
From the vantage point of Monte
Camorro, a hill above the city of
Tarifa, a broad strip of morning
mist can be seen hovering over
the sea. Beyond, framed against

a pristine blue sky, the hazy outline of the
Atlas mountains is visible.

“It’s a short crossing from the north of
Morocco to southern Europe – this is the
shortest route,” says José Maraver, look-
ing out over the water. “That’s why so
many people want to try it.”

This is where the Mediterranean Sea
and Atlantic Ocean meet and the distance
from the Moroccan coast to Spain is just
15km.

“From Morocco they can see the city
lights here in Tarifa – that would make me
want to cross,” he says. “It’s so close.”

Maraver is a co-ordinator in Tarifa for
Salvamento Marítimo, the government
agency that controls maritime traffic and
carries out sea rescues. It has five rescue
boats and one helicopter operating in this

area, the busiest stretch of water between
two territories in the world, he says, after
the English Channel. With 500km of coast
to patrol, the team has been busy in recent
months as arrivals from across the Gibral-
tar Strait have soared.

In the first seven months of this year,
3,100 migrants were picked up by Tarifa’s
Salvamento Marítimo, more than quadru-
ple the figure for the same period in 2016.
Nationally, this year’s total for that period
was 7,600.

On August 16th alone, Maraver’s team
rescued 422 migrants from the sea.

Of days like that, Maraver says: “You
feel exhausted but very satisfied, because
above all, you’ve managed to save people.”
But he’s adamant that the team maintains
a degree of emotional detachment.

“When a cardiologist does open heart
surgery, if he lets his emotions take control
he might make a mistake,” he says. “Our
job is above all technical.”

Last year, Spain accounted for only
2 per cent of all so-called “irregular arriv-
als” – that is, migrants and refugees – to Eu-
rope, as Italy and Greece were by far the
most common points of arrival. But the re-
cent spike in arrivals to Spain suggests that
percentage is rapidly rising as Africans in-
creasingly look west for a way into the Eu-
ropean Union.

Attractivealternative
Good weather is believed to be one factor
contributing to the rise in numbers, as it
makes the crossing safer. Also, as authori-
ties clamp down on routes further east,

traffickers and migrants see this area as an
attractive alternative. Economic hardship
and conflict remain the motivation for Afri-
cans to look north for a better life.

“If you tell people back home that things
aren’t so good here, nobody will believe
you,” says Mahamadou Soukouna, from
Mali, who crossed by boat to Spain.

“Everybody wants to come because they
think it will change their life. They’ll keep
coming here.”

A typical route for a west African seek-
ing to reach Spain is to cross Mali and Alge-
ria, before reaching Morocco. Sub-Saha-
ran Africans camp out there, near the Med-
iterranean coast, before either pooling re-
sources for a boat or paying a trafficker to
organise one.

Previously, migrants usually set off
from Moroccan shores in small boats, us-
ing nothing more than paddles to make the
crossing and hoping a Spanish patrol
would pick them up if they ran into trou-
ble. But now they often come in vessels
that carry 30 or 40 people, powered by an
engine.

A recent phenomenon is the arrival of
Moroccans in Spain in relatively large num-
bers, escaping unrest and state repression
in their country’s Rif region.

Longjourney
“Generally the migrants are young, due to
the long journey they have to undertake to
reach Europe and the terrible conditions
of that journey,” says Raquel Ameijeiras,
who heads the Cruz Blanca charity’s mi-
grant centre in the city of Algeciras, near
Tarifa. “Many of them don’t make it and
die on the way.”

More than 6,000 people have died at-
tempting to cross this stretch of water in
the last 20 years, according to local human
rights charity APDHA.

The day after the rescue of 422 migrants
earlier this month, interior minister Juan
Ignacio Zoido admitted that the southern
tip of Spain was experiencing “tremen-
dous migratory pressure” the like of which
had not been seen for years.

He added that Spain “will remain a refer-
ence point for the EU” in the area of migra-
tion, but he also acknowledged how diffi-
cult the country’s task is, saying that “from
one day to the next you can’t eliminate the
causes that see sub-Saharan migrants
walk 6,000km, going without basic needs
and facing multiple problems, and then
tell them when they’re near that they can’t
do whatever they have to [to get here.”

Although the Spanish rescue services
appear able to handle the pressure off the
country’s coast, the picture is more com-
plex once the migrants reach dry land.

A short walk from central Tarifa, a
causeway stretches several hundred me-
tres out into the sea, leading to a rocky out-
crop known as the Island of Doves, which

hosts the remains of an 18th-century mili-
tary outpost. Windsurfers and kayakers
navigate near the island and tourists wan-
der along the windy causeway, as far as a
steel gate bearing the interior ministry in-
signia which stops them going further.

Behind it is an immigrant internment
centre, known as a CIE, where new arriv-
als are sent for up to 60 days after receiv-
ing medical checks. After those two
months, they are either returned to their
countries or given lodging by local chari-
ties, if there is room. Access to Spain’s
CIEs is tightly restricted and media are not
allowed inside.

Oscar Campano and his girlfriend Mari
Carmen Carrasco are visiting Tarifa from
Zamora, in central Spain. They, apparent-
ly like most of the visitors who walk along
the causeway, have no idea that a building
full of migrants is just beyond the gate

behind them.
“It’s worrying. The authorities need to

control the situation more,” Campano
says when asked about the rise in numbers
of arrivals. “It’s as if we want [the
migrants] to come and take them in and
give them more help than we give to Span-
iards.”

But Carrasco sees it differently. “If they
risk their lives to come here, they must be
having a bad time in their own country,”
she says.

The CIE centres have been the target of
frequent criticism, due to their lack of
transparency, the allegedly poor condi-
tions inside and the fact that migrants are
not allowed to come and go.

