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LONDON: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson said he
was nervous about his narrowing lead in opinion polls
ahead of Thursday’s election but pledged to deliver a
“transformative” Brexit that will allow lower immigration.
The Dec 12 election will decide the fate of Brexit and the
world’s fifth-largest economy with a stark choice between
Johnson’s pro-market Conservatives and the socialist-led
opposition Labour Party.

“Brexit is the most radical and profound change to the
management of this country,” Johnson told Sky, adding
that he would lead the United Kingdom out of the
European Union on Jan. 31 if he wins a majority in the
650-seat parliament. “Brexit is indispensable - you can’t
move forward without Brexit,” said Johnson, the face of
the leave campaign in the 2016 referendum before winning
the top job in July after Prime Minister Theresa May failed
to deliver Brexit on time.

Johnson called the snap election after more than three
years of political crisis over the United Kingdom’s most
significant geopolitical move since World War Two. Voting
takes place from 0700 and 2200 GMT on Thursday, with
Johnson likely to need more than 320 seats to ensure he
can remain prime minister and ratify the Brexit deal he
struck with the EU in October.

Opinion polls put Johnson ahead of Labour Party leader
Jeremy Corbyn, though his lead has narrowed in recent
weeks and such polls largely failed to predict the 2016
referendum result or May’s loss of her majority in the
2017 snap election. Asked if he was nervous about nar-
rowing polls, Johnson said: “Of course, we are fighting
for every vote. I think that this is a critical moment for
this country.”

Four opinion polls published yesterday put the lead of
Johnson’s Conservative Party over the Labour Party at
between eight and 15 points. The Conservatives are cer-
tainly in pole position, but not necessarily so far ahead

that they’re guaranteed to win, polling expert John
Curtice told the BBC.

Kremlin shadow?
With the United Kingdom still split over Brexit, the

election has largely been dominated by rhetoric over the
EU exit and an array of expensive spending promises on
public services by both major parties. Beyond Brexit, the
main foreign policy issue has been Corbyn’s claim that
Johnson would sell off the much-cherished National Health
Service (NHS) to US corporations in a post-Brexit deal
with U.S. President Donald Trump.

Johnson has repeatedly denied that claim and Trump
last week said he wouldn’t want the NHS if it was offered
on a silver platter, but Corbyn has used leaked British-US
trade documents to argue that Johnson is a threat to the
NHS. The leak of the classified documents online is tied to
a previous Russian disinformation campaign, social media
site Reddit said on Friday, fuelling fears that Moscow is
seeking to interfere in the British election.

The Kremlin, which says the West is gripped by anti-
Russian hysteria, has denied it meddles in Western democ-
racies. The UK government said it is looking into the mat-
ter with support from the National Cyber Security Centre,
part of the GCHQ signals intelligence agency.

No major poll predicts victory for Corbyn, a socialist
who wants to bring swathes of the British economy into
state ownership, but Labour could yet lead a minority
government given that few other parties are willing to
prop up a Johnson government. Labour proposes negoti-
ating a new deal and then holding another EU referendum.
Johnson dodged a question on whether he would resign if
he failed to win a majority and dismissed questions sug-
gesting that, after nearly a decade of Conservative rule, he
was offering voters little beyond Brexit.

Echoing the Leave campaign pledges of 2016, Johnson

promised lower immigration with a Australian-style points
system, but that there would be scope for high skilled and
other workers to come to Britain. “I’m not hostile to immi-
gration ... I’m a believer in allowing people to come to this
country and I think if they have talents and they want to
do things and make their lives in the UK and they can con-

tribute to our country - fantastic.” When asked by Sky
what the naughtiest thing he was ready to confess,
Johnson initially asked advisers for suggestions before
saying: “When I was riding a bicycle every day, which I
used to do, I may sometimes have not always have obeyed
the law about cycling on the pavement.” — Reuters 
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Russia not an enemy? 
Macron’s Moscow 
strategy faces first test 
PARIS: French President Emmanuel Macron this week
faces the first major test of his policy of directly engag-
ing with Russia that has disturbed some European allies,
as he hosts a summit seeking progress in ending the
Ukraine conflict. Joined by German Chancellor Angela
Merkel, Macron will bring together Russian President
Vladimir Putin and his Ukrainian counterpart Volodymyr
Zelensky for their first face-to-face meeting at an after-
noon summit at the Elysee Palace in Paris today.

