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Big money flavors Saudi
experiment in
democracy#

By Evan Osnos
Tribune foreign correspondent
Published February 10, 2005

RIYADH, Saudi Arabia -- With his toothy grin and rags-to-riches
tale, Hassan al-Mahdi could be a political natural anywhere.

But in the brand-new business of Saudi electioneering, his best
asset is proving to be his bank account. In barely a week, the 27-
year-old real estate millionaire has plastered this city with
campaign billboards, thrown lavish banquets for thousands of
voters and distributed 15,000 bottles of spring water with his
plump, smiling face on the label.

"When somebody believes in something," he said just before
hundreds of men lined up to a piping-hot buffet at his expense,
"they will spend even their soul."

http://www.chicagotribune.com ;e Uz
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In a cautious step toward democracy and a headlong leap toward
big-money politics, the Islamic kingdom of Saudi Arabia begins its
first nationwide elections Thursday with a wave of local races
across the country. It's a far cry from full democracy: Women are
barred from running or voting, and half the seats will be appointed
by the royal family.

Despite the limitations, the race has spawned startling displays
and discussion in one of the world's absolute monarchies, where
political gatherings are otherwise illegal and outright criticism of the
royal family can result in a prison sentence. Until campaign
billboards hit town this month, religious police had banned public
signs bearing the images of human faces, which they consider a
violation of Islam.

The non-partisan elections are drawing as much interest in foreign
capitals as in Riyadh. President Bush, who has sought to pin the
troubled U.S. military intervention in Iraq to the goal of expanding
democracy in the Middle East, urged Saudi Arabia in his State of
the Union address last week to "demonstrate its leadership in the
region by expanding the role of its people in determining their
future."

Arabs are watching intently. The notion of elections--first in war-
ravaged Irag and now in one of the most tightly controlled
countries in the Middle East--stirs fears in Arab halls of power from
Tripoli to Cairo to Damascus. The same week that Iragis were
going to the polls, Egypt arrested a dozen activists who called for
contested presidential elections later this year.

Saudi Arabia has not had real elections since a scattering of local
races in the 1960s, so the campaign has unfolded in an
atmosphere of curiosity. The night sky has been lit up for days with
Las Vegas-style spotlights luring men to carpeted Bedouin tents
around the city, where candidates court them with tea and
entertainment in the form of popular poets who croon about love
and democracy.

"He is the George Brown of poets," candidate Abdulrahman al-
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Homeidi said of his evening's talent. "I mean, James Brown."

Like many other candidates, al-Homeidi said his wife has not
visited his campaign tent, except during the daylight hours before
men arrive. Women's rights activists are mourning the fact that
women have been left out of one of the most significant reforms
since the founding of the Saudi state 73 years ago.

"l am very disappointed by the absence of women," said Hatoon
al-Fassi, a professor of ancient history at King Saud University who
pushed for women's rights to run for office. "l think the country has
lost a very precious opportunity to introduce proper reforms."

Al-Fassi was part of a group of Saudi women who had been
preparing platforms and candidate lists last fall until the
government announced in October that they would not be able to
take part. Election officials say they were unable to set up a
separate polling system for women in a country where men and
women sit in divided sections of restaurants and line up separately
at Starbucks.

"We feel, as women, that we are not part of the country," al-Fassi
said. "Excluding us from the elections shows us that we do not
count.”

The decision to exclude women reflects the tense political balance
in the kingdom between reformers and hard-liners. Even some
reformers quietly welcomed the decision because they feared a
backlash from powerful conservatives that might have derailed the
election altogether.

“Training wheels'

"This is like a kid on a bicycle for the first time," said a Western
diplomat in Riyadh. "Every time they push the pedal they don't
want it to fall over. They've still got the training wheels on."

For those who can take part, the election offers a rare opening into
the royals' monopoly of power, a chance for virtual unknowns like
al-Mahdi to breach the outer rings of authority in a country ruled by
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aging princes.

"This is the first time in our history that we have a democratic
election, and if we don't participate, then the whole experience will
fail," said al-Mahdi, who has become the talk of Riyadh's political
class for his unbridled spending.

For the 82-year-old Crown Prince Abdullah, the de facto Saudi
ruler, the decision to hold elections was not a spasm of democratic
fervor; the royals have been content for decades to withstand
domestic and international pressure to open up the realm of
decision-making. But now they see reform as a means of survival.

