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MADRID: Catalan authorities must drop a bid for inde-
pendence by Thursday, the Spanish government said, mov-
ing closer to imposing direct rule over the region after its
leader missed an initial deadline to back down. In a con-
frontation viewed with mounting unease in European capi-
tals and markets, Carles Puigdemont failed yesterday to
respond to an ultimatum from Madrid to clarify if he had
declared independence. A regional broadcaster said he also
planned to ignore a second deadline on Thursday. Plunging
Spain into its worst political crisis since an attempted mili-
tary coup in 1981, Catalan voters backed a breakaway in a
referendum on Oct 1 that Spain’s Constitutional Court said
was illegal.

On that basis,
Puigdemont made and then
suspended a symbolic dec-
laration of independence
last Tuesday, calling for
negotiations on the region’s
future. Madrid had given
him until 10:00 am to clari-
fy his position on inde-
pendence with a “Yes” or
“No”, and until Thursday to
change his mind if he insist-
ed on a split - saying it
would suspend Catalonia’s
autonomy if he chose secession. Deputy Prime Minister
Soraya Saenz de Santamaria said he had not answered the
question and had to do so by Thursday. “Mr Puigdemont
...must answer ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to the declaration,” she said.

Catalan broadcaster TV3 cited unnamed sources as
saying Puigdemont did not intend to respond on Thursday,
but would maintain an offer of dialogue. A Catalan govern-
ment spokesman could not confirm the report. In a letter to
Spanish Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy made public yester-
day, Puigdemont did not directly answer on the independ-
ence issue, instead making a “sincere and honest” offer for
dialogue between the two men over the next two months.

In reply, Rajoy said Puigdemont’s stance had brought
Madrid closer to triggering Article 155 of the constitution,
under which it can impose direct rule on any of the coun-

try’s 17 autonomous communities if they break the law.
Also suggesting Puigdemont and his team were in no
mood to follow Rajoy’s game plan, Catalan interior chief
Joaquim Forn said Article 155 would not allow Madrid to
remove members of the Catalan government.

Broader secessionist concerns? 
The Catalan government says 90 percent of voters in

the referendum backed a breakaway, but turnout was only
43 percent as most opponents of independence in the
region boycotted it. While that points to a lukewarm
endorsement of Puigdemont’s intentions, EU authorities

remain concerned that the
test of strength between
Madrid and Barcelona
might impel moves
towards secession else-
where in the bloc.

European Commission
President Jean Claude
Juncker said on Friday that
Catalan independence
would encourage other
regions to follow suit,
potentially making the
European Union
ungovernable. With some

of the region’s largest companies having already shifted
their head offices elsewhere and others undertaking to fol-
low if Puigdemont declares independence, investors
believe a political split could undermine Spain’s economic
rebound. As Spanish bonds and stocks sold off yesterday,
major Cava producer Codorniu Raventos added its name
to the list, saying it had moved from Barcelona to Spain’s
La Rioja region due to “legal and political uncertainty.”

The terms of Article 155 on direct rule, which has never
been applied, are vague. It says that when a region does
not meet its constitutional obligations or other laws, or
goes against the general interest, the government “can
adopt any measure needed to force those obligations to be
met” once receiving approval from Spain’s lower house.
The article’s wording suggests that would include anything

from taking control of regional police and finances to
installing a new governing team or calling a snap election.

A legal source said state prosecutors had asked for
Catalan police chief Josep Lluis Trapero to be detained in
prison pending questioning over whether his force deliber-
ately failed to enforce the court’s referendum ban. A judge
would rule on the request later, the source said. Trapero

was put under formal investigation for sedition after failing
to order the Mossos d’Esquadra to rescue Civil Guard
police who were trapped inside a Catalan government
building in Barcelona by tens of thousands of pro-inde-
pendence protesters. The heads of civic groups Asamblea
Nacional Catalana and Omnium will also testify over their
role in organizing those protests.— Reuters
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MADRID: Catalan police chief Josep Lluis Trapero (right of group) leaves the national court during a break in
Madrid yesterday. A Spanish prosecutor is asking for Catalonia’s regional police chief to be jailed in a sedi-
tion case. — AP 

News in brief

Terror as flight turns 
SYDNEY: An AirAsia flight from Australia to Indonesia
was forced to turn back to Perth after losing cabin pres-
sure, with passengers yesterday recounting their terror as
oxygen masks dropped from the ceiling. Air Asia said the
plane suffered a “technical issue” with Australian media
reporting that the aircraft had to quickly drop from
32,000 feet to 10,000 feet 25 minutes after take-off.
Video circulating online shows distressed passengers
wearing oxygen masks with an alarm blaring and AirAsia
staff calling for people to assume the brace position. “I
picked up my phone and sent a text message to my family,
just hoping that they would get it,” one tearful passenger
named Leah told Channel Nine television. “It was horri-
ble.” Another holidaymaker said not knowing what was
going on heightened fears. “We didn’t know what was
happening because all the voice recordings on the plane
where in every language but English,” she said. 

