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FRANKFURT, Germany: A war in his backyard, gal-
loping economic crisis, and unhappy partners at home 
and abroad - German Chancellor Olaf Scholz has 
weathered unprecedented shocks in his first year, 
while struggling to make a mark on the global stage. 

The ex-finance minister took office promising con-
tinuity with the era of Angela Merkel, who ended her 
16 years as chancellor a widely respected figure. But 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has forced him to rip up 
Germany’s post-war axioms and chart out new eco-
nomic, defence and geopolitical directions for the 
country that prizes-and is valued for-its stability and 
predictability. 

“We never before had a government faced with 
such a dramatically worsening situation, when it came 
to foreign and security policy, but also of course ener-
gy policy,” political scientist Ursula Muench told AFP. 

Scholz’s coalition of his Social Democrats and part-
ners Greens and liberals FDP had taken office planning 
ambitious climate policies and budget restraint. But as 
Moscow dwindled its energy supplies in the wake of 
the war, Germany has had to halt its planned nuclear 
exit, restart mothballed coal power stations while 
burning through a budgetary hole in a scrum for oil 
and gas to replace Russian supplies. 

And in a turning point for a country whose role on 
the world stage was still affected by memories of 
World War II, Scholz announced a historic shift on 
defence, vowing to re-arm Germany with a massive 
boost in military spending. 

“Going by the dramatic events this year, he did 
pretty well,” said Nils Diederich, a political scientist at 
Berlin’s Free University. 

 
Turning point  

But Rachel Rizzo, a senior fellow at US think tank 
the Atlantic Council’s Europe Center, warned that los-
ing momentum was a danger, even if the initial 
response was “impressive”. “I think not being able to 
follow through with defence and security commitments 
is a concern,” she told AFP. 

Not only is Germany trying to replenish its own 
military stocks, it is facing intense pressure from 
Ukraine to deliver what it has to help in the fightback 
against Russia. The defence spending is high at a time 
when the treasury is also being pressed to help cush-
ion a price shock fuelled by the energy crisis. 

Huge investments are also required for the export 
giant to manage an economic transformation of 
reliance on cheap Russian energy or Chinese compo-
nents to a diversified approach. And governing in a 
three-way coalition means resolving each challenge 

inevitably involves squabbles that could unravel the 
fragile partnership. Scholz’s government has managed 
to implement part of its programme, including raising 
the minimum wage and reforming unemployment ben-
efits. But with myriad crises not going away, the chan-
cellor’s popularity ratings have suffered. 

A survey by the Insa institute published Sunday in 
tabloid Bild showed 58 percent of Germans are dissat-
isfied with Scholz-compared with just 22 percent a 
year ago-and 64 percent are dissatisfied with his gov-
ernment, up from 36 percent. 

 
‘Going it alone’  

As well as disagreements at home, there have been 
tensions with partners abroad. European Union allies 
were upset that Scholz announced a massive 200-bil-
lion-euro ($207-billion) energy fund without first con-
sulting them, complaining he should have focused on 
coming up with EU-wide measures. 

Tensions have also arisen in the key relationship 
between Berlin and Paris over issues ranging from the 
energy fund to German plans for defence procure-
ment. Unlike Merkel, who, in her time, was widely 
respected as the voice to reckon with in Europe, 
Scholz has so far failed to step into the role on the 
international stage. 

Merkel’s departure “has left a void”, said Eric 
Maurice, from the Brussels office of the Robert 
Schuman Foundation. Scholz is “struggling to make his 
mark at the European level... He is still trying to find his 
bearings, he does not have Merkel’s experience.” 

The view Scholz was seeking to “go it alone” was 
reinforced when he made the first visit to China by a 
G7 leader since the start of the pandemic in 
November, accompanied by a delegation of German 
business leaders. The chancellor faced accusations he 
was pursuing the same mercantilist, trade-focused for-
eign policy of previous German governments, which 
led to economic ties flourishing with authoritarian 
Russia, but ultimately left Berlin vulnerable. 

