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CAIRO: The election of Egypt’s former military chief to
the nation’s presidency may be remembered for its cen-
tral irony: He won in a historic landslide - only to shatter
his image of invulnerability in the process. Abdel-Fattah
El-Sissi’s win was never in doubt, but what the retired 59-
year-old field marshal wanted was an overwhelming
turnout that would accord legitimacy to his July ouster of
Egypt’s first freely elected president - the Islamist
Mohammed Morsi - and show critics at home and abroad
that his action reflected the will of the people. 

In his last interview before polls opened, he exuber-
antly told Egyptians he wanted more than 40 million of
the nearly 54 million registered voters to turn out. The
reality was more tepid. According to unofficial results
announced by his campaign early Thursday, El-Sissi won
more than 92 percent of the vote, resoundingly beating
his sole rival, leftist politician Hamdeen Sabahi.

However, turnout nationwide was around 46 percent,
according by interim President Adly Mansour. Not the
worst of the multiple elections held the past three years,
but below the nearly 52 percent turnout in the 2012 elec-
tion that Morsi won. The victory was tainted by the
extraordinary means used by the military-backed gov-
ernment to get even that many voters to the polls. After
signs that the turnout on the first of two scheduled days
of voting on Monday was a lowly 15 percent, the govern-
ment declared the next day a national holiday to free
people to go to polls. The election commission threat-
ened to slap fines of $70 - a hefty sum for most Egyptians
- on those who did not vote.

‘Ungrateful, traitors’
When Tuesday polling still seemed low, the commis-

sion abruptly extended the election to a third day. The
state made bus and train travel free to allow migrants to
return to home districts to vote. Throughout the day, TV
networks berated Egyptians as “ungrateful” and “traitors”
for not voting. To many, it was clear the state was trying
to help its favored candidate, reminiscent of machina-
tions during the 29-year-rule of autocrat Hosni Mubarak,
toppled in a 2011 pro-democracy uprising. And El-Sissi
was not supposed to need a boost.

For the past 10 months, the government, TV stations
and newspapers have made him the object of relentless
adulation, pinning superlatives on him as firm and effi-

cient, empathetic and pious, manly and handsome, insist-
ing he is the sole figure able to lead and feeding jingoism
for the military and police. “The popular hero didn’t find
the masses marching to the ballot boxes to lift him to the
palace.  The weddings turned to anguish,” prominent
Egyptian columnist Wael Abdel-Fattah wrote in the
Lebanese daily Assafir. “The shock here is in the state’s
need to use its old tools to defend its nominee.”

El-Sissi can genuinely claim he comes into office with
an impressive tally of votes - his campaign said he won
23.38 million votes. Official results are expected in early
June. That’s more than the 13 million that Morsi won, and
even more than the around 18 million votes that went to
Morsi’s Muslim Brotherhood and allied parties in the first
post-Mubarak parliamentary elections, the Islamists’ most

resounding electoral showing. But the puncturing of his
image is no small blow. It points out a significant pool of
public discontent with El-Sissi and will likely encourage
the Brotherhood in its protests, hoping more Egyptians
will join its ranks if the new president fails to improve
their lot. 

It gives hope to the more secular, pro-democracy rev-
olutionary groups, signaling that Egyptians are as wary of
a military man in power as they were of the Islamists. It
also served notice that Egyptians can still pull off stun-
ning surprises - and that after rising up against two presi-
dents since 2011, they expect more from a politician than
heroic status. Many El-Sissi supporters voted enthusiasti-
cally, singing and dancing at the polls, saying they had
confidence that a man from the military can bring stabili-

ty after three years of bloody unrest. Equally appealing
were his comments on the merits of moderate Islam and
his intention to fight extremism. The boycott by the
Brotherhood, which has the country’s strongest get-out-
the vote-machine, heavily gouged the turnout numbers.

Many declined to vote
But many others who declined to vote - and even

some who voted for El-Sissi - said he seemed to take
Egyptians for granted and lacked solutions for millions
living in poverty. They were struck by how he showed lit-
tle tolerance for dissent, was dismissive of freedoms and
rights and was strongly backed by former members of
Mubarak’s ruling party - all fueling concerns he will bring
back Mubarak’s autocratic ways. “This man will seal the
gates of democracy behind him with a lock and chain. It
will be our last elections, and it is a farce,” said Ramadan
Salem, a 57-year-old boycotter who was sitting among
fellow taxi drivers sipping tea under a main bridge in cen-
tral Cairo. Even El-Sissi’s campaign motto - “We work
together” - struck Salem as a way to evade responsibility.
“When he fails, it will be us failing, not him,” he said.

