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The Alternative for Germany, which sparked a political
earthquake after becoming the first openly anti-immi-
gration and Islamophobic party to win dozens of seats

in parliament, has unleashed a debate on whether it can be
called “far-right”. Launched as a populist anti-euro party in
2013, the AfD has veered sharply to the right since and in
the run-up to Sunday’s election campaigned with slogans
such as “Bikinis Not Burkas” and “Stop Islamization”. But as its
co-chief Frauke Petry made clear yesterday, there is dissent
within the AfD, especially between her and leading candi-
date Alexander Gauland. Just hours after the results con-
firmed its 12.6 percent score, the simmering dispute
exploded. Petry declared she would not join the AfD’s par-
liamentary group, and four state-level MPs also said they
would form a regional splinter group.

Why is AfD far-right?
In Germany, given its dark Nazi history, the label “far-

right” carries heavy weight and automatically triggers moni-
toring by the BfV domestic intelligence agency. Holocaust
denial and the use of Nazi slogans and symbols such as the
swastika are illegal.  The BfV agency monitors extremists-
mostly neo-Nazis, the far-left and jihadis-and has long kept
tabs on the extreme-right NPD, which has several locally
elected officials. The spy service says it does not monitor the
AfD, but there have been calls for it to do so after several
party leaders have made public comments widely con-
demned as racist or revisionist.

Why is AfD controversial?
Petry, at the height of the refugee crisis in 2015, said

German police should be allowed, as a last resort, to shoot
illegal immigrants, evoking orders given to Cold War-era
communist guards along the Berlin Wall.The party’s Bjoern
Hoecke has called Berlin’s Holocaust memorial a “monu-
ment of shame” and said Germany should take a 180-
degree turn away from its guilt and atonement over World
War II and the Holocaust. Similarly, Gauland during the cam-
paign said that Germans “have the right to reclaim not just
our country, but also our past”.

“If the French are rightly proud of their emperor
(Napoleon), and the British of (Admiral Horatio Lord) Nelson
and (Prime Minister Winston) Churchill, then we have the
right to be proud of the achievements of German soldiers in
two world wars,” he said. Gauland also sparked outrage
when he said Germany’s integration commissioner Aydan
Ozoguz should be “dumped in Anatolia”, suggesting that she
will never be German because of her Turkish family roots.

Who has the leading voice? 
The AfD has had two co-chiefs-Petry, 42, and Joerg

Meuthen, 56 - but also two top election candidates, who
happen to be Petry’s bitter rivals-Gauland, 76, and Alice
Weidel, 38. Weidel has revealed that she and Gauland have
not spoken to Petry “for months”, confirming discord
between the party HQ and candidates, and raising ques-
tions over its wider organization. Highlighting the rift, Petry
has distanced herself from Gauland’s comments that
Germany should take pride in its veterans, warning that
they would turn off many voters. There are other contradic-
tions. Gauland declared Monday that he “does not want to
lose Germany to an invasion of foreign people from foreign
cultures”, but Meuthen insisted that the AfD would “tolerate
neither xenophobic nor racist positions”. The “good cop, bad
cop” dynamic has made it hard to pin down who has the
final say in the party, which Petry has herself described as
“anarchic”.

Germany’s National Front
The party says no, although the AfD has reached out to

Marine Le Pen’s far-right National Front (FN) and other
European anti-immigration groups. Le Pen and Dutch anti-
Muslim politician Geert Wilders saluted the election
advance of the AfD on Sunday. Britain’s former UKIP party
leader Nigel Farage during the campaign rallied AfD sup-
porters in Berlin, although he insisted he was there to sup-
port AfD candidate Beatrix von Storch rather than the par-
ty as a whole.  Gauland said Monday he is “always very
sceptical” when comparisons are drawn with other coun-
tries’ parties.The AfD only had close links with Austria’s far-
right FPOe, he said, “out of a historical tradition, a common
language and other considerations”.  “All others are nation-
alist in formulation as we are,” he said, but “I don’t see the
similarities”.—AFP 
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Internet giants, including Alphabet’s
Google and Facebook, are moving to
compromise on several major policy

issues as they adjust to an abrupt shift in
the political winds in Washington. Just last
week, the US Senate took a big step toward
advancing legislation that would partially
strip away the internet industry’s bedrock
legal protection, a 1996 law that shields
companies from liability for the activities of
their users.

