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ATHENS: Greece launches debate on a
contentious pension reform plan in par-
liament today, the opening salvo of
what may be the toughest test yet of
Prime Minister Alexis Tsipras’s staying
power at the helm of Europe’s most
indebted nation. Juggling a fragile
majority of just three seats in parlia-
ment, Tsipras, elected a year ago, is likely
to mount a staunch defence of his plans
for a pensions system which could face
collapse without radical cutbacks.

The intricacies of how to cut 1.8 bil-
lion euros ($1.95 billion) off the pension
bill this year will not be addressed today,
though it will give Greek politicians an
opportunity for political jousting in a
highly fractious parliament. But with
farmers on the streets threatening mass
blockades and nationwide walkouts
scheduled for Feb 4, Tsipras’s govern-

ment has been at pains to stress it is try-
ing to rectify the shortcomings of previ-
ous governments.

“We have done everything possible
to keep the present pension levels
intact, and create a system based on
equality and social justice,” Tsipras told
crowds of supporters during a rally
marking a year in power on Sunday
night. The total annual pension bill is
about 28.5 billion euros.  Greeks’ pension
payments have already been reduced
about a dozen times - about 30 percent
on average since the country’s financial
crisis erupted in 2010.

Greek government officials say formal
debate on pension reform is likely to
take place in February. The leftist-led
coalition has signalled it could soften
some measures for sectors being hit
hardest as it takes the pulse of public

sentiment while awaiting approval of its
plans from lenders.

But Greeks, fed up seeing their
incomes shrink as the taxes pile up, fear
that their future is bleak.

“This new pension reform plan is an
Armageddon,” Panos Papanikolaou, a
neurosurgeon, told reporters outside
the labor ministry during a protest by
doctors yesterday. 

OPPOSITION SHORT SHRIFT
Opposition parties have promised to

reject the reforms proposed by the left-
ist premier, who came to power pledg-
ing to end the belt-tightening mandated
by international lenders but was forced
to sign up to a third bailout in July.

“Society cannot withstand new taxes.
Nor will it permit the demolition of the
social security system and the pension

cutbacks,” the Socialist PASOK party said
in a statement.

The conservative New Democracy
party, which recent polls have suggested
is marginally leading Syriza in polls, says
it will  vote against the cuts that it
describes as the outgrowth of the gov-
ernment’s policies. “The government’s
plan, which has sparked all this social
reaction, is the price Greeks must pay for
its wrong decisions and failed policies,”
New Democracy spokesman George
Koumoutsakos told Reuters. “We will
reject it.”

Pension reform is a key topic for the
first review of Greece’s third bailout,
which its leftist-led coalition wants to
conclude swiftly so that it can open talks
on long-term debt relief.

Government officials have suggested
their final draft of proposed reforms will

be submitted to parliament after consul-
tations with the European Union and
International Monetary Fund mission
reviewing Greece’s bailout progress.

The creditors’ technical teams arrived
in Greece last week to collect fiscal data
and information about the pension
reform, but there was no fixed date for
the return of the EU/IMF mission chiefs,
known in Athens as “the quartet”.
Government officials and a source close
to the lenders said they were likely to
return by Friday or next week depend-
ing on how much headway the technical
teams make on the ground. Last week,
Tsipras held meetings with European
Central Bank chief Mario Draghi and IMF
Director Christine Lagarde at the annual
World Economic Forum in Davos to dis-
cuss the review and underline Greece’s
will to conclude it. —Reuters 
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AMSTERDAM: Amnesty International activists hold a protest against the ongoing migrant crisis with a boat filled with mannequins wearing life
vests outside the Maritime Museum in Amsterdam, during an informal meeting of EU Justice and Home Affairs ministers at the Maritime
Museum. —AFP

AMSTERDAM: European Union interior minis-
ters urged Greece yesterday to do more to con-
trol the influx of migrants, some threatening to
have it excluded from the continent’s prized
passport-free travel zone as the crisis increasing-
ly divides bloc members. Greece was the main
gateway to Europe for more than a million
refugees and migrants who reached the EU last
year. It has been criticized for a failure to control
the flow of arrivals, which has shown little sign
of easing over the winter.

Some member states said Athens must deliv-
er on obligations to alleviate the crisis, which has
put the passport-free Schengen zone - hailed by
many as the greatest achievement of European
integration - on the verge of collapse.

“If we cannot protect the external EU border,
the Greek-Turkish border, then the Schengen
external border will move towards central
Europe,” said Austria’s Interior Minister Interior
Minister Johanna Mikl-Leitner. “Greece must
increase its resources as soon as possible and
accept help,” she said. The EU has taken various
steps to give cash-strapped Athens financial
assistance to deal with the crisis, but many
member states believe Athens is not using that
enough. Of five registration “hotspot” centres
due to be set up for migrants arriving in Greece,
only one is running so far.

