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BERLIN: French President Emmanuel Macron yes-
terday held talks with Chancellor Angela Merkel,
hoping to breathe fresh life into his grand vision for
EU reforms in the face of growing German resist-
ance. In a sign of the low expectations for a break-
through, Merkel said the leaders’ brief meeting
would be “another building block” on the road to
finding “common solutions” ahead of a European
Union summit in June.

The pair are due to give press statements at 1:00
pm before holding talks at the Berlin Palace, a historic
site undergoing extensive reconstruction-an apt set-
ting for discussions on Macron’s plans for a post-
Brexit overhaul of the bloc. But the Frenchman’s
dreams of driving through the changes with Merkel
by his side were dealt a blow this week when her own
conservative CDU/CSU bloc raised objections to his
flagship proposals for a common eurozone budget
and an expansion of the EU’s bailout fund.

Macron defended his bold ideas in a passionate
speech to the European Parliament on Tuesday, de-
scribing eurozone reforms as “indispensable” to chal-
lenging the rise of authoritarianism and nationalism
on the continent. But observers doubted whether his
lofty words changed any hearts and minds in Berlin.
“Macron must feel like a suitor who tries and tries to
woo his beloved, even singing under her balcony, but
is fobbed off with platitudes,” the Handelsblatt finan-
cial daily wrote.

North-South divide    
Much of Berlin’s resistance is rooted in deep-

seated German wariness of any measures that could

lead to debt pooling, or German taxpayer cash flow-
ing to spendthrift neighbors. And while Merkel has in
the past voiced cautious support for Macron’s ambi-
tions, she has stayed vague on details. Having just
started her fourth term as chancellor, her room for
maneuver has been limited by her bloc’s weak show-
ing in last year’s general election, which saw tradi-
tional parties lose millions of voters to the far-right.

With her parliamentary majority badly reduced,
Merkel can’t afford a rebellion by her own MPs. And
although her centre-left coalition partners the Social
Democrats are more openly pro-EU, Macron lost his
loudest cheerleader when former European Parliament
chief Martin Schulz stepped down as SPD leader in
February. “The French president knows very well that
not all his ideas can be realized, we are now looking
at what is possible,” Social Democratic Finance Min-
ister Olaf Scholz told the Frankfurter Allgemeine daily.

Lawmakers from Merkel’s CDU/CSU alliance
threw down the gauntlet this week when they at-
tached strict conditions to transforming the EU’s
bailout fund into a European Monetary Fund that can
act as a “lender of last resort”. Setting up such a fund
would require a change to EU treaties, they wrote in
a position paper, which would require the approval
of each member state’s parliament. They also said na-
tional lawmakers, not the European Commission,
should have the final say over any aid disbursements.

Macron’s proposed eurozone investment budget
meanwhile was dismissed by Merkel’s party as not
“a top priority” when the bloc had yet to figure out
how to plug the hole left in the wider EU budget by
Britain’s departure. Differences also remain on the

completion of a eurozone “banking union”, generally
seen as one of the least controversial issues but
viewed skeptically in Berlin, in the belief that Ger-
many would be on the hook to save fragile banks in
other countries.

Ahead of yesterday’s talks, Merkel distanced
herself from some of Macron’s pet projects, saying
the changes Europe needed were not just about the
single currency or the banking union-”far from it”.
“Germany can bring its own contributions” to the
debate, she told reporters, singling out the need to

improve the bloc’s competitiveness and create a
common asylum policy.

Germany is not alone in slamming the brakes on
Macron’s drive to bolster the eurozone. A group of
smaller northern EU countries, led by the Nether-
lands, have also pushed back, warning that they re-
fuse to be “railroaded” into sweeping reforms. Faced
with these northern headwinds, France has stepped
up efforts to win support from the bloc’s southern
countries, recently inviting Italy and Spain to help
steer the reform process.—AFP

Macron visits Merkel in bid 
to salvage EU reform plans

Macron defends his bold ideas in passionate speech

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel and French President Emmanuel Macron give a joint press conference
in Berlin before holding talks at the Humboldt Forum in the Berlin Palace still under construction. —AFP

Trump vows to 
work ‘very, very
hard’ for Japanese
held in N Korea
PALM BEACH, United States: US President Donald
Trump said Wednesday he would work to help
Tokyo bring home from North Korea Japanese cit-
izens who were abducted in the 1970s and 1980s to
help Pyongyang train its spies. Trump, who was ad-
dressing reporters with Japanese Prime Minister
Shinzo Abe at his side, said: “We will work very hard
on that issue and we will work hard to try and bring
those folks back-very, very hard.”

