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Election-weary 
Israel faces third 
election in a year
JERUSALEM: Israel’s political system was facing
an unprecedented crisis yesterday, after the
country’s politicians failed to form a government
and dissolved for a new election - the third in a
year. Less than three months after an inconclu-
sive general election, with both Prime Minister
Benjamin Netanyahu and challenger Benny Gantz
failing to form a governing coalition, the Israeli
parliament dissolved itself in the early hours of
Thursday, setting a new vote for March 2.

The September election followed a similarly
deadlocked vote in April and opinion polls sug-
gested next year’s vote could again be tight, with
neither Netanyahu’s right-wing bloc nor Gantz’s
centre-left alliance currently on course for a ma-
jority. Pro-Netanyahu newspaper Israel Hayom
labeled the deadlock a “circus” on its front page
on Thursday.

For Netanyahu, who was last month indicted
on a series of corruption charges, the immediate
challenge is to make sure he leads his Likud
party into the election — with a leadership pri-
mary set for later this month. In September,
Gantz’s Blue and White alliance won 33 seats in

the 120-member parliament, while Netanyahu’s
Likud got 32. Unable to command a majority
with their natural allies, the two men spent weeks
in talks on a national unity government but failed
to agree on who should lead it.

Referendum, again
Snap elections are deeply unpopular with the

Israeli electorate, and Gantz and Netanyahu
were quick to trade blame on Wednesday. Opin-
ion polls found that around 40 percent of re-
spondents blamed Netanyahu primarily for the
deadlock, with only 5 percent naming Gantz as
the main cause. The last two elections have been
seen as referendums on the leadership of Ne-
tanyahu, Israel’s longest-serving leader but a
deeply divisive figure.

The 70-year-old has been in power since
2009. Politics professor Gideon Rahat said the
third round would again revolve around “for
Netanyahu or against Netanyahu.” Israel’s at-
torney general last month charged Netanyahu
with bribery, fraud and breach of trust in a se-
ries of corruption cases. He denies all wrongdo-
ing, blaming a witchhunt. “Netanyahu might try
to ask people to protect him vis-a-vis the vi-
cious people that are after him,” Rahat said.
“The other side will say he is corrupt and he
shouldn’t be the next prime minister.” Ne-
tanyahu has proven to have a loyal support base
and there have been few signs he will be aban-
doned by many of them. — Reuters

Iraqi protesters 
form ‘mini-state’ 
in Tahrir Square
BAGHDAD: With border guards, clean-up
crews and hospitals, Iraqi protesters have cre-
ated a mini-state in Baghdad’s Tahrir Square,
offering the kinds of services they say their
government has failed to provide. “We’ve
done more in two months than the state has
done in 16 years,” said Haydar Chaker, a con-
struction worker from Babylon province,
south of the capital. Everyone has their role,
from cooking bread to painting murals, with a
division of labor and scheduled shifts. Chaker
came to Baghdad with his friends after the an-
nual Arbaeen pilgrimage to the Shiite holy city
Karbala, his pilgrim’s tent and cooking equip-
ment equally useful at a protest encampment.

Installed in the iconic square whose name
means “liberation”, he provides three meals a
day to hundreds of protesters, cooking with
donated foods. In the morning he coordinates
with the surrounding tents, dividing sacks of
rice, sugar, flour and other ingredients then
assigning meals, drinks and sandwiches for
volunteers to prepare. The self-reliant en-

campment is the heart of a protest movement
that seeks the radical overhaul of Iraq’s polit-
ical system, and despite frequent power cuts,
it never stops beating.

War, a habit
At the entrances to the square, dozens of

guards like Abou al-Hassan man makeshift
barricades, where men and women search in-
coming visitors. ”We Iraqis rub shoulders with
the military from a young age, so we pick up
a thing or two,” said Hassan, dressed in cam-
ouflage fatigues. “We don’t need special train-
ing to detect saboteurs and keep them out...
or to be able to defend our state,” he added,
alertly scanning the perimeter. 

