
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron spoke with Aus-
tralian Prime Minister Scott Morrison by telephone yesterday for
the first time since the diplomatic crisis over a scrapped subma-
rine deal last month, the Elysee Palace said.

Macron reiterated that Canberra’s decision to cancel a deal for
conventional-powered French subs in favour of US nuclear ves-
sels “had broken the relation of trust between our two countries,”
his office said in a statement.

“It is now up to the Australian government to propose concrete
actions that could embody the will of Australian authorities to re-
define the bases of our relationship and pursue joint action in the
Indo-Pacific region,” it said.

Paris was furious after Australia ditched the deal last month,
saying it had been given no warning that Australia was instead
negotiating a new defence pact with the US and Britain. Australia
had signed a contract in 2016 to buy the French subs, a deal worth
Aus$50 billion (31 billion euros, $36.5 billion) when signed.

France recalled its ambassadors to Australia and the US in
protest, with Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian denouncing “a
stab in the back”. Paris is also insisting on financial compensation. 

“Close attention will now be paid regarding the situation for
the French companies and their sub-contractors, including Aus-
tralian firms, impacted by this decision,” the Elysee statement said. 

Meanwhile, Australia’s conservative government yesterday
proposed laws requiring voters to prove their identity when cast-
ing a ballot, a move slammed by the opposition as an attempt at
voter suppression and to mimic the policies of former US presi-
dent Donald Trump.

Ahead of upcoming national elections due by May next year,
the government introduced the “voter integrity” bill to the House

of Representatives, saying it would prevent potential fraud and
multiple voting.

The legislation would require voters to show a proof of identity
document — such as a photo ID, birth certificate, credit card or
bank statement — at polling booths on election day.

Voting is compulsory for Australians aged over-18. Voters sim-
ply provide their name and address to a polling station worker
before casting their ballot. Opposition leader Anthony Albanese
of the centre-left Labor Party said the government was trying to
“channel the US far right” by attempting to introduce voter sup-
pression measures before the upcoming election.

“This is a desperate attempt to undermine our strong democ-
racy and deny Australians their basic democratic rights,” he told
parliament. “The Morrison-Joyce government is trying to bring
the politics and tactics of Trump’s America into Australian democ-
racy.” Prime Minister Scott Morrison defended the legislation,
saying it was a “standard practise that is in liberal democracies”
around the world.

“It’s not an earth-shattering proposal that when you go to the
vote that you should be able to say you are who you are and pro-
vide some form of identification to support that, that’s an impor-
tant protection for our democracy,” he told reporters in Canberra.

According to the Australian Electoral Commission, the inde-
pendent body that oversees elections, voter fraud is a “vanishingly
small” issue in the country. There were no prosecutions for mul-
tiple voting arising from the last election, the opposition said.

Voter ID laws are common across western democracies, but
efforts by conservatives to introduce them in the United States
have sparked controversy, with opponents arguing they discrim-
inate against voters from minority backgrounds by requiring the

purchase of a proof of identity.
Under the Australian government’s proposed laws, voters who

could not produce an ID would still be allowed to cast a “decla-
ration vote”, which involves signing a detailed document asserting
their claim to vote in an electorate. But critics say that form is
complex and could present difficulties for people from non-Eng-
lish speaking backgrounds. — AFP
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PARIS: File photo shows French President Emmanuel Macron greets Aus-
tralia’s Prime Minister Scott Morrison at the Elysee Palace in Paris. French
President Emmanuel Macron spoke with Australian Prime Minister Scott
Morrison by telephone yesterday for the first time since the diplomatic
crisis over a scrapped submarine deal last month. —AFP

Leaders of France, Australia 
hold first talks since subs row 

Australia proposes ‘Trumpian’ voter ID laws

Laos police net 55m 
meth pills in Asia’s 
biggest drug bust 
BANGKOK: Laotian police have netted Asia’s biggest-ever
single seizure of illegal drugs, finding 55 million methamphet-
amine pills in the back of a beer truck, a United Nations offi-
cial confirmed yesterday. The 55.6 million meth tablets and
1.5 tonnes of crystal meth seized late Wednesday is a record
for a single seizure in the region, UN Office of Drugs and
Crime regional representative Jeremy Douglas said.

