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PARIS Interior Minister Nicolas Sarkozy, a leading contender to succeed President Jacques Chirac in 2007, is pitching his rhetoric to the right in the aim of capturing the votes of 50 percent of the backers of the far-right National Front, a key Sarkozy campaign strategist said Thursday.

The figure significantly exceeds previous estimations of Sarkozy's drawing power on the far right and was divulged amid a rising clamor over remarks by the minister this week that were interpreted as having a populist flavor.

"The idea is to try to win voters who are not naturally inclined to vote for Nicolas Sarkozy, but who will do so if he addresses their demands," said Manuel Aeschlimann, who gauges public opinion for the Union for a Popular Movement, France's leading center-right party, which is headed by Sarkozy.

In an interview Thursday, Manuel Aeschlimann said that the vast majority of the National Front's electorate supported the party "with very personal and local concerns in mind."

He added: "We think 50 percent of them could be persuaded to vote for Nicolas Sarkozy if we make law and order a priority."

Law and order have been at the heart of hard-line comments by Sarkozy this week on two murder cases.

On a visit Monday to a housing project outside Paris where an 11-year-old boy was killed by a stray bullet during the weekend, Sarkozy vowed to "clean up" the project with industrial-strength methods and promised that "the thugs" would disappear.

On Wednesday, commenting on an unrelated case, Sarkozy said that a judge who released from prison a man who was now a prime suspect in the recent murder of a 37-year-old woman should "pay" for his error.

Both remarks have caused the opposition and lawyers to accuse Sarkozy of riding a wave of populism in order to further his own political career.

Calling Sarkozy "a dangerous man," Noël Mamère, a senior official in the Green Party, said: "We have to fight his ideas. He is like a sniffer plane on the lookout for anything that can help him further his career," according to Agence France-Presse.

But Sarkozy stood by his comments and retaliated in Parliament on Wednesday with a broadside against the Socialists, the main party of the left.

"I understand why the people have turned against you," he said. "It's because you forget the people. You don't talk like them, you don't understand them and you offer no response whatsoever to what they experience on a daily basis."

What has created a stir is Sarkozy's open courting of supporters of a party outside the mainstream, led by a man known for his attacks on immigrants.

Jean-Marie Le Pen, leader of the National Front, spent years on the noisy fringes of French politics until the last presidential election in 2002, when he unexpectedly beat the Socialist candidate, Prime Minister Lionel Jospin, in the first round and went on to face Chirac in a runoff.

Voters unhappy with the status quo in France were drawn to Le Pen's populist message and 4.6 million of them voted for him in the first round, his historic high. Then, in last month's referendum on the European constitution, large numbers of traditionally moderate voters supported parties on the far left and far right that opposed the charter, often using populist language.

Bernard Accoyer, head of the Popular Movement's parliamentary group, said that after the referendum only a populist approach could prevail in 2007.

"Only a populist candidate - and we have to hope that he is from a democratic organization - can win the presidential election," Accoyer was quoted as saying by the newspaper Le Monde on Thursday. "Sarko is a populist."

Aeschlimann, who was appointed by Sarkozy in February as president of the Popular Movement's first Commission on Public Opinion, said the minister's 2007 strategy was not about populism but about pragmatism.

"People call it populism, but he has a pragmatic, not an ideological, approach," Aeschlimann said. "He spends a lot of time on the ground, with people, and he speaks their language."

There are signs that shifting the political rhetoric to the right is already paying off. Since Sarkozy took over the Popular Movement in November, the National Front has lost ground in several local elections.

But on Thursday the National Front welcomed Sarkozy's strategy as playing into its hands. "He is centering the political debate around our themes, and that can only help us," said Carl Lang, a senior party official. "French voters prefer the original to the copy."

