
Spanish PM
makes fresh bid
to win support
for govt
MADRID: Spain’s acting Prime Minister
Pedro Sanchez unveiled yesterday more than
300 policy proposals, including free daycare,
in a fresh bid to win the support of far-left
party Podemos to form a new government
and avoid new general elections. His
Socialists won April polls but fell well short of
a majority, and Sanchez has until September
23 to be confirmed as premier by a deeply
fragmented parliament or else fresh elections
will be held in November, the country’s fourth
in as many years.

Sanchez failed twice in July to be con-
firmed by the assembly as the Socialists and
Podemos were unable to reach an agreement
on the formation of a coalition government,
which would be Spain’s first in the modern
era. This time around, Sanchez is no longer
seeking to form a coalition with Podemos but
instead wants to strike a “pact” with the party
in exchange for its support in a parliamentary
confidence vote. A coalition government “was
not viable and still is not,” Sanchez said.

“The conditions are not met for us to be
allies in the heart of the government. But that
should not make us adversaries. We can be
loyal allies like we have been in the past,” he
added. To win the support of Podemos,
Sanchez proposed appointing members of
the far-left party to the head of public institu-
tions, and he unveiled a series of progressive
measures such as free daycare and a mini-

mum income to fight child poverty.
Sanchez came to power in June 2018 by

winning a surprise no-confidence vote
against conservative predecessor Mariano
Rajoy with the support of Podemos, as well as
Catalan separatist parties and Basque nation-
alists. But in July Sanchez refused to allow
Pablo Iglesias, Podemos’s leader, to be part of
his government because of major disagree-
ments over policy, including their stance on
the Catalan independence question. Podemos,
however, insists on forming part of Sanchez’s
new government. “A coalition government is
the only guarantee to carry out policies that
can change people’s lives. That’s what’s at
stake. And that’s always been our commit-
ment,” Iglesias tweeted after Sanchez
unveiled his policy proposals.

‘Last minute’ 
Spain will face fresh elections unless an

“intermediate” solution is found between the
Socialists’ desire to govern alone and
Podemos’s goal of governing in a coalition,
said University of Zaragoza political scientist
Cristina Monge. “If there is an agreement it
will be at the last minute and probably pre-
carious,” she added.

The Socialists currently have 123 seats in
the 350-seat assembly. Polls suggest the
Socialists would win more seats in a new
election but still fall short of a majority, and
would again need the support of Podemos
and several smaller regional parties to be
sworn in. “The question is if the Socialist par-
ty is interested in having fresh elections. If
that is the case, this is a ‘mise-en-scene’. We
don’t know if what happened today is a step
towards a negotiation (with Podemos) or a lie
to say ‘I tried’,” said Autonomous University
of Barcelona political scientist, Oriol
Bartomeus. — AFP 

MOSCOW: Two Russians were sentenced
yesterday to two and three years in jail
respectively in the first major convictions
over anti-government demonstrations this
summer. The convictions came as investiga-
tors dropped “mass unrest” charges against
five others, and days ahead of the contro-
versial local elections that sparked the
protests. Danila Beglets, a father of two and
the sole breadwinner of his family, was sen-
tenced to two years in prison for attacking
a policeman.

At first Beglets insisted he did not take
part in the July 27 rally and turned up near
the site of the protest by accident. He later
admitted using violence against police in an
apparent bid for a reduced sentence. The
second, Ivan Podkopayev, was convicted of
attacking policemen with pepper spray
during the same July rally and sentenced to
three years in prison. Over the past weeks,
tens of thousands have taken part in
protests demanding a fair vote after allies
of Kremlin critic Alexei Navalny were
barred from the Moscow parliament vote
taking place this Sunday.

Several thousand people were briefly
detained during the demonstrations, and
more than a dozen had been facing prison
time on charges of mass unrest and attack-
ing policemen. Protesters insist their rallies
are peaceful, while rights groups and

Western countries have accused Russian
police of using excessive force against
demonstrators. Investigators did back down
in other cases yesterday however, announc-
ing that the mass unrest charges had been
dropped against five men detained over the
July 27 protest.

