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parallel between the actions of oil companies and 

those of tobacco companies that have been hit by 
huge lawsuits over the adverse effects of cigarettes. 

“We learned last week that certain fossil fuel pro-
ducers were fully aware in the 1970s that their core 
product was baking our planet,” Guterres said. He was 
referring to a study published in the journal Science 
that said ExxonMobil had dismissed the findings of its 
own scientists on the role of fossil fuels in climate 
change. “Just like the tobacco industry, they rode 
roughshod over their own science,” Guterres said, 
referring to lawsuits that determined cigarette compa-
nies had hidden the dangers of their products. 

“Some in Big Oil peddled the big lie. And like the 
tobacco industry, those responsible must be held to 
account,” he said. In 1998, US states won a landmark 
settlement against tobacco companies worth $246 bil-
lion aimed at recovering the costs of treating smokers 
from the harmful effects of cigarettes. The study on 
ExxonMobil found that the firm’s scientists had mod-
elled and predicted global warming “with shocking 
accuracy”, only for the company “to spend the next 
couple of decades denying that very climate science”. 

ExxonMobil is the target of a number of lawsuits in 
the United States. 

Asked about the Science report, an ExxonMobil 
spokesman said last week that the issue had come up 
several times in recent years and in each case the 
company’s answer was that “those who talk about how 
‘Exxon Knew’ are wrong in their conclusions”. In his 
speech, Guterres urged the world to “end the addic-
tion to fossil fuels” as he warned that the aspirational 
goal of limiting warming to 1.5 degrees Celsius from 
pre-industrial levels was “going up in smoke”. 

“Fossil fuel producers and their enablers are still 
racing to expand production, knowing full well that 
this business model is inconsistent with human sur-
vival,” he said. “This insanity belongs in science-fic-
tion, yet we know the ecosystem meltdown is cold, 
hard scientific fact,” Guterres added. 

Guterres also called on business leaders in the 
room to provide by the end of the year “credible and 
transparent” plans on how to achieve net-zero emis-
sions. UN experts published recommendations at the 
UN climate summit in Egypt in November, saying 
firms could not claim to be net-zero if they invested in 
new fossil fuels, caused deforestation or offset emis-
sions with carbon credits instead of reducing them. 

“Here at Davos, I call on all corporate leaders to act 
based on these guidelines,” Guterres said. He also not-
ed that the benchmarks and criteria in corporate 
pledges are “often dubious or murky”, which can “mis-
lead consumers, investors and regulators with false 
narratives”. — AFP 

PARIS: Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and a 
changing world order are straining ties 
between France and Germany as they pre-
pare to celebrate 60 years since a post-
World War II treaty sealed their reconcili-
ation. Chancellor Olaf Scholz is expected 
in Paris on January 22 to meet President 
Emmanuel Macron before the pair lead a 
joint cabinet meeting to mark the Elysee 
Treaty signed on January 22, 1963. 

But the two leaders’ relationship is 
seen as cordial at best. “Scholz isn’t very 
European at all , he’s much more 
‘Germany first’,” a senior member of 
Macron’s Renaissance party, who asked 
not to be named, told reporters this 
week. In Paris there’s an impression of 
German “disinterest in the French-
German relationship”, said Jacob Ross, a 
researcher at the German Council on 
Foreign Relations (DGAP) in Berlin. 

The frictions are even being felt by 
the public, with 36 percent of French 
respondents and 39 percent of Germans 
telling pollster Ipsos this week that rela-
tions were suffering. But the legacy of 
the 1963 treaty-signed in Paris by post-
World War II leaders Konrad Adenauer 
and Charles de Gaulle-remains strong on 
everything from military cooperation to 
youth exchanges. 

 
‘Difficult’  

And a vast majority in both countries 
believe French-German collaboration is 
vital for the European Union. Macron’s 
first term from 2017 was marked by a 
charm offensive, as the centrist leader 

tried to restore French economic credibil-
ity with Berlin and Brussels through 
sometimes painful and unpopular reforms. 
Eventually his warm ties with Scholz’s 
predecessor Angela Merkel helped 
secure the unprecedented European 
response to the coronavirus crisis. 

A more confident Macron has also 
been cultivating other European part-
ners, signing bilateral treaties with Italy 
and Greece in 2021 and another this 
week with Spain. “If it’s difficult with 
Germany right now, and not moving for-
ward as he might hope, then he’ll try to 
find alternative partners,” Ross said. 

