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ROME: Italian Prime Minister Matteo Renzi addresses supporters during a
“Basta un Si” rally calling for a “Yes” vote to the upcoming constitutional
reform referendum at the Fuksas’ Cloud Convention Centre on November
26, 2016. —AFP

NAPLES, Italy: As the youngest leader of a
G7 economy, Italian Prime Minister Matteo
Renzi would seem to have youth and time on
his side. But listen to young people in Naples
and it can appear that the fresh-faced, 41-
year-old has neither.

One week short of a referendum on con-
stitutional reform on which he has staked his
future, Renzi’s message of modernizing
change is largely falling on deaf ears in the
capital of Italy’s long-neglected south. “How
exactly will it change our lives?” snorts Gaia
Ievoli, 20, when asked what she thinks of
Renzi’s proposal to streamline Italy’s parlia-
ment by drastically curtailing the powers of
the second chamber, the Senate, while
shrinking its membership and running costs.

Voting for the first time, Ievoli insists she
will cast her ballot in support of a ‘No’ cam-
paign whose leaders have grown increasing-
ly confident of emulating Brexit and Donald
Trump’s triumphs to make it a 2016 hat-trick
of rebuffs for the political establishment.

As Ievoli sees it, constitutional fine-tuning
is far from being an obvious priority in a
country where high unemployment and
declining real incomes have left the younger
generation facing worse living standards
than those enjoyed by their parents, and
prompted tens of thousands of emigrate in
recent years. “More job security for the
young” would be top of her to do list, says
the waitress, currently waiting to learn if her
downtown bar will take her on permanently.

A few less senators “isn’t really going to
change things,” she says.

Modernising Italy   
Federica Nicosia, 25, considers herself rel-

atively lucky because she has managed to
obtain a prized steady job on a permanent
contract in a nearby cafeteria. But she says
the prevailing mood is one of bitterness with
the way things are going, and is not even
sure she will bother to vote. “I don’t know
yet. I will probably make up my mind at the
last minute once I have found out something
about this reform, which seems too compli-
cated to me and not really designed for us.”
Renzi’s proposals for the Senate are designed
to go hand-in-hand with a new electoral
reform law designed to ensure elections pro-
duce winners with clear majorities. 

As he sees it, it is about modernizing Italy,
putting an end to endemically weak adminis-

trations and logjams in parliament which
have stymied equally overdue reforms in
areas ranging from education and the snail-
paced judicial system to the fight against cor-
ruption and organized crime.

He has urged voters not to “waste this
chance to change Italy”. But according to
Elena Piccolo, a 21-year-old student of
Classical Literature at the city’s Federico II
university, the bullish young leader made a
fatal mistake in making the referendum all
about him with his suggestions he could
walk away from politics if the outcome goes
against him. “Renzi was wrong to personalize
the ballot, which he did from the beginning
by saying he would resign if the No camp
won,” Piccolo said. “By doing that he simply
made himself a focus for all the disenchant-
ment in the country, including that of young
people,” she added, confirming that she plans
to vote No.

One third undecided   
Like many young Italians, Piccolo says she

has no confidence in the traditional political
forces in the country but admits to being
attracted by the “different voice” of the Five
Star Movement, the populist party that was
created by comic Beppe Grillo only seven
years ago but has established itself as the
biggest rival to Renzi’s centre-left Democratic
Party. “I think we should give them a chance
at running the country,” the student says.

Recent opinion polls have given the No
side of the argument a clear lead and voters
under 34 appear to be the most strongly
opposed, although surveys also indicate that
over a third of voters are undecided.

