
HELSINKI: Finland may usher in its first leftist prime
minister in two decades in a parliamentary election, as
voters fret over the future of the generous welfare sys-
tem as the costs of caring for a rapidly ageing popula-
tion rise. But if opinion polls are correct, the left-lean-
ing Social Democrats’ ability to govern may be ham-
pered by a surge in support for the nationalist Finns
Party, riding a wave of anti-immigrant sentiment sweep-
ing the Nordics.

A survey commissioned by public broadcaster Yle
showed the Social Democrats could win top spot with
19 percent of the vote, giving
leader Antti Rinne first shot
at forming a government. The
Finns are running second
with 16.3 percent support,
after scoring rapid gains
since the start of the year
when cases of sexual abuse
of minors by foreign men
emerged. Finns Party leader
Jussi Halla-aho, 47, cast his
vote near his home in Eira,
one of Helsinki’s most expen-
sive neighborhoods.

“As you probably know we have doubled our sup-
port in opinion polls during the past six months,” he
said. “We want to reduce to as low as possible the kind
of immigration that is, in our opinion, damaging to the
public finances of our country and to the safety and
security of people.” With the European Parliament
election less than two months away, the Finnish ballot is
being watched in Brussels. A strong result for the Finns
Party could bolster a nationalist bloc threatening to
shake up EU policy-making.

Anti-immigration parties have announced plans to
join forces after the May 26 EU election in a move that

could give them a major say in how the continent is run.
Just as the Social Democrats are benefiting from a
growing sense of insecurity among Finland’s older and
poorer voters, the Finns argue the nation has gone too
far in addressing issues such as climate change and
migration at its own expense.

Shock
“We are going through a cultural shock in Finland.

Part of the population is in a kind of state of shock amid
all the change going on, and as a result they take the

Finns Party’s hand,” said
Karina Jutila, chief researcher
at think tank e2. Polling sta-
tions close at 8 pm. Public
broadcaster Yle will give its
first estimate of the results,
based on advance votes which
account for 36.1 percent of the
electorate, shortly after voting
ends. The success of the Social
Democrats would mark a
departure for Finland and the
region, where leftist parties

have struggled in recent years, yielding some of their
hold on the working class vote as nationalist parties
have emerged.

In Sweden, Prime Minister Stefan Lofven has clung
to power after his Social Democrats suffered their
worst parliamentary election result in more than a
century last autumn, enlisting the support of two liber-
al parties with a pledge to enact some right-wing
policies. In Denmark, which holds an election in June,
the Social Democrats are gaining ground, in part after
espousing the populists’ anti-immigrant rhetoric.
Rinne favors work-related immigration to compensate
for Finland’s ageing population, but also allowing in

some refugees on humanitarian grounds, as the coun-
try has done thus far.

The 56-year-old former union leader is also promis-
ing to raise taxes to fund welfare and combat economic
inequality, which he says has risen under the centre-
right coalition of Prime Minister Juha Sipila. Many of his
supporters value Finland’s generous welfare state and
are unlikely to be put off by plans to raise taxes. But he
will likely struggle to form a coalition, if the Finns score
high and with Finance Minister Petteri Orpo’s National
Coalition, likely to win third place yesterday, calling

Rinne’s economic policies “irresponsible”.
Rinne has ruled out forming a government with the

nationalists. “I think the economy is very important
right now and then the climate of course and then chil-
dren’s issues,” said lawyer Elli Heino, 33. “The environ-
ment. I can’t emphasize it enough,” business manager
Lotta Makinen, 30, said. Nineteen parties are running in
the election, with eight of them holding seats in the par-
liament now, ranging from the environmentalist Green
party, polling at 12.2 percent, to the tiny Feminist Party
founded two years ago. — Reuters

Shifting Brexit date gives 
map-makers a headache
LEMPDES: In or out? The repeated delays to Brexit are a night-
mare for map makers and guidebook printers who have to decide
how to depict Britain’s relationship with the European Union. “We
are completely lost,” said Henri Medori, manager of publisher
AEDIS. In a hangar that serves as his firm’s logistic hub in Lempdes,
near Clermont-Ferrand in central France, dozens of copies of lami-
nated leaflets on “Europe at 27” rest on boxes.

They reflect the number of countries that will be part of the EU
once Britain finally leaves. “We have at least ten books that have a
map of Europe, of the European Union. So it’s a little complicated,” he
told AFP. “We have frozen the print run-we will start it as soon as we
have certainty about Brexit.” Britain was due to leave the EU on
March 29, but this was delayed to April 12 and now to October 31
amid disagreement in parliament over how to manage the split. 

