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Turkish opposition 
scrambles to unite 
against Erdogan
ANKARA: Turkey’s usually divided opposition parties
are trying to unite to maximize their chances of
defeating President Recep Tayyip Erdogan after his
surprise decision to hold early elections. Erdogan last
week rocked the world of Turkish politics when he
said there would be parliamentary and presidential
polls on June 24, 2018, more than a year before the
expected date of November 3, 2019.

For the opposition, which was initially stumped by
the announcement, these elections are a last chance to
stop what they describe as Erdogan’s authoritarianism.
Following an intense referendum campaign in April
2017, Turks approved by a narrow margin changing
Turkey’s parliamentary system into an executive pres-
idency giving the head of state expanded powers. The
government insists the changes will ensure political
stability, but opponents say it will lead to one-man
rule. Less than a week after the early polls announce-
ment, opposition parties began intense talks to figure
out a strategy to stop Erdogan.

In a surprise move of solidarity, the main opposi-
tion Republican People’s Party (CHP) helped the
newest right-wing Iyi (“Good”) Party at the weekend,
boosting its numbers to form a parliamentary group
and thereby allowed to run in the polls. “What we have
done is a contribution to democracy, not just the Good
Party,” CHP chief Kemal Kilicdaroglu said after the
two parties’ met again on Wednesday. With the oppo-
sition targeting Erdogan, rumors are rife over who
could run against him. There has been fevered specu-
lation that former president and co-founder of the rul-
ing Justice and Development Party (AKP) Abdullah
Gul might become a unity candidate-though he has
made no public comment on the rumors. —AFP

SINGAPORE: Southeast Asia faces “very real” threats
from the Islamic State (IS) group despite their defeat in
the Middle East, as well as cyberattacks, Singapore’s
prime minister warned yesterday at a regional summit.
Parts of the 10-country region have long struggled with
Islamic militancy and the emergence of IS has served as a
new rallying point for radicals and re-energized extremist
groups.

A deadly gun and suicide-bombing attack in the
Indonesian capital
Jakarta in 2016 was the
first IS-claimed assault in
the region, while the
Philippine city of Marawi
was overrun last year by
fighters loyal to the
jihadists, triggering a
months-long battle that
killed hundreds. Fears are
also growing that
Southeast Asia, which is
home to booming
economies where a
growing number of peo-
ple are adopting digital technology in their everyday
lives, could be increasingly targeted by cyberattackers.

Opening the summit of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations (ASEAN) in Singapore, Prime Minister
Lee Hsien Loong warned that IS continues to threaten
the region, home to about 650 million people, despite
their military defeat in Iraq and Syria. He also warned the
move towards digitalization has made countries more
vulnerable to cyberattacks. “Southeast Asia is at peace,
but these threats are very real,” he said. “We need to be
resilient to both conventional threats, and also non-con-

ventional threats such as terrorism and cyberattacks.”
The leaders at a working dinner Friday ahead of their for-
mal summit agreed to increase coordination to shield
countries from cyberattacks.

Trade war fears 
In a bid to give teeth to the fight against terrorism and

other transnational crimes, the leaders agreed for their
officials to start talks on an ASEAN-wide extradition

treaty. Officials have
already completed a
model of a treaty on
which a regional agree-
ment could be based. “We
now need just to formalize
that (the model treaty)
and to start negotiating
an actual ASEAN extradi-
tion treaty,” Lee said at a
post-summit news con-
ference. “It should not
take very long because
the model is already
there, it’s just a matter of

tweaking and making sure it’s in a complete document.” 
In an final statement, the leaders vowed to fight a “ris-

ing tide of protectionism” and intensify efforts to con-
clude talks for a massive 16-nation free trade zone that
would include China and India, called the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership. Lee warned that
the open global trading system, which has allowed many
of the region’s export-driven economies to flourish, has
come under increasing threat due to protectionist poli-
cies in major economies. 