Russia’s Investigate Committee said that
the men, including student Daniil Konon,
would instead face lesser, administrative
charges. The committee said it had request-
ed that two more people, including student
Yegor Zhukov, be transferred from jail to
house arrest. At the same time, investigators
laid new “extremist” charges against
Zhukov, who is a popular blogger, said
rights layer Pavel Chikov.

Baby left alone 
Three protest leaders were briefly

detained late on Monday, including promi-
nent journalist Ilya Azar and two Navalny
allies, in connection with the latest rally held
at the weekend. More activists were
detained yesterday. Azar, a municipal
deputy who works for top opposition
newspaper Novaya Gazeta, could face up
to 30 days in jail, while Navalny ally Lybov
Sobol got a hefty new fine. Azar’s detention
sparked a backlash after police took the
journalist away and left his 20-month-old
daughter unsupervised at home in an

unlocked apartment.
Azar said he expected to be detained

but could not imagine police would leave
his child home alone. “Unfortunately, you
have to be ready for everything if you live
here and remember the Soviet-era prac-
tices,” he said. Azar’s wife Ekaterina
Kuznetsova said she was lost for words. “I
came home and found our apartment
unlocked while the child was sleeping
peacefully in her bed. Alone,” she said on
Facebook. The Kremlin’s own human rights’
council called on prosecutors to investigate
police officers over the incident.

‘Stalinist tactics’ 
Earlier Monday, supporters denounced

late-night detentions of the protest leaders.
“Night-time arrests are purely Stalinist tac-
tics resurrected in the 21st century,” oppo-
sition politician Konstantin Yankauskas said
on Twitter. Sobol, a 31-year-old lawyer for
Navalny’s Anti-Corruption Fund, said the
latest detentions were “revenge” for their
activism and efforts to get on the ballot.

“People are ready to continue protest-
ing,” Sobol, who refused food for more than
a month to protest her exclusion from the
election said. She said over the past two
months she had already racked up more
than 900,000 rubles ($13,500) in fines for
her activism. In a separate case yesterday, a

court sentenced a blogger to five years in
prison for a tweet that called for attacks on
the children of law enforcement officials.

The tweet was written in response to the
police crackdown. The protests and ensuing
crackdown are the biggest since a wave of

demonstrations in 2011-12 against Vladimir
Putin’s return to the Kremlin. At the peak of
the protests in August some 50,000 to
60,000 people attended, while the latest
demonstration at the weekend drew a few
thousand. — AFP 
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MOSCOW: Ilya Azar, a municipal deputy working for top opposition newspaper Novaya
Gazeta, speaks with journalists near the court yesterday, one day after being arrested for
organising illegal protests. — AFP 

Days ahead of the controversial local elections that sparked the protests

Russia court hands first 
jail terms to protesters

‘Swashbucklers’ 
and ‘dwarfs’:
UK’s odd 
Brexit cast
LONDON: The Brexit saga has featured a
cast of larger-than-life characters determined
to stamp their own visions on Britain’s future.
Their clashing personalities have created high
drama in parliament and become the butts of
numerous jokes. Here is a look at some the
leading players:

Boris Johnson 
The mop-topped prime minister is known

for his jokes and bluster that have landed him
in hot water both as the two-term mayor of
London and foreign minister. But his buffoon-
ish charm and gift for public speaking pro-
pelled him in July to achieve his lifelong ambi-
tion of leading Britain. The 55-year-old
Oxford graduate has vowed to succeed
where his predecessor Theresa May failed in
finally getting Britain out of Europe at any
cost on October 31. His take-no-prisoners
approach has seen his fiercest critics accuse
Johnson of being a “tinpot dictator” by run-
ning roughshod over parliament and humiliat-
ing Britain on the global stage.

