
MOSCOW: Russia’s opposition accused the
authorit ies of  mass voter fraud as elect ion
results yesterday showed the rul ing United
Russia party winning a sweeping majority in
parliament. The three-day vote that ended on
Sunday followed an unprecedented crackdown
on critics of President Vladimir Putin and came
with pre-election polls showing United Russia’s
popularity at a historic low.

But the party still claimed a two-thirds majori-
ty in the lower house State Duma, with United
Russia’s Andrei Turchak saying it was a “convinc-
ing and clean victory”. He told reporters the par-
ty had taken 120 seats from the party list and 195
single-mandate seats-a total of 315 seats from
450. It was a drop from the 334 seats United
Russia held before the election, but still enough
for the party to enact
major legislation includ-
ing changes to the con-
stitution. With 95 per-
cent of votes counted by
1000 GMT yesterday,
United Russia was
ahead with 49.6 percent
of the vote followed by
the Communist  Party
with 19.2 percent.

‘Truly unbelievable’ 
Predictions by state-run pollsters had sug-

gested United Russia winning only around 30
percent. Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov
hailed the “competitiveness, openness and hon-
esty” of the elections, saying it was clear that
“United Russia is the main preference of the vot-
ers”. But allies of jailed Kremlin critic Alexei
Navalny, Russia’s leading opposition figure, called
the results outlandish. “This is truly unbelievable.
I remember the feeling in 2011, when they stole
the election. The same is happening right now,”
said Navalny’s spokeswoman Kira Yarmysh.
Claims of widespread fraud in 2011 sparked huge
protests led by Navalny, who was arrested in

January and jailed on old fraud charges following
a poisoning he blamed on the Kremlin.

His allies said the vote was being falsified on a
massive scale, pointing especially to repeated
delays in releasing the results of electronic voting
in opposition-friendly Moscow. The European
Union said the elections had suffered from intimi-
dation and limited “credible” monitoring, while
Germany called for fraud claims to be “clarified”.
Navalny’s organizations were banned as “extrem-
ist” ahead of the election and his top allies were
arrested or fled and anyone associated with his
groups was kept from running.

Gains for Communists 
Navalny’s team had called for opposition sup-

porters to back other candidates who could
potentially defeat United
Russia, most of them from
the Communist Party, and
results indicated the
“Smart Voting” campaign
may have had some
impact. United Russia’s
share of the vote was
down from 54.2 percent in
the last parl iamentary
election in 2016, while the
Communists saw their

support grow from 13.3 percent. Three other par-
ties appeared to have met the five percent thresh-
old needed to enter parliament-the nationalist
LDPR, the recently formed “New People” party,
and “A Just Russia”, all with less than 10 percent.

The Communist Party’s veteran leader Gennady
Zyuganov said he was sure votes had been stolen
from his party. “These are fake elections that
nobody needs, and they are deepening social divi-
sions in society,” Zyuganov, whose party has been
accused of toeing the Kremlin line in the past, told
reporters yesterday. He said the Communists had
“received colossal support” and that the “stealing
of votes” had undermined trust in Putin and his
government. Navalny’s top aide Leonid Volkov

said the tactical voting project had “rattled”
Russia’s political elite.

“We forced them to either admit defeat or to
falsify, in front of everyone, absolutely brazenly,
without any shame. To admit moral bankruptcy,”
Volkov said during a post-election live stream on
YouTube. Authorities took drastic measures to
deter the “Smart Voting” campaign, which provid-
ed lists of candidates with the best hope of deny-
ing Kremlin-aligned politicians a seat. 

The campaign’s website was shut down and
Apple and Google removed the Smart Voting app
from their stores, reportedly under threats to
arrest their local staff. The popular Telegram mes-

senger also removed Navalny’s Smart Voting bot,
and Google Docs and YouTube videos containing
the l ists of recommended candidates were
blocked. 

Turnout was at 45 percent, according to the
latest figures released by the election commission
on Sunday. Critics had argued that online voting,
new limits on election observers and the polls
being spread over three days-a move officials said
was to reduce coronavirus risks-all presented
opportunities for fraud. Putin, 68, remains widely
popular but United Russia has seen its support
drop as living standards have declined following
years of economic stagnation.—AFP

Ruling United Russia party wins a sweeping majority

Opposition claims mass fraud 
after Putin party sweeps vote

MOSCOW: Members of a local electoral commission empty a ballot box at a polling station after the last
day of the three-day parliamentary election in Moscow. —AFP

Rural Finland 
battles exodus 
of young women
ENONKOSKI: With its wooden church,
tall pines and babbling river, the village
of Enonkoski in eastern Finland looks
like a dream come true for those seeking
to escape the stress of big cities. But for
many young women, the village actually
equates with boredom and lack of
opportunities and they have left in
droves, an exodus that is being replicat-
ed all over the Finnish countryside in a
concern for authorities. 

