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Bubbles collapsing all over the capital after grim weeks of lockdown

W

Denis
Staunton
LondonLetter
Many were entered
in haste before
Christmas and are
now found wanting

e were leaning
against a railing on
Cadogan Square,
admiring the red
brick, the Oriel windows and
the Dutch gable on the house
where Martha Gellhorn lived.
A sharp January wind cut
across the square and the
paper cups of hot chocolate
went cold in our hands as we
praised the memory of the
great war correspondent.
But a deeper chill surrounded my friend James, who had
avoided eye contact since we
set out for this walk and was
speaking to me now with a kind
of long-suffering detachment
as if I were a slow-witted
stranger. It was so different a
few weeks earlier when our
walk took us through St
James’s Park and Green Park,
along Piccadilly and into Soho.
We bought two click-and-collect gin and tonics from a gay
club on Old Compton Street,

and James took out a small
bottle from inside his coat to
bring them up to strength. We
enjoyed our drinks and a few
peanuts standing at either end
of a long, narrow ledge outside
one of Soho’s oldest strip clubs,
where I spent a miserable hour
once long ago when I was still at
school.
Our surroundings may have
been sordid but a second
sharpener from James’s little
bottle brought a glow to our
cheeks as we sketched out ever
more optimistic scenarios for
the year ahead. On the way up
to Soho Square we passed the
only tourists in London, one of
them reading from a guidebook while the others pretended to have nothing to do with
him. The benches inside the
square were full of couples
shivering over lunch a couple
of metres apart, some of them
sharing a bottle of wine or a
couple of beers. Outside the

railings we joined a tidy,
cheerful queue for the pissoir, a
rare and welcome find in
central London, even if it smelt
like an andouillette that had
just been sliced open.
Nopicnics
Soon after that walk
click-and-collect drinks were
banned, and the government
warned that taking exercise
with one other person must not
be a cover for socialising. After
some confusing briefings,
Downing Street confirmed that
walkers could pause for a
coffee but they must not turn
their rest break into a picnic.
Now on Cadogan Square,
James was telling me it should
come as no surprise if the rules
were tightened further because
people were taking too many
liberties. “The whole bubble
business is being abused,” he
announced, sweeping around
to pin me against the railings

‘‘

Things started to
change last autumn
when the friend
became increasingly
anxious about
meeting anyone
indoors, including
James, until she
wouldn’t let him
into her house at all.
He thought matters
might improve
when she got the
first jab

with a wintry glare. “It certainly wasn’t designed for you to
spend the whole of last weekend with your bubble enjoying
yourself.” I told him that was
precisely what it was designed
for and that the official guidance said members of a support
bubble could behave as if they
were part of the same household, even if that meant
enjoying themselves.
“I suppose it’s all a question
of interpretation,” he said.
I was going to contradict him
until it dawned on me that his
problem was not with my
bubble but his own. Months
earlier he had formed a bubble
with an old friend to whom he is
devoted, and the arrangement
worked out very well for a while
as they went on trips together
and met regularly for dinner.
Things started to change last
autumn when the friend
became increasingly anxious
about meeting anyone indoors,

Thousands demonstrate in Poland as
new legislation effectively bans abortion
Only remaining
circumstances are
in cases of rape,
incest or health risk

DENIS STAUNTON
London Editor

DEREK SCALLY

Officialalarm
Behind the scenes, however, official alarm at the protests saw
the government hold back on
publishing the ruling, making it
law.
Three months on, just after
11pm on Wednesday, the government published the ruling
in the official gazette, sparking
a new round of protests.
In Warsaw, thousands of
women’s rights protesters
marched to the PiS headquarters in defiance of pandemic
rules banning gatherings.
Smaller demonstrations were
held in other regional cities,
from Poznan to Krakow and

■ People take part in a large

pro-choice protest in Warsaw
on Wednesday night. Smaller
demonstrations were held in
other regional cities from
Poznan to Krakow. PHOTOGRAPH:

constitutional court judge
Leon Kieres: “The state should
provide women with the necessary help, not force them to be
heroic.” She added: “PiS does
the opposite.”

even bigger demonstrations
are planned. “This is not over
yet,” wrote Wanda Nowicka, an
opposition MP and pro-choice
campaigner. On Twitter she
warned the government: “You
have not yet won this war
against women and you are not
going to win.”
Malgorzata Kidawa-Blonska, a leading opposition MP and
deputy Sejm speaker, tweeted a
line from a dissenting ruling by

‘Cynicalfanaticism’
Former Polish prime minister
Donald Tusk said it was important to defend the rights of Polish women “against the cynical
fanaticism of power”.
The battle over abortion
dates back to 1993 when the relatively liberal communist-era
abortion regime was replaced,
after energetic lobbying by Poland’s powerful Catholic
Church. One of Europe’s most
restrictive regimes followed
and, in 2019, 1,110 legal abor-
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‘‘

You have not
yet won this
war against women
and you are not
going to win
tions were carried out in Poland.
Polish women’s groups estimate that each year at least
130,000 Polish women have
abortions illegally either at
home or abroad.
The 1993 law has remained a
bone of contention for
anti-abortion and pro-choice
camps, with regular political
and legal flare-ups. Catholic
bishops continued to lobby successive governments to remove

A self-described German
neo-Nazi has been handed a
life sentence for shooting dead
a regional politician at
point-blank range.
Stephan Ernst (47), from
the southwestern state of
Hesse, admitted shooting Walter Lübcke (66) on June 2nd
2019, the first killing of a politician in postwar Germany.
Days after his arrest he revoked his confession but reversed that decision while on
trial in nearby Frankfurt, describing the killing as
“cowardly, wrong and terrible”.
Gravenature
Yesterday Frankfurt regional
court handed down a life sentence and, given then grave nature of the crime, imposed a
subsequent, open-ended period of detention.
An accomplice identified as
Markus H, who taught Ernst to
shoot, was handed an
18-month sentence for illegal
possession of firearms.

