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Labour sets
sights on ‘blue
wall’ seats at
next election

Rowena Mason
Whitehall editor

Labouris planning to target the south
of England heavily at the general
election as the local election results
showsome “bluewall” seatsare turn-
ingred, Keir Starmer’s election chief
has said.

The shadow cabinet minister Pat
McFadden said Labour was advanc-
ingin southern Tory heartlandsand it
was wrong to think the Liberal Demo-
crats weretheonly challengerstothe
Conservatives in the south.

Speaking to the Guardian, he said
it was now thecasethat Labour “con-
trols twice as many councils in the
south-east as the Tories”, point-
ing to gains in Rushmoor, Crawley,
Swindon, Thurrock, Basildon and
Southend. “The story of parts of
the blue wall turning red is under-
noticed,” he said.

Thursday’s local and mayoral
elections had given Labour the
“confidence and belief” that it can
win a general election convincingly,
he said.

Rishi Sunak faces turmoil in his
party after its heavy losses, as the

rightwing former home secretary
Suella Braverman said the prime
minister’s “plan is not working” and
“at this rate we will be lucky to have
any Conservative MPs at the next
election”.

The prime minister facesaschism
over whether to swing to the centre
to tackle the threat from Labour and
the Lib Dems or to the right to try to
squeeze Reform UK’s vote share.

Labour’s targeting of the south
shows its spreading ambition after
winning convincingly in the local
elections across much of the “red
wall” in the north of England and
the Midlands won by Boris Johnson
back in 2010.

Ithadalandslide 26% swingat the
Blackpool South byelection and took
the mayoralties in the North East,
East Midlands, West Midlands and
York and North Yorkshire.

The Lib Dems made gains across
the south and south-west, adding
more than 100 seats and suggesting
the party would do well in the home
counties at a general election. Labour
made advances in areas of Kent and
Essex, and councils such as Rush-

moor, which includes the oe
garrison town of Aldershot.

Israel shuts down local
offices of Al Jazeera

Jason Burke
Jerusalem

[sraeliauthorities shut down thelocal
offices of Al Jazeera yesterday, hours
after a government vote to use new
laws to close the satellite news net-
work’s operations in Israel.

The move, which comes amid fal-
tering indirect negotiations between
Israeland Hamas for a ceasefire, was
branded a “dark day for the media”
by critics and raised new concerns
about the attitude to free speech
of Benjamin Netanyahu’s hardline
government.

Israeli officials said the move was
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justified because Al Jazeera was a
threat to national security. “The
incitement channel Al Jazeerawill be
closed in Israel,” Netanyahu posted
on social media after the unanimous
cabinet vote.

A government statement said Isra-
el’s communications minister had
signed orders to “act immediately” to
close Al Jazeera’s offices in Israel, con-
fiscate broadcast equipment, cut oft
the channel from cable and satellite
companies, and block its websites.

The network, which is funded by
Qatar, has been critical of Israel’s mil-
itary operation in Gaza, from where it

hasreported around the clock during
the seven-months-long war.

Al Jazeerasaid the accusation the
network threatened Israeli security
wasa “dangerousand ridiculous lie”
that puts its journalists at risk.

“Al Jazeera Media Network
strongly condemns and denounces
thiscriminal act that violates human
rights and the basic right to access
of information,” the network said in
a statement. “Al Jazeera affirms its
rightto continue to provide newsand
informationtoits global audiences.”
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Football
Elf actor takes
stake in Leeds

Will Ferrell has become
thelatest Hollywood
celebrity toinvest in
the English game
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Emily Dugan

A 15-foot dinosaur called “Chuck the
Rex” was the centrepiece of a rally
vesterday calling for the abolition of
themonarchyahead of the first anni-
versary of King Charles’s coronation.

It will be a year since the king’s
coronation today, and gun salutes
across the capital will commemo-
rate his reign.

About 100 people attended the
rally in Trafalgar Square, London,
which was organised by the cam-
paign group Republic, with parallel
events in Edinburgh and Cardiff.

Protesters chanted “abdicate,
abdicate” in front of two large yel-
low banners that read “abolish the
monarchy” and “change the coun-
try for good”.

-
Repubhcan rally marks coronation
anniversary as support for king rises

Graham Smith, chief executive of

Republic, said the dinosaur repre-
sented the anachronismof monarchy.
“The fossilisedremainsshould beina
museum where we can have alook at
it,and then we can enjoy actuallyliv-
inginamoderndemocracy,” he said.

Smith and other Republic mem-
bers were arrested last year fortaking
part in a pre-agreed protest on the
day of the coronation. Smith was
detained for 14 hours and launched
alegal action against the Metropoli-
tan police last year.

He told the crowd the action was
continuing. “We need to challenge
the monarchyand theroyalsbecause
it is a corrupt institution - they are
a lazy people, they have not earned
their position and they need to be
kicked out,” he said.

He continued: “We want a consti-
tutionand asystem and ademocracy

4 Theprotest
organised

by Republic

in Trafalgar

! Square, London,
yesterday, the
day beforethe
first anniversary
of King Charles’s
t coronation
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that actually celebrates our very best
principles and values. This won’t
just be a matter of principle, it will
change the way we govern ourselves
and therefore change thesocietyand
the way that we see ourselves not as
subjects, but as citizens.”

Smith said the public was “forced
to compromise our values and prin-
ciples” and compared the scrutiny of
politicians withthat ofthe monarchy.

‘We want a system
that celebrates our

very best principles
and values’

Graham Smith
Republic chief executive

“We criticise MPs for spending thou-
sands of pounds on second homes...
but we don’t criticise (Prince) William
for spending £4.5m of our money on
doingupnot hissecond home, or his
third home, but his fourth,” he said.

Smith told the Guardian that the
first year of the king’sreign had seena
surgeininterestin theidea ofabolish-
ing the monarchy. “We have grown
enormously in the last 12 months,
we’ve got more money, more mem-
bers, more activists. There’s no way
we could’veorganised thistwo years
ago. Charles is not the queen [Eliza-
beth II]. I mean, the queen was the
monarchy for a lot of people.”

While a poll published yesterday
suggested an increase in support for
King Charles, it also indicated a rise
in people believing the UK should
become a republic.

An Ipsos poll for the Mail on Sun-
day found 56% believed Charles was
doing a good job as king, up from
49% last year. It also found that 28%
of people supported Britain becom-
ing a republic, compared with 22%
fourmonthsbefore Queen Elizabeth’s
death in 2023.

The campaigner Peter Tatchell
was one of the speakers. He told the
Guardian: “Monarchy symbolises
elitism, privilege and deference. It’s
totally incompatible with a modern
21st-century democracy. The royals
have, between them, 23 palaces and
residences, 700 servants and a com-
bined personal wealth of £2bn.”

Tatchell said that support for the
monarchy was slipping, pointing to
the enthusiasm for republicanism
amongyoung people. The latest Ipsos
poll found a third of young people
said it “would be better” if the mon-
archy wasabolished, compared with
just one in six older people.

Shortly after the rally, the arch-
bishop of Canterbury praised the
king’s “sense of duty” as Charles
returned to public events following
his cancer diagnosis.

Justin Welby said: “His openness
in sharing his condition has been
characteristic of his willingness to
help and support others.”

Train drivers
to strike over
three days in
new action

Gwyn Topham
Transport correspondent

Rail passengers face a week of dis-
ruption as train drivers embark on
another round of industrial action
today, despite tentative attempts by
the industry to restart talks.

Drivers in the Aslef union will
strike for 24 hours at each of Eng-
land’s national train operators
over the course of three days from
tomorrow until Thursday, while an
overtime ban will apply nationwide
from today until Saturday.

Most operators will not run any
trains on their strike days, affect-
ing some cross-border services to
Wales and Scotland. The overtime
ban will also reduce schedules and

severely disrupt some operators who
depend on voluntary shifts to run
their services.

Tomorrow, the first wave will affect
commuter routesinto London, with
drivers strikingat c2c, Greater Anglia,
Great Northern, Thameslink, South-
eastern, Southern/Gatwick Express
and South Western Railway. It will be
followed on Wednesdaybya24-hour
strike at Avanti West Coast, Chiltern
Railways, CrossCountry, East Mid-
lands Railway, Great Western Railway
and West Midlands Trains; and at
LNER, Northern and TransPennine
Express on Thursday.

The union said it would continue
to strike for an improved pay offer,
with some of its members now going
five years without a pay rise and the
last talks breaking down a year ago.

A hint of movement came when
the Rail Delivery Group, representing
train operators, emailed Asleflate last
week to suggest discussions about a
framework for formal talks, which
the union said it welcomed.

An RDG spokesperson said it had
“writtentothe Aslefleadershiptotry
and find areas of common ground
that will allow us to move to formal
negotiations”.

The Aslef general secretary, Mick
Whelan, told members he would
“explore this avenue in an effort to
resolve this dispute”.

Theunion rejected atwo-year deal
in early 2023 worth 4% annually, but
with changes to working conditions
attached. In percentage terms, the
rise was less than that offered to other
parts of the industry.

Speaking before this next set of
rolling strikes, Whelan said: “We
don’t want to be doing this. Nobody
wantsto belosing money, butunless
we do this, nobody is goingtocometo
thetable andtalk tous. Sowe’re leftin
a position whereby the only way that
we can articulate our voice is to take
action.” Aslef members voted over-
whelminglvin February to continue
industrial action.

Headded: “I’m out there talkingto
my people most nights of the week
in branch roomsand elsewhere, and
they want to keep going. They wanta
resolution. And after 22 months, why
would you stop? We have to believe
therewill bean endgame; we have to
believe there will be a resolution to
this. Afterhalfadecade withouta pay
rise, should we stop and go another
halfa decade without?”

The government has argued that
the offer would take the average
pay of a train driver to £65,000, but
it also demanded “modernisation”
and workplace reform as part of the
settlement.

Whelan said: “There was no work-
place reform. Nobody could explain
to me how cutting people’s sick pay
makesa railwayrun quicker, or more
resilient, or improves performance.
It was a land grab for Ts & Cs [terms
and conditions].

“We’ve done 17 pay deals in the
last 12 months across the rest of the
rail industry,” including in Scotland
and Wales, the Elizabeth line, and for
freightand open accessrail operators.
“None of themrequired any of these
changes - this has got nothing todo
with running a railway.”

An RDG spokesperson said the
strikes would “inflict further dam-
age on an industry that is receiving
up to an additional £54m a week in
taxpaver cash following the Covid
downturn”.

The wave of action is the fourth
week of rolling strikes staged by Aslef
since December, after it altered its
tactics in a dispute that has lasted
almost two years.
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deal: Will

Ferrell invests
in Leeds as

A-list actors
fall for football

Louise Taylor

The Hollywood actor Will Ferrell
has enhanced Leeds United’s new-
found statusasa celebrity magnet by
becoming the latest household name
to invest in the football club.

Leeds are struggling to escape
English football’s second tier, the
Championship, but that has not
deterred Ferrell, the star of Elf and
Anchorman, from joining his fellow
actor Russell Crowe, the leading golf-
ers Jordan Spieth and Justin Thomas,
and the Olympic swimmer Michael
Phelps in signing up as a minority
investor at Elland Road.

Club officials yesterday declined
to comment on reports that Ferrell,
56, had followed thousands of co-
investors from the worlds of sport
and entertainment and become a
so called “limited partner” at a club
taken over by the San Francisco-
based 49ers Enterprises in a £170m
buyout lastsummer. Nonetheless, it
is understood an announcement he
has bought “a significant minority
stake” will be made this week.

News

Ferrell, whose wealth is estimated
atabout£127m, isalreadyaco-owner
ofthe Major League Soccer franchise
Los Angeles FC but has now become
transfixed by English football.

In February 2023, Ferrell attended
a Wrexham match atthe invitation of
the Welsh club’s owners, his friends
and fellowactors Ryan Reynoldsand
Rob McElhenney. At the time there
were suggestions he might be about
to join them by becoming a director
of Wrexham, but it now appears he
was simply on a voyage of discovery
through English football. Two days
later, Ferrell turned up at Anfield to

4 Ryan
Reynolds, the
co-owner of
Wrexham FC
with fellow
actor Rob
McElhenney,
hosted Ferrell
at Wrexham’s
stadium

last year
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. .
watch Liverpool beat Everton 2-0in
the Merseyside derby.

While Reynolds and McElhenney
continue to celebrate Wrexham’s pro-
motion to League One, Ferrell will
now presumably bereduced toabag
of nerves as Daniel Farke’s Leeds,
who have just finished third in the
Championship, prepare for a two-
legged promotion playoff semi-final
against Norwich. Should Farke’s play-
ersprevail, Leeds - relegated from the
Premier Leaguelast May - will then be
a Wembley final against either South-
ampton or West Bromwich Albion
away from returning to the top tier.

¥ Ferrell watching Los Angeles FC,
the club he co-owns. He joins several
well-known investors in Leeds, left

PHOTOGRAFPH: LEOPOLDO SMITH/GETTY

Ferrell first publicly revealed his
fascination for English football dur-
inga trip towatch Manchester City’s
3-1 win over Aston Villa last season.
In the course of that visit to the Eti-
had Stadium, the actor, famed for a
series of comedicroles, met the City
midfielder and former Villa star Jack
Grealish, subsequently posting self-
ies of himselfalongside the England
international on social media.

Leeds fans will doubtless be
pleased he ignored one piece of
advice from Grealish. “Great to
meet my new British friend Jack
Grealish at the Etihad today,” Fer-
rell commented. “He told me to buy
Birmingham Cityand to get them rel-
egated to League Two.” Birmingham,
backed by the NFL great Tom Brady,
were relegated to League One, Eng-
land’s third tier, on Saturday.

At the time Ferrell told Sky
Sports: “I don’t reallvy have a side
over here. | just enjoy following all
the storylines. It’s obviously a very
good league.”

Ferrell is followingin the footsteps
of Crowe, who has said he became a
Leeds fan afterwatchingtheteam on

the BBC’s Match of the Dayasachild.

A sourcetold the Sun: “The 49erswill
be announcing Will’s involvement
in the coming days and he’s looking
forward to sprinklinga little stardust
on the club.

“He loves soccer and has been
particularly impressed by the pas-
sion of the English game. His aim
now is to see Leeds back where
they belong - in the Premier League.
As far as Will and the 49ers are
concerned this is a serious invest-
ment opportunity.”

On taking control at Elland Road,
49er Enterprises split itself into
two sections: general partners and
limited partners. The US firm’s
mission statement is to exploit
business and investment opportu-
nities for the San Francisco 49ers
NFL franchise.

Despite some “limited partners”
investing a few million pounds in
the club, they cede control of deci-
sionmakingat Elland Road to Leeds’s
general partners, which include the
Australian businessman Peter Lowy,
the American entrepreneur Rudy-
Cline Thomas and Jed York, whose
parents own 90% of the San Fran-
CISCO 49ers.

Sign of the times: council scraps
apostrophes in street names

Mabel Banfield-Nwachi

A council has incurred the wrath of
residentsand linguistsafterannounc-
ingitwould avoid using apostrophes
on street signs toavoid problems with
computer svstems.

North Yorkshire council is ditch-
ing the punctuation mark, saying it
can affect geographical databases.

It said all new street signs would be
produced without one, regardless of
whether they were used in the past.

Some local people expressed
reservations about removing the
apostrophes and said it risked “eve-
rything going downhill”.

Sam, a postal worker in Harrogate,
highlighted the sign for St Mary’s
Walk that had been erected in the
town withoutanapostrophe. “Iwalk
past thesign evervdayanditrilesmy

blood to see inappropriate grammar
or punctuation,” she told the BBC.

Someone had drawn an apostro-
phe on the sign with a marker pen,
which the former teacher said was
“brilliant”. She suggested the council
was providingabad example to chil-
dren whospendalong timelearning
the basics of grammar.

Dr Ellie Rye, a lecturer in English
language and linguistics at the Uni-
versity of York, said apostrophes
were a relatively new invention and
context usually allowed people to
understand differences in meaning.
“They differentiate between two St
Marys walking down the street arm
inarm, and ‘Ilive on St Mary’s Walk’

butin practice thosetwostatements
aren’t ambiguous. If [ say I live on St
Mary’s Walk, we’re expecting a street
name or an address of some kind.”
North Yorkshire council said it
was not the first to opt to eliminate
the apostrophe from street signs. In
2014 Cambridge city council did the

‘It riles my blood to
see inappropriate

punctuation’

Sam
Postal worker

same thing but bowed to pressure
and reinstated the apostrophe after
complaints.

A spokesperson for North York-
shire council said: “All punctuation
willbe considered butavoided where
possible because street names and
addresses, when stored in databases,
must meet the standards set out in
BS7666 [the naming system set up
by the British Standards Institution].

“This restricts the use of punctu-
ation marks and special characters
(egapostrophes, hyphensand amper-
sands) to avoid potential problems
when searching the databases as
these characters have specific mean-
Ings in computer systems.”
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Downing Street insisted yester-
day that the prime minister would
not bechangingdirection and wanted
to stick to his plan.

Braverman called for a campaign
to leave the European convention
on human rights and set a migrant
cap. Sheacknowledged it was too late
to oust Sunak while admitting she
regretted having backed him for the
leadership. One of herallies, the Tory
MP John Hayes, suggested areshuffle
was needed to bring back major fig-
ures from the right.

The transport secretary, Mark
Harper, one of Sunak’s supporters,
pointed to analysis by the polling
expert Michael Thrasher saying the
local results showed Labour only had
a nine-point lead. “There is a fight

to be had,” he told broadcasters.
“The next election is not a foregone
conclusion.”

Sunak seized on the same analysis,
urging the Tories to “come together
asapartyand show the British people
we are delivering for them”. The
prime minister told the Times that
a coalition of Labour, the SNP, the
Lib Dems and the Greens “would be
a disaster for Britain”.

Other experts said it was not possi-
bletotranslate thelocal election vote
in England to national results across
the UK because people vote for dif-
ferent parties at a general election.

As there were no elections in
Scotland, the analysis also assumes
Labour would win a solitary seat
north of the border as it did in 20109.
Recent polling suggests the party
couldin fact take more than 20 seats.

f -

cil seats compared with the last local
election count. Labour gained 186,
the Lib Dems 104 and the Greens 74.

Reform UK won just two council
seatsbut got a high vote sharein some
areas where the party stood. It came
within 150 votes of the Tories’ second
place in the Blackpool South parlia-
mentary byelection.

McFadden said Labour had pur-
sued a strategy that was “ruthlessly
focused on the seats and the coun-
cils that will make a difference and
there was no better example thanin
the West Midlands where we putalot
of resources in knowing it was on a
knife-edge. That organisational effort
helped us get over the line.

“I’m always the first person to say
of course there’s more work to do, but
apart from the results, which were
tremendous and beyond our expec-
tations, one of the results of the last
few days is to give us a confidence
and belief that we haven’t had for a
long time.

“Because Labour has got too used
to losing, and even some of its own
supporters and voters have said we
support Labour but we always lose.
But what the weekend’s results
show is that Labour doesn’t have to
always lose and the Tories are beat-
able ... we go into it with more belief
because of what’s happened in the
past few days.”

Laboursourcessaid it would betar-
geting parts of Kent and Essex, as well

¥ There were mayoral wins for
(clockwise from left) Richard Parker,
Claire Ward and Sadiq Khan; and for
Chris Webb in the Blackpool South

byelection PHOTOGRAPHS: GETTY IMAGES; PA
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‘Chaos & Decline’

Chaos, drama, sleaze and scandal
- it sounds like the background
to a TV show, but it could also
describe 14 years of Conservative
government.

It’s this overlap that Labour is
seizing on as the party releases
Chaos & Decline, a spoof five-
episode series stitching together
broadcast clips of low moments
under Conservative rule that pokes
fun at Tory MPs while telling of the
damage wreaked on UK society
and the economy.

