
PARIS: France’s far-right National Front (FN)
failed to win a single region in elections Sunday
despite record results, as voters flocked to tradi-
tional parties to keep them out of power. With
presidential elections due in 2017, the anti-
immigration FN had hoped the regional polls
would act as a springboard for leader Marine Le
Pen.

But despite a best-ever national vote tally for
the FN, she was trounced by the right-wing
opposition in the northern Nord-Pas-de-Calais-
Picardie region after the ruling Socialists pulled
out of the race before the second round. Her 26-
year-old niece Marion Marechal-Le Pen was also
clearly defeated by the right-wing grouping in
the southern region that includes the glitzy
resorts of the Cote d’Azur, despite dominating
the first round last week.

The party had topped the vote in six of 13
regions on December 6, with a 28 percent
national share, propelled by anger over the
struggling economy and fears created by last
month’s jihadist attacks in Paris that left 130
dead. But exactly a month on from those
attacks, voters turned out in force-some 58 per-
cent took part, up from 50 percent in the first
round-and once again trounced the FN when it
came down to the wire. The ruling Socialists of
President Francois Hollande won in five regions,
while the centre-right alliance of his predecessor
Nicolas Sarkozy took seven.  Nationalists won in
Corsica.

One of the biggest upsets on Sunday came
in the Paris region, which shifted from left to
right for the first time in 17 years. Socialist Prime
Minister Manuel Valls warned that despite the
result “the danger of the far-right has not been
removed, far from it”.  Sarkozy, leader of the
Republicans party, praised the voters who

turned out on Sunday but said “the warnings” of
the first round must not be forgotten. 

‘Everybody loses’ 
The front page of conservative daily Le

Figaro announced “The right wins, the left holds
up, the FN falls”, but the Catholic newspaper Le
Croix was more succinct, saying only “Everybody
loses”. In an editorial titled “Not a victory but the
absence of defeat”, left-wing Liberation said it
was fear of the far-right which had mobilised the
left, rather than any renewed enthusiasm for the
Socialist Party. Final results showed Le Pen
scored around 42 percent to nearly 58 percent
for her right-wing rival Xavier Bertrand in the
economically depressed north.

Her niece took around 45 percent of the vote
to nearly 55 percent for her right-wing rival in
the FN’s traditional stronghold in Provence-
Alpes-Cote-d’Azur. Both women had easily won
the first round.  In a combative speech to sup-
porters after polls closed, Le Pen said “nothing
can stop us now”.

“In its northern and southern bastions we’ve
eradicated the evil-doing Socialist Party,” she
said. “By tripling our number of councilors, we
will be the main opposition force in most of the
regions of France,” she added.

‘De-demonized’ party 
The FN has topped European and local polls

over the past two years, bolstering Le Pen’s
claim that it is now “the first party of France”.
The party also recorded its best-ever score
Sunday with 6.8 million votes nationally, up
from just over six million in the first round and
6.4 million for Marine Le Pen in her 2012 presi-
dential bid, when overall turnout was consider-
ably higher. — AFP 

THE HAGUE: A hastily abandoned suitcase,
an overturned wine glass and a radio blaring
a warning “to leave now”. A unique museum
is giving Dutch school kids a scarily real
glimpse of life as a refugee. In a school outing
with a difference, teenagers Amy and Sona
visited the museum in The Hague, opened in
2010 by the Dutch Red Cross to raise aware-
ness of the work of organizations helping
those fleeing war and poverty.

Only moments into their tour of
Humanity House, the girls, both 16, were
issued with “a visa” allowing them to start
their journey towards the security of zone B.
And even though this was a staged trip, both
had a few heart-stopping moments as they
symbolically traced the steps of hundreds of
thousands of people who leave their lives
behind to make the perilous journey to
Europe’s shores. After setting off, “the trip
becomes a journey into the unknown, where
they have to confront several dangers and
uncertainties,” said Lisette Mattaar, the muse-
um’s director. “They have to make difficult
choices to reach a safe country.” The museum,
dubbed the only one of its kind in the world,
welcomed some 30,000 visitors in 2014 com-
pared with 14,000 at the beginning. But with
migrants now arriving daily in Europe interest
in the refugee issue and demand for tours
has grown. But careful-the experience is said
to be so realistic, parents are warned it is not
suitable for children under 10.