El-Sissi acted presidential long before the first ballot
was cast. Unlike Sabahi, the only other contender in the
race, El-Sissi never went into the streets to campaign,
instead giving TV interviews and holding meetings in
opulent surroundings with influential groups like editors,
businessmen, celebrities and clerics. His straight talk on
the extent of economic problems rang harsh to some,
telling already struggling Egyptians to buckle down and
sacrifice. Promising “great leaps,” he gave mixed signals on
his policies. He advocated heavy government involve-
ment in the economy with state-sponsored mega-pro-
jects to create jobs and even in setting market prices. At
the same time, he flirted with businessmen, saying he
planned to give them a share. He spoke of reshaping the
map of Egypt by expanding Nile Valley provinces into the
desert to redistribute population. His answer for funding
it was billions of dollars from oil-rich Gulf nations and
from Egyptian expatriates. And if Gulf money doesn’t
come through, “it will be a big problem,” said engineer
Mohammed Bahaa Eddin, standing near a vacant Cairo
polling center. He voted for El-Sissi, but added: “When I
watch him on TV, I am uncomfortable. Something is
ambiguous about him. His ideas are not clear.”—AP

In Egypt, a pyrrhic landslide victory

ALEXANDRIA: Supporters of Egyptian ex-army chief Abdel Fattah El-Sisi hold flags and posters during a
rally to celebrate after Sisi scored a crushing presidential election triumph in the coastal city of
Alexandria. — AFP 

IDLIB: An image grab taken from a video released by jihadist group Al-Nusra Front shows a portrait of American citizen
Moner Mohammad Abu-Salha, who is believed to have been involved in the suicide bombing against regime forces in
Syria’s northern province of Idlib, and smoke rising in the background which allegedly shows the scene moments after
the attack. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: An American fighting for a hardline Islamist
group carried out a deadly suicide bombing, US officials said yes-
terday, in the first such case in the war. The confirmation came
amid growing fears over the flood of foreigners into Syria, with no
end in sight in the three-year war that has already left 162,000
people dead. State Department spokeswoman Jen Psaki identi-
fied the suicide bomber as Moner Mohammad Abu-Salha. Abu-
Salha is thought to have been behind a truck bombing against
regime forces on Sunday in the northern province of Idlib. He
went by the alias Abu Hurayra Al-Amriki. Abu Hurayra refers to a
companion of the prophet Mohammed and Al-Amriki means “the
American” in Arabic.

Psaki agreed it was believed to be the first such suicide bomb-
ing carried out by an American since the start of the war in 2011.
Estimates of the number of foreign fighters who have flooded into
Syria in the past three years range from between 9,000 to 11,000,
with most believed to have come from neighboring countries.
Psaki could not give precise figures of how many Americans may
be among them. But The New York Times said about 100
Americans are believed to have traveled to Syria, mainly to join
the rebels fighting to oust President Bashar al-Assad.

There were few other details about the mysterious American,
who is said to have joined the Al-Nusra Front, which was recently
outlawed by the US as a terrorist group. The Times, citing law
enforcement officials, said he was aged in his 20s, of Middle
Eastern descent and from the southern state of Florida. He is
believed to have spent two months in a training camp in the
divided city of Aleppo, and was on his second visit to Syria, having

returned there late last year, the US daily said. Abu-Salha was
named with the help of witnesses and family members, the Times
reported, citing law enforcement officials who believe his remains
may never be properly identified due to the force of the blast.

Gone to ‘meet his God’
A Syrian fighter from the Al-Nusra Front told the Times that

Abu-Salha was an Arab-American who spoke only poor Arabic,
but was dedicated to the extremists’ cause. “He was a generous,
brave, tough man, always on the front lines in battles,” the fighter
told the US daily. “When his turn came up” to carry out a suicide
bombing, he “was very happy, because he will meet his God after
that,” the fighter, who called himself Abu Abdulrahman, told the
Times via Facebook. Concerns are mounting among Western
powers that-like Afghanistan in the past-Syria is becoming a train-
ing ground for a generation of militants who will return as battle-
hardened veterans ready to carry out attacks both at home and
abroad.

