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riends and foes of the 
United States in the Middle 
East are preparing for a tilt 
in Washington’s approach 
to issues ranging from Iran 

to Syria and the Qatar crisis as US  
President Donald Trump is propos-
ing to put a pair of hawks sharing 
much of his mindset into key posi-
tions following the unceremonious 
ouster of Secretary of State Rex Till-
erson.

Tillerson, a former oil company 
executive with accommodationist 
views, is expected to be replaced by 
Mike Pompeo, the current CIA direc-
tor and a supporter of tough meas-
ures against Iran as well as a fol-
lower of Trump’s populist agenda. 
Pompeo’s designated successor at 
the CIA is Gina Haspel, a career intel-
ligence official.

Pompeo and Haspel could face op-
position during confirmation hear-
ings in the US Senate. At least one 
Republican senator, Rand Paul, said 
he would oppose both candidates, a 
worrying sign for the administration 
because Trump’s party has a narrow 
51-49 majority in the Senate.

Human rights groups said they 
would call on senators to sink 
Haspel’s nomination. She is accused 
of having run a secret CIA prison 
in Thailand in 2002, where torture 
was allegedly practised against  
detainees.

If confirmed, Pompeo, a former 
conservative member of Congress 
from Kansas who is very close to 
Trump as the official delivering the 
daily intelligence reports to the pres-
ident, is likely to reduce friction be-
tween the White House and the State 
Department. Conflicting messages 
from Washington sowed confusion 
and eroded trust in US policies in 
the Middle East under Tillerson’s 
tenure. Now that he is leaving, an in-
creased alignment behind Trump’s 
positions is likely.

Allies and adversaries of the  
United States in the region can ex-
pect a change in tone after the ouster 
of the low-key Tillerson. “Pompeo’s 
style, like Trump’s, is based on con-
frontation rather than dialogue,” the 
New Yorker magazine said in a pro-
file of the designated diplomat.

Trump praised the “very good 
chemistry” between Pompeo and 
him and pointed out major differ-
ences with Tillerson. “When you 
look at the Iran deal, I think it’s ter-
rible. I guess he thought it was OK,” 
Trump said. “I wanted to either 
break it or do something and he felt 
a little bit differently.”

The president is unlikely to ex-
perience that kind of problem with 
Pompeo, who, like Trump, regards 
the Iran nuclear treaty as a disaster. 
Pompeo has also called for regime 
change in Tehran.

Trump will have to decide by May 
whether to take the United States out 
of the international accord, officially 
known as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA) or not.

Given the record of the secretary 
of state nominee, Iran is prepar-
ing for a possible US exit from the 
JCPOA. “The United States is deter-
mined to leave the nuclear deal and 

changes at the State Department 
were made with that goal in mind — 
or at least it was one of the reasons,” 
Iranian Deputy Foreign Minister  
Abbas Araghchi said.

Streamlining positions between 
the president and the secretary of 
state could clarify the US stance on 
the row between Qatar and a Saudi-
led bloc of Arab countries. While 
Trump took Saudi Arabia’s side, Till-
erson sought to accommodate the 
Qataris and tried his hand at media-
tion in the Gulf region. As Pompeo 
takes over, Washington could move 
clearly into the Saudi corner and un-
settle Doha’s US strategy.

Pompeo’s nomination was pre-
dictably welcome news for US al-
lies Saudi Arabia and the United 
Arab Emirates. Saudi Crown Prince  
Mohammed bin Salman bin  
Abdulaziz is expected in  
Washington for talks in the coming 
days.

Turkey has formally expressed 
its wish to work with Pompeo but 
Turkish newspapers reminded their 
readers that Pompeo had called their 
country a “totalitarian Islamist dic-
tatorship” after a failed coup in 2016.

A push for a more robust position 
could also be imminent in US poli-

cies towards Syria. “Mike Pompeo’s 
appointment as secretary of state is 
likely to embolden those within the 
Trump administration who seek to 
further amplify a more assertive 
posture within the Syrian crisis,” 
Charles Lister, a senior fellow at the 
Middle East Institute in Washington, 
wrote in an analysis.

Pompeo has called Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad a “puppet of the 
Iranians.” The same view could ap-
ply to Iran’s encroachment in Iraq.

Pompeo’s influence on Washing-
ton’s role in the peace process be-
tween the Israelis and Palestinians 
is unclear because that issue has 
been the realm of Trump’s son-in-
law Jared Kushner. However, some 
observers expect the State Depart-
ment to play a more active role un-
der Pompeo because he is a member 
of Trump’s inner circle, which Tiller-
son never was.

“No one has a stronger relation-
ship with President Trump than 
Mike Pompeo,” Republican Senator 
Lindsey Graham said in a statement.

Thomas Seibert is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab Weekly.

Pages 12-13

Iraqi Kurdistan 
not out of 
the woods 

Pages 7-8

P2,6-7,16 P3

Cairo

M 

illions of Egyptians 
living outside the 
country headed to 
the polls to vote in an 
election that incum-

bent President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi 
seems certain to win.

Egyptians living and working 
abroad converged on 139 polling 
stations in Egyptian consulates and 
embassies across the globe to cast 
their ballots.

Egyptian expats queued outside 
their country’s embassies and con-
sulates, some of them raising the 
Egyptian flag and others clutch-
ing photographs of Sisi, who is ex-
pected to easily beat rival Moussa  

Mostafa Moussa, head of the cen-
trist al-Ghad Party.

“This is a very important event 
for Egyptians living outside their 
country,” said Hussein al-Nazer, 
an adviser to the General Union of 
Egyptians Abroad, a guild of Egyp-
tians living outside the country. 

With many Egyptian opposi-
tion figures calling for an election 
boycott and few indications of an 
upset, officials, fearing a low voter 
turnout, urged Egyptians to vote.

Two days before voting started 
on March 16, National Election Au-
thority Chairman Lasheen Ibrahim 
appealed to Egyptian nationals liv-
ing outside the country to partici-
pate in the elections.

“Participation strengthens the 
democratic process and makes 
the electoral process lively,”  
Ibrahim said. 

Egypt’s Central Agency for Pub-
lic Mobilisation and Statistics 
stated that 9.5 million Egyptians 
live outside the country, the ma-
jority in the Arab Gulf. There are  
2.9 million Egyptians in Saudi 
Arabia, 600,000 in Kuwait and 
760,000 in the United Arab Emir-
ates.

In 2017, Egyptians living outside 
the country sent home $24 billion 
in remittances, which boosted the 
national economy and supported 
foreign currency reserves.

With Egyptians abroad having 
voted March 16-18, Egyptians at 
home were to head to the polls on 
March 26-28.

Political analysts said that turn-
out among expat voters would af-
fect turnout in Egypt.

“This is why everybody in-
side Egypt is watching their  

compatriots casting their ballots 
outside the country,” said Saeed 
Sadek, a political sociology profes-
sor at the private Ahram Canadian 
University. 

With few policy differences 
between Sisi and Moussa, voter 
turnout has become an increas-
ingly important issue inside Egypt, 
including for the presidential con-
tenders themselves.

Sisi made an explicit call on 
Egyptians to participate in the 
vote. “This is very important, re-
gardless of the choices the voters 
will make,” he said.

Even Egypt’s religious establish-
ment jumped into the voter en-
couragement frenzy by reminding 
voters that they have a religious 
obligation to vote.

About 56 million Egyptians are 
eligible to vote in the election.

Perhaps mindful of those reali-
ties, the General Union of Egyp-
tians Abroad undertook huge 
efforts to convince Egyptian na-
tionals abroad to vote. The union, 
which has offices in almost all 
countries where there is a signifi-
cant Egyptian expat community, 
met with members of Egyptian 
communities in dozens of coun-
tries to encourage them to vote.

The General Union of Egyptians 
Abroad arranged free transport to 
Egyptian embassies and consulates 
in several countries.

“Voter participation gives the 
election legitimacy,” Nazer said. 
“All Egyptians living abroad know 
this, which is why they are keen on 
participation.”

Amr Emam is a Cairo-based 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.

Egyptian expatriates head to the polls with voter turnout at stake
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audi Crown Prince  
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz stated cat-
egorically that, if Iran were 
to obtain a nuclear weap-

on, Saudi Arabia would have to do 
the same.

“Saudi Arabia does not want 
to acquire any nuclear bomb but, 
without a doubt, if Iran devel-
oped a nuclear bomb, we will fol-
low suit as soon as possible,” the 
crown prince said in an interview 
with CBS News’ “60 Minutes” pro-
gramme.

Crown Prince Mohammed, who 
also equated Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
with Adolf Hitler, sat for the inter-
view ahead of his official visit to the 
United States where he is to meet 
with President Donald Trump. The 
president’s nominee for secretary 
of state, Mike Pompeo, known for 
his opposition to the 2015 Iran nu-
clear deal, is likely to welcome the 
tough rhetoric.

Saudi Arabia is also exploring its 
right to enrich uranium and is talk-
ing with US officials in that regard.

The Wall Street Journal reported 
that, to help the United States’ de-
clining nuclear industry, the Trump 
administration was pursuing a deal 
to sell nuclear reactors to Riyadh. 
However, Saudi Arabia has refused 
to accept proliferation restrictions, 
which could be an obstacle in gain-
ing needed US congressional ap-
proval of any such agreement. Chi-
na, Russia and South Korea are also 
courting Riyadh to help its nuclear 
power initiatives.

Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf 
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Shifts likely in US policies on Iran, 
Gulf after US diplomacy’s reset

Crown prince 
says Saudi 
Arabia could 
go nuclear

Thomas Seibert Mohammed Alkhereiji

Out of the shadows. Heads of the US intelligence agencies, including CIA Director Mike Pompeo (C), 
testifiy before the Senate Intelligence Committee in Washington, last May.                         (AFP)
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the secretary of state 
nominee, Iran is 
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possible US exit from 
the JCPOA.
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Washington

C 

aught in an interregnum 
between two secretaries 
of state, the United States 
is facing immediate chal-
lenges in the Middle East 

that will test the Trump administra-
tion on key issues in the region.

Mike Pompeo, nominated to be 
the United States’ top diplomat, will 
have privileged access to a stream 
of visitors arriving in Washington 
in the coming weeks but he will 
not take over the State Department 
from Rex Tillerson until clearing US 
Senate confirmation hearings next 
month.

Tillerson, who was ousted by US 
President Donald Trump on March 
13, is leaving his post March 31 and 
has handed the day-to-day running 
of US diplomacy to Deputy Secre-
tary of State John Sullivan.

Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, a key 
Trump ally in the region, is to be-
come the first high-ranking official 
from the Middle East to visit Wash-
ington after Tillerson was fired. 
Trump is to meet with the crown 
prince on March 20 in the White 
House.

Iran’s regional ambitions, the 
conflict in Yemen, the row between 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar as well as 
the Israeli-Palestinian issue are like-
ly to be on the table.

“[Crown Prince Mohammed] 
certainly expects a lot from the US 
on Yemen and on the broader is-
sue of Iran’s expansion in the re-
gion,” Elie Abouaoun, the director 
of the Middle East and North Africa 
Programmes at the US Institute of 
Peace, a bipartisan organisation 
founded by the US Congress, said 
via e-mail.

The crown prince, in his capacity 
as Saudi defence minister, recently 
fired his country’s top military lead-
ers in a move seen as a sign of frus-
tration with the stalemate in the 
war against Iran-backed Houthi re-
bels in Yemen. “This is [the crown 
prince’s] war and his signature poli-
cy initiative,” Bruce Riedel, a senior 
fellow at the Brookings Institution, 
wrote earlier this month. “Failure in 
Yemen is a fundamental black mark 
on his credibility.”

Even though Trump’s White 

House sees Crown Prince Moham-
med as a key partner in its effort to 
contain Iran, the administration is 
unlikely to offer additional support 
to win in Yemen, Abouaoun said.

“Given the constraints to mobi-
lise more US military resources and 
the realities of the ground in Yem-
en, I don’t see how the US can play a 
more determining role in the Yemen 
war and in countering Iran’s expan-
sion,” she said.

Before travelling to Washington, 
Crown Prince Mohammed raised 
the spectre of a nuclear arms race 
in the Middle East by declaring that 
Saudi Arabia would develop nuclear 
weapons if Iran acquired the bomb.

“Saudi Arabia does not want 
to acquire any nuclear bomb but, 
without a doubt, if Iran developed a 
nuclear bomb, we will follow suit as 
soon as possible,” the crown prince 
told the US television network CBS. 
He compared Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to 
Adolf Hitler.

In the meeting with the crown 
prince, Trump is expected to seek 
Saudi backing for his plan to solve 

the conflict between Israel and 
the Palestinians. Another focus is 
the Qatar crisis that is pitting sev-
eral US allies against each other. 
The administration is trying to put 
together a summit of leaders of 
the Gulf Cooperation Council at 
the presidential retreat at Camp 
David in May to end the dispute. 
Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Sheikh  
Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan is 
to visit the White House this month 
with Qatari Emir Sheikh Tamim bin 
Hamad al-Thani due in April.

As it struggles to find a solution 
to the Qatar crisis, the Trump ad-
ministration is also trying to ease 
tensions with NATO ally Turkey 
over the situation in northern Syria. 
Ankara’s intervention in the Afrin 
region is putting pressure on the 
Syrian Kurdish militia the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), a crucial US 
partner in the fight against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS).

The Turkish government said 
Washington has agreed to force 
the YPG to leave the city of Man-
bij, about 100km east of Afrin, and 
withdraw across the Euphrates  

River but Washington denied there 
is a deal.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said he wanted to drive 
the YPG out of northern Syria. “We 
will turn to Manbij” after com-
pleting the campaign in Afrin,  
Erdogan said.

He said he did not know Pompeo’s 
position on the issue and US-Turk-
ish talks scheduled in Washington 
were postponed following Tiller-
son’s ouster. Erdogan insisted, how-
ever, that the United States should 
withdraw the YPG to the east of the 
Euphrates to prevent military ten-
sions between Turkish troops and 
US soldiers deployed with Kurdish 
forces in Manbij.

The United States is caught be-
tween wanting to save its alliance 
with the YPG for the anti-ISIS fight 
as well as for efforts to block the ad-
vance of Iran’s influence in Syria on 
one side and its relations with Tur-
key on the other.

“An enduring US-Kurdish al-
liance is critical to stability in 
north-eastern Syria and is there-
fore tied to US interests,” said  

Andrea Taylor, a non-resident fel-
low at the Rafik Hariri Centre for the  
Middle East of the Atlantic Council 
in Washington.

“For this reason, the United 
States has an incentive to provide 
the Kurds clear and reasonable as-
surances that it will not abandon its 
Kurdish allies at the completion of 
the anti-ISIS campaign but it could 
stipulate these assurances on a YPG 
withdrawal to the east of the Eu-
phrates,” Taylor wrote via e-mail.

Convincing Turkey that it is con-
taining Kurdish influence in north-
ern Syria might not be easy for 
the US administration. Erdogan’s 
government has reacted coolly to 
Pompeo’s appointment, with For-
eign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu 
calling for “respect.”

Pompeo reportedly called Turkey 
a “totalitarian Islamist dictator-
ship” after a failed coup attempt 
against Erdogan two years ago. The 
secretary of state nominee carried 
“prejudgments against Turkey,” 
Murat Yetkin, a respected Turkish 
columnist, wrote in the newspaper 
Hurriyet Daily News.

US administration faces immediate 
challenges on key Middle East issues
Thomas Seibert

Hearings 
ahead. 
US Senate 
lawmakers 
arrive for 
a press 
conference 
following 
the regular 
Democratic 
policy 
luncheon 
at the US 
Capitol, on 
March 13.  
                  (AFP)

R
egardless of the 
rosy expectations 
of some, US-Turkey 
relations may enter 
a critical phase if 
CIA Director Mike 
Pompeo takes over 

the US State Department from Rex 
Tillerson.

Pompeo and Tillerson have 
very little in common. Tillerson 
represented a “softer” American 
approach to issues and the notion 
that Washington needs to take its 
allies into account. Pompeo stands 
for a much tougher line, based on 
his loyalty to US President Donald 
Trump.

US foreign policy is about to 
take a sharp turn, onto a more as-
sertive path.

US discord over policies towards 
Turkey was very apparent during 
Tillerson’s tenure. The White 
House, Pentagon and State De-
partment all had different views. 
The flaws in US diplomatic and 
military choreography vis-a-vis 
Syria helped Russia and Iran ex-
pand their influence in the region.

Meanwhile, the Kurdish Peo-
ple’s Protection Units militia, 

which had been key in operations 

against the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
jihadist forces, has been alienated. 
Turkish advances onto Syrian soil 
and its targeting of the Kurdish-
dominated enclave of Afrin have 
taken bilateral tensions to a break-
ing point.

How Pompeo manages the crisis 
will make or break US-Turkey 
relations. It’s possible there will be 
a new phase of political arm-wres-
tling with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan.

Shortly before he was ousted, 
Tillerson had a three-and-a-half-
hour tete-a-tete with Erdogan. 
They spoke without an official 
interpreter and it was obvious the 
meeting was meant to repair the 
relationship.

Tillerson leaves a legacy of 
three working groups of mid-level 
experts on Iraq, Syria and the 
extradition of Fethullah Gulen, 
the cleric seen by the Ankara es-
tablishment as an arch-enemy of 
the Turkish state. The groups are 
expected to stay in place but much 
cannot be expected of them, at 
least until Pompeo is confirmed 
by the US Senate, which may take 
weeks.

So, what lies ahead? First, 

Pompeo’s State Department 
would likely take a more hard-line 
approach, in sync with Trump’s 
White House and the Pentagon. 
ISIS and Iran will probably be at 
the top of Pompeo’s agenda.

As has been noted by other 
observers, Pompeo’s mindset is 
coloured by his devotion to the 
Evangelical church. His sharply 
anti-Islam views may lead him to 
choose closer cooperation with 
regional powers, such as Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia, known for their 
anti-Muslim Brotherhood stance. 
If so, Erdogan’s Justice and Devel-
opment Party would be seen by 
Pompeo as broadly in line with the 
Brotherhood perspective and con-
sequently viewed more critically.

The biggest part of the puz-
zle, however, will be Pompeo’s 
approach to Turkey’s increasingly 
fragile relationship with NATO 
and Russia’s growing influence on 
policy-making in Ankara. Wash-
ington’s mixed signals embold-
ened Erdogan and the Turkish 
military to pursue an anti-Kurdish 
agenda, which poses challenges to 
NATO’s stated approach.

Erdogan was able to detect the 
discord in Washington. This is the 

context of his remarks belittling 
Tillerson the day after he was 
sacked. Erdogan said the secretary 
of state had been “speechless” 
during their meeting in Ankara 
and he asked for “respect” from 
his successor.

It was an indication that 
Erdogan will continue the politi-
cal arm-wrestling for which he is 
increasingly known. If Pompeo 
acts tough, Erdogan will play his 
trump card, which is mostly Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin and 
his supportive policies. Russia will 
be an important factor as Turkey’s 
president gambles by turning the 
Afrin incursion into a “sustainable 
conflict.”

Pompeo may weaken American 
support for and cooperation with 
the Kurdish militia but that’s as far 
as he’s likely to go. Even though 
Iran will be Pompeo’s red line, 
there is a massive anti-Erdogan 
sentiment in the US Congress. This 
is a view Pompeo probably shares 
and, if he doesn’t, certainly cannot 
ignore.

The diplomatic reshuffle in 
Washington may be the harbinger 
of a new era of further confronta-
tion with Ankara.

The diplomatic 
reshuffle in 
Washington may 
be the harbinger 
of a new era of 
further 
confrontation 
with Ankara.

Why Pompeo may not be good news for AnkaraViewpoint

Yavuz Baydar
is a Turkish journalist and regular 

columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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audi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz stated that, 
if Iran were to obtain a 
nuclear weapon, Riyadh 

would do likewise, ending specu-
lation of how the kingdom would 
react towards what it perceives as 
its greatest threat.

“Saudi Arabia does not want to 
acquire any nuclear bomb but, 
without a doubt, if Iran developed 
a nuclear bomb, we will follow 
suit as soon as possible,” Crown 
Prince Mohammed, who is also 
the Saudi defence minister, told 
CBS News’ “60 Minutes.”

The interview was in advance of 
the crown prince’s trip to the Unit-
ed States, which will include stops 
in Washington, New York and Bos-
ton. Crown Prince Mohammed is 
on his first global tour as heir to 
the throne and visited allies Egypt 
and the United Kingdom ahead of 
his trip to the United States.

During the “60 Minutes” inter-

view, the first with a Saudi leader 
on American programming since 
2005, Crown Prince Mohammed 
dismissed the notion of a Saudi 
Arabia-Iran rivalry.

“Iran is not a rival to Saudi Ara-
bia. Its army is not among the top 
five armies in the Muslim world. 
The Saudi economy is larger than 
the Iranian economy,” said Crown 
Prince Mohammed.

The crown prince compared Ira-
nian Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei to Adolf Hitler, say-
ing: “He wants to create his own 
project in the Middle East very 
much like Hitler, who wanted to 
expand at the time.

“Many countries around the 
world and in Europe did not real-
ise how dangerous Hitler was until 
what happened happened. I don’t 
want to see the same events hap-
pening in the Middle East.”

This is not the first time a mem-
ber of the Saudi Royal family has 
made such statements about the 
country being nuclear armed. 
Turki al-Faisal, a former Saudi in-
telligence minister and ambassa-
dor to Washington and the United 
Kingdom, warned senior NATO of-
ficials in 2011 that, if Iran would 
acquire a nuclear bomb, it “would 
compel Saudi Arabia… to pursue 
policies which could lead to un-
told and possibly dramatic conse-
quences.”

Crown Prince Mohammed’s US 
visit comes amid a significant re-
shuffle in the Trump administra-
tion. US President Donald Trump 
sacked US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson on March 13 and nomi-
nated CIA Director Mike Pompeo 
as his replacement, a move cer-
tain to be welcomed by Riyadh as 
Pompeo is, like Trump, critical of 
the Iran nuclear deal.

“I look forward to rolling back 
this disastrous deal with the 

world’s largest state sponsor of 
terrorism,” Pompeo wrote on his 
official Twitter account during his 
CIA confirmation hearings.

Media in Saudi Arabia gener-
ally supported the Tillerson fir-
ing. Writing in the Saudi-owned 
pan-Arab daily Asharq Al-Awsat, 
analyst Mishari al-Zaydi said 
that Tillerson’s “presence in the 
[US administration] team was 
strange, especially while Trump 

was leading significant changes in  
foreign policy.”

“Tillerson ‘resisted’, albeit in a 
soft way, the Trumpian determi-
nation against Iran and Trump’s 
support of the Arab quartet — Sau-
di Arabia, Egypt, the United Arab 
Emirates and Bahrain — against 
Qatar’s ‘harmful’ policies,” Zaydi 
wrote. “Meanwhile, Tillerson 
leaned more in favour of Qa-
tar’s version of the story, which 

involved using Qatari-Muslim 
Brotherhood terminology about 
the Qatari-Arab crisis.”

The Saudi cabinet last July ap-
proved a proposal for a national 
programme for atomic energy. 
Dubai-based Al Arabiya reported 
at the time that Riyadh hoped to 
generate 9.5 gigawatts of elec-
tricity from renewable energy 
by 2030 as part of its Vision 2030  
reform plan.

London

U 

S Defence Secretary 
James Mattis concluded 
a visit to Oman, where 
he had high-level talks 
with Omani officials on 

regional matters, including the war 
in Yemen and Iran’s alleged weap-
ons smuggling to Houthi rebels.

Mattis’s trip came at a time the 
war in Yemen appears to be stag-
nating. The dispute pits US allies 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates against Qatar, another 
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
member, and looks to be a long-
term endeavour.

“The Gulf’s cohesion is critical 
we believe to maintaining stabil-
ity in the region,” Mattis said in an 
Agence France-Presse report.

A statement from the US Defence 
Department said Mattis met with 
Omani Sultan Qaboos bin Said al-
Said on March 12 “to explore ways 
to further strengthen our defence 
relationship.”

Issues discussed included the 
Yemeni civil war. Oman plays a 
key role in GCC counterterrorism 
efforts and ensuring freedom of 
navigation in the Strait of Hormuz.

The Pentagon statement did not 
mention weapons smuggling but 
US analysts said that was due to the 
sensitive nature of the matter.

“American officials are con-
cerned about Iranian arms going 
through Oman but anything they 
say would likely be in private,” NPR 
Security Correspondent David Wel-
na reported. “Oman is just too im-
portant a back channel for the US in 

this region to get into some kind of 
public spat over this.”

Gulf officials said Mattis’s visit, 
which coincided with a trip by Brit-
ish Army General Christopher Mi-
chael Deverell, the UK commander 

of the Joint Forces Command, was 
meant to curb Iran’s influence in 
the region.

The sources, who spoke on con-
dition of anonymity, said stopping 
the flow of weapons to the Iran-al-
lied Houthi rebels requires US-UK 
coordination, which would help 
force the militia to the negotiating 
table.

The UK-based Conflict Arma-
ment Research (CAR) in November 
2016 released a report detailing 
Iran’s violation of the UN arms em-

bargo to the Houthis.
“CAR’s analysis of the seized ma-

terial… suggests the existence of a 
weapon pipeline extending from 
Iran to Somalia and Yemen, which 
involves the transfer, by dhow, of 
sig nificant quantities of Iranian-
manu factured weapons and weap-
ons that plausibly derive from Ira-
nian stock piles,” the CAR report 
stated. The document was based 
on seizures in the Arabian Sea in 
February and March 2016.

Oman’s support for Tehran is 

a point of contention with most  
other GCC members.

The sultanate has traditionally 
been the most independent of the 
Arab Gulf countries with regards 
to foreign policy. When the war in 
Yemen broke out in March 2015, 
Oman was the only GCC member 
not to actively join the Saudi-led al-
liance fighting the Iran-allied Hou-
this, opting for a more intermedi-
ary diplomatic role in the conflict.

News that Muscat was instru-
mental in clandestinely bringing 
Iran and the United States to ne-
gotiations that led to the Iran nu-
clear deal also did not sit well with 
Oman’s Arab Gulf neighbours.

Compounding matters was 
Oman’s refusal to downgrade dip-
lomatic ties with Iran after the 
Saudi diplomatic mission in Tehran 
was attacked by a mob in January 
2016.

In September 2016, the London-
based pan-Arab daily Al-Hayat 
reported that weapons smuggled 
through Oman, allegedly meant for 
the Houthi rebels, were intercepted 
in Yemen. Marib Governor Sultan 
al-Arada said the armaments were 
discovered in trucks with Omani 
licence plates.

At a UN Security Council meeting 
this year, a UK-sponsored resolu-
tion linking Iran with the transfer 
of arms to Houthi militias in Yemen 
was vetoed by Russia.

“In spite of a mountain of cred-
ible, independent evidence show-
ing Iran violated the Yemen arms 
embargo, resulting in a series of 
attacks on civilian targets, Rus-
sia prevented accountability and 
endangered the entire region,” US 
Ambassador to the United Nations 
Nikki Haley said.

Saudi crown prince says his country 
to seek nuclear bomb if Iran does

US defence secretary presses Oman on Iran weapons smuggling

Mohammed Alkhereiji

The Arab Weekly staff

Timely visit. US Defence Secretary James Mattis (R) shakes hands with Omani officials upon his 
arrival in Muscat, on March 11.                              (AFP)

Oman’s support for 
Tehran is a point of 
contention with 
most other GCC 
members.

Challenging Iran. Saudi King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud (L) speaks with Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz in Riyadh.                                                                                                                                                   (AP)

Iran is not a rival to 
Saudi Arabia. Its army 
is not among the top 
five armies in the 
Muslim world.
Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz



4 March 18, 2018

A
mong the gleaming 
skyscrapers that 
make up Doha’s 
skyline, one build-
ing stands out. It 
is the darkened 
shadow of Dubai 

Towers, which would, at 91 sto-
reys, be the city’s tallest building 
when completed. Except that the 
rift between Qatar and the United 
Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, Bah-
rain and Egypt means that may 
never happen.

Doha is quieter than it’s been 
in decades. Driving through 
Doha’s streets to reach the Al 
Jazeera Media Cafe in the city’s 
northern suburbs, there are few 
signs of life. Just a single table at 
the television network-affiliated 
eatery is occupied. At the dozens 
of surrounding cafes, the only 
people visible are valet attend-
ees and golf cart drivers awaiting 
customers who may not appear.

Qatar’s isolation is approach-
ing the 1-year mark and its 
economy is reeling. The ruling 
al-Thani family has fewer 
options than before to success-
fully navigate a positive end to 
the Gulf crisis.

Qatar’s problems are rooted in 
the Syrian conflict. Jabhat 
al-Nusra, the armed opposition 
force Qatar initially supported, 
morphed into an al-Qaeda 
affiliate. That was when Doha’s 
backing of the rebel group 
became anathema for Saudi 
Arabia and its Gulf neighbours.

If Qatar’s support for al-Nusra 
triggered the crisis, it is not the 
chief bone of contention 

between the gas-rich pet-
rostate and its neighbours. The 

Gulf countries’ main problem 

with Qatar is its backing of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, the roots 
of which go back decades. When 
survivors of the failed 1982 
Brotherhood uprising in Hama 
fled Syria, many headed for 
Qatar. There they found jobs as 
teachers and in the civil service. 
A lasting relationship was forged 
and it has, arguably, led to this 
point today.

For Syrians, the Muslim 
Brotherhood is a bit like 
maqdous, either dearly loved or 
vehemently loathed. During the 
early stages of the Syrian war, 
Qatar opened the door to the 

Muslim Brotherhood to enable it 
to establish a foothold in Syrian 
opposition politics.

“The Brotherhood,” Foreign 
Policy magazine reported in 
2013, “has successfully opposed 
attempts to outline how the 
transitional period will be 
managed — an ambiguity the 
group no doubt hopes it will be 
able to exploit to seize a leader-
ship role after Assad’s fall.”

The magazine further noted 
that “Al Jazeera, the Qatari-
owned satellite behemoth, has 
polished the image of [Brother-
hood-affiliated] anti-regime 

Islamists in its coverage.”
The tide of the Syria war has, 

of course, turned in favour of the 
Assad regime but the Muslim 
Brotherhood endures with the 
help of Qatar and Turkey and 
awaits another chance.

Analysts say the Gulf crisis 
could end just as abruptly as it 
started but, given that relations 
have fallen into a deep-rooted 
stasis, that’s an unlikely sce-
nario. Saudi Arabia is preoccu-
pied with its grand ambitions for 
development and glasnost at 
home and it has stated that the 
Qatar crisis is an afterthought. 
On the home front, Qatar’s 
economy is in the doldrums and, 
despite huge injections of 
capital, in need of attention. 
Then there’s the 2022 FIFA World 
Cup to plan for and manage.

For sure, it may be remarkable 
that this small country has 
weathered the crisis as well as it 
has. It can call on entrenched 
ties with regional powers such as 
Turkey and, to a lesser degree, 
Iran but aircraft deals with the 
United States, hastily arranged 
imports from Turkey and a 
friendship of convenience with 
Tehran are not policies that will 
allow Qatar to maintain, or even 
to regain, the status it formerly 
enjoyed. Such is the depth of the 
fissures running through the 
broader Middle East, Europe and 
Washington, that any country 
that nominally has the influence 
to help end the Gulf crisis is 
otherwise occupied.