“Schoolkids are bombarded with images
and information about refugees, migration
and asylum policies without often having all
the right context,” said Audrey Mussoni, who
speaks to the children after the tour. “They

hear a lot of figures, but don’t know how to
put them into perspective, and none of this
information is given a human face,” she
added. “With this trip, we hope to instill some
empathy so they learn to think about these
issues for themselves.”

Running out of the first area set up as a
house, the two girls found themselves in a
labyrinth of dark corridors echoing with the
sounds of barking dogs and the strident
shouts of policemen. A sign hanging on a
door asked: “Choose! Your possessions or
your life?” Images of the horrors and woes of
the refugees’ long march to Europe played
across the walls, filmed by researchers among
real people. It’s always the little things that
strike home the most, said Mattaar.

‘Anguish, sadness and hope’ 
After filling out piles of paperwork in the

hope that they may be one day reunited with
their families, Amy and Sona arrived at the
border area to be greeted by brusque guards.
“Where’s your visa for zone B? What is the
address, first name and family name of your
friends? What are you going to do in zone B?”

The pre-taped voice snapped a series of
relentless questions at the teenagers, who
became visibly more ill-at-ease with each
passing minute. “We hear a lot of stories
about what it means to be a refugee and how
difficult it is,” said Sona. “Even if it’s just a little
bit, we get an idea of what they are going
through.” The experience was even more per-
sonal for Sona, as her parents fled Armenia
before she was born. But the painful memo-
ries of their flight to the Netherlands are nev-
er really discussed among her family. — AFP 

PRISTINA: Opposition lawmakers released tear
gas yesterday in Kosovo’s parliament as they
once again tried to pressure the government
into renouncing deals with Serbia and
Montenegro. Clouds of smoke from two tear gas
canisters forced lawmakers out of the debating
chamber. The parliamentary session restarted
later in another room without the presence of

opposition lawmakers. An opposition political
party, the Alliance for Kosovo’s Future, said one
of its lawmakers, Pal Lekaj, was arrested, alleged-
ly for using tear gas.

Meanwhile, police dispersed dozens of oppo-
sition supporters throwing stones and paint out-
side the building. There were no reports of any
injuries. Over the past three months, the opposi-

tion has blocked Kosovo’s parliament with tear
gas, pepper spray, whistles and water bottles to
protest the deals and their supporters have held
violent protests in Pristina.

One of the deals gives more powers to ethnic
Serbs in Kosovo while the other demarcates the
border with Montenegro. Kosovo declared inde-
pendence from Serbia in 2008, an act that Serbia
still rejects. The two countries have been holding
European Union-mediated talks to overcome
their differences. Glauk Konjufca of the Self-
Determination Movement told reporters the
opposition would continue different forms of
pressure on the government “to make it under-
stand that the Aug 25 deals ... cannot pass in
Kosovo and that the opposition is determined to
use all the methods so these two deals damag-
ing Kosovo’s statehood are not applied.”

US Ambassador Greg Delawie, who was at
parliament, criticized yesterday’s incident. He
repeated the warning from US Secretary of State
John Kerry, who visited two weeks ago, that par-
liament is “where meaningful debates on public
policy are conducted, where people can listen to
each other peacefully.”

If the government refuses to halt the deals,
the opposition wants a referendum on the issues
or a new election. The government, the presi-
dent and the international community have
called for dialogue. The deal on Serb minority
rights is suspended until Kosovo’s constitutional
court rules on its legality. The government,
which accuses the opposition of trying to seize
power by force, has said it will ask international
experts to decide on the border demarcation
with Montenegro. — AP 

I N T E R N AT I O N A L

KARLSRUHE: German Chancellor Angela Merkel
pledged yesterday to reduce a massive refugee influx
but insisted on keeping the door open to the world’s
neediest, drawing a rousing standing ovation from
her party.

After weeks of infighting over the expected arrival
of around one million asylum seekers to Germany
this year, Merkel appeared to unite her conservative
Christian Democratic Union (CDU) behind a centrist
line of generosity with clear limits.

