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LONDON: Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer Philip Hammond (L) and
Britain’s Secretary of State for Exiting the European Union (Brexit Minister)
David Davis pose for photographers before a press conference. —AFP

Who’s who and what’s at 
stake in ‘Brexit election’

BERLIN: The bizarre case of a racist sol-
dier allegedly plotting an attack while
posing as a Syrian refugee and several
abuse scandals have sparked a war of
words between Germany’s defense min-
ister and the military. It is a dangerous

political battle for Ursula von der Leyen,
the first woman in charge of the
Bundeswehr, who is often mentioned as
a potential successor to Chancellor
Angela Merkel.

The mother-of-seven has sternly crit-

icized military “attitude and leadership
problems”, highlighted by the case of
the soldier and by recent sexual abuse
and hazing scandals. This in turn has
made her a target of chastened rank-
and-file soldiers who charge she is tar-
ring them all while dodging personal
responsibility after more than three
years on the job.

The escalating conflict started with
the arrest last week of a soldier identi-
fied only as 28-year-old army lieutenant
Franco A., stationed at a Franco-German
base near Strasbourg. He came to the
notice of the authorities after Austrian
police caught him with a loaded hand-
gun at Vienna airport in February. The
subsequent investigation found that,
amid Germany’s 2015 mass influx of
refugees, he had created a fake identity
as a Damascus fruit seller called “David
Benjamin”. Incredibly, the light-haired
German who speaks no Arabic man-
aged to gain political asylum, a spot in a
refugee shelter, and monthly state pay-
ments for his fictitious alter ego.

‘Dark places’ 
Prosecutors charge that A. harbored

far-right views and, with at least one
co-conspirator, plotted an attack with
the apparent aim of discrediting for-
eigners. Media reports say he kept
“death lists” with the names of top

politicians, including former president
Joachim Gauck, some cabinet ministers
and left-leaning, anti-fascist MPs.

It has since emerged that the lieu-
tenant had expressed right-wing
extremist views back in a master’s study
he submitted in 2014, in which he theo-
rised about the end of Western civilisa-
tion through immigration. However, the
offensive paper was buried, without dis-
ciplinary action-something the minister
blamed on a “misunderstood esprit de
corps” and superior officers who “looked
the other way”.

Yesterday, the minister-who has can-
celled a scheduled US trip to deal with
the widening scandal-was travelling to
A.’s base, where an initial probe has
found a rifle with a swastika carved into
it. Von der Leyen has also pointed to
other recent scandals-about humiliating
and sadistic initiation rituals, and female
soldiers being forced to pole-dance.

Indicating she means business, the
minister last month sacked the chief
training officer, Major General Walter
Spindler, for failing to deal with the
problems quickly enough. Today she
was set to hold a crisis meeting with
100 leading military personnel, after
vowing to “shine a light in the dark
places” and predicting that “it’ll be dif-
ficult, it’ll be painful, it won’t be pret-
ty”. There could indeed be more nasty

surprises-the military intelligence serv-
ice is investigating around 280 cases of
suspected far-right sympathizers in
the forces.

‘Danger zone’ 
Von der Leyen has weathered sever-

al scandals in what is considered a
tricky cabinet post, most centered on
military equipment problems like age-
ing transport planes and assault rifles
that don’t shoot straight. Spiegel
Online said that, while earlier problems
started before she took the post, she is
now “facing criticism like she rarely has
before”.

Her comments offended many sol-
diers who already feel they get insuffi-
cient appreciation for missions from
Afghanistan to Mali in a country which,
with its guilt over the Nazi era, still
shows little love for the military. Having
drawn heavy fire, the minister stressed
that the vast majority of soldiers per-
form “impeccable, outstanding service”.

Business daily Handelsblatt noted
the seriousness of the affair by point-
ing out that “ministers usually only
cancel foreign trips if they face the
threat of a putsch at home”. It said von
der Leyen had entered “the danger
zone”, adding: “This doesn’t bring her
any closer to her big goal of one day
succeeding Merkel.”  —AFP

Far-right plot, scandals rocking German military

PUGET-THENIERS: Halfway between
mountains and the Mediterranean, the
southern French village of Puget-
Theniers is old, idyllic and a picture of
the quiet rebellion under way in rural
areas. In the first round of France’s
presidential election, residents here, an
hour’s drive from the city of Nice, vot-
ed overwhelmingly to cast the coun-
try’s rulers to the wolves.

