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Boris Johnson: 
Polarizing leader 
focused on Brexit 
LONDON: Prime Minister
Boris Johnson has promised
to end the Brexit turmoil
and unite Britain if re-elect-
ed this week, but critics
accuse him of Trump-style
populism that will only
divide the country further.
The former London mayor
has toned down his trade-
mark jokes and bluster
ahead of Thursday’s vote,
as he focuses on a promise
to “Get Brexit Done” by
finally taking Britain out of
the European Union.

Opinion polls suggest his efforts to present himself as a
strong and optimistic leader are working and his
Conservative party is on course to win a majority in the
House of Commons. But Johnson remains a polarising figure,
not least for his leading role in the 2016 Brexit referendum
campaign, which was marked by exaggerated claims about
the EU and anti-immigrant rhetoric. His tendency to play to
the crowd both as a politician and in his previous career as a
journalist has also drawn accusations of racism and misogy-
ny. The list of offences - writing about gay “bumboys” and
veiled Muslim women looking like “letterboxes” - has grown
with comments unearthed in the campaign, including about
“feckless” working-class men and single mothers. But he
denies he meant any harm and supporters dismiss this as
“just Boris”, welcoming his off-the-cuff style as a sharp con-
trast to the soundbites of many other politicians. Crucially,
many voters believe he is a better proposition than left-wing
Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn, who polls put as the most
unpopular opposition leader of the past 45 years.

Competence questions 
Johnson’s relaxed style and lack of attention to detail has

led to accusations of incompetence - a perception fuelled by a
chequered stint as foreign minister under former premier
Theresa May. He was notably accused by the family of
Nazanin Zaghari-Ratcliffe, a British-Iranian woman held in
Tehran for sedition, of jeopardizing her case by mischaracteriz-
ing her job at the time. His aides point instead to the coordinat-
ed expulsion of Russian diplomats by many of Britain’s allies,
including the United States, after a nerve agent attack in
England last year blamed on Moscow. As prime minister,
Johnson defied his critics in renegotiating May’s unpopular EU
divorce deal. “Those who did not take him seriously were
wrong,” French President Emmanuel Macron said at the time.
His credibility took a hit when, despite MPs passing a law to
stop his threat of leaving the EU with no deal, Johnson refused
to acknowledge Brexit would be delayed past October until it
actually happened. He now hopes that, if he wins enough seats,
he can get his deal through in time to leave the EU on the next
deadline of Jan 31. However, experts question his pledge to get
a new trade agreement with Brussels by Dec 2020, warning
this is only possible with big compromises.

‘One Nation’ Tory 
Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson was born in New

York in 1964 into a high-achieving family of future politicians
and media personalities. According to his sister, Rachel, as a
child he once aspired to become “world king”. He attended
the elite Eton boys school and Oxford University to become
a journalist for The Times - a job he promptly lost for making
up a quote. Johnson was later sacked from the Tories’ top
team for lying about an extramarital affair, one of several
personal scandals that have marked his career. Twice
divorced, he now lives in Downing Street with his girlfriend,
former Tory party staffer Carrie Symonds. But he rarely talks
about his private life and some five children. He makes an
exception for his great-grandfather Ali Kemal, who was
briefly interior minister in the last grand vizier of the
Ottoman Empire’s government - a fact he often cites to
reject accusations of racism. —AFP

Boris Johnson

LONDON: Britain’s election campaign entered its fre-
netic final straight yesterday with Prime Minister Boris
Johnson trying to lock in the votes needed to draw a
line under years of arguments and paralysis over
European Union membership. Johnson is hoping
Thursday’s poll hands his ruling Conservatives a major-
ity, to allow him to push through his Brexit divorce deal
with Brussels.

Parliament has been deadlocked since the result of
the last election in 2017, which saw the Tories lose their
majority and weaken their ability to implement the
result of the 2016 referendum on EU membership. The
main opposition Labour party leader Jeremy Corbyn is
trying to upset the odds and usher in Britain’s first left-
ist government in nine years. The veteran socialist has
promised to negotiate his own EU divorce deal and
then put it up for a vote in a new referendum that could
still keep Britain partially tied to Europe - or simply
cancel Brexit outright.