“We are closely tracking and closely working with our partners
and allies about our concern about the growth of foreign fighters
and the growth of extremism,” Psaki said, only days after US
President Barack Obama unveiled a new $5 billion fund dedicated
to the fight against terror. Reports that an American had been
involved in the Idlib bombing have been circulating for days. A
video released by Al-Nusra supporters, first reported on by the pri-
vate terror watchdog SITE Intelligence Group, shows a huge
explosion and footage of a young, bearded man cradling a cat
and identified as the attacker. — AFP

DAMASCUS: As Syria approaches a surreal presidential elec-
tion in the midst of civil war, the capital has avoided the
worst of the conflict but reminders are increasingly coming
out the water taps and appearing on the dinner table, to the
dismay of Damascenes. Before the war, the government of
President Bashar Al-Assad maintained tight control on food
prices and quality. Distracted by war, its grip has slackened
and shady business practices have flourished to the detri-
ment of water and food supplies.

Rushing to the kitchen sink the other day to fill up a con-
tainer with water, Mayada, a Damascene, wanted to store as
much water as possible. “I must hurry, because sometimes
the water cuts off in an hour,” she said. “And look at all this
sand. We can’t drink the water anymore without filtering it
first.” She pointed to black and brown grains sinking to the
bottom of her freshly filled water jug.  “And God knows what
else is floating in there that I can’t see.”

Residents say the quality of food is also deteriorating,
coupled with price rises, especially fast food favorites like
shawarma and falafel as well as “farouj”, or roast chicken.
“Taste the falafel and you’ll know they add bread crumbs to
it to save on chickpeas,” said Issam, a restaurateur in central
Damascus, referring to the main ingredient in falafel. “You
can easily tell the difference. Today’s ‘fake’ falafel is greasier
and darker and just looks wrong all around. People eat it
because it’s cheap, but everyone is complaining.”

Shawarma, cut from a giant rotating hulk of meat, is
also under scrutiny. “Only God knows what meat they’re
using these days. Is it even beef? All I know is it doesn’t
taste the same as before,” said Lamia, 32. As for poultry, the
birds look either skinnier than usual or unusually plump
but without taste, prompting many Damascenes to won-
der what poultry farmers might be feeding the chickens.
“Is it hormones? Animals protein? Garbage? Sewage? We
cannot know,” said Marwan, who considers himself an
amateur nutritionist. “Back in the good days, poultry farm-
ers got away with dubious practices. Now? I hate to even
think about it.”

Damascenes anxiously await the presidential election on
June 3 which Assad looks certain to win, given that voting
will be held only in state-controlled areas, but which they
fear will be marked by a fierce mortar barrage from rebel-
held suburbs. The government, however, is waging a
“Together, We Rebuild” campaign that now peppers the capi-
tal’s streets with posters that feature hands clasped together
- despite Syria’s widespread fragmentation into sectarian
and tribal enclaves.

Damascenes have been luckier than Syrians living in
areas of the country beyond government control, bombed
daily and cut off by prolonged but inconclusive army sieges.
Some 160,000 people have died in the conflict, which start-
ed in March 2011 with street protests against decades of
Assad family rule but turned into an insurgency following a
security crackdown on peaceful demonstrators. Malnutrition
is rampant and doctors say children have starved to death in
besieged zones.

Price rises
In Damascus, people notice the small changes - daily sta-

ples soaring in price, sometimes selling at three or four times

what they used to be, with the quality plummeting. “Almost
every single dairy maker these days is adding water to milk
and to cheese and yoghurt,” said Abu Mustafa, a dairy shop
owner in the middle-class neighborhood of Mazraa. He
denies that he does it himself.

Before the war, the authorities kept a close watch on
dairy makers to deter cheating and enforced fixed prices,
forcing the dairy makers to compete with each other based
solely on quality and taste. Now there is hardly any over-
sight. White Syrian cheese, a daily must-have in every Syrian
household, used to sell for 250 Syrian pounds ($1.60) per
kilo. Now, it varies between 400 SP to 1,300 SP ($8.70), the
latter closer to Abu Mostafa’s prices.—Reuters

In Damascus, reminders of

lurking war on dinner table

American suicide 

bomber hits Syria
Flood of foreigner fighters in Syria

BEIRUT: Syrian rebels blew up a tunnel packed
with explosives in the northern city of Aleppo on
Friday, killing at least 20 pro-government fighters,
activists and rebels said. The Britain-based Syrian
Observatory for Human Rights activist group said
the blast took place near the Zahrawi market not
far from the citadel in Old Aleppo. It said clashes
followed the explosion. A powerful rebel alliance
called the Islamic Front claimed responsibility for
the blast. It said in a tweet that it killed at least 40
government gunmen.