“It is three times the meth tablets that Laos seized all last
year, and close to a third of the crystal meth,” Douglas told
AFP. Laos has in recent years been a gateway for drug traf-
fickers moving meth shipments out of Myanmar’s troubled
Shan state. The trend has noticeably accelerated in recent
months, exacerbated by February’s coup and economic col-
lapse in Myanmar.

Authorities arrested the driver of a Beer Lao truck in
Bokeo province, northern Laos, which is part of the so-called
Golden Triangle — a notorious drug smuggling zone at the
borders of Myanmar, Laos and Thailand. Lao Brewery issued
a statement denying any involvement. “We are deeply disap-
pointed that our crates have been abused as a cover for illegal
activities,” the brewery said, adding that the truck in question
was not registered with the company. —AFP

DR Congo’s former child 
soldiers face tough 
return to civilian life 
GOMA: Some of the DR Congo’s former child soldiers have be-
come traders, hairdressers and tailors, but many struggle to re-
cover a normal life. Dreams of becoming a farmer or teacher run
up against tough conditions in a society deeply afflicted by un-
employment and poverty. Clement Kahindo, supervisor of a tem-
porary shelter in Goma, capital of North Kivu province, goes
through the list of problems.

His facility is managed by an NGO called Cajed, which works
for underprivileged young people and currently accommodates
around 40 children aged 10 to 17 recently extracted from armed
groups. “They are taught how to behave properly, to read and
write. They do drawing, basket-making, gardening, the washing
up,” he told AFP.

What about teaching them a trade? “We do that sometimes,
but not so much,” Kahindo said. “We lack the funds.” But he
proudly pointed to the success of a young man who had been
given a sewing machine and has since regularly visited with re-
ports of his progress. Another runs a hairdressing salon.

Kahindo said many former child combatants were over-
whelmed by the horrors they had witnessed in a part of the coun-
try that has been ravaged by violence for more than 25 years.
“They have seen killings, some of them have carried out killings
themselves, like the teenager who was forced to tie people up
and bury them alive,” Kahindo said.

The youngest children are “used for spying, cooking, water
and firewood,” said Faustin Busimba, Cajed’s programme officer.
“A child who stays for two or three years in an armed group goes
to the front.” But in eastern DRC’s North and South Kivu, as well
as Ituri province, the front line and the conflict itself can be
volatile. The causes of violence in this troubled region are often
complex and overlapping, rooted sometimes in ancient griev-
ances but also overlain with the activities of foreign rebel groups
and ethnic militias.

Voluntary enrolment 
In the 1990s, child soldiers known as “kadogos” were numer-

ous in the rebel army of Laurent-Desire Kabila, who overthrew
president Mobutu Sese Seko in 1997. According to a task force
on children and conflicts led by the child protection section of
the UN mission in the country, MONUSCO, and by UNICEF, 13
armed groups still feature on a blacklist for enrolling children.
The DRC’s post-Mobutu army has been taken off the blacklist.

The number of child soldiers in the DRC is hard to estimate,
although the tally runs into the thousands. The causes of their
enrolment vary, experts say. Between 3,000 and 5,000 children
become combatants each year, according to the MONUSCO es-
timate, and Cajed says that between five and 10 percent are girls.

Some of the children may be abducted by force, but others
join voluntarily, sometimes to escape poverty, take revenge or
bask in the supposed prestige that comes with their role, Cajed
says. The UN task force counted 2,253 children “separated” from
armed groups in 2018, 3,107 in 2019, 2,101 in 2020 and 957 in
the first nine months of 2021. Some are recovered after a direct
approach by MONUSCO to the commanders of the armed
groups, others flee or are released during army operations
against the rebel groups. —AFP


