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JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin
Netanyahu faced a battle for political survival
in a closely fought election yesterday that
could end his 10-year domination of national
politics. Opinion polls put former armed
forces chief Benny Gantz’s centrist Blue and
White party neck-and-neck with Netanyahu’s
right-wing Likud, and suggest the far-right
Yisrael Beiteinu party could emerge as king-
maker in coalition talks. 

“(The election) is very close. I call on all
citizens of Israel to come vote,” Netanyahu
said, his voice hoarse after weeks of cam-
paigning, as he cast his vote in Jerusalem.
Gantz voted shortly afterwards in Rosh
Haayin, near Tel Aviv, and wished everyone
luck. Prohibited by law from campaigning on
mainstream media, both men took to social
networks. 

Netanyahu live-streamed a Q&A session
on Twitter, pleading for his base to mobilize.
Gantz posted a video of himself leaning out a
car window in traffic during a random
encounter with a supportive commuter. The
two main parties’ campaigns in Israel’s second
parliamentary election in five months pointed
to only narrow differences on many important
issues: the regional struggle against Iran, ties
with the Palestinians and the United States,
and the economy.

An end to the Netanyahu era would be

unlikely to lead to a big change in policy on
hotly disputed issues in the peace process
with the Palestinians that collapsed five years
ago. Netanyahu has announced his intention
to annex the Jordan Valley in the occupied
West Bank, where the Palestinians seek state-
hood. But Blue and White has also said it
would strengthen Jewish settlement blocs in
the West Bank, with the Jordan Valley as
Israel’s “eastern security border”. The
Palestinians and many countries consider the
settlements to be illegal.

The election was called after Netanyahu
failed to form a coalition following an April
election in which Likud and Blue and White
were tied, each taking 35 of the 120 seats in
the Knesset, or parliament. It is the first time
Israel has had two general elections in a single
year. Netanyahu, 69, has cast himself as indis-
pensable and blighted by voter complacency
over his tenure - the longest of any Israeli
prime minister. Prime minister from June 1996
until July 1999, he has held the post since
March 2009 and is seeking a record fifth
term.

Seeking ‘every extra vote’
Polling stations opened at 7 am and will

close at 10 p.m. when Israeli media will pub-
lish exit polls giving a first indication of the
outcome. “It’s going to be close. It’s going to

be a close election,” US President Donald
Trump told reporters on Monday in the Oval
Office. Both Netanyahu and Gantz, 60, have
tried to energize their bases, and poach votes
from smaller parties. Netanyahu portrays
Gantz as inexperienced and incapable of
commanding respect from world leaders such
as Trump. Gantz accuses Netanyahu of trying
to deflect attention from his possible indict-
ment on corruption charges that the prime
minister has dismissed as baseless.

Hagit Cohen, a 43-year-old social worker,
said she would back Blue and White rather
than her former favorite, the now fringe Labor
party: “I don’t want my vote to be wasted.
Gantz may not be perfect, but enough is
enough with Bibi (Netanyahu).” “There is a
definite sense of fatigue. Many Israelis are fed
up with the politicians, or expect more of the
same,” said Amotz Asa-El, research fellow at
Jerusalem’s Shalom Hartman Institute.

Netanyahu “knows that he needs every
extra vote,” he said. In April, there was con-
troversy when election monitors from
Netanyahu’s Likud party turned up with cam-
eras in Arab areas. Locals accused them of
voter intimidation with Likud saying they
were trying to prevent election fraud. Except
for a few isolated events where police
removed individuals from polling stations, the
day progressed without incident. Before the

last election, Trump gave Netanyahu a boost
with US recognition of Israeli sovereignty
over the Golan Heights. This time, the White
House seems more preoccupied with Iran. The

Trump administration plans soon to release an
Israeli-Palestinian peace plan that may prove
a dead letter: The Palestinians have rejected it
in advance as biased. — Reuters
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Netanyahu neck-and-neck with centrist rival Gantz

Iran charges 
3 Australians 
with spying
TEHRAN: Iran has charged three detained Australians
with spying, a judiciary spokesman said yesterday,
after the reported arrest of a travel-blogging couple
and an academic. Two of the Australians were alleged
to have used a drone to take pictures of military sites,
while a third was accused of spying for another coun-
try, spokesman Gholamhossein Esmaili told reporters.
It was the first official confirmation that Australians
have been detained in Iran after the families of three
of them said last week they had been arrested in the
Islamic republic.

