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As Israel returns to 
polls, Palestinian 
democracy in stasis

When Israelis vote next week it will be their sixth
general election since Palestinians last had the
chance to cast ballots in parliamentary polls more

than 13 years ago. Whether in Ramallah, Nablus or Gaza, 30-
year-old Palestinians have never had the opportunity to
choose their leadership. In the Palestinian territories, where
unemployment is around 30 percent, a combination of fac-
tional rivalries, infighting and Israeli restrictions mean no elec-
tions have been held since 2006. Following a 2007 split, two
governments effectively rule separate territories - with presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas leading the West Bank-based
Palestinian Authority and Islamists Hamas in control in Gaza.

A decade of reconciliation talks have brought no results,
while both are accused of centralizing power and seeking to
quash criticism. Polls show Palestinians are angry with their
political leaders and want them to put aside their differences
to resist the Israeli occupation. “For both the Palestinian
Authority and Hamas governing without elections is very
comfortable. The split provides a cover - you can say you
want elections but the other side doesn’t,” Khalil Shikaki, a
prominent Palestinian pollster and political analyst, said. “This
has been used as a pretext and most people believe it is a
pretext - that there is no seriousness involved in seeking to
organize elections.”

No functioning institutions? 
Following the 2004 death of long-time Palestinian leader

Yasser Arafat and the end of the bloody second intifada, or
Palestinian uprising, a push was made to rejuvenate
Palestinian democracy. In 2005, Abbas comfortably won
presidential elections held in both the West Bank and Gaza.
But a year later, Hamas shocked the world by beating Abbas’s
Fatah movement in parliamentary polls. Unlike Fatah, the
Islamists reject all negotiations with Israel and support violent
means. In a 2007 near civil war Hamas overthrew Abbas’
forces in Gaza. Palestinian politics has been static since, with
the two tightening their grips on their respective territories.
Abbas maintains partial autonomy in the cities of the occu-
pied West Bank, where Israel controls the majority of territo-
ry and 400,000 settlers live alongside 2.7 million Palestinians.
The 84-year-old has relied on presidential decrees to pass
laws, while continuing security coordination with Israel - a
policy unpopular with Palestinians.

Last year he officially dissolved the Hamas-dominated
Palestinian Legislative Council (PLC), or parliament, which
had not met since the 2007 split. At the time he pledged to
hold new elections by May, but none have occurred. “We
don’t have functioning institutions,” said Nasser Al-Qudwa, a
former Palestinian foreign minister, senior official in Abbas’
Fatah party and Arafat’s nephew. “The PLC is not there.
Whose fault is that? I would say Hamas, but the legislative
branch of the government is not there. The judiciary has
always been weak and now it is very weak. So you have the
executive with complete concentration of power.”

‘First Arab democracy’ 
In Gaza, Hamas has established a parallel government and

its security forces crack down on political dissent.
Unemployment in the strip is over 50 percent, with desperate
poverty. Israel maintains a crippling blockade of Gaza it
argues is necessary to isolate Hamas and prevent it from
obtaining weapons or materials to make them. The two have
fought three wars since 2008. UN officials and rights groups
say the blockade amounts to collective punishment of Gaza’s
two million residents.

“You could argue Palestine was the first Arab democracy,”
Hugh Lovatt, an analyst specializing in the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict at the European Council of Foreign Relations, said. “If
you look back to 2005-6, democracy was steadily growing. It
wasn’t perfect but there were municipal, legislative and presi-
dential elections. But we have seen a severe backsliding.” 

Hamas and Fatah blame each other for the lack of elec-
tions, while both accuse Israel of obstruction. Palestinians say
any new elections should also take place in predominantly
Palestinian east Jerusalem - an impossibility under current cir-
cumstances. Israel seized east Jerusalem in a 1967 war and
later annexed it in moves never recognized by the internation-
al community. It considers the entire city its capital and out-
laws any Palestinian Authority activity there.