The issue sours already strained relations be-
tween Japan and North Korea, and Abe often wears
a blue ribbon to remind himself of their abduction.
As he headed to the United States earlier this week,
the Japanese premier said the abduction issue would
be high on his agenda-and at Wednesday’s press
conference, he thanked Trump profusely for his sup-
port on the matter. In 2002, North Korea admitted
to the kidnapping of 13 Japanese civilians, dating
back to the 1970s, but Tokyo believes the true num-
ber to be higher.

The Japanese government has officially listed 17
people as abductees, but there are strong suspicions
that dozens more citizens were snatched to train Py-
ongyang’s spies in the Japanese language and cul-
ture. Japanese police have said there are 800
missing people for whom the possibility of being
kidnapped by the hermit state cannot be ruled out.
Under an agreement brokered in Stockholm in May
2014, North Korea undertook to reinvestigate all ab-
ductions of Japanese citizens in what appeared to
be a significant breakthrough. —AFP

Economic crisis 
forces slowdown at 
Venezuela universities
CARACAS: Teachers unable to pay the bus fare
to get to class, students stuck in long supermar-
ket lines in the quest for affordable food:
Venezuela’s academics say the deep economic
crisis is paralyzing the country’s universities.
Venezuela’s universities have long ranked as
among Latin America’s best. But the acute eco-
nomic and political crisis has forced students to
drop out in droves, and teachers are following
them out of the country.

Last month, the University of Zulia (LUZ) in
northwestern city of Maracaibo cut courses to
three days a week to try to ease the problems
that students, professors and employees are
facing just to turn up each day. “We are work-
ing every day, but we are organizing ourselves
so that every teacher, student or employee
comes about three times a week,” said Judith
Aular, the LUZ’s rector. Lectures and study ma-
terial are given out over the internet the rest of
the time.

It’s an attempt to curb Venezuela’s growing
brain-drain, as teachers and students seek to
leave the crisis-torn country, said Aular. “We
allow teachers to look for another source of in-
come. With what they earn, they can’t support
their families.” Universities across the oil-rich

Latin American country are facing the same
problem. Since 2016, when the crisis sparked
by the fall in the price of oil began to deepen,
25 percent of teaching staff, and 40 percent of
the students at Oriente University in the eastern
city of Cumana have packed their bags and em-
igrated, according to the university’s director
Milena Bravo.

The country’s most experienced professors,
working full time, earn 3.9 million bolivars a
month, equivalent to $10 on the black market-
only enough at current rates to buy five kilos of
meat. Danilo Fuenmayor, fresh from completing
his economics studies at LUZ, said he was re-
lieved that he only had to turn up for lectures
three days a week during his last month. “I had
to walk three kilometers because I didn’t have
cash for the bus,” he said. “Fifteen professors
have left my faculty, and my tutor’s car has bro-
ken down and she can’t have it repaired. Trans-
portation doesn’t work,” the 23-year-old said.

Budget devoured 
Venezuelans struggle with cash shortages

because the government can’t print new bills
fast enough to keep pace with the world’s high-
est rate of inflation, estimated to reach a stag-
gering 13,000 percent this year by the
International Monetary Fund (IMF). President
Nicolas Maduro, whose government is widely
blamed for mismanaging the economy after oil
prices plummeted, said new bills will be issued
in June that lop three zeroes off current values
in a bid to ease pressure on the public. —AFP

PALM BEACH: US President Donald Trump and First Lady
Melania Trump greet Japan’s Prime Minister Shinzo Abe
and his wife Akie Abe ahead of a dinner at Trump’s Mar-
a-Lago estate in Palm Beach, Florida. —AFP 