“People are being locked up who hav-
en’t even committed a crime,” says Anabel
Quirós, of Algeciras Acoge, an organisa-
tion that helps migrants. “And the infra-
structure is extremely poor.”

The CIE in Algeciras is a former prison
and a campaign is underway for it to be
closed down.

Stagedariot
In early August, the ombudsman, Francis-
co Fernández Marugán, warned after a vis-
it to a CIE in Madrid that 13 minors were liv-
ing inside and that the conditions “are not
the most adequate in the world”. Several
dozen north African migrants staged a riot
in that centre in July, in a bid to avoid being
deported.

The arrival of underage migrants is a
particularly tough challenge, as they can-
not legally be housed in the CIEs. In Tarifa,
a camping site was recently opened to
house minors.

Quirós says the system is at full stretch.
All the charitable organisations that

take in migrants along the coast, she says,
“are at saturation point, and the Andalucía
authorities don’t have the resources to han-
dle the number of minors arriving on our
coastline.”

Similarchallenge
Spain has faced a similar challenge before.
A decade ago, sub-Saharan Africans were
using the Canary Islands as an entry point
into Europe, with over 31,000 reaching
the archipelago in 2006 alone. Spain re-
sponded by investing in Mauritania and
Senegal – two of the migrants’ main coun-
tries of origin – and working more closely
with the security forces of those two na-
tions. It seems to have been a success: last
year, only 671 migrants had reached the Ca-
nary Islands.

Spain also has experience with policing
Europe’s only land borders with the Afri-
can continent: its two cities in north Afri-
ca, Ceuta and Melilla, which are surround-
ed by 6m high fences.

But the current wave of arrivals is made
up of many different nationalities from
across Africa, and bilateral accords re-
quire substantial diplomatic effort. With
the Spanish government focusing its ef-
forts on countering Catalonia’s bid for in-
dependence, thwarting further terrorist at-
tacks of the kind seen in Barcelona and
fending off corruption scandals, migration
is just one of many problems it faces.

Cheikh Sadibou, a Senegalese man who
has been in Spain since 2002, says that
work is extremely difficult to find here for
migrants, despite the country’s recent eco-
nomic recovery. By the time many mi-
grants realise how dangerous the journey
will be, followed by the difficulties of living
in a CIE and then struggling to earn a liv-
ing, it’s usually too late for them to turn
back.

“Back [in Africa] they don’t know what
it’s really like here,” he says. “They think
that you come to Spain or Europe, you
earn money quickly and then you can go
back.”

He adds: “But they suffer here. They can
end up on the street, without any work and
things are really tough.”

T
he myth of Sisyphus is a metaphor
for the drudgery of life. There is no
greater iteration of life’s struggle in
microcosm than fighting, and the re-

petitive, wearing grind that fighters en-
dure to prepare for a physical struggle
against the heft and skill of another person.

References to Dublin UFC star Conor
McGregor – who has never fought in a pro-
fessional boxing match and yet will tonight
(or Sunday morning, sometime after 4am)
take on unbeaten boxing champion Floyd

Mayweather – are at saturation point this
week. Hopefully this is the only article you
will read that links fighting, McGregor and
philosophy.

Albert Camus’s The Myth of Sisyphus is
one of the most liberating short essays you
can read. In it, he takes a careful look at the
case of Sisyphus, who was condemned by
the Gods to ceaselessly roll a huge rock to
the top of a mountain, only to watch it roll
back to the bottom and have to start again.
Some accounts of Sisyphus portray him as
wise and good; others suggest him to be a
scurrilous scamp – it doesn’t really matter
which is true.

The important element of the story is
that the Gods saw fit to punish Sisyphus,
and decided to do it by condemning him to
an eternity of meaningless and entirely
hopeless labour.

Solvingproblems
When the thinking, analysis and assess-
ment are finished, fighting is the funda-
mental exercise of physical struggle to
solve problems. It is a constant in the state
of nature. The task of becoming a good
fighter is a long process of sweating, strain-
ing, hurting, and becoming comfortable in

your own discomfort. It is a Sisyphean
effort.

The instinct of disdain towards some-
thing new seems to come naturally to us.
This fight is something new. Dubliner
McGregor has the audacity to believe he is
capable of something no one has ever done
before. It’s been called an “improbable
challenge”. To many, the immovable ob-
ject of his confidence is an affront, and
they hope the unstoppable force of May-
weather’s boxing legend will somehow
push McGregor out of the certainty that so
unsettles the rest of us.

Somethingdifferent
Disdain for this fight is rife. Some of the
criticism is legitimate. Some isn’t. We inno-
vate by trying something different. If we
succeed, people follow. If we fail, people
laugh and feel smug, satisfied with the lack
of change, with the confirmation of their bi-
ases and the sense that the world is indeed
what they always thought.

Yet, what McGregor is doing is what eve-
ryone is doing – pushing the rock up the
mountain. He has taken the advice that Ca-
mus gives in his essay to make the rock “his
thing”, and become immersed in this work

so successfully that he has monetised it be-
yond what most of us could imagine. It is
processes, and not outcomes, which ulti-
mately matter, because processes are al-
ways the now.

Most of us cannot undertake the
Sisyphean effort that is life without the
gnawing of doubt and self-pity that comes
with excessive, paralysing self-reflection.
The possibility of failure is so stultifying
that we presume those who persevere un-
derneath its perishing glare must not be
conscious of its likelihood.

Why would someone like McGregor
even bother, we think, when trying some-
thing new so publicly is so likely to result in
failure? No one could stand the pressure,
the fear and the ridicule. Anyone who
would must be either deluded or stupid.
They must not have thought enough about
the action they are taking. You might sug-

gest that money or fame are great entice-
ments. Wealth and status (he has both)
bring with them less motivation to push
the rock; to grind and to hurt, not more.
McGregor is not a penniless young fighter
– he does not have to do it.

