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TUNIS: Behind the landslide victory of conservative polit-
ical outsider Kais Saied in a runoff presidential vote were
millions of young voters, who describe him as a leader
worthy of their trust as Tunisia’s democracy takes root.
According to a poll by the Sigma polling institute, around
90 percent of voters aged 18 to 25 voted for political new-
comer Saied, massively shunning his rival, business tycoon
Nabil Karoui.

“In the first round, I didn’t think he would win. But now
that he has won I can truly believe in the transparency of
our elections,” 20-year-old law student Mayssa Jlassi told
AFP. “We had to everything possible to mobilize all young
people like me to vote en masse” for Saied, she added.
Jlassi joined a volunteer group that went door-to-door,
with very modest means, to canvass for votes for her can-
didate. Saied, a 61-year-old retired law professor, scooped
72.71 percent of votes, official results showed.

According to Sigma’s data, Tunisians were sharply
divided by age group. The older the voter, the more likely
his or her ballot went to Karoui, who swept up 50.8 per-
cent of the over-60s’ votes. “The main reason for
(Saied’s) victory was the extraordinary mobilization of
young people aged 18 to 25,” said Olfa Lamloum, direc-
tor of the Tunis branch of the NGO International Alert,
which works closely with young people. According to
Sigma, 37 percent of young voters cast their ballot for
Saied in the September 15 first round — twice the
national average — while the disparity was magnified
further in Sunday’s runoff.

‘Promise of real democracy’ 
Despite having spearheaded the Arab Spring revolt that

ousted dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in 2011, young
people had largely shunned the ballot box in previous

elections in Tunisia’s new democracy. This time was differ-
ent. Saied “managed to win the trust of young people... not
with promises but by offering answers to the failures of
representative democracy”, Lamloum told AFP. 

The anti-establishment Saied is seen as uptight and
unwavering, and beneath his austere style is a commitment
to socially conservative views that many young people
reject. But he has said he will respect the social freedoms
enshrined in law in recent years that civil society groups
have hailed as freedoms. And what his young supporters
see in him above all is an honest leader who is offering
them the keys to building Tunisia’s future. 

Saied has promised “to challenge the top-down
nature of power and to change the rules of the game of
politics, which are the root cause for the exclusion of
young people”, Lamloum said. For his acolytes, Saied
represents “the promise of real democracy, dignity, and a
break from a political class that is disconnected from the
people and which is obsessed with power and its privi-
leges”, she added.

‘Strong trust’ 
The incoming president has, in recent years, “estab-

lished a strong relationship of trust with young people, by
meeting them across the country, thus building for himself
a circle of young people who ran his campaign for him”,
sociologist Mohamed Jouili said. French-language daily La
Presse welcomed “a rekindling of interest among young
people, from north to south Tunisia, in voting”. 

Ultimately, it was this shift that decided the vote, “and
that’s great”, wrote M’hamed Jaibi in an editorial. Turnout
was 55 percent on Sunday, while just half of voters cast
their ballots in the first round. The October 6 parliamen-
tary vote saw fewer voters still. Young people signed up to

vote in an intense registration campaign. Those aged 18 to
35 now account for 63 percent of voters, official statistics
show. The electoral commission has yet to release detailed
official indicators of the turnout among young voters, but

all the signs appear to show it was higher than in any of
Tunisia’s previous free elections. On voting day, thousands
of young people mobilized, many of them spontaneously,
to organize carpools to go to polling stations. — AFP 