A two-minute season trailer
video will air each day on that
spoof streaming platform,
Conflix.uk, starting from today.
The site states: “After 14 years,
Chaos & Decline is coming to an
end. If you vote for it to.”

Jonathan Ashworth, the shadow
paymaster general, said: “The Tory
chaos has been like a tragic soap
opera where every episode brings
more psycho drama, scandals and
broken promises. There is a real
cost to this, and it’s paid by the
British people every day ... The
country needs change. With Keir
Starmer, Labour has been put back
into the service of working people
and we are ready to turn the page

and finally give Britain its future
back.” Rachel Hall

as other parts of the home counties
and Hampshire, puttingresourcesin
where the local elections show sup-
port for the Tories is softening.

The results were not uniformly
positive for Labour. Parts of the coun-
try turned to independents and the
Greens, particularly wheresome vot-
ersweredisappointed with Labour’s
stance on the war in Gaza.

Labour lostits majority on Oldham
council, andits vote sharein the West
Midlands was dented by support
for the independent candidate
Akhmed Yakoob.

McFadden said: “Iunderstand why
people feel strongly about thisissue
because it’s a humanitarian crisis
and we want to help those people in
Gaza who are affected by that. But
two things haveaffected our position
all the way along: one is defending
[srael’s right to defend itself in the
face of what happened on October 7
and the second is working for a bet-
ter future for the Palestinian people.
Those two things will continue to
inform our position.”

With the Tories already claiming
Labour could turn to other parties
to form a pact in a hung parliament,
McFadden said he was clear that
would not happen.

Asked on Skyv News if he could
imagine Labourand the SNF working
together, hesaid: “Ouraimistowina
majority, to govern, to meet the mood
for change, and we’re not planning
any alliances or pacts with anyone.”
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Where did each party gain ground?

Conservative
Net seats gained as a % of seats elected
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A handful of gains will do little to relieve Tory anxieties
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Labour had some of its biggest wins in the West
Midlands and east of England
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Greens became the largest political group in Hastings,
where they gained eight seats

English council elections: how England voted

More than 2,000 seats were voted for in 107 councils
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Rob Blackie o : Nick Buckley -
Zoe Garbett - : Others |
Others ) :
Liverpool @ Lab hold . West Midlands e Lab gain from Con
Steve Rotheram 68% |GGG | Richard Parker 37.8% EEEGE
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h
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|
Tracy Brabin 50.4% | | Ben Houchen 53.6% NN
Arnold Craven — ' Chris McEwan [E—
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Others :
i

Other mayoral races:

East Midlands won by Claire Ward. North East won by Kim McGuinness. Salford won by Paul Dennett.
South Yorkshire won by Oliver Coppard. York & North Yorkshire won by David Skaith

Gaza stance
Party will
‘work hard’ to
regain Muslim
support after
losing votes

Robert Booth
Social affairs correspondent

A senior Labour official has insisted
the party wants better lives for Pal-
estinian people as it prepares to shift
its campaigning to win back voters
opposing its position on Gaza.

Pat McFadden, the party’s national
election co-ordinator, said it would
“work to get people’s support back”
asanalysis showed that despite huge
gains in council seats, seizing the
West Midlands mayoralty and Sadiq
Khan, the Muslim mayor of London,
winning a third term, there was an
almost 18% drop in the Labour vote
in areas where more than a fifth of
people identified as Muslim.

After an analysis of 930 wards by
Prof Will Jennings, of the University
of Southampton, showed thescale of
the protest vote over Labour’s sup-
port for Israel over Gaza and the time
it took to call for a ceasefire, McFad-
dentold the BBC’s Sunday with Laura
Kuenssberg programme thesituation
in the Middle East wasa “high foreign
policy priority” for Labour, adding:
“The better lives that people want
for the Palestinian people is some-
thing the Labour leadership shares.”

As the party digested the results

¥ Ali Milani, the chair of the Labour
Muslim Network, warned the

party of the ‘feeling of betrayal
within the Muslim community’

- which saw declines in the Labour
vote in parts of Oldham, Bolton and
Elswick in Newcastle - Ali Milani, the
chair of the Labour Muslim Network,
warned of “pain inthe heartsand the
feeling of betrayal within the Muslim
community”.

“We are now seeing the electoral
consequence of that,” Milani said.
“If I was a Labour MP in Bradford or
Birmingham or Leicester or parts of
London or Manchester, I would be
seriously concerned.”

Labour’s candidate for West Mid-
lands mavor, Richard Parker, only
just beat the Conservative incum-
bent, Andy Street, partly because an
independent candidate, Akhmed
Yakoob, won nearly 43,000 votes
after a campaign focused on Gaza -
seizing vote share from Labour. Ifhe
had increased the number of votes he
took from Labour by just over 1,500,
Parker would have lost.

But Jennings urged caution in
mapping the swings on to a general
election. “What this highlights is
certainly that Labouris inan uncom-
fortable position on Gaza,” he said.
“And it is not just Muslim voters.

“But in a general election, when
we are looking at an anti-incumbent
mood and there are fewer small par-
tiesand independents, we shouldn’t
expect the pattern to be repeated.”

There are 20 constituencies in
the UK with a more than 30% Mus-
lim electorate, according to analysis
bythe University of Essex. All of them
elected a Labour MP at the 2019 gen-
eral election. But an 18% drop in the
Labourvotein several of these would
not be enough to let in a rival party.

In Birmingham Hodge Hill, 79%
of voters backed the former Labour
Treasury minister Liam Byrne in
2019. Naz Shah won with 76% in Brad-
ford West, Sam Tarry won with 66%
in [Iford South, and John Ashworth,
the shadow paymaster general, won
with a similar majority of 67%.

Theleaking of support from areas
with larger than average Muslim
populations may become more sig-
nificant in the medium to long term
if Labour finds the polls narrow once
in government.

The senior Labour MP Ellie Reeves
took some comfort from the view that
“independentsalwaystendtodo bet-
ter in local elections”, but said: “We
haverecognised the strength of feel-
ing on this issue. We have called for
animmediate ceasefire, we havealso
said there should absolutely be no
ground offensive on Rafah.”

Askedif Labourregretted its earlier
stance on theconflict, shesaid: “Keir
Starmer has always been clear that
our position would always respond
to what is happening there.”

At the weekend, Wes Streeting,
the shadow health secretary, said:
“I don’t deny there are people who
arefeelingletdown,and I want them
to know we’ve heard. We will take
thaton the chin, and we’ll work hard
to win people’s trust back at future
elections.”

Momentum Future ‘hanging

Aletha Adu
Political correspondent

Momentum’s future is “hanging
in the balance” after the leftwing
grassroots group’s co-chairresigned
and quit Labour to campaign for the
Green party and independent candi-
dates instead.

Hilarv Schan said she had begun
reflecting on her role in Labour
in October when councillors first
expressed their frustrations over
the leadership’s “unwillingness
to show value to the humanity of
Palestinian lives”.

Schan took over from Jon Lansman
with her co-chair Kate Dove in 2020.
Her departure from the group after
four vears to many insiders marks
“thebeginning of the end of hardline
stubborn leftwingers” within Labour,
but alsothestart ofa new coalition of
leftwing voices outside of the partv.

“Momentum’s future looks
pretty bleak without Hilary and will
be hanging by a thread,” a leftwing
Labour source said.

Schan said she had waited until
the end of the local elections cam-
paign as she was supportive of
Worthing Labour council leader

in balance’ after co-chair quits

Beccy Cooper and did not want to
disrupt the group’s efforts to get the
public voting. “There’s no doubt
there’s been a purge of left voices in
Labour. They’ve felt the impact like
in Oldham, for example. Keir Starmer
stoodon apledge of uniting the party.
By doing this he’s alienating a large
element of the party who are con-
sidering looking elsewhere ahead of
the general election.”

The former Momentum co-chair
will join the We Deserve Better
campaign, which she believes will
help build an alternative by electing
candidates who, along with socialist
Labour MPs, can “pressure Starmer
to finally listen to progressive voters
he has taken for granted”.

We Deserve Better, launched by
Owen Jones, is seeking to mobilise
the 200,000-plus people who have
left the Labour party to campaign for
socialist and pro-Palestine Green and
independent candidates.

Schan has resigned from Labour
alongside two councillors in
Worthing, including the deputy
leader Carl Walker.

Keir Starmer said on Saturday that
he was determined to win back the
trust of those who had snubbed his
partyinthelocal electionsas aresult

of his stance on Gaza. “I have heard
you. [ have listened. And lam deter-
mined to meet your concerns and to
gain your respect and trust again in
the future,” he said.

The party failed to regain control
of Oxford after a string of prominent
defections over its messaging on
thecrisisinthe Middle Eastand,ina
similar blow, lost control of Oldham
council in Greater Manchester to
independents.

Momentum insiders believe at
least 50 councillors linked to the
group were elected during the local
elections, and there remains a “sig-
nificant minority” ofleftwingers who
are also Labour members “who can
still get their voices heard” within
the party.

The Guardian understands
Momentum has faced internal bat-
tles over just how much the group
publicly criticises the party, encom-
passing its policies and disciplinary
and complaints process.

Voicing support for Jeremy Corbyn
after he wasblocked from standingas
a Labour MP last year became a huge
source of conflict, but a number of
leftwingers have expressed their
shock at Momentum’s initial hesi-
tancy to express support for Diane
Abbottand thelength of hersuspen-
sion, noting that even Labour MPs
who are not leftwingers have voiced
their support for her.

The Labour party declined to
comment.
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Sunak faces calls
to move right and
Tix' Conservatives'
election plight

Rowena Mason
Whitehall editor

Rishi Sunak will face pressure to
adopt hard rightwing policies such as
amigration cap and scrapping Euro-
pean human rights law this week,
with Suella Braverman saying he
needs to “own and fix” a disastrous
set of local results.

Sunak’salliesyesterdayinsisted he
wanted to stick to his plan and that
it was working, as plotters against
his leadershipaccepted theydid not
have the support to challenge him.

But Braverman issued an extraor-
dinary broadside against Sunak on
a BBC news programme, saying she
regretted voting for him to be leader
but that it was too late to get rid of
him. She also said the party would
be “lucky to have any MPs” if it con-
tinued on the same path.

Urging him to change course, she
called formore conservative policies,
such as withdrawing from the Euro-
pean convention on human rights, a
move that would be hugely unpop-
ular with moderate Conservatives.

Braverman told the BEC’s Sunday
with Laura Kuenssberg: “I love my
country, I care about my party and I
want us to win, and I am urging the
prime minister to change course,
to - with humility - reflect on what
voters are telling us, and change the
planand the waythat heis communi-
cating and leading us.”

Asked about whether she wanted
toseeachangein leader, Braverman
said: “Ijustdon’t think that is a feas-
ible prospect right now. We don’t
have enough time and it isimpossible
for anyone new to come and change
our fortunes, tobehonest. Thereisno
superman or superwoman out there
whocandoit.”

Instead she called on Sunak to
“own” theresult, adding: “Therefore
he needs to fix it.” One of her allies,
John Hayes, called forareshuffle that
would take herback intothe cabinet.

Robert Jenrick, the former immi-
gration minister and communities
secretary, along with ex-minister Neil
O’Brien, are to publish a pamphlet
this week urgingmore action to bring
down migration before the election.

However, Sunak is looking at a

‘It is impossible for
any new [leader] to

come in and change
our fortunes’

Suella Braverman
Former home secretary

schism in the party, as other senior
Tories dismissed Braverman’s diag-
nosis that aswing further totheright
was needed. Some Tories believe
Sunak needs to tack to the centre to
take votes from Labour and the Lib-
eral Democrats in marginal seats,
while others believe the best strat-
egy is squeezing the Reform UK vote
on the right.

Andy Street, the former West Mid-
lands mayor who narrowly lost to
Labouron Saturday, said: “The thing
everyone should take from Birming-
ham and the West Midlands is this
brand of moderative, inclusive, tol-
erant conservatism, that getsonand
delivered, has come within an ace of
beating the Labour partyin what they
considered to be their backyard -
that’s the message from here.”

Robert Buckland, a Tory MP and
former justice secretary from the
One Nation wingofthe party, told GB
News the British public were “put-
ting their fingers in their ears” about
the Conservatives becausethey were
engaged in too much infighting.

“The more we talk about factions
and ideology and the less we focus
on business, on growth, on jobs, on
housing, all those issues that actu-
ally people are talking about ... then
[ think we’ve become an irrelevant
rump,” he said.

“The Conservative party wins elec-
tions not by being soft and mushy but
by reflecting the views of the British
public, by beinginalliance with them
... We’ve been the party of the nation
for generations. I believe we can get
back to that, but we need to focus on
what people are talking about.”

Sunak was largely absent from the
airwaves this weekend, apart from
appearing at Ben Houchen’s Tees Val-
ley victory on Friday - a sole pocket
of good news for the Conservatives.

However, the transport secretary,
Mark Harper, a longtime supporter
of Sunak, gave a round of broadcast
interviews insisting the prime min-
ister’s plan was working. He said the
party still had “everything to fight
for” and pointed to there being only
nine points between the Tories and
Labourin the vote share in England.

Another option being floated by
some Conservative MPsiswhetherto
give Boris Johnson arolein the elec-
tion campaign, despite his difficult
relationship with Sunak.

Andrea Jenkyns, ontheright of the
party, told Sky News’s Sunday Morn-
ing with Trevor Phillips: “I would
like to see real common-sense con-
servatism, honouring our manifesto
commitments. Iwould like to see the
return of Boris on the frontline of pol-
itics, whether that’s going for a seat
in the next election and being front
and centre of our election campaign.”

‘Own the mess'?

PM likely to shun centrists

and dig deeper into hole

Rowena Mason
Whitehall editor

s the terrible council
and mayoral results
rolled in for the
Conservatives on
Friday night, was
there any part
of Rishi Sunak that regretted
sealing Boris Johnson’s fate as
prime minister by resigning as his
chancellor less than two years ago?

This could have been Johnson’s
defeat, hurtling towards a Labour
landslide at a general election, with
Sunak and his allies plotting how to
replace him thereafter.

Instead, Sunak has almost 400
disappointed councillors, ousted
Tory council leaders, panicking
MPs, and a scathing, sacked former
cabinet minister, Suella Braverman
to contend with - on top of polls
that suggest he is heading for
certain defeat. Even his close ally
Mark Harper could only muster

a claim that the general election
was “not a foregone conclusion”
for Labour.

Adding to Sunak’s woes, the
Sunday papers contained talk of
Johnson brooding on a political
comeback from his moated

NSERVATIVE

o

mansion in Oxfordshire, and
whispers that the former prime
minister’s team has been talking
to Nigel Farage about what
happens next.

The one glimmer of light was
Ben Houchen, a supporter of
Johnson, holding on to the Tees
Valley mayoralty with a reduced
majority. Sunak appeared alongside
Houchen, who had “forgotten” his
blue rosette, on Friday afternoon,
but the mayor made it clear he
owed none of his success to the
Westminster government by
making no mention of the prime
minister in his victory speech.

Sunak’s allies are intent on
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staying the course in the face

of calls from both the right to
tack in their direction to see off
Reform UK and Farage, while
centrist MPs believe a wipeout is
best avoided by moving towards
the middle ground.

But Sunak’s plan, containing
more of the same policies on
getting flights to Rwanda off the
ground and further tax cuts, seems
unlikely to make much difference
either to voting intention or to
quell his critics in the party.

Braverman’s wing argues that
more hardline policies such as
capping migration and pledging
to withdraw from the European
convention on human rights would
help reduce the appeal of Reform,

the party led by Richard Tice, with

Farage hovering in the background.

Reform came within 120 votes
of knocking the Tories into third
place in Blackpool South but
failed to convert its poll share
into more than two council seats.
Nevertheless, the right has a case
that, unlike its predecessor Ukip,
Reform is taking votes off the
Tories rather than Labour.

The other side argue that the
greater threat comes from Labour
and the Liberal Democrats, who

<4 Ben Houchen made no mention
of Sunak in his speech after holding
on to the Tees Valley mayoralty
PHOTOGKAFH: MOLLY DARLINGTON/KREUTERS

4 Suella
Braverman

on Sunday
With Laura
Kuenssberg
yesterday. Her
wing of the
Conservative
party argues the
prime minister
should move to
the right to see
off the threat of
Reform UK
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are the principal opponents in

all marginal seats the Tories are
fighting - and that a swing to the
centre ground makes more sense.

This was David Cameron’s
tactic in 2015, remaining largely
on the centre ground with major
policies on housing and tax,
while throwing red meat to the
anti-EU voters with the promise
of a referendum. When polling
time came, Ukip performed
well in some areas but failed to
make sweeping gains and was
widely seen as squeezed by the
major parties.

There is little sense, though,
that Sunak, an instinctive
rightwinger on the economy and
Brexit, has an appetite to move to
the centre and every sign that the
coming election will feature more
anti-migrant policies and the
rhetoric of culture wars.

In the Telegraph yesterday
Braverman called for Sunak to
“own” the mess that the Tories
are in, saying: “The hole to dig us
out is the PM’s, and it’s time for
him to start shovelling.”

The problem for the Tories,
and with Braverman’s mangled
metaphor, is that Sunak appears
to believe more of the same
shovelling in the same direction is
the right answer - digging himself
and his party further into the
hole, rather than attempting to
climbing out of it.

Liberal Democrats
Davey: ‘Tories will be looking

Rowena Mason

The Lib Dems have added more coun-
cil seats than any other party overthe
last parliament, gaining more than
750 in the last five years, largely in
thesouth-west and south of England.

As Ed Davey’s party won more
seats than the Conservatives in the
local elections last week, the Lib
Dems said Tories would be “looking
over their shoulder terrified” as the
general election approached.

Data analysis by the party shows
that the Lib Dems have gained 768
seats, Labour 545 and the Greens
480, while the Conservatives have
lost 1,783.

The scale of the Conservative
losses, with many councils falling to
no overall control or Labour and Lib
Dem coalitions since 2019, is likely
to add to worries among Tory MPs
about keeping their seats at the gen-
eral election.

The Lib Dems have taken control
of councils in Devon, Dorset,
Hampshire, Hertfordshire, Somer-
set and Surrey.

The party could be responsible for
toppling some of the biggest Conserv-
ative names at the general election,
such as the chancellor, Jeremy Hunt,
and the housing secretary, Michael
Gove, in Surrey, the justice secretary,
Alex Chalk, in Cheltenham, and Jacob
Rees-Mogg in Somerset.

over their shoulder terrified’

The Lib Dems have not improved
their national polling much recently,
remaining on about 10%. Its national
share of the vote in the local elections
was about 17%, three percentage
points down on 2023, but it appears
to be building up support in pockets
rather than across the country.

The party’s strong gains in local
elections suggest its strategy of focus-
ing on key strongholds could help
deliver seats at the general election.

Visiting Dorset, where the Lib
Dems took control of the counci! by
taking 13 seats off the Tories, Davey
said Conservative MPs in the region
would be worried.

“This victory in Dorset is an his-
toric and stunning result for the
Liberal Democrats,” he said. “Peo-
ple herein Dorsetandrightacross the
country are fed up with this chaotic
and out-of-touch Conservative

LIBERAL “msa
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government and they’re voting for
change with the Liberal Democrats.

“From tackling issues with the
NHS and the local environment to
supporting people with the cost of
living crisis, I know the new Liberal
Democrat team on Dorset council will
doeverythingtheycantogive people
here a fair deal.

“After our victoryin Somerset two
years ago and our stunning successes
in Devon last year, this win in Dorset
confirms that the Liberal Democrats
arebackin the West Country and will
bethemain challengersto Conserva-
tive MPs here whenever the general
election is called.”

The Green party also performed
well at the local elections, adding
about 74 seats, and becoming the
largest party on Hastings borough
council. It also became the largest
party in Bristol, just short of an over-
all majority on the city council.

