FRENCH RIOTS FOLLOW-UP
Immigration
tlghtened N

sl L

Nov. 30. — The French government has toughened con-
trols on immigration following riots in poor suburbs ear-
lier this month.

Bowing to pressure from right-wingers in his own
party, the Prime Minister, Mr Dominique de Villepin,
yesterday announced plans to restrict the re-unification
of immigrant families and to impose tighter selection
rules on foreign students from outside the European
Union.

The French government will also make it harder to
win the right to come to France, or become French, by
marrying a French citizen. Marriages between French
men and women and non-EU foreigners have more than
doubled to 34,000 a year in the last decade and are now
the biggest single source of immigration to France.

In future, a foreigner will have to prove that they have
lived with their French spouse for two years before they
earn the right to French citizenship.

Left-wing politicians and anti-racist campaigners yes-
terday challenged the relevance of most of the measures
announced by the prime minister. They pointed out that
of the 4,000 young people arrested during the riots, only
120 were born outside France.

Mr Villepin also called for tougher enforcement of
existing French laws against polygamy.

— The Independent
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PARIS, Nov. 17 - In the search for explanations for the riots that Reprints
have rocked France, some politicians and intellectuals are pointing Save Article

to a novel one: polygamy.

In an interview with RTL radio on Wednesday, Bernard Accoyer, the parliamentary leader
of President Jacques Chirac's Gaullist party, the Union for a Popular Movement, called
polygamy "certainly one of the causes, though not the only one" for France's worst unrest
in four decades. He blamed the former Socialist government of Prime Minister Lionel
Jospin for being "strangely lax" in enforcing the ban on polygamy. Pierre Cardo, a deputy
in Parliament from M. Chirac's party, said that the most difticult juvenile delinquents

were "often products of polygamous families.” T N

Past 2

Enlarge This Image Hélene Carrere d'Encausse, one of the country's most 1 Dan

eminent historians and the permanent secretary of the 5 She

Académie Francaise, was even more pointed. "Everyone is astonished; why are African 3 Mo

children in the streets and not at school?" she said on Russian television in Moscow on Yo

Sunday. "Why can't their parents buy an apartment? It's clear why. Many of these Africans, 4 The

I tell you, are polygamous. In an apartment, there are three or four wives and 25 children." 5. Sex

Even the interior minister, Nicolas Sarkozy, has suggested that polygamy makes it harder Got

for North African Arabs and sub-Saharan Africans to integrate into French life.

“There are more problems for a child of an immigrant of black Africa or of North Africa

than for a son of a Swede, a Dane or a Hungarian," said Mr. Sarkozy, the son ofa ADVEF

Hungarian father, in an interview with France 2 television on Nov. 10. "Because culture,

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/11/1 8/international/europe/18france.html 11/18/2005
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because polygamy, because social origins contribute to

more hardships for him." VONA
The #1

Join n¢

The remarks have set off an uproar in France and charges of

racism. In a statement on Wednesday, MRAP, an antiracist
group, accused political leaders on the right of "playing an
extremely dangerous role in feeding our country with the
racism that causes the damage we know."

No official figures are available on polygamy in France,

although some women's rights groups estimate the number

of polygamous families as high as 30,000. They come

e | mostly from sub-Saharan Africa, including Mali, Senegal

Philippe HUguen/Agence_FGril&c‘?iE]rggzz and Gambia. The practice is less prevalent among the much
) larger and older immigrant population of North Africa.

Firemen extinguished a burning car
last week during a night of violence
near Lille in northern France. Bigamy is illegal in France, and punishable by a year in

prison and a $53,000 fine. But the practice of polygamy
among immigrant families from countries where it is part of the culture and tradition is
more complicated. Polygamy was effectively banned by a 1993 law that prevented second
wives from getting visas. But it created difficult situations for families that had lived in
France for years, and pushed many wives to enter France illegally. Polygamy is therefore
largely tolerated, particularly if the marriages took place before the 1993 law went into
effect.

To end polygamous living arrangements, local authorities encourage wives to seek
separate accommodations. "We tell them, ‘It may be legal in Africa, but in France, it's not,’
" said a City Hall spokeswoman who would not allow her name to be used, citing City Hall
policy.

The issue also has caused a furor in the French news media. Le Monde put the article on its
front page Thursday afternoon. An editorial Thursday in Le Courrier Picard, a northern
French newspaper, said, "Then like this, it's because Papa is polygamous that the son burns
cars." It called such statements "a call for a new and hypocritical apartheid.”

In an effort to calm the waters, Jean-Frangois Copé, a Chirac spokesman, sought to
distance the government from remarks linking polygamy and the unrest. "You cannot draw
such a tight link between polygamy and urban violence,” he said Thursday in a radio
interview. "The crisis of disadvantaged neighborhoods has multiple causes.”

