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LONDON/BRUSSELS: British Prime
Minister Theresa May expects divorce
talks with the European Union to be diffi-
cult, she said yesterday in response to the
tough stance taken by EU leaders over
the forthcoming Brexit negotiations. EU
leaders endorsed stiff divorce terms for
Britain at a Brussels summit on Saturday,
warning Britons to have “no illusions”
about swiftly securing a new relationship
to retain access to EU markets and to be
prepared for the complexity of issues
such as residency rights for EU citizens. 

“What this shows, and what some of
the other comments we’ve seen coming
from European leaders shows, is that
there are going to be times when these
negotiations are going to be tough,” May
told the BBC. Brussels is concerned about
the British government’s state of prepara-
tion for enormously complicated negoti-
ations and over the degree of under-
standing in London of what kind of com-
promises it will have to make to clinch
any kind of deal. 

EU officials said that European
Commission President Jean-Claude
Juncker and EU Brexit negotiator Michel

Barnier’s talks with May in London on
Wednesday did nothing to ease that con-
cern. German Chancellor Angela Merkel,
repeating a comment she made after
Juncker’s meeting with May, said she was
still worried by “illusions” in Britain about
the Brexit talks. May reaffirmed her posi-
tion that she would be prepared to walk
away from talks without a deal if she did
not like what was on offer from Brussels.

‘Strong hand’ crucial
“I wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t believe

that,” May said in a separate interview with
ITV television. “What I also believe is that,
with the right strong hand in negotiations,
we can get a good deal for the UK.” May,
who came to power after Britons decided
last year to leave the EU, has called a
national election in an attempt to win a
public mandate and a bigger majority in
parliament to help to execute her plan to
leave the EU’s single market and pursue a
free trade deal with the bloc.

Many of her European counterparts
question whether May really is prepared
to take Britain into legal limbo on March
30, 2019, if there is no deal. — Reuters
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PARIS: Pro-EU centrist Emmanuel Macron will take
on far-right candidate Marine Le Pen in the second-
round run-off of France’s presidential election on
May 7. The pair topped the polls in the first round of
voting on April 23.

Why is the election important? 
France is the eurozone’s second-biggest econo-

my as well as a global military and diplomatic
heavyweight, with veto power as a permanent
member of the UN Security Council. The second
round will come down to a battle between the pro-
European, pro-globalisation vision of Macron and
Le Pen’s hostility to the EU and NATO. If Le Pen wins,
it will further shake up the West’s liberal post-war

order, already rattled by Britain’s vote to leave the
EU and Donald Trump’s election to the White House.

How is the president elected? 
The president is elected directly in a vote of one or

two rounds. If neither candidate obtains an absolute
majority in the first round, a run-off is held two weeks
later. Every presidential election since 1965 — the
first presidential election by universal suffrage since
World War II-has gone to a second round.

Who ran in the first round? 
Eleven candidates spanning the spectrum from

Trotskyist left to far-right took part in Sunday’s first-
round vote. The main candidates were Macron, 39,

Le Pen, 48, conservative Francois Fillon, 63, and
hard-left firebrand Jean-Luc Melenchon, 65. Macron
finished first on 24 percent, ahead of Le Pen with
21.3 percent, Fillon with 20 percent and Melenchon
with 19.6 percent.

How does the election work? 
A total of 46.9 million voters are registered to vote

in the election.  Turnout in the first round was 77.8 per-
cent. The election is the first in the history of France’s
59-year-old Fifth Republic to take place under a state
of emergency, which was imposed after the November
2015 attacks in Paris. More than 50,000 police backed
by 7,000 soldiers from the Sentinelle anti-terror opera-
tion were on patrol during the first round.

What happens next? 
The winner of the election will be sworn in

by  M ay  1 4  a t  t h e  l a te s t ,  t a k i n g  ove r  f ro m
Francois Hollande. 

Hollande decided against seeking re-election
after a single term marked by record low approval
ratings. A two-round parliamentary election will be
held on June 11 and 18. Analysts say both Le Pen’s
National Front and Macron’s year-old En Marche (On
The Move) movement would struggle to form a par-
liamentary majority.  

