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DUBLIN: Pro-Brexit British politicians have heavily criti-
cized Ireland due to fears it may block the start of the next
phase of EU negotiations over the country’s sensitive bor-
der. Dublin and other EU member states are set to decide
this month if Britain has made sufficient progress in three
key areas of the talks-the border issue, the country’s exit
bill and the rights of expatriate citizens. In the run-up to
the crucial decision, the rhetoric from people anxious for
an agreement has become increasingly incendiary against
their former colony. “The South needs to wind its neck in,”
wrote Northern Ireland’s former first minister Peter
Robinson, in a post on
Facebook last week.

Irish politicians “have
taken to lecturing the UK”
and should adopt a “more
positive and accommodat-
ing approach,” he added.
The Sun tabloid adopted
an even angrier tone:
“Ireland’s naive young
prime minister should shut
its gob on Brexit and grow
up.” Prime Minister “Leo
Varadkar may not like
Brexit but he needs to
accept it’s happening,” the newspaper said. Gerard Batten,
a member of the European Parliament from the UK
Independence Party, tweeted: “UK threatened by Ireland.
A tiny country that relies on UK for its existence.” Batten’s
message, posted on November 26, elicited hundreds of
indignant responses from other Twitter users.

Irish ‘a bit petty’  
Ireland’s insistence in Brexit negotiations that there can

be no return to a hard border on the island has generated

other reactions on social media, including ugly historical
references. “Oh bring back Cromwell, he understood how
to deal with the Irish,” one Twitter user wrote in response
to a news article on the topic. Oliver Cromwell led British
forces sent to conduct a brutal conquest of Ireland in the
17th century.

Britain’s right-wing newspapers have also joined in.
“Ireland and the EU need to stop using the border as a
stick to beat us with,” the headline of an editorial in the
Daily Telegraph newspaper said last month. In the war of
words, pro-Brexit UK lawmaker Kate Hoey warned Dublin

that there would be conse-
quences if the talks stall
this month. “If this ends up
with a no deal, we won’t be
putting up the border,
they’ll have to pay for it,”
she told a BBC interviewer,
echoing US President
Donald Trump’s controver-
sial campaign comments
that Mexico pay for build-
ing a wall on America’s
southern border.

The escalating rhetoric
is “worrying”, wrote

Jennifer O’Connell of the Irish Times in a recent column. She
said that “the work done by the hard Brexiteers... trying to
position the border question as an Irish problem seems to
be paying off”. O’Connell highlighted a video from Britain’s
Channel 4 News that went viral in which Britons were asked
to draw the actual borderline between the Irish republic and
Northern Ireland-with little success. The interviewees were
then asked their feelings about the Brexit negotiations,
which elicited responses like “the Irish are just making trou-
ble” and accusations of being “a bit petty”.- AFP 

Ireland becomes target 
of Brexiteers’ acrimony 

HELSINKI: A century after gaining independence from
its powerful neighbor Russia, Finland continues to con-
solidate its ties to the West, as tensions flare between
Moscow and the West. Russia’s 2014 annexation of
Crimea and an uptick in military activity in the Baltic
region have tested Finnish-Russian relations, painstak-
ingly maintained over the years with scrupulous diplo-
matic efforts.

Like its neighbors Sweden, Denmark, Poland and the
Baltic states, Finland has modernized its military in
recent years and has stepped up initiatives tying itself
closer to NATO-but has stopped short of joining the
alliance. And Finland’s political rhetoric remains cau-
tious when it comes to Russia, its fifth biggest trading
partner. “We are ready to defend ourselves, but we
don’t speculate about the direction or the countries”
the threat could come from, Finnish Foreign Minister
Timo Soini said in an interview. “We are two independ-
ent nations, we don’t ask permission from each other”
before making strategic decisions, he said.

Wary of their neighbor
Finland belonged to Sweden for six centuries-until

1809 - and was then a Russian Grand Duchy until 1917,
only gaining its independence at the end of World War
I after the fall of the Tsarist Russian empire. The Soviet
Union recognized Finland’s independence in 1918, but
the Nordic country had to fight off its great eastern
neighbor during the winter of 1939-1940, and again
from June 1941 to September 1944 to avoid being
occupied by the Communists.

The 1947 Treaty of Paris recognized Finland’s defeat
at the end of World War II, and it had to pay substan-
tial war reparations to the USSR and permanently cede
10 percent of its territory, the eastern part of Karelia.
The human and territorial losses from these conflicts
remain very present in the minds of today’s 5.5 million
Finns. An old saying goes: “Nothing good comes from
the East, only the Sun.”  “From the Finnish point of
view, (Russia) is not a real threat but rather a big
neighbour they’re still a bit wary of, and with whom
they have a joint history that has not always been
easy,” Barbara Kunz, a Nordic specialist at the French
Institute of International Relations (IFRI) said.

