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MADRID: A PSOE supporter holds placards reading “17 Judas out” “PSOE without chiefs” outside the Spanish Socialist Party (PSOE) headquar-
ters during an extraordinary meeting of the PSOE Federal Committee. — AFP 

MADRID: Spain’s embattled Socialists yester-
day voted to lift a long-standing veto that has
prevented the conservatives from forming a
minority government, in what should finally
end a ten-month political impasse. The conser-
vative Popular Par ty (PP) of acting Prime
Minister  Mariano Rajoy won elections in
December 2015 and again in June this year but
without enough seats to rule alone. The PP
therefore needs the main opposition Socialists
to either support its government or abstain in
a parliamentary confidence vote.

Yesterday, the policy-setting federal com-

mittee of the deeply-divided Socialists (PSOE)
voted 139 to 96 for abstaining, the grouping
announced on its  Twitter  feed.  The vote
capped a high-risk meeting that followed
weeks of in-fighting within the PSOE, Spain’s
second largest party. The grouping has been
weakened by dismal election results and inter-
nal strategy disagreements amid Spain’s efforts
to form a government after the two inconclu-
sive general elections.

The divisions came to a head earlier this
month when high-ranking Socialists amenable
to a conservative government-so as to avoid a

third election-forced party leader Pedro
Sanchez to resign. Sanchez had long opposed
Rajoy, who came to power in 2011 and whose
four-year term was marked by a series of cor-
ruption scandals. With Sanchez out of the way
and the party run by an interim executive, many
of the delegates at yesterday’s meeting sup-
ported an abstention.

“Most Spaniards, more than 65 percent, don’t
want to go back to the ballot box and it’s the
same among Socialist voters,” said lawmaker
Ignacio Urquizu. Now that the Socialists have
decided to abstain from another parliamentary
confidence vote, Rajoy-who lost one in
September-could submit himself to another one
next week, with some confidence of victory.

Divisions persist 
Still, divisions persist within the Socialists.

“We are coming to the federal committee to
support the ‘No’ against Rajoy and the PP,” Idoia
Mendia, head of the Basque socialists, whose
position is shared by their Catalan colleagues,
said as he arrived at the party’s headquarters.
Outside around 15 people braved the rain to
voice their opposition to Rajoy. “This is not the
PP headquarters,” they chanted.

But For Guillermo Fernandez Vara, president
of the western Extremadura region and who
helped bring down Sanchez, “the worst results in
our recent democratic history (mean) the PSOE
finds itself in a key situation.” Writing in his blog,
he argued that only the Socialists could enable a
government to be formed. After that, it could
mount a “true opposition” once Rajoy was back
in power, he wrote.

Socialists lost ‘credibility’ 
By the beginning of November, Spain should

finally get a government at a sensitive time as
the country recovers from a devastating eco-
nomic crisis. But with only 137 of the 350 seats
in parliament, the PP’s government would be
weak. It would face opposition not only from the
Socialists but also two upstart parties-the far-left
Unidos Podemos and centrist Ciudadanos.

Their participation in the last two elections
put an end to Spain’s traditional two-party sys-
tem. The Socialists, meanwhile, run the risk of
alienating grassroots members staunchly
opposed to the corruption-tainted PP. In a week-
end interview with online daily El Espanol,
Socialist lawmaker Susana Sumelzo said the par-
ty would “undoubtedly” do badly in future elec-
tions and had lost credibility among voters. “It’s
not just because of the abstention but also
because of the shameful spectacle that the PSOE
has presented in the past days,” she said. “I pre-
dict that in the medium and long-term, it will be
very complicated. We will have to work a huge
amount to get our credibility back.” — AFP 

Spain’s political gridlock nears
end as socialists lift long veto

Conservatives can now form minority government

CALAIS: With only hours to go before work-
ers begin to demolish France’s “Jungle”
migrant camp today, officials are racing to
process as many young people as possible
to be transferred to Britain. The pace is
therefore brisk at the camp outside Calais:
Young migrants are shown into a container
where British Home Office officials have set
up shop, have their photo quickly taken,
and then undergo a short interview to
decide their fate.

“We have conducted 600 interviews in
all, and this week 194 minors will have left
Calais for Britain,” said Pierre Henry, the head
of France Terre D’Asile (FTDA), a charity
involved in helping process the children on
behalf of the French government. The aim is
to deal with as many cases as they can, out
of the around 1,300 minors identified in the
camp, including 500 with links to Britain-
and then to convince London to accept as
many as possible. It is unclear how many
Britain will take. “An aim of 600 transfers at
least was given,” said an official familiar with
the talks. The issue is sensitive. A French offi-
cial source described the negotiations with
London as “very tough” and said: “We would
like to go further.” Only 70 children were
transferred between the start of the year
and early October, before plans to tear
down the camp swung into high gear.
Britain was accused of dragging its feet but
France too was accused of holding up the
process, by failing to present enough cases
for consideration.