 
Ukraine invasion  

Differences between France and 
Germany have bubbled to the surface 
since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in 
February last year. Both were initially 
reluctant to alienate Russia, Germany’s 
top supplier of natural gas which France 
had seen as a key global power player. 

But as the war’s toll mounted, France 
sent powerful mobile artillery to Ukraine 
ahead of the Germans last April and this 
month announced supplies of light tanks 
before Washington and Berlin decided to 
send infantry fighting vehicles. 

The head of Scholz’s Social 
Democratic Party (SPD) Lars Klingbeil 
complained to the Die Zeit newspaper 
last week that the signal “would certainly 
have been even stronger if all three 
countries announced their decision at 
the same time.” 

Like Britain and Poland, France is 

pushing Berlin to deliver modern 
Leopard 2 battle tanks to Kyiv, or at 
least to allow re-export of the German 
model widely sold abroad. Many 
observers expected German-French 
plans to cooperate on next-generation 
tanks and fighter jets to gain urgency 
after the war prompted Scholz to declare 
a “new era” in defence policy. 

But “even under the pressure of the 
events in Ukraine, apparently there isn’t 
much movement” with contracts for the 
next stage of tank development still 
unsigned, researcher Ross said. France 
has also been cut out of a German-led 
European missile defence programme 
dubbed Sky Shield, expected to use 
German- and US-made equipment 
rather than Italian or French alternatives. 

In part, the gulf has arisen out of the 
two nations’ different strategic outlooks. 
With its independent nuclear deterrent 
and seat on the UN Security Council, 
parts of the French elite still think of the 
country as “a major power, maybe a 
medium-sized one, but still on a level 
with the other members” at the top table, 
Ross said. Germany, by contrast, has 
largely been happy to leave geopolitics 
to others under the protection of the 
United States, which still has nuclear 
weapons and almost 40,000 soldiers 
stationed on German soil. 

 
Relationship ‘less real’  

For Berlin, “things have got very com-
plicated because Germany’s economic 
and political model is being put to the 

test,” said Maurice Gourdault-
Montagne, a former French ambassador 
to Berlin. In particular, any move by 
China to ape Russia’s grab for Ukraine in 
Taiwan would blast Germany’s second 
vital great-power trading relationship, 
with some in Berlin now pushing to 
diversify the country’s foreign markets. 

“We have to become aware that... the 
time may come when China oversteps its 

bounds,” SPD leader Klingbeil told Die 
Zeit. Closer to home, Germany’s 
European partners are trying to show 
Berlin that it can’t throw its economic 
weight around willy-nilly. Last year, 
France and other neighbours kicked up a 
fuss fearing Germany’s 200-billion-euro 
($216-billion) bid to subsidise energy 
costs for its consumers would crowd 
them out of the market. — AFP 

PARIS: File photo shows France’s President Emmanuel Macron (R) and German Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz wave upon Scholz’ arrival for a lunch at the presidential Elysee Palace in Paris. January 
22, 2023 marks the 60th anniversary of the landmark treaty signed January 22, 1963 by then 
French president Charles de Gaulle and West German chancellor Konrad Adenauer. —AFP

French-German ties under strain  
as they mark 60-year friendship 

Majority in both countries believe French-German collaboration is vital for European Union 

French-Irish  
citizen held in Iran 
in ‘critical’ health 

 
PARIS: A French-Irish citizen held in Iran 
since October 2022, who relatives say is on 
hunger strike, is in a critical state of health, a 
French diplomatic source said on Wednesday. 
Bernard Phelan, a Paris-based travel consultant 
and one of seven French nationals held by Iran, 
was arrested in October while travelling and is 
being held in Mashhad in northeastern Iran. 

The 64-year-old’s family has said he started 
a dry hunger strike on Monday, refusing water, 
in addition to the food hunger strike he had 
been on since the start of the year. “He is show-
ing serious signs of physical and psychological 
exhaustion,” said the French diplomatic source, 
adding he was in a “critical state”. 

The Iranian authorities have so far refused 
to release Phelan on medical grounds despite 
repeated requests from the French and Irish 
authorities, the source said. His sister Caroline 
Masse-Phelan told AFP on Wednesday that her 
brother was an innocent man detained for rea-
sons “beyond our comprehension”. 

