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COLOGNE: Alexander Gauland, center, kisses the hand of the head of Germany’s right-wing populist Alternative for Germany (AfD) party,
Frauke Petry during the party congress at the Maritim Hotel in Cologne, western Germany, yesterday. — AFP

COLOGNE: Germany’s anti-immigration AfD will
wrap up a fractious party congress yesterday by
choosing the team to lead it into a September
general election, after dramatically sidelining its
most prominent personality. The Alternative for
Germany’s telegenic co-leader Frauke Petry had
already announced last week she would not join
the campaign squad, following weeks of bitter
infighting between populists and more radical,
hard-right forces.

Petry, a 41-year-old former chemist pregnant
with her fifth child, was handed a further setback
Saturday at the gathering in the western city of
Cologne, which drew several thousand protest-
ers and required a security detail of 4,000 police
officers. The around 600 delegates rejected
Petry’s call to adopt a more moderate-sounding
“Realpolitik” program intended to shut down the
party’s more extremist voices, including those
who have attacked Germany’s Holocaust remem-
brance culture.

The International Auschwitz Committee rep-
resenting survivors of the Nazi death camp con-
demned Saturday’s speeches in Cologne, which
it said were aimed at “inciting panic, denouncing
all other political forces and rejecting the cultural
values that hold the culture of the republic
together.” Top-selling daily Bild called delegates’

decision to not even debate her motion a “crush-
ing blow” for Petry, who expressed bitterness on
the sidelines of the meeting. 

“I will step aside during the campaign, as
that’s what the party congress apparently wants,”
Petry said, while pledging to remain party co-
chairwoman “for now”. “As long as the party is
not willing to say in what direction it wants to go,
a team will have to lead the campaign that can
deal with this indecision better than I can.” The
AfD has seen its support plummet as the refugee
influx to Germany has slowed in recent months,
after Chancellor Angela Merkel let in more than
one million asylum seekers since 2015.

Heading for a showdown   
The party, now represented in 11 of

Germany’s 16 states, aims to sign off on a pro-
gram that will pave the way for it to enter the
national parliament for the first time in its four-
year history. It includes calls to stop family unifi-
cation of refugees already in Germany, strip
immigrants convicted of “significant crimes” of
their German passports, and declare Islam
incompatible with German culture. 

But commentators said the power struggle
further undermined its bid to surf the momen-
tum of France’s far-right presidential frontrunner

Marine Le Pen, Donald Trump in the United
States and the Brexit movement in Britain to
electoral success in the September 24 vote.
Spiegel Online journalist Severin Weiland said
Saturday it was now even “doubtful” whether the
AfD would clear the five-percent hurdle to repre-
sentation in the national parliament. “Frauke
Petry was the public face of this party,” he said.

Commentator Jens Wiening of public broad-
caster ARD said Petry had clearly failed to keep
the far-right members, who had been actively
courted by some factions of the AfD, under con-
trol. “Frauke Petry has now learned her lesson,” he
said, predicting that she would likely cede the
party leadership after the general election.
Petry ’s chief rival, 76-year-old Alexander
Gauland, a hardline defector from Merkel’s CDU,
was widely mentioned as a candidate to join the
AfD campaign team. 

But even he expressed regret that Petry, who
is very popular with the party’s base, will not be
front-and-centre on the campaign trail. Another
likely member of the election team is 38-year-old
openly lesbian, former Goldman Sachs invest-
ment banker Alice Weidel who has railed against
“an army of millions of uneducated migrants
from the Middle East and Africa who expect a
free ride” in Germany. —AFP 
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ROME: Charity boats rescuing migrants in the
Mediterranean are colluding with traffickers in
Libya, an Italian prosecutor was quoted as saying
yesterday, stirring up a simmering row over aid
groups’ role in Europe’s migrant crisis. In an inter-
view with Italian daily La Stampa, Sicily-based
prosecutor Carmelo Zuccaro made his most spe-
cific claims yet over NGO activities off Libya,
which the EU border agency Frontex recently
described as tantamount to providing a “taxi”
service to Europe.

Non-governmental organizations (NGOs)
active in the rescue effort include long-estab-

lished groups such as Doctors without Borders
and Save the Children, and smaller, newer opera-
tions such as the Malta-based MOAS. They have
all dismissed suggestions of de facto collusion
with smugglers as a baseless slur on volunteer
crews whose only mission is to save lives in the
absence of EU governments acting effectively to
do so. Over 1,000 migrants are feared to have
died in waters between Libya and Italy so far this
year, according to the UN refugee agency. 

Nearly 37,000 have been rescued and brought
to Italy. “We have evidence that there are direct
contacts between certain NGOs and people traf-

fickers in Libya,” Zuccaro was quoted as saying by
La Stampa. “We do not yet know if and how we
could use this evidence in court, but we are quite
certain about what we say; telephone calls from
Libya to certain NGOs, lamps that illuminate the
route to these organizations’ boats, boats that
suddenly turn off their (locating) transponders,
are ascertained facts.”

