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Tunis

T 

he former chief execu-
tive officer of French 
construction giant  
LafargeHolcim has been 
charged with “financ-

ing of a terrorist organisation” and 
“endangering the lives of others” 
during the company’s operations 
in Syria.

Eric Olsen, 53, who became CEO 
in 2015 when French company  
Lafarge merged with the Swiss 
group Holcim, was charged late 
December 7.

LafargeHolcim admitted in 
March that it had resorted to “un-
acceptable practices” to maintain 
operations at its now-closed ce-
ment plant in Jalabiya, Syria, dur-
ing 2013 and 2014. The company, 
trading as Lafarge during the peri-
od concerned, acknowledged that 
it had indirectly paid protection 
money to “armed groups, includ-
ing sanctioned parties, to maintain 
operations and ensure the safe 
passage of employees and supplies 
to and from the plant.”

Olsen had been questioned with 
another former CEO, Bruno La-
font, and former Deputy Managing 
Director for Operations Christian 
Herrault. Olsen reportedly had 
been released from custody, al-
though he remains under judicial 
supervision. Lafont and Herrault 
are still being held.

In addition to Olsen, Lafont and 
Herrault, three other individuals 
are being investigated by French 
authorities in the inquiry.

Agence France-Presse (AFP) re-
ported that Herrault told investi-
gators earlier this year that “either 
you agreed to the racket or you 
left” Syria. Herrault was also re-
ported to have confirmed he had 
“discussions” on the subject with 
Lafont.

An April report commissioned 
by LafargeHolcim and seen by 
AFP, confirmed that the group’s 
Syrian subsiduary Lafarge Ce-
ment Syria (LCS) had paid out ap-
proximately $5.6 million from July 
2012-September 2014. LCS is also 
suspected of having used coun-
terfeit consulting contracts to dis-
guise oil transactions they were 
making with the Islamic State.

The inquiry comes after a crimi-
nal complaint was filed by human 
rights groups Sherpa and the Eu-
ropean Centre for Constitutional 

and Human Rights (ECCHR) with 
11 former Syrian employees of the 
group who claim they were pres-
sured into working at the plant 
even when it was not safe to do so.

“Businesses that profit from 
armed conflict situations risk be-
ing guilty of grave crimes,” ECCHR 
General Secretary Wolfgang Kal-
eck said in June.

The NGOs claim employees’ la-
bour rights were violated and that 
no safety measures were imple-
mented by Lafarge to protect em-
ployees’ well-being. ECCHR and 
Sherpa said workers at Lafarge’s 
Syria plant had to cross dangerous 
checkpoints controlled by armed 
groups, including at some point by 
ISIS, to get to the factory. ECCHR 
alleges that, by financing a terror-
ist enterprise, Lafarge may have 
been complicit in war crimes and 
crimes against humanity.

The company’s management 
team in Syria threatened employ-
ees into continuing to work even 
when they thought it dangerous 
to do so, the NGOs alleged. Others 
were said to have had their salaries 
suspended for absences. Several 
employees were said to have been 
victims of kidnapping, including 
while on their way to work and at 
the factory.

LafargeHolcim CEO Eric Olsen 
stepped down in July because 
of the controversy even though 
the company had cleared him of 
wrongdoing.

Lafarge bought the factory near 
the Syrian border from Egyptian 

cement company Orascom and 
Min Ajl Suriya (MAS), a Syrian 
company owned by business ty-
coon Firas Tlass, who retained 
about a 1% stake in the business af-
ter the sale. The company invested 
$680 million in getting the factory 
operational by 2010, representing 
the biggest foreign investment in 
the country outside the petroleum 
sector.

In 2012, hostilities forced French 

nationals managing the plant to 
flee Syria. Other companies in the 
region shuttered their operations, 
though Lafarge continued produc-
tion with the plant managed re-
motely from Cairo.

“Everyone saw the Lafarge plant 
as the big cash cow,” an opposition 
source in the area told the Finan-
cial Times in March. “There was 
money to be made — a big demand 
for cement at that time.”
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A 

s Austria moves closer to 
forming a government 
between the centre-
right Austrian People’s 
Party (OVP) led by Se-

bastian Kurz and the far-right Free-
dom Party of Austria (FPO), many 
across Europe expressed concern 
about the normalisation of far-right 
politics.

Tense elections in Austria in Oc-
tober saw the OVP secure victory 
with 31.5% of the vote, ahead of the 
ruling Social Democratic Party of 
Austria (SPO), which had 26.9% of 
the vote, and the FPO, with 26% of 
the vote.

