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Ecstatic conservatives bask 
in Australia election glory 

Morrison’s campaign was relentless and disciplined
SYDNEY: Australia Prime Minister Scott
Morrison yesterday basked in the glow of a
“miracle” election victory that sparked praise
from the US president, soul searching on the
left and speculation about what policies he
will pursue. Morrison’s Liberal-National
coalition bucked the polls to secure a victory
for the ages, but it remained unclear if he
would garner enough votes to have a parlia-
mentary majority or need to govern with the
help of independents.

The latest incomplete projections from
the Australian Electoral Commission yester-
day showed his party at six short of the 76
seats needed for a majority in parliament.
Projections by national broadcaster ABC
showed the coalition with 73 seats, and
leading in the count in four others. The 51-
year-old Morrison may yet have to depend
on ecologically-minded independents to
pass legislation and manage deep divisions
within his fractious coalition with no room
for defections.

As awed Australian pundits declared
Morrison a campaigning “legend”, US
President Donald Trump got in on the act,
sending a congratulatory tweet. The two men
spoke by phone after the results came in,
vowing “close cooperation on shared priori-
ties”, according to White House account of

the call. Trump’s allies will be quick to claim
Morrison’s win as another victory in the glob-
al march of populism. But the results showed a
more mixed message from an electorate that
appears increasingly split on the significant
issues of the day.

Brash billionaire Clive Palmer - who explic-
itly styled himself on Trump in a free-spending
countrywide campaign that promised to
“Make Australia Great” - appears to have
failed to win a single parliamentary seat. Ex-
prime minister Tony Abbott - the poster boy
for the right wing of the Liberal party - was
unceremoniously turfed out of office after 25
years holding the same seat, with voters opt-
ing for a green independent.

Challenging economic outlook 
Despite his high political stock, Morrison

may face a rocky three-year term. First, he
will have to contend with a challenging eco-
nomic outlook and figure out how to pay for a
budget based on improbable growth fore-
casts. After almost three decades of robust
economic growth, Australia’s economy is
showing signs of stalling. The central bank is
widely expected to cut interest rates when it
meets next month, in a bid to counter a hous-
ing market dip, stagnant wages and a weaken-
ing labour market.

Morrison finds himself in the unusual posi-
tion of having made few promises to the elec-
torate beyond extending tax cuts. His campaign
was relentless and disciplined - appearing on
the stump before voters day-after-day to warn
that the main opposition Labor party would tax
voters into oblivion and that its chief, former
trade union leader Bill Shorten, could not be
trusted. Enough Australians agreed, offering a
clear rebuke of Shorten and his policies. But it
is less clear what they voted for.

In coal-rich Queensland, voters backed
new mining projects that would bring jobs, but
which are fiercely opposed in much of the rest
of the country. The divisions within Morrison’s
Liberals were already clear to see yesterday,
with right and centrist factions racing to fill
the policy void. Some demanded an immediate
loosening of rules on fossil fuel exploration,
while moderates hinted at a rethink of the par-
ty’s climate skepticism. “I have to say to you
on climate change, it is real. We take it very
seriously,” said Morrison’s deputy, Treasurer
Josh Frydenberg.

Inside the vanquished Labor party,
Shorten’s defeat and quick resignation
prompted an immediate jockeying for leader-
ship, with several party stalwarts - including
long-time contender from the party’s left
Anthony Albanese - set to throw their hats in

the ring. Party officials defended their decision
to set out their policies in detail - which crit-
ics said provided Morrison with too big a
target and made the vote a referendum on
Shorten. At least one other group was also

licking their wounds. Usually reliable poll-
sters had spectacularly failed to predict the
election outcome and will be picking over the
numbers for days and weeks to come to see
what went wrong. — AFP 

GHORAMARA ISLAND, India: Residents on Ghoramara
fear that the votes they cast yesterday in India’s election
may be the last before their island sinks into the Bay of
Bengal - a victim of climate change’s growing toll. About
4,000 people, including poor fisherman Goranga Dolui,
were on the electoral list for the island in the Sunderban
delta. “Those who could, have left already. How will the
poor like me leave? We hope the government will help us
start a new life,” he told AFP. 

