
Netanyahu fights
for political 
life before 
Israel votes 
JERUSALEM: Israel moved into its final
week of campaigning yesterday for an
unprecedented second general election in five
months with Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu battling for political survival while
facing a potential corruption indictment. With
the September 17 vote looming, Netanyahu
and his right-wing Likud drew outrage from
opposition parties with a push for last-minute
legislation that would allow party officials to
bring cameras to polling stations.

His critics labeled it a naked attempt to
depress turnout among Israel’s Arab popula-
tion, as it could intimidate many into staying
away. They also pointed out that it could
serve to energize Netanyahu’s base of right-
wing voters due to his warnings-so far
unfounded-that the election could be stolen.
The premier says he is only interested in
protecting the integrity of the vote and pre-
venting fraud. Netanyahu has used similar
tactics in the past, including warning on elec-
tion day in 2015 that Israeli Arabs were vot-
ing in “droves,” a comment for which he later
apologized.

Parliament had planned to hold the first of
three required votes on the bill yesterday, but
it failed to receive necessary backing from a
committee and appeared dead for now. The
main opposition Blue and White centrist
alliance said it would vote against it, and ex-
defense minister Avigdor Lieberman said his

nationalist Yisrael Beitenu would do the same.
“The rule of law that Netanyahu is trying to
undermine has won,” Blue and White leader
Benny Gantz said after the bill failed to make
it out of the committee.

“In the coming days, Netanyahu will con-
tinue his spin. He will try to disrupt the elec-
tion day, to challenge the election outcome
and he will attempt to reinstate this law. We
will not allow it.” Netanyahu said: “There is
no reason for those who really want pure
elections to oppose the camera law that pre-
vents election fraud. “There is only one
answer: Come in masses to the ballot box and
vote for Likud,” he added.

The bill would have allowed election
supervisors from political parties to bring
cameras to polling stations, though not inside
voting booths. Netanyahu’s camera legisla-
tion comes as he struggles to remain in office
and continue his reign as Israel’s longest-
serving prime minister. After April elections,
Likud along with its right-wing and religious
allies won a majority of seats, but Netanyahu
was unable to form a governing coalition,
suffering one of the biggest defeats of his
political career.

He was unable to do so because he could
not convince his old nemesis Lieberman to
abandon a key demand and join the govern-
ment. Netanyahu then opted to move toward
a second election rather than risk Israeli
President Reuven Rivlin choosing someone
else to try to form a government.

Trump, Putin posters 
Lieberman has only gained in support

since the last election, opinion polls show, and
Netanyahu may face a similar conundrum
after the upcoming vote. His main challenger
is ex-military chief Gantz and his centrist
alliance, as was the case in April. Netanyahu
has once again sought to highlight his links

with world leaders, posting giant posters of
himself alongside US President Donald Trump
and Russian President Vladimir Putin. He says
he hopes to visit Russia later this week to
hold talks with Putin, while he also planned a
statement on Iran’s nuclear program yester-
day evening.

Ahead of April polls, Trump made contro-
versial moves seen as backing Netanyahu,
including recognizing Israeli sovereignty over
the occupied Golan Heights. So far
Netanyahu has not benefited from similar
decisions in the run-up to next week’s vote.
Gantz has sought to maintain a stoic presence
as part of a campaign to present himself as
someone Israelis can trust on security issues.
But his main approach has been to argue that
he can restore dignity to the prime minister’s
office after years of investigations into
Netanyahu’s affairs. — AFP

JUBA: South Sudan’s exiled rebel leader Riek Machar
arrived in Juba yesterday for the first time in a year to
meet his rival, President Salva Kiir, and try salvage a
stalled peace agreement. Machar landed in the capital
in a Sudanese plane, preceded by two jets carrying a
large delegation of around 60 people and security
officers from Khartoum where he is living in exile, an
AFP reporter witnessed. “President Salva Kiir
Mayardit will hold a face-to-face meeting with FVP-
Designate (First Vice President) Dr. Riek Machar,” the
government of South Sudan posted yesterday on its
official Twitter account.

A government spokesman told AFP Sunday that
Kiir and Machar would “discuss all the outstanding
issues of the peace agreement and the way forward”.
Machar’s visit is expected to last two days. The meet-
ing comes as a November deadline looms to form a
power-sharing government, a key plank in a 2018
peace agreement that has been delayed by disputes.
Kiir has not been seen with Machar since the pair met
in the Vatican in April, when Pope Francis stunned the
world by kissing the feet of two men accused of
responsibility for heinous war crimes.

South Sudan descended into war in 2013, just two
years after the country gained independence, when
Kiir accused his former deputy and fellow former
rebel leader Machar of plotting a coup. Multiple
attempts at peace have failed but in September 2018
the warring parties signed an agreement to form a
unity government, which would see Machar return to
government as vice president. The last time Machar

was in Juba was October 2018, for celebrations to
mark the signing of the pact.

