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DAVOS: France said yesterday that a British
exit from the European Union would be a
tragedy, but warned that Britain’s demands for
reform could not be met at any price. British
Prime Minister David Cameron has said he
wants a deal on his EU reform demands by
February so that he can campaign to stay in the
bloc ahead of a referendum on membership,
which he has promised to hold by the end of
2017.

A British EU exit would be “a very bad
thing,” French Prime Minister Manuel Valls told
reporters at an annual gathering of billionaires
and political leaders in the snow-blanketed
Swiss ski resort of Davos, where discussions
have turned to the spectre of a so-called Brexit.

“There needs to be a deal, but not at any
price,” the French prime minister said.

“Anything that allows us to simplify the
organization of Europe, yes.  Anything that
throws into doubt the foundations of the
European project or the eurozone, no.” Valls’
rather downbeat assessment contrasted with
more positive noises from his German and
Dutch counterparts in Davos yesterday.
Cameron’s most hotly contested proposal is a
four-year ban on top-up benefits for EU
migrants working in Britain, which critics say is
discriminatory and threatens freedom of

movement in the EU.
The British leader, who is to speak at Davos

later in the day, also wants the EU to give
Britain safeguards against more political inte-
gration, to protect countries that do not use
the euro currency and to boost economic com-
petitiveness.

Threat of European split 
The French premier said the EU faced multi-

ple pressures including from terrorism, refugee
flows and the risk of a British exit, “which could
lead to a fracturing of the European project,
and not in a few years or decades, but in the
next few months”. Valls said the British leader is
unlikely to win over fellow EU leaders by the
time of their February 18-19 summit in
Brussels, at which France will be represented
by President Francois Hollande.

Negotiations on London’s demands only
started a short time ago, Valls said, though he
still hoped a solution could be found in
February. During a debate at Davos, Valls said it
would be a “tragedy” if Britain were to leave
the EU.

In Paris, Hollande said he would be “particu-
larly vigilant” during talks with Britain to ensure
the eurozone was not affected. “The British
government has made its demands... nothing

is insurmountable so long as the founding
principles of the union are preserved,”
Hollande told a gathering of French ambassa-
dors.

A European Union spokesman in Brussels
said the “clear intention” was to strike a deal
with London in the February meeting and no
other summit had been scheduled.

Top European officials say a deal is still pos-
sible by then. Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte,
whose country holds the bloc’s rotating presi-
dency, said in the same debate in Davos that
he was “fairly optimistic” of a positive outcome
at the February summit.

‘It would be a disaster’ 
“I am convinced that during the council in

February we will reach a fair deal with Britain
and a fair deal for the 27 others,” European
Commission head Jean-Claude Juncker told a
news conference in Strasbourg the previous
day.

Germany warned of the danger a Brexit
would present to the EU. “I hope that the
British will stay in Europe and with us,” German
Finance Minister Wolfgang Schaeuble said in
Davos.

“It would be a disaster otherwise,” he said.
—AFP

EU must avoid British exit, 
not at any price: France

Threat of European split looms large

LE MANS: Drivers are stuck in a traffic jam on the highway as French farmers block the access to Le Mans to
protest against falling prices of dairy and meat products yesterday in Le Mans, north western France. The
sign reads: “Le Foll you are mad, so we are blocking. —AFP

Danish migrant bill 
under fire at UN

GENEVA: The UN’s top human rights body took Denmark to task
yesterday that its treatment of asylum seekers, with diplomats
voicing alarm over rising xenophobia and a plan to seize valu-
ables from migrants.

In the Human Rights Council’s first review of Denmark’s rights
record since 2011, a number of the 87 country representatives
who took the floor decried the Scandinavian country’s recent
tightening of its migration policies as it struggles to deal with
record numbers of asylum seekers.

US representative Keith Harper was among those who voiced
alarm over a bill expected to pass through the Danish parliament
allowing the confiscation of migrants’ valuables, among other
measures. “We note with concern the bill pending in the Danish
parliament that would permit the Danish authorities to search the
belongings of asylum seekers and seize cash and certain objects
of value,” he told the council.