The options available to the 
leaders sitting in the quietest 
city in the Gulf are few. Qatar and 
its neighbours could be in for a 
long winter yet.

Qatar

Washington

A 

bipartisan group of US 
congressmen has writ-
ten to Attorney General 
Jeff Sessions asking that 
the US Justice Depart-

ment investigate the Qatar-funded 
television network Al Jazeera to 
determine whether it should be 
required to register as a “foreign 
agent.”

The US Foreign Agents Registra-
tion Act (FARA), enacted in 1938, 
is a disclosure statute that requires 
“persons acting as agents of foreign 
principals in a political or quasi-
political capacity to make periodic 
public disclosure of their relation-
ship with the foreign principal.”

FARA does not cover official dip-
lomatic actions by foreign nations 
or their embassies but does cover 
foreign-directed propaganda or 
public relations efforts as well as 
US lobbyists who represent foreign 
entities, public or private. The pur-
pose of FARA is to ensure that the 
American people know which for-
eign entities are trying to influence 
the US government.

Entities covered by FARA must 
file quarterly reports to the Justice 
Department detailing their activi-
ties in the United States as well as 
expenses incurred.

The letter to Sessions was signed 
by 18 members of the House of Rep-
resentatives — 15 Republicans and 
three Democrats — and Republican 
Senator Ted Cruz of Texas. It asks 
the attorney general to investigate 
whether “Qatar’s Al Jazeera, which 
the US State Department has indi-
cated is state-controlled,” should 
be required to register under FARA.

The letter noted that, in August 
2017, the Justice Department deter-

mined that RTTV America, a news 
outlet owned by the Russian gov-
ernment, was required to register 
under FARA.

The congressmen quoted Joseph 
LeBaron, who was US ambassador 
to Qatar from 2008-11, who said in 
2009 that Al Jazeera was “one of 
Qatar’s most valuable political and 
diplomatic tools” that was “used as 
a chip” to shape Qatar’s relations 
with other countries.

Al Jazeera, founded in 1996 amid 
the so-called Arab satellite TV revo-
lution, is fully funded by the Qatari 
government, which claims not to 
interfere in its editorial decisions.

Arab countries regularly accuse 
Al Jazeera of interfering in their do-
mestic affairs, as was the case with 
its lending support to the Islam-
ist regime of Muhammad Morsi in 
Egypt.

The congressional letter ac-

cused Al Jazeera of producing 
programming that “often directly 
undermines American interests 
with favourable coverage of State 
Department-designated foreign 
terrorist organisations, including 
Hamas, Hezbollah, Palestinian Is-
lamic Jihad and Jabhat al-Nusra, al-
Qaeda’s branch in Syria.”

It charges the Qatari-owned tel-
evision broadcaster with having a 
“record of radical anti-American, 

anti-Semitic and anti-Israel broad-
casts,” which “warrants scru-
tiny from regulators to determine 
whether this network is in violation 
of US law.

“Such an investigation should 
cover the full range of activities un-
dertaken by Al Jazeera in the United 
States, including reports that it in-
filtrated American… non-profit or-
ganisations.”

The Justice Department has not 
officially commented on the letter 
or on whether Al Jazeera was being 
investigated for possible inclusion 
under FARA.

The next step would be for Ses-
sions to order a Justice Department 
investigation, which could take 
months to conclude. Al Jazeera, 
which has claimed to be an impar-
tial news source that is not influ-
enced by Doha, would presumably 
challenge the letter’s accusations 
but would have no ability to appeal 
the Justice Department’s final deci-
sion.

Denouncing Al Jazeera’s pro-
motion of extremist agendas was 
among the grievances of a Saudi 
led-quartet of Arab countries that 
has been at odds with Doha since 
June 2017.

Mark Habeeb is East-West Editor 
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct 
professor of Global Politics and 
Security at Georgetown University 
in Washington.

Mark Habeeb

Requested to act. US Attorney General Jeff Sessions speaks at a hearing on the Justice Department on 
Capitol Hill in Washington, last October.          (Reuters)

Stubborn realities. A black-and-white depiction of Qatar’s Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani that was put up by authorities to 
attract signatures and comments from residents is seen in Doha.     (AP)

US congressional group asks Justice 
Department to investigate Al Jazeera

Al Jazeera, founded in 
1996, is fully funded by 
the Qatari government, 
which claims not to 
interfere in its editorial 
decisions.

Qatar’s isolation 
is approaching 
the 1-year mark 
and its economy 
is reeling. 

Doha’s isolation rings loud, fewer options available

Stephen Starr
is the author of “Revolt in 
Syria: Eye-Witness to the 

Uprising” and has lived in Syria 
and Turkey since 2007.
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Egypt

Cairo

E 

gypt is intensifying ef-
forts to contain Sudan 
and curb Turkish and 
Qatari influence in the 
country. The Egyptian 

drive is facing hurdles, however, 
due to sticky issues over Egyp-
tian-Sudanese ties and Khar-
toum’s attempts to play regional 
rivals off each other, experts said.

“This is so clear in the adminis-
tration of the Sudanese president 
playing the Saudi-UAE-Egyptian 
alliance against the Qatari-Turk-
ish one,” said Hassan Nafaa, a pro-
fessor of political science at Cairo 
University. “It does this with the 
aim of benefiting the most from 
all alliances, without losing any of 
them.”

Egyptian President Abdel Fat-
tah al-Sisi sent his intelligence 
chief, Abbas Kamel, to Khartoum 
on March 11 to meet with Suda-
nese President Omar al-Bashir, 
Sudanese intelligence chief Salah 
Gosh and Sudanese military com-
manders.

Sudan’s National Intelligence 
and Security Services (NISS) di-
rected the country’s newspapers 
to stop their “hostile campaign” 
against Egypt during Kamel’s vis-
it, the Sudan Tribune reported.

The move was reminiscent of 
Sisi’s call in January for Egypt’s 
media to stop attacking Sudan. “I 
hope the Egyptian media doesn’t 
use offensive language against 
Sudan or any other country no 
matter how much anger or pain 
they feel towards that country,” 
he said.

Kamel’s visit to Khartoum 
was one day after Qatari Foreign 
Minister Mohammed bin Ab-
dulrahman al-Thani visited the 
Sudanese capital and met with 
al-Bashir. A few days earlier, Su-
dan signed investment deals with 
Turkey, which agreed to extend a 
credit line of $1 billion to Sudan, 
money the country badly needs 
to address growing financial con-
cerns.

Many questioned whether al-
Bashir would be able to uphold 
traditional alliances with Egypt 
and Saudi Arabia while strength-
ening ties with regional rivals 
Turkey and Qatar.

The view in Cairo is increasing-
ly suspicious towards Khartoum’s 
ties with Doha and Ankara. Egypt 
accused Qatar and Turkey of 
seeking to undermine its national 
security and supporting the out-
lawed Muslim Brotherhood.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan visited Sudan in Decem-
ber, signing several investment 
and cooperation deals, including 
an agreement to take over admin-
istrative control of the Red Sea is-
land of Suakin.

Cairo watched the develop-
ments with concern and moved to 
mend fences with Sudan, includ-
ing with the creation of a bilateral 
committee of foreign ministers 
and intelligence chiefs to discuss 
any issues.

However, only days after Er-
dogan’s visit, Sudan recalled Am-
bassador Abdel Mahmud Abdel 
Halim from Cairo for consulta-
tions. He returned to Cairo on 
March 8 but said problems be-
tween his country and Egypt had 
not been resolved.

This, observers said, indicated 
that Egyptian attempts to contain 
Sudan would face major chal-
lenges, not least a decades-long 
border dispute over the Halayeb 
Triangle.

“This issue can torpedo all 
Egyptian efforts to be on good 
terms with Sudan, with Khar-
toum raising it every now and 
then,” said Noha Bakr, a political 
science professor at the American 
University in Cairo.

Sudan, which renewed its pro-
test over Egypt’s control of the 
Halayeb Triangle at the United 
Nations in January, suggested ei-
ther international arbitration or 
a new border demarcation deal 
with Cairo to resolve the dispute.

Regarding the latter suggestion, 
Sudan was inspired by a maritime 
boundary demarcation deal be-
tween Egypt and Saudi Arabia in 
April 2016.

Both proposals were rejected by 
Cairo, which views the Halayeb 
Triangle as an inalienable part of 
its territory. Khartoum has been 
contesting the Halayeb Triangle, 
an area of approximately 20,580 
sq.km, since 1958.

Egypt has sought to pressure 
Sudan over its position on Ethio-
pia’s Renaissance Dam, as well 
as Khartoum’s offering of refuge 
to hundreds of members of the 
Muslim Brotherhood, designated 
a terrorist organisation in Egypt.

Sudan has said it believes that 
the Renaissance Dam project will 
ultimately benefit it and has made 
plans to purchase electricity from 
Addis Ababa once the dam begins 
power generation. Cairo views 
the Sudanese position as some-
thing of a betrayal because of an 
unofficial agreement that Sudan 
and Egypt would stick together to 
ensure their share of Nile waters.

“True, Sudan has the right to 
defend its own interests but it 
also needs to consider the inter-
ests of its neighbours,” said Hani 
Raslan, a researcher from Egyp-
tian think-tank Ahram Centre for 
Political and Strategic Studies. 
“Egypt tries to address the effects 
of the Sudanese position on the 
dam but this position gives Cairo 
the impression that Khartoum is 
not a partner it can trust.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Cairo

F 

ollowing a pledge by Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz 
that Saudi Arabia would 
return to “moderate Is-

lam,” Egypt’s Salafists — major 
recipients of financial assistance 
from the kingdom — expressed con-
cern about what the future holds 
for them.

Amid a crackdown on Islamists 
in Egypt, Salafists have avoided 
the fate of the outlawed Muslim 
Brotherhood, largely by backing 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-
Sisi. Nonetheless, Egypt’s Salafists 
have suffered a major reversal of 
fortunes, particularly in the politi-
cal arena.

Wael Magdi Abdel Moneim, a 
member of the Salafist Call organi-
sation in Mansoura in northern 
Egypt, blamed the Brotherhood for 
that. “What is happening in Saudi 
Arabia is similar to what happened 
in Egypt and this is all due to the 
ruthlessness and recklessness of 
the Muslim Brotherhood,” he said.

Abdel Moneim said the Brother-
hood sought to amass too much 
power too quickly following the 
2011 revolution, leading to the 
group’s downfall and a wider back-
lash against all Islamist parties.

At the time, the Muslim Brother-
hood’s Freedom and Justice Party 
enjoyed de facto control of Egypt’s 
parliament, thanks to an unofficial 
alliance with the Salafist Call’s Al-
Nour Party, which was the second 
largest party in the 2012-13 parlia-
ment, behind the Brotherhood’s 
political wing.

Compare that to today when 
the Freedom and Justice Party has 
been disbanded and Al-Nour Party 
has just 12 representatives in parlia-
ment after boasting 111 in 2012.

Abdel Moneim said a similar 
backlash has taken place against 
hard-line Islamists in Saudi Arabia, 
specifically against those subscrib-
ing to so-called Sururist Salafism, a 
radical trend tied to former Syrian 
Muslim Brotherhood figure Mu-
hammad Surur.

“That trend [Sururist Salafism] 
adopted a revolutionary and sedi-
tious approach against the gov-
ernment in Saudi Arabia as it was 

allowing an opening to secularists 
and liberals in the country,” Abdel 
Moneim said.

Surur, who died in 2016 in Doha, 
was integral to the rise of Salafist 
jihadism and is widely quoted by 
radical Islamist terrorist groups 
such as al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State.

This process of opening in Saudi 
Arabia includes the social reforms 
championed by Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed, not least calls to fight 
radical Islamism and promote 
“moderate” Islam. This is not to 
mention Sisi’s calls to “reform” 
religious dialogue and other state-
ments promoting “moderate” Is-
lam.

It is these same calls that have 
raised fears among Egypt’s belea-
guered Salafists.

Ahmed Nader al-Amir, a member 
of the Salafist Call in Cairo, agreed it 
was the move by Islamists, particu-
larly the Muslim Brotherhood, to 
hoard power that led to a popular 
counter-movement against Islam-
ism in general.

“Based on their [the Muslim 
Brotherhood’s] desire to monopo-
lise power, we have seen increased 
gaps between scholars and those 
in power and greater suspicion to-
wards Islamists,” he said.

Despite the reversal of political 
fortunes for Egypt’s Salafists, there 
have notably been no calls for pro-
test or violence.

“Disagreeing with those in pow-
er… does not mean clashing. If not, 
Salafists would be no different from 
the Muslim Brotherhood and other 
similar groups,” said Saleh Abu Ab-
bas, a Salafist preacher in Alexan-
dria.

The Muslim Brotherhood was of-
ficially designated as a terrorist 
organisation in Egypt in Decem-
ber 2013, with Cairo accusing the 
Brotherhood of being behind the 
Hasm militant group that attacked 
police and politicians in Egypt.

“The solution is to adopt a re-
formist approach that allows, in the 
long-term, for a stronger [Salafist] 
presence in society. This is based 

on using peaceful means and popu-
lar influence to repair an image that 
others have ruined,” Abu Abbas 
said.

Egypt’s Salafist Call issued a 
statement in February announcing 
its support for the Egyptian Army 
in the major military operation tar-
geting ISIS in the Sinai Peninsula 
and across the country.

“The Salafist Call, like all the 
Egyptian people, stands behind its 
army in its war on terrorism, and 
prays to God to help it [the military] 
prevent [terrorists] from corrupting 
the land,” the statement said, using 
clear religious imagery.

There is a division within Egypt’s 
Salafists over how to adapt to the 
changing times, with some sup-
porting the establishment of politi-
cal parties like Al-Nour and others 
preferring that Salafists adhere to a 
tradition of non-political involve-
ment.

For the latter, it is far more im-
portant that the Salafists use their 
influence to promote charitable 
works and proselytisation, rather 
than be embroiled in politics.

Many Egyptian Salafists have re-
acted with concern to changes in 
Saudi Arabia and its reform move-
ments, which included the estab-
lishment of cinemas and theatres 
and the development of a local en-
tertainment industry.

Sameh Abdel Hamid, a former 
leading figure in Al-Nour Party, de-
nied that Egyptian Salafism could 
seek to echo similar reform meas-
ures.

“These will not have any effect 
on Salafists in Egypt whatsoever. 
We will not waver on our convic-
tions. For example, we believe that 
musical concerts are religiously 
forbidden and we will not and can-
not change our convictions for any-
body or anything,” he said.

Although many Egyptian 
Salafists have preferred to remain 
silent, others have sought to enu-
merate the intellectual and eco-
nomic independence of Egyptian 
Salafists.

Hisham Al-Khatib, a member of 
the Salafist Call in Mansoura, traced 
Salafist roots to ninth-century jurist 
Ahmad Ibn Hanbal and 12-century 
theologian Ibn Taymiyyah. “This 
was before the oil wells,” he said.

Hisham al-Najjar is an Egyptian 
writer in Cairo.

Egypt’s Salafists 
wary as Saudi Arabia 
treads path of reform

Uncertain future. Younes Makhyoun, the head of the Salafist Al-Nour Party, speaks during a press 
conference in Cairo, on January 28.                           (AFP)

Hisham al-Najjar

Ahmed Megahid

There is a division 
within Egypt’s 
Salafists over how to 
adapt to the 
changing times.

Among major 
challenges is the 
decades-long border 
dispute over the 
Halayeb Triangle.

Egypt tries to contain 
Sudan but challenges, 
suspicions remain

True, Sudan has the 
right to defend its 
own interests but it 
also needs to consider 
the interests of its 
neighbours.

Hani Raslan, researcher at 
Ahram Centre for Political 
and Strategic Studies
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Opinion

T
he firing of Rex Tillerson did not 
come as a surprise to anyone. 
Rumours of his dismissal were rife 
from late last year. It was considered 
so likely that the former US secretary 
of state was nicknamed “Rexit,” a 
play upon the made-up term to 

describe Britain’s exit from the European Union.
It has long been obvious US President Donald 

Trump and his chief diplomat did not see eye to 
eye on key foreign policy issues, including Iran 
and the 2015 nuclear deal.

Trump mentioned the difference of views the 
day Tillerson was dismissed. “We disagreed on 
things. When you look at the Iran deal, I think it 
was terrible.” His secretary of state, he com-
plained, had a different view. “I wanted to either 
break it or do something, and he felt a little bit 
differently,” Trump said. “So we were not really 
thinking the same.”

Many in European capitals, however, said that 
Tillerson’s position on Iran was closer to their 
own, rather accommodating stand than Trump’s.

Not just on Iran policy, it was becoming increas-
ingly difficult to understand where the United 
States stood on world issues. Middle Eastern 
leaders found Washington’s mixed signals 
confusing, especially with respect to the Saudi-
led bloc’s demand that Qatar cease its connection 
to extremist groups and downgrade its ties to 
Tehran. White House expressions of support for 
the grievances against Doha were, at times, 
contradicted the very same day by the secretary 
of state.

There were obvious differences between the 
president and his secretary of state on climate 
change and North Korea but nowhere is there 
greater expectation of foreign policy leadership 
from the US president as in the Middle East.

The muddle over Qatar damaged US credibility. 
Doha, the region thought, was emboldened by 
Washington’s ambiguity and consequently felt 
able to ignore the demands of its neighbours.

Trump’s nominee as US secretary of state, Mike 
Pompeo, will have to hit the ground running. He 
has much going for him, not least a personal 
connection to the president. Trump has said of 
Pompeo: “We’re always on the same wavelength. 
We have a very similar thought process.”

Even so, Pompeo has much to do, starting with 
putting the State Department in order. Eight of 
ten top positions in the department, as well as 
many key diplomatic posts around the world, 
remain unfilled.

There will be an urgent need to re-examine the 
US position on the nuclear and conventional 
threat posed by Iran, especially as the May 12 
deadline looms for Trump to decide whether to 
withdraw from the agreement.

Trump’s diplomatic reshuffle, just days before 
the visit to Washington of Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, is likely to 
subtly change the tone and substance of US-Saudi 
discussions on countering Iran. Clarifying 
Washington’s stand on the Gulf Cooperation 
Council’s row with Qatar is also likely to be part of 
the agenda.

It is to be hoped there will finally be clarity.

Libya’s health system 
ref lects a larger 
humanitarian crisis

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Operation Decisive 
Storm three years on

M 

arch 26 marks the 
third anniver-
sary of Operation 
Decisive Storm. 
This is the code 
name for the mili-

tary campaign by the Saudi-led 
Arab coalition forces to prevent 
Iran from taking control of all of 
Yemen. In three years, the cam-
paign has achieved a good portion 
of its goals, the first of which was 
restricting Iranian influence to 
Yemen.

Decisive Storm succeeded 
despite the difficulty of the 
terrain in Yemen and despite the 
Houthis’ tactic of using civilians 
as human shields. It has proven 
that Iran is not the only side in 
the conflict that can rely on 
long-term strategies. The Arab 
side can play the same game and 
looks at security in Yemen from a 
wider angle, which is the 
security of the entire Gulf region.

Operation Decisive Storm 
began two months after the 
enthronement of Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud. It 
was a clear sign of the definite 
awareness in the Saudi and Arab 
camps of the security threats 
represented by Iran’s expansion-
ist plan in the region.

Decisive Storm has also shown 
that the Arab world is willing and 
capable of rising to the challenge. 
Gaining control of Yemen was 
part of this Iranian project, which 
needed to be countered with a 
long-term and comprehensive 
strategy rather than quick and 
limited reactions. Such a strategy 
had to consider Iran’s multiple 
militias in the region.

In other words, Operation 
Decisive Storm was not an 
isolated move disconnected 
from the rest of the larger 
anti-Iranian campaign in place 
since 1979, the year Ayatollah 
Ruhollah Khomeini called for 
“exporting” the Iranian Revolu-
tion. Keeping Iranians busy with 
that project was and still is the 
best way for Iran’s mullahs to 
cover their inability to give the 
people what they had revolted 
for in the first place.

Rather than deal with the 

country’s enormous problems, 
the regime finds it easier to 
“export” its time-worn ideology 
to Iraq, the Gulf countries and 
Lebanon.

Perhaps the best illustration of 
the Iranian regime’s deep hatred 
for Saudi Arabia is Juhayman 
al-Otaibi’s failed coup at Mecca’s 
holy mosque in the fall of 1979. 
Concomitant with the bloody 
events in Mecca, Iran pushed 
Shia communities in Saudi 
Arabia’s Eastern region to revolt.

Such is the Iranian regime, 
always ready to invest in extrem-
ist sectarian strife regardless of 
the colour of religion. The impor-
tant thing is to destabilise the 
targeted country. Iranian 
officials overtly speak of four 
Arab capitals — Baghdad, 
Damascus, Beirut and Sana’a — 
being directed from Iran. Those 
officials were hoping to add 
Manama to that list.

Such brash talk appeared after 
September 21, 2014, when the 
Houthis laid their hands on 
Sana’a and started talking about 
the “revolutionary legitimacy” 
in Yemen.

Taking Sana’a was the first step 
in the Iranian project in Yemen. 
The Houthis had to spread their 
control towards the centre and 
the south to include Aden and 
Mocha. From there, Iran would 
control Bab el Mandeb Strait and 
all navigation through the Red 
Sea and Suez Canal.

By taking control of two major 
maritime gateways — the 
Hormuz Strait and Bab el 
Mandeb — Iran could pretend to 
be a regional power.

Two important events took 
place following the takeover of 
Sana’a by the Houthis. The first 
was the visit to Iran of a Houthi 
delegation to sign a cooperation 
agreement with Iran in the name 
of the Yemeni government 
concerning air traffic between 
both countries. The consequence 
of that agreement was weekly 
flights between Sana’a and 
Tehran.

The second was Houthi 
military exercises close to the 
Saudi-Yemeni border. Those 

operations were clear Iranian 
provocations towards Saudi 
Arabia. Iran had bases right 
across the Saudi border.

There was no escaping a 
military solution like Operation 
Decisive Storm. The Houthis 
were kicked out of Aden and 
Mocha and the pressure is on 
Sana’a. On the fronts near Taiz, a 
status quo is in place.

Operation Decisive Storm has 
lifted the veil on the Houthis’ 
objectives in Yemen. They have 
no intention of sharing power or 
listening to a different viewpoint. 
Without hesitation, the Houthis 
assassinated their former ally, Ali 
Abdullah Saleh.

Operation Decisive Storm is but 
one component of a well-
thought-out strategy to contain 
Iran. In addition to military 
actions, political solutions must 
be pursued. The “legitimate” 
front in Yemen needs to be 
restructured taking into consid-
eration the new realities on the 
terrain.

Given that the war in Yemen 
risks becoming protracted, life 
needs to be reorganised in areas 
outside the control of the 
Houthis. More specifically, how 
is life restored in Aden? Finding 
answers to that question is of 
major importance if the Yemenis 
are to be convinced that the Arab 
coalition is determined to free 
Sana’a and return it to its legiti-
mate owners.

Operation Decisive Storm is 
taking advantage of the fact that 
the Houthis have no viable 
political, economic or cultural 
project to offer the Yemenis. 
Quite clearly, Iran’s economic 
woes cannot help its regional 
pretensions. One needs only to 
look at the failed experiment by 
the former Soviet Union to 
control South Yemen and 
Ethiopia to be convinced that the 
same fate is reserved for Iran’s 
project in the region.

The Arab coalition has a clear, 
concerted strategy for the region. 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz’s 
recent visit to Egypt was an 
illustration of that strategy.

Editorial
Significance of US 
diplomacy reset

O
n March 11, a Spanish humanitarian 
group rescued three brothers who 
were trying to reach Sicily by sea 
having left the shores of Libya in a 
dinghy. One of the would-be 
migrants was a teenager with an 
intravenous drip in his arm. The 

13-year-old’s siblings had been told by doctors 
they could not treat him, so they set off across the 
Mediterranean in search of medical help.

That real-life drama illustrates the precarious 
state of health care in Libya and how the people 
who need it most — such as the three unfortunate 
brothers bound for Sicily — have inadequate 
access to the most basic of rights, medical 
treatment.

As the World Health Organisation (WHO) put it, 
“health is a major concern in Libya.” The problem 
goes back to decades of neglect and mismanage-
ment under Libyan strongman Muammar Qaddafi, 
followed by years of chaos since his downfall in 
2011.

“Historically incapacitated, Libya’s health 
system is further deteriorated due to fragmented 
governance, limited financial resources, deficient 
human resources, acute shortage of lifesaving 
medicines and basic equipment, a debilitated 
primary health-care network and neglected 
health services,” says the WHO.

Of Libya’s 97 hospitals, 17 were closed. At least 
one-fifth of primary care facilities were closed as 
well. Just four hospitals were fully functional.

The inadequate system is straining under 
additional burdens too, with refugees, displaced 
persons and migrants increasingly pitching up in 
Libya.

Libyan authorities appear to be trying to fix 
what they can. Private health providers are giving 
new hope to Libyans, at least those who can afford 
to pay.

The health-care predicament of the population 
is the best argument for an end to the Libyan 
crisis.

In three 
years, the 
campaign 
has achie-
ved a good 
portion of 
its goals, 
the first of 
which was 
restricting 
Iranian 
influence to 
Yemen.

 Operation Decisive Storm is but one component of 
a well-thought-out strategy to contain Iran.

is a Lebanese writer.
Khairallah Khairallah
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The Kurds’ struggle is part of all of 
Iraq’s battle against forces of darkness

I 

n the end, the Islamic Dawa 
Party in Iraq had it its way and 
made the coalition govern-
ment of the Kurdistan Demo-
cratic Party and the Patriotic 
Union of Kurdistan Party give 

in to its demands. As usual, the 
Dawa Party’s excuse was its concern 
for Iraq’s unity and territorial integ-
rity and its refusal of any breach of 
the constitution and the law.

None of the strong men who 
ruled post-colonial Iraq before 
Haidar al-Abadi had dared do to 
the Kurdish people and their long 
heritage of political, tribal and 
regional diversity what he has 
done. No Sunni nor Shia nor 
Christian nor Jew, starting with 
Nuri al-Said and ending with the 
quintessential dictator Saddam 
Hussein. Abadi has outdone them 
all.

He has stripped Iraqi Kurdistan 
of all control and management 
rights to its known and unknown 
revenues and expenditures, 
turned its government into a ghost 
government and forever slammed 
the door on the partition dream 
and on the dream of self-rule that 
the Kurds wished to regain.

Following months of collective 
punishment of the Kurdish 
people, Abadi lifted his ban on 
international flights to and from 
Erbil and Sulaymaniyah airports 
in Kurdistan. The Kurdish govern-
ment consented to turning 
administrative control of both 
airports over to its former ally and 
close friend, the Dawa Party 
government. Before the airports, 
the Dawa Party government of 
Iraq had seized control of Kurdis-
tan’s oil revenues and of its border 
crossings.

The one good thing that came 
out of former Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 

Barzani’s suicidal adventure and 
his partition dream was the death 
of the evil quota system of govern-
ment in Iraq. Barzani’s adventure 
exposed the rotten roots of the 
fake federal system in Iraq and 
made it possible for the world to 
know that, like it or not, Iraq has 
been turned into a unified colony 
of the mullahs’ regime in Iran.

The decision to reopen Erbil’s 
and Sulaymaniyah’s airports and 
of paying their staff is an improve-
ment but that is not what will 
bring back freedom and good life 
to Kurdistan. Iraqi Kurdistan can 
look forward to a long period of 
enslavement under the yoke of 
the new Iraqi, Iranian and Turkish 
alliance.

After bringing this misery on the 
Kurdish people, Barzani decided 
to lay low. Still, he commented on 
the decision to reopen the airports 
by saying: “The [Kurdish] region’s 
problems with Baghdad are not 
restricted to the airports and the 
budget. … The problems between 
Baghdad and Erbil are historical, 
political, ethnic, related to human 

rights, economic and constitu-
tional.”

Obviously, Barzani is fuming 
and has not revised his stubborn 
attitude nor repaired his lack of 
understanding of the regional 
context. He sounds like a worn-
out record.

Despite his cruelty and despot-
ism, Abadi might end up being 
remembered as a peaceful dove 
and the Kurds may very well end 
up regretting his absence, if, by 
misfortune, Hadi al-Amiri or any 
other hawk from the merciless 
Islamic militias in Iraq becomes 
the country’s prime minister in 
accordance with the wishes of the 
powers that be in Iran.

It is clear that Kurdish leaders, 
especially Barzani and Jalal 
Talabani, made major judgment 
errors when they allied them-
selves with pro-Iran parties in Iraq 
and with the Syrian intelligence 
services.

The Kurdish government and 
political parties should give up 
trying to rebuild old coalitions 
and to come to new understand-

ings with Iraqi parties and 
militias. It’s going to be a major 
waste of time.

Barzani, Talabani and company 
chose to turn their backs on the 
Iraqi Arab Kurdish democratic and 
liberal forces in Iraq. They did it 
even during the Saddam years 
before the invasion of Kuwait. 
They plotted against the opposi-
tion forces and sold them down 
the river.

Following the US-led invasion of 
Iraq and the Iranian takeover, 
these same individuals preferred 
to guard their territories and 
opposed the inclusion of the 
democratic opposition forces in 
the quota system.

It is time for the wise among the 
Kurdish populations to realise 
that their so-called leaders are 
corrupt opportunists. Not only did 
they ruin the political, economic 
and cultural lives in Kurdistan, 
they contributed to the same 
disaster in all of Iraq. They have 
traded the dream of a democratic, 
egalitarian and civilised Iraq for a 
fake, corrupt and murderous one.

When will Kurds join hands with 
their other angry brothers in Iraq 
and start the struggle against the 
forces of darkness that robbed 
them of their freedoms and 
dignity?

Kurds and Iraqis alike need to 
realise that the destruction of 
Kurdistan and of Iraq by the 
turbaned heads in Iraq and Iran 
and their Kurdish political allies 
will pale by comparison to the 
coming destruction by people like 
Amiri, Abu Mahdi al-Muhandis 
and Qais Khazali.

None of this would have 
happened if Kurdish leaders had 
chosen a united, strong and 
flourishing Iraq over the mirage of 
a useless and doomed mini-state.
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Should we care that the US 
changes its top diplomat?

D 

oes it matter that 
Trump’s America will 
get a new secretary of 
state? Not as much as 
one might think.

Tittle-tattle about 
Rex Tillerson’s enforced ignomin-
ious departure and his inept 
handling of State Department 
organisational matters is just 
more of the news-spume dis-
charged almost daily by Donald 
Trump’s White House.

Substantively though, it is a 
mere bagatelle. For the world at 
large and the Middle East and 
North Africa region in particular, 
American foreign policy remains 
the same as on January 20, 2017, 
when Trump was inaugurated 
president. “The dismissal of Rex 
#Tillerson does not make any-
thing better,” German Deputy 
Foreign Minister Michael Roth 
posted on Twitter.

