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ritons head to the polls 
June 8 in a post-Brexit 
and post-Manchester cli-
mate of tension and un-
certainty.

Since British Prime Minister The-
resa May called for a snap election 
on April 18, it has been a campaign 
dominated by Brexit and the econ-
omy. After the Manchester Arena 
bombing on May 22, security and 
terrorism also came to the fore.

The Conservative Party, led by 
May, and the opposition Labour 
Party, led by Jeremy Corbyn, have 
put forward wildly contrasting eco-
nomic and social visions for Brit-
ain. Despite being a general elec-
tion — meaning that the electorate 
does not actually vote directly for 
either leader — the campaigning 
has been focused on issues of lead-
ership.

The Conservatives have looked 
to bank on the image of May, a for-
mer home secretary, as a “strong 
and stable” leader capable of ne-
gotiating Brexit. “You can only de-
liver Brexit if you believe in Brexit. 
You can only fight for Britain if you 
believe in Britain. You can only 
deliver for Britain if you have the 
strength, the plan and the deter-
mination to see it through,” May 
said to voters in the north-east 
on June 2.

“What we know in this election is 
that the only other person that can 
be prime minister… is simply not 
up to the job. He [Corbyn] doesn’t 
believe in Britain. He doesn’t have 
a plan. He doesn’t have what it 
takes,” she said.

However, Corbyn’s populist left-
wing policies, including a major 
hike in corporate tax to pay for 
greater investment in the National 
Health Service and education, has 
won plaudits.

Early in the campaign, the elec-
tion was not expected to be close. 
Corbyn — having survived an over-
whelming vote of no confidence 
from his own members of parlia-
ment last year — was viewed as an 
easy target and May’s decision to 
call an election as a strategic mas-
ter stroke.

Analysts speculated that May’s 
“strong and stable” brand of Con-
servatism would win in an unprec-
edented landslide. As campaigning 
entered the final week, however, 
a YouGov poll said that lead had 
shrunk to 3 percentage points — 
potentially meaning a hung parlia-
ment. Other polls have the Conserv-
ative lead at 15 percentage points.

Corbyn, who has historically 
been on the left of the Labour Party, 
has always been a strong campaign-
er. A populist left-wing message has 
found support, particularly among 
young Britons. “The Conservatives 
want a mandate for their Brexit 
plan; a plan that puts jobs and liv-
ing standards at risk and threatens 
to turn out country into a low-wage 
offshore tax haven,” Corbyn said in 
an election message.

“The party that closed down 
huge chunks of British industry 
under Margaret Thatcher and now 
pays for tax handouts for the rich-
est with cuts to vital public services 
hasn’t changed its spots,” Corbyn 

warned, pledging to lead a new 
government “for the many, not the 
few.”

Unlike Marine Le Pen’s National 
Front in France, there is no far-right 
party that can expect to win a signif-
icant share of the vote. The UK In-
dependence Party (UKIP) has made 
similar arguments to Le Pen’s, in-
cluding leader Paul Nuttall suggest-
ing that potential extremists should 
be locked up indefinitely in intern-
ment camps, but UKIP is competi-
tive in only a few marginal seats.

There is no clear “Muslim vote” 

in the United Kingdom, as there is 
in some other European countries. 
Muslims in Britain split their vote 
along ethnic, regional and class 
lines, Runnymede Trust’s 2012 
Ethnic Minority British Election 
study stated. However, the Mus-
lim Council of Britain, the largest 
Muslim umbrella group in Britain, 
compiled a list of 40 parliamentary 
seats in which Muslims going to the 
polls could be decisive.

Writing for Britain’s Independent 
newspaper, Leeds Mosque Imam 
Qari Asim called on British Mus-

lims to participate in the democrat-
ic process.

“As a Muslim citizen, I strongly 
believe in the right to vote and that 
we should exercise that right, not 
least because we have a duty to 
make our society better, not just for 
Muslims but for all of us,” he said.

“The votes of British Muslims 
will count in more constituencies 
than ever before this year, yet the 
mainstream political parties have 
largely either ignored this ethnic 
group or not courted its votes in an 
effective way,” he said.
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Africa, Arab world are heard at G7 but are not a priority
The Arab Weekly staff
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D 

ays after a suicide bomb-
ing killed 22 people in 
northern England, lead-
ers of the seven world’s 
largest economies con-

vened for discussions on terrorism, 
economy, climate change and mi-
gration.

The annual summit, meeting on 
Italy’s island of Sicily, 225km from 
the northern tip of Africa, planned 
to focus on migration but was over-
shadowed by the terror attack in 
England and friction between the 
United States and its European allies 
over free trade and the Paris climate 
accords.