Prosecutors say he accompanied Ernst to far-right events
and public meetings during
the 2015-2016 refugee crisis.
It was at one such meeting in
a small town near Kassel in October 2015 that they heckled
Lübcke.
The regional Christian Democratic Union (CDU) governor
defended a new asylum home
in the town and said Angela
Merkel’s liberal refugee policy
– which led to the taking in of
more than one million people –
reflected Germany’s Christian
values.
“Whoever does not support
these values can leave this
country any time, if he doesn’t
agree,” said Lübcke in an outspoken speech that spread
through far-right circles and
made the little-known regional
leader a hate figure for neo-Nazis.
Four years later, the bill of indictment said Ernst “crept up
on his victim” at night and surprised him on his terrace while
he smoked.
The politician tried to stand
up, they pushed him back into
his chair and ordered him not

to move. When the politician
shouted “get lost”, Ernst said
he shot him at close range with
a revolver.
Lübcke’s son found his father dead in a pool of his own
blood at his home in Wolfhagen-Istha in the federal state
of Hesse.
Causedoutrage
The first killing of a politician
in postwar Germany caused
outrage, and prompted tighter
security for leading public figures.
Ernst was arrested after
DNA evidence linked him to
the crime scene but his defence
lawyer urged him to revoke his
confession.
In the early days of the trial,
his lawyer claimed his accomplice, Markus H, had supplied
the gun, got into an argument
with the politician and shot
him by mistake.
In his ruling, Judge Thomas
Sagbiel, heading a five-judge
panel, described the killing as a
“perfidious murder . . . with
racist and xenophobic elements based on a nationalist attitude”.

the right for abortions in the
case of severe foetal abnormalities. Their close alliance with
the ruling PiS, including pulpit
endorsements on election day,
paid off in October with the ruling of the constitutional court.
Its president Julia Przylebska, a close ally of Mr Kaczynski,
said abortions in cases of foetal
abnormality legalised “eugenic
practices with regard to an unborn child, thus denying it the
respect and protection of human dignity”.
As Poland’s constitution
guarantees a right to life, she
said, terminating a pregnancy
based on the health of the foetus amounted to a “forbidden
form of discrimination”.
Political observers see the

abortion ruling as the latest
stage in a cultural war that has
polarised Polish society in recent years.
Since taking office in 2015
PiS has pushed a radical reform
agenda to, it says, rid Polish society of remnants of the old communist regime, or problematic
post-communist structures and
elites.
Mr Kacyznski has woven the
abortion battle into this narrative, telling his voters, predominantly rural traditional and conservative Catholics, that
pro-choice campaigners are
mounting an “attack aimed at
destroying Poland, leading to
the triumph of forces which . . .
[would] end the history of the
Polish nation”.

Constitutional issues and
the future of the union are
powers reserved to Westminster and the 2014 referendum
took place after David Cameron’s government issued a section 30 order. Mr Johnson has
repeatedly ruled out granting
a section 30 order even if the
Scottish parliament votes in favour of a second referendum
and polls continue to show a
majority for independence.
Briefing journalists during
his visit to Glasgow and Edinburgh yesterday, he asked
what a second referendum
was intended to deliver.
“What happens to the pound?
What happens to the foreign
service? What happens to the
army? What happens to the
queen? What happens to our
security services?

Boris Johnson has used a visit
to Scotland to reject calls for a
second independence referendum, asserting that Britain’s
response to the coronavirus
pandemic strengthened the
case for the union.
The British prime minister’s Scottish visit, one of only
a handful since he took office
in 2019, came as 20 opinion
polls over the past six months
showed a majority in favour of
independence.
“My strong feeling is that
the whole country needs to
work together. I want to work
together with the devolved administration to get through
the pandemic and to bounce
back strongly the other side. I
think that’s the focus that people have. I think that talking
■ British
about another referendum is
prime minister
really not the priority of peoBoris Johnson:
ple,” he said.
What happens
“There was an independto the
ence referendum in 2014,
queen?
which was clearly advertised
by leading members of the
SNP I think, possibly, including the current first minister,
“None of these questions,
as a once-in-a-generation fundamental to statehood,
event. I think we should stick have been asked or answered.
to that.
To say you want a referendum
is a bit like saying you don’t
Jointefforts
mind what you eat, provided
“I don’t think that the people you eat it with a spoon. What’s
of Scotland or anywhere else it all about?”
are focusing on constitutional
The SNP dismissed the
wrangling or necessarily want prime minister’s visit as eviconstitutional wrangling to dence that he was panicking
displace our joint efforts, our over the rise in support for inenergies which should be fo- dependence and the party’s
cused on beating Covid, beat- deputy leader, Keith Brown,
ing the pandemic and bounc- accused him of aping Donald
ing back strongly together.”
Trump by attempting to block
Scotland’s first minister democracy.
Nicola Sturgeon this week
“Twenty polls in a row have
promised that if her Scottish shown that a majority of votNational Party (SNP) returns ers believe Scotland’s future
with a majority after next should be in Scotland’s hands
May’s Holyrood elections she – not Boris Johnson’s.”
will press ahead with a second
Editorial comment:
referendum even if Mr Johnpage 11
son declines to authorise it.

Uncertaintyas keyCatalonian
electioncampaign starts

German neo-Nazi who
murdered politician jailed
DEREK SCALLY
in Berlin

Johnson rejects
referendum on
visit to Scotland
Whole country needs to work together to
get through pandemic, says UK leader

Ruling the latest
stage in a cultural
war that has
polarised Poland

Thousands of Poles took to the
streets on Wednesday night in
protest against the introduction of new legislation effectively banning abortion.
It follows last October’s constitutional court ruling that outlawed abortions in the case of
foetal abnormalities. According to the ruling, which cannot
be appealed, the only remaining circumstances for a Polish
woman to end a pregnancy legally in her home country are in
cases of rape, incest or health
risk.
Recent figures suggest this
amounts to 2 per cent of total
terminations carried out annually in Poland.
The October ruling triggered street protests of more
than one million people,
crowds denounced as “nihilists” by Jaroslaw Kaczynski,
leader of the ruling national
conservative Law and Justice
(PiS) party.

Paul’s determination that they
must go through with their
walk even in freezing temperatures or driving rain. “If he says
‘There’s no such thing as the
wrong weather, only the wrong
clothes’ one more time I’m
actually going to kill him,”
James said. James might have
grabbed on to Paul’s offer of a
bubble as a lifeline but instead
he went into a panic, not
Grimweeks
Bubbles are collapsing all over wanting to let his friend down if
London, many of them entered he needed emotional support
but recoiling from the commitin haste before Christmas and
ment involved. The trouble
found wanting in the grim
with bubbles, he said, is that
weeks of lockdown that
followed. Soon after our walk
every small risk or transgresto Cadogan Square, James told sion has implications for the
rest of the bubble and even a
me his friend Paul had abandoned his Christmas bubble
walk with someone outside
and wanted the two of them to
must be negotiated or at least
form one. Paul and James meet reported.
“I don’t think I’m meant for a
for a walk a few times a week,
bubble. What do you think?” he
sometimes equipped with
flasks of bull shots or mulled
said. I said I thought he was
wine. They get on very well, and right. He gave me a suspicious
look.
the only source of friction is
including James, until she
wouldn’t let him into her house
at all. He thought matters
might improve when she got
the first jab of the vaccine, but
she told him she wouldn’t feel
comfortable until some time
after the second dose. “I don’t
think she’ll ever meet anyone
again,” he said.