Ghoramara is now about four square kilometres
having lost about half its size in the past three decades
to rising seas. Ghoramara’s voters could still have a
role in Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s bid for a sec-
ond term. His Bharatiya Janata Party has campaigned
aggressively across West Bengal state and the result in
the local constituency is on a knife edge. But Dolui is
pessimistic about his vote and the results to be
announced on May 23 changing the future of the island
which is only connected to mainland India by a one-
hour ferry ride. “We will keeping living here until we
can’t anymore,” he said. Ghoramara’s election officer
Swati Bandopadhyay said the island may be lost in two
or three years as the rate of erosion accelerates with
each monsoon season.

Climate overshadowed 
“People know this natural process is unstoppable

and are gradually moving to the mainland,” she added.
Thousands of Ghoramara residents have moved in
recent years to Sagar, a bigger island in the delta, or
Kakdwip on the mainland. But several islands sur-
rounding islands are threatened. Modi held one of his
mega election rallies on the West Bengal mainland last
week where he talked about security. The environment,
however, has not featured in the election battle
between the prime minister and opposition leader
Rahul Gandhi.

Party manifestos barely mention the melting
Himalayan glaciers sending water pouring into the Bay
of Bengal, or pollution caused by coal mining, or
shrinking forests. There was little talk of the notoriety
of New Delhi and 13 other Indian cities among the
world’s 15 cities with the most polluted air. “Both major
parties have sidelined discussion of the environment
during the campaign,” Aarti Khosla, director of Climate
Trends, a New Delhi-based initiative on climate
change and clean energy told AFP. “Whilst the public
across the world is generating awareness on environ-
mental issues, it is clearly missing in India.”

Critics say the lack of debate on the environment
has also clouded discussion on the key areas of agri-
culture, jobs, water supplies and migration. Retired
school teacher Satish Chandra Jana, 75, has lived all his
life on Ghoramara but is despondent. “We are strug-
gling to live here and have even constructed a home on
Kakdwip,” he told AFP, sat on the deserted village
square. “I just don’t feel like leaving this place. My
heart and life story is connected to this island,” Jana
added.  The younger generation cannot afford to be as
nostalgic as Jana. Ghoramara is not connected to
India’s electricity grid and relies on unreliable solar
energy for power. The disappearing farmland is taking
jobs with it. Tapas Kumar Sasmal, 50, a retired soldier
who was born on Ghoramara and returned there to
vote, said only about 10 percent of the original inhabi-
tants remain. — AFP

India islanders 
vote with 
sinking hearts 

CHAKWERA, Malawi: The tiny village of
Chakwera is typical of thousands of settle-
ments across Malawi - life is tough, fami-
lies rely on subsistence farming, and food,
education and work are all scarce. But
flags featuring the black rooster of the
Malawi Congress Party hang in the trees, a
clue that this is the former home of a man
who could be the next president.
Opposition leader Lazarus Chakwera, 64,
lived in the village, 40 km outside Lilongwe
city, until he left secondary school.

Three generations of the family have
lived there since the early 1950s, and his rel-
atives still populate the village. Home to only
about 50 people, it is situated at the end of
a rough path leading through a thick forest,
and has no mains electricity, one water
pump and virtually no infrastructure. It is
the reality of life for many people in Malawi,
which is ranked by the World Bank as one of
the poorest countries in the world.

Over half of Malawi’s population live
below the poverty line, and just 11 percent
have access to electricity. “Malawi lacks
many things - there are no businesses,”
said Margaret Amos, a thin and glassy-
eyed 20-year-old wearing cloth wrapped
around her waist, as she walked away from
a pump carrying a heavy bucket of water.
Amos dropped out of school as her parents
could not afford the fees, before marrying
early and taking on domestic chores. “If
Doctor Chakwera wins, people will be able
to start their own business,” she said, loyal
to the village’s prominent son.

A few brown-brick huts are scattered
around a clearing where young men rest
under a tree in the midday sun. Pigs lie in
the mud near the water pump, and goats
roam freely searching for small leaves to
eat. Four older women sit under a thatched
shelter nearby, removing corn from cobs
harvested earlier that week. In tomorrow’s
election, Chakwera hopes to unseat
President Peter Mutharika after being nar-
rowly defeated in the last election in 2014.

