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Tunisia risks fresh 
political deadlock 
as PM resigns
TUNIS: Tunisia’s prime minister quit Wednesday
after less than five months in office, threatening
fresh political deadlock as the North African nation
battles the economic fallout from the coronavirus
pandemic. Elyes Fakhfakh’s resignation came as a
political row deepened with the Islamist-inspired
Ennahdha party, the largest in parliament, over al-
legations of conflict of interest. 

“To avoid conflicts between institutions in the
country, prime minister Elyes Fakhfakh has pre-
sented his resignation to President Kais Saied, in
order to open a new path for him to get out of this
crisis,” Fakhfakh’s office said in a statement. Rela-
tions between the 47-year-old outgoing premier
and Ennahdha have been strained since October
legislative elections.

Ennahdha earlier Wednesday tabled a no-confi-
dence motion against Fakhfakh, who took office in
late February after winning approval from a frag-
mented parliament following four months of dead-
lock. Ennahdha came top in the October polls but
fell far short of a majority-holding 54 of 217 seats
in parliament-and eventually agreed to join a coali-
tion government. “Ennahdha was forced to accept
(a coalition government) to avoid new elections,”

said political analyst Chokri Bahria. “But the party
finds itself in a government with which it has diffi-
culty dealing and in which it has little clout,” he
added.

Dashed post-revolution hopes 
Ennahdha had initially nominated an independ-

ent for premier but he failed to win the support of
parliament, leading the president to name former fi-
nance minister Fakhfakh for the post. Saied now has
10 days to nominate a new prime minister, accord-
ing to the presidency. Under the constitution, the
president must first hold consultations with political
parties. His candidate has one month to win the
backing of a divided parliament. 

Tunisia has been praised as a rare success story
for democratic transition after the Arab Spring re-
gional uprisings sparked by its 2011 revolution. But
its leaders have struggled to meet the expectations
of the Tunisian people and the already fragile econ-
omy has been battered by the closure of the coun-
try’s borders due to the novel coronavirus
pandemic. 

The illness has claimed around 50 lives and in-
fected more than 1,300 people in Tunisia. Fakhfakh,
the leader of a small social democratic party, has
come under a parliamentary investigation over al-
leged failure to hand over control of shares he owns
in private companies that have won public contracts
in recent months. “The economic and social situation
is very serious and can only be overcome by a gov-
ernment whose head is not suspected of any conflict
of interest,” an Ennahdha senior official, Abdelkarim
Harouni, told a news conference on Monday. — AFP 

Israel PM announces money 
for all amid criticism 
JERUSALEM: Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu announced on Wednesday a
plan for government grants for all Israelis amid growing public anger over his han-
dling of a coronavirus crisis that has taken a sharp turn for the worse. Critics seized
on the 6 billion shekel ($1.75 billion) handout package as a bid to boost the veteran
leader’s popularity before a widely expected series of new lockdowns. Payments
will range between 750 shekels ($219) for individuals to up to 3,000 shekels ($875)
for families with three or more children, Netanyahu said in a special TV address.

Now in his fifth term, Netanyahu is grappling with new coronavirus transmis-
sions. He said in his television address that he was “doing the utmost” to avoid a
new national lockdown and denied street protests had prompted the new aid pack-
age. “Why are we giving this money? We have to get the economy moving,” Ne-
tanyahu said, calling on his coalition government to approve the payments. “This
money will boost consumer spending and employment.”

The government reopened schools and many businesses in May, lifting restric-
tions that had flattened an infection curve. With new COVID-19 cases now exceed-
ing 1,000 a day, some public health experts said it had moved too fast. With
unemployment at a record 21%, thousands of Israelis demanding economic relief
demonstrated against Netanyahu on Saturday in Tel Aviv. In Jerusalem on Tuesday,
police used water cannon on thousands of anti-Netanyahu demonstrators outside
his home.

