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UK’s Boris 
Johnson: Brexit 
champion 
who delivered
LONDON: Even for a maverick politician like Boris
Johnson, backing Brexit four years ago was a huge
gamble. But it has paid off spectacularly with Britain’s
exit Friday from the European Union. The
Conservative leader remains a divisive figure, hailed
by many for his optimism and humor, accused by oth-
ers of Trump-style populism and a blatant disregard
for the truth. But his name will be written in the history
books for leading the campaign for Brexit in the 2016
EU referendum, and then, as prime minister, finally
making it happen. Negotiating a new trade deal with
Brussels is likely to be an even greater challenge, but
for now, the former London mayor is riding high.

Early ambition 
For a man who as a child wanted to be “world

king”, this moment of triumph has been a long time
coming. Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson was born
in New York in 1964 into a high-achieving family. He
spent his early years in Brussels, where his father
worked for the EU, then attended the elite Eton school
in England before studying classics at Oxford
University. He first worked as a journalist for The
Times, where he was sacked for making up a quote,
and moved on to become Brussels correspondent for
the right-wing Daily Telegraph newspaper. There he
made his name by writing “Euro-myths” - exaggerat-
ed claims about the EU.

He came to public prominence in the 1990s as a
guest panelist on a satirical television show, where his
eccentric and self-deprecating wit made him a nation-
al figure known just as “Boris”. His first few years in
politics did not go smoothly - in 2004, he was sacked
from the Conservatives’ shadow cabinet for lying
about an extra-marital affair. But in 2008 he was
elected mayor of multicultural, Labor-voting London,
an achievement commentators put down to his uncon-
ventional style.

Stoking controversy 
Johnson is not like other politicians, with his messy

blond hair, jokey style and willingness to make himself
look ridiculous — notably once getting stuck on a zip
wire brandishing British flags. He also differed from
many of his Conservative colleagues with his pro-
migration and socially liberal views, which resonated
in London. However, he has faced accusations of prej-
udice in his news columns over the years, describing
gay men as “bumboys” and black African
Commonwealth citizens as “piccaninnies”. As recently
as 2018, he drew criticism for writing that Muslim
women in the full veil looked like “letter boxes”, even
while he argued that they should be free to wear what
they want. —AFP

CALAIS: In the French city of Calais, so close to Britain
that you can see the white cliffs of Dover on a clear day,
locals are resigned to Brexit but hopeful that the port
will continue to be a linchpin in cross-Channel relations.
As the main staging post for ferry and train crossings
from France to Britain, Calais is emotionally and physi-
cally linked to Britain, a hub for travelers ranging from
truck drivers to day-trippers in search of French wine
and migrants seeking to cross to the UK.

Calais was even once part of England, from its con-
quest in the mid-fourteenth century by Edward III to its
loss under Mary Tudor in 1558. The English queen is
said to have then declared that after she died Calais
would be found “in her heart”. French residents of
Calais, where the cold damp wind blowing on the
seafront Friday seemed distinctly British, did not seem
overly worried about Britain’s seismic departure from
the European Union. “We were always very friendly
with the British and it will stay that way,” said
Christophe, who works in a cosmetics shop. “I go to
Scotland every year with my dog, and I am just worried
about him. It is my only real worry.”

‘Won’t change much’ 
Taking shelter from the winter weather in a cafe,

Dan Snowden, a British resident of Calais since 1999,
appeared much more concerned. “When I arrived in
1999, everything was easy. Now, all of a sudden, we
find out that this is not our home any more and what
we took for granted is now in question.” “For social
security, education, pensions, accessing services: we
don’t know what is going to happen,” he said, adding
he now plans to ask for French nationality for himself
and his family. 

The region has also long been a magnet for people

seeking to smuggle themselves to Britain in one of the
tens of thousands of trucks and cars that travel daily
between the two countries on ferries and trains. “The
protection measures for the borders could hardly be
tougher, we don’t think that will change much,” said
Francois Guennoc, the deputy head of a migrants shel-
ter. “Some people hope that customs controls will cre-
ate traffic jams on the roads” that could make it easier
for migrants to stow themselves away.

But with Britain remaining in the EU customs union
during an 11-month transitional period, there will be
no border checks for now, “so it’s a bit of a vain hope,”
Guennoc said. At a meal for migrants organized by the
Salam NGO, George, a young Eritrean aged 19, said
he was not even aware of Brexit.  After 10 unsuccess-
ful attempts to cross the Channel he just wanted to get
to Britain.

