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With six different party blocs in Germany’s parlia-
ment after Sunday ’s election, conservative
Chancellor Angela Merkel faces a jigsaw puzzle of

unprecedented complexity to build a coalition. As her cur-
rent partners, the Social Democrats (SPD), plan to head
into opposition after bruising losses, Merkel’s best prospect
for a parliamentary majority is an alliance of her conserva-
tives, the pro-business Free Democrats (FDP) and the
Greens - the first three-way government since the 1950s.

All parties aim to have a new government established
by January, but many regard that timetable as optimistic
and expect. In 2013, a relatively simple two-party agree-
ment with the SPD took almost 100 days. Until the
Bundestag, the lower house of parliament, confirms a new
coalition, Merkel’s existing government remains in place.
Following is a summary of what happens next:

Lower Saxony election
Parties are likely to be reluctant to make the compro-

mises necessary for a coalition before Lower Saxony’s snap
regional election on Oct 15, for fear of alienating support-
ers in a key state.

New parliament convenes
The new Bundestag has until Oct. 24 to convene, by

which time a new president or speaker must be chosen.
The six blocs must also elect their parliamentary group
leaders and other officials by then. The current president of
the Bundestag, Norbert Lammert of Merkel’s Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), is not up for re-election. One

option that has been floated is for Wolfgang Schaeuble, 75
and finance minister since 2009, to become Bundestag
president to make way for one of the likely junior coalition
partners to take the finance portfolio.

Exploratory talks
Traditionally, the winner of the election invites potential

coalition partners to exploratory talks to establish if they
have sufficient common ground to work together. Keen to
maximize her room for maneuver, Merkel has said she
wants to invite the SPD as well as the Greens and the FPD,
even though the SPD’s top leaders have already said they
want to go into opposition. All parties have ruled out work-
ing with the far-right Alternative for Germany (AfD) party,
while the conservatives rule out working with the radical
Left party, which has its origins in the East German
Communist Party. If talks with the FPD and Greens fail,
pressure could grow on the SPD to revisit its decision.
However, this would make the AfD the largest opposition
party, with a privileged role in parliamentary committees -
something the rest of the political establishment will want
to avoid. The Lower Saxony election may mean the
exploratory talks will be slower to start than usual.

Coalition talks
Once exploratory talks have been completed, the par-

ties that have agreed in principle to work together hold
formal talks to thrash out a government program that they
are committed to implementing. This process, which
involves painstaking policy negotiation, can take over a
month, even when only two parties are involved.  If party
members demand a vote on the program, further delays
can occur. After the 2013 election, it took more than four
weeks for formal coalition talks to begin, and they lasted
another month.  Merkel’s new government was confirmed
on Dec 17 after SPD members approved the coalition deal,
almost three months after the Sept 22 election.— Reuters
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Seeking to capitalize on a fractured and
weak opposition and a healthy lead in
the polls, Prime Minister Shinzo Abe

stunned Japan by gambling on a snap elec-
tion more than a year before it was due.
The parallels with another world leader-
Britain’s Theresa May-are striking. In April,
May caught the country off guard by call-
ing an election, hoping to take advantage
of a 20-point poll lead over the opposition
Labor party and secure her own mandate
to take Britain out of the European Union.  

“Both leaders called a snap election at a
time their public support was not going to
get better,” said Sadafumi Kawato, professor
of political science at the University of
Tokyo. But in May’s case, the gamble back-
fired spectacularly. After a campaign widely
seen as lackluster and where May came
across as distant and robotic, she lost 13
seats and was forced into a controversial
deal with Northern Ireland’s ultra-conserva-
tive DUP party to cling onto a majority. 