She drew loud applause as she repeated her rally-
ing cry “We can do it” during an impassioned hour-
long speech, capped by nine minutes in which the
1,000 delegates took to their feet to cheer their chan-
cellor, who beamed and waved to the crowd.

‘Reduce the number’ 
Merkel appealed to the venerable party’s sense of

history, saying that the same strength that allowed it
“to rebuild from the rubble of the war to create the
economic miracle, and to go from division to a reuni-
fied country” would get Germany through the
refugee crisis. Even in the face of demands from the
right wing of the party for an upper limit on newcom-
ers, Merkel insisted Germany would never seal its bor-
der.

“We want to tangibly reduce the number of
refugees arriving,” Merkel said. “With an approach
focused on the German, European and global level,
we will succeed in regulating and limiting migration.”

But she said Germany had a “moral and political” duty
as Europe’s top economic power to continue to help
the world’s desperate people, particularly those from
war-ravaged Syria. “We will live up to our humanitari-
an responsibility,” she said.

The gathering of around 1,000 delegates in the
southwestern city of Karlsruhe was seen as one of the
most important of Merkel’s 15-year tenure at the
helm of the party. After weeks of internal debate, the
CDU was at pains to stage a show of unity ahead of
three key state elections in March and a decision next
year whether Merkel will stand for a fourth term in
the 2017 general election.

‘Big heart, no strategy’ 
Ahead of an EU summit this week, Merkel said she

was banking on a multi-pronged approach to cut
refugee numbers, urging bolstered protection for the
bloc’s external borders, support for Turkey to host
refugees long-term, and a long-shot bid for a distri-
bution scheme among EU member states.

She also touted a range of measures already
undertaken in Germany including extending a list of
safe countries of origin, expediting repatriation of
rejected asylum seekers and beefing up staffing to
process applicants. 

Merkel is widely seen as Europe’s most influential
leader and bagged the “Person of the Year” award
from TIME magazine last week and the Financial
Times yesterday. But her open-door stance has drawn

fire at home and in many corners of Europe, with crit-
ics accusing her of having a big heart but no clear
strategy.

The chancellor won a battle with the right-wing of
the CDU in the run-up to the gathering by torpedo-
ing its bid to set a cap on the number of asylum seek-
ers Germany would take in-a proposal she has
denounced as immoral and unconstitutional. The
compromise text, due to be passed later yesterday,
instead calls for a “tangible reduction of asylum seek-
ers and refugees”.

Germany is divided roughly down the middle by
the refugee issue, with a poll on Friday showing 49
percent opposed Merkel’s stance while 47 percent
supported it. The CDU has grown jittery as the disaf-
fection has given a boost to the right-wing populist
AfD party, which has soared to 10 percent in some
polls. “Many traditional voters feel homeless,” news
weekly Der Spiegel wrote in its current cover story
headlined “The Anxious Nation”. 

Nevertheless, the CDU has recovered its footing in
the polls after a steep drop in the autumn and is now
tallying about 39 percent, just 2.5 points off its 2013
showing in the general election. The SPD, which has
been riven between centrists and leftists since Merkel
booted then Chancellor Gerhard Schroeder out of
office in 2005, trails far behind at about 24 percent.
Merkel also has no clear challenger within her party,
as even CDU critics acknowledge that she is their
strongest asset at the polls. — AFP 

Merkel draws cheers for 
centrist line on refugees

Pledge to reduce the influx of migrants

KARLSRUHE: German Chancellor and Christian Democratic Union (CDU) leader Angela Merkel addresses the CDU annual
federal congress. — AFP 
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PRISTINA: Members of the Parliament disperse after a tear gas was launched by oppo-
sition lawmakers in the Kosovo’s parliament. — AFP 

Kosovo oppn releases 
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Dutch school kids get 
taste of refugee life

PARIS: French opposition right-wing Les Republicains (LR) party top can-
didate for the regional elections in the Ile-de-France region Valerie
Pecresse waves at press conference after the announcement of the second
round of French regional elections. — AFP

French far-right fails to win 
a single region in elections

MADRID: In the main plaza of a wealthy sub-
urban bastion of Spain’s ruling Popular Party,
volunteers hand out campaign pamphlets
trumpeting economic gains ahead of
Sunday’s national election. Sipping an
espresso nearby, toy company executive
Miguel Sanchez describes the new
Mercedes-Benz company car he’ll soon get,
thanks to rising sales for his firm following
years of tough times.

