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Palestinian vies for imaginary 
seat in Lebanon’s parliament

‘There are people who have been in this country for 70 years’

Established 1961 

News in brief
Pakistan’s Ahmadi community 
ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s disenfranchised Ahmadi com-
munity released an annual report yesterday that
detailed growing hostilities against the minority sect,
including indiscriminate arrests and impediments
blocking them from voting in general elections.
Ahmadis are forbidden from calling themselves
Muslims or using Islamic symbols in their religious
practices. They face discrimination and violence over
accusations their faith insults Islam and community
leaders say that open vitriol and calls for violence
against the community intensified in 2017. “Under
pressure from religious extremists, the Ahmadis were
denied registration in joint electoral lists,” community
leaders said in a news release accompanying the “per-
secution report”. —Reuters

Palestinian teen dies 
GAZA: A 15-year-old Palestinian youth died yesterday
after being shot the previous day by Israeli troops dur-
ing protests along the Gaza border, the Palestinian
Health Ministry said. Israeli forces have killed 42
Palestinians since Gaza residents began staging
protests along the border fence on March 30. The
demonstrators are pressing for a right of return for
refugees and their descendants to what is now Israel.
The teenager killed was identified as Azzam Aweida.
Hundreds of people gathered at his home in the south-
ern town of Khan Younis to attend the funeral.
Mourners carried his body, wrapped in a Palestinian
flag, to a nearby mosque for prayers before burial. “My
son is a martyr and I am very proud of him,” said his
father, Helal Aweida. —Reuters

Thousands flee clashes 
YANGON: Thousands of people have fled renewed
fighting between Myanmar’s army and ethnic insur-
gents in the country’s remote north, a United Nations
official said, as a long-simmering conflict intensifies.
More than 4,000 people have been displaced in the
country’s northernmost state of Kachin near the border
with China in the last three weeks, Mark Cutts, head of
the UN’s Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian
Affairs (OCHA), told AFP late Friday. — AFP 

Uganda police kill 2 
KAMPALA: Ugandan police stumbled upon a “radical-
ization centre” at a Kampala mosque, shooting dead
two people, arresting dozens and releasing over 100
women and children, officials said yesterday. A security
source, speaking on condition of anonymity, said offi-
cers had found what appeared to be an Islamist radi-
calization centre inside the mosque. The discovery
came Friday as police offices followed a suspect,
believed to have been involved in a high-profile kid-
napping and murder earlier this year, into the city’s
Usafi Mosque. During an ensuing shoot-out, police said
one officer was wounded, two men were shot dead and
36 arrested and accused of hoarding weapons. —AFP 

Malawi’s Banda returns 
BLANTYRE: Malawi’s former president, Joyce Banda,
returned home yesterday after four years of self-
imposed exile, despite facing the threat of arrest over
corruption allegations. Banda, 68, fled the country in
2014 when she lost power after being embroiled in the
so-called Cashgate scandal, in which government offi-
cials siphoned off millions of dollars of public money.
Banda-only the second woman to lead a country in
Africa-arrived at Blantyre’s airport on a flight from
Johannesburg around midday yesterday, where she was
greeted by hundreds of supporters of her People’s Party,
said an AFP journalist at the scene. “Mother is here, the
lights should come back”, the crowd chanted. —AFP

BEIRUT: She has been criss-crossing her native Lebanon
ahead of May 6 elections but the parliament seat she wants
does not exist and she is not even eligible. Manal Kortam is a
Palestinian refugee. Tens of thousands of Palestinians have
lived in refugee camps
across the small Middle
Eastern country for decades,
facing tough living condi-
tions and barred from cer-
tain jobs. But in a country of
just four million where each
religious community is allo-
cated seats in the legislative
chamber, there are none for
Palestinians.

In the run-up to
Lebanon’s first parliamentary
polls in almost a decade,
Kortam saw an opportunity
to stand up for her Palestinian community by launching a sym-
bolic campaign. “Somebody needed to say: ‘There are people
who have been in this country for 70 years but who have no
place at all in public politics’,” she told AFP during a visit this
week to the Mar Elias camp in Beirut. “All candidates have pro-
grams that speak of social justice and democracy,” she said,
dressed in a slick pair of chequered trousers and black jacket, a
piercing in her eyebrow. “Implementing social justice is very
important-but not just for nationals, for all Lebanon residents,”
the 40-year-old from the northern city of Tripoli said.

