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BEIRUT: Members of Lebanon’s electoral commission monitor screens bearing images of embassies around the Middle East at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in Beirut to check the electoral process as Lebanese expats start
voting in the Lebanese parliamentary elections on April 27, 2018. —AFP

BEIRUT: Expatriates kick off Lebanon’s parliamentary
polls by voting abroad on Friday, a first for the small
country’s huge diaspora. The 12,611 Lebanese voters
registered in the Middle East will be the first to cast
ballots for the 128 seats in Lebanon’s parliament. Voters
elsewhere in the world will vote today, a week before
the May 6 polling in Lebanon, which has not renewed
its parliament since 2009. But of the estimated one mil-
l ion-plus  Lebanese nat ionals  scattered across the
globe, of which around two thirds qualify to vote, a
total of only 82,900 people have registered. Akram
Khater, director of a centre for Lebanese diaspora
studies at North Carolina State University, says promo-
tion for the new initiative has been limited.

“This is a new experiment that has been poorly publi-
cized, and many are not sure of the mechanism, the
implications of their vote,” he said. Others may be disil-
lusioned after a series of political crises that notably

saw the last parliament extend its own mandate three
times. “Many are reluctant to participate in what is
widely regarded as rigged elections which will only
bring back the same crop of politicians from the same
parties,” Khater said. The numbers of voters registered
outside Lebanon is a fraction of the 3.7 million eligible
voters at home.

Massive diaspora   
But for a first try, “it’s a satisfactory” number, a diplo-

mat said. The vote is being held under a new law that
allows Lebanese living abroad to vote for the first time
since independence in 1943 and introduces a proportion-
al list-based system. Expatriates will cast their vote for
one list of candidates running in their Lebanese district
of origin. On this list of parliamentary hopefuls, repre-
senting each religious community in that district under a
strict quota system, they will also choose one candidate.

Half of the seats in Lebanon’s parliament are reserved for
Christians and the other half for Muslims.

Diplomatic pouch   
After successive waves of emigration from the 19th

century to the 1975-1990 civil war, some estimates say
Lebanon’s extended diaspora has bloated to a whopping
12 million but most no longer have citizenship. Christians
were well represented in the early diaspora and were the
first to press for expatriate polling, according to Akram
Khater. But the demographics of Lebanon’s diaspora and
of the pool of those eligible to vote have evolved, and
other communities are now on board with expatriate
polling. Some Christian parties-like the Lebanese Forces
and Marada-have worked hard in their biggest expat
hubs like Australia and France to promote voter registra-
tion, said Ali Mourad, professor of public law at the
Beirut Arab University.

“Their participation could be important for example in
Christian districts in northern Lebanon,” he said. “It can
influence the result of the vote if competition is tight”
between lists. And instead of picking traditional candi-
dates, some voters outside the country could look for
alternatives in civil society lists. Voters will head to 116
polling stations in Lebanese embassies and consulates in
39 countries, and their votes will be shipped to Beirut in
the diplomatic pouch. They will then be stored at the
Central Bank after being sorted into electoral districts, and
dispatched to each of these for counting on May 6. The
government has said polling stations abroad will be moni-
tored by security cameras. With registration relatively low,
the political weight of Lebanon’s diaspora vote this year
will be “symbolic”, elections consultant Said Sanadiki said.
But in 2022, “in the next elections, six seats will be allo-
cated to the diaspora”, he said. And then it will be “a dif-
ferent game”. —AFP
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Iraq voters fed 
up with ‘same 
old faces’
BAGHDAD: Only a decade after their country’s first ever multi-
party elections, disenchanted Iraqis say “the same old faces”
with their vested interests have been running the show since the
fall of dictator Saddam Hussein. “How long have Ibrahim Al-
Jaafari, Ayad Allawi, Nuri Al-Maliki or Haider al-Abadi been in
power? One minute as MPs, the next as ministers,” said Midan
Al-Hamadani, listing Iraq’s foreign minister, vice president, ex-
prime minister and current premier. “The parties are always the
same and the same people come back to power, whether we like
it or not,” said the 40-year-old Baghdad resident.

Widespread corruption combined with failings in basic
services such as water, electricity and transportation have
reinforced the public’s lack of faith in Iraq’s political leaders.
In a country with a long history of conflict and intercommu-
nal violence, more than 24 million Iraqis are registered to
elect 320 deputies from a field of around 7,000 candidates
on May 12, with 71 seats reserved for the capital. Baghdad
has been inundated with election posters plastered on apart-
ment buildings and even trees. In some places, candidates’
faces have overshadowed posters of the “martyrs” killed in
the 2014-2017 defeat of the Islamic State (IS) group in
northern and western Iraq.