Downtown in a trash-strewn blue-collar
stronghold of the Socialist Party, unem-
ployed lawyer Maria Uribe rails against sky-
high joblessness, a seemingly endless string
of political corruption cases, tax hikes and
public service cutbacks pushed through
Parliament in the past four years.

The differing views from Sanchez and
Uribe on the state of Spain reflect deep divi-
sions among voters about their country and
its economic fortunes as it approaches a cru-
cial ballot that will decide whether the gov-
ernment will stay conservative, head toward

the center or veer sharply left. An economic
recovery has been underway since late 2013
in a nation that almost imploded in Europe’s
financial crisis. But the upswing is coupled
with 21 percent unemployment - the second
highest jobless rate behind Greece in the 28-
nation European Union.

Political landscape 
Despite their opposing perspectives,

Sanchez and Uribe have something in com-
mon: Both plan to help transform the nation’s
political landscape by casting ballots for
upstart parties set to splinter Spain’s tradi-
tional two-party dominance into a four-party
system.

Sanchez thinks the business-friendly, cen-
trist Ciudadanos party will do the best job
steering the nation’s delicate economy. He
sees it “giving stability and fiscal clarity for the
government, even if it has to make a coalition
deal with another party.” Uribe plans to cast
her vote for the radical left Podemos party as

a message to the Socialists that they
betrayed their roots and are now “made up of
middle class bureaucrats who have become
accustomed to power.” Polls show Prime
Minister Mariano Rajoy’s Popular Party set to
win the most votes, but falling far short of the
tally needed to retain the majority it holds in
Parliament - meaning it would have to ally
with another party, most likely Ciudadanos.
Another possibility would be a matchup
between the Socialists and Podemos.

Disenchantment has driven once-faithful
voters away from the country’s traditional
Popular and Socialist parties that have alter-
nated ruling the nation since 1982, following
Spain’s return to democracy after decades of
dictatorship under Gen. Francisco Franco.

Many blame the Socialists for pulling
Spain to the brink of an economic precipice
following a lengthy period of robust eco-
nomic growth. And they fault the Popular
Party for delivering a recovery that has
included meager job gains, as well as unpop-

ular austerity cuts seen by many as seriously
damaging the Spanish welfare state.

“What you are seeing right now is the
consequence of the fact that Spain is going
through an unprecedented transition of
political change,” said Antonio Barroso, a
London-based analyst with the Teneo
Intelligence political risk consultancy. “It’s
because of the combination of the economic
crisis and the rejection of the political estab-
lishment, and it’s ushering in an era of new
and old politicians.”

Chief among them are the pony-tailed
Pablo Iglesias of Podemos and Albert Rivera
of Ciudadanos. Both say Spain shouldn’t be
content with its nine consecutive quarters of
economic growth following back-to-back
recessions during the 2008-2013 period and
unemployment that reached a peak of 26.9
percent in the first quarter of 2014.

Bright spots 
There are certainly bright spots in the

economy, chiefly a lack of the prevailing fear
just a few years ago that Spain’s economy
would crash-and-burn - and take the euro-
zone, comprised of 19 EU nations that share a
common currency, down with it. Instead,
Spanish exports are up due to ruthless cost
cutting by companies and a drop in the value
of the euro against the dollar. Businesses and
families have benefited from lower oil prices,
car sales are up and the important tourism
sector benefited from the Arab Spring upris-
ings, which kept visitors away from North
African destinations on the Mediterranean
Sea. But even though Rajoy is claiming credit
for creating 1 million new jobs, economists say
most are for Spaniards hired on short-term
contracts with low pay usually lasting a few
months. These jobs also don’t carry the same
level of benefits guaranteed under the law for
the country’s long-term labor contracts. Entry
level salaries for young workers who used to
make about 1,000 euros per month in 2008
are down about 30 percent. — AP 

Landmark Spain election for voters to test state of nation


