
LONDON: Prime Minister Theresa May was
clinging to power yesterday after her final Brexit
gambit backfired, overshadowing a European
election that has shown a United Kingdom still
riven over its divorce from the EU. May’s depar-
ture will deepen the Brexit crisis as a new leader
is likely to want a more decisive split, raising the
chances of a confrontation with the European
Union and an election that could usher in a so-
cialist government.

In such a fluid situa-
tion, Britain faces an
array of options includ-
ing an orderly exit with a
deal, a no-deal exit, an
election or a second ref-
erendum that could ulti-
mately reverse the 2016
decision to leave the EU.
May, who won the top
job in the turmoil that
followed the 2016 referendum on EU member-
ship, has repeatedly failed to get parliament’s
approval for her divorce deal, which she pitched
as a way to heal Britain’s Brexit divisions.

Her last gambit, offering a possible second
referendum and closer trading arrangements
with the EU, triggered a revolt by some Brexit-
supporting ministers and triggered the resigna-
tion of her parliamentary business manager.
Yesterday, with Britons voting in a European

election in which pre-poll surveys suggested
May’s Conservatives would be thrashed by
Nigel Farage’s Brexit Party, May was digging in.
The government said it would publish legislation
to enact May’s EU deal, originally due today,
early next month, and her spokesman said she
would be listening to colleagues’ concerns.

Bill to be published
Asked if she was planning to rewrite the leg-

islation, he said: “She is
focused on delivering
Brexit ... “The prime min-
ister wants to ensure that
the UK leaves the EU
with a deal, and the only
way to leave with a deal
is by ratifying the With-
drawal Agreement.” The
mass-circulation Sun
newspaper’s front page

was headlined “May set to go after Brexit fi-
asco”, while the Times led with “May prepares
to quit after cabinet mutiny”. 

Foreign minister Jeremy Hunt said May would
still be prime minister when US President Don-
ald Trump arrives for a state visit on June 3. EU
supporters fear Brexit will undermine Britain’s
economy - fifth-largest in the world - as well as
London’s position as one of the world’s top two
financial capitals. The also say it will weaken the

West as it grapples with Trump’s unpredictable
presidency and growing assertiveness from Rus-
sia and China.

May, who has been obdurate through one of
the most tumultuous premierships of recent
British history, had promised to leave office if
lawmakers approved her Brexit deal, but is now

under intense pressure to name a date. Sterling,
which tumbled on the 2016 Brexit vote to its
biggest one-day fall since the early 1970s,
dropped 0.4% to a new 4-1/2 month low of
$1.2605. The yield on Britain’s 10-year bond fell
to 0.991%, the lowest since March 29, the day
Britain had been due to leave the EU. — Reuters

I n t e r n a t i o n a l Friday, May 24, 2019

Friday16

LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May seen during the weekly Prime Minister’s Questions
(PMQs) question and answer session in the House of Commons in London. —AFP 

‘No-deal’ exit and
Boris Johnson

leadership 
in focus 

Britain’s PM under intense pressure to quit

Theresa May clings to power 
after Brexit gambit backfires

LONDON: Voters in Brexit-bound Britain cast
ballots yesterday at the start of 28-nation EU
elections in which eurosceptic, anti-immigra-
tion forces have vowed to create a political
earthquake that will shake the Brussels estab-
lishment. With Prime Minister Theresa May’s
resignation appearing imminent after she post-
poned a forlorn attempt to push her divorce
deal through parliament, Britain joined the
Netherlands in kicking off four days of voting
across the continent. 

The elections were a surreal spectacle for a
country that voted almost three years ago to
leave the European Union, with May vowing on
countless occasions to honor the result in time
to avoid the election. The Brexit crisis mirrored
deep divisions across the continent. Rising anti-
establishment forces across the continent are
bidding to make significant gains, in a threat to
closer EU integration. 

