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ISLAMABAD: Pakistani supporters of the ruling Pakistan Muslim League-Nawaz (PML-N) party celebrate outside the Parliament House after the election of a new prime minister.  (INSET) Pakistan’s premier-designate Shahid Khaqan
Abbasi is seen outside the Parliament house. — AFP/AP photos 

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s parliament elected rul-
ing party loyalist Shahid Khaqan Abbasi as
Prime Minister yesterday, days after Nawaz
Sharif was ousted by the Supreme Court after a
corruption probe. Abbasi is seen as a place-
holder for Sharif ’s designated successor, his
younger brother Shahbaz, who must first be
elected to the 342-member National Assembly
before taking the top office.

Nominated by Sharif’s ruling Pakistan Muslim
League-Nawaz (PML-N), Abbasi secured 221
votes, Speaker Sardar Ayaz Sadiq announced on
live television. Despite his election minutes
before, the new premier used his maiden speech
to declare Nawaz Sharif “the prime minister of
the people of Pakistan”. “Inshallah (God willing)
one day the real prime minister of this country
will come back and sit on this chair,” he said. 

Sharif supporters in the assembly chanted
slogans and waved placards bearing larger-
than-life images of the deposed premier.
Absent from the assembly was opposition
leader Imran Khan, the cricketer-turned-politi-
cian who spearheaded the push against Sharif.
Abbasi, a long-time ally of Sharif, easily won
the majority required to become prime minis-
ter in the PML-N dominated parliament, put-
ting into motion a process that is expected to
ultimately see a Sharif once again as Pakistan’s
premier.

“Whether it’s 45 days or 45 hours, I am the
prime minister of Pakistan and I am here to
work, not keep the seat warm,” Abbasi contin-
ued, referring to the time limit on a by-election
for Sharif ’s old seat, which Shahbaz Sharif is
expected to fill. Listing PML-N trademark issues

such as infrastructure projects, he also vowed
to crack down on tax evaders and private own-
ership of automatic weapons. 

Nawaz Sharif was the 15th prime minister in
Pakistan’s 70-year history-roughly half of which
has been spent under military rule-to be oust-
ed before completing a full term. The top court
sacked him Friday after an investigation into
corruption allegations against him and his fam-
ily, bringing his historic third term in power to
an unceremonious end and briefly plunging
the nuclear-armed nation into political uncer-
tainty. Observers have said it is unclear
whether the court’s ruling will allow the ousted
Sharif to run for office again in the future.

Placeholder PM 
Abbasi is the former federal minister for

petroleum and natural resources, and a busi-
nessman who launched the country’s most
successful private airline, Air Blue. Educated in
the United States at George Washington
University, he worked overseas as an electrical
engineer before joining politics and being
elected to the National Assembly six times.

He was arrested after the 1999 military coup
led by General Pervez Musharraf, which ended
Nawaz Sharif ’s second term as PM, and was
imprisoned for two years before being
released.  Prime Minister-in-waiting Shahbaz
Sharif went into exile in Saudi Arabia along
with Nawaz after the coup.

Shahbaz returned to Pakistan in 2007 and
was elected chief minister in the family’s power
base of Punjab in 2008, becoming the longest
serving top official in the province. A tough

administrator with a reputation for passionate
outbursts, he is known for using revolutionary
poetry in speeches and public meetings and
considered by some to be a workaholic. His
scandalous relationships fuelled headlines in
the past, but his marriage to author Tehmina
Durrani, his fifth wife, in 2003 has since damp-
ened the media frenzy. 