Young Tunisians, the driving force 
behind Saied’s presidential victory

He said he will respect the social freedoms enshrined in law in recent years 

Berlin urges ‘restraint’ 
after Turkish-Kurdish 
clashes in Germany
BERLIN: German authorities yesterday urged Turkish and Kurdish communi-
ties not to import their conflict, after clashes between the two groups over
Ankara’s offensive in northeastern Syria. Police said at least five people were
injured in fights between the two communities late on Monday. “We have a
responsibility to prevent the conflict in the region becoming a conflict in our
society... in Germany,” integration commissioner Annette Widmann-Mauz told

the Funke newspaper group. “I expect all sides, especially migrant organiza-
tions and religious communities, to take responsibility and contribute to
restraint.” The commission advises the government on integration and serves
as a point of contact for migrants and community organizations. Around 350
people were marching through the city centre on Monday against Turkey’s
offensive in Kurdish-controlled areas of Syria when they were “provoked with
hand signals” by people drinking at a nearby kiosk, police said in a statement.
“Some of them stormed into the kiosk, attacked two people inside and injured
them” as well as breaking a window, it said.

The demonstration continued and someone threw a bottle at the marchers
from a Turkish-owned cafe as they passed. “The reaction was very emotional
and angry” as again several participants rushed into the cafe, breaking windows
and furniture and injuring at least one person inside, as well as one of the police
officers who intervened to stop the fighting. Nevertheless, “the police were able
to calm the situation” and the demonstration ended as planned when the

marchers reached their destination in the centre. Among the five people hurt
was the organizer of the march, who was attacked when he tried to stop the
violence. Of the roughly three million people with Turkish nationality or roots
living in Germany, around one million are Kurds. Politicians regularly warn of
tensions between the two communities, which have been stoked by Turkey’s
offensive against Kurdish fighters inside Syria. Separately in Berlin, local police
said a man wearing a jacket with a Turkish flag was beaten by around 15 peo-
ple, leaving him with a facial injury. “According to the 30-year-old Turkish citi-
zen, the men had assaulted him because of the jacket he was wearing which had
a Turkish national flag on it,” Berlin police said in a statement. The assailants
spoke Arabic and German, police said. Beginning today, Turkish troops moved
into the zone controlled by Kurdish militias, which had helped a Western-led
coalition fight jihadists of the Islamic State (IS) group but whom Ankara accus-
es of terrorism. Germany, along with European allies such as France, has con-
demned the offensive and stopped arms exports to Turkey. — AFP 

TUNIS: Tunisian electoral officials count the ballots at a polling station in the capital Tunis, on October
13, 2019. — AFP 

Public buses return to 
Tripoli after 30 years
TRIPOLI: Parked in a hangar in downtown Tripoli, some
35 buses awaited this week’s launch of a new urban public
transport scheme — the first in the Libyan capital in three
decades. Imported from China, the brand new vehicles will
make their first trips in the coming days, across a city that
for six months has lived with the deadly rhythm of combat
in its outer suburbs. 

Since April, eastern strongman Khalifa Haftar has been
battling forces loyal to the UN-recognized Government of
National Accord for control of Tripoli. Equipped with wifi
and air conditioning, the blue and white buses will run 20
routes, from Janzour 15 kilometers west of Tripoli to
Tajoura, 12 kilometers east of the city. Another route will
travel 25 kilometers south to the airport (though the facili-
ty is not operational).

Transport company Al-Sahem — whose name means
arrow — wants residents to re-embrace public transport
as a way to reduce congestion in this Mediterranean city
where urbanization sprawls along the coast. With com-
mutes lengthening, increasingly dilapidated private trans-
port options aren’t meeting people’s needs, said Al-Sahem
head Aboubakr Qormane. “We urgently need to re-estab-
lish public transport services in Tripoli, a city that has suf-
fered in its absence,” he said. The system will “prioritize
workers who need public transport the most... reducing
congestion during rush hour,” he said.