“The political mood in many countries has shifted

against free trade,” he said. “In particular, the trade ten-
sions between the US and China are worrying concerns.”
Washington and Beijing have imposed tit-for-tat tariffs
on billions of dollars worth of goods which analysts said

could escalate into a global trade war and scupper global
growth. ASEAN groups together Brunei, Cambodia,
Indonesia, Laos, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines,
Singapore, Thailand and Vietnam. —AFP
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SINGAPORE: ASEAN leaders pose for a group photograph during the opening of the 32nd ASEAN
(Association of Southeast Asian Nations) Summit in Singapore yesterday. —AFP

Armenian
protest leader
Pashinyan 
rallies support 
YEREVAN: Armenian protest leader
Nikol Pashinyan yesterday scrambled for
support in his bid to become prime min-
ister amid key talks to break a deadlock
over the country’s next leader. Pashinyan
was to hold anti-government rallies in his
birthplace Ijevan and Armenia’s third
largest city of Vanadzor, driving around
the landlocked South Caucasus country
with his supporters in a convoy. In the
small northern town of Dilijan, several
hundred locals greeted Pashinyan, hold-
ing flags and beating drums. “We want
change in Armenia and Pashinyan to be
elected prime minister right away,” said
Arman Ovsepyan, a 43-year-old musi-
cian. “If the Republicans refuse to leave
power, we will force them to do so
peacefully.”

Tatevik Karapetyan, a 32-year-old
computer designer, added: “The people
have started a peaceful revolution
because Armenia desperately needed
change.” Armenia has been in the grips
of a severe political crisis for the past
two weeks. Observers fear the turmoil
can destabilize the Moscow-allied
nation. Accused of a power grab by the
opposition, the country’s leader Serzh
Sarkisian resigned this week as the
country’s new prime minister after serv-
ing as president for a decade. The
protest movement led by Pashinyan has
accused Sarkisian’s ruling Republican

Party-which has a majority of seats in
parliament-of clinging to power.

Ultimatum   
Pashinyan, 42, has issued an ultimatum

to the authorities, saying he should be
elected a new prime minister in a vote on
May 1. He however does not have
enough votes to get elected. Moscow
has urged compromise and Russian
President Vladimir Putin this week spoke
by phone with the interim head of gov-
ernment, stressing the importance of the
upcoming election. Yesterday, the
Prosperous Armenia Party, which holds
31 seats in the 105-member chamber,
was expected to issue a statement on
whether it would back Pashinyan.

Pashinyan has said he hoped
Prosperous Armenia and a smaller
opposition party, the Armenian
Revolutionary Federation, “will make up
their minds and clarify their position.”
Armenia’s figurehead president, Armen
Sarkisian, met with acting head of gov-
ernment Karen Karapetyan and Serzh
Sarkisian. The two Sarkasians are not
related. “The head of state is hoping that
it will be possible to find a mutually
acceptable solution through joint effort,”
his office said, calling the meetings “con-
structive.”

Crunch talks  
On Friday, Karapetyan refused to hold

talks with the protest leader, accusing
him of promoting his own agenda and
worsening the crisis in the poor country
of 2.9 million people. Observers said
intensive talks were going on behind the
scenes and the situation was highly
unpredictable. Political analysts say
Prosperous Armenia, led by wealthy
businessman Gagik Tsarukyan, has

expressed support for Pashinyan but
some of its members say they will only
back the party’s leader as a candidate.

Pashinyan, who heads the Civil
Contract party, pressed ahead with his
campaign to rally support across the
country after thousands attended a rally
he led on Friday in Armenia’s second
largest city of Gyumri which hosts a
Russian military base. He has called a

halt to protests in the capital Yerevan to
give demonstrators some rest after two
weeks of nearly non-stop rallies, saying
people should return to the streets on
Sunday. The opposition says only its
candidate should become the country’s
leader to oversee free and fair parlia-
mentary elections and clean up the polit-
ical system of corruption and the influ-
ence of oligarchs.—AFP

DILIJAN, Armenia: Armenian opposition leader Nikol Pashinyan meets with supporters in
the small town of Dilijan yesterday. —AFP

Gang rape acquittal 
fires up the feminist 
movement in Spain
MADRID: Spain’s feminist movement is
pushing for changes to the law after a court
acquitted five men of gang raping an 18-
year-old woman at Pamplona’s bull-running
festival. Protesters have filled streets across
the country in response to appeals from
women’s groups, leading Spain’s conservative
government to announce it will consider
changing rape laws.

The current law is founded “on a concept of
violence based on a male experience”, said
Mariam Martinez Bascunan, a political science
professor at Madrid’s Autonomous University.
Under Spain’s criminal code, evidence of vio-
lence or intimidation must exist for the offence
of rape to be proved. “This legal nuance, which
is not always easy to establish, leads to the
painful question of just how much a person
needs to fight to avoid being raped without
risking getting killed, and still get recognized
as a victim of a serious attack against sexual
freedom while ensuring that the perpetrators
do not enjoy impunity,” top-selling daily El Pais
wrote in an editorial.  