‘Behind the 40 thieves?’   
“It’s the same old faces! All they care about is getting rich,

not serving the people!” said an angry Haidar Al-Shamri, 35, let-
ting rip in a street in central Baghdad. Since the US-led invasion
of 2003 that toppled Saddam, the same political figures and
parties have held the levers of power in Iraq. “So what change
has there been? At least if we had a change of faces. We’re fed
up with lies,” was the outspoken opinion of Umm Yussef, a 54-
year-old woman from the northern city of Mosul. Her northern
city, Iraq’s second largest, was devastated in a ferocious battle
to oust IS from its bastion and reconstruction has been stalled
by a lack of state funding.

Rumour has it that the marjaiya, the highest religious

authority of Iraq’s Shiite majority, has called for incum-
bents not to be re-elected. Contacted by AFP, it gave no
confirmation. According to the electoral commission, 20
percent of the candidates are newcomers. One such new
face is Hala Karim, a health ministry employee, for whom
“nothing has changed in 15 years (since Saddam’s fall), if
anything things have gone from bad to worse”. “In this cra-
dle of civilization, confessionalism is on the rise and the
situation is deteriorating. We must change that,” said the
woman in her 30s running on an independent list, Tahalouf
Baghdad (Baghdad Coalition). The old guard were even
resorting to posting defamatory videos online of newcom-
ers to knock them out of contention. “The big sharks can
only think of defaming us to stay in power,” she said.

Haidar al-Bizani, who is also running, learnt the hard
way: he sold a plot of land and quit his job, all to no avail,
as he failed to win a seat as an independent at Iraq’s last
election. “There is no way an independent candidate can
win. The law is to the disadvantage of small lists. That’s
why I’m running this time on the Hikma list,” led by Shiite
politician Ammar Al-Hakim, he said. In central Baghdad
stands a statue of Kahramana, a f igure from “1,001
Nights”, as she pours boiling oil on thieves hiding in 40
jars. Iraqi poet and activist Aya Mansour posted a photo-
graph on Twitter of the monument obstructed by a wall of
election posters. “Where’s Kahramana? Behind the 40
thieves?” she asked. —AFP

BAGHDAD: Photo shows an electoral poster of the candidate
Magda Al-Tamimi ahead of the parliamentary elections to be
held on May 12, in Baghdad. —AFP

Knife attacker 
kills 9 children 
BEIJING: A knife-wielding man with a grudge
killed nine middle school children and injured at
least 10 others as they returned home in northern
China on Friday, authorities said, in one of the
deadliest such rampages in the country in recent
years. The 28-year-old suspect was detained and
the injured children were receiving hospital
treatment, the Mizhi County public security
bureau in Shaanxi province said on its official
social media account.

Seven girls and two boys were killed, the
official Xinhua news agency said, citing local
police. The ages of the children were not given,
but middle schoolers are usually between 12
and 15 years old in China. The incident took
place at around 6:10 pm local time, the depart-
ment  sa id . A man surnamed Zhao from
Zhaojiashan village in Mizhi County was arrest-
ed, the public security bureau said. The suspect
confessed that he had been “bullied” when he
attended the same Number Three Middle
School when he was a child, “hated” his class-
mates and decided to use a “dagger” to kill
people on Friday, the bureau said.  

A video posted by The Paper, a daily, on
video-sharing website Miaopai.com shows two
or three bodies lying on the ground in a narrow
lane. A person is heard shouting “hurry, call the
police!” Police are seen running and later frog-
marching a man down the street. AFP could not
immediately verify the authenticity of the video.
Knife attacks are not uncommon in the country.

In February, a knife-wielding man with a person-
al grudge killed a woman and injured 12 others in
a busy Beijing shopping mall-a rare act of vio-
lence in the heavily policed capital. In the south-
ern city of Shenzhen, a man armed with a kitchen
knife killed two people and wounded nine others
in a supermarket last July.

History of attacks 
Attacks have also targeted schoolchildren in

the past, forcing authorities to increase security
around schools. In January 2017, a man armed
with a kitchen knife stabbed and wounded 11
children at a kindergarten in China’s southern
Guangxi Zhuang autonomous region.  The previ-
ous February a knife-wielding assailant wounded
10 children in Haikou, in the southern island
province of Hainan, before committing suicide.
The man had entered the school in the afternoon,
claiming that he was there to pick up his son. The
attacks have led to calls for more research into
the root causes of such acts.

Violent crime has been on the rise in China in
recent decades as the nation’s economy has
boomed and the gap between rich and poor has
widened rapidly. Studies have also described a
rise in the prevalence of mental disorders, some
of them linked to stress as the pace of l ife
becomes faster and support systems wither. In
June last year, a bomb blast that killed eight
people and injured dozens outside a kinder-
garten in Fengxian, eastern China, was blamed
on a 22-year-old introvert with health problems
who had writ ten the words “death” and
“destroy” on the wal ls  of  h is  apartment .
Material to make a homemade explosive device
was found in the home. —AFP


