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Tools of the trade: Explosives, a gun and other items belonging to the Basque separatist group ETA and seized by Spain’s Civil
Guard from a hideout on Mount Gorbea, about 20 km from Bilbao, are displayed on Feb. 25 at the Intxaurrondo Civil Guard
headquarters in San Sebastian. AFP-JIJI

Good friends: French President Nicolas Sarkozy talks to his
Russian counterpart, Dmitry Medvedev, ahead of a news
conference Monday at the Elysee Palace in Paris. AFP-JIJI

Citizens given right to challenge law
Paris
AP

------------------------------------------

They are known as ‘‘Les Sag-
es’’ — the wise men — and
their role is to judge whether
French laws are constitution-
al. As a massive reform ex-
panding their powers went in-
to effect Monday, French
President Nicolas Sarkozy in-
structed them to be a little wis-
er than usual.

The reform, described by Le
Monde newspaper as a ‘‘big
bang’’ in the legal field, gives or-
dinary French citizens a chance
to petition the venerable Consti-
tutional Council, challenging
laws they believe violate civil
liberties. Previously, only high-
ranking politicians — including
the president and prime minis-
ter — had that right.

In the past, the council ruled
on laws before they went into
effect. Now it has the power to
strike down laws already in
place. The reform, which has
equivalents in many Europe-
an countries, gives average
citizens the right to challenge
any law on the books.

Sarkozy called the change
‘‘important progress for guar-
anteeing citizens’ rights.’’

In a speech, Sarkozy point-
ed out one absurdity of the old
system. Before, French citi-
zens could take their civil lib-
erties complaints to the Euro-
pean Court of Human Rights
but not France’s own Constitu-
tional Council.

Sarkozy said the ‘‘wise
men’’ and other institutions
will have to ‘‘show even more
wisdom than before.’’

The council is expected to
be busier, too, though there
are filters in place. Com-
plaints must come in the
framework of court cases in
which the law at issue comes
into play. High courts will rule
on which complaints make it
to the Constitutional Council.

The council members’ expe-
rience in legal and constitu-
tional matters varies, and
some critics have complained
that three newly named mem-
bers are former parliamen-
tarians who will be asked to
judge laws they voted on.

The outgoing council is
comprised of nine men and
two women. When three new
members are inducted this
month, the man-woman ratio
will be 10-1. Members’ aver-
age age is around 70.

Russian-French romance
leaves U.S. out in cold
Paris
AP

------------------------------------------

Russian President Dmitry
Medvedev, in visiting France
on Monday, carried an unspo-
ken message to Washington:
We don’t really need you.

Russia and France took
their courtship to a new level
in Paris, entering talks about
the sale of four French war-
ships to Moscow, standing to-
gether against nuclear-mind-
ed Iran and urging a new glob-
al financial order.

A key business deal signed
during Medvedev’s visit Mon-
day — giving France’s GDF Su-

ez a 9 percent stake in the Nord
Stream gas pipeline project run
by Russia’s Gazprom — runs
counter to efforts by U.S. and
other European countries to
lessen Europe’s dependence on
Russian pipelines and gas.

It was a theme that ran
through comments by Med-
vedev at a news conference
with President Nicolas Sar-
kozy after their talks in the
French presidential palace.

Medvedev, noting that
French investment in Russia
last year surpassed that of the
U.S. for the first time, said,
‘‘That means we are on the
right track.’’

Medvedev hailed Sarkozy’s
‘‘courage and will’’ when he
sought to negotiate an end to
Russia’s war with neighboring
Georgia in 2008. He said NATO
— an alliance that Russia
views as a U.S.-driven vestige
of the Cold War — was no help
in ending that war, but that
European partners were.

‘‘What does this show? This
shows that we ourselves
should solve European is-
sues,’’ Medvedev said.

Sarkozy said: ‘‘France de-
fended the interests of Eu-
rope. . .  . We did it without us-
ing our army, we did it without
threats.’’

The two presidents said
their countries have started
exclusive talks toward the
sale of four French warships,
the Mistral-class tank and he-
licopter carrier.