At the same time, Democratic senators
are writing legislation that would create
new disclosure rules for online political ads
after Facebook this month revealed that
suspected Russian trolls purchased more
than $100,000 worth of divisive ads on its
platform during the 2016 election cycle.
The US  Federal Election Commission is
considering bringing in Facebook and oth-
er tech firms for a public hearing.

Unlike in Europe, where they have faced
a bevy of new rules and billion-dollar fines,
internet giants have avoided virtually all
types of government regulation in the
United States, even as their market power
continues to grow. Amazon, for example,
controls more than a third of US online
commerce, while Google and Facebook
combined account for more than sixty per-
cent of the US digital ad market.

Internet firms have from their inception
urged US politicians in both parties to treat
their industry as a nascent sector in need of
unique protections. These firms enjoyed an
especially close relationship with the
Democratic administration of former

President Barack Obama, which saw several
officials go to work for Google upon leav-
ing the White House.  But some Democrats,
still bitter over Russia’s alleged meddling in
the 2016 election, are now expressing
alarm at the industry’s power. 

Virginia Senator Mark Warner, the vice
chairman of the Senate Intelligence
Committee, this month compared political
ads on social media to the “wild, wild West”
and is working on legislation to require
more disclosure. On the Republican side,
President Donald Trump has been hostile
to the tech industry in many of his public
remarks. Google and Facebook have been
repeatedly attacked from the right for
alleged liberal bias and a globalist outlook.
Now, the Internet firms are backpedaling
from earlier positions as they seek to avoid
regulation, according to congressional
aides, industry lobbyists and company
sources.

“Tech is no longer the golden goose,”
said one technology industry source, who
spoke on condition of anonymity. “Maybe
it’s a good thing we start behaving like a
rational part of the economy.” Silicon Valley
lobbyists and congressional aides in both
parties were quick to temper talk of a
sweeping regulatory crackdown, in part
because the government agencies that
could move against the industry, notably
the Federal Trade Commission, remain
severely understaffed. But the shift in tone
is palpable.

On Thursday, Facebook Chief Executive
Mark Zuckerberg said the company, for the
first time, would make it possible for any-
one to see details about political ads that

run on Facebook, which, unlike television
ads, do not fall under US law requiring dis-
closure of who pays for them. Requiring
such transparency is one of the key provi-
sions of the proposed legislation on online
political ads. The company also said it
would turn over to congressional investiga-
tors political ads that it says were likely pur-
chased by Russian entities during and after
the 2016 US presidential election.

The moves marked an about-face for
Zuckerberg, who after the November elec-
tion said it was a “crazy idea” to think that
activity on Facebook swayed the vote.
Facebook has also shifted its stance on pro-
posed changes to the liability protections
for internet companies, formally known as
Section 230 of the 1996 Communications
Decency Act. The legislation, which is
aimed at stopping online sex trafficking,
has been fiercely opposed by companies
that see it as a threat to openness and
innovation on the internet.

But after an emotional hearing last week
featuring testimony from the mother of a
murdered sex-trafficking victim - which fol-
lowed two big tech companies, Oracle and
Hewlett Packard Enterprise, breaking ranks
with industry peers on the issue - Facebook
and Google have opened the door to nego-
tiation on the bill, according to congres-
sional aides and industry sources. In a
statement, Erin Egan, Facebook’s vice presi-
dent of US policy, said the company
believed a legislative solution was possible
to “address this terrible problem while
ensuring that the internet remains open
and free and that responsible companies
can continue to work to stop sex trafficking

before it happens.”
The tech industry in recent years has

neutralized other ideas percolating in the
halls of Congress that it perceived as
threatening, including calls to weaken
encryption and demands that social media
companies report “terrorist” activity to the
government. But the effort to amend
Section 230 is seen as different. The fast
progress of legislation, introduced in
August, has alarmed lobbyists and compa-
ny representatives who initially predicted it
would not go far in an otherwise grid-
locked Congress.

