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T
he very thought that Lula might go to prison caus-
es Maria Helena da Conceicao to break into tears.
To her, the former Brazilian president is much more

than just a politician facing corruption charges and
fighting to regain power. The fortyish Maria Helena is
one of the many people who benefited from the social
policies of Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva, a hugely popular
leader who in his two terms as president (2003-2010)
pulled millions of Brazilians out of lives of barefoot
poverty.  

Brandishing a poster bearing a photo of her proudly
receiving a university diploma, Maria Helena would not
have missed the visit of the aging leftist icon to Feira de
Santana, some 100 km from Salvador de Bahia. It is the
third stop on a three-week tour of some of the poorest
areas of Brazil’s northeast. “Before, we had no access to
universities. Rich people did not accept us. But today,
though I am black and poor, I am doing advanced studies
alongside those with money,” said Maria Helena, who has
a law degree and recently began studying psychology.

Standing among an animated crowd of thousands of
militants - many wearing the red T-shirts of the Workers’
Party that Lula founded in the 1980s - she makes no effort
to hide her emotion when the former president arrives for
a rally billed as dealing with “the defense of public policies
for family farming”. Greeted by thunderous chants of “Lula,
warrior of the Brazilian people!” the bearded politician
with the gravelly voice clearly cultivates his image as a
man of the people. Sporting the traditional leather hat of
Bahia, he is showered with gifts from the crowd, including
locally grown fruit and vegetables. 

A promise of ‘much more’ 
A native of neighboring Pernambuco state, Lula him-

self knew hunger growing up in the arid northeast,
before emigrating to Sao Paulo to work as a metallur-
gist. But this tour is not just about returning to his roots.
Lula wants to put himself back on the political map
ahead of next year’s presidential elections, and he
makes clear that he considers the many corruption
charges facing him as nothing but a “plot by the elites”
to prevent him from running.

“They want to destroy me and they think I will hang
my head,” he tells the crowd. “But don’t worry about me:
if one day I should return to power, we are going to do
much more,” the former union leader promises, before
being interrupted for long minutes by shouted cries of
“Lula, president!” At 71, he has lost none of his charisma.
While the corruption charges have not helped, he
knows how to charm his public, reminding them of the
incredible path he followed from youthful poverty to
becoming a leader once described as “the most popular
politician on earth.”

“I know where I come from and I know where I’m
going. I am not going to Paris or London. You can count
on a comrade ready to fight to the very end!” he shouts,
to a roar of applause. That is just the sort of hopeful
message that got Maria Jose Pereira da Silva, a 65-year-
old farmer, out of bed at 5 o’clock in the morning to see
her idol. “Today, we have running water, a fridge, a TV.
It’s Lula who gave us all this. We consider him as a sort of
father,” she said, clearly moved.

Legal woes continue 
While Lula may find the adoring crowds invigorating,

his ambitions may yet be nipped in the bud. Last month
he was sentenced to nine years and six months in prison
on corruption and money-laundering charges. Judge
Sergio Moro accused the former president of accepting
bribes from a construction company seeking to win
contracts from state-controlled oil giant Petrobras. The
luxury seaside flat that he allegedly was given as a bribe
is worlds  away from the gritty realities of the humble
rural dwellers of Brazil’s northeast. While he remains free
pending an appeal, Lula must appear in another case
before Judge Moro on Sept 13, shortly after the people’s
tour that will help him take the measure of his continu-
ing popularity. Even if opinion polls show him leading a
hypothetical 2018 race, Lula faces headwinds. The eco-
nomic boom he oversaw is long past, some of his social
policies have been rolled back, and he faces political
opposition, particularly in richer southeastern Brazil. But
to people like Maria Helena, none of that matters. Lula
will always be her “warrior”. — AFP 
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Lula seeks rebirth 
where he began: 

Among the people

A
s Germany struggles to absorb more
than a million migrants from the
Middle East and Africa, the government

is hoping to avoid the mistakes it made half a
century ago when it brought in a generation
of guest workers from Turkey. In the 1960s,
hundreds of thousands of Turkish men were
invited in to fill labor shortages. But Germany
made no attempt to help them learn the lan-
guage or upgrade their skills. The result is that
three million Turks in Germany are still strug-
gling today. They are the least integrated
minority, with an unemployment rate of
about 16 percent, almost three times the
national average.

Now, two years after it threw open its
doors to the latest migrants, Germany has
devised an integration strategy based on lan-
guage and job training intended to get the
newcomers into work and off welfare. Among
the changes are 600 hours of mandatory lan-
guage lessons and fast-tracked work permits.
These measures are starting to show signs of
success: A growing number of migrants are
joining a labor market where a record 1.1 mil-
lion jobs are unfilled.

