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SAUDI LOCAL ELECTIONS POSTPONED



Municipal elections in Saudi Arabia have been postponed for two years, pushing back the first opportunity for women to vote in the oil-rich sheikhdom. The current term for the country’s municipal councils was extended until October 2011 at a meeting of the Shoura Council of Ministers on Monday. The elections, which were scheduled to be held later this year, were going to be the first in which women would be allowed to participate. The previous elections in 2005 were the first nationwide ballot since the establishment of the kingdom in 1932. Women were barred from voting or standing for office in 2005, but were promised they would be allowed to do so in 2009. The official reason given for the postponement was a government study on municipal elections and the performance of municipal councils in the country, reported the Saudi Arabian newspaper ArabNews. “The unannounced reason could be simply that the government did not want to deal with the issue of women participation in the election as voters and candidates,” Ahmed Al-Omran wrote in his blog Saudijeans.org. There are many religious restrictions on women in the kingdom. Women are banned from driving and cannot perform most tasks outside of the house without being accompanied by a male guardian, usually their husband, father or a close family member. “It could be really creating a healthier environment for it, especially if we are going to see implemented what we were promised, that is the participation of half of the society. Still, up until now there has been resistance to women participation, even as voters, among conservatives,” Sabria Jawhar, former editor-in-chief of the Saudi Arabian daily Saudi Gazette told The Media Line. Jawhar said Saudi women had been encouraged by last week’s elections in Kuwait, where four women were elected to parliament for the first time. “If we take into consideration what happened last week in neighboring Kuwait at such a high level as the parliament of Kuwait, that definitely will create a reaction inside Saudi Arabia,” she said. In February, the Saudi king, ‘Abdallah Bin ‘Abd Al-‘Aziz, introduced sweeping political reforms, including new appointments to the Commission for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice, a feared religious policing organization that has been criticized for brutality. Changes were also made in the judiciary, the Saudi military establishment and in the grand ‘Ulama commission, an influential body of Sunni religious scholars. In addition, the king set a precedent by appointing a woman as a deputy cabinet minister. However, only a month later, ‘Abd Al-‘Aziz appointed his half brother Prince Nayif Bin ‘Abd Al-‘Aziz as second deputy premier. Prince Nayif almost immediately made headlines by saying that there was no need for women members of parliament or elections, according to the Dubai-based newspaper Gulf News. Prince Nayif was quoted by the paper as saying that appointing the members of the Shoura Council meant that the best people were always selected, and if it were to happen through elections then the members would not have been as competent as they were.
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Members of the council, which has a strictly advisory role, are all appointed by the king. Asked about the inclusion of women, Prince Nayif said he saw no need.



By The Media Line Staff on Tuesday, May 19, 2009
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