The bill  comes after years of law
enforcement lobbying for a crackdown on
the online classified site backpage.com,
which is used for sex advertising. The meas-
ure would make it easier for states and sex
trafficking victims to sue social media net-
works, advertisers and others who fail to
keep exploitative material off their plat-
forms. Republican Senator Rob Portman of
Ohio, the lead architect of the Section 230
legislation, said in an interview with
Reuters that he was confident his measure
would become law this congressional term,
with or without Silicon Valley’s cooperation.

The bill has attracted bipartisan support
from nearly a third of the Senate; a com-
panion measure has similar backing in the
House of Representatives. Portman said he
had met with Trump’s daughter and advi-
sor, Ivanka Trump, who expressed strong
support. “Frankly, I am disappointed (that)
more in the technology industry are not
joining us on this effort,” Portman said. “It is
in their interest to be supportive of a solu-
tion on this problem.”— Reuters

Iraq’s Kurdish region, which is holding a
referendum on statehood yesterday, has
been autonomous since 1991 and has

played a major role in the war against
jihadists.

Oil rich, financially strapped 
Situated in the rugged, mountainous

north of Iraq, the oil-rich region is home to
about five million people. It is mainly made
up of Kurds, who are mostly Sunni Muslims,
alongside Christian and Turkmen minorities.

Officially comprising Arbil, Dohuk and
Sulaimaniyah provinces, Iraqi Kurdistan also
claims other territory including oil-rich
Kirkuk province-a dispute that is a major
source of contention with Baghdad. Iraqi
Kurdish peshmerga forces have been in sole
control of a chunk of Kirkuk province since
federal forces withdrew when faced with an
offensive by the Islamic State group in the
summer of 2014, while the jihadists hold the
southwest of the province. Iraqi Kurdistan
has major oil resources, but has been hit

hard by falling crude prices, which have cut
into its main source of revenue.

War against IS
Kurdish forces have played a significant

role in the war against IS, and have been an
important ally of the US-led coalition against
the jihadists.  They took part in the massive
operation to retake Mosul from IS, which
was launched in October 2016, capturing
territory near the city but stopping short of
entering it. The region has also taken in hun-

dreds of thousands of people driven from
their homes by the jihadists.

Autonomy since 1991
Iraqi Kurdistan, whose capital is Arbil,

became formally autonomous in 2005 under
the constitution which set up a federal
republic. But it had gained de facto autono-
my after the 1991 Gulf War over Kuwait
when Western powers intervened to protect
Kurds against an onslaught by the forces of
Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein that led hun-
dreds of thousands to flee to neighboring
countries. The United States and its allies set
up no-fly zones in north and south Iraq, with
the former helping to shield the Kurds.

Elections in 1992 established the regional
parliament, with seats split between the
Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) and the
Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK). Disputes
between the two parties led to deadly clash-
es between 1994 and 1998. Kurds then
joined US troops in 2003 to help overthrow
Saddam.  The Iraqi Kurds have kept their
dialects, their traditions and a clan-based
organization, with regional politics dominat-
ed by two main families. Massud Barzani,
the leader of the KDP who was elected presi-
dent of Kurdistan in 2005, has remained in
power despite the expiration of his term
amid criticism from the opposition.

‘The time has come’ 
Barzani declared on February 3, 2016 that

the “time has come” for the country’s Kurds
to hold a referendum on statehood.  “This
referendum would not necessarily lead to
(an) immediate declaration of statehood, but
rather to know the will and opinion of the
people of Kurdistan about their future,” he
said. On eve of the referendum, Barzani
vowed to press ahead with the vote “whatev-
er the risk and price”. Prime Minister Haider
Al-Abadi responded by threatening to take
the “necessary measures” to protect Iraqi uni-
ty, as his government urged all countries to
deal only with it on oil transactions.—AFP 

Iraqi Kurdistan, autonomous and oil-rich

Internet giants, once above the fray, on the defensive 

KIRKUK: An Iraqi Kurdish man poses as he carries a child wearing the Kurdish flag on his head during a celebration in the northern
city of Kirkuk yesterday as Iraqi Kurds vote in a referendum on independence.— AFP


