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March 14 victors in USJ student elections

By Nazih Osseiran
The Daily Star

BEIRUT: March 14 candidates won
a majority of faculties in Université
Saint-Joseph nationwide student
elections Monday, in the first polls to
be held at the university in two years.

In the Huvelin campus in Beirut
student candidates from the
Lebanese Forces and their allies
clinched all five seats at the faculty
of business and management, the
largest in the campus.

In the same campus, they won all
the eleven seats of the faculty of
insurance and eight out of 12 seats
at the faculty of law.

March 14 student candidates also
won a majority in the faculties of
economics and pharmacy

Rival students affiliated with the
March 8 coalition won a majority of
seats in the faculties of sciences, den-
tistry and engineering.

Elsewhere in Lebanon, March 14
student candidates clinched 13 out
of 14 seats at the Zahle campus,
while March 8 rivals won the major-
ity of seats at the Abra campus, east
of Sidon.

The electoral process went
smooth in general.

At USJ’s faculty of medicine in
Beirut, the administration placed
restrictions on journalists.

Reporters were escorted from the
main gate into a conference room.
Two faculty members awaited The
Daily Star reporter. One scoured the
campus earmarking students
deemed appropriate for interviews,
while the other ensured reporters
did not wander about and initiate
their own inquiries.

“This is not a democratic issue,
it’s an organizational issue,” one
faculty member told The Daily Star.
“Students are forbidden from issu-
ing statements to the press without
the university’s permission, as are

members of the press forbidden
from asking students before con-
sulting with us first.”

One of the students deemed fit for
interview was Cynthia Raffi, a pre-
vious Free Patriotic Movement can-
didate and current supporter.

“I ran with the FPM because they
are cool people and very open, and
I found them more welcoming.”

Cynthia assured The Daily Star
that she would be voting for FPM
candidates, yet was completely
oblivious of their platforms. She
insisted that the FPM threw better
parties than other groups, and were
all around a fun bunch, deserving of
everyone’s vote.

An FPM candidate said she need-

ed to assess the situation before
improving it.

Her platform revolved around
improving academics and institut-
ing a more open culture, so that
future doctors could interact with
individuals from different segments
of society.

“The FPM has faults ... no one is
perfect, but we are aiming to instill
a culture of dialogue and democra-
cy,” the candidate said.

Christian Mouawad, an activist
with the Kataeb Party, said that there
was no March 14 representation in
the faculty of medicine student elec-
tions. “It is not about politics but the
quality of work,” he said.

Opposing the FPM was a group

of so-called independents. “They
come from diverse political back-
grounds including the FPM, the
Lebanese Forces, the communists,
and Hezbollah” Mouawad said.
“They gave up their political affilia-
tions for the sake of the university.”

Independent candidates won
most of the election seats at the fac-
ulty of medicine.

“The elections were calm and
integrity was maintained ... no one
was pressured, and there were no
electoral advertisements at the vot-
ing booths,” an observer from the
Lebanese Association for Demo-
cratic Elections told The Daily Star.

“We didn’t vote because we are
confused,” Fadi, who preferred to

be identified by his first name, told
The Daily Star. Standing in front of
the faculty of medicine’s gate, far
from the reach of the administra-
tion, he was able to speak freely.
“These people are saying that they
gave up their political allegiances
and are now independents ... to be
honest that is very hard to believe.”

“I used to vote for the Lebanese
Forces because my friends would,”
an LF activist, who preferred to
remain anonymous, told The Daily
Star. “There are sacred institutions
we need to protect,” he added, while
standing just outside the gates of the
Huvelin campus.

The student claimed that March
8 supporters had been itching for a

fight since it became apparent that
they would lose the elections.

“A while ago they cornered one
of the candidates for March 14 and
started screaming at him ... they
want to start a fight so that the elec-
tions are cancelled and they are not
embarrassed,” the student told The
Daily Star.