The result looks in the balance but
Chakwera, a former senior pastor in Malawi,
can certainly count on the support of his
home village. Relatives see him as the coun-
try’s salvation from corruption, poverty and
lack of development. “I have total confi-
dence in my brother-in-law that he’s going
to take over the government,” Patricia
Chakwera, Lazarus’s outspoken sister-in-
law, told AFP. “He will serve all the people in
the whole country, because that’s what he
was doing when he was a church pastor. He
worked for everybody, and I’m sure he will
do the same once he is president.”

His older sister Polina Chakwera says he
has not changed from the boy he was
growing up. “He was always smart and
always number one - he still is,” she said,
adding that he would conduct school les-
sons for fellow pupils. Chakwera has cam-
paigned on an anti-graft platform, and has
been credited with reviving the MCP,
which ruled Malawi from 1964 to 1994
under Hastings Banda’s one-party rule but
has since been in opposition.  — AFP

MELBOURNE: This photo illustration taken yesterday shows Sunday newspapers displaying
the victory of Australia’s coalition government after they clung to power in a general elec-
tion they were expected to lose. — AFP 

Defiant Morales 
launches bid 
for fourth term
LA PAZ: Bolivian President Evo Morales
launched his campaign for a fourth term on
Saturday in a remote coca-growing valley
without addressing the biggest controver-
sy in his bid - the fact that he is running at
all. Morales, who became the country’s first
indigenous president in 2006, is defying
constitutional term limits. In 2016, voters
rejected his proposal to amend the consti-
tution to let him seek another five-year
term this year. He later won a court ruling
allowing him to run on the grounds that
barring him would violate human rights.

Speaking before tens of thousands of
people in the province of Chapare - where
he first entered politics as a leader of coca
farmers - Morales promised on Saturday
to bring factories to rural areas and tap the
country’s potential as a major lithium pro-
ducer. “We’re better than before, sisters
and brothers,” Morales told the cheering

crowd in a televised speech. One of the
remaining leaders of the so-called pink tide
of leftists who swept into office in South
America earlier this century, Morales has
remade Bolivia’s status quo since taking
office 13 years ago.

He has nationalized strategic resources
while overseeing robust growth, cut pover-
ty, empowered once-marginalized Aymara
Indians and railed against US-backed poli-
cies to control coca, an Andean crop that
can be used to make cocaine. “We still
have a lot to do. Following the nationaliza-
tions, we have now started with industrial-
ization,” Morales said. Morales’ party has
argued that gains for ordinary Bolivians
would be erased if the rightwing opposi-
tion takes power, and voters should be able
to decide.

On the eve of his campaign launch,
Morales secured the blessing of the head
of the Organization of American States,
infuriating his critics who see Morales as a
threat to Bolivia’s democracy. “To say that
Evo Morales can’t participate is absolutely
discriminatory considering other presi-
dents who have taken part in electoral
processes on the grounds of a court rul-
ing,” Luis Almagro, the secretary general
of the Organization of American States,

said in televised comments during a visit to
Chapare. So far, Morales is leading with 33
percent support compared to his closest
opponent, Carlos Mesa, at 25 percent,
according to the latest Ipsos survey. But 20
percent of Bolivians are undecided and
Morales’ once-solid popularity has slipped.

The place he chose to kick off his cam-
paign hinted at growing polarization in the
landlocked country of 11 million people. A
12-hour drive from the capital La Paz,
Chapare is far from the cities where
Morales’ public appearances are some-
times dogged by protests. — Reuters

GHORAMARA ISLAND, India: Indian voters arrive with
a ferry to cast their vote during the 7th and final
phase of India’s general election yesterday. — AFP

LILONGWE, Malawi: Opposition Malawi Congress Party (MCP) leader and presi-
dential candidate Lazarus Chakwera waves to the crowd as he arrives at the last
campaign rally on Saturday. — AFP 

CHIMORE, Bolivia: Bolivian President Evo Morales speaks during the launch of his cam-
paign for re-election on Saturday. — AFP 

Kirchner to seek 
vice presidency
BUENOS AIRES: With polls giving her
strong support ahead of October elections,
former Argentine president Cristina
Kirchner made the surprise announcement
Saturday that she will seek the vice presi-
dency. The announcement, made in a 12-
minute video posted on social media,
comes just three days before the leftist
politician goes on trial on corruption
charges. Kirchner, 66, was widely tipped in
polls to win the presidency, but she said in
the video that she was asking former cabi-
net chief Alberto Fernandez to run at the
top of the ticket as they seek to oust cen-
ter-right President Mauricio Macri.