The stakes are high: This will be the first such sum-
mit in three years and while diplomats caution against
expecting a major breakthrough, a failure to agree con-
crete confidence-building steps would be seen as a
major blow to hopes for peace and also Macron’s per-
sonal prestige. Macron, who is pressing ahead with the
summit despite crippling public transport strikes at
home over contested pension reforms, has invested
hugely in efforts to end the conflict in the east of
Ukraine that has claimed 13,000 lives since 2014.

And he has also placed his bets on a risky strategy
to deal directly with Putin, based on the assumption
that one day Russia will understand it is in the national
interest to see Europe as its long-term strategic part-
ner. “It is an important test for Macron and for the
Europeans,” said Michel Duclos, a former ambassador
and senior fellow at the Institut Montaigne, a French
think tank. “He is already very isolated. And if he
obtains nothing on Ukraine he is going to be even more
isolated,” he added.

But he added the Kremlin was “astute enough” to
understand that the summit had to be declared a suc-
cess and Putin was gladdened by Macron’s overtures as
he “sees in that a chance to divide the Europeans”.

‘Threat but also a partner’ 
Macron has adopted an increasingly assertive pres-

ence on the international stage in recent months, at a
time when Germany is a less imposing diplomatic play-
er as Merkel prepares to leave office. His thoughts were
summed up in an explosive interview with The
Economist last month, when he declared NATO was
brain dead and said Europe needed to have a strategic
dialogue with Russia.

Examining Russia’s long-term strategic options
under Putin, Macron said in the interview that Russia
could not prosper in isolation, would not want to be a
“vassal” of China and would eventually have to opt for
“a partnership project with Europe”. Macron notably
described ex-KGB agent Putin as a “child of Saint
Petersburg”, the former Russian capital built by Peter
the Great as a window onto the West.

His comments disturbed newer EU members that
want a tough line against their former master Russia
like the Baltic States and, in particular, Poland. And they
added to a raft of growing tensions between France and
Germany. But after a summit of NATO leaders in
England earlier this month, Macron was unrepentant
and categorical about his strategy of cultivating Russia.
“Who is NATO’s enemy? Russia is no longer an enemy.
It remains a threat but is also a partner on some sub-
jects. Our enemy today is international terrorism and in
particular Islamist terrorism,” he said.

A French diplomatic source argued Russia could not
forever pin its strategy on being a “power of distur-
bance” with policies like its military intervention in
Syria to keep President Bashar Al-Assad in power or its
alliance with NATO member Turkey which has rattled
the West. “If having a capacity to be a nuisance is your
only lever it is not a lasting and viable strategy,” said
the source, adding there was also a “profound Russian
concern about being locked into a rivalry with China”. 

Konstantin Kalachev, director of the Moscow-based
Political Expert Group, warned “it would be naive to
think Emmanuel Macron can exercise any kind of influ-
ence on Vladimir Putin with the aim of bringing Russia
closer to the EU. — AFP

As numbers slide, 
Warren wrestles 
with Medicare 
MARION, Iowa: With support for Elizabeth Warren’s
White House bid sliding since the release last month
of a divisive plan to overhaul healthcare, the
Democratic presidential contender has made an effort
to refocus her campaign in early-voting Iowa on her
signature anti-corruption message. Some supporters
worry that shift could end up hurting the
Massachusetts senator, however. Now that Warren
has put her $20.5-trillion Medicare For All plan on the
table, they want the candidate to try harder to win
over doubting voters.

