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PARIS: France’s President Emmanuel Macron (R) waves as he welcomes German Chancellor Olaf Scholz upon his arrival for a lunch at the presidential Elysee Palace in Paris on October 26, 2022. — AFP

PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron hosted 
German Chancellor Olaf Scholz for lunch 
Wednesday, with the leaders hoping to pare back 
differences on energy and defence and revitalise the 
European Union’s key double act.  Both leaders were 
all smiles as Scholz climbed out of his black 
Mercedes in the courtyard of the Elysee Palace to 
shake hands, although the German appeared to side-
step Macron’s attempts to put an arm around him. 

Hackles have been raised on both sides since 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine-less than three 
months after Scholz took office last December-
prompted crisis decisions taken under the pres-
sure of the war and its knock-on effects. Berlin’s 
move to spend up to 200 billion euros ($200 bil-
lion) subsidising soaring gas prices and refusal to 
consider an EU-wide energy price cap nettled 
Paris and other European capitals, who fear the 
effect on their energy costs. 

And France also sees commitments to cooperate 
on defence procurement f loundering, given 
Germany’s plans for a shared missile shield with 
other NATO nations using American equipment. 
Longer-term projects to jointly develop new fight-

er jets and tanks also face reluctance from big 
arms companies, which has worsened since war 
broke out. The depth of the differences was laid 
bare by the recent delay to a regular joint cabinet 
meeting between Paris and Berlin, which would 
have been Scholz’s first as chancellor. And limited 
expectations for Wednesday’s talks were clear 
from the schedule released by Macron’s Elysee 
Palace office, which did not provide for a joint 
press conference. 

“The two leaders will continue their talks on 
defence, the economy and energy with the aim of 
strengthening Franco-German cooperation,” the 
presidency said in a statement. 

 
‘Destabilising’ Ukraine war  

Differences between the EU’s two largest and 
most populous economies-in the past often the 
brokers of compromise among the bloc’s 27 mem-
bers-have come at exactly the wrong time. 
Russia’s invasion and the resulting disruption to 
the energy system have coincided with rising ten-
sions between China and the West, as well as fears 
that more isolationist forces could return to power 

in Washington. 
Berlin and Paris also differ on how to adapt the 

European Union to be more agile faced with the 
new challenges, and how quickly to admit new 
members. “We can’t allow ourselves not to have a 
united, strong Europe at this moment in history,” 
former French foreign minister Dominique de 
Villepin warned on France Inter radio. 

“That starts with a fruitful French-German dia-
logue,” he added. Moscow’s burning of bridges 
with Europe means Germany faces “a change to its 
model whose destabilising nature must not be 
underestimated”, Macron has said. 

That was made clear earlier this year, when 
Scholz announced a “new era” in German defence 
policy supported with massive spending on its 
creaking military. Although Berlin’s allies wel-
comed the change of direction after years of 
under-investment, the flow of cash has not trans-
lated into big contracts for EU or especially French 
arms firms-one of the undertones of Macron’s calls 
for greater European sovereignty. 

Instead Germany is rushing to buy big-ticket 
American-made items like F-35 fighter jets and 

Patriot air defence systems. 
 

‘No fundamental crisis’  
Many observers suggest that spats are inherent 

to the relationship between two large nations with 
interests that often diverge. “The truth is that it’s a 
marriage of necessity” between France and 
Germany, a French diplomatic source said. 

“This isn’t a fundamental crisis, it’s the basis of 
the relationship,” they added. “This French-
German relationship has always been made up of 
chilly patches, moments of tension and then warm-
ing up again,” agreed Alexandre Robinet-
Borgomano, a German politics expert at French 
think-tank Institut Montaigne. 

“It’s often during moments of crisis where a 
European response is indispensable that France 
and Germany manage to overcome their differ-
ences to propose a joint solution.” That may be 
more difficult with leaders who have yet to devel-
op personal warmth. “Macron and (former chan-
cellor Angela) Merkel texted every day. I don’t 
think (Macron and Scholz) are talking every day,” 
the diplomatic source said.  — AFP

Macron, Scholz meet to defuse tensions
Two leaders will continue their talks on defence, economy and energy

LONDON: Rishi Sunak will  face off against opposition 
lawmakers for the first time as British prime minister, in a 
likely raucous parliamentary session following weeks of 
political turmoil. His parliamentary debut as prime minis-
ter comes a day after he took power as the first UK 
leader of colour, vowing to repair the damage wrought 
by outgoing leader Liz Truss through her disastrous 
budget, which sparked economic carnage. 

Sunak faces a daunting array of problems from the 
war in Ukraine to a cost-of-living crisis at home and 
expected budget cuts. Asked about possible cuts to for-
eign aid Wednesday, Foreign Secretary James Cleverly 
said the government faced some difficult decisions. 

He said COVID had been unprecedented and then 
“straight off the back of Covid, (Russian President 
Vladimir) Putin invaded Ukraine which then amplified the 
global challenges” the pandemic had created. 

“We have got to be realistic because there are a 
whole bunch of realities domestically that we have got to 
address,” he told BBC radio. Sunak on Tuesday also 
pledged to unite his fractured Conservatives and an 
increasingly unimpressed country, and began his tenure 
by re-appointing a host of ministers from his predeces-
sor’s top team. 

The right-leaning Times daily welcomed a “generally 
broad and capable set of cabinet appointments” 
although the left-wing Guardian expressed scepticism 
that he would be able to unite the party. “Sooner or later, 
he will face the parliamentary disunity that his election 
sought to banish,” it said in an editorial. Sunak, finance 
minister under ex-premier Boris Johnson, retained 
Jeremy Hunt as chancellor of the exchequer, bidding to 
keep markets onside after he stabilised the situation with 
his initial appointment nearly two weeks ago. 

