
TEHRAN: Reformist and moderate Iranian politicians
allied with President Hassan Rouhani won a big vic-
tory in second round parliamentary elections and
capped a remarkable comeback yesterday after years
of isolation. The outcome represents a significant
realignment of competing factions in the Islamic
republic, with conservative MPs losing their domi-
nance and being outnumbered for the first time
since 2004. It was also an implicit public vote of con-
fidence in Rouhani, who won a landslide election vic-
tory in 2013 and went on to clinch a historic deal
with world powers over Tehran’s nuclear program
that lifted sanctions.

Official results also showed 17 women were elect-
ed - eight more than at present and the highest
female representation since the country’s revolution
in 1979. Almost a quarter of parliament’s seats were
at stake in run-offs Friday in what was a showdown
between reformists and conservatives seeking to
influence the country’s future. Although Iran’s parlia-
ment has marginal powers - under the country’s
theocratic rule clerics can veto legislation - the result
will help the government deliver economic reforms
such as a new oil contracts law that could tempt for-
eign majors. It could also speed up social change
demanded by reformists.

Their return as a major force is a shake up for
hardliners in Tehran after an era of diplomatic clashes
with the West over a nuclear program that, before
Rouhani, had left Iran under threat of military attack.
Most lawmakers who opposed the landmark agree-

ment struck last year after years of talks with Tehran’s
long-time foe the United States and other leading
nations were rejected by voters. That verdict should
make Rouhani’s job easier.

Iran does not have rigid party affiliations, making
election outcomes notoriously opaque. Some candi-
dates were backed by both camps and others stood
as independents. But of the 68 seats that were con-
tested Friday, 38 went to the pro-Rouhani List of
Hope coalition, 18 to conservatives and 12 to inde-
pendents, according to final results published by the
interior ministry.

That gives reformists 133 seats in the new 290-
member parliament, 13 shy of a majority but more
than their rivals’ 125 MPs. Remaining seats went to
independents and minorities who could hold the
balance of power. The second ballot on Friday was
needed because no candidate won the minimum 25
percent required in the first round.

A Different Parliament 
In stark contrast to the first two-and-a-half years

of his presidency, the result should give Rouhani a
supportive parliament. The outgoing conservative-
led chamber repeatedly blocked him and even
impeached one of his ministers. Iran’s reformists have
encouraged foreign investment, support moves for
greater diplomatic rapprochement and seek social
change and fewer political restrictions at home. Their
electoral gains in February came just six weeks after
Tehran’s implementation of the nuclear deal.

Around 17 million citizens were eligible to vote
on Friday and polling took place in 21 provinces,
but not in Tehran, as reformists won all of the capi-
tal’s 30 seats in the first round. Iran’s supreme
leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei had urged a strong
turnout, saying the vote was no less important
than the initial poll. 

Mohammad Reza Aref, a partly US-educated
engineer and leader of the reformist pro-Rouhani List
of Hope, had set a target of at least another 40 law-
makers. Although that was narrowly missed, gains
for the president’s allies will make legislative reforms
more likely. The vote also buys some time for
Rouhani to try to turn around a struggling economy
amid concern over the nuclear deal. He faces a re-
election battle next June and would have been
severely wounded had conservatives staged a fight-
back in the second round vote.

Iranian officials including Khamenei have com-
plained that the United States is not honouring its
commitments and is in fact taking steps to dissuade
non-American banks from doing business with
Tehran. Although the conservatives went back-
wards two months ago they did not change tack
this time round, keeping up pressure over what
they say is a silent agenda among reformists to give
up the principles of the revolution. But appeals for
backing from Gholam-Ali Hadad Adel, head of the
conservative coalition, who lost his own seat in
Tehran because of the reformist surge in February,
again went unheeded. — AFP 

TEHRAN: An Iranian woman walks past a mural on a sidewalk in downtown Tehran yesterday. — AP
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AJACCIO, Corsica: French forensics and policemen work in front of a Muslim prayer room
after it was destroyed by a fire, suspected to be arson, on this French Mediterranean
island. — AFP 

LOS ANGELES: Many Americans are taking to
canvas and poster board this year to express
their political thoughts through depictions -
sometimes unflattering - of presidential hope-
fuls like Donald Trump and Hillary Clinton.
Trump, the controversial billionaire who is lead-
ing the Republican Party nomination race and is
known for his sometimes incendiary com-
ments, is perhaps the most popular subject
among artists.

“It’s gotten a lot of people together to create
art against him,” said Mitchel Dumlao,
cofounder of the LA Street Art Gallery. “It kind of
speaks about the type of his political ideologies
and backgrounds. The more controversial a can-
didate is, the more attention he gets.” New York
artist Hansky unveiled in Manhattan one of the
most blunt and critical depictions of the former
reality TV star to date: Trump’s face incorporated
into a pile of feces buzzed by flies.