“I will be voting for the LF
because they throw better parties
than the FPM,” the same student
said. “Oh also because of academics
... they have good academics,” he
added after a brief pause.

“The LF supporters are very sec-
tarian,” Simon Zwein said. “They
came to us knowing that we are
Christian and said, ‘Look, the Shi-
ites are taking over the country so
you need to vote for us so that does-
n’t happen,’” he added. Zwein said
that was when he decided to join the
Free Patriotic Movement.

“We study together, eat and go
out together ... some of us even live
together in the dorms,” his friend
Christie Mourani chimed in. “It is
unacceptable that they use sectarian
rhetoric to separate us ... we all live
in this country together.”

Both told The Daily Star that
after they made the decision to join
the Free Patriotic Movement, they
were shunned by their peers.

“We don’t care about the elec-
tions ... it is all sectarian politics,”
another student, who preferred to
remain anonymous, told The Daily
Star. “I didn’t vote because they are
all power-hungry and care nothing
for students and campus life.”

Wael Haydar voiced similar con-
cerns. “I voted for friends as a favor
... I know they won’t change any-
thing, and anyway, us as Druze have
no presence here, so I don’t think
anyone represents me,” he said.

Other students were afraid that if
they voted it might be detrimental to
their social life.

“Everyone knows that the ballots
are not secretive,” a student, who
preferred to remain anonymous,
told The Daily Star.

“I don’t want to vote for this
group and offend my friends who
were candidates for another
group.”

Sectarianism remains
a prominent element
as polls held for first
time in two years

The nonviolent elections were marred by apathy.

trash crisis
BEIRUT: The Cabinet issued three
long-awaited decrees Monday,
releasing LL1.2 trillion ($795 mil-
lion) to municipalities from telecom-
munications revenues and the Inde-
pendent Municipalities Fund to help
them control the garbage crisis.

The move is in line with proposals
made by the interior and finance
ministers, Nouhad Machnouk and
Ali Hasan Khalil respectively. Mach-
nouk has given instructions for the
direct implementation of the decrees.

The first decree, number 2338, is
related to the distribution of funds
allocated for lighting, maintenance
and waste management to villages
without municipalities. The fund-
ing, sourced from municipalities’
portion of cellular phone tariffs col-
lected by the Telecommunications
Ministry from Jan. 1, 2010 to May.
31, 2014, will total LL6 billion. A
second decree, number 2339, will
distribute LL667 billion of this rev-
enue to municipalities and munici-
pality unions.

A further LL527 billion will be
taken from the Independent Munic-
ipalities Fund, the state’s pot of mon-
ey for local governments, financed
by telecoms revenues, as dictated by
a third decree, number 2341.

Municipalities need the money to
manage their waste after trash col-
lection services collapsed over the
summer. The Environment Min-
istry closed the Naameh landfill –
the country’s largest – on July. 17,
without securing a replacement site.

For 17 years, the central govern-
ment has retained the services of
Sukleen, through an opaque con-
tract, to handle trash collection for
Beirut and Mount Lebanon.

Lebanon’s municipalities are
partly funded by telecoms revenues,
which generate about LL3 trillion
annually, but the government had
not paid them their share of the rev-
enue collected during the period
covered by the decrees.

The decision to sign the decrees
was significantly delayed by political
bickering in the Cabinet, which has
operated in a state of near paralysis.

Five Cabinet ministers from
Hezbollah and the Free Patriotic
Movement withheld their signa-
tures from the decrees. A Cabinet
plan to establish sanitary landfills
across the country has hit a dead
end, and officials are now discussing
means to export the garbage outside
Lebanon. – The Daily Star
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BEIRUT: Universite Saint-Joseph
will hold its first student elections in
two years Monday, as nationwide
political tensions simmer down and
pave the way for student-oriented
political expression.

