	Baghli sees change, conflict in ‘old’ faces; Women long overdue: Najjar 

	The results of election 2009 are encouraging, and are indicative of change, says Dr Ali Al Baghli, former oil minister. Al Baghli was talking to the Arab Times Sunday, sharing his views about Saturday’s elections. While, he said, women’s representation in the Parliament is a positive sign, the return of many of the former MPs makes him a little skeptical “as the threat of the old conflicts between the legislative and executive bodies is looming large.” It would be best for the MPs to act rationally this time instead of provoking HH the Amir to bring about another dissolution, which would affect the credibility of the National Assembly beyond repair, Al Baghli noted.

About the successful bid of women to the Parliament, the former minister said it is a historic event, “and we hope there will be positive developments in the country following women’s entry into the Parliament.

“All the women candidates who made it to the Parliament are highly qualified, and they may set a good example for the male MPs to follow.” Regarding the most awaited passage of the economic rescue bill by the new Parliament, Al Baghli said the government will be very keen to get it passed and it should hopefully be able to find 17 MPs to support the bill, which will then get passed. Political scientist at Kuwait University and political columnist, Dr Ghannem Al Najjar, called the election results a “message of change.” It was the same voters who went to the polls just about a year ago, and this time they gave a radically different verdict. 

Al Najjar did not express surprise over victories by women candidates, “because women in the Parliament are long overdue. I expected women to win long time back, but it just took a little longer.” The changes in the voting pattern should reflect on the Parliament, the analyst added. “The Parliament should now focus more on maintaining stability instead of committing hara-kiri by locking horns with the government. The MPs should try to resolve crises. There are a couple of new MPs this time, and probably they come with a different view.” The formation of the new government is also important, and the passage of important bills and developmental projects depends on the cabinet, Al Najjar said.

Women’s rights activist and academic Nada Mutawwa was proud of the fact that women made it to the most competitive posts in the country without the grace of quotas or appointed councils as seen in some of the other countries in the region. Kuwait produced female legislators entirely through adult franchise.

She said this election saw some peculiarities such as moderate men and women working hard to promote candidates of change and “raise awareness among the people. “The voters and candidates exuded a new level of energy, with veteran liberal members taking active part in the rallies ahead of election to encourage voters to vote for change. In fact there was movement for change snowballing in the society with people getting fed up of pettifogging MPs and the instability in the Parliament. “People either didn’t vote or they voted for change.” Al Muttawa, explaining the voting tendencies of the people, said that out of the four votes, the first two are given to political groups, the third to families and the fourth is reserved for candidates who show signs of bringing about positive changes. “Women candidates drew all the votes in the last category, showing that voters saw in women hope for a new direction in Kuwait’s politics.

“Now women have made it to the parliament, and the government has to break the glass ceiling imposed on women and allow them to handle more responsible positions in the public sector such as envoys and so on,” Al Muttawa added.

Activist Khawla Ateeqi also shared similar sentiments, saying she deems it very historic, because Kuwaiti women made it to the Parliament without charitable concessions such as quotas, which would have undermined the success. Ateeqi was not happy about the comeback of some of the familiar faces in the Parliament, who are troublemakers. Women candidates, she hoped, would focus more on education, health and housing issues. “We need to have a government that is able to lead and move forward with reforms … I think there is a possibility that we will see a similar crisis,” said political analyst Shafiq Ghabra. “The question is which way will the government move?”

“The Kuwaiti women have been able to notch up this great victory at a crucial time and set a precedent in the history of Arabian Gulf parliaments,” Dr Mohammad Al-Feili, professor of constitutional law at Kuwait University (KU), believes. “The results of yesterday elections revealed a dramatic change in the Kuwaiti voters’ approach to politics.

“Although the number of female candidates in the just ended elections was only 16, far less than the number of those who stood for the last two elections — 28 candidates in 2006 and 26 in 2008, the results of the elections reflected a storm of change in the voters’ concepts,” he said. The female MPs will make nine percent of the total number of members the 50-seat National Assembly, Dr Al-Feili added, noting that the percentage was almost the same as those of the parliaments of many European countries.

The average percentage of female MPs in the parliaments of the Arab countries is 4.6 percent while the figure hits 20 percent in the major democracies such as France and Canada, he said, citing the statistics of the World Constitution and Parliament Association. Dr Al-Feili voiced hope that the women’s election to the National Assembly would improve the parliamentary performance and the conduct of MPs in general. “The female winners should work together to provide a role model for lawmakers and maintain the trust of voters,” he said. “The women’s victory coincides with the fourth anniversary of the legislation that granted women their political rights and heralds the start of social maturity for the Kuwaiti voters,” Dr Al-Ghabra asserted.

Dr Ya’qoub Al-Kandari, dean of KU’s Faculty of Social Sciences, said the entry of four women into the National Assembly is an unprecedented achievement. “It is a historic achievement as Kuwaiti women were able to make this hard win despite their short experience in politics,” Dr. Al-Kandari pointed out. The results of the polls mark the collapse of unfair social stereotypes about women and a clear change in the approach of Kuwaiti society to women participation in political life. “The Kuwaiti voters have clearly voted for efficiency and stated their desire for change regardless of gender considerations,” he asserted.