Greek sex change law 
ATHENS: Churches in a western Greek region will ring
funeral bells every day until Saturday to protest a new
law that makes it easier for people to change their legally
recognized gender, clerics said yesterday. Greece’s par-
liament passed a law last week which allows people over
15 to change their gender on official documents with a
court ruling, without requiring medical tests or steriliza-
tion as was the case until now. The bill laid bare divisions
within the left-right coalition government and led to
debates between the ruling leftist party and the conserva-
tive opposition. It has also angered the powerful
Orthodox Church, which demanded it be withdrawn.
Clerics of the Orthodox Diocese of Kalavryta and Egialia
decided that churches in their region will ring the funeral
toll for three minutes every day until Oct 21. Yesterday,
Skai TV showed a banner on the facade of a church in the
city of Egio reading “Christian morals have been mur-
dered” as church bells rang in mourning. 

Vietnam death toll hits 72
HANOI: Vietnam yesterday braced for fresh storms as the
official death toll from last week’s floods and landslides
rose to 72. Downpours lashed much of northern and cen-
tral Vietnam last week, causing floods and landslides that
killed dozens, wiped out thousands of homes and left at
least 30 missing in one of the country’s worst weather
disasters for years. The desperate search for the missing
continued yesterday, with officials trying to clear roads as
Tropical Depression Khanun barreled towards northern
Vietnam. Forecasters said Khanun has weakened from a
typhoon after passing south of Hong Kong. But it threat-
ens to bring heavy rain and more misery to areas already
hard hit by floods and landslides, including Hoa Binh
province where 23 died last week. The province declared
a state of emergency on Monday over warnings that more
landslides could occur as Khanun approached. “Provinces
are concentrating efforts and equipment on improving
traffic,” the Disaster Management Authority said Monday,
giving the latest death toll. 

33 died in Nairobi 
NAIROBI: At least 33 people died in the Kenyan capital
Nairobi during a police crackdown on opposition sup-
porters after elections in August, including a child and a
pregnant woman, Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch said yesterday. Protests erupted after
President Uhuru Kenyatta was declared winner over
opposition leader Raila Odinga in the vote. The Supreme
Court later voided the result. Odinga has withdrawn from
a re-run on Oct 26, leaving Kenyatta as the only candi-
date, prompting further protests. Kenyan police disputed
the rights groups’ report, which brings the nationwide
death toll in the crackdown to at least 45. 

Conservative’s shift 
opens path to power 
for Austria far right
VIENNA: Austria’s shift to the right in a parliamentary
election has paved the way for young conservative star
Sebastian Kurz to become the country’s next leader and
opened a path for the resurgent far right to return to pow-
er. The People’s Party, which named 31-year-old Foreign
Minister Kurz its leader only in May, secured a clear victo-
ry on Sunday with a hard line on immigration that left little
space between it and the anti-Islam Freedom Party (FPO).

That party was founded by former Nazis and is a sister
to France’s National Front and Germany’s AfD, both of
which were also buoyed by voter concerns about Europe’s
migration crisis in 2015. Kurz is well short of a majority
and will probably need a coalition partner to govern.
Having pledged to move away from often deadlocked
coalitions with the centre-left like the one currently in
power, an alliance with the FPO is likely.

Austria was a gateway into Germany for more than a
million people fleeing war and poverty in the Middle East
and elsewhere in 2015. It made the neutral country fertile
ground for parties out to halt the influx. That propelled
Kurz into first place ahead of his current coalition partners,
Chancellor Christian Kern’s Social Democrats. The FPO
and Social Democrats were in a close race for second that
will be settled by a record number of postal ballots that
were being counted. Kurz champions tough enforcement
of the EU’s borders and helped broker border restrictions
through the Balkans that largely shut what was then the
main migrant route into Europe.  He has, however, kept his
coalition options open. “Neither a coalition with the FPO
nor one with the SPO has been agreed,” Kurz told broad-
caster ORF shortly after projections showed his party had
won Sunday’s election. But the likelihood of the FPO enter-
ing government with Kurz’s conservatives for the first time
since 2000 concerned politicians across Europe.

At that time, a horrified European Union slapped short-
lived sanctions on Austria for letting the FPO share power.
It was then led by the late Joerg Haider, who gained infamy
for praising the employment policies of Nazi leader Adolf
Hitler, who was born in Austria. Austria’s shift to the right
came after German voters last month punished Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s open-door policy for migrants, pushing
her conservative bloc to its worst showing since 1949 and
putting the far-right AfD party in parliament. Merkel said
the strong FPO showing was a “big challenge” for other

parties and she hoped for close cooperation with Kurz at a
European level. Alexander Lambsdorff, a senior member of
Germany’s pro-business Free Democrats that are a possi-
ble coalition partner for Merkel, called the Austrian elec-
tion results “a wake-up call for refugee policy that we
finally have to organize together”. “An orderly refugee pol-
icy is what people want, in Austria, in Germany, in other
European countries.” Hungarian Foreign Minister Peter
Szijjarto congratulated Kurz for his win, welcoming his
stance on migration as close to that of Budapest. He said
he expected anti-immigration eastern EU states Hungary,
Poland, Slovakia and the Czech Republic to work more
closely with Austria now.