GUY HEDGECOE
in Madrid

‘‘

When the
politician
shouted ‘get lost’,
Ernst (pictured)
said he shot him at
close range with a
revolver. Lübcke’s
son found his
father dead in a
pool of his own
blood
With huge public interest,
and Covid-19 restrictions, he
said he hoped the Lübcke family felt the trial had been fair,
but acknowledged their loss
was “impossible to gauge”.

The campaign ahead of a key
election in the Catalonia region
gets under way today, although
the threat of Covid-19 means
that there is still uncertainty
over whether the vote will be
held as scheduled.
Catalonia’s nationalist government initially called the election, for the region’s parliament, for February 14th. But,
earlier this month, a majority of
Catalan parties agreed to delay
the election until May, because
of concerns over coronavirus.
‘Stateofimpermanence’
The Catalan high court subsequently reinstated the original
election date, on a provisional
basis, in response to several appeals and it must issue a final decision by February 8th.
La Vanguardia newspaper
said the situation was further
proof that the northeastern
Spanish region “is living in a
constant state of impermanence”.Catalonia’s last election
was in 2017, after which the
pro-independence Together

for Catalonia (JxCAT) and Catalan Republican Left (ERC)
formed a coalition. However,
the two parties have been at loggerheads for months.
The regional government
was further destabilised after
the Spanish supreme court removed Catalan president Quim
Torra, of JxCAT, from office in
September for disobeying an order by the electoral board.
Polls suggest that ERC and
JxCAT, whose leading candidate is former Catalan president Carles Puigdemont, who is
in self-imposed exile in Belgium, will again vie to be the
dominant pro-independence
party. Meanwhile a surge in
polls by the Catalan Socialists
(PSC) suggests they are the
leading unionist force and
might even compete with the secessionist parties.
The PSC’s candidate for president of Catalonia is Salvador
Illa, who shot to prominence as
the Spanish health minister
when Covid-19 struck. This
week, he stepped down from
the Socialist-led national government to start campaigning.
Although his management of

the pandemic has been fiercely
criticised by the opposition, his
moderate manner is seen as a
potential vote winner in a region which has seen years of bitter political conflict. “I’m taking on a new responsibility
which I’m guessing will not be
easy either,” Mr Illa said at his
farewell press conference.
Thirdwave
As Covid infection rates continued to rise earlier this month,
ERC was opposed to maintaining the February 14th election
date and has claimed that the
Catalan High Court ruled in accordance with the political wishes of the Socialists.
However, the nationalist parties received a boost yesterday
when eight of the politicians
and civic leaders who were
jailed for their role in a 2017
failed independence drive were
granted third-degree penitentiary status, meaning they can
take part in campaigning during the day. Among them is
ERC leader Oriol Junqueras.
Although the third wave of
the pandemic appears to have
eased off in recent days in Cata-

‘‘

Polls suggest
that ERC and
JxCAT, whose
leading candidate is
former Catalan
president Carles
Puigdemont (above)
will again vie to be
the dominant
pro-independence
party

lonia, restrictions are still in
place on businesses, bars and
restaurants and travel is restricted. The campaign is expected to be dominated by digital events and small gatherings.
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Decadent old bunch show lack of empathy for younger generation

S

Denis
Staunton
LondonLetter
Lockdown has
brought nothing
welcome to
most people

waddled in thick coats
and blankets, the
birthday party were
shivering around a table
strewn with dead bottles,
half-empty glasses and plates
scarred with the frozen remains of their lunch.
By the time the cake arrived,
two of the candles had already
given up the fight and the
others looked as if they were
sputtering out their last.
“Thirty again,” the birthday
girl said, and everybody
laughed – and all of us on the
other tables sang Happy
Birthday and clapped while the
French restaurant staff looked
on in silent disdain.
Her daughter, who will not
see 30 again either, was keen to
move on because she had
booked a three-hour slot

outside a pub around the
corner for the next stage of the
celebrations. But the others
were in no hurry and the
birthday girl was feeling
philosophical.
Rudestwaiters
“Say what you like about the
lockdown . . .” she said. I
interrupted her to say that if
she was going to say anything
complimentary about the
lockdown or tell us about
lessons learned, I wanted to
take back my Happy Birthday.
“The French eat outside all
the time, and the Spanish. And
now we’re doing it. Why didn’t
we do it before?” she said.
I could think of at least 20
reasons, starting with my icy
extremities. But they were not
enough keep us away from

windy terraces and wobbly
tables set up in parking spaces
– literally in the gutter – when
outdoor hospitality reopened
in England this week.
The restaurant the birthday
party chose has some of the
rudest waiters in London, one
of whom told me that a table of
two on Tuesday asked him to be
even ruder. “If you’re not
horrible to us, we won’t feel
we’ve really been to a French
restaurant,” they told him.
Some of the streets in Soho
are closed to traffic from 5pm
every evening to allow for more
tables, and a busy evening
there on Monday provoked the
usual outrage about young
people enjoying themselves.
Elsewhere in London, most
restaurants will remain closed
until May 17th, when indoor

‘‘

There’s a contract.
We stayed at home
so you wouldn’t die.
Now you can stay at
home until we can
all go out

hospitality reopens.
Even then, it is not clear how
many tables they will be
allowed to serve because the
government has yet to publish
its social distancing review,
which will decide how far we
must remain apart indoors.
This review is linked to another
on vaccine passports, which
could allow those who are
vaccinated or have had coronavirus to enter bars and clubs
where no social distancing is
allowed.
A friend half my age surprised me the other day by
saying she thought nobody
should be able to use vaccine
passports to go to clubs or to
travel abroad until everyone in
the country had been offered a
vaccination. I asked her what
skin it was off her nose.