Diana Buttu, a former spokeswoman for Abbas’ govern-
ment and now prominent critic, said the split was convenient
for Israel and its Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, seeking
re-election in Sept 17 polls. “Israel is loving it. This is their
greatest dream,” she said. Shikaki’s polling, for the Palestinian
Centre for Policy and Survey Research, found little optimism
about new elections, but also that democracy was not a top
priority.Only 10 percent see holding new elections as their
top priority, while ending Israel’s occupation was the top
choice for 44 percent of respondents. “Palestinians live under
Israeli occupation. The issues of poverty and unemployment
are huge for the overwhelming majority of the Palestinians,”
Shikaki said. “These two issues are a lot more important than
the transition to democracy.” —AFP

Tunisian women look at posters of presidential candidates in the capital Tunis yesterday. —AFP

Tunisian women absent from presidential campaign
Tunisia has long been seen as a pio-

neer for women’s rights in the Arab
world, but on the eve of presidential

elections, women are calling this reputa-
tion into question. “Men promise a lot to
women. But when Mr Moustache arrives
in power, nothing happens,” said Feryel
Charfeddine, head of Calam, an associa-
tion fighting violence against women.
Whether they be passionate activists, lay-
women or former elected officials, many
women say they do not expect “much”
from the polls that start with the first vot-
ing round on Sept 15.

“I’m not a pessimist, I’m a realist,”
said Charfeddine, who is alarmed by
what she sees every day on the ground:
increased violence, diminished rights and
social conservatism. “Women aren’t
interested in politics anymore.
Unconsciously, they know that it’s the
same patriarchal system that endures,”
she said. Women played a prominent role
in the protests that toppled longstanding
dictator Zine El Abidine Ben Ali in 2011
and they were a courted group in previ-
ous post-revolution elections.

But they have been largely absent
from the 2019 presidential campaign,

which has focused heavily on security
and economic issues. Nor are they well
represented in the large pool of presi-
dential hopefuls, with just two women
standing out of 26 candidates. One is
staunch anti-Islamist Abir Moussi, the
other a former minister, Salma Elloumi.
“They’re part of the alibi,” said lawyer
Bochra Belhaj Hmida, who was elected to
parliament in 2014 but is stepping back
from politics. “I had a very, very rich
experience, but I’m leaving politics with-
out regret,” she told AFP. 

While in office, Hmida helped spear-
head an inheritance equality law, facing
fierce backlash from some sides for her
position on the hotly debated issue.
“Men expect women in politics to be the
least disruptive as possible, that they
don’t debate and especially that they
don’t make decisions. I lost a lot of male
friendships,” she said. She noted as well
a lack of female solidarity, saying it’s “as
if there was only one spot to win and
you have to fight each other for it”. 

‘Changing minds’ 
The sometimes taxing environment

can dissuade engagement. “Women

don’t feel supported and there is no
wil l ingness of polit ical  parties to
change that,” said Zyna Mejri, a young
activist. Tunisia has been considered
relatively progressive on women’s
rights in the Arab and Muslim world
since its independence in the 1950s,
adopting in 1956 a Personal Status
Code that abolished polygamy and
changed divorce law. 

Beji Caid Essebsi, Tunisia’s first presi-
dent elected democratically by a nation-
wide vote in 2014, boasted of having
been carried to power by the female
electorate. He oversaw the passing of
several key texts, including a law on vio-
lence against women and the repeal of a
circular banning women from marrying
non-Muslims. “It’s true that we’re way
better off, but we still have a lot to do,”
Mejri said. “We can have every day a
new great law about equality, but the
problem is the enforcement of that law,”
she added, noting that “it’s also about
changing the mind of Tunisian society”.
“Schizophrenia”, Charfeddine calls it,
pointing to the gap between the coun-
try’s progressive image of the society’s
strong conservatism.

‘Universal principle’ 
Hmida often collided with the aggres-

sion of young men that did not understand
her fight for equality. But she remains con-
vinced of the need for debate and says
she has at times shifted her point of view.
“When I managed to establish a dialogue
with some of these young people, it also
opened my eyes... I became aware of their
frustration, of the way they think the
‘bourgeois’ look at them,” she said. The
question of whether Tunisian society is
“ready” for more equality infuriates Yosra
Frawes, head of the Tunisian Association
of Democratic Women (AFTD). 

