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Britain’s Trump? 
Farage surges on 
Brexit discontent

Polls show his Brexit Party easily winning next
week’s European Parliament polls and edging
ahead of Theresa May’s Conservatives in a UK

general election. Nigel Farage is channeling Donald
Trump’s brand of angry populism to help turn
British politics on its head. “You are in denial, the
BBC is in denial, the Tory and Labor parties are in
denial,” the nationalist poster boy of the 2016 cam-
paign to get Britain out of the European Union told
the broadcaster in a feisty interview. “I think you
are all in for a bigger surprise than you can even
imagine,” he said of the May 23 elections. The rise
and rise of the 55-year-old former commodities
trader is one of the most immediate and striking
consequences of May’s failure to lead Britain out of
the European Union on time.

Britain was meant to have split away after 46
years on March 29. May’s inability to force her EU
divorce deal through parliament has pushed that
back until October 31. Some think the date may have
to be delayed further still - giving EU supporters
time to reverse Brexit. All this has fuelled voter sus-
picions of politicians and turned Farage into a voice
of the disaffected who has both May’s government
and Brussels on edge.

‘More than a flash in the pan’ 
A May 8-9 YouGov survey showed his three-

month-old Brexit Party winning 34 percent of the
UK vote in the European Parliament poll. The oppo-
sition Labor Party was second with just 16 percent.
May’s Conservatives trailed in fifth with 10 percent
after the Liberal Democrats and the Greens. Voting
intentions in any general election that might result
from the current political impasse make equally grim
reading for May’s team. A poll taken for Saturday’s
edition of The Daily Telegraph showed the Brexit
Party on 20 percent and the Conservatives on 19.
YouGov has the Conservatives coming first in the
general election but losing nearly half their parlia-
mentary seats.

The question now is whether the Brexit Party is a
passing phenomenon or a new force that breaks
Britain’s existing political order. “The Brexit Party
has the potential to be much more than a flash in the
pan,” said UK national populist movement analyst
and author Matthew Goodwin. “The rise of the
Brexit Party is deeply problematic for the
Conservative Party because it is eating away at
Conservative Party support, making a radical left
Labor government much more likely.”

‘The enemy’ 
The parallels between Farage and Trump are

striking. They doubt the science behind climate
change and embrace gun rights. They both blame
social ills on migrants and support strong borders.
Farage also appears to have taken a page out of the
US president’s playbook by portraying himself as the
victim of a biased and out-of-touch media. The BBC
“now behave with outrageous bias,” Farage told the
PoliticsHome.com website a few hours after his spat
with the venerable UK broadcaster.  “The BBC are
now the enemy.” It was a familiar echo of Trump’s
“enemy of the people” refrain that has him and much
of the US media exchanging daily blows. “Farage
certainly exhibits elements of Trumpism,” the analyst
Goodwin said. 

May’s government never expected to do well in a
European vote. But a potentially disastrous showing
in a general election that could set Conservatives
back many years has members of her party on edge.
“People mocking, denouncing or vilifying Nigel
Farage are missing the point,” junior Brexit minister
James Cleverly, the deputy party leader, tweeted on
Sunday. “Rather than say ‘people are wrong to vote
for him & his party’ we should ask “why are people
voting for him & his party?’”

‘Fighting the political class’ 
Voters in southeast England have actually been

re-electing Farage as their European Parliament rep-
resentative since 1999. He has used the time to make
numerous enemies in Brussels - perhaps none as
vocal as the European Parliament’s Brexit coordina-
tor Guy Verhofstadt. The Belgian accused Farage on
Sunday of having “one of the lowest attendance
rates” in the chamber. “He would rather sign in & go
to the pub than fight for British interests in Europe,”
Verhofstadt tweeted. “Sending him back would be
insane!” Farage did not respond to his Brussels
nemesis. But he did pin a clip of his exchange with
the BBC to the top of his Twitter account. “We are
not just fighting the political class, but the BBC too,”
Farage wrote. — AFP 

Following traditional rituals, indigenous chief Olimpio
Santos Guajajara paints his face with red dye from
urucum seeds as he prepares to go on patrol to pro-

tect Brazil’s Amazon rainforest. He is the leader of about
120 Guajajara Indians who call themselves “guardians of
the forest” and fight illegal logging in the Amazon where
rainforest destruction hit the highest level in a decade in
2018, according to government data. On a rarely permitted
visit, the Thomson Reuters Foundation followed 12
“guardians” on a three-day patrol in the northeast state of
Maranhao where they set fire to an illegal logging camp
and to piles of timber ready to be sold.

“Today our land is under threat ... Logging, fishing and
hunting are all forbidden on indigenous lands by law,” said
Santos, wearing string necklaces with tattoos lining both arms.
“It’s destroying our lives. It’s destroying our culture.” But he
said the government had failed to clamp down on illegal log-
ging and concerns about land are escalating with no sign of an
end to the encroachments which was fuelling violence.

