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BRUSSELS: Austria on Thursday said it will veto 
the EU’s two poorest members Romania and Bulgaria 
joining the bloc’s Schengen visa-free zone, dashing 
their decade-long bid. Decisions on Schengen 
enlargement have to be taken unanimously. 

The EU ministers were expected to approve 
Croatia joining Schengen, which would expand the 
area to include 23 of the EU’s 27 member states, 
plus Switzerland, Norway, Liechtenstein and 
Iceland. “I will vote today against the Schengen 
enlargement to Romania and Bulgaria,” Austrrian 
Interior Minister Gerhard Karner said as he went 
into a Brussels meeting with EU counterparts. 

“I think it is wrong that a system that does not 
work in many places should be enlarged.” Austria, 
which is experiencing a strong increase in asylum 
requests, fears that admitting Bulgaria and Romania 
would increase irregular immigration. 

Karner said his country had recorded “over 
100,000 illegal border crossings this year”. Europe 
has taken a harder stance against migration after a 
massive inflow of asylum-seekers in 2015-2016, 
when hundreds of thousands of Syrians fled the war 
in their country. But reforms demanded by frontline 
EU states receiving the inflows-Italy, Spain, Malta 
and Greece-have stalled, with some other EU coun-
tries-including Austria, the Netherlands, Hungary 
and Poland-reluctant to share hosting duties on a 
systematic scale. 

The European Commission has stepped up 
efforts to make source countries of irregular 
migrants-especially those with a high proportion 
trying to enter Europe for economic reasons rather 
than persecution-take back their deported citizens. 

Boats to UK  
Migration is also a hot political issue in former 

EU member Britain, which, like EU member Ireland, 
was never part of Schengen. Britain’s conservative 
government is trying to reduce the number of asy-
lum-seekers and irregular migrants arriving in small 
boats from the continent. 

Just before the EU ministers’ meeting, the interior 
ministers of Britain, France, Germany, Britain and the 
Netherlands met to discuss that issue. French 
Interior Minister Gerald Darmanin said they had 
agreed to boost information-sharing on people-
smugglers and law enforcement cooperation. 

The EU is also dealing with a new right-wing 
government in Italy that is rejecting boatloads of 
migrants rescued in the Mediterranean. The 
Schengen zone allows people travelling between its 
member countries to cross without having to show 
a passport or visa. 

Interior ministers are often wary of how it 
allows individuals to enter other EU countries 
when they don’t have the right to do so. Yet it is 
often touted as an example of the EU’s cherished 
freedom of movement principle, and has tangible 
benefits for participating countries, particularly 
boosting tourism. 

German Interior Minister Nancy Faeser said “I 
cannot yet understand the vote of my Austrian col-
league” and pledged to again talk to him about it. 
But Austria had some support from the Netherlands 
when it came to keeping Bulgaria-which borders 
Turkey-out of Schengen. 

“For us, it is a yes to Croatia and it is yes to 
Romania,” Dutch Migration Minister Eric van der 

Burg said. “But we don’t agree with the commission 
(recommendation) when it comes to Bulgaria,” he 
said, advancing concerns about “corruption and 
human rights”. However the Bulgarian and 
Romanian bids to join Schengen are joined and 
meant to be decided together. The Croatian one is 
considered separately. —AFP
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BRUSSELS: Czech Interior Minister Vit Rakusan speaks with Germany’s Interior Minister Nancy Faeser (R) prior 
to a Justice and Home Affairs Council on Schengen area, asylum and migration at the EU headquarters in 
Brussel. —AFP

Netanyahu moves  
a step closer to  
coalition deal 

 
JERUSALEM: Zionist entity’s prime-minister 
designate Benjamin Netanyahu struck a deal 
with an ultra-Orthodox Jewish party Thursday 
on allocating cabinet jobs in a key step 
towards forming a government ahead of a 
looming deadline. 

The deal announced overnight promises the 
Shas party five ministerial jobs in Netanyahu’s 
incoming government, which is expected to be 
the most right-wing in Zionist’s history. “We 
have achieved another step towards forming a 
government,” said Netanyahu, Zionist entity’s 
longest-serving premier, whose victory in a 
November 1 election set him up to retake pow-
er after just 14 months in opposition. 

Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud party has 
already signed coalition deals with three con-
troversial extreme right parties — Religious 
Zionism, Jewish Power and the virulently anti-
LGBT Noam. Likud’s agreements with Shas 
and another ultra-Orthodox bloc, United Torah 
Judaism, are provisional, not binding coalition 
deals. Additional pacts will be required before 
a government is announced, the parties have 
said. One complication is that Shas leader 
Aryeh Deri has been convicted of tax offences, 
which, according to Zionist’s attorney general, 
bars him from serving in cabinet. 

