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BERLIN: Frank-Walter Steinmeier was hardly Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s first choice for the largely ceremonial job
of German president, but the lifelong Social Democrat may
be her best hope of holding onto power amid an unprece-
dented political crisis. Steinmeier, 61, a two-time foreign
minister, met on Tuesday with political leaders from the
Greens and pro-business Free Democrats (FDP) after
Merkel’s bid to forge a three-way coalition with those par-
ties collapsed. Yesterday, he met with Horst Seehofer, head
of the Bavarian sister party of Merkel’s conservatives.
Today, he will meet Martin Schulz, head of the Social
Democratic Party (SDP), the second largest in the
Bundestag lower house of
parliament, to urge him to
reconsider his party’s
rejection of another
“grand coalition” with
Merkel’s conservatives for
the good of the country.

Some 30 of the SPD’s
153 parliamentary mem-
bers questioned the rejec-
tion of such a coalition this
week, the Bild newspaper
reported yesterday. It said
Foreign Minister Sigmar
Gabriel also favored
resuming the coalition that
has ruled for the past four years. Merkel favors new elec-
tions over a minority government, but Steinmeier is press-
ing political leaders to avoid a new poll that experts say
would further strengthen the far-right Alternative for
Germany (AfD) after it moved into parliament with nearly
13 percent of the vote on Sept 24. “The German president,
who is now as powerful as seldom seen in German consti-
tutional history, holds the reins,” the Rheinische Post
newspaper wrote on Tuesday.

This is the first time a German president has had to get
actively involved in trying to forge a new coalition govern-

ment. The architects of the German constitution devised a
complicated process to prevent the frequent elections that
weakened the Weimar Republic in the 1920s and facilitat-
ed the rise of Adolf Hitler. But new elections are likely
around April if Steinmeier cannot bring Merkel’s conserva-
tives, the Greens and FDP back to the negotiating table, or
persuade his former SPD colleagues to return to govern-
ment. The SPD wants a spell in opposition to rebuild after
its worst election result since the 1930s.

Working relationship 
Steinmeier, following the tradition of all previous

German presidents, gave
up his party membership
upon taking office. But he
could wield some influ-
ence with top SPD players
after years in leadership
roles. His first months as
president were lacklustre,
with some commentators
skeptical that the veteran
political operator could
emulate the success of his
predecessor Joachim
Gauck, a former East
German pastor, in serving
as Germany’s moral com-

pass. But last month Steinmeier delivered a powerful
address on the anniversary of German reunification and
then went to Russia to try to repair strained ties with
President Vladimir Putin - the first German head of state
to visit Moscow since 2010.

A carpenter’s son from the west German state of
North-Rhine Westphalia, Steinmeier is a long-time confi-
dante of former chancellor Gerhard Schroeder. Steinmeier
failed to win election as chancellor in 2009, but later won
plaudits from the German public for donating a kidney to
his seriously ill wife. He has long experience of working

with Merkel after serving as foreign minister in the first
‘grand coalition’ between the SPD and conservatives in
2005-09 and then resuming that role in 2013-17, when the
two parties allied again.

He and Merkel worked closely together on the Minsk
peace agreement aimed at ending fighting in eastern
Ukraine - a complex deal that required hours of negotia-

tions with Putin and Ukrainian leaders. “I thought Minsk
was his biggest accomplishment, but it may pale in com-
parison with the effort involved in building a functioning
government in his own country,” said Olaf Boehnke of the
Rasmussen Global consultancy. “Merkel and Steinmeier
actually have a good working relationship. And now he’s in
the driver’s seat,” Boehnke said. — Reuters

Germany’s figurehead president now 
best hope of unlocking political crisis

Crisis draws Steinmeier into coalition negotiations
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Victim of ‘banking fatwa’ 
PARIS: French far-right leader Marine Le Pen accused
banks yesterday of closing accounts that belong to her and
her party, saying she has been the victim of a “banking fat-
wa” meant to silence her National Front. The 49-year-old is
smarting from defeat in presidential and parliamentary
elections this year, during which she already accused
French banks of being politically biased for not giving
loans to finance her campaigns. “This is an attempt to suf-
focate an opposition party and no democrat should accept
that,” Le Pen told a news conference, calling on President
Emmanuel Macron and other political parties to back the
National Front. The far-right leader, who is struggling with
feuding in her party after May’s election loss to Macron,
said the National Front would file a complaint against
Societe Generale and its subsidiary Credit du Nord.