EU’s longest border 
Careful not to wake the Russian bear, Finnish lead-

ers publicly stayed on good terms with Russia and
refrained from expressing any open criticism during the
Cold War, a process that coined the term
“Finlandization”.  But the collapse of the Soviet Union
in 1991 changed everything. Remaining militarily non-
aligned, Finland rapidly joined the European Union in
1995, swapping its currency, the markka, for the euro in
2002. The Finnish border is now the longest EU border
with Russia, stretching 1,340 kilometers. Anchoring
itself firmly to the West, Finland is keen to make sure it
has a diplomatic and security “shield”. “We are a part
of the West, and we need the Western power to stabi-
lize the situation in terms of Russia,” said Markku
Kivinen, head of Helsinki’s Aleksanteri Institute, a cen-
tre for Russian and Eastern European studies.

Pragmatic neutrality 
Unlike Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia, the Baltic

states which won their independence in the early 1990s
and joined NATO a decade later, Finland has no inten-
tion of joining the military alliance for fear of angering
Moscow.  Last month, a public opinion poll found that
only 22 percent of Finns have a good opinion of NATO,
a fall of three percentage points from a year earlier.
The policy of military non-alignment is broadly sup-
ported in the country.  “We need to stay independent.
We never know what could happen with Russia,” Heini
Vahtera, a Helsinki resident in her 30s said. Joining the
Atlantic alliance would “elicit a pretty harsh reaction
from the Russians”, noted Jean de Gliniasty, a Russia
expert at the French Institute for International and
Strategic Affairs (IRIS) and a former French envoy to
Moscow.—AFP
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Spain Judge
refuses to 
free 4 Catalan
leaders
MADRID: Catalonia’s sacked vice presi-
dent Oriol Junqueras and three other sepa-
ratist leaders will remain in prison pending
a probe over their role in the region’s inde-
pendence drive, a Spanish judge decided
yesterday, as critical Catalan elections
approach. Six other former ministers who
were also remanded in custody last month
will be released on bail of 100,000 euros
($120,000) each as an investigation into
charges of rebellion, sedition and misuse of
public funds continues, the Madrid court
said in a statement. 

The decision comes as axed Catalan
leader Carles Puigdemont faces an extradi-
tion hearing in Belgium, where he escaped
to after his region’s parliament declared
independence on October 27, claiming he
would not get a fair trial back home. Spain
is seeking to have Puigdemont and four of
his former ministers who also fled with him
sent back to face charges over their role in
the independence drive.  

News that Junqueras, former regional
interior minister Joaquim Forn, and two
civil society leaders will stay in prison
comes as the official campaign for Catalan
elections on December 21 kicks off at mid-

night. Madrid called the polls after the
independence declaration, sacked
Catalonia’s government and suspended the
region’s autonomy. Supreme Court Judge
Pablo Llarena decided there was a risk that
Junqueras and the three others would repeat
their alleged offences if he released them.

‘Turn sadness into energy’ 
The news sparked outrage among inde-

pendence supporters. “We want you back
home,” tweeted Catalan parliament speak-
er Carme Forcadell, who is also under
investigation over her role in Catalonia’s
secession drive. “We will turn sadness into
energy and we won’t stop until you are
free.” Madrid wants the elections to
“restore normality” to the wealthy north-
eastern region, which declared independ-
ence unilaterally following a referendum
that went ahead on October 1 despite a
court ban. Puigdemont, Junqueras and oth-
er former ministers are candidates for the
elections. This means the campaign will
take an unprecedented turn, with candi-
dates both “in exile” and in prison.

Separatist parties have repeatedly
accused Madrid of taking “political prison-
ers” and “repression” after their independ-
ence declaration fell flat, and the decision to
keep some Catalan leaders in jail is likely to
magnify those claims. But generally, Catalans
remain deeply split on independence, and
several polls suggest pro-secession parties
might struggle to win enough seats to form a
new regional government. “From now until
December 21, the dispute in the pro-inde-
pendence camp is going to get worse and
they will exchange blows,” said Oriol
Bartomeus, a political science professor at

the Autonomous University of Barcelona.
“They could open up a rift that prevents
them returning an overall majority.”

Separate lists
In 2015 pro-independence parties won

47.8 percent of the vote, which allowed
them to form the largest bloc in the
region’s parliament. But the latest polls
show support for secessionists hovering
around 45 percent-potentially putting
another majority out of reach. And unlike
2015, pro-independence parties are run-
ning on separate lists. Junqueras hopes to
lead his ERC party, which is ahead in the
polls, to victory on December 21.