The US president said so 
himself in December. “I call the 
final shots,” he tweeted about 
reported disagreements with his 
now-sacked secretary of state, “…
we disagree on certain subjects, (I 
call the final shots)…”

Quite so.
Tillerson has been repeatedly 

overruled by Trump on signature 
foreign policy decisions, not least 
the December 6 unilateral 

recognition of Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital, US withdrawal 
from the Paris climate pact, 
decertification of the Iran nuclear 
deal and the imposition of steel 
and aluminium tariffs.

The situation does not change 
now that Trump has picked Mike 
Pompeo for secretary of state. 
“We are always on the same 
wavelength,” Trump said of 
Pompeo, currently head of the 
CIA. He might have added but 
didn’t, “(anyway,) I call the final 
shots.”

That said, there are three 
reasons for the world beyond 
America to note the passing of the 
diplomatic baton from Tillerson 
to Pompeo.

• The new secretary of state can 
be reliably said to speak for the US 
president, as Lindsey Graham, a 
senator belonging to Trump’s 
Republican Party, has pointed 
out. That will give him authority 
in European chancelleries, the 
courts of Middle Eastern rulers 
and the offices of elected leaders.

• Pompeo is a conservative, 
small-government politician 
unafraid to publicly take anti-
Muslim positions and previously 
condoned torture for suspected 
terrorists.

• He is firmly against doing 
deals — or even honouring 

multilateral done-deals — with 
Iran.

This means Pompeo’s rise 
matters if only because it ampli-
fies Trump’s voice, enables his 
gut instincts and provides 
all-important self-affirmation to a 
president who in November 
proclaimed: “I’m the only one 
that matters” in setting US foreign 
policy.

The cumulative effect will be 
that of a unified administration, 
with the State Department firmly 
aligned with the country’s elected 
chief executive officer. Isn’t that 
how things should be?

Yes, if the United States were a 
private limited company or an 
absolute monarchy rather than 
the world’s oldest democracy and 
the richest, most powerful 
country.

In the short term, the gains 
from Pompeo’s elevation appear 
to accrue to those who lobby 
against Iran and for Israel but that 
may be an overly sunshine view 
of the storms that darken the 
horizon.

Almost six years ago, the 
nominee for America’s secretary 
of state made an impassioned 
speech to the House in which he 
claimed “the perspective of both a 
Christian and a former soldier” to 
lambast Iran and argue against “a 

badly mistaken notion that Israel 
is some way or another the 
aggressor (in the Middle East).”

Pompeo also indicted his 
fervent religious conviction that 
occupied Syrian and Palestinian 
land was part of Israel.

Does that matter? Pompeo’s 
perspective on the world is impor-
tant only in that it meshes well 
with that of his boss. They share a 
mindset.

In any other administration, the 
individual appointed to be the US 
president’s “chief foreign affairs 
adviser” would be a significant 
choice. The secretary of state 
heads the first federal agency 
established under the US Consti-
tution in 1789.

Starting with Thomas Jefferson, 
who wrote the Declaration of 
Independence, there have been 
many original thinkers as secre-
tary of state. In the 20th century, 
John Foster Dulles and Henry 
Kissinger can legitimately be 
described as architects of the 
American foreign policy of their 
day. The US secretary of state was 
never meant to be a mouthpiece.

Pompeo, however, will be like a 
vinyl record, His Master’s Voice. 
After decades of the pristine 
sharp sound of CDs, vinyl is in 
fashion again but it doesn’t have 
much of a role in driving tastes.

 For the world at large, American foreign policy remains the same as on 
January 20, 2017, when Trump was inaugurated president.

is a columnist for The Arab Weekly. Her blog can be found at 
www.rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: @rashmeerl.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

A sign of goodwill. Passengers are seen at Erbil International Airport, 
on March 15.                                    (Reuters)
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I 

nternational flights to and 
from Iraq’s semi-autonomous 
Kurdistan region have been 
allowed by the central govern-
ment to resume but disputes 

between Baghdad and Erbil over 
the country’s budget continue.

Flights in Erbil and Sulaymani-
yah were halted in September as 
part of sanctions imposed on the 
Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) after it conducted an inde-
pendence referendum, which was 
rejected as illegal by Baghdad.

The ban was extended in Decem-
ber for two months and renewed 
in February for another possi-
ble three months. Only domestic 
flights were allowed through the 
region’s airports and Kurdistan-
bound international flights were 
rerouted to Baghdad.

Kurdish authorities agreed that 
the airports should come under 
federal control and report to the 
Iraqi Interior Ministry, a statement 
from the office of Iraqi Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi said. He met 
with a Kurdish delegation, which 
agreed that issues of security and 
passports would be entrusted to 
Baghdad.

The decision to lift the flight ban 
was made “after local Kurdish au-
thorities accepted that central au-
thorities retake control of the two 
airports,” the statement said.

Federal customs authorities will 
supervise the “introduction, pro-
duction and handling of materials 
and equipment through the two 
airports,” a decree by Abadi said. 
It specified that the biometric sys-
tem used in the Kurdistan region’s 
airports would be linked with the 
federal system.

KRG Prime Minister Nechirvan 
Barzani said at a news conference 
that he “thanked Baghdad and 
Prime Minister Abadi because it is 
he who decided to reopen the air-
ports.”

UN Special Representative to 
Iraq Jan Kubis welcomed the move 
as a “significant positive step that 
is certain to boost the atmosphere 
of partnership cooperation” be-
tween the two sides.

The Iraqi Interior Ministry said 
500 people suspected of having 
ties to the Islamic State were hand-
ed over to the central government 
from the KRG.

Iraqi Kurdish leaders reportedly 
appealed to the Iranian authorities 
as well as to the Najaf-based Grand 
Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani to help 
them mediate with Baghdad.

“Kurdish parties, specifically the 
Kurdistan Democratic Party [led by 
Masoud Barzani], sent more than 
one letter to Sistani asking to meet 
with him or requesting intervention 
to resolve the crisis with Baghdad,” 
an Iraqi source told Al-Monitor 
website on condition of anonymity.

A Kurdish delegation went to 
Najaf to meet with Sistani’s repre-
sentatives.

“Sistani’s office is working on 
reducing tension and defusing 
any crisis between Iraqis accord-
ing to constitutional frameworks,” 
Zeid Talaqani, head of the Rafidain 
Centre for Dialogue, told Al-Mon-
itor.

Mediation attempts were also 
reportedly carried out by other 
Kurdish politicians.

“Deputy Prime Minister of Iraq 
Barham Salih also attempted to 
intervene, given his good ties with 
those close to Sistani,” political 
analyst Ahmed al-Abyad told Al-
Monitor. “The pressure eventually 
resulted in a phone call between 
Sistani’s office and Haider al-Abadi 
during which they discussed the 
Kurdish crisis.”

Lifting the embargo comes amid 
a dispute regarding the country’s 
federal budget. Kurdish lawmak-
ers boycotted a parliament vote 
that passed the budget, in protest 

over the region’s diminished allo-
cation.

Barzani branded the reduction 
“a clear violation of the principle 
of partnership.”

The budget cuts the KRG share 
to 12.5% from 17%. Baghdad ar-
gued that the new figure is repre-
sentative of the Iraqi population 
under KRG control.

“We have now set the share 
of the [KRG] to one based on the  

population ratio. There is justice 
in it,” Abadi said.

The budget did not include allo-
cations to the Kurdish peshmerga. 
Baghdad said there are thousands 
of non-existent peshmerga fight-
ers whose salaries were being col-
lected by corrupt figures. It prom-
ised to pay them once the central 
government has a verified list 
from the KRG.

Top Iraqi government financial 
officials met with Kurdish regional 
officials to settle differences over 
regional bank operations and civil 
servant salaries. Officials in Bagh-
dad said paying KRG civil servants 
was expected to start this month.

“We are committed to pay-
ing the salaries of the region. We 
are committed. This is not a false 
promise,” Abadi said.

The Arab Weekly staff and news 
agencies.

The Arab Weekly staff

Thorny politics. Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi (C) meets with Kurdistan Regional Government 
Prime Minister Nechirvan Barzani (2nd L) in Baghdad, on January 20.         (Iraqi Prime Minister’s Office)

Flights to Iraq’s 
Kurdistan resume but 
budget dispute with 
Baghdad continues

Kurdish authorities 
agreed that the airports 
should come under 
federal control and 
report to the Iraqi 
Interior Ministry.

A
s the United States 
strips back aerial 
and financial com-
mitments in Iraq, 
Iran settles more 
firmly into its 
hegemonic seat 

— straddling five countries in the 
Middle East. “The single most 
enduring threat,” as US Secretary 
of Defence James Mattis described, 
“to stability and peace.”

Baghdad has proven itself a wil-
ful adherent to Tehran’s hegemony, 
whose influence in the corridors 
of Iraq’s Interior Ministry remains 
an enduring security challenge for 
the United States. Having lost its 
military edge to Iran-backed proxy 
forces, America’s hardened stance, 
as national security adviser H.R. 
McMaster expressed at the Munich 
Conference, suggests restyled 
priorities.

Resuscitating Iraq’s foundering 
political process no longer informs 
the United States’ Iraq policy alone. 
Pushing back against Iran and its 
racketeering activities is also a 
consideration.

In an effort to sink the Iranian 
Revolutionary Guard Corps’ (IRGC) 
underworld, McMaster bluntly 
cautioned NATO members against 
sustained business dealings with 
IRGC front companies and subsidi-
aries. “You might as well cut the 
IRGC a check and say, ‘Please use 
this to commit more murder across 
the Middle East,’” McMaster said.

The toughened stance, coupled 
with moves to sanction IRGC part-

ners, is a measure of the United 
States’ strategy for reversing 

Iranian gains. This would mean 

untangling the complicated web of 
hostile actors that Iran backs and 
whose institutionalisation in Iraq 
has granted armed forces political 
and electoral rights against Iraq’s 
constitution. Untying the knot may 
prove harder than their eradication 
on the battlefield.

“If you cross the Euphrates River 
and attempt to take an oilfield from 
the United States, we’re going to kill 
hundreds of you,” US Representa-
tive Adam Kinzinger said at a panel 
discussion hosted by the Founda-
tion for Defense of Democracies.

Here one recalls the audacious 
deployment of Iranian forces to 
Iraq’s Al-Fakkah oil field, where 
they raised Iran’s flag on December 
17 before accepting a plea from 
Baghdad for it to come down days 
later. There have been demon-
strations in numerous Iraqi cities 
against Iran’s repeated border 
violations and against a power 
that thrives off confrontations but 
claims peaceful means.

At the time, Iraqi PM Ahmad 
al-Alwani urged the United States 
to intervene but, a month later, Iran 
withdrew without US involvement, 
having performed a dress rehearsal 
of its confrontational might and 
greed for a slice of Iraq’s oil-en-
crusted cake.

Prolonged warfare advances 
Iran’s interests at a reduced cost 
by delegating the task of fighting 
abroad to diverse Shia recruits. 
Iran considers these proxy forces 
indigenous fighters impassioned 
by faith and martyrdom but forgets 
that their deployment occurs in 
unfamiliar geographic terrains, as 
was the case in Iraq’s Mosul.

Since Tehran announced vic-
tory against the Islamic State last 
December, the same forces are 
cementing influence across territo-
ries they are not welcomed to and 
generally feared in.

Military defeat of Iran’s bellig-
erence will require greater hard 
power. Yet the Pentagon’s recent 
abandonment of nation-building 
speaks to irreconcilable proclivities 
in Iraq. Even if US President Donald 
Trump pushes back harder than 
previous administrations, the stub-
born attachments of Iraqi militias 
to their patron — as well as Iran’s 
proxy forces propping up the Syrian 
regime — risks compromising the 
United States’ changing regional 
policy.

A memorandum of agreement, 
signed in February between Iraq’s 
Ministry of Defence and Iran, 
promised enhanced military coop-
eration and the continued supply of 
weapons, ammunition, armour and 
artillery, as it projects more of its 
power via Baghdad. This is not the 
first agreement of its kind but an 
increasing model that has upgraded 
the reputation of Iranian encroach-
ment from illegitimate to official.

Similar to that accord was one 
signed in July 2017 boosting Teh-
ran’s military and defence coop-
eration to extinguish the flame of 
terror on Iraqi soil.

As Iran establishes formal av-
enues to claw back its losses, the 
United States’ once enduring alli-
ance with Iraqi figures it parachut-
ed into power is crumbling.

Iran has scored highly in con-
vincing Iraq’s ministers to side 
with Tehran against Washington, 

whose occupational legacy lives on 
in the Iraqi consciousness, regard-
less of sect. Iraqis supporting the 
Iraqi-Iranian romance fell deep into 
Iran’s pocket when their request for 
arms during the US invasion was 
used to test their allegiance, with 
their patron curious to learn how 
far militias were willing to go.

Winning is how Tehran views 
the infusion of its political and 
military strategy but the result 
in Iraq screams dependency and 
servitude.

Recent data from the Pentagon 
indicate that 8,892 soldiers remain 
present but have since ramped 
down. Comparatively, the exist-
ence of hundreds of foreign fighters 
Iran funnels is unquantifiable in 
absence of reliable data. Without 
an American boots-on-the-ground 
presence, the permanence of their 
presence is unbeatable.

Prolonged proxy warfare is one of 
several tools Iran uses to preserve 
the governments it helped forge in 
Damascus and Baghdad; a strategy 
that the United States may choose 
to focus its energies on. Its effec-
tiveness will depend on how far 
America is willing to punish Iraqi 
officials and military command-
ers conspiring with Iran against 
the national interest of the Iraqi 
people. “The policy failures which 
empowered the forces it now seeks 
to obliterate” is something Iraqis 
will remember for years to come.

The endgame appears noble but 
Iran’s calculations are informed by 
its preference to exploit regional 
turmoil and mobilise disenfran-
chised youth to satisfy its thirst for 
lasting hegemony.

As proxy warfare in region continues,
Iraq falls even deeper into Iran’s pocket

Prolonged warfare 
advances Iran’s 
interests at a reduced 
cost by delegating 
the task of fighting 
abroad to diverse 
Shia recruits.

Nazli Tarzi
is an independent journalist whose 

writings and films focus on Iraq’s 
ancient history and contemporary 

political scene.
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Viewpoint

A
fter seven years of 
conflict in Syria, 
the scale of the 
tragedy is simply 
staggering. Approx-
imately 470,000 
people have been 

killed. At least one in every ten 
Syrians is either dead or injured. 
About 6 million Syrians were dis-
placed within Syria and another 5 
million became refugees.

On March 15, the conflict en-
tered into its eighth year. That was 
the day in 2011 that major unrest 
began in Damascus and Aleppo. 
Seven years on, it’s hard to see 
how the fighting will end, when 
it will end or if it will end. World 
leaders promote peace treaties 
that don’t bring peace; truces 
have only seemed to intensify the 
fighting and sideshows such as 
Turkey versus the Kurds and the 
United States versus the Islamic 
State (ISIS) have complicated the 
situation.

Worst of all is the way the world 
has grown used to the conflict in 
Syria. Chemical attacks no longer 
seem to provoke outrage. The 
international media largely ignore 
the bombing of hospitals and 
schools by the Syrian government 
and its Russian and Iranian allies. 
It happens so often that it’s just 
not news anymore. The US media 
are occupied covering the presi-
dency of Donald Trump.

In the seven years of conflict, 
there have been two profound 
shifts among the countries in-
volved in Syria. First, the fading of 
the United States as the primary 
“great power” and mediator in the 
region.

The shift began under Presi-
dent Barack Obama. He felt that 
the United States had spent too 
much time and resources in and 
on the Middle East for little gain. 
His desire was to pull back from 
entanglements in the Middle 
East and focus on China and 
the Pacific Rim, a region that 
he saw as more important to 
America’s future and security.

The Russians stepped into 
the void. Under President 
Vladimir Putin, Russia has not 
only been actively involved 
in supporting Bashar Assad’s 
regime in Syria, it gradually ex-
tended its regional influence.

Let’s not forget China’s One 
Belt One Road Initiative. That 
venture and other economic 
programmes may help 
China exert influence.

All this while the 
Trump-led United 
States contin-
ued to decline 
as a major 
player. Experts 
say that it will take at 
least two decades 
to rebuild Ameri-
can influence and 
that’s if it is still possible to 
do so.

The second shift is perhaps 
even more profound than the rise 
and fall of influence in the region. 

It is the West’s abandonment of 
the idea of interventionism. We 
saw the notion at work in NATO’s 
operations in the former  
Yugoslavia in 1995 and 1999, as 
well as in the no-fly zones estab-
lished in 1991 to protect Kurdish 
refugees in Iraq from reprisals by 
Saddam Hussein.

However, no one in Syria be-
lieves the West is coming to help. 
Talk of no-fly zones or creating 
safe areas for refugees has been 
ignored by Putin and Assad. They 
are aware that, in the words of 
one pundit, the West is basically a 
group of “paper tigers.”

Western impotence and un-
willingness to act can be traced 
to Obama’s failure to fulfil his 
promise that the use of chemical 
weapons by Assad was a “red line” 
and would provoke a response. 
Nothing happened and that was 
the beginning of the end.

Internationally, the rejection 
of Syrian refugees by the United 
States and by many European 
countries drove another nail in the 
coffin that holds the remains of 
that positive idea — liberal inter-
ventionism.

While photographs of the 
drowned bodies of young chil-
dren on Mediterranean beaches 
moved many around the world, it 
proved to be a short-lived senti-
ment. Instead of offering a helping 
hand, most Western countries 
withdrew sharply and blamed 
the victims. Right-wing Western 
ideologues sensed the fear of the 
“Other” among predominantly 
white populations and invoked 
images of “cultural genocide.” Far 
too many in the West have been 
willing to accept that narrative 
without a second thought.

Perhaps it is time, as one expert 
recently suggested, 
that the West stop 
pretending it cares 
and just let Assad 
win. It may be the 
only way that the 
mass murder and 
displacement of 
Syrians can be 
stopped.

Seven years of conflict in 
Syria… and more to come?

Perhaps it is 
time that 
the West 
stop 
pretending 
it cares and 
just let 
Assad win.

Ottawa

T 

alk about military ac-
tion against the Syr-
ian regime of President 
Bashar Assad has been 
heard in Western capi-

tals for the last couple of weeks. 
The contours of what any West-
ern military action against Assad 
might assume are not clear but, 
whatever the Trump administra-
tion or the British government is 
considering, it would be limited 
in scope and will not produce any 
immediate outcome.

It suggests, however, long-term 
planning for Western involve-
ment in Syria, which it had largely 
lacked in previous years and could 
mean increasing joint efforts to 
counter Iranian expansion and 
Russian dominance.

British Foreign Secretary Bo-
ris Johnson told the Arabic daily 
Asharq Al-Awsat that his country 
may carry out “limited strikes” 

against positions of the Assad 
regime, similar to what the 
United States conducted 
in April 2017 with cruise 
missile attacks against Sh-
ayrat Airbase, from which 

chemical strikes were ini-
tiated against Khan Sheik-
houn.

White House officials told 
the Washington Post that 
US President Donald Trump 

requested options 
for military action 

against Assad 
in light of re-

portedly renewed use of chemical 
weapons on civilian targets. Nikki 
Haley, the US ambassador to the 
United Nations, stated American 
willingness and preparedness to 
conduct an operation against the 
regime.

However, given the danger of 
military confrontation with Rus-
sia, any action by the United 
States against Syria would be lim-
ited in latitude and carefully ex-
ecuted.

What seems to be the case here 
is that the United States and lead-
ing Western powers are likely 
looking to draw a new “red line” 
for the Assad regime in the hope 
of countering Iranian expansion 
and challenging Russian domi-
nance.

The attempt is a result of in-
creasing concern that the West is 
losing its remaining leverage in 
the Syrian war to Russia and its 
allies, Iran and most recently Tur-
key. This unease about the role 
of the United States in the world 
is bluntly indicated in its grand 
strategy, revealed in December, 
which puts great power competi-
tion as the primary focus of its na-
tional security.

The concern is further exac-
erbated by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin’s claim that his 
country is developing new nucle-
ar weapons and compounded still 
further by Iran being completely 
unleashed in Syria, expanding its 
reach and influence across the 
country in a provocative manner, 
which was recently demonstrated 
in the February 10 escalation with 
Israel.

While the rationale of what is 
driving the United States to adopt 
a more aggressive approach in 
Syria is understandable, ques-
tions remain over whether Wash-
ington would be able to enforce its 

red line.
The major setback the United 

States suffered in Syria was the 
Obama administration failing 
to act on its red line. The inac-

tion that underlined President 
Barack Obama’s approach to the 
war in Syria can be partly blamed 
for the state that the conflict has 
reached with respect to foreign 
interventions.

Following reports of a possible 
US strike, the chief of the general 
staff of the Russian Army, Valery 
Gerasimov, reportedly threatened 
to retaliate against the United 
States if a strike was undertaken.

While any possible strike must 
be conducted after informing the 
Russians to avoid confrontation, 
Gerasimov’s remarks suggest Rus-
sia is ready to oppose any Ameri-
can escalation. The United States 
may want to tell Assad there are 
limits to what he can do. How-
ever, it is unclear how far the 
Trump administration’s freedom 
to act can go without challenging  

Putin’s assets in Syria.
The complexity of the war in 

Syria will geographically limit any 
US military engagement to a few 
regions in the country. The con-
flict is composed of various mi-
croscopic and multilayered battles 
and zones.

The United States could attack a 
regime airbase, like the April 2017 
strike, but this would not neces-
sarily serve its interests. In such 
an attack, Washington would reas-
sert itself morally to prevent fur-
ther use of chemical weapons but 
this alone would not stop Russian 
dominance nor would it contain 
Iran’s expansion.

The geography of the conflict 
suggests that the United States 
may strike positions in southern 
Syria, for example, where Iran-
mobilised militias are spreading 
their reach. This is something 
from which the United States 
could gain leverage as southern 
Syria seems to be developing into 
a battlefield for a nascent escala-
tion between Israel and Iran. An-
other region could be Deir ez-Zor 
in eastern Syria if Assad’s forces 
continue to escalate against US-
backed forces.

Further US military engagement 
in Syria could get additional sup-
port in Washington with the ap-
pointment of Mike Pompeo as the 
secretary of state. He is reportedly 
in favour of blocking further gains 
by Assad and Russia and of insti-
tuting a hawkish posture against 
Iran in the region.

Whatever is being considered 
in Washington on the matter of 
striking Assad must be executed 
carefully. The dynamics of the 
conflict are not only different 
from 2013, when the regime car-
ried out its first chemical attack, 
but also different from 2017. Last 
year witnessed unprecedented 
advances made by the regime and 
the spread of Iranian reach in the 
country. Russia is more hostile 
than ever to any Western power 
aiming to gain leverage.

US and Western military strikes 
against the Assad regime are per-
haps needed but would not stop 
the fighting nor soon bring re-
lief to the thousands of civilians 
trapped under the regime and 
Russian bombardment.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. 
He can be followed on 
Twitter: @AbdulrhmanMasri.

What a ‘limited 
strike’ against Syria’s 
Assad might mean
Abdulrahman al-Masri

Whatever is being 
considered in 
Washington on the 
matter of striking 
Assad has to be 
executed carefully. 

Beyond words. A Syrian man carries a child after evacuating 
from the Eastern Ghouta enclave, on March 14.                           (AFP)
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L 

ibyan military strongman 
Field Marshal Khalifa 
Haftar, vying for control 
of southern Libya, or-
dered transnational Afri-

can combatants to leave the region 
or face air strikes and shelling by 
tanks.

Fighters and migrants from 
Chad, Niger and Sudan have been 
drawn into the fighting in southern 
Libya between rival Libyan mili-
tary factions and tribes. Tribe lead-
ers in southern Libya and Libyan 
analysts said the vacuum caused 
by lack of central authority allowed 
the area to evolve from a nexus of 
smuggling, lawlessness and crime 
into a mix of antagonistic tribes 
that make the conflict even more 
intractable.

Fears of an escalation of violence 
in the south prompted Haftar’s 
Libyan National Army (LNA) and 
its rival, the internationally recog-
nised government in Tripoli, to de-
ploy forces in the region. The LNA 
has clashed with tribal militias 
and groups aligned with the Trip-
oli government over dominance of 
the south.

Cycles of violence have repeated 
in the region since the ouster of 
Libyan dictator Muammar Qaddafi 
by NATO-backed Islamist rebels 
in 2011, an uprising that left Libya 

reeling under warring militias and 
three governments.

The increased involvement of 
the foreign fighters prompted even 
more competition among rivals in 
the south.

“The Libyan National Army will 
use all the military force available 
on the land and the air to drive 
the foreign fighters if they do not 
leave the region and return to their 
home countries at the ultimatum’s 
end,” Haftar said.

The LNA initiated its “Law En-
forcement” operation after the 
violence in Sabha by deploying 

additional troops, tanks and jet 
fighters. The government in Trip-
oli countered with a “Peace Har-
bingers” military operation to “re-
store security” in the south, said 
Mohamed al-Salak, the spokesman 
of the government led by Libyan 
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj.

The UN Support Mission in Lib-
ya (UNSMIL) issued a statement 
warning that the build-up in the 
south risked further escalation 
and called on all parties to work 
towards a ceasefire and “refrain 
from rhetoric that may inflame the 
situation.”

Tribal leaders said that the pres-
ence of “foreign fighters” fuelled 
the violence and threatened Libyan 
territorial unity.

“What is happening in Sabha and 
the whole south of Libya is an at-
tempt to truncate part of the home-
land and put it under the control of 
foreigners coming from across the 
border,” said Abdelhafid Youssef, a 
leader of the Awlad Suleiman tribe.

Libya’s Saharan south has tra-
ditionally been inhabited by two 
main non-Arab ethnic groups: the 
Tuareg and the Tebu. They had 
been outnumbered and dominated 
politically by a patchwork of Arab 
tribes, including the Gadhadhfa, 
Warfalla, Merghara, Awlad Sulei-
man, Fezzanis, Hassawna and Zu-
wayah.

Analysts said the leaders of the 
various groups vying for control 
of Libya were continuing a Qaddafi 
policy of manipulating tribal and 
ethnic divisions to reinforce their 
influence. They said statements 
by Haftar and other leaders would 
make no difference because there 
is no central government to create 
a sense of Libyan nationality and 
force out foreign fighters.

“Foreign fighters had been used 
by Qaddafi to destabilise govern-
ments in the Sahara-Sahel region 
and advance the goals of his policy 
in Africa,” said Tebu activist Ismail 
Bazanka. “Rivals, after Qaddafi’s 
demise, exploited the presence of 
those fighters to strengthen their 
positions in the conflict.”

The United Nations warned last 
year against the role of foreign 
fighters, including increased in-
volvement of Chadian and Suda-
nese mercenaries, in the Libyan 
conflict.

“In addition, repeated attacks 
against individuals and property by 
foreign armed groups in the south 
of Libya have increased communi-
ties’ sense of vulnerability and dis-
trust towards LNA and the Misrata 
Third Force,” the UN report stated.

Abdelhamid Zawi, a writer from 
southern Libya, said the main con-
cern in the area is the “civil status 
register.” Rival factions were vying 
to add tribal members with simi-
lar systems of kinship from Chad, 
Niger and Sudan to increase their 
numbers and strengthen their po-
sitions.

“The most important battle now 
is the one over the protection of 
the civil status register from infil-
tration to avoid Libya’s population 
increasing suddenly to 10 million 
(from around 6 million currently),” 
said Zawi. “The main cause of the 
presence of the foreign fighters is 
the laxity and permissiveness of 
the Libyans in the south.”

Political analyst Ahmed Fitouri 
said: “The fighting and other vio-
lence in the south is part of the 
war between rival forces in north-
ern Libya about the control of the 
power in Libya.”

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Foreign fighters add to threats in southern Libya, faced with power vacuum, rivalries

Misrata

A 

mong the numerous 
divisions that have be-
devilled Libyan politics 
since the 2011 revolu-
tion, one issue unites 

many people across the country: 
Misrata.

The country’s third city, its main 
commercial centre and one of the 
cradles of the revolution, Misrata 
is the focus of incessant criticism 
by other Libyans. Bad-mouthing 
Misrata is almost a national pas-
time.

In eastern Libya, notably in 
Benghazi, another cradle of the 
revolution, Misrata is accused of 
supporting Islamists and being 
linked to Qatar and Turkey, the 
east’s foreign favourites to hate.

In Tripoli, Misrata is accused of 
wanting to take it over and domi-
nate the country, an accusation 
levelled by others in the west and 
south. Misrata also faces growing 
charges of ethnic cleansing over its 
refusal to allow the people of Taw-
ergha to return to their hometown, 
50km south of the city.

Accused of brutally supporting 
the Qaddafi regime in the siege 
of Misrata during the revolution, 
Tawerghans were evicted en masse 
by Misratan forces from their town 
in August 2011.

Misratans see themselves as un-
fairly discriminated against. They 
point to sacrifices made during 
the revolution when an estimated 
4,000 of them were killed. They 
feel there is little gratitude for the 
costly struggle against the Islamic 
State in Sirte in 2016.

They are not letting this get them 
down, however.

There is a buzz in Misrata. Shops 
and cafes are busy until late even-
ing. There are new hotels, new pri-
vate hospitals and clinics drawing 
people from all over the country 
with hopes that the city will be-
come the health hub of Libya.

The city has three internet ser-
vice providers, compared to one 
elsewhere in Libya. The port in the 
massive free zone handles 50-60% 
of Libyan imports.

In the main thoroughfare, Trip-
oli Street, many of the buildings 

damaged during the revolution 
have been replaced with plate 
glass structures. Some older build-
ings remain but, as prominent 
businessman and member of the 
House of Representatives Moham-
ed Raied explained, they are either 
government-owned or there are 
multiple owners arguing over what 
to put up in their place.

Conversely, there are no check-
points and security is very low key.

As part of the renaissance, the 
Chamber of Commerce organised 
Misrata’s first shopping festival. 
People from as far away as Sebha 
and Zuwara arrived in search of 
bargains.

There was another first, a “Made 
in Libya” fair showcasing products 
from private industry throughout 
Libya: a nursery from the south-
east oasis town of Kufra with an 
impressive display of shrubs and 
plants; a diary company from Sirte; 
producers of ceramics, furniture, 
olive oil, dates and other foods. 
Both events drew people from way 
beyond the city and hotels were 
full.

Misrata has long been a can-do 
city. This is because of the large 
number of people there working in 
the private sector, either for them-
selves or as employees — such as 
metal workers and truck drivers — 
unlike the rest of the country. It is 
the centre of the trucking trade in 
Libya.

As a result, people are used to 
taking responsibility. It is one of 
the reasons the city was able to 
hold out during the 2011 siege. 
People knew how to make quick 
decisions rather than waiting for 
someone to tell them what to do.

The result is a very visible work 
ethic. People do jobs that else-
where in Libya might be consid-
ered beneath them. In restau-
rants, the waiters are local, not 
Tunisian or Egyptian. “Where are 
you from?” I asked the young man 
cleaning the floor in the hotel cor-
ridor. “I’m Libyan,” he replied, 
“from Benghazi.”