Egyptian representative Mohamed Elmolla also blasted the
bill, stressing that “confiscating valuable belongings to cover
refugees’ expenses (is) in clear violation of their rights under the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights.”

Gross misunderstandings 
But Danish Foreign Minister Kristian Jensen insisted the inter-

national outcry over the bill was due to “gross misunderstand-
ings.” “The Danish welfare state is based upon the very simple
principle that the state will provide and pay for those unable to
take care of themselves, not for those who are able,” he told the
council.

“This simple principle applies for Danes seeking unemploy-
ment benefits, as well as to asylum seekers,” he said, explaining
the reasoning behind the plan to seize asylum seekers’ cash
exceeding 10,000 kroner (1,340 euros, $1,450), as well as any indi-
vidual items valued at more than 10,000 kroner to help pay for
their housing and benefits during the asylum process.

Wedding rings and other items of sentimental value are
exempt, he stressed. In Copenhagen yesterday, the Danish law-
makers gave a final nod to the bill, guaranteeing that Prime
Minister Lars Lokke Rasmussen’s minority right-wing government
will win a January 26 parliamentary vote.

In Geneva, diplomats also raised concerns about other aspects
of the bill, including measures making it harder for some asylum
seekers to obtain family reunifications and residency permits.

And many decried a perceived increase in xenophobic and
racist discourse in Denmark.

Veronika Bard, representing neighboring Sweden voiced
understanding over the challenges Denmark was facing, but said
her country was “concerned about the tendency of public dis-
course in Denmark to be prejudiced towards migrants, some-
times even amounting to hate speech.” —AFP

Protest in Moldova
after premier 
hastily sworn 

CHISINAU: At least 8,000 people protested in the Moldovan
capital yesterday against the appointment of Prime Minister
Pavel Filip, whose hasty swearing-in ceremony at midnight
also prompted a government spokesman to resign.
Parliament appointed Filip in hopes of ending months of
political stalemate after the previous government was top-
pled in a no-confidence vote in October.

But the move has caused a backlash from opposition law-
makers and prompted a series of protests from citizens
unhappy with Filip’s close ties to a prominent oligarch. There
is widespread anger at Moldova’s ruling elites after a $1 bil-
lion banking fraud plunged the country into crisis last year.

The repeated protests threaten to derail Filip’s chances of
running a stable government, at a time when Moldova sees
its economy sinking and is trying to negotiate new funding
from overseas lenders, including the International Monetary
Fund.

“I don’t see the advantages of Filip’s government and
there are lots of minuses. He was approved without any
public support,” said analyst Nicolai Tveatkov. “(The govern-
ment) is temporary and one cannot speak of achieving polit-
ical stability.” A small of group of demonstrators broke into
the parliament building on Wednesday demanding new
elections, clashing with riot police. Underscoring the sense
of chaos, the spokesman of President Nicolae Timofti later
resigned. —Reuters

INCIRLIK, Turkey:  German Defence
Minister Ursula von der Leyen yesterday
visited a contingent of German troops
stationed at a Turkish air base as part of
the coalition to defeat Islamic State (IS),
hailing their contribution in the fight
against the jihadists in Syria.

Six German Tornado reconnaissance

planes have been carrying out flights
since January 8 from the Incirlik base in
southern Turkey, as well as an Airbus
refuelling plane. Von der Leyen told
reporters at the base that the Tornados
had already carried out over 30 flights,
while the tanker plane had flown 40
times to supply German but also French,

British and Italian planes.  
“It’s very good that the contingent has

set itself up so quickly,” said Van der
Leyen. “The reconnaissance results that
the Tornados deliver are of an extraordi-
narily high quality,” she said. “We are thus
making our contribution to thwarting the
expansion of IS.” —AFP

German minister hails Berlin’s help in fight against IS


