
MADRID: Pablo Iglesias, (center right) leader of Podemos party, waits his turn to cast his vote for the national elections. — AP 

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

MADRID: Spanish voters went to the polls yesterday
in what is expected to be one of the most closely-
fought contests in modern history as two dynamic
new parties take on the country’s long-established
political giants.

The general election caps off a year of electoral
change in southern Europe after far-left party Syriza
was swept to power in Greece in January and a coali-
tion of leftists parties in Portugal pooled their votes in
parliament to unseat the conservative government in
October after an inconclusive election. Spain has
been dominated for more than three decades by the
conservative Popular Party and the main opposition
Socialists, who have alternated running the govern-
ment. But this time around many voters are expected
to cast their ballots for two upstart parties vying for
change-the centrist Ciudadanos and the anti-austeri-
ty Podemos, a close ally of Greece’s Syriza.

“We are on the threshold of a new democratic
transition, a new era,” said Ciudadanos leader Albert
Rivera after he cast his ballot in L’Hospitalet de
Llobregat in the northeastern region of Catalonia.
Polls predict Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy’s Popular
Party will win the largest share of the vote but not
enough to retain its absolute majority in parliament.

Such a result would force it to form an uneasy
alliance with another political grouping or attempt to
rule as a minority government. And all bets are off
regarding who will come second in the legislative
elections, as the Socialists could end up neck-and-
neck with Ciudadanos and Podemos, which would

give these new parties unprecedented influence on
the political scene.

‘Tectonic shift’ 
“The fact that a tectonic shift is about to shake up

the Spanish political system is testified by the expect-
ed 80 percent turnout... compared to 69 percent in
the 2011 election,” said analysts at UniCredit, calling
yesterday’s polls “historic.”

Sky-high unemployment, inequality, corruption
and an ever-rising separatist drive in the northeastern
region of Catalonia are just some of the issues at
stake in a country deeply scarred by a financial crisis.
“The Popular Party and the Socialists became com-
placent and they have forgotten about us. We have to
give the new parties a chance,” said truck driver
Francisco Perez, 53, after voting for Podemos in
L’Hospitalet de Lllobregat. 

Ana Salazar, head of research and strategy at con-
sultants Red Lines, says the shake-up in Spanish poli-
tics started when Podemos emerged in 2014 on the
back of an “Indignados” movement fed up with aus-
terity-triggered inequality and corruption. Then came
Ciudadanos, which was formed in 2006 in Catalonia
but only truly emerged nationwide last year.

“Now we have... the old versus the new,” said
Salazar. Rajoy, austere,  grey-bearded 60-year-old pre-
mier, has positioned himself as a safe pair of hands
who dragged the country away from economic col-
lapse when he took power in 2011 and put it on the
path of recovery. After years of recession, the govern-

ment predicts the economy will grow 3.3 percent this
year-to the envy of many of its European neighbors.
But unemployment remains stubbornly high at more
than 21 percent, and Rajoy’s rivals point to glaring
inequalities brought on by his drastic spending cuts,
tax rises and health reforms.

‘Reasonable change’ 
Socialist (PSOE) chief Pedro Sanchez, the 43-year-

old economist who only last year took over a party
still reeling from its 2011 defeat, has promised to rein-
state the rights of workers and immigrants he says
have been trampled on.

Ciudadanos chief Rivera, who at 36 is the
youngest of the four main party leaders, wants “rea-
sonable change” and pledges to do away with pre-
cocity in the workplace. But the question mark of the
elections remains Podemos, whose pony-tailed, 37-
year-old leader Pablo Iglesias is now a household
name.

Seen as running out of steam just months ago, the
party appears to be gaining ground again thanks to
Iglesias‘s down-to-earth appeal and his move away
from the more radical, far-left ideals Podemos once
espoused. So much so that polls suggest Podemos
may even replace the long-standing Socialists as the
country’s main left-wing party. “These years were hor-
rible but they had one good outcome: that lots of
people became interested in politics,” said Jonathan
Pozo, 27, after voting for Podemos in L’Hospitalet de
Llobregat. — AFP 

Spain votes in landmark polls,
that may end two-party grip 
Most closely-fought contests in modern history

NAIROBI:  Burundi’s government said yester-
day it would not agree to the deployment of
African Union (AU) peacekeepers, warning
that they would be seen as “an invasion force”.
The announcement came a day after the 54-
member bloc said it would send a 5,000-
strong force to halt spiraling violence in the
tiny central African country as fears grow that
it is rapidly sliding towards civil war. 