There are an estimated 20,000 
Benghazi refugees in the city, 
mainly descendants of Misratans 
who migrated years ago to the 
eastern city but who fled in 2014 
after Field Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
began Operation Dignity to rid it of 
Islamist militants.

Despite the business boom, 
there are problems. There are com-
plaints about the difficulties of 
obtaining letters of credit to pay 
for imports. The lack of access to 
foreign cash resulted in a short-
age of building materials and other 
necessary imports and slowed the 
city’s growth, businessmen said.

There are political issues too, 
although businessmen steer clear 
of talking about them. In Decem-
ber, the city’s pragmatic mayor, 
Mohamed Eshtewi, was killed. 
Everyone has a different view as 
to what happened, with some say-
ing it was the work of common 

criminals opposed to his clamping 
down on crime and others suggest-
ing he was killed by local Salafist 
supporters of Saudi Sheikh Rabee  
al-Madkhali — who are linked to 
Haftar (whom most Misratans 
hate) — or by military men op-
posed to both Haftar and the inter-
nationally recognised government 
of national accord in Tripoli, led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj.

Last year, there were attempts 
by local hard-line revolutionaries 
to force Eshtewi and the rest of the 
council to quit.

While most agree that Eshtewi’s 
death was probably politically 
motivated, it no longer appears to 
be an issue for many Misratans, 
whether they supported him or 
not. They say their prime concern 
is the growth of Islamists in the 
city, by which they are referring to 
supporters of Madkhali. Mohamed 
el-Fortia, an opponent of Eshtewi, 
said they are a fifth column in the 
city loyal to Haftar, although he 
also claims that some are working 

with Tripoli security boss Abdel 
Raouf Kara.

Pragmatists say the prime threat 
to Misrata’s security is Islamists.

On Tawergha, there is a growing 
national demand that the 40,000 
inhabitants be allowed to return 
but both moderates and hardliners 
are united against it. The hardlin-
ers accuse the Tawerghans of being 
agents of Haftar and the moderates 
insist on conditions that effective-
ly rule out any return — that Taw-
erghan “criminals” responsible 
for action against Misrata in 2011 
be handed over, that Tawergha be 
part of Misrata municipality and 
that its security be controlled by 
Misratan forces.

Misrata is politically divided 
but when it comes to issues such 
as Tawergha, the danger from Is-
lamists and the need for business 
to flourish, ranks close. Misrata 
comes first.

Michel Cousins is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly on Libyan issues.

For Misratans, politics are divisive but Misrata comes first

Still a threat. A security member of Misrata counterterrorism force removes explosives from a car 
driven by a suspected ISIS militant in Misrata, on January 11.                    (Reuters)

Lamine Ghanmi

Michel Cousins

Misrata faces growing 
charges of ethnic 
cleansing over its 
refusal to allow the 
people of Tawergha 
to return to their 
hometown, 50km 
south of the city.

At breaking point. A Tebu man stands alongside a pickup truck in 
the southern Libyan city of Sebha.                                                  (Reuters)
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R 

ussia has offered Lebanon 
a $1 billion line of credit 
to purchase armament for 
the Lebanese Army with 
favourable repayment 

terms in what many in Lebanon are 
interpreting as a push by Moscow 
to expand its influence from neigh-
bouring Syria into Lebanon at the 
expense of the United States.

The Russian offer comes as Mos-
cow reportedly seeks a military 
cooperation deal with Beirut that 
would allow Russian naval vessels 
and aircraft access to Lebanese sea-
ports and airports.

The $1 billion deal has triggered 
alarms in Washington and London. 
The United States and the United 
Kingdom have signalled to Lebanese 
Prime Minister Saad Hariri that, if 
the Russian arms deal is accepted, 
it could jeopardise existing military 
assistance programmes provided 
by both countries to the Lebanese 
military, diplomatic and political  
sources in Lebanon said.

“If Lebanon accepts or even in-
sinuates an intent to accept a Rus-
sian credit line for the purchase of 
Russian defence articles, it will have 
significant — and potentially irre-
versible — geopolitical consequenc-
es on Lebanon’s existing bilateral 
and multilateral commitments and 
partnerships, especially ties to the 
United States,” said Aram Nergui-
zian, CEO of the Mortons Group, a 
strategy consultancy in Washington.

Lebanese government sources 
denied that any warnings had been 
received regarding the Russian offer, 
adding that the line of credit existed 
since the signing of a memorandum 
of understanding with Moscow in 
2010. The sources said the Lebanese 
government in such cases asks the 
Lebanese Army to assess if the sup-
plier’s offer is compatible with the 
military’s needs.

“This has not been answered yet. 
In all cases, the government or Leba-
nese Army will not endanger exist-
ing strategic relationships. They are 
both adults and don’t need warn-
ings,” the source said on condition 
of anonymity.

The offer, which has yet to be for-
mally announced, was not raised in 
Rome where 41 countries assembled 
for a conference to support the Leba-
nese Army and police. On the side-
lines of the conference, Hariri met 
with Mikhail Bogdanov, deputy Rus-
sian foreign minister with responsi-
bilities for the Middle East.

“We have a fruitful cooperation 
with Lebanon since a long time in 
various fields, including enhancing 
the combat capabilities of the army 
so that it can fight against [the Is-
lamic State] and [Jabhat al-Nusra],” 
Bogdanov said after the meeting. 

The United States has delivered 
more than $1.6 billion in weap-
ons, training and equipment since 
2005. Although the Lebanese Army 
does have some Soviet-era equip-

ment, most of its modern weaponry 
is American and compatible with 
NATO. The United Kingdom has a 
training programme for the Leba-
nese Army and has helped establish 
four land border regiments guarding 
Lebanon’s porous border with Syria.

The Russian $1 billion credit line 
allows for a 15-year repayment term 
at 0% interest, Lebanese politicians 
and diplomats familiar with the 
deal said. Hariri visited Moscow last 
September to enhance Lebanon’s 
economic and military ties to Rus-
sia. Following talks with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin in Sochi, 
Hariri said the two leaders had dis-
cussed “Russia’s military assistance 
to Lebanon and ways to develop this 
relationship and facilitate the pur-
chase of Russian equipment through 
a credit line.”

Since intervening militarily in 
Syria in 2015 to assist the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad, Rus-
sia has become a key player in the 
conflict, to an extent supplanting 
the United States, which has seen 

its influence diminish as the Syrian 
regime gains ground against rebel 
forces.

Moscow may view Lebanon as 
relatively easy pickings, given the 
apparent willingness of the Leba-
nese government to foster greater 
commercial and military ties with 
Russia.

US influence in Lebanon has de-
clined since October 2016 when a 
decade-long political confrontation 
between rival Western-backed and 
Iran-supported parliamentary blocs 
ended with the latter victorious, 
leaving Hezbollah as the undisputed 
domestic power.

However, it is unclear whether the 

Lebanese government will accept 
the Russian offer, given the potential 
ramifications.

“If we go with the Russians, the 
United States and the United King-
dom will walk away from Leba-
non and that will leave us with few 
friends in the West and open to pu-
nitive sanctions,” said a Lebanese 
parliamentarian on condition of 
anonymity. “Why should we pay for 
Russian equipment when we have 
been receiving American weaponry 
for free for more than 10 years?”

The line of credit offer is not the 
only indication of growing Rus-
sian interest in Lebanon. Russian 
companies are bidding for rights to 
explore for gas and oil off the Leba-
nese coast. Lebanon and Russia 
have strengthened educational and 
cultural contacts. Hariri has called 
on Russian companies to invest in 
Lebanese infrastructure projects.

Russian Prime Minister Dmitry 
Medvedev recently instructed the 
Russian Defence Ministry to negoti-
ate with its Lebanese counterpart to 
forge a military cooperation agree-
ment, Russian news reports stated. 
Other than rights to use Lebanese 
sea and airports, the agreement 
would allow Russian soldiers to train 
the Lebanese Army, to have joint 
military exercises and to cooperate 
in anti-terrorism measures.

If Lebanon accepts the $1 billion 
deal, the perception internation-
ally will be that Beirut is choosing 
to align with Russia and its regional 
partners Damascus and Tehran at 
the expense of Europe, the United 
States and Lebanon’s regional allies 
in the Gulf, said Nerguizian.

“All of this undermines interna-
tional goodwill towards Lebanon 
and undermines mitigating forces 
that could come to Lebanon’s aid in 
the event of a future conflict with Is-
rael,” he said.

Nicholas Blanford is the author of 
“Warriors of God: Inside Hezbollah’s 
Thirty-Year Struggle Against Israel” 
(Random House 2011).

A
nyone who grew up 
watching cartoons 
is familiar with Wile 
E. Coyote and his 
endless pursuit of 
the Road Runner. 
As ingenious — and 

often convoluted — as his schemes 
were, he never succeeded in his 
pursuit of the elusive bird.

It’s entertaining, often hilarious 
and shows how opposing and dif-
ferent characters can find purpose 
and even define each other in what 
appears an absurd and vicious 
cycle of chaos.

This cartoon analogy serves as 
a good prism through which to 
view the uphill bid of Lebanese 
civil society, as it tries to replace 
the country’s archaic political elite 
and steer Lebanon towards good 
governance.

Yet, as many members of this 
loosely defined “civil society” gear 
up for nationwide elections  
May 6, an examination of the 
group’s mindset and the challenges 
that lie ahead gives little cause for 
optimism.

Now is a good time to consider 
the many factions among these in-
dependent activists who, by design 
or perhaps coincidence, have as-
sumed the mantle of “civil society.” 
Many of the groups and individu-
als running for office belong to one 
of three broad categories.

First, there is an assortment of 
shady and legitimate millionaires 

and entrepreneurs who wish to 

replicate the example of the late 
Rafik Hariri in parlaying business 
into a political success.

However, lacking Hariri’s vision 
(and the crucial support of Saudi 
Arabia), the public is left with 
nothing but knock-off-version 
candidates, who assume that, by 
setting up charitable organisations 
and university scholarships, buy-
ing prime airtime and endorsing 
TV celebrities to run for office, they 
will have done the spadework to 
proclaim themselves statesmen.

The second group is a hodge-
podge of former party activists and 
political rejects who have fallen 
afoul of their previous party’s lead-
ership, either due to ideological 
awakenings or because they were 
passed over for government office. 
Viewed from a distance, it’s hard 
to see the group as little more than 
disillusioned hopefuls and born-
again opportunists looking for a 
share of the government’s spoils.

Which takes us to the final 
cluster, one that constitutes most 
independent activists. It includes 
young men and women who have 
made a name for themselves 
through working and leading 
NGOs and civil society organisa-
tions. Supported by international 
and local funds, these activists, 
through interaction with the dif-
ferent branches of government, 
have become aware of the struc-
tural obstacles to reform and have 
decided to act.

Despite their wildly varying 

motivations and backgrounds, the 
ambitions of all three factions are 
predicated on two fundamental 
miscalculations: that they can eas-
ily dislodge the ruling hegemonic 
political elite and that the frustrat-
ed electorate will do the right thing 
and vote for change.

As outwardly sound as these 
assumptions may appear, they 
neglect essential facts. Principally, 
that, despite the many problems 
and seemingly outdated appear-
ance of Lebanon’s ruling establish-
ment, the established groups have 
a legitimate and wide power base, 
which none of the independents 
can match.

More importantly, contrary 
to the lines these civil society 
activists are peddling, the current 
electoral law, which was tailored to 
fit the ruling establishment, works 
against these so-called voices of 
change.

As it stands, Lebanese law only 
allows voters to cast ballots for 
closed lists based on proportional 
sectarian voting, with the option of 
giving their preferential vote in the 
smaller districts to one candidate 
on the list. The threshold percent-
age required to earn a seat was 
increased to ensure that only estab-
lished political parties with their 
vast financial and human resources 
can attain them.

Yet, what truly stands in the way 
of these independent candidates 
reaching parliament, other than 
their propensity for division, seems 

to be their grave misunderstanding 
of the voting mindset and behav-
iour of their constituencies; a mis-
take that will prove catastrophic.

Many of these advocates of 
reform proclaim with deadly cer-
tainty that, when the time comes, 
the voters will do the right thing 
and vote for change. This assump-
tion presumes that in past elections 
the political conditions and the 
electoral law precluded voters from 
voting against the wishes of the 
political elite. They didn’t.

Once the voters enter the booth 
they will look at the ballot and 
weigh how their vote will trans-
fer into privileges for them, their 
spouse or their children under the 
clientelist system. Many of these 
supposed voters for change may 
endorse reformist rhetoric and 
even share these independent 
candidates’ posts over social media 
platforms. Yet when Election Day 
comes, they will regrettably stick 
by what they see as more reliable 
traditional politicians.

While the rotten Lebanese po-
litical system is in dire need of re-
form, the overall culture is geared 
towards rewarding people based 
on their sectarian tribal affiliation, 
a fact that voters are fully aware of.

Consequently, anyone, including 
the civil society activists, hoping 
for real change from the elections 
are like those watching cartoons 
and waiting for the coyote to catch 
the road runner. It’s entertaining, 
occasionally hilarious but unlikely.

Lebanon’s civil society no better than the 
coyote hopelessly chasing the road runner

When Election Day 
comes, the voters 
will regrettably 
stick by what they 
see as more 
reliable traditional 
politicians.

Makram Rabah
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Changing landscape. Lebanese soldiers march in Beirut during a military parade to mark the 74th 
anniversary of Lebanon’s independence from France, last November.          (AP)

As Western influence recedes, Russia 
looks to fill Lebanon’s power vacuum

Although the Lebanese 
Army does have some 
Soviet-era equipment, 
most of its modern 
weaponry is American 
and compatible 
with NATO.
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Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri. Five members of the 
militant group are on trial at the 
international Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon for that bomb attack.

Hariri’s assassination was fol-
lowed by nearly a dozen killings 
and attempted assassinations, 
including head of the Internal Secu-
rity Forces (ISF) intelligence branch 
Wissam Hassan, journalist Samir 
Kassir, MP Gebran Tueni and ISF 
officer Wissam Eid, who is believed 
to have uncovered a Hezbollah net-
work during his investigation into 
Hariri’s death.

Iran’s reliance on sanctioned kill-
ings seems to have been pulled out 
of the playbook of none other than 
its Israeli nemesis. The Hoover In-
stitution cites the aftermath of the 
terrorist attack on Israeli athletes 
in the 1972 Munich Olympics as an 
example. Israeli special services 
tracked down and killed each of the 
Palestinians who took part in it.

More recently, Israel targeted 
Palestinian leaders and Hezbollah 
figures, including the notorious 
commander Imad Mughniyah, who 
was killed in Damascus in 2008. 
Ronen Bergman, who wrote “Rise 
and Kill First,” the most authori-
tative history of Israel’s targeted 
killings, estimates that Israel and its 

pre-state paramilitary organisations 
have assassinated more people 
than any other country in the West-
ern world, conducting some 2,300 
targeted killing operations.

The effectiveness of sanctioned 
assassinations by Iran is ultimately 
linked to objectives it wants to 
achieve, ranging from tactical 
goals, depletion of talent in enemy 
ranks or provoking large-scale po-
litical and diplomatic changes in a 
given country. Iran appears to have 
succeeded on all the three levels.

Killing KDPI figures allows Iran 
to push back against the organisa-
tion’s covert struggle against Teh-
ran. “The KDPI is increasing armed 
activity in Iran, which is responding 
by assassination of Iranian Kurdish 

leaders,” said van Wilgenburg. The 
assassinations of Lebanese Kassir 
and Tueni, prominent figures of the 
March 14 movement hostile to Hez-
bollah and its ally Syria, resulted 
in the fragmentation of the move-
ment, nipping in the bud any op-
position to Iran’s agenda. The latter 
killings deprived Iran’s and Syria’s 
enemy of the talents of uniquely 
skilled charismatic individuals who 
were capable of mobilising large 
popular bases.

The assassination of Hariri yield-
ed much more significant results. 
The killing led to Iranian hegemony 
over the country, consolidated Hez-
bollah’s hold over the system and 
triggered a change in the balance 
of power that basically provided 
the movement with free reign over 
defence and foreign policy dossiers.

The Lebanese example has 
shown that assassination cam-
paigns spread fear and force 
political rivals into coercion and 
paralysis. Undoubtedly, this foreign 
policy tool has been astutely used 
by Iran. Thanks to assassinations, 
Tehran has single-handedly pro-
moted its regional interests without 
resorting to military intervention 
and wide-scale violence, too costly 
and destabilising to countries it 
considers as its direct backyard.

with the Kurdish Democratic Party 
of Iran (KDPI), was injured in a 
bomb blast in Binaslawa in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, Al-Monitor reported. 
Rahmani was known for his years 
of struggle against the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). 
Still, Al-Monitor said, on March 7 
an offshoot of the KDPI announced 
that one of its senior command-
ers, Qader Qaderi, was killed in the 
Iraqi Sulaimaniyah province.

Journalist Wladimir van Wil-
genburg said Tehran’s targeting 
of Kurdish Iranians in Iraq falls 
within a tit-for-tat covert war.

Iraq is not alone on the scene of 
sanctioned killings. Last August, 
Tajik state television showed a 
documentary produced by the 
Ministry of Interior that accused 
Iran of assassinating high-profile 
public figures on Tajik soil dur-
ing and after the civil war of the 
1990s. In November, Ahmad Mola 
Nissi, leader of a faction of Ahwazi 

M 

uch has been 
said about 
Iran’s reliance 
on proxy wars 
as a foreign 
policy tool. 
Less reported 

on is Tehran’s use of assassina-
tion campaigns to crack down on 
political rivals and used, in recent 
weeks, to fend off Iranian Kurdish 
nationalists in Iraq.

Early in March, Salah Rahmani, 
a veteran peshmerga commander 

T 

he concept of Shia 
clerical opposition to 
a Shia clerical regime 
may seem odd but it 
is real. Consider the 
arrest of Hossein Shi-
razi, son of Ayatollah 

Sadiq Shirazi.
Iranian authorities have not 

disclosed the grounds for Shirazi’s 
arrest. Could it have anything to 
do with a video, recently made 
available on social media, in which 
Shirazi likened Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to 
a “pharaoh,” someone who saw 
himself as above criticism or ac-
countability?

Shirazi has also attacked the 
velayat-e faqih (guardianship of 
the jurist), which is the central 
religious doctrine in Iran, and 
accused the regime’s founder, the 
late Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, of elevating himself 
to divinity. He said: “Velayat-e 
faqih means you are his subject! 
Did he not say that the powers of 
the guardian jurist are the same as 
those of God? Did the newspapers 
not report that the powers of the 
guardian jurist are the same as 
those of the Prophet of God? This 
means everyone else is a subject.”

After his arrest, Shirazi’s follow-
ers assembled in front of the Ira-
nian consulate in Karbala, Iraq, and 
chanted: “Death to the dictator!” 
and “No to the pharaoh!” The day 
after the Karbala protest, four fol-
lowers of the ayatollah stormed the 
first-floor balcony of the Iranian 
Embassy in London and took down 
the Iranian flag.

The Shiraziyyin have had a 
tumultuous record with Iran. At 
times, they have supported Iran 
and sometimes, they have been 
energetic opponents.

It started out relatively well. The 
late Ayatollah Mohammad  
Shirazi — Sadiq Shirazi’s brother — 
was one of the few senior Iranian 

clerics in Iraq to welcome Khomei-
ni. Other Iranian and Iraqi Shia 
clerics traditionally saw the shah 
of Iran as the patron of the Shia 
and distanced themselves from 
Khomeini, the exiled revolutionary 
leader.

Ayatollah Mohammad Shirazi, 
however, put his entire clerical 
infrastructure in Bahrain, Kuwait 
and Pakistan at the disposal of 
the Iranian revolutionaries. The 
ayatollah’s nephews, Hadi and Taqi 
al-Modarresi, were instrumental 
in mobilising the Arab Shia to the 
Khomeinist cause. After the revo-
lution, the Shiraziyyin took an ac-
tive part in “exporting” the Iranian 
revolution to the Arab world.

Ayatollah Mohammad Shi-
razi and his nephews became 
embroiled in Iran’s internal power 
struggles and found themselves 
on the losing side. In the end, they 
were marginalised and forced to 
live under house arrest in Qom.

The Shiraziyyin do not fare much 
better under Khamenei, whose 
struggle with independent-minded 
clerics has a theological dimension: 
There are as many interpretations 
of Shia jurisprudence as there 
are Shia jurists. The multitude of 
interpretations puts Shia jurists in 
natural opposition to any institu-
tion that monopolises the right to 
interpret the law. That institution, 
of course, is velayat-e faqih.

Khamenei is both head of state 
and the head of organised religion. 
He uses his position as the head of 
organised religion to legitimise that 
of head of state. As head of state, 
Khamenei employs all its powers to 
control organised religion. Those 
powers range from the state’s eco-
nomic resources, which can serve 
as an inducement, to the Special 
Clerical Court or inquisition, which 
deals with alleged heretics and 
nonconformist Shia clerics. For the 
time being, the Shiraziyyin seem 
resistant to both.

Why Shia clerics 
challenge Iran’s 
Shia clerical regime

Much like its Israeli nemesis, Iran 
relied on assassinations to get its way

Cracks at the seams. Kuwaiti Shia men gather before the Iranian 
Embassy in Kuwait City to call for the release of Shia cleric 
Hossein Shirazi, on March 7.                   (AFP)

Covert war. Peshmerga fighters with the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI) carry 
the coffin of Qader Qaderi who was killed in Iraq’s Sulaimaniyah province.           (KDP Media)

Iran

Beirut

T 

he Islamic Revolution in 
Iran was won the moment 
the Bazaaris — the wealthy 
merchant class — threw 
their substantial weight 

behind Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomei-
ni as the monarchy crumbled, its 
army riddled by desertion.

Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi ca-
pitulated a few days later, on Febru-
ary 2, 1979, and flew off into a wan-
dering exile until he died of cancer in 
Cairo on July 27, 1980, aged 60. The 
same day, Khomeini returned from 
exile in France to a rapturous wel-
come.

These days in Iran there are signs 
that once again the ground is shift-
ing, this time for the ruling Muslim 
clerics, as the country’s long-suffer-
ing people grapple with soaring in-
flation and financial hardship.

These are steadily undermining 
the economy while the clerical re-
gime spends billions of dollars on an 
army of militias to ensure that the Is-
lamic Revolution creates a new Per-
sian empire in Syria, Iraq and Leba-
non and eventually the Arabian Gulf 
and Afghanistan.

The Tehran regime’s commitment 
to Khomeini’s urging to export the Is-
lamic Revolution seems to outweigh 
all other issues — dangerously so if 
the economy continues to decline.

Iran, which, beyond the superfici-
ality of the militant face it presents 
to the world, is considered more na-
tionalist than revolutionary and it is 
generally recognised that the Islamic 
State movement would not have 
been pushed back without Iran and 
its allies.

US President Donald Trump is 
fixated with Iran and scrapping the 
landmark July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment between Iran and US-led major 
world powers — a diplomatic solu-
tion that Trump says cannot work. 
Such considerations could become 
costly in the volatile Middle East.

“In practical terms, scrapping 
and replacing (the agreement) is a 
non-starter,” James F. Jeffrey, for-
mer US ambassador to Iraq and Tur-
key, observed in testimony to the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee in  

Ed Blanche

Despite recent unrest, 
hardliners maintain 
sharp edge in Iran

Ed Blanche

Saudis get ready to 
challenge Tehran

Beirut

T 

he dramatic shake-up 
in Saudi Arabia’s armed 
forces, announced on 
February 27, report-
edly underlined Saudi 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz’s inten-
tion to break the stalemate in the 
3-year-old war in Yemen against 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels.

Crown Prince Mohammed, 
son and heir of King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, personally 
initiated that war, supposedly 
to support ousted Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
but it was indirectly against Iran, 
which Riyadh views as its main 
enemy.

Backed by the United Arab 
Emirates and others, Saudi forc-
es have been singularly unsuc-
cessful in crushing the Houthis 
and have found, to their great 
consternation, that Riyadh has 
become the target for Iranian 
ballistic missiles fired by the re-
bels.

Saudi Arabia’s top military 
figure, chief of the general staff 
General Abdul Rahman bin Saleh 
al-Bunyan and the commanders 
of the air force, land forces and 
air defences were unceremo-
niously dumped and younger, 
more dynamic officers promoted 
to take their places.

Tehran, whose military is de-
ficient in several areas, is highly 
capable in terms of missile and 
asymmetric warfare.

An emboldened Iran may pro-
vide the Houthis with more “ad-
visers” and powerful missiles to 
counter any offensive or strategy 
the Saudis may come up with.

That could ignite a wider con-
flict that has been brewing for 
years and that would have im-
mense consequences for both 
Tehran and Riyadh — not just on 
the question of their religious 
differences but on who is going 
to dominate the region once the 
Americans complete their disen-
gagement.

With the recent top brass re-
shuffle, the Saudis might be try-
ing to catch up with the Iranians. 
“So far, in every case, the advan-
tage clearly is with the Iranians,” 
observed Israeli analyst Jona-
than Spyer, who frequently vis-
its the war-torn countries.

“There’s precious little evi-
dence to suggest that the Saudis 
have learned from their earlier 
failures.”

October. “So the administration 
should instead focus on countering 
Iran as its top regional priority and 
decide how it will respond when 
Tehran pushes back.”

There have been big, though grad-
ual, changes in Iran since Khomeini 
died in 1989. Those changes have 
caused the long-dominant clergy to 
lose ground to Shia hardliners led 
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), arguably the most 
powerful single force in the coun-
try, which Khomeini created as the 
republic’s praetorian guard to abjure 
politics.

Israel is increasingly alarmed by 
the IRGC’s efforts to establish itself 
in the western sector of the war-
divided Golan Heights, a strategic 
volcanic plateau in southern Syria 
that looms over Israel’s agricultural 
Galilee region.

Israel overran the eastern sector in 
the 1967 Six-Day War and annexed it 
in 1981. The Israeli zone has been a 
buffer against Syrian attack but the 
IRGC and its Hezbollah militia allies 
from Lebanon are, by all accounts, 
turning the Syrian-held sector into 
a fortress from which to mount mis-
sile strikes against Israel.

The current political unrest was 
triggered by a heavy clampdown 
on widespread protests in Decem-
ber and January. They were smaller 
than the protests during a conten-
tious 2009 presidential election, the 
last serious upheaval, but they were 
markedly more intense.

Their effect was heightened by 
demands that not only should Has-
san Rohani, the people’s president, 
and his reformist bloc step down for 
failing to keep his election promise 
to bring prosperity to all or at least 
ease their economic burden but also 
for the first time there were howls 
that the clerical regime itself should 
stand down.

That was an ominous turn of 
events that is likely to swell if pro-
testers continue to defy the regime.

Demonstrators also criticised Teh-
ran’s policy of “forward defence” — 
fighting enemies outside Iran rather 
than in the country itself, diverting 
funds to distant conflicts rather 
than improving the lot of its people.

“The protests suggest that nation-
alism is tempered by its economic 
cost,” observed analyst Vali Nasr of 

Ali Alfoneh
is a non-resident senior fellow at Rafik Hariri Centre for 

the Middle East at the Atlantic Council.
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Arab separatists, was killed out-
side his home in The Hague.

The Iran Human Rights Docu-
mentation Centre said that, since 
1979, high-level officials in Iran 
have been linked to at least 162 
extrajudicial killings of the re-
gime’s political opponents around 
the globe, a number not indepen-
dently confirmed.

The figure could be higher. 

Johns Hopkins University, “but de-
spite the public criticism, Iran is not 
about to collapse under the pres-
sure of imperial overreach. Iranians 
are sceptical of their government’s 
regional ambitions but they do not 
doubt the imperative of defence.”

The IRGC was also a target for the 
people’s ire, particularly for the bil-
lions of dollars it has poured into 
the war in Syria, as well as Tehran’s 
proxy armies in Iraq, Lebanon and 
Yemen.

Twenty people were killed and 
hundreds arrested as the protests 
engulfed some 70 cities, including 
Tehran, and, for the first time, many 
provincial centres that have long 
been considered conservative pro-
regime bastions.

The authorities were clearly 
shaken. They shut down social me-
dia websites, along with messaging 
apps — apparently standard proce-
dure now for countering such street 
protests quickly.

The streets have been quiet since 
the protests were crushed in Janu-
ary but the anger still smoulders and 
it remains to be seen whether the 
regime, which has not taken identi-
fiable steps to meet the protesters’ 

demands, is willing to scale down 
its expansionist wars.

Indeed, there are plans to in-
crease the IRGC’s budget, while cut-
ting back subsidies for the poor.    

Expectations that conditions in-
side Iran might improve were raised 
by the July 2015 signing of a contro-
versial nuclear agreement that the 
United States and five major world 
powers under which Tehran agreed 
to rein in its nuclear programme in 
return for the partial lifting of crip-
pling US-led sanctions.

Although that freed some $100 
billion for Iran, the bottom line is 
that the deal was concerned with 
security issues rather than throwing 
Iran’s working and middle class a fi-
nancial lifeline — a point that seems 
to have been lost in the clamour.

Even if it were only partially true, 
Western sources insist that much of 
the windfall has been allocated to 
bolstering Iran’s military forces and 
its worrying ballistic missile pro-
gramme.

It is not clear how much of the 
current unrest was the result of the 
United States exploiting Iranians’ 
frustrations.

It would not be the first time 

that’s happened but, whether there 
was outside interference or not, the 
spread of popular unrest to major 
provincial cities is an ominous de-
velopment for the regime.

The mullahs are steadily ramp-
ing up the confrontation with Israel, 
which has vowed it will not allow 
the IRGC to establish a military pres-
ence on the Golan Heights.

Ironically, Saudi Arabia finds itself 
in the same camp as Israel against a 
common foe, Iran — a situation that 
illustrates just how the region’s tur-
moil has brought about significant 
geopolitical realignment.

Iran’s hardliners, led by Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, ap-
parently see their decades-old effort 
to become the region’s superpower 
producing results and are loathe to 
pull in their horns now when the 
signs are so propitious.

This can be seen in how the IRGC 
and Hezbollah are building military 
bases in the Golan Heights, despite 
Israeli protests.

An aerial clash on February 10, in 
which Israel shot down an Iranian 
surveillance drone and then lost an 
F-16 jet to missile fire, underlined 
how sharp the tensions are.

The next confrontation could trig-
ger a wider shooting war and that 
may just be a matter of time.

Israel’s retaliatory raids against 
Syrian and Iranian military installa-
tions marked a significant and po-
tentially dangerous widening of the 
undeclared conflict. Any direct con-
frontation with Israel could easily 
spiral out of control because Israel 
sees the Iranians moving what was 
once a distant front line hundreds 
of miles away right up to the Jewish 
state’s northern frontier.

The Iranians see things through 
a different prism. “Israel’s claim of 
Iran’s involvement in the events of 
February 10 should… be viewed as 
part of its continued desire to ‘secu-
ritise’ Iran,” said Hamidreza Azizi of 
the Iran and Eurasia Studies Insti-
tute in Tehran.