This means that whoever wins the presidency
will likely have to form a pact with members of
the Socialist party, the conservative Republicans
or both. —AFP 

French election: What you need to know

PARIS: Centrist candidate Emmanuel Macron
and far-right candidate Marine Le Pen, who go
head-to-head in the second round of France’s
presidential election on May 7, are diametrically
opposed on issues ranging from immigration to
Europe to gay marriage. Here is where they
stand on the key questions:

Europe 
Le Pen has insisted on the need for France

to drop the euro single currency and leave
Europe’s Schengen visa-free travel zone. She
says she will hold six months of negotiations on
returning powers from Brussels to national capi-
tals after which she will hold a “Frexit” referen-
dum on France’s membership of the European
Union. She also opposes the CETA trade deal
between the EU and Canada. Macron, a former
banker and economy minister, has run an
unabashedly pro-European campaign. He wants
to bolster the eurozone by setting up a separate
budget for the 19 countries that use the com-
mon currency. He also proposes giving the zone
its own parliament and finance minister. Macron
also wants Europe to strengthen its external bor-
ders by setting up a common border force, pool
more of its defense forces and impose higher
tariffs to protect European industry from unfair
competition, particularly from China. He is gen-
erally supportive of international trade deals and
backs the treaty with Canada.

Immigration 
Le Pen has vowed a temporary “moratori-

um” on long-term legal immigration until quotas
can be worked out. She wants to reduce net
migration-the difference between the number
of people arriving and leaving-to just 10,000 and
bar illegal immigrants from gaining residency.
She would make it harder to qualify for asylum
and curtail policies that let migrants bring rela-
tives to France. Foreigners convicted on terror

charges or any other crime would be automati-
cally deported, and she would abolish a law that
allows children with migrant parents who are
born in France to gain French citizenship.

She would also toughen laws on conspicuous
religious symbols, extending a ban on Muslim
head scarves, Christian crosses, Jewish skullcaps
and other symbols to all public places. She
would also ban the Islamic burkini swimsuit.
Macron has said he would not look to prohibit
religious symbols outside of schools, nor ban the
burkini. He has championed diversity and vowed
to give tax breaks to companies that hire young
people from tough predominantly immigrant
neighbourhoods. He has pledged to speed up the
review process for asylum requests to a maximum
of six months, including appeals. He has praised
German Chancellor Angela Merkel over her gen-
erous policy to asylum seekers that has seen
more than one million new arrivals since 2015.

Labor and retirement 
Both candidates have said they would keep

France’s official 35-hour work week, adopted by
a Socialist government in 2000, but Macron, a
liberal, has promised to give companies more
freedom to negotiate working time directly with
employees. Le Pen wants to lower the retirement
age to 60 years old from 62, while Macron wants
to unify a complex web of retirement rules for
various public and private-sector employees,
while maintaining the current retirement age.

He also wants to give the self-employed
access to unemployment benefits but suspend
benefits for qualified workers who refuse two
“decent” job offers. To rein in the budget,
Macron wants to cut 120,000 civil servant jobs,
though hospitals would be spared, while also
creating 10,000 police jobs and 4,000 to 5,000
teaching posts. Le Pen advocates more civil ser-
vant jobs at the national level and for hospitals,
but fewer jobs managed by French regional

authorities. She also wants 21,000 more police
and customs officials.

Taxes 
Le Pen would impose a 35-percent tax on

goods by companies that move production out-
side France, and also add a new tax on groups
that hire foreign workers, as part of her “national
preference” policy. She would cut income taxes
by 10 percent for the lowest-earning house-
holds, and drop France’s plan to withhold
income tax from monthly earnings starting next
year-currently the French pay tax on income the
year after it is earned. Macron wants a three-year
suspension of residents’ taxes for 80 percent of
French households. He also wants to turn
France’s so-called “solidarity” wealth tax on peo-
ple claiming more than 1.3 million euros ($1.4
million) in assets into a tax on real-estate wealth,
which would exclude financial assets. Le Pen has
said she would leave the wealth tax untouched.

