
THE HAGUE: Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s
fourth coalition government took office yesterday a
record 10 months after elections, with pledges to
spend big on climate change and coronavirus. The
new government, formed after gruelling negotia-
tions, has earmarked a frugality-busting 35 billion
euros ($40 billion) over the next 10 years for cli-
mate measures.

It has promised to build two new nuclear power
stations and to become climate neutral by 2050, as
one of the world’s lowest-lying and densely-popu-
lated countries confronts rising sea levels. The gov-
ernment also includes the
Netherlands’ first ever
dedicated climate and
energy minister, Rob
Jetten, 34, charged with
curbing emissions and the
country’s reliance on fossil
fuels, especially gas.

Bike-riding premier
Rutte has said the coali-
tion wanted to “lay the
foundation for the next
generation”, especially on
climate as around a third of the Netherlands’ land-
mass sits below sea-level. The new coalition will
meanwhile also face the immediate task of deciding
whether record Omicron cases mean it should
extend Europe’s toughest COVID restrictions,
which are due to expire on Friday.

New finance minister Sigrid Kaag was sworn in
by King Willem-Alexander via video-link because
she was quarantining after testing positive for coro-
navirus. Rutte, 54, is on course to become the

longest-serving Dutch premier later this year, and is
already the EU’s second longest-ensconced leader
after Hungary’s Viktor Orban. But the path to his
fourth government since 2010 was a difficult one,
taking a record 271 days of negotiations after elec-
tions on March 17. 

Climate spending 
The coalition also comprises the same four par-

ties as the last government-Rutte’s centre-right
VVD, Kaag’s progressive D66, the centre-right
CDA, and the conservative Christen Unie. The

Dutch have set another
unwelcome record by
being under a caretaker
government for almost
exactly a year, after the
previous coalition
resigned in January 2021
over a child benefits scan-
dal.

But new coalition has a
record number of women,
with an unprecedented 14
of the 19 ministers and

secretaries of state being female. Dubbed the
“Teflon” prime minister for his ability to dodge
scandals and stay in power, Rutte said in December
he wanted his new government to “restore trust”.

The spending pledges on climate and COVID
will see Kaag leading the Dutch towards abandon-
ing their traditional role as leader of the EU’s aus-
terity-obsessed “frugals”. Kaag, a 60-year-old for-
mer diplomat, is also tipped to smooth ties with
debt-hit southern European states that have previ-

ously been lectured by the Dutch to cut deficits.
The Netherlands is seen as one of the European

Union’s “frugal four” member states alongside
Austria, Denmark and Sweden that clash with other
nations over the EU’s budget. Her predecessor
Wopke Hoekstra of the CDA, known for his hawkish

stance on spending, moves to the foreign ministry.
Ernst Kuipers, who was responsible for moving

coronavirus patients around the country, will
replace Hugo de Jonge as health minister. De Jonge
will take on another key pledge of the coalition:
tackling a chronic housing shortage. —AFP

Earmarks 35 billion euros over the next 10 years for climate measures

Dutch government sworn in 
with focus on climate change

THE HAGUE: King Willem-Alexander poses with Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte and his IV cabinet, follow-
ing the swearing-in and inauguration ceremony of the new government, at Noordeinde Palace in The
Hague, yesterday. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Iraq’s new parliament held
a heated inaugural session Sunday,
three tense months after legislative
elections won by Shiite cleric Moqtada
Sadr, the likely kingmaker of the next
government. Sadr, 47, who once led an
anti-US militia and who has a large and
dedicated following, is expected to
have the key say in who will serve as
the next prime minister, a post now
held by Mustafa al-Kadhemi.

Sunday saw the swearing in of the 329
members of the unicameral parliament
and the re-election of influential Sunni
MP Mohammed al-Halbussi as speaker.
Shiite Hakem Zamili and Kurd Shakhwan
Abdallah were elected as his deputies.
But a dispute broke out between law-
makers of the Shiite Coordination
Framework coalition and their Sadrists
rivals, several parliamentary sources said.
Iraq’s post-election period has been
marred by high tensions, violence and
allegations of vote fraud. MP Mahmud al-
Mashhadani, the oldest member of par-
liament who chaired Sunday’s session,
was “hospitalised”, public television said.
Official news agency INA said he was in
a “stable” condition.

A parliamentary source requesting
anonymity said Mashhadani “fainted”.
Videos filmed by MPs showed lawmak-
ers fighting among themselves. The
session was suspended for more than
an hour before resuming. 

‘Consensus’ government? 
Sadr, who wears the black turban of

a descendant of Islam’s Prophet
Muhammad (PBUH), emerged as the
big winner of the October 10 polls,
which were held several months early as
a concession to a pro-democracy
protest movement. His movement, which
ran after he reversed an initial election
boycott call, won 73 of the 329 seats.

