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LONDON:  British Finance Minister Sajid Javid
resigned yesterday, in a shock move that deals a
blow to Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s govern-
ment just weeks after Brexit and a month before
the annual budget. The chancellor of the excheq-
uer stood down after Johnson tried to use a re-
organization of his cabinet to get rid of some of
Javid’s aides, a source close to the departing min-
ister said.

He was immediately replaced by senior Treas-
ury official Rishi Sunak. Javid’s departure is a
major upset at a turbulent time for Britain, just
weeks after leaving the European Union on Jan-
uary 31, a process that has left the country with
an uncertain future.

Johnson was yesterday carrying out a cabinet
reshuffle, his first since winning a comfortable
parliamentary majority in the December general
election. Javid, a former City of London banker
born into a working class Muslim family, was
considered safe in his job despite reports of ten-
sions between him and Johnson’s senior aide, Do-
minic Cummings. But rumors began to circulate
after his meeting with the prime minister went on
longer than expected.

“He has turned down the job of chancellor of
the exchequer,” a source close to Javid said. “The
prime minister said he had to fire all his special
advisers and replace them with Number 10 spe-
cial advisers to make it one team. “The chancellor
said no self-respecting minister would accept
those terms.”

Belfast minister out 
Earlier, Johnson sacked his Northern Ireland

minister despite his role in restoring devolved
government to Belfast after a three-year suspen-
sion last month. Julian Smith had helped end the
political vacuum in Northern Ireland by persuad-
ing the two main parties to return to a power-
sharing government last month. The British
province had no government since Sinn Fein and
the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) fell out in
January 2017 over a renewable energy scandal.

Irish Taoiseach Leo Varadkar led tributes to
Smith’s efforts, saying he was “one of Britain’s
finest politicians of our time”. But The Times
newspaper said Johnson felt “blindsided” by the
deal because it includes an investigation into al-
leged crimes by British soldiers during decades
of sectarian violence known as The Troubles.

Irish Foreign Minister Simon Coveney, who
was also closely involved in the power-sharing
talks, said that without Smith’s leadership there
would be no government in Belfast.

“You have been such an effective secretary of
state for Northern Ireland at a time of real chal-
lenge and risk,” he wrote on Twitter. Arlene Foster,
who as DUP leader was restored as first minister
of Northern Ireland under the deal, also hailed his
“dedication to the role”. Smith said it had been “the
biggest privilege”, adding that he was “extremely
grateful” to Johnson for giving him the chance to
serve. Business Secretary Andrea Leadsom, Envi-
ronment Secretary Theresa Villiers and Attorney
General Geoffrey Cox were also shown the door.

But Foreign Minister Dominic Raab and
Michael Gove, Johnson’s de factor deputy, are
staying. Johnson held off from carrying out a cab-
inet reshuffle immediately after his December
victory, choosing to wait until Britain left the EU.
After years of political turmoil over Brexit, he
wants to focus this year on domestic issues, in-
cluding investments in police, healthcare and in-

frastructure. Johnson also named former aid min-
ister Alok Sharma as the new minister in charge
of the COP 26 UN climate summit, which is being
held in Glasgow in November. The former presi-
dent, Claire O’Neill, was sacked last month. She
responded with a blistering attack on his leader-
ship, and warned that planning for the summit
was “way off track”. —AFP

Growing bill to fix 
Britain’s Big Ben
LONDON: The bill to repair London’s iconic
Big Ben clock tower has increased by millions
of pounds after the discovery of World War II
bomb damage, pollution and asbestos,
Britain’s parliament said yesterday. 

The cost of renovating the Elizabeth Tower
housing the famous clock, which began in
2017, is now set to rise to nearly £80 million
($104 million, 95 million euros). The extensive
damage requiring an extra £18.6 million was
only revealed once the project team was able
to begin intrusive surveys for the first time
ever on the 177-year-old structure.

However, the efforts to restore the tower
“to its previous splendor” remain on track for
completion in late 2021, according to officials.
A spokesperson for the House of Commons
Commission, which is overseeing the project,
called the spiralling costs “very frustrating”.

