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THE HAGUE: Efforts to cobble together a Dutch govern-
ment are set soon to pass a record 208 days, highlighting
the strain of forming a fragile coalition with political part-
ners who sometimes make strange bedfellows. As Dutch
Premier Mark Rutte nears the end of threading together a
shaky four-party deal following the March 15 elections,
just across the border German Chancellor Angela Merkel
is also facing some stark choices, political experts say.

Almost seven months after Rutte’s liberal VVD party
won the March polls, the Netherlands will on October 9
pass the current 208-day record, set in 1977, for the
longest-running negotiations to form a government. A
first attempt shortly after the vote, to form a four-party
coalition involving the eco-friendly GreenLeft party, was
left in tatters after they failed to agree on the hot-button
issue of immigration. 

The Dutch political landscape has been further compli-
cated by the rampant rise of the far-right, poaching votes
from traditional centre-right parties and the crumbling of
the traditional left, which paid a heavy price for their part-
nership in the outgoing coalition. Although the signs seem
to be that there is a deal now within reach, it will be an
uneasy marriage between Rutte’s business-friendly Liberal
VVD, the progressive D66 and two Christian parties, the
pragmatic CDA and more conservative Christian Union.

Formed in the swinging 1960s, D66 is pro-abortion, pro-
gay and lesbian rights and wants the country’s euthanasia
program to be extended so all people-not just the termi-
nally ill-can decide to end their lives. The Christian Union
bases its policies on the Bible and opposes abortion, same-
sex marriages and euthanasia. Experts expect a final Dutch
coalition deal to be clinched by mid-October, giving Rutte
and his ruling partners a slender single-seat majority in the
150-seat lower house of parliament.

But this week political horse-trading continued over
financial issues such as personal healthcare insurance
contributions and asylum policy. At the same time, D66
and the CDA, both with 19 seats, were battling for covet-
ed government positions including that of finance minis-
ter, Dutch media reported. Gerrit Zalm, the third mediator
appointed to help form the coalition, told the NOS public
broadcaster late Tuesday he could “give no date yet”
when government will be formed. 

Hard compromises   
In Germany, Merkel faces a similar tricky task, and

could possibly team up with two smaller and very differ-
ent parties dubbed the “Jamaica coalition” because the
three parties’ colors match those of the Caribbean coun-
try’s flag. One is the pro-business and liberal Free
Democratic Party (FDP), while the other is the left-leaning,
ecologist Green party, whose campaign pledged to drive
forward the country’s clean energy transition.

“Whatever comes out in the coalition-forming in both
countries... some of the issues that are important today
are issues that are hard to clinch compromises on,” said
Claes de Vreese, political communication professor at the
University of Amsterdam. “The more partners you have at
the table, the more the compromises,” De Vreese said.

“In both the Dutch and German cases the main danger
seems that it will be difficult to keep everybody happy,”
added Kees Aarts, professor in politics at Groningen
University. The coalitions that will be formed are unlikely
to be very stable, De Vreese added. —AFP

BERLIN: One or more black-
mailers have threatened to
poison food products in
shops in Germany and else-
where in Europe unless they
receive millions in cash,
police warned yesterday.
Authorities have urged the
public to be vigilant about
signs of tampering, releasing

a surveillance camera image
of the suspect, a managed
around 50 wearing glasses
and a white cap. To press the
demand, the blackmailer poi-
soned five baby food prod-
ucts and last week alerted
police to the store they were
placed in, in the southern
city of Friedrichshafen on

Lake Constance. “We take this threat very
seriously,” said chief prosecutor
Alexander Boger in a televised press con-
ference. Constance deputy police chief
Uwe Stuermer warned of a criminal “with-
out scruples” but also said that, given
heightened vigilance, “there is no reason
to panic”. The blackmailer had demanded
10 million euros from a retail chain,
reported Bild daily. 

