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world
Suspects also sent explosives to embassies

Sarkozy target
of bomb plot
Athens
AFP-JIJI

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

Police on Monday said they
had foiled parcel bomb at-
tacks aimed at French Presi-
dent Nicolas Sarkozy and
three foreign embassies in the
Greek capital, arresting two
suspected far-left militants.

One of two men arrested was
already wanted in connection
with an elusive far-left group
that specializes in arson attacks
on offices and homes of politi-
cians, known as the Conspiracy
of Fire Nuclei, police said.

Both men were refusing to
give their fingerprints and
cannot be identified by name
pending a judicial order, a po-
lice source said, although au-
thorities later released their
photographs and asked the
public for further information.

Two women initially held for
questioning have been released.

One of the packages, ad-
dressed to the Mexican Em-
bassy in Athens, detonated in
the headquarters of a courier
company in the central Athens
district of Pangrati, burning a
female employee’s hand.

It ignited when the staffer
became suspicious of its con-
tents and threw it to the
ground, a police source said.

‘‘There was no explosion but
we saw smoke coming out and
heard a woman shouting,’’ a
neighbor told NET television.

‘‘I took a fire extinguisher
into the room. It was full of
smoke and smelled of gunpow-
der; you needed a mask to go
in there,’’ he said.

Two men, aged 22 and 24,
were arrested at a bus stop a
short distance away.

Police said in a statement
they were intending to mail a
total of four parcel bombs and
were both armed with Glock
handguns. One wore a bullet-
proof vest and a wig.

‘‘The incident seems rather
ridiculous and in Sarkozy’s
case it’s quite evident that this
parcel would never have
reached its destination,’’ po-
lice spokesman Thanassis Ko-
kalakis said.

From a postal slip found on
the suspects, the police
tracked down and exploded a
second parcel, addressed to
the Dutch Embassy, a  t a
neighboring courier company.

Two more devices found on
the detainees were intended
for Sarkozy and the Belgian
Embassy, the police said.

On Tuesday, Greek police
said another bomb exploded at
the Swiss Embassy, and suspi-
cious packages were also deto-
nated outside Parliament, the
Bulgarian Embassy and a
courier company. No injuries
or damage were reported.

In January, Conspiracy of
Fire Nuclei planted a small
explosive device in a garbage
bin outside the Greek Parlia-
ment after police claimed to
have arrested several of the
group’s members in raids
around the capital.

The group also claimed an
arson attack on the AFP Ath-
ens bureau in December 2008,
staged in support of antiestab-
lishment militants arrested at
the time for alleged railway
sabotage in France.

Attacks on government and
police targets are relatively
frequent in Greece and are
commonly attributed to left-
wing extremists. They are
usually designed to avoid
causing injury.

Cars with diplomatic li-
cense plates are also regularly
targeted in late-night arson at-
tacks blamed on anarchists.

Conspiracy of Fire Nuclei
appeared in early 2008 and has
continued operating despite
the arrest of nine of its pur-
ported members last year.

Do changing
times spell
end for ETA?
Arrests, loss of
support could
doom Basque
separatist group

ANALYSIS
------------------------------------------

Madrid
AP

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

Europe’s last big, violent polit-
ical militant group has been
decimated by arrests and
dwindling support. Its out-
lawed political wing wants to
create a new party that rejects
violence and turns its leaders
into legitimate politicians.

This whirlwind of events in
recent weeks has sparked a
raging debate across Spain: Is
this the beginning of the end
for the Basque separatist
group ETA?

The armed movement has
not killed anyone in Spain in
over a year and it declared a
ceasefire in September. While
nearly a dozen such truces
have come and gone over the
years, raising hopes only to
see them dashed with more
bloodshed and tears, this time
something bigger and poten-
tially historic might be afoot.

‘‘(ETA) has never been as
weak and cornered as it is
now,’’ Foreign Minister Trini-
dad Jimenez said last week.
‘‘The end of ETA is near.’’

Besides ridding Europe of its
last major separatist group,
ETA’s disappearance could
rescue a Socialist government
that is struggling with a nearly
20 percent jobless rate and a

crippling debt crisis — and
trailing conservatives badly in
the polls with general elections
18 months away.

Weakened by wave after
wave of arrests and declining
support at the grassroots lev-
el, ETA has hinted it might go
further this time on the path to
peace. It is expected to issue
the latest in a series of state-
ments, perhaps in just a few
weeks. Whether it will go so
far as to renounce violence al-
together is the key question.

ETA’s banned political
wing, Batasuna, now backed
by some mainstream Basque
parties and civic groups, is in-
creasingly vocal in its new po-
sition that blowing up police
cars and shooting politicians
in the head at point-blank
range is not the way to work to-
ward some Basques’ cher-
ished but unlikely goal of a
country of their own. ETA has
killed more than 825 people
since it first launched its cam-
paign for an independent
homeland in the late 1960s.

