
BRUSSELS: The EU’s top diplomat yesterday
welcomed Turkey’s foreign minister as Brussels
presses Ankara to make good on recent ges-
tures from President Recep Tayyip Erdogan to
calm tensions.  Mevlut Cavusoglu said he was in
Brussels to hammer out details for a visit by EU
chiefs Ursula von der Leyen and Charles Michel
to Turkey following an invitation from Erdogan. 

“It is very important to create a positive at-
mosphere and agenda but in order for that
agenda to be sustainable we need concrete
steps by both sides,” he said at the start of talks
with EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell. Ten-
sions between the EU and Turkey reached new
levels last year after Ankara repeatedly sent a
ship to search for gas deposits in disputed wa-
ters, angering the bloc and its member states
Greece and Cyprus.

But, in the weeks after Turkey withdrew the
vessel, the Oruc Reis, in November and Brussels
announced plans to expand sanctions last
month, both sides have softened their rhetoric.
In an important move, Turkey and Greece
agreed to hold exploratory talks on their mar-
itime dispute in Istanbul on January 25, resum-
ing consultations suspended in 2016.

Erdogan insisted he wants to “turn a new
page” in Ankara’s relations with Brussels in a
phone call this month with EU Commission
president von der Leyen. While the EU says the

signs coming from Turkey are positive it insists
that Ankara needs to turn them into “concrete
facts and actions”. 

The bloc has a raft of major issues with
Turkey, including Ankara’s role in the Syria,
Libya and Nagorny Karabakh conflicts. But it
was spiralling tensions in the eastern Mediter-
ranean, during which gunboats from NATO al-
lies Turkey and Greece collided, that threatened
to strain ties to breaking point. 

Greece and Cyprus, backed up by France,
pressed for broad punitive measures against
Turkey. EU leaders in December settled on ex-
panding a sanctions blacklist of individuals in-
volved in drilling in Cypriot waters that
currently contains two Turkish energy com-
pany bosses. It remains unclear when new
names will be formally be added, but an EU
diplomat said there could be a provisional
agreement on them at a meeting of the bloc’s
foreign ministers next week.

Two months to convince 
More ominous for Ankara is that EU leaders

also tasked Borrell to come up with options for
tougher punishment before their next summit in
March in case Ankara resumes what Brussels
called its “unilateral actions and provocations”.
While France, Greece and Cyprus pushed hard-
est for a tough line on Turkey, others led by eco-

nomic powerhouse Germany have been far
keener for a more diplomatic approach.

Many are anxious to keep Ankara on side
as the EU still relies on it to prevent refugees
from Syria heading into the bloc under a shaky
2016 deal. Cavusoglu said that he and Borrell
would discuss updating that agreement, as
well as convening a multilateral conference on

the eastern Mediterranean.
He also said he would focus on long-term

concessions demanded by Ankara — visa-
free travel with the EU and modernizing a
customs union between the two. Ankara’s top
diplomat is also set to meet European Council
president Michel and NATO chief Jens
Stoltenberg today.  —AFP

Friday, January 22, 2021I n t e r n a t i o n a l

Friday 11

Wary EU eyes improved 
Turkey ties as FM visits

Ankara’s gas exploration in disputed waters strains EU-Turkey ties

BRUSSELS: Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu (left) and High Representative of the European Union
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy Josep Borrell sit at table for the start of a meeting at the EEAS in Brus-
sels yesterday. —AFP

For Swiss preschoolers, 
democracy is child’s play
LAUSANNE, Switzerland: Rather than playing house or build-
ing blocks, a few dozen Swiss preschoolers line up to cast their
ballots in a vote that will shape lives in the make-believe village
where they call the shots. A “citizenship project” created by three
private preschools in the western city of Lausanne aims to pre-
pare children from a young age for participation in Switzerland’s
famed direct democracy featuring referendums on a wide range
of issues every few months.

“The idea is for the children to learn democracy,” Olivier De-
lamadeleine, head of the Educalis group that runs the preschools,
told AFP. “We feel it is important to learn the right reflexes from
an early age.”  There has been a growing push in Switzerland for
such efforts, but the Educalis project stands out because of the
very young age of its participants. Once a week, around 35 three-
and four-year-olds drawn from the three preschools gather at the
group’s “village” in a wooded area on the outskirts of the city. 

Role play 
Some of the children play roles like village chief, nurse or police

officer, wearing homemade uniforms. “They take their roles very
seriously,” Demadeleine says as one of the “nurses”, wearing a
white T-shirt with a red cross over her snowsuit, rushes to the aid
of a crying child who has fallen face-first into the snow. Days in
the village are spent outdoors, regardless of the weather. Bundled
up in colourful snowsuits, the children sit fidgeting on the steps
awaiting the big event of the day: a referendum.

Eve L’Eplattenier, who heads two of the preschools, kneels in

the snow behind a table bearing a metal ballot box, and points to
a white flag with a crest adorned with a large “E” billowing in the
wind behind her.

“This is your new flag,” she said, reminding the children of the
first vote held in the village back in November, when they were
asked to choose between two designs. As then, the children re-
cently received an envelope in the post with voting material iden-
tical to what adults receive before each popular vote in the
country. This time, the children were asked to decide how they
would prefer to vote going forward: by placing an X next to
drawings illustrating the current secret ballot vote system, or by
a show of hands.

To help organize the voting, L’Eplattenier calls up two girls,
Olivia and Layla, who are wearing hand-painted T-shirts on top
of their snowsuits identifying them as the village chiefs. They hand
out the sealed envelopes with the ballots the children had filled
out at home, and each child manoeuvres one of the secret votes
into the ballot box with mittened hands.

Next up:  Should we scrap naps? 
Afterwards, five children and three adults go into a small shel-

ter usually used for meals that now sports a poster declaring it
the “vote-counting office”.

Seated around a large table, L’Eplattenier explains how to open
each envelope and place the ballots in two piles. Then they care-
fully count each pile together: 19 votes for hand-raising and 17 in
favor of continuing with secret ballotting. “Hand-raising won,”
Layla tells the children gathered outside. A few appeared a bit
disappointed that their choice had not won the day, but L’Eplat-
tenier said helping them work through that frustration is part of
the exercise. The next vote, set to take place in a few months, is
expected to be on a recycling system for the village.  —AFP

Libyans agree to 
hold constitutional 
referendum: Egypt
CAIRO: Libyan envoys at UN-backed talks in Egypt agreed
Wednesday to hold a constitutional referendum before planned
elections in the war-torn country later this year, Egypt’s foreign
ministry said. Egypt “welcomes the agreement reached today be-
tween the Libyan parties in Hurghada in the framework of the con-
stitutional process... and appreciates the efforts that led to the
agreement to hold a referendum on the draft constitution in view
of the Libyan elections scheduled for December 24, 2021,” the min-
istry said in a statement.

New talks will be held in Egypt next month with a view to set-
tling the “road map for the referendum and elections”, it added. Oil-
rich Libya has been torn apart by civil war since the NATO-backed
uprising that ousted long-time dictator Muammar Gaddafi in 2011,
with an array of militias filling the vacuum and civilian bodies strug-
gling to impose their authority.

The UN-recognized Government of National Accord (GNA) is
based in the capital, while a House of Representatives which does
not recognize the Tripoli administration is based in the east. A fragile
ceasefire between the two sides, agreed in Geneva last October, has
largely held despite threats by eastern military strongman Khalifa
Haftar to resume fighting. In the Egyptian Red Sea resort of
Hurghada, members of the commission drafting a future constitution
met with delegations from the House of Representatives and the
Tripoli-based High Council of State, which advises the GNA. —AFP


