
FRANKFURT: As Germany’s first
female chancellor, Angela Merkel
smashed the glass ceiling and became
a leading player in global politics. But
only now, at the end of her 16 years in
office, has she declared herself a femi-
nist - too little too late for some in
Germany. In 2017, Merkel was at a
rare loss for words when she was
asked if she was a feminist, and
dodged the question. 

But earlier this month, during a joint
interview with Nigerian author
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, Merkel
was less coy. “I am a feminist,” she
said. Merkel, who is bowing out of
politics after Germany’s September 26
election, admitted she had been “shy”
about the label but said her thinking
on the issue had evolved. “Essentially,
it’s about the fact that men and women
are equal,” the 67-year-old said.

Ines Kappert, head of the Gunda
Werner Institute for Feminism and
Gender Democracy in Berlin, called
Merkel’s belated realization “a slap in
the face” for women. “She had 16
years to listen to feminists and

improve the situation of women in
Germany and she decided not to,”
Kappert said. While Merkel’s career
“deserves respect”, Kappert said the
chancellor failed to make structural
changes for women in German society.
Germany’s gender pay gap remains
among the highest in the European
Union and stood at 19 percent in 2019,
not least because many German
women work part-time.

Eye roll
Merkel’s conservative CDU-CSU

bloc has resisted a long-standing fem-
inist plea to reform Germany’s tax sys-
tem for married couples, which makes
it less attractive for the lower-earning
spouse, usually the woman, to work
full-time. Merkel’s cabinet only last
year agreed to a mandatory quota for
women on management boards, a
reform spearheaded by her coalition
partner, the centre-left Social
Democrats (SPD).

A law on gender wage transparen-
cy was meanwhile passed after much
conservative foot-dragging. And there

are now fewer female lawmakers in the
Bundestag lower house of parliament
than earlier in the Merkel era, falling
from a peak of around 36 percent in
2013 to 31 percent today. “Merkel dis-
covered feminism late in her tenure,”
said Sudha David-Wilp, deputy direc-
tor of the German Marshall Fund think
tank in Berlin. “Perhaps she didn’t
notice being one of the few women on

the global stage all these years since
she had her nose to the grindstone
working out one crisis after another.”
The no-nonsense chancellor is famed
for holding her own against the likes of
Vladimir Putin, Recep Tayyip Erdogan
and Donald Trump - only the occa-
sional eye roll hinting at exasperation
with macho posturing or mansplaining
attempts. — AFP 

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel (left) welcomes Holocaust survivor
Margot Friedlaender on stage during the Margot Friedlaender Prize 2021 award
ceremony to honor young commitment against anti-Semitism, in Berlin. —AFP 

STRASBOURG: Europe’s top rights court yester-
day ruled that Russia was responsible for the 2006
killing in London of the dissident former agent
Alexander Litvinenko, a verdict swiftly rejected by
Moscow. Litvinenko died after drinking tea laced
with the radioactive isotope Polonium 210 at a
London hotel, in a case that has weighed on rela-
tions between Britain and Russia ever since. 

Before dying, Litvinenko issued a message blam-
ing Russian President Vladimir Putin for the poison-
ing, and opponents have seen the killing as one of
the first in a line of Kremlin-backed assassination
plots against dissidents. “Russia was responsible for
the assassination of Alexander Litvinenko in the
UK,” said the Strasbourg-based The European
Court of Human Rights (ECHR).

But in Moscow, Putin’s spokesman Dmitry
Peskov rejected the claim. “There are still no results
of this investigation, so making statements like these
is at least unfounded... We are not prepared to
accept this decision,” he said. Responding to a
complaint brought by Litvinenko’s widow Marina,
the ECHR said it had established “beyond reason-
able doubt” that the assassination had been carried
out by Russians Andrei Lugovoi and Dmitry Kovtun.
The pair had travelled to the British capital with the
aim of killing him, the court found.

“The planned and complex operation involving
the procurement of a rare deadly poison, the travel
arrangements for the pair, and repeated and sus-
tained attempts to administer the poison indicated

that Mr Litvinenko had been the target,” it said.
Lugovoi, now a Russian MP, and businessman
Kovtun were identified by British police as prime
suspects after they both met Litvinenko at a central
London hotel. But attempts to extradite them have
failed and they have both rejected the charges, with
Lugovoi also claiming parliamentary immunity.

‘Imputable to Russia’ 
The court said there was a “strong prima facie”

case that Lugovoi and Kovtun “had been acting on
the direction or control of the Russian authorities”.

Russia had not attempted to show in the case that
the pair acted as part of a “rogue operation” and
had also failed to rebut accusations of state involve-
ment. As a result, the court said it had decided the
assassination was “imputable to Russia”.

