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NEW DELHI: Indian Muslims hold placards and shout slogans during a protest against the persecution of Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar, in New Delhi, India. — AP

STRASBOURG: European Commission
President Jean-Claude Juncker declared in a
flagship speech yesterday that “wind is back in
Europe’s sails” after last year’s shock Brexit
vote, an act he warned Britain would regret. In
his annual State of the Union address, Juncker
urged the bloc to seize a “window of opportu-
nity” and use the momentum from its recent
economic recovery to become more deeply
integrated than ever before. Defying the
eurosceptic trends that drove Britain to
become the first country to decide to leave
the EU, Juncker outlined a vision of a bigger
eurozone and passport-free Schengen area,
under the aegis of a single EU president.

The former Luxembourg prime minister also
painted a picture of a Europe that would sign
new trade deals around the world, although he
made no mention of any such pact with Britain
after it jumps ship. “ The wind is back in
Europe’s sails,” Juncker told the European
Parliament in Strasbourg, in an unrepentantly
federalist speech that mixed English, French
and German. “We have now a window of
opportunity but it will not stay open forever.
Let us make the most of the momentum, catch
the wind in our sails.” Juncker called for the
leaders of the remaining 27 countries to hold a
special summit in Romania on March 30, 2019

— the day after Britain’s departure, to “sail
away from the harbor”.

‘You will regret it’    
Juncker did not utter the word “Brexit” until

the very end of his 80-minute speech, saying
only that “we will regret it”-and then adding
“you will regret it too” when British euroscep-
tics in the chamber jeered him. “We will move
forward-because Brexit is not everything,
because Brexit is not the future of Europe,” the
veteran politician added. British eurosceptic
leader Nigel Farage, who is a Euro-MP,
responded to Juncker: “Thank God we’re leav-
ing-you’ve learnt nothing from Brexit”.

British Prime Minister Theresa May’s office
said she had not watched the speech, but
added that “the EU will of course want to make
its plans going forward” and that Britain want-
ed a “successful and prosperous Europe.”

The 62-year-old Juncker has two years left
in office as head of the EU’s powerful execu-
tive to ensure that his legacy is not limited to
Brexit. While he admitted that when he gave
his 2016 speech the EU was “battered and
bruised by a year that shook our very founda-
tions”, this year he struck a far more optimistic
tone. With all 28 EU countries back in growth
after years of economic crisis, and the populist

surge of Brexit and the election of US
President Donald Trump at bay for now,
Juncker said there were reasons to be cheer-
ful. He called on the bloc to seal trade agree-
ments with Australia and New Zealand by the
end of his mandate, and push for pacts with
Mexico and South American countries.

Juncker proposed a elected “single presi-
dent” to lead the EU, merging his job as head
of the European Commission and the presi-
dent of the European Council of member
states, currently held by Donald Tusk. That
idea ran into immediate opposition from
Denmark and the Netherlands, while Tusk
tweeted that the focus should be on “real
pressing problems.”

More Europe    
Juncker’s speech was full of calls for “more

Europe”, especially his suggestion that
Bulgaria, Romania and Croatia should all final-
ly become full members of the Schengen
zone. The eurozone should meanwhile be
expanded beyond its current 19 countries, in
line with the EU’s treaties that say all states
must join the single currency, he said. 

Juncker furthermore backed French
President Emmanuel Macron’s call for a pan-
European finance minister to help firefight

future crises, although he was against Macron’s
proposal for a eurozone parliament. The calls
for more integration come despite the need to
heal a deepening split with eastern European
countries that resist such plans. Juncker took a
swipe at Poland and Hungary-which have been
at odds with Brussels over democratic stan-
dards-saying EU countries should not be
allowed to breach the “rule of law”. 

Turkey was also in his crosshairs as he ruled

out EU membership “for the foreseeable
future” because of President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s post-coup attempt crackdown, and
urged Ankara to free detained journalists.
Juncker also attacked the “scandalous” condi-
tions for migrants in Libya, with which the EU
is working to try to stop Mediterranean cross-
ings, and called for more solidarity with states
like Italy that are on the frontline of Europe’s
migration crisis. —AFP 

Europe must seize Brexit window 
of opportunity, says Juncker

STRASBOURG: European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker, left, kisses vice-
President of the European Commission Frans Timmermans before delivering his State of
the Union speech at the European Parliament in Strasbourg, eastern France. — AFP

COX’S BAZAR: With Myanmar drawing condem-
nation for violence that has driven at least
370,000 Rohingya to flee the country, the gov-
ernment said yesterday its leader, Aung San Suu
Kyi, will skip this month’s UN General Assembly.
Suu Kyi will miss the assembly, which opened
Tuesday and runs through Sept 25, in order to
address domestic security issues, according to
presidential office spokesman Zaw Htay. 

