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PARIS: Emmanuel Macron and Marine Le Pen traded
barbs Monday as they returned to campaigning for the
French presidency ahead of a prime-time debate that is
likely to prove decisive ahead of Sunday’s second-
round run-off. The two rivals held low-key events after
a brief Easter pause as they paced themselves before
Wednesday’s face-off, when the centrist Macron will
defend his record over the past five years against his
combative far-right rival. It will be a rematch of their
debate in 2017, when the same two finalists clashed at
the same stage of the campaign, but which most ana-
lysts say was handily won by Macron, who was making
his first-ever attempt at public office.

Le Pen, making her third run for the presidency,
insists she is better prepared this time around. “I’m
very confident, and I think I’m going to win,” the
National Rally candidate said during a visit to the sunlit
village square in Saint-Pierre-en-Auge in Normandy,
western France. “I hope this debate is carried out calm-
ly... I hope it won’t be what I’ve been hearing for the
past week, a series of insults, fake news and excesses,”
she said.

“She knows her programme perfectly, and she
knows very well how Macron is going to try to attack

her,” Le Pen’s close ally Louis Aliot, the far-right mayor
of Perpignan in southern France, told France Inter radio.

The latest opinion polls suggest that Macron has the
edge, giving him scores of 53 to 55.5 percent against
44.5 to 47 percent for Le Pen.

But allowing for margins of error, Macron knows
there is no room for complacency, and polls have often
underestimated the results of far-right candidates in
the past-most notably in 2002, when Le Pen’s father
Jean-Marie Le Pen reached the presidential run-off
against Jacques Chirac.

‘Reassure everybody’ 
Macron took aim at Le Pen’s proposal to hold con-

stitutional referendums on tougher immigration laws
and her plan for “national priority” for French citizens
for jobs and welfare benefits, and to create the possi-
bility for citizens’ initiatives to propose and vote on
legislation. “She is implying that once elected, she
believes she’s above the Constitution since she can
decide not to respect it by changing the rules,” he told
France Culture radio in an interview published Monday.

But instead of focusing on immigration and the
threat of Islamist extremism, Le Pen has insisted mainly

on her plans to tackle rising prices, a key element of her
strategy of presenting a more moderate face to voters.

Her team has played down in particular a proposed
ban on the Islamic headscarf in public places, with Le
Pen acknowledging that it was a “complex problem”
that would require parliamentary debate, and that “I’m
not obstinate.” Le Pen’s team has also hit back at a

report that the European Union’s anti-corruption body
OLAF had accused her and senior colleagues of
embezzling more than 600,000 euros ($650,000) of
EU funds during their time as euro-deputies.

Her lawyer, Rodolphe Bosselut, expressed suspicion
at the timing of the release of the story, first revealed

by the investigative website Mediapart on Saturday.

Russian roulette’ 
Polls suggest that up to a fourth of the French elec-

torate might not vote at all on Sunday, and much will
also depend on the decisions of the millions of leftwing
supporters of Jean-Luc Melenchon, who finished in a
close third place in the first round on April 10.

The results of a survey Sunday carried out
Melenchon’s France Unbowed party showed that only a
third of those who voted for him will back Macron in
order to block a far-right presidency under Le Pen.

The rest preferred to return a blank ballot, or said
they would just stay home.

Melenchon, who is poised to loom large on the left
ahead of parliament elections in June in which Macron
is hoping to renew a majority if re-elected, has point-
edly refused to urge voters to back Macron, saying
only that “not a single vote” should go to Le Pen.

Christophe Castaner, the leader of Macron’s
Republic on the Move (LREM) group in parliament,
attempted to play down the significance of the survey.
But he also warned: “Not to choose, is to accept you
are playing Russian roulette.” — AFP
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NANTES: A protestor holds a placard reading ´Le Pen in power, the youth in the slaughterhouse’ during a demonstration against racism, fascism and far-right in Nantes, western France, ahead of the second round of voting in France’s
presidential election. —  AFP

TEHRAN: Photo shows a military parade marking Iran’s annual army day in the capital Tehran. — AFP

“Complex 
problem”

India slams WHO 
over report of
4m COVID deaths
NEW DELHI: India has sharply criticised a
forthcoming World Health Organization study
which reportedly claims coronavirus killed
four million people nationally, the latest analy-
sis suggesting a significant undercount of the
pandemic’s death toll. The New York Times
reported last week that New Delhi had stalled
the study’s release after disputing that India’s
true fatality count was eight times higher than
official figures.

The conclusion matches similar figures by
the Lancet last month and a February study in
the journal Science that calculated a COVID
death toll of at least 3.2 million. But India’s
health ministry said in a weekend statement
that the WHO’s mathematical modelling of the
pandemic was “questionable” and “statistically
unproven”.