While other regions of Spain
are constantly pushing the
government for greater auton-
omy, most notably the Catalo-
nia region where Catalan is
the dominant language,
Spain’s Basque region has al-
ways been the nation’s violent
separatist hot spot.

Batasuna has now called on
ETA to declare a permanent
ceasefire that could be interna-
tionally verified ‘‘as an expres-
sion of will of a definitive cessa-
tion of its armed activity.’’

Ex-Batasuna leaders say
they want to form a new party
that renounces violence and
regain legal status and thus a
voice in the small but wealthy

region of northern Spain, a
proud patch that boasts its
own ancient language and cul-
ture and already enjoys a
broad degree of self-rule.

Txelui Moreno, a spokes-
man for the independence
movement, said Friday the
Basque region is living ‘‘a his-
toric moment.’’ Of Batasuna’s
decision to reject violence, he
said: ‘‘This was not just anoth-
er debate. It was the debate.’’

Three weeks after ETA de-
clared its latest ceasefire,
two hooded members of the
group gave an interview to
the independence newspaper
Gara in which they said ETA
was prepared, under certain
conditions, to accept the call
for an internationally verifi-
able ceasefire.

Moreno said those mem-
bers’ comments also meant
ETA ‘‘respected and em-

braced the debate that the na-
tionalist left has undertaken
and that therefore in some
way it was going to take posi-
tive steps in that direction.’’

An international group fea-
turing four Nobel laureates,
including the Nelson Mandela
Foundation, is nudging the in-
dependence movement and
ETA toward peaceful politics.
Then there is this possibly tell-
ing signal: In a Spanish gov-
ernment reshuffle last week in
Madrid, politicians who are
old hands at the intricacies of
Basque politics were promot-
ed to high-profile posts.

‘‘I firmly believe that the po-
litical situation in the Basque
country is on the verge of irre-
versible change,’’ said Brian
Currin, a South African lawyer
who was involved in the peace
processes in Northern Ireland
and South Africa and instigated

the international appeal seek-
ing to shepherd the region to-
ward political normalcy.

Currin, who has been in con-
tact with Spain’s former Bata-
suna members, said from
South Africa it is crucial for
ETA to take the extra step Ba-
tasuna is seeking, which is the
expression of a will to re-
nounce violence altogether.

‘‘A ceasefire is a ceasefire,
but giving up violence is much
(more) than a ceasefire and
that’s really what I would hope
for,’’ he said.

Skeptics abound who say
ETA can never be trusted, and
even the government, while
saying there is reason for hope
because of Batasuna’s turn-
around, is trying to sound cau-
tious. It denies any negotia-
tions with ETA or Batasuna.

The opposition Popular
Party is livid about the pros-

pect of Batasuna being al-
lowed back into politics, say-
ing this should not happen
even if Batasuna condemns
ETA — the magic words that
Spain’s government insists the
party must pronounce in order
to be legalized.

Kepa Aulestia, a former
ETA member who is now a
writer and political analyst in
the Basque region, said he
thinks it possible that ETA will
renounce violence but he is al-
so wary. Aulestia cited past
truces that have led to nothing
and said ETA will not give up
without some kind of conces-
sion, such as the release of
ETA prisoners.

‘‘We are talking about a phe-
nomenon that is what I would
describe as slippery,’’ he said
of Spain’s previous experienc-
es with hints that ETA might
be on the way out.

Tongue tied: Ibon Iparragirre, an alleged commander of the Basque separatist group ETA, is led away by police officers near
the town of Ondarroa, northern Spain, in January. AP

Panama independence day

President of Panama Ricardo
Martinelli Berrocal

Biodiversity: The Panamanian golden frog is a symbol of the
nation’s rich wildlife. EMBASSY OF PANAMA

Business center: Panama City plays an important role,
connecting the Americas and the Caribbean. EMBASSY OF PANAMA

Promoting trade, cultural exchange in Japan, Asia
Jorge Kosmas Sifaki
AMBASSADOR OF PANAMA

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

On behalf of the government of
the Republic of Panama, I
would like to ex-
tend my heart-
felt congratula-
tions to all
P a n a m a n i a n
citizens in Ja-
pan on the occa-
sion of the 107th
anniversary of
our independence. I would al-
so like to greet Their Imperial
Majesties Emperor Akihito
and Empress Michiko, as well
as the noble Japanese people.

As our country celebrates
its 107th anniversary, the gov-
ernment of Panama, led by
President Ricardo Martinelli,
has intensified its work in or-
der to improve the govern-
ment’s efficiency, increasing
revenues and minimizing ex-
penses, with the aim to make
Panama the best place to do
business in Latin America and
to fulfill its campaign pledge
to offer better opportunities to
all Panamanian citizens.