Simplytheprocess
Each day since the day he decided to com-
mit himself to doing so, McGregor has
awoken and embraced the action of push-
ing a rock up a hill. When he wakes up to-
morrow he will have won or lost but there
is no overall meaning to the struggle we
embrace or eschew in our lives – it is simply
the process.

The process of training, working, think-
ing is never finished. Each day, the fighter,
like everyone else, finds themselves back
at the bottom of the hill, with a steep in-
cline between them and achievement.
They know the pain they must endure to
force tired limbs and raw hands to do the
work, but they do it. We are all Sisyphus.
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knowwhat it’s really like
here.They think that you
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Thenumberofpeoplemakingthe15kmcrossing
fromMoroccototheTarifaareaofSpain

hasquadrupled in the lastyear

■Clockwise frommain: A Spanish Civil
guard accompanies the only woman
among 143Moroccans and nine
sub-Saharans rescued in the Strait of
Gibraltar in June; amigrant is helped by
Red Cross volunteers to disembark;
Moroccanmigrants sit at the port of
Barbatewaiting to be transferred by
Spanish Guardia Civil after being
rescued; aman is rescued from a sinking
boat. PHOTOGRAPH: MARCOS MORENO/AFP/
GETTY IMAGES

McGregorembodies themythofSisyphus–but thendon’tweall?

■ConorMcGregor:What he is doing is
what everyone is doing – pushing the
rock up themountain. PHOTOGRAPH: GETTY
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On an overcast evening in Can
Dragó, a recreational park, lo-
calsare gatheringfor asmall ral-
lyin favour of Catalan independ-
ence, ahead of the referendum

on the issue scheduled for Sunday. The
event is organised by the Republican Left of
Catalonia (ERC), a pro-independence party
that is a member of theCatalan region’sgov-
erning coalition, and a small tent has been
set up bearing the red and yellow colours of
the region’s flag, where volunteers hand
out fliers.

On the stage a singer is strumming lively
rumbas on a guitar and making jokes about
Spanish prime minister Mariano Rajoy,
whose opposition to the referendum has
made him a figure of both disdain and ridi-
cule to many Catalans.

The mood is festive and there is little here
to suggest a region on the verge of the big-
gest upheaval of its modern history, or that
the Catalan situation has thrown Spain into
its deepest political crisis in decades.

But as they listen to three ERC politicians
take their turns to speak, the response of
the 50 or so mainly elderly people who are
watching is passionate. “Votarem! Votar-
em!” (“We will vote”), they chant in Catalan
at one point.

Later, they shout “No tinc por” (“I’m not
afraid”),a slogan that went viral in the after-
math of the August terror attacks in Catalo-
nia which killed 16. This time, they use the
phrase to express their defiance not of jihad-
ist terrorists, but of the Spanish govern-
ment and state, which have been intent on
preventing Sunday’s vote from taking
place.

“This is something that has been brew-
ing for the last seven or eight years,” says
Jaume Almirall, a 70-year-old pensioner
who is watching the rally, of the referen-
dum. “They’ve screwed us so much that we
have to become independent. They’ve
forced us to do this.

“I hope I can vote,” he says. “I will try to
vote. They’ve made it hard for us.”

Such uncertainty about whether the ref-
erendum will even take place is widespread,
due tothe government’sopposition. Andde-
spite the pro-independence fervour at ral-
lies such as this one, Catalans have become
deeply split over the issue and over seces-
sion in general.

Asthe ERC politicianAnnaSimó address-
es the crowd, a passerby heckles her.
“You’re dividing Catalonia!” he shouts in
Castilian Spanish.

Answering in Catalan, she insists not.
Another more strident heckler is jeered

by the public as he voices his grievances
with the independence movement. They
are sheep – they are being manipulated!”
the man, who is 82 and identifies himself
only as Josep, tells The Irish Times. He
strides angrily away from the rally.

“People are playing onCatalan sentimen-
talism. When a country is strong it’s united.
We need to be united – do you think we
should be separated with all the enemies

out there in the world?” he asks.
“England is strong because it’s united.

Germany is strong because it’s united. Look
at Yugoslavia . . . It’s all separated and
they’re utterly screwed.”

Arrestsofofficials
On September 20th, members of the civil
guard police force raided several premises
belonging to the Catalan regional govern-
ment in Barcelona. They stayed most of the
day,searching for evidence linked to the Oc-
tober 1st referendum.

They also arrested 14 Catalan govern-
ment officials on charges of masterminding
the preparations for the vote. Later in the
day, the civil guard seized about 10 million
voting slips from a warehouse elsewhere in
the city.

In a rare television address, Rajoy en-
dorsed the police’s actions, which had been
ordered by a judge. Insisting that the refer-
endum would not be able to take place, he
described it as “a chimera, or even worse,
the excuse some seem to have been looking
for to deepen even further the schism they
have provoked in Catalan society.”

Rajoy and his conservative Popular Party
(PP) government say the referendum is ille-
gal. They had already taken steps to thwart
it earlier this month, including announcing
thepartial seizure of Catalan government fi-
nances and the investigation of about 800
Catalan mayors who had offered their
towns’ public spaces in which to stage the
vote.

Such measures heightened the simmer-
ing tensions between Catalonia and Ma-
drid. But the arrests of the Catalan govern-
ment officials were particularly provoca-
tive, being seen as the boldest intervention
by the Spanish state in one of its 17 autono-
mous regional administrations since the
country’s return to democracy in the late
1970s, after the death of dictator Francisco
Franco.

