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LONDON: The British government acted unlawfully in its treatment of
six asylum seekers housed at a former military camp that failed to meet
minimum standards, a judge ruled yesterday. The interior ministry con-
troversially began hosting hundreds of asylum seekers in Napier Bar-
racks, in Kent in southeast England, last September, despite health
officials warning it was unsuitable.

Conditions at the former army site were described by asylum seek-
ers’ lawyers as “squalid”, and almost 200 people tested positive for
coronavirus during an outbreak there earlier this year. Six men, all said
to be survivors of torture and/or human trafficking, sued the govern-
ment, claiming that using the camp breached their human rights and
could amount to false imprisonment.

Following a two-day hearing in April, High Court judge Thomas Lin-
den ruled in their favor, concluding that ministry claims that the site was
adequate were “irrational”. “I do not accept that the accommodation
there ensured a standard of living which was adequate for the health of
the claimants,” he stated in his decision, citing COVID-19, fire safety
and other issues.

Linden declined to rule that the barracks could never be used to
house asylum seekers and limited his findings to the conditions the six
men specifically faced. However, he noted: “If the barracks are to con-
tinue to be used, there clearly need to be substantial improvements in
the conditions there.”

A spokesman for Britain’s interior ministry, the Home Office, said it
would “carefully consider the ruling and our next steps”, but that Napier
will continue to operate.

The site was used “at extremely short notice” as the pandemic hit

Britain, “to ensure asylum seekers were not left destitute”, he added. “It
is disappointing that this judgment was reached on the basis of the site
prior to the significant improvement works which have taken place in
difficult circumstances.” 

The Home Office and the six men must now try to agree on damages.
The court ruling comes as the number of asylum seekers and economic
migrants trying to reach Britain by sailing across the Channel continues
to increase.  The number of people crossing the 21-mile (34-kilometre)
stretch of water has almost doubled so far in 2021, with more than 3,100
reaching the English coast in the first five months of the year.

Meanwhile, Denmark’s parliament yesterday adopted a law enabling
it to open asylum reception centers outside Europe where applicants
would live while their case is processed, with the host country also tak-
ing them in if granted asylum. Known for having one of Europe’s harsh-
est stances on immigration, the wealthy Scandinavian country aims to
deter migrants from coming to Denmark at all.

Despite criticism from humanitarian organizations and some leftwing
parties, the bill, proposed by Prime Minister Mette Frederiksen’s Social
Democrats, was adopted by 70 votes to 24.

Under the law, asylum seekers would have to submit an application
in person at the Danish border and then be flown to an asylum center
outside Europe while their application is being processed by the host
country. If the application is approved and the person is granted refugee
status, he or she would be given the right to live in the host country, but
not in Denmark.

If it is rejected, the migrant would have to leave the host country.
No country has agreed to collaborate with Denmark yet, but the gov-

ernment says it is in talks with five to 10 countries, without identifying
them. Danish media have mentioned Egypt, Eritrea and Ethiopia as
possibilities.

Denmark is meanwhile known to be in talks with Rwanda. The two
have signed a memorandum of understanding on asylum and migration
cooperation, though the document doesn’t specifically cover external
asylum processing. —AFP
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Former residents of Napier Barracks in Kent claimed that their conditions were
“inhumane,” and that some even attempted suicide. —AFP

Macron sees hard 
choices, refuses to 
confirm re-election bid
MARTEL, France: French President Emmanuel Macron said
yesterday that he planned to make “difficult” decisions this
summer and again refused to confirm he will seek another five-
year term in what is expected to be a hotly contested election
next year.

“I can’t manage this summer taking it easy,” Macron told a
group of pensioners in the southern French village of Martel as
part of a nationwide tour. “I’m going to have to make some
choices, some of them difficult,” adding that some could thwart
a re-election bid by the 43-year-old centrist whose 2017 vic-
tory upended France’s political establishment.

“It’s too early to say,” he answered when asked if he would
run, while insisting he remains determined to “carry things out
until the end.” The president has repeatedly held his cards close
to his chest about the 2022 election, even as rivals including
far-right leader Marine Le Pen and right-wing heavyweight
Xavier Bertrand have announced their candidatures. 

Other right-wingers, including former Brexit negotiator
Michel Barnier and ex-premier Edouard Philippe could yet
enter the fray before the campaign begins in earnest.  It
would be a major sensation if Macron did not run and his
popularity in polls-while not stellar-is respectable compared
to predecessors. —AFP

Crucial test for Merkel’s
party in regional vote
BERLIN: Angela Merkel’s conservatives could face a far-right upset
at key state polls on Sunday, the last big test of Germany’s political
mood before the first general election in 16 years not to feature the
veteran chancellor. Surveys have the extreme-right AfD neck-and-
neck with Merkel’s Christian Democratic Union (CDU) in the east-
ern state of Saxony-Anhalt, with a recent poll by the Bild daily even
predicting the anti-immigration party will for the first time win a
regional vote.

Victory for the AfD would be a devastating blow for the conserva-
tives just four months ahead of Germany’s national election on Sep-
tember 26, and could further weaken the already fragile standing of
Merkel’s would-be successor Armin Laschet. “The CDU is in a rela-
tively weak position in the polls, as is Laschet,” said political scientist
Hajo Funke of Berlin’s Free University.

“If it turns out that the AfD is slightly stronger than the CDU on
Sunday, then there could be debates about personnel in the CDU, and
thus a weakening of the entire situation of the CDU,” Funke said.

Merkel’s party has been a dominant force in Saxony-Anhalt for
decades, topping all but one edition of state elections there since re-
unification in 1990. In 2016, the CDU scooped 30 percent, forming a
coalition with the Social Democrats (SPD) and Greens. The AfD won
24 percent.

But the conservatives have taken a hammering in the polls as Merkel
prepares to bow out, hurt by anger over the government’s pandemic
management and a corruption scandal involving shady coronavirus
mask contracts. They are also reeling from a very public tug of war for
the post of chancellor candidate between CDU chief Laschet and
Markus Soeder, head of the smaller Bavarian sister party CSU. Laschet,

who prevailed in that battle but has since suffered dismal public ap-
proval ratings, faces his first real test in Sunday’s election.

‘Rude awakening’ 
Even if the AfD wins the vote in Saxony-Anhalt, the party will not

be able to govern as all the other parties have ruled out forming an al-
liance with it. But a win for the far-right party would still be a “rude
awakening” for the CDU, as Laschet put it during an appearance on
the campaign trail in Magdeburg last week. Although support nation-
ally has stagnated at around 10 to 12 percent for the AfD in recent
months, in Saxony-Anhalt-as in other former East German states-the
party has long had a strong base of support.

Its recent move to style itself as the party bashing Merkel’s tough
shutdown measures during the pandemic has also cemented its repu-
tation as the anti-establishment party, attracting support beyond its
core base of anti-immigration voters.—AFP

BERLIN: German Chancellor Angela Merkel chats with German Labour Minister
Hubertus Heil prior to the weekly cabinet meeting in Berlin Wednesday. —AFP


