
By Alastair Macdonald

The “Brexit cruise” didn’t get very far.
EU leaders drifted down the Danube
for an hour, said little about Britain

over a leisurely shipboard lunch, then cir-
cled back to Bratislava to resume Friday’s
summit. Beneath the surface, though,
things have been stirring on Brexit. Summit
chairman Donald Tusk later stirred them up
more by saying Britain’s poker-faced prime
minister, Theresa May, had let him glimpse
her cards, indicating divorce talks prompt-
ed by June’s referendum may start in four
to five months.

Britain’s plan to leave the European
Union was at the heart of the meeting of
the 27 other member states in Slovakia,
where May was the notable absentee. But it
seemed an empty heart. Bookended by
talks ashore on repairing the loss of trust in
the EU exposed by the British vote, the
cruise conversation was minimal, according
to Tusk. This left leaders back where they
started - waiting for Mrs May and, when the
summit ended, bickering with each other
over migrants and economics.

Tusk and others repeated their mantra
of “no negotiation without notification” -
that the EU will not so much as talk to the
British until May triggers a two-year count-
down to Brexit by formally saying Britain
will leave under Article 50 of the EU treaty.
The legal mechanics, written to discourage
anyone quitting , mean that triggering it
flips negotiating power from London to
Brussels by binding Britain to a deadline to
strike a deal or lose favored access to its
main export market.

That poses dilemmas for both sides of
how much to talk and when. Diplomats
speak of a “chicken and egg situation”.

Tusk’s apparently casual reference to a con-
versation with May from which he conclud-
ed she was “quite likely” to be ready to
invoke Article 50 in January or February - a
timing she herself is loath to commit to as
her government wrestles over strategy -
was in line with EU efforts to hurry her
along.

Pre-Negotiations?
EU officials and governments are keen

for Britain be out by early 2019, partly to
curb economic uncertainty, partly to avoid
a mess if the country is still a reluctant
member when the Union chooses a new
parliament and executive in mid-2019 and
negotiates a seven-year budget to take
effect for 2021. For now, the two sides are
entrenched. But there are signs, EU diplo-
mats and officials say, that some discreet
talking is getting under way to sound out
compromises. Some continental officials
told Reuters that they could be open to
breaking the current EU embargo on “pre-
negotiations” before Article 50.

“We don’t mind discussing things infor-
mally. We are not dogmatic, we don’t feel
the need to wait for Article 50,” an official
dealing with Brexit for an EU government
said. “We are friendly towards the Brits and
we want to help them along.” For London,
an ideal outcome could be to retain free
access to EU markets while stopping so
many Poles and other EU citizens coming
to work in Britain - one of the main
demands of the leave side during the refer-
endum campaign. And it would love to
reach such a deal before setting the Article
50 clock ticking.

Against this, Brussels is repeating two
things: No freedom of access for British
goods, services and finance without free

movement for EU workers into Britain; and
no talks before Article 50 is invoked. A third
mantra is EU unity. If not, as European
Parliament speaker Martin Schulz said last
week, Britain “would play us off against
each other and that would be fatal for the
EU”. A mix of fear and admiration for
Britain’s ability to divide and confuse conti-
nentals into webs of shifting alliances
appears to be as commonplace in 2016 as
it was when French and Germans fumed
over “perfidious Albion” two centuries ago:
“ They have the best diplomats in the
world,” a senior EU official told Reuters. “If
we don’t stick together, they’ll eat us alive.”

Different Views
There are already some differences.

Some countries, notably among Britain’s
northern, free-trading allies, reckon
London has to be given some idea of a
“landing zone” - what kind of deal it might
get - before it hurls itself off the cliff of
Article 50. Others are anxious that Britain
would exploit such talks to go on negotiat-
ing as much as it could without weakening
its hand by starting the two-year clock tick-
ing. They insist on radio silence and hope
that demands in Britain itself for faster
progress on Brexit will pressure May into
action.

