
ROME: For nearly 8,000 young Italians hun-
gry for work, the state exam last month for
just 400 jobs as prison guards was a fiasco.
For the mafia,  i t  may have been a great
opportunity, prosecutors in Rome say. They
are now investigating widespread and organ-
ized cheating, with 88 people caught wear-
ing bracelets or mobile phone covers carry-
ing the answers to the test, or with radio
transmitters and earpieces thought to have
been used to pipe in the answers.

The Camorra mafia north of Naples, based
where a company printed the exams, may have
got hold of the answers and tried to get its own
people inside a prison system that is holding
7,000 gang members, including some 700
bosses, prosecutors say. The mafia clan is also
thought to have sold the answers to other
applicants for as much as 25,000 euros

($28,000), according to posts on social media.
The Rome court would not give details of the
investigation but the Justice Ministry wants to
nullify the exam results. “It’s shameful,” Donato
Capece, general secretary of Italy’s biggest
union for penitentiary workers, Sappe, said of
the possible rigging of the exam. “We were the
first ones to ask the ministry for clarity” after
cheating was discovered, he said.

In Italy, where youth unemployment has
been about 40 percent for three years and full-
time staff jobs are nearly impossible to find, the
exam sheds light on some of woes that have
long afflicted the economy: widespread cor-
ruption, pervasive mafia influence, a lack of
meritocracy and a rigid labor market.
“Unfortunately, those who deserve jobs often
are not the ones who get them,” said 29-year-
old Mina, one of the 1,400 women to take the

prison guard exam. “We don’t get to have
dreams for the future.”

Cheating in exams for public jobs is not
uncommon in Italy, and there have been sever-
al criminal investigations in recent years,
including into tests for a university professor-
ship and to be a traffic policeman. In a square
near the Justice Ministry in Rome yesterday,
dozens of people in their 20s who took the test
in April, as well as Sappe members, blew whis-
tles, waved flags and sang the national anthem,
demanding that the government immediately
hire 1,000 new guards. “I would be proud to
wear a uniform for the state,” Mario, 25, said.
“But it’s also a question of finding a job because
it’s very difficult in Italy to find employment
and have a future.” Protesting alongside him,
Maurizio, 24, said: “We’re sick of Italy’s indiffer-
ence and code of silence.” — Reuters
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GENEVA: Fewer migrants are dying as they try to
cross the Mediterranean to Europe, which may
reflect better management of refugee flows and
swifter rescue operations,  the International
Organization for Migration (IOM) said yesterday.
So far this year 1,370 migrants and refugees have
perished at sea, nearly 25 percent fewer than in
the same period last year, IOM spokesman Joel
Millman said. An estimated 191,134 people have
arrived by boat so far this year in Italy, Greece,
Cyprus and Spain. 

The death toll included 13 in May, none of
them on the eastern Mediterranean route
between Turkey and Greece, where arrivals have
slowed to a trickle since the European Union
struck an agreement with Turkey to get it to curb
the flow. This compared with 95 deaths in May a
year ago and 330 in May 2014. More than 3,770
people are estimated to have died in the whole of
2015, most of them by drowning after their flimsy,
overloaded boats capsized. 

“Obviously now that the Turkey-Greece route
appears suspended for the time being, we hope
that this is the beginning of a sound management
policy of refugees and migrants who wish to make
the crossing and don’t take these enormous risks,”
Millman told a news briefing. Some 2,725 migrants
were rescued attempting to reach Europe from
Libya over the past 24 hours by various vessels, he
said.  IOM also had reports that Libya’s coastguard
had turned back 850 migrants.

IOM has had greater access to Libya since a UN-
backed national unity government was formed last
month. The agency is helping to organize charter
flights to repatriate sub-Saharan migrants who agree
to take a package or receive a re-integration grant.
“Those are also key developments that indicate that
it’s possible, and I want to stress that it’s possible, that
the period of stark lethality that has been going on
since 2013 may have run its course by now,” Millman
said. “Maybe we’ll see a safer summer than we had
anticipated a few weeks ago.”— Reuters
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AT SEA: Migrants and refugees are rescued during an operation at sea with the Aquarius, a for-
mer North Atlantic fisheries protection ship now used by humanitarians SOS Mediterranee
and Medecins Sans Frontieres (Doctors without Borders) yesterday in the Mediterranean sea
in front of the Libyan coast.  — AFP 

Drop in deaths in Mediterranean is hopeful sign 
Death toll at sea down 25 percent so far this year, IOM says

PARIS: While far-right parties across Europe
hailed the near-election of one of their own as
Austrian president as a boost for their future
prospects, his defeat shows that mainstream
forces are still capable of rallying to keep
extremists out of power. Norbert Hofer from
Austria’s anti-immigrant Freedom Party
(FPOe), failed by a whisker in Sunday’s elec-
tion to become the European Union’s first far-
right head of state, with only 31,000 votes
between him and power.

As European mainstream leaders breathed
a hugh sigh of relief, far-right politicians from
around the EU also cheered the result, seeing
it as a sign of things to come in the debt-
wracked continent struggling with its worst
migrant crisis since World War II. France’s
National Front (FN), one of Europe’s most suc-
cessful far-right movements, said the “historic
performance” was a “precursor of future suc-
cess for all patriotic movements, both in
Austria and around the world”.