Shahbaz has been so far largely unscathed
by claims about the lavish lifestyles and luxu-
ry London property portfolio of the Sharif
dynasty, which have played out for months in
the raucous news media. It was an investiga-
tion into the claims, which first erupted with
the Panama Papers leak last year, that even-
tually saw the Supreme Court oust Nawaz
Sharif. He and his family have denied the
accusations. —AFP 

Pakistan elects Abbasi as new PM
A placeholder for Sharif’s designated successor

Cairo clerics offering religious 
edicts in metro stirring debate

CAIRO: Reda el-Sebaay was taking the subway
while on a short business trip to Cairo from a Nile
Delta city when he stumbled upon clerics offering
religious advice or fatwas - answers to any ques-
tion a Muslim follower might have. The 45-year-old
civil servant had been pre-occupied for weeks
about how he and his sisters would settle their
inheritance. He wanted it to be fair and act accord-
ing to Muslim teachings but he didn’t want to
have to call a religious hotline and wait endlessly
for an answer.

Now he lined up behind a handful of people
standing in front of a booth set up at one of the
main Cairo subway stations - and 10 minutes later
he got his answer. Fatwas are religious edicts or
pronouncements, often on major issues related to
Islamic teachings. But they also provide guidance
on matters of everyday life, including starting up a
grocery store or any other private business, who to
marry and whether it is permissible under Islam to
accept banks’ interest rates.

Fast Islamic teachings 
The booth in Cairo’s Al-Shohada subway station

was set up earlier this month by Egypt’s Al-Azhar,
the Sunni Muslim world’s foremost religious institu-
tion, with the idea to offer Muslim worshippers a
way to plug in fast to Islamic teachings - even while
commuting to work. More booths are planned for

later, at other subway stops. The idea, however, is
also part of a broader push to correct misconcep-
tions and misinterpretations of religious texts seen
as fostering Islamic militancy in the country.

The move came after militants killed at least 28
security personnel in two separate attacks in early
July in the restive Sinai Peninsula and near some of
Egypt’s most famous pyramids outside of Cairo.
More than 100 Copts have been killed in four sep-
arate attacks - including church suicide bombings
- by Egypt’s Islamic State affiliate since December.
“It’s surely a good idea. It saves a lot of time and
effort for people,” el-Sebaay told The Associated
Press just before stepping into the booth, where
three Al-Azhar clerics in white turbans were wait-
ing to hear his question.

But the institute’s decision to set up the booths
has sparked a wide controversy, both on social
media and offline. Critics argue that rooting out
extremist ideology will not happen in metro sta-
tions. Many have slammed Al-Azhar for setting up
the booth in a public place, used by all sectors of
the Egyptian society, to spread the teachings of
Islam. “This is not its place at all,” said Beshoy
Mikhail, a 24-year-old Coptic Christian. “I am com-
pletely against the idea.”

Religious interference 
Mikhail believes that if Muslim clerics can set

up advice booths in subways, Coptic priests
should be allowed to do the same. Several human
rights activists said the move is somewhat discrim-
inatory. “We see the government feeding more
religious education and interference of religion in
the day-to-day life,” activist Sherif Azer said.

Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah el-Sissi has
repeatedly blamed what he says is outdated reli-
gious discourse for the rising Islamic militancy in
the country that has targeted mainly security per-
sonnel and Coptic Christians. He has called on Al-
Azhar, which touts itself as the voice of modera-
tion, to lead the “modernization of religious dis-
course” since he took office in 2014, following the
2013 ouster of Islamist President Mohammed
Morsi whose one-year rule proved divisive.

The Ministry of Endowments, which handles
religious affairs in Egypt, has taken some measures
to exert more control. Imams have been asked to
read standardized government-written sermons
during Friday prayers, the high point of the Muslim
week. Some small mosques across the country
have been closed and any cleric labelled a hard-
liner has been barred from preaching in mosques.

Al-Azhar has also tasked a number of clerics to
preach in coffee and tea houses across the nation.
Amr Ezzat of the Egyptian Initiative for Personal
Rights said Al-Azhar is trying to “market itself in
attempts to reach out to people.”—AP 

CAIRO: In this Tuesday, July 25, 2017, file photo, Al-Azhar clerics wait to answer com-
muters questions inside a Fatwa Kiosk, at the Al-Shohada’a metro station.— AP 