‘ThisremindsusofFranco’
Almost as soon as the civil guard had en-
tered the regional government buildings,
outraged Catalans were out on the street
demonstrating.

The deployment of thousands of police
and civil guards to Catalonia from other
parts of Spain has only added to the sense of
crisis. This week, video footage of civil
guards departing the southern city of Huel-
va for Catalonia went viral. It showed
crowds out in the street waving Spanish

flags and chanting “A por ellos!” (or “Go get
them!”), as if the police were soldiers head-
ing off to battle.

“There’s a very strong feeling in Catalo-
nia that they are being mistreated and bul-
lied,” says Josep Lobera, a political scientist
at Madrid’s Autonomous University. “This
all reminds people of the Franco dictator-
ship – since the dictatorship we haven’t
seen anything like it.”

While the events of recent days may have
made the referendum look less likely to take
place, they do appear to have stiffened the
resolve of Catalans who were already in fa-
vour of independence.

“They’re trying to persuade us in an ille-
gal way not to go and vote,” says office work-
er Andrea Oxovi. Police officers have been
to her daughter’s school this week, she says,
to ask the principal whether or not he plans
to allow the premises to be used as a voting
station on Sunday.

“Why are policemen going to schools?

What is that?” she asks. “That’s not the way
a democracy should treat its citizens.”

She says the Spanish government’s
heavy-handedness has persuaded several
people she knows, who were against the ref-
erendum and secession, to vote this week-
end in favour of independence.

“Rajoy has handled this very badly. He
has allowed the problem to get much
worse,” says Lobera. “People whoprevious-
ly didn’t intend to vote now want to go and
vote.”

ACatalanrepublic
Although Catalan separatism can be traced
back decades, even centuries, the current
drive towards independence is widely seen
as having begun almost exactly five years
ago.

In September of 2012, the then Catalan
president Artur Mas went to Madrid to ask
Rajoy to negotiate a new arrangement with
Catalonia, to give it more control over its fi-
nances. Catalanscomplained that their rela-
tively wealthy region paid out much more in
taxes to the central government coffers
than it received back in investment.

Rajoy flatly refused, citing the economic
crisis that was afflicting the country.

“We always thoughtthat Spain would un-
derstand the aspirations of a people like the
Catalans,” Mas said afterwards. “I under-
stand now that this is not the case.”

ButCatalan grievances were not purelyfi-
nancial. They also revolved around per-
ceived attempts to rein in existing autono-
my, such as in the area of Catalan language.
In addition, the Spanish courts repeatedly
reversed the region’s attempts to pass legis-
lation in areas such as social and environ-
mental policy.

The recession of 2008-2013 left many
Catalans poorer and seeking a new political
alternative. The arrival in power of Rajoy’s
rigidly unionist PP in 2011 would drive
many into the arms of separatism, which
promised, realistically or not, a Catalan re-
public that would be more productive,
more democratic and less corrupt than the
state they were leaving behind.

Since 2012, the nationalist Catalan gov-
ernment has put secessionism firmly in the
political mainstream, channelling an al-
ready substantial civic movement.

In 2015, pro-independence parties won a
majority of seats in the Catalan parliament
(but not a majority of the popular vote), giv-
ing them, they said, a mandate to push
ahead with a road map to independence.

Since then, Catalan president Carles Pu-
igdemont has done exactly that, pushing
through the regional parliament laws pav-
ing the way for the referendum and an inde-
pendent state.

Polls suggest Catalan society is fairly
evenly divided on the issue of independ-
ence, although more than three-quarters
would like a formal, Scotland-style referen-
dum, a proposal Rajoy roundly rejects.

Many Catalans find it hard to understand
the Spanish prime minister’s rigidity on this
issue.

But it is closely linked to the reverence
still held for the 1978 constitution, which,
three years after Franco’s death, laid
down the foundations for Spain’s mainly
successful transition to parliamentary de-

mocracy.
A regional referendum on secession vio-

lates that document, Rajoy argues with the
backing of many (but not all) legal experts.

For Mariano Gomà, president of the un-
ionist organisation Catalan Civil Society
(SCC), Puigdemont is an outlaw who “has
decided to commit suicide”.

“He’s on the edge of the precipice,”

Gomà told El País newspaper. “But he
wants to take on that role until the end. We
have no doubts that the referendum will not
take place because it violates all the laws.”

TheSEC lacks both the unity and the abil-
ity to mobilise of its adversaries. But the
kind of strident convictions expressed by its
leader are commonplace within the anti-in-
dependence camp. Such entrenchment on
both sides has made a solution to the Cata-
lan stalemate increasingly difficult.

“The problem is we have a PP govern-
ment which has denied the existence of a
problem and a Catalan government which
has taken advantage of that denial to pur-
sue the objective of independence,” says
Carles Ruiz, the mayor of the town of Vilade-
cans, near Barcelona.

His Catalan Socialist Party (PSC) propos-
es creating a new, federal structure to de-
fuse the standoff. But it has at times been
caught in the middle of the crossfire, uneasy
at Rajoy’s legalistic approach, but unwilling
to welcome a yes-no referendum on break-
ing away from Spain.

“It’s quite obvious that you can’t decide
such an important issue as the creation of a
new state and separation from another
state via a penalty shoot-out,” he says, using
a football analogy.

Punkaesthetic
Sergi Fuentes has been sleeping rough at
Barcelonauniversity,where he studiespolit-
ical sciences, since September 22nd as part
of a protest at Madrid’s attempts to stop the
referendum.

With earrings, a Mohican and a camou-
flaged T-shirt, he fits the punk aesthetic of
the Popular Unity Candidacy (CUP), the
small, anti-capitalist party whose support
for the nationalist government in the Cata-
lan parliament has allowed the independ-
ence drive to get this far.