“ Things are very different here,” said
Merhawi Tesfay, a 32-year-old Eritrean who
was hired by Kremer Machine Systems, an
engineering company in the town of Gescher
in western Germany. “In Eritrea you find work
through word of mouth. Here you have the
Job Centre and online job sites. Everything
comes with too much bureaucracy and my
German wasn’t good enough.” Tesfay was
hired initially as a trainee and then full-time,
through ELNet, a government-funded project
run by charities who assign mentors to
refugees. He had been looking for work for
almost three years.

Waves of migrants, many forced to flee
Syria’s civil war, began arriving in large num-
bers two years ago, one of the biggest migra-
tion movements Europe had seen since World
War Two. The challenge now for Germany,
which took in the largest number of the

incomers in western Europe, is to integrate
them into society over the long term. With its
strong economy, Germany is better placed
than many European countries, especially in
southern Europe, to accept migrants. German
unemployment is at its lowest since 1990 and
seven straight years of growth mean the gov-
ernment can afford to put aside more than 10
billion euros a year for refugees. “The lesson
that Germany learnt is that integration is
something you work on,” said Herbert
Bruecker of Humboldt University of Berlin. “It
doesn’t happen on its own”.

Give and Take
When the first Turkish guest workers

arrived in the 1960s, German politicians, still
preoccupied with rebuilding the economy
after World War Two, regarded them as a tem-
porary measure. The perception was that
Turks were guests who would go back home.
The Turks of course did not go home. And
their wives and children began following
them, just as the oil crisis of the early 1970s
pushed Germany into a recession that cost
many guest workers their jobs. With low skills
and little grasp of the language, many found
it hard to find work again as Germany shifted
away from industry towards automation and
services.

This time, Germany has taken a different
approach. One month after her decision to
open Germany’s borders to refugees fleeing
war and persecution, Chancellor Angela
Merkel told parliament in Sept 2015 that
Germany should learn from its mistakes with
the Turkish guest workers and seek to inte-
grate asylum seekers from day one. Since
then, her government has focused on lan-
guage and vocational training to help 1.2 mil-
lion asylum seekers get into a manpower-
hungry labor market and wean them off
Germany’s generous welfare system.

Under legislation approved in Aug 2016,
integration courses including language learn-
ing were made mandatory for all refugees

and asylum seekers from countries such as
Syria, Eritrea and Afghanistan. The new rules
also included a ‘Give and Take’ clause giving
authorities powers to cut financial aid to asy-
lum seekers if they don’t attend language
courses. The government speeded up work
permits for asylum seekers, and scrapped a
rule under which Job Centers had to prove
they couldn’t find a European Union citizen
for a vacancy before they could offer it to a
refugee. There are several signs that the
measures are working: Some 203,000
migrants from Syria, Afghanistan, Iraq, Eritrea,
Iran, Pakistan, Nigeria and Somalia were
employed in May, according to the Labor
Agency, 23,000 more than in February. “The
employment numbers leave much to be
desired,” said Thomas Liebig of the
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development. “But clearly many of the meas-
ures that have been taken are in the right
direction.”

Incentives
The government is also offering financial

incentives for companies that offer vocational
traineeships to refugees and asylum seekers.
This could amount to half a new recruit’s
salary for a year. More than 13,500 refugees
are taking part in these schemes, which
involve learning a profession at a technical
college while at the same time gaining expe-
rience with a company. While it’s too early to
say whether the program is a success in
Germany, salary assistance schemes have
boosted migrant employment rates in
Scandinavia.

“Most of the refugees come from coun-
tries where they either study or work,” said
Christina Mersch, who heads a government-
funded project at the DIHK Chambers of
Commerce called ‘Companies integrate
refugees’. “So it’s difficult to explain to them
that in Germany you can do both simultane-
ously.” Germany suffers from labor shortages
as its population ages. This bodes well for the

largely low-skilled migrants given that sectors
requiring unskilled labor such as catering and
hospitality are growing fastest. “In the last
three years, 1.6 million positions were created
in low-skilled sectors, 45 percent of which
were jobs for which one requires no formal
qualifications,” said Bruecker of Humboldt
University. “We don’t only need doctors and
engineers”.

Here to Stay
Despite its integration push, Germany

appears to be repeating one mistake it made
with the Gastarbeiter in the 1960s. Last year it
granted fewer applicants full refugee status,
suggesting it is expecting some migrants to
go home. Temporary residence permits,
rather than full refugee status, hamper inte-
gration, economists say, as this discourages
companies from hiring people who may not
remain in Germany.

In the first seven months of last year, more
than three-quarters of Syrian applicants were
granted full refugee status and just over one-
fifth were given a one-year residence permit.
Over the same period this year, only one third
of Syrians were granted full refugee status
and six out of ten got a temporary permit.
“The main mistake is that most refugees are
being given temporary residency permits
because of the false expectation that they
would return,” said Bruecker. “This could have
fatal economic consequences. Why would
firms invest in someone whose prospects to
remain are uncertain?”

