
BEIRUT: Lebanon held its first election Sunday
since a painful economic crisis dragged it to the brink
of becoming a failed state, a major test for new
opposition groups bent on ousting the ruling elite.
But few observers expected a seismic shift, with all
levers of political power firmly in the hands of tradi-
tional sectarian parties and an electoral system seen
as rigged in their favour.

Lebanon shares power among its religious com-
munities, and politics is often treated as a family busi-
ness. By convention, the
president is a Maronite
Christian, the premier a
Sunni Muslim, and the par-
liament speaker a Shiite.
“We tried this current
political class before, and
now is the time to bring in
new faces,” said 28-year-
old Beirut voter Nayla
after casting her ballot.

A new generation of
independent candidates
hopes to kindle the kind of change that a 2019
protest movement failed to deliver, and looked likely
to do better than the single assembly seat they
clinched last time. But most of parliament’s 128 seats
are expected to remain in the grip of the entrenched
groups blamed for the country’s woes-chiefly the
economic downturn that is the worst crisis since the
1975-1990 civil war.

Turnout in the election was low, with only about
25 percent of registered voters casting their ballots
by 3:00 pm, according to the interior ministry. “It

seems almost impossible to imagine Lebanon voting
for more of the same,” said Sam Heller, an analyst
with the Century Foundation. “And yet that appears
to be the likeliest outcome.”

Years of crisis 
Lebanon’s crisis has been so severe that more

than 80 percent of the population is now considered
poor by the United Nations, with the most desperate
increasingly attempting perilous boat crossings to

flee to Europe. The
Lebanese pound has lost 95
percent of its value, peo-
ple’s savings are blocked in
banks, the minimum wage
won’t buy a tank of petrol
and mains electricity comes
on only two hours a day.

Deepening the country’s
woes, much of the capital
was devastated by the
deadly August 2020 explo-
sion of volatile chemicals

that had been left for years in a portside warehouse,
one of the largest non-nuclear blasts ever recorded.
Top political barons have stalled an investigation into
the disaster, and legal proceedings against the
Central Bank governor over alleged financial crimes
are equally floundering.

Lebanon, once described as the Switzerland of
the Middle East, ranked second-to-last behind
Afghanistan in the latest World Happiness Index
released in March. The army deployed across the
country Sunday to secure the election, which

Lebanon’s international donors have stressed is a
prerequisite for financial aid crucial to rescue it from
bankruptcy. After an underwhelming campaign sti-
fled by the all-consuming economic turmoil, voting
was only disrupted by minor incidents in some
polling stations. 

‘Getting back our Lebanon’ 
Despite government assurances that polling sta-

tions would have power on election day, local media
reported blackouts in some centres. Videos shared
online showed people sporting their candidate’s
colours and shepherding voters into polling booths,
continuing a decades-old trend of vote buying.

At one candidate’s rally in the northern city of
Tripoli, some well-wishers disappointed by the lack
of cash handouts made off with the plastic chairs. The
outgoing parliament was dominated by the Iran-
backed Shiite movement Hezbollah and its two main
allies, the Shiite Amal party of speaker Nabih Berri,
who has held the job since 1992, and President
Michel Aoun’s Christian Free Patriotic Movement.

One of the most notable changes in the electoral
landscape is the absence of former prime minister
Saad Hariri, which leaves parts of the Sunni vote up
for grabs by new players. For many voters, the elec-
tion was a chance to vent their anger at the entire
ruling elite. “These elections are first and foremost a
means of rooting out this political class and getting
back our Lebanon,” said Shadi, a 38-year-old whose
flat was destroyed in the port explosion. Like many
others who posted pictures on social media Sunday,
he chose to dip his middle figure in the bottle of
electoral blue ink after casting his ballot. — AFP
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JOUNIEH, Lebanon: A Lebanese woman registers to vote for the parliamentary election at a polling station in the town of Jounieh, north of the capital Beirut, on May 15, 2022. —AFP

New UAE president 
meets Macron as 
leaders stream in
ABU DHABI: The UAE’s new president,
Sheikh Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan,
held talks Sunday with French counterpart
Emmanuel Macron as world leaders
streamed in to the oil-rich Gulf state to
pay tribute to his late predecessor.
Macron, on his first foreign trip since his
second term started last week, expressed
his condolences to the leader dubbed
“MBZ” following the death of his half-
brother Sheikh Khalifa on Friday after a
long illness.

Macron, the first Western leader to pay
his respects, will be followed by British
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, US Vice
President Kamala Harris and Secretary of
State Antony Blinken, Israel’s president
and the king of Spain, among a long list of
dignitaries.