The CUP is the most radical secessionist
party in mainstream politics and for its sup-
porters Sunday’s referendum represents a
long dreamed-of moment. While he says he
believes the vote will take place despite the
obstacles in its way, like most Catalans, he is
not entirely sure what will happen.

He insists that the CUP and other pro-in-
dependence forces will remain peaceful, al-
though he suggests that violence on the
part of the Spanish authorities could bene-
fit his cause.

“That would send an image to the rest of
the world that would help us, it would en-
courage other countries to support the ref-
erendum,” he says.

Many theories are circulating regarding
not just what will happen on Sunday, but
what will unfold afterwards. There have
been reports that if the referendum is
blocked, Puigdemont will consider issuing
a unilateral declaration of independence
next week.

Others suggest he might call a regional
electionin a bidto bolsterthe pro-independ-
ence majority in the regional parliament.
Some have ventured that Rajoy is mulling
calling a general election, to capitalise on
anti-independence feeling elsewhere in
Spain.

There is, of course, always the possibility
thatonce the dust settles, both sides will cau-
tiously start to negotiate an increase inCata-
lan self-government, without granting it
full independence.

But for Fuentes, it is too late for that.
“For me that wouldn’t be enough. For me
the only solution is independence, given the
situation and knowing the Spanish state,”
he says.

“We’ve started down this road. We’re
not going to take a step back.”

Catalonia’sdeeplydivisive,highlycontroversial referendumon
independencefromSpain takesplacetomorrow.Probably
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Wealways thought that
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Independencereferendum
Timeline

■ September2012
CatalanpresidentArtur
Mas(right)asksMadridto
negotiateanewarrange-
ment.Spanishprime
ministerMarianoRajoy
refuses

■ January2015
Callforregionalelectionsto
gaugesupportfordeclarationof
independence

■ September2015
Separatistswinelection,givingthema
mandatetopushforindependence

■ November2015
Catalonia’sparliamentadoptsaresolution
supportingindependence

■ December2015
SpanishcourtrevokesCatalonia’sbidto
beginseparationprocess

■ January2016
Staunchsepara-
tistCarles
Puigdemont
(right)chosento

headgovernment

■March2017
Formerleaderof
Catalonia,ArturMas,
barredfrompublicoffice
fortwoyears

■March2017
CarlesPuigdemontcallsanindependence
referendumonOctober1st.
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ing Salman’s decree lifting the
restriction on women drivers
in Saudi Arabia has been cele-
brated as a breakthrough in a

campaign against men’s controls over
women in the country. Women will be
able to get a driving licence without a
male relative’s permission and to drive
without a male relative in the car.

But the change marks only a minor re-
laxation of the Saudi system of “guardi-
anship” that requires women to secure
permission from fathers, brothers, hus-
bands or sons to obtain passports, open
bank accounts, take jobs, travel abroad,
marry and seek medical treatment.
These legal and cultural restrictions re-
main firmly in place despite constant
challenge from some Saudi women and
human-rights organisations.

The decree stipulated that the shift in
policy must adhere to the standards of
sharia, or Muslim canon law, but it
didn’t specify these. A ministerial com-
mittee is to advise on implementation
within 30 days, and the order is to be in
force by June 2018.

Although the change has been ap-
proved by the government-appointed
Council of Senior Scholars, the coun-
try’s highest religious authority, sharia
could still be used to impose restric-
tions, particularly as the delay in en-
forcement could prompt ultraconserva-
tive clerics, officials and citizens to de-
mand limitations on who should be al-
lowed behind the wheel, as well as when
and where they might drive.

Women have long pressed for the lift-
ing of the ban, as they have to rely on
male relatives or hire drivers to take
them anywhere. The religious establish-
ment has argued that allowing women
to drive would encourage promiscuity
and put women alone in cars at risk of at-
tack and rape. Women in rural commu-
nities have, without the benefit of licenc-
es, always driven tractors and farm vehi-
cles.

As Saudi Arabia is the only country to
prohibit women from driving, the meas-
ure is portrayed as a significant step for-
ward. But driving can open only a chink
in the wall that surrounds women and
prevents social interaction between the
sexes. Another narrow crack appeared
last week when women were permitted
to enter a secluded family section of a
sport stadium with their spouses on Sau-
di National Day.

Although mixing with unrelated men
is strictly limited, women have made po-
litical, sporting and employment gains
in recent years. In 2011 they were grant-
ed the right to vote and stand in local
elections, which took place in 2015.
Women competed in the 2012 Olympic
Games, and in 2013 the late King Abdul-
lah appointed 30 women to the Shura,
or advisory assembly.

This week, for the first time, a woman
became a deputy mayor: Iman Bint Ab-
dullah al-Ghamdi was put in charge of
women’s issues and information tech-
nology in a town in the eastern region.

Under Crown Prince Muhammad
bin Salman’s Vision 30 plan for the eco-
nomic transformation of the oil-depend-
ent kingdom, the percentage of women
in the workforce is meant to increase
from 16 to 28 per cent by 2020. Most of
these will be in the small-business sec-
tor and will work at home, where they
will not require chaperones or vehicles.

Women, who account for more than
half of university graduates, are already
employed as female educators, lawyers
and assistants in shops selling to wom-
en, factories employing women and
women-only operations in the hospitali-
ty sector.

In neighbouring Gulf emirates wom-
en play high-profile roles in their socie-
ties. Sheikha Lubna al-Qasimi of the
United Arab Emirates has held three
ministerial posts. On a Forbes list of 100
most influential Arab businesswomen,
18 are from the UAE, where women
drive, circulate freely and are employed
in the public and private sectors.