And while a victory for the No camp
would be expected to trigger Renzi’s resigna-
tion, most analysts are not forecasting imme-
diate elections with a reshuffled centre-left
administration tipped to continue at least
until the end of next year. “It seems paradoxi-
cal that it is young people that are most
strongly opposed to this reform - but not all
change is for the better,” says Anna Basile, a
22-year-old student. But not everyone in
Naples is on the No side. Young electrician
Antonio Medugno says he will be backing
Renzi with a Yes vote. “Something has to
change in this country,” he says. “And if this
referendum is an opportunity to do that, we
have to take it, because who knows when we
will get the chance again.” —AFP

Youth for change? Not in 

Naples as Italy vote looms

SAN JOSE, California:  A Nor thern
California sheriff is promising to capture
a pair of men who sawed their way out
of a California jail and vanished late
Thanksgiving Eve. Santa Clara County
Sheriff  Laurie Smith told repor ters
Friday that authorities are using heli-
copters, dogs and other means as they
search night and day for the two men. A
$20,000 reward has been posted for the
capture of Rogelio Chavez and Laron
Campbell.

Smith said authorities believe the
two are still in the area, noting search
dogs tracked them to a nearby river
before losing their scent. “We will find
these two and any person who is har-
boring or aiding and abetting in their
escape we will attempt to prosecute,”
she said.

The sheriff also told reporters that
authorities have received numerous
credible tips from people who believe
they saw the two, including one tip that
came from the area that search dogs
had chased them to. She encouraged
people to keep reporting such informa-
tion but warned they should not to try
to confront the men. “I want to remind
the community that these are danger-

ous people,” she said. “They are not to
be approached. Please just dial 911.”

How they escaped
The pair escaped with two other pris-

oners by cutting through the bars cover-
ing a second-story window of the coun-
ty’s main jail and then rappelling to the
ground. The others were quickly appre-
hended. Chavez, 33, and Campbell, 26,
are facing possible life sentences if con-
victed of burglary,  extortion, false
imprisonment and other charges they
were being held on. Chavez had been
held at the jail  since August and
Campbell since February 2015.

Chavez, who is from San Jose, is rec-
ognizable by a distinctive face tattoo
resembling an inky gash going through
his left eye. Campbell, who is from Palo
Alto, stands 6-feet-4. Smith said authori-
ties still haven’t found the tools used to
cut through the bars and don’t know
how they were obtained. “That’s one of
our big concerns,” she said. “To think that
we have inmates in there with those
kinds of tools is pretty disheartening.”

The escapees were being held in a
dormitory designed to hold 20 people.
Conditions there are often very loud,

Smith said, making it hard for guards to
hear any suspicious noise that might
have been made. That section of the jail,
built in the 1950s, doesn’t have cameras
either,  which helped facil itate the
escape. “From the officers’ station you
cannot see in,” Smith said, adding there
are plans to put cameras there in the
future. Wednesday’s escape was discov-
ered by a deputy patrolling the jail’s
perimeter. “He kind of thought he saw
some movement in the shadows, looked
up and saw some bedding in the win-
dow,” said Sgt. Rich Glennon.

A similar escape was made from a
Southern California jail in January by
three men authorities later determined
had planned it  for weeks. They cut
through the main Orange County jail’s
fifth-floor bars with tools smuggled in
by an outsider, rappelled to the ground
and escaped in a get-away car. They lat-
er abducted a cab driver and forced him
to drive them to Northern California.

The escape began to unravel when
one of the men, fearful the others would
kill the driver, fled to Southern California
with him and surrendered. The others
were captured soon after in San
Francisco. —AP

$20K reward offered as sheriff vows to capture jail escapees

PARIS: Millions of French voters
were casting ballots yesterday to
pick the presidential candidate for
the center-right Republicans party,
with ex-premier Francois Fillon
tipped to win and become favorite
for next year’s election.

The US-style primary contest, the
first for the party, is a battle between
socially conservative and economic
“radical” Fillon and the more moderate

Alain Juppe, also a former prime minis-
ter who is nine years older at 71.

The French presidential vote is seen
as a key test for mainstream political
parties after the success of Donald
Trump in the United States and the
Brexit campaign in Britain, both of
which harnessed anti-elite, anti-estab-
lishment anger. Polls opened at 8:00
am (0700 GMT), with all French voters
who pay two euros ($2.10) and state
they share the values of the centre-

right allowed to cast a ballot. Whoever
wins will face fierce competition from
far-right National Front leader Marine
Le Pen, who is waiting in the wings
ready to attack the victor as a symbol of
France’s ruling class. Fillon, a career
politician and prime minister from
2007-12, has warned that France is “on
the verge of revolt” and believes his
plan to slash 500,000 public sector jobs
and business regulations is the tonic

the demoralised country needs. “I’ll do
everything for entrepreneurs!” he
declared at his final rally on Friday night
in Paris, promising to help businesses
create the jobs needed to lower
France’s stubbornly high unemploy-
ment rate of around 10 percent.