The power-sharing arrangements under the peace
deal were supposed to take effect in May. But the
process was delayed by six months until November.
Crucial technical steps contained within the agree-
ment, such as creating a unified army and agreeing on
the internal boundaries of states, have failed to make
progress.

New political deals   
Alan Boswell, a South Sudan expert with the

International Crisis Group (ICG), said the only solu-
tion was Kiir and Machar coming to a political agree-
ment on how to move forward with the deal. “We have
been waiting for this moment for a long time. The only
way to find a path forward is for these two to meet.
The path is wide open for them to form a unity gov-
ernment but they will need to strike new political
deals to do that,” he told AFP Monday. “If they fail to
agree on a way forward with direct talks then we are
looking at a major crisis.”

Following their extraordinary meeting in the Vatican,
Kiir told parliament he had forgiven Machar, and urged
his rival to return home. But Machar has been con-
cerned about his personal security should he return to
the capital. He fled on foot under a hail of gunfire when
a previous peace deal collapsed in July 2016. He is cur-
rently living in Khartoum, the capital of neighboring
Sudan, the country from which South Sudan broke
away to claim independence in 2011.

He was accompanied to Juba by Sudanese paramil-
itary commander Mohamed Hamdan Daglo, who is
best known by his nickname “Hemeti”, and who is
holding separate peace talks with Sudanese armed
groups. Sudan has been engaged in its own bloody

transition toward peace since the overthrow of Omar
al-Bashir in April. The fighting in South Sudan has left
380,000 people dead and forced more than four mil-
lion South Sudanese-almost a third of the population-
to flee their homes. —AFP
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S Sudan rebel leader in Juba 
in bid to salvage peace deal

President Salva, Machar to discuss peace agreement as deadline looms

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister and Defence
Minister Benjamin Netanyahu delivers a state-
ment to the media on the Iranian nuclear issue
at the Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem. —AFP

JUBA: South Sudan’s exiled rebel leader Riek Machar, center right, is welcomed by his rival, President Salva
Kiir, center left, in Juba, South Sudan. —AFP

Evo’s bet on 
Big Farming 
comes under fire
LA PAZ, Bolivia: In the tropical Bolivian
city of Santa Cruz de la Sierra, a wealthy
farming hub on the edge on the Amazon
rainforest, President Evo Morales gath-
ered with ranchers late last month to cel-
ebrate a maiden shipment of beef to
China. An elaborate ceremony was
staged to mark what was supposed to be
a crowning achievement in Morales’ plan
to make Bolivia a global foods supplier -
entry to China’s massive market just as
Beijing shops around for alternatives to
U.S. producers.

“This is just another tool to ensure we
continue growing economically,” said
Bolivia’s first indigenous president, who
often goes as “Evo,” at the Aug. 28 event.
The country would send 8,000 tons of
beef to China next year, he added. On the
outskirts of the city, however, the cost of a
rapid increase in farming was clearly visi-
ble. Wildfires were raging, likely sparked
by a rise in slash-and-burn land clear-
ances for cattle ranching or soy farming.

The Bolivian fires, which mirror those
burning across swathes of Brazil, threaten
to derail Morales’ bid for a fourth consec-
utive term in office and another five years
of “Evonomics,” his brand of capitalism
mixed with socialist state intervention.
Critics link the fires to laws Morales has
passed encouraging farmers and ranchers
to settle in forested areas in recent years.
That includes permission this year to use
slash-and-burn methods to ramp up out-
put despite a drought.

The scale of the fires is massive,
threatening what is seen as a natural bul-
wark against climate change. In recent
weeks, they have swept over 2.1 million
hectares in land-locked Bolivia, an area
almost the size of New Jersey, burning
more than 700,000 hectares of forest in
protected reserves, according to a report
by local conservation group FAN. And
they have drawn attention to Morales’
newfound support for an industry once at
odds with his government and put him on

the defense ahead of the Oct. 20 election.
“Before (the fires) it was going to be hard
for him to find support from undecided
voters. Now it’s going to be much harder,”
said political analyst Marcelo Arequipa.
“It’s looking complicated for him.” 

Course of history
Morales’ support for farming has sur-

prised some. Unlike far-right President
Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil, who has called
climate change a hoax, Morales is known
as a strident environmentalist abroad,
often talking about the need to protect
“Pachamama,” or Mother Earth, in global
forums. But Morales is also keen to push
for development and economic growth in
Bolivia, one of South America’s poorest
countries. At home, his government is
increasingly becoming known as an ally of
farming and ranching interests, calling
agricultural commodities the “new gold”
that will help diversify the economy away
from Bolivia’s key export, natural gas.

“These fires might change the course
of history,” said La Paz-based political
scientist Franklin Pareja. “They’re so big
they’ve started to expose other things. For
example, that this isn’t just about giving
opportunities to poor people but favoring
agroindustrial corporate interests.” After
a wave of criticism over his government’s
initial slow response to the fires, Morales
leapt into action late last month, hiring a
Boeing SuperTanker to douse flames with
water and joining firefighters battling
them on the ground with hoses.

