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LONDON: One week before Britain’s election,
Prime Minister Boris Johnson was confident
enough to publish a plan yesterday for his first
100 days in office, boosted by an endorsement
from Brexit Party MEPs. Jeremy Corbyn’s main
opposition Labour party is struggling to close
the gap in opinion polls with Johnson’s govern-
ing Conservatives, which remains at around 10
points. Meanwhile the electoral threat posed
by Nigel Farage’s Brexit Party receded further
with the decision of four of its European Par-
liament MPs to endorse the prime minister.

Johnson has promised to get Britain out of
the European Union on Jan 31, after years of
turmoil sparked by the 2016 referendum vote
for Brexit. But he says this would only be
possible if he wins a majority of MPs in the
December 12 election, allowing him to get his
EU divorce deal through parliament. “If there
is a Conservative majority next week, we will
get Brexit done by the end of January. 2020
will then be the year we finally put behind us

the arguments and uncertainty over Brexit,”
he said.

He also announced an unspecified tax cut
for “hard-working families”, which he said
would be unveiled in a post-Brexit budget in
February. Within 100 days of taking office, he
also vowed to pass laws to increase school
funding and toughen sentencing laws, as well
as beginning moves to shake up the immigra-
tion system. Labour is offering a fresh referen-
dum on Brexit, but has sought to focus on a
radical agenda to address inequality, from na-
tionalizing key industries to borrowing heavily
to fund a huge investment drive.

It challenged Johnson’s claim to represent
change, given the Conservatives have been in
power since 2010 and introduced huge public
spending cuts. “The Tories have had 3,494
days in office, and in those days we’ve seen
child poverty soar, rising homelessness, rising
food bank use, and violent crime is up too,”
said Labour MP Andrew Gwynne.

Brexit Party fragmentation 
The Brexit Party has been nipping at the heels

of the Conservatives for months, threatening to
take EU referendum “Leave” voters from John-
son with its promise of a clean break with Brus-
sels. But the party has suffered a series of
setbacks and four of its MEPs - elected on a
huge show of support for the party in May’s Eu-
ropean elections - announced they were backing
the Conservatives. Among them is Annunziata
Rees-Mogg, the sister of Jacob Rees-Mogg who
is a leading Brexit supporter and member of
Johnson’s cabinet.

She said the premier’s EU divorce deal, which
Farage has rejected as “Brexit in name only”,
would get Britain out of the EU and return its
sovereignty. “That is what most Brexiteers I’ve
ever met have been fighting for decades,” she
told reporters. With Labour backing a second
referendum, she added that “Boris’s deal is the
only Leave option we have”.

Jacob Rees-Mogg has been absent from the

election campaign since suggesting the victims
of the deadly 2017 Grenfell Tower blaze lacked
common sense in heeding official advice to stay
in their homes. The departures are another blow
for Farage, who began the campaign threatening
to stand against the Conservatives in every seat,
only to back down. He said he was “disap-
pointed” they were leaving.

But he noted the Brexit Party was winning
over voters in many traditional Labour areas of
England, making it easier for the Conservatives
to win there. Len McCluskey, the head of the
Unite trade union who is close to Corbyn, this
week admitted Labour was struggling to win
over Brexit-backing voters. Labour has also
been grappling with a long-running row over
claims of widespread anti-Semitism in the party,
something it strongly denies. It was hit by a new
row yesterday after lawyers said they had state-
ments from former and current Labour staffers
alleging “interference” into investigations into
complaints against members. —AFP
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Labour challenges PM’s claim to represent change

Four scenarios as 
Merkel partners 
debate future 
BERLIN: Headed by a new leftist leadership duo,
Germany’s struggling Social Democrats are gearing
up for a crunch congress from today that could de-
cide the future of Chancellor Angela Merkel’s frag-
ile coalition government. As SPD members gather
to discuss their demands for keeping the coalition
afloat, here’s a look at four possible scenarios for
the months ahead.

‘GroKo’ clings on 
Incoming SPD leaders Norbert Walter-Borjans

and Saskia Esken are critical of Merkel’s grand right-
left coalition, known as “GroKo” to Germans. But the
pair have stopped short of calling for a vote on
whether to stay in the loveless marriage at the Dec
6-8 congress. Instead, they want to tweak the hard-
fought coalition agreement struck with Merkel’s cen-
tre-right CDU and its Bavarian CSU sister party
after 2017’s inconclusive general elections.

If a compromise is struck and the SPD secures
some concessions, the GroKo could survive until
Germany’s next election in 2021 - allowing Merkel
to complete her fourth and final term as planned.
This scenario is seen as most likely by observers as
it would also allow the SPD, weakened by a series
of poll setbacks, to sharpen its profile under the
new leaders before facing voters again.