Zionist entity’s parliament, where 
Netanyahu and his allies now control a majori-
ty, may seek to pass legislation allowing Deri 
to serve in cabinet before firming up a coali-
tion deal. Under the Shas-Likud deal, Deri will 
be both interior minister and health minister in 
Netanyahu’s next government, in addition to 
being named deputy prime minister. —AFP 

Lebanon again  
fails to elect 
new president 

 
BEIRUT: Lebanon’s divided parliament failed to 
elect a new president Thursday for a ninth time, 
despite the damage the political deadlock is doing 
to efforts to bail  out its bankrupt economy. 
Parliament is split between supporters of the pow-
erful Iran-backed Hezbollah movement and its 
opponents, neither of whom have a clear majority. 

“Holding a session every week won’t change 
anything,” said lawmaker Alain Aoun, of former 
president Michel Aoun’s Free Patriotic Movement 
(FPM). Hezbollah opponent Michel Moawad, who 
is seen as close to the United States, won the sup-
port of 39 MPs but fell well short of the required 
majority. 

Only 105 of parliament’s 128 lawmakers showed 
up for the vote and as many of them spoilt their 
ballots. Some MPs wrote in mock choices for the 
vacant presidency, with one vote cast for late 
South African leader Nelson Mandela. 

Moawad’s candidacy is opposed by Hezbollah, 
whose leader Hassan Nasrallah called last month 
for a president ready to stand up to Washington. 
Parliament speaker Nabih Berri reiterated calls for 
dialogue among lawmakers to find a consensus 
candidate to prevent the process dragging on for 
months. 

Aoun’s election in 2016 followed a more than 
two-year vacancy at the presidential palace as 

lawmakers made 45 failed attempts to elect a pres-
ident before reaching a consensus on his candida-
cy. By convention, Lebanon’s presidency goes to a 
Maronite Christian, the premiership is reserved for 
a Sunni Muslim and the post of parliament speaker 
goes to a Shiite Muslim. 

A cabinet meeting on Monday exacerbated 
divisions between Hezbollah and its main Christian 
ally the FPM, which says the caretaker government 
should not meet until a new president has been 
named. 

Lebanon can ill afford a prolonged power vacu-
um as it grapples with a financial crisis dubbed by 
the World Bank as one of the worst in modern his-
tory, with a currency in free fall, severe electricity 
shortages and soaring poverty rates. 

The country’s caretaker government has limited 
powers and cannot enact the sweeping reforms 
demanded by international lenders to release bil-
lions of dollars in bailout loans. Parliament will 
convene for a 10th attempt to elect a president on 
December 15. —AFP

BEIRUT, Lebanon: Handout photo shows prime minister Najib Mikati (C) chairing a cabinet meeting at the 
government palace in Lebanon’s capital Beirut. — AFP
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The signed deals also covered a petrochemicals 

project, housing development and the teaching of the 
Chinese language, SPA said, though it did not detail 
their substance or monetary value. Earlier, state tele-
vision showed Xi being greeted with a handshake by 
Prince Mohammed before the two men stood side-
by-side as a brass band played the two countries’ 
national anthems. They then chatted while walking 
into the palace, which is the king’s official residence 
and seat of the royal court. Xi also met with Prince 
Mohammed’s father, 86-year-old King Salman, state 
media reported. 

Upon his arrival on Wednesday, Xi said bilateral 
ties with Saudi Arabia had grown “by leaps and 
bounds” since the two countries established a com-
prehensive strategic partnership in 2016. This “has 
not only enriched both countries’ peoples but pro-
moted regional peace, security, prosperity and devel-
opment,” Xi said, according to Chinese state media. 

The crown prince sees China as a critical partner 
in his sweeping Vision 2030 agenda, seeking the 
involvement of Chinese firms in ambitious mega-pro-
jects meant to diversify the economy away from fossil 
fuels. Saudi investment minister Khalid Al-Falih said 
this week’s visit “will contribute to raising the pace of 
economic and investment cooperation between the 
two countries”, offering Chinese companies and 
investors “rewarding returns”, according to SPA. 
Earlier on Thursday, Saudi state media announced 34 
investment agreements in sectors including green 
hydrogen, information technology, transport and con-
struction. State broadcaster Al-Ekhbariya said anoth-
er 20 agreements worth 110 billion riyals ($29.3 bil-
lion) were due to be signed. 

Arab leaders began Thursday to converge on the 
Saudi capital ahead of summit meetings with Xi, the 
leader of the world’s number-two economy, who will 
hold separate talks with the six-member Gulf 

Cooperation Council before leaving on Friday. China, 
the top consumer of Saudi oil, has been strengthening 
ties with a region that has long relied on the United 
States for military protection but which has voiced 
concerns the American presence could be downgraded. 

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah El-Sisi , 
Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas and Sudan’s de 
facto leader Abdel Fattah Al-Burhan had all arrived 
by Thursday afternoon, according to the Saudi for-
eign ministry. Tunisian President Kais Saied, Iraqi 
Prime Minister Mohammed Shia Al-Sudani, 
Moroccan Prime Minister Aziz Akhannouch and 
Lebanese caretaker Prime Minister Najib Mikati have 
also confirmed their attendance. 

China’s foreign ministry this week described Xi’s 
trip as the “largest-scale diplomatic activity between 
China and the Arab world” since the People’s 
Republic of China was founded. It has not escaped 
the attention of the White House, which warned of 
“the influence that China is trying to grow around the 
world”, calling its objectives “not conducive to pre-
serving the international rules based order”. 