Community groups acknowledge there is a problem of polygamous families, but say the
causes of the riots run much deeper. "A culprit has to be found," said Claudette Bodin, co-

http://www.nytimes.com/2005/11/1 8/international/europe/18france.htmi 11/18/2005
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president of Afrique Partenaires Services, a support group for families from sub-Saharan
countries in France, in a telephone interview. "It's easier to accuse polygamous families
than to question your own society." Daniel Vaillant, the Socialist mayor of the 18th
Arrondissement, which has a large number of immigrants from sub-Saharan Africa, also
said the problem was much larger. "You cannot say that polygamy created or aggravated
the riots,” he said in a telephone interview. "This is transferring the blame." The root
problems, he said, were "those of jobs, of housing, of bitterness."

Ariane Bernard and Hélene Fouquet contributed reporting for this article.
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Paris: Frenc&x police have
taken 22 youths into custody
for questioning after three
nights of riots in a north-
eastern suburb of Paris, offi-
cials said on Sunday.
Overnight, groups of young
people threw bottles, rocks
and set more than a dozen
cars ablaze. Nobody was hurt
but nine people were de-
tained by police. Thirteen
youths were taken into cus-
tody on Friday night, police
and local officials said.

The violence began three
days ago among residents of
Clichy-Sous-Bois over deaths
of two teenagers who were
electrocuted while fleeing

Police officers arrest a
youth during the riot

police. “There were cars
ablaze and arrests, but noth-
ing like what we saw the two
previous nights,” a police
spokesman said, noting the
rioting did not last as long.

On Friday night, youths
set garbage bins and cars
ablaze and also fired a shot at
police in the suburb, where
many of the 28,000 residents
are immigrants, mainly
from Africa. Hundreds of
residents marched through
the suburb on Saturday in an
appeal for calm and to pay
their respects to the two dead
teenagers. Reuters
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unrest in decades after violence raged for a 12th night.

Welcome kankana

Change profile |
Password
Logout

The state-of-emergency decree allowing curfews,
where needed, became effective at midnight and has
an initial 12-day fimit. Police — massively reinforced as
the violence has fanned out from its initial flash point in
the northeastern suburbs of Paris — are expected to
enforce the curfews. The army has not been called in.
Local officials “will be able to impose curfews on the
areas where this decision applies”, Mr Chirac said at a
Cabinet meeting. “It is necessary to accelerate the
return to calm.”

The recourse to a 1955 state-of-emergency law that
dates back to France's war in Algeria was a measure
both of the gravity of mayhem that has spread to
hundreds of French towns and cities and of the
determination of Mr Chirac's sorely tested government
to quash it.

“I have decided... to give the forces of order
supplementary measures of action to ensure the
protection of our citizens and their property,” Mr Chirac
said.

Curfew violators could face up to two months
imprisonment, and local gavernment officials wilt be
able to put people under house arrest, demand that
weapons be handed over and close public spaces
where gangs gather.

o b

PM admits to discrimination
Also today, Prime Minister Mr Dominique de Villepin

told parliament that restoring order "will take time”. He,
however, also reached out to the heavily immigrant
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suburbs, acknowledging that racial discrimination there
is as a “daily and repeated” fact of life. Combating it
*must become a priority”, he added.

Mr Villepin said job-seekers with foreign-sounding
names are sometimes not given equal consideration
as those with traditional French-sounding names when
they present their CVs. “We must be lucid: The
Republic is at a moment of truth,” he said. “What is
being questioned is the effectiveness of our integration
model.”

‘Violence on the wane’

“The intensity of this violence is on the way down,”
National Police chief Mr Michel Gaudin said, adding
that there were fewer attacks on public buitdings and
direct clashes between youths and police. He said
rioting was reported in 226 towns across France,
compared to nearly 300 the night before. The viclence
started on 27 October as a localised riot in a north-east
Paris suburb.

Reading the riot act

THE state of emergency declared on Tuesday —
allowing curfews to quell rioting across France —
invoked a 1955 taw designed to deal with unrest in
Algeria during the war that led to its independence
from France.

| The law says: “A state of emergency can be declared
(...) in the event of imminent peril resutting from grave
threats to public order, in events that by their nature or
their gravity are characterised by public calamity (such
as floods or earthquakes).”

