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BEIRUT: A poster of Chamel Roukoz, a candidate for the upcoming Lebanese parliamentary elections,
hangs along the highway in Maameltein, north of Beirut.—AFP

BEIRUT: Lebanon elects its parliament for the first
time in nine years today, with its ruling parties seeking
to preserve a fragile power-sharing arrangement
despite regional tensions. The Iran-backed Hezbollah
movement and its allies could stand to dominate par-
liament and reinforce their clout in Lebanon, a small
country clamped between war-torn Syria and Israel.

A new voting system has raised some hope for an
unprecedented civil society list to make a small dent in
the decades-old monopoly of political dynasties but
disillusionment is rife in the electorate. The triumvirate
heading the state is unlikely to change, with parlia-
ment speaker Nabih Berri almost certain to keep the
post he has held since 1992 and Prime Minister Saad
Hariri also set to stay put. 

President Michel Aoun’s position is not up for
renewal on May 6 but his party is a key player in a
dizzying game of alliances which leads allies in one
district to be enemies in another. Hezbollah, whose
militia outguns the army and is listed by the United
States as a terrorist organization, is allied both to
Berri and Aoun and is expected to chip at the camp
led by Hariri’s Sunni-dominated movement.

“Hezbollah and its allies will be the first beneficiar-
ies” of the new electoral law, said pollster Kamal
Feghali. A clear win for Hezbollah, which is active in
several conflicts in the region, could further fray the
nerves of Israel and Washington. Hezbollah is funded
and armed by Shiite Iran while Hariri has historically
been supported by Sunni regional kingpin Saudi
Arabia. But both have appeared ready to continue
sharing power and neutralize growing tension
between their rival sponsors.

Same alliance
“These three forces will directly or indirectly be at

the helm” after the vote, said Sami Atallah, director
of the Lebanese Center for Policy Studies. A fifth of
this year’s 3.7 million-strong electorate was too
young to vote in the last legislative polls in 2009.
But the widespread perception that self-serving,
hereditary and corrupt traditional parties have long
sewn up a deal to preserve the status quo could keep
many voters away today.

“What is there to be interested in? It’s the same
names, the same faces, the same joke,” said Joumana, a
51-year-old secretary at a clinic in Beirut. “My son
and my daughter are doing their university studies in

Europe. That is what’s giving them a future, not the
Lebanese state.” Members of Lebanon’s vast diaspora
voted abroad for the first time this year, but those who
were able to register in time were in small enough
numbers that they were not expected to have a major
impact on the results.

A music video released this week by two young
Lebanese sisters, Michelle and Noel Keserwany, has
been doing the rounds on the internet. “We’ve been
fooled by the ruling tricksters,” go the lyrics of the
satirical song entitled “Again and again”, which
ridicules Lebanon’s political dynasties and urges peo-
ple to vote them out. The political force that embodies
change is a list called “Kulluna Watani” which feder-
ates civil society groups, including a movement born
of protests over a waste management crisis that
erupted in 2015. In private, its leaders and strategists
say snatching even one seat in parliament would be an
achievement.

Very corrupt
Among the list’s candidates with the best chances is

Paula Yacoubian, a prominent TV journalist who
became a key figure in the election campaign and is
one of a record 86 women to run for a seat. “We have
a very corrupt cast and there is a movement of brave
people trying to tell them: ‘We are not happy’,” she
said. The challenge of rousing lethargic voters is huge,
however. The country has gone through institutional
crises that have left it without a president for two
years and without a budget for 12 — but many
Lebanese argue you could hardly tell the difference.

The new electoral law adopted last year provides
for some proportionality but sectarian quotas in each
district and astute gerrymandering have diluted its
impact. Once tipped as a likely casualty of this elec-
tion, Hariri now looks set to stay in the seat his bil-
lionaire father Rafiq, assassinated in 2005, had
before him.

A bizarre sequence that saw him essential ly
detained in Riyadh and forced to announce his resig-
nation on television last year eventually earned him
cross-sectarian support at home and renewed solici-
tude from key partners France and the United States.
“There may be differences of opinion now and sectar-
ian arguments but it’s all vote-fishing tactics. After
May 6, we’ll see these main forces return to rule the
country together,” Sami Atallah said.—AFP

Ruling parties to keep their 
clout as Lebanon votes

New voting system raises hope for civil society

Syria rescuers face 
freeze on US funding
BEIRUT: Syria’s White Helmets rescue force are facing
a “freeze” on funding from the US, its chief said yester-
day, saying he was worried President Donald Trump
would suddenly cut support. Raed Saleh said that Syria
Civil Defense, also known as the White Helmets, would
continue its programming but that financial support
coming from the US was under review. “We were not
formally told of any halt to funding, but what we were
informed of was a freeze to some of the Middle Eastern
projects by American organizations, in order to review
their feasibility,” he said.

“Among them are projects linked to stabilization in
Syria, which includes part of the White Helmets’
work,” Saleh added. Speaking from Turkey, he said
the group’s plans were being “completely reviewed.”
“This happens every year but this year, no one can
predict President Trump’s decisions,” Saleh said. The

US State Department said in April that funds ear-
marked for Syria’s “stabilization” were being re-
assessed, but did not say whether funding for the
White Helmets would stop. 

Media  repor ts  sa id  the  Whi te  House  had
instructed the State Department to freeze over
$200 million funds for “recovery efforts” in Syria.
The White Helmets’ 3,700 members work in oppo-
sition-controlled swathes of Syria, which has been
caught up in conflict since 2011. The first respon-
ders rescue civi l ians trapped under rubble or
caught up in fighting. Since they began work in
2013, more than 200 rescuers have died and hun-
dreds more have been injured. 

Last year, a Netflix documentary called “The
White Helmets” won an Academy Award for best
short documentary, while a second film focused on
the group, “Last Men in Aleppo,” was a 2018 Oscars
nominee. But they have also been the subject of
smear campaigns by supporters of Syria’s govern-
ment and its ally Russia, who accuse the White
Helmets of being a front group for Al-Qaeda or act-
ing in Western interests. —AFP


