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urope’s populist anti-
Muslim far-right fell in the 
Netherlands’ contentious 
elections, the first hurdle 
in what is expected to be 

a bumpy election year across the 
continent.

Mark Rutte secured a third suc-
cessive term as the Dutch prime 
minister by comfortably defeating 
a determined challenge from the 
far-right’s Geert Wilders, who had 
consistently led the polls.

Rutte’s centre-right People’s 
Party for Freedom and Democracy 
(VVD) remained the largest party in 
parliament, securing 33 seats, while 
Wilders’ Party for Freedom (PVV) 
won 20 seats. The Christian Demo-
cratic Appeal (CDA) and centrist 
Democrats 66 tied for third with 
19 seats each. The GreenLeft and 
Socialist Party won 16 and 14 seats, 
respectively.

While the VVD lost eight seats 
and the PVV gained five, it was not 
enough to upset the status quo in 
Holland. Left-wing parties such as 
the Democrats 66, the GreenLeft 
and Socialist Party also saw their 
parliamentary shares increase. 

Rutte will begin coalition talks with 
the virtual guarantee that Wilders 
and his PVV will not be a part of 
whatever government he ends up 
leading.

“This was a festival for democ-
racy today, with rows of people at 
voting stations. It is also an even-
ing when the Netherlands, after 
Brexit and the American elections, 
has said ‘no’ to the wrong sort of 
populism,” Rutte said in his victory 
speech.

Many had feared that the Dutch 
elections would represent the first 
victory for Europe’s populist far-
right, with subsequent elections set 
to take place in France and Germa-
ny. Wilders, who has been likened 
to US President Donald Trump due 
to his coiffured hairstyle and pen-
chant for tweeting, pledged to de-
Islamicise the Netherlands by shut-
ting down all mosques, banning 
the Quran and halting immigration 
from majority Muslim countries.

Despite trailing for most of the 
campaign, Rutte’s fortunes were 
helped by his strong response to 
the diplomatic spat with Turkey, as 
well as a polished performance in a 
televised debate with Wilders two 
days before the election.

“There is a difference between 
tweeting from the couch and run-
ning the country,” Rutte told Wil-
ders during the debate. “If you run 
the country you have to make sen-
sible decisions.”

European leaders were quick to 
congratulate Rutte on his victory. 
“The Netherlands are our partners, 
friends, neighbours. Therefore, I 

was very happy that a high turnout 
led to a very pro-European result, 
a clear signal,” German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel said. “It was a good 
day for democracy.”

“The value of openness, respect 
for others and a faith in Europe’s 
future are the only true response to 
the nationalist impulses and isola-
tionism that are shaking the world,” 
French President François Hol-
lande said in a statement.

The first round of France’s elec-
tions is scheduled for April 23rd, 
with far-right National Front leader 
Marine Le Pen polling ahead, al-
though not ahead enough to secure 
outright victory.

The Dutch elections had been 
viewed as a litmus test for the 
elections in France and Germany. 
Although Rutte’s victory will be a 
source of relief to many mainstream 

European politicians, what effect, if 
any, it may have on other European 
elections remains opaque.

“The unconvincing populist per-
formance in the Netherlands may 
weigh on French voters’ sense of 
urgency when heading for the bal-
lots for their elections,” an analy-
sis by UBS said. “Hence, we cau-
tion against extrapolating the 
Dutch results and continue to see a 
40% chance of a Le Pen victory in 
France.”

Despite the PVV’s underwhelm-
ing showing at the polls, nobody 
can deny that Wilders’ anti-Islamic, 
anti-immigration rhetoric had a 
major impact on the election, drag-
ging everybody — including Rutte — 
to the right.

“Wilders did not want to en-
ter government. What he wanted 
— and he’s pretty much already 

achieved it — is for the two main-
stream right-wing parties… to say 
and do what he wants,” Amster-
dam’s Free University political sci-
entist Andre Krouwel told Britain’s 
Guardian newspaper. “In a sense, 
he had already won the elections.”

“Whatever the outcome of the 
election today, the genie will not go 
back into the bottle,” Wilders said 
after casting his ballot. “Rutte has 
not seen the back of me!!” he tweet-
ed after the election results.

Europe’s loose anti-immigration, 
far-right may not have secured vic-
tory in the continent’s first electoral 
test of 2017 but it was not defeated 
either. All eyes now turn to the 
French elections.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an
Arab Weekly correspondent in 
London.
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Litmus test. Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte (R), right-wing leader Geert Wilders (C) and Socialist 
Party leader Emile Roemer talk during a meeting of party leaders in The Hague, on March 16th.        (AP)

Special Focus Turkey-Holland row

Rutte’s re-election 
was helped by his 
strong response to 
the diplomatic spat 
with Turkey.