“We take action ... and are defending the law,” he said,
explaining that the face paint was an appeal to “Mother
Forest” to protect the guardians. “It is a very big war that
we are facing still today.” Brazil’s 900,000 indigenous
people make up less than 1 percent of the population and
live on reservations that account for 13 percent of the
country. They are increasingly concerned about illegal
logging and agriculture encroaching on the jungle.

Brazil led the world in rainforest destruction in 2018,
according to independent monitoring group Global Forest
Watch. The World Wildlife Fund estimates that more than
a quarter of the Amazon rainforest will be without trees by
2030 if the current rate of deforestation continues. The
Arariboia territory where the Guajajara live is also home to
the Awa Indians, hunter-gatherers whom indigenous rights
group Survival International has described as the most
threatened tribe in the world.

Bruno Pereira, coordinator for uncontacted tribes at
FUNAI, Brazil’s indigenous affairs agency, said this tension
has led to the emergence of forest vigilante groups, or
guardians, across the Amazon, with fears conflicts will
escalate. But he said it was a complicated situation as log-
gers paid some of the locals to co-opt them into their
activities which was also pitting indigenous tribes against
each other. “Whole towns have been built on the proceeds
from illegal logging inside the indigenous lands. It is an
extremely violent region,” Pereira said.

“There are even conflicts among themselves as they are

trying to survive within their land ... I don’t think they (the
guardians) are acting in the best way but I do understand
that they are so desperate that they have to act like this.”
Santos said at least three Guajajara Indians had been killed
in conflicts with illegal loggers since the group started in
2012. Some estimates put the number of land activists mur-
dered across the Amazon as high as 80.

Controversial leasing
Human rights groups have voiced fears that the situa-

tion could get worse under Brazil President Jair Bolsonaro,
who put indigenous land decisions under the Ministry of
Agriculture, sparking concerns that more land would be
opened to farming. But on May 9, a congressional commit-
tee voted to reverse President Bolsonaro’s decree giving
the Agriculture Ministry power to define tribal lands and
removing the country’s indigenous affairs agency from the
Justice Ministry. The decision must still be ratified by the
full lower house of Congress and then the Senate. But
Agriculture Minister Tereza Cristina Dias said the adminis-
tration’s push to repeal a ban on commercial farming on
indigenous land was in response to requests from indige-
nous people themselves. “Since I was a congresswoman (in
2015-2018) I received more than 150 indigenous people
saying: ‘we would like to be able to lease a plot of land in
our area’,” she told the Thomson Reuters Foundation in her
office in Brasilia, the capital.

This would be on land that has already been cleared
rather than deforesting new areas, she added. “So they
(indigenous people) would like the law to be changed ... so
that they can lease and produce on the land. The ideal is
they produce in their own areas,” she said. Not everyone
agrees, however. Joenia Wapichana, the first indigenous
woman to be elected to Brazil’s Congress, said indigenous
people have the right to receive full government support
to farm their land “but this does not justify opening indige-
nous land up for leasing”.

‘No choice’
The guardians’ work against illegal logging is widely

recognized by government bodies in charge of protect-
ing indigenous rights and the environment. But although
citizens’ arrests are legal under certain circumstances,
authorities have warned against the danger of indige-
nous people going head-to-head with loggers and tak-
ing justice into their own hands. “The guardians inform
us and make reports for us (on logging),” said Cassandra
Parazi, federal police chief in Maranhao’s capital Sao

Luis in an interview in her office. “But it’s important that
they remain vigilant, this kind of initiative to attack and
try to defend (the land) with their own hands is danger-
ous, it is reckless.”

Parazi said the federal police and environmental protec-
tion agency Ibama have conducted about a dozen opera-
tions in Maranhao state since 2015, destroying sawmills
and logging camps, but this was not enough to halt illegal
logging in the region. Corruption was also hampering
efforts to protect the land. “The area is so big, it needs
more investment ... There are few roads and a lot of rivers.
So (illegal logging) is easy to cover up,” she said. “It is
very easy to hide in the woods.”

‘Generalized conflict’
The guardians patrol entrances to the forest used by

trucks and cars where they approach and identify any ille-
gal logging activity and expel those involved from the land,
Santos said. During a night patrol followed by the
Thomson Reuters Foundation, a balaclava-clad guardian
interrogated a Guajajara Indian whom he suspected of
working with illegal loggers. “You think this is a joke? It’s
not,” he said, as the man denied any involvement with log-
ging. “If we find out you’re deceiving us, that you’re lying,
it will be much more complicated for you,” another
guardian said.

Roberto Cabral Borges, coordinator of operations and
enforcement at Ibama, said he worried that escalating vio-
lence with illegal loggers could make the area even more
dangerous. “Something that started as an environmental
crime could be placed aside and become a generalized
conflict in the area,” Borges said. Since the guardians were
set up in late 2012, they have destroyed some 200 logging
camps, Santos said, adding that the group was setting up a
charity and a website for donations.  

