
RIYADH: Saudi Arabian women are running for election
and voting for the first time on Dec. 12, but their
enfranchisement marks only a pigeon step towards
democracy and gender equality in the autocratic
Islamic kingdom. “For 10 years, since men first voted,
we have waited for this chance,” said Fawzia Al-Harbi,
one of hundreds of female candidates who began cam-
paigning this week. “Now they have given it to us I
decided I have the ability to do it.”

Fully veiled apart from her eyes and hands and with
male chaperones at her side, she met potential voters
in a Riyadh shopping mall. Only a fraction of them actu-
ally will go to the polls however, and the councils they
will choose will have little power. The ruling Al Saud
dynasty has no intention of sharing power with elected
politicians, say analysts, and it fears combative cam-
paigns or rapid social reform could unleash unrest in a
patriarchal state with deep tribal and religious loyalties.

While top princes privately discuss the possibility of
eventual elections for the Shura Council, the appointed
parliament that discusses new laws and advises the
government on legislation, it is still seen as a distant
prospect. But political liberalization is edging forward,
pressed by a powerful business class that supports
modernization and the growing number of educated
and working women and their families, and prodded
by Western allies.

“The Al Saud recognize the need for change. They
started with the municipal elections. Now it is for a
majority of seats and they let women vote. They don’t
discuss it publicly, but in private they talk about elec-
tions for the Shura Council,” said Khaled Al-Dakhil, a
Saudi political scientist. The introduction of women into

public life and gradual moves towards electoral politics
were won in the face of stiff opposition from the reli-
gious establishment - the conservative clerics upon
whose support the Al Saud rely for legitimacy. While
the clergy has always - eventually - gone along with
reforms pushed by the Al Saud, its opposition has
sometimes legitimized a conservative backlash, such as
the riots that followed the introduction of girls’ educa-
tion in the 1960s.

Opening the Door to Evil
In Saudi Arabia’s gender segregated society, cam-

paigning is difficult. The owners of the mall, one of the
only public spaces in Harbi’s electoral district, were wor-
ried the religious police would complain if she spoke to
men. As her male campaign team, a social networking
and website company she found online, negotiated
with the management, Harbi stood at the end of the
corridor, observing social proprieties.

Saudi Arabia is the only country to bar women from
driving and requires them to have a male “guardian”
who can stop them travelling, marrying, working or
having some medical procedures. The Grand Mufti, the
most senior cleric, wrote in a web posting in 2011
shortly before the late King Abdullah announced
women would take part in this election that allowing
women to participate in politics was “opening the door
to evil”.

However, Abdullah appointed 30 women to join the
150-member Shura Council in early 2013 and their par-
ticipation in discussions has put difficulties faced by
women on the agenda, said one of them, speaking
anonymously. One recent proposal would allow moth-

ers, as well as fathers, to get a document necessary to
register births and to enrol children in schools, approve
medical procedures and perform other basic tasks that
now need the approval of a man. It has been approved
for formal study, said the council member.

No Political Parties
This year’s national election differs from the two run

in 2005 and 2011 by giving voters the power to elect
two thirds of council members instead of half. However,
political parties remain banned and, in a sign of how far
the Al Saud want to keep any whiff of national or ideo-
logical politics from the poll, several candidates with
histories of activism have been barred from running.

Candidates are not allowed to deploy religious or
tribal symbolism, cannot use their photographs on
election material, and are barred from working togeth-
er. They campaign purely on the basis of published
biographies and promises on local issues. What alarms
the Al Saud is the emergence of any recognizable bloc,
such as Islamists affiliated with the Muslim
Brotherhood, that could challenge its power, or that
campaigns would push divisive tribal, religious or social
issues. An Islamist activist, who did not want to be
named, dismissed the councils as being so insignificant
that the vote did not warrant the term ‘election’. “Is this
going to change power? We need a real election,” he
said.

Democracy
One place where the performance of elected coun-

cils has been particularly watched is Qatif, the only
municipal district where a big majority of residents are
Shiites, Saudi Arabia’s minority sect that has long com-
plained of discrimination. Jafar Al-Shayab, a Shiite who
was elected to the Qatif council in 2005, and was then
appointed as its leader in 2011, said it had had mixed
success in meeting voter expectations.

While it had created a new channel for communica-
tion between citizens and the government, and given a
measure of oversight of the municipality, which is a
main provider of state services, entrenched bureaucra-
cy made it hard to get things done, he said. He cited the
example of efforts to coordinate public works for Qatif
residents tired of roads being dug up by different
departments on successive weeks. “They failed to do
anything in that regard,” he said. On the other hand, the
council did help persuade the government to deal with
Qatif independently instead of treating it as part of
Eastern Province. That helped it gain a bigger budget
and more control of spending, he said.