Thirty-seven percent of 1,300 bal-
lots on April 23 were for far-right
leader Marine Le Pen and another 18
percent for Communist-backed fire-
brand Jean-Luc Melenchon. A collec-

tion of other “anti-system” candidates
from Trotskyists to a man who believes
the European Union is a CIA-backed
conspiracy won another 10 percent.
“We’re fed up with our leaders favoring
financial groups, insurance companies
and bankers,” said Leo Vellutini, a 56-
year-old having an afternoon drink
with locals in the pretty square at the
centre of the village. 

He says the Le Pen vote has “spiced
up our drinks together”. While not
everyone agrees, no one at the table
has anything good to say about
France’s political leaders. “They’ve

screwed us over for 40 years,” gripes
one retired man in his 70s wearing a
cap and clutching a glass. They plan to
vote for Le Pen in the runoff vote
against pro-European centrist
Emmanuel Macron on Sunday.

“The village is like all rural areas in
France, it’s doing badly,” said mayor
Robert Velay, standing in bright sun-
shine outside the town hall with the
foothills of the Alps behind him. Farms
and farming jobs disappeared years
ago, while local shops have shut as
people travel to supermarkets down
the road towards Nice or order online.

The loss-making local abattoir is mired
in red tape, he says. “There are more
people who own washing machines
now, but do we live better?” he won-
ders aloud. “I think we need to look
back at what worked well in the past.”

Nostalgia and sadness  
This sense-of bitterness about the

present and nostalgia for the past-is
found across rural France and
expressed in the support for so-called
“anti-system” candidates. Puget-
Theniers illustrates this faultline
between urban and rural areas that

has emerged more strongly than ever
in this year’s election.

It also fits another major fracture
between the east and the south of
France where support for Le Pen is
strongest, and the rest of the country.
Few here see election frontrunner
Macron as the solution with his calls
for high-tech innovation, openness
and fibre-optic connections for every
village. His campaign headquarters in
Paris, full of 20-somethings in trainers
rushing to meetings with their laptops,
is a far cry from the sleepy cobbled
streets of Puget-Theniers.

The nearby waters of the fast-flow-
ing river Var provided the last econom-
ic boom for locals when they were
used by the village’s leather and shoe-
making industry more than a century
ago. Little wonder then that Le Pen’s
championing of “the forgotten peo-
ple”-those bypassed by the huge eco-
nomic and technological change of
recent times-finds fertile ground. “Le
Pen supporters want another sort of
France, a France from the past,” Sylvie
Poitte, a 70-year-old from the village
who once ran local hair salons, told
AFP. But she admits too that life was

better when she arrived with her three
children in the 1980s. “If I was arriving
now, I wouldn’t stay,” she said.

Economics and migration 
Support for Le Pen and her

National Front (FN) party, founded in
1972, has always been strong in the
south of France due to a mix of factors.
Herve Le Bras, a leading French
demographer, has popularised a socio-
economic explanation of the vote here
and in the FN’s newer stronghold in
the rustbelt of northeast France. 

His colour-coded maps showing
the hotspots of unemployment, low
education achievement or poverty
mirror the zones of highest FN support
to a striking degree. The only place the
correlation fails is in large cities, where
deprived areas do not vote for Le Pen,
which he puts down to their “contact
with the world.” But there is also histo-
ry and the impact of migration.

The FN has long defended the
country’s colonial past and so-called
“pieds noirs” (“black feet”), the white
migrants who settled in French-run
Algeria. When Paris granted the north
African country independence in 1962,
hundreds of thousands were forced to
cross the Mediterranean, with many
choosing to settle in the south. Waves
of Arab migration followed them, ini-
tially as Algerians came to work in
French factories during the labor
shortages of the 1960s.

Far-right expert Jean-Yves Camus
says this created a toxic combination-
resentful pieds noirs living alongside
the people they blame for their misfor-
tune. Other specialists, like veteran
sociologist Jean Viard, say southern
natives have also seen their identities
challenged by new arrivals from north-
ern France and an explosion in
tourism. But neither immigration, nor
insecurity-the two themes of Le Pen’s
pitch to voters-appear to be problems
for the residents of Puget-Theniers. 