Meanwhile, Labor leader Jeremy Corbyn
defied predictions of an electoral melt-
down and campaigned strongly, being
seen as close to the voters in contrast to an

aloof May, dismissed in one paper as a
“dead woman walking.” British voters were
also furious that May called an election
after repeatedly insisting this was not on
the cards. Some experts warned Abe could
face a similar backlash. Yoel Sano, head of
Global Political and Security Risk from BMI
Research, said Japan’s leader may have
“underestimated the electorate’s potential
to switch to the opposition” and could lose
support if voters see the vote as a ploy to
cling onto power. 

“The Japanese public may view it as a
cynical and opportunistic move, especially
given the severity of the North Korean cri-
sis,” said Sano. Polls show voters generally
approve of Abe’s hawkish policy on
Pyongyang-which fired two missiles over
Japan in the space of a month-and he is
counting on the electorate seeing him as a
steady pair of hands.

‘Giant among dwarves’ 
Jeff Kingston, Director of Asian Studies

at the Temple University Japan, said Abe’s
gamble was more likely to pay off as he
faces a weaker opposition than May did
with Corbyn. “Unlike in Britain with Labor,
there is no opposition worthy of the name

in Japan. (The ruling party) LDP is a giant
among dwarves. It would take a major
scandal to derail the Abe express,” Kingston
said. “He may not retain his super majority
but given the fractured and unprepared
state of Japan’s opposition parties, it’s hard
to see much risk for a commanding majori-
ty.” The conservative LDP and its junior
coalition partner Komeito enjoy a so-called
super majority of two-thirds of the 475
House of Representatives. This is crucial if
Abe wishes to press forward with a consti-
tutional overhaul to strengthen the
Japanese military in the face of the North
Korean threat. Another reason Abe may be
rushing ahead with an election is to cut the
ground under the popular mayor of Tokyo,
Yuriko Koike, who unveiled a new party
“Kibo no To” (Party of Hope), just hours
before the vote was called.  Here again
there are parallels with Britain as some
commentators believed May wanted to
fight Corbyn rather than the well-liked
Mayor of London Sadiq Khan, widely seen
as a future Labour leader. “Koike annihilat-
ed the LDP in Tokyo but taking that move-
ment national will not be easy and they are
not ready,” said Kingston.

‘Ill-doings’ 
Abe’s opponents have cried foul, with

Kazunori Yamanoi, parliamentary head of
the main opposition Democratic Party, say-
ing it was “unthinkable” for the premier to
call a snap vote “for his own reasons... at a
time when Japanese citizens are frightened
by the North Korean missile crisis.” Others
view the election as a way of deflecting
attention from a series of scandals that
have rocked Abe in recent months, includ-
ing allegations of favoritism to a friend in a
business deal-which the prime minister
strongly denies.

“I think this will be a general election to
cover up his ill doings, to move people’s
attention away from the scandals,” said one
voter, 33-year-old call-centre employee
Mayumi Chikagawa. But a year after 2016
produced vote surprises from Brexit to the
election of Donald Trump, Temple
University analyst Kingston said there was
little chance of a repeat in Japan.  There
was “not much enthusiasm for Abe or his
policies,” acknowledged the expert. “Half of
those who support him say they do so
because there is no alternative. And that’s
why Abe will win. Disaffected voters have
no place to go.”—AFP 

By Adrien Vicente

The crisis pitting Spain’s government
against leaders in Catalonia over an
independence referendum banned by

Madrid is but the latest episode of cen-
turies of friction between this region and
central authorities. The separatists who cur-
rently govern the wealthy region in north-
eastern Spain often make references to the
short-lived 1931-1939 republic crushed by
general Francisco Franco after a three-year
civil war. 

Last week, after a wave of detentions
and police seizures of items such as ballots
aimed at stopping the referendum on
October 1, Catalan independence support-
ers shouted “No pasaran!” (Spanish for “they
shall not pass”), the anti-fascist slogan of
the bloody conflict. Franco’s troops only

took Catalonia months before the war end-
ed in April 1939, sparking a mass exodus to
neighboring France.

