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PARIS: Lucas Santerre, an 18-year-old French stu-
dent with a fondness for Victorian architecture, had
dreamed of spending a year studying in Britain under
an EU scheme that has helped millions of students im-
merse themselves in another culture. But British Prime
Minister Boris Johnson announced last week that he
was taking his country out of the Erasmus program,
severing yet another link with the Continent.

Santerre, who is in his first year of cultural studies
at Lille University in northern France, had envisioned
himself visiting castles during time out from his stud-
ies at Leeds University. He also planned to take a trip
to Hadrian’s Wall, the epic Roman-era boundary that
stretches along England’s border with Scotland. But
those hopes were dashed when Johnson, after striking
a post-Brexit trade deal with Brussels, announced
that Britain would leave the Erasmus student-ex-
change scheme that has spawned countless cross-
border friendships, courtships and careers. Johnson,
who passed up an invitation to remain in Erasmus
after Brexit - six non-EU members including Turkey
and Norway currently take part in the scheme - said
that with nearly twice as many Europeans studying
in Britain as Britons going abroad it had become “ex-
tremely expensive” for his country.

The announcement was met with howls of despair
among Remainers, who praised Erasmus’s contribu-
tion to forging a generation of outward-looking pro-
EU Britons. Writing in the Guardian about his
experience as an Erasmus student in 1989 in Rotter-

dam, philosopher Julian Baggini said it taught him
“not only what is valuable in cultures we are often
quicker to parody than to understand, but what is
strange in ourselves.”

Opening doors 
Since its inception in 1987, some nine million peo-

ple have benefitted from Erasmus to study or train in
another EU country in what came to be seen by many
students as a rite of passage. Adrian Toomey, head of
marketing at a training firm in Devon, who spent six
months at a business school in Paris in 1999/2000
told AFP it had taught him “there is more to life than
where you’re from”.

“It opened doors you didn’t realize were there,”
said the 43-year-old father of three, who went on to
work for a French cheesemaker before moving back
to Britain. Across Europe, Erasmus was seen as an-
other casualty of the nationalism that drove Brexit.
The program had “stripped away the Europe con-
cocted in the wilder corners of the Tory imagination
and allowed young people to see their continent for
themselves,” the Irish Times wrote.

“That’s why the Brexiteers despise Erasmus - be-
cause it’s an open challenge to everything they pur-
port to believe in”. The pro-Brexit camp dismissed
the outcry as hysteria from what they portrayed as a
pro-EU elite. Writing in the Spectator magazine,
Conservative MP David Johnston argued that Eras-
mus had “overwhelmingly benefitted the children of

the affluent and not those of the working class” for
whom “Europe really isn’t the most interesting region
of the world... particularly if your family tree traces
back to Asia, the Americas or the Caribbean.”

Victim of its success 
Home to several of the EU’s top universities,

Britain had long been one of the most sought-after

destinations for students anxious to improve their
English and sample British student life. Britain used
to be the top choice of French Erasmus students, ac-
cording to the Erasmus+ France agency which runs
the scheme in France. But Brexit had already dimin-
ished Britain’s allure, knocking it to third place
among French exchange students in 2018-19, after
Spain and Ireland. —AFP

Post-Brexit students mourn as 
UK leaves EU exchange scheme

Johnson takes Britain out of ‘door-opening’ Erasmus program 

LONDON: A jogger runs across the Millennium Bridge across the River Thames with St Paul’s Cathedral in the
background yesterday. —AFP

Boris Johnson’s father 
seeks French citizenship
PARIS: British Prime Minister Boris Johnson’s father Stanley con-
firmed plans yesterday to seek French citizenship as the free
movement of Britons in the EU comes to an end under the Brexit
pact delivered by his son. Speaking to France’s RTL radio in
French, Stanley Johnson said: “It’s not a question of becoming
French. If I understand correctly I am French! My mother was
born in France, her mother was completely French as was her
grandfather. “For me it’s a question of obtaining what I already
have and I am very happy about that,” the 80-year-old added.
The father of the politician who ended Britain’s 47-year-old
membership of the EU was among the first civil servants ap-
pointed to Brussels after Britain joined the EU in 1973. He worked
for the European Commission and served as a member of the
European Parliament.