The devout Catholic and motor rac-
ing fan has also won support with his
hard line on Muslim immigrants, as well
as an emphasis on protecting France’s
identity, language and family values.

He demanded Friday that “the
Islamic religion accept what all the
others have accepted in the past...
that radicalism and provocation have
no place here.”

Happy France?   
Juppe, meanwhile, has made a

pitch for the centre-ground, accusing
his opponent of wanting to reform
France with “brutality” with an unre-

alistic program that has drawn sup-
port from the far-right.

As well as promising to shrink the
French state, Juppe’s signature
announcement was a promise to seek a
“happy identity” for multicultural France
despite worries about the threat of
immigration and Islamic extremism. “I
am best placed with my program to
beat Marine Le Pen,” Juppe said on the
last day of campaigning on Friday.

He has also sought to highlight

Fillon’s conservative views on abortion
and gay marriage, as well as his close-
ness to Russian President Vladimir Putin
who praised Fillon last week as a “very
principled person”. But it is Fillon who
has all the momentum heading into
Sunday’s run-off vote.

He won the first round of the pri-
mary last Sunday with 44 percent and
has since picked up endorsements
from party heavyweights including for-
mer President Nicolas Sarkozy, who was
knocked out last weekend in perhaps a
final blow to his political career.

Several surveys last week forecast
Fillon to emerge as winner on Sunday
with around 60 percent, but after a top-
sy-turvy year that has made fools of
analysts and pollsters, no one should
take his victory for granted.

Unpredictable election   
As well as Le Pen, Sunday’s winner

will face competition in next year’s vote
from a Socialist party candidate, proba-
bly President Francois Hollande who
appears intent on trying to defy his his-
torically low approval ratings. After a
troubled five years in power, a survey
on Friday showed current Prime
Minister Manuel Valls would be a far
more popular candidate than Hollande.

Valls did not exclude making a run
at the candidacy in the socialist primary,
saying “I will make my decision with a
clear conscience”, in an interview pub-
lished by weekly Journal du Dimanche.  

Hollande’s former protege and
economy minister, 38-year-old
Emmanuel Macron, is also set to stand
for the presidency as a centrist inde-
pendent, injecting some youth and
another element of uncertainty into
the race.

Far-left candidate Jean-Luc
Melanchon is also likely to draw votes
away from mainstream parties in a
trend seen in elections across Europe
following years of austerity and anger
over globalization and job losses.

Current polls forecast that Le Pen
and the Republicans’ candidate will
make it through to the final run-off
round of the election in May, with the
latter set to win by drawing moderate
voters from the right and left to block
the far-right. —AFP

Fillon tipped to win 

rightwing primary
Favorite for next year’s election

PARIS: French member of Parliament and candidate for the right-wing primaries ahead of the
2017 presidential elections, Francois Fillon (C) looks on before casting his ballot in a polling sta-
tion on November 27, 2016. —AFP

MANCHESTER: Britain’s newly-formed
Women’s Equality Party is thrashing out
topics such as unequal pay and the “dis-
aster” of Donald Trump beating Hillary
Clinton to the White House, at its first
ever conference this weekend.

The WEP’s debut congress since its
formation in March last year is being
held in a red-brick former warehouse
close to Manchester United Football
Club’s famous Old Trafford ground in
the northwest English city.

In a symbolic move, the three-day
conference opened Friday on the
United Nations’ International Day for the
Elimination of Violence Against Women.
Violence was among the numerous top-
ics discussed in a bid to fashion an iden-
tity and a political program for the party,
born out of frustration at a perceived
lack of consideration given to women’s
rights in Britain.