Spain’s rape laws were thrust into the spot-
light after a Pamplona court on Thursday
acquitted the five men of sexual assault, which
includes rape, but found them guilty of the
lesser offence of “sexual abuse”. They were

jailed for nine years. The men, aged 27 to 29,
had been accused of raping the woman at the
entrance to an apartment building in Pamplona
on July 7, 2016, at the start of the week-long
San Fermin festival, which draws tens of thou-
sands of visitors.  

The five, all from the southern city of
Seville, filmed the incident with their smart-
phones and then bragged about it on a
WhatsApp messaging group where they
referred to themselves as “La Manada”, or
“The Pack” in English. “It is indisputable that
the plaintiff suddenly found herself in a narrow
and hidden place, surrounded by five older,
thick-bodied males who left her overwhelmed
and unresponsive,” the judges said in their rul-
ing.  “The videos show the plaintiff surrounded
and stuck against the wall by two of the
accused... she has an absent grimace, and
keeps her eyes closed,” they added.

‘Macho culture’ 
Large crowds of mainly women marched in

cities across Spain, including Madrid and
Barcelona, on Thursday night after the court
sentenced the men. In the northern city of
Santander protesters blocked roads, public tel-
evision TVE reported. On Friday thousands of
people demonstrated outside the Pamplona
court where the judgment was made for the
second day in a row, shouting “it’s not sexual
abuse, it’s rape”. Some held banners reading
“sister, I believe you”.  State prosecutors said
they would appeal the ruling.

Adriana Lastra, a top official with Spain’s
main opposition Socialist party, said the court
ruling was “disgraceful”. “It’s the product of a

patriarchal and macho culture,” she added.
The case was cited in signs carried by many
women during massive demonstrations held in
cities across Spain to mark International
Women’s Day in March, which were among the
largest in Europe. “Spain was a pioneer in
terms of equality,” Soledad Murillo, Spain’s for-
mer Socialist secretary of state for equality
between 2004 and 2008, told AFP when asked
about the huge turnout at the demonstrations.

Authorization to work 
Spain in 2004 passed a landmark law

against gender violence and women’s groups
mobilized strongly against a proposed law
which would have restricted access to abor-
tion, prompting the resignation in 2014 of the
justice minister at the time, Alberto Ruiz
Gallardon, who had tabled the reform.
“Younger women became aware of what their
grandmothers lost,” said Murillo.  She cited as
an example the fact that during General
Francisco Franco’s 1939-75 dictatorship,
women needed the authorization of their hus-
bands to work, as well as special authorizations
“to leave the country or drive”.  —AFP

MADRID: A woman shouts slogans during a demonstration in Madrid to protest after five
men accused of gang raping a woman at Pamplona’s bull-running festival, were sentenced
to nine years in jail for ‘sexual abuse,’ avoiding the more serious charge of rape. —AFP

Russia, Turkey, Iran 
hold talks on Syria 
MOSCOW: Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov
yesterday hosted his Iranian and Turkey counterparts
for talks on Syria in the wake of an alleged chemical
attack that has exposed differences between the
three powers. The three nations have been attempting
to find a political solution to the  Syrian conflict at
talks that started last year in Astana, Kazakhstan, in
competition with the US and UN-backed Geneva ini-
tiative. Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov held separate
bilateral talks with his Turkish counterpart Mevlut
Cavusoglu and then Iran’s Mohammad Javad Zarif,
who stressed the warmth of their relationship in
opening comments. These were to be followed by
three-sided talks.

Meeting his Turkish counterpart, the Russian diplo-
mat stressed the “great importance” both Russian
President Vladimir Putin and President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan attach to improving relations. Cavusoglu, in
translated comments, praised the “atmosphere of trust
that has grown up between us” and said the countries
had “seriously moved forward on questions of Syria
settlement.” He said yesterday’s meeting would dis-
cuss “what further steps can be taken.” Lavrov also
held a bilateral meeting with Iran’s Zarif, who hailed
the three countries’ work together in the Astana
process as a success, saying it led to “the defeat of the
Islamic State group.” Zarif said this was the only
aspect of joint cooperation with “our Turkish friends”
and it was “bearing fruit.” —AFP


