
HELSINKI: Finns face a broad, incohesive coalition
government for the next four years as the Social
Democrats, who narrowly won weekend elections,
focus on keeping the surging anti-immigration pop-
ulists out, analysts said. Sunday’s polls were closely
watched to see how the nationalists would do ahead of
European Parliament elections in May when many
believe they and the eurosceptic camp as a whole could
make significant inroads.

As Finland’s politicos digested the vote, the big
question yesterday was what role the far-right anti-
immigration Finns Party-which more than doubled its
seats in parliament under the leadership of hardline
nationalist Jussi Halla-aho-would play. The Social
Democrats came in as Finland’s biggest party with 17.7
percent of the votes, just ahead of the Finns Party on
17.5 percent.

Halla-aho told Finnish media yesterday he did not
want to repeat the mistakes his party made in 2015
when it entered government and was forced to com-
promise on immigration and EU bailouts.  “We were
flexible about the wrong things,” he told Finland’s
biggest newspaper Helsingin Sanomat.

“I don’t see it as possible that the Finns Party would
take part in a government which doesn’t clearly commit
to reducing humanitarian migration,” he added.  On the
campaign trail, Halla-aho told supporters he wanted to
see the refugee intake reduced to “almost zero”.

This would appear to clash directly with the Social
Democratic Party’s manifesto pledge to make it easier
for refugees in Finland to be joined by family members
from their home countries. Speaking to AFP yesterday,
Rinne said his party disagreed with the Finns Party on
immigration, the EU, and economic policy, and, most
importantly, in their core values.  “I don’t think that we
can work together with the Finns because of those dif-
ferences,” he said, adding that he expected to be able

to instead find a compromise with either the conserva-
tive National Coalition or the Centre party.

While Halla-aho said he would be interested in the
post of interior minister, in charge of immigration, he
was also upbeat in interviews at the prospect of being
in opposition. He told reporters that the huge increase
to his party’s parliamentary seat-count-from 17 to 39,
just one shy of the Social Democrats-would give his
party sway over any future discussion on immigration,
whether or not it was a member of the government. “Of
course they’re scared of losing voters to us,” he told
Helsingin Sanomat.  “It would be quite strange if they
didn’t take that into account in some way.”

Grand left-right coalition 
Political analyst Sini Korpinen said that, in a bid to

keep the nationalists in opposition, a coalition between
the leftist Social Democrats and the centre-right
National Coalition appeared almost a certainty. “It’s
very hard to see that the other parties would say no to
working with the Social Democrats because then we
would be in a situation with Halla-aho trying to form a
government and I just don’t see that happening,” she
said. Political commentator Jeanette Bjorkqvist agreed.
“Rinne has been pretty clear that there are substantial
ideological differences between the Social Democrats
and the Finns Party. It would be astonishing to see them
in the same government,” she told public broadcaster
YLE. Korpinen predicted the Social Democrats would
likely try to build a coalition with the National
Coalition, the Greens, the far-left Left Alliance, and
centrist Swedish People’s Party.

“But the broad coalition Rinne will need to keep the
Finns Party out will be difficult to manage and ineffec-
tive,” Korpinen said. Goran Djupsund, political science
professor at Abo Akademi University, said the outcome
showed how rising populism across Europe was frag-

menting and weakening political systems. “A splintered
political landscape makes it harder to build a govern-
ment and nations become harder to lead,” Djupsund
said. “When populists win, the EU also becomes hard
to govern... then no one cheers, with perhaps the
exception of our neighbor to the east,” Russia.

Belts loosened
Much of the pre-election discussion centered

around whether cuts to Finland’s cherished welfare
state and education system went too far. Rinne has

been a staunch opponent of the National Coalition’s
austerity policies over the past four years. Meanwhile
Petteri Orpo, leader of the conservative National
Coalition Party and co-architect of the government’s
savings program, has repeatedly denounced the Social
Democratic Party’s anti-austerity plans as “irresponsi-
ble”. However, there are signs the two parties may be
able to reach some agreement to restrict further belt-
tightening, as Orpo has insisted that the economy is
now strong enough to allow for some more generous
public spending. — AFP 
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HELSINKI: The Finns Party supporters cheer during The Finns Party parliamentary election party in Helsinki,
Finland. —AFP 

Social Democrats narrowly win elections

Finland eyes left-right coalition to 
keep anti-immigration populists out 

Things to look
for in Mueller
report
WASHINGTON: Attorney General William
Barr has provided only a glimpse of Special
Counsel Robert Mueller’s report on the
inquiry into Russia’s role in the 2016 US elec-
tion, with many details expected to emerge
when the document is finally released. Barr on
March 24 sent a four-page letter to lawmak-
ers detailing Mueller’s “principal conclusions”
including that the 22-month probe did not
establish that President Donald Trump’s 2016
campaign team conspired with Russia. 