A poll by the non-partisan Israel Democracy Institute on Tuesday found only
29.5% of the public trust Netanyahu’s handling of the health crisis. Netanyahu’s
new cash grant plan followed an announcement on Thursday of a new welfare pack-
age for the self-employed, in addition to a payout of $29 billion in aid previously
pledged by the state. Israel, with a population of nine million, has reported nearly
44,000 coronavirus cases and 375 deaths. — Reuters

RAMALLAH: For Palestinians already hit finan-
cially by the coronavirus pandemic, a new round
of restrictions has added to their woes as infec-
tions in the occupied West Bank spike again.
When the Palestinian Authority decreed the new
14-day lockdown on Sunday, some businessmen
took to the streets of Hebron, the city with the
territory’s highest infection rate, in defiance of a
curfew. 

The next day in Ramallah, where the PA is
based, about 50 merchants rallied to voice their
anger and demand the reopening of their shops,
some of which had been shuttered for days be-
fore the curfew went into effect. They had pre-
viously suffered a lockdown for several weeks,
imposed at the beginning of the COVID-19 out-
break. “Those who ask people to stay at home
have to take care of their needs,” said Mo-
hammed Nasr, owner of a grocery store in cen-
tral Ramallah. “We’re not only asking for the
opening of stores, we’re asking for a return to
normal life and the ability to move about.” 

Without that, he said, “we have no cus-
tomers”. The PA began easing a first round of
lockdown measures in May, but since then it has
recorded a surge of new infections. Officials
have attributed this to people failing to observe
social distancing and to travel, mainly of workers,
between the West Bank and Israel where infec-
tions have also surged. The Palestinian health
ministry, in its daily update Wednesday, reported
a total of 6,992 confirmed infections and 43
deaths across the West Bank.

That compares to about 2,680 infections and

seven deaths as of July 7. The PA therefore de-
cided on Sunday to extend a closure of the West
Bank in force since July 5, to allow only pharma-
cies, bakeries and supermarkets to remain open.
It also imposed a nightly and weekend curfew
for two weeks. Facing a public backlash, regional
governors have issued rulings contradicting
those from Ramallah, allowing some stores to re-
main open. Seeing the need to cut some slack,
the PA on Monday evening authorized small
businesses to stay open, subject to social dis-
tancing and wearing of face masks.

Empty coffers
“The coronavirus comes at a critical time for

the Palestinian Authority, because of its decision
to stop cooperation with Israel,” said political
analyst Abdelmajid Sweilem. The PA decided at
the end of May to suspend all cooperation with
the Jewish state over the latter’s plan to annex
parts of the West Bank, under Israeli occupation
since 1967. The move hit the PA’s revenues: Israel
is supposed to collect and transfer to the Pales-
tinians roughly 687 million shekels ($200 mil-
lion) a month in VAT and customs duties levied
on products imported by Palestinians through
Israeli-controlled entry points. 

“We are facing a real health threat,” said gov-
ernment spokesman Ibrahim Melhem, insisting
that “despite the political and economic chal-
lenges, we are doing everything possible to
deal with the pandemic.” The PA’s monthly
shortfall is currently estimated at 350 million
shekels. “In one month, the authority manages

to obtain only 300 million shekels, which
doesn’t cover its expenses”, said economic an-
alyst Nasr Abdel Karim.

Just the salaries of civil servants cost up
to 750 million shekels. In the past three
months the PA has paid its 177,000 employ-
ees civil servants only partially or not at all.
In early June, the World Bank warned that the

West Bank poverty rate (14 percent) could
double due to the pandemic and that its
budget should be cut by about $1.5 billion
dollars this year. Yet some analysts doubt
that it will reverse its decision to shun con-
tact with Israel. “I think the Palestinian Au-
thority would rather fall apart than resume
cooperation,” Sweilem said. — AFP 

Virus lockdown another burden 
for cash-strapped Palestinians 

ASIRAH ASH SHAMALIYAH: Archimandrite Abdullah Yulio (left), parish priest of the Melkite
Greek Catholic church in Ramallah, stands by as Palestinians pray together during a protest
against Jewish settlements and Israel’s planned annexation of parts of the Israeli-occupied
West Bank. — AFP 

Infections in the occupied West Bank spike again