I Only the Cabinet can declare a state of emergency.
The decree becomes effective at midnight on Tuesday
and has an initial 12-day limit. Parliament must vote on
any extension beyond that.

| The law was also applied in France in 1958 amid
fears that unrest would spill over from Algeria.

| Curfew violators could face up to two months
imprisonment and/or a fine of euro 3,750 ($4,400).
Minors face one month of imprisonment.

| The interior minister can put under house arrest
anyone “whose actions are proven to be endanger
security and public order”._The interior minister can
order bars, theaters, and meeting venues closed and
ban gatherings. — AP

Page 2 of 2
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France grapples with globalisation

The French are struggling with threats to their traditional way of life. 9~ "' a\r

Sushma Ramchandran

“Y VOTED ‘no’ in the referendum because I

don’t like Jacques Chirac. He is the worst
President we ever had,” said the middle-
aged gentleman vehemently. The till then
mild-mannered doctor was chatting with us
while enjoying a solitary lunch at a neigh-
bouring table in an open-air Paris café. Smil-
ing benignly and helping our Indian group
select from the menu, the good samaritan
turned out to be multi-lingual knowing lan-
guages ranging from Japanese to Russian.
The conversation inevitably turned to poli-
tics, the European Union and the referen-
dum on its new constitution. His warmth
turned to anger as he declared Mr. Chirac to
be responsible for all the ills currently facing
France.

The strong reaction on the EU referen-
dum reflected concerns closer home as the
French are grappling with threats to their
traditional way of life as a result of glob-
alisation. The stinging ‘no’ to the EU consti-
tution, as our friend pointed out, had little to
do with the EU and more with the govern-
ment’s management of the economy. De-
spite numerous public debates on the issue,
even the most sophisticated and intellectual

French citizens viewed a positive vote as a -

route to creating more inflation and inviting
immigration from newly inducted members
of the EU such as Poland, Hungary, and
Slovenia. Turkey’s entry into the EU is also
perceived as a threat though few realise that
negotiations for its entry are set to begin in
October despite the setback to the new
constitution.

High unemployment rate

One of the reasons for the French ‘no’ has
clearly been worry over low wage workers
taking over French jobs in a country where
unemployment is as high as 10 per cent. The
constant examples being cited in the media
are of the ubiquitous “Polish plumber” who
will wipe out French plumbers by offering
services at rock bottom rates. Fears have not
been erased by EU stipulations that curb
movement of workers from the new mem-
ber-countries for up to seven years in many
cases.

The EU’s expansion from 15 to 25 has
made this enlargement the scapegoat for the
economic strains being faced by the original
group. In addition, fears are rising over re-
ports of emerging economies such as China
and India forging ahead in outsourcing and
creating even more job losses.

Judging by meetings with politicians, in-
dustry, and bureaucrats, France is deeply
concerned over its role in a globalising
world. Used to a relatively high standard of
living with all the comforts of a welfare state,
the French are anxious to prevent lifestyle
changes that seem to be looming inevitably

French anti-globalisation activist Jose Bove ... manning the barricades. - PHOTO: AFP

on the horizon. The huge subsidies of the
welfare state have got them used to free and
high quality education, a safety net for the
unemployed and underemployed and lesser
hours of work than many other countries.

These comfort levels are made possible
only by high individual and corporate taxes.
Even so, the country is facing domestic fiscal
strains along with pressure from other
members in the EU — notably the United
Kingdom — to cut back on its traditionally
high agriculture subsidies.

Many analysts are now suggesting that
France must rethink economic policies and
adopt the new economic model typified by
Ireland, which has quickly become one of
the most affluent European nations. Offi-
cials and executives, on the other hand, are
quick to point out that though the French
work less hours, the productivity is much
higher than elsewhere in Europe. Besides,
subsidies on education are perhaps the rea-
son France has long been a centre for high
technology in key areas, including nuclear

power, aircraft, and pharmaceuticals.

The easy French environment for inward
investment has also made it one of the top
destinations for investors globally. The U.S.,
for instance, continues to be the largest in-
vestor in France despite the two countries’
fluctuating political ties.

Interestingly enough, Indian companies
have jumped onto the bandwagon and begun
to take over French companies. The take-
over route is quicker than fresh investment
while efforts are being made to ensure that
jobs are not only retained but increased
which makes Indian companies more wel-
come now in the French market.

The “Invest in France” agency says Indian
corporates are increasingly looking to
French companies as a way of setting up a
base from which to access the expanding EU
market.

Interestingly, language is no longer a bar-
rier for investments as most French exec-
utives are now multi-lingual, largely because
of the need to operate in several countries in

a more integrated Europe. Even the man on
the street in major cities such as Paris and
Lyons tends to know a smattering of English
and is good humoured enough to help out
the hordes of Indian tourists swarming his
country in recent years.

Apart from tourists, France is keen on
weaning Bollywood film-makers away from
their fondness for Swiss locales. Lyons, cap-
ital of the Rhone-Alpes region, managed to
have at least one film shot there last year;
shooting for another was going on last
month.