Fernandez, who was chief of staff to
Kirchner’s husband Nestor from 2003-
2007 before holding the same position dur-
ing her presidency, said he had accepted
the offer as soon as he received it, on
Wednesday. He is considered a moderate.

Nestor Kirchner died in 2010. Fernandez is
also Kirchner’s maiden name. Primary elec-
tions are set for Aug 11. “We will work
together to clean up an economy that day
after day is condemning Argentines to a life
of poverty,” the presidential candidate said,
referring to the country’s economic crisis.

In her video, Kirchner said Argentines
were living through “really dramatic” times,
with more people than ever “sleeping on the
streets, with problems at work or crying as
they face electric or gas bills they cannot
pay.” Macri responded to Kirchner’s move
by warning that “returning to the past would
be self-destructive. We are on the right
path.” A series of corruption scandals shad-
owed Kirchner’s 2007-2015 presidency but
she has retained a strong base of support,
notably among the poorest Argentines. That
had helped make her a favorite in polling
ahead of the Oct 27 presidential election,
with some surveys putting her ahead of
Macri. Judge Claudio Bonadio had asked
that Kirchner be held in pre-trial detention,
but the parliamentary immunity she enjoys
as a senator spared her. — AFP

For US firms, 
abortion is too
hot to handle 
NEW YORK: Some subjects are just too
sensitive for corporate America. When it
comes to the draconian new abortion laws
passed recently by some conservative US
states, the country’s biggest companies
have been conspicuously silent. There have
been no public condemnations or outraged
statements, no investment bans, no calls for
boycotts. When corporate America pon-
ders abortion - an intensely personal mat-
ter that evokes furious public debate - it
sees only a lose-lose proposition.

Contacted by AFP for their views on the
issue, roughly a dozen big American enter-
prises - from high tech and telecommuni-
cations giants to leaders in banking, sports,
entertainment and distribution - offered no
opinion or failed to respond. And yet many
of the same companies, under pressure on
social media from liberal activists, have
responded promptly to some of America’s
most sensitive social flash points, from
immigration to racism to gun violence and
even the “restroom law” passed by North
Carolina in 2016 to limit the bathroom
choices of transgender people.

Some companies have suspended ad
campaigns on hugely popular TV series

amid the #MeToo movement to protest
alleged sexual offenses by actors and
celebrities. But asked about the contrasting
approaches, a spokesperson for one of the
country’s most influential CEOs replied
simply, “This issue is different.”

Offending half the public 
“You struggle to find a more fundamen-

tally controversial issue,” said the CEO of a
prominent public relations firm, speaking
anonymously to avoid offending employees,
clients or partners. “Having an opinion on
this for the public record isn’t beneficial.”
Abortion is one of “the issues that have the
ability to polarize your audience,” said
Melissa Dodd, professor of public relations
at the University of Central Florida.

Hank Boyd, who teaches marketing at
the University of Maryland, noted that
while “Democrats tend to be more pro-
choice... even within the ranks of Democrats
about a quarter of them are pro-life”.
Conversely, about a quarter of Republicans
believe in a woman’s right to choose. “And if
you go to independents, it is almost split
right down the middle.” Given that deep
divide, Boyd added, it is not surprising if
business leaders tell themselves, “I don’t
want to offend half of my base.”

Re-inflaming the decades-old debate,
Republicans in Alabama and other conser-
vative states launched a major offensive on
abortion rights in the past week.
Lawmakers in Indiana, Ohio, Louisiana and
Missouri have also advanced laws to
severely restrict abortion. — AFP

In poor Malawi village, hope 
rests on opposition leader 


