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Macron faces heat as protests grip France
Authorities count the cost of violent protests, looting

PARIS: A man with a sign reading “Macron resign” waves a French flag as “yellow vests” (Gilets jaunes) protestors gather to protest against rising oil prices and living costs at the highway’s toll of La Barque, yesterday.—AFP

PARIS: Calls mounted yesterday for President Emmanuel
Macron to bring an end to the “yellow vest” crisis gripping
France as authorities in Paris and elsewhere counted the
cost of another day of violent protests and looting.
Authorities said the anti-Macron riots in Paris had been
less violent than a week ago, with fewer injured-but city
hall said the physical damage was far worse as the
protests were spread out across the capital.

Burned-out cars dotted the streets in several neighbor-
hoods yesterday morning as cleaners swept up the broken
glass from smashed shop windows and bus stops. “There
was much more dispersion, so many more places were
impacted,” Paris deputy mayor Emmanuel Gregoire told
France Inter radio.

“There was much more damage yesterday than there
was a week ago.” The southwestern city of Bordeaux was
also badly hit by rioting during a fourth successive week-
end of nationwide “yellow vest” protests.

What began as demonstrations against fuel tax hikes
have ballooned into a mass movement over rising living
costs and accusations that Macron, an ex-banker, only
looks out for the rich. Finance Minister Bruno Le Maire
said the unrest was creating a “catastrophe” for the French
economy, with nationwide roadblocks playing havoc with
the traffic and putting off tourists from visiting Paris.

Parts of the city were on lockdown Saturday, with

department stores shut to avoid looting along with muse-
ums and monuments including the Eiffel Tower. 

“It’s a catastrophe for commerce, it’s a catastrophe for
our economy,” Le Maire told reporters as he visited shops
in Paris hit by looting. Government spokesman Benjamin
Griveaux vowed that Macron’s centrist administration
would find solutions that took into account protesters’ dif-
ferent grievances.

Overwhelmingly made up of people from rural and
small-town France, the movement nonetheless includes
protesters of various political stripes whose goals range
from lower taxes to Macron’s resignation.  “We need to
find solutions that take account of each person’s reality,”
Griveaux told Europe 1 radio. “It is anger that is difficult to
understand from an office in Paris,” he acknowledged.

Mass arrests in Paris 
The protests have shown little sign of easing since they

began on November 17. The interior ministry said 136,000
people had taken part nationwide in Saturday’s protests,
which turned violent in several other cities including
Marseille and Toulouse. In Paris, around 10,000 “yellow
vests” flocked to the Champs-Elysees and other areas —
2,000 more than joined the action last week, as many
headed in from the provinces for the first time.
Nationwide, more than 1,700 people were detained-over

1,000 of them in Paris as police vowed “zero tolerance” for
anarchists, far-right supporters and others seeking to
cause trouble. More than 500 people were still in custody
in Paris by yesterday morning, officials said.  Prime
Minister Edouard Philippe had congratulated police on the
security operation, which mobilized 8,000 officers and
saw armored vehicles deployed in Paris for the first time.
Thibault de Montbrial, head of the CRSI security think
tank, tweeted that authorities had managed to contain the
hooligans who have repeatedly hijacked the protests to go
on a looting and rioting spree. 

But he added: “The state cannot mobilize such forces
every Saturday, and neither can shopkeepers barricade
themselves in faced with violence which is not diminishing.
“This is a decisive political moment.”

‘Macron, resign’ 
The embattled president-whose name rang out across

the Champs-Elysees as protesters shouted “Macron,
resign”-is expected to address the demonstrations in a
much-anticipated speech in the coming days. The crisis
facing a leader who had been hailed internationally as a
youthful defender of liberal values is being closely
watched abroad. Spain’s El Pais newspaper said it was the
first time the 40-year-old was “hesitating, giving the
impression that he does not know what to do”.  Macron

has already offered protesters a string of concessions,
including scrapping further rises in fuel taxes-a major
climbdown for a president who had vowed not to be
swayed, like his predecessors, by mass protests. So far he
has refused to back down on another policy hated by the
“yellow vests”: his decision to scrap a “fortune tax” on the
wealthiest. Far-right leader Marine Le Pen-who is backed
by some protesters from “forgotten” provincial France, but
by no means all-called for Macron to “recognize society’s
suffering and deliver immediate, very strong responses”.

