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VATICAN CITY: It could have caused a
diplomatic incident but a culinary quip
from Pope Francis seemed to have
gone down well with Donald Trump
and his wife Melania. In one of the
lighter moments of his meeting with
the US president at the Vatican yester-
day, Francis made an apparent allusion
to Trump’s imposing physical  s ize.
“What do you feed him on? Potica?”
Francis asked Melania, in a reference to
a calorie-laden cake that comes from
her native Slovenia and is pronounced
“potteezza”.

Reporters in the room thought initial-
ly that the First Lady had replied “Pizza!”
But her staff confirmed later to AFP that

she had appreciated Francis had pro-
duced a custom-made joke for her ben-
efit.  Trump, famed for his love of fast
food and his use of “fat” as an insult for
his enemies, took the quip in good part,
beaming broadly, as he did throughout
the public parts of an encounter that
lasted barely 30 minutes.  

Both sides had been determined that
the meeting would emphasise areas of
agreement between the new adminis-
tration and the Vatican, after some
pointed exchanges between the two
leaders over the last year.  These have
included Francis calling Trump’s border
wall plans “not Christian” and the billion-
aire tycoon suggesting the pope might

be glad to have him in charge if the
Islamic State group attacked the Vatican.  

Against that backdrop, Francis’s
diplomatic advisors would no doubt
have counselled the outspoken pontiff
against any reference to Trump’s size,
which came under considerable scrutiny
during the US election campaign.
According to an interview he gave last
year, Trump is 1.88 metres tall (six foot
two inches) and weighs 107 kilos (235
pounds). That makes him overweight
but not obese in the most common
measurement used by doctors-but
many observers are sceptical, believing
his true weight does take him into
obese territory.— AFP 

Pope risks joke about Trump’s size

BERLIN: A study into the causes of
heightened right-wing extremism and
xenophobia in formerly communist east-
ern Germany has sparked an angry back-
lash and charges of sloppy academic
methods. The paper published a week
ago “borders on a scandal”, said Volker
Kauder, the parliamentary chief of
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s centre-right
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) party.
Kauder argued that basing the study,
“Causes of right-wing extremism and
xenophobia in East Germany”, on just 40
interviews was “more than dubious,”
speaking to mass-circulation Bild daily on
yesterday. He said the research paper
“which severely condemns parts of the
East German population”, fell short of
accepted academic standards and should
never have been published.

Other critics also ripped into the work for

using pseudonyms for some interview sub-
jects and for introducing a bias by focusing
on cities or towns that have made headlines
for ugly racist attacks. CDU lawmaker Arnold
Vaatz from the eastern city of Dresden told
the Frankfurter Rundschau daily that the
reputational “damage for eastern Germany
is enormous”. The report was commissioned
by Iris Gleicke, the federal commissioner for
the region, who is a member of the centre-
left Social Democratic Party (SPD), the CDU’s
main challengers in September elections.
Gleicke defended the study, saying she saw
“no reason to question its content or
methodology”.

She said the research needed to be
conducted “openly, without taboos,
because xenophobia and right-wing
extremism are a serious threat to social
peace and economic development in
East Germany”. — Reuters

Study into xenophobia 

sparks angry backlash

PODGORICA: Montenegro’s Prime Minister
Dusko Markovic did not mince his words when
Russia last month announced a ban on imports
from the Balkan country’s biggest winemaker. “It
is clear that the decision is in the context of
(Montenegro’s) NATO membership,” he said,
pointing out that Russian citizens had “lost an
opportunity to consume the best wines”. Today,
Markovic will sit on the leaders’ table at a NATO
summit in Brussels and a few days later, his
country of 620,000 people should formally
become the alliance’s 29th member.

The process has riled Moscow, which has long
considered Montenegro’s predominantly Slavic
Orthodox population to be within its sphere of
influence. But the accession is expected to pass
without the chaos that some had feared on the
streets of the ex-Yugoslav republic, where NATO
membership remains a divisive issue. In 2015,
news of Montenegro’s accession spurred some-
times violent protests in the capital Podgorica,
organized by pro-Russian opposition parties.
Much of the scepticism stems from NATO’s
bombing of Serbia and Montenegro in 1999 dur-
ing the Kosovo war.

But after Montenegro declared independ-
ence from Serbia in 2006, closer ties with the
West were hotly pursued by former premier
Milo Djukanovic, who dominated the country
for a quarter century until stepping down at
the end of last year. Russian Senator Alexey
Pushkov wrote on Twitter that the military val-
ue of Montenegro was “zero”. But according to
Srdjan Vucetic of the Centre for International
Policy Studies,  “its political  and strategic
import is considerable”. “Viewed from the
Kremlin. . .  any gain for  NATO is  a  loss  for
Russia,” he wrote.

