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New election as Israeli PM 
fails to form government

Knesset votes to dissolve itself; New vote Sept 17, 2nd this year
JERUSALEM: Israeli lawmakers voted to dissolve
parliament yesterday, paving the way for a new
election after veteran Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu failed to form a coalition government be-
fore a midnight deadline. Netanyahu preferred a
new ballot, set for Sept 17, to the alternative, under
which President Reuven Rivlin could have asked an-
other politician to try and form a ruling coalition.

But the need to go the polls again so soon after
a closely contested April 9 election in which Ne-
tanyahu had claimed victory, showed a new meas-
ure of weakness by a leader in power for the past
decade who has for many become the face of Israel.
Potential indictments in three corruption cases have
only deepened questions about his political survival.
“We will win,” Netanyahu, 69, head of the right-
wing Likud party, vowed after parliament voted
when the deadline expired for him to assemble his
fifth government.

However, he was looking over his shoulder at the
Likud benches during the vote in what some com-
mentators interpreted as concern about any last-
minute revolt. Not a single Likud lawmaker wavered
in voting for an election. With coalition-building po-
tentially stretching into November after the new
ballot, the uncertainty seems likely to delay further
US President Donald Trump’s forthcoming plan to
resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

The crisis arose - officially, at least - from a feud
over military conscription between Netanyahu’s
presumed allies: ex-defense minister and far-right
secularist Avigdor Lieberman, and ultra-Orthodox
Jewish parties. Those parties want young religious
scholars exempted en masse from mandatory na-
tional service. But Lieberman and many other Is-
raelis say they should share the burden. Faced with
the prospect of having to step aside at the end of a
42-day period to put together a government, Ne-
tanyahu instead drummed up support to dissolve the

Knesset. Netanyahu cast Lieberman, a settler in the
occupied West Bank, as leftist for effectively block-
ing creation of a right-wing administration and said
his erstwhile ally had been out to topple him. “The
man from Caesarea is accusing the man from
Nokdim of being left-wing?” Lieberman, head of the
Yisrael Beitenu party, asked at a news conference,
naming the beachside suburb in where Netanyahu
has a home and the settlement where he lives.

Deal of the next century?
In Jerusalem, the White House team behind the

Trump proposal, including his son-in-law Jared
Kushner, held talks with Netanyahu but made no
public comment about any timeframe for release of
the plan. “Even though we had a little event last
night,” Netanyahu said, referring to the vote in par-
liament, “that’s not going to stop us - we’re going
to keep working together.” The group is in the Mid-
dle East to drum up support for what Kushner styles
as an economic workshop in Bahrain next month to
encourage investment in the occupied West Bank
and Gaza.

Even before it has been announced, Palestinians
have spurned the plan - described by Trump as “the
deal of the century” - as a blow to their statehood
hopes. “Now it is the deal of the next century,”
Palestinian chief negotiator Saeb Erekat told Israel
Radio. As the coalition deadline neared, public at-
tention had been focused on moves by Netanyahu
loyalists to grant him immunity as from criminal
prosecution and to pass a law ensuring such protec-
tion could not be withdrawn by the Supreme Court.

Many opponents and political commentators
saw Netanyahu’s push for a new election, before the
poll in April and now, as being largely motivated by
his legal woes. “It’s astounding how easily one man
is taking the entire State of Israel hostage for his
own personal gains. We are heading to another

election just so that he can escape prosecution,”
Gabi Ashkenazi, a member of the centrist Blue and
White party and former armed forces head, told
Army Radio.

Dubbed “crime minister” by foes, Netanyahu
denies any wrongdoing in the graft investigations
he faces, and has said he aims only to ensure the
Supreme Court does not overstep in judging deci-
sions by popularly elected lawmakers. Israel’s at-
torney general has said he intends to charge
Netanyahu with bribery and fraud, pending a pre-
trial hearing, which is scheduled for October. First

elected in the late 1990s, Netanyahu will in July
overtake Israel’s founding father, David Ben-Gurion,
as Israel’s longest-serving premier.