Of course, Britain has a female head
of state in Queen Elizabeth II and Prime
Minister Theresa May is its second
woman prime minister after her fellow
Conservative predecessor Margaret
Thatcher. The first ministers of Scotland
and Northern Ireland are also women.
But their prominence masks the true
picture, argued WEP leader Sophie
Walker, a former journalist, underlining
that women were outnumbered in par-
liament’s lower House of Commons by
two to one.

Furthermore, “two women a week

are killed by their partner or their former
partner” in Britain, she added. And
women are still paid less than their male
counterparts, on average. “We are say-
ing that women rights are human rights
and human rights should be at the top
of the political agenda,” she told AFP.
“There have been many many brilliant
women’s pressure groups that have
fought for women’s rights for decades,”
she said, recalling the Suffragette move-

ment of the early 20th century, battling
for the right to vote.

However, “the pace of progress has
been glacial”, she added.
“Unfortunately, the only way that you
can force a political party to act is to
threaten their share of the vote.”

Concern over Trump   
Meanwhile property tycoon

Trump’s election to the US presidency

threatens to be “a disaster for women’s
rights”, she added. “It was a vote that
said misogyny and racism doesn’t mat-
ter.”

During the election campaign, a
2005 tape surfaced of Trump bragging
about kissing, groping and trying to
have sex with women, to the horror of
WEP members. “I don’t know if Clinton
wasn’t elected because she is a
woman,” said Lucie de Beauchamp, a
French, 24-year-old student, who came
to the conference from Glasgow. “What
bothers me the most is that Trump was
voted in despite his vile comments
about women.”

Walker contested the London may-
oral election in May and came sixth out
of 12 candidates, winning two percent
of the vote. The party scored 3.5 per-
cent in the parallel London Assembly
elections.

Though it has not yet won any seats
anywhere, the party has a reach of
around 65,000 members and sympa-
thizers. And they are not all women.
“The reason I’m here is equality is for
everybody and everybody benefits
from equality,” said Scott Matthewman,
46, after watching Walker’s speech. “At
the moment, the people who suffer
the most from inequality are women,”
said the Londoner, who works in IT-a
sector, to his regret, which is still domi-
nated by men. “So now it’s up to men
to listen.” —AFP

UK Women’s Equality Party debuts on Trump ‘disaster’

SANTA CLARA, California: This Friday, Nov. 25, 2016 photo provided by
the Santa Clara County Sheriff shows a window of the Santa Clara
County Jail where inmates cut through the bars to escape. —AP

ZURICH: Swiss voted in a referendum yesterday to
reject a speedy exit from the nation’s five nuclear
power plants, as concerns over losing energy inde-
pendence outweighed safety worries raised by
the measure’s proponents. Nearly 55 percent of
voters turned down the initiative, with 45 percent
favoring it in a vote that was part of the Swiss sys-
tem of direct democracy giving citizens a final say
on important issues. Swiss reactors Muehleberg
and Beznau I and II would have been shuttered
next year, followed by Goesgen in 2024 and
Leibstadt in 2029, had the initiative passed.

The Swiss government and industry fought
the plan, saying it could have led to blackouts,
higher costs and the loss of energy independence
because the country would have become more
dependent on coal-fired power from neighboring

Germany. “We’re very happy Swiss voters are giv-
ing such an explicit result,” said Heinz Karrer, a for-
mer head of the utility Axpo and current president
of the pro-business group Economiesuisse, in an
interview on state-run television SRF.
“Switzerland’s people don’t want a radical solu-
tion,” he said. “It would have caused uncertainties
about our energy supply, something Swiss people
were unwilling to risk.”

Germany plans to shutter its remaining
nuclear plants by 2022, a response to the 2011 dis-
aster in Japan that also prompted the Swiss initia-
tive. Switzerland has a 2050 energy strategy in
which it would gradually replace nuclear power
that now supplies about a third of the country’s
electricity with renewables, including wind and
solar.  —Reuters

Swiss reject quick exit from nuclear power

MANCHESTER: Sophie Walker (C), the leader of the Women’s
Equality Party, poses for a photograph with the two joint
founders of the party, Catherine Mayer (R) and Sandi Toksvig
(L), before the opening day of her party’s first conference at
Victoria Warehouse on November 25, 2016. —AFP