“It will be no surprise that women will assert themselves as lawmakers as they did in several key positions such as the positions of cabinet ministers, ambassadress, directors of corporations, Dr Al-Kandari said. He attributed the success of the women to the change of social approach to women after the strain of relations between the country’s legislative and executive authorities, the efficiency of female hopefuls, and their academic degrees. Dr Khaldoun Al-Naqib, professor of political sociology and psychology, said the female candidates were able to gain support from voters due to their high scientific qualifications and their integrity shown clearly during campaigning.

Regardless of their political affiliations, the female candidates introduced themselves to voters as advocates of reform and adopted platforms aiming to get the country out of the current crises. “Some voters regretted failure to vote for female candidates in the 2008 legislative elections and decided to correct their mistake in the just-ended polls,” Dr Al-Naqib made clear.

“Changes in the new Parliament signal a more hopeful start for Kuwait’s political arena, which might end a protracted standoff between the executive and legislative authorities in spite of the remaining obstacles,” political analysts and constitutional experts told the Arab Times.

Political Science Professor at Kuwait University (KU) Dr Haila Al-Mekaime said the lower number of parliamentary seats obtained by Islamists depicts “an alliance between the government and independent Shiite and liberal candidates”.  She believes the government has opted to support Shiite and liberal contenders, instead of Islamists, due to political deadlocks caused by Islamists in previous cabinets.


Islamists, both the independent and members of blocs, took 24 seats in the previous Parliament, which was reduced to 16 after Saturday’s elections.  Al-Mekaime observed the Shiites fared better as they increased their seats from five to nine, including two women.  “The government has learnt that it is quite impossible to work with an Islamist-dominated legislative house, so it has chosen a better alliance,” she opined, adding the executive supported liberal and Shiite candidates by providing them with more media coverage.  However, she pointed out the new government has yet to overcome certain challenges due to the return of many “troubling” MPs with a wide electorate base.


On the formation of the new government, Al-Mekaime expects the reappointment of Sheikh Nasser Mohammad Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah. “HH the Amir Sheikh Sabah Al-Ahmad Al-Sabah has been quoted as saying that changing the prime minister depends on the outcome of the general polls.  I believe the changes we have witnessed in the Parliament are enough indicators of Sheikh Nasser’s reappointment,” she explained.  She said the Amir is expected to meet former speakers of the National Assembly to discuss the issue. 

Commenting on the success of four women who made it to the Parliament for the first time, Al-Mekaime admitted “I don’t expect them to present a novel political stand.  They will face challenges bigger than that of their male counterparts as everybody expects them not only to address difficulties in the political arena, but also to impress the whole Kuwaiti nation which will closely monitor their performance. The future of Kuwaiti women in politics depends on the performance of these four women”.

On the other hand, legal expert at the Amiri Diwan, Dr Sowad Al-Tararwa, said “I am not just happy about the outcome of the elections, I am thrilled!”  
Admitting she dreaded the possibility that citizens will support extremists due to their frustration over the democratic malpractices, Al-Tararwa stressed the voters reaffirmed their loyalty to the Amir when they heeded his advice to choose the right candidates.  “The election results also reflect the voters’ deep love for HH the late Amir Sheikh Jaber Al-Ahmed who diligently supported women’s civil rights,” she added.


Al-Tararwa went on to say that the high number of votes obtained by Dr Massouma Al-Mubarak in the First Constituency, Dr Salwa Al-Jassar in the Second Constituency as well as Dr Aseel Al-Awadhi and Dr Rola Dashti in the Third Constituency negated allegations that female electors are politically illiterate.  “They didn’t just vote for anyone, they voted for the best,” she asserted.  She cited many factors that worked in favor of female candidates, including the unprecedented media coverage, failure of previous legislatures and growing popularity of female candidates.  “Even the rumors spread against Al-Awadhi worked in her favor as she gained more votes,” she opined.

Observing the lesser influence of primaries in the Fourth and Fifth Constituencies, Al-Tararwa stated the failure of candidates, who were endorsed by their tribes through primaries, is a clear manifestation that electors have opted to strictly comply with the law, instead of being influenced by the results of primaries, which are illegal in Kuwait.

However, Al-Tararwa believes some candidates’ refusal to form alliances is a step backward. “Blocs and alliances would have paved the way for the recognition of political parties in the country. It looks like we will be witnessing more backward steps as these preliminary forms of political collaboration have started to lose ground,” she warned.

Hoping the female parliamentarians will reject portfolios in the new Cabinet, if offered, Al-Tararwa clarified “we have seen the performance of women in the government and we want them to prove their ability to handle parliamentary work.  The female MPs should focus on their new role for the whole nation to properly assess their performance.”

Expecting the formation of the new government within the next two weeks, Al-Tararwa looks forward to the reappointment of Sheikh Nasser to give him a chance to prove his leadership abilities.  She lamented the former prime minister has been deprived of this chance due to the endless grilling threats, indicating the next government should be given a grace period of two years to address pending issues before the Parliament evaluates its performance. 
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