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RAMALLAH, West Bank 
— Palestinians voted for lo-
cal councils in dozens of West 
Bank towns Saturday, but Pal-
estinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas and his Fatah move-
ment didn’t get the sweeping 
endorsement they hoped for 
— even as archrival Hamas 
boycotted the vote.

Turnout was just under 55 
percent, reflecting voter apa-
thy, and in several key towns 
Fatah renegades won more 
council seats than candidates 
endorsed by Abbas’ party, 
election officials said.

The toxic rivalry between 
Fatah and the Islamic mili-
tant Hamas also loomed large 
over the first Palestinian bal-
lot in six years. The political 
rift, which broke open after 
Hamas seized Gaza from Ab-
bas in 2007, made it unlikely 
Saturday’s vote will be fol-
lowed anytime soon by over-
due elections for parliament 
and president.

Hamas prevented voting 
in the Gaza Strip and boycot-
ted the contest in the West 
Bank, arguing that elections 
can only be held once Hamas 
and Fatah reconcile. “We ask 
to stop this disgrace,” said 
Hamas spokesman Fawzi Bar-
houm, dismissing Saturday’s 
vote as meaningless.

Saeb Erekat, a senior Abbas 
aide, countered that “Hamas 
cannot have a veto on democ-
racy.” Critics say the group 
banned voting in Gaza to pre-
vent largely vanquished rivals, 
particularly from Fatah, from 
gaining a new foothold there.

The election was held at a 
time when Abbas’ Palestinian 

Authority, a self-rule govern-
ment in parts of the Israeli-
controlled West Bank, is fac-
ing a slew of difficulties.

It is mired in a chronic 
cash crisis and has struggled 
to cover the government pay-

roll. Efforts to heal the Pal-
estinian political split have 
failed. And prospects are vir-
tually nil for resuming mean-
ingful talks with Israel on set-
ting up a Palestinian state in 
the West Bank, Gaza and east 
Jerusalem, the territories Is-
rael captured in 1967.

“Fatah has been suffering 
two big crises, the failure of 
the peace process and the 
failure of the government to 
provide salaries and proper 
services,” said analyst Bas-
sem Zbaidi. “It resorted to 
the elections to get legitima-
cy, but the movement did not 
do well in the elections.”

Some 505,000 voters were 
eligible to choose new coun-
cils in 93 towns and villages 
in the West Bank, picking 
from lists of candidates rather 
than individuals. In an addi-
tional 179 communities, resi-
dents reached power-sharing 
deals, many brokered by clan 
leaders, and decided to forgo 
elections.

Fatah fails to win strong 
nod in West Bank vote
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A Palestinian elderly woman received help in casting her vote at 
a polling station in the West Bank town of Burqin, near Jenin, on 
Saturday, Palestinians’ first chance to cast ballots in six years.
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JERUSALEM — Israeli troops 
on Saturday commandeered a 
Gaza-bound ship that tried to 
break through Israel’s blockade of 
the Hamas-ruled seaside strip, the 
military said. European lawmak-
ers and other pro-Palestinian 
activists aboard did not resist, 
and the Finnish-flagged vessel was 
diverted to an Israeli port.

The trip by the ship Estelle 
marked the latest challenge to the 
air, land and sea embargo of Gaza 
that Israel imposed after the Islamic 
militant Hamas group seized the 
territory in 2007. Israeli officials say 
they need to enforce the blockade 
to prevent weapons smuggling.
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Israeli navy intercepts 
Gaza-bound protest ship
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