Enlarged family 
As the demolition date loomed, the pace

had to be stepped up: a list of minors was
presented to Britain, who dispatched 17
officials from the Home Office to help carry
out interviews, alongside around a dozen
staff from France Terre d’Asile and support
from the UN refugee agency the UNHCR. In
the packed container, adolescents are invit-
ed to give more details-in languages includ-
ing Arabic and Pashto-about their identity

and what family ties they have in Britain.
In many cases, the relatives are uncles or

cousins. “It is rare that they have a mother
or father there,” said Henry. “I don’t have a
family, I’ve crossed Europe on my own,” said
Maharawi, a slender 17-year-old Afghan
waiting in line Saturday with his friend
Anwar, who has a brother in Britain. “I gave
his telephone number, they are going to
call him. After that I hope to leave,” he said.
It is up to the British to decide whether
they are indeed minors, what their family
ties are and if they should be transferred
under an EU law known as the Dublin
Regulation for asylum seekers. “If we can
take all the minors who have the right
under the Dublin procedure, we will do so,”
said a diplomatic source.

Vulnerable 
But what happens to children with no

family ties? This is where the matter become
complicated. For them one option is to
apply under a British legislative amendment
that allows a limited number of vulnerable
child refugees into the country, even if they
do not have family in Britain. The so-called
Dubs amendment passed in May was tabled
by Alfred Dubs, an 83-year-old member of
Britain’s House of Lords who argued that the
country should be more compassionate, cit-
ing his own story of fleeing the Nazis as a
child in 1939. But deciding who is most vul-
nerable is tricky.

“It’s more complicated because you have
to determine if the child can meet the crite-
ria for a refugee,” said a diplomatic source.
On Saturday, 53 girls were among the first
“Dubs kids” to enter Britain under the
amendment, Henry of France Terre d’Asile
said. The French are hoping more will fol-
low. “The British have to move on Dubs,” a
French official said. Minors who were
passed over this week will see their chances
of being admitted legally to Britain dwindle
once the Jungle is razed-a major operation
starting today. — AFP 

Race to transfer 
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CALAIS: Members of the “Direction departementale de la cohesion sociale” (DDCS)
(Department for social cohesion and protection of the populations) give to migrants docu-
ments informing on the camp’s demolition, at the temporary reception centre (CAP) in the
“Jungle” migrant camp. — AFP 

ISTANBUL: Minutes after fishermen tip
him off that a ship is about to pass
through Istanbul’s Bosphorus, Yoruk Isik
drops what he’s doing and rushes to his
favorite vantage point, camera in hand.
The vessel is not one of the dozens of
cargo boats that pass through the strait
between Europe and Asia every day. It is
a Russian warship, in this case the land-
ing ship Nikolai Filchenkov.

It makes stately progress through
the strait towards the Sea of Marmara
on a voyage that will eventually take it
into the Mediterranean towards Tartus,
Russia’s naval base in Syria. Isik clicks
the shutter, capturing Russian sailors at
the rails taking in the view. The Russians
can be seen returning the favour, keep-
ing a close eye on the shore -side
observers. Several Russian warships
pass in both directions through the
Bosphorus every week, transporting
cargo for Moscow’s military campaign
in Syria, in a massive logistical effort
known as the “Syrian Express”.

Their passage through the densely-
populated Turkish metropolis repre-
sents a unique chance to see close up a

deployed Russian warship that would
usually be kept well away from prying
eyes.  And each t ime they come, a
group of amateur but well-informed
and hugely dedicated Turkish ship
spotters are there to photograph them
and share their work on social media
where their following has shot up.
Their  work rose to prominence in
December last year when they spotted
a Russian soldier aboard the Tsezar
Kunikov warship with a MANPAD
shoulder-launched missile aimed at the
shore, in a gesture slammed as “provo-
cation” by Ankara. The pictures made
headlines in Turkish media at a time of
peak tensions between Russia and
Turkey following the downing of one of
Moscow’s warplanes on the Syria bor-
der just 10 days earlier. 

‘They’re saying hello!’ 
Standing by the old Ottoman fortress

of Rumeli Hisari on the European shore
of the Bosphorus where the strait is at
its narrowest, Isik has been waiting for
this particular Russian warship for sever-
al days. Through his contacts and social

media, he knows the vessel left Russia’s
Sevastopol base in Crimea-the
Ukrainian peninsula annexed by
Moscow in 2014 — several days before.
“That ship could have arrived as early as
yesterday but it appears to have trav-
elled slower because of bad weather in
the Black Sea.”

Isik says he can estimate the ship’s
arrival time soon after it leaves its base,
but notes it might change depending
on weather conditions or its tonnage.
“From Sevastopol to Istanbul,  it  is
approximately 300 nautical miles. But
the vessel may not always pass through
the congested Bosphorus strait directly.”
As the nose of the vessel emerges, he
cracks a big smile, reminiscent of a small
child opening a Christmas gift.