Germany is in the former camp for now.
The biggest power in the latter is France,
which sees pain for Britain as a price worth
paying to discourage French voters from
taking the Brexit lead and backing Marine
Le Pen, leader of the eurosceptic National
Front, in April’s presidential election. Paris
and Berlin are united, however, in wanting
Britain out swiftly, officials say. They accept
that May needs time to agree a strategy
with a cabinet that includes leading

Brexiteers as well as those like herself who
campaigned against leaving. But that
patience will run out fast after the new year.

‘Informal Soundings’
Some EU diplomats say they have been

encouraged by recent contacts. One said
British officials had sought “guidelines” on
what his country ’s government might
accept, to help London formulate its
demands when triggering Article 50.
Though “tricky”, such informal talks were
possible and a fair idea. British ministers say
they are open to informal talks. But a British
diplomat denied a campaign of soundings
was under way.

A senior official in another major EU
country said: “It is still not a coherent,
organized attempt to read what would be
acceptable. It seems to be rather a lack of
ideas in London.” A diplomat from another
said: “We are in constant touch with the
Brits. But these are not informal negotia-
tions. We just want to help them build a
rational negotiating position.” Another,
who said he had not been approached,
said: “There will have to be informal sound-
ings but it has to be up to the UK first to
come up with a sense of what they what
they want.  Before that it is very difficult to
enter into any such conversation. They
have to get their own act together first.”

As May fills the gaps in her Brexit puzzle,
the EU will have to shift gear in response after
months of cruising. Brussels officials will run
the negotiations. But Europe’s big powers will
ultimately be looking after their own inter-
ests.  Tusk chaired Friday’s “Brexit lunch”
aboard a German ship, the Regina Danubia -
Danube Queen. And when it was over, the EU
27 were led briskly back ashore by German
Chancellor Angela Merkel. —Reuters
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On a recent evening on Hungary’s border with
Serbia, a fleet of police trucks raced along the
dusty boundary. A heat sensor trained on the

razor wire fence had picked up migrants approaching,
officers explained. The migrants, about two dozen in
number, quickly split up and went back deep into
Serbian territory, police said. It was a scene that has
played out many times in the months since Europe’s
migrant crisis erupted. “The human traffickers are nev-
er idle. Their night-vision drones watch our patrol sys-
tem. They take advantage as soon as we redeploy our
forces,” said police commander Zsolt Gulyas.

Hungary’s border with Serbia is relatively calm
these days, in contrast to scenes last September when
hundreds of thousands of migrants crossed Hungary
on the way to western Europe. That was before
Hungary erected a razor wire fence. “We have created
a system that works,” said Gulyas, referring to the fence
and the thousands of police and soldiers who guard
the border day and night.

Hungary allows 30 people per day into two transit
zones where they can submit an asylum request.
Anyone who breaches the border is escorted back
through gates in the fence if caught within 8 km.
Rights group Helsinki Committee says the system is
unsustainable. “The new Iron Curtain is a slap in the
face for human rights and Hungary’s European values,”
said co-chair Marta Pardavi.

With only weeks left until an Oct 2 referendum on
whether Hungary should reject EU migrant quotas,
Prime Minister Viktor Orban, who opposes immigra-
tion into the EU, has largely managed to seal the
Serbia-Hungary border to migrants. This in turn has
cemented support for his Fidesz party. A poll by gov-
ernment-friendly think tank Szazadveg earlier this year
said 79 percent of Hungarians supported the border
fence.  The government has started fortifying the
fence with a second barrier. “We lose our European val-
ues and identity the way frogs are cooked in slowly
heating water. Quite simply, slowly there will be more
and more Muslims and we will no longer recognise
Europe,” Orban told parliament on Monday.

