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PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron, center, Prime Minister Edouard Philippe, left, and Interior Minister Gerard
Collomb pose during a family photo at the Elysee Palace in Paris.—AFP

Macron’s new centrist party 

stretches lead, survey shows
PARIS: French President Emmanuel
Macron’s new centrist party has
stretched its lead in the polls ahead of
parliamentary elections next month,
new survey data showed yesterday,
adding to the positive momentum for
the 39-year-old leader. A survey from
the Harris Interactive group showed that
32 percent of people planned to vote for
Macron’s Republique en Marche (REM)
in the first round of parliamentary elec-
tions on June 11.

The figure showed a three-point gain
from the week before, with the
rightwing Republicans and far-right
National Front losing one point each to
stand at 19 percent. Another survey
published yesterday by the Elabe
polling group showed that 61 percent of
French people approved of the new
government unveiled Wednesday,
which mixed Socialists,  centrists,
rightwingers and newcomers to politics. 

Rightwing Prime Minister Edouard
Philippe said yesterday that the govern-
ment had been chosen to last and was
“in line with the political renewal that
we are in the process of putting in
place.” Macron, who defeated far-right
leader Marine Le Pen on May 7 to
become the country’s youngest presi-
dent ever, is hoping to sink France’s tra-
ditional parties as he seeks to redraw
the political map. His aim is to win a par-
liamentary majority with REM and its
centrist allies which would enable him
to push through his ambitious plans to
overhaul labor regulations, social securi-
ty, schools and pensions.

The polling data does not forecast
the number of seats REM and its allies
would win in the 577-seat National
Assembly, which is difficult to predict
because of France’s two-round voting
system. The top two candidates in the
first round of voting will go through to a

run-off vote on June 18. Many analysts
remain skeptical about Macron’s ability
to win a majority with REM but Macron
has always claimed that voters are

“coherent”. Having elected him presi-
dent, they would then give him a parlia-
mentary majority to govern, he said
repeatedly on the campaign trail.—AFP 

France, Germany

resist US plan for 

bigger NATO role

against Islamic State

BAMAKO: An unmarried couple were
stoned to death in public in northeast
Mali by “Islamists”, local officials said on
Wednesday, the first such incident since
jihadist groups were driven out of the
region. Jihadists seized key northern
cities in Mali in March 2012, and though
they were driven out by a French-led
military intervention in 2013, Islamist
groups continue to make their presence
felt with frequent attacks on domestic
and foreign forces.

“The Islamists dug two holes where
they put the man and the woman who
lived maritally without being married,”
said a local official. “They were stoned to
death.” The stoning happened in Taghlit
on Tuesday, close to Aguelhok in the
Kidal region, and the same source said
that members of the public were invited
to take part. “Four people threw stones
at them until they died,” they said.

Another local official said the
Islamists had accused the unmarried
couple of violating “Islamic law”, which
requires punishment by stoning. During
their brief control of key towns in the
vast north, jihadist groups imposed a
version of Sharia law which forced
women to wear veils and set whipping
and stoning as punishment for trans-
gressions. In July 2012, the Al-Qaeda-
linked Ansar Dine group stoned a cou-
ple in public in Aguelhok who they
accused of having children outside mar-

riage. The stoning comes on the eve of
an expected visit to Mali by French
President Emmanuel Macron, who is
due to meet French troops stationed
there yesterday or today. The Malian
Association for the Defense of Human
Rights (AMDH) described the stoning as
“cowardly murder”. “This is barbaric. The
people who did this should be arrested
and put on trial,” said Oumar Diakite, an
AMDH official.