Ian Ailles, director general of the House of
Commons, said the task of restoring the Eliz-
abeth Tower “had been more complex than
we could have anticipated”. “With a 12m
square (130 square feet) footprint and a
prime location right in the middle of a busy
working Parliament, understanding the full
extent of the damage to the tower was impos-
sible until the scaffolding was up,” he added.

The work is to repair the clock faces and
mechanism, cracks in the tower’s masonry and
corrosion in the roof, as well as to restore the
edging around the clock faces to its original
19th-century color.

A lift will also be installed as an alternative
to the steps up the tower, and the lights illu-
minating the clock will be replaced by low-
energy LEDs. Completed in neo-Gothic style
in 1856 by parliament architect Augustus
Pugin, the tower has suffered from consider-
able degradation over time, and now even
leans 46 centimeters (18 inches) off the verti-
cal. The renovations have meant Big Ben-
whose chimes feature on British television
and radio news bulletins-has been largely
silent since 2017. — AFP

British finance minister 
quits in reshuffle upset

Shock move deals blow to Johnson’s government

LONDON: Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer Sajid Javid walks at 10 Downing Street in
central London yesterday. British Finance Minister Sajid Javid resigned yesterday in a shock
move that deals a blow to Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s government just weeks after
Brexit and a month before the annual budget. — AFP

German far right 
reopens wounds 
of Dresden 
bombing
FRANKFURT: Germany marks 75 years since
the destruction of Dresden in World War II yes-
terday, an anniversary seized upon by the far
right to inflate victim numbers and play down
Nazi crimes. President Frank-Walter Steinmeier
will give a speech at Dresden’s Palace of Culture,
walking a fine line between remembering those
killed in the Allied air raids on the eastern city
and stressing Germany’s responsibility for the
war. Afterwards, he will join thousands of resi-
dents in forming a human chain of “peace and
tolerance” as church bells ring out.

Dresden mayor Dirk Hilbert began the com-
memorations in the morning by placing white
roses at a memorial for the victims. As in past
years, the commemoration events are set to at-
tract neo-Nazis, while the far-right AfD party
will man an information booth to tell the sup-
posed “truth” about the bombings. Police are
also bracing for a large demo by right-wing ex-
tremists on Saturday, as well as counterprotests.

“The myth of the ‘city of innocence’ lives on,”
the regional Saechsische Zeitung daily wrote,
accusing the far right of using the commemora-
tions “to minimize German war crimes”.

Martyrdom 
Hundreds of British and American planes

pounded Dresden with conventional and incen-
diary explosives from February 13-15 in 1945.
The ensuing firestorm killed some 25,000 peo-
ple, historians have calculated, and left the
baroque city known as “Florence on the Elbe” in
ruins, wiping out its historic center. The devas-
tation came to symbolize the horrors of war,
much like the heavily bombed city of Coventry
in England. But in Germany, Dresden also be-
came a focal point for neo-Nazis who have held
“funeral marches” for the dead and given the city
a martyrdom status that experts say is belied by
historical facts.

This year’s anniversary is especially charged as
Germany reels from a political scandal that
erupted in neighboring Thuringia state last week,
where an AfD-backed candidate was elected state
premier for the first time. Although he swiftly re-
signed, the drama marked a coup for the AfD-lay-
ing bare mainstream parties’ struggle to maintain
the firewall against a party that has called for Ger-
many to stop atoning for its Nazi past. “Resurgent
nationalism and right-wing populism are increas-
ingly endangering the democratic remembrance
culture,” mayor Hilbert told local radio.

Some observers have questioned whether the
indiscriminate bombing of Dresden was justified
so late in the war, an argument hijacked by neo-
Nazis eager to shift the focus onto atrocities
committed by the victors of WWII. The Allied
forces however saw Dresden as a legitimate tar-
get on the eastern front because of its transport
links and factories supporting the German mili-
tary machine. — AFP

LONDON:  In this file photo taken on January 28,
2020 the clock face of Elizabeth Tower, known after
the bell Big Ben, shows the hands at eleven o’clock
as a Union Flag flies in front of it in London. - AFP