“The aim of the latter remains 
the same: to increase international 
pressure on the Islamic Republic to 
abandon its missile programme and 
regional activities,” he wrote in a 
February 22 analysis.

Ed Blanche is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has reported 
on the Middle East since 1967.

Fouad Khaki Beygi, a KDPI mem-
ber, told Al-Monitor that 289 mem-
bers and cadres of various opposi-
tion groups, including 153 from the 
KDPI, were assassinated by Iran in 
the 1980s and 1990s.

Tehran’s assassination cam-
paign has been used by its proxies 
elsewhere. In Lebanon, Hezbollah 
members have been implicated 
in the 2005 killing of former  
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a fellow at the Rafik Hariri Centre 

for the Middle East of the Atlantic 
Council. She lives in Beirut.

Iran’s reliance 
on sanctioned 
killings seems to 
have been 
pulled out of the 
playbook of 
none other than 
its Israeli 
nemesis.

The regime’s 
commitment 
to export the 
Islamic 
Revolution 
seems to 
outweigh all 
other issues 
— dangerously 
so if the 
economy 
continues to 
decline.

Supreme 
backbone. 
Members of 
the Islamic 
Revolutionary 
Guard Corps 
stand behind 
Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei as 
he speaks during 
a ceremony in 
Tehran, last May. 
(Office of the Iranian     
Supreme Leader)

Special Focus IranSpecial Focus

Indeed, there 
are plans to 
increase the 
IRGC’s 
budget, while 
cutting back 
subsidies for 
the poor.    

Since 1979, 
high-level 
officials in 
Iran are said 
to have been 
linked to at 
least 162 
extrajudicial 
killings of the 
regime’s 
political 
opponents.
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Lebanese Prime Minister Rafik 
Hariri. Five members of the 
militant group are on trial at the 
international Special Tribunal for 
Lebanon for that bomb attack.

Hariri’s assassination was fol-
lowed by nearly a dozen killings 
and attempted assassinations, 
including head of the Internal Secu-
rity Forces (ISF) intelligence branch 
Wissam Hassan, journalist Samir 
Kassir, MP Gebran Tueni and ISF 
officer Wissam Eid, who is believed 
to have uncovered a Hezbollah net-
work during his investigation into 
Hariri’s death.

Iran’s reliance on sanctioned kill-
ings seems to have been pulled out 
of the playbook of none other than 
its Israeli nemesis. The Hoover In-
stitution cites the aftermath of the 
terrorist attack on Israeli athletes 
in the 1972 Munich Olympics as an 
example. Israeli special services 
tracked down and killed each of the 
Palestinians who took part in it.

More recently, Israel targeted 
Palestinian leaders and Hezbollah 
figures, including the notorious 
commander Imad Mughniyah, who 
was killed in Damascus in 2008. 
Ronen Bergman, who wrote “Rise 
and Kill First,” the most authori-
tative history of Israel’s targeted 
killings, estimates that Israel and its 

pre-state paramilitary organisations 
have assassinated more people 
than any other country in the West-
ern world, conducting some 2,300 
targeted killing operations.

The effectiveness of sanctioned 
assassinations by Iran is ultimately 
linked to objectives it wants to 
achieve, ranging from tactical 
goals, depletion of talent in enemy 
ranks or provoking large-scale po-
litical and diplomatic changes in a 
given country. Iran appears to have 
succeeded on all the three levels.

Killing KDPI figures allows Iran 
to push back against the organisa-
tion’s covert struggle against Teh-
ran. “The KDPI is increasing armed 
activity in Iran, which is responding 
by assassination of Iranian Kurdish 

leaders,” said van Wilgenburg. The 
assassinations of Lebanese Kassir 
and Tueni, prominent figures of the 
March 14 movement hostile to Hez-
bollah and its ally Syria, resulted 
in the fragmentation of the move-
ment, nipping in the bud any op-
position to Iran’s agenda. The latter 
killings deprived Iran’s and Syria’s 
enemy of the talents of uniquely 
skilled charismatic individuals who 
were capable of mobilising large 
popular bases.

The assassination of Hariri yield-
ed much more significant results. 
The killing led to Iranian hegemony 
over the country, consolidated Hez-
bollah’s hold over the system and 
triggered a change in the balance 
of power that basically provided 
the movement with free reign over 
defence and foreign policy dossiers.

The Lebanese example has 
shown that assassination cam-
paigns spread fear and force 
political rivals into coercion and 
paralysis. Undoubtedly, this foreign 
policy tool has been astutely used 
by Iran. Thanks to assassinations, 
Tehran has single-handedly pro-
moted its regional interests without 
resorting to military intervention 
and wide-scale violence, too costly 
and destabilising to countries it 
considers as its direct backyard.

with the Kurdish Democratic Party 
of Iran (KDPI), was injured in a 
bomb blast in Binaslawa in Iraqi 
Kurdistan, Al-Monitor reported. 
Rahmani was known for his years 
of struggle against the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC). 
Still, Al-Monitor said, on March 7 
an offshoot of the KDPI announced 
that one of its senior command-
ers, Qader Qaderi, was killed in the 
Iraqi Sulaimaniyah province.

Journalist Wladimir van Wil-
genburg said Tehran’s targeting 
of Kurdish Iranians in Iraq falls 
within a tit-for-tat covert war.

Iraq is not alone on the scene of 
sanctioned killings. Last August, 
Tajik state television showed a 
documentary produced by the 
Ministry of Interior that accused 
Iran of assassinating high-profile 
public figures on Tajik soil dur-
ing and after the civil war of the 
1990s. In November, Ahmad Mola 
Nissi, leader of a faction of Ahwazi 

M 

uch has been 
said about 
Iran’s reliance 
on proxy wars 
as a foreign 
policy tool. 
Less reported 

on is Tehran’s use of assassina-
tion campaigns to crack down on 
political rivals and used, in recent 
weeks, to fend off Iranian Kurdish 
nationalists in Iraq.

Early in March, Salah Rahmani, 
a veteran peshmerga commander 

T 

he concept of Shia 
clerical opposition to 
a Shia clerical regime 
may seem odd but it 
is real. Consider the 
arrest of Hossein Shi-
razi, son of Ayatollah 

Sadiq Shirazi.
Iranian authorities have not 

disclosed the grounds for Shirazi’s 
arrest. Could it have anything to 
do with a video, recently made 
available on social media, in which 
Shirazi likened Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to 
a “pharaoh,” someone who saw 
himself as above criticism or ac-
countability?

Shirazi has also attacked the 
velayat-e faqih (guardianship of 
the jurist), which is the central 
religious doctrine in Iran, and 
accused the regime’s founder, the 
late Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, of elevating himself 
to divinity. He said: “Velayat-e 
faqih means you are his subject! 
Did he not say that the powers of 
the guardian jurist are the same as 
those of God? Did the newspapers 
not report that the powers of the 
guardian jurist are the same as 
those of the Prophet of God? This 
means everyone else is a subject.”

After his arrest, Shirazi’s follow-
ers assembled in front of the Ira-
nian consulate in Karbala, Iraq, and 
chanted: “Death to the dictator!” 
and “No to the pharaoh!” The day 
after the Karbala protest, four fol-
lowers of the ayatollah stormed the 
first-floor balcony of the Iranian 
Embassy in London and took down 
the Iranian flag.

The Shiraziyyin have had a 
tumultuous record with Iran. At 
times, they have supported Iran 
and sometimes, they have been 
energetic opponents.

It started out relatively well. The 
late Ayatollah Mohammad  
Shirazi — Sadiq Shirazi’s brother — 
was one of the few senior Iranian 

clerics in Iraq to welcome Khomei-
ni. Other Iranian and Iraqi Shia 
clerics traditionally saw the shah 
of Iran as the patron of the Shia 
and distanced themselves from 
Khomeini, the exiled revolutionary 
leader.

Ayatollah Mohammad Shirazi, 
however, put his entire clerical 
infrastructure in Bahrain, Kuwait 
and Pakistan at the disposal of 
the Iranian revolutionaries. The 
ayatollah’s nephews, Hadi and Taqi 
al-Modarresi, were instrumental 
in mobilising the Arab Shia to the 
Khomeinist cause. After the revo-
lution, the Shiraziyyin took an ac-
tive part in “exporting” the Iranian 
revolution to the Arab world.

Ayatollah Mohammad Shi-
razi and his nephews became 
embroiled in Iran’s internal power 
struggles and found themselves 
on the losing side. In the end, they 
were marginalised and forced to 
live under house arrest in Qom.

The Shiraziyyin do not fare much 
better under Khamenei, whose 
struggle with independent-minded 
clerics has a theological dimension: 
There are as many interpretations 
of Shia jurisprudence as there 
are Shia jurists. The multitude of 
interpretations puts Shia jurists in 
natural opposition to any institu-
tion that monopolises the right to 
interpret the law. That institution, 
of course, is velayat-e faqih.

Khamenei is both head of state 
and the head of organised religion. 
He uses his position as the head of 
organised religion to legitimise that 
of head of state. As head of state, 
Khamenei employs all its powers to 
control organised religion. Those 
powers range from the state’s eco-
nomic resources, which can serve 
as an inducement, to the Special 
Clerical Court or inquisition, which 
deals with alleged heretics and 
nonconformist Shia clerics. For the 
time being, the Shiraziyyin seem 
resistant to both.

Why Shia clerics 
challenge Iran’s 
Shia clerical regime

Much like its Israeli nemesis, Iran 
relied on assassinations to get its way

Cracks at the seams. Kuwaiti Shia men gather before the Iranian 
Embassy in Kuwait City to call for the release of Shia cleric 
Hossein Shirazi, on March 7.                   (AFP)

Covert war. Peshmerga fighters with the Kurdish Democratic Party of Iran (KDPI) carry 
the coffin of Qader Qaderi who was killed in Iraq’s Sulaimaniyah province.           (KDP Media)

Iran

Beirut

T 

he Islamic Revolution in 
Iran was won the moment 
the Bazaaris — the wealthy 
merchant class — threw 
their substantial weight 

behind Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomei-
ni as the monarchy crumbled, its 
army riddled by desertion.

Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi ca-
pitulated a few days later, on Febru-
ary 2, 1979, and flew off into a wan-
dering exile until he died of cancer in 
Cairo on July 27, 1980, aged 60. The 
same day, Khomeini returned from 
exile in France to a rapturous wel-
come.

These days in Iran there are signs 
that once again the ground is shift-
ing, this time for the ruling Muslim 
clerics, as the country’s long-suffer-
ing people grapple with soaring in-
flation and financial hardship.

These are steadily undermining 
the economy while the clerical re-
gime spends billions of dollars on an 
army of militias to ensure that the Is-
lamic Revolution creates a new Per-
sian empire in Syria, Iraq and Leba-
non and eventually the Arabian Gulf 
and Afghanistan.

The Tehran regime’s commitment 
to Khomeini’s urging to export the Is-
lamic Revolution seems to outweigh 
all other issues — dangerously so if 
the economy continues to decline.

Iran, which, beyond the superfici-
ality of the militant face it presents 
to the world, is considered more na-
tionalist than revolutionary and it is 
generally recognised that the Islamic 
State movement would not have 
been pushed back without Iran and 
its allies.

US President Donald Trump is 
fixated with Iran and scrapping the 
landmark July 2015 nuclear agree-
ment between Iran and US-led major 
world powers — a diplomatic solu-
tion that Trump says cannot work. 
Such considerations could become 
costly in the volatile Middle East.

“In practical terms, scrapping 
and replacing (the agreement) is a 
non-starter,” James F. Jeffrey, for-
mer US ambassador to Iraq and Tur-
key, observed in testimony to the 
House Foreign Affairs Committee in  

Ed Blanche

Despite recent unrest, 
hardliners maintain 
sharp edge in Iran

Ed Blanche

Saudis get ready to 
challenge Tehran

Beirut

T 

he dramatic shake-up 
in Saudi Arabia’s armed 
forces, announced on 
February 27, report-
edly underlined Saudi 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin 
Salman bin Abdulaziz’s inten-
tion to break the stalemate in the 
3-year-old war in Yemen against 
Iran-backed Houthi rebels.

Crown Prince Mohammed, 
son and heir of King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud, personally 
initiated that war, supposedly 
to support ousted Yemeni Presi-
dent Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
but it was indirectly against Iran, 
which Riyadh views as its main 
enemy.

Backed by the United Arab 
Emirates and others, Saudi forc-
es have been singularly unsuc-
cessful in crushing the Houthis 
and have found, to their great 
consternation, that Riyadh has 
become the target for Iranian 
ballistic missiles fired by the re-
bels.

Saudi Arabia’s top military 
figure, chief of the general staff 
General Abdul Rahman bin Saleh 
al-Bunyan and the commanders 
of the air force, land forces and 
air defences were unceremo-
niously dumped and younger, 
more dynamic officers promoted 
to take their places.

Tehran, whose military is de-
ficient in several areas, is highly 
capable in terms of missile and 
asymmetric warfare.

An emboldened Iran may pro-
vide the Houthis with more “ad-
visers” and powerful missiles to 
counter any offensive or strategy 
the Saudis may come up with.

That could ignite a wider con-
flict that has been brewing for 
years and that would have im-
mense consequences for both 
Tehran and Riyadh — not just on 
the question of their religious 
differences but on who is going 
to dominate the region once the 
Americans complete their disen-
gagement.

With the recent top brass re-
shuffle, the Saudis might be try-
ing to catch up with the Iranians. 
“So far, in every case, the advan-
tage clearly is with the Iranians,” 
observed Israeli analyst Jona-
than Spyer, who frequently vis-
its the war-torn countries.

“There’s precious little evi-
dence to suggest that the Saudis 
have learned from their earlier 
failures.”

October. “So the administration 
should instead focus on countering 
Iran as its top regional priority and 
decide how it will respond when 
Tehran pushes back.”

There have been big, though grad-
ual, changes in Iran since Khomeini 
died in 1989. Those changes have 
caused the long-dominant clergy to 
lose ground to Shia hardliners led 
by the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), arguably the most 
powerful single force in the coun-
try, which Khomeini created as the 
republic’s praetorian guard to abjure 
politics.

Israel is increasingly alarmed by 
the IRGC’s efforts to establish itself 
in the western sector of the war-
divided Golan Heights, a strategic 
volcanic plateau in southern Syria 
that looms over Israel’s agricultural 
Galilee region.

Israel overran the eastern sector in 
the 1967 Six-Day War and annexed it 
in 1981. The Israeli zone has been a 
buffer against Syrian attack but the 
IRGC and its Hezbollah militia allies 
from Lebanon are, by all accounts, 
turning the Syrian-held sector into 
a fortress from which to mount mis-
sile strikes against Israel.

The current political unrest was 
triggered by a heavy clampdown 
on widespread protests in Decem-
ber and January. They were smaller 
than the protests during a conten-
tious 2009 presidential election, the 
last serious upheaval, but they were 
markedly more intense.

Their effect was heightened by 
demands that not only should Has-
san Rohani, the people’s president, 
and his reformist bloc step down for 
failing to keep his election promise 
to bring prosperity to all or at least 
ease their economic burden but also 
for the first time there were howls 
that the clerical regime itself should 
stand down.

That was an ominous turn of 
events that is likely to swell if pro-
testers continue to defy the regime.

Demonstrators also criticised Teh-
ran’s policy of “forward defence” — 
fighting enemies outside Iran rather 
than in the country itself, diverting 
funds to distant conflicts rather 
than improving the lot of its people.

“The protests suggest that nation-
alism is tempered by its economic 
cost,” observed analyst Vali Nasr of 

Ali Alfoneh
is a non-resident senior fellow at Rafik Hariri Centre for 

the Middle East at the Atlantic Council.
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Arab separatists, was killed out-
side his home in The Hague.

The Iran Human Rights Docu-
mentation Centre said that, since 
1979, high-level officials in Iran 
have been linked to at least 162 
extrajudicial killings of the re-
gime’s political opponents around 
the globe, a number not indepen-
dently confirmed.

The figure could be higher. 

Johns Hopkins University, “but de-
spite the public criticism, Iran is not 
about to collapse under the pres-
sure of imperial overreach. Iranians 
are sceptical of their government’s 
regional ambitions but they do not 
doubt the imperative of defence.”

The IRGC was also a target for the 
people’s ire, particularly for the bil-
lions of dollars it has poured into 
the war in Syria, as well as Tehran’s 
proxy armies in Iraq, Lebanon and 
Yemen.

Twenty people were killed and 
hundreds arrested as the protests 
engulfed some 70 cities, including 
Tehran, and, for the first time, many 
provincial centres that have long 
been considered conservative pro-
regime bastions.

The authorities were clearly 
shaken. They shut down social me-
dia websites, along with messaging 
apps — apparently standard proce-
dure now for countering such street 
protests quickly.

The streets have been quiet since 
the protests were crushed in Janu-
ary but the anger still smoulders and 
it remains to be seen whether the 
regime, which has not taken identi-
fiable steps to meet the protesters’ 

demands, is willing to scale down 
its expansionist wars.

Indeed, there are plans to in-
crease the IRGC’s budget, while cut-
ting back subsidies for the poor.    

Expectations that conditions in-
side Iran might improve were raised 
by the July 2015 signing of a contro-
versial nuclear agreement that the 
United States and five major world 
powers under which Tehran agreed 
to rein in its nuclear programme in 
return for the partial lifting of crip-
pling US-led sanctions.

Although that freed some $100 
billion for Iran, the bottom line is 
that the deal was concerned with 
security issues rather than throwing 
Iran’s working and middle class a fi-
nancial lifeline — a point that seems 
to have been lost in the clamour.

Even if it were only partially true, 
Western sources insist that much of 
the windfall has been allocated to 
bolstering Iran’s military forces and 
its worrying ballistic missile pro-
gramme.

It is not clear how much of the 
current unrest was the result of the 
United States exploiting Iranians’ 
frustrations.

It would not be the first time 

that’s happened but, whether there 
was outside interference or not, the 
spread of popular unrest to major 
provincial cities is an ominous de-
velopment for the regime.

The mullahs are steadily ramp-
ing up the confrontation with Israel, 
which has vowed it will not allow 
the IRGC to establish a military pres-
ence on the Golan Heights.

Ironically, Saudi Arabia finds itself 
in the same camp as Israel against a 
common foe, Iran — a situation that 
illustrates just how the region’s tur-
moil has brought about significant 
geopolitical realignment.

Iran’s hardliners, led by Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, ap-
parently see their decades-old effort 
to become the region’s superpower 
producing results and are loathe to 
pull in their horns now when the 
signs are so propitious.

This can be seen in how the IRGC 
and Hezbollah are building military 
bases in the Golan Heights, despite 
Israeli protests.

An aerial clash on February 10, in 
which Israel shot down an Iranian 
surveillance drone and then lost an 
F-16 jet to missile fire, underlined 
how sharp the tensions are.

The next confrontation could trig-
ger a wider shooting war and that 
may just be a matter of time.

Israel’s retaliatory raids against 
Syrian and Iranian military installa-
tions marked a significant and po-
tentially dangerous widening of the 
undeclared conflict. Any direct con-
frontation with Israel could easily 
spiral out of control because Israel 
sees the Iranians moving what was 
once a distant front line hundreds 
of miles away right up to the Jewish 
state’s northern frontier.

The Iranians see things through 
a different prism. “Israel’s claim of 
Iran’s involvement in the events of 
February 10 should… be viewed as 
part of its continued desire to ‘secu-
ritise’ Iran,” said Hamidreza Azizi of 
the Iran and Eurasia Studies Insti-
tute in Tehran.

“The aim of the latter remains 
the same: to increase international 
pressure on the Islamic Republic to 
abandon its missile programme and 
regional activities,” he wrote in a 
February 22 analysis.

Ed Blanche is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has reported 
on the Middle East since 1967.

Fouad Khaki Beygi, a KDPI mem-
ber, told Al-Monitor that 289 mem-
bers and cadres of various opposi-
tion groups, including 153 from the 
KDPI, were assassinated by Iran in 
the 1980s and 1990s.

Tehran’s assassination cam-
paign has been used by its proxies 
elsewhere. In Lebanon, Hezbollah 
members have been implicated 
in the 2005 killing of former  
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a fellow at the Rafik Hariri Centre 

for the Middle East of the Atlantic 
Council. She lives in Beirut.

Iran’s reliance 
on sanctioned 
killings seems to 
have been 
pulled out of the 
playbook of 
none other than 
its Israeli 
nemesis.

The regime’s 
commitment 
to export the 
Islamic 
Revolution 
seems to 
outweigh all 
other issues 
— dangerously 
so if the 
economy 
continues to 
decline.

Supreme 
backbone. 
Members of 
the Islamic 
Revolutionary 
Guard Corps 
stand behind 
Iran’s Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah 
Ali Khamenei as 
he speaks during 
a ceremony in 
Tehran, last May. 
(Office of the Iranian     
Supreme Leader)
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Indeed, there 
are plans to 
increase the 
IRGC’s 
budget, while 
cutting back 
subsidies for 
the poor.    

Since 1979, 
high-level 
officials in 
Iran are said 
to have been 
linked to at 
least 162 
extrajudicial 
killings of the 
regime’s 
political 
opponents.

Viewpoint
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A 

n assassination attempt, 
two international con-
ferences and new Israeli 
strikes put the Gaza Strip 
back in the spotlight but 

no foreseeable end to the woes of 
the Palestinian territory is expect-
ed.

In a donor conference March 15 
in Rome, the UN Relief and Works 
Agency (UNRWA), which is re-
sponsible for Palestinian refugees, 
secured pledges for nearly $100 
million, less than the $446 million 
figure that it had sought.

UNRWA is facing financial dif-
ficulties after the United States 
slashed its annual aid to the UN 
agency from $360 million in 2017 
to $60 million this year, follow-
ing tensions between the Palestin-
ian Authority (PA) and the Trump 
administration over Washington’s 
decision to recognise Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital.

UNRWA Commissioner-General 
Pierre Krahenbuhl warned that the 
new funds, which were pledged 
by Qatar, Turkey, Norway, Switzer-
land, France, Slovakia, South Korea, 
India, New Zealand and Mexico, 
would keep the UN agency going for 
few months only.

“It’s a first step towards closing 
the entire shortfall,” said Krahen-
buhl. “It will last us a couple of 
months more into the middle or be-
ginning of the summer.”

UNRWA relies on the United 
States for approximately 30% of its 
funding and the Gaza Strip is ex-
pected to be the area where the lack 
of funds would hurt most.

“This would have severe  
impacts — a cascade of problems 
that could push the suffering in 
disastrous and unpredictable direc-
tions,” said UN Secretary-General 
Antonio Guterres. “If UNWRA did 
not exist, if its services were not 
provided, the security of the region 
would be undermined.”

A World Bank report warned 
that Gaza’s economic troubles can 
no longer be fixed by international 
aid, urging for an end to the Israeli 
blockade on the area.

“The (Gazan) economy cannot 
survive without being connected 
to the outside world,” the report 
said. “In the long term, aid will not 
be able to provide the impetus for 
growth, nor can it reverse Gaza’s de-
development.”

Observers suggested allowing 
Palestinians to enjoy the benefits of 
their own gas fields off the coast of 
Gaza.

“The EU should wield its diplo-
matic power to push for production 
from Gaza Marine by the Palestinian 
Authority (PA),” wrote Tareq Baconi 
in a commentary at the website of 
the European Council on Foreign 
Relations think-tank.

“This can be done in a manner 
that alleviates Israel’s security con-
cerns through an international su-
pervisory force that protects the gas 
instalments and ensure proceeds do 
not end up in Hamas’s coffers.”

Baconi argued that Israel would 
rather have Hamas contained than 
deposed as it feared more radical 
groups filling the vacuum in Gaza.

“Despite vehement rhetoric 
against Hamas from Israeli politi-
cians, Israel’s security establish-
ment has long recognised the value 
of maintaining Hamas in power as 
the entity that could stabilise the 

Gaza Strip, effectively police cease-
fires and keep more radical Salafi-
jihadist groups in check,” wrote 
Baconi.

The Israeli military said it hit Ha-
mas posts in Gaza after two bombs 
were set off near the border fence.

The incident came one day after 
an apparent assassination attempt 
targeting the convoy of Palestinian 
Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah as 
he visited the Gaza Strip. No group 
claimed responsibility for the at-
tack but it is thought that radical 
militants in Gaza opposed to both 
Hamas and Fatah — which leads the 
PA — may have been behind it.

The PA said in a statement that it 
held Hamas responsible for the at-
tack because the group had failed to 
properly secure the area. The attack 
will likely delay a rapprochement 
between the two Palestinian sides.

The UNWRA conference came 
one day after a gathering hosted by 
the White House on the humanitar-
ian situation in Gaza.

“The attendees… discussed con-
crete proposals for finding realistic, 

effective approaches to the chal-
lenges Gaza currently faces,” said 
a White House statement, without 
specifying what measures would 
be taken to tackle the humanitarian 
crisis in Gaza.

Representatives from 19 coun-
tries, including Israel, Egypt, 
Jordan, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Bahrain, Qatar and Oman, were 
present. However, the Palestinians, 
who boycotted the meeting, were 
notably absent.

“We regret that the Palestinian 
Authority is not here with us today. 
This is not about politics. This is 
about the health, safety and hap-
piness of the people of Gaza and of 
all Palestinians, Israelis and Egyp-

tians,” said US special envoy Jason 
Greenblatt at the conference.

The gathering was criticised by 
the PA, which branded it an at-
tempt to exploit the humanitarian 
situation in Gaza for political ends.

“We will not be fooled by any 
manoeuvring to return through the 
door of humanitarian crisis in Gaza 
and it will not change the position 
of the Palestinian leadership,” said 
the Palestinians’ head of delegation 
to the United States, Husam Zom-
lot.

Hamas, too, criticised the confer-
ence on its English-language web-
site.

“It seems that the enormous 
global US violations pushed Mr 
Greenblatt to forget or disregard the 
fact that the Gaza Strip, under inter-
national law, is an occupied territo-
ry,” wrote Bassim Naim, member of  
Hamas International Relations  
Bureau.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Lingering uncertainty. A Palestinian woman sits with a child after receiving food supplies from the 
United Nations’ offices in the Khan Yunis refugee camp in the southern Gaza Strip, on February 11.  
                                (AFP)

Gaza Strip woes 
receive renewed 
attention but no 
fix is expected

UNRWA relies on the 
US for approximately 
30% of its funding and 
the Gaza Strip is 
expected to be the area 
where the lack of funds 
would hurt most.

“T
his land gives us 
all that makes 
life worth living,” 
said Mahmoud 
Darwish in his 
famous poem 
“Palestine.” The 

phrase is an accurate representa-
tion of the role land plays in the 
collective Palestinian mindset, 
where it is understood, not in 
terms of property, but existentially.

The progressive loss of land by 
Palestinians is seen as the loss of 
homeland, the loss of Palestine, 
something very connected to their 
very existence as a people.

Even though the process of 
dispossession started during the 
first decades of the 20th century, 
it was the 1948 war that set in 
motion a systematic process of 
Zionist land acquisition. Following 
the establishment of Israel in 78% 
of Mandate Palestine, the newly 
formed government immediately 
introduced emergency regulations 
to facilitate the confiscation of the 
Palestinian land under its control.

As a result of the war, known as 
the Nakba (Arabic for “catastro-
phe”), 750,000-900,000 Palestin-
ians — 55-66% of the population 
— were displaced from their homes 
and became refugees. More than 
500 Palestinian localities were 
destroyed or cleansed during the 
war, leaving 20,350 sq.km of land 

vacant.
The acquisition of control over 

the territory coupled with the 

dramatic decrease in the Palestin-
ian population established prime 
conditions for widespread land 
confiscation by Israel. This policy 
was implemented through an 
elaborate legal process designed to 
transfer ownership of the lands to 
the Israeli government.

Following the Nakba, Israel, as 
the successor state, inherited all 
the lands registered with the British 
High Commissioner for Palestine. 
Once those lands were secured, 
Israeli officials developed mecha-
nisms to acquire privately owned 
properties.

In 1950, Israel passed the 
Absentee Property Law, which 
declared all lands owned by the 
recently expelled refugees “ab-
sentee property” and transferred 
them to a custodian. The 1953 Land 
Acquisition Law transferred all 
land held by the custodian to the 
Development Authority to be used 
for the development of Israel. This 
law allowed for the legal registra-
tion of other expropriated land by 
Israel. As a result, the Development 
Authority illegally appropriated 
1,200 sq.km of land, 704 sq.km of 
absentee land owned by refugees 
who fled during the war and 305 
sq.km of land privately owned by 
Palestinians.

It is worth noting that, follow-
ing the 1948 war, Israel imposed a 
military government on Palestin-
ian areas. Many Palestinians were 
expelled during this military rule 
in operations aimed to strengthen 

Israel’s dominance in the terri-
tory and its control of the newly 
established borders. Palestinian 
towns and villages were cleansed 
and the lands left behind by those 
who fled were confiscated under 
the Absentee Property Law.

Through these strategies, 93% 
of the land in Israel came under 
the control of the Israeli govern-
ment. These areas are categorised 
as Israel Lands under Israeli law, 
meaning they cannot be sold and 
can only be designated for the 
exclusive use of the Jewish people. 
The Israeli government not only 
managed to confiscate the prop-
erties of Palestinian refugees, it 
excluded Palestinian citizens of 
Israel from accessing them.

Following the occupation of 
the West Bank and Gaza, Israel 
implemented a process like that 
used inside Israel after 1948. All 
land registered as state land — 13% 
of the West Bank — was automati-
cally under Israeli control. Several 
military orders passed effectively 
acting as the Absentee Property 
Law. This facilitated the illegal 
confiscation of the properties of 
the 1967 Palestinian refugees, 
nearly 500,000. Israel also confis-
cated 110,000 hectares of land in 
the West Bank by declaring them 
restricted military areas.

In 1968, Israel introduced a mili-
tary order freezing in land registra-
tion processes, impeding the formal 
recognition of ownership of that 
land. The inability to prove owner-

ship has made those lands vulnera-
ble to confiscation by Israel because 
the Palestinian owners do not have 
official proof of ownership.

In 1995, the Oslo Accords divided 
the West Bank into Areas A, B 
and C, leaving more than 60% of 
this territory, Area C, under full 
Israeli control. While control did 
not translate into ownership, Israel 
systematically abused this author-
ity to deny use and access of the 
lands to the Palestinian owners, 
resulting in the de facto confisca-
tion of those lands.

The grabbing of Palestinian lands 
continues relentlessly on both sides 
of the Green Line. In February 2017, 
for example, the Knesset passed 
the Regularisation Law legalising 
about 4,000 housing units in 55 
illegal outposts built on private 
Palestinian land in the West Bank. 
By retroactively legalising the 
outposts, the law effectively allows 
for arbitrary confiscation of land 
that is then allocated for settlement 
expansion.

These developments constitute 
the latest expression of a 70-year-
old policy that is pushing Pales-
tinians into shrinking pieces of 
their homeland. As long as illegal 
confiscation of land continues 
unchecked and without legal con-
sequences for Israel, Palestinian 
land will continue being confis-
cated under the Israeli premise of 
acquiring the maximum acreage of 
land with the minimum number of 
Palestinians.