Opinion polls show the Conservatives maintaining a
healthy lead. But Johnson needs to win at least half of
the House of Commons seats because his party has no
clear partners among the smaller parties. Some polls
suggest the vote could produce another hung parlia-
ment that extends Britain’s political paralysis and fur-
ther frustrates the business community and Brussels.
“We’re taking nothing for granted,” Johnson said dur-
ing a visit to a fish market in the northeastern port of
Grimsby. “We’re working very, very hard across the
whole country.”

‘Red wall’ 
The northeast of England bore the brunt of some of

the global changes that made UK industries uncompet-
itive and forced the country to open up its fishing

waters to the other 27 EU states. Grimsby is part of a
so-called “red wall” that traditionally backs Labour
because of its support for trade unions and emphasis
on social spending. The party’s would-be finance minis-
ter John McDonnell promised yesterday to “end auster-
ity” and shift wealth from London to the regions in the
first 100 days of a Labour-led government.

“Don’t be fooled by the doubters who say our plans
are unachievable,” McDonnell said. He promised to
“remake the government and what people expect from
it.” The deep ideological divide between the two main
parties has produced a fractious and highly personal
campaign that appears to have done little to change the
minds of voters’ who opposed or supported Brexit from
the start.

Johnson has faced constant questions over his trust-
worthiness and Corbyn has been put on the back foot
over anti-Semitism within his party. Corbyn’s main
attack line has been to accuse Johnson of opening up
Britain’s cherished National Health Service (NHS) to US
businesses as part of a post-Brexit trade deal with
President Donald Trump. Yet his promise of lavish
healthcare spending has been met with skepticism on
the campaign trail and within some in the NHS itself.

“We needed our politicians to be realistic about the
scale of the challenge and either fund it accordingly or
be honest about how far the extra funding would go,”
NHS executive Chris Hopson wrote in yesterday’s edi-
tion of The Times newspaper. “That’s not happened.”

Late surge? 
Corbyn is yet to show signs of mounting the late

surge that put Labour within a whisker of winning the
2017 election. Polls released over the weekend showed
the Conservatives leading by about 10 percentage

points. Pollsters believe Johnson needs to be at least six
to eight points clear of Labour to secure a majority.
Analysts attribute Corbyn’s seeming failings this time
around to his initial refusal to support a second Brexit
referendum that most Labour voters want.

The century-old party has also been abandoned by

prominent members who voiced anguish at the anti-
Semitism scandals that have erupted under Corbyn’s
watch. The Simon Wiesenthal Center that was formed in
the United States to support Jewish human rights
named Corbyn as the top anti-Semitic person or event
for 2019. —AFP

Some polls suggest vote could produce another hung parliament

Britain’s ‘Brexit election’ 
campaign in final stretch

GRIMSBY, United Kingdom: Britain’s Prime Minister and Conservative leader Boris Johnson poses hold-
ing a fish with Conservative candidate for Great Grimsby Lia Nici during a visit to Grimsby Fish Market
yesterday. —AFP

Meet Ali, 25,
Boris Johnson’s 
biggest challenger 
UXBRIDGE, United Kingdom: Ali Milani didn’t speak
English when he came to Britain from Iran at the age of
five. Twenty years later, he’s the biggest individual
threat to Boris Johnson at this week’s election. The 25-
year-old candidate for the main opposition Labour par-
ty is trying to unseat the prime minister in his Uxbridge
and South Ruislip constituency in west London.

Young political hopefuls are often given campaign-
ing experience in places where they stand little chance
of winning. But Milani is not in it to make up the num-
bers. Conservative party leader Johnson has a majority
of just 5,034, which makes the seat a key marginal. No
sitting prime minister has had such a small majority
since 1924. Defeat for Johnson is unthinkable.

Milani, who pitches himself as the “local candidate”,
knows it and has been campaigning relentlessly to claw
as many votes away from his opponent as possible. Few
candidates in the high-stakes election can be as dia-
metrically opposed as the front-runners in Uxbridge
and South Ruislip. As well as being young and born in
Iran, Milani was brought up by a single mother on a
social housing estate in the shadow of Wembley
Stadium in northwest London.