In spite of all the worries, France has
begun to change slowly but perceptibly to
meet the challenges of globalisation. Aggres-
sively seeking inward investments to deal
with the spectre of rising unemployment, it
is taking a pro-active approach even with
emerging economies such as India. It may
not change its approach to economic pol-
icymaking but has definitely recognised the
need to become a more flexible player in a
globalising word.
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FRENCH ‘NON’V

i THE DEOK RUMBLES.

Dutch still hope for ‘Yes’
despite French ‘No’

ITHE HAGUE: The Netherlands wantsthe
. EU to pushonwith its new constitutioneven

after France rejected itand hopes Dutchvot-

erswill back the treatyina referendumon
Wednesday, a minister said on Monday. “Ina

wayit'seveni more importanttogoforavole
and tosay ‘Yes’ after this French‘No’,” Euro-

pean Affairs Minister Atzo Nicolai said in an
interview. “Most people in the Netherlands

don’twant tojust follow the French example,

perhaps on the contrary, perhaps the people
- will say: “Why should we do what France has
done? We take our own position and that’s

hopefullya Yes'”“Tam Still optimistic about

~ the putcome in the Netherlandsbut even
thenIsee agapin the Netherlands between
people and pohtxcs,” the minister said. “In
the Dutch situation I have absolutely no

’ plansforasecondreferendumldon’tseean

opportunity for renegotiating,” he said. “If

. the Netherlands alsosays ‘No® thenwehawa““

big problem for Europe.”
Portugal plans treaty vote

ILISBON: Pomlgalw:ilgoaheadmthﬂs o

referendum on the European constitutionin
‘October, despite France's rejection, %mgn
NﬁmsterD:ogoFrextasdoAmaralsandHe
said Frenchvoters’ strong No’ vote did not

blockotherEUmembersfromholdmgaref- _‘
erendum. Portuguese political leadershave .
“said and resaid... thatwe will carryoutarefs

erendum next October, unlessvery extraor-
dinaty circumstances completely alterthe

process and put all Exirope trulyona new o

path,” Amaralsaid, Prime Minister Jose

 Socrates said he will seek a referendum, with
‘ ﬁtevotehkelytobeheldsmniwnewslywnh

; mumclpa!elecnonsm(}aober. o
Turkey shrugs off French ‘No’

FANKARA: 'Iizrkey‘sgovemmentandﬁnan .
cxalmarketsshmggcdofmecesrejecﬁm

ofﬂerUconsnmnon,butlawmakersand
political analysts said it could damage
Ankara’s bid tojoin the EU. “This result is
somethmgwhachconcemsthef‘remhpub-
lic... not Turkey,” the state Anatolian news
~ agencyquoﬁedFow:gansterAbdullah
" Gulassaying. “Whatwould prevent Turke
starting the negotiations is doing things co
' ﬁw'tnEUstandardsormtﬁﬂﬁllmgﬂlc

thewyithas promisedtodo.” Tirkeyisdueto .
entrytalkson October3. —Reuters

o

Sunday night. Reuters

- French Socialists in crisis

KERSTIN GEHMLICH
PARIS, MAY 30

FRANCE'S rejection of the EU
charter has thrown the Opposition So-
cialist party into crisis, opening a bitter
leadership battle and raising questions
over strategy ahead of the 2007 presi-

_dential election.

Socialist leader Francois Hollande
suffered a major defeat on Sundaywhen
amajority of Socialistvotersrejected the
charter—against his advice and just a
few months after party members ap-
proved the treaty inaninternal vote.

The ‘No’vote also came as ashock
to pro-treaty party leaders still strug-
gling to get over the defeat of Socialist
Lionel Jospin in the 2002 presidential

election. It boosted party rebels like *

former Prime Minister Laurent
Fabius, 58, who defied the official
party line and campaigned for a ‘No’.
But Fabius could find it hard to unite
the party, analysts said.

Signalling that a battle lies ahead,
Hollande said he would not hand the
party leadership to Fabius, the party’s
No 2. “(Giving up my job) for those
who have not respected the members’
vote? For those who have messed up

- the campaign? For those who have

profoundly divided the party? Frankly,
no!” Hollande told France Info radio.

Socialist leaders 4re to debate the
party’s divisions in the coming days. Ana-
lysts say the ‘No’ could divide Hollande
and Fabius so badly that former Finance
minister Dominique Strauss-Kahn

‘could emerge as candidate for 2007.

The soft-spoken Hollande, 50, and
the ambitious Fabius, who is deeply un-
popular with many inside the party, are
settoclash openly ata Socialist Congress
atthe end of the year. The meeting isset

to define policies for the 2007 efections.,

Socialist voters celebrating the ‘No’ vic-
tory on Sunday were clear where they
wanted to see their party heading—fur-
thertothe Left.