The inability to 
prove ownership 
has made those 
lands vulnerable 
to confiscation by 
Israel because the 
Palestinian owners 
do not have official 
proof of 
ownership.

As Palestinians mark Land Day, 
confiscation of their lands continues

Maya al-Orzza
is a legal researcher in 

the West Bank.

Viewpoint
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Debate Turkey

I 

loved Turkey almost from 
the moment my plane 
landed in Istanbul 26 years 
ago. I had never experi-
enced anything quite like it. 
The people were so warm 
and friendly. The food was 

delicious. To this day kofta re-
mains one of my favourite meals 
and I frequently have yogurt, feta 
cheese and pastirma for breakfast.

It was impossible to ignore the 
history of Turkey because it was 
everywhere you looked. My then 
fiancee and now wife took me 
to see the famous walls of the 
city and the spot where it was 
believed the Ottomans breached 
them in 1453. As a history nut, it 
was a real treat for me.

I had several of the most won-
derful experiences of my life in 
Turkey.

As I stood on the balcony of the 
old harem in the Topkapi Palace, 
the call to prayer rang out from 
hundreds of minarets across the 
city. Soon it was the only sound, 
drowning out even the roar of the 
ever-present traffic.

It was transfixing and magical.
As was the time that I walked 

into the courtyard of the Suley-
maniye Mosque and felt like I 
literally stepped back in time. 
Suddenly no TV antennas were 
visible. All signs of the 20th cen-
tury had disappeared and the only 
noise was the voice of the imam 
leading the faithful in prayer.

Also transfixing and magical 
was the crazy joy of navigating the 
old bazaar with its many shops 
with bags of open spices and veg-
etables and the ever-present gold 
and jewellery merchants.

Several years ago, my son took a 
gap year before he started college 
and chose to spend it living on the 
Asian side of the Bosporus across 
from Istanbul. To this day he 

tells me that the ferry ride across 
to the European side every day 
remains a favourite memory.

No matter how many times I 
went over the past two decades, 
Turkey always surprised and 
pleased me. I became a sort of an 
unofficial tourism ambassador 
for the country. I constantly told 
friends who were terrified at the 
thought of travel in the Middle 
East that things were different 
in Turkey. That it was a much 
friendlier country and headed in 
a more democratic direction. I ad-
vised them on places to visit and 
to make sure they bought a simit 
roll from a street vendor at some 
point while in Istanbul.

However, if I may borrow a 
line from the Irish poet William 
Butler Yeats, all has changed and 
changed utterly.

The US Embassy in Ankara was 
forced to shut down recently 
because of security threats. What 
I found more distressing was that 
the embassy advised Americans 
across the country to be care-
ful, to avoid large crowds, to let 
friends and family members know 
where they would be and to keep 
a low profile.

The Turkey of today is not the 
Turkey of even five years ago. I 
remember how excited many of 
my Turkish friends were at the 
election of then former Istanbul 

Mayor Recep Tayyip Erdogan as 
prime minister and his promises 
to clean up the corruption that 
was so endemic in Turkish poli-
tics. Which he largely kept… at 
first although recent revelations 
about banks in Italy and stashed 
funds may prove otherwise.

Many of those friends who were 
so excited at first have left the 
country and some of them have 
been arrested in Erdogan’s para-
noid spasms of revenge against 
anyone who dares speak against 
him, regardless of where they 
come from in Turkish society.

The past two US administra-
tions share part of the blame for 
the deterioration of relations 
between the two countries but Er-
dogan’s rightward turn on domes-
tic policies and his rants against 
the United States, particularly its 
refusal to hand over controversial 
cleric Fethullah Gulen and its 
support of the Kurds in Syria, are 
unnerving to those thinking about 
visiting Turkey.

When you add in the virulent 
anti-American diatribes of the 
largely government-controlled 
Turkish media, it makes the situ-
ation worse. I no longer sing the 
praises of Turkey to my friends or 
tell them that it’s safe for Ameri-
cans to travel in Turkey because I 
don’t believe it is.

There will surely be more 
security warnings from the US 
Embassy in Ankara, more hostility 
generated against Americans from 
the Turkish media and increased 
threats from Erdogan about 
policies between the two govern-
ments.

Not so long ago the thought of 
Turkey would make me smile. 
Now I feel only sadness in the 
knowledge that things are going 
to get worse before they get  
better.

T
he prominent Saudi-
owned MBC tel-
evision network has 
announced it would 
suspend broadcasts 
of all Turkish soap 
operas. After being 

dubbed into Arabic, the pro-
grammes were amazingly success-
ful throughout the Arab world for 
a decade, selling 13,000 hours of 
broadcast annually and generat-
ing as much as $150 million in 
revenue per year.

The series also led to an incred-
ible boom in tourism in Turkey, 
with visitors from Qatar more 
than doubling in 2013 and 
visitors from Saudi Arabia 
increasing 88%.

The decision to ban the 
programmes had nothing to do 
with money or entertainment. It 
was a political move par excel-
lence — a soft blow to Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
who was inching dangerously 
close to Russia and Iran.

Once allied over the common 
objective of bringing down the 
regime in Damascus, Ankara and 
Riyadh have drifted apart, 
especially after Erdogan stood 
with Qatar in its standoff with 
Saudi Arabia, refusing to cut 
relations with the gas-rich state 
and sending troops to bolster the 
regime of Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani.

The Turkish president was 
already at daggers drawn with 
the Saudis over his unwavering 
support of the Egyptian Muslim 
Brotherhood and its ousted 
President Muhammad Morsi, as 
well as his support for Al 
Jazeera’s non-stop smear 
campaign against Morsi’s 
successor, Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 

an ally of the Saudi kingdom.
There was nothing about 

Erdogan that the Saudis liked. He 
was allied to jihadi groups in 
Syria, supporting them with 
money and arms; yet the world 
turned to him to help end the 
Syria war. He was also allied to 
the Brotherhood, which was 
historically an enemy of the 
House of Saud. Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz was quoted by 
Egyptian media as describing 
Erdogan’s Turkey as being part of 
a “triangle of evil,” along with 
Iran and the region’s hard-line 
Islamists.

The suspension of Turkish 
dramas from Arabic television 
networks is no minor thing for 
Erdogan and his team, who, 
since achieving power 15 years 
ago, have invested heavily in 
cultural expansionism as part of 
their policy of “neo-Ottoman-
ism.”

In its broadest term, that 
ideology aims at restoring 
Ottoman influence in politics, 
culture, tradition, cuisine and 
economics of Arab societies once 
ruled by the Ottoman Empire.

The term is not the brainchild 
of Erdogan, however, and was 
first used with a negative 
connotation by the Greeks 
sometime after Turkey’s 1974 
invasion of Cyprus. It will now 
forever be associated with 
Erdoganism and his Justice and 
Development Party. Erdogan 
supporters often describe 
themselves as “Osmanlitorunu” 
— “grandchildren of the Otto-
mans” — a line that Erdogan is 
incredibly proud of and bent on 
promoting through books, 
commerce and television 

dramas.
During his honeymoon with 

the Syrians in 2004-11, Erdogan 
made sure that anti-Ottoman 
television dramas produced in 
Damascus in the 1980s and 1990s 
were pulled off the airwaves. He 
was particularly upset with one 
show called “Ukhwet al-Turab,” 
which shed light on the torture 
of Arab opponents of the Otto-
man Empire during the first 
world war.

Syrian authorities made sure to 
muzzle anything that upset 
Erdogan, banning the work until 
relations turned sour with the 
Turkish leader after the outbreak 
of the Syrian conflict seven years 
ago. The Turkish government 
also invested money and effort 
into producing a mega-drama in 
Arabic about the life of former 
Ottoman Sultan Abdul Hamid II, 
aired in 2010 starring Syrian 
actor Abbas al-Nouri.

After nine decades of non-stop 
indoctrination against the 
Ottomans in mainstream Arab 
media and government curricu-
lums, it was very difficult for 
Erdogan to rebrand the word 
“Ottoman” in Arab circles, so he 
did it softly through such 
productions, letting the idea that 
the Ottomans were not as bad as 
the Arabs had accused them of 
being quietly sink into the 
collective Arab psyche. This was 
basically Erdogan’s main mes-
sage.

When Erdogan became prime 
minister in 2003, he engineered 
an exceptionally warm relation-
ship with Syria and was a 
frequent guest of Damascus and 
Aleppo, two celebrated Arab 
cities in Ottoman history. His 
government sponsored peace 

talks between Syria and Israel in 
2008 and the Syrian media were 
filled with front-page editorials 
eulogising Erdogan as “big 
brother” and “founder of 
modern Turkey.”

During a visit to Damascus 
prior to the present conflict, he 
attended an economic forum and 
said: “Hand-in-hand, Turkey and 
Syria can do wonders. Work with 
us closely and we will extract 
milk, even from the male goat.” 
Trade volume between the two 
countries was an impressive $2.5 
billion before 2011.

Erdogan has toyed with the 
idea of restoring the Ottoman 
Turkish language to schools and 
suggested the Turkish national 
anthem be played on drums and 
brass instruments, making it 
sound royal rather than presi-
dential, coming straight out of 
Ottoman history books.

Erdogan lifted visa require-
ments with Libya, Morocco, 
Tunisia, Jordan, Lebanon and 
Syria, describing the move as a 
“regional Schengen,” referring to 
the 1985 EU agreement.

In 2015, Erdogan received 
Palestinian President Mahmoud 
Abbas with a dramatic reception 
at a 1,150-room mansion, 
constructed in Ottoman spirit 
and splendour to look and feel 
like the palaces of the sultan. 
Standing on the staircase were 16 
spear-carrying warriors in gold 
helmets, looking like the royal 
guard of Sultan Abdul Hamid II.

Much of that will remain so 
long as Erdogan is in power. He 
travels the world with his 
ambitious agenda, picking up 
friends — and plenty of  
enemies — along the way with 
his neo-Ottomanism.

The end of a beautiful friendship

Suspension of Turkish soaps is a blow 
to Erdogan and his neo-Ottomanism

Tom Regan

Erdogan’s rightward 
turn on domestic 
policies and his 
rants against the 
United States are 
unnerving to those 
thinking about 
visiting Turkey.

The suspension 
of Turkish drama 
from Arabic 
television networks 
is no minor thing
for Erdogan and
his team.

Lost lustre. A poster of modern Turkey’s founder Mustafa Kemal 
Ataturk decorates a bridge as a plain clothes police officer keeps a 
watchful eye in Istanbul.                    (AP)

Sami Moubayed
is a Syrian historian and author of 
“Under the Black Flag” 
(IB Tauris, 2015).
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N
ot surprisingly, US 
President Donald 
Trump is acting as 
president just as 
he did as business 
executive: making 
quick decisions 

based on his instincts without 
much input from those around him.

This was quite evident recently 
when, after envoys from South 
Korea presented Trump with an 
invitation from North Korean 
leader Kim Jong-un for a face-to-
face meeting, Trump immediately 
decided to accept. Trump said a few 
days later that he, alone, had made 
the decision.

The Washington Post reported 
that US Defence Secretary James 
Mattis and national security adviser 
H.R. McMaster were stunned that 
Trump had accepted the offer so 
quickly without thinking through 
the ramifications. Usually, there 
would have been meetings of 
top national security and foreign 
policy aides to discuss the offer, 
after which they would present the 
president with the pros and cons of 
accepting it.

Perhaps this is not all that surpris-
ing given Trump’s personality and 
his belief that he is so intelligent 
that he does not need the advice of 
others. During the 2016 campaign, 
Trump declared at one point that 
he “knows more than the generals” 
about security issues. When asked 
last November why so many top US 
State Department posts remained 
empty, Trump said: “Let me tell 
you, the one that matters is me. I’m 
the only one that matters, because 
when it comes down to it, that’s 
what the policy is going to be.”

This type of thinking was par-
tially responsible for the sacking 
of Secretary of State Rex Tillerson. 
Just a week previously, Trump 
stated that he liked to have people 
argue in front of him and present 
different points of view but he 
clearly was uncomfortable that he 
and Tillerson had different views 
on the Iran nuclear deal and other 
issues.

Trump’s decision to nomi-
nate CIA Director Mike Pompeo 
to replace Tillerson as secretary 

of state was also instinctive. He 
said he and Pompeo have a “very 
similar thought process” on issues, 
in contrast to his differences with 
Tillerson.

Tillerson wanted to keep the Iran 
nuclear deal intact while working 
with the Europeans on issues that 
would address other concerns such 
as Iran’s missile programme and 
its destabilising activities in some 
Arab countries. This approach was 
not to Trump’s liking because he 
wants either fundamental changes 
to the nuclear deal or to scrap it 
altogether.

Pompeo, in contrast to Tillerson, 
was very critical of the Iran nuclear 
deal as a member of Congress, call-
ing it a “disaster.” He said in late 
2016 that he was looking forward 
to Trump “rolling it back.” Since he 
and Trump are, the president said, 
“on the same wavelength,” this sug-
gests that Pompeo’s hawkish views 
on Iran have not changed.

The danger is that Pompeo may 
encourage Trump’s impulses on 
Iran, in which case the region could 
be in store for a new war, as Tehran 
could respond to Washington’s 
scrapping of the deal by restarting 
its nuclear programme. If that oc-
curs, Tehran’s enemies in the region 
might decide that attacking Iran is 
the best option.

On the other hand, Trump’s 
impulsivity could lead him to take a 
fresh look at the Israeli-Palestinian 
situation. Trump’s son-in-law 
Jared Kushner and his lawyer Jason 
Greenblatt, who were designated 

by the president to spearhead the 
peace process, have little to show 
for their efforts after 14 months. 
Indeed, the prospects for peace may 
be worse now than before Trump 
became president.

Trump is to blame for much of 
the impasse, especially because of 
his decision to recognise Jerusalem 
as Israel’s capital and to move the 
US Embassy from Tel Aviv, leading 
the Palestinians to charge that the 
United States was no longer an hon-
est broker.

However, Trump might just take 
another look at the situation and 
say to himself that Kushner and 
Greenblatt need to be replaced.

Although it is not in Trump’s na-
ture to admit he made a mistake on 
Jerusalem, he could use his friend-
ship with Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu to say: “You 
owe me something now.” Pompeo, 
who reportedly was a good man-
ager at the CIA, might then rely on 
experts on the Israeli-Palestinian 
situation within the State Depart-
ment to chart a more even-handed 
policy and encourage Trump to do 
the same.

For political reasons, Trump 
might not make such a shift in pol-
icy before the November mid-term 
elections but it is possible he could 
take a fresh approach afterwards. 
Although it is a long shot, and he 
would certainly have to shift gears, 
it is not inconceivable that Trump 
may try a different approach to 
Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking to 
achieve “the ultimate deal.”

Could Trump’s impulsiveness create opportunities in the Middle East?Viewpoint

Gregory Aftandilian
 is a lecturer in the Pardee School 

of Global Studies at Boston 
University and a former US State 
Department Middle East analyst.
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Personal initiatives. A passenger on a subway train in Seoul on 
March 10 reads a newspaper with a headline of a planned summit 
meeting between North Korean leader Kim Jong-un and US 
President Donald Trump.         (AP)

Explaining the depth of Russia’s 
engagement with the Arab world

Beirut

G
iving a lecture at 
the Orient-Insti-
tut Beirut, Zaur 
Gasimov 
displayed a slide 
of two books: 
“Russian-Arabic 
Military Diction-

ary” and “Textbook of Military 
Translation — Arabic Lan-
guage.”

His topic was “Between 
Intelligence and Knowledge 
Transfer: Soviet-Arab Relations 
Reconsidered.” Gasimov, a 
research fellow in the Max Weber 
Foundation-linked Istanbul 
Orient-Institut, is the very person 
to explain the depth of Russian 
engagement with the Arab world. 
A Baku-born German national, 
Gasimov has spent years 
researching Soviet Arabists.

Another slide during his talk 
showed a 1970 photograph of 
Lebanese Prime Minister Rashid 
Karami and his wife meeting 
Soviet Ambassador Sarvar 
Azimov, a Uzbek. Next to Azimov 
is translator Mikhail Tsvigun, 
whose father was a high-ranking 
KGB officer in Central Asia.

The photograph illustrates two 
important aspects of Soviet 
practice, Gasimov argued: the 
role of minority Soviet nationali-
ties in outreach and the blurred 
inter-relationships between 
language-proficiency, diplomacy 
and intelligence.

Even so, there is a sense of 
professionalism about imparting 
Arabic to Russian military men. 
The Military Institute of Foreign 
Languages in Moscow puts out 
well-produced textbooks such as 
“Russian-Arabic Military Diction-
ary” and “Textbook of Military 
Translation — Arabic Language.” 
They reflect the importance of 

Arabic at the institute, Gasimov 
told The Arab Weekly in an 
interview. However, it is “hard to 
know” how many Arabic speakers 
graduate each year from the 
institute, he said.

That said, “Russia looks back 
on a century-long acquisition of 
knowledge of the Middle East, its 
state and ethnic actors. In the US, 
oriental studies are much 
younger,” Gasimov said.

Gasimov’s research sources 
include memoirs by KGB officers 
as well as the internet pages of 
army veterans, many of whom 
have Middle East experience.

However, as Gasimov explained 
in his talk, interest in vostokove-
denie (“knowledge of the East”) 
and specifically Blizhnii Vostok 
(the “Near East”) goes back to 
tsarist times. While much of 
Russia is geographically east of 
the Middle East, and many 
Russians praise Edward Said as a 
critic of the “decadent West,” 
Gasimov uses the term “Russian 
orientalist” common in Eng-
lish.

Under the tsars, orientalists 
pored over medieval texts and 
the Quran. After the 1917 Revolu-
tion, Soviet Arabists wanted to 
look more at modern Arabic. In 
1941, Kharlampii Baranov 
produced the first comprehensive 
Arabic-Russian dictionary. For 
this he drew on work done by 
Mikhail Osipovich Attaya, a 
Damascene Christian. Taufik 

Kezma, a Palestinian Christian, 
moved to Kiev, founded Ukrain-
ian oriental studies and wrote a 
Ukrainian-Arabic dictionary.

Missionary zeal helped drive 
Arabic studies under the tsars, 
Gasimov explained, and many 
Soviet orientalists had wide-
ranging interests. Ali Alesker 
Mamedov, who majored in 
German studies in Baku, was a 
Soviet translator at the Nurem-
berg trials. He subsequently 
learned Arabic and wrote univer-
sity textbooks for learning 
Arabic.

Arabic was also introduced in 
Soviet schools in the 1970s with 
the first textbooks written by Said 
Sinan, a Baghdadi of Kirkuk 
Turkic background. Sinan moved 
to Baku for oriental studies, 
worked in radio and left song 
recordings at Baku Conservatory 
that are a carefully preserved part 
of Kirkuk folklore.

Gasimov referred to Sinan’s 
layered identity. “Sinan arrived 
with a double identity. He came 
as an Arab but spoke to some 
Soviet colleagues in Turkic/Azeri. 
Later in the 1970s, he returned to 
Baghdad to spend his time 
translating Azerbaijani poetry 
into Arabic.”

There was further cultural 
cross-pollination with Gamar 
Almaszadeh, a ballerina and 
ballet teacher in Baku. In 1970, 
she was invited by the Ministry of 
Culture in Baghdad to establish a 
national theatre of dance. It took 
her two years. “She didn’t find 
the differences huge,” said 
Gasimov, “back then in the 1970s. 
It was important, though, [for 
Iraqi cultural sensibilities] that 
dancers in Baku had a way of 
covering up [their bodies] more 
than in Moscow.”

For the Soviet Union, ballet was 
part of a wider cultural outreach 
plan. While Moscow restricted 
Islamic education in the Central 
Asian republics, it utilised the 
cultural background of Soviet 

Muslims as well as the expertise 
of orientalists.

The limits of this approach 
were exposed in Afghanistan in 
the 1980s. “Area studies are 
important,” Gasimov said, “but 
they can’t change everything.”

Even so, Gasimov said he was 
convinced that Russia’s oriental-
ists have shaped the country’s 
current Middle East policies. 
These include an alliance with 
Iran in Syria, close intelligence 
communications with Israel and 
warm relations with Saudi 
Arabia.

American predictions that 
Syria would be Moscow’s 
Vietnam have not come to pass 
and Russian politicians and 
public regard its military 
intervention as a success, he 
suggested. “I guess the [Rus-
sian] bases will remain, even if 
the personnel are reduced,” 
Gasimov said.

Gasimov said he does not 
believe Russia’s role in Syria has 
jeopardised wider relations with 
the Arabs nor that Moscow is now 
too wedded to Tehran.

“There are differences in 
approach [between Russia and 
Iran] towards Turkey but their 
engagement in Syria is divided. 
Iran is represented by military 
councils and paramilitary units 
while Russia launches air-backed 
operations. They seem to share 
intelligence and both use anti-
imperialist rhetoric against the 
US presence in the region.”

Moscow’s guile reflects its long 
experience and expertise, 
Gasimov said. That may be hard 
to deny.

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He has reported from the Middle 
East since 1992.

Gareth Smyth

I n t e r v i e w

Gasimov does not 
believe Russia’s role in 
Syria has jeopardised 
wider relations with 
the Arabs nor that 
Moscow is now too 
wedded to Tehran.

Forthright approach. Zaur Gasimov, a research 
fellow in the Max Weber Foundation-linked 
Istanbul Orient-Institut. 
                                                            (Courtesy of  Zaur Gasimov)



17March 18, 2018

News & Analysis East   West

T
here is little clarity 
about the purpose 
and timing of the 
visit to Israel this 
summer by Prince 
William, who is 
second in line to the 

British throne. It would be the 
first official visit to Israel by a 
British royal.

The visit was announced  
March 1, barely a week after the 
Trump administration said it 
would speed up the opening of 
its embassy in Jerusalem after 
controversially moving it from Tel 
Aviv. No one is sure what signals 
it’s meant to send, if any.

The US Embassy’s Jerusalem 
opening May 14 is expected to co-
incide with the 70th anniversary 
of the end of British mandatory 
rule over Palestine and the crea-
tion of the state of Israel. Pales-
tinians call that event the Nakba 
— “catastrophe.” Jerusalem is not 
recognised as Israel’s capital by 
most of the international commu-
nity because of its occupation of 
lands seized in the 1967 war.

Where does Prince William’s 
visit fit in to the events already in 
motion in Israel and the Palestin-
ian territories by US President 
Donald Trump?

The British prince’s visit has 
been welcomed by Israel, which 
has long viewed the lack of of-
ficial royal attention as a snub. 

Mahmoud Abbas, president of 
the Palestinian Authority (PA), 

has said Prince William would be 

a welcome guest.
Just last year, however, Abbas 

talked of the “historic injustice” 
created by the Balfour Declaration 
in 1917 when then-British Foreign 
Secretary Arthur Balfour prom-
ised a national home in Palestine 
for the Jewish people.

Diana Buttu, a former adviser to 
the PA, said Abbas’s welcome to 
Prince William sounded a contra-
dictory note. “On the one hand, 
Abbas says Britain should pay 
reparations because of Balfour 
and on the other he welcomes 
Prince William. It shows the lack 
of a political stance,” she said.

Official royal visits are arranged 
with the British government. 
Prince Charles, William’s father 
and first in line to succeed Queen 
Elizabeth II, went to Israel in 2016 
to attend the funeral of former 
Israeli President Shimon Peres but 
that was not an official state visit.

No timing or details of Prince 
William’s visit, which would be 
part of a wider Middle East trip, 
were given. He is expected to 
make the trip alone as his wife 
is due to give birth to their third 
child in April.

The official announcement 
merely said Prince William’s visit 
was “at the request of Her Maj-
esty’s government and has been 
welcome by the Israeli, Jordanian 
and Palestinian authorities.” Brit-
ish ministers have added little 
colour to the official announce-
ment. It is an “important and 
unique opportunity to promote 

diplomatic and cultural ties in the 
region,” said Alistair Burt, foreign 
office minister.

Britain, led by Prime Minister 
Theresa May, is subsumed by 
negotiations over its departure 
from the European Union, popu-
larly called Brexit. This has led to 
media speculation in the United 
Kingdom and in Israel that Lon-
don is seeking a post-Brexit niche 
and the royal trip to Israel and the 
Palestinian territories is part of 
that attempt.

“With diminished clout on the 
world stage, it (Britain) must uti-
lise whatever assets it has,” said 
an analysis in the Israeli newspa-
per Haaretz, “and the one unique 
thing Britain has is a young gen-
eration of royals who are instantly 
recognisable across the globe.”

Britain’s tabloid press has sug-
gested that Prince William’s trip 
is part of a pre-Brexit timetable. 
Last summer, tabloids said a royal 
visit to Israel and the Palestinian 
territories was cancelled; the For-
eign Office denied a trip was being 
planned at the time.

Even more controversially,  
e-mail by a royal aide leaked in 
2007 said acceptance of an Is-
raeli invitation by Prince Charles 
would be used by Tel Aviv to 
boost its standing. “Acceptance 
would make it hard to avoid the 
many ways in which Israel would 
want [Prince Charles] to help 
burnish its international image,” 
said the e-mail.

Buttu suggested that none of 

this is as significant as it might 
seem. While Britain and the 
European Union seem to take a 
harder line than the United States 
on the issue of Israeli settlement 
on occupied territory such as East 
Jerusalem, it amounts to little 
concrete action, she said.

“All the members of the EU 
speak with one voice against set-
tlements but this doesn’t amount 
to actual policy, such as sanction-
ing Israel in any way. So Europe is 
actually only a shade away from 
Washington in its actions,” she 
said. “For 25 years, they’ve let 
the US take the lead but this is 
like letting the fox guard the hen 
house because Israel has been 
rewarded for its actions, not pun-
ished for seizing territory.”

Buttu pointed out that Abbas 
turns 83 at the end of March and 
there are persistent rumours that 
he is in poor health. “Anything 
could happen in the next three 
months so who knows if Prince 
William’s visit would actually 
happen should Abbas die and 
there’s turmoil in the PA?” she 
said.

If Prince William does travel to 
the Middle East, Buttu said she 
hoped he would not tack on a 
visit to Ramallah as a “sideshow” 
to a main trip to Israel as did so 
many other officials. “He might 
make a little visit to Ramallah to 
make his trip to Israel look more 
legitimate and just meet elite and 
unelected leaders, like himself, 
and not meet real Palestinians.”

What is the significance of Prince William’s announced visit to Israel?

Sharmila Devi

London is seeking a 
post-Brexit niche 
and the royal trip 
to Israel and the 
Palestinian 
territories may 
be part of that 
attempt.

is a former British correspondent 
in the Middle East and writes 
on political and social issues 
in the region.
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London

T 

he integration of Muslims 
into British society remains 
a hot-button issue in the 
United Kingdom and a re-
port produced by the Mus-

lim Council of Britain (MCB), Brit-
ain’s largest Muslim umbrella body 
representing more than 500 affiliated 
mosques, charities and schools, calls 
for the government to adopt a radi-
cally new approach.

Titled “Our Shared Future: Mus-
lims and Integration in the UK,” the 
report, which was presented March 
14 in parliament, showcases more 
than 30 diverse voices on integration 
in Britain and calls on the govern-
ment to take on new stances, includ-
ing backing “equal integration.”

The report was released the same 
day as the government’s Integrated 
Communities Strategy green paper, 
which placed English language learn-
ing at the heart of integration.

“Integration is a laudable policy 
objective. Yet too often we see the 
conception of a ‘top-down, mono-
nationalist and establishment ‘Brit-
ish values’ approach,’ which assumes 
the ‘other’ needs to be civilised into 
our way of thinking,” MCB Assistant 
Secretary-General Miqdaad Versi 
said in a release.

Writing in the MCB report, he high-
lighted the statement from former 
British Prime Minister David Cam-
eron that integration is a “two-way 
street” and explicitly rejected the 
view that there should be any “moral 
onus” on Muslims or ethnic minori-
ties for the supposed failures of inte-
gration.

“Such an approach betrays not 
only a refusal to fully understand our 
challenges but also flies in the face 
of the pragmatic reality that we are 
a nation of immigrants… Integration 
for us means integration for every-
one,” he added.

The MCB report said questions 
over Muslim integration were over-
blown. It said that, out of more than 2 
million Muslims in Britain, 33% were 
under the age of 16, 47% were born 
in the United Kingdom and 6% strug-
gled to speak English.

The 130-page report, published a 
few days after letters calling for the 

establishment of “Punish a Muslim 
Day” were sent across the country, 
called on the government to do much 
more to tackle Islamophobia.

“It cannot be overstated how much 
of an effect Islamophobia and anti-
Muslim discrimination has had on 
Muslims being able to access differ-
ent sectors, professions and servic-
es,” Samayya Afzal, a Bradford-based 
Muslim activist, said in the report.

She said there had never been an 
“adequate response” from the gov-
ernment to protect Muslims from 
discrimination and called on the cur-

rent government to do more.
“There is a risk of misunder-

standing Islamophobia as a passing 
trend brought on by events such 
as terrorist attacks. While there is a 
backlash in the aftermath, it’s im-
portant to note that institutional-
ised Islamophobia is much broad-
er and deeply rooted than these  
outbursts,” she added.

The report included first-person 
accounts from different parts of the 
country, including “A View from the 
East End” and “A Scottish Muslim 
Story.” Almost all accounts men-
tioned rising anti-Muslim sentiment 
and Islamophobia and called for the 
government to act.

“We need to address the press-
ing issue of Islamophobia and its 
increase over the last five years… 
much of which has been insti-
gated by right-wing politicians 
and the mainstream media here 
in the country” wrote anti-racist  

activist Maz Saleem.
Saleem’s father, 82-year-old Mo-

hammed Saleem, was killed in Bir-
mingham in April 2013 by a Ukrain-
ian neo-Nazi terrorist.

Maz Saleem’s calls for increased 
action to tackle Islamophobia in 
the media were echoed elsewhere  
in the report.

“The media play a key role in the 
misrepresentation of Muslims with 
their negative portrayal on a daily 
basis, instilling fear in those who 
have limited contact with them. It 
is imperative that there are more 
balanced and positive news stories 
demonstrating an accurate picture 
of Muslim participation in British so-
ciety,” said Sufia Alam, centre man-
ager at the Maryam Centre, part of 
the East London Mosque Trust.

A YouGov poll indicated that 64% 
of British respondents said what 
they know about Islam is acquired 
through the media.

The report called on social media 
outlets to clamp down on Islamo-
phobia and so-called fake news.

One day before the report’s re-
lease, Facebook announced it would 
remove the page of anti-Islamic 
group Britain First. Facebook said 
Britain First’s posts, which had gar-
nered more than 2 million likes, had 
repeatedly violated its community 
standards.

“Our report brings together some 
important perspectives we hope will 
help inform the government think-
ing on integration,” MCB Secretary-
General Harun Khan said in the re-
port. 

“We believe a positive collabora-
tive approach is what is needed to 
create a vision for a united nation 
that will shape the future for us and 
the generations to come.”

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

UK Muslims calling for ‘equal integration’ strategy
Mahmud el-Shafey

64% of British 
respondents to a 
YouGov poll said what 
they know about Islam 
was acquired through 
the media.