It gave the government in Bujumbura a
four-day deadline to agree to the offer, but
warned it would send troops anyway.
“Burundi is clear on the matter: it is not ready
to accept an AU force on its territory,” deputy
presidential spokesman Jean-Claude Karerwa
said. “If AU troops came without the govern-
ment’s approval, it would be an invasion and
occupation force, and the Burundi govern-

ment would reserve the right to act accord-
ingly.”

Burundi has so far dismissed proposals for
any peacekeeping force on its territory and
Karerwa said any such move by the AU would
have to be approved by the UN Security
Council.  “The Burundi government believes
the AU resolution cannot be automatically
applied and must first be endorsed by the UN
Security Council,” he said. 

The Security Council late Saturday urged
all Burundian stakeholders to cooperate with
the proposed African Union peacekeeping
mission. It condemned violence on all sides
and the “persistence of impunity, as well as of
the inflammatory statements made by
Burundian political leaders”. The standoff
comes as international alarm grows over soar-

ing unrest in Burundi where at least 87 peo-
ple were killed on December 11 in a crack-
down by security forces after an attack on
three military bases. Many of the dead were
youths who were shot dead by the security
forces. 

‘Arbitrary killings’ 
Burundi has been in crisis since April,

when President Pierre Nkurunziza began
seeking a third term in a move that even
some in his own camp judged unconstitu-
tional. The situation deteriorated when
Nkurunziza was re-elected in July in a poll
that was boycotted by the opposition. The
country has since spiraled into violence and
there are fears in the international communi-
ty this could deteriorate into genocide. 

In a strongly-worded statement issued on
Saturday, the AU said it would “take additional
measures” to ensure the new force’s deploy-
ment. It underlined its determination “to take
all appropriate measures against any party or
actor... who would impede the implementa-
tion of the present decision”.

The announcement came two days after
the bloc’s Peace and Security Council met
over the crisis and agreed it would not allow
“another genocide” on African soil. No details
have been given about which countries
might send troops-or when they would be
deployed. The AU has urged talks with its
members including regional countries in the
AU’s East African Standby Force (EASF) “to
generate the troops and police elements
needed to quickly reach the authorized

strength”. The 10-nation EASF includes
Burundi itself, and is one of five AU regional
bodies with a mandate to boost “peace and
security”. It has never deployed and is current-
ly a force in principle only. AU rights investiga-
tors last week returned from a fact-finding
mission to Burundi expressing “great concern”
after witnessing some of the heaviest fighting
in the troubled country for months. 

The AU team said it had reports of
“arbitrary killings and targeted assassina-
tions” as well as arrests, detentions and
torture. Karerwa said both chambers of
the national parliament would hold an
extraordinary meeting on Monday to
debate the African Union move, adding
that “Burundi always reaches out to the
international community”. — AFP 
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Burundi rejects AU’s peacekeeping force

EXETER: Republican presidential can-
didate Chris Christie says it’s time for
voters to start getting serious about
the election as they head into the new
year. The New Jersey governor
returned to New Hampshire Saturday
to kick off a four-day bus tour across
the early-voting state, where he’s been
drawing new interest and gaining in
polls.

“It’s game time,” Christie told a
crowd of supporters gathered in an
Exeter automotive garage, where he
made a dramatic entrance in a new sil-
ver bus, emblazoned with his name
and tagline, as the theme song from
Star Wars played. “I’ve had a fun sum-
mer and fall. It’s been incredibly enter-
taining,” said Christie, running through
a list of rivals that includes senators,
current and former governors, and “a
real character” - a shot at billionaire
businessman and reality TV personali-
ty Donald Trump. But now, Christie
said, “Show time is over. It’s time to
pick a president. We’re not picking a
legislator-in-chief. We’re not picking an
entertainer-in-chief. We’re not casting
a TV show. This is real.”

Christie, once seen as a top GOP
contender, had struggled early on to
stand out in a crowded field that
includes former Gov. Jeb Bush and
Sen. Marco Rubio of Florida as well as
Trump, who has been sucking up
most of the oxygen in the race. But
Christie has earned new attention
from voters following the attacks in
Paris and San Bernardino and after

several well-regarded debate show-
ings.

Tested leader 
Christie painted himself Saturday

as a tested leader with executive expe-
rience many of his rivals lack. He sin-
gled out two senators in the race -
Rubio and Texas Sen Ted Cruz - criticiz-
ing Rubio for missing Friday’s year-end
budget vote. “I mean, Senator Rubio,
listen, if you’re going to say you’re
opposed to something, how about
showing up to work and voting no?”