The threat was made in an email that
was also sent to a consumer protection
group and police. It did not specify which
type of food would be poisoned, or in
which region or stores the products would
be placed. A state consumer protection
ministry official said the substance detect-
ed was ethylene glycol, used in anti-freeze
products and brake fluids, which is toxic,
and fatal in large quantities.—AFP 
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TALLINN: EU leaders will give their first
impressions on French President
Emmanuel Macron’s new vision for the
bloc when they met over dinner in
Estonia yesterday for a frank debate on
the future of Europe. In a major speech
in Paris on Tuesday, the 39-year old
Macron called on his counterparts to
recommit themselves to a stalled
European project shackled by Brexit, the
rise of populism and the migrant crisis.
Macron will be first up to speak when
most of the European Union’s 28 leaders
meet in Tallinn, and is also due to have
face-to-face talks with recently re-elect-
ed German Chancellor Angela Merkel.

“He has stolen the show,” an EU offi-
cial said on condition of anonymity.
“The focus of the dinner will be Macron’s
speech.” British Prime Minister Theresa
May will also be present for the summit,
despite her country’s impending exit
from the bloc in 2019. Brexit negotia-
tions are however not expected to be on
the menu, although she may meet some
leaders separately to discuss Brexit talks.
The discussion on the EU’s future is fol-
lowed by a second day on Friday devot-
ed to digital issues, a priority for tiny
Estonia, which holds the bloc’s six-
month rotating presidency.

Frank and informal   
With media in Tallinn kept at bay yes-

terday night, the European leaders will

be given an open forum for a “frank and
informal” discussion, without any agen-
da, EU President Donald Tusk said in a
letter inviting them to the meeting. The
young French president will be the first
to take the floor during the a three-hour
dinner at the Kadriorg Palace in Tallinn,
Estonia, a former summer palace for the
Russian Tsars that is now a national
museum.

Macron’s proposals for a post-Brexit
shake-up of the EU include a finance
minister, budget and parliament for the
19-member eurozone, as well as an EU-
wide “rapid reaction force” to work
with national armies. “Clearly the ingre-
dients for a meaningful discussion are
there,”  said Margarit is  Schinas,
spokesman for European Commission
President Jean-Claude Juncker. Juncker
himself set out his own vision for a
more deeply integrated European proj-
ect in his annual State of the Union
speech earlier this month.

Macron’s speech came days after
Merkel, the EU’s most powerful leader,
won a fourth term in a vote which nev-
ertheless saw historic inroads by the
country’s hard-right. Merkel, who is
now seeking new allies to rebuild a rul-
ing coal it ion in Germany,  on
Wednesday welcomed the “European
passion” in Macron’s idea but said it
was too soon to judge his concrete
proposals.

Brexit off the menu 
Macron also included a new type of

tax on technology giants like Facebook
and Apple-based on how much value
they create in a country rather than their
profits-a controversial proposal that the
leaders will discuss on Friday. Estonia
bills itself as the avant-garde of the digi-
tal revolution and originally called the
talks to help bring the rest of the bloc
up to speed. However, the uncertain
German vote, Macron’s speech and the
stalled divorce talks with Britain are fore-
most in European minds.

May meets her EU counterparts as
British and EU officials closed a fourth
round of negotiations in Brussels. British
negotiator David Davis said there had
been “decisive steps forward” on a
divorce agreement, but EU counterpart
Michel Barnier said it would still take
“weeks or months” before they could
unlock important talks on a future trade
deal, a big demand by London. 

Tusk, who coordinates EU summits, on
Tuesday agreed there was not sufficient
progress on the divorce and it would be
too early at Tallinn to launch talks on
future ties. The talks in Tallinn follow oth-
er EU summits on the bloc’s future in
Bratislava, Malta and Rome which were
all held without Britain. Spain’s Mariano
Rajoy is expected to be the only major
no-show in Tallinn due to the crisis over
the independence referendum planned
in Catalonia at the weekend.—AFP 
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LYON: French President Emmanuel Macron, center, shakes hand with a municipal motorbike police officer during a visit on
the theme of security in Lyon. —AFP