In another development, Saudi Arabia said it 
recorded its first annual budget surplus in nearly a 
decade, beating its own projections in a year of ele-
vated oil prices. The surplus for 2022 amounted to 
102 billion Saudi riyals ($27 billion), representing 2.6 
percent of GDP, according to preliminary estimates, 
the finance ministry said. That compared to a surplus 
of 90 billion Saudi riyals that had been projected for 
2022 at the end of last year. 

The world’s biggest crude exporter also prelimi-
narily recorded GDP growth of 8.5 percent for the 
year, the finance ministry said, higher than the 7.6 
percent predicted by the International Monetary 
Fund. The budget approved for 2023 foresees a sur-
plus of 16 billion Saudi riyals ($4 billion) and GDP 
growth of 3.1 percent, the ministry said. 

The strong data comes as much of the world grap-
ples with widespread energy shocks and deepening 
worries about recession. The Gulf kingdom has bene-
fited from oil price hikes triggered by Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine in February. Yet in a briefing with 
journalists in Riyadh on Wednesday, Saudi Finance 
Minister Mohammed Al-Jadaan pushed back on the 
notion that the surplus resulted from the war. — AFP 

Xi meets Saudi 
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“Mohsen Shekari, a rioter who blocked Sattar 

Khan Street in Tehran on September 25 and wound-
ed one of the security guards with a machete, was 
executed this morning,” the judiciary’s Mizan Online 
website said. 

Amnesty International said it was “horrified” by 
the execution, which came just three weeks after 
Shekari was condemned in a “grossly unfair sham tri-
al”. “His execution exposes the inhumanity of Iran’s 
so-called justice system as dozens of others face the 
same fate,” it added. Mahmood Amiry-Moghaddam, 
director of Oslo-based group Iran Human Rights 
(IHR), urged a strong international reaction, warning 
that otherwise “we will face mass execution of pro-
testers”. 

“Mohsen Shekari was executed after a hasty and 
unfair trial without a lawyer,” he said, adding it had 
been carried out a mere 75 days after his arrest. 
Iran’s Fars news agency carried a video report of 
Shekari talking about the attack while in detention, 
which IHR described as a “forced confession” with 
his face “visibly injured”. Western governments 
echoed the anger of the rights groups. “The Iranian 
regime’s contempt for human life is boundless,” 
German Foreign Minister Annalena Baerbock tweet-
ed, describing the legal process as a “perfidious sum-
mary trial”. But she added: “The threat of execution 
will not suffocate the will for freedom.” “This execu-
tion comes on top of other serious and unacceptable 
violations,” said French foreign ministry spokes-
woman Anne-Claire Legendre. 

UK Foreign Secretary James Cleverly said he was 
“outraged” and added: “The world cannot turn a 
blind eye to the abhorrent violence committed by the 
Iranian regime against its own people.” The revolu-
tionary court in Tehran heard Shekari had been 
arrested after striking the member of the Basij para-
military force in the shoulder with the blade, an injury 

that required 13 stitches, Mizan Online said. 
The Basij is a state-sanctioned volunteer force 

that is linked to Iran’s powerful Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps. The judiciary said Shekari was found 
guilty of fighting and drawing a weapon “with the 
intention of killing, causing terror and disturbing the 
order and security of society”. It convicted him of 
“moharebeh”-or waging “war against God” under 
Iran’s Islamic sharia law-on November 1, said Mizan, 
adding he appealed the ruling but the supreme court 
upheld it on November 20. 

Iran executes more people annually than any 
nation other than China. IHR said this week it had 
already executed over 500 people in 2022, a sharp 
jump on last year’s figure. The 1500tasvir protest 
monitor said on social media that the execution of 
Shekari had happened with such haste that his 
family had still been waiting to hear the outcome of 
the appeal. 

The largely peaceful protest movement has been 
marked by actions included removing and burning 
headscarves in the streets, chanting anti-government 
slogans and confronting the security forces. In a rela-
tively new tactic, protest supporters staged three 
days of nationwide strikes up to Wednesday which 
closed down shops in several major cities including 
Tehran, according to rights groups. 

The security forces have responded with a crack-
down that has killed at least 458 people, including 63 
children, according to an updated death toll issued 
by IHR on Wednesday. A court on Tuesday sen-
tenced five more people to death by hanging for 
killing a member of the Basij, bringing to 11 the num-
ber of people in Iran sentenced to death in connec-
tion with the protests, according to IHR. 

Freedom of expression group Article 19 said 
urgent action was needed “as the lives of others on 
death row in relation to the uprising are in imminent 
danger”. Superstar Iranian actor Taraneh Alidoosti, a 
strong supporter of the protest movement, wrote on 
Instagram that “every international organization who 
is watching this bloodshed and not taking action, is a 
disgrace to humanity.” Prior to the latest execution, 
Amnesty had said at least 28 people, including three 
children aged under 18, could face the death penalty 
in connection with the nationwide protests. — AFP 

Outrage as 
Iran hangs...