Front and Centre
Opposition politicians and some analysts say that

by keeping the issue of migration front and center,
Orban is trying to divert attention from problems else-
where - education, healthcare and corruption. “Fidesz’
support goes up when the debate is about migration,
it goes down when it’s about other issues. It is vital for
Fidesz to keep the migration issue on the agenda,” said
Csaba Toth, director of the think tank Republikon
Institute. The main challenger to Orban’s Fidesz is the
nationalist, anti-immigrant Jobbik party. It is far
behind Fidesz in the polls - a recent survey put
Jobbik’s support at 10 percent, versus 28 percent for
Fidesz - but Jobbik could benefit from any perceived
softening of the government’s stance on migrants.
Like Fidesz, Jobbik has asked Hungarians to reject EU
quotas. But its leader Gabor Vona has said Orban
should resign if participation falls below the minimum
required to make the vote valid. By law, the turnout
must exceed 50 percent.

At the border, the political antagonism between
Jobbik and Orban’s Fidesz takes a more muted form.
The mayor of Asotthalom, a village on the Serbian bor-
der, is Jobbik vice chairman Laszlo Toroczkai. He said
that when the government announced it would build
the fence last year it was the “happiest day of my life”.
For more than a year Asotthalom was on the route trav-
elled by tens of thousands of migrants on their way to
Germany.

“By September 2014 migration had became so mas-
sive that I realised nothing but a serious military force
and a physical fence could stop this invasion,” said
Toroczkai. Standing beneath the razor wire coils, which
he says he championed, he told Reuters he was no
longer worried for his family, who live on a farm close to
the border.

Liberal Voices Largely Silent
Leftist and liberal parties have been wrong-footed by

the migrant debate. The Socialists have urged Hungarians
to boycott the referendum, which they say serves Fidesz’
interests - but Socialist chairman Gyula Molnar said he
would support Orban against quotas imposed by the EU.
The latest polls show participation may or may not break
the 50-percent mark required by law, but the result seems
to be beyond doubt. “We know that even if it is not a valid
referendum legally, meaning only 30 or 40 percent show
up, those who do will support the government,” said think
tank director Toth. —Reuters 
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Brexit? What Brexit? EU on cruise control

By Gavin Jones

Rome Mayor Virginia Raggi, one of the most prominent
faces of Italy’s anti-establishment 5-Star Movement, had
hoped that recruiting a former magistrate would restore

some order to her chaotic city government. What happened
shows how the party must change if it is ever to rule the country
successfully. Raffaele De Dominicis, whom she named as finance
chief, was supposed to undo the legal tangles and bureaucratic
blunders that had beset the first two months of rule in Rome by
5-Star - whose electoral appeal rests on voters’ weariness with
rampant corruption in the political establishment.

So when De Dominicis acknowledged just four days into the
job that he himself was the subject of a judicial inquiry, the
mayor felt obliged to sack him. “That phone call with De
Dominicis was a real low point,” said a close Raggi aide, who
asked not to be named. “She was very shocked and bitter.”
Raggi, 38, has been beset by resignations, infighting and scan-
dals since her landslide election victory in June - a record that
risks undermining 5-Star’s ambitions to win power nationally
and offers a warning of the difficulties it is likely to face if it does.

When De Dominicis departed on Sept 8, he became the sec-
ond finance officer and sixth top official Raggi had lost within
barely a week. Rome’s problems with services such as rubbish
collection and public transport long pre-date Raggi, and 5-Star
is successfully running the large northern city of Turin, its other
major victory at the June elections. But the Rome mayor’s mis-
steps in getting her administration off the ground still underline
the challenges faced by anti-establishment parties across
Europe in turning from protest movements into a permanent
political presence.

So far, opinion polls suggest the damage to 5-Star has been
modest. It remains easily the strongest challenger to center-left
Prime Minister Matteo Renzi, and its hopes of winning the next
parliamentary election due in 2018 appear intact, for now. For
millions of Italians - especially the young - Raggi’s setbacks bear
no comparison with the corruption exposed in other parties.
For them, 5-Star still remains the country’s only hope for more
honest and open government.