The relative lack of powers is evident in the low
number of Saudis who have registered to vote. Of a
population of 20 million, 1.74 million men have regis-
tered and only 130,000 women. Of the 7,000 candi-
dates cleared to run, 978 are women. Outside the mall,
Harbi approached a family group of five women and
spoke about local problems, her plans to open family
centres and improve services, and the experience that
had led her to stand. They listened, laughed and
entered into the discussion. But when asked if they had
registered to vote, they said no. — Reuters 
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DUBAI: Saudi death row Shiite cleric Nimr
Al-Nimr is in high spirits despite reports he
is at risk of imminent execution, his broth-
er said on Monday after visiting the
sheikh. “He’s good, very well, high spirits.
His health is very good and he is ready for
anything, even for death,” Jaffar Al-Nimr
told AFP. The brother spoke after he and
several other family members, including
Nimr’s mother, spent about one hour with
him at Al-Hair prison near Riyadh. Nimr
was a driving force behind protests that
erupted in 2011 in eastern Saudi Arabia,
where most of the Shiite minority live.

The protests developed into a call for
equality in the Sunni-ruled kingdom,
where many Shiites have complained of
marginalization. Amnesty International
said on Thursday that he was among six
Shiite activists at imminent risk of execu-

tion who were “clearly convicted in unfair
trials”. The London-based human rights
group said the six were among a total of
50 people who could soon be put to death
in a single day. Media “close to the Saudi
Arabian authorities” had reported on the
execution plans, Amnesty said.

Nimr is not concerned by those stories,
his brother said, accusing the interior min-
istry of sometimes issuing reports in order
to gauge public reaction. But Nimr’s family
are still “very worried,” he said. Among the
other activists who Amnesty said are at
risk of imminent execution is Nimr Al-
Nimr’s nephew Ali Al-Nimr, who was 17
when he was arrested following the
protests for reform. Ali Al-Nimr is also
detained at Al-Hair prison, and his father is
to visit him in three weeks, Jaffar Al-Nimr
said. — AFP 

Death row cleric 
in ‘high spirits’

BEIRUT: Lebanon’s political crisis has taken a
dramatic turn with the possibility that a friend
of Syrian President Bashar al-Assad could
become president in a power-sharing deal
aimed at breathing life back into the paralyzed
state. The idea of Suleiman Franjieh, a child-
hood friend of Assad, becoming head of state
has taken aback many Lebanese, not least
because of who tabled it: Saad al-Hariri, a
Sunni politician who leads an alliance forged
from opposition to Syrian influence in
Lebanon. He would become prime minister
under the deal.

It is no less startling because of the backing
it would require from Saudi Arabia and Iran,
rival states that wield decisive influence over
Lebanon’s competing factions and which are
in conflict elsewhere in the region, including in
Syria. As the war escalates in Syria, with Iran
and Saudi Arabia increasing their support for
Assad and his enemies, a new deal for
Lebanon seems unlikely to signal any broader
understanding to settle regional conflicts.

But it would point to a desire to preserve a
minimal degree of stability in Lebanon. While
badly affected by the Syrian war that has trig-
gered militant attacks, driven a million
refugees over the border, and fuelled a political
crisis, Lebanon has avoided the kind of civil

strife some had feared. Yet the country has
been without a president for 18 months and a
unity government led by Prime Minister
Tammam Salam is barely functioning. The
Hariri proposal is the most serious effort yet to
resolve that political stalemate.

Ali Akbar Velayati, a top adviser to Iran’s
supreme leader who was on a visit to Beirut on
Monday said after meeting Salam that hopes
for the election of a president had increased.
“We hope to witness in the immediate future
the selection and election of a president of the
republic,” a statement from Salam’s office quot-
ed Velayati as saying. But the appointment of
Franjieh faces big challenges including resist-
ance from politicians who campaigned against
Syrian influence in Lebanon, and winning over
other leaders who also covet the post reserved
for a Maronite Christian, notably Michel Aoun
and Samir Geagea. If it fails, analysts believe
the chances of a settlement will be even more
remote, meaning no imminent end to a crisis
of government that has in recent months left
trash to pile up in the streets and the army
without salaries.

Christian Rivalries
Though the proposal has not been made

public by Hariri, it has been reported in

Lebanon and confirmed by political sources.
Franjieh has said the proposal for him to
become president is serious, but not official.
The deal is expected to include an agreement
on arrangements for new parliamentary elec-
tions. Any power-sharing deal needs to recon-
cile Lebanon’s two main camps: the March 8
alliance dominated by the Iranian-backed
Shi’ite group Hezbollah, and the Hariri-led
March 14 alliance.