Nearly two years ago, Al Qaeda launched the first in a wave of
attacks on the government, forcing the regime to consider whether
allowing political participation may help reduce public frustration
and support for the insurgency and draw power away from the
entrenched religious establishment.

The Saudi public didn't know what to make of it. Less than 40
percent of the estimated half-million eligible male voters bothered
to register to vote in the capital and its suburbs.

The election is a limited experiment. Local councils wield power
over issues with little more sensitivity than garbage collection and
real estate zoning. More importantly, Saudi officials say this round
of balloting may lead to elections for higher authorities and,
eventually, the majlis al shura, a council of advisers to the top
royals.

But even at the local level, the election could alter some key
political balances. Nowhere is the race drawing more interest than
in the eastern reaches of the country, home to the Shiite Muslim
minority, which has long faced discrimination from conservative
Sunnis who view the Shiite creed as a perversion of Islam. Saudi
Shiites registered there in far larger numbers than in other regions
of the country and, like Shiites in neighboring Iraq, they are
expected to vote in great numbers.

Competition is stiff. The race has attracted thousands of
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candidates for 178 municipal councils across the country. In
Riyadh, 646 men are jockeying for just seven seats. After the
Riyadh area votes Thursday, the kingdom's Eastern Province and
southwest region will go to the polls March 3. Other areas will not
cast their ballots until April 21.

Big spenders

To set themselves apart, the contenders are approaching
democracy with the same instinct that Saudis bring to home
building and car shopping: less is hot more. Al-Homeidi, who
considers himself a minor candidate, said the tent, food, signs and
advertising for his two-week campaign is costing him $100,000 of
his own and relatives' money. Other candidates have hired
international consultants from Bahrain and Kuwait at fees of
hundreds of thousands of dollars.

Not so for Beshr Bakheet,a prominent U.S.-educated financial
adviser who is running with only what he calls a "virtual tent.”
Forgoing the usual Bedouin variety, Bakheet is hoping his well-
arranged Web site and a handful of modest public events will
counter the wave of wealth pouring out from other candidates.

"l don't want people to vote for me because of the food | give them.
| want people to vote for me because of my platform and my
values and what | can promise them, which is honesty and
efficiency,” he said.

"I am the Jimmy Buffett of Saudi Arabia,"” he added. "I mean, the
Warren Buffett of Saudi Arabia.”
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Saudi vote hands

reformers a setback
Conservatives lead in capital®

By Evan Osnos
Tribune foreign correspondent
Published February 12, 2005

RIYADH, Saudi Arabia -- In a blow to reformers in Saudi Arabia,
candidates backed by Islamic clerics appear to have won a key
region in the country's first nationwide election.

Preliminary tallies Friday for the capital city of Riyadh showed that
at least five of the seven winning candidates in Thursday's
municipal elections have close ties to Saudi Arabia's clerical
establishment. Though the results apply only to a municipal race
for the capital, they had been widely anticipated here and in
Washington as a rare referendum on reform efforts in one of the
world's most traditional absolute monarchies.

The Islamists' victory in the political heart of the country could be
a setback for reform-minded Crown Prince Abdullah, the de facto

http://www.chicagotribune.com gass e s
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Saudi ruler, who had gambled that elections could loosen hard-
line clerics' grip on the government. Abdullah has clashed with
more conservative royals who do not support his reforms and
who had watered down his balloting plan by barring women from
the election and setting aside half the seats to be appointed by
the ruling family.

The Saudi ruling family is under pressure as it battles a
homegrown insurgency that has claimed more than 100 civilian
lives in bombings and clashes with security forces in the past two
years.

The results stirred controversy after an election observer alleged
that the winning candidates might have improperly formed a slate
before the vote that received the backing of religious authorities.
Such an alliance--whether the members solicited the
endorsement or not--could violate the election's ban on political
parties.

Observer Suleiman al-Oqaili said he saw the winners' names on a
list spread via cell-phone text messages and the Internet.

"It was promoted as a list that had a religious blessing," al-Oqgaili
said at a news conference in Riyadh.

Denies breaking rules

One of the winning campaigns, however, said it had broken no
rules.