‘We exist’
Palestinians began taking refuge in Lebanon with the cre-

ation of Israel in 1948, setting up camps that have since
transformed into bustling, urban districts.  Around 174,000
Palestinian refugees live in 12 camps across the country, a
one-off government census said last year. That figure was
much lower than previous estimates of up to 500,000, in a

country where demographics have long been a sensitive sub-
ject.  The presence of Palestinians has been controversial,
with many blaming them for the eruption of Lebanon’s 1975-
1990 civil war. “We exist,” Kortam has often repeated as a

hashtag on social media
and slogan on her tours of
Lebanon’s Palestinian
refugee camps. On
Facebook, she poses in a
series of posters that sub-
vert the slogans of well-
known political parties to
draw attention to the
Palestinian cause. 

“The pulse of the iso-
lated people,” goes one,
adding an adjective to a
slogan of the Kataeb
(Phalange) party.

Palestinians in Lebanon face a raft of restrictions from the
state.  They are banned from practicing a number of profes-
sions-including those of doctor, lawyer and engineer-and
cannot buy a home outside the camps.

‘Social, economic rights’
Kortam was born in Lebanon to a Palestinian father and

Lebanese mother.  But she does not have citizenship-a result
of a century-old law that bars women from passing on
nationality, meaning that the children of Palestinian men and
their Lebanese wives do not have the rights of a citizen.  The
law was maintained over fears of upsetting the country’s del-
icate sectarian balance.  “I’m demanding civil, social, eco-
nomic rights for Palestinian refugees,” Kortam said.

These include “the right to all jobs, the right to social
security... and the right to own property”, she said. The
Palestinian camps in Lebanon are built-up and fully integrat-
ed in the urban fabric but the army is banned from going in

and crime has festered.  “Palestinian camps should not be
isolated” from their surrounding communities but included in
Lebanon’s development as a whole, Kortam said. Only “this
way can we build a Palestinian... society able to liberate its
land and return to it”, Kortam said. Some 597 candidates are
running for a seat in Lebanon’s parliament, but only a few
dozen have pledged to uphold human rights including
refugee rights, Human Rights Watch said Thursday.

Just 27 candidates and some parties running in the polls
have made public commitments to strengthen human rights
protections, the New York-based watchdog said. “It is
deeply disappointing that none of the parties in Lebanon’s
current government saw fit to make strong commitments to
human rights,” HRW’s Lama Fakih said. Kortam said she
knows her task is not easy, but she had received great feed-
back so far. —AFP
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of Palestinians
live in refugee

camps

BEIRUT: Palestinian parliamentary candidate Manal Kortam (center) explains to a classroom why she has nominat-
ed herself for a seat that does not exist in next month’s elections at the Mar Elias Palestinian refugee camp in
Beirut.—AFP 

Tunisian women 
hit campaign trail 
as equals to men
TEBOURBA: Tunisian women “have the chance to act”,
says Ines Boussetta, as she hits the campaign trail in
northern Tebourba, listening attentively to the problems
of the rural region’s inhabitants.  Boussetta is one of hun-
dreds of Tunisian women heading party lists in May 6
municipal polls-and for the first time, women will be on an
equal footing with men, thanks to a new electoral law. “I
have faced many criticisms and commentaries, like ‘you
are too young,’ ‘you don’t have political experience,’ ‘how
can a woman lead a council?’” Boussetta, a candidate for
the ruling Nida Tounes party, tells AFP.But “women today
have the chance to act, to have an opinion that counts,”
she added.

Around 100 party lists have been rejected for failing to
meet a strict requirement for the candidacy of men and
women to alternate in the municipal polls, the first since
mass protests forced dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali from
power in 2011. Boussetta says she was attracted by Nida
Tounes because its founder, Tunisia’s 91-year-old
President Beji Caid Essebsi, has sought to promote the
role of women and young people. The head of state’s 2014
election triumph was “thanks to women”, says the former
health volunteer.

‘New political generation’
The North African country’s 2014 constitution has been

praised as a key milestone, paving the way for greater
equality. A law on violence against women, passed last
year, came into force in January.  “A new political genera-
tion is in the process of appearing,” says Torkia Chebbi,
vice-president of the League of Tunisian voters, a group
set up in 2011 to promote female participation in political
life. Fifty-two percent of Tunisia’s 5.3 million voters are
under the age of 35. Women now sit at the top of more
than a quarter of the 2,074 party lists.  

Many of the female candidates first dipped their toes
into politics with the fall of Ben Ali through their work in
civil society, Chebbi tells AFP.  But “without the law on
parity, we would never have achieved such a figure,
because attitudes continue to favor men,” says Chebbi.
The key parties, Nida Tounes and its junior coalition part-
ner the Islamist Ennahda party, were found to have fulfilled
the new gender requirement.

