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J 

ordan’s municipal elections 
were hailed by many as a posi-
tive step towards political re-
form but their aftermath was 
tarnished by deadly celebra-

tory gunfire. While some cheered 
the outcome of the elections, others 
mourned the death of two children 
killed by stray bullets from celebra-
tory gunfire.

The elections were marred by road 
blocks, riots and rallies in the streets 
of various governorates by support-
ers of losing candidates. Making 
matters worse, the Independent 
Election Commission’s (IEC) website 
crashed due to heavy traffic, with 
some attributing the breakdown to 
hackers’ attempts to manipulate the 
results.

Mayors, municipal council mem-
bers and governorate councils were 
elected for the first time under the 
Decentralisation Law, which gives a 
voice to the elected council in deter-
mining the governorate’s develop-
ment priorities.

The elections witnessed low turn-
out in major cities, registering 31.7% 
voter turnout rate among 4.1 million 
eligible voters.

Electoral violations were reported 
in Central Badia district, with four 
ballot boxes broken and one com-
puter damaged, leading the IEC to 
cancel elections in Al-Muwaqqar, a 
district in the Amman governorate. 
In 2016, parliamentary elections in 
the same area had a re-vote after 
eight ballot boxes “were stolen” and 
returned.

The final results were yet to be 
announced from the vote Au-
gust 15.

Madaba Governorate Council 
hopeful Samer Twal, who won 1,682 
votes, said the elections were a posi-
tive move and benefited the com-
munity in central Jordan.

“We are happy and satisfied with 
the elections as they show that citi-
zens are better in deciding what they 
need and their community needs. 
We will play a role in developing our 
governorate and society to build a 
better future,” the 51-year-old candi-
date said.

Others expressed a similar sense 
of optimism.

“The voting process was a suc-
cess and although several negative 
incidents were registered still the 
elections completed their mission 
with full integrity and hopes for a 
better future. The optimism can be 
felt everywhere and also criticism 
which is a normal aspect in any vot-
ing process,” said journalist Ayman 
el-Khateeb.

Although Mohammad Momani, 
minister of state for media affairs 
and government spokesman, said 
he considered the election to be free 
from vote buying, there were cases 
in which people claimed it hap-
pened.

“It is a typical practice in some ar-
eas where candidates’ delegates and 
representatives paid money directly 
to voters but at the municipality 

elections it was controlled 
in a very good way 

better than the parliamentary elec-
tions but still we heard of some cas-
es,” he said.

A report by the Rased Centre for 
Election Monitoring, an NGO based 
in Jordan, said about 5.8% of the 952 
violations recorded in last year’s par-
liamentary elections were related to 
vote buying.

Khateeb said the current tem-
porary election law punishes vote 
buying with a minimum sentence of 
three years in jail with hard labour. 
“The vote buying was also tackled 
by the General Iftaa’ Department, 
which released an Islamic religious 
edict or fatwa forbidding vote buy-
ing, which I believe worked well,” he 
said.

Ajloun, north of Amman, had the 
highest turnout at 60%; the turn-
out in Kerak in southern Jordan was 
58.5%; Ma’an and Tafileh each saw a 
50% turnout; Irbid 28.5% and Zarqa 
registered the lowest at 15%.

A total of 85% of governorate 
council members are elected and the 
others are appointed.

Women’s participation in the elec-
tions was high at 52%, which many 
saw as an encouraging step.

“In voting, women’s participation 
was very good but as candidates it 
was very modest and not as we ex-
pected which gives a negative view 
in this area,” said journalist Niveen 
Abdul Hadi.

Member of the Balqa governorate 
council Manar Abu Ruman said: 
“I think maybe we are living in a 
male-dominated society and when 
a woman succeeds while a man fails 
the issue will not be taken easily in 
this society.

“Being a member of the council 
means you need to work for the ben-
efit of your governorate and decide 
what is needed at a certain time, for 
example more schools or a hospital, 
and that is why we need to put our 
people in front of us.”

In a news conference after the 
elections, President of the Sister-
hood Is Global Institute/Jordan Asma 
Khader said that acclamation or no 
ballot played a big role for 66 women 
who won seats at the local councils 
due to the fact that no women ran in 
their respective councils.