Such an arms sale would be
the biggest ever by a NATO
country to Russia.

The ship, which could carry
up to 16 attack helicopters,
would allow Russia to land
hundreds of troops quickly on
foreign soil. The possibility
has alarmed Georgia as well
as the three Baltic countries in
NATO — Latvia, Lithuania
and Estonia.

Weakened ETA still
looks bent on attacks
ANALYSIS
------------------------------------------

Madrid
REUTERS

------------------------------------------

A pair of shackles found when
the leader of Basque rebels
ETA was captured has
dimmed the prospect of his ar-
rest bringing peace closer in
the troubled Spanish region.

Sunday’s arrest in Normandy
of Ibon Gogeascoechea, the fifth
of ETA’s military leaders to be
caught in less than two years,
was a body blow to a group fac-
ing calls from its own support-
ers to end its half-century-long
war for Basque independence.

But the pistols, explosives
and a pair of shackles found
with Gogeascoechea and two
accomplices did not indicate
any sudden conversion to the
cause of nonviolence by ETA,
which has killed more than 850
people since it was founded
during the dictatorship of Gen-
eralissimo Francisco Franco.

‘‘It’s not usual to find shack-
les with ETA commandos,’’
said Spanish Interior Minister
Alfredo Perez Rubalcaba on
Monday. ‘‘One of our hypothe-
ses . .  . is that they are plan-
ning to kidnap someone.’’

A total of 32 ETA suspects
have been arrested this year
alone, the government says,
and the rebels have not claimed
a fatal attack since July, when
a bomb killed two police offi-
cers on the island of Majorca.

Analysts believe the group’s
failure to extract concessions
from the government is combin-
ing with weariness of violence to
demoralize its supporters, who

want the mountainous, tradi-
tionally Basque lands of north-
ern Spain and southwestern
France to become independent.

The Basque region already
enjoys considerable political
autonomy from Madrid and
one of the leading members of
ETA’s banned political wing
Batasuna, Rufino Etxeberria,
said earlier this month that
the rebels had to stop killing.

Etxeberria and other mem-
bers of Batasuna want to re-
enter legal politics in time for
municipal elections in 2011.
They are worried that separat-
ism is losing ground in the
Basque region, where moder-
ate nationalists lost control of
the local government last year
for the first time in decades.

‘‘If today some of the mem-
bers of Batasuna are daring to
question ETA’s slogans, this is
because police action has
weakened the image of the
band’s leaders,’’ wrote Floren-
cio Dominguez, one of the
leading experts on ETA, in the
newspaper La Vanguardia.

But the extent of Batasuna’s
sway over ETA is uncertain.
The political wing was unable
to prevent the failure of at-
tempted peace talks with the
Spanish government in 2006,
which collapsed after the reb-
els killed two people with a car
bomb at Madrid airport.

‘‘Will ETA’s political wing be
strong enough to win over those
in favor of violence or will they
continue to be dominated by
ETA? That’s the great ques-
tion,’’ Carlos Barrera, a profes-
sor of politics at the University
of Navarre, said.

Venezuela
accused of
ties to rebels
Spanish jurist
says Caracas
offered help
to ETA, FARC

Madrid
AP

------------------------------------------

A Spanish judge Monday ac-
cused Venezuela of collaborat-
ing with Basque separatist mil-
itants and Colombian rebels,
and said the two groups plotted
to assassinate Colombia’s pres-
ident while he visited Spain.

Judge Eloy Velasco made the
allegation in an indictment in
which he charged six members
of the Basque group ETA, most
of them exiled in Latin America,
and seven members of the Co-
lombian leftist rebel group
FARC with a variety of crimes,
including terrorism and con-
spiracy to commit murder.

Spain has asked Venezuelan
President Hugo Chavez’s gov-
ernment for an explanation,
Prime Minister Jose Luis Ro-
driguez Zapatero said.

Velasco wrote that a Span-
ish probe launched in 2008 has
turned up evidence ‘‘that dem-
onstrates Venezuelan govern-

mental cooperation in the illic-
it collaboration between
FARC and ETA.’’

