
JERUSALEM: Israel’s legal and political dramas con-
verged yesterday, with Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu in court for his corruption trial as the presi-
dent launched talks on forming a government.
Netanyahu, ordered to appear in person for opening
arguments, sat in the Jerusalem District Court wearing a
black mask as the prosecution accused him of misusing
his office to advance his political interests. 

Netanyahu denies wrongdoing in the case, in which
he has been charged with accepting improper gifts and
seeking to trade regulatory favors with media moguls in
exchange for positive coverage. 

Lead prosecutor Liat Ben-Ari told judges that
Netanyahu was involved in “a serious case of govern-
ment corruption”. He “made illegitimate use of the great
governmental power entrusted to him,” in his dealings
with media executives “in order to advance his personal
affairs - including when he faced his desire to be re-
elected,” she said. As Ben-Ari laid out the criminal case
against Israel’s longest-serving leader, across the city
President Reuven Rivlin began meetings that could
determine Netanyahu’s political fate.

Israel’s March 23 election was its fourth inconclusive
vote in less than two years, prolonging the worst politi-
cal crisis in the nation’s history. Netanyahu’s right-wing
Likud party finished first, winning 30 seats in the 120-
member parliament, but his ability to form a stable gov-
erning coalition is precarious, a reality that has plagued
him for several years.

Rivlin yesterday began two days of consultations
with party officials to determine who has a plausible
path towards a 61-seat majority, in a parliament bitterly
divided between those who back Netanyahu and those
committed to ending his 12-year tenure. Before his first
meeting, with Netanyahu’s envoys from Likud, Rivlin
said he would seek to nominate a candidate who has
“the best chance of forming a government that will have
the confidence of the new Knesset”.

Customarily, Rivlin gives the leader with most rec-
ommendations from individual lawmakers a 28-day win-
dow to form a government. That can be extended by 14
days at the president’s discretion.

‘Out-of-the-ordinary coalitions’? 
Rivlin confirmed that Likud had endorsed

Netanyahu, as expected. The prime minister is also like-
ly to win the backing of the 16 lawmakers representing
Israel’s ultra-Orthodox Jewish parties as well as six from
the far-right Religious Zionism alliance. That makes a
likely total of 52 — nine short of the absolute majority
needed. Because the ideologically divided anti-
Netanyahu camp has no agreed leader, Netanyahu may
receive the most recommendations.

Within the anti-Netanyahu bloc, the centrist Yesh
Atid party, led by former television host Yair Lapid, won
the most seats with 17. Lapid’s envoys were next to
meet the president. 

An anti-Netanyahu alliance would require a
tightrope deal among Lapid, Likud defector Gideon
Saar, Netanyahu’s estranged protege Naftali Bennett-a
hardline religious nationalist-and a group of centrist
and left-wing parties.

Long legal process 
In an unprecedented twist for Israeli coalition pol-

itics, it appears impossible for either camp to form a
government without support from the conservative
Islamic Raam Party, which controls four seats. Leader
Mansour Abbas has said he is open to hearing from
all sides, but the far-right Religious Zionism party has
ruled out sitting in a government with Raam, further
complicating Netanyahu’s coalition hopes. It is also
far from certain that the anti-Netanyahu bloc can
unite, raising the prospect of a fifth election in less
than three years.

Rivlin will select a leader tomorrow charged with
trying to form a government. If they fail to do so, the
president will then move on to the next name on his list. 

Dozens of anti-Netanyahu protesters, who dub him
the “Crime Minister”, were at the court on Monday,
taunting the premier as he entered.  Netanyahu’s sup-
porters were also on hand. — AFP
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Palestinians OK 36 groups for poll

RAMALLAH: Palestinian election officials
announced Sunday that 36 candidate lists had been
approved to run in legislative elections set for next
month, the first Palestinian polls in 15 years. The vote,
which precedes a presidential election called for July
31, is part of an effort by the dominant Palestinian
movements-Fatah secularists and Hamas Islamists-to
boost international support for Palestinian gover-
nance. Groups had until tomorrow to submit their
lists of candidates to contest in the May 22 legisla-
tive polls. Individual names on each list are due to be
published today, but the Palestinian electoral com-
mission announced on its website that it had
approved all 36 applications. — AFP