Christie asked in Exeter.
“He didn’t go to work!” Christie con-

tinued at an evening town hall in
Bedford. Christie has faced criticism in
New Jersey for the time he’s spent out
of state. Rubio’s spokesman said in a
statement Friday that the senator was
campaigning in Iowa.  “Marco has con-
sistently voted against those sorts of
bills, but the truth is that it’s not going
to change until we elect a new presi-
dent,” spokesman Alex Conant said.
“That’s why Marco is meeting voters in
Iowa today.”

Christie also mocked his “buddy”
Cruz for talking a tough game by
threatening to carpet-bomb Syria
while backing the USA Freedom Act,
which ended the NSA’s bulk collection
of phone records. “That’s really tough
talk,” Christie said. “Except this year,
when it came time to decide whether
we were going to give our intelligence
community all the tools they needed
to protect us against terrorism, Sen
Cruz voted to weaken America, to
make America more vulnerable. He
decided that it was more important to
score political points than it was to
protect the American people.”

Cruz argued during the last GOP
debate that the current system is bet-
ter than the one under the old Patriot
Act because it includes cellphone
records. Christie, who was marking his
53rd day in the state, went on to com-
pare his rivals to shiny new cars, saying
they that haven’t proven themselves
as he has as a prosecutor who took
office not long after the 9/11 attacks
and as New Jersey’s governor during
Superstorm Sandy.

“I’m the old truck in the race, every-
body,” said Christie, who argued he
would be most prepared to take on
Democratic front-runner Hillary
Clinton if she wins. “You want that old
truck on stage, you want the truck that
can go forward and go in reverse no
matter how much mud she throws,
because she’s going to be throwing
the mud, you know it, that’s the
Clinton playbook,” he said. — AP 

Christie says ‘show time’ 
over in New Hampshire

EXETER: Republican presidential candidate New Jersey Gov
Chris Christie shakes hands with potential supporters as his
wife Mary Pat watches during a campaign stop. — AP 

KOPER: Slovenians were yesterday voting in a ref-
erendum on whether to allow the largely-Catholic
EU member state to become Europe’s first ex-
communist country to allow same-sex marriage.
Polling stations opened promptly at 7:00am (0600
GMT), although hardly anyone could be seen
coming to vote in the first hour, an AFP corre-
spondent in the southwestern port city of Koper
said.  More than 1.7 million people are registered
to cast their ballots on the issue which has stoked
heated debate in this former Yugoslav republic. In
March, Slovenia’s parliament approved legislation
redefining marriage as a “union of two” instead of
being a “union of a man and a woman”, granting
homosexual couples the same rights as their het-
erosexual counterparts, including the right to
adopt children. But opponents immediately
launched a campaign to reverse the changes,
meaning the legislation never came into force
and no same-sex couples were able to tie the
knot.  

A group called “Children Are At Stake” man-
aged to gather the 40,000 signatures necessary to
force a referendum on the matter.  “I voted yes.
Love is love, regardless of everything,” said a 24-
year-old woman called Ida. Another voter said he
was also in favor of the changes, but argued that
putting the matter to a referendum was a waste
of public money. “It should be experts or the gov-
ernment deciding about this. They should not
leave it to us,” said Vojko, a pensioner.  “This is
throwing money away. Of course I’m for it, but if it
turns out to be a ‘no’, the world will laugh at us.”
But the issue has divided this country with a pop-
ulation of around two million. On the wall of a
church centre near the polling, someone had
scrawled a question. “Would you take a homosex-
ual donor’s blood to save your child?” it read. 

‘Marriage yes, adoption no’ 
Another pensioner said that while gay cou-

ples should be given equality as far as marriage
was concerned, that should not include the right
to adopt children. “They are people like us, they
should be given all rights, but not (the right to
adopt) children,” said a 76-year-old woman called
Ema.  “It has to end with a ‘no’.”

Ahead of the vote debate has been heated,
and even Pope Francis has waded in, urging
Slovenians to stand up for traditional family val-
ues. Speaking to a group of pilgrims, he said he
encouraged “everyone, especially those with
public responsibility, to support the family, a
structural reference point for the life of society.”

A final poll released by state television on
Friday gave the “No” vote 55.5 percent support,
with a projected turnout of 46 percent. In order
for the result to be valid, the winning side must
include at least 20 percent of eligible voters.
Other surveys have indicated a tighter result,
however. If the “No” vote prevails, then the civil
code will be changed back, although existing
legislation, which allows registered civil partner-
ships but not the adoption of children, will
remain in force. This is not the first such referen-
dum on the subject, with Slovenian voters reject-
ing gay marriage in an earlier plebiscite in 2012,
although turnout was low. Polls close at 9:00 pm,
with preliminary results are expected shortly
afterwards. 

