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J 

ordanian politicians tout par-
liamentary elections, sched-
uled for September 20th, as 
a step towards wider public 
participation in decision-

making that will see future prime 
ministers elected by a parliamen-
tary majority.

However, apathy is apparent 
among potential voters, who have 
seen little accomplished towards 
enacting reforms promised to im-
prove living conditions and ease 
a strain caused by the influx of 1.5 
million refugees from Syria and tens 
of thousands of others from Iraq, 
Libya and Yemen.

Jordan is barren of natural re-
sources. Its cash-strapped econo-
my is in tatters, weighed down by 
heavy borrowing that is nearly 90% 
of its gross domestic product (GDP). 
Unemployment, poverty and infla-
tion are on the rise. Its neighbours 
are grappling with civil wars and 
militant violence that have sent a 
stream of refugees seeking shelter 
in Jordan and militants trying to 
penetrate borders.

Political analyst Nabil Gheishan 
said “popular frustration is pre-
vailing because people are used to 
empty promises from the previ-
ous parliaments and to a lack of 
transparency by successive govern-
ments.

“People are also more preoccu-
pied with wars and tensions around 
them and they’re indeed worried 
how to provide for their children 
amid regional political upheavals 
and domestic economic deteriora-
tion.”

Jordanian officials said the elec-
tion was a step towards reforms that 
will — several years down the road 
— have the country’s monarch take 
the back seat as parliament runs the 
daily affairs of the state and acts as 
a supervisory body to the cabinet.

In the past five years, Jordan has 
amended about half of its constitu-

tion to strip its kings of some pow-
ers, handing them to parliament.

One of the changes is to have 
prime ministers elected by a par-
liamentary majority, replacing the 
long-standing process of premiers 
being appointed by Jordanian kings.

Sceptics, however, said they are 
leery of having the king assuming 
more power under the changes, 
even if that was only temporarily. 
He was given the right to appoint 
the head of the paramilitary police 
force, members of the constitu-
tional court and the crown prince. 
Prior to that, the king required the 
prime minister and certain minis-
ters to recommend these critical 
nominees.

Government officials insist that 
the monarchy will lose more powers 
as the process of democratisation 
takes hold. They insist that Jordan 
wants to ensure that its status as a 
relatively placid and secure Arab 
nation would not be risked by chaos 
that could be created by a sudden 
change.

However, as Election Day ap-
proaches, apathy is becoming clear-
er.

In Amman, Jordanians walked 
past hundreds of banners, unmoved 
by calls from parliamentary aspir-
ants urging them to “perform your 
national duty in casting your bal-
lot”. Candidates promise improved 
living conditions, including better 
wages and more jobs.

“It’s not in their hands,” Khaled 
Hajjaj, 47, said, calling parliament 
a “rubber stamp” while pointing at 
the leaflets that show contestants’ 
portraits with a one-sentence slo-
gan underneath it.

“Our successive parliaments were 
too docile and often yielded to gov-
ernment policies dictated upon 
them,” he said. “The outcome of the 

next election is not going to be any 
different.”

The Washington-based Interna-
tional Republican Institute said an 
April poll it conducted in Jordan 
showed that 87% of Jordanians 
were sceptical of their legislature, 
saying that parliament had not had 
one praiseworthy accomplishment 
during its 2013-16 term.

A poll by the Jordan-based inde-
pendent Civil Coalition for Monitor-
ing Elections published July 10th 
showed a larger share of Jordanians 
(39.5%) intend to boycott the elec-
tions than said they plan to vote 
(31.5%). Suspicion of dishonesty in 
the legislative branch fuelled mis-
trust in the elections.

Under a white plastic tent pitched 
on a street corner in an Amman up-
scale district, six candidates run-
ning on one ticket ate Arabic sweets 
and sipped dark spiced coffee as 
they outlined their plans in parlia-
ment to constituents, who filled 
about one-third of the 300 seats un-
der the tent.