‘Calm has returned’ 
Meanwhile, any lingering fears that Britain’s exit from

the EU would trigger transport chaos came to nothing
Friday, with both sides having reached an agreement in
October on an orderly, phased withdrawal. Little change
is expected at the Channel Tunnel during the 11-month
transition period beginning Saturday, with the status
quo to be maintained on trade and travel.

“From Saturday, for travelers and companies, noth-
ing is going to change,” said Gilbert Beltran, head of
customs for the northern Dunkirk region. “But it is nec-
essary that companies continue to prepare.” At the end
of the transition period on January 1, 2021, new smart
technology on the borders will automatically scan the
registration numbers of passing lorries and link them
with customs declarations filled out online by
exporters.

If there is any anomaly in the data, the trucks will be
told to park for further checks. “The year 2019 was
very turbulent due to the delays to Brexit. Here, calm
has returned, the sea is flat and we know that Britain is
leaving the European Union,” said Jean-Marc

Puissesseau, head of the local ports authority. “For me,
Brexit is not chaos, not a barrier. My grandchildren will
know Britain as I knew it when I was young, when there
were customs controls. It will be like it was then,” he
added. —AFP

Calais emotionally and physically linked to Britain

In Calais, sadness but serenity as 
UK bows out of European Union

LONDON: A man waves Union flags from a BMW Isetta as he drives past Brexit supporters gathering in
Parliament Square, in central London. —AFP

January 1973: 
Divided Britain 
joins Europe
PARIS: On the first of January 1973,
Britain joined the European Economic
Community in festive spirits following a
decade of tough negotiations, though
public opinion on membership was
mixed. For around 10 days, as part of a
“Fanfare for Europe” gala, 300 sports
and cultural events were held nationwide
showcasing the EEC countries.
Membership had increased from six to
nine, with Denmark and Ireland also join-
ing alongside Britain.

The Conservative government’s
europhile prime minister Edward Heath
described Britain’s entry to the bloc as
“very moving”. Football players from the
three new states played against a team of
athletes from the six other countries. Italy
loaned a Michaelangelo artwork for an
exhibition, the Netherlands provided a
Rembrandt. Only the Louvre declined to
join the fun by refusing to let the “Mona
Lisa” leave Paris. Here is a look back at
AFP’s reporting from the time.

Hastings and Waterloo 
On December 31, 1972, the eve of the

big day, the British press devote their
front pages to the event. A chapter of a
thousand years of history is closing, says
The Sunday Times. The Sunday
Telegraph predicts joining would prove

as decisive for British history as the
Battles of Hastings or Waterloo. “The
Daily Mail above all warns its readers
against the use of inappropriate common
parlance that could shock the citizens of
the eight other countries,” writes AFP.
Meanwhile the most passionate advo-
cates against joining the EEC organise
their last stand that day. Five hundred
people join a torchlit procession to the
sound of bagpipes in front of the Palace
of Westminster, the seat of the British
parliament.

Stink bombs 
Festivities get under way on January 2,

1973, at a “European” dinner with 258
attendees hosted by the British Council
at Hampton Court Palace, the former roy-
al residence. The next day Heath, Queen
Elizabeth II and her husband Prince
Philip attend the first gala evening, an
opera at Covent Garden in London,
where they are met by stink bombs
thrown by 200 protesters. Public opinion
is “hesitant and (...) remains - polls say -
deeply divided” over joining, AFP
reports. The decision to join had been
taken in 1972 by a vote in parliament and
it was never put to a referendum, unlike
in Denmark and Ireland.

‘A fool’s paradise’ 
AFP reporter Basile Tesselin heads to a

London pub to test the mood. “We have
our own government, a parliament we
elect,” a print worker tells him. “We do not
want to be led by who knows what from
Brussels. Everything we have is better
than what you have.” “I’m wary of you, I

see you coming,” says a taxi driver from
Scotland. “You suck up to us, and then
once we’re in your sacred trap, your fool’s
paradise, you’ll make us fall out with our
real friends, the Americans, the Canadians,
the Australians. And you’ll all become
communists and take us down with you.”

The list of recriminations grows: fears
that VAT (Value Added Tax) will
increase, that the weight of trucks will
become an issue, and over the free entry
of Europeans. “I like going to Europe,”
says one truck driver from Scotland.
“Particularly to France. I feel at home
there. I don’t trust the English.” The
opposition Labor Party quickly makes

clear its intention to renegotiate the
accession treaty. Its leader Harold Wilson
accuses the government of having “abdi-
cated” its responsibilities to Brussels.