Overwhelmed by the influx, Greek law
enforcement officials have often let migrants
through deeper into Europe rather than keep
them on Greek soil for proper registration - the
first necessary step agreed by the EU before
people can move further.

Athens says the numbers are impossible to
manage and accuses the other 27 EU states of
not offering the right help and not taking
migrants from Greece they had committed to
move. Greek migration minister Yannis Mouzalas
denounced the threat of Schengen exclusion as
“blame game”. Athens’ public order minister
Nikos Toskas said sometimes only several miles
separated the Greek and the Turkish border
meandering between small islands in the
Aegean sea where the refugees travel on small,
easily capsizeable boats.

“It is very difficult to stop small boats com-
ing... except sinking or shooting them, which is
against our European values and Greek values
and we will not do that,” he said.

Temporary controls
The Schengen zone comprises 26 states,

most of which are also EU members. Germany,
France, Austria and Sweden are among several
countries that have introduced temporary bor-
der checks as they struggle to control the flow of
people. “Speaking about timetables, it’s already
too late. We have seven countries with border
controls,” Sweden’s interior minister Anders
Ygeman told Reuters.

He said migrant registration centres need to
start functioning in Greece and Italy as planned.

“In the end, if a country doesn’t live up to its
obligations, we will have to restrict its connec-
tions to the Schengen area.” Excluding Greece

would require applying Article 26 of the
Schengen code that allows temporary border
controls within Schengen for up to two years.

Germany, main destination for refugees and
migrants fleeing war and poverty in the Middle
East and Africa, hopes a November deal agreed
with Turkey will mean fewer migrants arrive in
Greece. But it is yet to bear fruit.

Greek officials said other EU countries had
been too slow in providing everything from
funds and border guards, to finger-printing
equipment, ambulances and beds.

They criticised the states that reintroduced
border controls inside Schengen.

“It’s one thing to understand that a country is
in panic, is afraid and closing borders. And it’s
another issue to accept that the European crisis
will be a humanitarian crisis in Greece with thou-
sands of trapped refugees and migrants,”
Mouzalas said

European Union countries have asked the

bloc’s executive to prepare for the extension of
temporary border controls within the Schengen
free-travel zone for up to two years, Dutch
Migration Minister Klaas Dijkhoff said yesterday.

Struggling to control Europe’s worst migra-
tion crisis in decades, some Schengen countries
have reintroduced controls on the area’s internal
borders. “Currently, the temporary border meas-
ures can be taken only for a limited period of six
months. But the unprecedented influx of asylum
seekers, which compelled member states to take
these measures nationally, have not decreased
yet,” Dijkhoff, who chaired the EU ministerial
meeting in Amsterdam, told a news conference.

“So member states invited the (European)
Commission to prepare the legal and practical
basis for the continuance of temporary border
measures through Article 26 of the Schengen
border code,” he said of the an article that allows
to have controls at internal borders in place for
up to two years. —Reuters
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YAOUNDE, Cameroon: Four suicide
bombers attacked a market and town yes-
terday in Cameroon’s Far North region near
the border with Nigeria, killing at least 28
people and wounding 65 others, officials
said. Two attackers targeted the market in
Bodo and two others detonated explosives
in town, said the region’s Governor
Midjiyawa Bakari. The wounded have been
taken to hospitals in Kousseri, he said.

“We have information the four bombers
came from Nigeria. We are investigating
where they spent the night before attack-
ing the market,” said Bakari. A Cameroon
troop commander, Gen. Jacob Kodji, con-
firmed the attack and said Nigeria’s Islamic
extremist group Boko Haram are suspected.
He said some accomplices may still be in
hiding. “We have deployed soldiers to the

area to assist the local defense group
because we are informed a few fighters may
have escorted them (the bombers) to
Cameroon from Nigeria,” he said. Suicide
bombers are suspected to be crossing the
border from Nigeria to stage their attacks,
killing dozens in the region in the last
month, officials said. On Jan. 18 a 14-year-
old suicide bomber attacked a mosque in
the region last week, killing four, in the fifth
attack on a mosque in Cameroon in less
than a month. The Islamic militants began
stepping up attacks early last year on neigh-
boring Cameroon, Niger and Chad, coun-
tries contributing in efforts to crush Boko
Haram. Boko Haram’s six-year insurgency
has killed about 20,000 people and dis-
placed 2.3 million,  according to Amnesty
International and the United Nations. — AP
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Ex-president Nasheed unsure 
whether to return to Maldives
LONDON: Former president Mohamed
Nasheed said he had not yet decided
whether to return to the Maldives at a press
conference Monday in London, where he has
travelled for medical treatment.

Flanked by his legal team including Amal
Clooney, Nasheed said he would need to con-
sult on his next move, quoting British punk
band The Clash to explain his position. “I
know the question you all want to ask is will I
go back. This has been more eloquently
answered by The Clash in 1982 when I was
doing my A-Levels-

‘Should I Stay Or Should I Go?’” Nasheed,
who was educated in Britain, told reporters.
But he added: “Let me be clear. I will go to the
Maldives. I will definitely go to the Maldives,
there is no doubt about that. But only the
question is how and when.”