Jeremy Corbyn 
The main opposition Labour leader is as

polarizing with voters — and his own party
members — as the British premier. The 70-

year-old socialist has been trailed by contro-
versy since taking over as leader in 2015. His
condemnation of Israel’s occupation of
Palestinian territories has been accompanied
by complaints of anti-Semitism within
Labour. And his refusal to spell out a clear
position on Brexit — most party members
are against but Corbyn himself is an EU scep-
tic — has pushed Labour to the bottom of
opinion polls. Yet the teetotal vegetarian
could emerge as the next British leader
should Johnson falter in the weeks to come.

John Bercow 
The House of Commons speaker has

turned into a social media meme and TV sen-

sation thanks to his passionate calls for
“Order! Order!” during especially rowdy
Brexit debates. He has also become a light-
ning rod of Brexit backers’ fury by repeatedly
bending the rules to give MPs every chance
to vote to frustrate the government’s Brexit
plans. His elevation to speaker in 2009 was
supposed to make the Conservative party
member politically neutral. The 56-year-old’s
approach to his job saw one Conservative
critic dismiss him as a “sanctimonious dwarf”.

Philip Hammond 
The long-serving former finance minister

— nicknamed “Spreadsheet Phil” for his
dogged devotion to budgets — quit in
protest at Johnson’s approach to Brexit last
month. The 63-year-old is now spearheading
a Conservative rebellion designed to block
Johnson’s “no-deal Brexit” threat. The
Financial Times newspaper once called him “a
risk-taker” who was “a product of Britain’s
swashbuckling (Margaret) Thatcher”. His lat-
est gambit could see Johnson trigger an early
election with unpredictable results.

Dominic Cummings 
Johnson’s chief adviser is known as a ruth-

less political strategist who masterminded the
unexpected 2016 vote to leave the EU. UK
media paint him as the power behind the
throne who is most responsible for Johnson’s
uncompromising approach to Brexit. His ruth-
less style and suspicion of global institutions
have drawn comparisons to US President
Donald Trump’s former adviser Steve Bannon.
The 47-year-old was portrayed by actor
Benedict Cumberbatch as a tortured genius in
a TV drama about the EU referendum that
aired this year. — AFP 

SALFORD: Britain’s main opposition Labour
Party leader Jeremy Corbyn gives a keynote
speech on Brexit in Salford, north-west
England, on September 2, 2019 ahead of a
meeting of the Shadow Cabinet. — AFP 

Sarajevo braces
for first Pride
parade
SARAJEVO: “Ima izac!” which roughly
translates as “Open the door, please!” is
the defiant slogan of the Sarajevo’s first-
ever gay Pride parade, scheduled to go
ahead this Sunday. But the call to bring
the LGBT community on to the streets
has gone out despite a backlash of hostil-
ity from political and religious actors.
Sarajevo is the last capital in the conser-
vative Balkans to hold a Pride march —
and its organizers have certainly not been
pushing at an open door.

Already, there are two counter-rallies
planned, while some politicians have
openly denounced it. “It’s not easy, know-
ing that we live in a society that is very
homophobic,” said Lejla Huremovic, one
of around 15 organizers from across
Bosnia planning the event in an atmos-
phere of excitement and some trepida-
tion. “But this fear gives us energy and
strengthens the revolt to fight for rights,”
the 32-year-old added. The march is an
attempt to carve out a safe space for the
LGBT community in a city that has no
openly gay-friendly bars, clubs or cafes.

In 2008 and 2014, queer festivals were
attacked by radical Islamists and hooli-
gans. While discrimination on the basis of
sexual orientation is technically outlawed
in the Balkan state, same-sex unions are
not recognized. And any show of public
affection remains a risky business.
Another organizer, 20-year-old Amina
Imamovic, describes how she and her
girlfriend were attacked in May by two
young men, as they held hands in down-
town Sarajevo. “They threatened to kill
us, but are still at large,” Imamovic, a stu-
dent, told AFP.

