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JOHANNESBURG: South Africa’s anti-
corruption watchdog has interviewed
Finance Minister Pravin Gordhan and his
deputy Mcebisi Jonas as part of an inves-
tigation into whether President Jacob
Zuma was influenced by the wealthy
Gupta family in making government
appointments, the Sunday Times news-
paper reported.

The paper said Public Protector Thuli
Madonsela had written to Zuma inform-
ing him of her investigation into whether
he breached the executive code of con-

duct. Madonsela has already interviewed
Gordhan, his predecessor Nhlanhla Nene
and deputy finance minister Jonas and
will interview at least 20 other top offi-
cials and members of Zuma’s cabinet, the
paper said. “Partly the reason we subpoe-
naed them is because they shouldn’t be
seen as sell-outs but as law abiding citi-
zens who are complying with the lawful
order from an authorized institution,”
Madonsela told the paper, without elabo-
rating.

Presidency spokesman Bongani

Ngqulunga confirmed to the paper that
Zuma had received the letter from
Madonsela and that it was “being
processed.” Madonsela said in June she
would investigate “specifically whether or
not the government of South Africa and
specifically the president unlawfully
allowed the Gupta family to choose min-
isters and other occupants of high office.”

The scandal surrounding the Gupta
family took a dramatic turn earlier this
year after Jonas said the Guptas had
offered him his boss’s job, an allegation

that led to calls for Zuma to resign. Zuma
has denied Jonas’ claims, saying only the
president appointed ministers, in line
with the constitution. The Guptas have
denied influencing Zuma, saying they
were pawns in a political plot against the
president.

The Guptas, who moved to South
Africa from India after apartheid fell in
1994, run businesses ranging from urani-
um and coal mining to media and infor-
mation technology.

Madonsela, whose term as public pro-

tector ends in October, previously
received public support in South Africa
for taking Zuma to task over the spend-
ing of 240 million rand ($16.94 million) of
state money on upgrading his private
home.

She was vindicated in March when the
Constitutional Court, the country’s highest
court, said Zuma had breached the consti-
tution by ignoring her recommendation
that he repay some money that was spent
on non-security upgrades. Zuma handed
back some of the funds. —Reuters
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BELGRADE, SERBIA: A Serbian police officer guards Serbia’s gay pride
march yesterday. —AP

MOSCOW: The ruling United Russia
party is expected to win even greater
dominance over Russia’s lower house in
a parliamentary election, showing that
support for President Vladimir Putin is
holding up despite sanctions and a
deep economic slowdown.

The election for the Duma, or lower
house, is being seen as a dry run for
Putin’s expected presidential campaign
in 2018. It is also a test of how well the
Kremlin can oversee trouble-free elec-
tions. It will be the first parliamentary
vote since 2011, when allegations of
ballot-rigging sparked big protests
against Putin in the capital.

Voting got under way at 2000 GMT
on yesterday on the Chukotka

Peninsula opposite Alaska and will
wrap up in Kaliningrad, Russia’s most
westerly point, where people can cast
their vote. “Of course I voted for United
Russia,” a middle-aged man in the town
of Velikiye Luki in western Russia, who
declined to give his name, told Reuters.
“We don’t need other parties here.  At
least they (United Russia) have done
their stealing.”

An elderly lady in the village of
Avangard in the Tula Region, which
abuts the Moscow Region, said she
had always voted for United Russia
and saw no other parties worth voting
for. “We don’t need a multi-party sys-
tem,” she said.

United Russia, led by Prime Minister

Dmitry Medvedev, a Putin loyalist, has
238 of 450 Duma seats, dominates the
more than 80 regional parliaments, and
is routinely depicted in a favourable
light by state television, where most
Russians get their news.

The party is able to draw on the
support of the other three parties in
the federal Duma, and benefits from
its association with 63-year-old Putin,
who after 17 years in power as either
president or prime minister, enjoys a
personal approval rating of about 80
percent. Putin does not belong to any
party.

By contrast, liberal opposition politi-
cians, who have just one sympathetic
member in the Duma, complain they

are starved of air time, vilified by state
media, and their campaigns systemati-
cally disrupted by pro-Kremlin provo-
cateurs.  Pro-Kremlin politicians deny
that charge.

The liberal opposition hopes it can
break through to win about two dozen
seats. Pollsters sat it will be lucky to
snag a handful and may end up with
none.