“Look, someone on the ship is saying
hello to me,” he says,  pointing out
armed Russian soldiers on board
through the camera lens. Like a nautical
dictionary, Isik knows all of the technical
specifications of this Tapir class tank-car-
rying landing ship-when it was built,
where it was used, how many military
tanks it can carry. — AFP 

ABALAK: For people living in the small city of
Abalak in central Niger, the abduction of a
longtime US aid worker over a week ago has
left them angry and anxious. Jeffery Woodke
was no stranger here. “We are furious and
shocked by this kidnapping,” said Ibrahim
Adamou, a 16-year-old student, as he and
neighbors of Woodke recalled the evening of
October 14 when the American was seized at
gunpoint from his home. “Like every night, he
was drinking tea” in the courtyard of his
house, along with his guards, when “two
armed men in turbans” stormed in and
grabbed him, killing his bodyguard and a
member of the National Guard.

Woodke, reportedly in his 50s, “struggled”
to break free from his captors. “We cried and
shouted for help but the gunmen just threw
him into their vehicle,” said Aicha, one of the
neighbors. A local official said they drove off
“with no headlights on” taking the road that
leads to Mali, where investigators have since
tracked the kidnappers and believe Woodke
is being held by the Al-Qaeda linked group,
the Movement for Oneness and Jihad in West
Africa (Mujao). A shopkeeper Mohamed said
when he thought of Woodke, “I hear his
laughter in my head”.

The American had become one of them
after running the aid group JEMET there since
1992, helping the local Tuareg community.
He speaks their language Tamasheq fluently
as well as Fula and Arabic. Jeff, as they call
him, could be seen around town in a turban,
leather sandals and a big boubou-a flowing
African tunic. “He was with us through all the
hardest times”, said Abalak’s Mayor Ahmed
Dilou-the times of a food crisis, the droughts,
the floods. The Friday night of Jeff’s abduc-

tion “was such a devastating shock that the
whole city cried”, he said.

Jeff ‘wasn’t afraid’ 
But apparently Woodke was not con-

cerned about living in this unstable Tahoua
region of Niger, close to the borders of Mali
and Algeria. Western embassies have issued
strong warnings to their nationals against
venturing there. A Nigerien official said he
had “tried everything” to convince the
American to leave the area but “he refused,
insisting that he was not afraid”. Investigators
have sealed off Woodke’s house. In the court-
yard shaded by thorn trees, some bricks can
be seen piled up next to sacks of cement.  “He
was rebuilding a wall that had collapsed after
some heavy rains,” explained Aicha.

Still, despite Woodke’s popularity with the
townspeople, a regional lawmaker said he
believed the kidnappers “were helped by
some locals”. According to Interior Minister
Mohamed Bazoum, who visited Abalak,
around 350 kilometers northeast of the capi-
tal Niamey, the kidnappers “went straight to
his home, guided by a motorcyclist”. Last
Sunday Bazoum said that Woodke-the first
American abducted in the West African coun-
try-”was probably kidnapped by the Mujao or
handed over to the Mujao”.

“We have had no contact with the Mujao,
which is a terrorist organization,” he added.
Niger’s long, porous borders make it occa-
sionally vulnerable to the armed violence in
neighboring countries. No matter who is
responsible, in Abalak, the mayor-speaking
for the distressed people of his city-is cate-
gorical in his condemnation. “The kidnapping
of Jeff is wrong,” he said. — AFP 

Niger town fears for 
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ISTANBUL: Yoruk Isik takes pictures of the Russian war ship BSF Nikolay Flichenkov
152 as it passes through the Bosphorus Strait, on it’s way to the eastern
Mediterranean port of Tartus. — AFP 

Bosphorus ship spotters set sights on Russian war boats

GENEVA: A Swiss court has ruled against
a company that fired a longtime
employee after she began wearing the
Muslim headscarf, marking one of the
first such rulings in Switzerland, media
reported yesterday. A regional court in
Bern ruled last month that a 29-year-old
Serbian woman was fired without just
cause from a dry cleaning business, and
ordered the company to dish out back-
pay and damages to her, the Le Matin
Dimanche weekly reported.

The woman, identified only as Abida,
was fired in January 2015 from a job she
had held for six years, after she began
wearing the Muslim headscarf, it report-
ed. Her employer in Bern had told her
the headscarf violated hygiene rules,
and told her to remove it or be let go.
She reportedly offered to wash her
headscarf daily or wear disposable head-
scarves, but her employer refused.

The Bern court ruled that the compa-

ny had violated her constitutional right
to freedom of expression, according to
the paper. It said wearing a headscarf
can only be grounds for termination in
cases where it makes it impossible to
carry out duties described in the
employment contract or if it “substan-
tially affects” the working environment.

The case is one of the first of its kind
in Switzerland, Le Matin Dimanche said,
pointing to only one other known case
dating back to 1990, when a machine
manufacturer in the east of the country
was also faulted for firing a woman for
wearing a headscarf. The ruling was
hailed by several Muslim groups. “It
shouldn’t matter if a woman wears a
headscarf or a man wears the Jewish
kippa. At work, competence should be
the criteria and not the clothes that you
wear,” Onder Gunes of the Federation of
Islamic Organizations in Switzerland told
the paper. — AFP 

Swiss court faults employer for 
firing woman over headscarf 