“They were deprived their right in 
running for the governorate and mu-
nicipal councils because they were 
already selected to their local coun-
cils,” she said.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.
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The elections 
witnessed low turnout 
in major cities and 
registered a 31.7% 
voter turnout rate of 
some 4.1 million 
eligible voters.

L
ocal or municipal 
elections should, in 
theory, be a welcome 
part in any democ-
racy but in the Middle 
East and North Africa 
region, they come 

with their own challenges.
Ideally, local elections should 

free candidates from the ideologi-
cal restrictions of their political 
parties to focus on the specific 
needs of a particular area or re-
gion. They invite voters to have a 
say in what happens in their own 
backyard and see tangible change 
— or not — as opposed to focusing 
on the bigger picture of where the 
country, as a whole, is heading.

There is usually a link between 
local elections and national vot-
ing patterns, whether in parlia-
mentary or presidential races, 
that can help or hinder the demo-
cratic process of a country.

On the positive side, the voting 
results may give an indication of 
how the public views a govern-
ment’s performance, allowing 
it and the opposition to change 
course in line with the wishes of 
voters.

On the down side, the ills that 
plague the fairness of the voting 
process in national elections in 
parts of the Arab world would not 
spare local contests. At the end 
of the day, municipal elections 
in such cases can’t offer what the 
heads of state won’t allow.

For example, local elections in 
Jordan on August 15 were touted 
as enhancing the role of citizens 
in overseeing and participating in 
decision-making but Jordanians 
know too well that they don’t live 
in a democracy, as the king still 
makes the country’s key deci-
sions.

Any promises made during 
local election campaigns would 
need to be paid for by funds allo-
cated by the central government. 
The competition for funding may 
open doors to divisions, especial-
ly in areas that contain natural 
resources.

Having a democratic govern-
ment does not necessarily make 
the task any easier, as can be seen 
in Tunisia, which has yet to steer 
out many of the problems that it 
mostly inherited.

Ahead of its December mu-
nicipal elections, the country is 
already consumed with debates 
about the distribution of power 
between the central govern-
ment and local authorities, amid 
unprecedented calls by southern-
ers for their regions to receive a 
percentage of oil and phosphate 
revenues.

They see their regions as hav-
ing suffered from decades-old, 
unfair policies that led to de-
velopmental imbalances, which 
were to their disadvantage. How 
to address their grievances with-
out stirring tensions with other 
regions or further straining the 
central government budget is not 
going to be an easy task.

In countries where there is 
a concentration of people who 
share the same ethnicity or 
branch of faith in a given area, 
the problem is more serious as 
they may call for secession.

For example, the September 
25 referendum on the independ-
ence of Iraq’s Kurdistan region 
has stirred controversy in the rest 
of the country where Arab Iraqis 
— as well as Turkmen — demand 
the right to have a say on the 
future of their country.

At the opposite end, Arabs and 
Kurds in Iran have long com-
plained about marginalisation 
and discrimination levelled by 
the central government in Tehran 
against the regions they popu-
late.

The Ahwazi Arabs say that not 
only they have not benefited from 
their resource-rich region but 
they are less likely to secure jobs 
in their own areas in comparison 
to Persians from other cities.

The Kurds say they cannot 
fully practise their cultural rights 
in the areas in which they are a 
majority. Such government poli-
cies will undoubtedly inflame 
separatist tendencies as well as 
violence.

Too much power concentrated 
in the hands of central govern-
ment will most likely cause 
resentment but some unifying 
policies are needed to hold a 
country together. A country’s sta-
bility will hinge upon its ability 
to strike a balance between  
both factors.

Local politics in the 
MENA region comes 
with many challenges

Mamoon Alabbasi
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Gaining ground. 
A Jordanian 
election 
campaign sign 
showing women 
candidates.
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Grass-roots democracy? A Jordanian woman casts her ballot at 
a polling station for local and municipal elections in Amman, on 
August 15.                   (Reuters)

Jordan’s municipal 
elections marred 
by deaths, riots


