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ctivists voiced sup-
port for a hunger strike 
launched in mid-April 
by Palestinian prisoners 
in Israeli jails after an 

attempt to mock the strike’s leader.
The hunger strike, led by Fatah 

leader Marwan Barghouti, who is 
serving five life sentences for his 
role in the 2000-05 uprising known 
as the second intifada, is demand-
ing better conditions for prisoners.

Palestinians said that more than 
1,000 Palestinian prisoners have 
kept up the hunger strike that be-
gan April 17 but the Israeli authori-
ties said 843 have refused to eat. 
Israel has refused to negotiate with 
the prisoners.

In an apparent bid to demoralise 
the hunger strikers, Israel’s Prison 
Services released a video purport-
ing to show Barghouti secretly eat-
ing. The video, which was featured 
on Israeli TV channels, was blasted 
as a fabrication by the Palestinians.

A still image of the video was 
then used in an advertisement 
on the Facebook page of Pizza 
Hut’s Israeli branch, which photo-
shopped a pizza box and a slice of 
pizza into Barghouti’s prison cell. 
Superimposed on the image was a 
message asking whether Barghouti 
would have rather broken his hun-
ger strike with a pizza.

The ad, which was subsequently 
deleted, led to an online campaign 
to boycott the restaurant chain, 
with the hashtag #Boycott_Pizza-
Hut trending on Twitter. Pizza Hut 
apologised for the “completely in-
appropriate” post and fired the ad-
vertising firm responsible for the 
ad.

Barghouti denied the authentic-
ity of the video, his lawyer Khader 
Shkirat said, after meeting with his 
client on May 14 — their first meet-
ing since the hunger strike began. 
Barghouti’s weight loss “is clear on 
his face and his body,” Shkirat told 
the Associated Press (AP). The law-
yer said Barghouti said he planned 
“to escalate my hunger strike soon. 
I will stop drinking water.”

Israeli officials insisted that the 

video was authentic. In an opinion 
article published in Haaretz, Iris 
Leal wrote: “Barghouti betrayed 
the people who trusted him.” She 
added: “His surrender to the al-
mond-flavored object of his desire 
arouses doubt as to whether he is 
made of the right stuff.”

The Israeli claims appear to have 
backfired amid a Palestinian out-
rage at what they see as an attempt 
to discredit Bargouthi and other 
the hunger strikers.

“The fabricated video shows the 
defeat of the occupation before 
the prisoners’ steadfastness,” said 
Fadwa Barghouti, Marwan’s wife 
at a news conference. “We expect-
ed nothing else but psychological 
warfare.”

The original Israeli video drew 
condemnation from Human Rights 
Watch (HRW).

HRW Regional Director Sari 

Bashi told the AP that the video 
“raises questions about the viola-
tion of the right to privacy.” She 
added that it was problematic to 
“make an allegation against some-
body who is in your custody and 
then hold him incommunicado so 
he cannot respond to that allega-
tion.”

The International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC) visited the 
hunger strikers but declined to 
discuss their specific conditions in 
public.

Dr Zeratzion Hishal, an Eritrean-

Dutch doctor working with ICRC 
who visited the hunger strikers, 
spoke to Agence France-Presse 
about the typical condition of 
hunger strikers, saying: “[After a 
period of 50 days,] we expect se-
rious complications such as organ 
failure and even death.”

Israeli prison authorities said 
several dozen hunger-strikers had 
been moved to areas where they 
can receive additional medical su-
pervision.

Activists supporting the Pal-
estinian hunger strikers have 
launched an online campaign to 
highlight the plight of prisoners 
by posting videos of themselves 
drinking saltwater, leading to 
the hashtag #SaltWaterChallenge 
trending on Twitter.

“Saltwater is symbolic of prison-
er hunger strikes because in these 
protests the detainees generally 

abstain from food but consume 
saltwater as a means of steadying 
their health,” wrote Leila Diab on 
the website ArabAmerica.com.

Support for the hunger strikes 
has not been confined to virtual 
reality. Palestinian protesters also 
took to the streets in a show of soli-
darity with the prisoners.

The Palestinian Health Ministry 
said a 20-year-old man was killed 
May 12 by Israeli gunfire during 
clashes near Ramallah in the West 
Bank. Six other protesters were re-
portedly wounded.

There are an estimated 6,500 
Palestinians jailed by Israel for se-
curity reasons, several hundred 
of whom are being held without 
charges or trial.