Many people leave their doors
open, but mayor Velay recalls that sev-
eral youngsters “went into town” and
were beaten up by “maghrebins”-peo-
ple of north African descent. Martine
Tescher, who runs an art gallery in the
village, puts the FN vote down to fear,
particularly after two years of Islamist-
inspired attacks in France. “When you
switch on the radio or television,
there’s never anything positive. It
keeps people in a sort of climate of
permanent terror,” she says. —AFP

Paradise lost: Idyllic French 
villages turn to far right

The quiet rebellion under way in rural areas

PUGET-THENIERS: A picture taken on April 28, 2017 shows a general view of the village of Puget-
Theniers, 75 km from Nice, southern France. —AFP

KANO: Boko Haram’s leader Abubakar Shekau
has been injured and one of his deputies killed in
an air strike in northeast Nigeria, civilian and
security sources told AFP yesterday. Two Nigerian
Air Force jets bombarded fighters who had gath-
ered for prayers in Balla village, some 40 kilome-
ters from Damboa, on the edge of the Sambisa
Forest, last Friday.

“Shekau was wounded in the bombings and is
believed to be receiving treatment near the Nigerian
border with Cameroon around Kolofata,” said one
source with contacts within Boko Haram. “His
deputy, Abba Mustapha, alias Malam Abba, was
killed in the attack along with another key lieu-
tenant, Abubakar Gashua, alias Abu Aisha,” he
added. Babakura Kolo, a member of the civilian mili-
tia in the Borno state capital, Maiduguri, gave a simi-
lar account, saying “Shekau was injured and a num-
ber of commanders were killed.

“Among them is his deputy called Malam Abba.
They suffered heavy casualties because the bomb-
ings targeted a large gathering of his followers
attending Friday prayers.” There was no immediate
comment from the Nigerian military when contacted
by AFP. The authorities have previously claimed to
have killed Shekau on at least three occasions. In an

emailed statement on Tuesday night, the air force said
it had bombed “a gathering of Boko Haram terrorists”
last Friday “in a village 3.42 km northeast of
Mangosum”. The “air interdiction mission” in the
remote region involved three jets. “Battle damage
assessment conducted after the strike showed that
several leaders of the Boko Haram terrorist organiza-
tion and their followers were killed during the
attacks,” it added.

Reprisals
A senior military officer in Maiduguri confirmed

the air force bombed Boko Haram positions “in the
Damboa area on Friday where they hit the targets
with precision”. “We got intel (intelligence) that the
terrorists were gathering at the location and we acted
on the report,” he added, requesting anonymity as he
was not authorised to speak about the operation.

He said he was unable to comment on Shekau
but the source with contacts in Boko Haram said
Mustapha was preaching when the first jet bombed
the mosque at about 1:00 pm (1200 GMT). Moments
later a second jet targeted worshippers as they fled.
“Shekau was just leaving a house nearby for the
mosque when the first jet struck. He was injured in
the second strike,” said the source, describing the

casualties as “huge”. “They spent the rest of Friday
and the whole of Saturday burying the dead,” he
said, without specifying numbers. Shekau had been
bed-ridden for days with malaria before the attack,
he added. Local people in the Konduga area said
Boko Haram fighters went on the rampage follow-
ing the air strike. “They came by the river hurling
insults at us, accusing us of providing information
about their locations and movements to the mili-
tary,” said fisherman Ibrahim Bawa.

“They said we were responsible for the attack on
their mosque which killed many of their people. They
were very angry,” added another fisherman, Usman
Sallau. The jihadists rounded up six fishermen and slit
their throats. Others escaped by swimming across the
river, he said. Boko Haram has killed over 20,000 peo-
ple since it took up arms against the Nigerian govern-
ment in 2009 to establish a hardline Islamist state. 

The insurgency has decimated northeast Borno
state with the violence displacing 2.6 million from
their homes and causing a hunger crisis. After years
of suffering humiliating losses to Boko Haram, the
Nigerian military has reclaimed swathes of territory
back from the jihadists. Yet despite claims that
Boko Haram is a spent force, the Islamists still
launch attacks.  —AFP

Boko Haram leader injured in air strike

ILLKIRCH-GRAFFENSTADEN: German Defence Minister Ursula von der
Leyen (L) flanked by Inspector Heer General Joerg Vollmeer (R) and
Commander of the 291st Jagerbataillon Marc Ulrich Cropp (C) visits mil-
itary facilities of the 291st Jagerbataillon. —AFP

LONDON: In a distinctly British moment
of electoral democracy and royal ceremo-
ny, Prime Minister Theresa May will signal
the official start of Britain’s election cam-
paign with a visit to Queen Elizabeth II at
Buckingham Palace.