Apathy
The vote will be closely watched to

see how many of Russia’s roughly 110
million registered voters across its 11
time zones in what is the world’s
largest country turn up to cast their
ballots, with some opinion polls show-
ing apathy levels are high.

There was some evidence of that
yesterday with a taxi driver in Ufa, just
over 700 miles east of Moscow, telling
a Reuters reporter voting “was like uri-
nating into a blocked toilet.” “Why
bother?,” the man, who gave his first
name as Ilysh, said.

Putin has said it is too early to say if
he will go for what would be a fourth
presidential term in 2018. If he did and
won, he would be in power until 2024,
longer than Soviet leader Leonid
Brezhnev.

Anxious to avoid a repeat of 2011’s
street protests, Kremlin officials have
tried to assure Russians that the vote
will be the cleanest in the country’s
modern history. Observers from the
Organization for Security and Co-oper-
ation in Europe are being allowed to
monitor the vote, a new head of the
central election commission has been
appointed, and regional and Kremlin
officials have been fired in the run-up.

The authorities have also resurrect-
ed an old voting system viewed as
more equitable, which means that half
of parliament will be decided by peo-
ple voting for individuals with the oth-
er half drawn from party lists. The last
parliament was elected on party lists
alone.

There was one early report of vote
rigging yesterday with the authorities
saying they were looking into asser-
tions that a group of young people in
Siberia’s Altai region had used non-vot-
ing pensioners’ identities to fraudu-
lently vote.

The election is the first time that
voters in Crimea, which Russia
annexed from Ukraine in 2014, are
helping decide the makeup of the
Duma. That has angered the Ukrainian
government and there were scuffles
between Ukrainian nationalists and
police outside the Russian embassy in
Kiev yesterday after a few nationalists
tried to stop Russian citizens from vot-
ing there.

Polls show United Russia’s populari-
ty has been somewhat dented by a
grinding economic crisis caused by a
fall in global oil prices and compound-
ed by Western sanctions over
Moscow’s role in the Ukraine crisis.

But they also show that Putin’s own
popularity remains high and that
many voters buy the Kremlin narrative
that is frequently repeated on state TV,
of the West using sanctions to try to
wreck the economy in revenge for
Moscow’s seizure of Crimea. —Reuters
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MOSCOW: Russian President Vladimir Putin casts his ballot at a polling station during parlia-
mentary elections yesterday. —AP

BELGRADE, SERBIA: Thousands of Serbian
riot police cordoned off central Belgrade
yesterday for a gay pride march which was
held amid fears of attacks from extremists
in the predominantly conservative Balkan
country.

Holding banners and flags, several hun-
dred people marched in the downtown
area as helicopters flew above. Police with
dogs secured the zone that was sealed off
for traffic for hours before the planned
start of the event. “This gathering should
become bigger and greater,” said gay right
activist Boban Stojanovic. “Belgrade is our
city too.”

No incidents were reported. Authorities
have cancelled several pride events in the
past after massive clashes with right-wing
groups and soccer hooligans in 2010 when
more than 100 police and extremists were
injured and the city center was demol-
ished.

Serbia has since sought to boost gay
rights as part of its bid to join the
European Union, including appointing for
the first time an openly gay minister in the
government that was formed last month.
Ana Brnabic, the minister of public admin-
istration and local government, attended
Sunday’s march. She said the government
will  work to improve the position for
Serbia’s gays as well as other minority
groups, who still often face harassment
and discrimination.

“The message this government is send-
ing is important,” Brnabic said. Fueling
fears of unrest ahead of the pride march
were clashes in Belgrade late on Saturday
between rival soccer fan groups - who are
linked with right-wing extremists - and
who also clashed with the police.
Authorities said that eight policemen were
injured and fifty hooligans arrested in
Saturday’s clashes. —AP
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BERLIN: Voters flocked to the polling booths
yesterday in a Berlin city election in which
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s conservatives look
set to suffer their second electoral blow in two
weeks as voters express unease with her
refugee-friendly policy.

The anti-immigrant Alternative for Germany
(AfD) is expected to profit from a popular back-
lash over Merkel’s decision a year ago to keep
borders open for refugees and the party is
poised to enter its tenth regional assembly out
of Germany’s 16 states.

Voting in the German capital started at 8 a.m.
(0600 GMT) and some 2.5 million people are eli-
gible to decide who should represent them in
the Berlin city assembly.