Concern over activity near Ukraine

BRUSSELS: European Union foreign policy chief
Josep Borrell on Sunday pledged the bloc’s “unwa-
vering” support for Kiev as he expressed major wor-
ries over Russian troop movements around Ukraine.
“Following with severe concern the Russian military
activity surrounding Ukraine,” Borrell tweeted after
a phone call with Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro
Kuleba.  “Unwavering EU support for Ukraine’s sov-
ereignty and territorial integrity.” Borrell said he
would hold further talks on the issue with Kiev’s top
diplomat and foreign ministers from the EU’s 27
nations at a meeting later this month. — AFP

Sex abuse in Algeria police custody

ALGIERS: Algerian police said they had launched
an investigation after videos on social media claim-
ing officers sexually abused a teenage boy arrested
during anti-government protests sparked fury. The
15-year-old was arrested on Saturday in Algiers, the
capital of the North African country, where a long-
running pro-democracy protest movement known
as the Hirak holds regular demonstrations demand-
ing political change. “After the circulation of a video
on social networks in which the authors claim that a
minor was mistreated in a police station in Algiers,
security forces... informed the public prosecutor,
who immediately ordered an investigation,” a police
statement said. — AFP

Portugal keeps border closed 

LISBON: Portugal has decided to extend its land
border closure for tourists until April 15 because of
a surge in COVID-19 cases, the interior ministry
said Sunday. The measure, imposed in late January
when new daily cases peaked at around 16,500,
affects road and river border crossings with Spain.
The crossings are open for the movement of goods,
cross-border workers and emergency services. The
ban, imposed in accord with Spain, does not pre-
vent Portuguese citizens and residents from return-
ing home, or foreign nationals from leaving the
country, the ministry said. —AFP

Russia extends Twitter slowdown

MOSCOW: Russia said yesterday it was extending a
deadline for Twitter to remove illegal content by a
month to mid-May, after the social media giant start-
ed cooperating when Russia slowed down its opera-
tions. State telecommunications watchdog
Roskomnadzor imposed slowdowns on Twitter’s
services in mid-March, accusing it of failing to
remove content related to child pornography, drug
use and calls for minors to commit suicide. The
watchdog gave Twitter a month to remove the con-
tent or face a complete blockage in Russia. The move
raised concerns among Kremlin critics who fear the
clampdown on Twitter and other social media is
aimed at silencing opposition voices. — AFP

JERUSALEM: Prosecutor Liat Ben-Ari (center) attends the hearing for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu’s tri-
al for corruption at district court yesterday. — AFP

PEMBA: Internally displaced women (IDP) from Palma are seen at the Pemba Sports center in Pemba. — AFP

‘Significant’ number 
of militants killed 
in Palma battle
MAPUTO: Mozambique’s military said Sunday a “sig-
nificant” number of militants had been killed during a
battle over a key northern town and gas hub captured
by the Islamic State last month.

Palma was seized by the jihadists during coordinated
attacks on March 24, in what was seen as the biggest
escalation of the insurgency ravaging the north of the
African nation since 2017. The true death toll is not yet
known, but thousands were displaced from the town of
some 75,000 and the French energy giant Total sus-
pended operations at its multi-billion-dollar plant. On
Sunday, the army escorted officials and journalists
through the ravaged town, claiming a “significant” num-
ber of militants had been killed, and that they had now
secured the surrounding area.

Commander Chongo Vidigal, leading the military

operation to regain control of the town, said the area
was “safe”-but fell short of declaring the army had
regained control. “The airfield area was the only one we
needed to clear and we did that this morning. It’s com-
pletely safe,” Vidigal said.

“I think that it is a significant number of terrorists
who were shot down,” he said, adding they would clari-
fy the exact number later. Last week, the government
said dozens of civilians had died during the fighting, but
Vidigal said they had not finished counting the bodies.

In the first footage of the aftermath, state television
broadcast videos of soldiers hastily pulling black plastic
sheets over the dead on the streets. A few civilians were
collecting bags of grain, while one man was shown try-
ing to clear a destroyed stall. The town’s hospital was
destroyed, as were commercial banks and the state
prosecutor’s office. Vidigal said the Total gas plant,
which the company abandoned on Friday, was secure.
“The facilities are safe, they are protected,” he
explained.

Total pulled out its staff on Friday, while the United
Nations suspended civilian evacuation flights over
security concerns.  More than 11,000 civilians are
known to have fled Palma in recent days, according to
the UN. —AFP Republicans dangle 

‘easy’ win for 
pared Biden plan
WASHINGTON: Republicans opened the door to
supporting a pared down version of Joe Biden’s $2 tril-
lion infrastructure plan, saying concentrating on physi-
cal improvements would deliver an “easy bipartisan
win” for the US president.  Biden’s American Jobs
Plan-the second massive spending initiative of his 10-
week old administration, after a $1.9 trillion short-term
COVID rescue bill-would modernize America’s public
works and make its energy system greener. 