Libya deal in doubt    
Zuccaro is the head of a five-strong pool of

prosecutors investigating criminal aspects of the
migrant crisis, from trafficking to illegal exploita-
tion of migrants on Italian farms and via prostitu-
tion to rackets in the provision of reception facili-
ties. La Stampa reported that prosecutors were
looking into whether some of the newly-estab-
lished NGOs may be financed by the traffickers as
a way of making it easier to guarantee their
human cargoes get to Italy. 

The organizations involved have all dismissed
the charges against them. They fear they are
being targeted by a smear campaign designed to
get them out of the way. One group, SOS
Mediterranean, told AFP last week it had “never,
not once” been put in touch with a migrant boat
via smugglers. Under an EU-backed strategy, Italy
is currently trying to beef up Libya’s coastguard in
the hope more boats can be prevented from get-
ting out of Libyan territorial waters and the
migrants returned to holding camps in the trou-
bled country. —AFP 

KANA RUGBANA, Nigeria: Nigerian com-
mander Remi Fadairo points to the roiling
plume of black smoke blotting the morn-
ing horizon in the Niger Delta-the unmis-
takable sign of an illicit oil refinery. “Let’s
see if we can go eat them for breakfast,” he
says with an ominous chuckle. The 44-year-
old colonel, a man with broad shoulders
wearing his fatigues tucked into gum-
boots, is standing in the middle of a
destroyed illicit refinery in Kana Rugbana,
an area in the swamplands some 20 nauti-
cal miles from Port Harcourt. 

Fadairo is part of the Joint Task Force
Operation Delta Safe, a coalition of
Nigerian security forces tasked with pro-
tecting the country’s oil and gas infrastruc-
ture. Last year, militant attacks cut oil pro-
duction to 1.4 million barrels per day in
August, triggering Nigeria’s worst econom-
ic slump in 25 years. Following talks with
the government, the militants have sus-
pended their sabotage. But Nigerian
troops on the ground say the battle isn’t
over, it’s just changed.

Today, the military says one of its priori-
ties is to crack down on the illicit refineries
that they claim fund the operations of the
militants. “The two are interwoven, if they
aren’t doing militancy, they are doing this,”
Fadairo tells AFP as he wades through
crude-soaked muck. Despite the site look-
ing like a scrap yard, Fadairo says it actually
is being rehabilitated, showing new silver
pipes welded to a rusted metal container. 

On the ground between iridescent oil
puddles lay little sachets of gin, empty
packets of instant noodles and cigarette
butts left by the bush distillers. “We just
destroyed all this but they are back,” says
Fadairo. “They are trying to revive it.” 

Mangrove skeletons 
The illicit refineries are just one compo-

nent of oil theft in Nigeria, a mammoth
industry estimated to be worth as much as
$8 billion a year, according to a 2013 report
by Chatham House, a London think-tank.
“ The principal security concerns are
endemic corruption, which creates eco-
nomic discontent, breakdown of the rule of
law, which allows for criminality to be nor-
malized, and the funding of militancy,” said
Ian Ralby, founder of the I.R. Consilium, a

security advisory firm. In the past month,
Fadairo’s troops have destroyed more than
10 illicit refineries, which process oil stolen
from the pipelines of multinational compa-
nies, including Shell and Eni, by heating it
in car-sized metal containers.  The waste is
dumped into the surrounding swamp-
lands, turning what should be a wetland
paradise into a monochrome nightmare
dominated by the white skeletons of dead
mangrove trees. 

These artisanal refineries, as they are
sometimes called, employ upwards of 50
men each, who work through the night to
avoid detection. 

They offer a rare job opportunity to
thousands of unemployed men in the Niger
Delta suffering from extreme poverty. For
militants like the Niger Delta Avengers, who
say crude is their birthright, refining repre-
sents something bigger - a chance to take
back oil profits from corporations and the
Nigerian government. Perhaps recognising
that fighting illicit refineries is an exercise in
futility, as part of the government’s Niger
Delta outreach program Vice President Yemi
Osinbajo has proposed legalising the “mod-
ular refineries”. “There is a way out of violent
agitation, but it is by creating opportunities
and the environment where the people in
the communities can benefit,” Osinbajo said
in early April. 

Wild waters  
As an olive-branch to the Niger Delta,

Osinbajo’s plan has been welcomed by
community leaders. Making it a reality is
more complicated. Too many people, rang-
ing from the refiners to militants to cor-
rupt officials, have got used to enjoying
the untaxed spoils of the land. Any distur-
bance to the delicate balance in the region
may result in violence and, in the worst-
case scenario for cash-strapped Nigeria,
further disruptions to oil production.
Going into presidential polls in 2019, ana-
lysts say the likelihood of more unrest is
high, especially once electioneering
begins in earnest. “Rival theft networks can
lapse into turf wars and the proceeds from
stolen oil could continue to be used to
finance election bids,” explains Gillian
Parker, a Nigerian analyst at the Control
Risks consultancy. —AFP
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NIGERIA: A member of NNS Delta of the Nigerian Navy forces patrols on an aban-
doned site of an illegal oil refinery in the Niger Delta region near the city of
Warri, Nigeria. — AFP

KIEV: The Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe said yesterday one of its
staff was killed after an observer mission patrol
vehicle hit a landmine in rebel-held east Ukraine. It
marked the first loss for the security body’s Special
Monitoring Mission (SMM) in Ukraine since
Europe’s only war began more than three years
ago. “Tragic news from Ukraine: SMM patrol drove
on mine. One OSCE patrol member killed,” Austrian
foreign minister and the OSCE’s current chairman
Sebastian Kurz wrote on Twitter.