It also won its first seats on coun-
cils including Newcastle upon Tyne,
Sefton in Merseyside, Redditch in
Worcestershire and South Norfolk.

The partyv will also be targeting
seats such as North Herefordshire
and Waveney Valley in East Anglia
at the general election.

4 Ed Davey,
celebrating in
Winchester, said
the Lib Dems
were back in the
. West Country
4 and would be
the main Tory
challengers
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SNP Activist
ends bid for
leadership
and paves way
for Swinney

Mabel Banfield-Nwachi
Severin Carrell

A Scottish National party activist
has pulled out of the race to become
its new leader and has endorsed
John Swinney as Scotland’s next
first minister.

Graeme McCormick, who stood
to become SNP president in 2023,
had claimed he could gather the 100
signatures needed from 20 party
branches to mount a challenge for
the leadership.

McCormick’s decision not to pur-
sue aleadershipbid leaves Swinney,
the former deputy first minister of
Scotland, as the only official candi-
date after Humza Yousafannounced
he wassteppingdown. The deadline
for nominations is noon today.

McCormick said he reached the
nomination threshold of 100 signa-
tures but chose to back Swinney after
a “lengthyand fruitful conversation”,
and said this could be a “fresh start”.

In a statement last night, he said:
“John and I agreed the challenges
which the SNP, our government and
our people face, and explored new
thinking on arange of issues which I
am confident, as they are advanced,
will inspire activists both within
the SNP and wider independence
movement in the following weeks
and months.

“Thisis a fresh start for our mem-
bersand our politicians,and ’'m sure
that John’s determination to deliver
independencewillberewardedatthe
forthcoming general election.

“I have therefore concluded that I
shallnotproceed with myvnomination
for party leader but instead support
John Swinney’s nomination for party
leaderand first minister of Scotland.”

McCormick’s supporters had
argued it would have been undemo-
cratic for the party’sleadertowin the
contest unopposed. He won applause
from hardliners when he denounced
the SNP’s caution over mounting a
second independence referendum

A John Swinney is expected to be
announced as SNP leader today

without Westminster’s approval as
“flatulence in a trance” during last
year’s party conference.

One of McCormick’s backers, Iain
Lawson, earlier attacked Swinney
for criticising the planned challenge,
and in another online post accused
Swinney of being entitled and
“raging” that an ordinary member
was going up against him.

Swinney, who described himselfas
thecandidatetounitethe party aftera
“difficult” few vears, said an election
contest would delay the SNP’s essen-
tial rebuild. He signalled he would
win any potential contest, telling Sky
Newsthat party members “probably
know the outcome” between the two
potential candidates.

His call for SNP members to real-
isetheurgencyoftheneedtorestore
public confidence in the party was
underlined by a poll by Norstat for
the Sunday Times Scotland, which
said support for the party in a West-
minsterelection had slumped to 290%.

The poll, the first to be carried out
since Yousafsuddenly quit last week,
put Labour on 34% and the Scottish
Conservatives on 16%. Those figures
suggest the SNP could lose 28 West-
minster seats, a fall from 43 MPs at
present to 15. Labour, which hasonly
two Scottish seats, would win 28.

Swinney is expected to be named
as the next SNP leader today and
could replace Yousaf as first min-
ister after a Holyrood vote later in
the week.

The SNP did not comment.
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Copacabana beach
turns dancefloor

as Madonna thrills
Rio at free concert

Ashifa Kassam and agencies

With the world-famous statue tower-
ing over it from Corcovado mountain,
Rio de Janeiro is well used to Christ
the Redeemer. For one nightonlythis
weekend, it also had Madonna.

An esimated 1.6 million people
thronged the area around Copac-
abana beach on Saturday night,
turning its vast stretch of sand into
a massive dancefloor for a free con-
cert by the popstarasshecompleted
her world tour. “Here we are in the
most beautiful place in the world,”
Madonna, 65, told the tightly packed
crowd. Pointing out the ocean view
and the mountains, sheadded: “This
place is magic.”

In the run-up to the concert, the
city had been buzzing, with fanslined
up outside the stately Copacabana
Palace hotelin the hope of catchinga
glimpse of the star. The city’sairport
fielded an estimated 170 extra flights
as fans poured in from around the
world.

City officials estimated that 1.6
million people turned up forthecon-
cert, some watching from brightly lit
apartments or hotels overlooking the
beach, while others looked on from
boats anchored nearby.

™

As drones and helicopters flew
overhead, Madonna offered up a
dazzling show, playing classics from
Like a Virgin to Like a Prayer, and
cvcling through dozens of set and
costume changes.

Flanked by giant screens, the
singer began her show with her 1998
hit Nothing Really Matters, eliciting a
huge cheer from the crowd.

“0O1, Rio!” she called out in Por-
tuguese. The response was swift,
carried by morethan amillion voices:
“Oi, Queen Madonna!”

The singer also paid an emotional
tribute to “all the bright lights” who
havebeen lost to Aidsas she sang Live
to Tell, against a backdrop of black
and white photos featuring people
who died from the illness.

The Brazilian pop artists Anitta
and Pabllo Vittar, as well as younger
musicians from samba schools,
participated in the show.

The show - which Madonna’s
official website described as the
biggest-ever in her 40-year career
- marked the final stop on her
Celebration tour. A series of giant
screens and 18 sound towers had
been spread out along the beach to
ensure that the massive crowds could
enjoy the event.

Fans, manyv of whom lined up
hours or even days ahead of the

‘1 have never seen
such a powerful show.
It's unimaginable’

Madonna fan
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4 Many
Madonna
devotees lined
up for hours and
even days to get
a good view of
the star, who
also paid tribute
to ‘all the bright
lights’ who have
been lost to Aids

concert to get a good view, hailed
Madonna’s performance. “I have
never seen such a powerful show,”
one told the BBC. “It’s unimagina-
ble, very much out of the ordinary,”
she added.

“Madonna is spectacular,” said
another. “There’s no concert better
than Madonna’s.”

4 Madonna

fans watch her
performon the
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City officials, on high alert after a
young Brazilian fan died at a Taylor
Swift concert last vear due to heat
exhaustion, ordered firefighters to
cool down fans by spraying water
before the concert. Free drinking
water was also handed out as tem-
peratures hovered around 27C (81F)
during the late night show.

More than 3,000 police officers
were deployed around the concert
area, where the Rolling Stones and
Rod Stewart have also drawn million-
strong crowds.

Across Rio, anticipation over the
concert had been building for days.
Bars and restaurants served up “Like
a Virgin” cocktails, while the singer’s
image beamed out from billboards,
souvenirs and T-shirts.

As hotel capacity climbed to an
estimated 98% in Copacabana, Rio
officials estimated that the concert
would inject as much as 293m reais
(£46m) into the local economy.

Hundreds attend vigil for boy,
14, killed in Hainault attack

Neha Gohil

A candlelit vigil in tribute to Daniel
Anjorin, a teenaged boy who was
killed in a sword attack while walk-
ing to school in east London, was
attended bv more than 300 people
yesterday.

Daniel, 14, was killed in the attack

A; Daniel Anjorin ‘focuse.:j on school
and got good grades’, a friend said

in Hainault, east London, withasam-
uraisword. He suffered fatal wounds
to his neck and chest. Four other
people were injured in the attack.
The vigil was held at the car park
for Hainault underground station,
metres away from the scene of the
attack. Although Daniel’s family were
not present at the vigil, several paid
tributetohim and provided messages
of support to the family, including
a 17-year-old boy who knew Daniel.
Harris, who did not want his sur-
name to be mentioned, told the
crowd: “He was a kid that was not
in any type of trouble. I'm not just
saving that. He never did anvthing

wrong. He focused on school, he got
good grades, he [went] to church.

“His family are appreciating
all vour support. They’ve noticed
everything vou guys are doing,
community-wise, fundraiser-wise,
Arsenal aswell. They’ve noticed it all.
On their behalf, [1] thank all of you.”

Marcus Arduini Monzo, a dual
Spanish-Brazilian national living
in Newham, was charged with the
murder of the teenager along with
two counts of attempted murder,
two counts of grievous bodily harm,
aggravated burglary, and possession
of abladed article.

In a statement issued by the

Metropolitan police, the family said:
“Itisdifhicult forus at this time to pro-
cess what has happened to him and
that he will never come home. Dan-
iel had left the house for school and
then he was gone. Our children have
losttheirlovingand precious brother
and we have lost the most loved and
amazing son. We would like to send
our best wishes to the other victims
of thisunthinkable incident.”

At the Premier League match
between Arsenal and Bournemouth
on Saturday, Arsenal paid tribute to
Daniel, who was a fan of the club,
including a moment of applause in
the 14th minute of the match.
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North of England correspondent

three children
treated in
hospital after
Bradford fire

A 10-year-old girl died and a woman
and three children were treated in
hospital afteran early morning house
fire in Bradford.

West Yorkshire fire and rescue
service sent three crews to the fire
at a residential property in the Bol-
ton Outlanesareaofthe cityat1.05am
vesterday.

Policesaid the girl had been inside
the houseand was pronounced dead

at the scene. A 37-vear-old woman
and three children aged 11, six and
three were taken to hospital for
treatment with non-life-threaten-
ing injuries.

Pictures from the scene show a
shattered and fire-scorched win-
dow on the upstairs floor of the
semi-detached house. Police and
fire investigators were working to
establish the cause of the blaze but
officals said it was not being treated
as suspicious.

DCI Zaheer Abbas, of West York-
shire police, said: “This is an

A The girl 15 prnunced dead
at the scene of the house firein the
Bolton Outlanes area of Bradford

absolutely tragic incident in which
a young child has lost her life. Our
thoughts are with her family at this
time. Our investigation with the fire
service has deemed that the fire was
not suspicious.

“The family are being supported
by speciallytrained officers, a file will
now be prepared for the coroner in
due course.”

The fire service said it had sent
three crews, two from Bradford and
one from Shipley, which used two
hose reels and four breathing appa-
ratuses at the scene.
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Artist hopes
for £1m at
auction of
rare signed
portrait of
Churchill

Harriet Sherwood

At the age of 90, and with a success-
ful career as a sports artist under his
belt, there is one work of which Paul
Trevillion is particularly proud.

Perhaps surprisingly, it is not
among his portraits of legendary
stars such as Sugar Ray Robinson,
Pelé, Muhammad Ali, George Best,
Michael Jordan and Tiger Woods.

It is an image of another of Trevil-
lion’s heroes: a pen and ink drawing
of Winston Churchill, created in 1955,
and carrying a rare signature of the
war leader.

Now, to mark the 8oth anniver-
sary of D-day in June and the 150th
anniversary of Churchill’s birth in
November, Trevillion has decided
toauction the portrait.

He hopes it will fetch more than
£1m - the sum it was insured for
whenitwent on displayin2017atthe
National Football Museum in Man-
chester. Some of the proceeds will
go to charity.

Trevillion, who was born in Tot-
tenham, north London, in 1934,
decided tocreateanimage of Church-
ill after he read about the former

A Paul Trevillion’s 1955 pen and ink
portrait of the wartime leader

prime minister’s dismay over a por-
trait commissioned by parliament to
mark his 80th birthdayin 1954 by the
acclaimed artist Graham Sutherland.
The painting was later destroyed.

“Churchill’s birthday had been
completely ruined by Sutherland’s
portrait,” said Trevillion. “I decided
to do another portrait for his next
birthday.”

Trevillion’s work was based on
“images in my head that I’d seen of
Churchill when I was a child in the
blitz. Hewas always smiling, with his
V for victory sign. Those images of
him helped me through the night-
time bombing.”

The picture was sent to Church-
ill, by then retired and in ill health,
through contacts of Trevillion’s
employers. The former prime min-
isterand thebuddingartist, then only
21, spoke on the phone. “He said:
‘Churchill here, is that Trevillion?
Be at [a Mayfair address], 10.30 on
Wednesday. Oblige. Then the phone
went dead.”

Trevillion was nervous about
meeting his hero. “When Iwalked in,
Churchill was seated. He put out his
hand. I went to shake it, and he held
it. He said he was expecting some-
one much older. He asked if I'd been
evacuated in the war, which I hadn’t.
“You’reaboy from the blitz, hesaid.”

Churchill signed the picture, tell-
ing Trevillion: “There havebeen alot
of portraits painted of me, but this
one I reallylike. It’s the only one I’'ve
ever signed.” (There are some sug-
gestions that a 1932 portrait by Paul
Maze was also signed by Churchill.)

Fordecades, the portrait has been
stored inabank safe deposit box, with
occasional periods on display.

Trevillion’s work as an artist began
when he stood on the terraces at
White Hart Lane, home to Spurs,
sketching players on the pitch below.
“At school, I never passed an exam -
[was only interested in art,” he said.

A breakthrough came when the
People published a comic strip, Hey
Refl, which was later renamed You
Are the Ref. From 2006 to 2016, it
appeared in the Observer and the
Guardian website. He was alsoone of
the artists behind Roy of the Rovers.

He drew countless sporting greats.
Muhammed Ali “neverremembered
my name - he just called me ‘artist’,
he wrote in the Observer when the
boxer died in 2016.

Thenews moved Trevillion to fin-
ish a portrait of Ali that he had begun
52 years earlier.

Trevillionis planning toapproach
the auction house Christie’s for help
in selling his portrait of Churchill.

Amongthe organisations he hopes
to support are Peace Fields Project,
a children’s football charity, and the
Churchill Foundation.
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A Bernard Hill as the captain of Titanic in the 1997 film »HOTOGRAPH: AJ PICS/ALAMY

‘Mesmerising' star
of Boys from the
Blackstuft, Bernard
Hill, dies aged 79

Mark Brown

Bernard Hill, the stage, television
and film actor who rose to fame for
hisunforgettable portrayal of Yosser
Hughes, has died at the age of 79.

Hill plaved the seminal character
with the famous “gizza job” catch-
phrase in Alan Bleasdale’s 1982 BBC
series Boys from the Blackstuff. It
helped launch a stellar career that
included playing the captain of the
Titanic 1n James Cameron’s 1997
film, and Théoden, king of Rohan,
in Peter Jackson’s Lord of the Rings
film trilogy.

Hill’s agent Lou Coulson said
the actor died in the early hours of
Sunday.

One of the first to pay tribute
on Sunday was the singer Barbara
Dickson who worked with Hill in
Willy Russell’s 1974 stage musical
John, Paul, George, Ringo ... and Bert.

Dickson said on X: “A really mar-
vellous actor. It was a privilege to

have crossed paths with him. RIP
Benny x.”

Hill playved John Lennon in
the musical, one of a number of
Merseyside characters that the Man-
chester-born actor became famous
for portraying.

Nonemore sothan Yosser Hughes,
a jobless, desperate father of three
who became an emblem of every-
thing that was wrong in Thatcher’s
Britain. The character would pester
and hector people saying: “Gizza job.
Goon.Gizzajob.Icould dothat,”and
when hewasn’t head-butting people
he was banging his own head against
the wall, literallyand metaphorically.

Hill’s performance saw him nomi-
nated fora best television actor Bafta,
losing out to Alec Guinness for Smi-
ley’s People. Bleasdale hasdescribed
Hill’s performance as Yosser as “the
great, definitive performance of his
generation”.

Hill was reunited with Willy
Russell in Shirley Valentine, starring
Pauline Collins, in which he played
the title character’s husband, Joe.
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A Bernard Hill’s
heart-breaking
portrayal of
Yosser Hughes

in Boys from

the Blackstuff
(above) helped
launch his
successful career
which included
therole of
Théoden in the
Lord of the Rings
filmtrilogy (left)
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He is posthumously back on British
TV screens this weekend, playing
Martin Freeman’s dad in the BBC
police series The Responder, set in
Liverpool.

Interviewed recently about his
fondness for the city, Hill said:
“Liverpool is one of my favourite
places, I’ve got a great relationship
with the city. I lived there for a long
time and my daughterwasborn there
soit’s like my second home.”

Lindsay Salt, director of BBC
Drama, paid tribute. “Bernard Hill
blazed a trail across the screen, and
his long-lasting career filled with
iconic and remarkable roles i1s a
testament to his incredible talent,”
she said.

“From Boys fromthe Blackstuff, to
WolfHall, The Responder,and many
more, we feel truly honoured to have
worked with Bernard at the BRC.Our
thoughts are with his loved ones at
this sad time.”

The writer James Graham, who has
adapted Boys from the Blackstuff for
the stage, paid tribute, saying: “It’s
almost impossible to understate
the extent of the impact and legacy
Bernard Hill, alongside Alan Bleas-
dale, created when they made Yosser
Hughes. Howrareitisthatacharacter
can sodehnitively cometorepresent
an era, both for Liverpool but way
beyond.

“Yosser is often remembered as a
head-butting brute, which he was.
But Bernard’s mesmerising and
heart-breaking incarnation of a man
being slowlybroken, in his spiritand
his mind, by the cruelty of the world
around him, it’s easy to forget how
much heart there was there too.”

When Hollywood came knocking
for Hill it led to roles that included
Titanic, as well as the San Quentin
prison warden Luther Plunkitt in
Clint Eastwood’s True Crime and
the friendly inventor Philos opposite
Dwayne “the Rock” Johnson, in The
Scorpion King.

Hill enjoved the work but said he
never wanted to join other British
actors moving to Los Angeles. He
will be best known to many people
as Théoden in the Lord of the Rings
films. Asked about his experience
filming in New Zealand Hill said: “I
loved everyminute of every day that
[ was on Lord of the Rings.”

Hill had been due to be at Comic
Con in Liverpool on Sunday. It said
on X: “We’re heartbroken to hear
the news of Bernard Hill’s passing. A
great loss. Thinking of his family at
this verysad time,and wishing them
a lot of strength.”

Music review
Triumphant
tribute to early
energy and late
frontman

The Pogues
Hackney Empire, London
1 8. 0.0 .5 1

Patrick Clarke

ith the
late Shane
MacGowan
replaced by a
succession of
guests, this
40th anniversary show for the
Pogues’ debut album, Red Roses
For Me, could so easily have been
a pale imitation, glorified karaoke.
And yet, it’s utterly triumphant.
During this evening curated by
the band’s co-founder Spider Stacy,
there is only a brief dedication to
MacGowan and other departed
bandmates Darryl Hunt and Philip
Chevron, and the Dubliners’ Ronnie

A Spider Stacy, one of the band’s
co-founders, curated the evening

Drew. Instead, a more fitting
tribute is paid by tapping back into
the tornado of energy, passion

and poetry that made the Pogues
thrilling to begin with.

Within a nanosecond of
opener Transmetropolitan, it’s
pandemonium: a sell-out crowd
bursting instantlyinto a hundreds-
strong mosh, bellowing back every
word. By Boys From the County
Hell, it’s totally feral.

A relentless band, also featuring
Goat Girl’s Holly Mullineaux and
Fontaines DC’s Tom Coll, thrive
off that energy. James Fearnley
wields his accordion as if he’s
Hendrix with a guitar. But their
real genius is the space they leave
for their guests to make things

their own. Experimental duo Stick
in the Wheel bringa cutting edge
to Dark Streets of London. Jim
Sclavunos convevs every ounce
of sorrow in The Band Played
Waltzing Matilda.

Brighton newcomers the New
Eves deliver a particularly manic
Waxie’s Dargle. This prompts Stacy
to mention MacGowan for the first
time. “That one’s for Shane. He’s
here, I can tell,” he says.

Stacy is a charming presence,
using his tin whistleasa
conductor’s baton. Under his
easy control the gig sparks with
spontaneity. Unruly but never
unfriendly, emotional but never
mawkish, there could be no finer
tribute to MacGowan than this.
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Public buildings in England will
be forced to have single-sex loos

Mabel Banfield-Nwachi

New restaurants, offices, schoolsand
hospitals in England will be required
to have separate male and female toi-
lets, in @a move ministers claim will
combat growing concerns about

“privacy and dignity” in gender-
neutral facilities.