As Scholz heads into his second year in the job, 
many of the open challenges will continue to entangle 
him. High energy prices will remain a major problem, 
particularly for electricity-hungry German manufac-
turers, said Sudha David-Wilp, Berlin office director of 
US think tank the German Marshall Fund. 

“Ensuring German competitiveness because of the 
increase in energy costs, particularly for industries like 
chemicals and steel manufacturing, is the big challenge 
for Scholz,” she said. The energy fund “is just a short-
term fix. No one knows when energy prices are going 
to come down to pre-war levels”. — AFP 

Scholz is ‘struggling to make his mark at the European level’

German Chancellor Scholz weathers  
shocks in turbulent first year

BERLIN: File photo shows the designated German Chancellor Olaf Scholz (C), co-leader of the Greens and then 
designated German Minister for Economy and Climate Robert Habeck (L) and the leader of the Free Democratic 
FDP party and then designated German Finance Minister Christian Lindner (R) leave the Futurium venue after a 
signing ceremony in Berlin. — AFP 

Displaced Syrians  
fear Turkey threats  
spell new exodus 
 
SANDAF: Syria’s grinding conflict has already 
uprooted Ahmed Yassin and his family several times, 
but now they fear a threatened Turkish offensive 
will force them to flee the muddy camp they call 
home. The 34-year-old, his wife and two children 
live in Sandaf in Syria’s Aleppo province-just south 
of the border with Turkey, and under the control of 
Turkish-backed rebels. “Making a living is hard,” 
the labourer told AFP in the impoverished camp, as 
sheep grazed on the roadside nearby. “On top of 
everything we’ve gone through-the misery, the lack 
of job opportunities and poverty... we are now 
threatened with displacement yet again.” 

On November 20, Turkey began air strikes on 
Kurdish-held areas of Syria and Iraq in response to 
a deadly bombing in Istanbul the previous week. 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has 
threatened a new ground incursion into northern 
Syria to take control of three Kurdish-held areas. 
One of them, Tal Rifaat, is less than 10 kilometres 
(six miles) from Sandaf. Yassin recalled fleeing his 
hometown in neighbouring Idlib province after 
fighting flared there earlier in the civil war. “We 
pray for God’s help, and for us to return to our 
towns, our lands, our homes,” he said. 

 
‘Last straw’  

Since 2016, Turkey has carried out successive 
ground operations to expel Kurdish forces from 
border areas of northern Syria. Its troops and their 
Syrian proxies hold swathes of the border, and 
Erdogan has long sought to establish a “safe zone” 
30 kilometres (20 miles) deep the whole length of 
the frontier. 

Turkey said its recent Syria air strikes have tar-
geted the Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
which Ankara sees as an offshoot of the outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK). Turkey said the 
groups were behind the Istanbul bombing, an accu-
sation both organisations have denied. 

At the Sandaf camp, children, some barefoot, 
played on the ground between tents. Camp resident 
Mohammed Abu Ali said there was sporadic shelling 
between the opposing sides even before Turkey 
launched its air assault last month. 

The 45-year-old, who lives with his five children, 
one of whom uses a wheelchair, said the fighting left 
camp residents in “a state of panic and fear”. “We 
hope that either a military operation will allow us to 
return home, or that they will reach an agreement so 
we can stay in the camp,” said Abu Ali, also original-
ly from Idlib. “All we want is... to live the remaining 
days of our lives in our homes,” he said, standing by 
a washing line strung from his tent. Human rights 
groups have warned that civilians on both sides of 
the front line will bear the brunt of any new flareup. 

Renewed conflict in northern Syria would be “the 
last straw for millions of people grappling with the 
dire humanitarian conditions”, Save the Children 
and other groups warned this week. 

Another surge in hostilities will potentially result 
“in a new wave of displacement”, they said, urging 
all parties to protect civilians. Any advance by 
Turkish-backed forces is likely to spark a mass exo-
dus of Kurdish civilians on the other side of the 
front line, but any new flareup holds fears for civil-
ians in Turkish-held areas too, with heavy 
exchanges likely across the front line. 

