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LONDON: The two men battling to become
London’s new mayor confronted the city’s housing
crisis in the campaign’s biggest event, as they faced
6,000 citizens in a thunderous Olympic arena.
Labour candidate Sadiq Khan and his Conservative
rival Zac Goldsmith were grilled on the key issue
gripping London voters on Thursday, with exactly a
week to go in the race for control of western
Europe’s biggest city.

In one of the most striking events of the cam-
paign, they were put to the test by London Citizens,
a giant and influential agglomeration of largely
faith-based local groups seeking to improve life in
their communities. Londoners will choose their
replacement for the charismatic Conservative Boris
Johnson on May 5 and Thursday’s clash was the
biggest chance for Goldsmith and Khan to set out
their plans to tackle the sky-high prices and lack of
housing stock forcing people to the fringes of their
city. The event was held in the Copper Box, an arena
built in east London for the 2012 Olympics. It staged
the handball competition and was dubbed “The Box
that Rocks” for its raucous acoustics.

Christian, Muslim and Jewish community leaders
joined together for an event that included choirs,
Latin American dancers and a “march of the key
workers” - in which medics in uniform, cleaners in
rubber gloves and men with open laptops paraded
around the arena in a mass singalong to “Our
House” by the 1980s London ska band Madness.
“We want London to be prosperous, competitive,
get good jobs and earn a living wage,” Bishop of
London Richard Chartres told the crowd, setting the
scene. “But above all we want London also to be
liveable and a place of real community.”

The average price of a London home was
£534,785 ($781,000) in March. The London-wide
median weekly rent is £276 for a one-bedroom prop-
erty. Meanwhile the British capital’s population is at
a record high of 8.6 million and growing at around
100,000 a year. “Londoners on decent wages are
being priced out of our city,” said former human
rights lawyer Khan. “I’m committed to 50 percent of
new homes being genuinely affordable,” the MP
said, and “giving Londoners first dibs on homes
rather than investors in the Middle East and Asia”.

He added: “If you want to do business with me as
mayor, you must pay your staff the London living
wage,” a figure calculated at £9.40 an hour and paid
by 2,500 accredited London employers. The British
national minimum wage is £7.20 an hour.

While Khan has a punchy, rallying style,
Goldsmith has a more softly-spoken demeanor. The
Conservative ecologist said he would deliver 50,000
new homes a year - double the current rate - by
freeing up publicly-owned brownfield land. “We
have a housing crisis. Prices are out of control,”
Goldsmith said, saying he would “relentlessly pur-
sue rogue landlords”. “There is no value in building
lots of new homes and having half of them bought
by investors and left empty... I don’t want to build
developments, I want to build mixed communities.”

Though 12 candidates are standing, the winner is
set to be decided by second preference votes for
the top two - comfortably Khan and Goldsmith,
according to polls. Both candidates were presented
with a bunch of flowers and the event ended with
the sight of Muslim and Jewish prayers being said
side by side. — AFP 

London rivals tackle housing in ‘Box that Rocks’

LONDON: Britain’s Labour opposition
leader Jeremy Corbyn yesterday faced
intense pressure over alleged anti-
Semitism among far-leftists in his party less
than a week before his leadership is tested
by local elections. Corbyn was forced to
cancel a campaign trip to Wales but denied
there was a crisis after senior party member
and former London mayor Ken Livingstone
was suspended for linking Adolf Hitler to
Zionism. Labour deputy leader Tom
Watson told BBC radio that the remarks
about Hitler were “provocative” and “obvi-
ously caused great offence”, promising
“zero-tolerance” against anti-Semitism. “We
are going to deal with this,” he said.

The dispute has been simmering for
months - ever since veteran socialist
Corbyn was elected party leader in
September. He has been criticized in the
past for referring to Lebanon’s powerful
Shiite militia Hezbollah as “friends” and urg-
ing dialogue with the Palestinian Islamist
Hamas movement, as well as meeting rep-
resentatives of both organizations.

In February, Labour launched an
investigation into its Oxford University
student branch after the chairman
stepped down complaining that many
members “have some kind of problem
with Jews”. Last month Vicki Byrne,
deputy chairwoman of a local party
branch, was suspended after it was
reported she had posted anti-Semitic
remarks on Twitter. Corbyn’s own broth-
er was drawn into the row earlier this
month when he dismissed complaints
about anti-Semitic abuse as part of an
argument about Israel.