The law will mean newly built non-
residential buildings require separate
facilities, and cannot solely have
“universal” lavatories.

According to ministers, 81% agreed
with theintention for separate single-

sex toilet facilities in a consultation.

About 82% agreed with theinten-
tion to provide “universal” toilets -a
self-contained, and a fully enclosed
toilet room with a wash-hand basin
for individual use - where space
allows.

The government said the new
requirements would mean people of
all genders have access to facilities,
either through a separate single-
gender space or a “universal” toilet.

However, the policy has been crit-
icised as transphobic since it was
proposed in 2021 because it offered
no alternative plan for trans and

non-binary people. Campaigners
for transrights have longargued that
gender-neutral toilets can be reassur-
ing for some transgender men and
women who fear discrimination in
binary toilets.

The equalities minister, Kemi
Badenoch, said the move will help
combat the rise of gender-neutral
toilet spaces, which she said “deny
privacy and dignity to both men
and women”.

Last week, Badenoch claimed
girls at an unnamed school who did
not have access to single-sex toilets

developed urinary tract infections
because they did not want to use
gender-neutral toilets.

Inastatementabout the legislation
she said: “Today’s announcement
will also create better provision
for women so that our particular
biological, healthand sanitary needs
are met.

“This is following our work last
week limiting the use of mixed-sex
wards in the NHS and demonstrates
how this government is committed
to ensuringsingle-sex spaces are pro-
tected for all.”
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Stage review

Frothy fun

to please

the purists

Much Ado About Nothing
Globe theatre London
) B ke

Arifa Akbar

he Globe so often
comes under fire
for tampering with
tradition but here is
Shakespeare’s play
on love, deception,
male singledom and female purity
that should please the purists. Its
comedy is delivered straight, as it
were, complete with Elizabethan-
era costumes that contain the
production’s greatest wow factor.
The masked ball, in which
the disguised Don Pedro (Ryan
Donaldson) woos Hero (Lydia
Fleming) on behalf of Claudio,
is a wonder to behold. There
are exquisite beaks, manes and
feathers that looks like a surreal
16th-century fantasy come to life.
But there is no whiff of stuffiness
in Sean Holmes’s production,
which feels light and modern.
There is Elizabethan dance too,
although movement is less original
outside the dance choreography.
War is over and a warm summer
euphoria emanates from the set,

with Mediterranean orange trees
climbing the back wall of Grace
Smart’s stage design.

There is entrancing music, too,
with instruments that include
a mandolin alongside guitar,
accordion and percussion. This
musicality is prominent in between
scenes and adds a cheeky flourish
to the comedy or action.

Both Amalia Vitale’s quick, witty,
ardent Beatrice and Ekow Quartey’s
pompous Benedick are entertaining
highlights as they exchange comic
sallies. Although their bristling
love/hate chemistry never quite
hizzes, you feel the tenderness of
their union at the end.

There is a more glaring lack
of synergy between the central
lovers, Hero and Claudio (Adam
Wadsworth). This takes the shock
out of Claudio’s rejection of Hero,
so that the play’s uneasy blend of
comedy and near-tragedy strikes an
even greater dissonant note.

There is not a significant enough
dropin tone beyond the aborted
wedding either so it continues
to feel like a comedy with added
shouting.

The comedy sometimes verges
on clownish pantomime rather
than being delicately wrung from
the dialogue - although the gulling
scene, in which Benedick is fooled
into his awkward romance with
Beatrice, does not have as much
ingenious physical comedy as it
might.

There are problems with pace
too, and the comedy becomes
flat in a second act that contains
too much plot and not enough
time. But the strained humour
of Dogberry (Jonnie Broadbent)
and his gang is thankfully brief
and the production, as a whole, is
exuberantly put together.

Until 24 August

A The masked ball: a wonder to behold rHOTOGRAPH: TRISTRAM KENTON/THE GUARDIAN
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Iwill kill myself upon arrival in
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Rwanda, warns asylum seeker

Diane Taylor

A Syrian asylum seeker, whoislocked
up in a detention centre awaiting
deportation to Rwanda, has said he
will kill himself on arrival because
he does not believe it will be a safe
country for him.

Khaled, whose name has been
changed to protect his identity,
spoke to the Guardian from his cell
in Colnbrook immigration removal
centre in Middlesex. He arrived in the
UKin June 2022, and hasa history of
suffering tortureand imprisonment.

He said he and the other asylum
seekers “of many nationalities”
detained with him were not coping

with being locked up because of the
imprisonment and persecution many
had previously experienced.

He said: “Everyone is so stressed
in here because of Rwanda.Iwas dis-
placedin Syria for nine years and was
imprisoned there.Iwasalsodetained
and tortured in Libya.

“Beingindetention is very trigger-
ing for me. What matters to asylum
seekersistobesafe. Iwillnot besafe
in Rwanda. If they manage to send
me there I will kill myself on arrival
in that country.”

He said he became “very scared”
when he heard about Rwandain Feb-
ruary 2023. “Iwent to report last week
in Birmingham. Theyarrested meand
put me in handcuffs in a police cell.
The same thing happened to two

other people who were reporting -
Iragi Kurds ... We were handcuffed
againand takeninavantothedeten-
tion centre,”’he said.

An asylum seeker who fled from
Darfur in Sudan was also too fearful
to give a hisreal name. He arrived in
the UK in June 2022 after raising the
money to pay his captors in Libva
to free him, travelled in a boat that
almost sank crossing the Mediterra-
nean and reached Italy.

“Iwould have been happy toclaim
asylum in Italy but Italian officials
did not fingerprint me and told me
to move on to France. There I was
told itwould be fouryears beforethey
could consider my asylum claim so1
waited in the Jungle [encampment]
in Calais to cross to the UK. Crossing

4 Crossing the
Channel was
even more
terrifying than
crossing the
Mediterranean,
said one asylum
| seeker awaiting
deportation

. VHOTOGRAYFH: CHRISJ
RATCLIFFE/REUTERS

the Channel in an overcrowded boat
was even more terrifying than cross-
ing the Mediterranean.

“When I heard about the govern-
ment’s plans to send asvlum seekers
to Rwanda at the beginning of 2023 |
was very frightened. I escaped from
an African country as it was not safe
and I am very scared to be deported
toanother African countrybecause |
know it will not be safe for me.”

“I was arrested last week when I
went to report in Newcastle. They
didn’t mention Rwanda until I
reached the detention centre and at
first just said: “‘Weare deporting you
to a safe third country.”

Both men said there were long
queues for fax machinesand comput-
ers to contact legal representatives
and to try to meet the seven-day
deadline the Home Office has given
asylum seekers to oppose notices of
intent for Rwanda. The Home Office
has been approached for comment.

Samaritans can be contacted
on freephone 116 123, or email
jo@ samaritans.org

France Alarm at lone children
held in British-run facilities

Camille Corcoran
Rajeev Syal

More than 350 lone children were
held in UK-run detention facilities
in northern France over a 21-month
period, documents disclosed under
freedom of information laws show.
The Home Office has admitted
it failed to keep data on how many
properly trained staff looked after
the children held in four short-term
holding facilities near Calais and
Dunkirk in 2022 and 2023.
Charitiesand NGOs havedescribed
the numbers of detained children,
many ofwhomwere traumatised after
harrowing journeys, as “alarming”

and “hugely concerning”. The four
holding facilities - Coquelles freight,
Coquelles tourist, Calais tourist and
Dunkirk - are designed to detain
clandestine travellersand those sus-
pected of havingincorrect paperwork
for no longer than 24 hours.

They form part of the UK’s
juxtaposed border controls and
have been described by the Deten-
tion Forum, an NGO network, as
“legal and procedural grey zones”
that have “alack of clarity, transpar-
ency and, potentially, adherence to
domestic and international human
rights obligations”.

In total, 13,418 people were
held at the sites between January
2022 and October 2023, including

369 unaccompanied children. The
statisticsare notin thegovernment’s
annual figures.

The Home Office said it held no
information on the number of safe-
guarding referrals that Border Force
had made to UK authorities for
detainees.

Authorities are required to make
safeguarding referrals as part of the
national referral mechanism, intro-
duced in 2009 to help identify and
support victims of modern slavery.

Imran Hussain, an executive direc-
torat the Refugee Council, said: “It’s
alarming to know that children who
may have fled war and persecution
and are on their own are being locked
up in UK-run facilitiesin alegally grey
area. Most people would be appalled
by theidea that children are treated
this way.”

Wanda Wyporska, the chief exec-
utive of Safe Passage, said: “Given
the traumas these children have fled

we know there will be considerable
safeguarding needs. It’s hugely
concerning that somany childrenare
being quietly detained - frightened
and alone - by the UK government.”

The Home Office also held no
information on the number of Border
Force officers trained in safeguarding
and modern slavery at each site.

The four detention facilities are
partly run by the contractor Mitie.
Figures showed that officers com-
pleted 303 vulnerable adult warning
forms - for at-risk detainees - in the
2022-23 period.

The Home Office does not hold
figures on safeguarding referrals
made by Mitie to the Border Force, so
itisunclear whetherat-risk detainees
received appropriate support.

In 2019, the chief inspector of
prisons carried out an inspection
of the sites and found “serious con-
cerns” with the way in which they
were run.

Deportees
Kigali ‘cannot
say’ how many
people it may
take from UK

Neha Gohil
Community affairs correspondent

Rwanda hasadmitted it cannot guar-
antee how many people it will take
from the UK under Rishi Sunak’s
deportation scheme.

The east African country did not
give assurances that the estimated
52,000 asylum seekers in the UK who
are eligible to be sent to Kigali would
be accepted, instead saying it would
be “thousands”.

On the BBC’s Sunday with Laura
Kuenssberg, Yolande Makolo, a
government spokesperson, also
described suggestions that Rwanda
would initially welcome only 200
migrants as a “misconception”.

Makolo said: “We will be able to
welcome the migrants that the UK
sends over the lifetime of this part-
nership. What Icannottell you is how
many thousands weare takinginthe
first year or the second year.

“Journalists have been visiting the
initial accommodation that we have
secured since the beginning of the
partnership ... That particular facil-
ity is able to take up to 200 people.

“However, we have already started
initial discussions with other facili-
ties around Kigali and further afield
andthesewill be firmed up and signed
once we know how many migrants
are coming and when they are com-
ing. Soit has never been the case that
we can only take 200 initially. That
has been a misconception.”

The Rwanda scheme involves
sending some asylum seekers who
arrive in the UK via irregular routes
to the east African country.

People sent to Rwanda will have
their asylum claims processed there
and, if successful, be granted refugee
status in the country. Ifunsuccessful,
they could seek asylum in another
“safe third country” orapplytosettle
in Rwanda on other grounds.

The controversial five-year deal
was initially introduced under the
former home secretary Priti Patel
in 2022 to tackle the growing num-
bers of people crossing the Channel
in small boats. However, it has faced
several legal challenges, which
have prevented flights to Kigali. It is
estimated the Rwanda scheme has
cost at least £300m already.

Keir Starmer said Labour would
not keep the schemeifitwon thenext
election. Instead its national cam-
paign coordinator, Pat McFadden,
said the party would spend the
money set aside for the scheme on a
“proper operation to crack down on
the criminal gangs”.

Yvette Cooper, the shadow home
secretary, said: “This interview
shows that more people have arrived
in the last week than are likely to be
sent to Rwanda over the next few
years, and the Conservatives are
just trying to con people with their
failing plans.”
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new onslaught, Israel tells Hamas

Jason Burke
Jerusalem

Senior Israeli officials increased the
pressure on Hamas yesterday, saying
Israel would refuse any permanent
end to hostilities and threatening
a new onslaught “in the very near
future” if the militant organisation
did not accept recently proposed
terms for a ceasefire.

In a televised address, Benja-
min Netanyahu once more rejected
Hamas’sdemands fora definitive end
to the war in Gaza, saying that any
permanent ceasefire would allowthe
group toremain in power and posea
continuing threat to Israel.

Speaking a day after thousands
of people again rallied in Tel Aviv
demandinga deal to free the remain-
ing Israeli captives, Netanyahu said
his government had “been working
around the clock to formulate an
agreement that would return our
hostages”.

Hours later, Israel’s defence min-
ister, Yoav Gallant, said Hamas did
not appear tobe serious about reach-
ing a ceasefire deal. If a deal was not
reached, he added, that would lead
Israel tolaunch an often-threatened
offensive into Rafah, a reported
Hamas stronghold whereabout a mil-
lion people displaced from elsewhere
in Gaza have sought shelter, “in the
very near future”.

Thestatements by Netanvahuand
Gallant may dash recent hopes that
Hamasand Israelare closetoadealto
bringabout an initial 40-day pause to
hostilities and the release of dozens
of hostages.

“Hamasremains entrenched in its
extreme positions, firstamong them
the demand to remove all our forces
from the Gaza Strip, end the war,and
leave Hamas in power,” Netanyahu
said. “Israel cannot accept that ...
Hamas would be able to achieve its
promise of carrving out again and
again and again its massacres, rapes
and kidnapping.”

A Hamas delegation that had
arrived in Cairo on Saturday
announced last night that it was leav-
ing to consult with its leadership.
There has been nosign yetof adefin-
itiveresponse from the group tonew
terms proposed by mediators and
accepted by Israel last week. Israel
has yet tosend a delegation to Cairo.

The war was triggered by sur-
prise attacks launched by Hamas on
southern Israel in October in which
1,200 people, mostly civilians, were
killed and about 250 hostages taken.
[srael’sensuing military offensive has
devastated much of Gaza, caused a
humanitarian crisis and killed more

‘Hamas remains
entrenched inits

extreme positions’

Benjamin Netanyahu
Israeli prime minister

than 34,600 Palestinians, mostly
women and children. Israel has
said Hamas uses civilians as human
shields,acharge Hamas hasrejected.

Yesterday, witnesses reported
shelling and gunfire in the vicinity
of Gaza City, helicopter fire in cen-
tral and southern Gaza, and a missile
strike on a house in the Rafah area.
The UN hasreported continuing bom-
bardment every day for many weeks.

Cindy McCain, the head of the
World Food Programme, said on Sat-
urday there was “full-blown famine”
in northern Gaza,and appealed foran
end to fighting.

[smail Haniyeh, Hamas’s most sen-
ior political leader, said yesterday the
militant group was keen on reaching
acomprehensive ceasefire that would
end Israeli “aggression”, guarantee
Israel’s withdrawal from Gaza and
achieve a serious hostage-swap deal.

In his statement, Haniyeh blamed
Netanyahu for “sabotaging the efforts
made through the mediators and
various parties”.

L

¥ Palestinians walk among the ruins
of Khan Younis, Gaza, from which
Israel removed its troops last month
PHOTOGRAPH: ALI JADALLAH/ANADOLU/GETTY
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Netanyahu has repeatedly vowed
toinvade Rafah regardless of whether
a truce is reached and despite con-
cerns from the US, other countries
and aid groups. About a million dis-
placed Palestinians have fled to
Rafah, which is also a major logis-
tic hub for humanitarian assistance.

Talks between Israel and Hamas
restarted in late December, just
weeks after a brief ceasefire allowed
105 hostages tobe exchanged for 240
Palestinian prisoners in Israeli jails.

Successive rounds of negotiations
have made incremental progress,
though the most recent proposed
deal remains very close to that dis-
cussed many months ago.

Negotiators have proposed a series
of phased pauses in fighting, with
further hostagereleasesand the with-
drawal of Israeli forces from much or
all of Gaza.Israel has resisted a Hamas
demand for permission for civilians
to return to the devastated north
of the territory for fear this would
allow the organisation to re-estab-
lish control there.

Aid officials said the flow of aid into
Gaza remained inadequate, despite
recent improvement. Yesterday, the
[sraeli militarysaid it had been forced
toclose therecently reopened Kerem
Shalom crossingat thesouthernend
of Gaza to aid convoys after it came
under mortar fire. Three Israeli sol-
diers were killed and three critically
wounded, officials said last night.
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‘Dark day for
media’ as Israel
moves to end
local Al Jazeera
operations

& Continued from page 1

on the network, pre-recorded by a
reporter in Jerusalem, was broadcast
after the ban came into effect.

The network has previously
accused Israeli authorities of delib-
erately targeting several of its
journalists, including Samer Abu
Daggaand Hamzaal-Dahdouh, both
killed in Gaza during the conflict.
Israel has rejected the charge and
said that it does not target journalists.

The UN Human Rights Office also
criticised the move.

“We regret [the] cabinet decision
to close Al Jazeera in Israel,” it said
on X. “A free & independent media
is essential to ensuring transparency
& accountability. Now, even more so
given tight restrictions on reporting
from Gaza. Freedom of expression
is a key human right. We urge govt
to overturn ban.”

[srael’s parliament last monthrat-
ified a law allowing the temporary
closure in Israel of foreign broad-
casters considered to be a threat to
national security.

Thelawallows Netanyahu and his
security cabinet to shut Al Jazeera’s
offices in Israel for 45 days, a period
that can be renewed, so it could stay
in force until the end of July or until
the end of major military operations
in Gaza.

A An Al Jazeera cameraman, Zaid Aqgrat, at his station’s office in Ramallah

v . o

on the West Bank yesterday. Israel justified its decision by saying the Qatar-
funded network was a threat to national security rHOTOGRAPH: NASSEX NASSER/AP

While including on-the-ground
reporting of the war’s casualties, Al
Jazeera’s Arabic-language service
often publishes verbatim video state-
ments from Hamasand other militant
groups in the region, drawing sharp
criticism from Israeli officials.

A campaign of judicial changes
led last year by Netanyahu’s coali-
tion government, the most rightwing
in Israel’s history, prompted mas-
sive opposition and accusations of
authoritarianism.

A recent crackdown in Israel on
protesters against the war in Gaza
hasalsoraised new concerns for free
speech.

The Foreign Press Association,
an NGO representing journalists
working for international news
organisations reporting from Israel,
the West Bank and Gaza, accused
Israel of joining a “dubious club of
authoritarian governments”.

“This is a dark day for the media.
This is a dark day for democracy,” it
said in a statement.

There was also some political
opposition in Israel to the move
against Al Jazeera, or at least its
timing.

The National Unity party.a centrist
member of the ruling coalition, said
that, coming as ceasefire talks appear
close to failing, the action against
Al Jazeera could “sabotage efforts”
to free Israeli hostages in Gaza.

Qatar established Al Jazeera in
1996 to build influence around the
Middle East and farther afield.

The small Gulf state, where several
Hamas political leaders are based,
was a key mediator in the talks but
has been marginalised in recent
weeks, which may have encouraged
the Israeli government to act.

Israel has barred foreign jour-
nalists from entering Gaza to cover
the conflict, which was triggered by
Hamas attacks into southern Israel
in October that killed 1,200, mostly
civilians. The ensuing offensive has
killed more than 34,000, mostly
women and children.

US campuses Unrest may

harm Biden'’s election bid

Robert Tait
Washington

Student support
Palestinians

praise protests

at universities

Malak A Tantesh
Rafah

n the tented camps and
crowded streets of Rafah,
the pro-Palestinian campus
protestsin the US have been
followed closely.
“We hear a lot of news
about students’ demonstrations
in American universities ... When
I saw that, I was very happy that
there are still those who stand
beside us and in support of us,” said
Nevin Abu Shahma, 39, who fled
to Rafah from northern Gazain the
early stages of the war.
Pro-Palestinian protests that
have fanned across US universities
for weeks are now more muted
after a series of clashes with police,
mass arrests and a stern White
House directive to restore order.
But similar demonstrations have
spread in some form to campuses

in Britain, France, Australia and
elsewhere, and on Saturday
students waved Palestinian flags
and chanted anti-war slogans
during a ceremony at the University
of Michigan.