Coming together. Volunteers at the East London Mosque pack food that has been donated to feed homeless at Christmas in London, last 
December.                                    (Reuters) 
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Cairo

E 

gypt will invite interna-
tional oil companies to 
explore for petroleum 
wealth in the Red Sea be-
fore the end of the year, 

officials said.
The announcement from Egypt’s 

Petroleum Ministry comes after 
news that an international alliance 
has nearly completed collecting 
geological and geophysical data in 
a 10,000 sq.km area of the Red Sea 
off the Egyptian coast.

“The work of the alliance is more 
than 95% complete,” said Hamdi 
Abdel Aziz, Petroleum Ministry 
spokesman. “It will soon turn the 
data it has collected into a compre-
hensive geophysical study about 
the area.”

An international alliance that in-
cludes British geophysical services 
company WesternGeco-Schlum-
berger and the Norwegian geosci-
ence data company TGS-NOPEC 
has been collecting data on Egypt’s 
Red Sea coast since December to 
determine oil and gas concentra-
tions.

The alliance is investing $750 
million in the studies, using equip-
ment to create images of the seabed 
dozens of kilometres underwater.

The alliance, the Egyptian Pe-
troleum Ministry said, expected to 
finalise its data collection process 
by the end of March and is to pub-
lish a study outlining hydrocarbon 
concentrations in the area by Sep-
tember. The Petroleum Ministry 
would then issue a global tender 
to explore for hydrocarbons in the 
region.

Egypt has undertaken significant 
diplomatic efforts, including a mar-
itime boundary demarcation deal 
with Saudi Arabia in April 2016, to 
allow for greater petroleum explo-
ration.

Opponents challenged the agree-
ment in court because two Red Sea 
islands — Tiran and Sanafir — would 
transfer from Egyptian control to 
Saudi administration but Egypt’s 
Constitutional Court ruled that the 
agreement was a sovereign affair 
for the government and that the 
courts had nothing to do with it.

Analysts said Cairo’s eagerness 

to conclude the boundary demar-
cation with Saudi Arabia, despite 
public opposition, was to advance 
petroleum exploration in the Red 
Sea.

Geological studies by Saudi 
state-owned Aramco ten years ago 
indicated significant oil wealth in 
the Red Sea. There are expecta-
tions in Cairo that the new explora-
tion will reveal even more promis-
ing results.

“This is an area that has been un-
explored for a very long time but 
all studies refer to the presence of 
huge amounts of oil and gas there,” 
said oil and gas expert Ramadan 
Abul-Ela.

“The international alliance col-
lecting the geophysical data in the 

area now would never have decid-
ed to spend hundreds of millions 
of dollars on this if it had not been 
sure that there is a hidden treasure 
in the uncharted waters of Egypt’s 
Red Sea coast.”

International oil and gas compa-
nies, Abdel Aziz said, have been 
asked for copies of the study.

Cairo is pinning its hopes on ma-
jor potential oil and gas finds to 
increase its confirmed oil and gas 
reserves and bolster a plan to trans-
form Egypt into an international 
energy hub.

Boasting extensive oil refineries 
and gas liquefaction plants as well 
as several petrochemical plants, 
Egypt has initiated moves to be-
come an energy hub by signing 

contracts with Saudi Arabia and 
Iraq to refine and re-export oil to 
international markets.

Huge natural gas discoveries in 
the eastern Mediterranean have 
buoyed Cairo’s energy plans. Egypt 

announced it would double pro-
duction at the offshore Zohr gas 
field to 700 million cubic feet per 
day.

With new natural gas discover-
ies in the Red Sea and the east-
ern Mediterranean, Egypt aims to 
achieve natural gas self-sufficiency 
before the end of 2018 by ramping 
up production to 6 billion cubic 
feet per day, Petroleum Minister 
Tarek al-Molla predicted last year.

Energy expert Ibrahim Zahran 
said he expected international in-
terest in the Red Sea to be “huge.”

“Everybody believes that there 
is an untapped oil and gas wealth 
in this area,” Zahran said. “This is 
why I expected everybody to be in-
terested.”

Amr Emam

Unexplored area. An aerial view of the Red Sea’s Tiran (foreground) and Sanafir (background) islands in the Strait of Tiran between 
Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula and Saudi Arabia.                       (AFP)

Egypt looking to Red Sea energy exploration

Energy 

I
n November 1999, Palestin-
ian Authority (PA) President 
Yasser Arafat signed a 25-year 
contract for gas exploration 
with the British Gas Group 
(BG), now Shell, which earlier 
that year discovered a gas 

field that it called Gaza Marine 
in Palestinian waters. Estimated 
reserves of 3.5 trillion cubic feet 
(tcf) were not large by international 
standards but absolutely vital for 
a financially stretched Palestinian 
Authority.

BG sought agreement with Israel 
to justify the economic costs of 
developing the field as Palestinian 
demand for gas was very modest. 
Eight years later, BG and Israel end-
ed their negotiations on grounds 
of insurmountable disagreements. 
Gaza Marine has remained in limbo 
since.

Israel, meanwhile, has become a 
key gas player in the region follow-
ing the discovery of large reserves 
of gas offshore: The Mari B field 
was discovered in 2000 and exploi-
tation of the field began in 2004; in 
2009 the Tamar field was discov-
ered and gas piped onshore in 2013; 
in 2010 the huge field of Leviathan, 
which is estimated to hold 22 tcf, as 
against 12 tcf for the first two, was 
discovered.

Leviathan is part of a basin that 
extends into the territorial wa-
ters of Lebanon and Cyprus. The 

discovery of Leviathan handed 
Israel gas security for decades 

and the potential to export gas, a 

bonanza that was bound to exac-
erbate tensions in a region were 
border disputes are rife.

Control of land and water has ar-
guably been, ever since the creation 
of the state of Israel, the essence 
of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
Natural gas, which is increasingly 
significant in world energy mar-
kets, handed Israel more power 
economically. The second intifada, 
coinciding with the gas discoveries, 
has seen Israel reduce the maritime 
jurisdiction of the PA 85% since the 
Gaza Jericho agreement from 37 to 
5.6 kilometres. Any hope that Israel 
and the PA might both profit from 
this gas windfall lies in tatters.

Its new-found gas wealth allowed 
Israel to cut its dependency on 
Egyptian gas. In 2005, following 
large discoveries that by the turn of 
the century had turned it into the 
second largest natural gas producer 
in North Africa (the first is Algeria), 
Egypt signed an agreement with 
Israel. By 2008, it was providing 
Israel with 40% of its gas require-
ment via a pipeline built between 
El Arish and Ashkelon.

After the overthrow of Hosni 
Mubarak, the pipeline was repeat-
edly sabotaged and, in April 2012, 
Egypt stopped delivering gas and 
the case went to international 
arbitration. Egypt lost. Luckily for 
Israel, gas from Tamar had started 
to flow.

Egypt is enjoying the benefit of 
the giant Zohr gas field, which will 
not only supply all the country’s 

domestic requirements but allow 
for exports as well.

Despite the signing in December 
of a memorandum of understand-
ing between Italy, Greece, Cyprus 
and Israel to set up an eastern 
Mediterranean energy corridor, the 
notion of an underwater pipeline 
carrying gas from fields off Cyprus 
and Israel to Europe seems far-
fetched. The cost is estimated at 
$7.4 billion at a time when gas pric-
es are low, no gas grid links Greece 
to the main European markets and 
the 2,000km seabed configuration 
poses major technical challenges.

Lebanon is stuck in a dispute 
with Israel about their common 
border, the so-called blue-line 
traced by the United Nations 
after Israel withdrew its forces 
from southern Lebanon in 2000. 
Maritime borders begin where land 
borders end; disagreement over 
the one feeds into the other and 
this concerns 860 sq.km at sea. 
The exclusive economic zones of 
Israel, Lebanon and Cyprus, which 
overlap, have not been demarcated. 
Further north, Russia once held 
rights to explore one block of Syr-
ian waters but has given them up.

Cyprus has its own problems. 
Turkey this year sent a warship to 
block an Italian ship attempting to 
drill in waters whose jurisdiction is 
disputed by the Republic of Cyprus 
(which is an EU member), the 
Turkish Republic of North Cyprus 
(TRNC) and Turkey. The TRNC is 
recognised solely by Turkey.

The discovery of gas seems to 
have brought Cyprus and Israel 
closer together but the swirl of 
shifting alliances can spring sur-
prises. A further rapprochement 
between Turkey and Israel cannot 
be discounted and an Israel-Turkey 
pipeline deal might become a real-
istic option.

In Cyprus, the offshore gas 
potential might have been used to 
revive efforts to resolve the long-
frozen conflict over the division of 
the island. The exclusive economic 
zones of the two territories do not 
seem to offer an incentive to recon-
ciliation.

Developing gas resources in the 
eastern Mediterranean would seem 
to offer the European Union more 
varied sources, at least of piped as 
opposed to liquefied natural gas, 
and thus diminish its dependence 
on Russia. Qatar offered itself as a 
source for piped gas to Europe but 
Syrian President Bashar Assad and 
the erstwhile Libyan leader Muam-
mar Qaddafi strongly resisted any 
suggestion their countries would 
allow pipelines carrying Qatari gas 
to cross them.

Whether or not the complex web 
of conflicts between these different 
sovereign countries can be resolved 
only time will tell. Where the PA 
and Israel are concerned, the future 
looks bleak. The gas resources that 
lie under the bed of the Eastern 
Mediterranean will contribute for 
the time being to developing the 
economies of Israel and Egypt.

Natural gas in eastern Mediterranean fuels increasing tensions

Developing gas 
resources in the 
eastern 
Mediterranean 
would seem to 
offer the European 
Union more varied 
sources.

Geological studies 
by Saudi state-
owned Aramco ten 
years ago indicated 
significant oil wealth 
in the Red Sea.

Francis Ghilès
is an associate fellow at 

the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.
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Tunis

T 

he Central Bank of Tuni-
sia tightened its mone-
tary policy in an attempt 
to control inflation, a 
move that risks compli-

cating the government’s efforts to 
spur economic recovery and de-
liver requested reforms.

Tunisian economists said the 
bank’s interest rate increase could 
backfire, arguing that higher infla-
tion rates were the result of the 
increase in non-essential imports. 
They said soaring import bills wid-
ened the current account deficit 
and weakened the Tunisian dinar, 
causing a rise in prices while the 
country’s foreign currency reserves 
were shrinking.

The Central Bank said the infla-
tion rate was 7.1% year-on-year 
in February, compared to 4.6% in 
February 2017 and 6.4% in Decem-
ber 2017.

“This soaring inflation has had a 
direct consequence on the deterio-
ration of the purchasing power of 
consumers,” the Central Bank said 
in a statement.

It cited increases in food and en-
ergy imports, trade deficit, wage 
increases and the repercussions of 
the value added tax and hikes in 
customs duties in January as rea-
sons for rising inflation.

The Central Bank excluded the 
likelihood of a tangible decline in 
the inflation rate this year because 
the effects of an adjustment in in-
terest rates take “between six and 
eight quarters to materialise.”

The Central Bank increased its 
benchmark interest rate 75 ba-
sis points to 5.75% on March 5 “to 
tackle the real risks of the continu-
ing inflation.”

Economists said the Central 
Bank under Governor Marouane El 
Abassi, who took over the position 
in February, was returning to mon-
etary techniques to curb inflation 
after failed attempts by his pre-

decessor to stem inflation mainly 
through support of the value of the 
dinar.

“It is a true warning launched 
by the Central Bank to the banks 
and the governments,” said econo-
mist Houcine Ben Achour. “For the 
banks, the Central Bank is telling 
them that the advantageous poli-
cy of refinancing is over and they 
have to make more efforts to grow 
deposits. For the government, wid-
ening the deficit gap by increasing 
spending will have a price.”

The Central Bank uses refinanc-
ing operations to influence banks’ 
liquidity situations and push the 
short-term money market rate to 
the benchmark rate set by the Cen-
tral Bank.

When the Central Bank’s bench-
mark rate rises, it is costlier for the 
government to borrow from the do-
mestic banking system to finance 
the budget deficit. The government 
expects a budget gap of 4.9% of 
GDP in 2018 from about 6% in 2017. 
It predicted GDP growth of about 
3% this year from 2.3% last year.

However, economists said the 
Central Bank’s rate move would 
hurt consumers for whom borrow-
ing to buy cars or homes would 
become more costly, which would 
damage economic growth pros-
pects.

By borrowing more from banks 
to fill the deficit, the government is 
putting banks into “rentier status” 
because they are profiting by lend-
ing to the government.

“The banks in Tunisia are mak-
ing profits only because they lend 
money to state and are unable to 
lend to Tunisian businesses and 
consumers,” said financial expert 
Ezzeddine Saidane. “The banks in 
Tunisia are given a cash-position 
and become rentier banks.”

Saidane and Ben Achour gave the 
example of the government bor-
rowing 600 million dinars ($248.3 
million) from banks in March at 
6.5% interest rate to support the 
view that consumers and busi-
nesses would be hurt from the rise 
of the Central Bank’s monetary  

tightening policy.
While the government borrows 

at 6.5%, banks are lending to con-
sumers and businesses at rates for 
at least 9%, data from the Finance 
Ministry showed.

“I will not say that we will end 
the year 2018 with double-digit in-
flation rate but that rate will come 
close to 10% by this year’s end,” 
said economist Mohamed Chawki 
Abid.

“The central bank, which sees 
the cause of inflation as monetary 
while the real cause of the infla-
tion is from imports, is target-
ing inflation at an average of 7.2% 
for the whole year of 2018 and  

at 6.5% for 2019.”
The Central Bank put the onus on 

the government to fight inflation 
while the government is being as-
sailed by the country’s main trade 
union and leading political figures 
for not fulfilling promises of higher 
growth and lower inflation.

“In any case, by raising the 
benchmark interest rate, the Cen-
tral Bank decided to play its role in 
fighting inflation that stems from 
monetary causes,” Ben Achour 
said. “It (the Central Bank) shows 
the path for the government to 
fight inflation from a non-mone-
tary cause. It is the only way for the 
economic salvation of the country.”

Iraq plans 25% 
reduction in oil 
product imports

Libya’s top 
prosecutor says 
groups smuggling 
fuel to Europe

Qatar, UAE extend 
offshore oil field 
concession to 
Japan amid crisis

Saudi Aramco 
IPO likely to be 
delayed until 2019

The Iraqi Oil Ministry said the 
country would reduce petroleum 
product imports by 25% as crude oil 
refineries were rehabilitated follow-
ing the fight against Islamic State 
militants.

Iraq is producing more oil prod-
ucts by processing natural gas liq-
uids, Oil Minister Jabar Ali al-Luaibi 
said in a statement, without indicat-
ing a specific timeframe for the im-
port cuts.

The ministry announced in re-
cent few months an increase in the 
capacity of the Kirkuk oil refinery 
as well as plans to rehabilitate parts 
of the Baiji plant, which was once 
Iraq’s largest petroleum processing 
facility.

(Reuters)

Libya’s top prosecutor said crimi-
nal groups were smuggling Libyan 
fuel on fishing vessels to Europe.

Prosecutor Al-Sadiq al-Sour said 
smugglers use sea routes to move 
subsidised fuel from the western 
coastal cities of Zuwara and Zawiya 
to Malta, Italy, Turkey, Spain and 
Greece.

He said hundreds of fuel stations 
were involved in smuggling subsi-
dised diesel fuel and that smugglers 
made at least $100 million in the 
past three years.

(The Associated Press)

Qatar and the United Arab Emir-
ates each extended a concession to 
an offshore oil field they share to a 
Japanese consortium despite a dip-
lomatic crisis between the two of 
them.

However, even what should have 
been a routine transaction for al-
Bunduq field in the Persian Gulf 
became another skirmish in the 
boycott of Qatar by Bahrain, Egypt, 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE.

The field, 200km north-west of 
Abu Dhabi and 100km east of Doha, 
has been shared by the two govern-
ments since 1969, before they de-
clared independence from the Brit-
ish. It began pumping oil in 1975 and 
produced more than 13,000 barrels 
a day in 2012, the most recent data 
available.

(The Associated Press)

The initial public offering (IPO) of 
oil giant Saudi Aramco may be de-
layed until at least 2019, the Finan-
cial Times reported, citing British 
officials briefed on the matter.

The IPO, potentially the largest 
stock sale ever, had been scheduled 
for the second half of 2018, amid ef-
forts to select an international ven-
ue for its listing.

The Financial Times cited sev-
eral officials as saying they were 
“warned by their Saudi counter-
parts” of the delay.

(Agence France-Presse)

Roufan Nahhas

Lamine Ghanmi

Amman  

J 

ordan suspended its free 
trade agreement with Turkey, 
a pact that had been in force 
since 2011, because of severe 
challenges facing Jordan’s in-

dustrial sector and in support of its 
competitiveness locally and glob-
ally.

The decision, which was hailed 
by industrialists but condemned by 
traders, cited unfair competition 
and that the agreement favoured 
the Turkish side more than the Jor-
danian, which was shown in trade 
exchange volume between the two 
countries.

In 2016, trade exchange between 
the two countries reached its peak 
at $742 million, of which $664 mil-
lion — 89% — was Turkish exports to 
Jordan.

The suspension of the agreement 
was based on a comprehensive 
study conducted by the Ministry of 
Industry and Trade.

The Jordanian government made 
its decision due to challenges fac-
ing the industrial sector, which was 
affected by the closure of several 
border crossings with neighbouring 
countries and the decline of tradi-
tional export markets.

“The announcement comes in 
an unsuitable political and eco-
nomic period and does not reflect 
the kingdom’s effort and directions 
in attracting foreign investments,” 
said Omar Smadi, editor-in-chief of 
Investors Today magazine. “The bi-

lateral relations between Jordan and 
Turkey have always been excellent 
in various fields especially in the im-
port and export field.”

“There will be negative effects 
in which Jordanian consumers will 
be deprived from buying Turkish 
products, which are well-known for 
their good international quality and 
affordable prices compared to other 
products,” he added.

Smadi said Jordanian consumers 
would be forced to other sources to 
find products.

“Consumers will be forced to seek 
products they cannot afford if they 
are looking for quality or select low 
quality products that they can af-
ford,” he said.

Smadi said the Turkish and Jorda-
nian relationship is unique and will 
be better in the future and must stay 
strong.

“Turkish Airlines, one of the lead-
ing airlines in Europe, will open a 
direct route between Aqaba and Is-
tanbul, which will lead to a positive 
effect for the tourism and business 
sectors, especially that Turkey was 
looking into using the port of Aqaba, 
the only coastal city in Jordan, as a 
regional hub for Turkish exports to 
various markets, including Africa,” 
he added.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan, who visited Jordan in Au-
gust 2017, is planning to visit again 
soon.

One of the main issues, Smadi 
said, was that local industrial sectors 
manufacturing similar lines of Turk-
ish products were closed and laid off 
employees because they could not 
compete with the Turkish products.

“Jordan was seeking to benefit 
from the Turkish technical know-
how but instead a huge flow of Turk-
ish exports to Jordan and major 
imbalances in the trade exchange 
occurred,” he said.

The Amman Chamber of Indus-
try said Turkey’s exports to Jor-
dan, excluding fuel derivatives and 
products, rose from $528 million in 
2014 to $650 million in 2016, textile 
exports to Jordan increased 125% in 
2016 to $72.5 million, compared with 
$23.2 million in 2014, and furniture 
exports from Turkey to the Jordani-
an market rose from $10.6 million in 
2014 to $16.9 million in 2016.

Jordan’s exports in 2016 to Turkey 
stood at about $86 million, of which 
$62 million was fertilizers.

The suspension of the free trade 
agreement has created a host of ex-
pectations that will only have a neg-
ative effect on the purchasing power 
of citizens.

“It is expected that with the can-
cellation of such an agreement every 
product of Turkish origin will have 
an increase in prices and Jordan is 
swamped with Turkish products. 
For example, we expect a 10% in-
crease in the prices of Turkish gold 
and jewellery after it was exempted. 
Currently, the price of Turkish gold 
is around $36 per gram,” said George 

Khoury, who owns a jewellery shop 
in Amman.

“With the government’s special 
tax on gold, particularly, which tax-
es raw gold just as much as it taxes 
processed gold, which is 5%, the 
gold and jewellery market will be re-
ally slow and will suffer,” he added.

Jordan recently replaced sales tax 
on gold with a special fee based on 
its origin, at $1.06 per local gram and 
$2.47 per imported gram while dia-
mond faces a 25% tax.

The price increases are expected 
to hit the clothing sector where the 
Jordanian market is inundated by 
Turkish clothes, which are known 
for their quality and affordable  
prices.

“We expect an increase in the 
clothing sector originated from Tur-
key and there are many shops that 
import clothes from Turkey. The 
government’s decision to increase 
customs from 0% to 20% in addi-
tion to the 5% for customs services 
fee will add around 25% on each 
Turkish piece of clothing which the 
customer will have to bear and this 
is unacceptable,” said Mohammed 
Abu Hasan, who owns a clothing 
shop in Amman.

The trade volume between the 
two countries in the field of clothing 
is more than $70 million annually.

The Chamber of Industry said it 
did not expect citizens to be nega-
tively affected directly as most Jor-
danian imports are clothes, carpets 
and appliances that have Jordanian 
substitutes.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Jordan suspends free trade agreement with Turkey over unfair competition

Tunisia’s Central Bank 
targets inflation but may 
hurt growth prospects

Briefs

The price increases are 
expected to hit the 
clothing sector where 
the Jordanian market 
is inundated by 
Turkish clothes.

Heavy luggage. New Governor of the Central Bank of Tunisia 
Marouane El Abassi arrives to attend a session of the Tunisian 
Assembly, last February.                                                                          (AFP)
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Libya’s education minister 
decries war-wrought 
devastation on students

Cairo

S
ecurity unrest, a lack 
of funding and the 
absence of opportu-
nities for teacher 
training hinder the 
progress of educa-
tion in Libya, 
Education Minister 

Osman Abdel Jalil warned.
“Some schools have stopped 

operating altogether and others 
are in a very bad condition,” 
Abdel Jalil said. “In some areas, 
the teachers are incapable of 
maintaining their work because 
of the violence.”

Libya has faced a seemingly 
endless cycle of violence and 
infighting following a popular 
uprising against autocratic ruler 
Muammar Qaddafi in 2011 
morphed into a civil war. Since 
then, rival governments have 
been competing for control of the 
country. Abdel Jalil is a member 
of the UN-backed Government of 
National Accord, which is led by 
Fayez al-Sarraj and which 
controls Tripoli.

About 1.5 million students are 
enrolled in Libya’s schools and 
350,000 are in its universities but 
education has been among the 
prime victims of the country’s 

turmoil. Many schools have been 
destroyed or stopped operating, 
whether due to lack of teachers or 
security fears.

“The conditions in the schools 
and the universities in southern 
Libya and in the eastern cities are 
far worse than those in some 
areas in the western parts of the 
country,” Abdel Jalil said. “A 
rising pitch of violence in those 
areas makes continuing the 
educational process impossible. 
Going to work for the teachers 
and attending classes for the 
students is a heroic mission.”

Abdel Jalil travelled to Cairo to 
discuss cooperation with Egypt’s 
educational institutions, support 
for those in Libya and training for 
Libyan teachers.

Abdel Jalil took office in April 
2017, a time when conditions in 
Libya’s schools and universities 
were at their worst following 
years of infighting.

Abdel Jalil said that, while 
conditions were still far from 
good, the ministry had been able 
to take positive measures, 
including unifying the curricu-
lum in eastern, western and 
southern Libya.

“This will ensure the cohesion 
of the educational process and 
facilitate the mission of upgrad-
ing the curricula,” Abdel Jalil 
said. “The schools and the 
universities everywhere in Libya 
need to operate as parts of the 

same state, not different 
states.”

Abdel Jalil said that ensuring a 
cohesive curriculum was one 
issue among many that need to be 
resolved to restore Libya’s 
educational process. For exam-
ple, violence forced approxi-
mately 12% of school-age chil-
dren to stay home, the Education 
Ministry said, although unofficial 
figures are much higher.

The Education Ministry’s  
$5.6 billion budget is a fraction of 
the amount needed to upgrade 
the country’s system. The 
ministry is also incapable of 
raising the pay of thousands of 
teachers who have gone on strike 
numerous times to protest low 
salaries and the ministry’s 
inability to pay salaries on time.

“We need, at least, three times 
as much to keep the schools 

functioning,” Abdel Jalil said. 
“The teachers are also badly in 
need of training.”

The psychological effects the 
war in Libya is having on the 
students far outweighs the 
effects the same war is having on 
school facilities, he said.

“The schools can be easily 
rebuilt or new ones can be 
constructed if we get the needed 
funding,” Abdel Jalil said. 
“Nonetheless, the psychological 
effects the war is leaving on 
students and the next generation 
of Libyans will linger and shape 
the future of the people of this 
country for many years to 
come.”

Many students, especially 
those in areas where violence 
continues to rage, suffer psycho-
logical disorders and traumas. 

Some of the disorders will shape 
the way the students see the 
world.

The Education Ministry 
established an administration 
within the ministry for guidance 
and psychological support. The 
administration has an office in 
each municipality to help the 
students overcome psychological 
trauma.

That administration also faces 
many challenges, not least a lack 
of funding and qualified staff.

“The current generation of 
Libyans is far less lucky than 
those who were born and lived in 
Libya years ago,” Abdel Jalil said. 
“Our country cannot have a good 
future without education but, 
sorry to say, the war makes this 
good future something that is 
difficult to have.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher

I n t e r v i e w

“Some schools have 
stopped operating 
altogether and 
others are in a very 
bad condition.”

Education Minister 
Osman Abdel Jalil 

Complex challenges. Libya’s Education Minister Osman Abdel 
Jalil.                                                                                     (Libyan Embassy in Cairo)

Sweimeh

T 

he fourth Teacher Skills 
Forum in Jordan updated 
educators on tools and 
advanced practices, other 
than grading, to improve 

the quality of teaching and prepare 
the next generation for a better fu-
ture.

An estimated 1,300 teachers and 
education experts representing 
210 public and private schools and 
education establishments from 23 
countries participated in the 2-day 
forum organised by the Queen Ra-
nia Teacher Academy and the Inter-
national Baccalaureate under the 
theme of “Growth beyond Grades.”

Alan November, an expert in edu-
cation technology and co-founder 
of the Stanford Institute for Edu-
cational Leadership through Tech-
nology, stressed the importance 
of sharing ideas from around the 
world.

“We need to be global and, as I can 
see, there is a lot of interaction here 
in this friendly event. The work-
shops are excellent but you can get 
them online. What you don’t get is 
the human interaction and this is 
important in such events,” he said.

“The level of education here is 
high and I have met students who 
are as good as any students I met 
in the world, as such I have asked 
them to come to my workshop and 
share their ideas.”

Defining effective learning, the 
role of pedagogical leadership 
teams in supporting learning and 
prioritising disciplines in addition 
to mathematics and the sciences 
from an early age were some of the 
subjects addressed at the forum.

Yousef al-Rawas, representing 
Talal Abu-Ghazaleh Academy, said 

the forum created excellent oppor-
tunities for people in the educa-
tional sector.

“It is a most convenient plat-
form to develop and experience 
new ways to handle what is needed 
in a classroom. This year’s theme 
explored a better future for both 
students and teachers as it asked 
educators to look beyond grading 
and prepare students for the 21st 
century,” Rawas said.

“At the Talal Abu-Ghazaleh Acad-
emy, we have been focusing on en-
riching and strengthening the skills 
of the youth and professionals in 
various fields through paving the 
way for many to acquire the needed 
certifications because we strongly 
believe that not just education but 
higher education is a right for all,” 
he added.

Haifa Akroush, a private school 

teacher in Amman, stressed the 
need to keep up with technology 
in teaching methods and to explore 
the capacities of individual stu-
dents and help develop them.

“We, as teachers, need to pay 
more attention to students’ abili-
ties and curiosity. Not all students 
will become engineers or doctors. 
Some may be hooked on creating 
new recipes and want to be cooks, 
for example,” Akroush said. “This 
can be done in the early (academic) 
years and the job of a teacher is to 
identify areas where the student 
needs support.

“Also, times are changing and 
technology is taking over so teach-
ers need to focus more on using 
technology in the classroom. We 
need our schools to adapt to the 
high-tech generation and provide 
the space for their innovative mind 

to flourish and this can only be 
done if we change.”

We’am Hamdan, an English lan-
guage teacher at the British Council 
in the Palestinian territories, spoke 
of the use of drama techniques in 
teaching languages.

He said teachers should help stu-
dents “find their natural language,” 
which they can develop through 

various ways such as watching 
movies or listening to music in 
whichever language comes to them 
naturally.

“Educators should help students 
find the gaps in their language 
learning. For example, a teacher 
reads a text and gives key words 
asking students to reconstruct the 
text from memory and to agree on 
one version. This method is called 
noticing the gap in which students 
discover the gaps in their own ver-
sion compared to the original,” 
Hamdan said.

Tina Blythe, a lecturer on educa-
tion and project director at Harvard 
Project Zero, focused on guided 
conversation as a tool to enhance 
learning in class.

Jordan had nearly 3,800 public 
schools with 79,079 teachers and 
3,055 private establishments with 
35,495 teachers in the 2015-16 aca-
demic year, the Ministry of Educa-
tion said. This compared to 3,716 
public schools with 78,739 teach-
ers and 2,763 private schools with 
31,181 teachers in 2014-15.

Educators from international 
and regional establishments, in-
cluding the University of Connecti-
cut, University of Bath, Education 
Development Trust, Jordan Media 
Institute, British Council, Insight 
Education Group and the National 
Centre for Culture and Arts-Jordan, 
participated in the event’s 128 
workshops.

“It was actually a great and suc-
cessful event. The sessions were 
varied. New ideas were put on 
the table and it allowed teachers 
from different regions to meet and 
share their experiences,” Ishraqh 
Shaaban, a teacher at Egypt’s El 
Nasr Girls’ College, said on social 
media.

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan.

Roufan Nahhas

Forum in Jordan explores new teaching techniques

An estimated 1,300 
teachers and education 
experts representing 
210 public and private 
schools and education 
establishments from 23 
countries participated 
in the 2-day forum.

Excellent opportunities. Yousef al-Rawas from Talal Abu-Ghazaleh Academy (L) and education 
expert Alan November at the Teacher Skills Forum.            (Roufan Nahhas)

Education        
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Beirut

T 

he melancholic sounds 
from Bassem Mokdad’s 
violin could reflect the 
sadness and suffering 
that Syrian children and 

adolescents like him are enduring 
seven years into the conflict wreak-
ing havoc in their country.

The 17-year-old refugee in Leba-
non found solace playing the violin 
after a shell hit his home in Daraa in 
southern Syria four years ago, kill-
ing his friend and leaving Mokdad 
paralysed from the waist down.

The Syrian conflict, which en-
tered its eighth year on March 15, 
has had a brutal and unprecedented 
effect on children amid the indiffer-
ence and detachment of the various 
warring parties and international 
players, the United Nations said.

