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French left field open 

as Hollande bows out

PARIS: French President Francois Hollande’s dramatic
announcement that he will not seek a second term
opens the way for his Prime Minister Manuel Valls to
make a bid for power in next year’s increasingly open
election. Hollande’s decision to bow to historically low
approval ratings and step down next year opens up the
leftwing field in an election that is proving more and
more unpredictable.

Valls,  who had been a loyal prime minister to
Hollande until recently but hinted at the weekend he
might run against his boss in planned leftwing primaries,
is now expected to throw his hat in the ring. Polls show
however that no leftwing candidate will reach the sec-
ond round of the election in May. Surveys currently tip
rightwing Republicans party candidate Francois Fillon to
become president, beating far-right National Front (FN)
candidate Marine Le Pen in the runoff.

But after a wave of populism swept Donald Trump to
the White House and led Britons to vote to leave the
European Union, no-one is dismissing Le Pen’s chances
of victory. The full field of candidates remains unknown
and the role of independents such as Hollande’s 38-year-
old former economy minister Emmanuel Macron is diffi-
cult to predict.

Torrid presidency 
In a solemn TV address Thursday in which he defend-

ed his troubled four years in power, Hollande said: “I
have decided that I will not be a candidate.”  The 62-
year-old Socialist has endured some of the lowest ratings
of any post-war French president and a new poll
released just before his announcement showed he
would win just seven percent of votes in the first round
of next year’s election.

His term has been marked by U-turns on major poli-
cies, terror attacks, a sickly economy and embarrassing
revelations about his private life. Valls hailed Hollande’s
decision as “the choice of a true statesman”. The French
press greeted the news with front-page headlines pro-
claiming “The End”, “Goodbye, president” and “Hollande
gives up”, but there was also praise for his decision. “It is
a rare politician who sees clearly enough to remove him-
self from power in the interests of the greater good,” the
left-leaning Liberation said in an editorial. Some 80 per-
cent of the French public said they approved of
Hollande’s choice, according to a poll  by Harris
Interactive published yesterday.

Even if Valls now decides to stand himself, the
Spanish-born premier faces an uphill task according to
opinion polls which give him no more than 11 percent
of the votes in the first round of the presidential elec-
tion. The Socialist party began accepting candidates
on Thursday for its primaries, due to take place on
January 22 and 29. Arnaud Montebourg, a leftist for-
mer economy minister, has already submitted his
name.  Fi l lon,  the favorite for  the elect ion,  said
Hollande’s time in power “was ending with a political
mess and the failure of power”. — AFP

VIENNA: First Brexit. Then Trump. Now
Austria?  The populist wave unfurling
in many countries could claim a fresh
victory tomorrow if Norbert Hofer is
elected Europe’s first far-right presi-
dent since 1945. Four weeks since
Donald Trump’s stunning US election
victory and five months after Britons
voted to leave the EU, polls put the
anti-immigration Hofer neck-and-neck
with independent ecologist Alexander
Van der Bellen.  

Austria’s presidency is largely cere-
monial, but a win for Hofer would be a
major prize for Europe’s anti-establish-
ment parties ahead of elections next
year  in France,  Germany and the
Netherlands. The vote takes place the
same day as an Italian referendum on
constitutional reforms that could spell
the end of Prime Minister Matteo Renzi
and renewed political upheaval in
Europe’s fourth-biggest economy.  It
ends an 11-month campaign
marathon that  has been ugly by
Austrian standards.

Hofer posters were defaced with
Hitler moustaches and Van der Bellen’s
with dog excrement. His security detail
was beefed up after death threats.
Hofer, 45, came top in the first round on
April 24, knocking out for the first time
in the post-war period candidates from
the two centrist parties that have long
dominated Austrian politics. In a May
22 runoff, Hofer lost by just 31,000
votes to Van der Bellen. But Hofer’s
Freedom Party (FPOe) secured a re-run

because of procedural errors.  The
rematch was then postponed because
of faulty glue on postal votes.

‘Huge frustration’ 
Hofer, echoing Trump, has stoked

and profited from a growing sense of
unease about globalisation and multi-
cultural ism, even though wealthy
Austria is one of the biggest winners of
European integration.  Despite migrant
numbers falling sharply since 2015, the
FPOe has managed to keep immigra-
tion on voters’ minds by playing on
fears of terrorist attacks and of a paral-
lel Islamic society that supposedly
rejects Austrian “values”.  “There is
huge frustration,” political analyst
Thomas Hofer (no relation) told AFP.
Voters are “flocking to populist move-
ments and the easy answers that are
offered by those parties.”

But Hofer also has struck a more
moderate tone than FPOe chief Heinz-
Christian Strache, who called German
Chancellor Angela Merkel “the most
dangerous woman in Europe” and has
warned of “civil war”.  With his ready
smile, moderate tone and the slogan
“unspoilt, honest, good”, Hofer won
over many centrist voters who in previ-
ous years would never have supported
the FPOe, a party long accused of hav-
ing ties to neo-Nazis.  But at times he
has visibly lost his cool and behind the
grin Hofer is a steely key ideologue
within his party.

Islam, he has said, “has no place in

Austria” and is a religion “that sees the
whole world as a battleground”. And
Van der Bellen,  his  opponent,  is  a
“communist” and a “green dictator”.
“My wife, who goes to church every
Sunday, says that she would vote for
Hofer if it wasn’t for all the people
behind him in the FPOe,” Werner, a
pensioner walking his black-and-white
dog in Vienna, told AFP. 

‘You’ll be amazed’ 
Van der Bellen, 72,  a somewhat

scruffy economics professor, has at
times made it easier for Hofer by com-
ing across as too left-wing, wooden and
old. His main strategy has been simply
that he is not Hofer.  What a Hofer vic-
tory might mean is unclear. Hitherto
unused presidential powers could, in
theory, allow him to fire Chancellor
Christian Kern’s government.

“You’ll be amazed by what’s possi-
ble,” Hofer said before the first round, a
comment made much of by Van der
Bellen and which Hofer says he regrets
having uttered.  More realistical ly,
though, his victory could prompt Kern
and the centre-right to pull the plug on
their unhappy coalition and call early
elections. And leading the polls right
now is the FPOe. Hofer’s election run
“is only one part of a longstanding
effort to make an FPOe-led govern-
ment,  with real  executive power,
achievable by the next parliamentary
election,” said Charles Lichfield from
the Eurasia think-tank. — AFP 

VIENNA: Norbert Hofer, presidential candidate of Austria’s right-wing Freedom Party, FPOE, gives a speech during the
FPOE’s last election campaign rally. — AFP 

After Trump, Austria 

far-right eyes power
Anti-immigration Hofer neck-and-neck with independent

PARIS: French President Francois Hollande delivers a
speech after awarding the Legion of Honour (Legion
d’Honneur) and the National Order of Merit (Ordre
National du Merite) to Olympic and Paralympic ath-
letes at the Elysee Presidential Palace. — AFP 