At a time when the Saudi kingdom is
seen as reactionary and repressive,
opening up opportunities for women is
regarded as a way to impress and si-
lence critics. According to one Saudi ac-
ademic, the planned relaxation on driv-
ing is part of a public-relations effort to
divert international attention from the
kingdom’s disastrous regional policies.

Prof Madawi al-Rashid of the Lon-
don School of Economics told the BBC
that “the Saudi king needs women at
the moment. He needs the publicity”
provided by an end to the ban “given
that his regional policies have utterly
failed in Syria, Yemen and Qatar”.

■ JosepMaria Belver (77) wears a shirt
with the colors of a separatist flag as he
sings the Catalan anthem before a
politicalmeeting in favour of the
independence referendumoutside the
University of Barcelona. Below: Students
shout slogans andwave Catalan
referendum voting cards during a
demonstration called for by the Catalan
National Assembly and OmniumCultural
outside the University of Barcelona.
PHOTOGRAPHS: JON NAZCA/REUTERS AND
PAU BARRENA/BLOOMBERG
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The monument known as the
Valley of the Fallen, containing
the body of the dictator Francis-
co Franco, has barely been
touched since its completion in
1959. But that may be about to
change.

Last Monday, a group of rela-
tives of men who were also bur-
ied at the site gathered at its en-
trance amid a swarm of TV cam-
eras and photographers. These
people have registered re-
quests for the bodies of their
loved ones to be dug up in order
to be given a decent burial else-
where.

A team of experts entered
the site and carried out prelimi-
nary checks to see if a search for

the bodies in question is feasi-
ble. Eduardo Ranz, the young
lawyer representing the fami-
lies, described it as a historic
day.

“It’s the biggest mass grave
in Spain,” he told The Irish
Times. “This place is outside
the bounds of democracy.”

Situated in a wooded area
60km north of Madrid, the Val-
ley of the Fallen is Spain’s big-
gest and most controversial re-
minder of its 1936-1939 civil
war and the four-decade dicta-
torship that followed. Its con-
struction began after the war
ended and republican prison-
ers who had fought against
Franco were used to build it.

TombofFranco
The monument’s centrepiece is
a 150m-high stone cross. Be-
neath it is a basilica, drilled
deep into the mountainside at
the end of which lies the tomb
of Franco, who died in 1975,
just a few steps away from the
main altar. On either side of the
tomb, the remains of 33,700
people killed in the civil war lie
grouped together in boxes in un-
derground crypts, most of them
unidentified. It is from these
crypts that those gathered on
Monday want to find and ex-
hume their relatives.

For Rosa Gil, the grand-
daughter of one of those buried
there, the opening-up of the ba-
silica to the team of experts was

“a day of hope and happiness”.
Her grandfather, Pedro Gil

Calonge, died in 1937 in north-
ern Spain, fighting for Franco.
But his remains were exhumed
from a cemetery in Zaragoza in
the early 1960s and transferred
to the Valley of the Fallen with-
out his family being informed,
as part of an initiative to make
the site a cemetery for victims
of the civil war.

Rosa says that when her fa-
ther, Silvino Gil, who had been
a pro-Franco politician, found
out the truth a few years ago, he

said: “Why should Franco be
able to move my father’s body?”

“[Silvino] was a conserva-
tive,” she said. “But nobody
likes to have their dead messed
with.”

The families of eight men
whose bodies were moved to
the Valley of the Fallen are now
hoping to get them exhumed, al-
though initially only four are be-
ing searched for. The fact that
the eight are from both sides of
the civil war – six were leftist re-
publicans and two fought for
Franco’s right-wing national-
ists – reflects the potentially

groundbreaking nature of this
case. It was put in motion in
May of 2016, when a court au-
thorised the exhumation from
the Valley of the Fallen of two re-
publican brothers, Manuel and
Antonio Ramiro Lapeña, at the
request of the former’s grand-
daughter. Other requests fol-
lowed.

However, the prior of the
Benedictine monastery at the
Valley of the Fallen, Santiago
Cantera, refused to open the
crypt, blocking the procedure.
The families hoping to exhume
their relatives filed a legal com-
plaint against Cantera for diso-
beying a court order. The stand-
off was resolved last month,
when Archbishop Ricardo
Blázquez, chairman of the Span-
ish Episcopal Conference,
stepped in.

ValleyoftheFallen
“If the legitimate authorities
tell the prior of the Valley of the
Fallen that here we have these
remains and we should [dig
them up] to be looked after, he
cannot refuse,” the archbishop
said at the time.

The legacy of the civil war
and the ensuing dictatorship
has long been a thorny issue. In
2007, the then-Socialist govern-
ment introduced a historical
memory law, which included
the removal of public symbols
of Franco and his regime. But al-
though statues of the dictator

and street signs bearing his
name and those of his officials
were taken down, many sym-
bols remain and no steps were
taken with regard to the Valley
of the Fallen, which is today vis-
ited by tourists and Franco nos-
talgists.

The bodies of over 100,000
victims of Franco from the war
and its aftermath lie in un-
marked graves across Spain
and volunteers who identify
and exhume them do not re-
ceive state funding. The issue
tends to divide Spaniards along
political lines, with those on the
left more inclined to favour
tackling the historical memory
issue and those on the right of-
ten warning such an approach
risks reopening old wounds.

It is still early days and the fo-
rensic experts might yet decide
that locating the bodies in the
Valley of the Fallen will be too
difficult. The lawyer, Eduardo
Ranz, urged caution, but said
he and his clients are prepared
to wait.

“The work will be completed
when the families can give their
loved ones a dignified burial,”
he said.

The Golden State killer raped
and killed victims all across
the state of California in an era
before Google searches and so-
cial media, a time when police
relied on shoe leather, not mo-
bile phone records or big data.
But it was technology that fi-
nally made a breakthrough.

