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ROME: The anti-establishment 5-Star Move-
ment and far-right League have made “signifi-
cant steps” towards forming a government, the
two parties said yesterday as Italy looked to end
nine weeks of political deadlock. The two
groups, which are hostile to European Union
budget restrictions and have made electoral
pledges that would cost billions of euros to im-
plement, entered into negotiations on Wednes-
day just as a swift return to the polls looked
inevitable. “Significant steps forward have been
made on the composition of the government and
on the (nomination) of a prime minister,” a joint
statement said following a meeting between
League leader Matteo Salvini and 5-Star chief
Luigi Di Maio.

They gave no indication of who might lead
the administration or who could take charge of
the key ministries. “I cannot disguise my joy
and happiness that we can finally start solving
Italy’s problems,” Di Maio told supporters on
Facebook. He said he should have more details

later in the day. News that a deal was at hand
pushed the spread between Italian benchmark
bond yields and the safer German equivalent to
their widest level in seven weeks over fears
state accounts might take a hit. Italian shares
also lost ground.

Italy has been stuck in political limbo since
an inconclusive March 4 election that saw a cen-
tre-right bloc, including the anti-immigrant
League, win the most seats, and the 5-Star

emerge the largest single party by far. 5-Star
had signaled for weeks it was ready to form a
coalition with the League, but not with that
party’s electoral ally, former prime minister Silvio
Berlusconi, whom it sees as a symbol of political
corruption after years of scandals. Salvini had
refused to abandon Berlusconi out of loyalty to
the centre-right bloc, but the 81-year-old bil-
lionaire businessman finally agreed to step aside
voluntarily late Wednesday, removing a major
obstacle to an accord. Even so, a government
deal faces various difficulties.

EU conflict
5-Star draws much of its support in the im-

poverished south while the League’s electoral
base is the wealthy north. While 5-Star wants
to introduce generous welfare benefits, the
League wants to slash taxes. One of the first
things the two parties are likely to agree on will
be to scrap a 2011 pension reform which raised
the retirement age and required further hikes

over time. Economists say repealing the law
would cost 20 billion euros ($24 billion) a year,
but opponents say it is unfair on ordinary Ital-
ians. Both parties also want to renegotiate the
EU’s fiscal rules to allow Italy to spend more.
5-Star has rowed back on a pledge to hold a
referendum on Italy’s membership of the euro
zone, but the League still calls the euro a
“flawed currency” and wants to exit it as soon
as is politically feasible.

Setting up a possible institutional clash in
Italy, President Sergio Mattarella made clear
yesterday that he did not want to see any con-
frontation with Brussels. “To think that one can
go-it-alone in Europe is knowingly deceptive in
front of public opinion,” Mattarella said in a
pointedly pro-European speech at a conference
on the state of the European Union in the town
of Fiesole. Referring to the euro, he said: “We
have a currency that is capable to being a con-
crete anchor in international relations, a role that
no national currency can perform.”— Reuters
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MAROUA: Djamila lowers her eyes and nervously fiddles with
the veil covering part of her face. She has bathed, put on her
nicest clothes and is heading out to a busy crossroads called
the “Old Manor” in Maroua, capital of Cameroon’s far north.
This is where the 16-year-old meets her friends most nights
not for fun but to walk the streets. Since Boko Haram ran them
out of their villages, the girls turned to sex work to survive. “I
go look for money to feed myself,” Djamila said in the quiet of
a nearby office building, her eyes fixed on the floor.  

She hesitated before continuing. “I sleep with men and they
give me money.” Three years ago, she was a happy middle
school student in the village of Amchide on the Nigerian bor-
der. When the Islamist militants attacked in 2015, she was sep-
arated from her parents and fled into the woods. Now she has
joined the ranks of what social workers say are a growing
number of child sex workers in Maroua and nearby cities,
driven there by violence and offered little support. 

“Because of poverty and Boko Haram, girls from 10 to 16
years old are prostituting themselves in the streets of Maroua,”
said Ezechiel Marvizia, national coordinator of the Association
for the Protection of Children Separated from their Families in
Cameroon (APEEFC). Marvizia estimates there are about 150
underage sex workers in Maroua, and more in towns such as
Mora, Mokolo and Kousseri, though there are no official fig-
ures. “It’s difficult (to help) because Boko Haram keeps attack-
ing and young people keep fleeing their villages,” he said. 

Djamila and a younger brother walked for days, carrying
nothing, after they fled Boko Haram. “They burned, raped and
killed everyone,” said Djamila. “Three years later, I don’t know
what happened to my parents.” She found an aunt in Maroua
but was not offered shelter - the family already had too many
mouths to feed. —Reuters
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New masculinities: Meet 
Uganda’s transgender 
men fighting sexism
KAMPALA: Shawn, a young transgender man, was sitting in a
public minibus in the Ugandan capital, when an old schoolmate
boarded and started loudly calling him by his former female name,
astounding other passengers in the conservative east African na-
tion. The conductor then attempted to lock Shawn in the vehicle
so that everyone could ‘check’ if he was male or female. “When
people give you trouble like that, it makes you concerned about
who you are and the choices you’ve made,” said Shawn, who de-
clined to give his full name. “If I say I’m a man, am I really a man?
Am I man enough? ...  You start thinking about hormone therapy.
Is it that that makes you a man?”

Being transgender is not illegal in Uganda, which is famous for
its stringent anti-gay laws, but there is little understanding of peo-
ple who do not identify with the gender they were born with.
Many Ugandans believe transgender people are gay, leading to
discrimination and violence in a political and religious environ-
ment often hostile towards homosexuality. Shawn has never taken
a minibus again and, like all transgender men interviewed by the
Thomson Reuters Foundation, said he now leads a secluded life -
mostly avoiding public spaces and social situations.

He is one of a growing number of transgender men who - hav-
ing lived as both male and female - are using their experiences to
challenge traditional gender roles and sexism in Uganda. “Some
transgender men ... think that if I go home and someone doesn’t
remove my shoes or cook for me, they are undermining my mas-
culinity,” said Shawn. “But have we taken the time to interrogate
why some of these men are actually like this?”

Violence 
Williams Apako, who heads advocacy group Tranz Network

Uganda and describes himself as a “feminine man”, said his expe-
riences of discrimination have opened his mind to feminism. The
expectation that men must provide financially for their partners
encourages gender-based violence, he said, particularly among
transgender men who often have trouble finding work. There are

no legal provisions for those who want to change their official
gender status on identity documents in Uganda, which often cre-
ates problems getting formal employment. 

“Women have lived with these injustices for years,” he said.
“Why would we feel that being more masculine, more violent and
more powerful should be what defines us as men?” Transgender
men say they are denounced if they do not fulfill male stereotypes,
like appearing physically strong and being the breadwinner, yet
they are also treated as inferior by those who consider them
women, from family to officials. Jordan Zeus, a transgender man
who lives with his girlfriend just outside Kampala, said his gender
identity made every stage of growing up difficult - and dangerous. 

“My uncles burnt down all my clothes,” said the 24-year-old.
“When I was 19, one of them even wanted to rape me. He told me,
‘If I give you this, your mind will change’.” Zeus left home and went
into further education, but he did not finish because of further ha-
rassment and negative reactions from teachers and fellow stu-
dents. Zeus said he now has a good relationship with his mother
but she still asks about “babies and boyfriends and marriage”. “For
parents in an African setting, they think girls can change any time,
that lesbians will grow out of it,” he said.—Reuters

KAMPALA: Transgender man Shawn, 32, stands in his bed-
room on the outskirts of Kampala, Uganda. — Reuters