A coalition between the OVP’s 
62 MPs and FPO’s 51 MPs would 
be enough to form a right-wing 
government. A previous OVP-
FPO coalition led Austria from  
2000-05 but did not involve FPO 
figures take senior government 
positions. The European Union 
imposed diplomatic sanctions on 
Austria — the first  imposed on a 
member state — objecting to the 

presence of the far-right party.
The FPO was established in Aus-

tria in the 1950s by former Nazis. Its 
first leader, Anton Reinthaller, was 
a former SS officer and the party has 
consistently pursued a pro-nation-
alist, far-right, anti-immigration 
policy. The OVP, led by Kurz, who 
could become the world’s youngest 
leader, is a Christian conservative 
party that pursues a centre-right 
agenda.

The question analysts are asking 
is: Will the OVP pull the far-right 
FPO towards the centre or will we 
see the centre-right party’s con-
servative policies and views co-
opted by a surging far-right popu-
list message?

“The test… is who will emerge 
triumphant in this potential coali-
tion: the traditional centre-right 
or the new populist rebellion. The 
outcome will serve as a road map 
for the rest of Europe,” said Peter 
Rough, a fellow at the Hudson In-
stitute in Washington, writing in 
Foreign Policy.

Media reports stated that talks 
were progressing and the two par-
ties have found much to agree on 
regarding issues such as immigra-
tion and the economy. Both parties 
have said they would cut benefits 
for migrants and introduce a 5-year 
residency rule to curb welfare for 
EU nationals.

The new government would be 
expected to take a harder line to-
wards the European Union. Pro-
vincial governors have drawn up a 
33-point paper on the country’s re-
lationship with the bloc.

With the FPO negotiating with 
the OVP as an “equal partner,” there 
are fears that Kurz could adopt 
some of the far-right party’s poli-
cies as the cost of an alliance. “No 
one should think we’re going to 
take it easy on the OVP,” FPO leader 
Heinz-Christian Strache assured 
supporters.

The FPO had called for a “minus 
immigration policy” during the 
election campaign, saying that Aus-
tria should reduce net immigration 
to less than zero. It called for leg-
islation that would make it easier 
for the government to shut down 

mosques and Islamic organisations.
During the election campaign, 

Kurz called for the state to close 
kindergartens run by Muslim pro-
viders, fearing the spread of “po-
litical Islam” to young children in 
what analysts viewed as an attempt 
by the centre-right party to win far-
right voters.

This is a dangerous gamble that 
both centre-right and centre-left 
parties have lost in the past when 
seeking to form coalition govern-
ments with radical partners.

“By pushing politics more and 
more to the right, they will have 
only one choice left: stay somewhat 
true to their (own) ideological core 
and face the rage of the radical-
ised electorate or give them what 
they want and become a radical 
right party,” warned Cas Mudde, re-
searcher at the Centre for Research 

on Extremism at the University of 
Oslo in the Guardian.

With coalition talks ongoing, the 
focus has been on superficial is-
sues. During the official opening of 
Austria’s parliament, the FPO’s 51 
MPs did not wear their usual blue 
cornflower boutonniere — a symbol 
associated with Nazism — opting 
instead for edelweiss, a white-and-
yellow Alpine flower.

The blue cornflower had been 
considered controversial at it was 
used as a secret sign of support for 
the banned Nazi party in the 1930s. 
FPO MPs were strongly criticised 
for wearing the blue cornflower at 
previous parliamentary openings.

The edelweiss stands for “brav-
ery and love,” Strache said. Outside 
parliament, however, protesters 
carried placards warning: “Fascism 
wears many colours.”

Following a controversial far-
right “gallows” protest in Poland 
and an attack on a mosque in War-
saw, many said far-right views are 
becoming increasingly entrenched 
in Europe.

A demonstration in Vienna in-
volved 3,000 protesters forming a 
“chain of light” to protest the FPO 
being included in government but 
few said they believe such demon-
strations will make any difference 
against a rising tide of right-wing 
nativism.

“(The shift to the right) has be-
come a European trend… It’s no 
longer just an Austrian issue and 
that’s why it is not that controver-
sial any longer,” protester Juergen 
Pucher told Reuters.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.
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Emerging concerns. Head of the People’s Party Sebastian Kurz addresses the media as he arrives for 
coalition talks in Vienna, on November 28.                                                                                                                                                       (Reuters)

Under a cloud. A logo at an entrance of the French headquarters 
of LafargeHolcim in Paris.                    (AFP)
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The outcome will serve 
as a road map for the 
rest of Europe.

Peter Rough, a fellow at 
the Hudson Institute in 
Washington
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French construction giant charged 
with financing a ‘terrorist organisation’

11 former Syrian 
employees of the 
group claim they 
were pressured into 
working at the plant 
even when it was not 
safe to do so.
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