But on Friday, their “state” came under at-
tack, when gunmen Iraqi authorities have
failed to identify stormed a parking building
occupied by protesters. After the massacre
that left 24 dead, protesters installed new
checkpoints and closed an 18-storey building
overlooking the square. Infiltrated by intelli-
gence agents and at the mercy of gunmen able
to cross police and military roadblocks at will,
protesters insist their mini-state remains com-
mitted to non-violence. But in a country
where the influence and arsenals of pro-Iran
armed groups continue to increase, the
protest enclave has forged an alliance with
another of Iraq’s states within a state. — AFP

ALGIERS: Algeria held a presidential election
yesterday that has been fiercely opposed by a
nine-month-old protest movement and was hit
by unrest at several provincial polling stations.

The demonstrators who forced ageing pres-
ident Abdelaziz Bouteflika to resign his two-
decade tenure in April have pushed on with
weekly rallies to demand far more sweeping re-
forms to the political system ahead of any vote.

Shortly after polls opened, attackers “ran-
sacked the ballot boxes and destroyed part of
the electoral lists” in the disaffected northern
mountain region of Kabylie, home to much of the
country’s Berber minority, a resident of the city
of Bejaia told AFP.

Elsewhere in Kabylie, a large crowd sur-
rounded a polling station in the city of Tizi
Ouzou and protesters also took to the streets of
Bouira, witnesses said. Kabylie has a long his-
tory of opposition to the central government but
Thursday’s presidential vote was unpopular
across much of the country.

In central Algiers, uniformed police and plain-
clothes officers were out in force and made
about 10 arrests in the morning to prevent a re-
peat of the previous day’s mass demonstration.
Five candidates are in the running, all of them
widely rejected as “children of the regime” of
Bouteflika — among them former prime minis-
ters Abdelmajid Tebboune and Ali Benflis and a
former minister, Azzedine Mihoubi.

Turnout was expected to be extremely low
after demonstrators shouting “no vote” again
pressed their demand for a boycott, facing off
with truncheon-wielding riot police in Algiers on
the eve of the polls.

“How can we trust those who betrayed the

country and helped Bouteflika?” read one plac-
ard at the rally, which saw scores arrested and
many wounded in clashes with security forces.
Polls were scheduled to close at 1800 GMT but
the result may not be announced for a day or
longer, as was the case after previous elections
already marked by high abstention rates.

Whoever wins will struggle to be accepted
by the electorate in the north African country,
where many citizens rail against a military-
backed regime they see as inept, corrupt and
unable to manage the flagging economy.

“None of the five candidates can hope to be
considered legitimate” in the eyes of the pro-
testers, said Anthony Skinner, Middle East and
North Africa director at risk analysis company
Verisk Maplecroft.

He predicted that “the vote will be boy-
cotted on a large scale”.  In an early indication
of mass abstentions, polling stations at Algerian
embassies abroad have stayed almost empty
since they opened Saturday, with the few ex-
patriates who did show up weathering insults
by protesters. 

The “Hirak” street movement kicked off when
Bouteflika, 82, announced in February he would
seek a fifth term in office. Since then protesters
have stayed on the streets for more than 40
weeks, demanding the total dismantling of the
system that has ruled Algeria since independ-
ence from France in 1962. The military high com-
mand, which long wielded power from the
shadows, has been forced to take a more visible
role and has pushed for the election as a way to
withdraw behind the scenes again.

Demonstrators have vented their anger at
army chief Ahmed Gaid Salah, who has emerged

as Algeria’s de facto strongman. A previous poll
set for July was scrapped for lack of viable can-
didates and interim president Abdelkader Ben-
salah’s term technically ended five months ago.

Given the broad opposition, the five candi-
dates have run low-key campaigns, usually
under heavy police protection and often being
drowned out by hecklers. Protests have been il-
legal in Algiers since 2001 and police have only
tolerated weekly Hirak protests on Fridays and
student marches on Tuesdays. 

Wednesday marked the anniversary of the
outbreak of major demonstrations against
French colonial power in Algeria in 1960, and
calls online urged protesters to converge on the
Algiers square commemorating it. 

Meriem, a 62-year-old Algiers resident,
marched with her daughter and daughter-in-
law brandishing red cards to oppose the elec-
tion. “I’m marching to say no to the vote,” she
said, “no to the Bouteflika system without
Bouteflika.” — AFP

Algeria polling stations ransacked 
in unpopular presidential vote

ALGIERS: Algeria’s interim president Abdelkader Bensalah casts his vote during the presidential
election yesterday at a polling station in Algiers. Five candidates are running in Algeria’s pres-
idential election to replace ousted Algerian president Abdelaziz Bouteflika. — AFP