"I don't think we got the endorsement of anybody. | don't think
we've done anything wrong," said Mohammed al-Yamani,
spokesman for winning candidate Abdulazis al-Omary, an Islamic
history professor at King Saud University.

"In simple terms, either we believe in the ballot box or we do not
believe in it. If we believe in the will of the people, then we must
accept the results,” he added.

Twenty of the losing candidates plan to file an official protest over
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the results, said candidate Abdulrahman al-Homeidi.

Moderate candidates say they are worried that a victory by the
religious establishment might undermine Saudi Arabia's halting
reform efforts, including expanding women's rights, strengthening
the rule of law and revamping the educational system.

"We have enough religious power in our country, and they will
increase it even more. The result is not promising," said al-
Homeidi, a professor of public administration at King Saud
University. "I am concerned about the future. Once they get into
the level of municipality, then I'm sure they will get more power
and will get into the higher levels [of government]."

This was only the first of three rounds of balloting. The eastern
and western reaches of the country will go to the polls in March
and April for the first votes of any kind since sporadic local races
in the 1960s.

Riyadh is a conservative area, though Islamist candidates had not
campaigned as visibly as more secular contenders. In villages
surrounding the capital, top vote-getters appeared to have been
major tribes and prominent family names, as many candidates
had predicted.

The election was closed to women. Moreover, many men had
initially been skeptical of the balloting plan, and less than 40
percent of the half-million eligible voters had registered. On
Election Day, turnout in Riyadh was 65 percent of 86,462
registered voters, officials said Friday.

High hopes for vote

Coming on the heels of Irag's election last month, the Saudi vote
had been welcomed by reformers in the kingdom and cheered by
the White House as an early step toward democracy, despite the
ban on women running or voting.

President Bush, whose foreign policy agenda includes expanding
democracy in the Middle East, urged Saudi Arabia in his State of
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the Union address last week to "demonstrate its leadership in the
region by expanding the role of its people in determining their
future.”

But after the moderates' dismal showing in the Riyadh election, a
reform-minded candidate who spoke on condition of anonymity
said of the winning conservatives: "They will close society even
more and they could affect the roles of women even more. They
will close it up, especially at the Ministry of Education. We don't
want that. We want things in moderation."

The weakness among liberal candidates is hardly unique to Saudi
Arabia. Secular and moderate political forces across the Middle
East routinely fail to best conservative opponents. In neighboring
Kuwait, an alliance between the conservative Muslim
Brotherhood and Selefi movements holds the largest share of
seats in the National Assembly.

The success of Islamist political parties has roots that date to
political events a generation ago. Political analysts point to the
devastating Arab loss to Israel in the 1967 war and the death of
Egyptian President Gamal Abdel Nasser, who had advocated a
secular pan-Arabism.

In the ashes of that secular vision stirred a revival of religion as
the possible salvation of the Arab world, and that spirit gathered
strength after the Islamic Revolution in Iran in 1979. Islamist
parties, which call for a greater role for Islam in the affairs of
state, tend to have more unified messages and stronger
organizations, while moderate candidates often spread votes
across an array of agendas.

As religious leaders often put it, they get the chance to speak to
voters five times each day during the Muslim prayers.
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Corruption and services
key issues in all-male polls

By Roula Khalaf in Riyadh
Published: February 10 2005 02:00 | Last updated: February 10 2005
02:00

Abdelaziz bin Ibrahim al-Omari apologises for having asked a
female journalist to visit him during the day, before the arrival of
crowds of voters to his evening events.

"I don't mind the presence of women," says the candidate running
in today's partial municipal elections in Riyadh. "But one or two
people might object and then publicise it on the internet.”

A retired professor of Islamic history now turned businessman, Mr
Omari is known as an "Islamist" in a poll that women are not
allowed to participate in. He apparently fears that his reputation

hitp://Www. ft.com w3se oe Uz
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might suffer if he were seen to be allowing men to mingle with
women in a country that imposes strict sexual segregation.

The 670 men competing for seven elected seats on the new
Riyadh municipal council, in elections staggered over three
months, have steered clear of political discourse, focusing their
promises instead on local services and fighting corruption.

Many have published career summaries that highlight their
experience as businessmen, academics or professionals. They
have, however, also invited preachers to speak and promote their
campaigns.