“It’s a lot of skin off my nose.
My whole nose is gone,” she
said. “There’s a contract. We
stayed at home so you wouldn’t
die. Now you can stay at home
until we can all go out.”
It was hard to argue with,
although I had to tell her it had
not occurred to me before and
when I asked my older friends
later, none of them had spared
a thought for intergenerational
fairness either. Shocked by our
lack of imagination and
empathy, I told my friends what
a selfish, decadent old bunch
they were.

could sit down and have a drink
while he did the crossword.
When the waiter went inside to
find out, I asked him why he
was doing the crossword so
late.
“I save it up,” he said. “I find
if I go for a long walk around 11
that takes me up to lunchtime
and the rest of the day is not so
long if I still have the crossword.”
I was thinking it would be
hard to begrudge him any
advantage a vaccine passport
would bring and that for all the
lockdown’s alleged value in
reminding us what really
matters, it has brought nothing
Crossword
As our lunch outside the
welcome to most people, young
French restaurant wound up
and old.
late in the afternoon, an old
The waiter came out and
gentleman with a copy of the
said sorry, none of the empty
Times under his arm asked if he tables around us was available.

Bullfighting becomes yet another focus of Germany
conflict between left and right in Madrid to wait for
Curevac
approval
Guy
Hedgecoe

Health minister says it is not
possible to issue emergency permit

inMadrid

Supporting tradition
means defence of
freedom, says
regional president
For the last year, Spain’s bullrings have been mostly empty,
with Covid-19 restricting the
staging of bullfights and crippling the industry. But in Madrid, the tradition has suddenly
taken centre stage in the campaign ahead of a local election,
becoming yet another focus of
conflict between left and right.
Describing bullfighting as “a
centuries-old tradition which is
part of our identity as a people
and which brings to mind the
deepest human values”, the
president of the Madrid region,
Isabel Díaz Ayuso, has unveiled
plans to jump-start the sector.
Speaking at a tribute to Víctor Barrio, a matador who was
gored to death by a bull in 2016,
Ayuso said her administration
planned to organise 18 bullfights in small towns in the coming months. Pointing to the
12,000 jobs the industry creates in her region, she also announced ¤3 million in subsidies
for Madrid’s bull breeders this
year.
With the bullfighting season
running from spring to autumn, no corridas have been
held in the capital’s renowned
Las Ventas bullring since October 2019 and the 2020 season
was virtually wiped out due to
Covid. This year, events are being organised as the season gets
under way, although they will
depend on the development of
the pandemic, which is entering a fourth wave in Spain.
The Madrid regional government is hoping to hold a bullfight on May 2nd, a local holiday, in Las Ventas, with a roster
of high-profile toreros. Two
days later, the people of the region will vote in an election
whose result, polls suggest, is
finely balanced. Although Ayuso and her Popular Party (PP)
are clear favourites to win, her
ability to secure a governing majority is uncertain.

DEREK SCALLY
in Berlin

■ Matador Daniel Luque

celebrates his performance
during a bullfight in Moron de
la Frontera in southern Spain.
The bullring reopened at
20 per cent capacity due to
Covid-19 safety regulations.
PHOTOGRAPH: GETTY IMAGES

On the same day that Ayuso
outlined her plans, the candidate for Madrid president for
the leftist Podemos party, Pablo Iglesias, called for all bullfighting subsidies to be withdrawn. He also said Madrid’s
Centre for Bullfighting Affairs
should be closed down, describing it as “an empty entity which
has no responsibilities”.
Iglesias recently stepped
down as deputy prime minister
from Spain’s coalition government in order to run in the Ma-

drid election, which is seen as
reflecting left/right divisions nationwide.
Ayuso has used the slogan
“freedom or communism” during the campaign, casting herself as the defender of capitalist, libertarian values against
what she says is a radical left.
Under her leadership, Madrid has relatively few Covid-related restrictions in place, with
shops, bars and restaurants remaining open and operating almost as normal in recent
months. Madrid currently has
about 350 coronavirus cases
per 100,000 inhabitants, the
third-highest rate in Spain, after Navarre and the Basque
Country.
A 2019 poll for El Español
news site showed that only a
quarter of Spaniards are actively in favour of bullfighting. How-

ever, Ayuso has sought to link
the tradition to her broader libertarianism.

‘‘

I don’t think
you can
compare the
freedom of Spain to
a bullring
“When you take into account
how its critics often behave, the
defence of bullfighting is today,
more than ever, the defence of
freedom,” she said, accusing its
detractors of wanting “to present a Manichean vision of
Spain”.
Her comments drew a withering response from José Bono, a
veteran Socialist politician,
who is known to be a bullfighting fan.

Polish rights watchdog to be removed
JAMES SHOTTER
in Warsaw

Poland’s top court has ruled
that the country’s human
rights ombudsman must leave
office, clearing the way for the
removal of a figure who has often been a thorn in the side of
the ruling Law and Justice-led
coalition.
Adam Bodnar’s five-year
term as ombudsman expired in
September. But he has continued in the role – where his responsibilities include ensuring
that state institutions respect
citizens’ rights – because the
ruling coalition and opposition
parties have been unable to
agree on a successor.
Yesterday, Poland’s constitutional court, which had been
petitioned by MPs from Law
and Justice (PiS), ruled that
the provision that allowed Mr
Bodnar to stay in office until a
successor took over was unconstitutional.
It added that the provision
would cease to apply after

three months, whereupon Mr
Bodnar will have to step down
even if no replacement has
been agreed.
The constitutional court’s
ruling comes amid broader
concerns about the erosion of
checks and balances under the
PiS-led coalition, which came
to power in 2015 pledging a radical reshaping of the Polish
state.
Claque
Since then it has reduced Poland’s public media to a claque,
and carried out a series of
far-reaching judicial changes
that critics say erode judicial independence, including by effectively neutering the constitutional court and appointing loyalists to its ranks.
Announcing the decision
yesterday, Stanislaw Piotrowicz, a former PiS MP and Communist-era prosecutor who
was nominated to the constitutional court by PiS in 2019, said
that a term of office was a
“strictly defined period, ex-

ceeding which cannot be allowed”.
“The legislators set the term
of office of the ombudsman at
five years, which means that it
cannot last longer,” he said.
However, Mr Bodnar said
ombudsmen had previously
served longer than their term,
in one case for 7½ months,
without this being questioned,
and expressed concerns that
the government could use the
ruling as an opportunity to install a more malleable successor.
“The judgment, after this
three-month period, will mean
the destruction of the independence of the office of the
ombudsman” he said, adding
that the “ultimate risk” of the
ruling was that it would allow
the need for parliament to
agree on a compromise candidate to be circumvented.
Sebastian Kaleta, deputy justice minister, backed the
court’s ruling, saying Mr Bodnar’s term had “ended long
ago”.