—Reuters

‘EU expansion
not linked to

constitution’

REUTERS
BRUSSELS, MAY 30

EUROQOPEAN Union en-
largement, including plans to
start accession talks with
Turkey, should not be linked to
the ratification of the bloc’s
constitution, the executive Eu-
ropean Commission said on
Monday.

“The ratification process
and the enlargement process
are two_independent proce-
dures,” Commission spokes-
woman Francoise Le Bail told
anewsconference. “The Euro-
pean Council (EU govern-
ments) took decisions con-
cerning furture enlargements.
Also, the future enlargement
including Croatia and Turkey.”

MARK JOHN
PARIS, MAY 30

RANCE and Fu-
rope reeled on Mon-
dayfromaresound-
ing French “Non”
vote that could sound the death
knell for a proposed constitu-
tion for the European Union,
Defeated in one of
France’s biggest referendum
turnouts foryears, President -
Jacques Chirac hinted he

. could replace Prime Minister

Jean-Pierre Raffarin, who told
reporters after meeting Chirac
to expect unspecified political
developments by Tuesday.
Inaturnout of 69.7 per
cent, many voters used the
poll to punish Chirac’s conser-
vatives over France’s fragile
economy and high unemploy-
ment. The 72-year-oldleader
promised changesbut ig-

nored calls from some oppo- -

nentstostep down.

The charter, designed to
ensure smooth decision-mak-
ing in the enlarged bloc, re-
quires the backing of all mem-
ber states to enter into force.
EU leaderssaid the treaty was
still alive but acknowledged
the French result hit its
chances elsewhere in the 25-
nation bloc, notablyin
‘Wednesday’s vote inthe
Netherlands.

“Thereis arisk of conta-
gion,” European Commission
President Jose Manuel Durao
Barroso told French LCI
Television after results of Sun-
day’s referendum showed
54.87 percent of French vot-
ersvoted “No”, a higher mar-
gin than most expected.

ADutchrejectionisseen
making it harder for EU leaders
tocall repeat votes in countries
that turn down the charter.

“It cannot be positive for
the economy of Europe,”
Jean-Claude Juncker, Prime
Minister of current EU presi-
dency-holder Luxembourg,
told French RTL radio.

Nine countries represent-
ing nearly halfthe EU’s 454

o - - = e o S e o A U T S o e e B R M e e S A e o e S O e . = . = T " S T R R =R S e - T - - - - - -

idea of dissolving
parliament

B PARIS: French govern-
ment spokesman Jean-

velopments by Tuesday.

}French govt rejects

Francois Cope on Monday
dismissed the idea of dis-
solving parliament, a pre-
cursor to fresh elections, af-
ter France's voters rejected
the European Union consti-
tution on Sunday. "Oh no. |

pect unspecified poiitical de-

However Chirac has ignored

TE HAS EUROPE IN A TIZZY

stress they haveno ‘PlanB’.
The heavy defeat leaves
Chirac appearing alame
duck two years before presi-
dential and parliamentary
elections and speculation
grew that he would an-
nounce a cabinet shake-up.
- Raffarin left a 30-minute
meeting at Chirac’s Elysee
Palace on Monday morning
promising “developments
later in the day... or tomor-
row”. He did not say whether

don'tthink that's the issue hehad offered to resign.
today,” Cope said when the Political analysts said the
idea was put to him during a sheersize of the ‘Nor’ vote
round-table discussion on could make Nicolas Sarkozy,
LCltelevision. President ambitious leader of Chirac’s
Jacques Chirac hinted on ~Tuling UMP party, favourite for
Sunday he could replace the post after he called forarad-
Prime Minister Jean-Pierre ical overhaul of economic and
Raffarin, who told reporters social policy after the result.
after meeting Chirac to ex- Analysts agreed a key fac-

tor in the resounding defeat of
the ‘Oui’ camp was anger at
unemployment—now ata5-

must continue as planned.

With a renegotiation of

-a_-_-_-_-__-_-___-___-____-___--w;-_-______-________-____-____-______-__-

calls from some in the ‘No’ year high of 10.2 per cent— -
camp for himself to step and at Chirac’sunpopular
down. —Reuters economic reforms.