Puigdemont launched his campaign last
month from Brussels with a flurry of high-
profile media appearances and a demand
that he be returned as the “legitimate”
president of Catalonia. After Monday’s hear-
ing the court is expected to make its ruling
in eight to 10 days, according to the Brussels
prosecutor’s office. But Puigdemont’s lawyer
said at the weekend he will remain in
Belgium until after the Catalan elections,
which indicates he will campaign from there.
“No matter what, they will be (in Brussels)
till at least December 21 and according to
my calculations this could go on till mid-
January,” lawyer Jaume Alonso Cuevillas told
Catalan radio Rac1.—AFP

Families condemn 
police brutality in
Californian town
BAKERSFIELD: James de la Rosa was unarmed when
four police officers in the rural Californian town of
Bakersfield ended his life in a hail of bullets by the road-
side. At the age of 22, he had never picked up a single
conviction, but initial police reports justified the killing
by saying he had reached into his waistband after being
chased by police and crashing. “I’m broken”, sobs his
mother Leticia as she visits his grave in a local cemetery
three years after the killing, cradling a picture of her
beaming son in happier times.

“No money, nothing in this world, will bring me back
my son. I think of James everyday. I live in the house he
was living in. He was a good kid, he had a bright future.” A
family lawsuit alleged that De la Rosa had his hands in the
air when an officer first tried to taser him and then other
officers opened fire, shooting him five times in the head,
groin and other areas. The family settled on a $400,000
compensation deal after it emerged that an officer had
“tickled” De la Rosa’s dead body-but many other victims’
families feel they have never seen justice. 

Far from the media spotlight on flashpoints like
Ferguson, Missouri and Baltimore, at least 29 people have
been shot by police in Kern County, where the oil produc-
tion hub of Bakersfield is located, since 2013. “In recent
years, Kern County Sheriff’s deputies shot and killed con-
siderably more people than law enforcement agencies in
areas of equivalent population sizes,” the American Civil
Liberties Union (ACLU) said in a recent report. “And the
Bakersfield Police Department had the highest rate of
police homicides per capita of the country’s 60 largest
police departments.”

Shootings, beatings 
The report described “a disturbing pattern of shoot-

ings, beatings and canine attacks” by police and sheriff’s

deputies, especially targeting unarmed suspects. Families
of the dead say the real toll over the period covered by
the report is 38 — and more than one a month in 2015 -
although Mark Nations, a lawyer for the the sheriff’s
office, told AFP that year was an anomaly.  

“We have not had an in-custody death since then. I
can tell you there was a spike in incidents in the sense
that there was not much going on before that and not
much after that,” he told AFP. The Bakersfield Police
Department, involved in at least four deaths since
2016, refused to comment, citing an ongoing investiga-
tion by California’s public prosecutor.  The ACLU says
the level of lethal violence directed at Hispanics and
African Americans in Bakersfield by the predominantly
white police force is out of proportion with the level of
local crime. 

Peter Bibring, the group’s director of police practices
for California, has noted that a small number of officers in
Bakersfield have been involved in two deaths or more.
One officer was present during the deaths of De La Rosa
and two other victims-Jorge Ramirez and Jason Alderman.

Alderman, a 29-year-old father of two, met his end after
being caught leaving a fast food joint he had just burglar-
ized, in August 2015. He was about to escape, having
found nothing worth stealing, when he was gunned down
by police who later said he had raised his car jack, which
they thought was a rifle. 

‘Wild West’ 
A surveillance video showed he had been crouching to

get through a window when he was propelled back by the
gunfire. Ramirez, a 34-year-old father of five, was on pro-
bation when he agreed four years ago to lead officers to a
suspect. But the operation ended in a bloodbath on a
parking lot and he was riddled with police bullets. “He
was expecting the police to take care of him instead of
killing him,” his father, Jorge Ramirez Sr, told AFP, adding
that he was haunted by the image of his son’s death.
Academics and campaigners describe Kern County as
poverty-stricken and blighted by drug abuse, more the
cultural twin of rural Texas than liberal Hollywood or
high-tech Silicon Valley.—AFP

Exit bill, rights’ 
border issues 
still lingering

DUNDALK, Ireland: A lorry passes a Brexit Border poster on the Dublin road Co Armagh border, between
Newry in Northern Ireland and Dundalk in the Irish Republic. _ AFP 

BAKERSFIELD: Leticia De la Rosa places a rose on the grave of her son James in Bakersfield. James was reportedly
killed in 2014 by Bakersfield police. —AFP 

ESTREMERA: A group of people hold Catalan ‘Estelada’ flags and banners demanding a
republic as they wait for the release of some Catalan former ministers, outside the
Estremera prison yesterday. —AFP 