Nasheed, 48, arrived in London on
Thursday after being granted 30 days of
leave from the Maldives for spinal cord sur-
gery in a deal brokered by Sri Lanka, India
and former colonial power Britain.

He and his lawyers visited 10 Downing
Street on Saturday, where Prime Minister
David Cameron pledged support. Nasheed
became the first democratically-elected presi-
dent of the Maldives in 2008 and served for
four years before he was toppled in what he
called a coup backed by the military and
police.

Last year, he was sentenced to 13 years in

jail on terrorism charges. Clooney, who is
married to Hollywood film star George
Clooney, argued for “urgent” targeted sanc-
tions against figures in the Maldives govern-
ment allegedly responsible for human rights
abuses, including asset freezes in the
European Union and US and travel bans.

“Sanctions can work, especially those cas-
es of targeted, smart sanctions,” she added.
Nasheed’s release had come about as a “direct
result of the threat of sanctions”, said another
one of his lawyers, Jared Genser.

Shortly before the packed press confer-
ence, the Maldives government hit out at
Nasheed, accusing him of using his prison
leave for publicity purposes. “It is now clear
the former president has been disingenuous
at best, and misleading at worst, in seeking
medical leave in the UK,” foreign minister
Dunya Maumoon said in a statement. 

“The government acted in good faith in
allowing Mr Nasheed to travel abroad for
treatment. Yet it is now clear his primary goal
was to court publicity in the United Kingdom.
This is not medical leave, but media leave.”
Nasheed also criticised lawyer Cherie Blair,
wife of Britain’s former prime minister Tony
Blair, for advising the Maldives government, a
decision which has drawn controversy in
Britain’s media. 

“It’s very sad that she got the wrong end
of the stick, read the story wrong and
dropped this catch,” he said. — AFP

LONDON: Cecil Parkinson, who held senior
posts in the British government under
Margaret Thatcher until forced to resign
amid a sex scandal, has died. He was 84.
Parkinson’s family said he died Friday after
a long battle with cancer. Parkinson served
former Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher in
a number of senior positions.  He managed
the Conservative Party’s successful 1983
election campaign and became a trusted
confidant of Thatcher.

He was made Secretar y of  State for
Trade and Industry but stepped down after

it was revealed that he had got his former
secretary pregnant. She claimed he had
promised to marry his and that he had
pressured her to have an abortion, but she
refused.

Thatcher brought him back to another
Cabinet post four years later but by then
his career had peaked and was widely
viewed as in decline. Parkinson served in
the House of Lords until he retired last year
after he became ill. He began his career in
Parliament in 1970 and also had a success-
ful career in business. — AP
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Asylum seeker wristbands at 
UK center spark outrage

LONDON: Asylum seekers will no longer have
to wear wristbands to claim food at a centre in
Britain, its management announced yesterday,
after the practice sparked outcry and compar-
isons with Nazi Germany. Clearsprings, a com-
pany contracted to house asylum seekers on
behalf of the British government, said the sys-
tem had been in place since May last year as a
way of distinguishing what meals people were
entitled to. “As in numerous such establish-
ments where large numbers of people are
being provided with services, wristbands are
considered to be one of the most reliable and
effective ways of guaranteeing delivery,” the
company said in a statement. “We are always
reviewing the way we supply our services and
have decided to cease the use of wristbands.” It
followed an outcry by campaigners after the
practice at the Lynx House centre in Cardiff in
Wales was revealed in a report by newspaper
The Guardian. “It harks back to the Nazi regime
with people being forced to wear a Star of
David and stand out,” said Hannah Wharf, poli-

cy officer of the Welsh Refugee Council.
“It’s absolutely appalling, it is treating peo-

ple like lesser beings. It is treating them like
animals lining up to feed.” Jo Stevens, the jus-
tice spokeswoman for the opposition Labour
party, said that she would raise the issue in
parliament. Eric Ngalle, 36, who spent a month
in Lynx House before being granted refugee
status, told The Guardian that asylum seekers
were identifiable to locals due to the wrist-
bands, which made them targets for abuse.
“Sometimes drivers would see our wristbands,
start honking their horns and shout out of the
window, ‘Go back to your country,’” Ngalle told
the Guardian, describing the bands as “the gar-
ments of an outcast”. “If you take off the wrist-
band you can’t reseal it back on to your wrist
so if you want to eat you have to wear it all the
time,” he added. It follows a similar controversy
in the northeast of England, where asylum
seekers said they were targeted for abuse
because the front doors of their homes were
painted red by a private contractor. —AFP

ATHENS: An Iraqi girl tries to warm up as she waits with her family at the Athens’ port of
Piraeus for buses that will take them to the Greek-Macedonian border yesterday. —AP