“We call for that senseless war 
in Syria to stop for the sake of chil-
dren,” Geert Cappelaere, UNICEF’s 
regional director for the Middle 
East and North Africa, pleaded. 
“None of the parties have ever re-
spected the simplest sacred princi-
ples of protection of children that 
are universally embraced. Today, 
more than ever before, the children 
of Syria need us.”

“Children have lost limbs and 
are paralysed for life. That sad re-
ality continues still every single 
day with 3.3 million children inside 
Syria being exposed on a daily basis 
to unexploded ordnance and am-
munition left around schools and 
playgrounds,” Cappelaere said at a 
conference in Beirut.

The conflict killed 910 children in 

2017, the highest number recorded 
since the war began and 50% more 
than in 2016. In the first two months 
of 2018, more than 1,000 children 
were killed or injured and 40% of 
those killed by landmines are chil-
dren, the United Nations said.

“Of Syria’s estimated 10 million 
children, 8.6 million are in dire 
need of assistance, up from about 
half a million after the first year of 
the war. Nearly 6 million children 
are displaced or living as refugees, 
and about 2.5 million are out of 
school,” the Associated Press (AP) 
reported.

Early marriage, child recruitment 
and child labour are on the rise. In 
2017, three times more children 
were recruited into the fighting 
than in 2015 and one-in-four re-
cruited children is under the age of 
15. Of the estimated 419,000 people 
living under siege, 200,000 are chil-
dren, the United Nations said.

“The Britain-based Syrian Ob-
servatory for Human Rights, which 
has tracked the war since it began, 
has documented as many as 19,800 
children killed since the conflict 
began in March 2011. A study pub-
lished in the Lancet (medical jour-
nal) in January shows that children 
are increasingly bearing the brunt 

of the fighting, making up 23% of 
the civilian casualties in 2016, com-
pared to 8.9% in 2011. The Lancet 
study reported at least 13,800 chil-
dren have been killed from 2011 
through 2016,” the AP reported.

Lack of access to proper medical 
and psychological care has pro-
longed or worsened injuries and 
disabilities among children.

Dr Ghassan Abu Sitti, a plas-
tic and reconstructive surgeon at 
the American University of Beirut 
Medical Centre, stressed the impor-
tance of treating disabilities quickly 
to increase chances of recovery.

“The growing child gives you a 
smaller window to treat. Once a 
child passes the age of childhood, 
reducing the disability becomes 
much more difficult,” said Abu Sitti, 
who operates under a UN-funded 
programme for reconstructive sur-
gery for children from the region 
suffering from war-related injuries 
and for Syrian refugee children 
with congenital deformation.

The programme, which started 
four years ago, treats 200 war-relat-
ed injuries and 150 cases of congen-
ital deformation per year. The bulk 
of the injuries took place in Syria 
with a few in Iraq.

Cappelaere called on fighting 
groups in Syria and the countries 
that have an influence on them “to 
stop the brutal and grave violations 
of children’s rights” and ensure that 
children get “unconditional access 
to basic services,” including medi-
cal care and education.

He stressed, however, that, de-
spite injuries and displacement, 
“the ambition of the children 
knows no boundaries.”

“When I speak to the… boys and 
girls and hear their dreams and as-

pirations and what they want to be-
come in life and when I hear their 
resilience and their determination 
to fight for a better, brighter future I 
do very much believe that Syria has 
a future ahead,” Cappelaere said.

Mokdad, who is wheelchair-
bound, said he decided to embrace 
the future and find a goal after over-
coming acute depression following 
his injury.

“First, I did not want to see peo-
ple or talk to anybody, I kind of iso-

lated myself because people saw 
only my wheelchair and never me. 
Today, I have a goal and I am going 
to pursue it. If I can’t make a musi-
cal career, I will try photography,” 
Mokdad said.

UNICEF said it needed $1.3 billion 
in 2018 to support children affected 
by the war in Syria and neighbour-
ing countries.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Mosul

M 

ost of Mosul’s resi-
dents must start from 
scratch to rebuild 
their livelihood and 
homes shattered by 

the Islamic State’s conquest and the 
subsequent battle to retake the city.

Thousands of families have re-
turned to Mosul, which had seen 
half of its population of 2 million 
displaced, since it was liberated 
from the Islamic State (ISIS) in July 
but for many return remains a dis-
tant dream.

“An estimated 700,000 peo-
ple are still harbouring in refugee 
camps in Mosul’s outskirts and in 
Irbil in Kurdistan. The majority are 
inhabitants of the old city in the 
western part of Mosul, which was 
completely razed,” said Abdul-Rah-
man al-Waka’a, a member of the 
Nineveh Province Council.

“We are looking at a real catas-
trophe here. More than 112,000 
residential units have been ruined 
in the old city alone, in addition to 
the total collapse of infrastructure 
and basic services which necessi-
tate gigantic international efforts to 
restore.”

Displaced Moslawis are eager to 
return to what is left of their homes 
in the old city but have been unable 
to do so. Eight months after the bat-
tle ended, thousands of homes are 
mere rubble, there is no electricity 
or running water and decomposing 
bodies are buried in the debris.

Muthanna Khalaf, a 47-year-old 
street food vendor, and his fam-
ily left Hasan Sham refugee camp 
shortly after Mosul’s liberation but 
could not live in their bomb-blasted 
home in the dystopian wasteland 
of what was once West Mosul. The 
stench of death wafts from rub-
ble-filled streets, rusting cars and 

charred homes are rigged with ex-
plosives.

“Life at the camp was bitter. We 
put up with the cold, illness and 
deprivation,” Khalaf said. “I chose 
to return after the liberation from 
ISIS but many people refuse to go 
back, especially to the old city, be-
cause of the remnants of the war 
and the corpses lying in the rubble 
of their homes. A few who tried to 
return to their homes went back to 
the camps.”

Corpses of suspected ISIS mili-
tants, their families and other ci-
vilians are under the rubble. Mosul 
officials said they have recovered 
more than 2,500 bodies since July 
2017 and that many more remain 
buried. An estimated 9,000-11,000 

people, including 3,200 civilians, 
were killed in the 9-month battle 
for the city,  the Associated Press 
reported.

A lack of funds and resources 
delay the removal of the macabre 
remnants of the war. The Nineveh 

Province Council estimated the 
cost of removing the rubble at $3.5 
billion and reconstruction of the 
old city at $14 billion.

“We need a special budget to re-
move the rubble and the corpses 
underneath, in addition to hun-
dreds of unexploded bombs and 
booby traps that require special-
ised demining teams to dismantle 
them,” Waka’a said.

“Reconstruction efforts are very 
slow, unorganised and arbitrary 
and the 47 billion dinars ($39.5 mil-
lion) allocated in the state budget 
for the development of the prov-
ince are totally inadequate.”

During a conference for the re-
construction of Iraq in Kuwait last 
month, Iraq was only able to re-

ceive pledges for $30 billion of the 
$88 billion it said it needs for recon-
struction. Rather than donations, 
most of the pledges were loans and 
investments.

While West Mosul remains in ru-
ins, East Mosul has been slowly re-
turning to life. The jihadists put up 
much less of a fight in the East than 
they did across the Tigris River in 
the West and damage was relatively 
quickly repaired.

When Ahmad Serhan’s coffee 
shop on the Westside was de-
stroyed in the fighting, he opened a 
new one on the East side. Like oth-
er shopkeepers, he paid for repairs 
and restoration.

“Mosul should be rebuilt and re-
vived by its people. We should not 
depend on the (central) govern-
ment or the local authorities be-
cause they neither have the money 
nor the cadres or the equipment to 
remove the rubble and restore ser-
vices,” Serhan said.

“Hundreds of families who re-
turned to East Mosul have restored 
their homes and businesses at their 
own expenses.”

Despite the shocking destruc-
tion, Sindos Hamid, who now lives 
in Baghdad, said she was thrilled to 
visit her native city after liberation. 
“I have been deprived of visiting 
Mosul and seeing my parents for 
five years. Luckily, they live in the 
eastern part, which is coming back 
to life slowly. Shops and restau-
rants have reopened and the streets 
are busy again,” she said.

“However, a lot of things have 
changed in Mosul. There is some-
thing missing. ISIS has destroyed 
the spirit of the people as well as 
the heritage of the city, which goes 
back to hundreds of years,” Hamid 
added.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to 
the Culture and Society section 
of The Arab Weekly.

Samar Kadi

Oumayma Omar

Looking ahead. A Syrian girl who was injured during the violence 
in her country four years ago stands in front of her room in a 
hospital in Amman.                              (Reuters)

Slow recovery. A view of shops that have reopened in East Mosul.                                              (Oumayma Omar)

Syria children: the scarred 
victims of seven years of war

Mosul’s return to normal life remains a distant dream

Displaced Moslawis 
are eager to return to 
what is left of their 
homes in the old city 
but have been 
unable to do so.

three times more 
children were recruited 
into the fighting than in 
2015 and one-in-four 
recruited children are 
under the age of 15.

In 2017

Scars of war
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Sharjah

“M 

ona Saudi: Po-
etry and Form,” 
a comprehen-
sive exhibition of 
stone sculptures, 

drawing and paintings presented 
by Sharjah Art Foundation in col-
laboration with Sharjah Art Muse-
um, sheds light on the renowned 
Jordanian artist’s decades-long 
career, which began in the 1960s.

Many of the works by Saudi, 
who at the age of 12 had already 
decided to become an artist, were 
inspired by Arab poets Mahmoud 
Darwish and Adonis.

“It’s been a long journey for me 
and my inspiration has been (as 
well) the ancient civilisations, no-
tably Nabataean, Sumerian and 
Egyptian,” said Saudi, 72.

This inspiration, she said, must 
have come at an early age, when 
she grew up in her Amman home 
next to the ancient Roman site of 
Sabeem Al Horyat (Nymphaeum). 
Saudi took up drawing, paint-
ing and poetry-writing while at 
school. Her drawings tended to 
be sculptural, she said. Ultimate-
ly, she opted for the permanence 
of stone and directly carving on 
stone, which she studied at the 
Ecole nationale superieure des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris.

Saudi had her first exhibition 
in Beirut when she was only 17. 
The year she spent in Beirut at a 

boarding school before she went 
to Paris proved highly influential 
and helped her to break into the 
vibrant artistic life of the city, re-
sulting in close friendships and 
interactions with Adonis and Dar-
wish.

At the Sharjah show, Saudi’s 
finely realised sculptures made of 
a variety of stones from all over 
the world, but mainly from the 
Middle East, are complemented 
by her drawings, paintings and 
silkscreens based on the poems of 
Darwish. Her collection in ink, ti-
tled “The Hand of Stone Draws the 
Place,” (produced 1993-98) was in-
spired by Adonis’s poetry.

In Paris, Saudi was part of the 
student revolution of 1968, which 
inspired her to return to Amman. 
There she worked with children 
in a Palestinian refugee camp, 
which resulted in a path-breaking 
publication titled “In Time of War: 
Children Testify: Drawings by Pal-
estinian Children.”

The exhibition curator and 
President of Sharjah Art Foun-
dation Hoor al-Qasimi, said: 
“Hers has almost been a soli-
tary endeavour. She trained in 
Paris and you will see a lot of the  
influences from there but the 
stones she has worked on are from 
near her hometown.”

“For us at the Sharjah Art Foun-
dation, it is important to showcase 
artists from the region who have 
made an impact and to give them 
a platform to exhibit their work,” 
Qasimi added.

Noora al-Mualla, co-curator 
of the exhibition, said in a news 
release: “The exhibition ‘Mona 
Saudi: Poetry and Form’ is an 
important opportunity to get to 
know Saudi’s rich and unique ex-
perience in its various stylistic and 
expressive components, especial-
ly in the sculptural works, which 
juxtapose the solidity of the mate-
rial with the flow of poetic shapes 
and compositions. We hope that 
this exhibition will be an enjoy-
able and thought-provoking expe-
rience for the local art audience.”

Saudi has championed the Pal-
estinian cause from her early 
years, working with many paint-

ers from the Palestinian territories 
on exhibitions and publications 
about Palestine.

Critics have noted the serene na-
ture of her works despite the polit-
ical turmoil that often surrounds 
her: from the Palestinian territo-
ries to the Lebanese civil war and 
the later wars.

Her work explores themes of 
permanence, growth, fertility and 
the natural phenomena of sun and 
moon and meditative moods. She 
creates movement in basic shapes 
by repeating their forms, varying 
their dimensions or cutting them 
across one another. These she 
explored by using different types 
and colour of stone — white mar-
ble, pink limestone, green marble 
and black diorite — sourced mainly 
from the Middle East

The abstract forms of her sculp-
tures achieve the perfection of 
poetry with their smooth flow, 
while her drawings and paintings 
complement her sculptural work 
with the very same abstract forms 
being adorned with poetic writing.

Saudi said she did not believe 
in artificial borders and expressed 
admiration for the highly cosmo-
politan nature of life in the United 
Arab Emirates, with the intermin-
gling of so many nationalities. She 
shrugs of her achievements and 
truly stays humble, preferring to 
work and persevere, although she 
expressed a desire to create more 
public sculptures, including in 
Sharjah.

The exhibition runs through  
June 7.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

London

P 

reoccupation with identity 
and loss of it are pivotal in 
the works of seven emerg-
ing Arab women artists liv-
ing in Europe, North Amer-

ica and the Middle East, on show at 
East London’s Rich Mix Gallery.

“Perpetual Movement,” which 
runs through March 25, features 
Nadia Elkalaawy and Nadia Gohar 
from Egypt, Najd Al Taher from Ku-
wait, Araz Farra from Syria, Yumna 
al-Arashi and Thana Faroq from 
Yemen and the UAE’s Shaikha Fahad 
al-Ketbi.

Arab Women Artists Now (AWAN), 
which has been organising an annual 
exhibition of the work of women art-
ists in the Arab world for four years, 
said “Perpetual Movement” consid-
ers the relationship between migra-
tion and memory in connection to 
the Arab world and diaspora.

“How does your memory of a place 
change once you have left? What 
happens if you are ethnically associ-
ated with a location but have never 
even been there? Movement can be 
both positive and negative, there 
are many reasons why it takes place 
but it is always happening,” AWAN 
stated.

Exhibition curator Lizzy Vartani-
an Collier explained that the works 
were selected to reflect the concept 
of movement and memory. “I chose 
to work with artists who each com-
mented on something different, shed 
light on individual viewpoints and I 
wanted to reflect my own experience 
as well,” said Collier, a Lebanese-Syr-
ian born and brought up in London.

Faroq’s black-and-white photo-
graphs present haunting images 
showing the agony of migration and 
exile. The three photos of a woman’s 
face titled “Invisible” suggest a loss 
of identity. “Life on Hold” pictures a 
woman sitting forlorn on a bed gaz-
ing out of the window and a man 
looking from a window in a bare con-
crete building, perhaps a prison.

A small document titled “The 
Passport” in a maroon cover is also 
on display. Inside are the photos 
and stories of people who have had 
issues with movement. An outline 
of the countries they came from on 
transparent tracing paper accompa-
nies each story.

“The project explores the experi-
ences of people who are hampered 
by their passports,” Faroq said. “It 
is about those who are banned from 
entering countries, the asylum seek-
ers and stateless individuals who 
cross oceans and lands to obtain a 
passport that will guarantee them a 

higher value in life. There are reflec-
tions on personal moments, hand-
written testimonies that capture the 
hopes, fears, dreams and struggle 
that are fostered by the restrictions 
of movement.”

Gohar also explores the restric-
tions imposed by passports in her 
work “Passport Photos: Do’s and 
Don’ts.” She features 25 passport-
sized photos modelled on the photos 
one must present for a visa and ex-
plores issues of identity politics.

Collier pointed out that there are 
“works on display that celebrate the 
past and bring it into a modern con-
text.”

“Yumna al-Arashi’s portraits of 
the last tattooed women from North 
Africa celebrate a tradition that is be-
ing lost. Similarly, Shaikha al-Ketbi’s 
photograph of ‘Ghaya,’ diving for a 
pearl in a traditional bridal costume 
brings pearl diving and marriage tra-
ditions into a modern context,” she 
said.

Farra’s short film combines surreal 
images with the voice of an Arme-
nian who has lived in Aleppo all his 
life. “Which culture do I belong to?” 
he asks eager to portray the city he 
loves in a positive light. “Despite the 
hunger and the destruction the peo-
ple of Aleppo still welcome foreign-
ers,” he says.

Elkalaawy narrates the story of liv-
ing between two cultures, Egyptian 
and British. Her acrylic-on-cotton 
“December Child” features an oyster 
card, old and new family photos and 
an embroidered table mat from the 
Middle East.

There is a sense of melancholy 
in the work of Arab women artists 
in the diaspora. “It is natural to ad-
dress what we know and being in 
the diaspora can be a difficult posi-
tion,” Collier said. “Gohar’s “Mobile” 
combines elements of an Egyptian 
and Canadian identity; it is fragile 
and disparate in parts but by fusing 
together two cultures, it celebrates 
them both, showing neither as more 
dominant than the other.”

Collier said the challenge of being 
an Arab woman artist in the diaspora 
was being disconnected from home.

“It often means that the artists’ 
work is always read as a political 
comment, even when that is not the 
case. There are advantages too. This 
separation and distance often offers 
the chance to reflect on the culture, 
traditions and politics of a home-
land.

“It also seems to be the case that 
this very disconnection is what can 
cause people in the diaspora to be-
come so interested and fascinated by 
the place they have left.”

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in London.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Karen Dabrowska

Unique experience. Ruler of Sharjah Sheikh Sultan bin Mohammed al-Qasimi (L) listens to artist 
Mona Saudi at the official opening of her exhibition.                                                                                            (Sharjah Art Foundation)

Sharjah art exhibition 
showcases lifelong 
journey of Mona Saudi 

Arab women artists 
in diaspora focus 
on identity and loss

Women in Arts 

Many of the works 
by Mona Saudi were 
inspired by Arab 
poets Mahmoud 
Darwish and Adonis.

Saudi’s work 
explores themes of 
permanence, 
growth, fertility and 
the natural 
phenomena of sun 
and moon and 
meditative moods.

Individual experience. “Ghaya,” an archival pigment print by 
Shaikha Fahad al-Ketbi.                                                   (Shaikha Fahad al-Ketbi)
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Tunis

W 

hile the Bardo Na-
tional Museum usu-
ally greets visitors 
with mosaics on 
the walls of white-

clad rooms, these days guests are 
greeted by a giant white statue with 
a muzzle strategically placed where 
the head should be, lit with a blue 
projector highlighting a card that 
reads: “The Barker of Bardo.”

Instead of the iconic mosaics, it 
is the “Barker of Bardo,” a fictional 
persona created by Faten Rouissi 
that welcomes visitors to an exhibi-
tion of contemporary art alongside 
iconic pieces and historical artefacts 
of the museum. Rouissi’s exhibition 
invites viewers to revisit the history 
and heritage of the museum.

“The Barker of Bardo,” running 
through April 12, showcases mul-
tidisciplinary installations ranging 
from paintings to sound featuring 
the muzzle as a motif. For Rouissi, 
the character of the Barker is inevi-
table in the context of new democ-
racies in which debates and argu-
ments are often heated.

“The fictional character of the 
Barker of Bardo came as a reaction 
to the cacophony of sounds and the 
noise in the media and in the streets 
after the revolution,” Rouissi said. 
“It was hard to listen to what we are 
saying and that resulted in miscom-
munication.

“In a new democracy, all the ris-
ing voices were speaking together in 
the media and in the daily discourse 
resulting in chaos and dissonance. 
No one could understand what the 
other was saying.”

The exhibition features installa-
tions in the main rooms of the mu-
seum with reference to historical 
figures, such as the painting that 
features a meeting between the 
Barker and the poet Virgil.

Each work in the exhibition ex-
plores an aspect of the value of dia-
logue and Rouissi’s use of muzzles 
in each piece sparked questions.

“Despite the fact that the muz-
zle looks like a tool of oppression, it 
becomes an image and a metaphor 
on the artistic level. I focus on the 
symbolic value of this instrument, 
which is used in my work as a tool 
of moderation. It becomes like the 
thread weaving all these pieces 
together,” Rouissi explained.

“Muzzles usually instil 
fear and evoke violence 
but here it is like the 
right balance. The 
muzzle can be con-
sidered as a meas-
uring tool to re-
duce the intensity 
of communica-
tion so that we 
hear each other. 
It becomes an 
instrument of 
equilibrium to 
appease the ca-
cophony and ac-
quires a symbolic 
value to explore.”

As museum visi-
tors discover the 
rooms exhibiting Ro-
man, Punic and other 
artefacts, they also explore 
the evolution of the Barker 
through the installations, which 
emphasise dialogue and encourage 
the viewer to rediscover the histori-
cal heritage of Tunisia contrasted 
with contemporary art.

As the muzzle symbolises the art-
ist’s call to cherish communication 
and dialogue, the setting of the ex-
hibition highlights the need for dia-
logue between historical pieces and 
the art exhibition.

“It is an initiative to promote con-
temporary art in relation to history 
and to build a bridge between art 

and the history,” Rouissi said. “The 
idea is to include these elements of 
contemporary art in the rooms of 
the museum and to open it for the 
visitors to reflect on them. The aim 
is to invite the spectator to reflect 
on the relationship between art, his-
tory and academia.”

She added: “It is an opportunity 
to visit the art gallery and under-
stand contemporary art in the con-
text of history since the persona of 
the Barker interacts with the mosa-
ics and with the historical figures 

of the exhibition. Many people will 
discover history in a new light with 
these elements of the exhibition 
contrasted with historical artefacts. 

We used light, mapping to empha-
sise the history of the place.”

Rouissi also said art and history 
should be explored together — not 
separately — because art brings new 
perspective to reading history.

“Museums should be alive and vi-
brant with art and colours to show-
case our heritage. The point is that 
the heritage should be explored 
through contemporary art and to 
highlight the site that is at the heart 
of history,” Rouissi said.

“We definitely need to explore 
these multidisciplinary art tech-
niques to create a bridge between 
youth who use a lot of digital tech-

niques and historical heritage of 
our country.”

Rouissi draws atten-
tion to the urgent need 

for change in Tunisia’s 
cultural policy as the 

exhibition will draw 
younger genera-
tions to revisit their 
historical heritage.

“Economy can-
not happen until 
there is a strong 
link established 
between art 
and culture and 

economy. Culture 
can have a solid ef-

fect that can be as 
strong as politics and 

economy. However, 
to be influential, the 

cultural industry needs 
to have a strong mecha-

nism and have strong struc-
tures,” Rouissi said

Not only does the exhibition 
showcase contemporary art in re-
lation to history, it also seeks to 
send a message of hope in a coun-
try where religious extremism has 
targeted culture and art. The ex-
hibition opened the week before 
the anniversary of the terrorist at-
tack on the museum on March 18, 
2015, in which 21 people, mostly 
foreign tourists, were killed. Rou-
issi said she chose the date to hon-
our the memory of those killed in  
the attack.

“I wanted to have my exhibition 
in March because this month marks 
a painful memory for Tunisians and 
the family of the victims,” she said. 
“It is an invitation to people to re-
flect on the role of art in fighting 
extremism and it is to send a mes-
sage to the world. We cannot make 

progress and fight the darkness of 
radicalism without art and without 
beauty. People need to learn to real-
ise the importance of dialogue with 
each other.”

She added: “Three years after the 
painful attack, here we are at the 
Bardo Museum talking about art and 
celebrating culture and that is a step 
forward. It is a message to the terror-
ists, a message of resistance. We are 
here, still standing and showcasing 
the beauty of this place and of our 
history despite all the pain.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Historical collage. Tunisian artist Faten Rouissi shows a work that depicts the character of the Barker (L) bestowing the National Order 
of Cultural Merit to Virgil.                                                                                               (Khaoula ben Amara)

Challenging mix of modern art, politics 
and history in Bardo museum exhibition

Women in Arts 

The face of cacophony. Faten Rouissi’s “Lisa, the Barker” 
painting on display at the Bardo National Museum.         (Khaoula ben Amara)  

History in a new light. Faten 
Rouissi’s “The Barker and 
Virgil” mosaic on display at the 
Bardo National Museum.  
                                    (Khaoula ben Amara)

For Rouissi, the 
character of the Barker 
is inevitable in the 
context of new 
democracies where 
debates are often 
heated.
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Beirut: 
Through March 21

Al Bustan International Festival 
of Music and the Performing 
Arts is a musical celebration in 
Beirut. With an emphasis on 
chamber music, the festival pro-
motes music from all over the 
world and includes orchestral 
concerts, choral music, pup-
pets, opera and dance.

Luxor: 
Through March 22

The Luxor African Film Festival 
is an annual event in Egypt. In 
its seventh year, the festival 
will screen films produced in 
African countries in Long Narra-
tives, Long Documentaries and 
Short Films categories.

Marrakech: 
Through March 24

The 13th International Con-
temporary Dance Festival “On 
Marche” will include partici-
pants from around the world 
taking part in workshops, 
classes and conferences. Dance 
performances will be staged in 
the streets of Marrakech during 
the festival.

Doha: 
Through April 25

Souq Waqif Spring Festival 
brings together street perform-
ers, puppet and musical shows, 
along with African circus 
performers, magicians and a 
range of slightly surreal one-off 
events, including a human can-
nonball and bungee jumping.

Amman: 
Through May

As part of Friends of Jordan Fes-
tivals, Al Hussein Cultural Cen-
tre will host a Classical Concerts 
Cycle with acts from Japan, 
France, the Czech Republic and 
other countries.

Haifa: 
March 22-27

The third Haifa Independent 
Film Festival will take place in 
Palestinian venues, including 
Al Midan Theatre, Khashabi 
Theatre and Kabareet alterna-
tive pub. The festival, which 
focuses on local cinema, will 
screen newly released movies 
in addition to older films.

Gammarth, Tunisia: 
April 5-15

The 13th Jazz à Carthage, an 
annual music festival, brings to-
gether renowned international 
and local musicians and fans for 
concerts, lectures, exhibitions 
and nightly jam sessions.

Beirut: 
April 14-15

Dedicated to dogs and their 
people, WoofFest celebrates 
dogs with games, pampering, 
beauty contests and talent 
shows. There will also be enter-
tainment areas, bands and food 
courts.

Dubai: 
May 9-13

The tenth Dubai Tango Festi-
val will host tango workshops 
with milongas for famous tango 
dancers and singers.

Sharjah

W 

ho would not like 
to stroll down to 
the beach every day 
from home as well 
as live and work in 

a sustainable, mixed-use modern 
city that offers security and con-
nectivity, all in a pollution-free 
environment that is away from the 
hustle and bustle?

This is exactly what developers 
of the $6.8 billion Sharjah Water-
front City (SWFC), the 5.6 million-
sq.-metre, mixed-use waterfront 
development in the United Arab 
Emirates’ Northern Emirates are 
promising to deliver.

Conceived by Sharjah Oasis Real 
Estate Company, the project be-
tween Umm Al Quwain emirate and 
Hamriyah Free Zone in Sharjah, 
was announced at Cityscape Dubai 
in 2015.

The design and the structuring of 
man-made canals and eight islands 
that make up SWFC are ready with 
321 villas on the Sun Island  — from 
three-bedroom to six-bedroom 
units costing $680,000-$2.2 million 
— to be handed over by the end of 
2019.

SWFC, when completed in six 
phases, is expected to have 60,000 
residents. Phase one includes 499 
plots in Sun Island and Thuraya Is-
land and a central business district 
with 24 towers.

In addition to the eight islands, 
SWFC will have an 800-berth ma-
rina, 95 high-rise towers, 1,500 
villas and townhouses, a central 
business district to host blue-chip 
companies, a large regional shop-
ping mall, a shopping arcade and 14 
luxury hotels.

Nearly 60% of the villas on Sun 
Island have been booked, develop-
ers said.

Sheikh Abdullah al-Shakrah, 
chairman of Sharjah Oasis Real Es-
tate, handed over two power trans-
mission and distribution plants 
with a capacity of 700 megawatts 
to the Sharjah Electricity and Water 
Authority. It was the first time a pri-
vate developer had ensured power 
supply to cover the entire needs of 
the project and connected it to the 
emirate’s main grid.

The SWFC project sits very well 
with Sharjah’s policy of promoting 
family tourism and the goal of its 
Tourism Vi sion 2021 to attract more 
than 10 million visitors. Sharjah has 
begun community projects, includ-
ing Al Zahia, Tilal City, Aljada and 
recently three lifestyle community 
projects by Eagle Hills Sharjah De-
velopment.

At SWFC, expats can purchase 
properties on a 100-year leasehold 
basis, as per the 2014 update to the 

emirate’s property law.
Sheikh Abdullah said 20% of the 

works at SWFC had been complet-
ed before the commercial launch 
of the project. These include the 
construction of canals, physical in-
frastructure, power infrastructure, 
internal roadways, bridges, break-
water barriers for water circulation, 
installation of geo-textiles for envi-
ronmental protection, detailed de-
sign and piling and shoring works 
of the villas.

“No developer can undertake to 
develop such a city on [its] own. 
We expect other private entities to 
partner (with) us and launch their 

projects as per our masterplan… 
Market conditions will dictate the 
progress of the project, comprising 
six phases, which I expected to take 
over eight to ten years,” Sheikh Ab-
dullah said.

Another highlight of the project 
is the Crystal Lagoon Water Theme 
Park, featuring more than 36 unique 
rides to be designed by Jack Rouse 
Associates, a US company consid-
ered to be the world’s leading desti-
nation experience specialist.

The Crystal Lagoon Water Theme 
Park will occupy one of the islands 
and the plan is to attract investors 
to construct villas in a resort-style 

setting on an adjacent island to ac-
commodate visitors to the water 
theme park.

Ease of connectivity to the other 
emirates is another attraction of 
SWFC. Officials at Sharjah Oasis 
Real Estate said they will link with 
Dubai’s Road and Transport Au-
thority for a water taxi service that 
could take passengers from the 
SWFC marina to Dubai Marina in 20 
minutes.

A tram network planned inside 
SWFC can join the planned Federal 
Railway line, which will reach the 
adjoining Hamriyah port.

SWFC is close to three of the 
UAE’s major highways — Ittihad 
Road, Sheikh Mohammed Bin 
Zayed Road and Emirates Road — 
and will connect to the highways 
via bridges.

At SWFC, residents will have a 
sustainable lifestyle and a pollu-
tion-free environment with mod-
erate weather throughout the 
year. Structures will occupy 40% 
of the project area and the other 
areas would comprise landscape 
features. The canals have been de-
signed so seawater ebbs and flows 
through the natural movement of 
ocean tides.

Sharjah’s multibillion dollar waterfront 
project will offer boost to family tourism 
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Pollution-free environment. An illustration shows a side of the Sharjah Waterfront City project. 
(Sharjah Oasis Real Estate Company)

Step by step. Construction in progress for 231 villas on Sun Island 
as part of the first phase of Sharjah Waterfront City. 

(Sharjah Oasis Real Estate Company)

Mixed-use modern city. An illustration shows a general view of the $6.8 billion 
Sharjah Waterfront City project.                                                    (Sharjah Oasis Real Estate Company)

SWFC, when 
completed in six 
phases, is expected 
to have 60,000 
residents. 
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