Counter rallies 
A number of Bosnian artists, writers

and other celebrities have come out as
allies to support the march, some of them
speaking in videos posted on the organiz-
er’s website. But there have also been a
homophobic backlash in online comments,
including from people in high places. Two
weeks ahead of the event, the centre-right
‘Narod i Pravda’ (People and Justice) par-
ty, part of Sarajevo’s ruling coalition,
urged organizers to cancel the parade for
security reasons. The party argued the
event could “escalate” tensions and trig-
ger “negative consequences”.

“The very large majority of Sarajevo’s
citizens are against the march because it is
contrary to traditional values and their
religious feelings,” it said. But the head of
the regional government Edin Forto, of the
progressive Nasha Stranka (Our Party),
ensured the event would go ahead as
planned. Two anti-LGBT rallies will make
their voices heard. One is set for Saturday,
organized by a Muslim association. The
other will be on Sunday, called by a
Islamic theologian. Around 80 percent of
Sarajevo’s residents are Muslim, though
most practice a moderate form of the faith.

Rejection by families
When the event was first announced in

April, an elected official from the main
Bosnian Muslim party SDA, Samra
Cosovic Hajdarevic, wrote on Facebook
that “such people should be isolated and
put as far as possible from our children
and our society”. This is exactly the type
of thinking the Pride parade is trying to
counteract, says Masha Durkalic, author
of a recent analysis on the struggle of the
local queer community. It is a “necessary
political protest to make LGBTI people
visible,” she told AFP, using the term that
refers to the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender and Intersex community.
“They exist, like all the others in the
country, but they are cruelly dehuman-
ized, to say the least.” — AFP

MADRID: Spanish acting Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez arrives to give a press conference. —AFP 

Controversial
interior minister
in running for
Georgia PM
TBILISI: Georgia’s ruling party put
forward controversial Interior Minister
Giorgi Gakharia as prime minister yes-
terday, further fuelling an already tense
political atmosphere in the tiny Black
Sea nation.  In a televised statement, the
ruling Georgian Dream party leader
Bidzina Ivanishvili — a billionaire oli-
garch widely believed to be the man in
charge in Georgia — said he “presented
the candidacy of Giorgi Gakharia to the
post of prime minister”. 

The nomination is expected to easily
win approval by parliament where
Georgian Dream holds a majority. The
move followed Monday’s surprise resig-
nation of premier Mamuka Bakhtadze
after just over a year in office. Gakharia
thanked the ruling party for the nomina-
tion and announced changes in the cabi-
net. He said he would appoint the head
of Georgia’s state security service
Vaktang Gomelauri as interior minister

and former prime minister Irakli
Garibashvili as defence minister.

‘Moscow’s man in Georgia’ 
In protest of Gakharia’s nomination,

opposition MPs disrupted a plenary ses-
sion of Georgia’s parliament chanting
“shame!” and blowing vuvuzelas as hun-
dreds of anti-government demonstrators
rallied outside the legislature.
Independent analyst Nodar Kharshiladze
said that by appointing a loyalist,
Ivanishvili was preparing for parliamen-
tary elections scheduled for October
next year.

He called Gakharia “Georgia’s most
hated politician” and said his nomination
was “likely to mount a fresh wave of
protests in the country.”  “The move
undermines Georgia’s declared pro-
Western orientation,” he said. Gakharia,
44, is perceived by many as pro-Kremlin,
due to the years he spent in Russia.
Opposition MP Salome Samadashvili said
that “Gakharia’s nomination is dragging
Georgia deeper into a political crisis”,
describing him as “Moscow’s man in
Georgia.” In June and July, thousands ral-
lied in Tbilisi demanding Gakharia’s depar-
ture after riot police used rubber bullets
and tear gas against a largely peaceful
anti-Russian protest. Dozens were injured
in the violent police crackdown, with sev-
eral people losing an eye. — AFP 