The constitutional court’s
ruling is likely to put further
pressure on relations between
Warsaw and Brussels, which
have already been strained by
the PiS judicial overhaul.
PiS insists that the judicial
changes are necessary to overhaul an inefficient system that
had not been sufficiently reformed since the collapse of
communism.
But the changes have
sparked a series of law suits
from Brussels, and Christian
Wigand, a spokesman for the
European Commission, expressed further “concern”
over the ruling on the ombudsman.
“It is of paramount importance to ensure that this institution, which defends citizens’
rights, and plays an important
role for upholding the rule of
law, remains independent,
that its activity is not hindered,
and that its effective operation
is preserved,” he told a press
conference. – Copyright The Financial Times Limited 2021

“I don’t think you can compare the freedom of Spain to a
bullring,” he said, pointing to
the repression that many
left-leaning Spaniards suffered
during the 1939-1975 dictatorship of Francisco Franco.
“To put it mildly, this shows a
mental weakness on the part of
the president of Madrid, who
should not offend those who
have defended freedom,” he
added.
Parties on the right tend to
voice support for bullfighting
more than those on the left,
such as Podemos, which openly
opposes the practice, although
the Socialists have a more ambivalent stance to the issue.
One of Spain’s biggest bullfighting festivals, the Feria de
Abril in Seville, was scheduled
to begin this Sunday. The company organising the event of-

fered to give spectators free antigen tests before each bullfight
to ensure that all those attending have either tested negative
recently or have been vaccinated. However, with disagreement between the Andalucía local government and organisers
over social distancing and numbers of spectators allowed, the
staging of the festival has been
put in doubt right up until the
last moment.
Peruvian matador Andrés
Roca Rey warned that politics
was to blame for the uncertainty leading up to this and other
festivals.
“The discriminatory treatment of bullfighting is nothing
to do with healthcare concerns,” he said, describing it as
“an industry which has been forgotten and victimised by political interests”.

Berlin has quashed speculation it is to issue an emergency
permit for the German-developed Curevac vaccine, insisting it will wait for approval
from the European Medicines
Agency (EMA).
Pressure to expedite the
rollout of Curevac, based on
similar mRNA technology to
BioNTech, comes as the EU
moves away from traditional
“vector” vaccine technology
used in the AstraZeneca and
Johnson & Johnson vaccines.
Germany’s federal health
minister Jens Spahn yesterday insisted he would wait for
EMA approval on Curevac, expected in May or June.
“There’s no data yet, so it’s not
possible to issue an emergency permit.”
As a third wave of Covid-19
squeezes German intensive
care capacity, almost 18 per
cent of the population has
been given at least one jab.
Similar to elsewhere in Europe, Germany’s vaccination
schedule has been thrown into
chaos by the indefinite suspension of the Johnson & Johnson
rollout amid concerns over
rare but serious blood clots.
Similar concerns have
prompted Germany’s decision
to restrict the AstraZeneca
vaccine to over-60s.
‘Massivepressure’
Given these difficulties, Social
Democratic (SPD) health
spokesman Karl Lauterbach
called for a national permit for
Curevac, developed in Tübingen in southern Germany, as a
way to ease “massive pressure” on the health service.
“If Curevac works similarly
well to BioNTech or Moderna,
which is to be expected, the
vaccine should be approved as
quickly as possible and deployed,” said Dr Lauterbach, a
respected health expert and
medical doctor. “Things take
too long with EMA, as we saw
with BioNTech.”

Similar to BioNTech and
the US Moderna vaccine, Curevac is based on innovative messenger RNA (mRNA) technology. Unlike traditional “vector”
vaccines, which deliver a
harmless variant of the virus
to trigger an immune response, mRNA vaccines deliver genetic code into human
cells, instructing them to produce components of the targeted virus.
Trumpoffer
While the UK prioritised the
AstraZeneca vector vaccine,
co-developed with Oxford University, Germany’s federal government invested heavily in
mRNA research and development of BioNTech and Curevac.
Last June. Berlin took a
23 per cent stake in Curevac,
through an investment of
¤300 million, and also provided ¤375 million in capital for
BioNTech.
Though BioNTech was the
first mRNA vaccine to market,
Curevac scientists say its
two-jab product is more flexible as it can be stored for three
months at regular refrigerator temperatures.
After rebuffing a buy-out offer from the Trump administration last year, Curevac
chief executive Franz-Werner
Haas says its Europe-focused
production and delivery will
deliver 300 million doses this
year and a billion next year.
On Wednesday, European
Commission president Ursula
von der Leyen announced an
additional 50 million BioNTech doses for the EU, and
praised the Mainz-based company as a “reliable partner”.
Her commission would, she
said, in future “focus on technologies that have proven
their worth”.
A commission spokesperson declined to comment on reports yesterday that next year
Brussels will lapse its contracts with vector-vaccine producers Johnson & Johnson
and AstraZeneca.

Court rules Berlin’s rent cap ‘void’
extent that the federal level has
not exercised its legislative powers conclusively,” the judges
Germany’s constitutional court found, noting that chancellor
has dismissed as “void in its en- Angela Merkel’s administratirety” a rent cap imposed by tion had introduced its own
“rent brake” legislation in
Berlin’s state government.
In February 2020, Berlin’s 2015.
ruling senate, led by the Social
Loopholes in that federal law
Democratic Party (SPD), enacted a law freezing rents for the
city’s 1.5 million tenants.
The law, a response to a spike
in the cost of housing in the capi- The estimated number of
tal, was challenged by property Berliners allowed pay a
owners and members of the cen- reduced rent
tre-right Christian Democratic
Union (CDU) on technical
grounds and as a breach of con- prompted Berlin’s senate to
stitutional rights on property move ahead with a more
far-reaching state version in
ownership.
Yesterday’s ruling did not ad- February of last year, freezing
dress the constitutional proper- rents and imposing upper rentty question but instead dis- al limits on existing and new tenmissed the Berlin rental cap on ancy agreements based on housa technicality, as an intrusion ing tables.
on competences of the federal
Based on these tables, an estigovernment.
mated 330,000 Berliners have
“The Länder [states] are only been allowed pay a reduced
authorised to enact their own rent since last November at the
legislation so long as and to the latest, with some even entitled
DEREK SCALLY
in Berlin

