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BRUSSELS: Four days before Europe’s 400 million potential
voters are called to the polls, EU leaders hope to reverse the
usual low turnout to avoid opening the door to eurosceptic
forces. The European Parliament, that will be elected in votes
across 28 nations between Thursday and Sunday, has never
been more important in framing the continent’s laws. But
each such continent-wide vote since the first one in 1979
has seen a lower turnout than the last, and much of the ener-
gy in this year’s race has come from populists opposed to
deeper integration. No big personalities have emerged
among the supposed candidates to lead the European
Commission, the top job in Brussels and one that may end up
being assigned by Europe’s national leaders.

Protest vote
Political scientists say the European parliamentary election

amounts to 28 parallel national votes, often marked by low
turnouts and a strong tendency towards protest voting. This
will be the case in Britain, which kicks off the cycle of voting
on Thursday and where MEP Nigel Farage’s Brexit Party is
dominating the race. But the spectacle of Britain’s chaotic
departure may have concentrated minds elsewhere in Europe,
and a ZDF opinion poll found that 60 percent of Germans

may take part, up from 47 percent in 2014. Voter participation
has traditionally been lowest among the young, but this year
concerns about a “climate emergency” have seen hundreds of
thousands take to the streets to demand action. 

Little known leaders 
It has always been difficult to find candidates for top EU

jobs that inspire passion across so many different countries
and language groups, but previous frontrunners were at
least experienced leaders. None of the so-called
“spitzenkandidats” - figures chosen by pan-European par-
ties to lead their campaigns - is a former national leader.
Indeed, the frontrunner as head of the biggest group, the
center-right EPP, is obscure German conservative Manfred
Weber, a veteran legislator with no executive experience
and a low profile.

Some low-watt star power is provided by outgoing com-
petition commissioner Margrethe Vestager, whose ministeri-
al career inspired the Danish fictional TV series Borgen, but
her campaign never caught light. In reality, if Weber or
Vestager gets the job it will not be the voters’ choice but
because member state leaders decide to nominate one of
them after the political horsetrading that follows the vote.

Nationalist backlash 
For now, only Britain is on the verge of quitting the

union altogether, but nationalists, right-wing populists
and eurosceptic conservatives hope to break apart the
cozy Brussels consensus. Polling at the start of the cam-
paign period pointed to around 173 members being
elected from these groups, even if their own differences
would make it hard for them to unify as one voting bloc.
Since then, however, a scandal involving talk of Russian
money and influence peddling has forced the resignation
of Austria’s far-right Vice Chancellor Heinz-Christian
Strache. It remains to be seen whether the specter of a
resurgent far-right will mobilize left-wing and liberal
voters to block them.

Main parties weaker 
While they may remain the biggest voting blocs, the

main center-right and center-left groupings that have
dominated pan-European politics in recent years look set
to lose ground. Even if the Socialists hold the line, their
strong contingent of Labour Party MEPs will only remain
in Europe as long as Britain does, and outside of Spain
their other members are losing ground. The European

People’s Party, home to EU Commission president Jean-
Claude Juncker, may remain the largest group, but it has
broken with its Hungarian allies from Prime Minister
Viktor Orban’s Fidesz. According to opinion polls, the top
two groups could lose 30 seats each, meaning that the
will not be able to form a joint majority and may have to
reach out to liberals and Greens. The liberal ALDE list is
looking forward to an infusion of new blood from French
President Emmanuel Macron’s new Renaissance move-
ment and from Spanish party Ciudanos.

Aftermath 
For veteran Brussels’ insiders, the big night will not be

next Sunday when the first results of the parliamentary
race emerge, but two days later when the national lead-
ers meet for dinner in Brussels. The first shots have been
fired, with Merkel and Macron admitting to their differ-
ences, but between them, under EU Council president
Donald Tusk, the leaders will debate the five top jobs in
Europe. Tusk hopes that by the time of the June 21 sum-
mit, they will have nominees to lead the Commission, the
Council and EU policy, along with the parliamentary and
the director of the European Central Bank. — AFP 

EU fears voter apathy 
despite populist surge 

No big personalities have emerged among supposed candidates

VIENNA: Austria’s President Alexander Van der Bellen
yesterday called for fresh elections in September after a
corruption scandal embroiling the far-right brought
down the coalition government in spectacular fashion.
Just days before key EU elections, Vice-Chancellor
Heinz-Christian Strache was forced to resign in disgrace
Saturday following explosive revelations from a hidden
camera sting. Conservative Chancellor Sebastian Kurz -
whose 18-month coalition with the far-right Freedom
Party (FPOe) had been held up as a European model -
reacted by pulling the plug on their union.