Un Rapid Intervention Force 
A 2015 peace deal signed by Tuareg-

led rebels, the government and pro-
Bamako militias aimed to quell sepa-
ratist uprisings in the north and isolate
jihadist groups. But its implementation
has been piecemeal and the jihadists,
who did not sign up to the accord, con-
tinue to mount attacks on civilians and
the army, as well as French and UN
forces. The new UN peacekeeping chief
said a rapid intervention force of
Senegalese troops would soon be
deployed in central Mali, which has seen
an increase in attacks and communal
violence since 2015. Jean-Pierre Lacroix,
on his first visit to Mali since becoming
under secretary-general for UN peace-
keeping operations, said the UN mission
lacked capacity. “We are hopeful that,
soon, a number of reinforcements will
arrive, which will make up for these
shortcomings,” he said.—AFP 

Islamists stone couple 

to death in north Mali

BRUSSELS: France and Germany are resisting a plan by US
officials for NATO to take a bigger role in the fight against
Islamic State in Syria and Iraq, in line with calls from President
Donald Trump for the alliance to do more to combat terror-
ism. Many all iance members hope the plan will  be
announced in Brussels next thursday, when Trump attends
his first NATO summit. But France and Germany have misgiv-
ings, allies involved in the discussions said.

Among the concerns : NATO might be caught up in
another costly, Afghan-style deployment, irk some Arab
countries or risk confrontation with Russia in Syria. “They are
not buying it,” said a senior European NATO diplomat, who
said some other nations including Greece and Italy were also
wary of the plan. “They want to know what difference would
it make. All 28 NATO allies are already part of this effort,” the
diplomat said, referring to a 68-nation US-led coalition

against Islamic State
that includes all NATO
members.

French and German
officials declined to
comment, but German
Chancellor Angela
Merkel left open the
possibility of NATO as
an institution joining
the coalition when she
met NATO Secretary
General Jens
Stoltenberg last week.
Both ruled out any
combat role for NATO
in Syria and Iraq.
France’s new President
Emmanuel Macron will
have lunch with Trump
- who last month with-
drew his earlier charge

that NATO was ‘obsolete’ because it was not ‘taking care of
terror’ - before the Brussels meeting next Thursday. 

While Islamic State is on the verge of defeat in its Iraqi
stronghold of Mosul, and bracing for an assault against its de
facto capital in Raqqa, Syria, US officials are concerned fleeing
militants could leave a vacuum that could prompt Arab tribal
fighters to turn on each other to gain control. US officials say
the North Atlantic Treaty Organization as an institution could
contribute equipment, training and the expertise it gained
leading a coalition against al Qaeda and the Taliban in
Afghanistan. 

NATO military chiefs favor the move, said General Petr
Pavel,  chairman of the all iance’s military committee.
Diplomats said this could mean NATO using its surveillance
planes over Syria, running command-and-control operations
and providing air-to-air refueling.

Symbolic step
One compromise would be for NATO as an institution to

formally join the coalition at the dinner with Trump next
week, but leave the details of any involvement to a later
stage. “If allies can be convinced that it is only a symbolic
step, a deal should be possible,” said a second NATO diplo-
mat. “Trump goes home with a message that NATO is joining
the coalition and NATO doesn’t have to do anything extra, at
least for now.” 

A broader hesitancy among European allies stems from
the long mission that NATO has undertaken in Afghanistan,
taking over the United States’ bid to defeat militants in 2003
after the attacks on New York and Washington two years ear-
lier. Given Russia’s concerns over NATO expansion in eastern
Europe, and its role in Syria as the key military ally of
President Bashar al-Assad, some allies also worry that deeper
NATO involvement there could be taken by Moscow as a
provocation. But a stronger role in Iraq and Syria could also
address concerns expressed by Mediterranean allies, such as
Spain, Italy and Portugal, that NATO lacks a strategy for tack-
ling the root causes of the migrant and refugee crisis.
Stoltenberg has talked about NATO’s “untapped potential” in
building up armed forces. —Reuters

BRUSSELS: NATO Secretary General
Jens Stoltenberg talks to the media
prior to a European Union Foreign
Affairs (Defense) Council meeting
held at the EU Council building in
Brussels, yesterday.—AFP 


