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Merkel era ends
German parties seal coalition deal
REUTERS, Berlin

German Social Democrat Olaf Scholz yesterday said he 
had reached a deal with the Free Democrats and Greens 
to form a new coalition government that will bring the 
curtain down on the Angela Merkel era.

According to 177-page agreement struck after two 
months of talks, the three parties want to accelerate public 
investment in green technology and digitalisation while 
returning to strict debt limits from 2023 onwards.

The will install Germany’s first federal coalition between 
the Social Democrats (SPD), libertarian Free Democrats 
(FDP) and the ecologist Greens, and end 16 years of 
Merkel-led conservative government, marking a new era 
for relations with Europe and the rest of the world.

“We want to dare to make more progress,” Scholz told a 
news conference in Berlin, flanked by the FDP and Greens 
leaders. “We will massively invest in Germany to keep it at 
the forefront.”

Merkel leaves big shoes to fill. She has navigated Germany 
and Europe through multiple crises and been a champion 
of liberal democracy in the face of rising authoritarianism 
worldwide. Her critics say she has managed rather than 
solved problems and leaves her successor tough decisions 
on many fronts.

The alliance - named a traffic light coalition after the 
three parties’ respective colours - has a majority in the 
lower house of parliament and hopes the government will 
be sworn in early next month after the parties ratify the 
coalition pact.

It faces immediate challenges, with Germany tackling its 
worst Covid-19 surge yet and Europe grappling with the 
fallout from Brexit and a crisis on the EU’s border with 
Belarus. 

BIDEN’S DEMOCRACY SUMMIT

China, Russia furious 
over ‘divisive’ guest list

AFP, Beijing

China and Russia reacted furiously yesterday to US 
President Joe Biden’s planned democracy summit, 
which will exclude them, with Beijing angered over 
an invitation for Taiwan and the Kremlin branding 
it divisive.

The global conference was a campaign pledge 
by the US president, who has placed the struggle 
between democracies and “autocratic governments” 
at the heart of his foreign policy.

The inclusion of Taiwan, and not China, led to 
an angry rebuke from Beijing, which said it “firmly 
opposes” the invitation to “the so-called Summit 
for Democracy.”

Beijing claims self-ruled Taiwan as part of its 
territory to be retaken one day, by force if necessary.

Around 110 countries have been invited to the 
virtual summit.

But Russia said the guest list, released Tuesday 
on the State Department website, showed that 
the United States “prefers to create new dividing 
lines, to divide countries into those that -- in their 
opinion -- are good, and those that are bad.”

“More and more countries prefer to decide 

themselves how to live,” Kremlin spokesman Dmitry 
Peskov told reporters, adding that Washington is 
“trying to privatise the term ‘democracy’.”

The invitation is a major coup for Taipei at a 
time when China is ramping up its campaign to 
keep Taiwan locked out of international bodies.

Taiwan said the gathering would be a rare 
opportunity to burnish its credentials on the world 
stage. Only 15 countries officially recognise Taipei 
over Beijing.

The long-advertised meeting will take place 
online on December 9 and 10 ahead of an in-
person meeting at its second edition next year.

Despite concerns, India, Pakistan were invited to 
the summit. Turke did not make the list. Neither 
did the city-state of Singapore, or Bangladesh, one 
of the world’s most populous democracies.

In the Middle East, only Israel and Iraq were 
invited. The traditional Arab allies of the US -- 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Qatar and the United 
Arab Emirates -- are all absent.

Biden also invited Brazil, which is led by 
controversial far-right President Jair Bolsonaro.

Israel, Morocco sign 
security agreement
AFP, Morocco

Israel and Morocco yesterday signed a security agreement 
making it easier for Rabat to acquire high-tech exports 
from Israel’s defence industry, as the countries expand ties 
following their normalisation deal last year.

The memorandum of understanding signed in Rabat 
by visiting Israeli Defence Minister Benny Gantz and 
Morocco’s minister in charge of defence administration, 
Abdellatif Loudiyi, was “unprecedented” for the Jewish 
state, an Israeli official said.

The Morocco deal marks the first-of-its-kind agreement 
with a majority Arab nation, the official said.

Israel has full diplomatic relations with only four Arab 
countries: Egypt, Jordan, UAE and Bahrain.

The Morocco deal came as Gantz made the first visit by 
an Israeli defence minister to the North African kingdom.

Morocco and Israel previously set up low-level ties in 
1993 but Rabat broke them off at the start of the second 
Palestinian intifada, or uprising, in 2000.

Rabat normalised ties with the Jewish state last 
December, shortly after similar announcements by the 
UAE and Bahrain. Sudan followed suit in January but has 
yet to build relations.

Those pacts brokered by former US president Donald 
Trump infuriated the Palestinians, who urged the Arab 
world to maintain its stand against recognising Israel until 
it agrees to a peace deal establishing a Palestinian state 
with its capital in Israeli-annexed east Jerusalem.

ECONOMIC CRISIS AFGHANISTAN

Child marriage 
rises amid poverty
THOMSON REUTERS FOUNDATION

Jobless and engulfed in debt, Afghan brick kiln worker 
Fazal said the country’s imploding economy had left him 
with a stark choice - marry off his young daughters, or risk 
the family starving to death.