The visit marks the dissolution of
Parliament, which means Britain no longer
has any elected lawmakers, though the
government continues to function. All 650
seats in the House of Commons are up for
grabs in the June 8 election. May’s deci-
sion to call the snap poll after less than a
year in office caught most in Parliament -
and the country - by surprise.

Why now?
Britain’s last election was in May 2015,

and the next was not scheduled until
2020. But the country has gone through a
tumultuous two years. June’s vote to
leave the European Union was followed
by the resignation of Prime Minister
David Cameron, who had urged the
country to remain in the bloc. May, a
member of Cameron’s Cabinet, was
selected as prime minister after an inter-
nal Conservative Party leadership contest.
That has left her vulnerable to accusa-
tions that she lacks a personal mandate
to govern. But a more crucial factor in the
election’s timing is Brexit.

Britain has triggered a two-year exit
process that will see its EU membership
end in March 2019. May says an election
now can give the Conservatives a bigger
majority, strengthening the government’s
hand in Brexit negotiations. It also avoids
an election soon after the UK leaves the
bloc, potentially a period of instability. May
was also likely tempted by opinion polls
that give her Conservatives a big lead over
the main opposition Labour Party. She
hopes to do significantly better than the
330 seats the party now holds, while
Labour wants to better its current 229.

What are the big issues?
This is being called the “Brexit election,”

and Britain’s EU exit dominates the agen-
da. May’s oft-repeated message is that
the country needs “strong and stable
leadership” in the uncertain time ahead.
May’s Conservatives paint the opposition
parties - chiefly Labour, the Scottish
National Party and the Liberal Democrats
- as weak, irresolute or out to divide the
country.

The left-of-center Labour Party wants
remind voters that there are other impor-
tant issues at stake, attacking
Conservative cuts to welfare and promis-
ing more funding for schools and the
overburdened National Health Service.
Labour also says it will push for compro-
mise with the EU to avoid an economical-
ly damaging “hard Brexit.” The pro-EU

Liberal Democrats, who currently have
just eight seats, are targeting unhappy
“remain” voters and promising a new ref-
erendum on a final deal between Britain
and the bloc. In Scotland, the SNP is push-
ing for an independence referendum.
Meanwhile UKIP, the Euroskeptic right-
wing party that was instrumental in
securing an EU membership referendum,
is trying to prove it is still relevant now
that its main goal has been achieved -
and its sole MP has quit.

Who are the key players?
May, 60, is widely regarded as a firm

and steady leader but can appear stiff
and unspontaneous. Opponents accuse
her of running a tightly controlled cam-
paign that minimizes her exposure to
undecided voters, and have criticized her
refusal to take part in televised leaders’
debates. Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn is
a 67-year-old socialist who is adored by
his supporters but loathed by many of his
own lawmakers, who think his hard-left
policies are leading Labour toward elec-
toral oblivion. 

Supporters say his anti-elitist rhetoric
can connect with voters disillusioned
with the political mainstream. Liberal
Democrat leader Tim Farron feels his cen-
trist party is on the upswing. But the com-
mitted Christian has been dogged by
questions from journalists about his atti-
tude to homosexuality after failing to
deny he considered gay sex a sin. He later
clarified he does not think it ’s a sin.
Recently elected UKIP leader Paul Nuttall
is far less well known than his predeces-
sor, Nigel Farage, and is struggling to
make a national impact.

Is it a close contest?
Opinion polls suggest the

Conservatives have a lead of as much as
20 points over Labour. Bookmakers agree,
giving odds of 1-20 or1-25 of the
Conservatives winning the most seats.
Pollsters’ reputations took a battering
after they failed to foresee Conservative
victory in the 2015 election and gave
mixed signals about last year’s referen-
dum. But even allowing for uncertainty
and margins of error, the race does not
appear to be close. Still, election day is
five weeks away, and a lot can happen in
that time. “I think given the way politics
has gone in the last couple of years it
would be a brave pundit who predicted a
no-surprises election campaign,” said Rob
Ford, a professor of political science at the
University of Manchester. “There are lots
of things that could shift in the campaign,
volatile elements. ... There are new factors,
new leaders, this huge divisive new issue
(Brexit) layered on top of all the old
issues.”  —AP