 
Waiting  

On the front line in Tal Rifaat, Turkish-backed 
Syrian fighters peered out from behind sandbags as 
a thick fog enveloped the area. At positions further 
east near Manbij-another target of the threatened 
Turkish ground offensive-a fighter smoked a ciga-
rette by the roadside as others made tea inside a 
cramped breeze-block bunker. 

Turkish-backed fighters were scattered along 
the front line without any heavy equipment, an AFP 
correspondent reported. In some areas, there were 
no fighters at all, while in others, a few rested inside 
their bases, some scrolling through their phones. 

Government ally Russia deployed troop rein-
forcements to the Kurdish-held Tal Rifaat area this 
week, while the United States warned Turkey not to 
disrupt operations against the Islamic State group 
in Syria in which Kurdish fighters of the YPG have 
played a central role. —AFP 

AL-KRAYDIYEH: Internally displaced Syrians sit by a road at a camp near a position held by Turkey-backed 
Syrian fighters in al-Kraydiyeh area, on the frontline with Kurdish-held areas near Syria’s northern city of 
Manbij, close to the border with Turkey. — AFP 
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 news agencies. “We are currently working on 

mechanisms to prohibit the use of the price cap tool at 
any level”, Novak added, stating that “such interfer-
ence” could only cause “further market destabilization 
and scarcity of energy resources”. 

Moscow had repeatedly denounced the incoming oil 
price cap, threatening to suspend deliveries to any 
country that adopted the measure. But Ukraine sug-
gested on Saturday that the cap should have been set 
even lower. For OPEC+, the big unknown in the oil 
equation is how heavily sanctions will hit Russian sup-
ply. “Uncertainty on the impact on Russian oil produc-
tion coming from the EU ban... and the G7 price cap 
and some easing of mobility restrictions in China likely 
supported the decision for a rollover,” UBS analyst 

Giovanni Staunovo said. “The upside risks for oil prices 
from this point on will increase” due to the announced 
EU and G7 measures in combination with supply and 
demand expected to remain unchanged, Van Cleef said. 

Moscow’s threat to suspend deliveries to countries 
abiding by the price cap will put “some in a very uncom-
fortable position”, said OANDA analyst Craig Erlam, 
“choosing between losing access to cheap Russian crude 
or facing G7 sanctions”. Amid economic gloom fuelled by 
soaring inflation and fears of China’s weaker energy 
demand due to its COVID-related restrictions, the two 
global crude benchmarks remained close to their lowest 
level of the year, far from their March peaks. 

Since the group’s last meeting in early October, 
Brent North Sea oil and its US equivalent WTI have 
lost more than six percent of their value. Moving for-
ward, OPEC+ might still feel compelled to adopt “a 
more aggressive stance” by cutting or threatening to 
cut production, UniCredit analyst Edoardo 
Campanella said. “Russia might also retaliate by lever-
aging its influence within OPEC+ to push for more 
production cuts down the road, thus exacerbating the 
global energy crisis,” he added. — Agencies 

OPEC+ maintains 
oil output...
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The traffic department plans to issue new deci-

sions at the beginning of next year related to vehi-
cle ownership controls for expatriates, the first of 
which is to prevent any expatriate from owning 
more than one vehicle, a decision that was previ-
ously discussed by the supreme traffic council, and 

its approval was postponed due to technical cir-
cumstances. 

“The decision will be applied retroactively, as 
every expatriate who has more than one vehicle 
will have their registration canceled. This proce-
dure is a correction of a decision that was found to 
have many loopholes, which made expatriates own 
a large number of cars with the aim of illegal trad-
ing, which created chaos and circumvention of the 
law when transferring ownership or illegal car 
deals,” sources explained. These decisions are in 
line with the government’s attempts to rebalance 
the demographic structure and reduce traffic in the 
streets of Kuwait.