Traffic jams 
Every day, Mohamed Al-Bouzedi commutes via minibus

or ancient taxi from his home in Janzour to his clothing
shop in town.  “There hasn’t been public transport in
Tripoli for decades ... this project will be really helpful to
residents,” said Al-Bouzedi, whose journey is often punc-
tuated by breakdowns and traffic jams. “Modern buses
should help me get to my shop in less time. I’m eager to try
it,” he said. Until now, those without a car have had the
choice between taking a taxi or relying on rundown pri-
vate minibuses — known locally as Ivecos after their man-
ufacturer — which ply the main roads. Qormane said Al-
Sahem had contracted Chinese manufacturer King Long to
provide 145 vehicles over two years at a cost of $13 million
(11.8 million euros). Selecting the capital for Al-Sahem’s
pilot project was a logical choice, Qormane said: “A third

of Libya’s population lives in Tripoli and its roads present
no great challenges, beyond a general disregard for the
road code.” After launching its Tripoli project, Al-Sahem
hopes to introduce intercity lines, in particular connecting
isolated southern cities dotted across a vast desert land-
scape in a country of more than 1.7 million km2. 

Insecurity 
With fighting still imperiling certain districts around

Tripoli, shopkeeper Al-Bouzedi worries for the future of a
public bus project. “The situation on the outskirts of
Tripoli, particularly in the southern suburbs, is bad. Rocket
fire is indiscriminate and unpredictable. It would be tragic
if a rocket hit a bus filled with 40 passengers,” he said.

Another obstacle to the transport network is more
mundane: severe traffic clogs Tripoli’s roads daily. In an
oil-rich country, where subsidized petrol costs about 10
cents a liter (less than bottled water), the average house-
hold owns two to three cars. In Tripoli alone, the number of
privately-owned vehicles has more than tripled in less than
a decade, jumping from 600,000 in 2010 to two million
this year. Together with municipal vehicles, taxis and
minibuses, the number rises to three million — in a city of
two million inhabitants. But if buses will be a boon for most
citizens, some taxi drivers worry for their future earnings.
Abdel Mohayem fears he could be forced to sell his cab if
his passengers prefer the bus, the driver said. “Many will
be affected by this project... even if it does reduce traffic
jams and travel time,” he said. — AFP 

UK suspends arms 
exports to Turkey 
over Syria offensive
LONDON: Britain yesterday said it was suspending mili-
tary exports to Turkey following its incursion into north-
eastern Syria, as it carries out a review of arms sales to its
NATO ally. “We will keep our defense exports to Turkey
under very careful and continual review,” Foreign
Secretary Dominic Raab said in a statement to parliament.

“No further export licenses to Turkey for items which
might be used in military operations in Syria will be grant-
ed while we conduct that review.” Ankara’s assault against
Kurdish forces launched last week has prompted a chorus
of international condemnation. Raab said it had “seriously
undermined the security and stability of the region”. “This
is not the action we expected from an ally, it is reckless,
counterproductive, it plays straight into the hands of

Russia and the Assad regime,” he told lawmakers. NATO
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg discussed the volatile
situation with British Prime Minister Boris Johnson in
Downing Street yesterday. Speaking after the meeting,
Stoltenberg said the arms suspensions showed “many
Nato allies are very critical and are condemning the mili-
tary operation in northern Syria”. Britain’s halting of mili-
tary sales to Turkey follows similar moves by key
European and NATO allies, including Germany — one of
Ankara’s main arms suppliers — and France.

Meanwhile US President Donald Trump warned Monday
that Turkey faces imminent sanctions over its actions but also
signaled that Washington would avoid any armed conflict
with Ankara. Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has
said threats of sanctions and arms embargoes by Western
powers will not stop the military offensive. He vowed to con-
tinue the operation targeting the Syrian Kurdish People’s
Protection Units (YPG), which it sees as a “terrorist” off-
shoot of Kurdish insurgents in its own territory, until “our
objectives have been achieved”. Erdogan has said he wants
to establish a safe zone stretching across northern Syria, to
which it can repatriate many of the 3.6 million refugees that
it is hosting from the Syrian conflict. — AFP 

TRIPOLI: A picture taken on September 3, 2019 shows one of
the 35 buses parked in a hangar in downtown Tripoli, ahead
of the launch of a new urban public transport scheme —
the first in the Libyan capital in three decades.  — AFP 