They identified them as a travel-blogging couple
Jolie King and Mark Firkin and Melbourne University
lecturer Kylie Moore-Gilbert. “The news is correct,”
Esmaili said in a video posted on the state television
website, adding the matter involved two separate cas-
es. “One case is of two people taking photos of mili-
tary sites and our forbidden areas,” the judiciary
spokesman said. The pair had been identified at the
time and images were found on a drone they were
using, he added.

The other case involved an individual accused of
“spying for another country”, said Esmaili. “Criminal
charges have been issued for both cases and they are
waiting for their trial,” he said. “It will be the court
that rules if they are guilty and need to be sentenced
or whether to issue another verdict.” It is unclear
from official sources in Iran when the trio were
arrested and where they are being held.

Canberra, which first revealed three of its citizens
had been detained in Iran on September 11, has said it
is providing consular assistance for the three
detainees. Australian Foreign Minister Marise Payne
said there was “no reason” to believe the arrests were
politically motivated. — AFP

PARIS: Here are key dates in the Israeli governments
led by Benjamin Netanyahu since 2009.

To the right
The right-wing Likud chief Netanyahu becomes

prime minister for a second time in March 2009, after
a first stint between 1996 and 1999. He forms a coali-
tion firmly anchored to the right, with the post of for-
eign minister going to ultra-nationalist Avigdor
Lieberman. In March 2013, Netanyahu’s new govern-
ing coalition takes office after snap January polls, with
a strong showing of hardliners in favor of Israeli con-
struction on Palestinian land seized during the 1967
Six-Day War.

Gaza wars 
In July 2014, Israel launches a military operation

against the Hamas-led Gaza Strip with the aim of end-
ing rocket fire and destroying smuggling tunnels used
by militant groups. The war leaves 2,251 dead on the
Palestinian side, mostly civilians, and 74 on the Israeli
side, most of them soldiers.

Netanyahu defies Obama
In March 2015, Netanyahu defies US president

Barack Obama, secretly arranging to address a joint
meeting of the Republican-controlled US Congress
where he tries to scupper the agreement between Iran
and world powers on Tehran’s nuclear program.
Obama refuses to meet him during his stay in
Washington. The nuclear accord is concluded
between world powers and Iran in July.

Most right-wing government 
In May 2015, Netanyahu wins a confidence vote in

parliament for his fourth government. A year later, he
signs a coalition agreement with Lieberman’s Yisrael
Beitenu party, naming him defense minister. The gov-
ernment is the most right-wing in Israeli history. In
June 2017, Israel starts building its first new govern-
ment-sanctioned settlement in the occupied territories
since 1991 in defiance of international concern.

Trump support 
In December 2017, US President Donald Trump

recognizes Jerusalem as the capital of Israel, effective-
ly ignoring Palestinian claims on the eastern part of
the disputed city that they want as capital of a future
state of their own. Outraged, the Palestinians cut all
contact with the Trump administration. Trump goes on
to sign in 2019 a proclamation recognizing Israel’s
1981 annexation of the Golan Heights, in another show
of support for the prime minister that draws interna-
tional criticism.

Deadly Gaza flare-up
A mass protest is launched in Gaza in March 2018

to demand the right for Palestinians to return to homes
in Israel that they fled or were expelled from after the
creation of the Jewish state in 1948. It sees a surge in
violence on the border, including major clashes on
May 14, the day the US embassy officially moves to
Jerusalem. Since the launch of the movement, more
than 305 Palestinians have been killed by Israeli fire,
mostly in clashes during protests. Seven Israelis have
also been killed in border violence. A ceasefire is
agreed in November, leading Lieberman to resign,
saying Israel is “capitulating to terror”.

