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The rise of right-wing extremism in Europe
Hassan M’saddek
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E 

urope is facing a rising 
tide of right-wing extrem-
ism. Extremist parties 
— whether called right-
wing or far-right or ultra-

nationalists — are in government 
in Finland, Austria, Slovakia, Hun-
gary and Poland.

So far, those groups are in gov-
ernment just as coalition partners 
but indicators are that Europe is 
experiencing a distinct move to the 
right amid rising rhetoric against 
migration and the idea of open bor-
ders. This is something that could 
become a threat to European unity, 
particularly given Britain’s decision 
to leave the European Union fol-
lowing a referendum in which the 
main issue was migration.

In light of what is the worst ref-
ugee crisis since the end of World 
War II, a number of EU govern-
ments have taken stances that 
seem to go against the stated objec-
tives and values of the union, par-
ticularly in terms of human rights 
and freedom of movement. The 
European Parliament has seen the 
rise of right-wing extremist parties, 
with 23% of the members of the 
body belonging to far-right-wing 
parties.

In three EU members, right-wing 
extremist parties — the National 
Front in France; Britain’s United 
Kingdom Independence Party 
(UKIP), which played a pivotal 
role in Brexit; and the Danish Peo-
ple’s Party in Denmark — enjoy the 
strongest share of their countries’ 
representation. Their policies fo-
cus on immigration.

As for the humanitarian policy 
taken by German Chancellor An-

gela Merkel to receive refugees and 
migrants during this unprecedent-
ed crisis, it is one that increasingly 
seems it might cost her political 
future.

The European Union is confront-
ed with a growing wave of nation-
alistic tendencies, which are most 
prevalent among right-wing par-
ties and which could threaten the 
very existence of the union. While 
even the left-wing parties, which 
traditionally have been more sup-
portive of the EU project, are caus-
ing problems with populist policies 
that seek to incite the general pub-
lic against the elite and undermine 
the credibility of the authorities.

There is a call to prioritise na-
tional security and national inter-
ests over the European Union’s 
interests, even with regards to sen-
sitive issues such as human rights 
and the asylum dilemma. This is 
something that is increasingly be-
ing seen in the policies taken by 
the governments of Hungary, Po-
land and Slovakia, which are go-
ing so far as to ignore EU laws and 
conventions on the pretext that the 
will of the people must prevail.

Hungary has refused to accept 
mandatory migrant relocation 
quotas set by the European Union 
and has scheduled a referendum 
on the issue, with hard-line Prime 
Minister Viktor Orban calling for 
people to vote against the EU direc-
tive. This idea — national interests 
trumping EU responsibilities — has 
weakened the credibility of the 
union as a single body able to take 
unified decisions.

Greece, which has faced the 
brunt of the refugee crisis as a 
result of refugees arriving from 

Turkey, has also seen the rise of 
right-wing parties, particularly the 
Independent Greeks, who are in a 
coalition government with the far 
left-wing Syriza. This coalition of 
extremists of opposing sides is ne-
cessitated by the country’s ailing 
economy, which was hardest hit by 
the 2008 global financial crisis and 
is unable to meet the requirements 
of dealing with all these refugees. 

While the infamous far-right Gold-
en Dawn party, described by some 
as being a neo-Nazi group, is more 
popular than ever and even has a 
number of MEPs.

The European Union is struggling 
for a coherent strategy to deal with 
an unprecedented migration crisis. 
It is difficult to develop a long-term 
vision in this regard given the dif-
ferent political and economic situ-

ation in each EU member. If it fails 
to come up with a mutually accept-
able and effective solution to this 
worsening crisis and check the rise 
of right-wing parties that are prior-
itising an ultra-nationalist agenda, 
then the European Union may be 
facing an existential threat.
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French far-right party National Front (FN) supporters during a political rally in Brachay, north-
eastern France, on September 3rd.

If it fails to come up 
with an effective 
solution to this crisis 
and check the rise of 
right-wing parties, the 
European Union may 
be facing an existential 
threat.

Libya veers towards Somalia on the Mediterranean

B
eaming with delight 
in the sunshine, Nico-
las Sarkozy and David 
Cameron were 
mobbed by Libyan 
rebels grateful for 

NATO air strikes that had helped 
them secure victory over 
Muammar Qaddafi. The two 
leaders assured the crowd that 
“your friends in France and 
Britain will stand by you as you 
build your democracy for the 
future”. That was the surrealistic 
scene in Tripoli on September 
15th, 2011.