‘No Trump Anytime’ 
Known for disparaging remarks about

Mexicans, Trump pinatas have been selling well
for months both in the United States and
Mexico. Other popular items in the Hispanic
community are T-shirts and posters with the slo-
gan “Donald eres un pendejo” (Donald you’re an
a**hole”) in large white letters on a black back-
ground along with a profile of Trump’s face. The
people behind the “pendejo” art - popular in
places like New York, Los Angeles and Miami -
are the owners of the Mexican licor brand Ilegal
Mezcal, who have been active in organizing anti-
Trump rallies. Lately residents in cities like
Chicago, Washington, New York and Los Angeles
have been seeing “No Parking Anytime” street
signs modified to read “No Trump Anytime”. “Like
so many people, I don’t have a voice in politics,”
said the Los Angeles-based artist Plastic Jesus,
who came up with that idea.  “The New York
Times or The Times in London would never give
me a column to write my opinion on politics, or
the war on drugs or banking crisis,” he told AFP.
“But for me, street art is a good way to get my
opinion out there and hopefully start a dialogue
across the nation,” he said.

Politics has always been a source of inspira-

tion for art around the world. One of the most
iconic murals is the kiss between Soviet leader
Leonid Brezhnev and East German leader Erich
Honecker painted on the remains of the Berlin
Wall. The mural is based on a 1979 photograph
of the two leaders in an embrace and what
appears to be a deeply passionate kiss. In the
United States, the blue, white and red “Hope”
poster by artist Shepard Fairey based on a pic-
ture of Barack Obama came to symbolize the
then-candidate’s 2008 presidential campaign. 

The poster went viral “and inspired and invit-
ed a generation of young voters to connect”
with Obama, said Souris Hong, president of
Creative Cabal artist agency. “The poster’s sim-
ple image and message resonated with the
American public who were looking for a future
to believe in” following the unpopular govern-
ment of Republican George W Bush. “The differ-
ence is, now with social media, the messages
can spread wider and faster,” Hong told AFP.

‘Hillary Stinks’ 
Hong is co-producer and co-curator of a

touring art exhibit “The Art of a Political
Revolution: Artists for Bernie Sanders 2016.”
Flattering murals of Sanders have appeared in
cities across the country including Philadelphia,
Austin, Texas and Denver, Colorado. However
Sanders’s rival and Democratic Party front run-
ner Hillary Clinton’s depiction in popular art is
not as positive. In one example her face is print-
ed on a cardboard pine freshener - the kind that
dangles from the rear view mirror in cars - with
the slogan “Hillary Stinks - Reeks of Scandal” can
be found for sale in Los Angeles. 

The former secretary of state also appears in
a faux poster for the animated ogre movie
“Shrek”, and in a series of black and white “Don’t
Say” posters, that include her face matched with
words like “Entitled,” “Secretive,” “Polarizing” and
“Calculating.” “Street art in general has always
been a tool against the establishment and the
government, and Hillary is kind of seen as the
establishment and the government: same old
politicians that we’ve seen before,” said Dumlao.
“People have a lack of trust on her and her cam-
paign,” he said. — AFP 

From NY to LA, street art 
of US candidates blooms

ALEPPO: Terrified residents fled a new wave of air
strikes on rebel-held areas of Syria’s divided city of
Aleppo yesterday, as key regime backer Russia
rejected calls to rein in its ally. Aleppo was left out
of a new temporary US-Russian brokered truce
that appeared to be holding in the regime strong-
hold of Latakia as well as Damascus and the near-
by rebel bastion of Eastern Ghouta. US Secretary
of State John Kerry was to travel Sunday to
Geneva in a show of support for the truce and will
meet the UN envoy to Syria and the Jordanian and
Saudi foreign ministers. The State Department said
his talks will focus on “efforts to reaffirm the cessa-
tion of hostilities nationwide in Syria”.

A new round of UN-backed peace talks is set
to start on May 10 in Geneva. In Aleppo’s rebel-
held east, dozens of civilians left the battered
Bustan al-Qasr district early yesterday, an AFP
correspondent said. “The situation has become
unbearable,” Abu Mohammed said as he pre-
pared to flee with his wife and five children.
“Everything is paralyzed.”

Russia said that it would not ask Damascus to
halt air raids on Aleppo. “No, we are not going to
put pressure on (Damascus) because one must
understand that the situation in Aleppo is part of
this fight against the terrorist threat,” Deputy
Foreign Minister Gennady Gatilov said.
Washington has appealed to Moscow to keep
President Bashar Al-Assad’s regime in check. Once

Syria’s economic hub, Aleppo and its surrounding
countryside have suffered some of the worst fight-
ing in a conflict that has killed more than 270,000
people and displaced millions.