Dutch firebrand Geert Wilders also tweet-
ed his congratulations, while Matteo Salvini,
head of Italy’s populist Northern League
which is allied with the FPOe and FN in the
European Parliament, said the “air of freedom”
was blowing through Europe. What particular-
ly heartened the far-right was the dismal per-
formance of the two mainstream centre-right
and centre-left Austrian parties, which have
dominated politics there for decades and
which form the current governing coalition.

They were forced to watch the presidential
runoff from the sidelines after being knocked
out in the first round. Andrew Wishart from
Capital Economics said much of their loss in
support-they are trailing the FPOe in opinion
polls-is due to a “muddled immigration poli-
cy”. The FN hopes this could be a harbinger for
the 2017 presidential election in France,
where it hopes to capitalize on the deep
unpopularity of Francois Hollande’s Socialists
and the centre-right opposition.

‘Only victory counts’   
However, many believe that the Austrian

result shows that while the far-right is knock-
ing on the doors of power, there is a long way
to go before smashing them down. Rather
than point to the 2017 French election, some
analysts look to 2002, where Socialist voters
reluctantly threw their support behind the
centre-right candidate Jacques Chirac to

ensure he defeated then FN leader Jean-Marie
Le Pen in the runoff.  A similar pattern
occurred in December’s regional elections in
France, where the far-right tasted success in
the first round but were badly beaten in the
second, decisive, round of voting.

“In politics, only the victory counts. A
defeat is a defeat,” stressed historian and far-
right expert Nicolas Lebourg. In Austria, Hofer
was a full 14 points ahead of ecologist rival
Alexander Van der Bellen after the first round
of voting but still came up short in the deci-
sive battle. Nevertheless, Lebourg said the far-
right’s success had had the effect of dragging
mainstream parties to the right in a bid to
compete. “During the campaign, Austrian
politicians ran after the refugee question” and
other far-right issues. “In recent European his-
tory... this comes back to bite you every time.
Electoral history shows that by trying to
attract their voters, you actually give them a
helping hand,” the historian said.

‘Firebrand or flip-flopper?’
Heather Grabbe, an expert in populist par-

ties at the European University Institute in
Florence, agreed, saying that the rise of pop-
ulism had prompted many governments in
Europe-the Netherlands and Sweden, and
also Austria-to change tack. But, she said, this
can be a high-risk strategy, as Werner
Faymann, who quit as Austria’s chancellor on
May 9, found out. “They can never go far
enough to fend off the populists,” Grabbe said.
“Voters prefer a firebrand to a flip-flopper.”
And while far-right parties appear to be facing
a form of glass ceiling when it comes to seiz-
ing power, they are still in power-sharing
administrations in several countries with a tra-
dition of coalition government.

The FPOe has been part of coalitions in
Austria’s Burgenland state, which borders
Hungary, and for several years in the early
2000s were part of the government in
Vienna, a “black-blue” coalition with the cen-
tre-right OeVP. In Norway, Denmark, and
Finland, populist parties have all entered
coalitions, and in Italy, the Northern League
was long part of former leader Silvio
Berlusconi’s ruling coalition. And Hungary’s
Fidesz party and conservative Prime Minister
Viktor Orban has run the country with a jun-
ior coalition partner,  the Christian
Democrats, since late 2015. — AFP 

European ‘far-right’ 
cheers Austria vote 

Defeat highlights limits

VIENNA: Former right-wing Austrian Freedom Party (FPOe) presidential candidate
Norbert Hofer (left) and party leader Heinz Christian Strache shake hands as they
leave a news conference in Vienna, Austria yesterday. — AFP 

LEEUWARDEN: Two US-assembled F-35A fighter
jets destined for the Dutch air force have landed
for the first time in northern Europe, ahead of the
stealth plane’s continental air show debut over
the summer. The Lockheed Martin-built Lightning
II jets, which will form the mainstay of the Dutch
fighter fleet for the next five decades, landed at
Leeuwarden Air Force Base in the northern
Netherlands late on Monday, AFP reporters saw.

Also known as Joint Strike Fighters (JSF), the
sleek planes were escorted by a business jet with
Dutch Defence Minister Jeanine Hennis-
Plasschaert on board after an eight-hour flight
from the eastern United States which included
multiple in-flight refueling. Designated “AN-1” and
“AN-2”, the planes will undergo tests before
returning to Edwards Air Force Base in
California.”This is the first time an F-35A touched
down in northern Europe,” Lockheed Martin
spokesman Michael Rein said. “It’s a historic day
for Dutch aviation,” he said. The jets will carry out
at least eight flights to test the effects of engine
sound on the environment as well as their adapt-
ability to hangars at Dutch air bases, Dutch Air
Force spokesman Frank den Edel said.