“I don’t think she should brush it under the rug,”
retired teacher and Warren backer Karla Thompson,
60, said at a town hall in Marion, where her wife told
the candidate she was worried about the plan. “That’s
what will make or break her.” For the moment, Warren
appears to be treading carefully on the issue. While
she said little about Medicare for All while campaign-
ing in Iowa last week, her campaign there has been
mobilizing outside experts to hold town halls and
educational house parties to convert skeptics, making
an aggressive outreach in the crucial state that will
kick off the nominating contests.

In three Iowa town halls, Warren mentioned
Medicare for All only after asked or fleetingly at the
end of her stump speeches. Her campaign, however,
planned to host at least eight healthcare-specific
events in the state over the following week, along with
general policy discussions and trainings for the Feb 3
caucuses. The outreach reflects how the controversy
around her proposal has become a central issue for
Warren - even though she never set out to have it
define her White House bid.

For months, Warren has been running on a populist
message of fighting Washington corruption and Wall
Street greed. But her promise to expand government
health insurance coverage without raising middle-
class taxes is what has drawn the most attacks from
rivals who say it is unrealistic and from some voters
concerned it is too extreme. Warren’s momentum has
stalled in the month since she announced how she
would finance and implement the system, a policy
previously tied most closely to U.S. Senator Bernie
Sanders of Vermont, who is also in the race.

A Nov. 6-13 CBS News/YouGov poll put Warren
in fourth place in Iowa, trailing Sanders, former Vice
President Joe Biden and Pete Buttigieg, the mayor of
South Bend, Indiana. — Reuters

Ukraine soldiers 
fear Zelensky 
will give ground 
AVDIIVKA, Ukraine: A volley of gunfire breaks the silence
of a foggy day on the frontline in Ukraine, but no one real-
ly pays attention. More than the shots, it’s the possibility
that President Volodymyr Zelensky will be making conces-
sions to Russia that has soldiers here worried. “Pulling us
out would be like pissing on the graves of our boys,” says
Mykola, a 41-year-old private in the trenches near the city
of Avdiivka in eastern Ukraine. “They gave up their lives so
we could be here.”

Zelensky and Russian President Vladimir Putin will be
meeting in Paris today for their first face-to-face talks
since the Ukrainian comedian-turned-president took
office in May. The meeting, mediated by the French and
German leaders, aims to revive efforts to resolve Kiev’s
five-year conflict with Russian-backed separatists in east-
ern Ukraine. On duty in his trench, surrounded by an
apocalyptic landscape of workshops and homes torn apart
by bullet and mortar fire, Mykola leaves no doubt about
his opinion on the talks.

“This won’t bring anything good,” says Mykola, a thin and

bearded five-year veteran of the conflict who goes by the
nom de guerre “Hacker”. He says Ukraine “is in a weak posi-
tion” going into the talks, and many here agree with him.

‘Anxious’ about talks 
Many in Ukraine have warned Zelensky against giving

ground in the talks, which Zelensky says will focus on
agreeing a ceasefire and a prisoner exchange. After the
withdrawal of some frontline forces in recent weeks, oppo-

nents fear Zelensky will be convinced to accept a general
pullback along the more than 400-km frontline. Avdiivka is
only six kilometres north of Donetsk - the capital of one of
two breakaway republics in eastern Ukraine - and was the
scene of fierce fighting in 2017.

Serving in an industrial zone on its outskirts, 24-year-
old sergeant Faina says she feels “anxious” about today’s
talks. “Zelensky is a political novice, he could be easily
influenced,” she says, her long black braids and perfect
manicure in stark contrast to her fatigues. “I’m afraid that
we could lose territory retaken since the start of the war.”
Mykola says he has no trust in France and Germany to
look out for Ukraine.  “They will put pressure on
Zelensky,” because Russia is more important to their
economies, he says. “Europe has always cared only about
its well-being.”