— Constitution critics suc-
million citizenshave approved | cessfully portrayed the charter
the constitution and leaders as enshrining pro-mhrket poli-
from Greece, Poland and cies that would cost French
Denmark said the process jobsand put business interests

aheadofsocialconcerns. -~

L gestures as he arrives at a
B gcovernment crisis meetmg in:
i Paris on Monday euters

1 Somesaid the ‘Non’camp
the charter seenimpossible, |} had captured publicconcern
Barroso said EU leaders | about France’s declining role
wouldstudy optionsataJune | inanEU of 25 countriesto ar-
16-17 summit. EU rulesleave | gue the constitution would
openwhatwouldhappenin ;| meanalossof sovereignty and
theeventofoneormorere- 1 ashift of more powersto
jections, and EU officials ) Brussels. —Reuters
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HE UNQUALIFIED French ‘non’
to the European Union’s first
ever constitution is a serious set-
back to Europe’s plans for a com-
plete political union. Although the neg-
ative vote in Sunday’s national referen-
dum was expected, the very high
turnout and the sheer number of nay-
sayers (over 55 per cent) are somewhat
of a shock, considering the historical
role played by France in European inte-
gration in the first place. Since it was a
national referendum, though on a Euro-
pean issue, it was also layered over by
domestic politics which is now looking
towards the 2007 presidential campaign.
And, in that context, French President
Jaques Chirac, who backed the consti-
tution, is certainly the big loser. As far
as Europe is concerned, the two biggest
decisions confronting the EU were the
i need for a consensus on the constitu-
tion, which was meant to smoothen the
functioning of the enlarged grouping,
and negotiations with Turkey on its
membership.

French voters, already battered by
high unemployment, ascribed to the in-
flux of cheaper eastern European
labour, have not been particularly en-
thused over the prospect of Turkey’s

v 1 _1_1__,_ LA |

-

France bids AdlE /

a6

o

entry and this may have been e}&actor in
their decision. The prospect of the en-
try of an overwhelmingly Muslim na-
tion into the EU may also be catalysing
the concerns of other members over
their common identity Similar issues
confront the Netherlands, whose refer-
endum is expected in a few days and it
is possible that the French decision will
deepen the opposition to the constitu-
tion already manifest there. In fact, sup-
port for the hard-negotiated compact
seems to be rapidly draining away even
in those core countries that were previ-
ously enthusiastic about European in-
tegration.

One possible ontcome of 1his coula be
efforts to push the super-core states of
the EU — France and Germany — to-
wards closer integration between them-
selves. Perhaps the message of the ref-
erendum is that Brussels should curtail
its political ambitions and let the EU re-
turn to its origins as a trade zone where
capital, goods, services and people can
move about freely The French vote sug-
gests that the EU constitution may
stand a better chance of success if it ac-
tually reflected the will of the Euro-
peans, instead of that of unelected bu-
reaucrats in Brussels. /

laVaVWsell n]- r'("" (‘(hr p
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TUESDAY, MAY 31, 2005

A post- mortem\on
- France’s ‘Non',;

ikance ] emphatlc rejection of the European Union
constitution treaty in Sunday’s referendum is a
stunning political defeat for the 448-article treaty
: nine countries have already ratified, for the cause
of unlted Europe, and for President Jacques Chirac — who
has publicly admitted that the verdict “creates a difficult
situation for the defence of our interests in Europe.” The
outcome of a bitterly divisive campaign at the end of which
70 per cent of the country’s 41.8 million registered voters
turned out, and 16 million of them came up with ‘Non’,
reflects the tremendous complexities of creating a transna-
tional federation while retaining the sovereignty of nation
states. Since the European Charter cannot come into force
unless it is endorsed by all 25 EU member states, the ob-
jective of leveraging Europe’s clout internationally in the
areas of external affairs and security has received a setback.
The body blow delivered to the constitution project in
France, a founder member of the six-country grouping that
grew into the European Union, is expected to affect Wednes-
day’s vote in neighbouring Netherlands; opinion polls pre-
dict a setback there also, largely on account of unpopular
economic reforms and a growing perception of the country’s
diminishing weight in an enlarged Europe. Unfortunately,
the French referendum debate did not address the real
issues at stake for Europe, and neither Europhiles nor Eu-
rophobes came to grips with the core issues. The commit-
ment to peace and prosperity in post-war Europe, embodied
in the Schuman Declaration, and the substantial success the
region has recorded in the past five decades appeared far
removed from the discourse on the proposed European
Constitution.

The steady surge in support for the ‘Non’ vote in recent
weeks was framed by deep unhappiness among the mass of
French voters over the troubled economic situation, and the
policies of President Chirac and the Centre-Right Govern-
ment. The unemployment rate is 10 per cent, the working
week has been lengthened from 35 to 48 hours, and fears
have been stoked over the adverse implications of the con-
stitution treaty for France’s redoubtable social security sys-
tem. The °‘Nons’ further exploited the situation by
characterising as ‘coercion’ the Europhile argument that
there was no alternative to a ‘Yes’ to the constitution. Na-
tionalism runs strong in Europe, and, in many ways, the
exercise in France has been a referendum on the perform-
ance of the Centre-Right Government. The idea of a united
Europe has certainly taken root but it is not so powerful as to
relegate to second place popular feelings, negative or posi-
tive, on key domestic issues. The imperatives of Europe’s
political integration tend to get entangled with domestic
issues, especially those centring on livelihood, social securi-
ty, and the future of ordinary citizens. The French ‘Non’
demonstrates dramatically that there is no escape from such
entanglement.
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It’s down to the wire in France

A “no” by France could set back the project of European construction by at least

a decade. .
\ v
Vaiju Naravane !
NLY A high rate of abstention can
now save the “yes” vote in France,
analysts and pollsters say as the
country swings into its final days
of campaigning before next Sunday’s refer-
endum to accept or reject the new European
Constitution.