Public pressure
AEDIS, which has 12 members of staff, was quick to remove Britain

from the EU in its publications following the 2016 referendum vote for
Brexit. Medori said there was “public pressure” to respond, explaining:
“We were challenged by some readers who claimed our maps were
wrong by including the UK.” Then other clients complained, in emails
that were “sometimes insulting”, saying that technically Britain remains
a member of the bloc. “So we added a box explaining Brexit,” he said.

But the firm has sold at most 6,000 documents showing Europe as
a union of 27 countries, mostly in shops in motorway rest areas. “For a
year and a half, we have mostly given up on sales in this area,” Medori
said, adding that he had received no guidance from EU institutions. In
Britain, the Oxford University Press (OUP) has avoided any radical
changes to its maps but it also has to adapt. “We’re monitoring the sit-
uation but not making major changes until we have greater clarity,” a
spokeswoman said. “But in some cases, we are removing maps if they
will simply cause confusion.”

Collectors’ items
In Brussels, at a souvenir shop near the EU’s headquarters, some

items showing Britain’s membership will disappear with Brexit. And

many of them, such as a badge with the EU and UK flags, are flying off
the shelves. “Anything with the UK on it might one day become a col-
lectors’ item,” said manager Tamara Goldstein. She also has a jigsaw
puzzle that is selling well, showing the European Union as it will be
after Brexit, with “no sign of Britain”.

But given the uncertainty-with some politicians in London and
Brussels still hoping Brexit might never happen-some items remain
unchanged. “It depends on the manufacturers,” said Goldstein.
“Some product lines are being stopped because they don’t know
how to launch the next edition, without the British.” However she
sees some positives in the situation, noting the demand for pro-
European goods has shot up in the past few months. “A few years
ago, we sold a lot of neutral items,” she said. “Now, clients are ask-
ing for more things saying ‘I love Europe’, ‘I’m for Europe’ and ‘I
feel European’.” — AFP 
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BIRMINGHAM: British politician and The Brexit Party leader, Nigel Farage
addresses the first public rally of their European Parliament election
campaign in Birmingham. — AFP 

MANTSALA: A voter casts a ballot to vote in the parliamentary elections yesterday at the city hall’s polling station in
Mantsala, Finland. — AFP 

Nationalist 
Finns Party 

running 
close second

Social Democrats leading in opinion polls

Finnish voters may pave way for 
first leftist premier in 2 decades

Things to know 
about Finland
HELSINKI: Finns went to the polls in
legislative elections yesterday. Here are
five things to know about the vote in
Finland, where spending cuts and immi-
gration have dominated the debate:

World’s happiest people 
Finland recently topped the UN world

happiness rankings for the second year
running. The secret to Finland’s success is
in its high quality of life, thanks to a
world-beating education system, gener-
ous parental leave and low levels of
inequality. How all this should be funded
has been the biggest issue on the election
campaign trail. The opposition Social
Democrats, led by former union boss Antti
Rinne, are campaigning against the public
spending cuts implemented by the centre-
right government over the last four years.
They have been leading in the polls. But
Finland’s next prime minister will have to
decide how to reform a generous welfare
system in the face of a rapidly ageing
population and declining birth rate.

Populist stronghold
Just 6.6 percent of Finland’s population

is foreign born, making it the least ethni-
cally diverse country in Western Europe.
Nevertheless, support for the anti-immi-
gration Finns Party has shot up in the run-
up to the election. They have made much
of a series of heavily publicized cases of
alleged sexual assaults by migrant men in
December. The far-right party, which also

opposes further action against climate
change, has risen from fifth place to sec-
ond or third, according to the latest polls.
While the party has finished in the top
three in the past two general elections, its
popularity fell after it joined the govern-
ment in 2015 and found itself making
compromises on immigration and the EU.
Its new leader, the radical MEP Jussi
Halla-aho, has pulled the party even fur-
ther to the right.

The bear next door 
Russia has long been one of Finland’s

main trading partners, thanks in part to a
shared 1,300-kilometre land border. But
the Nordic state has kept a wary eye on
its eastern neighbor since Finland won
independence from Russia 101 years ago.
Two bloody conflicts during World War II,
in which Finland ceded land to Russia
despite inflicting huge casualties on the
Soviet invaders, still scar the national con-
sciousness. Finland’s leaders maintain a
regular dialogue with their Kremlin coun-
terparts, while at the same time backing
EU sanctions over Russia’s actions in
Crimea.