He also kept Truss’s foreign, defence, trade and cul-
ture ministers, among others, as well as controversially 
bringing back recently fired Home Secretary Suella 

Braverman. The line-up “reflects a unified party and a 
cabinet with significant experience, ensuring that at this 
uncertain time there is continuity at the heart of govern-
ment”, a Downing Street source said. 

The continuity cabinet could hold an inaugural meet-
ing Wednesday before Sunak heads to the House of 
Commons for his first weekly “Prime Minister’s 
Questions”, when he will battle Labour leader Keir 
Starmer and other opposition lawmakers. They will 
undoubtedly seek to capitalise on weeks of chaos at the 
top of government, and reiterate demands for a general 
election following the selection-by Conservative MPs-of 
their third leader in two months. 

“The Tories have crashed the economy, with low 
wages, high prices and a cost-of-living crisis,” Starmer 
said Tuesday, in a taste of the attack lines to come. “The 
public needs a fresh start and a say on Britain’s future.” 

Truss left office as the UK’s shortest-serving pre-
mier in history, replaced by its youngest since 1812 and 
first Hindu leader. Sunak, 42, triumphed in a 96-hour 
Tory leadership contest after rival contender Penny 
Mordaunt failed to secure enough nominations from 
Tory lawmakers and Johnson dramatically aborted an 
audacious comeback bid. 

Truss and Johnson offered their support-though 
Johnson, who privately blamed his ex-minister for top-
pling him in July, is thought to be fuming and still har-
bouring hopes of an eventual Downing Street return. 

In his first call with a foreign leader, Sunak told 
Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelensky Britain would 
continue its “steadfast support” following Russia’s 
invasion. He also spoke to US President Joe Biden, who 
had earlier hailed the appointment of the first British-
Indian prime minister as “groundbreaking”. 

European leaders offered their own congratula-
tions, while Irish premier Micheal Martin reminded 
Sunak of their “shared responsibility” to safeguard 
peace in Northern Ireland following tensions under 
Johnson and Truss. 

Sunak is unlikely to enjoy much, if any, of a political 
honeymoon due to the proliferation of issues waiting 
in his in tray. Markets-and opposition parties-are 
eagerly awaiting an October 31 Halloween fiscal state-
ment from Hunt, which is likely to contain curbs on 
public spending to meet tens of billions of pounds in 
budget shortfalls. — AFP 

Sunak faces a  
daunting array  
of problems

MANILA, Philippines: Residents were too afraid to 
return to their homes as aftershocks rocked a blacked-
out northern Philippines Wednesday, hours after a 
strong earthquake injured at least 26 people and dam-
aged schools, churches and other buildings. 

The 6.4-magnitude quake struck the mountain 
town of Dolores in Abra province late Tuesday, cutting 
power to most of the region. Numerous aftershocks 
rattled Abra through the night and into Wednesday 
morning, authorities said. 

Rescuers pulled out 10 residents from damaged 
buildings in Ilocos Norte, where 15 people sustained 
injuries, authorities said. President Ferdinand Marcos 
Jr ordered a school holiday as authorities assessed 
damaged buildings and said electricity was being 
restored. 

A building housing a gallery of photos of the presi-
dency of his father, Ferdinand Marcos Sr, in their home 
city of Batac was among those damaged. “People are 
asking for tents, and the reason why is they are afraid 
of going back to their houses because of the after-
shocks, which could collapse their houses with the 
foundations weakened,” Marcos Jr told reporters. 

Several patients spent most of the night outside two 
government hospitals in Ilocos Norte after ceilings 
collapsed on several rooms in one and damaged 
equipment, officials said. All patients and staff were 
safe but the outpatient department of one of the two 
facilities was closed while the building was being 
inspected. 

Rescuer Ron Sequerra said his family had been 
woken by strong shaking near the epicentre in Abra. 
“We hid under a table and my family only went out of 
the house after the shaking stopped,” Sequerra told 
AFP by telephone. 

At least 11 people were hurt and 58 classrooms 
were damaged in Abra, many of them in worst-hit 
town of Lagayan, provincial disaster officer Arnel 
Valdez said. Workers cleared a Batac road that had 
been blocked by tumbling boulders, while a number 
of old churches in Abra and Ilocos Norte also sus-
tained damage, the civil defence office said. The 
Lagayan mayor’s office in Abra was closed after it 
sustained cracks and broken windows, as was a 
newly built high school already damaged by a 
strong quake earlier this year. 

“We had a room in there with old laptops that 
toppled like dominoes. The walls and the posts were 
destroyed. It’s no longer safe to use,” Esterio 
Apolinar, principal of Lagayan’s Pulot National High 
School, told AFP. 

The spire of an old church in the nearby town 
of La Paz crumbled, scattering blocks of brick on 
the courtyard, its parish priest Christian Edward 
Padua told AFP. Parish priest Jose Vernon Ilano 
said a life-size statue of Jesus Christ lay face-
down on the floor with its severed right arm near-
by at his damaged Catholic church in the Ilocos 
Norte town of Sarrat.— AFP 

Residents afraid to  
return as aftershocks  
rock Philippines

LAGAYAN: This handout photo taken and released by 
Ralf Jo Largo on October 26, 2022 shows a damaged 
classroom of Pulot National High School in Lagayan, 
Abra province, after a 6.4-magnitude earthquake hit 
the northern Philippines. —AFP