Turks in Europe are victims of Erdogan’s policies

I
f, as some of his opponents 
say, there was a master plan 
by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan to invent a 
crisis with the European 
Union, it worked perfectly. 

With verbal insults, Turkey 
escalated a diplomatic rift with 
Germany and the Netherlands.

Both their governments and their 
people were accused of being Nazis. 
They found the comments outra-
geous but remained unsure of how 
to respond to Erdogan.

The dispute goes back to Dutch 
and German decisions to prohibit 
Turkish ministers from speaking 
at political rallies in their respec-
tive countries. In Germany, several 
members of Erdogan’s cabinet 
challenged the restriction, with 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
insisting on addressing German 
Turks at a Turkish consulate, in 
breach of Turkish election law. In 
the Netherlands, there were tense 
encounters between two Turkish 
ministers and Dutch authorities. 
Cavusoglu was prevented from 
landing in the Netherlands and was 
treated as persona non grata.

Turkish Family Minister Fatma 
Betul Sayan Kaya, who entered the 
Netherlands by road, was dealt with 
even more harshly. She was pre-
vented from entering the Turkish 
consulate in Rotterdam, deported 
from the country, officially declared 
persona non grata and, BBC Turkish 
reported, banned from entering the 
Schengen area for ten years.

It was an ugly row but, to use the 
term coined by Erdogan after the 
coup attempt last July, it came as a 
gift from God. Turkey’s mercurial 

president was swift in seizing the 
events and creating a perfect storm. 
The ensuing rhetoric and drama 
lifted his campaign for a “yes” vote 
in next month’s referendum to new 
heights.

The German and Dutch gov-
ernments were not as crafty as 
Erdogan. They failed to speedily 
work out the meaning of his war of 
words, which came in response to 
Berlin’s and Amsterdam’s bans on 
campaigning imposed on Turkey’s 
ministers.

Over the past three Turkish elec-
tions, about 70% of Turks in many 
EU countries voted for Erdogan’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP). By escalating the diplo-
matic crisis, Erdogan evidently 
had a broader agenda: He would 
whip up anti-Western sentiment 
among conservative pro-AKP 
voters at home to consolidate 
support for a “yes” vote in the ref-

erendum. The strategy could even 
help with undecided voters, which 
recent surveys put at 10%.

It worked. Pro-Erdogan crowds 
were mobilised in Rotterdam and 
the clashes that erupted gave Er-
dogan material to abuse the Dutch 
even more furiously. He went on 
to accuse them of involvement in 
the genocide in Srebrenica and 
imposed diplomatic sanctions.

Until Erdogan started the fight 
with Germany and the Netherlands, 
domestic surveys showed the ref-
erendum vote about 50-50. Now, if 
opinion polls are reliable, the “yes” 
camp feels more confident.

The Turkish opposition said 
Germany and the Netherlands 
fell into Erdogan’s trap by cur-
tailing freedom of expression. 
A row broke out between 
opposition parties in Turkey 
and Turkish, Kurdish, secular 

groups in Germany that 

largely supported the ban.
The crisis is definitely a game 

changer.
First, Erdogan’s gamble has already 

paid off. No matter who wins this 
year’s Dutch, French and German 
elections, Erdogan has improved 
his chances of getting a “yes” vote, 
which would enable his presidency 
to accrue even more power. He will 
have positioned Turkey as a country 
that espouses nationalist and Islamist 
ideas.

Second, Erdogan has done just 
what Russian President Vladimir 
Putin would have wanted: He sowed 
further division within the Euro-
pean Union. In a broader context, he 
played up the clash of civilisations 
idea.

Third, Erdogan signalled that he is 
ready to break loose from the Euro-
pean Union, leaving it with only one 
choice — at best, a privileged partner-
ship that is focused on trade and the 
agreement on stemming the refugee 
flow to Europe.

Fourth, the European Union, which 
has kept quiet about human rights 
violations in Turkey to preserve its 
own self-interest, may be facing its 
moment of reckoning.

It is clear that the 58-year Turkish-
EU relations will never recover from 
this crisis. More importantly, the real 
victims of Erdogan’s ruthless policy 
of crisis after crisis will be European 
Turks, who will face the risk of being 
targeted and branded as undesirable 
elements on European soil. Compari-
sons are being made between them 
and the Jews and Roma in 1930s 
Germany.

Does Erdogan care about that? If so, 
his concern might involve using them 
as bargaining chips.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish journalist 
and occasional contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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View point
The 58-year 
Turkish-EU 
relations 
will never 
recover 
from this 
crisis.

Erdogan has done just as Russian 
President Vladimir Putin might 
have desired.

Bargaining chips. A crowd gathers to welcome the Turkish Family Minister Fatma 
Betul Sayan Kaya in Rotterdam, on March 11th.                                                          (Reuters)


