
LONDON: Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May visits Smithfield Market in the City of
London yesterday on the final day of campaigning ahead of the general election. — AP
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LONDON: Britain yesterday hit the final day of
campaigning for a general election darkened by
jihadist attacks in two cities, leaving forecasters
struggling to predict an outcome on polling day.
Eight people are now confirmed to have died in
Saturday ’s attack in London, after police
announced a body had been recovered from the
River Thames in the search for a missing
Frenchman. A 30-year-old man was arrested in
east London earlier yesterday in connection with
the attack, which also left 48 people injured.

Conservative Prime Minister Theresa May and
main opposition Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn
were criss-crossing the country on Wednesday,
targeting urban areas whose votes could be cru-
cial. May aimed at the high-population English
Midlands in her final dash, while Corbyn was to
attend six rallies in England, Scotland and Wales,
stretching from Glasgow to London, in a gru-
elling last-day marathon.

The prime minister had stunned Britain on
April 18 when she announced a snap election,
hoping to transform a massive opinion-poll lead
into an equally huge majority in the House of
Commons where she holds a slim 17-seat advan-
tage in the 650-member legislature. But the
political ground began to shift under her feet,
moving from EU membership - May’s strongest
card - to domestic policy and her own record on
security, both of them favoring Corbyn.

Opinion polls - hampered by a poor reputa-
tion for reliability - predict a May win. But
depending on polling methodology, victory
could range from around 50 seats, to a loss of
seats and even no majority at all. May is fighting
to revive her message that she is a “strong and
stable” leader compared with Corbyn, able to
fight Britain’s corner in Brussels, where formal
Brexit talks are due to start on June 19. “Get
those negotiations wrong and the conse-
quences will be dire,” May said yesterday.

Corbyn, a veteran socialist, made an eve-of-
voting pitch on the National Health Service
(NHS), a beloved institution. “The Conservatives
have spent the last seven years running down
our NHS, our proudest national institution. Our
NHS cannot afford five more years of underfund-
ing, understaffing and privatization,” he said.

Corbyn gains? 
Despite being seen as an unlikely leader - one

who has faced off a rebellion by his own MPs -
Corbyn has gained momentum during the elec-
tion campaign and regularly attracts big crowds
to his rallies. Labour gained a boost following the
May 18 release of the Conservatives’ manifesto,
outlining elderly care costs which the tabloids
dubbed the “dementia tax”. The pledge hit the
party’s core supporters and May was forced to
backtrack on capping the costs, prompting fur-
ther criticism that she was unreliable. 

Corbyn then found a valuable seam in
attacking May on security, an area where the

Conservatives traditionally are far stronger than
Labour in voters’ minds. A string of terror
attacks have occurred since May became prime
minister last July, and she was interior minister
for six years before she rose to the top job.
Corbyn attacked her for slashing police num-
bers during her ministerial spell, and vowed to
hire more police for neighborhood patrols, a
tactic that he said would provide a grassroots
shield against jihadism.

“The expectations of the opinion polls are
extremely divergent,” said John Curtice, a profes-
sor of politics at Strathclyde University in
Scotland. He said the outcome could hinge on
the turnout among young voters, believed to be
overwhelmingly pro-Labour. University of
London professor Eric Kaufmann agreed, but
noted that traditionally turnout among young
people in British elections was low. “There’s no
obvious reason why that would rebound,” he
said. “I’m sort of with the general polls which
suggest that the Tories will increase their majori-
ty by around 25 seats... a good majority, not as
much as it looked it could have been at one
point, but I think it’s pretty solid.” That would
bring May’s majority up to around 40.

Security questions 
Questions are also being raised about the

vaunted image of Britain’s security services.

Three terror attacks have taken place since
March, leaving 34 dead and around 200 injured,
and all involved assailants who were known to
the authorities. In the most recent attack, eight
people were killed on Saturday when three men
aboard a hired van ploughed into pedestrians
on London Bridge and went on a stabbing spree
before being shot by police. 

French President Emmanuel Macron con-
firmed yesterday that a third citizen had died in
the attack. London police said they had recov-
ered a body from the Thames, but did not imme-
diately confirm it was Xavier Thomas, a missing
45-year-old Frenchman. Attacker Khuram Shazad
Butt was known to British intelligence services,
while an Italian prosecutor said Britain was noti-
fied that one of his accomplices, Youssef Zaghba,
was a “possible suspect” back in March 2016.