The Islamic Front also tweeted a video of the
explosion. It shows a massive blast erupting from a
skyline of rooftops and satellite dishes, throwing
chunks of brick and a huge cloud of dust into the
air. The video appeared genuine and corresponded
to other Associated Press reporting. In early May,
rebels also used bomb-packed tunnels to level a
historic hotel in the Old City of Aleppo that was
being used as an army base.

Such explosions have provided a reminder that

the rebels, despite setbacks in other parts of the
country, remain a potent force. Now in its fourth
year, Syria’s conflict has killed more than 160,000
people and caused a humanitarian crisis. The
United Nations has said that some 9.3 million peo-
ple - more than 6.5 million displaced by the fight-
ing - are in need of urgent humanitarian assistance
inside Syria. Late Friday, a UN spokeswoman said
that a 15-truck convoy delivered food aid to Syrian
Arab Red Crescent warehouses for 30,000 people in
rebel-held areas in western parts of the Aleppo
governorate. Stephane Dujarric said the convoy
also carried in medicine for 15,000 people, and
household items for another 10,000.

“This aid is part of the plan approved last week
by the governor of Aleppo to help some half a mil-
lion people both in opposition and government-
held areas,” Dujarric said. Humanitarian aid has not
been able to reach many areas where people are in
need, despite a UN Security Council resolution in
February demanding unfettered access. Now,

Australia, Luxembourg, and Jordan are planning to
circulate a new UN Security Council resolution that
diplomats say would authorize the delivery of
humanitarian aid into Syria through four border
crossings without approval from President Bashar
Assad’s government. Currently, all UN aid must go
through Damascus - a practice which UN humani-
tarian chief Valerie Amos has repeatedly criticized.

Iran commander dies
In another development, a commander from

Iran’s Revolutionary Guards has been killed in Syria,
media said yesterday, a disclosure that runs count-
er to Tehran’s insistence it is not fighting alongside
President Bashar Al-Assad’s forces. Reports that
Abdollah Eskandari died while “defending” a Shiite
shrine emerged earlier this week but neither the
elite military unit nor Iran’s foreign ministry have
passed comment. However, the Fars news agency
reported that a funeral service would be held for
the commander today in the city of Shiraz.—AFP

ALEPPO: Syrians carry a body following an airstrike on the Bustan Al-Qasr rebel held
neighborhood of the northern Syrian city of Aleppo. — AFP 

Syria rebels blow up tunnel; 20 troops die

For Syria refugees,

election shreds 

hope of return

TRIPOLI: For Abu Nur, a Syrian war refugee in northern
Lebanon, this week’s certain re-election of Syrian President
Bashar Al-Assad buries any hope he had of returning home
soon. It will now take a “miracle from God, the all-powerful”
to end the more than three-year-old conflict in Syria, the
forty-something said from his grubby lodgings in the port
city of Tripoli. His face covered with a scarf and using an
alias, he recalls the mass protests in his hometown of
Homs, in central Syria, calling for democratic reforms back
in mid-March 2011. “The demonstrations against the
regime were a miracle and this war will only end with a mir-
acle,” said Abu Nur, who shares a makeshift home with his
wife and their five children.

Assad’s forces launched a brutal crackdown on the
protests, which degenerated into a full-blown civil that has
now cost more than 160,000 lives and driven millions of
Syrians into exile. On Wednesday, thousands of Syrian
expats streamed to their country’s embassy in Beirut to
vote in advance of controversial presidential election to be
held back home on June 3. Assad’s re-election is not in
doubt in Syria’s first multi-candidate presidential poll, run-
ning against two little-known opponents. “We dream of
honest elections which allow us to elect a president who
really represents the people,” said Abu Nur.

An entrepreneur who turned into an anti-regime
activist before leaving Syria two years ago, he had to sell his
car and belongings to finance the family’s flight into exile.
“It’s impossible for me to go back to Syria, while here our
situation is going from bad to worse. The only way out is to
emigrate to Canada.” At another camp, in the lodgings of
Abu Tareq, it’s the same story. “I will never return as long as
the regime is still in power,” he said. “I will only go back to
freedom and democracy.” For Ghazia Al-Kur, a 42-year-old
mother from Hama province whose two boys died in an air
raid as they queued up at a bakery, dreams of returning
home are just that-dreams.—AFP