“Parliament is a talk shop. I like 
that. Isn’t democracy all about that, 
talking?” joked Mohammed Saadeh, 
a 25-year-old banker, who said he 
will vote for his former university 
professor.

Elsewhere, in a smoke-filled tra-
ditional coffee shop in Amman, 
women gathered to support a fe-
male candidate. In the crowd, Saji-
da Abu Atta, a 37-year-old Amman 
secretary, said she would vote for a 
female neighbour. “I promised her I 
would,” she said.

A total of 1,264 candidates have 
applied to stand for the polls on 
230 lists, vying for the 130 seats in 
the lower house of parliament, also 
known as the Chamber of Deputies. 
The Elections Law allows contest-
ants to withdraw from the race up 
to ten days before the polls.

The Islamic Action Front, the po-
litical arm of the disbanded Mus-
lim Brotherhood, was also fielding 
candidates to contest the elections 
after boycotting the polls the past 
two terms.

Women, who comprise 49% of 

Jordan’s population of 6.6 million, 
are reserved 15 seats. Despite what 
women describe as difficult to pen-
etrate a man’s world, at least three 
women, who are running as part of 
lists dominated by men, are expect-
ed to win seats outside the govern-
ment-set quota.

Jordan has been seeking to unify 
its 33 splintered political parties 
— with archaic ideologies, such as 
Communist, Ba’athist and Arab na-
tionalists — into two or three main-
stream political groups that would 
contest future elections based on 
party platforms. To avoid engaging 
the shattered parties in the upcom-
ing elections, Jordan introduced 

lists that unified aspirants with sim-
ilar outlooks on one ticket.

Abdullah Nuqrosh, a political sci-
ence professor at the University of 
Jordan, said the adopted procedure 
could confuse the electorate.

“If we want to consolidate a 
multiparty system as we say, we 
should’ve allowed the parties to 
contest the elections,” Nuqrosh 
said. “With the current system, we 
may not have blocs with majority 
seats, thus undermining chances 
of electing a prime minister from a 
parliamentary majority.”

Jamal J. Halaby, based in Jordan, is 
Levant editor for The Arab Weekly.
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A 

n influx of nearly 1.5 
million Syrian refugees 
plus tens of thousands 
of Iraqis, Yemenis, Lib-
yans and other Arabs 

seeking shelter from wars in their 
homeland has overshadowed the 
presence of 2.2 million Palestin-
ian refugees displaced to Jordan in 
two wars with Israel since 1948.

The Syrian war has topped Arab 
priorities, forcing the Palestinian-
Israeli conflict to the rear as the 
Middle East and North Africa grap-
ple with the aftermath of the “Arab 
spring” revolutions and the rise of 
militant Islam.

Analysts are quick to dismiss 
similarities between Palestinian 
and Syrian refugees in Jordan, al-
though they acknowledge that the 
Syrians are likely to remain in the 
country much longer than initially 
anticipated.

Mousa Ishtwei, director of the 
Centre for Strategic Study at the 
University of Jordan, said no com-
parison could be drawn between 
Palestinian and Syrian refugees 
“because of the differing circum-
stances shrouding each conflict”.

“In Syria, it is a security struggle 
and the possibility that refugees 
are repatriated home any minute 
[that] exists,” he said. “On the 
other hand, the Palestinian-Israeli 
conflict is existential and Israel 
bans Palestinian refugees from go-
ing home.”

Jordanian newspaper column-
ist Nabil Gheishan speculated that 
even if Syrians ended up staying 

in Jordan for decades, “they will 
eventually return to their home-
land”.

He added, however: “The Pales-
tinians don’t have that luxury.

“They have no land to go back to 
because Israel has either annexed 
it or is gradually doing so to accom-
modate Jewish settlers.”

Hard-line Israeli politicians, 
such as Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman, have proposed alter-
natives to a negotiated settlement 
with the Palestinians.

