Parliamentary Recording Unit (PRU)
shows Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson taking
part in the weekly Prime Minister’s Questions (PMQs)
at the House of Commons in London yesterday. —AFP

Fish bone lands 
Uruguay’s ‘Pepe’ 
Mujica in hospital
MONTEVIDEO, Uruguay: Uruguay’s leftist ex-
president Jose Mujica, 85, will undergo surgery for
a fish bone lodged in his throat, staff at the hospital
where he was admitted told AFP. The former guerilla
fighter, known during his term as the world’s “poor-
est” president, will go under the knife later Tuesday
for what his personal physician said was a “minor”
procedure.

“Tomorrow he’ll be back home,” the doctor,
Raquel Pannone, told El Pais newspaper. Attempts
to remove the bone without anesthesia were unsuc-

cessful, according to local media. Mujica became a
cult figure during his 2010-15 rule, known for giving
away most of his salary and driving an old
Volkswagen Beetle.

He remains a figurehead of the Broad Front, the
leftist coalition in power from 2005 until it was
ousted in 2019 elections by center-right leader Luis
Lacalle Pou. Last October, Mujica resigned from
frontline politics, quitting his Senate seat amid the
coronavirus epidemic, saying a weakened immune
system put him at risk and staying in the office was
no alternative to going out and meeting people.

“Honestly, I’m going because the pandemic is
tossing me out,” he said at the time. Mujica was part
of the MLN-Tupumaros rebels that waged an
insurgency during the 1960s and 70s against demo-
cratic governments. Many Uruguayans blamed them
for provoking the 1973 military coup that ushered in
a dictatorship that lasted until 1985. Mujica spent a

decade in prison during that time, much of it in soli-
tary confinement. —AFP

In this file photo, former Uruguayan president Jose
‘Pepe’ Mujica attends the presentation of his first
book ‘La felicite al potere’ in Rome. —AFP

France detains 
ex-members of 
Red Brigades 
PARIS: France yesterday detained seven former
members of left-wing Italian extremist group the
Red Brigades in what was billed as a diplomatic
olive branch by President Emmanuel Macron.
France has long served as a haven for Red
Brigades figures from the 1970s and 80s under a
policy set by former Socialist leader Francois
Mitterrand, which has caused tensions with Rome. 

The so-called “Mitterrand Doctrine”, adopted
in 1985, offered asylum to the extremists provid-
ing they renounced violence and were not wanted
in Italy for murder or other “crimes of blood.”

A statement from the French presidency said
Macron had authorized the detention of seven for-
mer Red Brigades figures, while another three
were being actively sought. Without naming them,
the statement said they were wanted for the “most
serious crimes” but it made clear that Macron had
not renounced the Mitterrand Doctrine.

“France, also affected by terrorism, understands
the absolute necessity of providing justice for vic-
tims,” the statement said. “With this transfer, it is
also part of the urgent need to build a Europe of
justice in which mutual confidence must be at the
center.” Ultra-leftist groups like the Red Brigades
sowed chaos during the period in Italy known as
the “Years of Lead”-named after the number of
bullets fired-from the late 1960s to mid-1980s. 

The Red Brigades were the most notorious
and were responsible for kidnappings and mur-
ders, including of former prime minister Aldo
Moro in 1978.

Diplomatic tensions 
The presence of hundreds of figures in France

who are wanted by Italy for violent crimes has
caused tensions between the two neighbors for

decades. In 2019, far-right interior minister
Matteo Salvini said he would write to Macron “to
ask him to stop allowing terrorists who have mas-
sacred Italians to be free to drink champagne.”
Relations between France and Italy were at a his-
toric low at the time over a range of issues, but
Macron sees new Italian Prime Minister Mario
Draghi as a close pro-EU ally.

Italy’s Foreign Minister Luigi Di Maio wel-
comed yesterday’s arrests, saying that “one can-
not run away from one’s responsibilities, from
the pain inflicted, the harm caused.” He said the
arrests were the result  of  cooperation by
authorities on both sides of the border. Among
those detained is Marina Petrella, 66, a former
Red Brigades member whose extradition was

blocked in 2008 by then president Nicolas
Sarkozy after the intervention of his Italian-
born wife Carla Bruni.

Petrella, who was in poor health in 2008, has
been sentenced to life in prison for murder in Italy
and Sarkozy’s intervention provoked fury at the
time in Rome. Lawyer Irene Terrel, who represents
Petrella and four other ex-Red Brigades figures,
told AFP she was “outraged” by the arrests.

“Since the 1980s, these people have been under
the protection of France. They’ve remade their
lives here for 30 years in the full view and knowl-
edge of everyone, with their children and their
grandchildren .. and then in the early morning, they
come looking for them, 40 years after the facts,”
she said.  —AFP 

In this file photograph, propaganda leaflets written by Italy’s notorious Red Brigades announcing the
murder of former Italian Prime Minister Aldo Moro are displayed a few days before they are sold at auc-
tion at the offices of the The Bolaffi Auction House in Milan. —AFP

Pacific Islands 
Forum regrets 
leadership row
KOROR, Palau: The Pacific Islands Forum apolo-
gized yesterday for its handling of a leadership row
that prompted five nations to quit the grouping, but
one of the leading dissenters said it meant nothing
without remedial action. The dispute erupted in
February, splitting the Forum and upending diplo-
macy in a region where the United States and China
are competing for influence.

Micronesian countries, angry their preferred
candidate for PIF secretary general was snubbed
when it was their turn to fill the role, announced
they would leave the 18-member body. Senior
Forum members held a virtual meeting with the

Micronesian leaders this week to discuss the rift
and look at “restoring the solidarity of the PIF”.

Forum chair Kausea Natano said there were
“open and frank” talks with the Micronesian mem-
bers, comprising Palau, the Marshall Islands,
Kiribati, Nauru, and the Federated States of
Micronesia. “It was an opportunity for the forum to
directly express to the Micronesian leaders our
regret and apologies for the current circumstances
facing our forum family,” he said in a statement
issued yesterday.

Natano said he was working with the
Micronesians to seek “an amicable way forward to
this impasse”.

But his apology was dismissed by Palau
President Surangel Whipps, who said the only way
the Micronesians would rejoin the Forum was if
incoming secretary general Henry Puna agreed to
step aside. “Sorry for what? An apology should
come with a remedy, so I assume they’re working
on a remedy,” Whipps said. “What I’ve alway said is

if Puna’s in, Micronesia’s out, so I hope they’re
heading in that direction.”

Puna, the former prime minister of the Cook
Islands, has kept a low profile since he defeated
Micronesia’s candidate Gerald Zackios of the
Marshall Islands by a single vote in February. But he
told the Cook Islands News last week that he
intended to take up the role, then push “as hard and
as fast as I can, so that the Forum family will remain
intact and complete”.

The PIF is mostly made up of small island states
along with Australia and New Zealand, and is a key
element of the US allies’ diplomatic efforts in the
region. It has become influential on the issue of cli-
mate change, amplifying the voice of many of the
region’s small island states that are threatened by
rising seas and ever-more intense cyclones. The
spat provides a potential opening for China to
boost its influence with the sparsely populated but
strategically important Pacific island nations, which
would alarm the United States and Australia. —AFP