Barr said he found insufficient evidence in
Mueller’s report to conclude that Trump com-
mitted obstruction of justice, though the spe-
cial counsel did not make a formal finding one
way or the other on that. The attorney general
told Congress he hopes to release the nearly
400-page report this week, with portions
blacked out to protect certain types of sensi-
tive information. Here are five things to look
for when the report is issued.

Obstruction of justice
Perhaps the biggest political risk for

Trump is the special counsel’s supporting evi-
dence behind Mueller’s assertion that while
the report does not conclude the Republican
president committed the crime of obstruction
of justice it “also does not exonerate him” on
that point. According to Barr’s March 24 let-
ter, Mueller has presented evidence on both
sides of the question without concluding
whether to prosecute. 

Barr filled that void by asserting there was
no prosecutable case. But Barr’s statement in
the letter that “most” of Trump’s actions that
had raised questions about obstruction were
“the subject of public reporting” suggested
that some actions were not publicly known.
Democrats in Congress do not believe Barr, a
Trump appointee, should have the final say on
the matter. 

While the prospect that the Democratic-
led House of Representatives would begin the
impeachment process to try to remove Trump
from office appears to have receded, the
House Judiciary Committee will be looking
for any evidence relevant to ongoing probes

,into obstruction of justice, corruption and
abuse of power by the president or others in
the administration. Barr’s comment that most
of what Mueller probed on obstruction has
been publicly reported indicates that events
like Trump’s firing of James Comey as FBI
director in May 2017 when the agency was
heading the Russia inquiry are likely to be the
focus of this section of the report.

Russian ‘information warfare’ 
The report will detail indictments by

Mueller of two Kremlin-backed operations to
influence the 2016 election: one against a St.
Petersburg-based troll farm called the
Internet Research Agency accused of waging
“information warfare” over social media; and
the other charging Russian intelligence offi-
cers with hacking into Democratic Party
servers and pilfering emails leaked to hurt
Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton.

With those two indictments already public
and bearing no apparent link to the president,
the focus may be on what Mueller concluded,
if anything, about other incidents that
involved contacts between Russians and peo-
ple in Trump’s orbit. 

That could include the June 2016 meeting
at Trump Tower in New York in which a
Russian lawyer promised “dirt” on Clinton to
senior campaign officials, as well as a secret
January 2017 meeting in the Seychelles inves-
tigated as a possible attempt to set up a back
channel between the incoming Trump admin-
istration and the Kremlin while Democrat
Barack Obama was still president. Any analy-

sis of such contacts could shed light on why
Mueller, according to Barr’s summary, “did
not establish that members of the Trump
campaign conspired or coordinated with the
Russian government in its election interfer-
ence activities.”

Manafort, Ukraine policy 
In the weeks before Trump’s former cam-

paign chairman Paul Manafort was sentenced
in March to 7-1/2 years in prison mostly for
financial crimes related to millions of dollars
he was paid by pro-Russia Ukrainian politi-
cians, Mueller’s team provided hints about
what their pursuit of him was really about.

Prosecutor Andrew Weissmann told a
judge in February that an Aug. 2, 2016 meet-
ing between Manafort and Konstantin
Kilimnik, a consultant Mueller has said has
ties to Russian intelligence, “went to the heart
of” the special counsel’s investigation. The
meeting included a discussion about a pro-
posal to resolve the conflict in Ukraine in
terms favorable to the Kremlin, an issue that
has damaged Russia’s relations with the West. 

Prosecutors also said Manafort shared
Trump campaign polling data with Kilimnik,
although the significance of that act remains
unclear. One focus will be on what Mueller
ultimately concluded about Manafort’s inter-
actions with Kilimnik and whether a failed
attempt to secure cooperation from
Manafort, who was found by a judge to have
lied to prosecutors in breach of a plea agree-
ment, significantly impeded the special coun-
sel’s work. —Reuters

WASHINGTON DC: US Attorney General William Barr arrives to testify before the Senate
Appropriations Committee in the Dirksen Senate Office Building in Washington, DC. —AFP 

Is WikiLeaks’
Assange 
heading to the
USA?
LONDON: British police dragged Julian
Assange from the Ecuadorean embassy
last Thursday after his asylum was
revoked, ending his seven-year stay
there and opening the way for his extra-
dition to the United States. Assange’s
supporters, who cast him as a dissident
facing the wrath of a superpower, fear
the 47-year-old will end up on trial in
the United States. The United States
wants Assange for one of the largest
compromises of classified information in
US history. What happens now?

Who is Assange?
Assange was born on July 3, 1971 in

Australia. In his teens, he gained a repu-
tation as a talented computer program-
mer and in the mid-1990s he was arrest-
ed and pleaded guilty to hacking. He
founded WikiLeaks in 2006. He shot to
fame in early 2010 when WikiLeaks
published a classified US military video
showing a 2007 attack by Apache heli-
copters in Baghdad that killed a dozen
people, including two Reuters news
staff. WikiLeaks published hundreds of
thousands of secret US diplomatic
cables that laid bare often critical US
appraisals of world leaders, from
Russian President Vladimir Putin to
members of the Saudi royal family.