Hard line
Kurz is on track to become one of the world’s youngest

leaders after securing around 32 percent. His hard line res-
onated with many voters who felt Austria was overrun in
the migration crisis-it took in roughly 1 percent of its pop-
ulation in asylum seekers in 2015. Under current leader
Heinz-Christian Strache, the FPO has become a more

mainstream party and sought to rid its ranks of anti-
Semitism, focusing instead on fighting political Islam. 

But the FPO has had to throw out party officials on a
regular basis in Nazi-related scandals. The biggest oppo-
sition party in parliament serves in two provincial and sev-
eral local governments. It has dropped calls to consider
leaving the EU or the euro currency. Still, World Jewish
Congress President Ronald Lauder, who was the US
ambassador to Austria from 1986 to 1987, called for the
Freedom Party to be kept out of national government.

“It is sad and distressing that such a platform should
receive more than a quarter of the vote,” Lauder said in a
statement. Any coalition between two of the top three par-
ties is possible since the SPO has lifted a self-imposed ban
on coalitions with the FPO. But if the Social Democrats
come third it is unlikely to form an alliance with the FPO
that would make Strache chancellor. Kern’s Social
Democrats appear split on how to proceed after years of
bickering with their coalition partner the People’s Party left
their alliance in deadlock and prompted Kurz to force
Sunday’s snap election.—Reuters

VIENNA: Austria’s Foreign Minister and leader of Austria’s centre-right People’s Party (OeVP) Sebastian Kurz
waves to supporters during the party’s election event following the general elections yesterday. — AFP 

Pro-Biafran leader 
missing on the eve 
of treason trial
LAGOS: The leader of a pro-Biafran separatist group in
Nigeria has apparently gone missing, prompting specula-
tion as to his whereabouts on the eve of his trial on treason
charges. Nnamdi Kanu, who heads the Indigenous People
of Biafra (IPOB) movement, has not been seen in public
since troops were deployed to the southeastern city of
Umuahia last month. Kanu, who wants a separate state for
the Igbo people who dominated the country’s southeast,
has been on bail since April. He is scheduled to appear in
court in Abuja on Tuesday. His lawyer, Ifeanyi Ejiofor said:
“Only the army can tell us where he is. Either they arrested
him or they killed him. “If he is alive, they should bring him
to the court on Tuesday.” Justice ministry spokesman
Salihu Othman Isah said whether the trial goes ahead
depends on Kanu’s appearance and the judge. “I can’t tell
you specifically what will happen,” he added.

Bullet holes 
Kanu’s disappearance has prompted renewed fears of

violence in the restive southeast, which remains tense 50
years after a declaration of independence sparked a brutal
civil war. He was first arrested in October 2015 and held in
custody until April this year, despite repeated court rulings
that he should be released.  In Umuahia, which was once
the capital of the self-styled republic of Biafra and where
Kanu spent his childhood, the windows of the family home
have been blown out.

The ochre walls and the cars parked in front of the
building are pitted with bullet holes, according to an AFP
correspondent in the city. Kanu’s younger brother, Prince
Emmanuel Kanu, maintains he was at the compound when
soldiers attacked it on September 14.He said 28 people
were killed but the army has denied the claim. Neither
claim has been verified independently. “They were so
numerous. They started to shoot from 200 metres (650
feet) away,” Prince Emmanuel told AFP by telephone.
“People were running for their lives. We had no guns with
us.” Prince Emmanuel said the military was holding his
brother in secret. The government has dismissed the claim
and said he was “hiding” somewhere.

Long-standing resentment 
Nigeria officially declared IPOB a “terrorist organi-

zation” in mid-September after violent clashes
between the security forces and IPOB supporters.
Members of the group were accused of attacking mil-
itary checkpoints in Umuahia, which is the capital of
Abia state, and the state’s commercial hub, Aba. There
was also violence in Port Harcourt, which is the capi-
tal of the neighboring state of Rivers and Nigeria’s
main oil hub. Officially, the military said the troop
deployment was part of its Operation Python Dance
against crime in the region. IPOB said it was designed
to curb its activities.

Human rights organizations and analysts believe the
authorities’ response has exacerbated tensions in a
region where separatist sentiment has never really dis-
appeared.  Many in the southeast say the region’s lack
of basic infrastructure and extreme poverty is a “pun-
ishment” for what happened in 1967.  The charismatic
Kanu, who is in his 50s, knew how to exploit those
frustrations. He revived Radio Biafra and used to
broadcast calls for independence from his home in
London. Those calls increased after his arrest and
sparked repeated demonstrations.  Even after his
release on bail, he rarely passed up a chance to whip
up his crowds of supporters. Kanu wants a referendum
on self-determination and has called for a boycott all
forthcoming elections. —AFP