Russian propaganda accounts? 
The movement has spread beyond France’s borders,

with around 400 arrested at a “yellow vest” event in
Brussels on Saturday and peaceful demonstrations taking
place in Dutch towns. In France, authorities have also
launched an investigation into social media activity from
accounts allegedly drumming up support for the protests,
sources said. According to Britain’s Times newspaper, hun-
dreds of online accounts linked to Russia were used to
stoke the demonstrations.

Citing analysis by New Knowledge, a cybersecurity
company, the Times said the accounts spread disinforma-
tion and used pictures of injured protesters from other
events to enhance a narrative of brutality by French
authorities. — AFP

BEIJING/OTTAWA: China warned Canada on
Saturday that there would be severe conse-
quences if it did not immediately release Huawei
Technologies Co Ltd’s chief financial officer, call-
ing the case “extremely nasty”. Meng Wanzhou,
Huawei’s global chief financial officer, was arrest-
ed in Canada on Dec 1 and faces extradition to
the United States, which alleges that she covered
up her company’s links to a firm that tried to sell
equipment to Iran despite sanctions.

The executive is the daughter of the founder
of Huawei. If extradited to the United States,
Meng would face charges of conspiracy to
defraud multiple financial institutions, a Canadian

court heard on Friday, with a maximum sentence
of 30 years for each charge.

No decision was reached at the extradition
hearing after nearly six hours of arguments and
counter-arguments, and the hearing was
adjourned until today.

In a short statement, China’s Foreign Ministry
said that Vice Foreign Minister Le Yucheng had
issued the warning to release Meng to Canada’s
ambassador in Beijing, summoning him to lodge
a “strong protest”. Adam Austen, a spokesman
for Canadian Foreign Minister Chrystia Freeland,
said Saturday there is “nothing to add beyond
what the Minister said yesterday”.

Freeland told reporters on Friday that rela-
tionship with China is important and valued, and
Canada’s ambassador in Beijing has assured
Chinese that consular access will be provided to
Meng. When asked about the possible Chinese
backlash after the arrest of Huawei’s CFO, Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau told reporters on Friday
that Canada has a very good relationship with
Beijing. Canada’s arrest of Meng at the request
of the United States while she was changing
plane in Vancouver was a serious breach of her
lawful rights, Le said. The move “ignored the law,

was unreasonable” and was in its very nature
“extremely nasty”, he added.

“China strongly urges the Canadian side to
immediately release the detained person, and
earnestly protect their lawful, legitimate rights,
otherwise Canada must accept full responsibility
for the serious consequences caused.”

The statement did not elaborate. “There will
probably be a deep freeze with the Chinese in
high-level visits and exchanges,” David
Mulroney, former Canadian ambassador to
China, said on Friday.

“The ability to talk about free trade will be
put in the ice box for a while. But we’re going to
have to live with that. That’s the price of dealing
with a country like China.”

Yesterday, the ruling Communist Party’s offi-
cial People’s Daily said that while China would
not “cause trouble”, it also did not fear trouble
and that nobody should underestimate China’s
determination on this case. “Only if the Canadian
side corrects its mistake and immediately stops
infringing upon the lawful, legitimate rights of a
Chinese citizen and gives a proper accounting to
the Chinese people can it avoid paying a heavy
price for this,” it said in an editorial.—Reuters

VANCOUVER, BC: Immigration lawyer Richard Kurland (right) is interviewed by
media outside the B.C. Supreme Courthouse at the bail hearing for Huawei
Technologies Chief Financial Officer Meng Wanzhou in Vancouver, Canada. — AFP
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