
SYDNEY: Australia’s election was on a knife-edge
yesterday with the ruling conservatives struggling
to win enough seats to form majority government,
raising the prospect of a hung parliament. Seventy-
six seats are needed to rule outright in the 150-seat
House of Representatives, but there was a swing
against Malcolm Turnbull’s Liberal/National coali-
tion results showed as vote counting went deep
into the night. National broadcaster ABC, which is
known for calling elections results, said an outcome
was unlikely Saturday.

“I’m prepared to make a prediction. We won’t
know who has won tonight,” the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation’s respected election ana-
lyst Antony Green said, with some four million postal
votes still being sifted through. He forecast Bill
Shorten’s Labor opposition would not hold more
than 70 seats and the coalition could fall short of a
majority by one seat, with 75, despite being backed
by the nation’s media.

More than four hours after most polling booths
closed, the Australian Electoral Commission had
Turnbull’s party on 71 seats to 68 for Labor with
crossbenchers - politicians who are independent or
from minor parties - winning five. It could mean a
parliament where no side commands a lower house
majority, as voters fed up with traditional politicians
look for alternatives, meaning crossbenchers will play

an important role in forming government. 
“First term governments always, always, have a

swing against them. We know that,” Treasurer Scott
Morrison said, putting a brave face on the results.
Labor deputy leader Tanya Plibersek said Turnbull’s
leadership was in peril. “I think the real question is
for Malcolm Turnbull - can he remain leader with
the loss of so many seats?” she told the Nine
Network. The government went into the election
with a large majority of seats.

The vote culminated a marathon race where eco-
nomic management became a key issue in the wake
of the Brexit verdict. Multi-millionaire former banker
Turnbull, 61, was looking to bolster his power after
ousting fellow Liberal Tony Abbott in a party coup
last September and he was upbeat when casting his
vote at a school near his Sydney harborside mansion.
“Win the election,” a boy yelled out as he stuffed his
voting form in the  ballot box, to which Turnbull
replied: “Thank you, we are working on it.”

Unexpected Headwinds 
Ex-union chief Shorten, 49, has been gunning to

return Labor to office after it was thumped by the
conservatives at the last election in 2013. “What
will decide this election is what is in the best inter-
ests for working and middle class Australia,” he said
before polling closed in a last-ditch bid to rally

undecided voters to his platform of better health,
jobs and education. Turnbull has campaigned on
tough asylum-seeker policies, a plan to hold a
plebiscite on gay marriage, and his economic cre-
dentials as the country transitions from a mining
investment boom and focuses on job creation and
diversifying the economy.

He has also channelled the instability sparked by
Britain’s shock vote to leave the European Union,
warning Australia must “have the plan that meets the
nature of our times, a time of opportunity and of
challenge”. According to the official #ausvotes Twitter
feed, the most tweeted issues during the campaign
have been healthcare, the economy, education and
housing affordability and voters in Sydney said they
expected a tight contest. “There’s been a lot of disuni-
ty in the last couple of years (in Australia),” voter
Sarah Lander told AFP, referring to the country’s
revolving door of prime ministers. “With what’s going
on in the world, with the UK (Brexit) and terrorism,
why wouldn’t you want to stick with what you
know?” Turnbull called an election early because
crossbenchers hold the balance of power in the
upper house Senate. They have failed to pass dead-
locked legislation to overhaul unions, which provid-
ed the trigger for a double dissolution of parliament,
where all seats in the upper and lower houses are
contested. — AFP 
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WASHINGTON: US conservatives were
expecting some major wins at the
Supreme Court this year, but several dra-
matic twists - including the death of a jus-
tice - reconfigured the bench and liberals
ended up scoring the most influential vic-
tories. The high court’s 2015-2016 term
ended with a bang this week when it
struck down a Texas law restricting access
to abortion - the most important ruling in
a generation on the hot-button issue, and
a big win for “pro-choice” activists.

The 5-3 decision by a short-handed
court - down one justice since the death of
veteran conservative Antonin Scalia in
February - marked a major setback for evan-
gelical Christians and conservatives
opposed to abortion. Just a few days
before, the top court made a surprise ruling
in favor of an affirmative action program at
the University of Texas, meaning that race
and ethnicity can be taken into account
when deciding college admissions. Once
again, the country’s liberals cried victory.

And in March, a 4-4 deadlock effectively
affirmed the right of public sector unions to
collect fees from non-members, in a set-
back for conservatives. Lee Epstein, a
Supreme Court expert based at Washington
University in St Louis, said Scalia’s death
played a major role in some of the term’s
key decisions. On affirmative action, a nar-
row 4-3 ruling would instead have been a 4-
4 deadlock, leaving in place lower court rul-
ings upholding the plan - but setting no
legal precedent. 

In the unions case, Scalia would likely
have turned the tables against them. But
she said his death was not the only expla-
nation for the court’s shift to the left. “The
move to the left started a few years ago,
not this term,” Epstein told AFP. “Our data
show that the 2014 term and now the
2015 term were the most liberal since the
1960s.” The Obama administration howev-
er did not emerge from the court’s term
unscathed, including big defeats for the
Democratic president’s sweeping immi-

gration plan and his efforts to curb carbon
emissions.