She said his health condition meant he had 

to be released urgently. “It’s a question of 
days,” she said. “He’s an innocent man caught in 
the middle of I don’t know what. He loves Iran, 
he is 64, sick, and wants to go home.” “I think 
he is part of a group of Europeans imprisoned 
for political reasons... of which I know nothing,” 
she added. “We have nothing to do with this 
story.” Phelan is one of two dozen foreigners 
who are currently held in Iran, according to 
activists, who describe the detainees as 
“hostages” seized to extract concessions from 

the West. Phelan was travelling through 
Mashhad during the ongoing protests against 
Iran’s clerical regime when he was arrested. He 
is being held in Vakilabad prison in Mashhad. 
Fellow French national Benjamin Briere, who 
was sentenced last year to eight years in prison 
on spying charges, is being held in the same 
prison. “Bernard Phelan is in contact twice a 
day with the crisis unit of the French foreign 
ministry, which passes on the messages from 
his family,” the source said. — AFP 

TEHRAN:  A son of former Iranian 
president Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani has 
been freed after serving more than seven 
years of a 10-year jail sentence for fraud, 
Iranian media reported Wednesday. 
Mehdi Hashemi, 53, left Tehran’s Evin 
prison late Tuesday, his lawyer Vahid 
Abolmaali said, quoted by the ISNA 
news agency. State prosecutors said his 
release was “conditional”, ISNA report-
ed. 

Hashemi was convicted of fraud, 
embezzlement and undermining national 
security in August 2015, charges he had 
previously denounced as “politically 
motivated”. He had served as a senior 
official in Iran’s oil sector in the mid-
2000s, a period when Norway’s Statoil 
and French energy company Total were 
suspected of paying bribes to obtain 
access to the Islamic republic’s hydro-
carbon reserves. 

In 2018, a Paris criminal court found 
Total guilty of “corruption of a foreign 
public agent” for payments made to 
Hashemi for help in securing rights to the 
huge South Pars offshore gas field which 
Iran shares with Qatar in the Gulf. 

In 2009, Hashemi aroused the anger 
of conservatives by forming a “vote pro-
tection committee” for that year’s presi-
dential election. He actively supported 
reformist candidate Mir Hossein 
Mousavi, whose allegations of large-
scale fraud in favour of populist incum-
bent Mahmoud Ahmadinejad prompted 
mass protests. 

Mehdi’s father, Akbar Hashemi 
Rafsanjani, served as president from 
1989 to 1997 and was regarded as a 
moderate who supported improving ties 
with the West. Earlier this month, 
Rafsanjani’s daughter Faezeh Hashemi 
was sentenced to five years in prison for 
“collusion against the security of the 
country”. 

She was arrested in September and 
convicted of inciting Tehran residents to 
join protests over the death in custody of 
Mahsa Amini, a 22-year-old Iranian 
Kurd, who had been arrested for 
allegedly violating Iran’s strict dress 
code for women. —AFP

An undated photograph made available by the family of Bernard Phelan on January 18, 2023, 
shows French-Irish citizen Bernard Phelan in an undisclosed location. — AFP
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As a result of the crash, the leadership of the 

interior ministry died,” the head of Ukraine’s police 
service, Igor Klymenko, said in a statement. 

He said that both Monastyrsky and his first 
deputy, Yevgeniy Yenin, were killed. According to 
the latest death toll cited by presidential advisor 
Kyrylo Tymoshenko, 16 people died. Thirty people 
including 12 children were hospitalized, he added. 
Klymenko from Ukraine’s police service said that 
nine of those killed were on board the helicopter 
when it crashed. The presidency said that the air-
craft was en route to the frontline in eastern 
Ukraine. 

Zelensky said he had instructed law enforce-
ment bodies to launch an investigation into the cir-
cumstances of the crash and that emergency serv-
ices were doing all they could on the scene. 
“Today, a terrible tragedy occurred in Brovary, 
Kyiv region,” Zelensky said on social media. “The 
pain is unspeakable.” Monastyrsky, 42, a trained 
lawyer, had served as Ukraine’s interior minister 
from July 2021. He was a key member of Zelensky’s 
party and was married with two children. 