330,000

to money back on rents above
statutory limits.
With the rent cap now void,
and their original rents once
again valid, all Berliners affected are now obliged to repay the
outstanding rent.
The ruling is a huge setback
for Berlin’s centre-left coalition
of SPD, Greens and Left Party.
They made the capital’s housing question a core political platform, arguing the rental cap
would provide a breather for
tenants until new social housing came on stream.
The court’s decision is likely
to push Germany’s growing
housing crisis higher up the
agenda in September’s federal
election. Berlin’s SPD leader
Franziska Giffey said the ruling
illustrated the need “to improve tenant protection at federal level”. Local SPD officials
who lobbied for the rent cap insisted they would continue
their campaign as “apartments
are not a product like any other,
they are people’s homes”.
Berlin’s opposition CDU lead-

er Burkard Dregger attacked
the ruling senate for “agreeing,
against their better judgment,
an unconstitutional law and for
making an ineffective promise
for lower rents”.
In a rare moment of agreement, property owners and tenants’ associations say the cap
has triggered a sharp reduction
in the number of rental properties on the market – with many
landlords holding back until after the rental cap ruling.
Market research shows that
rents in Berlin, a tenant’s paradise for most of the post-wall
era, have jumped 44 per cent in
the past five years alone. Compared with a decade ago, rents
in several popular areas have
spiked 99 per cent.
Driving the surge are new arrivals and hordes of private and
institutional investors looking
for a safe harbour for their money. Rising land prices mean that
only higher-end apartment
blocks make economic sense
for builders, squeezing the affordable end of the market.
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Convivial summer on the cards as London gets back into social swing

T

Denis
Staunton
LondonLetter
Restaurants and
bars serving indoors
again but are
desperate for staff
after exodus of
young Europeans

he guests were full of
wickedness and sparkle,
our hostess had a keen
eye and a heavy pour
and the air was alive with
slander about some of the
highest figures in the land.
Everyone except me was in
their mid-80s and full of vigour
after more than a year in
hibernation and we said hello
with gentle hugs, careful kisses
and strong handshakes.
London is still subject to
some social distancing restrictions but in most of the ways
that count, life is going back to
the old ways and we are sliding
easily into familiar habits. Bars
and restaurants are serving
indoors again and the extra
space between tables feels like
a blessing, as does not having to
crowd around the bar shouting
an order.
Sitting at the counter of my

friend Wafae’s Italian restaurant around the corner the
other day, I tried not to look
and pretended not to listen
while she terrorised her latest
recruit.
“You’ll love me and then
you’ll hate me for a long time
but after that you’ll love me
again. You’ll wake up in the
night thinking about me,” she
was saying.
It was hard to tell beneath
her face mask but the young
recruit didn’t seem too distressed and a few minutes later
I heard her giggling while her
boss performed an operatic
display of despair over yet
another mistake in placing a
knife or a glass on a table.
“She’s good for me because
she needs the job and I need
her,” Wafae told me.
Like most restaurants in
London, hers is desperate for

staff as the end of lockdown
revealed how many of the
young Europeans who feed and
flatter the capital’s bourgeoisie
had left for good.
Many who went home to sit
out the pandemic have stayed
away because the post-Brexit
immigration system is so
unwelcoming and unpredictable.
Treasuredguests
EU citizens who have applied
for settled status in Britain but
spent more than six out of 12
months abroad had to be back
by December 31st last year to
keep their place.
Stories of EU citizens
arriving at British airports
being held in detention centres
are a further disincentive,
along with a general sense of
not being treasured guests in
the country.

Restaurant staff who are
trained and reliable can shop
around for pay and conditions
and the going rate for waiting
staff of £15 an hour has shot up
to £20.
For small restaurants like

‘‘

You’ll love me
and then
you’ll hate me for a
long time but after
that you’ll love me
again
Wafae’s, tight margins mean
the only option is to increase
prices along with wages and
that’s what many have been
doing.
Fortunately, entertaining at
home is still a novelty and
everyone seems to be bending
the rules to fit in one or two

around the table above the
permitted six. Not everyone
has the flawless instinct of my
octogenarian hostess and at a
friend’s house the other day
every glass ran dry while he
ploughed on with an endless
monologue.
“It’s funny how warm an
empty glass gets in your hand,”
is what Brendan Behan used to
say at moments like this.
Our host was telling us about
his self-improving achievements during lockdown, in
words that fell on fallow
ground among those of us who
have given our lives to self-disimprovement.
Tarot
Most lockdown achievements
didn’t amount to much more
than losing a few kilos or
learning to bake bread but two
women at the table next to me

at a Polish restaurant in
Kensington had a better story
to tell.
“We wrote a book together,”
one of them said.
“Good for you. What’s it
about?” I said.
“Tarot and business,” she
said.
One of them had worked in
human resources and she now
had a sideline in showing
companies how they could use
tarot cards to choose the best
candidate for a job. I was asking
myself if it was any less rational
a method as competency-based
interviews when she took a
small tin out of her bag.
“Pick a card and ask a
question,” she said.
“Not a yes or no question,
we’re not fortune tellers,” the
other one said.
The card I picked was the
King of Swords and my ques-

Hancock
denies lying
to Johnson
about virus

tion was what should I do next?
“What do you think?” one of
them said.
“I think bold and strong,
ambitious,” I said.
“Good, good. What else?”
they said.
After a few more of these
questions and some uninspired
answers from me about
strength and purpose – the
card showed a king holding a
sword – I voiced a protest.
“If you don’t mind me saying
so, I seem to be doing all the
work here,” I said as they
nodded and smiled.
When I asked if they actually
charged businesses to look at
cards and come up with their
own ideas, the smiles disappeared and one of them
narrowed her eyes and gave me
a long look.
“We call it intuitive self-reliance,” she said.