He identified a suspected
ETA member, Arturo Cubillas
Fontan, as a key figure in links
between ETA and FARC. The
man lives in Venezuela, has
held a job in the Chavez gov-
ernment and may still have
one, the judge wrote.

In a statement released on
Monday, Venezuela’s Foreign
Ministry rejected the claims,
calling them ‘‘unacceptable’’
and suggesting the allegations
form part of a ‘‘politically mo-
tivated’’ smear campaign tar-
geting the government of
President Hugo Chavez.

Velasco said ETA and
FARC have been collaborat-
ing since 1993.

ETA members have re-
ceived training or taught in
FARC rebel camps, and FARC
members have traveled to
Spain to try to kill former Co-
lombian president Andres Pas-
trana and the current presi-
dent, Alvaro Uribe, with help
from ETA, Velasco wrote.

FARC members in 2000 were
monitoring Pastrana and the
Colombian Embassy in Ma-
drid, the judge wrote.

One FARC member who
came to Spain, Victor Ramon
Vargas Salazar, told his superi-

ors ‘‘it would not be difficult to
attack these two targets, so
long as (FARC) got help from
ETA,’’ Velasco said.

Velasco did not say when an
attack on Uribe was to have
taken place. Uribe has traveled
to Spain several times since he
was first elected in 2002, most
recently in April 2009.

His predecessor, Pastrana,
lived in Madrid for a while after
leaving office, and in 2003 ETA
told FARC it would not be hard
to locate him, the judge said.

As recently as August 2007,
two ETA members taught
FARC members how to use ex-
plosives during a course in the
Venezuelan jungle, with a
Venezuelan military escort
present and a person wearing

a vest with the badge of Vene-
zuelan military intelligence,
the judge wrote.

Zapatero, speaking during
a visit to Germany, said the
Spanish foreign minister has
asked the Chavez government
to respond to the allegation.

‘‘Naturally, we are waiting
for that explanation from the
government of Venezuela,’’ Za-
patero said, ‘‘and the govern-
ment of Spain will act in accor-
dance with the explanation.’’

ETA, which is rooted in
Marxist ideology, has been
fighting since the late 1960s to
create an independent Basque
homeland in northern Spain
and southwestern France.
FARC, or Revolutionary
Armed Forces of Colombia,

have been battling since 1964
to topple successive Colombi-
an governments and establish
a Marxist state. Both are clas-
sified as terrorist organiza-
tions by the EU and the U.S.

The Spanish probe is based
largely on e-mails that were in
a computer used by a FARC
leader named Raul Reyes,
who died in a Colombian mili-
tary raid on a FARC camp in
Ecuador in March 2008.

The indictment came a day
after police in northern France
dealt ETA a blow by arresting
three suspected members, in-
cluding Ibon Gogeascoechea,
the armed group’s alleged cur-
rent leader.

Two of the suspects were al-
legedly planning to enter

Spain soon to carry out an at-
tack or a kidnapping.

Gogeascoechea was the
fifth suspected ETA top com-
mander to have been arrested
in Spain or France since May
2008, a sign of mounting police
pressure on the organization.

In related news, a Northern
Ireland judge Monday ordered
Inaki de Juana Chaos, one of
ETA’s most notorious mem-
bers, extradited to Spain for al-
legedly ‘‘praising terrorism.’’

De Juana Chaos has been
fighting extradition from Bel-
fast since November 2008.

Spain claims de Juana Chaos
praised ETA’s violence in a let-
ter read on the day of his prison
release in August 2008. He de-
nies writing the note.

Bulgarian computer revolution

The world of today would look
quite different without
computers. In the relatively
short span of time that has
elapsed since the world’s first
electronic digital computer was
invented in 1939, computers
have become universal tools
that are an integral part of our
life. Yet, comparatively few
people know that John
Atanasoff, the genius who
invented the first computer and
initiated the computer
revolution, was a Bulgarian
born in the United States, who
took pride in his Bulgarian
heritage and maintained strong
ties to his ancestral home of
Bulgaria.

