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JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Ne-
tanyahu sought to form a right-wing governing
coalition yesterday after securing victory in a
high-stakes Israeli election despite a strong
challenge from a centrist alliance. The results
from Tuesday’s vote came despite corruption al-
legations against the 69-year-old premier and
kept him on course to become Israel’s longest-
serving prime minister later this year. The alle-
gations are likely to play an important role in
coalition negotiations as many analysts expect
Netanyahu to demand pledges from potential
partners to agree to remain in his government if
he is indicted.

Netanyahu will rely in part on politicians of
the nationalist right opposed to a Palestinian
state to put together his government. His current
government is already seen as the most right-
wing in Israel’s history, and his next is expected
to be similar if not even further to the right. Ne-
tanyahu himself, in a campaign pledge just three
days before polling day, pledged to begin an-
nexing settlements in the occupied West Bank.
Applying sovereignty in the West Bank on a
large scale could effectively end remaining
hopes for a two-state solution with the Palestini-
ans. Netanyahu’s pledge was widely seen as an
appeal to the far right, and it appears to have
worked: he boosted the number of parliamen-
tary seats for his Likud, while smaller, far-right
parties struggled. The Likud said late on
Wednesday that Netanyahu “will form a right-
wing government and he is already in advanced
negotiations with the national camp partners.”

Advanced negotiations
Throughout the campaign, Netanyahu high-
lighted his bond with US President Donald
Trump, who has swung US policy sharply in Is-

rael’s favor and openly backed the prime minis-
ter. On Wednesday, Trump said the incumbent’s
election to a fifth term gives the White House’s
long-awaited peace plan, expected to be re-
leased in the coming weeks, a “better chance”.
It was not clear what he meant. He also tweeted
a picture of a Netanyahu supporter waving a
Trump flag and telephoned the premier to offer
congratulations.

The election was seen as a referendum on the
veteran prime minister, who has built a reputa-
tion as guarantor of Israel’s security and eco-
nomic growth, but whose divisive right-wing
populism and alleged corruption led to calls for
change. The results reflected his deft political
skills, Israel’s shift to the right and wide satisfac-
tion with Netanyahu’s achievements, but also the
fact that many voters are fed up with him. The
new centrist Blue and White alliance put to-
gether by ex-military chief Benny Gantz will fin-
ish with a similar number of seats to the Likud
even though it came together less than two
months before the polls.

Gantz’s alliance, which conceded defeat on
Wednesday night, however could not peel away
enough right-wing votes to unseat Netanyahu.
The results showed that the Likud together with
other right-wing parties allied to the prime min-
ister would hold around 65 seats in the 120-seat
parliament. Final official results are expected to
be announced today. They leave President
Reuven Rivlin, who must ask one of the candi-
dates to form a government, with little choice but
to pick Netanyahu.

Intensive coalition negotiations could drag on
for days or even weeks. Rivlin said he would
begin consultations with party leaders next
week ahead of making his decision. His office
said the consultations would be broadcast live

in their entirety for the first time.

Make life bitter
Gantz, a 59-year-old former paratrooper,

mounted a strong challenge by brandishing his
security credentials while pledging to undo
damage he says Netanyahu has inflicted on the
country with divisive politics. “We respect the
decision of the people,” Gantz said Wednesday
night. Former finance minister Yair Lapid, who
co-led Blue and White, vowed to “make life bit-
ter for the Netanyahu government”.

The close race between the two main parties
had led to uncertainty after polls closed Tuesday
night and exit surveys were released. Both Ne-

tanyahu and Gantz claimed victory after the ini-
tial exit polls, though even then it appeared Ne-
tanyahu was best placed to form a coalition.
Speaking in the early hours of Wednesday at the
Likud’s post-election party in Tel Aviv, Ne-
tanyahu called it a “magnificent victory.” The
vote had been expected to be close as Ne-
tanyahu faced potential corruption charges.

Fighting for his political life, he spent the
weeks ahead of the vote campaigning furiously
to energise his right-wing base. Netanyahu has
been premier for a total of more than 13 years.
But “King Bibi,” as some have called him, now
faces the prospect of becoming the first sitting
prime minister to be indicted. —AFP 
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TEL AVIV: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, accompanied by his wife Sara, greets supporters
at his Likud Party headquarters in the Israeli coastal city of Tel Aviv.—AFP 

SAMARRA: Water levels in Iraq’s reservoirs
and dams have reached historic heights, officials
have told AFP, with thousands of families facing
possible displacement by more flooding. Weeks
of rain compounded by melting snowcaps in
neighboring Turkey and Iran have almost filled
Iraq’s four main reservoirs and swelled the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers. In Samarra, north of Bagh-
dad, water is being diverted into the natural
reservoir at Tharthar Lake in amounts unseen in
decades, said dam chief Kareem Hassan. 

“Today, the Tharthar barrage is seeing the
highest levels of water passing through in its
history,” Hassan said. “We haven’t seen such lev-
els pass through the structure since it was
founded in 1956, so 63 years.” The Dukan dam

in the northeast also “had not witnessed water
levels this high since 1988,” said manager Hama
Taher, calling on people living nearby to leave.
Authorities have said the excess will be stored
in reservoirs ahead of expected droughts during
blistering summer months, and have pre-emp-
tively restricted farmers from planting crops
that need high amounts of water. 

The water arriving at Tharthar is gushing
south from Iraq’s largest reservoir in Mosul,
currently holding nine billion cubic meters of
water-some two billion short of capacity, the
water ministry has said. The high levels have put
two bridges linking the banks of Mosul under
water, leaving truck drivers stranded with goods
on either side. “We have officially told kiosk
owners and residents to get away from the
banks,” said Hussem al-Sumaidai, who heads
civil defense operations in the broader Nineveh
province.

Water levels in Mosul were also blamed by
some for last month’s ferry drowning that killed
more than 100 people. Further south, villages
and surrounding fields have been flooded, send-
ing farmers into a frenzy. —AFP
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BASRA: Vehicles sit at the edge of a flooded area in southern Iraq’s al-Qurna district, north of Basra.—AFP