6 killed in Illinois fire
DIXON: Four children and two adults from the same
family died in a house fire early Tuesday in rural northern
Illinois, according to the local sheriff. Authorities received
a 911 call just after midnight reporting smoke in the base-
ment of a home outside Dixon in the unincorporated
community of Lost Nation, according to the Ogle County
Sheriff’s Office. Firefighters arrived to find the home “ful-
ly engulfed” in the blaze.  Investigators haven’t found
anything suspicious about the fire, Sheriff Brian
VanVickle said.  The sheriff’s office identified the victims
as 39-year-old Timothy Shaw, 37-year-old Melissa Shaw,
17-year-old Ethan Shaw, 15-year-old LeAnne Shaw, 12-
year-old Hailey Shaw and 11-year-old Dylan Shaw.
Autopsies conducted Tuesday determined the victims
died from smoke inhalation.  The ages of the children
haven’t been released and autopsies are planned, he said.
Ogle County Corner Louis Finch said the bodies were so
badly burned that his office needed dental records to
determine identification.

Georgia ‘terror’ raid
TBILISI: Explosions and gunfire were heard in the
Georgian capital Tbilisi yesterday as armed counter-ter-
rorist units raided an apartment block on the outskirts of
the city, an AFP reporter witnessed. Several suspected
members of a terrorist group “refused to surrender and
opened fire from automatic rifles and threw hand
grenades on counter-terrorist units,” Georgia’s security
service said in a statement. One soldier was hospitalized
with gunshot wounds, the service’s spokeswoman Nino
Giorgobiani said in a televised statement. “One suspect has
been arrested and a special operation is under way to
detain several others who, according to a preliminary infor-
mation, are not Georgian nationals and are members of a
terrorist group,” Giorgobiani said. “Investigation is under
way both in Georgia and abroad to establish the suspects’
criminal links,” she added. Rustavi-2 television station
reported that the wounded soldier had died during surgery. 

The runaway Uighurs
BANGKOK: Thai police yesterday said ethnic Uighur
Muslims from China who escaped an immigration deten-
tion centre will not be deported-if they are all recap-
tured-despite a request by Beijing. The dramatic pre-
dawn jailbreak on Monday saw a group of 25 Uighurs
use blankets to climb out of their cell in southern
Thailand. Five of them were arrested on Monday while
one more was detained yesterday, Thai police said, with
media reporting the escapee was found over the border
in Malaysia.  The group were among hundreds of
Uighurs, a Muslim minority that faces repression in west-
ern China, detained in 2014 in Thailand, sparking a tussle
over their citizenship. Uighurs intercepted in Thailand
often say they are Turkish as Turkey shares ethnic links
with them and accepts those who flee from China’s
restive Xinjiang region. In 2015 Thailand forcibly deport-
ed 100 Uighurs to China. 

Russian billionaire 
arrested in France
MOSCOW: The Kremlin said yesterday it will spare no
effort to defend the rights of Suleiman Kerimov, a Russian
businessman and lawmaker who was arrested in the French
Riviera resort of Nice in connection with a French tax eva-
sion case. Shares in Polyus, Russia’s biggest gold producer
which is controlled by Kerimov’s family, were down on the
news of his detention. “We will do everything in our power
to protect his lawful interests,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry
Peskov told a regular conference call with reporters.
“Intensive work is now being undertaken by the foreign
ministry.” A representative for Kerimov in the upper house
of parliament, where he sits as a lawmaker, declined to
comment on the case yesterday when contacted by
Reuters. Polyus declined to comment.