The United Arab Emirates has begun
wielding increased influence in the Middle
East and further afield due to its wealth, oil
resources and strategic location. MBZ has
been quietly running the country since
2014 when Sheikh Khalifa, his 73-year-old
half-brother, was sidelined by a stroke.
The cause of his death was not announced.

Presidents and monarchs from Egypt,
Iraq, Jordan, Oman and Tunisia and
Sudan’s de facto ruler were among the
leaders to offer their condolences on
Saturday. On Sunday, Qatar’s emir,
Bahrain’s king and the Palestinian, German
and Indonesian presidents were among
more than 20 senior officials expected.

Macron, in his talks with Sheikh
Mohamed, 61, expressed his “sincere
condolences to his family and the people”
over Sheikh Khalifa’s death, according to

the French presidential office. “The
United Arab Emirates are a strategic
partner for France, a fact that is borne out
by the degree of our cooperation in areas
as varied as defence, culture and educa-
tion,” it added.

Flags at half-mast 
Flags are at half-mast around the

country, which is observing 40 days of
mourning for Sheikh Khalifa who took
over after the death of his father, founding
president Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan, in
2004. Sheikh Mohamed was chosen to
head the government of the desert state
in a unanimous vote Saturday by leaders
of the country’s seven emirates, as had
been widely expected.

MBZ’s close ally, Saudi Arabia’s de facto
leader Crown Prince Mohammed bin
Salman, called to congratulate the new
president and India’s Prime Minister
Narendra Modi tweeted to commend his
“dynamic and visionary leadership”.

Blinken and Harris were due Monday
for a visit that could help repair ties
strained since President Joe Biden
replaced Donald Trump in the White
House. The two sides have been at odds
over Abu Dhabi’s refusal to condemn
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine and
Washington’s reopening of nuclear talks
with Iran, long accused by Gulf states of
creating regional chaos.

Both Macron and Johnson were making
their second visits to Abu Dhabi in recent
months. Johnson’s visit in March failed to
convince the UAE and Saudi Arabia to
pump more oil after Russia’s war in
Ukraine sent markets into turmoil.

The wealthy UAE has emerged as a
leader of a reshaped Middle East, forging
ties with Zionist entity  and joining a
Saudi-led war against Iran-backed rebels
in Yemen. The UAE signed a 14-billion-
euro contract for 80 Rafale warplanes
during Macron’s previous visit  in
December. —AFP

ABU DHABI: French President Emmanuel Macron (L) meets newly-elected president of the United
Arab Emirates Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan at Al Mushrif Palace in Abu Dhabi, United
Arab Emirates, on May 15, 2022. —AFP

Russian radio 
voices sow fear in 
Ukraine war zone
LYSYCHANSK, Ukraine: The portable radio
in the dark cellar of the rocket-damaged
kindergarten was transmitting news in Russian
over whistling airwaves about the Kremlin’s
military triumphs in Ukraine. The six frightened
women and lone man cowering in the heart of
the east Ukrainian war zone had no idea
whether to believe the monotone voice-or who
was actually patrolling the streets of the
besieged city of Lysychansk above their heads.

All they knew was that their building was hit
a few days earlier by a Grad volley that left the
tail end of one of the unexploded rockets stick-
ing out of the pavement at a sharp angle just
steps from the back door. Their feverish fears
vacillated between the idea that their shelter’s
lone entrance might get blocked by falling
debris and that the Kremlin’s forces might
come knocking unannounced.

“The Russians on the radio just said that
they have captured Bakhmut. Is that true?”
Natalia Georgiyevna anxiously asked about a
city 30 miles (50 kilometres) to the southwest
that remains under full Ukrainian control. “We
do not really know anything,” her neighbour
Viktoria Viktorovna added from a corner cot
positioned just outside the beam of light illumi-
nating a lone patch of the dank cellar. “I guess
we still have the Ukrainians here, no?”

Nearly three months of war have trans-
formed this coal mining city of 100,000 mostly
Russian speakers into a wasteland that lacks
everything from water and power to cell phone
service. Most people who crawl out of their
shelters during afternoon lulls in fighting make
a beeline for the city’s lone natural spring to
stock up on water that they must boil to make
safe to drink. —AFP

PRAGUE, Czech Republic: Children hold Ukrainian
flags as hundreds of demonstrators, mainly
Ukrainian refugees living in Prague, take part in an
anti-war protest on the Old Town square in Prague
on May 15, 2022. —AFP
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