Their rampage followed a similar attack next
to the British parliament in March, in which
assailant Khalid Masood was shot after killing
five people. In the most deadly attack, Salman
Abedi killed 22 people at a Manchester concert
venue on May 22 when he detonated a suicide
bomb. Police forces around Britain have
reviewed security arrangements for election
day. London’s Metropolitan Police said there
would be a “specialist and highly flexible opera-
tion in place that can deploy and respond as
needed”. — AFP 

Britain into final day of 

turbulent poll campaign

3rd French victim of London attacks confirmed

BLACKPOOL, England: When Britain’s elec-
tion campaigning began, Peter Anthony, a
candidate for the Conservatives, was hopeful
that he could win in Blackpool, a working class
town on England’s north-west coast. Though
the seat he is standing for has been held by
left-leaning Labour for 20 years, Anthony felt
change was in the air. “I’m very optimistic,” he
said last month, adding that the response he
was getting from voters was “completely dif-
ferent” from the election in 2015.

Early polls suggested the center-right
Conservatives, led by Prime Minister Theresa
May, could achieve an overall landslide, pos-
sibly even a majority as decisive as those
held by Margaret Thatcher, Britain’s first
woman prime minister from 1979 to 1990.
But in the past few weeks the Conservatives’
lead - about 20 percentage points when the
election was announced - has fallen. May’s
campaign stumbled over a U-turn on social
care policy, and she declined to take part in
televised debates with her opponents.
Meanwhile, the main opposition Labour par-
ty, led by Jeremy Corbyn, proposed increas-
es in public spending that grabbed the
attention of voters.

On Saturday a van and knife attack that
killed eight people in the heart of London
shifted the focus to security. Corbyn criti-
cized May’s record as interior minister of
cutting police numbers, and May said
Corbyn was weak on terrorism. Recent sur-
veys have shown the Conservatives ahead
of Labour by between 1 and 12 percentage
points. Different poll models give a wide
range of projected results. Some predict
May will increase her majority, but one pro-
jection suggests she could lose parliamen-

tary seats. Pollsters warn that much still
depends on the level of voter turnout.

Anthony remains optimistic. A key rea-
son: Last year, he, like the majority of Britons,
backed the campaign to take Britain out of
the European Union. “It’s very, very difficult
to find someone who didn’t support leaving
the EU,” said Anthony as a train on the city’s
landmark rollercoaster, the Big One, clat-
tered around the tracks behind him.

His town is one of around 50 places
where Labour’s majority is small enough for
Conservatives to target voters who wanted
out of Europe. The Conservatives, long more
eurosceptic than Labour, have the largest
chunk of pro-Brexit support, studies have
shown. In particular, the Conservatives have
picked up votes from the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP), which got near-
ly 13 percent of the vote in the 2015 elec-
tion. UKIP now languishes at about 4 per-
cent in the polls.

As the June 8 poll approaches, Brexit has
partly receded as an important divider
between the main parties. Last week
Corbyn set out Labour’s approach to the
issue, making plain that he, like May, sees no
going back on Brexit. There was “no doubt,”
he said, that Britain would leave the EU.
However, May has said she is willing for
Britain to leave the EU without a deal if
negotiations fail, while Corbyn has said he
would not leave without an agreement.

May’s Stumble
It was in Blackpool in 1968 that a young

Margaret Thatcher gave a speech to the
Conservative Party conference on the theme
“What’s wrong with politics?” Her answer -

too much government - came to influence
Britain for decades. But May is no Thatcher.
The launch of her party manifesto on May 18
was widely seen as nudging the
Conservatives leftwards in a bid to seize the
center ground. The manifesto adopted some
of Labour ’s previous policy proposals,
including a promised cap on energy prices
and new rights and protection for workers in
the gig economy. While Labour’s campaign
slogan is “For the many, not the few,” May
has promised a country that works, “not for
the privileged few, but for everyone.”