Russia’s state-run Rossiya 24 TV station, citing an
unnamed source, reported that the 51-year-old billionaire
had denied any guilt. In the lower house of parliament,
lawmaker Rizvan Kurbanov asked the Russian foreign min-
istry to make representations on Kerimov’s behalf with the
French authorities. “We have still not received from the

French authorities any explanation of the reasons for the
detention of our colleague,” Kurbanov told parliament. “All
this testifies to an unprecedented demarche by the
French,” he said, adding that he hoped the Russian foreign
ministry would issue a formal protest.

Luxury residences
Shares in Polyus were down by more than 3 percent in

early trade in Moscow but since then recovered some
ground to trade at minus 1 percent by 1217 GMT.
Originally from the mainly Muslim Russian region of
Dagestan, Kerimov built his multi-billion natural resources
business through a combination of debt, an appetite for
risk, and political connections. He owned top flight soccer
club Anzhi Makhachkala until he sold it in 2016. Kerimov’s
fortune peaked at $17.5 billion in 2008 before slumping to
just $3 billion in 2009, according to Forbes magazine, due
to so-called margin-calls on his assets triggered by the
2008 global financial crisis. In March this year, Russian
President Vladimir Putin signed a decree giving Kerimov
the state award “For Services to the Fatherland, second
class” for his contribution to Russian parliamentary life.

French police arrested Kerimov at Nice airport on
Monday evening. A French judicial source said the inves-
tigation centered on the purchase of several luxury resi-
dences on the French Riviera via shell companies, some-
thing that would have enabled Kerimov to reduce taxes

owed to the French state. Kerimov is a regular visitor to
Nice and in 2006 he crashed his Ferrari Enzo into a palm
tree on the city’s Promenade Des Anglais. A woman
Russian TV presenter was also in the car at the time.
Kerimov was badly injured and on his rare occasions
since in public he has worn gloves to conceal his
burns.— Reuters

Balkans war: 
The story that 
will never die
PARIS: In the more than two decades
since the end of the wars in the former
Yugoslavia, AFP correspondent Sonia
Bakaric says the painful memories of
covering the conflict have never left her,
receding to the back of her mind with
the passage of time. But they have resur-
faced with the verdict against Ratko
Mladic, the “Butcher of the Balkans,”
who was found guilty of genocide by the
International Criminal Tribunal for the
former Yugoslavia in The Hague. Here
she recalls her experiences covering the
war in Bosnia, the worst conflict in
Europe since World War II.

‘Safe zone’ no more  
In the summer of 1995 concerns were

growing over the enclave of Srebrenica
in northeastern Bosnia, which was sur-
rounded by troops loyal to the general
Mladic, the Serb “Napoleon” who had
gained a reputation for ruthlessness
over the course of the wars between the
former republics of Yugoslavia. The
spectre of a major massacre occurring
at Srebrenica was growing. I still
remember the embarrassed faces of UN
spokespeople as I pressed them to say if
there would be aerial strikes against
Serb positions to break their siege. Or if
at least a corridor would be opened to
allow the civilian population to escape.
The spokespeople were always evasive.
Wanting to scream at the inaction of the
so-called civilized world, I realized once
again that no news story or photo would
change the course of the war in Bosnia
after more than 40 months. 

As reporters, we worked tirelessly
to expose what was happening on the
ground. But has our reporting managed
to save a single life? I remember pho-
tographers telling me that they could
no longer cover this war, saying they
were engaging in a “pornography of
death” that didn’t seem to interest any-
one in the outside world. Srebrenica

had been declared a UN “safe zone” in
1993, under the protection of UN
“Dutchbat” soldiers. But they retreated
in the face of the Serb assault on the
enclave two years later. Abandoned, the
town fell without resistance on July 11.

I remember televised images of
Mladic, surrounded by his men, walking
through the streets of the town. Leaning
over to tap the cheeks of a petrified
child, the image of a kindly grandfather
reassuring a kid for the benefit of the
cameras. Then another, as he discusses
“corridors” and protection for the civil-
ian population. Then him offering
farewell presents to the “Dutchbat”
troops. In a surreal moment, Dutch
commander Thom Karremans asks a
smiling Mladic, who ignores him, if the
gifts are meant for his wife in The
Hague. In the following days, some
8,000 Muslim men and boys, separated
from their mothers, wives and children,
would be executed by Serb forces in
those warm summer days.