Five years later, the Foreign 
Affairs Select Committee of 
Britain’s House of Commons, 
which boasts a Conservative 
majority and chairman, Crispin 
Blunt, criticised the intervention 
in Libya, which members said 
was carried out with no proper 
intelligence analysis and drifted 
into a goal of regime change, 
later shirking its responsibility to 
help reconstruct the country.

What the committee’s report 
said of Cameron, it could have 
said of Sarkozy who did not 
bother to listen to the advice of 
France’s ambassador in Tripoli, 
François Gouyette.

The British chief of the 
defence staff, Lord Roberts, 
made clear that he opposed 
the decision to switch the 

strategic goal of the intervention 
from the protection of the people 
of Benghazi, threatened by 
Qaddafi, to regime change for 
which Cameron and the then-
minister of Defence Liam Fox 
bear responsibility. The latter, 
who is currently International 
Trade secretary, told the com-
mittee that the strategic goals 
never changed. As a leading 
Brexiter, he knows only too well 
how to be economic with the 
truth — to put it more bluntly, lie.

The report makes clear US 
President Barack Obama’s 
disappointment that neither 
Sarkozy nor Cameron exercised 
leadership on stabilisation and 
reconstruction. Obama said in an 
interview with the Atlantic in 
March that Cameron stopped 
paying attention and became 
“distracted by a range of other 
things”, which was also true of 
Sarkozy.

It is difficult to disagree with 
Obama’s assessment that the war 
was “a shit-show”. Nor is it easy 
to disagree with Sir Alan Duncan, 
a serving Foreign Office minister 
who described the plans for 
post-war as fanciful rot and an 
unrealistic desktop exercise. He 
was not alone in thinking that 
post-war planners did not know 
what was happening on the 
ground.

Back-of-the-envelope calcula-
tions suggested that Libya could 
look forward to a bright future in 
the context of what most 
observers agreed was an “Arab 
spring”. With Africa’s largest oil 
reserves and only 6 million 
people, democracy beckoned. 
Events turned out otherwise.

Today, Libya only produces 
12% of the oil and gas it did in 
2011. The seizure by forces under 
General Khalifa Haftar in eastern 
Libya of key oil facilities have 
dealt a crushing blow to the 
UN-backed Government of 
National Accord based in Tripoli.

Haftar’s forces took control of 
the port of Sidra and the termi-
nals of Ras Lanuf and Brega but 
were facing resistance at the port 
of Zueitina and around the 
nearby town of Ajdabiya.

UN hopes that the Tripoli 
government headed by Fayez 
al-Sarraj could unify the country 
have been rebuffed by a govern-
ment and a parliament based in 
the east where Haftar’s oppo-
nents are convinced he is a 
dictator in the making.

Be that as it may, what seems 
probable, after the defeats 
suffered recently by the Islamic 
State (ISIS) is a confrontation 
between the two halves of a 
country, which, over centuries 
has, unlike neighbouring Tunisia 
and Egypt, hardly been a “real” 
country but rather the juxtaposi-
tion of three very different 
regions: Cyrenaica, Tripolitania 
and Fezzan.

The polarisation of Libya 
comes with complicated tribal 
cross-currents, thus weaving an 
ever-changing tapestry of 
alliances and feuds. Add to that 
the ever-growing number of 
migrants and the competitive 
market among smugglers to get 
them to Europe and it is clear 
that the European Union faces a 
perfect storm.

Libya could be described as 
lying between two seas — the 

Sahara and the Mediterranean. 
Be they Syrian, Eritreans or West 
Africans, migrants face being 
kidnapped for ransom or slave 
labour, abandoned in the desert, 
dying of thirst or drowning in the 
mare nostrum.

The United Nations and the 
European Union have proved 
incapable of coming up with a 
solution to what appears an 
increasingly intractable problem. 
Italy is on the front line but those 
migrants from Libya who reach 
its shores quickly vanish into 
larger Europe. The Libyans, 
meanwhile, remain suspicious of 
any outside interference in their 
country’s affairs.

Cameron refused to give 
evidence to the parliamentary 
subcommittee in London. In 
Paris, it would cross nobody’s 
mind to inquire into a policy that 
was spearheaded by the former 
president. Should anyone be 
surprised that defiance towards 
European elites — notably in 
France and Britain — is growing 
apace?

Leaders in both countries do 
not deign to come clean on a 
policy that was conducted with 
no regard for the advice of senior 
army and intelligence officers. 
To add insult to injury, they 
refuse point blank to testify 
about “a shit-show”. Fox, 
however, is still a senior member 
of the British government and 
Sarkozy wants to stand in next 
year’s presidential election. Qui 
dit mieux?  
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