Corruption charges 
In February 2019, Israel’s attorney general

announces his intention to indict Netanyahu on
charges of fraud, breach of trust and bribery, following
up on police recommendations. Netanyahu will
appear before the state prosecutor in early October.

Elections  On April 9, Israelis vote in a general
election. The Likud wins 35 of the 120 seats in parlia-
ment, the same number as Netanyahu’s centrist chal-
lenger Benny Gantz. On April 17, President Reuven
Rivlin formally tasks Netanyahu with forming a gov-
ernment, but the prime minister is unable to form a
majority coalition. In the early hours of May 30, par-
liament votes to dissolve itself and hold a new election
on September 17, avoiding Netanyahu’s nightmare
scenario of Rivlin naming someone else to try to form
a government. — AFP 

Israel under 
Netanyahu

JERUSALEM: Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and his wife Sara casts their votes
at a voting station in Jerusalem yesterday. — AFP 

Collapse of Syrian 
pound deals blow 
to struggling shops
DAMASCUS: Mohammad Zarqawi ambled around his nar-
row shop in central Damascus, filling plastic bags with col-
orful spices and herbs, their aroma spilling out into a dim
market once bustling with customers. The middle-aged
shop owner said business has slowed since the value of the
Syrian pound against the dollar plunged to its lowest level
in history this month.

“When we fall asleep it’s one price and when we wake
up it’s another,” he said in his shop in Al-Buzuriyah market,
surrounded by jars of popular spices thyme and sumac.
“Every time you want to buy something, you notice a big
price difference,” he added. On the black market on
September 8, the Syrian pound was trading at 691 against
the dollar - its lowest rate in history - before it climbed to
610 on Monday. That is a significant drop from 500 Syrian
pounds to the dollar at the end of last year. At the start of
Syria’s eight-year war, the rate stood at around 48 pounds
to the dollar. Checking the latest exchange rates on his
mobile phone, Zarqawi said currency fluctuations have
been “insane”. “Everybody has been impacted... and many
customers are reluctant to make purchases,” he said, as
people whizzed past his shop without entering. He said
sales have been weak in recent days, “even though we
usually see a boost in business” before schools reopen.

Dollar drama
The declining value of the pound is a sure sign of

Syria’s ailing economy. The civil war has battered the
country’s finances and depleted its foreign reserves. A flur-
ry of international sanctions on President Bashar al-
Assad’s regime and associated businessmen since the start
of the war in 2011 has compounded the situation.

According to economic publication Syria Report, the
collapse of the pound is due to a number of factors,
including a high demand for dollars in neighbouring
Lebanon, whose banking system Syrian importers use for
their own transactions. Last week, Syria’s cabinet

endorsed steps to clamp down on illegal trading of for-
eign currencies, according to the pro-Damascus daily
Al-Watan. The government agreed to take legal meas-
ures against foreign currency dealers who manipulate
exchange rates, said the report. Sitting on a stool near
his cosmetics stand in the Old City of Damascus,
Haytham Ghanmeh said the fall of the pound has been
especially hard on business owners who sell imported
goods, usually purchased in dollars. “The rise of the dol-
lar is pushing up prices, and most of my products are
imports,” said the 58-year-old, bottles of bright nail pol-
ish lined up beside him in a neat display.

“There are a lot of products that you can no longer find
in the market because we’ve been reluctant to buy them at
the new price,” he said. In the Kurdish-majority city of
Qamishli in northeast Syria, governed by a semi-
autonomous Kurdish administration, the situation is just as
grim. The slide of the Syrian pound “has impacted all the
Syrian people,” said Fayez Ahmed, who also owns a cosmet-
ic store. “Beauty products have become more expensive
and our customers’ salaries are no longer enough,” he said.

‘How can we live?’ 
In a nearby grocery store, Hussein Hammou said his

clients are growing skeptical of his prices because of stark
and swift changes. “We buy goods in dollars... and the cus-
tomer is surprised that prices vary from hour to hour,” said
the 24-year-old, the shelves of his shop crammed with
canned food. Instead of his customers buying supplies for
a month as they usually do, many are opting for smaller
quantities to make up for price hikes, he said. 