Adriatic domination
With Montenegro on board, NATO now controls

all of the Adriatic coast.  And the presence of its
troops in Kosovo and Bosnia “indicates that the
alliance remains ready to engage if armed conflicts
were to recur,” in the Balkans, wrote Janusz
Bugajski at the Center for European Policy Analysis,
a US think tank. Only Serbia and Macedonia keep
their distance from NATO-the latter is formally a
candidate to join, but the process has not
advanced since 2008.  After US President Donald
Trump last month signed off on Montenegro’s
accession, Russia slammed the process as “deeply
erroneous” and harming stability in the Balkans.

But the pro-Russian opposition in Podgorica
has been weakened by the indictment of its
leaders, Andrija Mandic and Milan Knezevic, over
an alleged coup plot in October. Montenegrin
officials asserted that “Russian state bodies” were
involved in the attempted power grab that
aimed to prevent NATO accession-by overthrow-
ing and even assassinating Djukanovic. His
opponents point to persisting mysteries around
the plot, alleging that the whole affair was a
political set-up to weaken them.

Judicial authorities have never explained how
they got wind of the conspiracy, foiled just
ahead of a general election that was narrowly
won by Djukanovic and his allies.  The defense
for some of the 23 accused, most of them
Russian-speaking Serbs, further noted that
police have never produced the weapons
intended for use in the attack. Yet many details
have been disseminated to Western media who
are “keen to take the Podgorica government’s
version of events at face value,” said Marcus
Tanner, an editor at the Balkan Investigative
Reporting Network.

Turning west 
Moscow’s wine blockade-officially over sani-

tary failings-prevents Montenegrin exports
worth an annual 1.7 million euros. This is noth-
ing compared to the 450 million euros that
make up Montenegro’s total foreign trade, most
of which is with the European Union. The coun-
try is an official candidate to join the 28-member
bloc, and it joined forces with the EU in 2015 by
imposing sanctions against Russia over the
Ukraine conflict. 

“We are not dependent on Russia or Serbia,
we are on our way to the EU and NATO, whether
they like it or not,” said Dragan Petrovic, an econ-
omist, 45. The crucial tourism sector seems more
delicate: one in three visitors is Russian, accord-
ing to the Montenegrin statistics office. In April,
Moscow denounced “an increase in anti-Russian
hysteria” in Montenegro. But in 2016, when the
crisis was most acute, Russian visitors were up
four percent from the year before to 317,000,
according to Montenegro’s national tourism
organization.

And Russian bookings for this summer are
already up by two to three percent.  “There has
not been and there is no Russophobia,” insist-
ed Oleg Tretyakov, a 45-year-old lawyer living
in Montenegro along with 12,000 other
Russians.  Russian citizens hold some 70,000
properties and injected 52 million euros in the
country in 2016. Marat Gelman, the Russian
director of an ar t centre in Montenegro’s
coastal town of Kotor, said deteriorating rela-
tions between Moscow and Podgorica had
adversely effected local Russians’ business
interests. But he said they were keen to see
the country join NATO “because they want sta-
bility for their businesses here”.— AFP 

VATICAN CITY: Pope Francis walks past US First Lady Melania Trump (right) and
the daughter of US President Donald Trump Ivanka Trump at the end of a pri-
vate audience yesterday. — AFP 

Montenegro readies to join 

NATO in setback for Russia

Montenegro to become NATO’s 29th member

BOSTON: US universities are often bastions
of progressive Democrats, but Donald
Trump’s election has spurred a growing
number of conservative students to step
out of the shadows and become increas-
ingly vocal. Even though both right-wing
provocateur Milo Yiannopoulos and con-
servative firebrand Ann Coulter cancelled
planned appearances at the University of
California, Berkeley in the face of threats
and violent protests, Democrats don’t
always have a stranglehold on campus.

“Conservative students are becoming
less hesitant to speak out,” says Sterling
Beard, editor-in-chief of Campus Reform,
which supports young conservatives in
denouncing progressive bias on campus.
The recent violence at Berkeley, he says,
makes the job easier “because so many of
their liberal peers have become hysterical.”
Two of these new conservative voices are
Nick Fuentes at Boston University and
William Long at Harvard, who are finishing
the school year happy to go into battle to
defend their ideas to peers in the majority
opposing camp.  Both voted for Trump, if
for different reasons.