Why was he in embassy?
Assange took refuge in the

Ecuadorean embassy in June 2012 to
avoid being extradited to Sweden,
where authorities wanted to question
him as part of a preliminary sexual
assault investigation. That investigation
was later dropped but because he had
breached his British bail in 2012, he was
arrested last week and found guilty of
failing to surrender to Westminster
Magistrates’ Court. Following his arrest,

US prosecutors announced charges
against him and Swedish prosecutors
are considering reopening the rape
investigation.

Jail in United Kingdom?
Westminster Magistrates’ Court’s

Judge Michael Snow said Assange faces
up to 12 months in jail when he is sen-
tenced at a later date at Southwark
Crown Court.

The British criminal action against
Assange will take precedence over
extradition proceedings although Nick
Vamos, lawyer at London-based firm
Peters & Peters and former head of
extradition at Britain’s Crown
Prosecution Service, said in practice it
would make little difference. “Even if he
gets a maximum 12-month sentence, that
means he will serve six and it will take at
least six months for his extradition pro-
ceedings to be resolved,” Vamos told
Reuters. So while he is in custody, the
extradition hearings can proceed. The
British judge gave the US government a
deadline of June 12 to outline its case
against Assange.

Sweden or United States?
The courts will have to rule on any

extradition request and Home Secretary
Sajid Javid would decide which one
takes precedence. Vamos said the home
secretary would take into account the
seriousness of the offence and which
request was issued first, and expected a
Swedish one would take supremacy.
“Even though technically it would be a
re-issued request, in effect it would be
just a repeat of the request that was
issued many years ago and therefore it
would be treated as if it was the earliest
one,” he said.

“The fact that his extradition had
already been ordered on it once would
be in the home secretary’s mind. The US
government can wait a bit longer,
they’ve taken quite a long time to sort
out whether they were ever going to
charge him or not ... “We don’t know
what happened in Sweden, we don’t
whether he committed that offence and
there’s a victim there who’s been waiting
for justice for many years and I think
that should take priority.” — Reuters

LONDON: German Die Linke MPs Heike Hansel (center) and Sevim Dagdelen (right) and
Spanish MEP Ana Miranda Paz pose with placards calling for freedom for WikiLeaks
founder Julian Assange at Belmarsh Prison in London yesterday. — AFP 

HRW calls for
arrests in South
Africa after 
attacks on 
foreigners
JOHANNESBURG: Human Rights Watch
(HRW) urged South African authorities
yesterday to prosecute the perpetrators of
deadly xenophobic violence that displaced
some 300 Malawi migrants three weeks
ago but has yielded no arrests. From March
25 to 27, mobs armed with metal rods and
machetes broke into the homes of foreign-
ers in Durban on South Africa’s east coast,
chasing them out and looting their belong-

ings, HRW said. 
The UN High Commissioner for Refugees

(UNHCR) has said at least six foreign nation-
als were killed and several injured, raising
fears of a resurgence of xenophobic blood-
shed in a country where poor, jobless people
accuse migrants of taking their work and
benefits. About 88 survivors of the Durban
attacks asked to be sent back to Malawi as
they felt unsafe, according to representatives
of the Malawi High Commission.

Others had no choice but to return to the
same informal settlement they had been vio-
lently chased out of. “Re-integration of for-
eign nationals into communities without jus-
tice and accountability for past xenophobic
attacks is a recipe for disaster,” said HRW’s
southern Africa director Dewa Mavhinga.
“To deter those who attack foreign nationals,
there is an urgent need for effective policing,
arrests, and prosecutions.”

The lack of arrests showed “impunity for
xenophobic crimes,” said the rights watch-

dog. Widespread condemnation of the vio-
lence prompted emergency talks between
South Africa’s foreign and police ministers,
Lindiwe Sisulu and Bheki Cele, and diplomats
of African countries. HRW also urged politi-
cians to refrain from statements that “scape-
goat migrants and feed anti-foreigner vio-
lence,” ahead of May 8 general elections.

It cited remarks by President Cyril
Ramaphosa at a party rally in March, when he
“blamed undocumented migrants for prob-
lems and promised a crackdown”. The coun-
try hosts millions of foreigners, most from
African countries and many undocumented.
Immigrants bear much of the anger about
chronic unemployment and limited economic
gains made by poor black people since
white-minority rule ended in 1994. Violence
erupts sporadically, targeting foreign-owned
shops and migrants themselves. Sixty-two
people were killed in a wave of xenophobic
violence in 2008, and at least seven in a fresh
outburst in 2015. — AFP 