But the proposal announced last week faces major
hurdles in Congress amid criticism from Republicans and
business lobbies who oppose the higher corporate taxes
that would pay the bill. Roy Blunt, the chairman of the
Senate Republican Policy Committee, implored
Democrats to focus on the traditional pillars of infrastruc-
ture-”roads, bridges, ports and airports”-and not the
more expansive spending Biden envisions to create jobs,
fight climate change and stand up to a rising China. Blunt
spoke out as senior administration figures hit the Sunday
talk show circuit to sell the policy to the American people
as a vital component of sustained job growth. —AFP

Florida homes 
evacuated as 
wastewater 
leak risks flood
MIMAI: Emergency crews in central Florida were
working to prevent an environmental catastrophe at a
leaking reservoir that risked sending millions of gallons
of contaminated wastewater toward nearby homes and
into the Tampa Bay.

More than 300 homes near the site of an aban-
doned phosphate mine and fertilizer-production facili-
ty in Manatee County were under mandatory evacua-
tion orders, and Governor Ron DeSantis on Saturday
declared a state of emergency to free up funds to
tackle the crisis. “What we are looking at now is trying
to prevent, and respond to if need be, a real cata-
strophic flood situation,” DeSantis told a press confer-
ence after viewing the site by helicopter Sunday.

He said emergency workers, assisted by the Florida
National Guard, were pumping about 33 million gal-
lons of water daily out of a wastewater reservoir at the
site, which has sprung a growing leak in its plastic lin-
ing. “According to on-site engineers, a controlled
release was necessary to prevent a catastrophic fail-
ure,” the governor said. 

The wastewater “meets water-quality standards for
marine waters,” he said, with the exception of phos-
phorous and nitrogen levels. Marine algae thrive on
such elements, and environmental groups fear the
release of millions of gallons of nutrient-rich water into
the ocean could trigger a deadly “red tide,” or algal
bloom, that can suffocate fish and other aquatic life
and deter tourist activity.

Manatee County’s acting administrator Scott Hopes
said inmates and staff at the local jail had been moved
to the second floor of the two-story building as a pre-
caution. Hopes sounded a slightly more optimistic note
later Sunday, saying the situation should be in a “much
better position” by today. But “we are not out of the
critical area yet,” he warned. A collapse of the reser-
voir also risked sending water into nearby stacks of
phosphogypsum, a leftover from fertilizer production.
Phosphogypsum is considered radioactive as it con-
tains isotopes such as radon, as well as toxic heavy
metals like arsenic, lead and mercury.—AFP

Afghan president 
to unveil new 
peace proposal
KABUL: Afghan President Ashraf Ghani has drawn up
a new proposal for peace with the Taleban ahead of an
international conference aimed at jump-starting falter-
ing talks between the two warring sides, official
sources said. It comes after the United States-backed
by Russia and other stakeholders-said in its own
leaked proposal that it wants to see some form of tran-
sitional government involving the Taleban, although
Ghani has insisted leaders can only be chosen at the
ballot box.

According to official sources, Ghani intends to
present his three-stage plan at a United Nations-
backed conference in Turkey to be attended by
the United States, Russia and other key regional
countries.

A date for the event has not been finalized. The
United States is just weeks away from a May 1 dead-
line to withdraw all foreign troops from Afghanistan as

part of a deal agreed with the hardline group last year-
a date US President Joe Biden has said will be tough
to meet.  Ghani’s three-stage proposal, key elements of
which have been obtained by AFP, includes reaching a
political settlement with the Taleban and announcing
an internationally monitored ceasefire.

He then proposes holding an early presidential
election in which the Taleban could take part to form a
“government of peace”. That would lead to a slew of

development programs across the country, followed by
rebuilding the constitutional framework.  Ghani has
already shared his plan with several international
diplomats, officials said. Afghanistan’s High Council for
National Reconciliation said Sunday it would pull
together its own proposals after collecting 30 docu-
ments from different political parties and civil society
members, as well as from Ghani and Abdullah
Abdullah, who heads the council. —AFP

KANDAHAR: Afghan security forces stand on Humvee vehicles during a military operation in Arghandab district of
Kandahar province on Sunday. — AFP


