
HETTSTEDT: In this May 30, 2016 picture migrants sit in their home for asylum seekers. — AP 

HETTSTEDT: Nestled in the foothills of
Germany’s Harz mountains, Hettstedt has
many points of pride: idyllic surroundings, a
history dating back nearly 1,000 years and a
traditional copper industry that brought
ages of prosperity and prestige.

What the town doesn’t have, if predic-
tions prove true, is a future. Hettstedt has
been hemorrhaging residents since commu-
nism collapsed in East Germany 26 years
ago, stoking economic competition and giv-
ing young people newfound freedom to
travel in search of adventure and opportuni-
ty. Where once 20,000 people lived, only
15,000 remain today, with the loss of anoth-
er 5,000 forecast in the coming decade.

The man who hopes to reverse this
demographic decline is Hettstedt’s mayor,
a jovial 38-year-old lawyer with a radical
idea: Why not take advantage of the influx
of migrants to Germany and settle some of
them here? “I see this as a huge chance,
that through migration we can become
more open-minded, but also fill the skills
gaps,” Danny Kavalier said in an interview
at his office overlooking the medieval
town square.

But Kavalier’s idea is sensitive in a region
with few foreigners and strong anti-immi-
grant sentiment. In March, a fledgling
nationalist party called Alternative for
Germany received more than 30 percent of
votes in the region, reflecting hostility to
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s refugee policy
that permitted almost 1.1 million asylum-
seekers to arrive last year.

Conflict of beliefs 
The 3-year-old party argues that the

country can’t integrate hundreds of thou-
sands of Muslims because their traditions
and beliefs conflict with German values. “I
think it’s a bit narrow-minded to think you
can preserve Hettstedt as a town solely with
refugees,” said Jens Diederichs, a regional
lawmaker for Alternative for Germany, who
favors increasing state incentives for families
to have children. “We should do more for
our own children and youth.”

Kavalier, mayor since 2011, says the
departure of thousands of young
Hettstedters in the early 1990s caused last-
ing damage to the birth rate and workforce

in a town where the average age today is
approaching 50. Local employers already
complain they can’t recruit enough appren-
tices, and bigger labor supply problems
loom with much of the workforce poised for
retirement within the coming decade. The
mayor says he’s realistic about the pace of
social change that locals should be expected
to accept. With 233 asylum-seekers currently
resident, he says the arrival of 10 to 15 for-
eign families a year would best enliven the
town’s prospects again.

One of those seeking acceptance is
Rawad Younes, a 33-year-old electrician
from the Syrian coastal city of Latakia. He
came to Germany seven months ago and
lives in a shelter for asylum-seekers on the
edge of Hettstedt. “First of all I want to
learn perfect German,” he said shyly, dis-
playing a passable command of the lan-
guage already. “And then I want to find
work in my profession.”

When asked about Syrians’ experiences
in Germany, Younes switched to Arabic. “We
find it difficult here, difficult to make
German friends,” he said. “There is a certain
perception of refugees that’s kind of difficult
to deal with. We don’t know what will
become of us. Maybe things will get better
for refugees. But the most difficult thing we
face here is integrating with Germans.”

Younes noted that some Germans
appeared unwelcoming to migrants
“because they feel (they) already have
enough problems.” Anti-immigrant feeling
in Hettstedt has swelled on social media,
with some locals complaining of the costs of
providing housing and food aid. Kavalier, a
member of Merkel’s Christian Democratic
Union, is countering such criticism by mak-
ing a case grounded in morality and eco-
nomic necessity.

Kavalier listed amenities at risk of closure
if Hettstedt cannot maintain its tax intake
and young population: the library, swim-
ming pool, museum and three out of four
primary schools. Utility bills also would rise
more quickly, he said. “A sinking population
means fewer people have to pay more mon-
ey to maintain the structures,” he said.

He and council allies have sought to
highlight the upsides of immigration in oth-
er ways. After one recent town hall meeting,

they invited refugees to serve Middle
Eastern food. “Love goes through the stom-
ach,” Kavalier suggested.

Soccer the key? 
The greatest sense of appreciation may

well be generated on Hettstedt’s soccer
field, where the town team has just complet-
ed an undefeated season and won promo-
tion to a higher league thanks to a squad
that includes three Syrians. “They’re
absolutely key players,” said Michael
Thiesler, manager of FC Hettstedt. “They’ve
brought us forward a great deal and con-
tributed a lot to our success.” Thiesler, 36,
noted that before the Syrian athletes arrived,
he sometimes had to don a jersey himself to
ensure they could field a full team. He said
fellow players and fans have welcomed the
immigrant talent. “If people perform well,
they’re accepted and then over time you get
to know each other,” he said. “I’ve never
heard anything negative from the fans.”

Even the nationalist lawmaker,
Diederichs, said he wanted to see newcom-
ers join sports and cultural clubs. “It’s impor-
tant that they can develop a sense of
belonging here,” he said. But not every
migrant can win local affections by scoring
goals. For many, daily life offers physical
challenge enough, partly because the main
shelter is nowhere near Hettstedt’s center.