“My preference is for early elections in September,
if possible the beginning of September,” Van der Bellen
told journalists on Sunday after holding talks with Kurz.
The president will hold further talks with other party
leaders over the coming weeks in order to fix a date.
The dramatic developments followed the publication by
two German newspapers on Friday of footage from a
sophisticated hidden-camera sting months before
Austria’s last parliamentary elections in 2017.

In the tapes - of unknown provenance - Strache is
seen openly discussing the possibility of awarding pub-
lic contracts in return for campaign help for the FPOe
from a woman posing as the niece of a Russian oli-
garch. The woman says she specifically wants to gain
control of the country’s largest-circulation tabloid, the
Kronen Zeitung. Strache is seen suggesting that new
owners could make staff changes and use the paper to
help his party in its election campaign.

‘Enough is enough’ 
Kurz said Saturday the latest revelations were the

final straw after a string of FPOe-related scandals dog-
ging the government. “Enough is enough,” the chancel-
lor told a press conference in Vienna. Strache for his
part insisted in his emotional resignation statement that
he had been the victim of a “targeted political attack”
but also described his own actions as “stupid” and
“irresponsible”. The FPOe was also due to meet yester-
day to confirm leadership changes after Strache’s exit.

Neither Van der Bellen nor Kurz commented on who
would replace the vice-chancellor in the run-up to elec-
tions and whether top FPOe politicians-including con-
troversial Interior Minister Herbert Kickl-would be
allowed to stay in post. The damning revelations, which
saw protesters take to the streets on Vienna on Saturday,
broke as the campaign for European Parliament elections
on May 23-26 was nearing its climax.

They risk dealing a blow to a far-right populist
alliance marshalled by Italy’s Interior Minister Matteo
Salvini and in which the FPOe plays a key part. The
FPOe’s lead MEP candidate Harald Vilimsky had been
due to attend a rally organized by Salvini in Milan on
Saturday, but cancelled the trip because of the scandal.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel reacted to the
news out of Austria by warning of the dangers of far-
right politicians “for sale”, who wanted to “destroy the
Europe of our values”. The tapes contained a litany of
other embarrassing material for Strache, and analysts
predicted setbacks for the FPOe from its current posi-
tion in the polls. As well as repeating unsubstantiated
rumors about Kurz, Strache also hinted at ways political
donations could escape legal scrutiny by going to a
foundation linked to the FPOe. Elsewhere in the record-
ings, he discussed the possible part-privatization of
public broadcaster ORF and expressed admiration for
the media landscape in neighboring Hungary, where
press plurality has been severely curtailed under
nationalist Prime Minister Viktor Orban. — AFAFP

Austrian president 
calls for Sept poll 
in wake of scandal 

Johnson and Johnson: 
UK sibling rivalry 
at heart of EU vote 
BATH, United Kingdom: Rachel Johnson glanced at
her phone during her European Parliament election
campaign launch and saw her Brexit-backing brother
Boris, the former foreign secretary, revealing he will
run for prime minister.
Despite her moment in
the media spotlight being
somewhat stolen, the sea-
soned 53-year-old jour-
nalist and one-time reali-
ty television star - who
wants to keep Britain in
the EU - appeared
unfazed. Her brother’s
premiership ambitions
have been an open secret
since he quit Prime
Minister Theresa May’s
cabinet in frustration at her Brexit strategy last July.

If bookies’ frontrunner Boris becomes the next
Conservative leader when May goes, he would push a
more gung-ho pro-Brexit platform - the antithesis to
his sister’s beliefs. “I understand this sense of not want-
ing other people telling you what to do, people you
haven’t voted for. I get it,” Rachel said about Brexit
supporters. “But I think we’ve been stronger in the EU
and I think the EU is stronger with us in it. And for that
reason, I regard this as an existential question.”

The debate tearing at the Johnson family is identi-
cal to one that has soured moods in households
across Britain since the island kingdom voted in 2016
to end its four decades of membership in the
European project. Boris is adamant that it marked the
start of a bright and independent future. Rachel is
horrified at the idea of Britain losing its European
identity. “I couldn’t look back on my fifties and have
my grandchildren say to me: ‘Grandma, what did you
do when Nigel Farage took over the country?’.”