The toughest part is winning over other
Christians on both sides. Geagea and Aoun are
the official candidates of the rival alliances, and
a Franjieh presidency risks exacerbating his-
toric rivalries among the Christians. Hezbollah
has repeatedly stated its support for the candi-
dacy of Aoun, 80, its ally since 2006 and head
of the biggest Christian bloc in parliament. Yet
Franjieh, whose ties to the group are much
older, may be a preferable choice for the group
as Hezbollah wages war in Syria in support of
Assad.

By backing Franjieh, Hariri meanwhile risks
fracturing the March 14 alliance which was
forged a decade ago out of opposition to Syria
in the wake of the assassination of his father,
Rafiq Al-Hariri. “The ones with a positive view
of this settlement argue that a Franjieh presi-
dency will reassure March 8 and Hezbollah,

while the presence of Hariri in the palace as
prime minister will reassure the other camp.
This is what is being marketed behind the
scenes,” said Nabil Boumonsef, a political com-
mentator. “There has already been great dam-
age, particularly in the March 14 camp - more
than in March 8 - because Franjieh is the clear-
est ally of the Syrian regime and the Assad
family in Lebanon,” Boumonsef said. Hezbollah
was meanwhile like “a father being asked to
choose between two sons”, he added.

Hunting With Basil Al-Assad
Franjieh’s ties to the Assad family date to his

childhood when his grandfather, the late
President Suleiman Franjieh, took him on trips
to Damascus to visit his friend, the late
President Hafez Al-Assad. Franjieh used to hunt
with Bashar al-Assad’s older brother, Basil, who
died in a 1994 car crash. He was orphaned in
1978 when a Christian militia attacked his fam-
ily home in northern Lebanon, killing his
father, mother and sister. Geagea has been
accused of responsibility for that civil wartime
attack, though he has denied participating.

Franjieh, 50, featured prominently in the
period of Syrian domination of Lebanon that
followed the 1975-90 war, serving as a govern-
ment minister several times. That era ended

with the withdrawal of Syrian forces from
Lebanon in 2005 following an international
outcry at the Rafik al-Hariri assassination.
Franjieh was serving as interior minister at the
time.

Hariri, 45, assumed the mantle of Lebanon’s
most influential Sunni politician after his
father’s death. He left Lebanon in 2011 after his
government was toppled by the March 8 coali-
tion.  He has made only two, short trips to
Lebanon since then. Boutros Harb, a March 14
politician with presidential ambitions, said he
had no personal problem with Franjieh. “But
will he bring Bashar Al-Assad with him to
Baabda Palace, or will he be president for all
Lebanese?” he asked on Twitter. Baabda is the
location of the presidential palace.

Speaking last week, a senior figure in
Hariri’s Future Movement, his cousin Ahmad
Al-Hariri, said the only choice for Lebanese was
a “brave settlement” to end the repercussions
of political “obstruction” which he said had
turned into a time bomb, the Hariri-owned Al-
Mustaqbal newspaper reported. Franjieh’s can-
didacy would certainly be welcomed by
Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri, a powerful
Hezbollah ally who heads the Shiite Amal
Movement and whose fractious relationship
with Aoun is no secret. — Reuters 

Small steps for Saudi 
women, democracy 

Women to vote for first time in local poll

RIYADH: Saudi men walk past a candidate’s campaign billboards for the municipal council elections in the Al-Sahafa district of the
Saudi capital yesterday. — AFP 

Assad ally may be Lebanon’s next president 

JERUSALEM: Two Palestinians attempted to
stab an Israeli soldier and a pedestrian in sepa-
rate attacks near Jewish settlements in the
West Bank yesterday, authorities said, but both
attackers were shot dead. The incidents came a
day after Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu and Palestinian president
Mahmoud Abbas shared a rare handshake at a
global climate conference in Paris, but no sub-
stantial talks were reported.

Yesterday’s first incident occurred near the
Gush Etzion bloc of settlements south of
Jerusalem, the site of a series of recent attacks.
A Palestinian brandishing a knife attempted to
stab a pedestrian at a junction near the settle-
ment bloc and was shot dead by an Israeli sol-
dier, police and the army said. The Palestinian
health ministry identified the dead Palestinian
as 16-year-old Mamoon Raed Muhammed Al-
Khateeb. Later in the day, in the northern West
Bank, a young Palestinian woman who sought
to stab a soldier near the Israeli settlement of
Einav was shot and killed by the serviceman,
the army said. Palestinian police sources identi-
fied her as 19-year-old Maram Hassouna, a uni-
versity student in Nablus who had previously
served two years in prison for another attempt-
ed knife attack. Violence since Oct 1 has left
103 dead on the Palestinian side, including an
Arab Israeli, as well as 17 Israelis, an American
and an Eritrean. The stabbings, shootings and
car rammings have mainly been carried out by
“lone wolf” attackers who have defied calls for
peaceful resistance to Israel’s occupation. Many
of them have been young people, including
teenagers, reflecting anger and lost hope over
Israel’s occupation, the Palestinians’ fractured
leadership and the complete lack of progress in
peace efforts, analysts say.

