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BARCELONA: Catalonia’s separatists were planning their
response yesterday after Spain took drastic steps to stop the
region from breaking away by dissolving its separatist gov-
ernment and forcing new elections. Catalan leader Carles
Puigdemont and his regional executive-who sparked Spain’s
worst political crisis in decades by holding a banned inde-
pendence referendum on October 1 - will be stripped of their
jobs and their ministries taken over under measures
announced Saturday by Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy.

“Yesterday there was a fully-fledged coup against Catalan
institutions,” said Catalan government spokesman Jordi Turull.
“What happens now, with everyone in agreement and unity, is
that we will announce what
we will do and how,” he
told Catalunya Radio. Rajoy
has taken Spain into
uncharted legal waters by
moving to wrest back pow-
ers from the semi-
autonomous region, which
could see Madrid take con-
trol of the Catalan police
force and replace its public
media chiefs.

The move sparked out-
rage among separatists,
with nearly half a million
taking to the streets of
regional capital Barcelona and Puigdemont declaring Rajoy
guilty of “the worst attack on institutions and Catalan people”
since the dictatorship of Francisco Franco. Among other
repressive measures, Franco-who ruled from 1939 until 1975
took Catalonia’s powers away and banned official use of the
Catalan language. Though Catalans are deeply split on whether
to break away from Spain, autonomy remains a sensitive issue
in the northeastern region of 7.5 million people, which fiercely
defends its language and culture and has previously enjoyed
control over its policing, education and healthcare.

Rajoy said he had no choice but to force Puigdemont out
as he refuses to drop his threat to declare independence after
a referendum that had been declared unconstitutional.

Responding to accusations of a “coup”, Foreign Minister
Alfonso Dastis retorted: “If there is a coup d’etat, it is one that
has been followed by Mr Puigdemont and his government.”
He told BBC television: “What we are doing is following
strictly the provisions of our constitution.” Spain’s Senate is
set to approve the measures by the end of next week. Rajoy’s
conservative Popular Party (PP) holds a majority in the upper
house, while other major parties also back his efforts to pre-
vent a break-up of the nation.

What now?
In a crisis that has sent jitters through one of Spain’s most

important regional
economies and rattled the
stock markets, Rajoy has
ordered fresh elections to
be called within six months
of the Senate hearing, which
would see polls held by
mid-June at the latest.
Separatist parties of all
political stripes, from
Puigdemont’s conservatives
to the far-left, have domi-
nated the Catalan parlia-
ment since the last elections
in 2015, holding 72 seats
out of 135. Ahead of a

meeting of Catalan parties Monday to set a date and agenda
for a crucial session of the regional parliament to debate next
steps, Turull insisted on RAC1 radio that elections were “not
on the table”. Political analysts warn Rajoy faces a serious
struggle to impose control over the unruly region.

Potential scenarios include Catalan civil servants and
police refusing to obey orders from central authorities. “The
basic problem is that you have to govern Catalonia with the
active opposition of a large part of the population,” analyst
Jose Fernandez-Albertos said. Asked if Puigdemont will be
arrested if he shows up for work, Dastis tried to strike a reas-
suring tone. “We are not going to arrest anyone,” he told the
BBC, dismissing the idea of the army having to be brought in

to enforce order. But he warned that if Puigdemont’s govern-
ment keeps trying to give orders, “they will be equal to any
group of rebels trying to impose their own arbitrariness on
the people of Catalonia.”

Europe leaders back Madrid 
National police said two young people had been charged

after physically assaulting police at Saturday’s Barcelona
protest, which saw some 450,000 separatists flood the
streets shouting “freedom” and “independence”. Puigdemont
says 90 percent backed a split from Spain in the referendum,

but turnout was given as 43 percent as many anti-indepen-
dence Catalans stayed away.

Polls suggest the wealthy region is evenly split over inde-
pendence, with separatists saying it pays too much into
national coffers but their opponents arguing it is stronger as
part of Spain. Madrid has received vocal backing from
European leaders, with EU parliament chief Antonio Tajani
stressing that neighbors would refuse to recognize Catalonia
if it unilaterally declared independence. “It is not by degrad-
ing nationhood that we reinforce Europe,” he told Italian
newspaper Il Messaggero.— AFP 

Catalonia weighs options 
as Madrid ups the stakes

COTTBUS: Chancellor Angela Merkel hails from
Germany’s ex-communist East, yet it is here where the
anger against her runs deepest and the far-right protest
party AfD has celebrated its strongest gains. The elec-
toral success of the anti-immigration Alternative for
Germany, which scored 12.6 percent in September 24
elections, stunned much of the country. But in Cottbus,
located in the Lusatia coal mining region near the Polish
border, many cheered the strong result for the party
whose battle cry is “Merkel must go”.  