In this regard, Panama’s
administration has placed
special emphasis on making
the necessary adjustments to
the education system in Pana-
ma, with a view to raise the

standards to the international
level. For this purpose, our
government has implemented
the project called Curriculum
Transformation, which will
update all subject matters to
be taught at secondary schools
throughout the country, clos-
ing the gap between public and
private education in Panama.

In addition, the so-called
Universal Scholarship pro-
gram has begun in our coun-
try, which amounts to a
monthly allowance delivered
to parents for each child of
school age and enrolled in the
public education system with
satisfactory grades, thus
helping parents to defray
costs related to education. Si-
multaneously, from 2010, the
government began the deliv-
ery of textbooks and school
material free of charge to ev-
ery student in public schools,
which, together with the Uni-
versal Scholarship, will bene-
fit more than 800,000 students
nationwide.

Furthermore, aware of the
need to provide greater access
to information to the citizens,
public and free wireless Inter-
net facilities have been set up
so that every student and Pan-
amanian resident may be con-
nected to the world. As for
sports, our government has

developed and implemented a
plan for the construction of
new and modern sport facili-
ties that will be available to
everyone.

In order to improve the
quality of life of Panamani-
ans, our current administra-
tion also conducted a mini-
mum wage increase in Pana-
ma, which is considered the
largest increase in the last
decade.

With respect to health and
social security, the construc-
tion of eight new hospitals and
37 care centers in different
parts of the country has start-
ed. At the same time, we are
working on the modernization
of existing health services, of-
fering the opportunity to Pan-
amanians to get their appoint-
ments via telephone and i  n a
faster way, in addition to other
benefits that were previously
received only when using pri-
vate health systems.

To obtain financing for the
said initiatives and others cur-
rently in progress, the govern-
ment implemented tax re-
forms, whereby the tax on the
country’s productive labor
and corporate taxes were re-
viewed in order to balance the
tax burden, thus ensuring an

atmosphere of fairness and
competitiveness among Pana-
manians.

It is important to point out
that the economic growth and
fiscal discipline carried out by
Panama, as well as tax re-
forms implemented by our
current administration, has
made the Republic of Panama
worthy of the investment
grade granted by the three
major rating agencies, name-
ly, Standard & Poor’s, Fitch
Ratings and Moody’s, placing
Panama among the select
group of five Latin American
countries with this important
grade.

Thanks to the investment
grade and for major infra-
structure projects, such as
the Panama Canal Expansion
project with 15 percent of
work advanced and expected
to be finished by 2014, Pana-
ma has positioned itself as an
attractive and safe country
for foreign investment, gain-
ing better financial conditions
from abroad. In this connec-
tion, new multinational enter-
prises are looking at Panama
to base their operations,
where they also have access
to a logistics platform, a
strong and stable banking
system with international
prestige, coupled with a sound
and stable legal system.

The investment grade as
well as the solid growth of the
Panamanian economy has
prompted the World Econom-
ic Forum to improve the com-
petitiveness rating of Panama
in six positions, making it the
third-most competitive econo-
my of Latin America.

Moreover, Panama has also
taken concrete actions aimed
at increasing trade with the
world. In this regard, I would
like to mention that Panama,
together with Central Ameri-
can countries, recently con-
cluded an Economic Partner-
ship Agreement with Europe.
Our country also signed a Free

Trade Agreement with Cana-
da. Undoubtedly, both agree-
ments will contribute to boost
our exports, allowing entry of
Panamanian products to these
important regions.

In the Asian region, the
Panamanian government has
also shown its interest in pro-
moting trade and cultural ex-
change with Asia, and thus,
has engaged in efforts to be-
come a member of the Asia
Pacific Economic Coopera-
tion (APEC) bloc. Likewise,
Panama actively participated
in the Forum for East Asia and
Latin America (FEALAC)
held in January in Tokyo, and
also has undertaken a number
of ministerial-level visits to

Japan and other countries in
Asia. In particular, Japan has
received in less than one year
the visits of our vice president
and minister for foreign af-
fairs, Panama Canal adminis-
trator, minister of economy
and finance, Panama mari-
time administrator and the
minister of tourism, which
highlights the importance of
Japan within the policies of
the Martinelli administration.

In the maritime sector, the
Panama Maritime Authority
opened in May the Segumar-
Tokyo Technical Office at the
Consulate General of Panama
in Tokyo, through which Japa-
nese and Asian customers will
have access to expedite ser-

vices that were previously de-
livered only by the Panama
head office.

Let me conclude by reaf-
firming the commitment of

the Panamanian government
to continue deepening the
friendship, cooperation and
economic ties between Japan
and the Republic of Panama.
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