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TUNIS: In reshuffling his cabinet this week,
Tunisian Prime Minister Youssef Chahed has
deepened a rift with the man who appointed him
and fed speculation that he intends to run in next
year’s presidential poll. Just over two years ago,
the 43-year-old Chahed became Tunisia’s sev-
enth prime minister since the country’s 2011 rev-
olution when he was appointed by President Beji
Caid Essebsi.

He has since become the longest serving of
the country’s post Arab Spring premiers-a tes-
tament to the fragility of Tunisian politics as it
adapts to democracy after the one-man rule of
former president Zine El Abidine Ben Ali. But
Chahed’s ability to govern has been beset this
year by falling out with Essebsi’s son Hafedh, the
leader of the Nidaa Tounes party who has been
battling to oust the premier for months. The
reshuffle is designed to bring the country “out
of political crisis”, Chahed said on Monday, after
appointing 13 new ministers. But some Nidaa
Tounes lawmakers have slammed the move as
tantamount to a coup.

The power struggle previously came to a

head in July, when the president himself called
on Chahed to resign, and Chahed broke ranks
with Nidaa Tounes in September. The president
has made public his displeasure over the reshuf-
fle, as his spokesman Saida Garrach has criti-
cized “the politics of the done deal”. But Chahed
has refrained from changing the foreign or de-
fense ministers-posts that constitutionally re-
quire him to consult the president. And the
president has little leverage, beyond dragging
out negotiations or persuading his party’s min-
isters to resign, including the defense minister.

Chahed can count on the backing of about
40 former and current Nidaa Tounes lawmak-
ers-dissenters who followed him after the party
split-when he submits his cabinet line-up to
parliament in the coming days. And he can also
expect the support of the Islamist-inspired En-
nahda party, which has become the largest bloc
in parliament with 68 out of 217 seats, due to
the implosion of Nidaa Tounes over the past
two years. But “the reason for the conflict be-
tween the Kasbah (the seat of government) and
Carthage (the presidency) lies in the prepara-

tion of the next elections,” said political analyst
Salaheddine Al Jourchi. “It is the goal and com-
pass of each.”

Alliances 
Chahed has been in the hot seat for months

due to his tussle with Hafedh Caid Essebsi, who
is reported to have presidential ambitions and
accused him in May of having “destroyed the
party”. The battle for power has reshaped po-
litical alliances. It has precipitated the end of
the consensus forged between Essebsi and
Rached Ghannouchi, head of Ennahda which
sought to limit the polarization of political life
after elections in 2014. But unlike the constitu-
tion which was in place before Ben Ali’s fall in
2011 and placed power at the heart of the pres-
idency, the 2014 vote gave more power to par-
liament. Chahed “has freed himself from the
paternal tutelage” of Essebsi, said political an-
alyst Youssef Oueslati.

While many Tunisians expect Chahed to run
for the presidency, his entourage says he is more
interested in remaining in parliament. Mean-

while, 91-year-old Essebsi has left his own inten-
tions hanging in the air. The political instability
risks worsening as Tunisia grapples with high
unemployment and inflation, which are feeding
into social tensions. “However the crisis plays
out, the victim in all of this is democracy, which
Tunisians increasingly associate with instability
and indecision,” said Sharan Grewal of the
Brookings Institution think-tank.

What’s clear is that Tunisia needs to form the
constitutional court, which could adjudicate “any
disputes arising with respect to the powers of
the president and the prime minister”, he added.
Tunisia is the only country affected by the Arab
Spring that has continued to democratise and
open up political space. “The political crisis is
the proof that democracy has been concretely
put into practice despite the negative aspects
and obstacles,” said Jourchi. Newspaper colum-
nist Ziyed Krichen expects the struggle to rum-
ble on until the presidential election scheduled
for December next year. “We live with the con-
sequences of this open conflict... until the elec-
torate” votes, he said. —AFP
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Fear, love, loathing 
for Sri Lanka ‘father 
of the nation’
COLOMBO: Having crushed the Tamil Tigers’ re-
bellion, ex-president and skilled political operator
Mahinda Rajapakse is nothing short of a messiah
for many Sri Lankans. But ahead of his possible
second coming, others are full of dread. The mous-
tachioed and charismatic Rajapakse came roaring
back into national life last month when he was ap-
pointed prime minister, triggering a constitutional
crisis as the sacked incumbent refused to budge.
As president for a decade until 2015, Rajapakse is
hero to the island’s Sinhalese majority for ending
a 37-year civil war by crushing the bloody guerrilla
campaign for a separate state.

“We are grateful to him for ending the war so
that we can live without the fear of bombs going
off in Colombo,” said Nimali Fernando, a resident
of the commercial capital. “You are the father of
our nation,” wrote Shehan Udayanga, one of 1.3
million followers of Rajapakse, 72, on Facebook.
“People are with you,” wrote Buddhist monk
Dhammika Krathota. But allegations that at least
40,000 ethnic Tamils were massacred triggered
international outrage and also hatred among
Tamils, who make up around 11 percent of the 21-
million population.