‘Yes’ then ‘No’ 
In 1974, Labor returns to power and,

after securing a renegotiation, organizes a
referendum the following year on whether
or not to remain in the EEC. The “Yes” vote
wins by 67 percent. On June 23, 2016, 41
years later, Britons will vote by 52 percent
to leave the now European Union. Brexit
plunges Britain into more than three years
of crisis before its departure becomes real-
ity on January 31, 2020. —AFP

BRUSSELS: Staff members take down the United Kingdom’s flag from outside
the European Parliament building in Brussels on Brexit Day. —AFP

The European 
Union: A union
marked by crises
PARIS: Since it was created in 1957 to help
avert another world war, the European
Union has weathered numerous crises,
though Britain’s decision to leave might be
the worst. As Brexit became reality and the
bloc’s membership declined for the first
time on Friday here is a recap of testing
times in the past.

‘Empty Chair’ 
In 1965, in what is known as the “Empty

Chair” crisis, a dispute over budget funding
sees French President Charles de Gaulle
recall his representative to Brussels and
boycott its institutions for seven months.

Thatcher wants ‘money back’ 
In 1979, UK Prime Minister Margaret

Thatcher demands a rebate for Britain’s
contribution to the European budget,
reportedly declaring: “I want my money
back.” After fierce negotiations, London
secures an annual rebate in 1984.

Danish rejection
In 1992, Danes shock Europe when they

turn down the Maastricht Treaty that
establishes the EU and a future monetary
union. The Danes barely approve an
amended version in 1993 after Denmark is
granted greater autonomy in defence, cur-
rency, citizenship matters and judicial
cooperation.

Mass resignation 
The entire European Commission, led by

Luxembourg’s Jacques Santer, resigns in
1999 after a report reveals its responsibility
for fraud.

Austria sanctioned 
In 2000, Austria’s conservative People’s

Party (OeVP) picks the far-right Freedom
Party (FPOe) as its junior coalition partner,
shocking Europe and leading to months of
EU sanctions. The FPOe again enters gov-
ernment in 2017, this time without stirring
opposition from Brussels.

Constitution shot down 
In 2005, French voters reject a draft

European constitution, as do Dutch voters
three days later. European leaders man-
age to get the Lisbon Treaty ratified in
late 2009 with provisions designed to
improve the functioning of the enlarged
EU institutions.

Greek debt 
In 2009, Greece reveals a sharp rise

in its public deficit that had been under-
reported in official data. It warns of a
debt default the following year, putting
major European banks under strain and
unleashing a crisis that threatens the
euro single currency. First Greece and
then Ireland, Portugal, Spain and Cyprus
seek a id  f rom the European
Commission, the European Central Bank
and the International Monetary Fund.
The so-called “troika” demands strict
fiscal discipline in return for help, and
several heads of government fall in a
resulting public backlash against sharp
spending cuts.

Migration crisis 
In 2015, Europe faces its most seri-

ous migration crisis since the end of
World War II. More than one million
people, f leeing war, mainly in Syria,
arrive in the bloc via the Greek and
Italian coasts. EU leaders struggle to
work out a joint action plan, with sever-
al EU members refusing to take a share
of refugees. More than 19,000 people
have died making perilous sea crossings
since 2014.

Brexit
In June 2016, Britons vote 52 percent

to 48 percent in favor of leaving the EU,
surprising the remaining 27 nations and

unsettling UK businesses and investors.
London and Brussels engage in tough
talks aimed at ensuring Britain’s smooth
departure on March 29, 2019, the origi-
nal Brexit deadline. But the UK parlia-
ment balks at terms agreed by Theresa
May, rejecting them three times and
prompting successive deadline exten-
sions aimed at averting a chaotic “no-
deal” divorce. In July 2019, May is
replaced as prime minister by Boris
Johnson, the pro-Brexit figurehead of the
2016 poll. He reaches a new deal with
Brussels and pushes it through parlia-
ment after winning a snap election, lead-
ing to Britain leaving the bloc at 2300
GMT on Friday, January 31. —AFP

WARRINGTON: Brexit supporters wave Union flags as the time passes 11 O’Clock
at a Brexit Celebration party at Woolston Social Club in Warrington, north west
England. —AFP

LONDON: An arrangement of UK daily newspapers pho-
tographed as an illustration in London shows front page
headlines reporting on the story that Britain on January 31,
became the first country to formally leave the EU. —AFP 