But the row exploded on Wednesday
when Labour MP Naz Shah was suspended
by the party pending an investigation into
allegations that she shared anti-Semitic
posts on social media before being elected.
Defending Shah in a series of interviews on
Thursday, Livingstone also said that criti-
cism of Israel’s policies was being confused
with anti-Semitism. “When Hitler won his

election in 1932 his policy then was that
Jews should be moved to Israel. He was
supporting Zionism before he went mad
and ended up killing six million Jews,” he
said. “I have been in the Labour Party for 40
years and I have never heard anyone say
anything anti-Semitic. “I have heard a lot of
criticism for the state of Israel and its abuse
of Palestinians, but I have never heard
someone be anti-Semitic,” he added.

The remarks by Livingstone, a longtime
Corbyn ally, were widely condemned with-
in the party and some of those leading the
charge are critics of the Labour leader,
including members of his own shadow
cabinet, leading some observers to suspect
an internal power struggle. Former leader-
ship contender Andy Burnham, now the
party’s spokesman on home affairs, has
said allegations of anti-Semitism had “not
been dealt with properly and quickly
enough”.

The row has raised wider concerns in
civil society. Jonathan Arkush, the president
of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, a
representative body, told BBC radio: “It was

much more than offensive language”.
“What Ken Livingstone deliberately did was
to draw an equation between Nazism and
Zionism,” he said. “He therefore crossed a
line into certainly what most people would
regard as distinctly anti-Semitic.” Jewish
Chronicle editor Stephen Pollard wrote an
editorial in the Daily Telegraph saying
Labour “is now run by a cadre for whom
anti-Semitism really is ok, so long as it is
dressed up as anti-Zionism”.

Guardian columnist Gaby Hinsliff said:
“The ferocity of the backlash against
Livingstone from left to right of the party is
a measure of MPs’ deep frustration and
shame that a party that prides itself on
fighting discrimination should have come
to this.” “This is about a party trying desper-
ately to stop itself being dragged into the
gutter, and to assert values it once thought
people took as read,” she said. The row is
sensitive for Corbyn as it comes ahead of
regional elections in Scotland, Wales and
Northern Ireland and a mayoral vote in
London that are the first litmus test for his
leadership. — AFP 
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LONDON: Britain’s Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn is pictured as he leaves
his home yesterday. — AFP 

PARIS: Every suspected terrorist, mass murderer or war criminal
needs a lawyer - but the person who takes on this role can
often provoke incomprehension, disgust and even violence. In
choosing to represent Paris attacks suspect Salah Abdeslam,
French lawyer Frank Berton has taken on a client seen as a
“monster” or “public enemy number one”. “Yes, I hesitated,”
Berton admitted on French television Wednesday as he was
thrust into the public eye upon his client’s extradition from
Belgium to France.

As the sole known surviving member of the terror squad
that left 130 dead on Nov 13 in Paris, Abdeslam offers France
the only tangible target of their grief and anger at the carnage.
Berton is all too aware of a job in which “one is often lumped
together with their client”. “Of course there are people who
won’t understand what my job is... but we are in a democracy
and Salah Abdeslam is a person, he has things to say. “Justice is
served when we understand things; otherwise there is no point
to a trial, no usefulness for the victims,” Berton said.

Abdeslam’s Belgian lawyer Sven Mary for his part said that
representing the jihadist had brought him “nothing but trou-
bles”. Mary told the French daily Liberation he had suffered
physical and verbal attacks and his daughters had even needed
a police escort to school.

‘Devil’s Advocate’ 
Defence lawyers to hated criminals have used varied tactics

to get their clients off, often in the face of overwhelming evi-
dence. Famous French-Algerian lawyer Jacques Verges boasted
a chilling client list that earned him the nickname “Devil’s advo-
cate”. From Nazi war criminal Klaus Barbie to former Khmer
Rouge head of state Khieu Samphan and a string of Algerian
bombers, Verges used his trademark “rupture strategy” -
reframing the trial by accusing the prosecution of the same
offences as the defendant.

In a French trial against an Algerian guerrilla fighter, for
example, he said France was the guilty one for crimes against
humanity over its colonial rule and claimed his client was a free-
dom fighter. Belgian lawyer Mary has used a different tack, call-
ing Abdeslam a “little moron” with the intellect of an “empty
ashtray” in an apparent attempt to minimize his client’s role in
the attacks.

“Defence is compulsory in a court, it is the fundamental rule
of democracy,” said veteran French lawyer Henri Leclerc, 81,
who was attacked by an angry mob while representing Richard
Roman, who was found not guilty in 1989 of raping and killing
a seven-year-old girl. “A lawyer’s role is to be present during the
investigation to verify the legality of proceedings, that all ele-
ments that could be favorable (to his client) are taken into
account,” Leclerc said. “In court he must be able to present his
client’s defence. If he cannot manage, if he has problems with
his conscience, he must leave. A lawyer doesn’t defend a crime,
but a criminal.” — AFP

Defending the 
indefensible? 