Johnson, 30 years his senior is a former London
mayor and foreign minister who attended the presti-
gious Eton school and read Greek and Latin at the his-
toric Oxford University. According to his sister, the
charismatic Johnson, with his finely crafted persona as a
bumbling stereotypical Englishman, harboured ambi-
tions as a child of becoming “world king”. In contrast,
Milani is a politics graduate from Uxbridge’s modern
Brunel University, a practicing Muslim and a former
senior figure in the National Union of Students.

Thursday’s vote may be taking place against the
backdrop of Brexit but local issues are still to the fore -
and Johnson’s lack of presence in the constituency has
been noted. “It has always been a Conservative area
but people are not happy with the local hospital,” said
Michael Freitas, 42, who works in IT. “The young peo-
ple situation is not good,” he told AFP among the
Christmas decorations of Uxbridge town centre, some

30 km from central London. Freitas, who said he was
wavering between Milani and the smaller opposition
Liberal Democrats, is unhappy at Johnson’s inability to
come to Uxbridge, which lies at the end of a branch of
the Metropolitan underground line. “Obviously he’s
neglected the local community,” he added.

Young people 
“On paper, turning round a 5,000-majority for the sit-

ting prime minister is not the easiest of challenges to over-
come,” Milani said in an article for The Guardian last
month. “But the tide of opinion is turning against Johnson,
who has regarded his constituents as a hindrance, and
treated them with contempt,” he charged. Milani says he’s
seen an “anti-Johnson tactical vote” and an unprecedented
mobilization of students and young people, urging them to
register to vote and make their voice heard. “I truly believe
we are on the brink of a historic victory,” he wrote.

Even a right-leaning think-tank appears to back up
his theory: in April, Onward assessed that the Tories
were “vulnerable” in Uxbridge and South Ruislip
because of its young demographic. Catherina Knox, an
actor and writer in her 30s, said Milani had “the local
touch” and was more tapped into the thinking of
younger voters. She has been canvassing on his behalf.

“I have been feeling quite depressed about the elec-
tion. I worry about Brexit, about our public services,
about lots of things,” she said. “I needed to do some-
thing, I thought it would be nice to try to unseat Boris
Johnson in his own constituency. He (Milani) seems to
care about this area, he is from here.” —AFP

Jeremy Corbyn: 
Britain’s alternative 
prime minister 
LONDON: Jeremy
Corbyn hopes to become
Britain’s prime minister
this week after a cam-
paign in which the
Labour leader has
doggedly maintained a
neutral line on the burn-
ing issue of Brexit. The
70-year-old leftist has
just days left to convince
voters that he can heal
divisions by impartially
presiding over a second
referendum on Britain’s
EU membership. The
main opposition leader is
offering the country a choice between a newly-negotiated,
softer form of Brexit and staying in the European Union.

His party’s manifesto pledges radical plans to “rewrite
the rules of the economy”, nationalize utilities and splurge
money on public services. Corbyn commands cult-like ado-
ration from enthusiastic, pro-European young supporters in
England’s larger urban centres. But to obtain power, he
must also shore up pro-Brexit, older traditional Labour vot-
ers beyond the cities and convince Conservative and
Liberal Democrat backers to switch their vote.

Big reveal 
A lifelong campaigner on socialist causes, Corbyn

appears happiest when campaigning on the stump,
addressing crowds of cheering supporters who share his
views. But unlike the 2017 election, where Corbyn defied
opinion polls to slash a massive Conservative lead, this
campaign has been less reliant on unscripted tub-thump-
ing appearances. This time he has relied on presentations
of supposedly secret dossiers that he claims prove the
duplicity of the man he is seeking to defeat, Conservative
Prime Minister Boris Johnson. The main thrust of Corbyn’s
campaign has not been on Brexit but on transforming
British society. A key plank has been allegations that
Johnson is secretly plotting to sell off the National Health
Service in a “toxic” post-Brexit trade deal with US
President Donald Trump. Both Johnson and Trump have
vehemently denied the claims, with the Conservatives
comparing Corbyn to a desperate conspiracy theorist.

Anti-Semitism row 
Corbyn’s campaign though has seen him battle allega-

tions of anti-Semitism flourishing in the Labour movement
under his stewardship. Britain’s most senior rabbi even
suggested anti-Semitism was a “new poison” within the
party, which had been “sanctioned from the very top”.
Corbyn’s campaign interviews have, at times, made for
awkward viewing. In one BBC interview, he declined
repeated chances to apologise to Britain’s Jewish commu-
nity for anti-Semitism.