In December 1939, working
with his graduate student
Clifford Berry, John Atanasoff
developed and built the
prototype of the first electronic
digital computer.

In their history of the ENIAC
computer, Alice R. Burks and

Arthur W. Burks summarize the
Atanasoff achievement as
follows: ‘‘He invented a new
type of a serial storage module,
applicable to digital electronic
computing. He formulated,
developed and proved the
major principles involved in
electronic circuits for digital
computing, principles that
included arithmetical
operations, control, transition
from one to another number
base systems, transfer and
storage of data, and
synchronized clocking of the
operations. Having applied that
data storage and those
principles, he constructed a
well-balanced electronic
computer with centralized
architecture, including storage,
and arithmetically controlled
input/output devices. He had
invented the first-ever
specialized electronic
computer with such a degree of
multi-aspect applicability.’’

Tradition: ‘‘Kukeri’’ is a ritual for driving away evil spirits to
have a good harvest, health and happiness. EMBASSY OF BULGARIA

Bulgaria national day

Historic transformations improve centuries-old state
Lubomir Todorov
AMBASSADOR OF BULGARIA

------------------------------------------

With a population of nearly 8
million people, Bulgaria is sit-
uated in the center of the
Balkan Penin-
sula. Though its
area is small, it
has diverse na-
ture, including
mountains with
renowned ski
resorts, Black
S e a  c o a s t
beaches, many rivers and
plains with the most fertile
types of soil, providing natural
conditions for centuries of tra-
dition in agriculture.

Being a nice place to live,
our lands have been inhabited
since long ago. Evidence of the
Thracian civilization dates
from about 5,000 B.C. Our ar-
chaeologists have excavated
numerous gold and platinum
treasures from that period
and they have been proved to
be the oldest processed pre-
cious metals in Europe.

The next historic layer is
connected with the Roman Em-
pire, which expanded through
Bulgaria, leaving plenty of
unique monuments. A few
years ago, the remains of the
second-biggest Roman amphi-
theater in the world, after the
Colosseum in Rome, were dis-
covered in the capital Sofia.

In the year 681, the local
population mixed together
with the Proto-Bulgarians,
who came from Central Asia,
and Slavs, who came from the
north, forming the first Bul-

garian state. In the next few
centuries Bulgaria was a well-
functioning state. We were
speaking our language and
writing in the Cyrillic alpha-
bet, which later spread to oth-

er countries. Economy and
culture flourished. We stayed
resilient enough to preserve
our language, culture, reli-
gion, traditions, and national
identity during 500 years of Ot-
toman invasion.

After the collapse of the
communist regime, the coun-
try has undergone a historic
transformation into a demo-
cratic nation with a function-
ing and competitive free-mar-
ket economy. Restructuring
major sectors of national
economy during the process of
negotiating EU membership
increased efficiency and out-
put standards in many areas.

Bulgaria achieved its stra-
tegic foreign policy goals dur-
ing the transition period:

In 2004 we joined NATO.
Our foreign policy has gone
beyond the Euro-Atlantic area

and Bulgaria ‘‘opened up’’ for
a number of partners from
Asia and Latin America, the
Middle East and Africa. Now
Bulgaria is seen by our part-
ners as a stable and predict-
able state, consistent in its ac-
tions, a generator of stability
in the region, with its own con-
tribution in the fight against
terrorism.

The year 2007, when Bulgar-
ia joined the European Union,
marks the triumph of historic
justice. The roots and precon-
ditions for this event are em-
bedded in the centuries-old de-
velopment of the Bulgarian
national spirit and statehood.

Many decades of traditional
friendship, including highest-
level state visits, mutually
beneficial trade and economic
cooperation and rich cultural
exchange have made the geo-

graphic distance between Bul-
garia and Japan irrelevant.
Undoubtedly, the deep struc-
tural changes in Bulgaria dur-
ing the last decade have added
new dimensions for the fur-
ther expansion of our bilateral
relations. Bulgaria and Japan
are sharing the same values of
civilization and similar posi-
tions on all major global is-
sues, and exploring new fields
of cooperation is a noble mix-
ture of honor, challenge and
duty.
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