
WELLINGTON: New Zealanders began vot-
ing yesterday to select a potential new flag,
part of a controversial push for the South
Pacific country to drop Britain’s Union Jack
from its national banner. 

Voters are being asked to choose between
five flag options in a postal referendum that
will continue until December 11. The winning
design will then go head-to-head with the
existing flag in a  second referendum to be
held in March next year.

Prime Minister John Key has made the flag
reform issue a pet project since his conserva-
tive government won a third term late last
year. He sees the current flag, which has the
Union Jack in the corner, as an anachronism,
arguing the country needs a standard “that
screams New Zealand”. Key has also
expressed frustration that the flag-which fea-
tures four red stars representing the Southern
Cross on a dark blue background-is frequently
confused with Australia’s. Elections NZ said
about three million ballot papers were being
sent out in the nation of 4.5 million.

The cost of the exercise is an estimated
NZ$25 million ($16.4 million), which critics
such as veterans group the Returned and
Services’ Association (RSA) call a waste of
money. In a rare show of civil disobedience,
the normally conservative RSA has encour-
aged Kiwis to spoil their ballot rather than
take part in the first referendum. “One way
they can do that is by writing ‘I support the
current flag’ on their ballot paper,” RSA presi-
dent B.J. Clark said in a statement this week.

The RSA argues that to change the flag

disrespects previous generations of soldiers
who have died fighting under the banner.
“When they have made the ultimate sacrifice
for their country, our flag has been draped
over their casket at military funerals,” it says
on its website. 

“It is to the flag that we turn to honor their
courage, commitment and sacrifice.”

Once-in-a-lifetime chance 
Four of the five designs in the first referen-

dum feature the fern, New Zealand’s unofficial
national emblem. The fifth, dubbed “Red Peak”,
consists of red, black and blue triangles with a
white chevron. It was a late addition to the line-
up after a social media campaign for its inclusion.
An opinion poll last month predicted a design
featuring a white fern on a red and blue back-
ground would win the first referendum. But sep-
arate polling suggests the existing flag is likely to
decisively win the second referendum in March
with about 65 percent of the vote.  — AFP
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CANAKKALE: In this file picture taken on April 24, 2014, people are seen
behind a New Zealand flag as they wait for the dawn ceremony in the Anzac
cove during the ceremony celebrating the 99th anniversary of the Anzac Day
in Canakkale. — AFP

Argentina’s Scioli,
a sportsman and
survivor... so far

BUENOS AIRES: Argentine presidential hopeful Daniel Scioli is a former
powerboating champion, a sports fanatic, a skilled politician and above
all a survivor-at least, he has been so far. The Buenos Aires governor sur-
vived a 1989 powerboat accident that cost him his right arm and years
of internecine political clashes. But now he faces his toughest battle yet.

After spending most of this year’s presidential campaign as the front-
runner, Scioli is now the underdog as Argentina heads to the polls
tomorrow for a run-off election pitting him against conservative rival
Mauricio Macri. Scioli was left reeling by the first-round election on
October 25, when his three-percentage-point victory over Macri-a far
smaller margin than expected  was perceived as a virtual defeat. With
the momentum in his favor, Macri leaped to a lead in the polls. But Scioli
has fought back with the same tenacity that has marked his career.
Scioli, 58, got into politics 25 years ago, after a horrific accident cut short
his career as a successful powerboat racer.

An eight-time world champion in the sport, he was racing across
Argentina’s Parana River when his boat flipped over and a propeller
shredded his arm, which had to be amputated. Starting over, he
received a prosthetic limb, trained himself to function left-handed and
launched a political career, winning election to Congress in 1997. He was
named minister of sport and tourism in 2002. — AFP
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in flag referendum
Controversial push to drop Union Jack from flag

BUENOS AIRES: Buenos Aires province governor and pres-
idential candidate for the “Frente para la Victoria” (Front
for Victory), Daniel Scioli speaks during the campaign
closing rally in La Matanza, Buenos Aires province, on
Thursday. — AFP