The hardliners point to Jorda-
nian demographics, claiming that 
Palestinians make up a major-
ity in Jordan. Thus, they say, they 
should be joined by  the remain-
ing  Palestinians in the West Bank,  

who should be vacated to Jordan 
to make room for Jewish newcom-
ers from Europe and Russia.

Jordanians, especially those of 
Palestinian origin, fear a plot to 
topple Jordan’s monarchy and 
drive the usually peaceful Arab na-
tion into chaos.

With hard-line Israeli calls pop-
ping up every few years since the 
1980s — the latest being in 2015 
by Israeli education officials, 
Lieberman, Jewish settlers and 
ultra-orthodox Jewish groups — a 
right-wing Jordanian movement 
emerged in the 1990s and has been 
a source of annoyance to Jordani-
ans of Palestinian extraction.

“Palestinians must pack up their 
bags and go home, with or without 

Israeli consensus,” said Ahmed 
Oweidi Abadi, a former lawmaker 
representing part of the right-wing 
tide.

“This is Jordan, not Palestine,” 
he insisted. “Palestine is west of 
the River Jordan and encompasses 
all lands from the biblical Jordan 
River to the Mediterranean Sea”, 
a reference to modern-day Israel, 
which was founded in British-
mandate Palestine in 1948.

Jordanian officials, however, dis-
miss the Israeli chatter as drivel, 
saying the kingdom has a strong 
army to defend it, international 
alliances to protect its existence, 
well-being and interests and a 
leadership with a global standing 
and connections.

“Jordan is not a cardboard state 
to be blown away,” said govern-
ment spokesman Mohammed 
Momani. Illicit Israeli moves 
would be a violation of the Jewish 
state’s own agreements, primarily 
the Israeli-Jordanian peace treaty 
of 1994, which recognised Jordan 
as a sovereign state neighbouring 
Israel, he added.

A national census conducted in 
November 2015 showed that Syr-
ians constitute 46% of non-Jorda-
nians living in the kingdom and 
13.2% of the overall population. 
Of Jordan’s total population of 9.5 
million, Jordanians make up 6.6 
million. The number of non-Jor-
danians who reside in the country 
is 2.9 million — 30.6% of overall 
population.

Palestinian refugees were count-
ed as part of the 6.6 million Jor-
danians because they have full 
citizenship rights in the country, 
including the right to vote and be 
elected or appointed to a public 

post.
Statistics Department Director 

Qasem Zoubi said the Syrian refu-
gee population when the census 
was conducted was 1.265 million, 
compared to an estimated 1.465 
million now.

He said the Syrians were fol-
lowed by Egyptians, mostly 
unskilled labourers in the con-
struction and industrial sectors, 
totalling 636,270, representing 
6.68% of the population. Next in 
number were Palestinians, mostly 
from the Gaza Strip, who do not 
have citizenship rights in Jordan. 
They comprise 634,182 people, 
6.65% of the population.

Iraqis followed with 130,911 (1.3% 
of the population), Yemenis with 
31,163 (0.33%) and 22,700 Libyans 
(0.24%). About 197,385 people of 
several other nationalities, mainly 
Saudis, Kuwaitis and Europeans, 
also reside in Jordan, accounted 
for 2.07% of the population.

Gheishan said Jordan can “never 
be a melting pot for Syrians”.

“How could it be if Syria as a 
country exists and is likely to con-
tinue to for generations to come?” 
he asked.
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Could Jordan be a melting pot for Syrian refugees as it is for Palestinians?
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A Jordanian woman walks past election campaign posters in the 
Palestinian refugee camp of Baqaa, north of Amman, ahead of the 
parliamentary elections to be held on September 30th.

 Potential voters have 
seen little 
accomplished towards 
enacting reforms 
promised to improve 
living conditions.

Syrian refugees wait in line to get on a bus after crossing into Jor-
dan at the Hadalat reception area on the Syrian-Jordanian border, 
about 320km north-east of the capital Amman.

About 2.2 
million
Palestinian refugees 
have been displaced to 
Jordan in two wars with 
Israel since 1948.