Prime Minister Denys Shmygal said the deaths 
of Monastyrsky and two other senior officials 
were “a great loss for the government team and 
the entire state”. EU chief Charles Michel 
expressed dismay and offered condolences. “We 
join Ukraine in grief following the tragic helicop-
ter accident,” the president of the European 
Council said, in a message posted to social media. 
“Minister Denys Monastyrsky was a great friend 
of the EU.” 

There was no immediate comment on what may 
have caused the crash. Aviation accidents are fair-
ly common in Ukraine, where the use of ageing 
and sometimes Soviet-era infrastructure is still 
common. In one of the deadliest recent incidents, 
26 people, most of them air cadets, were killed 
when their Antonov-26 plane crashed near the 
eastern Ukrainian city of Kharkiv in Sept 2020. 

The town of Brovary is located some 20 km 
northeast of Kyiv and was among urban hubs 
around the capital that Russian troops had tried to 
capture after invading Ukraine last year. Regions 
around the capital are no longer the scene of 
fierce fighting after Russian forces were pushed 
back, but a series of Russian missile strikes have 
disrupted power supplies across the country, 
including in the Kyiv region. The crash came on 
the heels of a tragedy that saw 45 people includ-
ing six children die when a Russian missile struck 
a residential building in the eastern city of Dnipro 
at the weekend. — AFP 
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among dead in...

Continued from Page 1 
 
 mercurial foreign policies - most recently exem-

plified by his refusal to accept Sweden and Finland’s 
bids to join the Western defence bloc. 

Many analysts think the election is too close to 
call. His secular opposition enters the campaign 
arguing about the makeup of their possible govern-
ment and divided over which candidate to field 
against Erdogan. Turkey’s next general election is 
officially due to be held on June 18. But Erdogan has 
a history of calling votes early to give his rivals less 

time to both campaign and prepare. 
He delivered a campaign-style speech to his rul-

ing party Wednesday, recalling the day Turkey held 
its first free election in 1950. That May 14 vote was 
won by Adnan Menderes - a prime minister who was 
toppled by a military junta in 1960 and executed a 
year later. Erdogan was himself deposed and briefly 
jailed when he was mayor of Istanbul in the 1990s 
and often compares himself to Menderes. 

“The late Menderes said on May 14, 1950, 
‘enough, the people will have their say’, and emerged 
victorious at the ballot box,” Erdogan said in tele-
vised remarks. “Our people will give their answer to 
the (opposition) on the same day 73 years later.” The 
election date only becomes official once it is pub-
lished in the government gazette - something that 
might not happen for a few more months. 

Erdogan enters the campaign with his approval 

ratings bruised by an economic crisis that saw infla-
tion touch 85 percent late last year. But the fractured 
opposition also stands in disarray. Their best hope at 
one stage appeared to be Istanbul’s popular mayor 
Ekrem Imamoglu. The telegenic 52-year-old beat 
Erdogan’s ally in landmark 2019 polls in which the 
opposition also swept to power in the capital Ankara 
and Turkey’s third-largest city Izmir. 

But a criminal court last month banned Imamoglu 
from politics for calling officials who annulled his ini-
tial 2019 victory “idiots”. Imamoglu has appealed 
and can still technically run for president. But he 
would have to step down from office if he won and 
his conviction for slander was eventually upheld. The 
risks around Imamoglu have turned the main opposi-
tion CHP party’s leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu into the 
most likely candidate to stand against Erdogan. But 
the 74-year-old former civil servant’s failure to light 

up opinion polls has caused divisions within the six 
opposition parties now allied against Erdogan. 

The six intend to hold their next discussions 
about a presidential candidate on Jan 26. CHP’s 
deputy parliamentary group chairman Engin Ozkoc 
pointed out that Erdogan had repeatedly ruled out 
the possibility of holding elections before June. 
“Once again, you couldn’t keep your word,” Ozkoc 
fumed. The polls will also challenge Erdogan’s con-
trol of parliament. 

His ruling party is currently in an alliance with a 
far-right group whose support has dwindled in the 
past few years. “Polls show the opposition in the lead 
but momentum seems to be back with Erdogan,” 
emerging market economist Timothy Ash wrote in a 
note to clients. “I think the election really is too close 
to call, but I would never write Erdogan off in any 
election.” — AFP  

Erdogan sets 
the stage for...