He initially campaigned against leaving the EU before chang-
ing his mind a year after Britain voted to leave the union in 2016.
“I will always be European, that’s for sure,” he told RTL. “You
can’t tell the English: you’re not European. Europe is more than
the single market, it’s more than the European Union. That said,
to have a link like that with the EU is important,” he said, appar-
ently referring to an EU passport. His plans to seek a French
passport had already been revealed by his daughter Rachel in a
book published in March. —AFP

Hope, skepticism as 
Moscow launches 
vaccination drive
MOSCOW: Vera Stepanova waits nervously at a Moscow clinic for her turn
to be vaccinated with Russia’s Sputnik V jab. The 73-year-old spent a sleep-
less night in anticipation and says she has no doubts about taking the vaccine.
“I’m so afraid of this disease. We have to protect ourselves,” the retired school
principal says, her face covered by a surgical mask. “I waited for my turn and
I came with pleasure, hoping that everything will be all right.”

Stepanova was among a group of older Russians receiving the vaccine
this week as Moscow launched a campaign to inoculate residents aged over
60. For many the vaccination comes as a relief, a chance to leave their homes
or see their grandchildren without fear. “I’m tired of staying at home. I would
like to get antibodies faster so that I can go for a walk,” says Stepanova’s 82-
year-old husband Georgy.

But not everyone is lining up for Sputnik V. Many Russians are deeply
sceptical of being vaccinated - a huge hurdle for the country in a week that
also saw officials confirm that its death toll from the virus is more than three
times higher than previously reported.

‘Apprehension, mistrust’ 
An Ipsos poll this week showed that only 43 percent of Russians want to

be vaccinated, against 69 percent in the United States and 65 percent in Ger-
many. Other polls in Russia put that figure at only 38 percent. “It is worrying,”
infectious disease specialist Irina Shestakova conceded in an interview with
the RIA Novosti news agency. “The countries that win will be those that vac-

cinate the majority of the population as quickly as possible,” she said.
Lev Gudkov, the director of Russia’s Levada polling centre, said some

of the concern was fuelled by a propaganda drive around Sputnik V,
which President Vladimir Putin announced as the world’s first officially
registered vaccine in August. The announcement prompted worries that
Moscow was rushing to win the race to produce a vaccine, an idea re-
inforced by its being named after the first satellite launched by the Soviet
Union in 1957 at the height of the Cold War.

“This massive campaign is arousing great apprehension and mis-
trust,” Gudkov said. “People understand that for Vladimir Putin, the vac-
cine is part of Russia’s confrontation with the West.” Scepticism has also
been fed by concerns over official coronavirus figures in Russia, where
despite huge numbers of cases the official death rate has remained rel-
atively low. The government has defended its methodology of counting
only COVID deaths that are confirmed by autopsies, but a Levada sur-
vey in November showed that just 27 percent of Russians had faith in
the official math.

‘No alternative’ to vaccine 
A count of excess deaths so far in 2020 released this week by state

statistics agency Rosstat showed more than 186,000 people had died as
a result of the virus. That is three times the fatality count of 57,019 on the
official daily tally and places Russia third on the world ranking of deaths
from COVID. As a second wave of infections - one that shows no sign of
slowing - pummels Russia, the authorities have not reimposed the kind
of strict lockdown seen here last winter or in effect in parts of Europe.

Instead, they are redoubling efforts to get sceptical citizens to clinics,
with Moscow Mayor Sergei Sobyanin saying this week that vaccinations
are the only way forward. “You have to get vaccinated. There is no alter-
native,” he said. The numbers show the end is not yet in sight. In a city of
more than 12 million, just 50,000 people in Moscow have so far received
Sputnik V and only 70,000 are registered to be vaccinated. —AFP