MoI withdraws 
driving licenses...
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“Morality police have nothing to do with the 

judiciary and have been abolished,” Attorney 
General Mohammad Jafar Montazeri was quoted as 
saying by the ISNA news agency. His comment 
came at a religious conference where he responded 
to a question on “why the morality police were 
being shut down”, the report said. 

The move represents a rare concession to the 
protest movement, and authorities have also 
acknowledged the demoralizing effect of an eco-
nomic crisis spurred by US sanctions. “The best 
way to confront the riots is to... pay attention to 
people’s real demands,” said the parliament 
praesidium counci l  spokesman Seyyed 
Nezamoldin Mousavi, referencing “livelihoods 
and the economy”. 

The news was treated with skepticism by some 
Iranians on social media, including those who 
expressed fears its role would be taken over by 
another unit, as well as others pointing out that 
intense social pressure remained at home. Since 
the 1979 Islamic Revolution that overthrew 
Iran’s US-backed monarchy, authorities have 
monitored adherence to the strict dress code 

for women and men. 
But under hardline president Mahmoud 

Ahmadinejad, the morality police - known formally 
as the Gasht-e Ershad or “Guidance Patrol” - was 
established to “spread the culture of modesty and 
hijab”. The units were set up by Iran’s Supreme 
Council of the Cultural Revolution, which is today 
headed by President Ebrahim Raisi. They began 
their patrols in 2006 to enforce the dress code 
which also requires women to wear long clothes 
and forbids shorts, ripped jeans and other clothes 
deemed immodest. — AFP 

Protest-hit 
Iran abolishes...

TEHRAN: In this file photo taken on July 23, 2007, an 
Iranian policeman speaks with a woman sitting in a 
police car after she was arrested because of her 
“inappropriate” clothes. - AFP  
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A guide took the couple on a tour of the elaborate 

interior dominated by a giant chandelier. Dorinel Popa, 
a 54-year-old accountant, said the couple were taking 
a first look at Islam. “We have prejudice against the 
culture and the people,” because of a lack of exposure 
to others, he said. “We have some thoughts in our 
heads and now maybe some of them will change,” 
added his wife, a 52-year-old doctor. 

The Qatar Guest Center, which supervises the Blue 
Mosque, has brought dozens of Muslim preachers 
from around the world to Qatar for the tournament. 
Outside the mosque there are booklets in different lan-
guages explaining Islam and Prophet Muhammad 
(PBUH), along with Arabic coffee and dates. 

Syrian volunteer Ziad Fateh said the World Cup is 
“an opportunity to introduce millions of people to 
Islam” and change “misconceptions” about a religion 
that many in the West link to radicalism. “We explain to 

people more about ethics, the importance of family 
bonding, and respect for neighbors and non-Muslims,” 
he added. Near the mosque, volunteers managed a 
table aimed at visiting women with a sign saying: “Ask 
me about Qatar.” Those who stop are also offered 
Arabic coffee. A Palestinian volunteer, Somaya, said 
most of the questions concerned “the veil, polygamy 
and whether women are oppressed in Islam”. 

Nearby, visitors can watch a five minute virtual 
reality tour of Islam. The campaign is being pursued 
across Qatar. In the Pearl district, where many expatri-
ates live and frequent its expensive cafes and restau-
rants, murals have been painted with quotes from 
Prophet Muhammad (PBUH) urging good morality. 
Upscale shopping malls carry advertisements promot-
ing Islam. In the Souq Waqif market, where thousands 
of fans gather every day, free books and pamphlets are 
left in one alley with a sign saying: “If you’re looking 
for happiness... you will find (it) in Islam”. Near the 
Souq, the Sheikh Abdulla bin Zaid Islamic Cultural 
Center is open 12 hours a day for tours. 

Some Muslim leaders in Qatar have called for 
efforts to convert visiting football fans to Islam. Sultan 
bin Ibrahim Al Hashemi, a professor of sharia law at 
Qatar University who heads the Voice of Islam radio 
station, said the World Cup should be used to find new 

Qatar seeks to 
change minds...