Morales’ chances of electoral success
may now hinge on whether the outrage
over the fires can be leveraged by main
rival Carlos Mesa. Some recent opinion
polls indicate Mesa could triumph in a
potential second round run-off. “This is a
national disaster,” Mesa told local broad-
caster Red Uno. “We know who caused
this disaster, Evo Morales and his irre-
sponsible land-use policies.”

The government has denied its policies
have fueled the fires, calling it “a lie” and
promising to invest whatever was neces-
sary to re-grow the forests. Morales, once
a coca farmer himself, placed the blame
on periodic droughts that hit hard this
year. “If you smoke a cigarette and toss it
out it’ll spark and there’s a fire,” Morales
told ranchers at the ceremony in Santa
Cruz last week. —Reuters

Protests as
Morocco 
journalist goes on
trial for abortion 
RABAT, Morocco: Hundreds of people
protested yesterday in front of a Moroccan
court as the trial opened of a journalist
accused of having a late-term abortion and
sexual relations outside marriage. The case
brought against Hajar Raissouni, who writes
for the Arabic-language daily Akhbar Al-
Yaoum, has triggered a furious debate in the
media and online about civil liberties and free-
dom of the press in the north African country.

The protesters shouted out “Freedom for
Hajar” and “Our society is in danger”, and
brandished placards urging “My body, my
freedom” and “No, to the criminalisation of
sex between consenting adults”. The 28-year-
old, whose paper has a history of run-ins with
the authorities, risks up to two years in prison
if found guilty under the penal code which
bars sex before marriage and abortion, except
if the mother’s life is in danger.

She was arrested on August 31 as she left a
clinic in Rabat, where her lawyer Saad Sahli
said she had been undergoing treatment for
internal bleeding. But the prosecution insisted
she had been seen by a medic last week and
showed signs of pregnancy and of having
undergone a “late voluntary abortion”. In a
statement, it stressed her detention had “noth-
ing to do with her profession as a journalist”.

Raissouni, who is religiously but not yet
legally married, had been due to wed her
Sudanese partner this week. He was also

arrested at the same time, along with the doc-
tor, a nurse and a secretary. Human Rights
Watch (HRW) and Amnesty International have
joined social media users in calling for her
release. “Instead of intimidating Hajar
Raissouni by prosecuting her on unjust
charges, the authorities should immediately
and unconditionally release her,” said Heba
Morayef, Amnesty’s regional director, last
week.

Ahmed Benchemsi, regional communica-
tions director at HRW, echoed Morayef’s call
for all charges to be dropped. The case had “a
whiff of political manipulation since the defen-

dant is a reporter” from one of Morocco’s few
remaining critical newspapers, he said. Touafik
Bouachrine, the owner of Raissouni’s newspa-
per, was sentenced in November to 12 years in
prison on charges of rape and other offences.
He also denies all charges and his lawyers say
his trial was politically motivated.

According to official figures, Moroccan
courts last year tried more than 14,500 people
for “debauchery”, 3,048 for adultery, 170 for
homosexuality and 73 for having abortions.
However, NGOs say between 600 to 800
women have clandestine abortions every day
in the country.—AFP

RABAT: Demonstrators hold up signs showing the portraits of Hajar Raissouni, a Morrocan jour-
nalist of the daily newspaper Akhbar El-Youm, as they gather outside a courthouse holding her
trial on charges of abortion in the capital Rabat. — AFP

At least 20
killed in two
attacks in 
N Burkina Faso
OUAGADOUGOU: At least 20 people
were killed in two attacks in northern
Burkina Faso on Sunday, in a region
prone to jihadist violence, local and mili-
tary sources said. One vehicle, trans-
porting  people and goods, “rode over
an improvised explosive device (IED) in
the Barsalogho area, leaving at least ten
passengers dead, most of them trades-
men”, a security source told AFP.
Meanwhile, around 50 kilometers away,
ten drivers of three-wheeler food vans,
travelling in convoy, were killed by
armed attackers in a second attack, a
local official said. The security spokes-
woman confirmed that attack without
giving a death toll.  

A former French colony that ranks
among the world’s poorest countries,
Burkina Faso has been struggling with
an Islamist militant revolt since 2015.
The food vans were carrying provisions
for people displaced by the fighting,
according to the local source. The coun-
try’s army has been increasingly target-
ed by jihadists. Earlier this month, an
attack on a military base in northern
Burkina Faso killed 24 in an unprece-
dented blow to the army in its campaign
against jihadists.

The country’s insurgency, which came
from neighboring Mali, began in the
north but has since spread to the east.
Since 2015, more than 500 people have
died in attacks that have become
increasingly violent especially in the
north and the east, according to a toll
compiled by AFP. Burkina’s capital
Ouagadougou has been attacked three
times, including a March 2018 jihadist
assault on the military headquarters in
the city that left eight dead. A summit of
regional heads of state is due to be held
in Ouagadougou on Saturday to discuss
the security situation. — AFP 