Viivi Rinkinen is one of those who
left, moving to Joensuu, a city two hours
away, at the age of 16 to start high
school. “It was kind of boring, I wanted
some action,” she told AFP, now aged 25
and living in Malta. “All my female
friends also moved away.” In the 1,400-
strong village, men outnumber women
two-to-one in the 15-24 age category.
Just 28 women in that age bracket
remain.

According to official data, over half
of rural municipalities in Finland now
have fewer than 81 women aged 15-24

for every 100 men of the same age, as
they leave in pursuit of higher education
or skilled jobs. Finnish girls often out-
perform boys in school and are more
likely to go on to study at higher levels,
frequently in a larger town. And in rural
areas where the agriculture and con-
struction industries dominate, jobs for
highly-skilled women are scarce.

“Our employment market is stil l
polarized into so-called men’s jobs and
women’s jobs,” Timo Aro of regional
development consultancy MDI said.
Miika Leikas, a 19-year-old buildings
manager in Enonkoski, concurred. “The
girls aren’t interested in working on the
farms, unlike us boys,” he said. His friend
Leevi Natunen, a trainee forestry
machine operator, added that he and
Leikas just wanted to stay where they
grew up. “We don’t fancy leaving and
testing the waters,” he said. This migra-
tory trend already existed, but better
data and increased awareness mean that
“it’s being talked about more nowa-
days,” according to Aro.

Not listened to
The exodus of young women is

speeding up an already drastic process
of depopulation in rural Finland. Faced
with the drain of skilled youngsters and
a growing elderly care bill, some rural

municipalities are looking for ways to
retain or lure back young women. In
remote Kainuu in the centre of the
country, authorities polled 500 local
young women about their reasons for
leaving. “Our politicians are worried,”
development specialist Minna
Komulainen of Kainuu Regional Council
said. “It’s natural that people leave else-
where to study, but our problem is how
to get them back afterwards.”

Hal f  of  young women fe l t  they
were not listened to in local decision-

making, and many cited a perceived
intolerance towards different ethnici-
ties or sexual orientation. Komulainen
and her colleagues are teaming up
with local businesses and politicians
to try to create more job and appren-
t iceship opportuni t ies  for  young
women, and boost their participation
in local politics. A PR campaign with
a specially written song, “Longing for
Kainuu”, aims to promote a more
inc lus ive , dynamic image of  the
region.—AFP

ENONKOSKI: A few people enjoy a coffee on a terrace in Enonkoski,
Finland. The village of Enonkoski in eastern Finland may look picturesque
with its river and tall wooden church, but it is suffering from an exodus of
young women. —AFP

Trudeau future 
on the line as 
Canadians vote 
OTTAWA: Voting kicked off yesterday in Canadian elec-
tions that are headed for a photo finish, with liberal Prime
Minister Justin Trudeau seeking a third term but threat-
ened by a strong challenge from rookie conservative
leader Erin O’Toole. Trudeau called the snap election hop-
ing to parlay a smooth COVID-19 vaccine rollout - among
the best in the world - into a new mandate to steer the
nation’s pandemic exit, without having to rely on opposi-
tion party support to pass his agenda.

But the contest, after a bumpy five weeks of cam-
paigning, appears set for a repeat of the close 2019 gen-
eral election that resulted in the one-time golden boy of
Canadian politics clinging to power, yet losing his major-
ity in parliament. A sudden surge in COVID-19 cases led
by the Delta variant late in the campaign, after the lifting
of most public health measures this summer, has also

thrown a wrench into the works.
Voting across Canada’s six time zones started in the

Atlantic island province of Newfoundland at 8:30 am and
was to wrap up in westernmost British Columbia at 7:00
pm. At 49, Trudeau has faced tougher bouts and come
out unscathed. But after six years in power, his adminis-
tration is showing signs of fatigue, and it’s been an uphill
battle for him to convince Canadians to stick with his
Liberals after falling short of high expectations set in his
2015 landslide win.

“The main ballot box question at the start of this cam-
paign was whether the Liberals deserved to have a majori-
ty government,” said Daniel Beland, a politics professor at
McGill University in Montreal. “But now the question is
whether they deserve to stay in power.” Going into the
final stretch, the two main political parties that ruled
Canada since its 1867 confederation were neck and neck
with about 31 percent of voting intentions each and four
smaller factions nipping at their heels.