About 90 percent of the new arrivals have
said in surveys they want to stay in Germany
permanently. The stricter asylum rules were
quietly introduced last year after Merkel’s
conservatives were punished in regional elec-
tions by Germans angry with her decision to
welcome asylum seekers. Voters backed the
anti-immigrant Alternative for Germany (AfD),
which is expected to enter the national parlia-
ment for the first time in a general election on
Sept 24.—Reuters 

D
espite its long experience in fighting
terrorism, Spain failed this past week
to prevent two deadly attacks in

Catalonia - a key tourist magnet but also
the Spanish region most vulnerable to such
assaults, analysts say. In attacks claimed by
the Islamic State group, suspected jihadists
killed 14 people and left 120 wounded,
using vehicles to mow down pedestrians in
Barcelona on Thursday and in the nearby
seaside resort of Cambrils early Friday.
Spain has five decades of experience of
fighting against the Basque separatist
group ETA, which killed over 800 people
until it declared a ceasefire in 2011.

But it was jolted to another dimension
of terrorism in 2004 when it suffered
Europe’s deadliest Islamist attack to date.

During the morning rush hour of March 11
of that year, bombs packed with nails
exploded on four commuter trains heading
into Madrid, killing 191 people and injuring
nearly 2,000. In the aftermath of the car-
nage, Madrid overhauled its security forces.
It bolstered its police and intelligence serv-
ices with new hires, recruited translators
and reinforced its cooperation with neigh-
boring France and Morocco, said Mikel
Buesa, a terrorism expert at Complutense
University in Madrid. Authorities also start-
ed routinely detaining suspects as a pre-
ventive measure, he added.

Additionally, “self-indoctrination” over
the Internet with the intent of carrying out
an attack became a crime in 2015, easing
the process of such early detentions.

Although some lawyers say the measure
does not always respect human rights, it
has been credited with helping to spare
Spain from the terror attacks that have
plagued its European neighbors. The coun-
try, with its 5,000 km of coastline and long
sunshine hours, has also succeeded in
attracting tourists shunning turbulent des-
tinations like Tunisia or Egypt.

‘Centre of jihadist activity’ 
But the militant threat has risen since

2016, when Islamist websites named as a
target “Al Andalus” - the name of Spanish
territories governed until 1492 by Muslims
better known as Moors. And experts are
particularly worried about the concentra-
tion of militants in Catalonia, home to the
biggest community of Muslims in Spain.
Muslims number 1.9 million in the country
of 47 million inhabitants, or about 4 per-
cent of the population, according to the
Union of Islamic Communities of Spain.

Most of them are North Africans, with
Moroccans topping the list. Because many
are new arrivals, there has until now been
less risk of radicalization than elsewhere in
Europe, where disenfranchised second- or
third-generation immigrants have some-
times turned to extremist ideology, said
Javier Zaragoza, a prosecutor and anti-ter-
ror specialist.

Relatively few have left Spain to join
jihadist groups such as the Islamic State
organization, with only 214 leaving to fight
along militants in Iraq or Syria, said Carola
Garcia-Calvo of the Real Instituto Elcano, a
think-tank. That is just a small fraction of
the more than 1,000 people who have quit
France for jihadist ranks since 2012. But the
think-tank also warned that “the metropoli-
tan region of Barcelona is the home of
jihadist terrorism in Spain”. “Our last analy-

sis published early August shows that 25
percent of people detained in relation to
Islamist terrorism come from the Barcelona
province,” Garcia-Calvo said.
Geographically, that is “the main center of
jihadist activity”.  

A troubling history 
In fact, Catalonia has seen a long history

of jihadist activity. Spain’s first jihadist - a
member of the Algerian Armed Islamic
Group (GIA) - was uncovered in the state in
1995. Mohammed Atta, the pilot who
slammed a passenger plane into one of
New York’s World Trade Center towers on
Sept 11, 2001, spent time in Catalonia
shortly before the attacks. And in 2008, a
plot targeting Barcelona’s underground
trains was foiled when it was already in
advanced stages.

The Vanguardia newspaper, quoting
security sources, claimed last year that
Catalonia was fertile ground for Salafist
prayer halls, with 50 in the region at the last
count. The state is also now home to a sig-
nificant number of second-generation
immigrants. Among them is the group of
youths believed to have carried out this
past week’s deadly attacks. Most were chil-
dren of Moroccan immigrants who had
grown up in Ripoll, a town at the foot of the
Pyrenees mountains.

The town is frequented by tourists, and
its unemployment rate is not particularly
high, while neighbors described the sus-
pects as hardworking and serious boys. But
police warn that it may have been a case of
rapid radicalization, with the suspects turn-
ing to extremism in just a few months. For
the security forces, that is the biggest
headache - because unlike returnees from
the Middle Eastern war zones, such poten-
tial militants are difficult to detect. —AFP 

Catalonia fertile ground for terrorists

Germany second time lucky with migrants?

A picture taken yesterday shows people passing by the Monastery of Santa Maria
and a city sign in Ripoll.  — AFP 