Genderless marriage ? 
Slovenia has long been ahead of its peers,

joining the EU back in 2004 — nine years before
neighbour Croatia-and the Euro-zone in 2007 as
its first ex-communist member, but its society
retains a strong traditionalist streak. President
Borut Pahor and Prime Minister Miro Cerar’s rul-
ing Modern Centre Party (SMC) support the “Yes”
camp, saying gay marriage would eliminate dis-
crimination and grant equal rights to all citizens
in the two-million-strong country. — AFP 

Slovenians vote in gay 
marriage referendum

LEEUWARDEN: Seven-month-old Adam’s
nights are restless. The din and chatter of 600
other asylum seekers sharing a “camp” in the
north of the Netherlands keeps this youngest
resident awake, and his parents anxious.
“Home”-their fifth in three months-is a flimsy
plywood cubicle they occupy with two other
Iraqi families in a cavernous exhibition centre-
turned-shelter. But there is no door, no ceiling-
and no chance for more sleep when the huge
white lights go on each day at 7:00 am. 

“This isn’t life. How can I explain it?” says
Adam’s 27-year-old father Ahmad. “It’s like a bird
in a cage. It eats and drinks but it’s not happy.”
All is a far cry from the vision that kept Ahmad
and his hazel-eyed wife Alia, 26, going as they
trod, baby in sling, the migrant route to Europe
last September, with a team of AFP journalists
in tow. Three months on, they feel trapped in a
labyrinth of sluggish, soulless administrative
steps-though the joy of watching Adam grow
out of harm’s way encourages their patience.
“Our journey is not over,” says Ahmad, sitting on
the edge of his unmade bed. The boy can
almost stand, and he can now say “Mama, Baba”.
His playfulness is a welcome break both for his
parents and some fellow asylum seekers, who
like Ahmad and Alia left all behind.

Feeling unwanted 
The young Iraqi owned an upscale garment

shop in Baghdad. Now, like the others in the
shelter, he has to wear a blue plastic bracelet
when he goes out to identify him as a “camp”
resident. “We still don’t know what fate has in
store for us ... whether or not we will have a resi-
dence permit,” he says.

Ahmad understands the Netherlands is
“crowded” with a record number of asylum
requests, but he can’t shake the fear that Dutch
authorities may one day send them back to
Iraq.  He also worries that attitudes towards
refugees have changed since the deadly Paris
attacks. “People used to say hello to us on the

street, they used to welcome us. Now they don’t
any more,” he says. His family’s situation mirrors
that of hundreds of thousands of others,
uncomfortably accommodated by over-
whelmed European authorities who have com-
mandeered sports halls and other civic build-
ings.

Nearly a million people fleeing war and mis-
ery reached Europe’s shores this year. When
Ahmad and Alia survived a bomb attack in
Baghdad in 2014, they too decided to risk all
and crossed the Aegean Sea this summer.
Through seven countries in as many days at the
peak of the migrant crisis, they slept rough in
the Balkans, dodged arrest and handed smug-
glers their life savings — 9,000 euros ($10,000)
— to have a chance at life in Europe. 

Their goal was the Netherlands, where they
have family in Utrecht, a city whose picturesque
setting is far from the makeshift shelters they’ve
passed through before they were assigned to
Leeuwarden, a town of some 100,000 residents
where they arrived on October 16.  It took
authorities five weeks to register the couple’s
asylum request. “I felt that the Netherlands
didn’t want us, like it was telling us to leave,” said
Ahmad. With 54,000 requests registered in 2015
by mid-November, the authorities concede they
are overwhelmed.  “We have a backlog, and that
sometimes causes friction,” says Alet
Bowmeester, spokeswoman for the Central
Agency for the Reception of Asylum Seekers. 

Breaking the routine 
With little to do but wait, the couple look for

ways to lift their spirits. “Every morning, my
friends and I get together in a room that we
have assigned as the make-up room. We go
there to get dressed, put on make up and do
our hair,” says Alia, who still bears scars on her
face from the 2014 bombing. Once a week the
family goes to Mouni, a kebab restaurant in the
heart of Leeuwarden that is popular among
refugees. — AFP 

Across Europe, refugees cling 
to hope in temporary homes

LEEUWARDEN: Iraqi refugees Ahmad, his wife Alia and their baby Adam
get ready in their bedroom, shared with other refugees, at a temporary
refugee center. — AFP