‘Women don’t have experience’ 
For Boussetta, who moves onto her next campaign stop

in a modest black car, her experience working in the health
sector makes improving infrastructure a big priority. Many
have placed their confidence in her “because she is young
and sensitive to the needs of the region”, she says.

Boussetta’s family have a long history in Tebourba, where
fresh street protests erupted in January this year against
the high cost of living, unemployment and corruption. And
there is a yearning for change at the local level.

With the fall of Ben Ali seven years ago, municipali-
ties collapsed.  While replaced by temporary councils,
these are widely perceived as having failed to respond
to communities’ needs. There is hope that the upcoming
elections could help improve daily life in the country,
cleaning up public spaces, attracting new investment,
and helping to develop marginalized regions. “Tunisian
women don’t have experience,” acknowledges Simone
Susskind, a Belgian gender politics specialist who
recently ran a workshop on female leadership.  “But they
have to start somewhere.”—AFP 

Afghanistan 
villages face 
election threat
CHARBULAK: Villagers in Afghanistan say
the Taleban have been telling them not to
vote in elections planned later this year,
threatening to burn down the house of
anyone who does, in a bid to derail a vote
seen as a major test of government credi-
bility. Parliament and district council elec-
tions scheduled for October represent an
enormous challenge for a government
which is under heavy pressure from its
international backers to ensure a fair and
credible vote.

But the Taleban, who launched their
annual spring offensive this week, have
already made it clear that they will not
allow the process, seen as a dry run for
next year’s presidential election, to go
ahead unhindered. “They gathered us in
the mosque and warned us that if we went
to the registration centers and voted, they
would burn down the village,” said Kamal
Uddin, a resident of Rahmat Abad village in
the northern province of Balkh, after a visit
to his area by Taleban fighters last week.
The complex process of registering voters
at more than 7,000 centers around
Afghanistan began this month in 34 provin-
cial capitals, with district centers and vil-
lages due to begin next month.

With no room for hitches if some 14 mil-
lion voters are to be registered by October,
officials acknowledge that the process

began slowly, with some 568,000 people
signed up by Thursday, although they are
hopeful it will gather pace. There was a
bloody reminder of the threats facing the
process when a suicide attack claimed by
the Islamic State group killed 60 people at
a voter centre in Kabul this week. However,
it is in the provinces that the difficulties
may be greatest. According to US esti-
mates, the government has firm control
over no more than around 56 percent of
the country and vulnerability will increase
as the process continues into district cen-
ters and rural areas. 

‘A small punishment’
Balkh, one of Afghanistan’s more stable

provinces with valuable trade crossings
into Central Asia, is a long way from the
Taleban heartlands in the south and is con-
sidered far more secure than neighboring
Kunduz province, where the Taleban domi-
nate many areas. But even here, the mili-
tants appear determined to lay down a
marker. Shams, a resident of Dowlat Abad
district in the north of the province, said
the most recent visit by Taleban tax col-
lectors levying ushr (land tax) and zakat
(an Islamic tax) included an explicit warn-
ing to stay away from the elections.

“They came with a great show of force
because the elections are coming up and
they wanted the people to see,” he said.
Taleban spokesman Zabihullah Mujahid
denied the movement was issuing warn-
ings about burning houses but said they
were telling people to stay away from the
election. However, other Taleban officials
were more open. “Burning a house is a
small punishment if they are caught in
supporting this US operation to prolong

their stay in Afghanistan,” said one
Taleban commander, who asked not to be
identified. Afghan security forces have
launched operations to drive the Taleban
back and promise people will be able to
vote in safety.

“We will not allow anyone to stop
elections taking place in this province,”
said Balkh’s provincial  governor,
Mohammad Isaaq Rahgozar. “If  the
Taleban has issued warnings, that’s one of
their techniques to intimidate people, but

we are trying to make sure that nobody
suffers any harm through this.” However,
many Afghans in the area, who over the
years have seen repeated military clear-
ance operations followed by the return of
the Taleban, are sceptical. “The Taleban
have had a presence in this area for a very
long time,” said Fazel Ahmad, a resident of
Chemtal district in Balkh. “The govern-
ment and the security forces don’t have
the capacity to provide security. If we
vote, we’ll be killed.”— Reuters

TEBOURBA: Head of Nidaa Tounes Party list for the municipal elections in the Locality of Tebourba Ines Boussetta
(center) speaks with Tunisian citizens as she campaigns in Tebourba, some 35 kilometers west of the capital. —AFP 

KABUL: Afghan residents walk past a banner with the image of Wakil Hussain
Allahdad (center), 32, one of the 57 victims of a bomb blast, after the attack on a
voter registration center in Kabul. —AFP 