Queues formed in front of many polling sta-
tions, with the sunny weather helping to boost
the turnout. At noon, some 25 percent had cast
their vote, 6 points more than the midday
turnout during the last election in 2011, authori-
ties said. Polls point to heavy losses for Merkel’s
Christian Democrats (CDU) in the vote which
means the centre-left Social Democrats (SPD)
may be able to ditch them from their current
coalition.

Raising the pressure
That would likely raise the pressure further

on Merkel one year before a federal election
and could deepen divisions within her con-
servative camp. Polling stations will close at 6
p.m. (1600 GMT) and public broadcasters will
publish exit polls shortly afterwards. First
projections are expected roughly half  an
hour later.

A drubbing in the eastern state of
Mecklenburg-Vorpommern two weeks ago
triggered calls from Merkel’s conservative allies
in Bavaria to toughen up her migrant policy
with measures such as introducing a cap of
200,000 refugees per year.

Merkel rejects such a limit and defends her
approach to find a European solution to the
migration issue by securing the continent’s
external borders, agreeing migration deals
with countries like Turkey and distributing
refugees across Europe.

The recent election losses have even raised
questions about whether Merkel, Europe’s
most powerful leader, will stand for a fourth
term next year but her party has few good
alternatives so she still looks like the most like-

ly candidate.
The latest Berlin poll by Forschungsgruppe

Wahlen for ZDF public broadcaster put the
CDU on 18 percent, down 5 points and far
behind the SPD’s projected 23 percent. It put
the AfD on 14 percent, the leftist Die Linke at
14.5 percent and the ecologist Greens on 15
percent.

The AfD has campaigned heavily on the
migrant issue, playing to voters’ fears about
the cost of the roughly 1 million migrants who
entered Germany last year and about their
integration.

Security, especially after 20 people were
injured in two attacks claimed by Islamic State
in Bavaria in July and deadly Islamist militant
attacks in neighboring France and Belgium
earlier in the year, are also a concern to voters.

The SPD, Merkel’s junior coalition partner at
the federal level, wants to form a coalition with
the Greens and, if needed, the leftist Die Linke.
Berlin’s SPD Mayor Michael Mueller has sharply
criticized the AfD’s migration policy during the
campaign, saying a double-digit score for the
right-wing party would be seen around the
world as the rebirth of the Nazis. —Reuters
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VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis is asking
people to unite in prayers for peace
tomorrow, when he’ll meet with leaders
of other religions in the town of Assisi.

Francis told the faithful in St. Peter’s
Square on Sunday that “Now, more than
ever, we need peace in this war that’s
everywhere in the world.” His one-day
trip to Assisi, birthplace of the saint for
whom the pope chose to be named,

includes meeting with Orthodox and
Anglican church leaders, as well as with
representatives of Islam and of Judaism.

During Tuesday’s gathering, Christian
participants will pray in St. Francis Basilica,
while non-Christians pray elsewhere in
Assisi. They all with then assemble in the
basilica for the pope’s speech and reflec-
tion. St. Pope John Paul II started the Assisi
prayer tradition in 1986. —AP

KIEV: A figure representing Russian President Vladimir Putin hangs from a gallows set during a
protest in front of the Russian embassy yesterday. —AP
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VATICAN: Pope Francis speaks to faithful gathered in St. Peter’s Square
on the occasion of the Angelus noon prayer yesterday. —AP

PARIS: Officials say former French
President Jacques Chirac has been hospi-
talized with a lung infection. Jocelyne
Gastellu of the Paris Hospitals Foundation
confirmed yesterday that the 83-year-old
was admitted to a hospital in Paris but
could not confirm local media reports
that it followed a visit to Morocco.

Former housing minister Cecile Duflot
said that she wished Chirac a speedy
recovery during an interview on BFM-TV,
adding that “when you’re older a lung
infection can be complicated.”

Twitter saw an immediate outpouring
of goodwill  messages from political
prot√©g√©es of the leader, who was
French president from 1995 to 2007,
including from former President Nicolas
Sarkozy and former Prime Minister Alain
Juppe. The two politicians are vying to be
the Republicans party candidate for the
2017 presidential election. —AP
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PARIS: In this Thursday, Nov. 24,
2011 file photo, Former French
President Jacques Chirac waves to
the press after a ceremony awarding
laureates of the Fondation Chirac at
Quai Branly Museum. —AP