The last election, in which Netanyahu show-
cased his warm relations with Trump and frequent
contacts with Russian President Vladimir Putin,
ended with him neck-and-neck with Benny Gantz,
a politically untested ex-armed forces chief and
head of Blue and White. But Netanyahu was given
the nod to form a government after ultranationalist,
right-wing and religious party leaders voiced their
support. — Reuters

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu talks to the press following a vote
on a bill to dissolve the Knesset  at the Knesset in Jerusalem.—AFP

BANGASSOU: Four walls are all that remain of his house.
Around it are piles of rubble, where opportunistic weeds
grow. Even so, Muhammad Abdullahye is contented. He sips
from a steaming glass of tea to mark the end of the Ramadan
fast. He is home. Two years ago, Abdullahye, a Muslim in his
50s, fled his house in Bangassou, a city in southeastern Cen-
tral African Republic (CAR), ahead of an onslaught by the
“anti-balaka,” a militia mainly composed of Christians and an-
imists. According to UN figures, 76 people were murdered.

He and around 1,500 other terrified Muslims found shelter
in the city’s Catholic seminary, where they survived, despite
frequent attacks by the gunmen. “We fled around 3am,” re-
calls Abdullahye, whose nickname in his home district of
Tokoyo is Baba Kete, or “Little Daddy” in the Sango language.
“We first took refuge in the mosque, but when they killed the
imam, we all got into a truck and headed towards the cathe-
dral,” which is next door to the seminary.

In the months-long siege that followed, the fate of the
seminary and those inside became emblematic of CAR’s quest

for peace. One of the world’s poorest and most troubled
countries, CAR began its spiral into violence when former
president Francois Bozize, a Christian, was overthrown in 2013
by mainly Muslim Seleka rebels. Armed groups claiming to
represent the Christian community then arose, raising the
spectre of sectarian war. 

A French-led military intervention and the deployment of
a large UN peacekeeping force helped to stabilise the coun-
try and stage presidential elections. But around 80 percent
of the territory remained in the hands of militia groups, who
typically claimed to defend religious or ethnic group and
often fought with rivals over CAR’s mineral wealth. In a pop-
ulation of 4.5 million, thousands have lost their lives, nearly
650,000 have fled their homes and another 575,000 have left
the country, according to UN figures as of December last
year.

Abdullahye returned home in late April. Ten other families
have followed suit. “The people are glad to see us. Tokoyo is
our home,” he said.  How he was able to leave the seminary -
and the uncertain future that lies ahead for this neighborhood
- speaks amply of CAR’s anguished search for peace.

Fighting between the anti-balaka and self-defense groups
in the Bangassou seminary began to ease in mid-2018 for a
variety of local factors, says Richard Thienou of the UN’s In-
ternational Organization for Migration (IOM) in Bangassou.
Pushed by the UN peacekeeping mission MINUSCA, the
anti-balaka agreed to a non-aggression deal, and this was fol-
lowed by the return of the national armed forces.—AFP 

JERUSALEM: US President Donald Trump’s son-in-law and adviser Jared
Kushner met Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu in Jerusalem yesterday
as part of a Middle East tour before Washington unveils its long-awaited plan
for Israel-Palestinian peace. Kushner, accompanied by Trump envoy Jason
Greenblatt and Brian Hook, the US special representative for Iran, arrived in
Jerusalem after earlier stops in Morocco and Jordan. He is a key architect of
the peace plan the White House says it intends to present in the coming weeks.

But the plan, previously delayed for an Israeli general election on April 9,
could face further postponements due to Israeli politics. Israel is set to hold an-
other general election in September after Netanyahu failed to form a coalition
government, and the plan is widely seen as too sensitive an issue to introduce
during a political campaign. Netanyahu, who has formed a close bond with
Trump, made reference to parliament’s vote just after midnight to schedule new
elections when meeting Kushner.

“Even though we had a little event last night, that’s not going to stop us,”
Netanyahu said after their meeting at his residence. “We’re going to continue
working together. We had a great productive meeting which reaffirms the al-
liance” between the United States and Israel,” he said in a statement. Kushner
told Netanyahu “we appreciate all of your efforts to strengthen the relationship
between our two countries.”—AFP 
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