Problematic Tie Votes 
Scalia, who died unexpectedly in

February, espoused deeply conservative
views during his three decades at the court.
A staunch defender of gun rights and the
death penalty, the Roman Catholic justice
was also openly opposed to abortion, gay
marriage and affirmative action. Without
him, the court is now evenly split between
conservatives (Chief Justice John Roberts,
Anthony Kennedy, Clarence Thomas and
Samuel Alito) and progressives (Ruth Bader
Ginsburg, Stephen Breyer, Sonia Sotomayor
and Elena Kagan). That distribution dramat-
ically increases the chances of deadlocks on
the court. Kennedy, a key swing voter
between the bench’s conservatives and
progressives on social issues, has become
even more crucial in a court with just eight
of the nine seats filled, sometimes joining
the liberal wing. — AFP 

MELBOURNE: Leader of the Australian Labor Party Bill Shorten waves to party faithful as he arrives to speak about the success of the Labor
Party in the Australian Federal Election yesterday. — AFP 
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Polls show close vote and potential minority govt

US Supreme Court ends eventful term with bang

WASHINGTON: An abortion rights activist holds placards outside the US
Supreme Court before the court struck down a Texas law placing restrictions on
abortion clinics on June 27, 2016. — AFP 

WASHINGTON: Republicans in the US
House of Representatives on Friday
introduced a measure intended to pre-
vent gun sales to people on govern-
ment watch lists, only to draw demands
from Democrats for stronger proposals
and a warning of possible new protests.
A week after Democrats ended a 25-
hour sit-in on the House floor to call for
gun legislation after the June 12 mass
shooting in Orlando, Florida, House
Majority Leader Kevin McCar thy,  a
Republican, said lawmakers will vote
next week on a measure giving govern-
ment authorities three days to convince
a judge that someone on a terrorism
watch list should not be allowed to
obtain a firearm.

“It is a responsible measure that con-
fronts this threat while protecting the
rights of law-abiding citizens,” House
Speaker Paul Ryan said in a statement.
But in a Friday conference call, House
Democrats reached “a clear consensus”
to oppose the measure, calling it the
handiwork of the National Rifle
Association, an aide said. Similar legisla-
tion, backed by the NRA, was blocked by
Democrats in the Senate last week.

Democrats also called for two
amendments: one to allow the U.S.
attorney general to decide without
court approval whether someone on a
watch list could buy a gun and another
to expand existing background checks
to all commercial gun sales including

those at guns shows. Democratic
Representatives John Lewis of Georgia
and John Larson of Connecticut, who
led last week’s sit-in, asked for a meeting
with Ryan to request votes on the
amendments, which consist of legisla-
tion originally sponsored by Republican
Peter King of New York. Ryan agreed to
meet with the Democrats next Tuesday,
Republican and Democratic aides said.

“I f  these amendments are not
allowed, then members will have fur-
ther discussions about possible actions
to take in response to this refusal to
allow a vote on commonsense gun leg-
islation,” said another House
Democratic aide. AshLee Strong, a Ryan
spokeswoman, said the House speaker
“looks for ward to meeting with
Congressmen Lewis and Larson to dis-
cuss the important action the House
will take to prevent terrorist attacks.”

The new Republican proposal, which
would apply to anyone who has been
suspected of violent extremism within
the past five years, would require
authorities to show probable cause that
a would-be buyer “will commit an act of
terrorism” or violates existing prohibi-
tions on undocumented immigrants,
fugitives, convicts and people with men-
tal illness. The gun provisions were
tucked into a bill aimed at stepping up
efforts against terrorism, including what
the legislation referred to as “radical
Islamist terrorism.” — Reuters 
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KABUL: New Taleban leader
Haibatullah Akhundzada called on the
US yesterday to end its “occupation” of
Afghanistan in his first message since
being appointed the militant group’s
chief. The message was released to
mark the upcoming Muslim festival of
Eid and comes two days after Taleban-
claimed suicide blasts, targeting a con-
voy of buses transporting Afghan police
cadets in Kabul, killed over 30 people
and wounded more than 70.  “Admit the
realities instead of useless use of force
and muscle... and put an end to the
occupation,” Akhundzada said in a
speech on the eve of Eid-al-Fitr, the
Muslim festival marking the end of the
fasting month of Ramadan.

“Our message to the American
invaders and her allies is this:  the
Afghan Muslim people neither fear...
your force nor your stratagem. They
consider martyrdom in confrontation

with you as a cherished goal of their life,”
Akhundzada added. He also called on
neighboring countries to join the fight
against the US, saying the presence of
Americans would “harm our mutual
interest” and “destabilise the whole
region”. “You are expected to join your
voice with that of the Afghans to end
the occupation or at least do not take
steps which contribute to prolongation
of presence of the Americans,” he said. 