Handshake But No Talks 
The international community has repeated-

ly called for moves to reduce tensions but
Netanyahu has vowed to step up punitive
measures and has accused Palestinian leaders
of inciting violence. The Palestine Liberation
Organisation’s secretary general, Saeb Erekat,
has said that it could soon move forward on
changing longstanding links with Israel, includ-
ing security coordination, if Netanyahu’s gov-

ernment does not take steps toward peace.
There has been speculation that such moves
could lead to the collapse of the Palestinian
Authority, the governing administration set up
in the 1990s under the landmark Oslo accords.

During a visit to Paris on Monday for a glob-
al climate summit, Netanyahu told Israeli
reporters that he did not want to see the col-
lapse of the Palestinian Authority as it could
further empower Palestinian hardliners, such
as Islamist movement Hamas. The Palestinian
Authority is dominated by Abbas’ Fatah party.
“The fact that there’s now a bad alternative (the
PA) doesn’t mean that we won’t get a worse
alternative,” Israeli daily Haaretz quoted
Netanyahu as saying. “But there has to be a
change in the PA leadership’s behaviour.”

Netanyahu and Abbas shook hands at the
summit in Paris, but no substantial talks were
reported and both sides played down the
importance of the brief encounter. US
Secretary of State John Kerry last week held
separate talks with Netanyahu and Abbas, but
left without achieving a breakthrough. After
returning to the United States, Kerry said the
conflict was at a “pivotal point” and expressed
concern over “the potential for the situation to
spin out of control.”

Yesterday’s violence also came a day after a
Jerusalem court found two Israelis guilty of the
burning alive of a Palestinian teen in the run-
up to last year’s Gaza war, but held off on con-
victing the alleged ringleader. The third defen-
dant, a 31-year-old Israeli settler, was found to
have committed the crime, but the court
delayed convicting him after his lawyers sub-
mitted a report in recent days arguing his men-
tal state meant he was not responsible for his
actions. The report will now have to be evaluat-
ed, with a new hearing set for Dec 20.

Palestinians and the victim’s family harshly
criticized the delay. Mohammed Abu Khdeir,
16, was abducted and killed in July 2014,
weeks after the kidnap and murder of three
Israeli teenagers in the West Bank. Separately
yesterday, a Jewish extremist convicted of
arson over the 2014 burning of an Arabic-
Hebrew bilingual school seen as a rare symbol
of coexistence in Jerusalem was sentenced to
three years in prison. — AFP 

Israeli troops kill
two Palestinians 

ISTANBUL: Five people were injured when a pipe
bomb exploded on an overpass near an Istanbul
metro station yesterday, the district mayor said,
halting some train operations and heightening
security fears in Europe’s biggest city. Turkey has
been on high alert since more than 100 people
were killed by two suicide bombers in the capital
Ankara in October, three months after a similar
attack at a town near the Syrian border in July left
33 dead.

Yesterday’s blast near the Bayrampasa metro
station came at the height of the evening rush hour,
district Mayor Atilla Aydiner told A Haber television.
Bayrampasa is a residential and industrial area on
the European side of Istanbul. Another broadcaster
earlier reported that one person had been killed but
Aydiner confirmed only five injuries.

Grainy CCTV footage showed a large flash of
light on the overpass followed by what appeared to
be burning embers showering to the ground as cars
drove below. Photographs on social media showed

what appeared to be dozens of people walking
alongside overground train tracks after trains had
been halted. Although Istanbul’s metro is largely
underground, it runs above ground in some places,
including around Bayrampasa.

Yesterday’s blast was much smaller than the
ones in Ankara and the town of Suruc near the
Syrian border, which are believed to have been car-
ried out by Islamic State militants. Turkey, a NATO
member, has carried out air strikes against the
Islamist insurgents in neighboring Syria as part of
the US-led coalition fighting the jihadist movement.
It also faces security threats from the outlawed
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK), whose militants
often attack police and security in Turkey’s mainly
Kurdish southeast, and the far-left Revolutionary
People’s Liberation Army-Front (DHKP-C). The
DHKP-C, which is considered a terrorist organization
by the United States and Ankara, said that one of its
members was involved in an attack on the US con-
sulate in August. — Reuters 

Pipe bomb explodes 
near Istanbul metro

TULKAREM: An Israeli soldier walks by the body of Palestinian Maram
Hassouna,19, at the Inab checkpoint east of this West Bank city yester-
day. — AP 