Several concerns were raised to the global
health body over the report, including what
the ministry said was a “peculiar” assumption
of a relationship between lower temperatures
and monthly deaths. India had shared its mis-
givings through several formal communica-
tions and meetings since last November,
according to the ministry.

“A satisfactory response is yet to be
received from WHO,” it added. The WHO was
not immediately available for comment. Indian
officials have previously disputed the method-
ology behind the Lancet and Science studies
that also found vastly higher death tolls. Its
official figures show 520,000 COVID deaths
nationally, which still accounts for the world’s
largest single-country toll after the United
States and Brazil.

India was battered by a devastating COVID
outbreak last year that saw thousands of peo-
ple dying each day at its peak, overwhelming
hospitals and crematoriums. — AFP

US announces 
global COVID
summit May 12
WASHINGTON: A global summit to chart an end
to the COVID-19 crisis and plan for future
upheavals will occur May 12, the White House said
Monday, even as President Joe Biden struggles to
get vital pandemic funding from Congress. The vir-
tual gathering will be co-chaired by the United
States, along with current G7 president Germany,
G20 president Indonesia, African Union chair
Senegal, and Belize, the current chair of the CARI-
COM Caribbean grouping.

“The summit wil l  redouble our col lective
efforts to end the acute phase of the COVID-19
pandemic and prepare for future health threats,”
the countries said in a joint statement. This will be
the second global huddle on the pandemic, which
has killed more than six million people and trig-
gered profound disruption to leading economies
and trading patterns in the two years since it
began to spread.

Biden hosted a similar summit last September, at
which he urged partners to surge vaccines and
ensure that 70 percent of every country has been
vaccinated by September this year. Although death
rates are plummeting world wide, the virus contin-
ues to spread, preventing many leading countries
from fully lifting restrictions, while Shanghai in
China is in the midst of a draconian lockdown.

Summit hosts appealed for maintaining the sense
of urgency. “In advance of the May 12 summit, we
are calling on world leaders, members of civil socie-
ty, non-governmental organizations, philanthropists,
and the private sector to make new commitments
and bring solutions to vaccinate the world, save
lives now, and build better health security-for
everyone, everywhere,” the joint statement said.

“The emergence and spread of new variants, like
Omicron, have reinforced the need for a strategy
aimed at controlling COVID-19 worldwide,” it said.
And while the latest variants are less lethal, the
summit statement stressed there must be a focus on
stopping similar future catastrophes from taking the
world by surprise. “We know we must prepare now
to build, sustain, and finance the global capacity we
need, not only for emerging Covid-19 variants, but
also future health crises,” the statement said.—AFP

Iran’s Raisi warns 
Zionists against 
any hostile action
TEHRAN: Iran’s President Ebrahim Raisi warned on
Monday that the armed forces would not let arch-foe
Zionist entity rest if it took action targeting the Islamic
republic. “You must know that if you try to take any
action against the Iranian nation... our armed forces
will not leave you in peace,” Raisi said, during a mili-
tary parade to mark National Army Day.

His comments come days after he warned neigh-
bouring Iraq against using its territory for activities
that disrupt Iran’s security. Last month, Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards, the military’s ideological arm,
said it fired a dozen ballistic missiles at a “strategic”
site in Arbil, the capital of Iraq’s autonomous north-
ern Kurdistan region, claiming they were being used
by Israel.

However, Arbil governor Oumid Khouchnaw dis-
missed as “baseless” the presence of Zionist sites in

and around the city. “There are no Zionist sites in the
region,” he said at the time. Also last month, Zionist
entity hosted talks attended by top Arab diplomats
and US Secretary of State Antony Blinken, saying the
meeting would send a strong message to Tehran.

“This new architecture, the shared capabilities we
are building, intimidates and deters our common ene-
mies-first and foremost Iran and its proxies,” Zionist
Foreign Minister Yair Lapid said at the end of the
meeting in southern Zionist entity. The meeting came
as world powers have been negotiating a way to revive
a 2015 nuclear deal with Iran, to rein in its nuclear
activities in exchange for sanctions relief.

Zionist entity is adamantly opposed to the original
deal and any effort to restore it. The accord started to
unravel in 2018 when then US president Donald Trump
left the deal and re-instated sanctions, leading Iran to
in turn step up its nuclear programme again.

On Thursday, the UN atomic energy watchdog said
Iran has started to make components for machines
used to enrich uranium at a new workshop in Natanz,
the country’s main nuclear site. The International
Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) said the new workshop
replaces a nuclear facility in Karaj, near Tehran, after
an attack there last year, which Iran said was an act of
sabotage carried out by Zionist entity. — AFP