Touristswalknexttothe
Parthenonandapileof
concretesacksonthe
AcropolishillinAthenslast
week.Photograph:Aris
Messinis/AFP/GettyImages

UK health secretary defends himself
against allegations made by Cummings
Minister makes series of veiled digs at
former adviser’s conduct in government
JESSICA ELGOT

British health secretary Matt
Hancock has said he never lied
to Boris Johnson and defended himself against a slew of allegations made by Dominic
Cummings about his handling
of the coronavirus crisis, saying it was “telling” the prime
minister’s former aide had not
provided evidence.
At a parliamentary committee hearing into the British
government’s handling of the
pandemic, Mr Hancock barely
mentioned Mr Cummings by
name but made a series of
veiled digs at his conduct in
government.
He denied there had been
national shortages of PPE and
■ Matt

Hancock at the
committee
hearing into
handling of the
pandemic
a defended his target of carrying out 100,000 tests a day early in the pandemic, which Mr
Cummings claimed had
caused delay to a more badly
needed test-and-trace system.
Mr Hancock also defended
the government’s actions in
the run-up to the November
lockdown, a time when according to Mr Cummings – who
gave evidence to the inquiry
last month – Mr Johnson was
forcefully against another
lockdown. Mr Hancock said
the spread of the virus had
been far more regional at that
stage, in contrast to the initial
wave across the country.
“Decisions are made
through discussion,” he said.
“Of course, people have a tendency for one side of the argument or the other at times, but
actually at the moment everybody is very aligned.”
Despite verbal assurances,
Mr Cummings did not provide
written evidence for a number

of serious claims against Mr
Hancock and others, including Mr Johnson, according to
the committee’s co-chairman
Greg Clark, who said the allegations should be “counted as
unproven without it”.
Mr Hancock said it was “telling that no evidence has been
provided” about some of the
claims Mr Cummings made. “I
can be quite forceful when I’m
trying to get something
through if it needs to happen,”
he said. “But that’s what you
have to do, and crucially, you
have to bring the team with
you.”
The health secretary said he
had “no idea” why Mr Cummings held such a negative
view of him, but said he knew
the former aide had wanted
the prime minister to fire him,
adding that “he briefed the
newspapers at the time”.
“The best thing to say about
this, and this will be corroborated by lots of people in government, is that government
has operated better over the
past six months,” he said, in
reference to Mr Cummings’s
departure.
“Trust across the UK in the
measures that the government have taken has increased significantly. I’ve noticed as secretary of state that
it is now more efficient, more
effective, there’s better communication inside of government, there’s better sense of
teamwork, and that is so important in a pandemic, and the
public have undoubtedly noticed this improvement.”
Questioned as part of the
joint inquiry by the House of
Commons science and health
committees on May 26th, Mr
Cummings said Mr Hancock
should have been fired for “at
least 15 to 20 things – including lying to everybody on multiple occasions”.
Asked by Mr Clark if he had
ever said anything to the
prime minister that he knew
to be untrue, Mr Hancock replied: “No.” – Guardian

Acropolis row as concreting of site sparks outrage
Helena Smith

the fifth century BC site and current head of the Acropolis Monuments Conservation commitinAthens
tee, is regarded as a national
treasure in Greece. No man, say
supporters, knows more about
the Periclean treasure, or the sacred rock on which it stands.
But at 73, 70 years after he
was first taken as a child on the
shoulders of an uncle to visit the
temples, the architect has also
come under criticism for interventions conducted during lockdown and deemed to have gone
When seen through the eyes of too far.
Manolis Korres, the architect
who has long presided over the Masstourism
restoration of the Parthenon, The installation of a new paththe Acropolis needs no improve- way paved in reinforced conment at all.
crete across much of the hill’s
In the face of such architec- open space in the name of facilitural mastery, he thinks of him- tating people with disabilities
self more as a maestro of order, has been met with dismay. So,
making a monument that has too, has Korres’s proposed plan
survived explosions, fire, loot- to overhaul the ancient citaing and earthquakes more un- del’s majestic gateway, or Proderstandable to the public.
pylaia, by reinstating a Roman
“Many generations of schol- staircase that would both broadars have tried to bring order to en the entrance, correct previthis chaos, myself included,” he ous erroneous interventions
said, while taking in the maze of and return it to some of its origimarble slabs and scaffold- nal form.
ing-encased ruins around him.
Critics complain that both
“The issue is to safeguard what pander to mass tourism rather
is here. In a hospital you have to than saving the site from the
take care of patients, for me the ravages of time.
patients are stones.”
Prior to the pandemic, about
The wiry professor, a 3.5 million tourists made the asworld-renowned authority on cent to see the Acropolis, the

Installation of new
pathway and lift
criticised by
archaeologists and
called ‘a scandal’

Dutchsurvey findsonein10 female studentsraped
PETER CLUSKEY
in The Hague

One in 10 female third-level students in the Netherlands has
been raped, usually by someone she knows or has met before, according to a report
which also finds that educational institutions are not doing
enough to help the victims.
The report, carried out for
Amnesty International by research company I&O, surveyed
1,000 students at all academic
levels. It found that one in 100
male students had been raped.
“What’s most shocking is
that so many students are becoming the victims of rape in
such a short period of their
lives, typically the three or four
years while they’re studying”,
said Dagmar Oudshoorn, director of Amnesty Netherlands.
“These students, predominantly young people, should be

enjoying a period of educational development and self-fulfilment instead of having these
traumatic experiences that can
damage them for the rest of
their lives.”
Dutch law defines rape as sexual assault involving force or violence. However, pending new
legislation will define all

dents assaulted were aware of
who they should approach in
their educational institutions to
help them in the immediate aftermath.
Just three per cent said they
had reported the assault to a
university mentor, while 40 per
cent said they told nobody
about what had happened.

These
traumatic
experiences can
damage them for
rest of their lives

Significantgap
“While of course universities
and colleges are not responsible for the rape, they could certainly do more to help the victims and to create an environment where this is unacceptable”, said Amnesty’s Martine
Goeman in a radio interview.
“That is particularly true because in the majority of cases
the attackers were known to
the victims, from a party or a
date, for instance. We are not
talking about strange men hiding in the bushes.”