Asmaa al-Najili, 30, who had
arrived in Rafah from Khan Younis,
a nearby city which was the site of
heavy fighting in March, said she
had used news clips of protesting
students to cheer up her seven-
vear-old daughter.

More than a million people
displaced from elsewhere in Gaza
by Israel’s military offensive are
sheltering in Rafah, the territory’s
southernmost city. Most are kept
up to date by social media or local
radio channels.

Haitham Abu Marsa said that
before the recent unrest few in Gaza
had heard of the US universities
where the protests have been most
intense. Like many in Rafah, he

- -}?*\; 7 W
A Palestinians write ‘Thank you
students’ on their tents in Rafah

said the activism seen in the US
highlighted the lack of protest in
support of Palestinians in the Arab
world. “These protests [in the US]
... made us happy by finding people
from the west who stood with our
cause ... [But] at the same time it
made us sad because our brothers
in the Arab countries did not do
what these peopledid,” the 33-year-
old said.

The war has killed more than
34,500 Palestinians, according
to Gaza’s local health officials,
caused widespread destruction
and plunged the territory into
an unprecedented humanitarian
crisis. Tens of thousands are
unaccounted for.

[srael said Hamas is still holding
about 100 hostages and the remains
of more than 30 others.

Repeated threats by Israeli
officials to launch a major military
operation into Rafah have made
many in the city very anxious,
and some have already moved
on elsewhere. Israel said Hamas
leaders and four battalions of
militants are based there, as well as
some of the hostages.

Messages to the protesters were
scrawled on a handful of tents
in the camp, with one reading:
“Thank you students in solidarity
with Gaza. Your message has
reached us. Thank vou students of
Columbia. Thank you students.”

t the height of the
tensions on US
campuses this week,
with Republicans
seizing on student
unrest as an election
issue that could propel Donald
Trump back into the White House,
Joe Biden tried a middle path.

Weighing the democratic right to
peaceful protest and the political
necessity to stem disruption, Biden
declared that “order must prevail”.

“Threatening people,
intimidating people, instilling fear
- none of this is a peaceful protest,”
Biden said on Thursday. “Dissent is
essential for democracy ... There’s
the right to protest. But not the
right to cause chaos.”

The comments were his most
notable intervention yet in the face
of campus protests against Israel’s
war in Gaza, which are a minefield.

As his lead over Trump among
younger voters continues to slip
significantly from its 2020 levels
he risks alienating young voters by
siding with police.

On the other hand, as riot
police have moved against pro-
Palestinian encampments and
arrested thousands of people,
senior Republican figures and
Trump himself have been pushing
hard to depict the US president
as losing control and allowing
America’s universities to slide into
unrest.

Fox News has lavished round-
the-clock coverage to what it has
portrayed as a perfect storm of
“Democrat chaos”, with riot police
moving into occupied buildings on
Columbia University’s campus and
open brawling at UCLA after a pro-
Israel group attacked a camp.

The events have diverted
attention from the Trump trial
in New York, where he is facing
charges over a hush-money
payment to an adult film star. That
has confounded hopes among
Democrat strategists that details
from the trial would deal a blow to
the Republican campaign.

The focus of conservative media
on the pro-Palestinian protests
marks a shift from other areas
of supposed disorder allegedly

caused by Biden administration
incompetence - particularly the
US-Mexico border and its inflow of
asylum seekers.

Trump led the chorus on his
Truth Social platform, calling for
a “COMPLETE LOCKDOWN?” of
Columbia and other universities
similar to what he claimed had
been imposed on the area outside
the Manhattan court where heis
on trial.

Trump is attempting to
capitalise on a febrile campus
atmosphere in which Jewish
and pro-Israel students have
complained of antisemitism and
being subjected to threats.

Analysts say there is scant
evidence of the images of campus
upheaval having a radical effect
on voter attitudes - although some
say this may change if protests
continue into the autumn.

Biden is conscious of parallels
with previous instances of
student protests sweeping
through American campuses,
and producing arguably decisive
effects in presidential politics.

In 1968, mass demonstrations
against the Vietnam war spilled
over into the Democratic national
convention in Chicago resulting in
violent street clashes with police
and punch-ups on the convention
floor. The anarchic scenes were
followed by the defeat of the
Democratic candidate, Hubert
Humphrey, then the vice-
president, to the Republican
Richard Nixon.

Analysts, however, point
out that the Gaza war does not
resonate in the same way as the
war in Vietnam, where more than
half a million US troops were
deployed by 1968.

An NBC focus group of college
students opposed to US support
for Israel’s military offensive
revealed that few planned to vote
based on the issue.

Yet for Biden, even that could
be a negative. Amy Walter, of
the Cook Political Report, told
the Wall Street Journal’s free
expression podcast: “If you take
just a small percentage of younger
people who feel very strongly
about this issue and say, ‘I cannot
vote for Trump, but Biden is no
good, I'm staying home’ ... for
Biden that might be a lot.”

4 The impact
of the disorder
is being used by
the rightwing
press to

harm Biden’s
campaign - and
boost Trump’s

PHOTOGRAYH:
ETIENNE LAURENT/
AFP/GETTY
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students call

for universities

to divest from

arming Israel

Neha Gohil
Community affairs correspondent

tudents across Britain
have said they hope pro-
Palestine protests will
reach the same scale as
those seenin the US as
they call for universities
to divest from companies supplying
arms to Israel.

Protests have spread across
university campuses in Sheffield,
Bristol and Leeds, after a
crackdown in the US on protests,
which led to mass arrests of
students and staff.

More than 2,000 people have
been arrested on university
campuses in the US, garnering
attention from international media
and people in the besieged Gaza
Strip, including Bisan Owda, a
Palestinian journalist living in
Gaza, who encouraged student
protesters “to do more” for this
“unprecedented moment” in a
video posted on Instagram.

Samira Ali, 24, is one of about
100 students who stormed the
library at Goldsmiths, University
of London this week, occupying
the first two floors. Ali, a third-year
sociology student and co-organiser
for Goldsmiths for Palestine, said
30 students had occupied the
building, demanding the university
ends “financial complicity” and
condemns the war in Gaza.

“Ithink that it’s only right
what we’re doing right now as
students standing up for Palestine,
particularly saying that it’s not
acceptable that the universities that
we attend - particularly universities
like Goldsmiths which rely on an
international reputation of being a
progressive university - stay silent
on what’s going on in Palestine, the
massacres, the horrors and also be
complicit in investments,” she said.

Although the scale of protests on
university campuses in the UK has
been relatively small in comparison
with the action in the US, students
say they remain steadfast and
anticipate more planned action.

“Ithink what we’re witnessing
now is almost an international
student revolt. We obviously know
what’s been happening in the US
... There’s awave of encampments
around Britain, which hopefully
will grow. I think the potential for
them to growis huge,” Ali said.

A spokesperson for Goldsmiths
said it was “in dialogue with

» Hala Hanina,
a Palestinian -
student involved i

in protests

at Newcastle
University, says
more than 400
people she knew
in Gaza have

been killed

students”, who ended their
occupation over the weekend, and
was fully committed to introducing
meaningful support for those
affected by the war, including

a pledge of £120,000 a year to
humanitarian scholarships for
Palestinian students.

Hala Hanina, a Palestinian who
has been involved in protests at
the University of Newcastle, said
more than 400 people she knows
in Gaza have been killed. Hanina,
31, who came to the UK before
October, said: “Idon’t have friends
now. They have all either been
killed or lost their families ... I'm
doing this for all of Gaza that’s
facing a genocide, something that’s
unprecedented and unimaginable.

“I must do whateveris
possible to be done and even

The Guardian Monday 6 May 2024
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A Goldsmiths’ library during the protests rHOTOGRAPH: JAMES VEYSEY/SHUTTERSTOCK
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impossible, we’ll make it possible
... It’s so important for the student
community and British community
that they are fighting for justice.”
There has been a renewed focus
on the investments of universities
since October, with protesters
calling for universities to divest
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shares and assets in companies
linked to Israel and the war in Gaza.

Student protesters at the
University of Warwick said they
were willing to juggle exams with
protests to ensure their demands
are met. Fraser Amos, a PhD
student in global sustainable
development, said: “A lot of the
main students staying overnight at
the encampment, they are in their
final year of university. They’ve got
exams, there are people in the tents
writing their dissertations.”

However, the protests in the UK
have been criticised for creating a
“hostileand toxic” atmosphere for
Jewish students, according to the
Union of Jewish Students. Gavriel
Solomons, the vice-chair of the
Young National Jewish Assembly
at University of Hertfordshire, said:
“The last thing we need is to import
an even more aggressive form of
organised antisemitism from the
us>”

According to the president of
Newcastle University’s Jewish
Society, Eliana Stern, Jewish
students felt “very isolated
compared [with] the numbers
which show up to these rallies” and
that some said, if not for in-person
exams, “they would have finished
the semester at home to avoid
campus, because it feels safer”.

The university said it did not
invest in companies making
armaments, adding: “Any
proposals for defence and security
collaborations are reviewed on a
case-by-case basis.”

The University of Warwick was
approached for comment.

Gaza war
Surgeon feels
‘criminalised’
after entry to
France denied

Geneva Abdul

A London surgeon who has provided
testimony on Israe’swarin Gaza after
operating during the conflict said he
feels criminalised after being denied
entry to France over the weekend.

Prof Ghassan Abu-Sitta, a plastic
and reconstructive surgeon was due
to speak on the ongoing war to the
Frenchparliament’s upper house, the
Sénat, on Saturday. However, after
arriving at Charles de Gaulle airport
on a morning flight from London, he
was informed by French authorities
that Germany had enforced a Schen-
gen-wide banon hisentryto Europe.

Abu-Sitta said he had no knowl-
edge that German authorities, who
had previously refused his entryv to
Berlin in April, had put an admin-
istrative visa ban on him for a year,
meaning he was barred from enter-
ing any Schengen country.

Abu-Sitta said: “What I find most
difficult to accept is this complete
criminalisation.” He said he was pre-
viously told by authorities he would
be unable to enter Germany for the
month of April.

“I was put in a holding cell and
marched in front of people at Charles
de Gaulle with armed guards and
then handed over to the staff in the
plane, all so that I'm unable to give
evidence,” he said.

Instead of taking part in a con-
ference at the Sénat to speak about
Gaza, Abu-Sitta was stripped of his
possessions and taken to a holding
cell. Before beingdeported tothe UK,
hewasabletoattend the conference
viavideoon hislawyer’s phone from
the detention centre.

“It was critical for me that we do
this, that they’re unable to silence
us,” said Abu-Sitta, who has worked
in Gazasince 2009, as well asin wars
in Yemen, Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

During the months of Octoberand
November 2023, at the beginning
of the conflict, Abu-Sitta operated
from Gaza’s al-Shifaand al-Ahli Bap-
tist hospitals. During his 43 days, he
described witnessing a “massacre
unfold” in Gaza and the use of white
phosphorus munitions, which Israel
has denied.

Abu-Sittaisnow planning on chal-
lenging the banin German courtsand
is considering going to the European
court of human rights.

/

A Prof Ghassan Abu-Sitta was due to
speak in the Séenat about the conflict
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Royal Marines

‘ National

Sexual assault was

dismissed as ‘high

jinks' - ex-trainee

Dan Sabbagh

hen Isabel

becamea

trainee for the

Roval Marines

band, she

thought she
was fulfilling a childhood dream.
But within a few weeks the 18-year-
old found herself subjected to what
she describes as a sexual assault, an
incident that was rapidly dismissed
by her commanding officers as
“high jinks” - and subsequently felt
ostracised to the point where she
became suicidal.

[sabel, whose name has been
changed to protect her identity,
eventually simply walked off the
base, feeling overwhelmed and
unable to continue. Though it is
about a decade since the original
episode and several years since she
received compensation, it is only
now she feels confident enough to
describe what happened.

“Iwasn’t ready to talk about
it. I'd obviously gone years just
thinking I was a liar. It took along
time to actually recognise that
what happened constitutes sexual

assault and to deal with the level of
cover-up that happened,” she said.
[tis a story that also raises
uncomfortable questions for the
Royal Marines, an elite unit whose
titular head, or captain general, is
the king, though the Royal Navy
insists that it has done “a great
deal of work” in the years since to
provide better support for victims
of sexual harassment or abuse.
When Isabel began training,
women were only allowed to join
the Royal Marines band. In 2018,
however, they were permitted
to train to become green beret
commandos - though since then
none have passed out, completing
the exacting training course, which
ends with a 30-mile run and hike
over Dartmoor.
[sabel’s training began in
the autumn, at the Commando
Training Centre in Lympstone,
Devon, where band recruits
learn military and medical skills
alongside would-be full marines.
There were fewer than 20 female
recruits on the base, with their own
quarters, and about 750 men.
[sabel says sexualised comments,
wolf whistling and ogling were
not uncommon. “People would
push up against you in the queue,”

she added. “We had our troop
commanders say: ‘It’sa man’s
world, vou’re just going to have to
suck up some of this behaviour.”

Ministry of Defence figures
show the marines remain male-
dominated. Of the 7,680 marines,
08.7% are male, with just 100
women. All 840 officersin the
marines are male. Women make
up 9.7% of the British military and
12.4% of officers are female.

Once training started, things
quickly went wrong. Though
[sabel did not know it at the time,
she had an undiagnosed heart
arrhythmia, which when combined
with the intense training led to
weight loss and made her condition
considerably more serious. Isabel
began to faint, and was in and out
of the medical ward, after adozen
or so “cardiac collapses”.

There was no segregation, and
the environment on the ward,
where she was the only female
patient, was “very sexualised and
very uncomfortable”, more so than
on the training ground, she felt.

After another medical episode,
Isabel ended up staying there over
aweekend. One of the soldiers
repeatedly propositioned her, she
said, asking her to “get round him”,
areference to sexual intercourse.
Then on Sunday evening, as Isabel
was going to bed, another recruit
“completely randomly decided
to - he kind of, like, pushed his
crotch up against my face”. The

‘Commanders said:

“It'sa man’s world,
you're just going to

have to suck up some
of this behaviour™

Isabel Former Royal
Marines band trainee

4 [sabel, who
was 18 at the
time, says she
was ostracised
to the point

of feeling
suicidal after
she reported
being sexually
assaulted

VHOTOGRAYH:
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man “simulated ejaculation on my
face”, she said, and, having put
alcohol gel into his hands, “rubbed
this gel on to my face” to mimic
ejaculating on her, with two other
recruits looking on.

Disgusted, Isabel got up to
wash herself off. “When I came
back, he was in my bed, and it
took a lot of persuading to get
him out,” she continued. It was
obviously unacceptable behaviour,
although it was years later that
she concluded she was the victim
of sexual assault. “This guy had
entered my space to touch my
body. I was quite scared, I was only
18, and I knew that was wrong.”

Isolated and unsure what to
do, Isabel called her mother from
the ward, asking for help. The
incident was in turn reported to a
duty officer. Over the next couple
of days, she recalls, “everything
snowballed”. Statements were
taken from her and the men on the
ward, and then she was pulled into
meetings with course commanders.

One officer, Isabel said, put
pressure on her todrop any call fora
formalinquiry. “The officersaid he’s
read the statements written by the
boys and he’sread my statement,
and mine is the only one that
stands out. It’s very clear I initiated
any sexual behaviour. He said:

‘If vou don’t admit to high jinks,

we will report this to the military
police and you are more likely to get
into trouble than the boys are.””

Stunned, Isabel asked the officer
to explain what he meant by high
jinks. “He said: ‘It means you gave
as good as you get.” Later she says
she was told that one of the male
recruits was invited by the same
officer to agree with the statement:
“You’re basically sat there with
your legs wide open and saying,
‘Jump right in, boys.””

Some years later, an appeal
panel, considering a complaint
made by Isabel, agreed that key
parts of her account were accurate.

There had been a “rubbing of

hand gel on [Isabel’s] face”, an
ombudsman’s appeal report said,
and that she was a victim of “sexual
harassment”. The officer had “tried
to dissuade her” from pursuing a
formal complaint, it added.

Police say a sexual assault
is when someone touches you
sexually without permission, with
an object or body part - including
groping or kissing without consent.
Thedennition of “sexual” depends
on whether a reasonable person
would consider the action as such.

Isabel agreed to writing off the
episode as “high jinks”, as she
still hoped to complete training.
Neither the marines nor Isabel
referred the incident to police.

Soon after, Royal Marines
commanders sent Isabel home for
about six weeks, citing her health
problems. However, she did return
to Lympstone, hoping to complete
the second phase of her training
and return to the first in due course.

Bv now, Isabel’s morale was
increasingly fragile and she felt the
base had turned against her. Atthe
end of phase one, as other trainees
were going to a passing out party,
to which Isabel wasn’t invited, she
overheard an officer tell another
trainee: “There’s a female recruit
upstairs, don’t go near her, she’sa
fucking nightmare.”

Eventually it became too much.
“There was one night wherel
started thinking about suicide. I'd
never suffered mental health issues
before, but I knew I needed to get
out,” shesaid, and within a few
days she simply walked off.

Isabel was later discharged. She
made a complaint to the armed
forces ombudsman and in relation
to the incident, the appeal panel
ultimately concluded that, had the
three men on the ward still been in
the marines, they would have been
subject to “administrative action”.
That is corrective action below
formal disciplinary proceedings.

The former trainee was awarded
a small sum in compensation and
later received a slightly larger
settlement from the MoD, although
it did not admit liability.

Presented with Isabel’s
account, the Royal Navy said
any activity that fell short of the
highest of standards was “totally
unacceptable” - but argued that the
complaints process had improved
significantly today.

[t added: “While we
acknowledge these events may
have had a significant impact on
anyone involved, this case was
some time ago and since then we
have done a great deal of work
to provide specialist support to
victims and witnesses of serious
crime, independently from the
military chain of command.”

Isabel, however, said she
believes what happened to her
could have happened toany other
woman hoping to join the elite
unit. “Because if they get groped
on a night out or at work, and if
they decide toreport it, it’s going
to blow up in their face. They want
to protect the chain of command.
They don’t want to protect women.”

Samaritans can be contacted on
freephone 116 123, or email jo@
samaritans.org or jo@samaritans.ie
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» Steve Gallant
(left) and
Darren Frost,
the co-founders
of Own Merit,
helped tackle

a terrorist at
Fishmongers’
Hall during the
London Bridge
attack in 2019

Attack her

‘ National
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es start

housing scheme to
support ex-inmates

Jessica Murray
Midlands correspondent

Darryn Frost and Steve Gallant are
still dealing with the trauma of
tackling a terrorist at Fishmongers’
Hall, London Bridge, in 20109.

Gallant, 47, whowason day release
from prison where he was serving a
life sentence for murder, helped fend
off theattackeralongside Frost, 43,a
probation worker who had grabbed
a 1.5-metre long narwhal tusk as a
weapon.

Although they are still coping with
the mental toll, they are now chan-
nelling theirshared experiences from
opposite ends of the prison system
to create something positive - a first
of its kind facility to house recently
released prisonersand supportthem
back into society.

“I just want people to realise that
people in prison have value, they
don’t always have to be a societal
burden,” said Frost. “We’reboth still
suffering from trauma - T have issues
with memory and concentration - but
we want to start a movement; shift
the dialogue.”

The pair have worked with prison-
ers to create a model of “supportive
housing” that they say is cost effi-
cient, facilitates independence and
fosters community-focused living.
It is named Own Merit, in memory
of Jack Merritt who was killed in
the attack.

Theywelcomed their first resident
last year and hope to expand with a
unique five-storey premisesin North-
ampton town centre, housing up to
30released prisoners with an on-site
training college and restaurant.