An estimated 27 million Canadians are eligible to cast a
ballot to select 338 members of Parliament. To keep his
job, Trudeau’s Liberals must win a plurality of seats and
take at least 170 for a majority. Due to the pandemic, a
significant number of mail-in ballots (1.2 million) are
expected, which could mean the results may not be known

in the evening. Pollster and former political strategist Tim
Powers advised not counting Trudeau out. “I still think
Justin Trudeau will win a minority government,” he said.
“But is that a win for him?” he added, suggesting Trudeau
may be turfed as leader if the Liberals fare poorly at the
ballot box. —AFP

France vents anger 
over submarines but 
alone on world stage
UNITED NATIONS: Choosing a full-fledged con-
frontation with the United States due to the loss of
a mega-contract for submarines for Australia,
France is making a risky bet and other nations are
not rushing to its defense. After Australia
renounced its deal for conventional submarines in
favor of US nuclear-powered ones, France took the
extraordinary step of pulling its ambassadors from
both Washington and Canberra for consultations.

Bertrand Badie, an international relations pro-
fessor at the Sciences Po institute in Paris, said
France had put itself in a position where it can only
appear to be backing down or losing face once its
ambassador returns to the United States, its his-
toric ally. “When you get into a crisis like this, you
better know where the exit is,” he said. Australia
said it decided that nuclear submarines were a bet-
ter choice to ensure its maritime edge as it
announced a new three-way alliance with the
United States and Britain widely seen as aimed at
China — whose rise has been the overriding prior-
ity of US President Joe Biden’s administration.

French President Emmanuel Macron, who has
stayed subdued publicly, is set to speak to Biden in
the coming days. But Foreign Minister Jean-Yves
Le Drian has used language rarely used among
friendly nations, alleging “lying” and “duplicity”
and saying France was “stabbed in the back” by
Australia. He so far has no meeting scheduled on
the sidelines of this week’s UN General Assembly
in New York with US Secretary of State Antony
Blinken, himself a French speaker known for his
love of Europe.

No backing from Europe 
With a contract worth Aus$50 billion ($36.5 bil-

lion, 31 billion euros) on its signing in 2016, the
French anger may show the country’s powerful
defense industry that political leaders are pressing
their case. But the diplomatic impact is less certain,
with France appearing isolated at the start of the
UN General Assembly.

Fellow EU power Germany, which holds elec-
tions next Sunday, is hardly eager to get involved.
The government simply said it took note of the
dispute. Celia Belin, an expert on transatlantic
relations at the Brookings Institution, said that
France could rally fellow European nations around
shared perceptions that the Biden administration
is lacking a Europe strategy. “France needs to
share this assessment with European allies and
put it on the table with the Americans to find
solutions,” she said.

While most European nations rejoiced at seeing
Biden defeat the divisive Donald Trump, Biden also
triggered criticism from European allies over his
determined withdrawal from Afghanistan, which led
to a swift Taleban victory after a 20-year NATO-
backed war. Another sore point is the continued
Covid-19 ban on most Europeans from traveling to
the United States, even as the European Union —
spurred by nations depending on tourism - relaxed
entrance requirements for Americans. —AFP
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MAPLE: Liberal Party Leader Justin Trudeau greets sup-
porters during a campaign stop in Maple, Canada.  —AFP

This is truly 
unbelievable

German chancellor 
candidate quizzed 
in fraud probe
FRANKFURT: German lawmakers yesterday grilled
Finance Minister Olaf Scholz, the frontrunner to suc-
ceed Angela Merkel in national elections this week-
end, over a high-stakes money-laundering probe
that could shake up the race. Local media speculat-
ed that the scandal had unsettled allies in his centre-
left Social Democratic Party (SPD), with less than a
week to go before the September 26 vote.

The candidate unexpectedly turned up in person
to the closed-door hearing in Berlin before the par-
liament’s finance committee, after he was initially
expected to take part by video link. Scholz was
called in front of MPs after the finance and justice
ministries were raided by prosecutors on September
9 as part of a probe into the Cologne-based
Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU). The body, part of
Germany’s customs authority tasked with tackling
money laundering, is suspected of failing to report
potential wrongdoing to the relevant authorities.

Speaking after the hearing, Scholz said his min-
istry had taken steps to “continually improve” how
the FIU works so that “potential offenders do not
go undiscovered”. In a statement to the committee,
Scholz said that no minister could solve all problems

“at the click of a finger”, sources inside the room
said. Ahead of the meeting, opposition parties and
the SPD’s coalition partners, the conservative CDU-
CSU alliance, accused Scholz of failures in the fight
against money laundering.

CSU committee member Hans Michelbach
described a “wide range of failures” that the finance
minister would need to answer for. Merkel’s conser-
vative bloc has seen a steady decline in opinion
polls under unpopular candidate Armin Laschet,
allowing Scholz’s SPD to move into first place.
“Nerves at the SPD are shredded” at the prospect
that the scandal could have an impact on the party’s
poll ratings, according to German weekly Der
Spiegel, though prosecutors are also under scrutiny
for the timing of the raids. —AFP