This has created a surplus in stock, making it difficult to
settle debts owed to suppliers, he added.  “The situation is
catastrophic, the value of the dollar is very unstable, and
prices are rising every day,” Hammou said. “Every evening,
we go to convert Syrian pounds to dollars and lose a lot”
of money in the process. In a market in Qamishli, Ronahi
Hassan scanned stalls for school supplies for her children.
“We can no longer live with these crazy price hikes,” she
said. “Each day the dollar rises, our burdens increase,” the
33-year-old said. “How can we live... when our salaries are
only enough for a few days?” — AFP 

Dutch court urged 
to hear case over 
2014 Gaza strike
THE HAGUE: A Dutch court heard preliminary argu-
ments yesterday in a case about a deadly 2014 Israeli
airstrike, in which Israeli prime ministerial candidate
Benny Gantz is one of two named defendants. A Dutch-
Palestinian seeking justice for his relatives killed in the
air strike, urged the court to go ahead with a trial for
war crimes. This preliminary hearing, to determine
whether or not it should try the case, started as Israelis
go to the polls to elect a new government-with Gantz a
leading candidate for the prime minister’s post.

Gantz, 60 was the chief of general staff of the Israeli
defense force at the time of the Gaza bombing as part
of Operation Protective Edge, in which Ismail Zaida said
six of his relatives were killed. The second defendant is
former Israeli air force chief Amir Eshel, 60. “I am seek-
ing justice,” Zaida told judges at The Hague’s District
Court. He would not get a fair hearing before an Israeli
court, he argued, because it “discriminated against
Palestinians seeking accountability for war crimes”.

Zaida’s mother, three brothers, a sister-in-law, a
young nephew and a friend were killed in the strike on
Bureij refugee camp in Gaza on July 20, 2014. Israel said
it launched Protective Edge at the time to stop rocket
fire against its citizens and destroy tunnels used for
smuggling weapons and militants. “As a Palestinian, my
client has no access to a partial and independent judge”
before an Israeli court, Zaida’s lawyer Liesbeth Zegveld
told the judges.   

“In other words, it’s impossible for him to take his
claim anywhere else,” she said. During an emotional
statement, Zaida showed pictures of his dead relatives
telling the judges “much depends on the outcome of this
judicial process”, which he called a “David versus
Goliath” legal battle. Zegveld argued that the case
could be heard under Dutch law, which says that it has
universal jurisdiction in civil cases for citizens who are

unable to get justice for war crimes elsewhere.
Zaida’s arguments however were dismissed by

lawyers representing Gantz and Eshel-who did not
themselves attend the hearing. “It is not up to the Dutch
court to judge military actions of Israel, just as it is not
up to an Israeli court to judge Dutch military actions in
Afghanistan, Iraq and the former Yugoslavia,” Thom
Dieben told the judges. “There is no good reason why
the plaintiff cannot and have not filed his claim before
the Israeli courts,” another lawyer Cathalijne van der
Plas added.

“It is a case that has no connection with the
Netherlands and derives from a situation... thousands of
kilometers away, and relates to sovereign military inter-
vention by the state of Israel in the context of an
authorized military operation. “The only possible con-
clusion here is that your court does not have jurisdic-
tion to hear the case,” she said. Judges are expected to
hand down a ruling within the next two months. In total
Operation Protective Edge left 2,251 dead on the
Palestinian side, most of them civilians, and 74 on the
Israeli side, most of them soldiers. — AFP 

KHAN YUNIS: A Palestinian protester uses a slingshot to
hurl stones during clashes with Israeli forces across the
barbed-wire fence following a demonstration along the
border with Israel east of Khan Yunis. — AFP 

QAMISHLI: A merchant holds a wad of Syrian pounds, bearing a portrait of Syrian President Bashar Al-Assad,
at a market in the Kurdish-majority city of Qamishli in northeast Syria. — AFP 