“It’s not even a question, equality is a
universal principle,” she said, noting
however that she sees “an enormous
setback” for women’s rights in the
country. She cites growing difficulties
regarding sexual and reproductive
rights, less access to health care - par-
ticularly in rural areas - and the impov-
erishment of women. According to a
recent AFTD study, women make up
more than 80 percent of Tunisia’s agri-
cultural workforce, a sector the associ-
ation denounced as precarious and
“exploitative”. —AFP
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Trump makes 
US even less 
predictable

Stunning the world by saying he was
canceling secret talks with the Taleban,
President Donald Trump is again dis-

playing his trademark unpredictability - at
the cost, critics say, of weakening US credi-
bility. After his three made-for-television
summits with North Korean strongman Kim
Jong Un, and as he voices openness to
meeting Iran’s leadership, Trump showed like
never before that he is eager to talk to US
adversaries by inviting the Taleban, the
Islamist militants who have been fighting US
troops for nearly two decades in
Afghanistan.

But in revealing the bombshell, Trump
had a dual surprise - the talks focused on a
US troop withdrawal, which were to be held
at the Camp David presidential retreat on
Sunday, were off. He pointed to the Taleban’s
killing of a US soldier on Thursday in a
bombing in Kabul, the latest in a string of
deadly attacks. Aaron David Miller, a long-
time presidential aide who helped arrange
the ultimately unsuccessful Israeli-
Palestinian-US summit at Camp David in
2000, believed that Trump was trying to put
the brakes on a bad deal - and, as usual, to
put himself in the middle.

“This clearly plays to the president’s
instincts and his need to be at the center of
attention,” said Miller, now a distinguished
scholar at the Woodrow Wilson Center for
International Scholars. He questioned why
the president - not a special envoy or secre-
tary of state - would lead negotiations and
why they would take place at Camp David,
where a 1978 summit brought peace
between Israel and Egypt. “It looks bad
symbolically, and practically. Look at the
result now. The president has suspended any
negotiations with the Taleban,” he said. “He
appears to have made the situation worse,”
he said, branding Trump’s approach “the
summit of the vanities”. Both the Trump
administration and the Taleban have howev-
er kept the door open to future talks.

‘The world is watching’ 
Trump, a self-proclaimed master nego-

tiator who published a 1987 book called
“The Art of the Deal,” has spoken of his
penchant for throwing others off guard. He
has repeatedly followed his own advice as
president, notably on China, where he has
tossed out the rulebook of trade talks by
repeatedly and suddenly hiking tariffs. Brian
Katulis, a senior fellow at the left-leaning
Center for American Progress, said it was
hard to identify a single foreign policy suc-
cess brought by Trump’s tactics.

“There doesn’t seem to be any common
thread or philosophy that drives his
approach besides the use of own personal
unpredictability,” said Katulis, who worked
in the White House under Bill Clinton. “This
approach undercuts those who work for him
in trying to do the foundational work needed
to advance a peace deal in Afghanistan or
get an agreement with North Korea or Iran,”
he said. “This creates the effect of the
United States being a much more unpre-
dictable and erratic actor, and this style ulti-
mately may produce incentives for other
countries to simply discount the word of
America or any process it is engaged in
right now.”

Senator Amy Klobuchar, a Democratic
presidential candidate, accused Trump of
treating foreign policy “like it’s some kind of
game show”. “He wants to have that
moment, but then all the details aren’t done,
and then we end up in a worse place on the
world stage,” she told CNN. “The world is
watching. China is watching. Russia is
watching. They realize the weakness this
creates when we don’t have consistency,”
she said.