Energy, education, family 
Macron has pledged to cut France’s reliance

on nuclear energy to 50 percent of its total elec-
tricity needs by 2025, from about 75 percent
now. Le Pen has been a staunch defender of
nuclear power, and would halt France’s efforts to
develop wind power. In education, Le Pen would
impose a uniform for all public school students
and roll back a controversial reform meant to
make French school days shorter. Macron wants
to give schools more autonomy in terms of hir-
ing and cut primary school class sizes in half in
low-achieving and poor areas. He would also
ban the use of cellphones in elementary schools.
Le Pen wants to scrap a 2013 gay marriage law
and replace it with a new form of civil partner-
ship. She would also restrict medically assisted
procreation to couples unable to have children
naturally. Macron wants lesbian couples to also
have access to fertility treatment. — AFP 

Polar opposites: The issues 

dividing Le Pen and Macron
Where they stand on the key questions

KIEV: Ukraine is still suffering from the
trauma of the world’s worst civil nuclear
accident at Chernobyl but has nonetheless
turned the hazardous fuel into the back-
bone of its energy portfolio. The crisis-torn
country now uses atomic power for more
than half of its electricity needs as it strug-
gles through a coal shortage sparked by a
three-year war against Russian-backed
insurgents in the separatist east.

And that figure shot up to nearly three-
quarters of all power consumed during
natural gas price disputes with its eastern
arch foe and energy superpower Russia
from 2014 to 2016. Ukraine Wednesday
marked 31 years since the disaster in
which thousands died with the country
extending the lifespan of its communist-
era nuclear reactors and turning atomic
power into a workhorse that will  be
around for generations to come. The
Chernobyl plant’s fourth reactor in the
north of former Soviet Ukraine exploded in
1986 after a safety test went horribly
wrong at 1:23 am on April  26. Some
Ukrainians remain worried that a similar
catastrophe could hit their country again.

“The main risk in using nuclear energy in
Ukraine is associated with reactors that
have exhausted their lifespans,” says Iryna
Golovko of the National Ecological Centre
of Ukraine’s energy projects department.
“Today six of Ukraine’s 15 operating reac-
tors have surpassed their designed service
lives,” she told AFP. “And by 2020, there will
be 12 of them.”

Coal crunch 
Ukraine enjoys abundant coal reserves

that happen to lie mostly in regions con-
trolled by Russian insurgents. Kiev spent
nearly three years in the uncomfortable
position of fighting the rebels while enrich-
ing them by buying their anthracite coal to
keep its thermal power plants pumping.
Ukrainian President Petro Poroshenko
bowed to public pressure and banned all
trade with the separatist east on March 15.

Energy Minister Igor Nasalyk said shortly
after Poroshenko’s decision that nuclear
power’s share of total electricity production
had jumped to 62 from around 55 percent.
It had stood at 46 percent before Ukraine
was riven by war and economic crises in
2013. The government has since allowed
regional power companies to impose
blackouts in case of weather-related surges

in demand. Ukraine is also negotiating a
coal purchase agreement with the United
States that Kiev hopes could fulfil two-
thirds of its annual needs.

But energy analyst Viktor Logatskiy of the
Razumkov Centre research institute still
thinks that the service lives of all 15 of
Ukraine’s existing reactors will be extended
by 2030 as a long-term power source backup.

Gas wars 
Ukraine’s Energoatom state nuclear

power provider has brushed off any fears
about the safety repercussions of the extra
burden being put on the country’s four
atomic power plants-one of which is
Europe’s largest. Energoatom argues that
times when Ukraine was either cut off from
or not purchasing Russian gas because of
price and geopolitical considerations saw
nuclear power account for as much as 70
percent of electricity production.

It also says that reactors whose lifespans
is extended are safer because they have
been retrofitted with all the latest equip-
ment and operating technologies.
Logatskiy thinks that Ukraine’s atomic pow-
er plants even have room to grow because
they are not operating at their full capacity.
“Despite heightened energy production,
Ukraine’s nuclear power plants are being
used safely and pose no accident threat,”
Logatskiy said.

Tricky math 
Yet Ukraine’s official statistics on nuclear

power show that actual production has
risen only slightly since the year before the
Russian-backed insurgency began.
Energoatom data provided to AFP show it
had pumped out 23.84 billion kilowatt-
hours (kWh) of electricity in the first four
months of the year. That figure was only 2.5
percent greater than the 23.25 billion kWh
generated over the same period of 2013.