“I ask the world to look at our struggle and recognize
our activities as legal ... because we are fighting for our
lives and also for the lungs of the world,” he said, gazing at
a pile of burning wood. Laercio Souza Silva Guajajara,
another guardian, said the group was “not a militia”. “We
are defending life, we are not killing anyone. It’s our fight
for the children, for the old, for the whole world,” he said,
his face and body painted with black dye from jenipapo
fruit and wearing a camouflage hat. “If we wait for the
government nothing will happen ... We’ll fight until the end,
until the last breath.” — Reuters

Fears over rising violence in Amazon 
as ‘forest guardians’ battle logging

A boy dives into the river Mamiraua near the Vila Alencar community at the Mamiraua Reserve, Brazil’s largest protected area in Amazonas State. — AFP 

Julian Assange: 
Transparency 
icon or fugitive?

Aheroic campaigner for democratic openness, or
an alleged criminal trying to avoid justice: after
a decade in the limelight, WikiLeaks founder

Julian Assange remains a highly polarizing figure. The
47-year-old Australian, who now faces the reopening
of a 2010 rape investigation against him in Sweden, is
already in prison in Britain for breach of bail condi-
tions. He was arrested by British police at Ecuador’s
embassy in London, where he had been holed up
since 2012, after the Ecuadorian government with-
drew his asylum.

Assange has always denied the Swedish allega-
tions, saying they were politically motivated and
expressing fears of a plot to transfer him to the
United States to be tried there. The US has now sub-
mitted a formal request for his extradition on a charge
of computer hacking. At the time the Swedish sexual
assault claims were first made 2010, Assange was the
frontman of whistleblowing website WikiLeaks as it
exposed government secrets worldwide, with particu-
lar focus on the US.

Transparency and anti-war campaigners hailed his
work revealing the deaths of civilians, torture and clan-
destine military operations with the release of 500,000
US documents on the Iraq and Afghan wars. But the
United States and its allies accused him of risking lives
by sharing information on sources, intelligence tech-
niques and key infrastructure sites. Following his arrest,
WikiLeaks said that “powerful actors, including the
CIA, are engaged in a sophisticated effort to dehuman-
ize, delegitimize and imprison him”.

Ties with Russia? 
Assange was initially supported by human rights

groups and newspapers that once worked with him to
edit and publish the war logs. But many were also horri-
fied when WikiLeaks dumped the documents unredacted
online, including the names of informants. When in 2016 a
UN panel declared that Assange had been detained arbi-
trarily, one of his previous media partners, The Guardian,
dismissed the idea and said he should face justice. There
have since been questions about his relationship with
Russia, with WikiLeaks identified in independent prose-
cutor Robert Mueller’s probe into interference in the
2016 US election. Mueller found that Russian govern-
ment actors hacked White House hopeful Hillary Clinton’s
campaign “and publicly disseminated those materials
through various intermediaries, including WikiLeaks”.

War logs exposed
Born in Townsville, Queensland, in 1971, Assange has

described a nomadic childhood and claims to have
attended 37 schools before settling in Melbourne. As a
teenager, he discovered a talent for computer hacking,
and although he has pleaded guilty to 25 such offences,
he has only ever walked away with fines. He created
WikiLeaks in 2006 with a group of like-minded
activists and IT experts, to provide a secure way for
whistleblowers to leak information.

A confident speaker, he became its figurehead - and
a lightning rod for criticism. The most damaging leaks
emerged in 2010, beginning with a video showing a US
military Apache helicopter firing on and killing two
journalists and several Iraqi civilians on a Baghdad
street in 2007. It was followed by more than 90,000
classified US military files from the Afghan war,
400,000 from Iraq, and in November that year, around
250,000 US diplomatic cables covering almost every
country in the world.

Living in a space station 
He was arrested in Britain in December 2010 and a

judge ordered his extradition to Sweden. The claims
were later dropped but Sweden’s deputy director of
public prosecutions Eva-Marie Persson yesterday said
there was “still probable cause to suspect that Mr
Assange committed rape”. At the time of the first judi-
cial battle, Ecuador’s former president, Rafael Correa,
said Assange’s human rights could be at risk and
offered him refuge at his country’s embassy,

Assange compared his embassy stay to living in a
space station - he exercised on a treadmill and used a
sun lamp to make up for the lack of natural light.
Correa’s successor Lenin Moreno was less patient and
accused Assange of interfering in foreign affairs.
Assange’s supporters said it had become a “Truman-
show type situation”, accusing Ecuador of gathering
thousands of photographs and videos from inside the
embassy. After seven years, Assange was finally arrest-
ed on April 11. — AFP

WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange gestures from the win-
dow of a prison van as he is driven out of Southwark
Crown Court in London, after having been sentenced to 50
weeks in prison for breaching his bail conditions in 2012.
— AFP 


