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JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s
cabinet approved draft legislation yesterday to have
cameras monitor polling stations in Israel’s election
next week, a move opponents said was effectively
meant to intimidate Arab voters. Fighting for political
survival after an inconclusive ballot in April, the right-
wing Netanyahu has made voter fraud a key issue in
his campaign for a fifth term, cautioning that victory
could be stolen from him in what polls show to be a
close race.

In the previous election, Netanyahu’s Likud party
sent monitors equipped with body cameras to a several
polling stations with Arab constituents in what Arab
politicians described as voter intimidation. On election
days in Israel, representatives of most parties sit at ven-
ues to check the pre-vote identification process. Voters
are then handed an envelope and go behind a screen to
cast their ballot in private.

Addressing his cabinet yesterday, Netanyahu said
that under the legislation, which will go to parliament
for approval before the Sept. 17 election, monitors will
be able to use their cellular telephone cameras to
record outside of the actual voting booth. “Everyone
films,” Netanyahu said in public remarks at the meeting.
“Any shop is filmed by cameras, so the polling stations
are the only places where you can’t film?”

In his comments to the cabinet, which government
officials said approved the legislation unanimously,
Netanyahu pledged: “The secrecy of the vote will be

strictly preserved.” Ayman Odeh, head of the Arab
Joint List party, said on Twitter that Netanyahu’s focus
on the issue of voter fraud was aimed at “triggering a
panic vote” by his supporters on the right and “sup-
pressing the Arab vote”. “(Netanyahu) is preparing
the ground for the day he declares, ‘Arabs have stolen
the elections’, and contests the results if he loses,”
Odeh said.

Yair Lapid, co-leader of the centrist Blue and White
Party, which is running neck-and-neck with Likud in
polls, alluded to the impact the deployment of cameras
might have on Arab voter turnout, describing the bill as
“racist” in comments on Twitter. Arabs make up 21 per-
cent of Israel’s population and generally vote not for
Likud but for their own Arab parties or centrist or left-
wing Jewish parties. The proposed bill was opposed by
the head of the Central Election Commission that over-
sees the vote, who said the last-minute introduction of
cameras might “lead to chaos”.

Attorney-General Avichai Mandelblit, who advises
the cabinet on legal issues, also came out against the
legislation, saying it could violate laws ensuring voters’
privacy. For that reason, most Western democracies
have restrictions on the use of cameras at ballot sta-
tions. Two weeks after the election, Mandelblit will hold
a pre-trial hearing in which Netanyahu can argue
against his announced intent to indict him in three cor-
ruption cases. Netanyahu, in office for the past 10
years, has denied any wrongdoing. —Reuters

Draft law would let cameras into polling stations

Israel’s government approves 
voting cameras, critics cry foul

JERUSALEM: (Left to right) Israeli Foreign Minister Israel Katz, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, and
the government secretary Tzachi Braverman attend the weekly cabinet meeting at the Prime Minister’s
office in Jerusalem yesterday. —AFP

Televised debates a 
new step in Tunisia’s 
young democracy
TUNIS: Eight presidential candidates stood behind their podi-
ums aiming to impress Tunisian voters on Saturday evening in
the young democracy’s first ever televised election debate.
Although Tunisia has held elections twice since throwing off
autocratic rule in the 2011 revolution which triggered the “Arab
Spring” uprisings, democracy is still taking root and such direct
questioning of all the candidates is a novelty.

Only a few patrons of the Essafsaf Cafe in Tunis were watch-
ing the large screen in the corner, however, hoping to whittle
down their voting preferences ahead of the Sept. 15 election. “I

have a list of favorites and I have a few who are not favorites. I
hope to learn how they react to questions, how they face ques-
tions they do not know in advance,” said Mohamed Mazhoud, 31,
a software developer.

He had come to the cafe with his brother Ali, 25, and three
friends, planning to listen to each of the candidates scheduled for
the first night of debate, with most of the other 18 appearing on
Sunday or Monday. Saturday’s batch included Abdelfattah
Mourou, who is the first presidential candidate put forward by
the moderate Islamist Ennahda party, former prime minister
Mehdi Jomaa and former president Moncef Marzouki.

Mourou was placed next to Abir Moussi, one of two
women in the race and a supporter of the ousted autocrat Zine
El-Abidine Ben Ali, whose government banned Ennahda and
jailed many of its members. Another very prominent candidate,
media magnate Nabil Karoui, is in detention on suspicion of
tax fraud and money laundering, charges he denies and attrib-
utes to political chicanery. Debate organizers have said they

will keep an empty podium place on the night he was sched-
uled to appear.

The furor surrounding his detention is not the only challenge
facing Tunisian democracy during this election - years of eco-
nomic troubles have also undermined trust in politics and
turnout for municipal voting last year barely reached 30%. The
government has spent the past three years trying to push
through tough spending cuts to curb the large level of public
debt and to bolster security after Islamist militant attacks in
2015 that devastated the crucial tourism sector. Unemployment,
at 12% before the revolution, now stands at 15% nationally and
more than 30% in some cities.

‘Democracy is for the rich’
Around Tunis on Saturday evening, most cafe televisions

seemed set to a football match between France and Albania,
though politically engaged people may have chosen to watch at
home where they could better hear the candidates. Outside the

Cafe Les Palmiers, groups of men sat playing cards or smoking.
At one table of four, Rida Ben Salem, 53, said he had lost any
belief that the elections would change his difficult lot in life.

“I don’t care about the debate and I don’t want to watch it,”
he said. He makes 400 Tunisian dinars ($140) a month selling
prickly cactus fruit from a wooden barrow he pushes round the
streets by hand. “I don’t need this democracy. Democracy is for
the rich, not for the poor like us,” he added. Still, he said that
with elections coming the police would lay off street vendors
like him, only cracking down on them again after the polls.

It was the self-immolation of a street vendor whose barrow
was confiscated by police that sparked the revolution. In a
downtown cafe where dozens of people were watching the
debate on a large screen on the pavement, engineer Saidan
Abdelsettar said he was definitely planning to vote, but had not
yet chosen a candidate. “Until now I can’t say one candidate
stands out. But the debates help because it gives me an idea of
how they present themselves,” he said. —Reuters