In the city of 100,000 people that is dominated by
drab Soviet-style tower blocks, the AfD even beat the
chancellor’s conservatives, more than doubling its
national result by attracting 26.8 percent of the vote.
The list of grievances against Merkel is long if you lis-
ten to Klaus Gross, 67, a former army officer of the
Soviet-allied regime who became a sales representa-
tive after Germany’s 1990 reunification. “First we had
the policy of rescuing the euro, then renewable energy
with all these wind turbines everywhere,” he said,
pointing to a green energy push that unsettles many in
a region dependent on massive open-pit coal mines.  

“Then the shut-down of nuclear power plants,
overnight,” he went on, referring to the 2011, post-
Fukushima decision to shutter Germany’s nuclear reac-
tor fleet. “And then finally the refugees”, he added,
pointing to Germany’s mass influx of more than one
million asylum seekers since 2015, which has became
Merkel’s key political liability, even within her own con-
servative bloc.  “Who asked us if this was what we
wanted?”, Gross fumed. “Much of the population has
been ignored by Merkel and her people!”

‘Like a pop star’
In a restaurant near the Cottbus city centre, local

AfD candidate Marianne Spring-Raeumschuessel was
approached by a couple aged in their thirties.  “We
voted for you!”, the young woman whispered to her.
“You’re right!” “They have celebrated me like a pop
star around here,” said Spring-Raeumschuessel, a for-
mer businesswoman aged in her 70s.  She spoke with
glee about the fact Merkel’s reduced majority has
forced her into tough coalition talks with two smaller
parties, predicting that “it will not work”.

The fact that the chancellor said, after scoring her
party’s worst result since 1949, that she had done noth-
ing fundamentally wrong, showed that “Mrs Merkel
understood nothing”. Wolfgang Horbenz, 76 and a for-
mer power plant mechanic, said the establishment par-
ties must once more take the people seriously and that
the AfD “has a future as long as the other parties refuse
to change their policies from top to bottom”.

Money ‘wasted’ on refugees
Cottbus, 120 kilometers southeast of Berlin, boasts

some historic homes from its early 20th century days
as a flourishing textile industry hub-but since the Cold
War era it is dominated by residential blocks made
from prefabricated concrete slabs. Gerd Loesky, a 73-
year-old retired home decorator, lives in one of them.
What galls him is the mass arrival of Syrian, Iraqi and
Afghan refugees over the past two years, he said,
telling AFP: “It bothers me that they come here ... and
that money is wasted on them.”

Horbenz, the mechanic, conceded that “we do not
have many”, with the town hall putting the number of
migrants in Cottbus at around 3,000. He said locals “do
not want a situation like what I saw in the Ruhr basin” the
industrial heartland of western Germany that attracted
large numbers of Turkish and other foreign-born laborers
from the 1960s. Eastern Germany still lags behind the
west in income and wealth, and heavily-indebted Cottbus
has long had to scrimp on fixing its roads and bridges or
investing in its schools or kindergartens. —AFP

Catalan government denounces fully-fledged coup 

‘Merkel understood 
nothing’: AfD’s fury 

Spain dissolves 
separatist govt

BARCELONA: People hold pro-independence Catalan Esteladas flags as they gather for a demonstration yes-
terday in Barcelona, to support two leaders of Catalan separatist groups, Jordi Sanchez and Jordi Cuixart,
who have been detained pending an investigation into sedition charges. —AFP 

Surviving ‘the 
corridor’: CAR’s 
treacherous 
road of bandits
BOSSEMBELE: “Finally in Bangui, and without incident,”
said Evelin Bokassa, a truck driver from the Central African
Republic (CAR) who has just arrived in the landlocked
capital city after completing a treacherous five-day jour-
ney from the west coast of Cameroon. He has driven along
what’s known as “the corridor”-winding, dangerous roads,
full of bandits and thieves, that act as the main supply
route to Bangui, on the southeastern side of the country. 

Years of neglect have left many of the roads in ruins and
outbreaks of inter-communal violence between different
ethnic and religious communities have made the route even
more perilous. “You arrive at a checkpoint, you need 2,000
to 3,000 CFA francs (3 to 4.50 euros, $3.60 to $5.40) Why?
We do not understand. It is harassment!” said Bokassa,
whose surname he shares with Jean-Bedel Bokassa, a mili-
tary dictator who ruthlessly ruled CAR for 13 years.

Evelin started this most recent journey in the coastal
city of Douala, the commercial and economic capital of
Cameroon. Transporting 30 tons of goods, including palm
oil, sacks of grain and five goats along the 1,500- kilome-
ter route, he slaloms between potholes and past the hulks
of overturned, rusting trucks, long since abandoned.  With
no bus service, about 20 passengers have also paid 5,000
francs (seven euros) for the privilege of travelling on top of
the goods in the truck to reach Bangui-their T-shirts and
hats reddened by dust kicked up from the road.