Analysts are hoping the first nationwide poll (some regions had
elected local councils in the 1960s) in Saudi Arabia will also
provide a better reflection of the ideological trends in an inward-
looking society heavily influenced by conservative religious
teachings.

Since the attacks of September 11 2001, perpetrated by a group
of mostly Saudis, there has been a growing national debate
between liberals and Islamists over the role of religion in
education and social life.

Analysts say part of the reason the government decided the first
elections would be partial - each council will be half elected, half
appointed - was out of concern that tribal links and religious
credentials would dominate voters' choices.

A group of liberals, eager for democratisation and a lessening of
the grip of the religious establishment, has fielded candidates in
each of the seven Riyadh districts. No one knows, however, how
many "Islamists" - candidates who favour a strong religious role in
social and political life - are running.

Only a few candidates have advertised that they were members
of the religious police. But Mr Omari points out that "technocrats”
could also be preachers, just as he is a professor of Islamic
history and a property developer.

One official close to the government says most candidates in
Riyadh (other regions will vote in coming months) are "middle of
the road" - conservative but moderate. At a time when the
government is cracking down on extremist preachers and hunting
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for terrorist suspects, the official says radicals have not tried to
take part in the elections.

Mr Omari emphasises that he is against violence and says one of
the lectures on his campaign schedule was designed to warn
against resorting to terrorism. In another lecture, an expert was
invited to describe the experience of other councils, including
some in the US.

But he is critical of liberal writers who say Saudi Arabia's
puritanical Wahabi sect contributes to alienation from the west
and to the spread of radicalism. "Those writers are not specialists
on the subject," he quips.

On one point, however, he is in agreement with the liberal
candidates. "We expect

more elections. We said it, we recommended it in our lectures."
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Saudis Take a “Small Step”
Toward Democracy#

e Many hope kingdom’s first municipal elections today will herald a
wave of reform in the region.

By Megan K. Stack, Times Staff Writer

RIYADH, Saudi Arabia — When the last strains of the day's final
prayer call have rung off over the sands, the voters come through
the darkness to a scabby, vacant lot. The political candidate has
pitched a tent here, set out potted ficus trees and brought
portable spotlights that wheel up into the desert sky.

In this makeshift political hall here in the capital, two economics
professors lecture earnestly on privatization. Lured by the novelty
of elections in an absolute monarchy, 100 men sip tiny cups of
bitter coffee and nod over campaign pamphlets. Little boys cling
to their fathers' hands. There's not a woman in sight.

This is the campaign trail, Saudi style. In the first nationwide
elections in the kingdom's history, eligible Saudis will elect
members of municipal councils in voting that begins today.

With ballots still being counted from last month's Iraqi election,
this vote has been touted by Saudi, American and British officials

http://www. latimes.com g3 se pe U
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as another important stroke of reform in the Middle East. Yet the
polling in Saudi Arabia is both progressive and retrograde. It is
evidence of a slight political opening, but also a reminder of just
how deeply undemocratic this region remains.

Only half the seats on the councils will be decided by elections;
the other half will be picked by the ruling House of Saud. Women
can't vote or run as candidates. Some women are hoping the
royal family will at least appoint some female council members,
but there's no word on whether that will happen.

"We don't take it seriously. It's a joke," said Hatoon Ajwad
Fassi,who teaches history at Riyadh's King Saud University. "It's
too bad they're not aware of the loss the country is suffering by
not having women participate,” she said.

In this particular campaign tent, supporters of candidate
Abdulaziz Alomary fretted that he'd done himself grave political
damage by allowing a female journalist to visit.

Others barred include members of the military and expatriates;
the legal voting age is 21. Registration has been sluggish, with
many voters skeptical, others openly scornful. The councils
themselves are a new concept in Saudi Arabia, and whether they
will have significant authority, or be effective, remains a mystery.

Still, if Saudis are tepid at the prospect of casting ballots, they are
tripping over one another to run for office. In Riyadh alone, almost
1,800 candidates are competing for 127 positions.

"This is the first body elected by the people, and we hope [the
government] will give it some power," said Alomary, a real estate
developer and an Islamic history professor. "They can control it
anyway, because half of them will be appointed.”

Saudis are unsure whether the vote is the beginning of
desperately desired reforms or an empty gesture meant to ease
pressure from Western governments and domestic advocates of
democracy. The puzzle is part of a wider confusion about political
reform — and the American role in it — in wake of the U.S.-led
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invasion of Irag.