Analysts say that for Italy, a victory for the movement found-
ed seven years ago would unnerve investors due to its inexperi-

ence of government and its promise to hold a non-binding ref-
erendum on whether to leave the euro zone. 5-Star insiders
admit they have been shaken by the debacle in Rome, but
believe it can be a spur to reform the movement and make it
more resilient. “We need to reorganize and expand our leader-
ship structure,” Barbara Lezzi, a prominent 5-Star senator, told
Reuters. “We have grown too big to be run by just a handful of
people.” She called for the five-member “directorate” which has
run the movement for the last two years to be broadened to up
to 40 lawmakers, mayors and regional councillors.

Shallow Talent Pool
Critics say 5-Star’s problem is not only the size of its leader-

ship, but also the lack of clarity over how it is selected and a very
shallow talent pool. Some of its candidates, like Raggi, are cho-
sen by members in internet ballots - in line with the party’s credo
of direct democracy - while others are selected more informally
at “meet-ups” of local branches. The national directorate was
picked by the movement’s founders: comedian Beppe Grillo and
internet guru Roberto Casaleggio, who died in April. The
appointments were then rubber-stamped by an on-line vote.

“5-Star has to evolve into a more traditional kind of party,”
said Raffaele De Mucci, politics professor at Rome’s LUISS
University. “It cannot carry on with an informal organisation of
power, without any proper rules.” Raggi found she had a dearth
of 5-Star members with administrative expertise to draw on
when she tried to form a cabinet, and she also found few expe-
rienced civil servants willing to lend their services to the upstart
movement.

Her false starts began as soon as her victory party was over.
Internal bickering delayed the formation of her city govern-
ment and then five top officials quit in a chain reaction after
Italy’s anti-corruption authority said she had not followed cor-
rect procedures in choosing her chief of staff. A few days later
her councillor responsible for tackling Rome’s chronic trash
collection problems admitted she had known since July she
was under investigation for alleged malpractice in her last job,
despite previous staunch denials. At that point 5-Star went
into a tailspin, with accusations flying over which national
leaders knew about the investigation and when, all fanned by
a hostile media.

Expanded Leadership
Alessandro Di Battista, a member of the national direc-

torate, said the body would soon be expanded, but he
added that at the local level in Rome the problem was that
too many people had been involved in decision making, not
too few. Desperate to make Rome a success, the party set
up a team of its more experienced politicians to advise the
new mayor.

Raggi and her councillors even agreed to sign a contract
binding them to pay a fine of 150,000 euros ($167,000) to
the movement if they betrayed its principles. The Rome “sub-
directorate” has already been disbanded, and the contract is
widely mocked as unenforceable. The contrast with Turin has
been striking. There Mayor Chiara Appendino, left far more
to her own devices, had her new team in place in a matter of
days and has been running the city with scarcely a trace of
controversy. “Lots of people wanted to lend a hand in Rome
and that was a mistake because it created confusion,” Di
Battista told Reuters. “But now Virginia is totally autonomous,
with all the weight on her shoulders that that entails.”

That is a daunting responsibility. Rome has a long history
of corruption, suffers from regular garbage crises when the
bins overflow and its public transport system grinds to a halt
every time it rains heavily. It is also saddled with 13 billion
euros of debt which makes the problems hard to fix. The
city’s woes are so entrenched that before the election
Italians joked that the mainstream parties wanted 5-Star to
win and take on a poisoned chalice that could prove its
undoing.

That seems a greater risk than ever. Raggi is still looking
for a new finance officer and chief of staff, and has made
enemies among senior party figures. The 68-year-old Grillo,
who had played little public role in 5-Star for the last two
years, has returned to try to unite his bickering creation. On
Thursday he was forced to publish a post on his blog, still the
5-Star’s official mouthpiece, defending Raggi from internal
attacks. “Leave Virginia Raggi alone,” he wrote. “She has my
full confidence and the whole of 5-Star supports her so that
she can carry out the program the Romans voted for.” For
now, the chances of Raggi being left alone, or succeeding,
do not seem very high. —Reuters

5-Star eyes reform as fiasco threatens future

By  Marton Dunai and Krisztina Than