More than 400 million European voters are
eligible to elect 751 Members of the European
Parliament, with the first results announced late
Sunday once voting in all 28 member states has
been completed. These are the ninth European
parliament elections since they began in 1979
and voter turnout has dropped each time, hitting
43 percent in 2014.

‘Peaceful political revolution’ 
Having opted to leave the EU in a seismic ref-

erendum in 2016, Britain was originally meant to
depart on March 29 and therefore not take part
in the contests. But MPs have rejected May’s
withdrawal agreement and the country now
finds itself in the absurd situation of electing
lawmakers to an institution it plans to leave. The
issue looked set to dominate how Britons vote.
“Once you’ve made a decision to leave I felt that
we should have executed it,” said Neil Rodford,
49, as he cast his ballot in southwest London. 

Accountant Margaret Clark, 64, felt the op-
posite as she voted in Northern Ireland.
“What’s mostly on my mind is the fact that I
would like to remain in the European Union,”
she said. The Brexit Party, formed only this year
by eurosceptic figurehead Nigel Farage, is lead-
ing the latest opinion polls with 37 percent of
the vote. Amid widespread frustration at the
political gridlock, the ruling Conservatives are
in fifth place with just seven percent while the
Labor opposition also lag behind on 13. “We are
attempting a peaceful political revolution in this
country,” Farage told the party’s final rally this
week. “The establishment: they’re not fright-
ened - they’re absolutely terrified!” he said of
his new party’s rise.  — AFP 

Ascendant
Farage bids 
to harness 
Brexit anger
LONDON: During nearly three decades in pub-
lic life, Nigel Farage has risen from a eurosceptic
rabble-rouser on the fringes of British politics to
a pivotal player in the country’s current Brexit-
dominated landscape. Farage was a driving force
behind the 2016 vote to quit the EU and the 55-
year-old is aiming to follow up that triumph by
scoring his third political victory in five years in
Thursday’s European parliament polls. 

A serial failure at getting elected as a law-
maker in Britain’s parliament, Farage is neverthe-
less threatening to smash the two main parties’
historic hold on power with his new Brexit Party’s
popularity. “Brexit was the first brick knocked
out of the establishment wall,” he predicted in
2016. “There are great battles to be fought and
I’m going to go on fighting those battles.”

‘Sense of the showman’ 
The divorced father-of-four and vocal sup-

porter of US President Donald Trump is on paper
an unlikely populist, appearing to embody much
of what he rails against. A privately educated for-
mer commodities trader, Farage has served as an
MEP in Brussels for 20 years. Yet he regularly

lambastes “career politicians” and “the global
elite”. Cheered by his supporters as a straight-
talking, pint-swilling “everyman”, detractors ac-
cuse him of being a hypocrite who plays to
racists and far-right ideologues. But love or
loathe him, Farage has increasingly mainstream
appeal in bitterly divided modern Britain.
“There’s a massive sense of the showman,” actor
Paul Ryan, who portrayed him in a recent TV
dramatization of the 2016 Brexit vote said. “He’s
got a great sense of humor, he’s charismatic and
he is a great communicator. “I think that’s what
makes him as potent as he is.”

‘Bigger risk-taker’
Farage was born in 1964 to an affluent family

in Kent, southeast England. His father was a
stockbroker and an alcoholic and his parents di-
vorced when he was five. He was educated at one
of England’s top private schools, Dulwich Col-
lege, before working in the financial world. A
larger-than-life figure, Farage has had several
brushes with death that have proved defining. In
1985 he had a cancerous testicle removed, and
was hit by a car after a night out, suffering seri-
ous head and leg injuries.

Once recovered, he married his nurse, and the
couple had two sons. Following their divorce in
1997 Farage married second wife Kirsten Mehr,
a German, with whom he has two daughters.
They separated in 2017. His most recent scare
came on general election day in May 2010 when
a light aircraft crashed after a campaign banner
got caught in a propeller. He escaped relatively
unscathed with just broken bones and a punc-
tured lung. —AFP 

Populists eye upsets as 
Brexit-bound UK, Netherlands
kick off EU elections