Kurdish MP Muthana Amin said
Sunday’s session “began normally” but
that the Coordination Framework
claimed it was the largest alliance in
parliament, with 88 seats. Mashhadani
“asked for the information to be veri-
fied, after which he was abused,” Amin
told AFP, without saying whether his
hospitalisation was linked to the inci-
dent. The Coordination Framework said
in a statement that it did not recognise
Halbussi’s re-election as it took place in
Mashhadani’s absence. Within 30 days
of its inaugural session, the parliament
must elect the president of the republic.

The new president must then
appoint a premier, who is chosen by the
largest coalition and has 30 days to
form a government. Some experts and
politicians expect a new governing
team in place by March for the oil-rich
but war-battered country of 40 million.

Sadr has repeatedly said he wants to
break with the Iraqi political tradition
of a “consensus” government to instead

build a majority government. That
would mean securing a ruling majority
that would appoint a premier and cabi-
net from within its ranks.

Instability and violence 
Forming a majority government

would be “new” for Iraq, said political
scientist Ihsan al-Shammari, noting that
all Shiite parties had participated in
previous administrations. The post of
premier historically goes to a Shiite,
under Iraq’s informal system of reli-
gious and ethnic quotas in place since
the 2003 US-led invasion that toppled
dictator Saddam Hussein.

Sadr’s pro-Iranian rivals in the
Conquest Alliance, the political wing of

the pro-Iran ex-paramilitary coalition
Hashed al-Shaabi, won only 17 seats in
the legislative polls, compared to 48 in
the previous parliament. The Hashed’s
backers charged that the vote was
marred by “fraud”, but the courts
rejected their appeal to have the elec-
tion annulled. Hashed supporters
demonstrated in anger outside Baghdad’s
ultra-secure Green Zone, which houses
parliament, other government buildings
and the US embassy. Kadhemi escaped
unharmed when an unclaimed attack
using armed drones targeted his resi-
dence on November 7. Sadr has hinted
that he prefers an alliance with Sunni
groups Azm and Taqadom, and a Kurdish
party, the KDP. —AFP

BAGHDAD: A handout picture released by Iraq’s Prime Minister’s Media
Office shows Iraqi lawmakers attending the inaugural session of the par-
liament in Baghdad, three months after legislative elections. —AFP

Syria’s Assad 
regime on trial 
in Europe 
PARIS: A growing number of cases are
being brought in Europe, and especially
Germany, against loyalists of Syrian
President Bashar al-Assad’s regime on
accusations of state-sponsored torture. In
the latest case, a court in the German city of
Koblenz is set on Thursday to rule on the
case of former Syrian intelligence agent,
Anwar Raslan, who is accused of crimes
against humanity, for which prosecutors are
demanding a life sentence.

In February 2021, the court jailed a low-
er-ranking former Syrian intelligence agent,
Eyad al-Gharib, for being an accomplice to
crimes against humanity in the world’s first
prosecution over the abuses.

Here is a snapshot of the cases:
Germany 

Germany has used the principle of uni-
versal jurisdiction, which allows a foreign
country to prosecute crimes against human-
ity, including war crimes and genocide,
regardless of where they were committed,
after receiving complaints from Syrians who
claim to have been tortured in regime jails.

In March 2017, seven Syrian torture sur-
vivors and a human rights group filed a
criminal complaint in Germany against
Syrian secret service officials. Later that
year nearly 27,000 photos taken by a for-
mer Syrian military photographer known as
Caesar, who documented torture and death
in regime jails, were also turned over to
German courts, according to German rights

group ECCHR. In November 2017, the
ECCHR announced that two new complaints
for crimes against humanity and war crimes
had been filed by 13 Syrians over alleged
acts of torture. Seven other Syrian men and
women who claimed to have suffered or wit-
nessed rape and sexual abuse in Assad’s
detention centres also submitted a com-
plaint to German prosecutors, the group
revealed in June 2020.

They named nine senior government
and air force intelligence officials, including
top Syrian intelligence officer Jamil Hassan,
already the subject of an international
arrest notice. The trial of a Syrian doctor
accused of torture, murder and crimes
against humanity is due to start in Frankfurt
on January 19.

France 
In September 2015, a Paris prosecutor

opened a preliminary inquiry against Assad’s
regime for crimes against humanity over
allegations of abduction and torture. The fol-
lowing July the family of a Syrian doctor
who died in a government prison lodged a
complaint in Paris over his torture and mur-
der Another French court opened an investi-
gation in 2016 into the disappearance of
Mazen Dabbagh and his son Patrick, two
French-Syrian nationals who had been
arrested in Syria three years earlier. France
issued its first international arrest notices for
Syrian intelligence officials in 2018 for
“complicity in acts of torture” related to the
case as well as “complicity in crimes against
humanity” and “complicity in war crimes”.