Her appearance at last year ’s General
Assembly was a landmark: her first since her par-
ty won elections in 2015 and replaced a military-
dominated government. Even then, however,
she faced criticism over Myanmar’s treatment of
Rohingya, whose name she did not utter.
Members of the ethnic group are commonly
referred to as “Bengalis” by many in Myanmar
who insist they migrated illegally from
Bangladesh.  Suu Kyi is not Myanmar’s president
- her official titles are state counselor and foreign
minister but she effectively serves as leader of
the Southeast Asian nation. Zaw Htay said that,
with President Htin Kyaw hospitalized, second
Vice President Henry Van Tio would attend the
UN meeting. “The first reason (Suu Kyi cannot
attend) is because of the Rakhine terrorist
attacks,” Zaw Htay said. “The state counselor is

focusing to calm the situation in Rakhine state.
There are circumstances. The second reason is,
there are people inciting riots in some areas. We
are trying to take care of the security issue in
many other places. The third is that we are hear-
ing that there will be terrorist attacks and we are
trying to address this issue.”

The crisis erupted on Aug 25, when an insur-
gent Rohingya group attacked police outposts in
Myanmar ’s Rakhine state. That prompted
Myanmar’s military to launch “clearance opera-
tions” against the rebels, setting off a wave of
violence that has left hundreds dead and thou-
sands of homes burned - mostly Rohingya in
both cases. Zaw Htay said of 471 “Bengali” vil-
lages in three townships, 176 are now complete-
ly empty and at least 34 others are partially
abandoned. He said there had been at least 86
clashes until Sept. 5, but none since then.

“What that means is, when the security forces
are trying to stabilize the region, they have suc-
ceeded to a point,” he said. The government
blames Rohingya for the violence, but journalists
who visited the region found evidence that rais-
es doubts about its claims that Rohingya set fire
to their own homes. Many of the Rohingya who
flooded into refugee camps in Bangladesh told

of Myanmar soldiers shooting indiscriminately,
burning their homes and warning them to leave
or die. Others said they were attacked by
Buddhist mobs.

‘Take their nationals back’
Suu Kyi, a Nobel Peace Prize laureate who

lived under house arrest for many years under a
military junta that ultimately gave way to an
elected government, has faced a torrent of inter-
national criticism and pressure since the crisis
erupted. On Tuesday, Iran’s Supreme Leader
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei called the killing of
Muslims a political disaster and called Suu Kyi a
“brutal woman.” UN human rights chief Zeid
Ra’ad al-Hussein said the Rohingya were victims
of what “seems a textbook example of ethnic
cleansing.” Bangladesh has been overwhelmed
with the massive influx of Rohingya, many of
whom arrived hungry and traumatized after
walking for days through jungles or being
packed into rickety wooden boats.

Before Aug 25, Bangladesh had already been
housing some 500,000 Rohingya refugees who
fled earlier flashes of violence including anti-
Muslim riots in 2012. Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina has pledged to help the new arrivals, but

demanded that Myanmar “take their nationals
back.” With two pre-existing camps packed
beyond capacity, the government said it would
provide 2,000 acres for a new camp in the border
district of Cox’s Bazar. Many of the new arrivals
were staying in schools, or were huddling under
tarps in makeshift settlements along roads and
in open fields.

Basic resources were scarce, including food,
clean water and medical aid. Dozens of foreign
diplomats and aid agency officials were set to
meet Rohingya refugees yesterday near the
Kutupalong refugee camp, according to Kazi
Abdur Rahman, additional deputy commissioner
in Cox’s Bazar district. “A humanitarian crisis is
going on here,” he said. The diplomats “will visit
camps, talk to them, see their condition. We need
to work together during such a serious crisis.”
Two human rights groups have accused the UN
Security Council of ignoring the crisis.

“This is an international peace and security
crisis” and there is no excuse for the Security
Council “sitting on its hands,” Louis Charbonneau
of Human Rights Watch said Tuesday alongside
representatives from Amnesty International at
the UN headquarters The Organization of Islamic
Cooperation, the world’s largest Muslim body,

urged Myanmar to allow in UN monitors so they
can investigate what it alleged was systematic
brutality against the Rohingya. The UN Human
Rights Council approved an investigative mission
earlier this year, but Myanmar in June refused to
allow it to enter.  An envoy’s visit in July was met
with protests. The ethnic Rohingya Muslim
minority has faced decades of discrimination
persecution in Buddhist-majority Myanmar,
where they are denied citizenship despite cen-
turies-old roots in the country. — AP 

As Rohingyas flee, Suu Kyi skips UN summit
‘Clearance operations’ set off a wave of violence 

NAYPYITAW: In this file photo, Myanmar’s
State Counselor Aung San Suu Kyi delivers
an opening speech during the Forum on
Myanmar Democratic Transition in
Naypyitaw, Myanmar. — AP