The Litvinenko killing was followed by the
attempted poisoning of former double agent Sergei

Skripal in Britain in 2018 and opposition leader
Alexei Navalny in Siberia in 2020 that the West
blamed on Russia. The Kremlin denies the charges.
British police said yesterday there was now enough
evidence to charge a third Russian man in the
attempted poisoning of Skripal with the nerve agent
Novichok. A British public inquiry in 2016 conclud-
ed that Putin had “probably approved” Litvinenko’s
killing, which it said was likely to have been directed
by the Russian security service FSB.

ECHR also ruled Russia failed to provide
requested material and dismissed the Russian gov-
ernment’s objection to the use of the UK public
inquiry report as evidence. The court, part of the
Council of Europe where Russia is one of the 47
members, ordered Moscow to pay 100,000 euros
($117,000) in non-pecuniary damages to his widow
and 22,500 euros in costs. Litvinenko, a former FSB
lieutenant-colonel, fled to the UK in 2000 as he
faced criminal charges in Russia after blowing the
whistle on an alleged FSB plot to assassinate Boris
Berezovsky, a tycoon and Kremlin insider.

Berezovsky also moved to the UK and died in
unclear circumstances in 2013. Litvinenko claimed
the FSB were also involved in deadly bombings of
Russian apartment blocks in 1999 - after which
Putin launched a second Chechen war - and in a
Moscow theatre siege by Chechen rebels in 2002.
His wife told the UK’s public inquiry Litvinenko was
working for Britain’s MI6 foreign intelligence serv-
ice at the time of his death. — AFP 
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Trudeau: Liberal 
star tarnished in 
election fight
OTTAWA: Justin Trudeau believed his adept
response to the pandemic would help him
handily win re-election as prime minister, and
he did Monday, but his gamble to try to gain an
absolute majority didn’t pay off. The first-born
son of the late prime minister Pierre Trudeau
had swept to power in a landslide in 2015, with
a mop of dark curly hair and confident swag-
ger, jumping into crowds to take selfies with
adoring young fans. Six years later, at 49, he
faced a barrage of criticism on the campaign
trail, and even threats.

After doling out hundreds of billions of dol-
lars in COVID aid to workers and businesses,
Trudeau triggered the snap election seeking to
regain the majority in parliament he’d lost in
2019. But on the hustings he found himself in a
horse race with rookie Conservative leader
Erin O’Toole, going from Canada’s “golden boy
to veteran pugilist throwing whatever punches
necessary to stay in the ring,” according to
pollster Tim Powers.

Trudeau managed to squeak in a win by
convincing voters to stay the course at this
pivotal juncture in the pandemic that has seen
new outbreaks led by the Delta variant.
University of Winnipeg politics professor Felix
Mathieu, however, said Trudeau could now
face a challenge for the leadership of his party
“because he lost his bet” for a majority gov-
ernment. Also, he told AFP, “It remains to be
seen how long his minority government will
last.” It is Canada’s fifth minority government
since 2004, each having lasted no more than
two years.

Missed high expectations 
The world watched with interest, even

admiration, as Trudeau proclaimed in 2015
after almost a decade of Tory rule: “Canada is
back!” “Why can’t he be our president?”
shouted a Rolling Stone magazine cover from
the United States featuring Trudeau. Now,
fatigue with his administration is palpable. Past
scandals re-emerged, including his firing of
Canada’s first indigenous attorney general for
accusing Trudeau of meddling in the bribery
prosecution of engineering giant SNC-Lavalin.
Combined with missed high expectations,
these plunged the Liberal leader’s popularity.
At rallies, he was dogged by protesters he
described as “anti-vaxxer mobs,” some of
whom threw stones at the prime minister.

There was also pushback over the timing of
Trudeau’s call for an election, only two years
after the last vote and just as the nation
emerged from pandemic lockdowns.
Addressing the backlash, Trudeau said this
election was the most important since World
War II. He highlighted “stark” policy differ-
ences between his party and their rivals on
mandatory vaccinations, child care and the
environment, and emphasized the need for a
new mandate to steer Canada’s pandemic exit.