The message is the first by
Akhundzada since his predecessor
Akhtar Mansour was killed during a US

drone strike in neighbouring Pakistan in
May. Mansour was formally appointed
head of the Taleban in July last year fol-
lowing the revelation that Mullah Omar
- the group’s supreme leader - had been
dead for two years in Pakistan. Afghan
officials have frequently accused
Pakistan of harbouring and nurturing
Taleban insurgents, who are waging an
over-a-decade-long war against local
and foreign troops in the country. 

Policy ‘Still the Same’ 
The Taleban have stepped up attacks

after announcing Akhundzada as their
new leader. Observers say the once low-
profile religious figure, who is seen as
more of a spiritual figurehead than a
military commander, will  emulate
Mansour in shunning peace talks and
intensify attacks against the Afghan
government. Analyst Ahmad Saeedi told
AFP the statement was “softer” than that
of his predecessors, but showed no indi-
cation the group wanted to join peace
talks.  “I don’t see anything new in the
statement of the new Taleban leader
Akhundzada. The new message does
not have anything on peace talks and
fate of war in the country. I think their
policy is still the same,” he said. “He (the
new leader) is once again insisting on
fighting, calls it mandatory and chal-
lenging the US that they will not be vic-
torious,” he said.

Last month US President Barack
Obama ordered the American military
to tackle the resurgent Taleban more
directly - in tandem with Afghan allies,
ratcheting up a 15-year conflict he had
vowed to end. Under the new rules, US
troops can work more closely with local
fighters in striking the Taleban. They had
previously been in an advisory role in
Afghanistan since the start of 2015 and
had only been authorised to hit Taleban
targets for defensive reasons only, or to
protect Afghan soldiers.

Thursday’s twin suicide attack on a
convoy of buses transporting newly
graduated police came little over a
week after 14 Nepali security guards
heading to work at the Canadian
embassy in Kabul were killed in a mas-
sive blast that left their minibus spat-
tered with blood. Just hours prior to the
release of Akhundzada’s message, a sui-
cide bomber on foot attacked a local
commander’s vehicle in Jalalabad, capi-
tal of eastern Nangarhar province,
killing two and wounding 17 others,
officials said.  — AFP
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SACRAMENTO: California’s gun laws, already some
of the strictest in the nation, will get even more
stringent next year. Gov Jerry Brown signed onto
much of the gun-control agenda advocated by leg-
islative Democrats, who are clamoring to crack
down in the wake of high-profile mass shootings
including last year ’s terrorist attack in San
Bernardino. The Democratic governor signed six bills
Friday requiring gun owners to give up magazines
holding more than 10 rounds and to undergo a
background check before they can purchase ammu-
nition, among other measures.

While he vetoed five bills - including a one-gun-
per-month purchase limit - he endorsed the most
ambitious pieces of the Legislature’s gun control
push over the roar of gun-rights advocates frustrated
by the increasing weight of restrictions.
“Independence and freedom and liberty in California
has been chopped down at the knees and kicked
between the legs,” said Sam Paredes, executive direc-
tor of the advocacy group Gun Owners of California.

Brown’s actions are consistent with his mixed
record on gun control. Some of the enacted bills
duplicate provisions of a November ballot measure
by Democratic Lt. Gov. Gavin Newsom. Some of the
vetoed measures also appear in Newsom’s initiative,
giving voters a chance to overturn Brown’s veto and
protecting the initiative from becoming moot. “My
goal in signing these bills is to enhance public safety
by tightening our existing laws in a responsible and
focused manner, while protecting the rights of law-
abiding gun owners,” Brown wrote in a one-sentence
message to lawmakers.

The state’s move to tighten laws further comes
amid years of gridlock at the federal level, which
spawned a tense clash in Washington last week as
Democrats camped out on the floor of the U.S. House
and shouted down Republicans. “Strong gun laws
work. ... What we’re doing in California is a better job

of keeping guns out of dangerous hands,” said
Amanda Wilcox, a spokeswoman for the Brady
Campaign to Prevent Gun Violence, whose daughter
was killed by a shooter using a high-capacity maga-
zine. Brown’s action will require people who own
magazines that hold more than 10 rounds to give
them up. It extends a 1999 law that made it illegal to
buy a high-capacity magazine or to bring one into
the state but allowed people who already owned
them to keep them. 

Bullet Button
In an attempt to slow gun users from rapidly

reloading, the governor signed a bill outlawing

new weapons that have a device known as a bul-
let button. Gun makers developed bullet buttons
to get around California’s assault weapons ban,
which prohibited new rifles with magazines that
can be detached without the aid of tools. A bullet
button allows a shooter to quickly dislodge the
magazine using the tip of a bullet or other small
tool.People will be allowed to keep weapons they
already own with bullet buttons, which are often
referred to as “California compliant”, but they’ll be
required to register them. Brown also endorsed a
bill requiring ammunition sellers to be licensed,
buyers to undergo background checks and trans-
actions to be recorded. — AP 

California’s tough gun laws are getting stricter

SACRAMENTO: Gov Jerry Brown discusses a bill under consideration for his signature with
Daniel Seeman, his deputy legislative affairs secretary, on June 30, 2016. — AP 