Pariah
Long, the 20-year-old son of Chinese

immigrants from Oklahoma pursuing a
double major in computer science and
government, is a Republican in the tradi-
tional sense of the word-anti-abortion,
socially and fiscally conservative, and
determined, as he tells it, to “conserve the
good things.” Long says his reasons for vot-
ing Trump are “complex” and admits he was
uncomfortable broadcasting that fact right
after the election, when the torrent of anti-
Trump sentiment led some to suggest the
Republican’s supporters were “fascists.”

But the keen debater says even though
“actively involved” conservatives account
for less than five percent of the student
body at Harvard, Trump’s win has given
them more of a platform to air their ideas.
“Lots of people were wondering, ‘How did
this happen? Who was it that voted for
him?’” Long says. The election “did give us a
voice, in the sense that people were more
willing to listen to us.” Fuentes, an 18-year-
old studying international relations and
political science, is more radical. He identi-
fies himself with the “new right” or “alt-
right,” wants to halt immigration and
denounces the political correctness he sees
“everywhere.”

Vice President Mike Pence similarly
spoke out against political correctness
Sunday in a commencement speech at

Notre Dame University, calling it “nothing
less than suppression of the freedom of
speech.” Dozens of students walked out in
protest as Pence started to speak at the
university in his home state of Indiana.
Fuentes is an ardent Trump supporter and
with a taste for the provocative, walks
around Boston in “Make America Great
Again” Trump campaign hats, even if it
makes him a “pariah” by his own admission.

“I get harassed almost every week on
social media,” he says. “I was given death
threats to my face by people.” He could eas-
ily have gone to a conservative college, but
“what fun is that?” he says. “I figured I’d
agree with everybody there.” He has spent
his freshman year blending fact, opinion,
current affairs and history into a program
filmed in his small dorm room and shown
by the Alabama-based Right Side
Broadcasting Network, a conservative
channel on YouTube.

Trump lesson
But neither Fuentes nor Long expect the

conservative-liberal balance of power to
change substantially on campus. Beard
agrees-”not in the short term,” he says.
Marie Danziger, who has taught for 30 years
at Harvard’s John F Kennedy School of
Government, believes conservative ideas
are gaining ground even if conservative stu-
dents and faculty remain in the minority.

While students in the past were often
idealists, thinking about volunteering in
Africa, for example, she says today’s crop
“are much more comfortable with what we
used to think of as a conservative business-
oriented mentality.” A rise in conservatism
is also fueled by a growing number of
active duty US soldiers or veterans on cam-
pus, as well as foreign students from coun-
tries such as China, Russia or Singapore,
says the lecturer, who teaches a course on
persuasion.  

“The other big change,” says Danziger, is
a recognition “that we are as the one per-
cent not universally loved by many of the
people we will be leading in the future.
“That means finding ways to either under-
play our education or our left-leaning ten-
dencies,” she said.  

Trump’s shock defeat of Democrat
Hillary Clinton had left students asking
themselves if there was “some way” they
could learn from the billionaire tycoon.
“What do we learn from Trump, but how
can we use that in a way that we find
morally and factually acceptable? This is
the problem I am going to open my first
class (with) in September,” she said.— AFP 

TAORMINA: A Sicilian town beloved by the rich
and famous is swapping sun-worshippers for
snipers as the leaders of the G7 descend for a high-
security meeting in the hill-top holiday destination.
Drones will fly over Taormina for the Friday to
Saturday summit and the army has the site in lock-
down following an attack in Britain claimed by the
Islamic State (IS) group and a mafia execution in
broad daylight in Sicily on Monday.

Around 7,000 members of the security forces
will patrol the coastal attraction’s cobbled streets,
which welcome more than one million visitors a
year. So it is unlikely that US President Donald
Trump and wife Melania will enjoy a romantic
stroll here in the same relaxed manner as famous
sweethearts Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor
once did. Instead, security officials have declared
the delightful promenade off limits for a lack of
escape routes.

The town’s rich past has seen it play host to cre -
ative greats including Oscar Wilde, Ernest
Hemingway and Richard Wagner. But US security
demands for the visit have reportedly exasperated
organizers, with Italian media saying Trump’s
motorcade is longer than the distances it will have
to cover during the summit. “Italy is ready,” said the
prime minister’s State Secretary Maria Elena Boschi
this week, brushing off “Sicilian stereotypes”
bandied by critics who say the preparations started
late and caused chaos for 11,000 locals.