But he was unable to rekindle the spark of
his 2015 campaign, which had not been seen in
Canadian politics since the “Trudeaumania”
that hailed his father’s entry into politics a half
century earlier. “The enthusiasm and excite-
ment that greeted Trudeau’s 2015 victory has
vanished,” said University of British Columbia
politics professor Max Cameron. “Whether it’s
climate change or reconciliation with indige-
nous peoples, for example, Trudeau has been
less transformational than I think many people
had hoped,” he explained. — AFP 

Firefighters
race to protect
sequoias in
California fires
LOS ANGELES: Hundreds of fire-
fighters were battling to protect sev-
eral groves of giant sequoias in the
United States on Monday, warning
the enormous ancient trees were at
risk from out-of-control blazes. A
number of separate fires were con-
verging on the California woodland
that is home to the huge trees, high-
lighting the terrifying power of wild-
fires to consume everything in their
path. Incident commanders said the
Windy Fire, which has already
charred 25,000 acres has burned into
the remote Peyrone Sequoia Grove
and the Red Hill Grove.

“We don’t know that those are
destroyed,” Windy fire incident
spokeswoman Amanda Munsey said,
according to the Los Angeles Times.
“But the fire has completely sur-

rounded those two groves.” In nearby
Long Meadow Grove, the blaze had
spread to the vulnerable top of at
least one of the trees. “It was running
toward multiple trees and (firefight-
ers) were able to get it out, but it did
get into the crown of one of the
sequoias.” Wildfires that spread to
the tops of trees - especially very tall
trees - can move quickly through the
forest, as the tops of the trees
explode, showering embers over a
large area below them.

Further north, the KNP Complex fire
continued to threaten the renowned
Giant Forest, home to General Sherman,
the world’s biggest tree by volume, and
standing at 275 feet. General Sherman,
which is estimated by the National
Parks Service to be 2,200 years old,
was wrapped in fireproof foil blankets
last week. Incident commanders said
they believed they could protect the
tree from the 24,000-acre blaze, which
was sparked by lightning just over a
week ago

They point to meticulous forest
management over the last few
decades, including prescribed burns
that deplete available fuels, and slow
the progress of fires. California and

other parts of the western United
States are laboring under a years-
long drought that has left swathes of
the region’s magnificent forests tinder
dry. Scientists say human activity,

including the unchecked burning of
fossil fuels, is warming the planet and
changing weather patterns, making
wildfires hotter, more intense and
more destructive. — AFP 

PONDEROSA: Flames spread up a tree as the Windy fire burns along the Trail of 100
Giants in the Sequoia National Forest, near Ponderosa, California. — AFP  

STRASBOURG: This file photo shows Alexander
Litvinenko, a former Russian intelligence agent, pos-
ing for a photograph outside the House of Commons
following a press conference in London. — AFP 

What Merkel, the belated
feminist, did for women

Military crackdown
puts squeeze on
bandit gangs
KANO: Nigeria’s military campaign against crimi-
nal gangs in the northwest is pushing them into
neighboring regions as a result of a telecom shut-
down and a squeeze on fuel and food supplies, local
residents and officials said. Hundreds of troops
backed by fighter jets began the offensive in early
September in Zamfara State against gunmen
responsible for a surge in mass abductions and
attacks in the northwest.

The offensive and official telecoms blackout in
Zamfara is the largest recent operation against the
gangs, known locally as bandits, who for years have

looted villages and kidnapped for ransom. Zamfara
and other states also imposed a raft of restrictions
including a ban on sales of petrol in jerry cans and lim-
its on cattle movement and on the opening hours of
local markets as a way to curtail supplies to bandits.

But as pressure builds in Zamfara, residents of
villages in neighboring Katsina and Kaduna states
reported an influx of gunmen fleeing Zamfara into
their communities, raising fears of attacks. Fleeing
bandits have set up illegal checkpoints along high-
ways in Katsina State near the border with Zamfara,
robbing haulage trucks of food and siphoning fuel
from vehicles, according to locals. “In the last few
days we have witnessed increased presence of
armed bandits on motorcycles in our area,” said
Ashiru Bawa, a resident in Kankara district. “The
food and fuel cut is seriously affecting them.”

Local newspapers reported Zamfara bandits
have been running out of food supplies and even
asking for food as ransom from families of hostages

instead of the cash they usually demand. Authorities
in Katsina have also cut telecom signals in about
half of its 34 districts on the border with Zamfara.
Sokoto State followed on Sunday, cutting mobile
service in some areas. The telecoms blackout is
aimed at disrupting communications between ban-
dits and their informants to help keep army move-
ments secret.

But the shutdown also makes it difficult for resi-
dents to alert security personnel, said Bawa, who
travelled to the state capital Katsina, 120 kilometers
away, to make calls. The bandits have not harmed
motorists but fear is mounting that they could start
attacks once they “regain their strength”, Bawa said.
Nigeria has launched military campaigns against
bandits in the northwest before and even sought
amnesty deals to coax them to abandon hideouts
deep in the region’s vast forests. But most of those
operations and peace deals have failed or only tem-
porarily halted criminal gangs. — AFP 


