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RAMALLAH: Palestinian leaders were set to decide whether to hold
elections next month as scheduled or call a delay that could trigger
further frustration in a divided society which last voted in 2006. Pales-
tinians in the Israeli-occupied West Bank and blockaded Gaza Strip
have voiced hope that the polls could help restore credibility and heal
rifts. Fatah, which controls the West Bank-based Palestinian Authority,
reached an agreement with its long-standing rival Hamas, the Islamists
who control Gaza, to hold legislative polls on May 22 and a presidential
vote on July 31.

The official Wafa news agency said yesterday that PA president
Mahmud Abbas, also Fatah’s leader, would chair a meeting “tonight in
Ramallah that includes all the political factions to discuss the latest with
the elections and whether they should be held or cancelled.” “A final
decision” would be made before Friday, Wafa reported. Hamas said
Wednesday it “rejects any attempt to postpone the elections.”

Hamas won a surprise victory in the 2006 elections but it was not
recognized by Abbas. The Islamists took power in Gaza the following
year in a week of bloody clashes. Abbas critics charge that he is seeking
to buy time as Fatah’s prospects have been threatened by splinter fac-
tions, including one led by a nephew of iconic Palestinian leader Yasser
Arafat and another by a powerful, exiled former Fatah security chief,
Mohammed Dahlan. “If Abbas delays elections, we will start with
demonstrations,” Daoud Abu Libdeh, a candidate with Dahlan’s “Fu-
ture” faction, told AFP in Jerusalem. 

Jerusalem 
Palestinians insist on the right to hold elections in Israeli-annexed

east Jerusalem, which Palestinians claim as the capital of their future

state. During the last Palestinian election, east Jerusalem residents cast
ballots on the outskirts of the city and thousands voted in post offices,
a symbolic move agreed to by Israel. Israel, which now bans all Pales-
tinian political activity across Jerusalem, has not commented on
whether it would allow voting in the city.

In a meeting with EU diplomats this week, Israeli foreign ministry
political director Alon Bar said elections were “an internal Palestinian
issue, and that Israel has no intention of intervening in them nor pre-
venting them.” Wafa quoted top official Fatah Mahmoud Aloul as say-
ing that holding elections that excluded Jerusalem would be
“treason”. Palestinian journalist and Abbas critic Nadia Harhash, a
candidate on the “Together We Can” electoral list, said using
Jerusalem as an excuse for postponement “is definitely not a smart
move for the PA”. She argued it would give Israel de facto veto power
over the Palestinian right to vote.

Hamas said a delay amount to a surrender to “the (Israeli) occu-
pation’s veto”. Tensions in Jerusalem surged at the weekend as Pales-
tinians clashed with Israeli police over the right to gather in an Old
City plaza after evening Ramadan prayers. Following several days of
unrest that left dozens injured, Israeli police removed the barricades
blocking Damascus Gate, allowing Palestinians to resume their gath-
erings. Hamas said such “heroic victories” should encourage Pales-
tinians to press ahead with Jerusalem voting.

Factions 
The elections are seen in part as a unified effort by Hamas and Fatah

to bolster international faith in Palestinian governance ahead of possible
renewed US-led diplomacy under President Joe Biden, after four years

of Donald Trump that saw Washington endorse key Israeli objectives.
Harhash argued that Abbas had hoped the elections would allow

Fatah and Hamas to continue sharing power, but felt threatened by the
emergence of strong splinter factions and the rise of new political
groups critical of his leadership. The main challenges to Abbas include
the “Freedom list” headed by Arafat’s nephew Nasser Al-Kidwa, which
has been endorsed by Marwan Barghouti, who is serving multiple life
sentences in Israel prison. Dahlan, who poses another threat, has been
credited with bringing coronavirus vaccines into Gaza and distributing
financial aid across the enclave, as well as in the West Bank. —AFP
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Capitol riot trial
tests freedom of 
expression limits
NEW YORK: Free speech may be sacred in the United States
but calling for the killing of US lawmakers on social media is un-
lawful, a New York jury ruled Wednesday after a weeklong trial
that revisited the January 6 riot at the Capitol. The federal trial,
the first related to the storming of Congress by supporters of ex-
president Donald Trump, was viewed as a test case for the limits
of freedom of expression protected by the First Amendment of
the US constitution.

After just three hours of jury deliberations, Brendan Hunt, a 37-
year-old court employee who uses the alias “X-Ray Ultra,” was
found guilty of threatening to murder elected officials including
Democratic congressional leaders Nancy Pelosi and Chuck
Schumer, and progressive congresswoman Alexandria Ocasio-
Cortez. He was convicted of an “intent to impede, intimidate and
interfere” with the performing of their official duties, specifically
Congress’s vote on January 6 that confirmed President Joe Biden
had won November’s election over Trump. 

Hunt was also charged with “intent to retaliate” over the elec-
toral college vote count, which affirmed that Trump would have to
leave the White House after just one term. The charges related to
several messages that Hunt posted on social networks. —AFP

Myanmar air 
bases come 
under rocket fire
YANGON: Two Myanmar air force bases came under rocket at-
tack yesterday, the military said, as the country grapples with
violence in the wake of the February 1 coup. Myanmar has been
in turmoil since the generals seized power, ousting civilian leader
Aung San Suu Kyi and unleashing a wave of near-daily street
protests calling for a return to democracy.

Security forces have sought to quell the unrest with a brutal
crackdown on protests, with more than 750 civilians killed, ac-
cording to a local monitoring group. Fighting has also flared up
between the military and Myanmar’s numerous ethnic rebel
armies, some of which have backed the protest movement and
sheltered activists on the run from the junta.

A military spokesman said air bases in the central cities of
Magway and Meiktila came under rocket fire early yesterday
morning, but no damage was done. It is not clear who was behind
the attacks, but the military has launched air strikes in recent
weeks against the Karen National Union (KNU), one of the lead-
ing ethnic rebel armies. The KNU, which holds territory along the
border with Thailand, on Tuesday attacked and razed an army
post, prompting the military to respond with fresh air strikes.

The upsurge in clashes between the military and ethnic
rebels has prompted some observers, including the UN, to
warn that the country’s crisis could spiral into a broader con-
flict. Some 756 civilians have been killed and more than 4,500

arrested in the military’s crackdown on protests, according to
the Assistance Association for Political Prisoners (AAPP), a
local monitoring group.

The military authorities-which have labelled the AAPP an
unlawful organization-say only 258 protesters have been
killed, along with 17 policemen and seven soldiers. Suu Kyi,
held under house arrest since February 1 and apparently kept
unaware of the chaos raging in the country, has been hit with
a raft of charges that could see her barred from politics for
life. Protest leaders are also facing legal action with one, Wai
Moe Naing, charged with murder and treason according to
state media. —AFP

JERUSALEM: Palestinian supporters of Mohammed Dahlan’s ‘Future’ party rally
against a possible delay of elections in Jerusalem. —AFP

This handout photo taken and released by Dawei Watch yesterday shows a pro-
tester holding signs supporting the newly formed opposition National Unity Gov-
ernment (NUG) during a demonstration against the military coup in Pandale
village in Dawei’s Launglone township. —AFP