Stealth technology 
The planes have two major distinguishing fea-

tures, said Rein. First is the stealth technology
that makes it “virtually invisible from radar,” he
said. It also features what the manufacturers call
“fusion” which is a “sensor built into the airplane,
all the way around, so that when a pilot views
out, he can get a 360-degree view of the world.”
“This is a first for the Netherlands,” Hennis-
Plasschaert said after greeting the pilots on the
tarmac. “It’s an amazing opportunity for us to
have them here,” she added.

The planes will go on display to the public for
the first time ever in Europe at an air show at
Leeuwarden next month, ahead of the world-
renowned Farnborough International Air Show in
July. They are not, however, the first of their kind
to fly in Europe as a whole, with an Italian-assem-
bled F-35 making a test flight in September last
year and crossing over to the United States in

February. The Netherlands is one of nine partner
countries helping to pay for the development of
the futuristic F-35A. The Netherlands has ordered
37 planes to replace its aging fleet of F16 fighters
and the F35s are scheduled for delivery in 2019,
reportedly at a total cost of around 4.5 billion
euros ($5.0 billion).

Controversy
But the F-35 project is not without controversy.

The program is expected to cost a whopping $1.5
trillion according to IHS Jane’s aviation desk editor
Gareth Jennings. And in the Netherlands, parlia-
ment has been split for years over the rising cost,
with only senior ruling Dutch coalition partner,

Prime Minister Mark Rutte’s Liberal VVD, remain-
ing a staunch supporter. The US government has
projected the cost of each plane bought in 2018
as $85 million, according to Lockheed Martin. A
Pentagon report said in February that the F-35A
remains dogged by problems sure to further com-
plicate what is already the most expensive
weapons project in history. Engineers have
recently uncovered a series of flaws adding to a
litany of issues including software bugs, technical
glitches and cost overruns. Jennings however said
the arrival of the Dutch F-35’s “marked an
increased confidence in the platform.” “It demon-
strates that things are now moving along on a
more even keel than ever before,” he said. — AFP 
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LEEUWARDEN, Netherlands: The first two American F-35C Lightning II fighter jets
prepare to land in Leeuwarden, The Netherlands. — AFP 

NAIROBI: Eritrea celebrated 25 years of inde-
pendence yesterday with street parties, giant
fireworks displays and music, shrugging off inter-
national criticism that the government has stifled
basic freedoms. In the run up to the celebrations,
an “independence torch” was carried across the
country, with the party kicking off over the week-
end with camel races, military parades, cultural
events and artistic displays, the state-run EriTV
broadcaster showed.

Reports in the local media said the celebra-
tions offered “vivid demonstrations of the pre-
vailing peace and stability” in a country which
ranks below North Korea as worst in the world
for press freedom, according to Reporters
Without Borders. But on the eve of independ-
ence celebrations, the UN’s Special Rapporteur
on human rights in Eritrea, Sheila Keetharuth,
said the country had been in a “constitutional
vacuum” since 1997, and called on Eritrea to “fully
embrace democracy and the rule of law to
achieve the vision established” at independence.

The hardline regime is accused of jailing thou-
sands of political prisoners while refugees from

the repressive Red Sea state have in recent years
made up one of the largest contingents of peo-
ple risking the dangerous journey to seek a new
life in Europe. “National independence should
match with individual independence and free-
doms: freedom of conscience, thought, mind
and expression; freedom to engage in employ-
ment and education of one’s own choice,”
Keetharuth said.

‘Resilience and development’ 
Eritrea split from Ethiopia in 1991 after a

three-decade independence war, which saw
Eritrean rebels battling far better-equipped
Ethiopian troops which were backed first by
Washington and then by the Soviet Union.
Victory in May 1991 was followed by a referen-
dum two years later. But independence for
Eritrea meant Ethiopia lost direct access to the
Red Sea, fuelling resentment from Addis Ababa. 

A subsequent 1998-2000 border conflict
between the two countries still rankles, with ana-
lysts saying Asmara uses as an excuse for its con-
tinued iron-fisted rule. President Isaias Afwerki,

70, who led the rebel army to victory and has
remained in power without an election ever
since, is expected to address the nation at a mili-
tary rally later. Tales of war sacrifices are used to
boost patriotism and flagging morale under per-
sistent economic and social hardships which are
blamed on the long-running “no-war no-peace”
border stalemate with Ethiopia. A “quarter centu-
ry of resilience and development” read a head-
line in the Eritrea Profile newspaper this week.

A mixed report card
“I call on the government to do more to

respect, protect and fulfill human rights and to
establish the rule of law,” Keetharuth said in a
statement released in Geneva. “I salute the hero-
ism and courage of all those women and men
who struggled for their freedom and fought for
their country’s independence. I also acknowledge
the determination of those who are still engaged
in preserving such hard-won freedom.” Troops still
eyeball each other along the frontier, with
Ethiopian soldiers defying an international ruling
that they should leave Eritrean land. — AFP 

ASMARA, Eritrea: File photo shows Eritrean soldiers parading during the young coun-
try’s Independence day celebrations in Asmara. Eritrea celebrated 25 years of inde-
pendence yesterday with street parties, giant fireworks displays and music, shrugging
off international criticism that the government has stifled basic freedoms.  — AFP 

Dismissing criticism, Eritrea hails 25 years of ‘freedom’