Two UN vehicles-one at the front, the other at the back-
guard a convoy of vehicles as the trucks make their way
along unkept, bendy roads.  For years now, UN peacekeep-
ers in military vehicles have been escorting convoys trans-
porting vital aid and food into CAR, as many drivers are
reluctant to cross the border due to the instability. Only
trucks carrying UN goods will be guarded if they break
down, but most of the dozens of trucks making the journey
are carrying a mix of commercial goods. The drivers know
that if they get into problems, they are on their own.

Hoping for protection 
“I’m stuck,” said Idriss, a 27 year old Cameroonian driver,

whose truck broke down close to the town of Bossembele,

on the main road between Cameroon and Bangui. “I’m afraid
that villagers will arrive with weapons and threaten me,” he
said while leaning against his vehicle, complaining that even
if UN forces see him, they might not stop. It is 6:00 pm and
soon night will fall-meaning the risk of robbers grows.

After some time UN peacekeepers from the
Bangladeshi contingent of the UN Multidimensional
Integrated Stabilization Mission (MINUSCA) arrive in an
armored vehicle and assess the broken-down truck. Idriss
is lucky because his trailer is stamped “UN”, so they will
guard him overnight until a tow arrives-albeit in silence, as
they don’t share a common language to communicate.
Further along the route, in a ditch on the side of the road,
villagers armed with shotguns and machetes have sur-
rounded another broken-down truck. “They are there to
offer to protect the vehicle,” said Evelin as he drove past
the truck. “But the same villagers will return to steal his

goods if the driver refuses to pay them 10,000 to 15,000
francs (15 to 23 euros).”

Taxes
The truck drivers often complain about having to pay

bribes. In Beloko, in CAR next to the Cameroon border, an
armed group called the FDPC (the Democratic Front of the
Central African People) has blocked the road with a barri-
cade and demands a “tax” from each truck driver while
UN peacekeepers look on. The FDPC is one of a number
of armed groups that has fought the Central African
Republic government and also other rebel groups in the
former French colony over the last decade. 

“It’s 2,000 francs or they kill you,” said Thierry, a CAR
driver.  In another town, Binenge, local villagers have also
constructed a small wooden barrier to block the road,
demanding drivers pay 1,000 francs to pass.  —AFP

Italy regions vote 
on autonomy bid
MILAN: Voters in the northern Italian
regions of Lombardy and Veneto were vot-
ing yesterday in referendums on autonomy,
against the backdrop of Catalonia’s push for
independence from Spain. The consultative
votes are only the beginning of a process
which could over time lead to powers being
devolved from Rome. Secessionist sentiment
in the two wealthy regions is restricted to
fringe groups with little following.

Nonetheless, with both regions expected
to vote in favor of the principle of greater
autonomy, analysts see the referendums as
reflecting the pressures that resulted in
Scotland’s narrowly-defeated independence
vote, Britain’s decision to leave the EU and
the Catalan crisis. The level of turnout will
have a critical bearing on the significance of
the results. In Veneto, it has to pass 50 per-
cent for the result to be considered valid.
There is no threshold in Lombardy but low

voter participation would weaken the
region’s hand in any subsequent negotia-
tions with the central government.

New powers
European Parliament chief Antonio

Tajani yesterday took care to distinguish
between Catalan’s chaotic independence
referendum, deemed illegal by Madrid, and
the votes in Italy. “First of all these two ref-
erendums are legitimate, that was not the
case in Catalonia,” he told the Rome daily
Il Messaggero. “In Spain, it is not about
autonomy, but a proclamation of independ-
ence in defiance of the rule of law and
against the Spanish constitution.” He said
Europe should “fear” the spread of small
nations: “It is not by degrading nationhood
that we reinforce Europe. Lombardy, which
includes Milan, and Veneto, which houses
Venice, are home to around a quarter of
Italy’s population and account for 30 per-
cent of its overall economic output.

With dynamic economies and lower unem-
ployment and welfare costs than the Italian
average, both regions are large net contribu-
tors to a central state widely regarded as inef-

ficient at best. “Our taxes should be spent
here, not in Sicily,” says Giuseppe Colonna, an
84-year-old Venetian. Veneto president Luca
Zaia says 30 billion euros ($35 billion) are

wasted every year at a national level and fiscal
rebalancing will be a top priority for him and
his Lombardy counterpart Roberto Maroni if
the votes go their way.  —AFP

BOSSEMBELE: Residents walk next to trucks lined up in a car park of Bossembele in the Central African part
of the Douala-Bangui corridor. The ‘corridor’ is the only supply road to Bangui, the isolated capital in the
heart of Central Africa. —AFP 

SALZANO, Italy: Photo shows a vaporeto, a taxi boat, a gondola and merchandise
transport boat at the Canal Grande. A referendum in the Italian regions of Lombardy
and Veneto, both ruled by rightwing party Northern League, to ask for more fiscal
autonomy and more powers to decide how to allocate financial resources. — AFP 