Former UKIP leader Farage’s new Brexit Party is
campaigning on the single issue of getting Britain out of
the EU by any means and as quickly as possible. Polls
suggest his party finishing first, with nearly a third of
the vote, when Britons cast their ballots on Thursday.

In contrast, Rachel’s nascent pro-EU party,
Change UK, is in the low single figures. Formed by a
small group of disgruntled former Labour and
Conservative lawmakers trying to fill a middle ground
void created by the Brexit divide, it is struggling to
break through. But Rachel’s own chances in the
European elections look decent. Her party is polling
strongest in the southwest England constituency
where she is standing. The mother-of-three has the
added advantage of heading the party list. And then
there is the Johnson brand name. She is just a year
younger than Boris and topped with the same mop of
blonde hair that keeps spilling into her eyes. — AFP

Czech PM draws ire 
as rapeseed blossoms
PRAGUE: Shiny yellow rapeseed plants have sprung to life
in the Czech Republic and angry residents blame their bil-
lionaire leader for infesting the country with the lucrative
plant. “People say it stinks, it’s ugly yellow, looks invasive.
But you can’t blame the plant - the problem is in the way
we’re using it,” says natural scientist Jakub Hruska from
the Czech Academy of Sciences. “By growing rapeseed we
ruin the countryside, water, soil, biodiversity,” he told AFP,
owing to the harmful effects of using too much fertilizer
and herbicide. 

With fields of rapeseed covering 16 percent of the
Czech Republic’s arable land, it tops the charts as the
European Union’s keenest grower. Prime Minister Andrej
Babis, who leads a minority center-left cabinet, is widely
seen as the chief benefactor because he made his fortune
as owner of the Agrofert group, which covers the entire
rapeseed-processing cycle. Agrofert’s units grow rape-
seed, produce fertilisers and pesticides, sell farming tech-
nology and process rapeseed into fatty acid methyl ester
(FAME), or biodiesel, which is added to diesel fuel under a
Czech law inspired by an EU directive on biofuels.

“The fertilizers and herbicides business is flourishing
and Agrofert is there as a very tough and able player,”
says Hruska. The second wealthiest Czech, Babis claims he
has transferred Agrofert to a trust to avoid a conflict of
interest as prime minister and tycoon. But the European
Union recently voiced doubts about the move and

launched a probe into Babis’s dual role as politician ear-
marking subsidies and tycoon getting them.

Good money 
Rapeseed is used to produce FAME and for alimentary

purposes, with each making up roughly half of total Czech
output. “Rape oil is ideal for frying, and rapeseed also
serves as food for bees,” says independent farming analyst
Petr Havel. “But it’s also a highly cultivated plant, which
makes it less resistant to pests, meaning it needs stronger
chemical treatment,” he told AFP. “The problem is the pes-
ticides stay in the soil and are washed by rain into ground-
water or rivers, and they also kill microorganisms, reducing
biodiversity.” But Czech farmers make good money with
rapeseed - roughly twice as much as for wheat. “There’s a
good market for rapeseed which has this tax relief within
biofuel production,” said Hruska. “It’s Agrofert’s business
model and they will do their best to preserve it.”

‘Biggest problem’ 
Babis came under fire from opposition politicians in

April after the cabinet voted to preserve additions of the
subsidized FAME to diesel. In the Czech Republic, diesel
must contain at least six percent of FAME which is mainly
produced by Agrofert’s unit PREOL and it benefits from a
tax break. Veronika Vrecionova, a lawmaker for the right-
wing opposition Civic Democrats, said the vote was “dri-
ven not by facts, but by the premier’s business interests.”

A group called “For a Czech countryside without rape-
seed” has drawn thousands of fans on Facebook, while a
protester at a recent anti-Babis rally displayed a poster
with the premier saying “I want an almighty Agrofertistan”.
Havel and Hruska agree that so-called first-generation
biofuels have outlived their usefulness because they fail to

actually cut greenhouse gas emissions. “Their environmen-
tal benefits are negligible,” said Hruska, adding that the
carbon dioxide balance “may end up in the red” given the
emissions generated during rapeseed production. “Yet
Agrofert will insist on using them because they have the
power. I’d say this is the biggest problem.”

