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JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu and his main challenger Benny Gantz were
in a standoff over calls for a unity government yes-
terday as election results put the premier’s long
tenure in office at risk. In a major development fol-
lowing Tuesday’s polls, Netanyahu said he preferred
to form a right-wing coalition, but the results
showed it was not possible.

He urged Gantz to join him in forming a unity gov-
ernment instead, and the two men shook hands when
they crossed paths at a memorial event later. But yes-
terday afternoon, Gantz made clear that he would
have to be prime minister of a unity government, not-
ing that results so far put his centrist Blue and White
two seats ahead of Netanyahu’s right-wing Likud.

Despite Gantz’s slim lead, neither has an obvious
path to form a majority coalition, and the Blue and
White leader has made several calls for a unity gov-
ernment since polls closed on Tuesday. Netanyahu’s
stark admission came as the results threatened his
status as the country’s longest-serving prime minister
while he faces possible corruption charges in the
weeks ahead. “During the elections, I called for the
establishment of a right-wing government,” Ne-
tanyahu said in a video message. “But unfortunately
the election results show that this is not possible.”

He went on to call on Gantz to form a “broad unity
government today.” Speaking to journalists, Gantz
said: “The public voted clearly in favor of unity. “Blue
and White has at the time I am speaking won 33 seats,
while Netanyahu has not obtained a sufficient major-
ity to form a coalition as he hoped.” The ex-military
chief, who mounted his challenge to Netanyahu with-

out any prior political experience, went on to say:
“We will listen to everyone, but we will not accept
mandates imposed on us.”

Netanyahu responded with a statement shortly
after saying he “was surprised and disappointed that
at this time Benny Gantz still refuses to respond to
my call to meet.” Israeli President Reuven Rivlin,
who must choose who will form the next govern-
ment, welcomed Netanyahu’s call for a unity coali-
tion. “I hear, loud and clear, the voices calling for a
broad and stable national unity government,” he said
at the memorial, held to mark the third anniversary
of the death of veteran statesman Shimon Peres.
“And I congratulate you, Mr. prime minister, on join-
ing that call this morning.”

Second election this year
Netanyahu was seeking to seize momentum by

announcing his intention to form a unity government
and head off attempts to oust him. Blue and White has
in the past sought to appeal to members of Ne-
tanyahu’s right-wing Likud to abandon him and form
a unity government with it. But there has so far been
no signal that any Likud members would be willing to
do that, and in his speech following the closure of
Tuesday’s polls Gantz made no such demand. Official
results have not been announced, but Israeli media
have reported that Blue and White has 33 parliamen-
tary seats and Likud 31 out of 120 with 97 percent of
the votes counted.

Ex-defence minister Avigdor Lieberman has
emerged as a potential kingmaker, with the reported
results showing his nationalist Yisrael Beitenu party

with eight seats. Israel’s newly reunified Arab parties,
running together under the Joint List alliance, have
also emerged as an important force, with the reported
results showing them with 13 seats - the third-largest.

Joint List leader Ayman Odeh could potentially
emerge as the country’s first-ever Arab opposition
leader if a unity government between Blue and White
and Likud is formed. —AFP
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Couples flogged
for public 
affection in 
Indonesia’s Aceh
BANDA ACEH: A trio of canoodling cou-
ples were publicly flogged in Indonesia’s
Aceh province yesterday, charged with
breaking local Islamic law that outlaws
public displays of affection. Despite in-
ternational condemnation, whipping is a
common punishment for a range of of-
fences in the deeply conservative region
on Sumatra island, including gambling,
drinking alcohol, and having gay or pre-
marital sex. Aceh is the only region in the
world’s biggest Muslim-majority country
that imposes Islamic law.

Yesterday, a masked sharia officer
rained down between 20 and 22 strokes
from a rattan cane each on three men
and three women caught behaving

amorously. They had all served several
months in prison. One woman winced
and fell over from the painful punish-
ment, which was carried out in front of
a mosque in the provincial capital
Banda Aceh. Dozens of onlookers, in-
cluding some visiting Malaysian stu-
dents, watched the spectacle. “I’m
nervous because this is the first time
I’ve seen something like this,” said visi-
tor Muhammad Rushdy.

“But it can serve as an important les-
son for us from other countries to com-
ply with local regulations,” he added.
Banda Aceh’s mayor Aminullah Usman
repeated his long-held claim that the
punishment is a deterrent. “But we keep
telling visitors not to be afraid to visit
Banda Aceh... because you won’t be
flogged if you don’t break the law,” he
said. Rights groups have slammed pub-
lic caning as cruel, and Indonesia’s
President Joko Widodo has called for it
to end, but the practice has wide sup-
port among Aceh’s population. About
98 percent of the region’s five million
residents are Muslim subject. —AFP

Canada’s Trudeau 
admits to racist 
‘brownface’ makeup
OTTAWA: Canada’s Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
apologized Wednesday for wearing brownface
makeup at a party 18 years ago, as he scrambled
to get on top of a fresh blow to a re-election cam-
paign dogged by controversy. Time magazine pub-
lished the photograph one week into a federal
election campaign with Trudeau’s Liberal Party in
a tight contest against the Conservatives led by
Andrew Scheer. Trudeau, 47, whose party won a
landslide victory in 2015, has already been under
attack for an ethics lapse and other controversies.
The black-and-white photograph shows Trudeau,
then 29, wearing a turban and robes with his face,
neck and hands darkened at the gala in 2001.

The picture appears in the 2000-2001 year-
book of West Point Grey Academy, a private school
where Trudeau taught at the time, the US-based
Time magazine said. Trudeau confirmed it was him
in the photo “at the school’s annual dinner which
had a costume theme of ‘Arabian Nights’” “I have
worked all my life to try to create opportunities for
people, fight against racism and intolerance,” he
told a televised news conference on his campaign
aircraft. “I can say I made a mistake when I was
younger and I wish I hadn’t. I wish I had known
better then, but I didn’t and I’m deeply sorry for it.”

“Now I recognize it was something racist to do,”
he said. “(For) communities and people who live
with intersectionalities and face discrimination, it is
a significant thing that is very hurtful.” Trudeau,
once the youthful golden boy of Canadian politics,
also admitted to wearing dark makeup singing
Harry Belafonte’s 1950s hit Day O (Banana Boat
Song) at a separate high school talent contest.

‘Racism is real’ 
Jagmeet Singh, leader of the third-place New

Democratic Party, reacted by calling the behavior
“troubling” and “insulting.” “Anytime we hear ex-
amples of brown face or blackface, it’s making a
mockery of someone for what they live and what
their lived experiences are,” he said. 

“What does that say about what he thinks
about people who, because of who they are, be-
cause of the color of their skin, face challenges and
barriers and obstacles in their life? Racism is real.”
Scheer, who has been the prime minister’s most ar-
dent critic, pounding him on ethics lapses, said he
was “shocked and disappointed” over Trudeau’s
“lack of judgement and integrity” in this matter
and said he was “not fit to govern this country.”

Politicians in Canada’s southern neighbor the
United States, with its history of slavery and seg-
regation, have been embroiled in scandal this year
over their alleged wearing of “blackface.” Virginia
Governor Ralph Northam refused to resign after
first admitting he appeared in a yearbook photo-
graph showing a person in blackface and another
wearing Ku Klux Klan robes, only to deny a day
later that either individual was him. —AFP