The shadow of Russia is a key reason
for Finland’s non-membership of NATO.
Today however, it does partner more
closely with the military alliance, and
enthusiastically advocates tighter EU
defense cooperation. Fighting off Russian
hybrid attacks and disinformation cam-
paigns is a growing priority - including
making sure the coming election is free
from outside interference. The question of
how many new fighter jets Finland needs -
in part as a deterrent against recent
Russian airspace violations - has also
become a key election issue. — AFP 

On Palm Sunday, 
Pope says
Church needs 
to be humble
VATICAN CITY: Tens of thousands of
people waved palm and olive branches in St
Peter’s Square on Palm Sunday as Pope
Francis led the world’s Catholics into Holy
Week commemorations ahead of Easter call-
ing for the Church to be humble. Palm
Sunday is when Christians mark the day the
Bible says Jesus rode into Jerusalem and was
hailed by the crowd as Messiah, only to be
crucified days later.

After a long procession across the square
accompanied by dozens of bishops and car-
dinals, and fol lowing gospel readings,
Francis said in his homily that it was impor-
tant to resist the temptations of triumphalism
and remain humble. “Joyful acclamations at
Jesus’ entrance into Jerusalem, followed by
his humiliation. Festive cries, followed by
brutal torture. This twofold mystery accom-
panies our entrance into Holy Week each
year,” he said.

The Church itself had to resist triumphal-
ism and spiritual worldliness, he added, call-
ing them “the most treacherous temptation
threatening the Church”. At the end of the

two-hour service, Francis asked the crowd to
pray for peace, particularly in the Holy Land
and all of the Middle East. Palm Sunday
marks the start of a hectic week of activities
leading to Easter Sunday, the most important
day on the Christian liturgical calendar.

On Holy Thursday, Francis will travel to the
city of Velletri, south of Rome, to wash and kiss
the feet of 12 inmates in a prison there to com-
memorate Jesus’ gesture of humility toward his

apostles on the night before he died. On Good
Friday, Francis, marking his seventh Easter sea-
son since his election in 2013, is due lead a Via
Crucis (Way of the Cross) procession around
Rome’s ancient colosseum. The 82-year-old
leader of the world’s 1.3 billion Roman
Catholics leads an Easter vigil service on
Saturday night and on Easter Sunday he reads
the traditional “Urbi et Orbi” (to the city and
the world) message. — Reuters

VATICAN CITY: The Pope’s official alms giver, or Papal Almoner, Polish Cardinal Konrad Krajewski
(front right) and Cardinals hold woven palm branches during the Pope’s Palm Sunday mass yes-
terday at St Peter’s square. — AFP 

Students at 
US university
approve fund
for slave 
descendants
WASHINGTON: Students at
Georgetown University have approved a
fund that would benefit the descendants
of slaves sold by the elite Jesuit school in
the 1800s. Creation of the reparations
fund was approved in a student referen-
dum and the results were announced late
Thursday. The Georgetown University
Student Association (GUSA) said 2,541
students voted in favor of the measure
while 1,304 opposed it. It would levy a
$27.20 fee on students each semester to
create a fund for the descendants of 272
slaves sold by the university’s Jesuit
founders in 1838 to pay off debt.

The fund would be the first of its kind
in the country. It would be administered
by a board made up of students and
descendants of the slaves to provide
money for the education of descendants
and other charitable purposes. The results
are not binding on the university, which
was founded by Jesuits in 1789 and is
located in the Georgetown neighborhood

of Washington. Todd Olson, the school’s
vice president for student affairs, said the
university “values the engagement of our
students.” “Our students are contributing
to an important national conversation and
we share their commitment to addressing
Georgetown’s history with slavery,” Olson
said in a statement. “We understand that
the goals of the student referendum are to
honor the 272 enslaved individuals sold by
the Maryland Jesuits in 1838,” he said.
“There are many approaches that enable
our community to respond to the legacies
of slavery,” Olson said.

“This student referendum provides
valuable insight into student perspectives
and will help guide our continued
engagement with students, faculty and
staff, members of the descendant commu-
nity, and the Society of Jesus,” he added.
The Georgetown referendum comes as
Democratic candidates for president
debate whether the United States should
provide compensation to the descendants
of African-American slaves.

Barack Obama, America’s first black
president, and 2016 Democratic nominee
Hillary Clinton did not support compensa-
tion for the descendants of slaves. But
several 2020 Democratic hopefuls,
including Senator Elizabeth Warren and
Julian Castro, the former mayor of San
Antonio, have come out strongly in favor
of reparations. Georgetown University
has an undergraduate enrollment of more
than 7,000. Tuition for undergraduates in
the 2019 fiscal year is $53,520. — AFP 