“It’s really good here, but the market is
really far from where I live. I get tired,” said
Abed Alsalam Lahafi, a father of three in
his 50s who hopes to find a home closer to
town. Lahafi said his sons were hoping to
finish high school in Hettstedt, while his 7-
year-old daughter was enrolled in a local
primary school and already speaking more
German than her parents. As his daughter
cheerfully counted to 10 in German, Lahafi
said in Arabic, “We too will learn, God will-
ing.” Kavalier faces re-election in two
years. He says he’s concerned about grow-
ing support for the Alternative for
Germany party - but even more concerned
by the lack of enthusiasm for his pro-
refugee stance among some in his own
Christian Democratic Union. “I’m a bit dis-
appointed, to be honest, that there’s so lit-
tle bravery to take advantage of this
opportunity,” he said. — AP 
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Belgium arrests 
attacks suspect

BRUSSELS: Belgian police investigating the Brussels airport
and metro attacks have arrested a man in connection with “ter-
rorist murders”, the federal prosecutor said yesterday. The 31-
year-old man, identified only as Ali E.H.A., was detained on
Thursday during a house search in the Schaerbeek area of the
capital, the prosecutor’s office said.

Several people have previously been charged over the
March 22 suicide bombings at Zaventem airport and Maalbeek
metro station which killed 32 people. “In connection with the
federal investigation after the terrorist attacks in Zaventem and
Brussels, a house search was conducted,” the statement said.
“The Belgian national Ali E.H.A., born on 23rd September 1984,
was arrested and later put in detention by the Investigating
Judge for participation in the activities of a terrorist group, ter-
rorist murders and attempted terrorist murders, as a perpetra-
tor, co-perpetrator or accomplice.” It added: “Currently, no fur-
ther information will be given in the interest of the investiga-
tion.” The announcement comes a day after a Belgian court
approved the extradition to France of Mohamed Abrini, a key
suspect in both the Brussels attacks and the November Paris
attacks in which 130 people were killed. He will not be handed
over to French authorities for some time as he is still being
investigated over the Belgium attacks.

Abrini has confessed to being the “man in the hat” caught
on video with the two airport bombers and who was allegedly
preparing to detonate a third bomb before fleeing the scene.
Another key suspect linked to both the Paris and Brussels
killings, Salah Abdeslam, was extradited to France in April.
Abdeslam’s brother Brahim blew himself up during the Paris
massacre. Both attacks were claimed by the Islamic State group
and appear to be linked to the same cell of attackers. The air-
port bombings were carried out by Ibrahim El Bakraoui and
Najim Laachraoui-who was the alleged bomb-maker for the
November 13 attacks on Paris. The metro bomber was Khalid El
Bakraoui, Ibrahim’s brother. — AFP

Eritrean denies being
top migrant trafficker 

ROME: An Eritrean man extradited from Sudan to Italy on suspicion
of being the head of a migrant trafficking ring has told investigators
he is not the man they want, his lawyer said yesterday. The suspect,
identified by Italian authorities as Medhanie Yehdego Mered, 35, is
accused of shipping thousands of people to Europe and sending
some to their deaths in the Mediterranean.

But Italian prosecutors admitted on Thursday that they were
checking his identity after reports that the arrested man was the vic-
tim of a case of mistaken identity. Lawyer Michele Calantropo said
his client “denied being the suspect and also denied being linked in
any way to a trafficking network”, when questioned by Italian magis-
trates. Sudan’s interior ministry, Italian police and Britain’s National
Crime Agency (NCA) had made much of the arrest of Mered —
dubbed “the general” and described as “cynical and unscrupulous”-
in Khartoum at the end of May and his deportation to Italy this week.
But family and friends soon came forward to say the man pictured
being dragged off a plane in Rome was not ‘the general’.

Calantropo was hired by a woman claiming to be the sister of the
detainee, a man she named as Mered Tesfamariam. Segem
Tasfamariam Berhe, who said she had recognized her 27-year-old
brother in the footage, told Italian media he had nothing to do with
human trafficking. “I want to tell Italian police my brother is inno-
cent, he is not the man they are looking for. Please, investigators,
release my brother,” she was quoted as saying from Khartoum by
Italy’s Rai News.

From Eritrea’s capital of Asmara, a woman claiming to be his
stepsister, Saliem Kesete, told the Italian broadcaster Mered
Tesfamariam “was a carpenter, with a family”... an “innocent man”
who “wanted to go to the US. Europe was his second choice”. The
suspect Medhanie Yehdego Mered, on a wanted list since 2015 for
people smuggling, is accused of packing migrants onto a boat that
sank in 2013 off the Italian island of Lampedusa, claiming at least
360 lives in one of the worst disasters in the Mediterranean.

Referred to in wiretapped conversations between his alleged
subordinate traffickers as “the general”, Mered is accused of organiz-
ing the smuggling of up to 8,000 people a year on migrant boats.
Italy, Sudan and Britain had hailed his capture as a significant blow
to the people smuggling business as Europe moves to stem the flow
of migrants across the Mediterranean. According to the UN’s
refugee agency (UNHCR), over 48,500 people have arrived in Italy by
boat so far this year. More than 10,000 people have died crossing
the Mediterranean to Europe since 2014. — AFP 