On ITV, he was asked whether he watched Queen
Elizabeth II’s annual 3:00 pm Christmas Day message, the
staunch republican gathered his recollections and said: “It’s
on in the morning usually; we have it on some of the time.”
He has lost the support of the left-leaning New Statesman
political magazine, which could not bring itself to endorse
Labour for the first time since it began in 1913. “His reluc-
tance to apologize for the anti-Semitism in Labour and to
take a stance on Brexit, the biggest issue facing the coun-
try, make him unfit to be prime minister,” said the weekly.

Lifelong campaigner 
From an impeccable socialist background - his parents

met as activists in Britain during the Spanish Civil War -
Corbyn was, he told the BBC, a “not academically success-
ful student”. He worked for trade unions before being
elected to the House of Commons in 1983. He never held
major office. Instead he spent decades on the backbenches
championing human rights, leftist and anti-war causes, and
was a serial rebel against his party’s line. —AFP
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LONDON: Ali Milani (center), the Labour Party’s prospective
parliamentary candidate in Uxbridge and South Ruislip, can-
vasses in the Eastcote area of London on Dec 7, 2019. —AFP

Orange, green or 
yellow? Campaigning 
for votes in Belfast 
BELFAST: In the dim light of early evening in south Belfast,
Paula Bradshaw was knocking on doors, hoping to secure
the votes of anti-Brexit householders. “We’re pro-remain,
we’re a centre-ground, cross-community party,” she said
quickly, after one woman opened the door of a red-brick
townhouse. The Alliance Party of Northern Ireland is facing
an uphill battle to present itself as a home for pro-EU voters
in an election drive defined by Brexit. But it’s also up against
more familiar allegiances.

In the 2016 referendum, nearly 56 percent of people in
Northern Ireland voted to remain in the European Union. Since
then, those 440,000 have been largely voiceless in the British
parliament. Republican Sinn Fein - the British-run province’s
largest “remain” party - traditionally refuses to take their seats
in London, while a solitary independent “remain” MP has
retired. That’s left the pro-”leave” Democratic Unionist Party
(DUP), whose Westminster MPs have enjoyed a key role back-
ing the minority government of the ruling eurosceptic
Conservatives. Alliance wants that to change on Thursday.
“What we want to be doing, especially in constituencies like
South Belfast, where 70 percent voted to remain, is really just
to provide that voice-a very positive expression of what being
in the EU is about,” Bradshaw told AFP. 

A new color? 
A key aim is to go beyond the “orange and green” poli-

tics which traditionally divide a pro-British unionist elec-

torate and republicans who favor a united Ireland. At the
last election in 2017, 17 of the territory’s 18 seats went to the
DUP (10) and Sinn Fein (seven). Alliance does not take a
stance on the constitutional status of Northern Ireland. “We
have really tried not to conflate the Brexit question, which is
quite existential for people, with the green and orange con-
stitutional issue here,” said Bradshaw.

“The impact from Brexit will affect everybody equally
regardless of where they sit on their aspirations for
Northern Ireland.” That may offer a home for shades of
opinion lost in the divide, including unionist remainers.
There is public anger at the DUP and Sinn Fein, whose
inability to resolve their differences has left Northern
Ireland without a power-sharing government for over 1,000
days. Across Belfast canary yellow placards of the Alliance
Party urge “Demand Better”.

Deep-held beliefs 
Convincing voters Alliance can be truly neutral on the

founding dispute of Northern Irish politics may prove diffi-
cult, however. The legacy of the bloody, three-decade dis-
pute over British rule in Northern Ireland is never far from
the surface, although Alliance leader Naomi Long dis-
agrees. “Brexit is not an orange or green issue and Alliance
is not an orange or green party,” Long claimed in the party
manifesto.

But Brexit - particularly fears of a return to a “hard bor-
der” with EU-member Ireland to the south - has revived
fears of a return to the tensions and violence of the past.
Johnson rejects the claims as scaremongering. “There will
be no checks on goods from GB to NI, from NI to GB,” he
promised on Friday. Still, unionists fear the complicated
arrangement could trigger Northern Ireland’s split from
mainland Britain. Sinn Fein wants a referendum on Irish uni-
ty within five years.—AFP