She has proposed new rules on business,
including measures to restrict top-level
executive pay, guarantee worker represen-

tation on boards, and new limits on “aggres-
sive asset-stripping or tax avoidance” in
takeovers. “We do not believe in untram-
melled free markets,” the Conservative man-
ifesto says. “We reject the cult of selfish indi-
vidualism.” But in a bid to balance the
nation’s finances as well as be more inclu-
sive, the Conservatives also floated one poli-
cy that caught voters’ attention. The party
proposed that more of the costs of caring
for the sick elderly should come from the
sale of their homes. The new plan was
quickly dubbed a “dementia tax” in the
media. There was a furore and May back-
tracked. While May had campaigned on a
slogan of “strong and stable government,”

the spotlight turned onto her willingness to
make U-turns. The party’s “strong and sta-
ble” mantra was widely mocked on social
media. At a press conference, May said
“nothing has changed.” A spokesman said:
“Categorically, we haven’t done a U-turn.”
But the Conservatives’ lead in the polls
began to erode.

Radical Outsider
Under Corbyn, Labour has moved away

from the center ground once occupied by
Tony Blair, who won three elections for the par-
ty between 1997 to 2005. A veteran from the
trade union movement, Corbyn has a track
record of radical activism, often voting against
the government when Labour was in power,
and he still presents himself as an outsider.

His manifesto promises include national-
ization of energy and water supplies, invest-
ing £250 billion ($320 billion) over 10 years
in infrastructure, more staff for the National
Health Service, police and fire services, an
end to tuition fees for students, more free
childcare, extra holidays, and higher taxes
on business and the top 5 percent of earn-
ers. He has courted young people and won
hundreds of thousands of followers on
social media. Labour traditionally polls well
among young people and about a million
new voters aged 18 to 24 have registered to
vote since the election was announced.

Turnout may prove crucial. Past experience
indicates that the young are far less likely to
vote than the elderly, who favor the
Conservatives. Corbyn, 68, began the cam-
paign lowly rated as a leader and potential
prime minister by many voters - and even by
some of his own party candidates.— Reuters

How the race tightened in Britain’s ‘Brexit’ election

A City of Westminster employee cleans the street outside of 10 LONDON:
Downing Street, the official residence of Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May, is
see in central London yesterday on the eve of the general election. — AFP 

BRUSSELS: The EU is steeling for a possible
collapse of Brexit negotiations whoever
wins Britain’s increasingly close general
election this week, officials and analysts
say. While many in Brussels still bet on
Prime Minister Theresa May’s return to
power, despite a fading poll lead, the real
focus is on British threats to walk out when
the talks start. European Union Brexit nego-
tiator Michel Barnier says he is ready to
begin immediately but has warned London
of the risks of walking away without agree-
ment on Britain’s departure.

“A big punch-up or blow-up is not
unlikely” after Brexit negotiations formally
start, an EU source told AFP on condition of
anonymity. “A ‘no deal’ is possible -
absolutely.” May and her Brexit minister
David Davis have repeatedly warned that
“no deal is better than a bad deal”, particu-
larly when it comes to a 100-billion-euro
exit bill that Brussels is demanding. London
is also still insisting on having talks on a
future trade deal at the same time as nego-
tiations on the actual divorce, something
Brussels won’t allow.

‘Strong leader’ 
The EU is eyeing June 19, 11 days after

Thursday’s election, for the formal start of
two years of tough talks, with informal con-
tacts “soon” after the election result. While
Brussels is officially neutral about national
elections, European sources say they want
a “strong leader in London” who can nego-
tiate backed by strong support from the
British electorate. While this might seem
counterintuitive in an adversarial process,
the idea is that if May, for example, increas-
es her slim majority she would be less
beholden to eurosceptics in her own party.

This, the reasoning goes, would make
her able to make compromises on thorny
issues such as the exit bill, and on safe-
guarding benefits and immigration rights

of EU citizens living in Britain. But the
increasingly harsh tone on Brexit and the
threats to walk away which have emerged
during the election campaign have worried
some in Brussels. Frenchman Barnier insist-
ed when EU states gave him his formal
mandate on May 22 that quitting talks was
“not my option, my option is to succeed.”

He strongly warned that if Britain does
so he would “advise everyone to explain
well what the consequences are”, not least
for a future EU-British trade deal. European
Commission chief Jean-Claude Juncker has
delivered a similar warning about the
threats. “My experience in politics always
was that those who are going out have to
come back,” he said. Andrew Duff of the
European Policy Centre said that Britain
and Brussels risked “diametrically opposed”
positions, and urged the EU to draft a Brexit
plan B. “If we go on like this, the probability
is that the Article 50 talks will fail,” he wrote
in a commentary. However one European
diplomat with experience in international
negotiations said the election was just
“noise”, and that until Britain came to the
table the EU wouldn’t actually know what
its strategy is.