A major point of contention dur-
ing the conference was how to bal-
ance national security and migra-
tion policy concerns. The presence 
of a few Arab and African leaders at 
the summit did not change much of 
the focus, although it provided a dif-
ferent perspective to that of the ma-
jor industrialised countries.

Italy, which has taken in hundreds 
of thousands of migrants in recent 
years, had hoped to convince its 
counterparts to open legal channels 
of migrants to stem the flow of risky 
sea crossings from Libya. However, 
there was pushback from the Ameri-
cans and British.

“There was very strong opposi-
tion by the Americans and British 
who wanted to refocus on security 
and water down the expansive lan-
guage on freedom of movement,” a 

European diplomat, who declined 
to be identified, told Reuters.

The final G7 statement recognised 
the need to help refugees fleeing 
war and poverty but also to “reaf-
firm the sovereign rights of states 
to control their own borders and set 
clear limits on net migration levels.”

G7 representatives were joined by 
the leaders of Tunisia, Kenya, Ethio-
pia, Niger and Nigeria, as well as 
the heads of the African Union, the 
United Nations, the International 
Monetary Fund and the World Bank.

“Perhaps the choice (to be in) 
Taormina and Sicily says much 
about how important our relations 
are with Africa,” Italian Prime Min-
ister Paolo Gentiloni said in opening 
remarks.

Tunisian President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi noted that geographic proxim-
ity creates bonds of common inter-
est between his country and Europe. 
“I have made it here in only 35 min-
utes,” he said alluding to the time of 
his flight from Tunis.

He drew the attention of Western 
leaders to the budget predicament 
Tunisia faces as it faces the threat of 
terrorism, especially the challenge 
of securing Tunisia’s Libyan border 
from jihadists. “We have reallocated 
some of our development resources 
to fighting terrorism,” he said, not-
ing that the country grapples with 
a “big youth problem,” as its young 
people are frustrated by the lack of 
opportunities.

The conflict in Libya has implica-
tions for the broader Sahel’s fight 
against terror, Niger President Ma-
hamadou Issoufou noted. He called 
on the leaders of the G7 countries to 
take urgent measures to end the Lib-
yan crisis and derided them for not 
keeping promises of aid to fight pov-
erty in West Africa’s poorest regions.

While the world’s most powerful 
democracies have called for “inclu-
sive political dialogue and national 
reconciliation” in Libya, a concrete 
plan on how to resolve the crisis is 
yet to emerge.

Lawlessness in Libya has facilitat-
ed the transit of hundreds of thou-
sands of African migrants embark-
ing on perilous voyages across the 
Mediterranean. It is now directly 
implicated in European terrorism 
after a Briton of Libyan descent in 
a suicide attack set off a bomb at a 
Manchester concert, killing 22 peo-
ple, including several children.

During the G7 summit, British 
Prime Minister Theresa May said the 
Manchester bomber’s links to Libya 
“undoubtedly shine a spotlight on 
this largely ungoverned space on the 
edge of Europe.”

“So we must redouble our support 
for a UN-led effort that brings all the 
parties to the negotiating table and 
reduces the threat of terror from 
that region,” she said.

In a meeting with French Presi-
dent Emmanuel Macron, Caid Es-
sebsi stressed the need for collec-
tive action on Libya. The security 
challenge, in particular dealing with 
the proliferation of armed groups, 
would take “long months to stabi-
lise,” Caid Essebsi said, a French of-
ficial told Agence France-Presse.

US President Donald Trump, who 
clashed with European leaders on 
trade and climate issues, pointed 
to immigration as the central factor 
contributing to terrorism.

“Terrorism must be stopped in its 
tracks or the horror you saw in Man-
chester and so many other places 
will continue forever,” he said in 
a speech at NATO headquarters in 
Brussels. “You have thousands and 
thousands of people pouring into 

our various countries and spreading 
throughout, and in many cases, we 
have no idea who they are.”

The G7’s final statement recog-
nised that “the ongoing large-scale 
movement of migrants and refugees 
is a global trend that, given its im-
plications for security and human 
rights, calls for coordinated efforts 
at the national and international 
level.”

“We recognise that the manage-
ment and control of migrant flows 
— while taking into account the dis-
tinction between refugees and mi-
grants — requires both an emergen-
cy approach and a long-term one,” 
the statement read.
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A seat at the table. Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi (C) speaks with US President Donald Trump (R) 
as German Chancellor Angela Merkel (L) looks on at the G7 summit expanded session in Sicily, on
May 27.            (Reuters)

Focus on leadership. Britain’s Prime Minister Theresa May speaks at an election campaign event at 
Pride Park Stadium in Derby, on June 1.                                                                                                               (Reuters)
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