‘‘

non-consensual sex as rape,
with a jail term of nine years.
The test will be whether it can
be shown that the perpetrator
knew the victim did not want
sex.
The research shows that only
a small percentage of the stu-

The research also showed a
significant gap between male
and female respondents when
it came to their perceptions of
the circumstances surrounding
assaults. For example, 37 per
cent of young men, as against
25 per cent of young women, believed a woman was more likely
to be raped if she wore “sexy”
clothing.
Twenty-three percent of
men, as against eight percent of
women, said they believed a
woman who had had multiple
sexual partners was more likely
to be raped. And six per cent of
males, as against two per cent
of females, said they believed a
kiss after a date meant there
was consent to sex.
In Britain, a report by the education regulator, Ofsted,
warned yesterday that sexual
harassment had become “normalised” among school-age
children.

country’s most visited site.
In the six months that the
temples were closed to the public on account of Covid-19, a
new lift capable of carrying two
wheelchairs at a time was also
installed on the rock’s northern
flank, replacing an older elevator that had ceased to operate
years ago. That, too, has been
criticised as a modernist eyesore.
The alterations – the most significant on the site for more
than a century – replace an older pathway that followed the ancient Panathenaic way and was
much narrower in size.
Opposition has been fierce.
More than 3,500 signatories
have endorsed an open letter
on the online activist network
Avaaz calling for the pathways
to be removed and other projected changes to be cancelled.
Following the completion of
the corridors on the northern
and eastern area of the site,
plans are afoot to extend the
walkways west and south.
“It’s as if the Parthenon itself
has been lowered to street level
and surrounded by a cement
pavement,” said Despoina Koutsoumba, president of the Association of Greek Archaeologists.
“There has been a great deal of
pressure, especially from the
cruise industry, to increase visitor capacity so that even larger

crowds can be accommodated.”
Dr Tasos Tanoulas, until recently director of restorations
at the Propylaia, also deplored
the decision to cover so much of
the rock’s face with reinforced
concrete, saying the move
would lead inexorably to “degradation of the natural landscape and a devaluation of the
rock as a natural monument in
its own right, as a natural fort”.
In a letter to World Heritage

heritage site.
“The most scandalous thing,
perhaps, is that these works
have been carried out without
prior systematic study,” he
said. “They’re clearly an attempt to recreate an imagined
fifth century BC Acropolis, a
neo-classical colonialist and nationalist dream which converges with the government’s agenda for further commercialisation of the site.”
If proof were needed, he said,
French designer Christian Dior
will be among the first to take
It’s always
advantage of the new expanded
about
pathways with a fashion shoot
weighing
on the Acropolis next week.
Greece’s culture miniswhat is gained and ter,But
Lina Mendoni, a respected
what is lost
archaeologist herself, defended
the measures, saying they had
Watch – the Berlin-based body been ratified at multiple levels,
established to ensure that including the powerful central
prime sites are not sacrificed to archaeological council Kas.
economic interests – Tanoulas
argued the alterations ap- Ambulances
peared to “compete with and di- “They’ve all been approved by
minish” the architectural and people whose credibility cansculptural splendour of the not be disputed,” she said durmonuments.
ing a tour of the site. “Since
Yannis Hamilakis, a profes- 2004 [when Athens held the
sor of archaeology and modern Olympic Games] we’ve been
Greek studies at Brown Univer- talking about improving access
sity in Rhode Island, went fur- for people with disabilities.”
ther, saying the changes
Each year about 150 people
amounted to “a scandal of glob- are seriously injured negotiatal proportions” given the monu- ing the outcrop’s slippery limement’s significance as a world stone surface, she said. “Many

‘‘

break legs. Each incident is recorded in the site’s logbooks.
Whatever you do on the Acropolis ignites debate. If you don’t
do anything, you’re criticised; if
you do, you’re criticised.”
Tour guides gathered
around the monument’s ticket
booths on Wednesday agreed
the new pathways were overdue.
“There are ambulances up
here at least four times a week,”
said Athina Pitaki who has been
guiding visitors around the site
since 1978.
“I’ve been up here long
enough to see all the changes
and in reality it’s much better
now. It hasn’t affected the monuments. They’re still as impressive as ever and for the first
time people can enjoy them
without always fearing they’re
about to fall.”
Korres knows he is in for a
fight. Flooding at the site described as “a predictable consequence” of the new paving following heavy rains last December has intensified the outcry.
But it is controversy he appears
to relish.
“A hilltop can’t flood,” he
smiles. “Any intervention raises the issue of aesthetics and is a
controversial process. It’s always about weighing what is
gained and what is lost.”
– Guardian

Pope rejects German cardinal’s resignation
Pope Francis yesterday rejected German cardinal Reinhard
Marx’s resignation as archbishop of Munich over the Catholic
Church’s sexual abuse crisis,
saying he agreed that it was a
worldwide “catastrophe” but
that the prelate should stay on.
Cardinal Marx, one of Catholicism’s most influential liberal figures, offered to resign
earlier this month, saying he
had to share institutional responsibility for sexual abuse by
clerics over past decades.
In a letter to Cardinal Marx
written yesterday and released
by the Vatican, the pope said
he understood the motivation
behind the cardinal’s offer to
resign, but would not accept it.
“That is my answer, dear
brother. Continue as you suggest, but as Archbishop of Munich,” said the letter, written in
the pope’s native Spanish.
A former head of Germany’s

there. “I agree with you that
this is a catastrophe: the sad
history of sexual abuse and the
way the church approached it
until recently,” Pope Francis
said.

■ Cardinal Marx: said he had

to share church responsibility
for sexual abuse by clerics
Catholic bishops conference,
Cardinal Marx is not under any
suspicion of having participated in abuse or cover-ups.
The church is investigating
abuse allegations in another
German archdiocese, Cologne, after a report in March
found hundreds of victims

Schism
“Becoming aware of hypocrisy
in the way we live our faith is a
grace and a first step that we
must take. We have to take responsibility for this history,
both as individuals and as a
community. We cannot remain indifferent in the face of
this crime,” he said in the letter.
Declaring that “the whole
church is in crisis” over abuse,
the pope said it could no longer
take a “head-in-sand policy”
over the crisis. “Accepting the
crisis, as individuals and as a
community is the only fruitful
way,” he said.
A leading progressive, Cardi-

nal Marx is a proponent of the
“Synodal Path”, a movement
that aims to give lay Catholics
more influence over the running of the church and in issues
including appointment of bishops, sexual morality, priestly
celibacy and women’s ordination.
Conservatives have attacked the concept, saying it
could lead to a schism.
The last few years have seen
an accelerating exodus from
the church in Germany, with
liberal faithful queuing in Cologne to quit the church, protesting not only at abuse but
also over conservative attitudes toward same-sex relationships.
Germany’s church has an
outsized influence globally, in
part because of its wealth: taxes paid by members and collected by the government make it
the world’s richest. – Reuters