Last month, he received a $3,000 dowry payment after 
handing over his 13- and 15-year-old daughters to men 
more than twice their age. If the money runs out, he may 
have to marry off his seven-year-old, he said.

“I had no other way to feed my family and pay off my debt. 
What else could I have done?” he told the Thomson Reuters 
Foundation from the Afghan capital, Kabul. “I desperately 
hope I won’t have to marry off my youngest daughter.”

Child marriage has increased in tandem with soaring 
poverty since the Taliban seized power 100 days ago on 
Aug. 15, with reports of destitute parents even promising 
baby girls for future marriage in exchange for dowries, 
women’s rights activists said.

They predicted the rate of child marriage - which was 
prevalent even before the Taliban’s return - could nearly 
double in the coming months.

“It paralyses (my) heart hearing these stories ... It’s not a 
marriage. It’s child rape,” said prominent Afghan women’s 
rights campaigner Wazhma Frogh.

She said she was hearing of cases every day - often 
involving girls under 10 years of age, although it was not 
clear if young girls would be forced to have sex before 
reaching puberty.

UN children’s agency UNICEF said there were credible 
reports of families offering daughters as young as 20-days 
old for future marriage in return for a dowry.

Crippled by drought and economic collapse, Afghanistan 
is set to become the world’s worst humanitarian crisis, 
according to UN agencies.

As winter sets in, they said millions were on the brink of 
starvation, and 97 percent of households could fall below 
the poverty line by mid-2022.

The hardline Islamist group’s sudden return to power 
saw billions of dollars in Afghan assets frozen abroad and 
most international aid halted. Food prices have rocketed 
and millions are jobless or have not been paid.

Frogh said families were marrying off their girls to reduce 
the number of mouths they had to feed, and to obtain 
dowries, which typically range from $500 to $2,000, with 
younger children attracting higher sums.

Parents are also handing over daughters to settle debts. 
Rights experts said the Taliban’s closure of girls’ high 

schools was also pushing parents to marry off their 
daughters.
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1839 - Cyclone slams 
south eastern India 

with high winds and 
a 40 foot storm surge, 

destroying city of 
Coringa. An estimated 

300,000 died.

1986 - Iran-Contra 
affair erupts, President 
Reagan reveals secret 
arms deal. Confirming  
a Lebanese magazine 

report, the Justice 
Dept said the United 

States had been 
secretly selling arms 
to Iran and proceeds 
from the arms sales 

were illegally diverted 
to the anti-communist 
Contras in Nicaragua.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) receives a bouquet of flowers from German Finance Minister, Vice-Chancellor and 

the Social Democrats (SPD) candidate for Chancellor Olaf Scholz prior to the cabinet meeting at the Chancellery in Berlin, 

Germany, yesterday. PHOTO: AFP  

US-Taliban talks ‘next week’
The United States will resume talks with 

the Taliban next week in Qatar, addressing 
among other issues the fight against terrorism 

and the humanitarian crisis in Afghanistan. 
The American delegation will be led by the 
US special representative for Afghanistan, 
Tom West, for the planned two weeks of 

discussions, State Department spokesman Ned 
Price said Tuesday. A first session between the 
two sides was held October 9-10 in the Qatari 
capital Doha, where US diplomats overseeing 
relations with Afghanistan transferred after 

the Taliban takeover. 

Australia lists Hezbollah 
as ‘terrorist organisation’

Australia yesterday listed all of Hezbollah 
as a “terrorist organisation”, extending an 
existing ban on armed units to the entire 

movement, which wields considerable 
power over Lebanon. Hezbollah defies easy 
definition -- acting as part political party, 

part armed group and part provider of basic 
services to Lebanon’s Shiite community. No 

reason was given for the timing of Canberra’s 
decision, which comes as Lebanon reels from 

spiralling political and economic crises. Nearly 
80 percent of the Lebanese population is 

estimated to be living below the poverty line.
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MORE NEWS 

Sweden gets first woman PM
Sweden’s parliament elected Finance Minister 

Magdalena Andersson as the country’s first 
woman prime minister yesterday, hours after 
she clinched a last-minute deal that gave her 
victory by the slimmest of possible margins. 

The 54-year-old, who took over as leader of the 
Social Democrats earlier this month, reached a 
deal with the Left Party late on Tuesday to raise 

pensions in exchange for its backing in yesterday’s 
vote in parliament. All other Nordic countries 

-- Norway, Denmark, Finland and Iceland -- have 
seen women lead their governments.

‘no progress’ in Iran talks
The UN nuclear watchdog’s head yesterday 

said there had been “no progress” in talks with 
Iran to resolve disputes over the monitoring of 
the country’s atomic programme, a day after 
returning from Tehran. Rafael Grossi, director 

general of the International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA), told a quarterly meeting of the 

agency’s board that his talks in Tehran were 
“inconclusive”, despite being “constructive”. 

Grossi’s  comment came ahead of November 
29 talks between 2015 nuclear deal parties.


