
GAZA CITY, Palestinian Territories: Any
change to the timetable for the first Palestinian
elections in 15 years would deal a heavy blow to
efforts to reconcile the rival administrations in
Gaza and the West Bank, a top Hamas official
warned. Palestinian president Mahmud Abbas fi-
nally set the election dates in January, days be-
fore US counterpart Joe Biden took office
promising to give negotiations more weight in the
search for a solution to the Middle East conflict.

The polls are seen as a vital first step towards
forging a united Palestinian voice in any future
US-backed peace talks with Israel. Abbas called
a parliamentary election across the Palestinian
territories for May 22, to be followed by a pres-
idential election on July 31, saying that it was the
fruit of a reconciliation deal struck with Hamas
last September after a decade of false starts. But
with his once-dominant Fatah movement under
challenge from breakaway factions as well as
Gaza’s ruling Islamists, there has been mounting
speculation the 86-year-old president may yet
again postpone the twin polls originally sched-
uled for 2010. The head of the Hamas list for next
month’s vote, Khalil Al-Hayya, said any post-
ponement, however small, would undermine ef-
forts to restore unity. “A postponement would
push the Palestinian people into the unknown,
and I warn that this will complicate the situation,
perpetuate and reinforce the division,” Hayya

said in an AFP interview.
“This would cause great frustration among

the population and young people, and could lead
to serious reactions,” said Hayya, the second
most powerful Hamas leader in Gaza after polit-
ical chief Yahya Sinwar.

‘National consensus’ 
Opinion polls suggest there is unlikely to be

a repetition of the upset landslide Hamas won
over Fatah in the last parliamentary election in
2006, pushing the Palestinians to the brink of
civil war the following year. Abbas’s party is ex-
pected to win the largest number of the 132 seats
in parliament, although well short of a majority.
A large majority of voters — 79 percent accord-
ing to a poll published by the Jerusalem Media
and Communication Centre this week-consider
the elections important.

Hayya said Hamas does not seek to lead the
next Palestinian government, but rather to par-
ticipate in a unity administration. “We want a
government of national consensus,” he said.

“If it carries a reasonable and acceptable po-
litical program, it can be a real opportunity to
end the division, unify the institutions (and) end
the (Israeli) blockade and Palestinian suffering.”

Hayya said that while he would love to see
Hamas retain the 40 percent of the vote it won
in 2006, he was realistic about the electoral

costs of being a ruling party. “Part of the Gaza
Strip population was disappointed” by Hamas
rule, which has seen three wars with Israel and
no end in sight to its crippling blockade, he ac-
knowledged.

Jerusalem hurdle 
If Abbas decides postponement is the only

way to avoid defeat in the presidential election
set for July, there are a number of pretexts he
can cite.  Top of the list is the voting rights of
Palestinian residents of Israeli-annexed east
Jerusalem. Abbas has already indicated he could
cancel or delay the elections if their rights are
not respected.

Israel captured the city’s Arab eastern sector
along with the rest of the West Bank in the Six-
Day War of 1967 and has since proclaimed it an
integral part of its “eternal indivisible capital”.

On Monday, the electoral commission said
most Palestinian voters in east Jerusalem will be
able to vote in the city’s West Bank suburbs.
However, the commission said it is still waiting
for Israel to respond to its request to allow
6,300 Palestinians to vote in post offices in east
Jerusalem, an arrangement enshrined in the Oslo
peace accords of the 1990s and followed in pre-
vious elections. 

Hayya said Hamas strongly opposed the
measures taken by Israel in east Jerusalem and

appealed for US and European support for free
and fair elections. “We warn against the obstruc-
tion of the elections by the occupation forces,”
he said.  “This could lead some people toward
other options such as extremism, violence and
terrorism.” — AFP
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Hamas warns against delaying 
next month’s Palestinian vote

Polls seen as a vital first step towards forging a united Palestinian voice

GAZA CITY: Khalil Al-Hayya, senior leader and top
Hamas legislative candidate, smiles during an in-
terview with AFP at his office in Gaza City on
Wednesday. — AFP

NGOs call for 
$5.5bn to save 
34m from famine
GENEVA: More than 260 non-governmental organizations
signed an open letter urging governments to donate $5.5 billion
to prevent famine from reaching 34 million people in 2021. The
sum was called for by the United Nations’ World Food Pro-
gramme (WFP) and Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO)
in March to swiftly scale up action to avert famine. The NGOs
said donations so far this year had been a mere fraction of what
was required to prevent situations from worsening in hunger
hotspots around the world.

“We call on you to provide the additional $5.5 billion needed
for urgent food assistance to reach more than 34 million girls,
boys, women and men around the globe who are a step away
from famine,” the open letter said.

“This assistance must begin immediately and reach as di-
rectly as possible the people most in need, now, so they can take
action to feed themselves today and in the future.” The letter
was penned by NGOs working with an estimated 270 million
people “facing hunger, starvation or famine all over the world”.

They include Oxfam, Christian Aid, World Vision, Tearfund,
Save the Children and Care International.

‘No place for famine’ 
“In Yemen, Afghanistan, Ethiopia, South Sudan, Burkina Faso,

DR Congo, Honduras, Venezuela, Nigeria, Haiti, Central African

Republic, Uganda, Zimbabwe, Sudan and beyond we help peo-
ple who are doing all they can to simply get through one more
day,” the letter said. “These people are not starving, they are
being starved.

“It is human actions that are driving famine and hunger and
it is our actions that can stop the worst impacts,” the NGOs in-
sisted. “There is no place for famine and starvation in the 21st
century. History will judge us all by the actions we take today.”

The WFP and FAO call issued last month sought to avert
famine through measures including humanitarian food assis-
tance and cash transfers. They said the number of people ex-
periencing acute food insecurity had remained persistently
above 100 million over the previous four years. —AFP

WHO seeks next 
steps in COVID 
origins probe
GENEVA: After an international mission to China turned up
more questions than answers about the pandemic origins, the
WHO is evaluating how to move forward through a diplomatic
quagmire to solve the mystery. Determining how the virus that
causes COVID-19 first began spreading among humans is seen
as vital to preventing future outbreaks.

But a long-delayed report, drafted by the team of interna-
tional experts sent to Wuhan at the start of the year and their
Chinese counterparts, drew no firm conclusions and called for
more investigation. The World Health Organization’s emergency
committee this week urged the “rapid implementation” of the
report recommendations for phase two probes.

But while the WHO and countries worldwide agree further
investigation is needed, a fight is brewing over what the next
phase of inquiry should entail and where it should take place.
It took more than a year after COVID-19 first surfaced in
Wuhan in December 2019 to get the international expert team
to China, and Beijing appears intent on seeing the next phase
focus elsewhere.  “We hope that other relevant countries will
cooperate closely with WHO experts in a scientific, open, trans-
parent and responsible manner, as China has done,” Chinese
foreign ministry spokeswoman Hua Chunying told reporters on
March 31.  — AFP 

In this file photograph, a villager who had volunteered to fetch gunny bags
containing food rations from the site of an air drop takes a break at a vil-
lage in Ayod county, South Sudan where World Food Programme (WFP)
have just carried out a food drop of grain and supplementary aid. — AFP