Taormina Mayor Eligio Giardina admitted he was
likely the town’s “most hated man” but said he had
pulled off “the impossible”. Border controls have
been reinstated across Italy until the end of the
month. And aid boats rescuing migrants in the

Mediterranean have been told they will be unable
to bring them to safety on Sicily, having to use the
mainland instead. Some 20 delegations are expect-
ed: the G7 countries will be joined by representa-
tives of the European Union and the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) as well as teams from
Ethiopia, Kenya, Niger, Nigeria and Tunisia.

Black bloc ‘risk’   
Their talks will be covered by 4,000 journal-

ists, though the media will be cordoned off in
nearby Giardini Naxos, a tiny resort town which
sits on the shoreline below Taormina, on the
eastern coast of Sicily. Locals have been prepar-
ing a special G7 cocktail to welcome the leaders
of Britain, Canada, France, Germany, Japan, the
US and their  own pr ime minister,  Paolo
Gentiloni, to the May 26-27 event. If there is any
quaffing done it may be on Friday night, when
the leaders wil l  be serenaded at Taormina’s
ancient Greek theatre by the orchestra of the
prestigious La Scala opera house in Milan.

Some 170 doctors, nurses and paramedics will
be mobilized along with seven rescue helicopters,
and preparations have been made for any possi-
ble chemical or biological attack. Only urgent cas-
es will be admitted to the hospital of Taormina.
Organizers warn there is a risk that violent so-
called “black bloc” demonstrators could infiltrate a
protest planned for Saturday afternoon in Giardini
Naxos. But with the summit over, most of the lead-
ers are expected to have jetted off by then-apart
from those who stick around for a plate of Sicily’s
Pasta alla Norma or some of the island’s legendary
cannoli. — AFP 

BOSTON: Harvard University student Will Long, who voted for US President Donald
Trump, speaks during an interview with Agence France -Presse in Boston,
Massachusetts. US universities are often bastions of progressive Democrats, but
Donald Trump’s election has spurred a growing number of conservative students to
step out of the shadows and become increasingly vocal. — AFP 

Conservatives flex Trump-era 

might on campuses across US 

LONDON: Britain expressed irritation
yesterday at leaks in the United States
of details about a suicide bomber who
killed 22 people at a packed pop con-
cert, saying disclosures of that kind
could hinder such investigations. The
suicide bombing at a packed concert in
Manchester was the deadliest attack in
Britain since July 2005, when four
British Muslim suicide bombers killed
52 people in coordinated attacks on
London’s transport network.

US broadcasters, drawing on US
sources, named the suspected killer as
Salman Abedi hours before Manchester
police revealed his identity. Non-US
media followed, again citing US
sources. “The British police have been
very clear that they want to control the
flow of information in order to protect
operational integrity, the element of
surprise, so it is irritating if it gets
released from other sources,” British
interior minister Amber Rudd said
when asked about the US leaks by the
BBC. “I have been very clear with our
friends that should not happen again,”
Rudd said. A spokeswoman for Rudd
declined to clarify her comments.

As Rudd was speaking, the French
interior minister was quoted as telling
reporters that the attacker had proven
links to Islamic State, and probably had
travelled to Syria. British officials have
declined to confirm the details released
by French Interior Minister Gerard
Collomb, who said the information had
come from British investigators. Britain
views the United States as its most
important defense and security ally,
and the two countries also share intelli-
gence as part of the so called “Five Eyes”
network which also includes Australia,
Canada and New Zealand.

After President Donald Trump
defended his decision to discuss intelli-
gence with the Russians during a White
House meeting, Prime Minister Theresa
May said last week that Britain would
continue to share intelligence with the
United States. But disclosures in the US
media about the Manchester attack
have clearly troubled senior British min-
isters and investigators. 

Asked whether the US leaks had
compromised the investigation, Rudd
said: “I wouldn’t go that far but I can
say that they are perfectly clear about
the situation and that it shouldn’t
happen again.” Christopher Meyer, UK
ambassador to Washington from 1997
to 2003, said on Twitter that Rudd had
been “quite right to give the US a
kicking.” — Reuters

Sicilian tourist town 

in lockdown for G7

‘Irritating’: UK 

scolds US officials

who leaked the 

name of attacker

SICILY: Photo shows the Greek theatre of Taormina. The small Sicilian city of Taormina will host the
next summit of the heads of the Group of Seven (G7) industrialized countries on May 26 and 27,
2017. — AFP 