The warrants were for National
Security Bureau director Ali Mamluk, Air
Force Intelligence chief Jamil Hassan and
Abdel Salam Mahmoud, who was in charge
of the Damascus branch of the Air Force
Intelligence investigative branch. In April
2021, three NGOs that had lodged civil

complaints managed to get a probe opened
into chemical attacks in 2013 blamed on the
Syrian government. The case, already filed
in Germany, was lodged on behalf of vic-
tims of the 2013 attack and a 2017 attack
using sarin gas.

In December 2021, a Franco-Syrian man
was jailed, suspected of providing material
to the Syrian army which could be used to
make chemical weapons. It is the first time
that someone had been found charged in
France with supporting Assad’s troops, judi-
cial officials said.

Other countries 
In July 2017, a Spanish court rejected a

complaint filed by a Spanish woman of
Syrian origin against nine Syrian govern-
ment officials over the forced detention,

torture and alleged execution of her broth-
er in 2013.

Legal proceedings have also been
launched in Austria, Norway and Sweden
which was in 2017 the first country to sen-
tence a former soldier for war crimes. In
Sweden, four NGOs lodged a complaint in
April 2021 against Assad and several top
officials after two chemical attacks in 2013
and 2017.

UN mechanism 
In 2016, the United Nations set up its

International, Impartial and Independent
Mechanism, which is preparing war crimes
charges against individuals over the Syrian
conflict. Since April 20 the body has been
gathering evidence for use in possible future
trials.  —AFP

KOBLENZ, Rhineland-Palatinate, Germany: File photo taken on June 04,
2020 Syrian campaigner Wafa Mustafa sits between pictures of victims of
the Syrian regime as she holds a picture of her father, during a protest out-
side the trial against two Syrian alleged former intelligence officers
accused for crimes against humanity. —AFP

It has promised
to build two
new nuclear

power stations

Iran says Vienna talks
progress thanks 
to ‘all parties’ 
TEHRAN: Iran’s foreign ministry spokesman said
yesterday that efforts by “all parties” to revive the
country’s 2015 nuclear agreement with world powers
had resulted in “good progress” during talks in
Vienna. Negotiations to salvage the nuclear deal
resumed in late November after they were suspended
in June as Iran elected a new, ultraconservative gov-
ernment.

The 2015 deal-agreed by Iran, the US, China,
Russia, Britain, France and Germany-offered Tehran
sanctions relief in exchange for curbs on its nuclear
programme. But then-president Donald Trump unilat-
erally withdrew the US in 2018 and reimposed biting
sanctions, prompting Tehran to begin rolling back on
its commitments.

“There has been good progress on all four issues
of removing sanctions, nuclear issues, verification and
obtaining guarantees” during the latest round of talks,
Iran’s foreign ministry spokesman Saeed Khatibzadeh
told reporters yesterday.

This progress is “the result of the efforts made by
all parties to reach a stable agreement”. His com-
ments are the latest in a series of positive announce-
ments by Iran on the talks, as the Islamic republic
negotiates with the remaining parties to the deal.
The US has participated only indirectly in the
Vienna talks, which seek to bring Washington back
inside the accord and to ensure Iran re-adheres to
its own commitments.

“We are seeking a reliable and stable deal,”
Khatibzadeh said. “If the other party thinks an unsta-
ble and unreliable agreement is to their benefit, this is
not what the Islamic Republic is after.”

French Foreign Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian said
Friday that negotiations were progressing on a
“rather positive path” but emphasised the urgency of
bringing them to a speedy conclusion. —AFP
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UK tells developers 
to pay more on safety 
after fire tragedy 
LONDON: The UK government has told property devel-
opers to contribute more to remove combustible cladding
from residential buildings, under revised plans to be
unveiled following the deadly 2017 Grenfell Tower fire.
Housing Secretary Michael Gove wants the industry to
stump up an estimated £4 billion ($5.4 billion, 4.8 billion
euros) to cover the expense of removing the dangerous
cladding from buildings 11 to 18 metres tall with flats. It
marks a U-turn on heavily criticised plans announced early
last year which would have required flat owners with
unsafe material on their properties to access a low-interest
loan scheme to help pay the removal costs. The govern-
ment would also have contributed billions.

The new proposals come after more than four years of
inaction and wrangling with the property industry follow-
ing the June 2017 high-rise blaze in west London that
killed 72 people. An official report has blamed highly com-
bustible cladding fixed to the 24-storey block as the “prin-
cipal reason” the fire spread, while a public inquiry into
the tragedy remains ongoing. Grenfell was Britain’s dead-
liest domestic fire since World War II and has left thou-
sands of leaseholder owners of flats in other buildings
stuck in perilous situations, unable to afford the removal of
the cladding. They have also faced other rising costs, from
increased insurance premiums to, in some cases, having to
pay for around-the-clock fire marshal patrols. Meanwhile
most have been unable to sell or rent their flats because
mortgage providers are unwilling to lend on the properties
or because of other resulting restrictions.—AFP