‘Everyone is waiting’ 
Analyst Amandine Crespy at ULB univer-

sity in Brussels said within the EU “everyone
is waiting” to see what emerges. If May wins
“the discourse of hard Brexit shows her lim-
its: if she’s too hard she will be reproached
because she’ll have to give way on some
points.” If Corbyn wins the situation is more
unclear, with the Labour leader remaining
something of an unknown quantity on
Brexit. He has pledged to uphold the result
of last year’s Brexit referendum, but has also
talked about giving visas to European work-
ers, in a more lax stance than May’s. “It will
be interesting if Corbyn wins - that could
overturn all the cards,” Crespy said. — AFP

EU wary of Brexit talks 

walkout whoever wins

EDINBURGH: Scottish nationalists like to por-
tray their nation as a progressive European
outpost removed from right-wing politics,
but today’s general election could put that
view to the test. While the campaign battle
elsewhere in Britain is largely between
Conservative Theresa May’s right-wing hard
Brexit stance and Labour leader Jeremy
Corbyn’s leftist socialist agenda, things in
Scotland look rather different.

Independence remains the defining issue -
nearly three years after Scotland voted by 55
percent to remain a part of the United
Kingdom. The pro-independence Scottish
National Party continues to dominate, despite
being on the losing side in the 2014 referen-
dum, and is pushing for a second independ-
ence vote, probably in spring 2019 - before
Britain actually exits from the European
Union. In last June’s referendum on EU mem-

bership, Scottish voters by 62 percent chose
to remain in the bloc. So SNP leader Nicola
Sturgeon has also proposed a “compromise”
which would respect the results of both refer-
endums and keep Scotland in the UK and in
the EU. This would grant Scotland a special
status within the EU, enabling it to remain in
the European single market even as the rest
of Britain leaves. “We know Theresa May does-
n’t just want to take the UK out of the
European Union, but she’s intent on pursuing
an extreme Brexit that will take us out of the
single market as well,” Sturgeon told AFP. “By
backing those compromise proposals in this
election, we can make sure that Scotland’s
voice is heard, and that jobs and investment
in Scotland is protected,” she said.

But ultimately, Sturgeon believes Scotland
should have another vote on independence.
“Scotland must have a choice about our

future, a choice between following the UK
down the Brexit path or becoming an inde-
pendent country.” 

‘Damaging to Scotland’ 
For the SNP’s opponents, Sturgeon’s “com-

promise” would be just as bad as independ-
ence. Scottish Conservative leader Ruth
Davidson told AFP: “The differentiated deal
that Nicola Sturgeon put forward... was dam-
aging to Scotland because it would break up
the UK internal market, which is worth four
times more in terms of trade and five times
more in terms of jobs to Scotland than the EU.”
The Conservative message appears to be res-
onating in some parts of Scotland, particularly
along the border with England and in the rural
Highlands. The Tories have emerged as the
foremost defenders of the British union, with
even some previously unshakeable Labour

supporters willing to lend them their votes to
squeeze out the SNP. However, talk of a great
right-wing unionist revival in Scotland may be
premature, with opinion polls suggesting the
nationalist bandwagon will be dented but not
derailed. Most polls suggest the SNP will win
around 50 seats in the London parliament -
slightly down from their near clean sweep of
56 out of 59 Scottish seats in the last general
election in 2015. The Conservatives are
expected to be the biggest beneficiaries rising
from one seat to seven.

Nicola McEwen, professor of politics at
Edinburgh University, said Davidson has gone
“some way to detoxifying the Tory brand in
Scotland”. “It’s worth remembering that in the
2015 UK general election the Conservatives in
Scotland polled their worst ever result,”
McEwen said in an election podcast for the
Centre on Constitutional Change. — AFP

Independence debate dominates in Scotland 

EDINBURGH: Scotland’s First Minister Nicola Sturgeon
speaks during First Ministerís Questions at the Scottish
Parliament yesterday. — AP 

COLWYN BAY, Wales: Britain’s main opposition Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn leaves after
addressing supporters at a campaign visit in north Wales yesterday on the eve of the general
election. — AFP 