“The first thing Franco did in Catalonia
was to abolish the Generalitat,” the
autonomous regional government, says
Jordi Canal, a historian at the Paris-based
School of Advanced Studies in the Social
Sciences.”The trauma of 1939, of exile, is
very present” in Catalonia, adds Joan
Baptista Culla, a historian at the
Autonomous University of Barcelona.  Even
before this during the fledgling republic,
the Generalitat’s president Lluis Companys
proclaimed a “Catalan state in the Spanish
federal republic” in 1934 to oppose the
conservatives who governed in Madrid.

With little support, he resisted “six or
seven hours, and he came out, under arrest,
his hands up,” says Canal. But the photos of

the leader in his cell were widely shared,
galvanizing Catalans. Which is “exactly what
the Spanish government is trying to avoid
now,” says the historian, pointing out that
Spanish authorities have so far spared sep-
aratist leaders and have instead detained
lower-level-if key-members of the team
organizing the vote. Exiled in France,
Companys was denounced by the Nazis in
1940 and handed over to Spain where he
was executed. “It’s the fundamental image
of the martyr president,” says Culla.

Way back when 
But Catalonia’s history is marked by sym-

bols dating from far earlier in time. The
Diada, the region’s annual holiday on
September 11 which since 2012 has been
the scene of big separatist rallies, com-
memorates the fall of Barcelona in 1714 to

troops of the Spanish King Philip V, the
grandson of France’s Louis XIV.  After this
battle, Catalonia, which until then had its
own institutions and laws as part of the
kingdom, was “subjected to the laws of (the
Crown of Castile),” says Culla.  Andrew
Dowling, a Catalonia specialist at Cardiff
University, says Catalans did lose “their
rights and privileges but it was not a
nationalist war.” “The Catalans were pun-
ished because they backed the wrong side
of the war,” supporting archduke Charles of
Austria during the 1701-14 European war
for the Spanish throne.

He says the first Catalan nationalist party
only emerged in 1901. “The Catalans per-
ceived themselves as an economically
advanced, culturally advanced people and
looked at Spain as a kind of backwards, illit-
erate society,” says Dowling, at a time when
Spain was declining with the loss of its last
colonies. For Canal, this feeling came from
the fact that the Catalans had their own
language, civil law, and “a much stronger
industrial past and present than else-
where.” It was around that time that the
Catalan hymn was created, with lyrics
pointing to a peasant revolt in the 17th
century against the presence of soldiers
belonging to the crown.

Rise of separatism 
But the role of these symbols in the rise

since 2010 of separatism, which had until
then been marginal in Catalonia, divides
historians.  “The current pro-independence
movement is buoyed by what happened
over the past seven or eight years,” says
Culla. The Catalans were angered in 2010
when Spain’s Constitutional Court can-
celled a key part of an official text that gave
them bigger autonomy and the status of
“nation,” and Madrid’s subsequent refusal
to negotiate.  

Canal believes it stems more from the
role of “schools and media” in Catalonia,
which have “convinced the Catalans, espe-
cially the younger ones, that they are mem-
bers of a nation that deserves to be a state.”
Culla, though, doesn’t think schools have
systematically promoted nationalism. “In
Catalonia, there are tens of thousands of
teachers,” he says. “To think they are robots
and that they are all radical separatists is
grotesque.”— AFP 

Centuries of friction between Catalonia and Spain

Could Japan’s Abe ‘do a Theresa May’?

MADRID: Spanish flags hang from the windows of a residential building in Madrid yesterday. Patriotic protests have multiplied in
Spain five days before the banned referendum on the independence of Catalonia. Polls show Catalans are split on the issue of
independence, but a large majority want to vote in a legitimate referendum to settle the matter. —AFP 

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel (cen-
ter) ,  leader of  the conser vative Christian
Democratic Union (CDU), shakes hands prior to a
meeting with the CDU/CSU parliamentary group
in Berlin yesterday. — AFP 