So Rajapakse’s possible makes many Tamils
sick to the stomach. At a Hindu temple in Colombo,
Tamil devotees celebrating the Hindu festival of
Diwali this week-the Sinhalese are Buddhist-were
too scared to even talk about it, fearing reprisals if
they do. But off camera, a Tamil business executive

from the eastern district of Batticaloa said he
feared the return of “white vans”, a reference to a
culture of abductions under Rajapakse. “We are
very afraid that Mahinda will return,” he said, ask-
ing not to be named. A Tamil journalist, also pre-
ferring to stay anonymous, said he feared freedom
of movement would be restricted again.

Tamil lawmaker Dharmalingam Sithadthan told
AFP his constituents in the community’s heartland
of Jaffna remember all too well the repression they
suffered. “There is concern that his return will be
bad for them,” Sithadthan said. The International
Crisis Group warned that the situation for Tamils
will worsen under Rajapakse. “Tamil activists and
journalists, who already face intense police and mil-
itary surveillance, as well as threats of violence, will
be at risk of increased harassment or worse,” ICG
said in a report. “So too will critics of the Rajapakse
family and dissenters throughout the country.”

Golden charm
Rajapakse projects himself as a son of the soil

committed to conservative Buddhist values and
shunning Western culture, always in traditional
Sinhalese national dress-a white sarong, a long
white shirt-with a trademark maroon shawl. As a
strong believer in astrology, he wears gem-stud-
ded rings, bracelets and blessed strands of thread.
Instead of a mobile phone he always holds a
golden good-luck charm-all making him a hit with
the Sinhalese. The prospect of a comeback by Ra-
japakse, who is also accused of using his time in
power to line his and his family’s pockets while
saddling Sri Lanka with Chinese debt, is a remark-
able turn of events. His political career seemed in
ruins three years ago after a shock defeat to
Maithripala Sirisena in presidential elections as
Tamil and Muslim voters turned away. —AFP

Philippines marks 
five years since its 
deadliest storm
TACLOBAN: Philippine survivors of Super Ty-
phoon Haiyan recalled their terror and loss in me-
morial gatherings held yesterday for the thousands
killed five years ago in the country’s worst storm
on record. Then the strongest typhoon to ever hit
land, Haiyan left more than 7,360 people dead or
missing across the central Philippines, with a
tsunami-like storm surge wiping out communities
and triggering a global humanitarian response. In
Tacloban, the worst-hit city, residents painted
gravestones in memory of the typhoon dead. They
laid flowers and lit candles at tombs and a mass
grave for unidentified victims.

Survivors of the calamity shed tears as they re-
counted how they had escaped death. “I felt like
it was the end of the world. It was like I was in a
washing machine, a whirlpool. I was so afraid,”
Amelita Gerado, 49, told AFP, describing the on-
slaught of seawater that swamped her home.
“There is still pain, a scar, but we are recovering,”
said the woman, whose brother-in-law was
among those killed. The city government has de-
clared November 8 a “day of remembrance and
gratitude” to mark the devastation wrought by the
2013 typhoon, which highlighted how underpre-
pared the disaster-prone Southeast Asian nation
was for large-scale calamities.

“We are here to give thanks to the Lord,” said
pensioner Ponciano Cruzata, one of about 4,000
people attending another memorial event at the
city’s sports stadium that had served as a shelter
for thousands after the storm. The 64-year-old re-
tired coast guard officer told AFP the surge of
water had killed more than 20 of his neighbors,

but his family of five had survived on the second
floor of their house-the only structure left stand-
ing on the block. Several hundred residents also
attended a Catholic mass at the low-lying coastal
city’s Santo Nino church in mid-afternoon.
Lanterns were to be launched from the stadium
and candles lit at the building after sundown to
honor the dead, officials said.

Danger zones
An average of 20 typhoons and storms lash

the Philippines each year, killing hundreds of
people and leaving millions in near-perpetual
poverty. But Haiyan remains the most powerful,
with gusts exceeding 305 kilometers (190 miles)
per hour at first landfall. A surge of seawater
higher than a tree crashed into densely popu-
lated areas, leaving corpses strewn across
streets and washing ships to shore. Survivors
and aid groups say rehabilitation has been slow,
especially for the million families who lost their
homes. Of the target 205,128 permanent houses
for those living in so-called danger zones, only
100,709 have been built, according to President
Rodrigo Duterte’s government. —AFP

TACLOBAN: Residents visit the grave of their relatives at the
mass grave for victims of Super Typhoon Haiyan during the
fifth anniversary of the typhoon in Tacloban City, Leyte
province, central Philippines yesterday. —AFP