A few days after Srebrenica’s fall,
the “Dutchbat” arrived at Zagreb air-
port, on their way home. I still see their
stern faces, with dark circles under
their eyes. Many were chain-smoking
on the tarmac. Still in shock, they were
impatient to get back to their homes,

almost 2,000 kilometers away, after
having been humiliated by the Serbs.
They would take with them one of the
darkest chapters in the history of the
Bosnian war. The blue helmets were
easy targets for the dogs of war in
Bosnia and Croatia. It’s poignant then
that it was in The Hague that Ratko
Mladic was judged for his deeds.

‘Constant state of worry’
It was hard to breathe that summer,

with temperatures above 38 degrees
Celsius. The war in Bosnia was in its
fourth year. My daily routine consisted
of countless briefings at the headquar-
ters of the UN force in Yugoslavia, the
UNPROFOR. A French national of
Bosniak-Croatian origin, I was just 20
years old when I got my job with AFP. I
worked for seven and a half years in the
Zagreb bureau. We were bombarded by
ferocious propaganda from the three
camps of the Bosnian war-the Croats,
the Serbs and the Muslims, known as
Bosniaks. In such conditions, it was vital
to work with other sources. The work of
getting testimony from witnesses was
depressing and traumatizing. At times
you had to travel for days to get to a
place where you could talk to a source
in a besieged area. —AFP

Bid to forge a
3-way coalition 

collapsed

BERLIN: German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier addresses a press conference after coalition talks to form a new
government failed overnight. — AFP 

DUBAI: File photo shows Russian powerful oil and
metals magnate, billionaire Suleiman Kerimov watch-
ing a friendly football match at Al Nasr Stadium in
Dubai. —AFP 

Eat with your family, 
ask for your rights, 
Indian women told 
MUMBAI: Indian women living in rural areas are tradition-
ally the last to eat at home, serving the men first and then
the children. The result: poor health and malnutrition,
and a lack of critical conversations about the house-
hold, money and property. A project in the western
state of Rajasthan to improve the health of women
among poor tribal communities took on this tradition
by encouraging families to eat together.

By doing so, the Rajasthan Nutrition Project,
launched in 2015 by non-profits Freedom from Hunger
India Trust and Grameen Foundation, not only
improved the health of women, it also made men more
aware of gender equality, a senior official said. “When
the issue of women’s health comes up, everyone is
aware that ‘women eat last, women eat the least’. Yet
this had never been addressed before,” said Saraswathi
Rao, chief executive of Freedom From Hunger India
Trust. “We decided to specifically address it by engag-
ing with women and men, showing them what it means
to have women eat alone, and eat the smallest portions.
We wanted them to see eating together is for every-
one’s benefit.”

One of India’s poorest states, Rajasthan is known as
much for its beautiful palaces and colorful apparel as
for its centuries-old traditions of patriarchy. It has
some of India’s lowest rates of female literacy and
highest rates of child marriage. A recent survey of
about 400 of the 8,500 families that took part in the
nutrition project showed improved health and nutrition
levels among the women and children, said Rao. The
women also said they were less afraid of their hus-
bands and were more involved in household decisions
including on children’s education, healthcare and prop-
erty, she said.

While Indian law ensures equal inheritance rights
for women, in states such as Rajasthan, married women
often forgo their claim through a tradition called “haq
tyag”, or sacrifice of right. Taking on seemingly innocu-
ous traditions is key to securing equal rights for
women, said Varsha Joshi, an associate professor at the
Institute of Development Studies in Jaipur, the state
capital. “Getting women to eat with their husbands is a
major achievement; it makes a dent in other traditions
that hold women back,” Joshi told the Thomson
Reuters Foundation. “Even if they don’t get their prop-
erty right away, at least they are having conversations
about it, and men are seeing the injustice of these tra-
ditions.”—Reuters

POTOCARI: Victims’ relatives react as they watch a live TV broadcast from
the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) in a room
at the memorial in Potocari, near Srebrenica yesterday. —AFP 