In Avdiivka itself - a town of about 20,000 that has
been heavily damaged by the war - teacher Maryna
Marchenko disagrees with the soldiers. Marchenko, 75, is
well-known in Ukraine after Australian mural artist Guido
van Helten painted her face on a nine-storey apartment
building in Avdiivka.  “Their brothers gave their lives, and
what? They want to give more lives?” says the teacher of
Ukrainian, whose husband was wounded during bombing
and whose apartment was destroyed by mortar fire. “I
want this to end like a bad dream... Everyone is so
exhausted here,” Marchenko says, calling for “mutual con-
cessions” and convinced that Zelensky has “enough
brains” not to make the wrong decisions. — AFP

PEARL HARBOR, Hawaii: Attendees salute the ashes of USS Arizona Survivor Lauren Bruner during his
sunset interment ceremony on Saturday. — AFP 

AVDIIVKA, Ukraine: A Ukrainian serviceman is seen at a
position on the frontline with Russia-backed separatists
in an industrial zone near this town in eastern Ukraine
on Nov 28, 2019. — AFP 

Pearl Harbor 
veteran interred 
on sunken ship 
LOS ANGELES: With speeches and salutes, veterans and
officials on Saturday commemorated the 78th anniversary
of the 1941 sneak attack by Japan on Pearl Harbor, which
brought a previously reluctant United States into World
War II. A ceremony in Hawaii honoring survivors was
attended by US Interior Secretary David Bernhardt and
Washington’s ambassador to South Korea Harry Harris. It
was held within sight of the sunken USS Arizona, which
was bombed in the opening moments of the attack that
killed more than 2,400 Americans.

Later in the day, the remains of Lauren Bruner, who died in
September aged 98 and was among the last sailors rescued
from the Arizona after it exploded into flames, was interred in
the wreckage. Bruner had expressed in years past his wish to
be buried alongside fellow sailors who died on that fateful
day. “This is the last surviving crewman of the USS Arizona
being returned to his ship and his shipmates,” Pearl Harbor
National Memorial spokesman Jay Blount told AFP.

Bruner will be the 44th USS Arizona survivor interred
on the ship. The remaining three living sailors who sur-
vived the attack will be laid to rest with their families. One
of them, 98-year-old Lou Conter, attended the memorial
alongside some 120 members of Bruner’s family. At sunset,
National Park Service and military divers took the urn
containing Bruner’s ashes and lowered it to his final resting
place in the hull of the ship’s wreckage.

‘Glad to see them’ 
Bruner was among six men who had gathered at the

back of the doomed battleship on December 7, 1941 as
Japanese warplanes bombed the ship, when a sailor
onboard a nearby vessel threw them a line. The 21-
year-old, who was badly burned and had been shot
twice in the leg, managed to grab the rope that pulled
him and his comrades to safety. At the time, president
Franklin D Roosevelt described the surprise attack on
the US Navy base near Honolulu as “a date which will
live in infamy.”

A total of 1,177 sailors and Marines on board the USS
Arizona were killed and more than 900 could not be
recovered from the ship, according to the National Park
Service. Bruner went on to fight after recovering from
his injuries, taking part in battles in the Aleutian Islands
and in the South Pacific. He retired from the Navy in
1947. He explained his decision to have his remains
interred in the sunken ship at a 2014 news conference.

“Well, I studied it for a long time,” Stars and Stripes
quoted him as saying. “All my family and friends have
been buried in various places, cemeteries. But it seems
like after a while, nobody pays attention to them any-
more after about five years. I hope that a lot of people
will still be coming to the Arizona. I would be glad to see
them.” Saturday’s ceremony took place three days after
a disgruntled sailor at the Pearl Harbor Naval Shipyard
shot dead two people before killing himself. On Friday,
another shooter - a Saudi military trainee - opened fire
at a navy base in Florida, killing three people before he
was gunned down. Officials said security was beefed up
during the ceremony marking the Pearl Harbor attack
anniversary. — AFP 

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Boris Johnson (center) speaks to activists and supporters as he poses
for a photograph at the Conservative campaign headquarters call center yesterday. — AFP 