Watching the Sky 
At least 246 civilians have died in shelling, rock-

et fire and air strikes in both sides of the city since
April 22, the Syrian Observatory for Human Rights
monitor said. At least 10 civilians died in rebel-
controlled areas yesterday, the civil defence said.
The few people out on the streets watched the sky
anxiously for regime aircraft, running for shelter
when one launched a new raid. The Britain-based
Observatory, which relies on a network of sources
on the ground, reported 28 air strikes on eastern
neighborhoods. “The regime wants to push resi-
dents to flee Aleppo before a military offensive,”
Observatory head Rami Abdel Rahman said.

The SANA state news agency said shelling of
western government-held neighborhoods killed 3
civilians including a child, and blamed Al-Qaeda
affiliate Al-Nusra Front and its allies. A pro-govern-
ment newspaper said Thursday the army was
preparing a major campaign to recapture all of
Aleppo and the surrounding province. Some fami-
lies have fled to safer districts, while others left by
the dangerous Castello road, the only route out of
near-besieged east Aleppo.

Hospitals have also been bombed in nine days

of escalating violence in Aleppo. A total of four
medical facilities were hit Friday on both sides of
the front line, the International Committee of the
Red Cross said. A raid on Wednesday hit a hospital
supported by Doctors Without Borders and the
Red Cross as well as nearby housing, killing 30
people and sparking an international outcry. On
other fronts, fighting halted at 1:00 am yesterday
(2200 GMT Friday) in a “freeze” set to last for 24
hours in Damascus and Eastern Ghouta, and 72
hours in Latakia.

Aid for Besieged Towns 
Humanitarian convoys carrying food and medi-

cine meanwhile entered the besieged rebel-held
towns of Madaya and Zabadani, northwest of
Damascus, yesterday, the Red Cross said. At the
same time, trucks entered the besieged govern-
ment-held towns of Fuaa and Kafraya, southwest
of Aleppo. Madaya became infamous in late 2015
after dozens died of starvation there. In the east-
ern province of Deir Ezzor, a couple and their two
daughters were killed in strikes by unidentified air-
craft on a village held by the Islamic State (IS)
jihadist group, the Observatory said. And in north-
eastern Syria, a suicide bomber killed five Kurdish
policemen at a checkpoint in the city of Qamishli,
police said. It was not immediately clear who car-
ried out the attack, but IS has claimed previous
bombings in the mainly Kurdish city. — AFP 

Residents flee as air strikes shake Aleppo

HOLLYWOOD: A sign reading “No Trump Anytime” is seen near the iconic
“Hollywood” sign on April 27, 2016 in the hills above Hollywood. — AFP 

AJACCIO, France: A Muslim prayer hall in the French
island of Corsica was ravaged by fire yesterday in what
prosecutors said was probably a criminal attack. The
blaze occurred just months after the island, popular
with tourists for its turquoise waters and picturesque
mountains,  was rocked by anti-Arab riots over
Christmas. French President Francois Hollande vowed
a swift investigation into the blaze, and action if nec-
essary. “If it is confirmed to be of criminal origin, those
responsible must be rapidly identified and brought to
justice,” he said. “Any anti-religious act must not be tol-
erated,” he added in a statement.

The building, one of the largest prayer halls in the
capital Ajaccio, suffered major damage in the fire,
said Abdallah Zek ri ,  the head of  the National
Observatory Against Islamophobia. He called on the
authorities “to do everything to shed light on this
incident in order to avoid an escalation of violence”.
“It has been calm since the end of the year, but
unfortunately certain ill-intentioned people want to

inflame the situation,” he told AFP.
Protests erupted on the Mediterranean island over

Christmas after firefighters and police called to a low-
income immigrant neighborhood were ambushed
and attacked. Demonstrators shouting slogans such
as “This is our home!” and “Arabs get out”, vandalised a
prayer hall and set fire to books including copies of
the Holy Quran. Several anti-Muslim acts occurred in
the weeks that followed, including an attack on a
Muslim butcher’s shop.

French Interior Minister Bernard Cazeneuve issued
a statement yesterday expressing “solidarity with the
Muslims of Corsica”. He also voiced the “commitment
of the government to protect all places of worship,
and to ensure freedom of worship throughout the ter-
ritory”. Nationalists won regional elections in Corsica
for the first time in December. The island has the sec-
ond largest proportion of foreigners in France, at
between eight and 10 percent of the total population,
after the Paris region. — AFP

Fire ravages Muslim
prayer hall in Corsica

ALEPPO: Syrian civil defence volunteers evacuate a man and children from a residential
building following an air strike on the rebel-held eastern neighborhood of Bab al-
Nayrab in Syria’s second city yesterday. — AFP 