Decisive in the end? 
Defenders of Trump said he showed

decisiveness by calling off the summit after
the attack, which apparently took place
after the invitation to Camp David. “If
Taleban think we are doing peace deal so
they can walk back in and slaughter
Afghans at will and turn the country back
into a terrorist Disneyland, then they are
sadly mistaken,” said James Jay Carafano, a
fellow at the conservative Heritage
Foundation, tweeting that Trump delivered
an “unmistakable message”. —AFP

Prisoner swap big 
win for Zelensky, 
but at a price

Ukrainian President Volodymyr
Zelensky scored a big win by
exchanging prisoners with Russia,

experts say, but Moscow made him pay a
heavy price and will be looking for more
concessions. In office since only May, the
political novice managed to fulfil a key cam-
paign promise by getting 35 prisoners held
by Russia sent home. The ex-detainees,
including 24 sailors and filmmaker Oleg
Sentsov, were given heroes’ welcomes when
they landed in Kiev - with Ukrainians
across the country gathered around televi-
sions showing them embracing family mem-
bers and shaking the president’s hand.

“Politically, it was a major victory for
Zelensky,” Ukrainian political analyst
Volodymyr Fesenko said. The comedian-
turned-politician, who swept to power in a
shock April election win, will be able to
point to the swap as proof that he is up to
the task of being president. In exchange for
the prisoners, Kiev handed the same num-
ber over to Moscow including Vladimir
Tsemakh, a fighter with Moscow-backed
rebels linked to the downing of flight MH17.

Kiev says Moscow insisted on Tsemakh’s
involvement in the swap and he was deliv-
ered to Russia despite pleas from the
Netherlands. Investigators have described
Tsemakh as a person of interest in the
shooting down of MH17, which was travel-
ling between Amsterdam and Kuala Lumpur
when it was hit by a Russian-made BUK
missile over rebel-held eastern Ukraine.
International investigators in June charged
three Russians and a Ukrainian in absentia
with murder in the case. The 298 people on
board the plane, two thirds of them Dutch,
were all killed.

West ‘fed up’ with conflict 
German tabloid Bild described

Tsemakh’s handover as a “double victory”
for Russian President Vladimir Putin: “He
gets the only suspect in detention.... and
Europe loses some of its confidence in

Ukraine, which ignored this call from the
Netherlands”. Kiev needs the West’s contin-
ued support in its conflict with Russia,
which is under European and US sanctions
over its annexation of Crimea and role in
the Ukraine crisis. 

Russia took control of the Black Sea
peninsula in 2014 and backs the separatists
in the conflict in eastern Ukraine, which
has left more than 13,000 people dead in
the last five years. France and Germany
helped to negotiate a peace accord that
has yet to be implemented. Paris has called
for a new summit of Putin, Zelensky and
the French and German leaders to take
place later this month.

The French foreign and defense minis-
ters were due in Moscow for talks yester-
day. “It is clear that the West will try to
force us to resolve the problem with Russia.
They are fed up,” said a Ukrainian source
with good knowledge of the issue. Kiev
needs to have the courage, the source said,
to resist the pressure and “get the most for
ourselves in this situation”. The focus of the
talks will be reviving the Minsk accords,
based on an agreement that was reached in
2014 but failed to stop the fighting.
Although full-scale fighting has subsided,
there are still regular clashes in frontline
areas that leave dead on both sides.

‘Traps laid by Putin’ 
The agreement called for a ceasefire, the

withdrawal of heavy weapons from the
frontlines, prisoner exchanges, local elections
and the delivery of humanitarian aid. This
would be followed by constitutional changes
to give more power to regional authorities in
exchange for the disbanding of rebel forces.
It is unclear on what issues Zelensky would
be ready to negotiate, but he has said resolv-
ing the conflict is his top priority. 

The war has been a huge drain on gov-
ernment resources and drag on Ukraine’s
economy, and has forced some 1.5 million
people from their homes. Fesenko said
major concessions were out of the ques-
tion, but the risk was that Zelensky would
wade into dangerous waters. “The West
understands that there are red lines
Ukraine will  not cross,” he said, but
Zelensky needs to be careful not to “fall
into traps laid by Putin”. —AFP