The three latest polls published in France
all show the “no” camp ahead with 53 per
cent of the vote. Only a last minute turn-
around, which now appears unlikely, or a
very significant rate of abstentions will save
the “yes” vote. It is, however, not ruled out
that the “yes” vote could just squeak
through.

“Socialist leader Lionel Jospin, the for-
mer Prime Minister who was edged out of
the last French presidential race by extreme
right candidate Jean Marie le Pen, will be on
TV tonight. This is the second time he is
emerging from almost total political retire-
ment to help the “yes” camp. And President
Jacques Chirac is to address the nation on
Thursday. How the French will react will
depend greatly on the content of Mr. Chi-
rac’s speech. If he makes the French under-
stand exactly what they will be losing by not
voting for the constitution — the capacity to
negotiate a better deal for the French and
retaining a strong say in European affairs,
and if he makes them realise that the Leftist
and extreme Right “no” is not based on any
real alternative project, but is mainly de-
structive and obstructionist, he might be
able to convince people, if not to vote “yes”
then at least to vote blank or abstain. But if
he lectures them or talks down to them tell-
ing them this is the only way to go, he will be
ruining his own chances,” Christophe Bar-
bier, acommentator with the newsmagazine
PExpresstold The Hindu .

For Roland Cayrol, Director of the presti-
gious polling and market research institute
CSA, there is no doubt that the “no” vote is
on top. “The “no” camp is truly galvanised.
Leftist voters have found some sort of psy-
chological relief through this campaign,
where they have been able to shout out their
unhappiness at the state of affairs in France.
The question is, will they be able to carry out
their threat of voting “no”, when everyone
else is telling them they will be responsible
for denting France’s clout and influence in
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STRIDENT OPPOSITION: The “no” camp organised a big rally in Paris over the weekend against the proposed
European Constitution. A referendum is to be held in France on May 29. - PHOTO: AFP

Europe and around the world. Will they get
cold feet at the last moment? Many things
can happen when a person is alone in the
voting booth and he finally weighs up the
consequences of his action before slipping
his ballot into the urn. Many Leftist voters
will find themselves asking: Do I really want
France to become weak? What alternative
project has the Left really offered me? Do I
want to join up with the extreme right? And
he might vote blank or vote “yes”. That is the
only factor the “yes” camp can now count
on,” he told The Hindu .

Analysts feel a “no” vote would certainly
damage President Chirac. But it would prac-
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tically destroy France’s other mainstream
political groupings, the Socialists and the
Greens. There has been a terrible fratricidal
war within the socialist party. The party held
an internal referendum on December 1,
2004 in which the rank and file supported
the “yes” vote.

Despite the party’s official line, rebels
such as the former Prime Minister, Laurant
Fabius, who is the party’s number two, have
openly campaigned against the document,
effectually splitting the party down the mid-
dle. The Extreme Right — Jean Marie le
Pen’s National Front and Philippe de Vil-
lier’'s Movement for France — has taken its

usual anti-Brussels, ultra-nationalist stand
and does not risk losing voters.

The extreme Left too, in the shape of the
Communist party, the Trotskyist Party and
the Revolutionary Communist League
(LCR) has attracted the disgruntled and the
disenchanted, those afraid of losing their
jobs to cheap labour from the poorer nations
of eastern Europe.

As events in France speed to an almost
certain photo finish next Sunday, diplomats
and politicians in Brussels and other EU
capitals are watching with bated breath. A
French “no” could set back the project of
European construction by at least a decade.



- France on edge over EU Constitution

The French are undecided as the

Vaiju Naravane L; -
ITH JUST under two weeks to
go before the referendum on
the European Constitution,
public opinion in France is
hke ayoyo. Latest opinion polls indicate the,
o” vote will carry the day on May 29 with a
convincing 53 per cent.

Last week the same was being said about
the “yes” vote and the week before the “no
camp was again on top.

Pollsters and analysts are convinced that
a large chunk of the French electorate is still
undecided, agonising over whether it should
be voting for what “yes” politicians have
derided as “narrow, outdated, strictly
French interests in a globalised world” or
whether it should see France “embrace a
greater unity since strength lies in size and
numbers in an increasingly competitive
world.”