“The anxiety about getting out
of prison and finding somewhere to
liveis huge,” said Gallant. “Isaw guys

‘The anxiety about
getting out of prison

and finding a place
to live is huge’

Steve Gallant
Own Merit co-founder

getting released basically on to the
streets.”

Having worked in probation for
17 vears, Frost had long been pas-
sionate about improving prisoner
rehabilitation, but it was the initial
response to the Fishmongers’ Hall
attack that acted as the catalysttodo
something about it.

Frostsaid thereaction to his heroic
acts differed from that towards
Gallantand another former prisoner,
John Crilly, who also helped fend off
theattacker,astherewasareluctance
to praise them because of their past
crimes.

“When [people] didn’t jump at
the opportunity to celebrate John
and Steve’s actions on that day, the
epitome of rehabilitation, I thought
we have to do this ourselves,” said
Frost. “Even now, because I'm doing
this with Steve, there is a stigma. We
can’t even get insurance because
Steve is adirector and he’s a lifer.”

Gallant was released from prison
in 2021, and has since gone on to
complete a degree in business
management and secure a job as a
full-time charity fundraiser.

“I might have to take a step back
[from Own Merit] if it becomes a
big issue,” he said. “It’s not great,
particularly when you’ve proven
vourself, you’ve putin massive effort
to turn vour life around. It has been
so rewarding bringing everything
together for this, despiteall the trag-
edy, and turning it into something
useful for other people. That’s the
biggest gift.”

A recently published report on
HMP Peterborough found a third of
men released from the prison ended
up homelessasaresult ofinsufficient
housing support. The report also
found 333 prisoners were released
into homelessness in the vear to
January 2024.

“We spend over £18bn a year on
reoffending. Clearly, thesystem is not
working,” said Gallant. “The model
that we’ve got here, it doesn’t just
make financial senseandit’s not just
the right thing to do, but ultimately
it improves public safety. Because
the more successful these guys are
when they come out of prison, the
less chance they are to create future
victims.”

Fungi fad hits

Zoe Wood

health stores
as UK eatsup
‘functional
mushrooms’

Sipping mushroom coffee sounds like
aweird campinganecdote, but more
Britons are embracing this alternative
morning pick-me-up as “mushroom
mania” sweeps the high street.

With the food industry eager to
cash in on demand for “functional
foods” that promise extra health
benefits, medicinal mushrooms are
turning up in hot drinks, supple-
ments and even beer.

Holland & Barrett says searches
on its website for “functional mush-
rooms” are up 50% this month on a
year ago, but a recent investigation
by Which? put them in the category
of “health products youdon’t need”.

“There isn’t enough evidence
yet to suggest they work and the
vast majority don’t have authorised
health claims in the UK,” the con-
sumer champion concluded of items
made from mushroomsincludingrei-
shi, lion’s mane and chaga.

Close reading of the packag-
ing showed the benefits were often
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derived from other ingredients with
authorised health claims, such as
omega-3 and vitamins B12 and D.
While mushrooms may contain ben-
eficial nutrients such asantioxidants
and beta-glucan, Which? researchers
said, they were essentially “inciden-
tal” in many of the supplements.
Mushroom-based hot drinks
appeal to people who want to
reduce their caffeine intake but also

the 35% of consumers, and half of
16- to 34-year-olds, who said they
were interested in food and drink A Which? said there wasn’t enough

evidence on mushroom health effects

with “healthy ingredients based on

‘ancient wisdom’ such as ayurveda
and Chinese medicine”, said Kiti
Soininen, its category director of UK
food and drink research.

Demand for these products is
growingthankstoanadvertisingblitz
on social media, word of mouth and
the fact theyare stocked more widely.
While consumers often buy direct
from brands such as Dirtea, Space-
goods and Reformed, they are an
increasingly common sight in phar-
macies and health stores.

Spacegoods is growing fast and
expects to turn over £10m this year

as customers gravitate to its choco-
late-flavoured Rainbow Dust which
comes in colourful packaging.

Matthew Kelly, the founder of
Spacegoods, said the coffee replace-
ment, recently picked up by Boots,
avoids theneed to “stack” vitamins.
Spacegoods has not done its own
clinical studies but would like to in
the future, Kelly said, adding there
was a lot of evidence on its ingredi-
ents: “If it was bogus, we wouldn’t
have 15,000 subscribers thatbuy the
productsevery month and tell us how
greatitis.”

O

Some experts pointout that many
people feel better when they switch
toa mushroom blend not because of
a fungi feelgood effect, but because
they generally contain less caffeine.

Prof Nicholas Money, a mycol-
ogist at Miami University in Ohio,
who previously told the Guard-
ian some of the claims being made
were “without scientific founda-
tion and amount to little more than
snake oi1l”, told a recent episode
of BBC Radio 4’s Sliced Bread pro-
gramme devoted to the topic that it
was “complete BS”.
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Ukraine
can't afford
to boycott
Eurovision,
says 2016
winner

Emily Dugan

Ukraine’s former Eurovision winner
Jamala has said her country “cannot
afford” to boycott the song contest
because it needs the opportunity to
remind Europe of Russia’s invasion.

There have been calls for artists
to refuse to participate over Israel’s
inclusion in the competition while
the war in Gaza continues.

The opening round begins tomor-
row in Malmo, Sweden, after the
Swedish singer Loreen won in Liv-
erpool last year.

Jamala, who won the contest for
Ukraine in 2016, said a bovcott over
the Israel-Hamas war was not an
option for her country. She said artists
needed to be “loud and creative” to
remind the world about Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine when the public was
“getting tired” of hearing about it.

The question of whether to with-
draw over Israel’s involvement has
also plagued the UK’s entrant, Olly
Alexander. In a BBC documentary
that will air tomorrow, he said reac-
tion to his decision to participate had
been “very extreme”, with people
branding him complicitin genocide.

Jamalasaid Ukraine needed to take
opportunities toraise awareness after
the war had dropped in prominence
from the news sincethe Russian inva-
sion in February 2022.

“Some countries may refuseto par-
ticipate (in the contest), but we don’t.
Especially we cannot afford to give
up such acontest in time of war,” she
told PA Media.

“There are many wars now in the
world and, of course, itis not easy to
constantly keep attention on your-
selfsothat people donot get tired of
our war. But that is our task, people
who remain in Ukraine, people who
are fighting, to be as loud and crea-
tive... thisis the task of artists tohnd
new ways of how torevealand show
their country.”

Ukraine’sentrythisyearistherap-
perand singerduo Alvona Alyonaand
Jerry Heil. Jamala, 40 (real name
Susana Alimivna Jamaladinova),
said she hoped they would give many
interviews “and talk about the fact
that the war in Ukraine continues”.

Before being chosen as the UK’s
Eurovision entrant, Alexander had
signed an open letter calling for a
ceasefire in the Isreal-Hamas war
and describingIsrael’sactions in Gaza
as “genocide”. Queers for Palestine
launched a petition in March calling
for him to boycott Eurovisionoverthe
inclusion of Israel, saying the event
was “cultural cover” for an “ongoing
genocide”.

Speakingin the BBCdocumentary,
the singer said: “A lot of the contest-
ants and myself have been having a
lot of comments that are like: “You
are complicit in a genocide by tak-
ing partin Eurovision, whichis quite
extreme. It’s very extreme.”

In an interview with the Times,
Alexander reportedly began to cry
when discussing the fallout from
his decision. He said: “Obviously, I
wishtherewasn’tawarorthisinsane
humanitarian crisis. Iwish for peace
and I have found this experience, at
times, extremely ... I've just felt really
sad and distressed. But I still believe
it’s a good thing when people come
together for entertainment. That’s
why I wanted to do Eurovision.”

The Irish entrant, Bambie Thug,
had also previously backed “an
immediate and lasting ceasefire” but
declined to boycott the event.

Alongside Alexander and the
Danish entrant, Saba, a number of
Eurovision artists said in a state-
ment: “It is important to us to stand
in solidarity with the oppressed and
communicate our heartfelt wish for
peace, an immediate and lasting
ceasefire, and the safe return of all
hostages. We stand united against all
formsof hate, includingantisemitism
and Islamophobia.”

A The Ukrainian singer Jamala won
Eurovision for her country in 2016
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‘Monument to defiance’

An artist's plan for 1,984

copies of Orwell's classic

Severin Carrell
Scotland editor

opies of George
Orwell’s masterpiece
Nineteen Eighty-Four
have been arriving at
an artist’s studio in

Every shape and size, posted
from Ukraine, Hong Kong, Peru,
Germany, Cape Cod and Sarajevo.

Some are in mint condition,
others dog-eared, tea-stained,
heavily annotated or turned into
graffitied artworks. One is a water-
stained first edition; one is a secret
love letter from a married woman
to her first love; another, a graphic
novel version, came from Orwell’s
son, Richard Blair.

Each has been donated to
aunique installation in the
community hall of Jura, the
Hebridean island where Orwell, in

Edinburgh for months.

dire poverty and desperately ill,
wrote the book in the late 1940s, to
mark its publication 75 years ago.

Hans K Clausen, a sculptor based
in Edinburgh, is collecting 1,084
copies of the book to exhibit on Jura
for three daysin early June. It will
be an interactive, “living” sculpture
where visitors are invited to open
and read every volume.

Many have arrived, often with
overseas postmarks and customs
stamps, addressed to “Winston
Smith, care of Hans K Clausen”.

“Idon’t see my art project as
political,” Clausen said. “It has
politics woven through it, but it
also has a love story woven through
it, soI’'m interested in the novel;
I’m interested in all the layers.

“Often people overlook the
romance and the love, and this man
trying to find his own humanity. It
gets lost in the Big Brother-ness of
it all. So in some ways, I’'m trying
to be the impartial, neutral artist

inviting people to take from it what
they will,” he said.

One correspondent, a married
woman who called herself Julia,
after the hero Winston’s lover, sent
in her personal copy as a memorial
to her first love, a man also married
to someone else, her Winston.

Nonetheless, Clausen said his
installation, the Winston Smith
Library of Victory and Truth, is
designed to be “a monument [to]
the defiance of the printed word”.
He is still taking donations, and
is about 100 volumes short of
the target. In return each donor
receives an enamelled pin-badge
as a gesture of thanks.

¥ Hans K Clausen with some of the

1,984 copies of Nineteen Eighty-Four

donated for his installation on Jura
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Clausen wants visitors to
appreciate the materiality of each
volume: the Russian copy printed
on coarse paper; the impeccably
printed Japanese edition; the
hand-cut Canadian volume on
thick paper; the musty odour
and yellowing edges of the oldest
copies; the intense annotations
and highlighting in others, and the
inexpert repairs with sticky tape to
the ones with the battered spines.

In his small studio at Edinburgh
Sculpture Workshop, a volume
from Ukraine sits alongside another
from Russia; one in Arabic leans
on another in Hebrew. Another
came in from the Bosnian capital

Sarajevo, which bore the brunt of
Serbia’s war 30 years ago.

Clausen has worked with
secondary school pupils in
Edinburgh, in London and on Jura
itself, with pupils who live there
but go to school on neighbouring
Islay, who have customised
copies with paint, scalpels and
pens. A teacher and sculptor at
Cape Cod community school in
Massachusetts cut an intricate
Big Brother artwork into his.

The installation includes
audiobooks on cassette and films
on DVD: the audiobooks will be
broadcast over loudspeakers
reminiscent of the omnipresent
speakers that indoctrinated the
citizens of Airstrip One.

Visitors to Jura will find a desk
with a1940s typewriterand a
paperweight, in reference to what
Winston bought in the antique
shop above which he and Julia
conducted theirillicit affair.

Clausen, who is self-financing
the project after being turned down
for funding, hopes the sculpture
will tour. The Orwell Foundation,
set-up to promote courageous
writing and based at University
College London, has expressed
interest. “When I get home from
Jura, that’s my credit card maxed
out,” he said. “It does have tobe
seen. [ feel like it’s a commitment,
that this needs to go somewhere.”
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¥ Red Square, Moscow
Rehearsals for the annual Victory
Day parade to commemorate the
Soviet defeat of Nazi Germany
PHOTOGRAFPH: MAXIM SHEMETOV/REUTERS
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Europe’s housing crisis
risks fuelling rise of far
right, UN expert warns

Jon Henley
Europe correspondent

Spiralling rents and sky-high prop-
erty prices risk becoming a key
battleground of European politics as
far-rightand populist parties start to
exploit growing publicanger over the
continent’s housing crisis, experts
have said.

A month before European par-
liament elections in which far-right
parties are forecast to finish first in
nine EUmemberstatesand second or
thirdinanothernine, housing hasthe
potential to become as potentadriver
of far-right support as immigration.

“Far-right parties prosper when
they can exploit the social gaps that
emerge out ofunderinvestment and
inadequate government planning...
and when they can blame outsiders,”
said the UN’s special rapporteur on
theright to adequate housing.

“That’s the situation many EU
countries are now in,” Balakrishnan
Rajagopal told the Guardian. “The
housing crisis is no longer affect-
ing just low earners, migrants,
single-parent families, but the mid-
dle classes. This is the social issue of
the 21st century.”

Shortages of affordable housing
have sparked protests in Lisbon,
Amsterdam, Prague, Milan and -
outside the EU - London, with young
people in particular raging against
rents swallowing half their incomes
and mortgages 10 times an average
salary. Theissue wasatop concern for
votersin last year’s Dutch elections,
won by the far-right Freedom party
(PVV)oftheanti-Islam Geert Wilders,

and it played into the rise in support
for Portugal’s Chega, which almost
trebled its vote share in March.

“It’sa theme that ticks alot of cur-
rent boxes” for far-right parties, said
Catherine Fieschi, of the European
University Institute. “It’s easy to
frame it as an elites-versus-the-peo-
ple issue - and to claim migrants are
being treated better than nationals.”

Eurostatdatashowsthatacrossthe
27-member bloc, house prices soared
by 47% between 2010 and 2022, with
rentsrising 18% over the same period.
In some countries more than a fifth
ofhouseholds spend 40% or more of
their net income on housing.

Recent academic research has
established a clear link between ris-
ing rents and votes for the far right
-evenwithoutstronganti-immigra-
tion messaging.

Tarik Abou-Chadi, an EU politics
specialist and co-author of a study
that foundrising rents were reflected
locally in growing support for the
Alternative fur Deutschland (AfD)
party in Germany, said “fear of sta-
tus loss” was a key factor.

“This data shows housing is now
part ofabroader package ofeconomic
and social threats and insecurities
fuelling anxiety,” he said. “The fear
yvou may havetomove homebecause
voucan'tafford itleadstoariseinrad-
ical-right support.”

The research combined detailed
rental data with local responses to
Germany’s annual Socio-Economic
Panel household opinion survey to
show increasing rents were asso-
ciated with greater support for the
far-right AfD, especially among low-
income tenants.

A A housing protest in Lisbon in January. In Portugal, the populist Chega
party almost trebled its vote share in March pHOTOGXAPH: SOPA IMAGES/ALAMY

Much of the AfD’s support is in
more left-behind rural regions, where
rents have stayed relatively low, and
the effect was even strongerinurban
areas, Abou-Chadi said, providing a
possible explanation for the party’s
rising vote share in cities.

“What’s interesting is that the
relationshipis there even when peo-
ple’s rents mayv not actually have
increased,” Abou-Chadi said. “It’s
not just about actual hardship but
also about the worry - that threat to
social and economic status.”

Thus far, the AfD has made lit-
tle attempt to play a housing card.
In Portugal, Chega focused more on
corruption than onacrisis aggravated
- in cities such as Lisbon and Porto
-byaboom in holiday lets and high-
earning digital nomads. “But the
scope for housingto becomea highly
significant factorin the far-right vote
is very clearly there, and will only
increase in the future,” said Vicente
Valentim, a University of Oxford spe-
cialist on Europe’s far right.

Mainstream parties are starting
to wake up to the threat. In January,
big city mayors demanded an urgent
focus on moreaffordable, qualitative
and sustainable housing, while MEPs
and housing ministers called for
housing tobe madeatop EU priority.

Rajagopal, who recently reported
on the Dutch housing crisis, said a
firststep should betoenshrine afford-
able, adequate and secure housing
asa legal right. “EU countries have a
long and laudable tradition of social
protection, of welfarism,” he said.

“But when it comes torecognition
of housing as a legal human right,
Europe is lagging behind interna-
tional law. EU citizens cannot go to
their national courts over housing.
European countries recognise this,
butare notdoing anythingabout it.”

Beyond that, the housing crisis
in Europe - including the UK - was a
product of “treating housing like any
other commodity, to be bought and
sold”, and ofabandoningstate plan-
ning, Rajagopal said. “Europe drank
the 1980s Kool-Aid ... markets were
good, planning bad.

“But markets onlyreally take care
of themselves. If you also abandon
state planning, nobody’s supplying
housing. And that’s what allows the
PVV, forexample, to blame migrants
for the Dutch crisis when there is no
evidence migrants are to blame.

“If we want to stop the rise of the
far right, starve it of some oxygen,
things like housing have to be seen
as fundamental rights.”

lees are frozen Legacy

of bad policy keeps Dutch

renters in high-price limbo

Jon Henley
Amsterdam

t started maybe 10 years ago,

says Tamara Kuschel. Since

the 1970s, the charity she

works for in Amsterdam,

De Regenboog, has run day

shelters for homeless people.
Then, in about 2015, a new kind
of client began to appear. “They
didn’t have the usual problems of
homeless people,” Kuschel says.
“They had jobs, friends. In every
respect ... their lives were very
much together. But they couldn’t
afford ahome.”

Some are not young, she says.
The oldest, last year, was 72. They
have, typically, recently had a
breakup, had a small business fail
or been unable to afford a rent rise.
“We can help some,” she says. “But
we’re just a sticking plaster, really.”

In a pan-European housing crisis,
the situation in the Netherlands

is next-level. According to
independent analysis, the average
Dutch home now costs €452,000
(£388,000) - more than 10 times
the modal, or most common, Dutch
salary of €44,000. That means you
need a salary of more than twice
that to buy one. Nationwide, house
prices have doubled in the past
decade; in more sought-after areas
they have risen 130%. A new-build
home in Amsterdam costs 16 times
an average salary.

The rental market is equally
dysfunctional. Rents in the private
sector - about 15% of the country’s
total housing stock - have soared.
A single room in ashared house in
Amsterdam is about €950 a month;
a one-bed flat €1,500 or more; a
three-bedder €3,500.

Meanwhile, the waiting list in
the social housing sector, which
is roughly double the size of the
private, averages about seven years
nationally - but in the bigger cities,
it can stretch toaslong as 18 or 19.
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A 28-year-old PhD student, who
asked not be identified, said that in
her first three yearsin the capital,
she moved seven or eight times.

“The shortage is so acute, and
people are so desperate,” she said.
“Tenants’ rights are supposed to
be strong, but in practice ... I’'ve
been bullied to get me to move out,
physically threatened.”

She knew no one under 30 living
on their own, she said; many were
still moving twice a year. She was
now in a shared apartment, and
would like to live with her partner
- but neither dared move out

because they might not find a place.

“That’s the worst,” she said.
“All these next steps we’re
supposed to be taking at our
age, they’re just not possible.
Everything’sjust ...on hold.”

Others are luckier. In a peaceful
neighbourhood not far from
Amsterdam central station, Lukas
and Misty are among 96 tenants -
half of them young refugees with
residence permits - of a Startblok,
one of five around the capital.

Some Startblokken are much
bigger, housing more than 550
young people in purpose-built
“container houses”, some metal,
some of wood and sustainable
materials, stacked four or five
high. Others, like this one, are
permanent, brick-built residences.

For amonthly rent averaging
€400-500 after housing benefit,

every tenant - who must be aged
between be 18 and 27 when they
move in - is entitled toa 20-25 sq
metre studio, with kitchenette and
bathroom, for up to five years.