The suspect, Joseph James
DeAngelo (72), was arrested
by police on Tuesday. Investi-
gators accuse him of commit-
ting more than 50 rapes and
12 murders.

Investigators used DNA
from crime scenes that had
been stored all these years and
plugged the genetic profile of
the suspected assailant into an
online genealogy database.
They found distant relatives of
DeAngelo’s and, despite his
years of eluding authorities,
traced their DNA to his front
door.

“We found a person that
was the right age and lived in
this area – and that was DeAn-
gelo,” said Steve Grippi, the as-
sistant chief in the Sacramen-
to district attorney’s office.

Investigators then obtained
what Anne Marie Schubert,
the Sacramento district attor-
ney, called “abandoned” DNA
samples from DeAngelo. “You
leave your DNA in a place that
is a public domain,” she said.

The test result confirmed
the match to more than 10
murders in California. Schu-
bert’s office then obtained a
second sample and came back
with the same positive result,
matching the full DNA profile.

Those who had investigated
the case for years in vain were
ecstatic by the sudden break-
through. “He was totally off
the radar till just a week ago,
and it was a lead they got,
somehow they got informa-
tion and through checking
family or descendants – it was
pretty complicated the way
they did it – they were able to
get him on the radar,” said Ray
Biondi (81), who was the lieu-
tenant in charge of the homi-
cide bureau of the Sacramen-
to County sheriff’s depart-
ment during the crime spree.

Representatives at
23andMe and other gene test-
ing services denied that they
had been involved in identify-
ing the killer. The big players
in commercial DNA testing –
including 23andMe and Ances-
tryDNA – extract genetic pro-
files from the saliva that cus-
tomers send to the company in
a tube by mail. It would not be
easy for law enforcement to up-
load a profile to one of those
sites.

Searchforrelatives
During the past few years, nu-
merous smaller genealogical
websites have emerged, how-
ever, giving customers more
avenues to upload a DNA pro-
file and search for relatives.

If law enforcement located
the suspect through a genealo-
gy site, it could raise ethical is-
sues, particularly if individu-
als did not consent to having
their genetic profiles
searched.

The Golden State killer,
also known as the East Area
Rapist, tormented his victims
with sadistic rituals. Some he
shot and killed. Others were
bludgeoned to death. He had
many trademarks: He wore a
mask, he bound his victims’

hands. He started by raping
single women and then went
on to raping married women
with their husbands present,
before killing them both.

Among the numerous serial
killers who stalked America in
the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s –
the Zodiac Killer, the Son of
Sam, to name two – the Gold-
en State killer was among the
most notorious.

Schubert has been central
to the efforts to find the killer.
Her childhood in the Sacra-
mento suburb of Arden-Ar-
cade, just miles from where
the suspect prowled through
houses and raped women, was
marked by the terror of won-
dering if she or people she
knew might be next.

Boughtafirearm
“It wasn’t a matter of if he was
coming, it was when,” Schu-
bert said. Her parents were
“not gun people”, she said, but
her father bought a firearm.
Her mother kept an ice pick
under her pillow.

Monica Miller, who was in
charge of the Sacramento FBI
field office from 2013-17, said
that when she retired, the case
of the Golden State killer was
cold. She said Schubert “was
central in leading this, convinc-
ing people this was worth pur-
suing. For the people of Sacra-
mento,” she added, “it was al-
most an open wound. People
would still talk about it. He
was a phantom or a ghost in
people’s minds.”

In her career as a district at-
torney, Schubert championed

DNA technology and taught
courses about cold cases, cre-
ating a unit in the Sacramento
district attorney’s office to pur-
sue them. Two years ago, she
convened a taskforce on the
40th anniversary of the at-
tacks in the Sacramento sub-
urbs. It was the work of that
group that helped solve the
case, Schubert said.

Remainingquestions
Many questions remain about
the suspect. Did his family or
his former colleagues have
hints about his grisly past?
Why did he appear to stop his
spree of rapes and murders in
1986? Did he leverage his job
as a police officer to elude de-
tection?

All of these questions
swirled in conversations
among residents of Citrus
Heights, California. Paul
Sanchietti, a neighbour, said
he had nothing more than po-
lite interactions with DeAnge-
lo over the past two decades,
but like other neighbours, he
remembered DeAngelo as hav-
ing a temper.

“He would get volatile,”
Sanchietti said. “He would be
out here tending to his car,
and he would get very angry.
There were a lot of four letter
words.”

“Every neighbourhood has
some strange little dude,”
Sanchietti said. “But for him
to be a serial murderer and
rapist – that never crossed my
mind.” – New York Times

inMadrid

When huge popular protests in
Armenia forced prime minister
Serzh Sargsyan to resign early
this week, Russia said it would
not interfere in the domestic af-
fairs of the impoverished for-
mer Soviet nation.

But as Armenia’s political cri-
sis deepened over the past few
days, Moscow was taking steps
to ensure its security and eco-
nomic interests in the South

Caucasus country were protect-
ed. Sargsyan’s resignation was
a victory for Armenia’s pro-de-
mocracy opposition movement
led by Nikol Pashinyan, a for-
mer newspaper editor and Ar-
menian member of parliament,
who has led two weeks of peace-
ful anti-government protests in
the capital Yerevan.

But with Pashinyan now
squaring off against the ruling
Republican Party to demand an
end to almost two decades of
corrupt, oligarchic rule, the rev-
olution is not yet won.

Newgovernment
With a large majority in Arme-
nia’s National Assembly, or par-
liament, the Republicans will
have the whip hand when the
legislature votes for a new
prime minister on May 1st.
Pashinyan wants to head the
new government himself and
has pledged to lead fresh pro-

tests if a candidate from the Re-
publican Party, which has domi-
nated Armenian politics since
1999, gets the job. “There won’t
be any political trade-offs,” he
wrote on Facebook on Thurs-
day. “The revolution goes on.”