The OSCE mission added later that “two mem-
bers have been taken to hospital for further exami-
nation” but did not give details on their condition.
An official from the organization in Kiev said they
could not disclose the victims’ nationalities because
their next-of-kin were still in the process of being
notified. The incident occurred close to Ukraine’s
volatile frontline near the village of Pryshyb in the
Russian-backed eastern rebel fiefdom of Lugansk.

“Obviously, the blast was strong enough to pen-
etrate an armored vehicle,” the OSCE official said.
“All of our vehicles are armored.” Group chairman
Kurz demanded a “thorough investigation” into the
incident and insisted that “those responsible will be
held accountable”. The OSCE team’s 600 members
in eastern Ukraine comprise the only independent
monitoring mission in the industrial war zone. They

provide daily reports on fighting and have drawn
criticism from the warring sides.

Anti-tank mine   
Lugansk rebel police force spokesman

Alexander Mazeikin said that two OSCE vehicles
were travelling in the rebel-run region when “one of
them hit an anti-tank mine”. A statement issued by
the Lugansk separatists on their news site said the
OSCE team had veered off the main road and was
travelling along an unsafe route. “We know that this
patrol team deviated from the main route and was
moving along secondary roads, which is prohibit-
ed,” the separatists said.

“We have repeatedly drawn the OSCE SMM’s
attention to the need to follow security measures
while travelling on its monitoring missions.” The
insurgents’ claim could not be immediately con-
firmed. Ukraine’s military said no fighting was
occurring in the area because the sides were hon-
oring a temporary truce agreement that went into
effect on April 1. “At the time of the explosion, the
ceasefire was being observed by both the
Ukrainian forces and the illegal rebel groups,” Kiev’s
armed forces said in a statement on Facebook.

Uncleared explosive devices 
The war between Kiev’s pro-Western troops and

the Moscow-backed insurgents has claimed the
lives of more than 10,000 people and driven at least
two million from their homes since 2014. Daily
casualties have fallen substantially since the height
of the fighting in the industrial heartland but spo-
radic clashes drag on as a peace plan has stalled. 

But the low-level hostilities have been accompa-

nied by regular casualties from civilians and fight-
ers either stepping or driving on mines. Ukraine’s
defense ministry said Thursday it had defused
150,000 explosive devices since the war began. But
it added that only 3,000 of the 700,000 hectares
along which the war is being waged had been
cleared of the various types of landmines. —AFP 

ANKARA: (From L) OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR) mission head
in Turkey Tana de Zulueta, ODIHR and the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE)
Cezar Florin Preda and ODIHR spokesman Thomas Rymer gives a press conference in Ankara. — AFP
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MADRID: Spanish coast guard crews
worked yesterday to clean up a three-kilo-
meter long diesel slick off the holiday
island of Gran Canaria after a passenger
ferry slammed into a pier. The ferry carry-
ing 140 passengers smashed into a break-
water late Friday in the port of Las Palmas,
the capital of Spain’s Canary islands off the
northwest coast of Africa. Thirteen people
were injured and the crash damaged
underwater fuel pipes, the regional gov-
ernment said in a statement. Video
footage on Spanish television showed
chunks of concrete falling onto the port.

Emergency crews managed on
Saturday to collect half of the roughly
60,000 liters of diesel that spilled into the
ocean, the regional government said.
Three coast guard boats were on Sunday

working to break up the slick-which is
three kilometers long and half a kilometer
wide -to help the diesel evaporate, it
added. “Work on the spill is continuing and
we hope that it will  have evaporated
before Monday. Experts do not believe
there is risk to the environment,” 

Fernando Clavijo, the president of the
regional government, said in a tweet.
Beaches around Las Palmas and Telde,
the two main towns on Gran Canaria,
would be closed yesterday as a precau-
t ion,  the regional  government said.
Repairing the pier will cost around two
million euros ($2.1 million) and take six
months, it added. Ferry operator Naviera
Armas said the accident was caused by a
technical fault that sparked a power cut
on the boat. —AFP 

Spain’s Canary Islands battles 
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LIBYA: This file photo shows migrants waiting to be rescued from a sinking dinghy off the
Libyan coastal town of Zawiyah, east of the capital, as they attempted to cross from the
Mediterranean to Europe. — AFP