Thereis bike storage, a bright
communal lounge with table
football, alaundry room and a
small garden with a greenhouse.
When one studio became free last
month, said the project manager
Jesse van Geldorp, the Startblok
received about 800 applications.

Karin Verdooren, director
of Lieven de Key, the housing
foundation that launched the
Startblok concept, said: “It’s about
allowing young people to stand
on their own feet, establish a life,
build a network in a fundamentally
broken housing market.”

Lukas, a German tutor, moved
in last November. He pays half - or
even less - the rent of friends on the
outside, and loves the community
spirit. Misty, 22, agrees. “Knowing

A Misty in her reduced-rent home
in one of Amsterdam’s ‘Startbloks’

4 A protest over vacant homes in
Amsterdam. Investors own 25% of
homes in the four big Dutch cities
PHOTOGRAPH: REX/SHUTTERSTOCK

that Iwon’t need to look for a home
at thesame timeasajobissucha
big relief.”

But the Startblokken - like
the temporary accommodation
programmes for “economically
homeless” people in Amsterdam
run by Kuschel’s De Regenboog
- are drops in the ocean of the
Netherlands’ housing crisis.

Quite how the country got here
is a subject of complex and heated
debate. The Netherlands was short
of an estimated 390,000 homes last
year; it is already falling behind on
a pledge to build nearly 1m - two-
thirds of them affordable - by 2030.

Some factors, such as historically
low interest rates and more, often
smaller, households, are beyond
government control. But experts
say successive administrations
have stimulated demand while
failing to boost supply.

In the early 2010s, a pro-market
government in effect abolished
the housing and planning ministry
and freed up sales of housing
corporation stock. Partly as a result,
about 25% of homes in the four big
cities are owned by investors.

Further driving up prices are
measures such as mortgage tax
relief, meant to aid young buyers,
that have ended up helping existing
owners invest in more property.

At the same time, subsidies for
housebuilding all but dried up.

In the rental market, the lack of
homes and the number of tenants
who stay in social housing despite
earning more than the maximum
allowed have contributed to sky-
high private rents.

Politicians including Geert
Wilders, whose far-right Freedom
party (PVV) finished a shock first in
November’s general election, have
blamed asylum seekers, foreign
students and environmental laws.

But in a damning report
published in February, the UN
special rapporteur on adequate
housing said that Dutch
government policies were to blame.

Whatever the causes, for those
caught upin it the crisis it is tough.
More than 1,200 people applied to
De Regenboog last year, Kuschel
said. One was Iris, 47, an artist and
night-club worker who last year
had to move out of the Amsterdam
flat she had lived in for several
years because developers had
bought the whole building. “I
stayed with friends, I couch-surfed,
but it was impossible,” she said.
“Now I’m sharing, in a place that
won’t be developed for a year. I'm
safe for 12 months.”

Kuschel said it was hard to
exaggerate the importance of a
secure home: “Without it, people
stop building families, building
futures, putting down roots,
developing, flourishing. They lose
all perspective. Their lives are
frozen. That’s the tragedy.”

Change in rent prices, 2015 prices = 100
200%

Cost of rent has risen sharply in Europe
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Socialdilemma decades in the making

Decades in the making, Europe’s
housing crisis is being felt from the
Netherlands to Portugal, Greece to
Germany, and in Britain. Prices and
rents have soared, availability has
plunged and housing has become a
political issue.

Between 2010 and 2022,
property prices across the EU
surged by 47%, according to a 2023
Eurostat report. In some countries
they almost tripled: Estonia
recorded a 192% rise. Only in two
member states, Italy and Cyprus,
did they decline.

Rents, meanwhile, rose by an
average of 18% over the same
period, increasing in every EU state
except Greece (where they have
risen by 37% since 2018). Some of
the biggest rises were in Lithuania,
up 144%, and Ireland, up 84%.

Partly as a consequence, the
proportion of households whose
total housing costs account for
40% or more of their disposable
income - known to policymakers as
the housing cost overburden rate
- which fell during the pandemic,
is climbing steadily. In Germany,
which has one of the highest
proportion of renters in Europe at
53.5%, 13.1% of people’s housing
costs are above this 40% figure.

:  Germany is short of more

: than 800,000 apartments,

. the country’s statistics office

: has estimated. More than 9.5

: million people, often single

: parents and their children, live in
: cramped conditions.

. Getting a foot on the

: property ladder has become

: harder. According to a report

. by Eurofound, the EU’s social

: policy agency, last year, home

. ownership is sliding across the

: bloc, down by three percentage

: points or more in some countries.
. InlIreland, the median age of

: buyers is now 39, compared with
: 35in 2010. And generation Z is

. leaving the family home later

: than its predecessors: between

: 2007 and 2019, the age by which
. at least 50% of young Europeans
: were living independently rose

. from 26 to 28.

:  Unsurprisingly, housingis a

: significant worry, particularly

: among young people. A 2021

: Eurobarometer poll found that for
i more than 20% of 25- to 34-year-
: olds in more than a third of EU

: member states, housing was one
. of their two biggest concerns -

: rising to 40% in Ireland.

: Jon Henley
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Race against time
as death toll rises
after rain leaves
much of southern
Brazil underwater

Ashifa Kassam and agencies

Atleast75people have died and more
than 100 others are missing after
flooding in southern Brazil that also
displaced more than 80,000 people,
local authorities said yesterday.

Brazil’s president, Luiz Inacio Lula
da Silva, arrived in Rio Grande do
Sul state yesterday, along with most
membersof his cabinet todiscussres-
cue operations and reconstruction
works with the state authorities.

Rescue efforts continued, with
4x4 vehicles and jetskis being used
to move through waist-deep water
in the race to save people from the
flooding and mudslides.

A video posted online by Lula
appeared toshow a helicopter drop-
ping a soldier on the roof of a house,
and thesoldierusingabrick to pound
a hole in the roof and rescue a baby
wrapped in a blanket.

Storms have affected nearly two-
thirds of the state’s 497 cities, leading
to landslides, destroyed roads and
collapsed bridges as well as power
and water cuts. More than 1 million
people lacked access to drinking
water, according to Brazil’s civil
defence agency.

On Thursday, a hvdroelectric
dam between the cities of Bento
Goncalves and Cotipora partially
collapsed, while cities in the Taquari
vallev such as Lajeado and Estrela
were overrun by water. Helicopters
flew continually over the cities as
stranded families with children
awaited rescue on the rooftops.

“It felt like a horror movie,” Isolete
Neumann, a resident, told the Asso-
ciated Press last week. “People were
making barricades in front of hospi-
tals with sand and gravel.”

Last week, Lula described the
floodsasbeingamongthe largest Bra-
zil had ever recorded. “Never before
in the history of Brazil had therebeen
such a quantity of rain in one single
location,” he told reporters.

The flooding across Rio Grande
do Sul has surpassed that seen dur-
ing a 1941 deluge, according to the
Brazilian Geological Service. Insome
cities, water levels wereat their high-
est since records began nearly 150
years ago, the agency added.

In Porto Alegre, the state capital,
Guaiba Lake overflowed, flooding
streets. Aerial images showed resi-
dential areas underwater as farasthe
eve could see, with the tops of some
houses barely visible.

Across the city, people stood on
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A Military firefighters rescue aman
in Canoas, Rio Grande do Sul, Brazil
PHOTOGRAPH: XENAN MATTOS/XEUTERS

It felt like a horror
movie. People were

making barricades in
front of hospitals’

Isolete Neumann
Stateresident

A Rescuers . afterrecord
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to evacuate . unprecedented
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capital of Rio . Brazilian state
Grandedo Sul, : rHOTOGRArHS:
top, and from ! CARLOS MACEDO/AP;

- AMANDA PEROBELLI/

Canoas, above, : (gurers

rooftops, hoping to berescued, while
othersin canoes or small boats navi-
gated flooded streets. Porto Alegre’s
airport has suspended all flights for
an indefinite period.

Rains were expectedtocontinuein
the state’s north and north-east, but
the volume has been declining and
was expected toremain belowthat of
recent days, according toRio Grande
do Sul’s meteorology authority. Last
week, as much as150mm (6in) of rain
fell within 24 hours in some areas.

“River water levels should stay
high for some days,” said the state
governor, Eduardo Leite, on social
media on Saturday, adding thatitwas
difficult to determine how long the
situation would continue.

Last week, he said: “The current
event will be the worst climate disas-
ter that our state ever faced.”

Local scientistssay Rio Grandedo
Sul’s weather pattern of intense rain
and drought has intensified because
of the human-made climate crisis.

Polls open
in Chad amid
accusations
of ‘dynastic
dictatorship’

Eromo Egbejule
West Africa correspondent

Chad goestothepollstodayin its first
presidential electionin threedecades
withoutIdriss Déby, the former pres-
ident, in contention.

Ten names will be on the ballot,
but Déby’sson, Mahamat Idriss Déby
Itno, who seized power on the day
rebels shot and killed his father in
April 2021, iswidely expected towin.

The election was supposed to take
placein October 2022, but Itno opted
instead to extend the ruleof his junta
in the vast central African country.
That decision led to protests that
security agencies violently repressed,
killing dozens in the process.

Among Itno’s nine opponents, the
closest challenger is his prime minis-
ter, Succes Masra. A favouriteamong
young people in Chad, Masra has
gone from economist to opposition
politician in exile to prime ministerin
six years. That journey has incurred
theireof somein civil society whosee
him as the latest politician to be co-
opted by the Déby dynasty.

In February, Yaya Dillo, an oppo-
sition leader seen as the biggest
electoral threat to Itno, was killed
after a confrontation at his party
headquarters with security agents.

The electoral commission has said
it will take four weeks for the final
results to be announced. This unu-
sual timeline has increased suspicion.

Ten candidates have been disqual-
ified, leadingtocallsforaboycott and
protests. Wakit Tamma, an alliance of
civil society and opposition groups,
has said the election is an extension
of a “dynastic dictatorship”.

To many Chadians, the election
is less pressing than the challenges
of daily life. For several weeks, elec-
tricity has been more stop-start than
usual and food inflation is high. Out-
side the capital, N’Djamena, there is
scant development.

About 1.1 million refugees are
scattered around the country, hav-
ing sought sanctuary in recent years
from conflictsin neighbouring coun-
tries, most notably Sudan.

The refugee influx has made
Chad’s stability in a volatile region
a matter of importance to the inter-
national community, especially with
Russian paramilitaries present in
nearby Libya, Sudan, Niger and Cen-
tral African Republic.

“That’s why you hearsolittle crit-
icism from western governments
about this rather undemocratic
system,” said Ulf Laessing, the Mali-
based head of the Sahel programme
atthe German thinktank the Konrad
Adenauer Foundation.

“Everybody hopes it will just stay
this way. Déby [Itno] gets elected ...
and Chad stays stable and doesn’t
have these major security issueslike
in Niger, Mali or Burkina.”
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Vatlcan Swiss Guards Preparmg

for life in world’s sma

Angela Giuffrida

Rome
ith their
feathered
helmets,
ruffled collars

and coloured,

puffed-sleeve
uniforms, the Vatican Swiss Guards
are often likened by curious
visitors to medieval court jesters.
But while they willingly pose for
photographs, the watchmen are not
there to entertain.

Since the early 16th century,

when Swiss mercenaries, revered
for their bravery and loyalty,

marched to Rome to serve Pope
Julius II, the world’s smallest army
has been enlisted at the Vatican to
protect the pope, his residence and
the city’s borders.

Last week, before the
swearing-in of new recruits at
a ceremony planned for today,
journalists were given a rare
glimpse of the guards’ barracks in
the eastern part of Vatican City.

Dressed in their red, yellow and
blue garb complete with armour
and halberds, the men practised an
impeccably choreographed march
in the barracks’ courtyard, each
raising three fingers of their right
hand to evoke the Holy Trinity
while shouting the pontifical oath.

[lest army

Among the 34 who will pledge
to “sacrifice his life” to defend the
pope today is Renato Peter, 22,
who was recruited from a village
close to Sant Gallo, one of several
in Switzerland that has provided
young men for the elite corps
for centuries. He has dreamed of
becoming a Swiss Guard since first
seeing one at a Wednesday morning
papal audience at St Peter’s Square
at theage of 12.

“In the afternoon we went to
see the barracks,” added Peter,
who at the time was in Rome with
his diocese. “I thought to myself:
‘Wow, what acool job! I told my
mum that ‘one day [ will be a Swiss
Guard’. This dream never left me.”

guards may look quaint, but

the men behind the Renaissance-
style uniforms, designed by

Col Jules Repond in 1914, not
Michelangelo, as many believe,
have undergone a competitive
application process and rigorous
training. Recruits must be male,
Swiss, aged between 19 and 30,
over 5ft 7in (1.74m), unmarried,
and Catholic with “an unblemished
character”. They must undergo
Swiss military service and commit
toserving the pope for at least two
years. They can get married after
five years of service.

The halberd is their traditional
weapon, but they are trained to use
small modern-day arms, including
stun guns. Since 1981, when a
plainclothes Swiss Guard rushed

135

Number of Swiss Guards, which was
boosted from 110 by Pope Francis
after terrorist attacks in Europe

<4 Swiss Guards rest between training
sessions at the Vatican before their
swearing-in ceremony today
PHOTOGRAPH: GUGLIELMO MANGIAPANE/KEUTERS

to the aid of a wounded Pope

John Paul I after an assassination
attempt, there has been a stronger
emphasis on self-defence and anti-
terrorism techniques.

In 2018 Pope Francis boosted
the army’s number from 110 to 135,
after aseries of terrorist attacks in
France and elsewhere in Europe,
and in preparation for next year’s
jubilee, when 35 million people are
expected to visit the Vatican. “Like
all armies, we have to be prepared
to face all situations,” said Cpl Eliah
Cinotti, a spokesperson.

On top of the military training,
the recruits are put through intense
psychological tests to ensure they
have the mental capacity toadapt
to life as a Swiss Guard. “Many fail
at that point, or perhaps they get
hired and only last a few months
when they realise the career is not
for them,” Cinotti added.

The swearing-in ceremony is
held each year on 6 May, which
commemorates the anniversary
of the army’s darkest hour, in 1527,
when all but 42 of 189 guards died
while defending Pope Clement VII
during the sack of Rome by the
mutinous troops of the Holy Roman
Emperor Charles V.

A vastly outnumbered army
also prepared to die for the pontiff
when Adolf Hitler’s forces entered
Rome during the second world war,
although in the end the Germans
did not attack the Vatican.

Although the army remains
exclusively for men, a new
barracks is being planned with
the possibility of accommodating
women. “It is up to the pope to
decide whether women can join,
and we will enact whatever he
wants,” Cinotti said.

The guards work in six-hour
shifts, sometimes 12 on busy days.
They earn about €1,200 (£1,000)

a month and on their time off are
free to venture bevond the Vatican.
They live together in shared dorms.

“Your lifeis pretty much 24 hours
a day together,” Peter said. “But
there is good camaraderie, and you
make really good friendships.”

Peter is nervous about the
swearing-in ceremony, but he is
ready to serve the pope: “Thisis the
best part of the job - he isamong
the most important people in the
world, and only 135 guys have the
opportunity to do this.”

French bakers stick it to Italy
after breaking baguette record

Ashifa Kassam

Forthepast five years, bragging rights
over the world’s longest baguette
have belonged not to the residents
of a small village or a city in France,
but to a clutch of bakers 500 miles
away in Como, [taly.

Yesterday 12 French bakers set out
to rectify this. Fourteen hours later,
their efforts were declared asuccess.

\ 3
A The previous record of 132.62m
was set in Como, Italy, in 2019

“The world record for the longest
baguette has been broken,” tweeted
the municipality of Suresnes, in
the western suburbs of Paris. “The
baguette made today in Suresnes
measures 140.53m!!!”

The bakers gathered early in the
morning and readied themselves to
beat the record of 132.62 metres.

The 2019 feat by Italy was not the
first time the country had laid claim
to the title of longest baguette; in
2015 a 122-metre baguette baked
at the Milan Expo was certified as
record-breaking.

“In Italy? That’s crazy,” one city
resident told Le Parisien newspaper
this week as he emerged from a
bakery, baguette firmly tucked under

his arm. “If there’s one record that
should belong to us in France, it’s
that one.”

The sentiment was echoed among
the bakerswhogathered at Suresnes’s
Terrasse du Fécheray observation
deck, where their record-breaking
attempt was due to unfold against a
backdrop of sweeping views of Paris
and the Eiffel Tower.

“Thope that we’llbe able torecover
the record for France,” Sylvain
Lecarpentier, one of those taking
part, had written in a post on social
media in the lead-up to the event.

In a statement publicising the
attempt, organisers laid out the
gruelling challenge the bakers
were up against. “The dough will

be kneaded, shaped on site and
then baked in front of the public in
a rolling oven under a tent,” it said.
“It will be made according to profes-
sional standards, with wheat flour,
water, yeast and salt as the only
ingredients.”

The baguette, which had to be at
least 5cm thick for its entire length,
took several hours to bake. Once
complete, the municipality posted:
“Now the big question is: how big is
our #baguette?” It included a photo
of the baguette being measured by
judges from Guinness World Records.

The baguette was then cut up
to be shared among the public and
distributed to people living on the
streets of Suresnes.
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Shadow ans over Ortdox

Easter in Ukraine and Russia

Ashifa Kassam

Orthodox Easter services in Ukraine
and Russia took on a political tone
yesterday, as Volodymyr Zelenskiy
asserted that God had a “Ukrainian
flag on his shoulder” and Vladimir
Putin attended a church service led
byasupporter of Moscow’s invasion.

Noting that Ukraine had nowbeen
fighting Russia for 802 days, Zelens-
kiy called on Ukrainians to pray for
each other and the soldiers on the

frontline. “And we believe: God has
a chevron with the Ukrainian flag
on his shoulder,” said the president,
dressed in a traditional Ukrainian
vyshyvankashirt and khaki trousers.
“So with such an ally, life will defi-
nitely win over death.”

Orthodox Christians celebrated
Easter this weekend, while most
western churches observed the hol-
iday on 31 March.

In Moscow, Putin attended an
Easterservice led by the head of the
country’s Orthodox Church, Patriarch
Kirill, a supporter of the president.

Video of theservice showed Putin,
dressed in a dark suit and joined by
Moscow’s mayor, Sergei Sobvanin,
crossing himselfseveral times during
the servicein Moscow’s gold-domed
Cathedral of Christ the Saviour.

The patriarch prayed for the pro-
tection of the “sacred borders” of
Russia and expressed hope that God
would halt the “internecine strife”
between Russiaand Ukraine, the Tass
state news agency reported.

In his Easter message, Putin did
not explicitly mention the war or
what Russia refers to as a “special

4 A priest gives
a blessing at

a church in
Kryvorivni,
Ukraine;
Vladimir Putin
and Patriarch
Kirill, above, at
an Easter service
in Moscow

VHOTOGRAYMH: PAULA
BRONSTZIN/GETTY

military operation”. Instead he
thanked Kirill for “fruitful cooper-
ation in the current difficult period,
whenitissoimportant forustounite
our efforts for the steady develop-
ment and strengthening of the
fatherland”.

UnderKiril’swatch the church has
cracked down on internal dissent,
with one priest facing expulsion for
refusingto call on God to guide Russia
to victory over Ukraine and another
suspended for presiding over memo-
rial services at the grave of Alexei
Navalny, the opposition leader who
died in an Arctic prison in February.

The sombre, politically tinged
ceremonies took place as Russia
launched a barrage of drones, injur-
ing at least six people including a
child, and officials said that a Rus-
sian rocket strike on Ukraine’s eastern
Donetsk region killed two people.

In Pokrovsk, about 35 miles (56km)

from Donetsk city, the Russian-held
capital of theregion, which Moscow
claims to have annexed, “rocket
attacks killed two people and dam-
aged a house”, Vadym Filashkin,
Ukraine’s governor of the eastern
Donetsk region, said on Telegram.