Mamoon Alabbasi is an Arab 
Weekly contributing editor in 
London.
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Experiencing deprivation. Arab League representatives drink water and salt during a solidarity event for Palestinian prisoners at the 
Arab League headquarters in Cairo, on May 4.                                                                                                                                                                          (Reuters)
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alestinian Authority Presi-
dent Mahmoud Abbas’s 
ruling Fatah party received 
much less support than it 
had hoped for in munici-

pal elections across the West Bank, 
even though the rival Islamic Ha-
mas movement stayed out of the 
race.

The vote reflected public dis-
content with Abbas and his Fatah 
movement, whose popularity has 
dropped due to a weak economy, 
nepotism in its ranks and its failure 
to lead Palestinians closer to inde-
pendence.

The vote gave Palestinians a rare 
chance to cast ballots after more 
than a decade without presiden-
tial or legislative elections. Abbas’s 
embattled party ran virtually unop-
posed and the election was consid-
ered a litmus test of Fatah’s popu-
larity.

The results indicated lacklustre 
support for the party, which has 
dominated Palestinian politics for 
half a century.

Just 53% of eligible voters cast 
ballots in the May 13 election. The 
turnout was nearly the same as it 
was for local elections in the West 
Bank in 2012, Elections Commission 
chief, Hanna Nasser, said.

Fatah had hoped for a higher turn-
out. “We need to increase the voting 
percentage to tell the world that we 

have democracy in Palestine,” Fatah 
candidate Maher Kanawati, told Eu-
ronews ahead of the elections.

Abbas is more than a decade into 
what was supposed to be a 4-year 
term that was meant to end in 2009 
but he has remained in office with 
no elections organised.

In Hebron, the West Bank’s larg-
est city and a Hamas stronghold, 
Fatah won just seven of the 15 seats.

“The result wasn’t great for us,” 
Tayseer Abu Sneineh, the head of 
Fatah’s list in the city, told the As-
sociated Press.

In Nablus, another major city, Fa-
tah won 11 of 15 seats but only after 
forming an alliance with Islamist 
candidates. Turnout in Nablus was 
21%.

Fatah only won clear victories in 
two major cities, Jenin and Jericho. 
In several cities, Fatah could not 
piece together enough candidates 
to field a campaign list, leaving lo-
cal Fatah politicians to run as inde-
pendents.

For many of those who did vote, 
the message was not political. “Peo-
ple here are casting ballots to be 
represented in terms of local servic-

es, road building, building permits,” 
wrote Harry Fawcett on Al Jazeera 
English’s website, branding the poll 
as “a one-party election” due to the 
absence of candidates from rival 
parties.

Some commentators, however, 
saw the voting as a positive measure 
despite the low turnout.

“While student councils and mu-
nicipal elections cannot be used an-
ymore as political barometers of po-
litical tendencies in Palestine, they 
are still seen as important features 
in the continuity and sustainability 
of daily life, irrespective of politi-
cal progress or lack thereof,” wrote 
Palestinian political commentator 
Daoud Kuttab in the website Arab-
news.com.

About 2.2 million Palestinians 
live in the West Bank, with about 
787,000 of them eligible to vote. 
East Jerusalem’s 300,000 residents 
did not take part in the elections.

The Palestinians have been di-
vided between rival governments 
since Hamas defeated Fatah in the 
2006 legislative elections and drove 
the latter out of the Gaza Strip the 
following year, leaving Abbas in 
control only of the Palestinian Au-
thority government in parts of the 
West Bank.

Fatah and Hamas were supposed 
to compete in elections last year in 
both the West Bank and Gaza but 
with the rival factions disqualifying 
each other’s candidates, Fatah went 
forward with the elections in the 
West Bank alone in a bid to renew 

its legitimacy.
While Hamas did not field candi-

dates under its party name, the left-
ist Popular Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine called for a boycott. It 
said it would refuse to participate 
in an election while hundreds of 
Palestinians in Israeli jails were on a 
hunger strike. The prisoners began 
the hunger strike on April 17, de-
manding better conditions.

The move was echoed by the 
committee of Palestinian prison-
ers’ families in the Nablus district, 
which also called for Palestinians to 

boycott the municipal elections in 
solidarity with the hunger-striking 
prisoners.

“For the Palestinian president, 
having local elections, whether at 
universities or for municipal coun-
cils, is proof of the democratic na-
ture of the Palestinian leadership, 
in contrast with the undemocratic 
tendencies of the Hamas movement 
in Gaza, which has not allowed any 
sort of elections,” Kuttab said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.
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Rare chance. A Palestinian woman casts her ballot during the 
municipal elections in the West Bank city of Ramallah, on
May 13.                                                                                                           (AFP)
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its party name, the 
leftist Popular Front 
for the Liberation of 
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