But a switch to the more eco-friendly biofuels seen in
western Europe will take time because Czech companies
are not ready technologically. “Second-generation
biotechnologies cannot be implemented on a mass scale
now,” said Hruska. “The government should propose a
gradual switch. And it shouldn’t sleep on the technological
change,” added Havel. — AFP 

Parents try to 
remove doctor in 
right-to-die case 
LILLE, France: The parents of a Frenchman kept alive in a
vegetative state for a decade were to try yesterday to have
the doctor caring for their son removed before he halts
life-sustaining treatment the same day, their lawyers said.
The last-ditch move by the parents of Vincent Lambert -
left quadriplegic with severe brain damage after a 2008
car accident - aims to have the doctor immediately struck
off France’s medical register, the lawyers said in a state-
ment Sunday. The parents would also seek to have the
doctor, Vincent Sanchez, criminally prosecuted and lodge
new appeals to continue care for Lambert, they added.

The flurry of legal action spoke to the desperation of
the parents just ahead of the planned halt Monday of the
nutrition and hydration Lambert receives in the Sebastopol
Hospital in the northern French city of Reims. They have
already pleaded with President Emmanuel Macron to step
in and override the court order.

Family torn 
But the case has torn their family apart, pitting them

legally and emotionally against other relatives who concur
with doctors that the humane path given Lambert’s condi-
tion is to end life support. In 2014, the doctors, backed by

Lambert’s wife Rachel, five of his siblings and his nephew
Francois, decided to stop his nutrition and hydration in line
with France’s passive euthanasia law. His parents, devout
Catholics, and his half-brother and sister obtained a court
order to block the move on grounds his condition might
improve with better treatment.

But early this year, a French court sided with Dr
Sanchez’s decision to stop the care keeping Lambert, now
aged 42, alive, in line with the country’s laws permitting
passive euthanasia. France’s Conference of Bishops added
its voice to the controversy Saturday, calling on authorities
to wait on an opinion being worked on by a UN committee
on disabled rights.  — AFP

Dutch lead 
populist charge 
in EU elections 
THE HAGUE: A flamboyant Dutch populist could open the
floodgates for a tidal wave of eurosceptic and anti-immi-
gration parties across the continent in this week’s
European Parliament elections. Classics-quoting climate
skeptic Thierry Baudet founded the Forum for Democracy
just two years ago, but his party is on course to beat Prime
Minister Mark Rutte’s Liberals when the Netherlands
votes on Thursday. As the first country in the EU to vote,
along with exit-bound Britain, Dutch exit polls will be
closely watched as a bellwether of a populist earthquake
ahead of official results for the whole EU on Sunday.

“What happens in the Netherlands is also happening
elsewhere in Europe,” Claes de Vreese, politics professor
at the University of Amsterdam, told AFP. Once best
known for naked Instagram selfies and controversial
comments about women, Baudet, 36, stunned Europe in
March when the Forum became the biggest party in the
Dutch senate. 

In the process he stole votes from Geert Wilders, the
bleached-blonde anti-Islam leader who has long dented
the Netherlands’ image abroad as a bastion of tolerant lib-
eralism. Baudet is now aiming for similar success on the
European stage, with latest opinion polls showing the
Forum snatching as many as five of the 26 European

Parliament seats allotted to the
Netherlands, similar to Rutte’s
ruling VVD.

“Baudet is the new flavor of
the year,” said de Vreese. “He
does attract a certain audience
of voters who may be disgrun-
tled by the fact that Wilders’
style is very confrontational and
not particularly intellectual.” But
while Baudet has toned down
his support for a full “Nexit”
from the EU after the chaos in
Britain, his nativist, anti-immi-

gration message is similar to the one that has swept Europe
from Italy to Hungary. His senate elections victory speech
declaring that the “Owl of Minerva spreads his wings” -
referring to the Roman goddess of wisdom - was typical
of narrative that sees an ancient European civilization
under threat from immigration. His references to “boreal”
or northern Europe echo those made in the past by French
far-right leader Jean-Marie Le Pen. Baudet, who has a law
doctorate, has also successfully tapped into the populist
railing against elites, whether in The Hague or Brussels or
Washington, that has transformed western politics in
recent years.

“For a long time, Europe has been a very technical sto-
ry and people did not understand that,” Amy Verdun,
European politics professor at Leiden University, told AFP.
“The populists made things simple. You may not agree
with them, but they simplify things for the ordinary citi-
zen.” She predicted gains for parties that have a “strong
line on Europe, whether anti- or pro-EU.” — AFP

PROSTEJOV, Czech Republic: A picture taken in 2015
shows a yellow rapeseed field in full bloom next to solar
panels. — AFP 
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VIENNA: Austrian President Alexander Van der Bellen
(left) and Austrian Chancellor Sebastian Kurz deliver a
press statement after a meeting yesterday. — AFP 