Fouad Maroun, USJ’s secretary-
general, seemed optimistic regarding
the upcoming elections, as he elabo-
rated on the procedures the adminis-
tration had set up to ensure a peace-
ful democratic process. “The admin-
istration will be on the ground and
will be keen on ensuring a civil
process … outside observers will also
be joining us to ensure transparency,”
he told The Daily Star.

“We see that the situation is
calmer this year,” he explained.
“Last year we had a number of dras-
tic political incidents in the weeks
leading up to the election … we
feared that might spill over onto
campus so we decided to cancel it.”

The contest will pit March 8 stu-
dent candidates against rival students
affiliated with the March 14 alliance,
but under a calmer atmosphere.

Recently, rival political parties
have been meeting at national dia-
logue sessions chaired by Speaker
Nabih Berri in order to bring an end
to the political impasse that has
been plaguing Lebanon.

For their part, the Lebanese
Forces and the Free Patriotic Move-
ment, which are influential at USJ,
announced a declaration of intent in
June to further diffuse tensions in
their longtime rivalry.

The Lebanese Association for
Democratic Elections will be sending
representatives to the campus on the
day of elections. Affiliates with
LADE will assess the transparency of

the procedures, and publish a report
showcasing the election’s shortcom-
ings and accomplishments.

Independent students will be per-
forming the role of mediators.
Spread around campus, the media-
tors will attempt to calm the situa-
tion in case a dispute erupts, and
will act as liaisons between oppos-
ing parties. “Of course this is all in
addition to disciplinary measures,
which will punish any instigators of
trouble,” Maroun said.

The Interior Ministry was also
notified of the elections, and will
take the appropriate security meas-
ures. Maroun expects that the Inter-
nal Security Forces to be stationed
along the key entry points to Mon-
not Street, where the USJ’s Huvelin
Campus is located. Major fighting
incidents have occurred on that
campus in the past.

“These are all complimentary
producers … what is essential is that
each party accepts different opin-
ions and acquiesces to the results of
the elections,” Ahmad Mhanna,
head of Hezbollah’s Youth Depart-
ment, told The Daily Star.

He said it was important that the
university had reinstated the student
elections.“Weneednewblood inpol-
itics to reinvigorate political life.”

Mhanna claimed that this real-
ization spawned a gentleman’s
agreement between the competing
blocs to ensure peaceful, civil and
democratic student elections. The
representatives of the blocs came
together and agreed to mitigate any
confrontational or sectarian rheto-
ric that might be used during the
course of the elections.

The different political blocs at
USJ have clashed frequently in the
past. One altercation between the
Lebanese Forces and Hezbollah
evolved into a full-blown fistfight,
necessitating intervention by the ISF.

“Ahmad Mhanna is my friend
… if anything were to happen we
would coordinate among our-
selves and put an immediate end to
it,” Lebanese Forces head of stu-
dent affairs Jad Denyan told The
Daily Star.

Denyan stressed that this year
will be different than previous years
due to the communication and coor-
dination taking place between polit-
ical rivals. He alleged that previous
altercations occurred after certain
parties insulted one of the universi-
ty’s symbols, namely assassinated
President-elect Bachir Gemayel.

Yet Denyan seemed confident
that no such insults would occur in
the upcoming elections. “We will try
to handle everything positively …
and have employed level-headed
organizers to ensure that no vio-
lence will ever take place,” he said.

Antoun Soueid, Free Patriotic
Movement president, also voiced
hope that this year’s elections will be
different. “It will be different this
time around … it will be a demo-
cratic exercise par excellence,” he
told The Daily Star.

Soueid confirmed what his peers
had said, stressing that the commu-
nication between opposing factions
has been unprecedented.

“We are making sure that we all
agree on the type of language we
use,” Soueid said. “All of us are
making sure to stay away from any
form of escalatory speech or circu-
lar, particularly those that might be
perceived as sectarian enticement.”
– N.O., The Daily Star

USJ to hold first student
elections in two years
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