U.S. officials have hailed the recent election in Iraq and called for
greater democracy in the Arab world. President Bush, in his State
of the Union speech last week, gently prodded the Saudi royal
family to "demonstrate its leadership ... by expanding the role of
its people in determining their future." Egypt, he said, should "now
show the way toward democracy in the Middle East.”

But many Arabs are cynical about U.S. intentions. They are
keenly aware that the United States is closely allied with the
House of Saud and Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak, who is
expected to win a fifth term this year by running as the sole
candidate in a referendum in which the choices are "yes" or "no."

Abdulkhaleq Abdulla, a political scientist and TV talk show host
from the United Arab Emirates, cheered what he called "the
spring of elections” — a wave of voting in Iraq, the Palestinian
territories, Saudi Arabia, Lebanon and Egypt.

"If even one Arab is allowed in his own free conscience to go and
exercise his right to vote, that's a victory for democracy," he said
in a recent interview. But like many Arabs, he doesn't believe that
the U.S. has any intention of promoting a true democratic
overhaul of the region.

"America talks about political reform in Egypt, yet it wants Hosni
Mubarak to be in power to pursue Mideast peace. It talks about
reform in Saudi Arabia, yet it wants the royal family in place to
preserve its oil interests," Abdulla said. "There is an inherent
contradiction when this administration talks about democracy and
freedom in this region. People are not dumb, and the
contradiction they see is just too stark."

In Egypt, Mubarak has been moving in recent weeks to silence
opposition. A lawmaker who called for presidential term limits that
could end Mubarak's 23-year hold on power has been jailed. So
were leftist activists who were distributing leaflets at the Cairo
International Book Fair that ended Tuesday. The brochures were
printed to resemble a playing card — but the faces of Mubarak
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and his son Gamal, widely rumored to be his chosen successor,
had been superimposed over the face of the king.

"Mubarak has closed all doors to a peaceful and democratic
transition," wrote Egyptian analyst Mohammad Abdelhakim Diab
in the pan-Arab newspaper Al Quds al Arabi. "The president has
stifled all freedom of expression and the ability to change in a
country that sorely needs them."

Meanwhile, Saudi skeptics dismiss their election as a contrived
exercise designed to relieve pressure on the royal family.

"The government wants to show others, partly the American
media, that we have elections, irrespective of the details," said
Mohsen Awajy, a Saudi lawyer who has been critical of the
government. "Why should we engage in something that's
useless? This is just to pass the years, to consume time, to slow
down any movement toward reform."

For all their flaws, the Saudi elections have unleashed an
unprecedented level of public debate within the kingdom. Even
Awajy admitted that this was a "very small step in a long, hard
path. But we have to walk. We have no alternative."

The excitement was palpable in the last week as a festive chaos
of tent meetings, lectures and canvassing overtook Riyadh.

In a land where the public display of images of people's faces is
considered a religious taboo, candidates' pictures have been
printed on T-shirts and splashed across vast roadside billboards.

In a nation where loudspeakers are illegal and political gatherings
have long been banned, candidates have been throwing nightly
rallies, debates and lectures under their Bedouin-style campaign
tents, which dot vacant lots all over the capital. Discussions range
from city services to corruption to poetry — anything to stimulate
debate and attract voters.

Citizens have been eagerly tracking the race, logging on to
Internet chat rooms to praise and denigrate the candidates and to
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gossip over how much money they've spent. Many budgets have
stretched into the thousands of dollars; the election is devoid of
campaign finance rules.

"There has been some tension on the Internet, with people
attacking each other," said Tariq al Kasabi, a bespectacled
businessman who's vying against more than 100 other
candidates to represent his Riyadh neighborhood. "They said |
had policies that promote gender desegregation."

The rumors weren't true, he explained hurriedly. Although Kasabi
says women should be allowed to vote "next time," he thought it
was better to go ahead with the vote and exclude women than to
waste time arranging for separate polling stations that would keep
women from mixing with men. "We have to open the doors
gradually,” he said.

Election officials have said women may be allowed to vote in
20009.

"Most people don't think this election will solve the whole
problem," said Othman al Kasabi, who is running his father's
campaign. "But it's the right step."
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