The sight of a popular pro-de-

mocracy uprising forcing Arme-
nia’s leader to step down must
have rung alarm bells in Russia,
where Vladimir Putin has over-
seen a crackdown on public as-
sembly to sideline opposition to
his 18-year rule. Yet the Krem-
lin has been repeating the man-
tra all week that the political up-

heaval in Armenia is a domestic
matter that its close ally must re-
solve. Behind the scenes, Rus-
sian officials have engaged in a
flurry of diplomatic activity to
ensure that the fallout from the
momentous events in Armenia
is contained.

Suspendedconflict
Among Moscow’s biggest con-
cerns is that the political crisis
in Yerevan could reignite the
suspended conflict over the dis-
puted enclave of Nagorno-Kara-
bakh, which has been con-
trolled by Armenia since a war
in the 1990s, to the fury of neigh-
bouring Azerbaijan.

As Armenians rejoiced over
Sargysan’s resignation on Tues-
day, Sergei Naryshkin, the head
of the Russian foreign intelli-
gence agency, jetted to Baku for
talks with Azerbaijan’s presi-
dent Ilham Aliyev about region-
al security. Little information

was released about the meet-
ing, but local media reports
that Azerbaijan was respond-
ing to the Armenian revolution
by bolstering forces on the Na-
gorno-Karabakh border have
ceased appearing.

As the demonstrations in Ye-
revan continued unabated this
week, Russia stepped up its dip-
lomatic engagement, inviting
Armenian government offi-
cials, including the foreign min-
ister, to Moscow for talks.

Putin set out terms in a tele-
phone conversation on Thurs-
day night with Karen Karapety-
an, who was named interim
prime minister after his ally Sar-
gysan resigned.

Armenia’s political crisis
should be resolved with respect
for the country’s existing consti-
tution and the results of the
April 2017 election, Putin said,
according to the Kremlin web-
site.
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■María Purificación Lapeña,
granddaughter of civil war
victimManuel Lapeña, outside
the Basilica of the Valley of the
Fallen. PHOTOGRAPH: JUAN
MEDINA/REUTERS

RONANMcGREEVY

Abba have astounded the music
world by announcing that they
have reformed and recorded
new music. The four band mem-
bers, Agnetha Faltskog, Benny
Andersson, Bjórn Ulvaeus and
Anni-Frid Lyngstad, issued a
press release yesterday after-
noon from Stockholm.

“We all four felt that, after
some 35 years, it could be fun to
join forces again and go into the
recording studio,” they said.

“So we did. And it was like
time has stood still and that we
only had been away on a short
holiday. An extremely joyful ex-

perience!”
As a consequence the band

recorded two new songs, one of
which, I Still Have Faith In You,
will be performed by the digital

version of themselves in a TV
special produced by NBC and
the BBC aimed for broadcast-
ing December.

“We have come of age, but
the song is new and it feels
good,” they said.

Abba fans have long de-
spaired of the band ever getting
back together again for live per-
formances. The Abba avatar
project was conceived by for-
mer Spice Girls manager Si-
mon Fuller and the Universal
Music Group last year.

Abba are due to tour the
world next year – using avatars
instead of the four band mem-
bers.
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■ Abba: Benny Andersson,
Anni-Frid Lyngstad, Agnetha
Faltskog and Bjorn Ulvaeus
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Serbia says it hopes relations
with neighbouring Croatia
will not sour further after
they declared each other’s de-
fence ministers persona non
grata, and a Serbian deputy
and war criminal insulted
Croatian officials visiting Bel-
grade.

Serbia banned Zagreb’s de-
fence chief Damir Krsticevic
from entering the country in
a tit-for-tat response to Croa-
tia’s decision to bar his Serbi-
an counterpart Aleksandar
Vulin from its territory.

Croatia’s government ac-
cused Mr Vulin of an “inap-
propriate and unacceptable
attempt to deny [its] sover-
eignty” when he said it was
up to the Serbian president,
not Zagreb, to decide wheth-
er he attended a commemo-
ration last Sunday near the
site of the 1940s Jasenovac
concentration camp in Croa-
tia.

Entryban
Belgrade slapped a recipro-
cal entry ban on Mr Krstice-
vic on Thursday, and said,
“Croatia’s moves are contra-
ry to the spirit of neighbourly
co-operation and respect for
basic European values that
includes freedom of move-
ment.”

“We don’t want our rela-
tions with Croatia to head in
that direction,” Serbian for-
eign minister Ivica Dacic said
yesterday, adding that he
saw “no reason whatsoever”
for the row to worsen.

He warned, however, that
Belgrade was “ready to react
reciprocally to every move.
We have to react to protect
our country’s dignity.”

Like many Serbian and
Croatian critics of the
right-wing government in Za-
greb, Mr Vulin accuses it of
stoking nationalism and
glossing over the crimes of
the Ustashe movement that
ran Croatia as a Nazi puppet
state from 1941 to 1945, and
murdered about 100,000
Jews, Serbs, Roma and politi-
cal opponents at Jasenovac.

Mr Vulin, who is notorious
for his bellicose rhetoric to-
wards Serbia’s Balkan neigh-
bours, claims he was barred
from Croatia because of his
criticism of its government’s
attitude towards the coun-
try’s wartime history.

Many in Croatia see his
comments as a bid by Bel-
grade to distract from the be-
haviour of Serbian ultrana-
tionalist leader Vojislav
Seselj, who last week report-
edly tried to rip up the Croa-
tian flag and hurled insults at
officials visiting from Za-
greb. The delegation left Bel-
grade early in response, and
Croatia called for action to be
taken against Mr Seselj.
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