Some analysts attribute the discrepan-
cy between the small rise in energy pro-
duction and the much bigger jump in
nuclear power’s share of the market to
two years of economic recession that have
dampened industry’s power demands.
They also point to Russia’s 2014 annexa-
tion of Ukraine’s Crimea peninsula and
effective loss of a part of the separatist
industrial east. “Our thermal power plants
that use coal are simply producing less
electricity,” Golovko said. — AFP 

Ukraine clinging to nuclear

despite Chernobyl trauma

SLAVUTYCH: People set candles and lay flowers at the monument to Chernobyl vic-
tims in Slavutich, the city of the power station’s personnel live, some 50 kilometers
(30 miles) from the accident site, during a memorial ceremony early. — AFP 

BARCELONA: A wall of bricks and
cement covers the window of a
brand new apartment on the
ground floor of a quaint building in
Barceloneta, a trendy seaside
neighborhood in Barcelona. The
goal? To prevent the vacant flat
from being taken over by organized
gangs who break into empty
homes, hand them over to others
for a fee who then proceed to hold
the owners to ransom-a phenome-
non that has homeowners and
authorities concerned.

They “look for empty flats online
or in public registries to break in,”
says Enrique Vendrell, president of
Barcelona’s College of Property
Managers, which groups profes-
sionals in the sector. They then
change the locks, hook up the
property illegally to electricity, gas
and water before selling the keys to
squatters keen to make some cash
who will demand money from the
owners to leave, he adds.

Millions of empty properties 
It is difficult to get exact figures

on the extent of a relatively-new
phenomenon, but the trend is seri-

ous enough to worry real estate
professionals, home owners and
authorities. Police in the northeast-
ern region of Catalonia where
Barcelona is located told AFP they
were investigating serious cases of
“criminal occupations” of flats, but
refused to give further details, such
as where the gangs come from.

Meanwhile AFP contacted sever-
al victims but they all declined to
tell their story for fear of retaliation
from the squatters, who often
threaten homeowners if confront-
ed. “Ring the doorbell again and
you will regret it,” squatters told an
elderly woman when she confront-
ed a group of people who were ille-
gally occupying her apartment, her
lawyer Jose Maria Aguila said.

Juan Carlos Parra, a salesman
with security firm STM Seguridad
which specializes in installing steel
doors in buildings, says there is
strong demand for “advanced secu-
rity systems.” “Demand has taken
off in the last three years, we install
around 1,500 doors a month across
Spain,” he adds. The problem stems
in part from the collapse of a
decade-long property bubble in

2008 that left thousands of build-
ings empty across Spain. There are
3.4 million empty properties in
Spain, the equivalent of 13.7 per-
cent of all real estate in the country,
the national statistics institute says.

Many are in the hands of banks
which inherited them after builders
or buyers were unable to pay back
their loans. Just in Catalonia alone,
banks own 45,000 empty apart-
ments, according to the regional
government’s housing department.
These are the most sought after
since lenders usually take longer to
act against an occupation.

Former boxers, 
security guards 

Such is the problem of squatting
in vacant flats that it has given rise to
a firm called Desokupa that specialis-
es in evicting squatters. The compa-
ny based in Catalonia and Madrid
insists its employees carry out
“respectful mediation” between the
property owners and the squatters.

If that fails though, it employs
burly former boxers and security
guards to stand guard outside an
occupied apartment to drive away

the squatters. But Vendrell says
there is a difference between squat-
ters looking for a place to live
because they have fallen on hard
times or who remain in their flat as
they can’t pay rent, and gangs who
take over properties. He says these
organized groups charge less than
1,000 euros ($1,100) per apartment
seized. Those who take over the flats
then typically demand between
3,000 and 6,000 euros to leave. And
in some cases, owners prefer to pay
to save time. Antoni Garriga, a
lawyer with Navarro Advocats who
often deals with eviction cases, says
it can take six to eight months for an
eviction notice to be issued.

The process can take even
longer if the illegal occupants man-
age to evade court notifications to
leave the apartment, he adds.
Barcelona mayor Ada Colau, a for-
mer anti-eviction activist, argues
reducing the number of empty
apartments would go a long way to
solving the problem. “We need
more empty homes to be offered as
social rental housing,” she said in a
recent interview with Antena 3 tel-
evision. — AFP 

Vacant apartments held for ransom in Barcelona  

GARDANNE: French presidential election candidate for the far-right Front National (FN) party Marine Le Pen (L) speaks to journalists in front of
the Alteo aluminium plant. — AFP  