Ukraine’s air force said Russia had
fired 24 Iranian-style Shahed drones
atitsterritory overnight, 23 of which
were shot down. “A house and out-
buildings were burned down as a
result of ‘Shahed’ attacks. Six people
were injured, among them agirl born
in 2015,” the governor of Kharkiv,
Oleg Synegubov, said on Telegram.

Inthe latestinastringofsmall ter-
ritorial gains for Moscow, Russia’s
defence ministry said its forces had
seized the village of Ocheretyne in
the Donetsk region.

Since Moscow launched its full-
scaleinvasion of Ukraine in February
2022, tens of thousands have been
killed and millions moredriven from
their homes. In both Russia and
Ukraine, leaders have sought to use
religion and the church to rally soci-
ety behind the war effort.

In a video message published
yesterday from Kviv’s Saint Sophia
Cathedral, Zelenskiy, who is Jew-
ish, called on Ukrainians to pray for
the safe return of soldiers celebrat-
ing Easter in the trenches. He also
called on Ukrainians to pray for the
land and people, whose spirit “can-
not be broken”.

“Ukrainians kneel only in prayer,”
said Zelenskiy. “And never before
invaders and occupiers.”

Additionalreporting
Reuters, Associated Press
and Agence France-Presse

Teenager turns himself in after
attack on lawmaker in Germany

Agence France-Presse
Berlin

A 17-year-old has turned himselfinto
policein Germany afteran attackona
lawmaker that the country’s leaders
described as a threat to democracy.

The teenager reported to police
in the eastern city of Dresden early
yesterday morning and said he was
“the perpetrator who had knocked
down the SPD [Social Democrats] pol-
itician”, police said in a statement.

The police spokesperson, Silvaine
Reiche, said: “Headmitted the act but
didn’t go beyond that.”

Matthias Ecke, 41, a European par-
liament lawmaker for the chancellor
Olaf Scholz’s Social Democrats party,
was set upon by four attackers as he
putup EUelection postersin Dresden

A Matthias Ecke was knocked down
while putting up posters in Dresden

on Friday night, accordingtoareport
by the police.

Ecke was “seriously injured”
and required an operation after the
attack, his party said.

Scholz on Saturday condemned
the attack as a threat to democracy.
Hesaid: “We must never accept such
acts of violence.”

Ecke, who is head of the SPD’s
European election list in the Saxony
region, was the latest political target
to be attacked in Germany.

Police said a 28-year-old man
putting up posters for the Greens
had been “punched” and “kicked”
earlier in the evening on the same
Dresden street.

Last week two Greens deputies
were abused while campaigning
in Essen in western Germany and
another was surrounded by dozens
ofdemonstratorsin hercarin the east
of the country.

According to provisional police
figures, 2,790 crimes were commit-
ted against politicians in Germany
in 2023, up from 1,806 the previ-
ous year, but fewer than the 2,840
recorded in 2021, when legislative
elections took place.

According to the Tagesspiegel
newspaper, the interior minister
Nancy Faeser is planning to call a
special conference with Germany’s
regional interior ministers toaddress
violence against politicians.

Driver dies after
vehicle hits gates
of White House

Edward Helmore
New York

A motorist crashed into the gates of
the White House for the second time
since Januaryinwhat police said was
anaccidentratherthananintentional
or politically motivated act.

The driver in Saturday night’s
crash was pronounced dead at the
scene after smashing a speeding car
into an outer gate of the US presi-
dent’s home and workplace.

The crash appeared to have
occurred about 1,000ft (305 meters)
from the White House at the inter-
section of Pennsylvania Avenue and
thesouth-east corner of the complex,
near the Treasury.

In astatement on social media, the
Secret Servicespokesperson Anthony
Guglielmisaid there was “nothreatto
the White House” and “no threat or
public safety implications”.

“Security protocols were imple-
mented as officers cleared the vehicle
and attempted to render aid to the
driverwho wasdiscovered deceased,”
the presidential and treasury security
agency said.

In January, authorities arrested
a driver who had crashed a car into
an exterior gate of the White House.
He was believed to have been expe-
riencing mental health problems,
according to news reports.

That incident came a couple of
weeks after a man accidentally
crashed his vehicle into President
Joe Biden’s motorcade. He was later
charged with drunk-driving.

In late May last year, aman driving
a truck crashed into security barriers
around Lafayette Square across the
street from the White House. Inves-

tigators found the driver had a Nazi
flag with him.
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‘He is the greatest of all time!’

Warren Buffett’s annual
Woodstock for capitalists
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TUC boss warns Starmer
over workers' rights policy

Larry Elliott
Economics editor

Watering down Labour’s plan to
strengthen workers’ rights would be
disastrous for the partv’s relations
with the unionsand could cost votes
at the general election, the president
of the Trades Union Congress (TUC)
has warned.

Amid reports that Keir Starmer
may bow to pressure from business
and amend important parts of his
“new deal for workers”, Matt Wrack
said the Labour leader risked anger-
ing union members.

Wrack, the general secretary of
the 34,000-strong Fire Brigades
Union, said: “The debate on work-
ers’ rightsisakevissue forallunions
aswe approach a general election. As
a policy, it is very popular with our
members but it is popular with the
voters as well.

“We know Labour will comeunder

pressure from business interests
but there should be no backtracking
and no weakening. Labour needs to
deliver thisasoneof its top priorities.
If thereis arolling back there will be
significant anger.”

The proposed new deal for work-
ers includes curbs on the use of
zero-hours contracts, the extension
of collective bargaining, and protec-
tion against unfairdismissal from day
one of employment.

Wrack made it clear that unions
were watching closely tosee whether
intensive lobbying from business had
paid off after it emerged last week
that Labour’s plans do not involve
a complete ban on zero-hours con-
tracts and that the extension of
sectoral collective bargaining will
initially be confined to social care.

“We have picked up the press talk
about possiblerolling back. The mes-
sage we had from the leader’s office
is thereis nothing to it,” Wrack said.

“I don’t want to get in a slanging

match with Keir Starmer until I see
what heis proposing,” Wrackadded,
“but it would be inept in our view
to backtrack on a very popular pol-
icy that will win votes and appeal to
working-class voters who would tra-
ditionally be expected to vote Labour
but who have drifted off.”

Wrack said Labour also needed to
deliveronits pledgetorepeal the 2016
Trade Union Act, which placed curbs
on how unions could take industrial
action, and minimum service lev-
els, under which unions are forced
to maintain public services during
strikes.

“I would struggle to see how
Starmer could backtrack on these
two commitments because he has

34,000

Number of members in the Fire
Brigades Union. Matt Wrack, the
TUC boss, is its general secretary

beenso clearabout them, butIwould
never ruleanything out with Labour
politicians.”

Despite Labour’s strong showing
in last week’s elections, Wrack said
he detected little enthusiasm for the
party because “people are not sure
what the policy agendais other than
continuity”.

Wrack said many unions had their
annual conferences comingup, with
the TUC holding its annual congress
in September. “If the message is that
Labour is rolling back on workers’
rights, then the leadership can expect
a hostile reception. Rolling back on
this would be pretty disastrous for
relations with the unions.”

“Itis the one thing unions have to
sell to Labour voters. I am not sure
what other reason there is to vote
Labour.”

A Labour spokesperson said:
“The new deal will be a core part of
Labour’s offer and we will be cam-
paigning on this ahead of the general
election.

“Labour’s new deal for working
people was agreed at the party’s
national policy forum last summer
building upon our green paper.

“Our commitments to bring for-
ward legislation to parliament within
100 days to deliver the new deal and
to consult widely on implementation
have not changed.”

Seven out of
10 MEPs have
second jobs,
study reveals

Jennifer Rankin Brussels
Carmen Aguilar Garcia

Half a dozen MEPs earn more from
second jobs than as EU lawmakers,
according to analysis that raises
questions about potential conflicts
of interest.

The campaign group Transparency
International EU found 70% of the
European parliament’s 705 MEPs had
side jobs, of which just over a quar-
ter (26%) were paid. Six lawmakers
earned more from their second job
thanthe €120,900(£103,000)annual
gross MEP salary.

The highest-earning MEP declared
€3m a vear from a property busi-
ness; another had a salary from his
corporate law job that was almost
as high as his MEP pay, while many
more benefited from company board
membershipsand thelecture circuit.

Of the top 20 MEP earners, nine
were members of the centre-right
European People’s party (EPP); a
further six belonged to nationalist
or far-right parties, or had been mem-
bersofsuch groupsinthe recent past.

Also among the top 20 were two
socialists; two liberals, including
the former Brexit coordinator Guy
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A Transparency International EU
says its analysis raises questions
about potential conflicts of interest
PYHOTOGRAYH: VIRGINIA MAYO/AP PHOTO

Verhofstadt, who earned €131,988,
mostly from companyboardsand the
public speaking circuit.

Laszlo Trocsanyi, a former Hun-
garian justice minister, earned an
estimated €171,638 from a university
rectorshipand academic work.

French centre-right MEP Geoffrey
Didier earned €115,200 from working
asacorporate lawver aswellasother
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earnings. He said his work as a law-
yer was “totally legally compatible”
with his MEP mandate, and “regard-
ing the potential lack of time, [ have
been unanimously recognised as an
MEP very committed in my work”.
Monika Hohlmeier, a German
centre-right MEP, declared €75,000
from sitting on the board of BayWa, a
Munich-based conglomerate on the
EU lobbyist’s register. “I believe poli-
ticiansshould notonlybeactiveinthe
political ivory tower, but also haveto
engageoutside parliament,”’she said.
Flemish nationalist MEP Johan Van
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Overtveldt earned €30,000 sittingon
a board of Nbx BV, an Antwerp-based
tech company. His office said that
board “focuses on international
expansion plans, outside the EU.
Hence, no conflict of interests.”

The Guardian contacted all named
MEPs for comment. None have bro-
ken anyv rules, but Transparency
International EU said the range of
second jobs raised concerns about
conflicts ofinterest and potential for-
eigninterference 18 monthsafterthe
“Qatargate” scandal rocked the Euro-
pean parliament.

Confidence
of farmersin
England and
Wales hits
record low

Jack Simpson

Farmers’ confidence has hit its
lowest level in at least 14 years, a
long-running survey by the biggest
farming union in Britain has found,
with extreme weather and the post-
Brexit phasing-out of EU subsidies
blamed for the drop.

The National Farmers’ Union
(NFU)warned there had been a “col-
lapse of confidence” and that the
outlook was at its lowest since the
annual poll of its members in Eng-
land and Wales began in 2010.

Most farmsareexpecting toreduce
food production next vear, with
arable farming particularly badly hit.

Tom Bradshaw, the NFU’s presi-
dent, pointed to extreme wet weather
and the phasing-out of EU basic pay-
ment scheme (BPS) subsidies as key
reasons for the downturn.

Bradshaw said: “Our concern
today is that if members don’t have
confidence, then we as a country
can’t deliver food security.”

The annual survey of about 800
farmers asked respondents to rate
the prospects of their business, with
the fourresponsesall given weighted
scores - very negative (-1), negative
(-0.5), positive (0.5) and very posi-
tive (1). Theseareaddedup togivean
overall confidence index score.

The results saw short-term confi-
dence, covering the next 12 months,
score-25, whilemid-term confidence,
covering the next three years, hit -22.

The previous low for short-term
confidence was -18 in 2016 and mid-
term confidence was -12 in 2018.

England’s wettest 18-month period
since the Met Officebegan collecting
datain 1836 has left farms across the
country flooded, and many unable
to plant crops.

Thesurveyrevealed that 82% had
seen their farms affected bvtherain,
with 30% saying they had experi-
enced very negative impacts.

Analysis by the non-profit Energy
and Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU)
last week forecast that crops could be
down by nearly a fifth as a result of
the wet weather, increasing the like-
lihood that the prices of bread, beer
and biscuits will rise.

The NFU survey found that over-
all production intentions scored -14
over the next 12 months, the lowest
since the survey began.

Arable farms appear to have
suffered most, scoring -35 on the
production index, while mixed
farms scored -17, and poultry and
eggs scored -7.

More Newspaper and Magazines Telegram Channel join Search https://t.me/sharewithpride (sharewithpride)



The Guardian Monday 6 May 2024

‘ Business

Tory hopes in ruins

An economic revival

won't save Sunak now
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Larry Elliott

ory MPs have been
busy this past week
and probably not
found the time to
watch Shardlake,
the adaptation of
CJ Sansom’s book set during the
dissolution of the monasteries in
the 1530s, but once the dust has
settled from last week’s elections
they might want to take a look.
This was a turbulent period.
Having forced through his own
version of Brexit through the break
with Rome, Henry VIII then in
effect nationalised the assets of
religious houses dotted around
England, Wales and Ireland. It
was a seminal moment in the
development of British capitalism
and the nation state.
But what should alarm Rishi

Sunak is the speed with which
the monasteries went from being
amighty presence in the land to
extinction. A process that began in
1536 was pretty much over by 1540.
Something similar could be
happening to the Conservative
party. The Tories won an 80-seat
majority at the 2019 general
election. On the basis of last week’s
evidence from local elections they
will do well to avoid a complete
wipeout next time round. Andy
Street’s defeat in the West Midlands
mayoral race showed how bad
things are for the prime minister.
Sunak still hopes an improving
economy will boost his party’s
survival hopes, and there are three
pieces of economic news coming
up in the next two weeks that ought
to be helpful: the interest rate
decision by the Bank of England
on Thursday, the growth figures on
Friday and the inflation numbers
the following week.

The Bank’s monetary policy
committee is not going to cut
borrowing costs immediately but
is expected to send out a signal
on Thursday that a reduction will
not be long in coming. The first
move could comein late June,
but mortgage rates will come
down before that if the hint of an
impending cut is strong enough.

The following day, Office for
National Statistics figures will
show that the UK emerged from
last year’s shallow recession in the
first three months of 2024, with
the economy expanding by 0.3% or
0.4% in the first quarter of the year.

Finally, the latest bulletin on

¥ Rievaulx Abbey, North Yorkshire.
The monasteries went from being a
mighty presence to extinction within
a few years rHOTOGRAPH: DANNY LAWSON/PA

the cost of living is likely to show
theannual inflation rate in April
dropping from 3.2% to somewhere
close to the government’s 2%
target, mainly due to the previous
year’s big jump in domestic energy
bills not being replicated this year.

The exit from recession and the
fall in inflation will allow Sunak
to say the economy has turned
a corner, something the shadow
chancellor, Rachel Reeves, will
dispute in a speech tomorrow.

She says there is a gulf between
the message from Sunak and the
chancellor, Jeremy Hunt, and what
voters think is happening, and that
the public doesn’t buy the idea that

things are getting better. There are
reasons for that, Reeves will argue.

The first is that numbers on a
graph mean very little to people.
The inflation rate is falling but that
means prices are simplyrisingata
slower rate. The cost of the weekly
shop for the average family is 25%
higher than it was two years ago.

A second reason why the
Conservatives are not seeing any
benefit from the economy is that
Hunt and Sunak are celebratinga
distinctly average performance.
The UK, according to the latest
forecast from the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and
Development, will grow by just
0.4% in 2024, making it the second
worst in the G7 group of large
industrial nations after Germany.

Likewise, an inflation rate of 2%
might look good in comparison
with its 11.1% peak in October 2022
but merely means the Bank is doing
what it is supposed to do.

There will be no victory from the
jaws of defeat, as there was in 1992.
The economy is going to remain in
a low gear at least until the election,
so the best the prime minister and
chancellor can hope for is damage
l[imitation.

The result of the general election
is not in doubt. A more intriguing
question is whether the Tories
survive defeat or go the way of the
monasteries.
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Berkshire Hétawy Buffett's

Successors must preserve the

passion to keep crowds coming

Callum Jones
Omaha

sdawn broke on
Saturday, thousands
had gathered outside
the CHI Health
Center Arenain
Omaha. Some arrived
before 3.30am, standing for hours
in the drizzle.

This was a “once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity”, said Larry Blivas,
70, near the front of the line. The
estate agent had travelled from
Los Angeles to see “an icon”, he
explained.

“He’salegend,” added Andrew
Lee, 50, from New York.

The masses had not descended
to catch a weathered rock star’s
farewell tour, but theannual
meeting of Berkshire Hathaway,

a conglomerate, chaired by a
nonagenarian billionaire: Warren
Buffett, 93, was about to take the
stage. Many loyal fans wonder how
many more times he will appear,
and what the future holds for the
company - and Omaha.

They call it “Woodstock for
capitalists”. For decades, tens of
thousands of moneved investors
have flocked from across the
world to the Nebraskan city for

a jamboree hosted by corporate
America’s answer to Lennon and
McCartney.

Buffett and Charlie Munger
- who died last vear, aged 99 -
amassed a legion of followers by
transforming Berkshire Hathaway
from a struggling textiles
manufacturer into a sprawling
global conglomerate - and
generating handsome returns for
shareholders along the way.

His empire, which includes a
manufactured-housing business
accused of exploitation, and
gigantic investments in fossil fuels,
is not without controversy. But to
his investors, Buffett and Munger
have long been heroes.

“They’ve made mea lot of
money over the years,” said
Blivas. Buffett, in his view, is “the
greatest of all time” - and “might
not be around too much longer”.
When the time comes foranew
generation to take charge, Blivas
does not plan to turn up at 4am,
as he did this weekend.

Munger’s death in November
marked the end of an era, and
after more than half a century,
Buffett is steeling disciples for
the next chapter. Addressing
Berkshire Hathaway’s annual
meeting this weekend, he declared
that its structure as a company,

designed by Munger, “lived
beyond his lifetime, and will live
far beyond mine”.

Shareholders “don’t have too
long to wait” before his chosen
successors step up, Buffett
remarked at one point during the
meeting. “Generally, I feel fine,”
he added hastily, “but I know a
little bit about actuarial tables,”
conceding he “shouldn’t be taking
on any four-year employment
contracts”.

Greg Abel, his chosen successor,
was at his side on Saturday. “One
way or another, there are more
than 24 hours in his day,” Buffett
told investors. “This place, if
anything happened to me, it
would be working extremely well
the next day.”

The prospect of Berkshire
without Buffett tomorrow has,
nevertheless, layered an air of
apprehension across Omaha today.

The firm’s shareholders
diligently travel hundreds, if not,
thousands, of miles to hear from
the so-called sage of Omaha.
Ninety-three per cent of the city’s
hotel rooms are said to be booked
before each meeting, setting up one
of the busiest weekends of the vear
for its businesses.

Whether Berkshire’s new guard
will have the same star power, and

pull such vast crowds - without the
card-carrying capitalist icons who
built it - is a worry for local people.

“The company is all about
Buffett,” said Colin Duggan, who
owns and runs Kitchen Table, a
downtown cafe, with his wife,
Jessica. “If Buffett’s not around?
Yeah, we’re nervous.”

Buffett relocated Berkshire from
New England to his hometown back
in 1970, a few years after taking
control. The company, and its chief
executive, have stayed put ever
since - and become omnipresent
throughout the city.

Over the years, residents have
spotted the tycoon (currently
the world’s ninth-richest person,
according to Bloomberg, with a
personal fortune of $132bn (£105bn)
playing ping-pong with Bill
Gates, eating ice-cream with Paul
McCartney and having dinner with
LeBron James - unlikely scenes in
a city that sits not on the “elitist”
coasts, but at the heart of America’s
Great Plains region.

Despite his extraordinary wealth,
Buffett still famously lives in the
five-bedroom house he bought for
$31,500 in 1958. “It’s not a flashy
neighbourhood, by any means. It’s
not a flashy house,” laughed Colin
Duggan, 45, who grew upin the
area. “It wasreally, really strange to

‘Keep an open mind.
Come to Omaha. I not
only hope you come
next year, but I hope

I come next year’

Warren Buffett
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