Merkel-led minority government 
If it fails to push through its demands, the SPD

could pull the plug on the partnership with the
CDU/CSU, triggering the coalition’s collapse.
Merkel, keen to shape her own political exit after

14 years in power, could then try to head a minority
government - a first in postwar Germany. Merkel
has in the past said she was “very skeptical” about
leading a government without a stable parliamen-
tary majority, but observers say the prospect may
be less daunting now.  Several senior CDU figures
have voiced their preference for this scenario, in-
cluding Merkel critic Friedrich Merz, who said the
“experimental nature” of a minority government
“has its charms”.

‘Jamaica’ coalition 
If the SPD walks away, Merkel’s CDU/CSU al-

liance could try to woo the liberal FDP and the left-
leaning Greens into a tie-up nicknamed “Jamaica” -
because the parties’ colors match those of the
Caribbean country’s flag. A 2017 attempt at such an
alliance broke down when the FDP abruptly quit
talks, but the party has signalled it would be ready to
play ball now. The Greens, however, have less incen-
tive these days to join in as junior coalition partner.
Spurred by growing concern about climate change,
they have surged in the polls and are poised to be-
come Germany’s second-largest party in the next
elections - putting even the chancellery within reach. 

Snap elections 
Snap elections are seen as the least likely out-

come by local media - but they also wrongly pre-
dicted that the SPD would choose another, more
moderate leadership duo last month. The move
would require Merkel to call, and lose, a confidence
vote in the Bundestag lower house of parliament. At-
tention would then shift to President Frank-Walter
Steinmeier, who would embark on complex negoti-
ations to try to cobble together another coalition. If
that failed, he would dissolve parliament and fresh
elections would follow within 60 days.Voters could
well punish the SPD and the CDU for sending them
to the polls early, while the far-right AfD and the
Greens stand to make gains. —AFP

Europe’s oldest 
nuclear plant not
ready to retire 
BEZNAU, Switzerland: Europe’s oldest func-
tioning nuclear reactor, at Switzerland’s
Beznau plant, will turn 50 next week - a
lifespan deemed dangerously long by envi-
ronmentalists who are demanding that it be
shut down immediately. Commercial opera-
tion began at the plant in the northern can-
ton of Aargau, near the German border, on
Dec 9, 1969 - back when The Beatles were
still together and a man had just walked on
the Moon. 

Fifty years later, a message in German is
printed in white letters on a bright blue wall
of the building housing Reactor 1: “Anniver-
sary 1969-2019. 355,000 hours of service”.
Beznau 1 is one of the very oldest reactors
in operation today, following only reactors 1
and 2 at Tarapur in western India, which
went online in Oct 1969, according to the In-
ternational Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).

“It’s a privilege to work here,” Michael
Dost, director of the plant run by Swiss
power company Axpo, said during a media
tour of Switzerland’s first nuclear plant ear-
lier this year. He said he was proud to work
at such a productive monument of industrial
history. The plant’s two ageing reactors (Re-
actor 2 began operating in 1971) together
still pump out around 6,000 gigawatts per
year -equivalent to twice the electrical con-
sumption of Switzerland’s largest city,
Zurich. Showing off a command centre with
large control panels and colorful buttons
reminiscent of the 1960s, Dost insisted that
the plant’s age was not an issue.

‘Significant equipment updates’
“A lot of work has been done here,” he told

AFP, noting that in recent decades “compo-
nents have been altered and new equipment
has been built, so we meet all technical re-
quirements that can be placed on a nuclear
plant.” The Swiss Nuclear Safety Inspectorate
(ENSI) meanwhile told AFP that “Beznau 1 has
proven that it fulfils all regulatory requirements
thanks to significant equipment updates”. But
critics warn that the renovations do not com-
pensate for the reactor’s advanced age.

“I fully acknowledge that large sums have
been invested in this plant, but you can’t trans-
form a Volkswagen Beetle into a Tesla just by
investing in security upgrades,” Florian
Kasser, a nuclear expert with Greenpeace
Switzerland, told AFP. He noted that the last
time the plant was shut for repairs - between
2015 and 2017 - analyses were carried out
after flaws were discovered in the steel of the
reactor’s pressurized water tanks.

In a finding later confirmed by ENSI, ex-
perts concluded that the flaws were not
linked to the operation of the reactor, and
posed no safety risk. But Greenpeace main-
tains that the tests did not take into account
the effects of radioactivity on the wear and
tear of the tank. —AFP

BEZNAU, Switzerland: A man takes a picture on July 9,
2019 of Beznau nuclear plant near Dottingen. —AFP