The “yes” camp has warned that one “can-
not be European and still vote “no”; that a
“no” would seriously undermine French in-
fluence and prestige not just within Europe
but in the rest of the world; that a “no” would
deal a body blow to France and to European
construction from which it would take dec-
ades to recover.

Anger against Government

But with a groundswell of resentment
against the sheer ineptitude of the Govern-
ment led by Jean-Pierre Raffarin, with a
Jacques Chirac who appears old, jaded and
out of touch, the French are quite likely to
seize this opportunity to deliver a resound-
ing slap in the face to their rulers.

Over the last two months almost 20 opin-
ion polls have confirmed the “no” trend with
indications that between 53 and 55 per cent
of those casting their vote will reject the
landmark Constitution. Pierre Giacometti,
who heads the IPSOS polling institute, be-
lieves the “no” camp will win. “Not because
people are angry with the government, but
because they are seriously convinced this is
not a good document.”

France is one of the founding members of
the European Union and has been, with Ger-
many, a key player in all EU affairs. It was
one of the most enthusiastic backers of the
Constitution project and manoeuvred end-
lessly to have former French President Val-
ery Giscard d’Estaing elected to be president
of the Constitutional Convention. The docu-
ment European nations are now being asked
to ratify is the first major step towards uni-
fication.

It is supposed to simplify the decision-
making process, and make the Union more
democratic by giving increased powers to
the EU parliament. It is also expected to
spawn a new foreign and defence policy and
set Europe on its way to becoming a feder-

ay 29 referendum on the European Constitution nears.

LIVELY DEBATE: French President Jacques Chirac answers questions on the European Constitution during a live
televised debate for young people in Paris recently. - PHOTO: REUTERS

ation of states that could one day rival the
United States.

A French “no” to the document will in all
likelihood bury those dreams. The text will
become inapplicable and meaningless.

A majority of the French population was
in favour of approving the document until a
couple of months ago when doubts began
creeping in and the “no” camp began making
serious inroads into what was complacently
assumed to be a given. The country’s two
major parties, the Socialists and President
Jacques Chirac’s ruling right wing UMP, are
both supporting the “yes” vote, although
there is a fringe of rebellious MPs within
both groupings campaigning hard for a re-
jection of the document.

Ironically, the extremes from both sides
of the political spectrum, the Communists
and the ultra-nationalists such as Jean-Ma-
rie Le Pen and Philippe de Villiers, find
themselves on the same side of the fence.
The ultra-nationalists oppose the treaty on
several grounds — it will open the way for
the accession of Muslim Turkey with its
huge population and frightening demo-
graphics, that it will allow more foreigners to
snatch jobs away from the French and that
France will lose its sovereignty. The Leftist
parties oppose the Constitution saying it
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will destroy France’s generous policies on
health, employment and retirement and put
an end to the country’s mixed economy by
opening doors to ultra-liberal policies prev-
alent in the rest of Europe.

“We have a 35-hour working week. We
have a high order of social protection and job
security. These rights have been won after a
long struggle. We do not wish to give that up
so that big capital can do what it wants —
hire and fire at will. This Constitution has
been designed with big money and large cor-
porations in mind, not with the little people

who make up our societies,” Communist
leader Marie Georges Buffet told
The Hindu .

Demonstrations

With the “no” camp taking serious strides
forward, President Chirac has tried in vain
to use national television to convince his
compatriots that a “no” vote would seriously
damage France’s prestige and position in the
world. But he has apparently failed in his
mission since the “no” camp appears to be
growing each day.

Mr. Chirac said there was no “Plan B,” no
fallback solution, if the French rejected the
Constitution. “What do we re-negotiate? We
took over ten years to agree to this docu-

ment and now we go back to tell them we
want to re-negotiate. Renegotiate what,” he
asked theatrically. But then Jacques Delors,
one of the most respected former Presidents
of the European Commission stepped in to
say the treaty could be re-negotiated. “It will
take time but we can ask for a fresh docu-
ment,” he said. Mr. Delors’ remarks fuelled
the “no” camp still further forward.

Despite “yes” camp politicians’ attempts
to scare people into voting for the document
by suggesting there is no “Plan B”, officials in
Brussels suggest there might be a way out.
They say the treaty’s “constitutional” sec-
tions such as changes to the EU’s voting
system, new powers granted to the Europe-
an parliament, other institutional changes
and the charter of fundamental could be
retained while the detailed functioning of
the EU is re- negotlated

However, it is likely that other European-
leaders might not wish to cede to what they
see as French petulance and bullyboy tac-
tics. A “no” vote would throw Europe into
serious confusion. For the moment the two
sides are running neck and neck with a slight
advantage to the “no” camp. But the worm .
might yet turn with a last minute change of
heart. May 29 might still reserve a few
surprises.



