
US puts brave face on Sadr’s win 
in Iraq, hopes for pragmatism

Thomas Seibert Ali AlfonehTehran alarmed 
by Iraqi nationalism

Sadr faces hard 
challenges after 
surprise win in 
Iraqi elections
► In a sign of continued interference in Iraqi politics, 
Tehran sent Major-General Qassem Soleimani, leader 
of Iran’s al-Quds Force, to Iraq to encourage forming a 
coalition that does not include Sadr’s supporters.

UK retailers borrow a page from Christmas for Ramadan

London

A 

s Ramadan kicks off across 
the world, UK retailers are 
failing to cash in on a large-
ly untapped market despite 

expectations of higher-than-ever 
spending on foods and gifts.

Much like the Christmas season, 
the month of Ramadan, when Mus-
lims fast from sunrise to sunset, of-
fers a high consumer potential.

A recent report by Islamic market-
ing agency Ogilvy Noor titled “The 
Great British Ramadan” revealed 
that the UK’s Ramadan economy is 
worth more than $270 million, with 
major supermarket chains increas-
ingly gearing products and offers 
towards Muslim customers.

“We think it is larger than £200m 
and also it’s growing because peo-

ple are spending more each year,” 
said Shelina Janmohamed, vice-
president of Ogilvy Noor.

In the United Kingdom, which 
boasts an estimated Muslim popu-
lation of 4.1 million, there is still 
more room for growth.

A number of large supermarkets 
have begun gearing products and 
deals towards Muslims. Tesco has a 
special Ramadan “top offers” range, 
including a dedicated page on its 
website offering savings on a num-
ber of mostly Asian food products.

But with Ogilvy Noor reporting 
that 62% of Muslim consumers are 
disappointed by current engage-
ment from brands and retailers 
and that 78% of Muslim consum-
ers would like to invite retailers and 
brands to engage more with Rama-
dan and Eid al-Fitr, it remains a 
largely untapped market.

Miqdaad Versi, secretary-general 
of the Muslim Council of Britain, 

the country’s largest Muslim um-
brella body representing more than 
500 affiliated mosques, charities 
and schools, called on UK retail-
ers to pitch more brands directly 
to Muslims and take advantage of a 
gap in the market.

“Muslims are consumers like any-
one else and spend more during 
Ramadan,” he told Sky News. “That 
economic boost is great for this 
country and great for all the retail-
ers who benefit from that.”

However, Muslim consumers are 
not just requesting an increase in 
the quantity of Ramadan deals but 
the quality as well.

“What Muslims are also seek-
ing is more sophistication so they 
say to us that they walk into some 
of the supermarkets that do have 
Ramadan deals and they’ll be excit-
ed that it’s acknowledged but then 
the kind of products that are avail-
able don’t match up to their aspira-
tions,” said Janmohamed.

She pointed to a lack of variety in 
offers on cuisine, saying that while 
many Ramadan shoppers are look-
ing for a variety of cuisine for iftar 
(break-fast) and suhoor (pre-dawn 
meal), where there are Ramadan 
deals, these focus largely on ethnic 
foods. “When you go into the su-
permarket it feels like it’s got a very 
strongly sub-continental flavour. 
It’s very traditional,” she added.

Muslims also tend to eat out 
more during Ramadan, with many 
Muslim-oriented restaurants offer-
ing special iftar and even suhoor 
deals.

“We started to see restaurants do-
ing iftar menus and some may even 
be opening all the way up to suhoor 
time… so young people might go 
out for iftar and just stay out until 
suhoor,” said Janmohamed.

There is increased understanding 
of gift-giving, particularly around 
Eid. “This goes across multiple cat-
egories so fashion is very popular 
as you would imagine with people 
buying new clothes but also things 
like homeware and tech, toys, per-
sonal care cosmetics and fragrance 
— there is a real range of categories.”

A number of major UK retailers 
have already announced special Eid 
gift packages. Westfield London, 
Europe’s largest shopping centre, 
announced it would have its first 
Eid festival in June.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an 
Arab Weekly correspondent
in London.

London

T 

he coalition backed by in-
fluential Shia cleric Muqta-
da al-Sadr has secured the 
largest number of parlia-

mentary seats following Iraq’s elec-
tions but he faces a number of seri-
ous challenges before he can shape 
the country’s next government.

Final results showed that his 
alliance, known as Marching To-
wards Reform, won 54 seats out of 
329 but it needs to form a coalition 
with other electoral lists in order to 
reach the 165 seat number that al-
lows it to form a government.

Sadr himself cannot be a prime 
minister as he did not take part in 
the elections but the Marching coa-
lition is predominately made up of 
his loyalists in the newly formed 
Istiqama party and five other par-
ties, including the Iraqi Communist 
Party, which won two seats.

In addition to forming alliances 
with Sunni and Kurdish lists, Sadr 
would need to partner with one 
major Shia-led coalition in order 
to secure the required number of 
seats. The most natural candidate 
for such an alliance is the Victory 

Alliance led by Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi, which came third 
in the race with 42 seats.

Another major Shia player that 
could join such a coalition – but not 
replace Abadi’s list — is the National 
Wisdom Movement, which secured 
19 seats.

Sadr has already ruled out join-
ing forces with the two Shia-led 
lists that are staunchly backed by 
Iran: the Conquest Coalition, led by 
former militiaman Hadi al-Amiri, 
which came second with 47 seats; 
and the State of Law list, led by for-
mer prime minister Nuri al-Maliki, 
which only managed to win 25 
seats.

Sadr’s unwillingness to join forc-
es with Amiri and Maliki, in addi-
tion to his bid to be free from Irani-
an influence and maintain good ties 
with Saudi Arabia, has led Tehran, 
in a sign of continued interference 
in Iraqi politics, to send Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, leader 
of Iran’s al-Quds Force, to Iraq to 
encourage forming a coalition that 
does not include Sadr’s supporters.

If Sadr fails to form an alliance 
with Abadi and thus comes short 
of the required seats, then the sec-
ond biggest list, led by Amiri, can 
try its luck in forming a governing 
coalition. While an Amiri-Maliki 

partnership is very plausible, Iran 
is likely to push for Abadi to join its 
favoured fold. After all, Abadi did 
make a one-day alliance with Amiri.

Even if a Sadr-Abadi coalition that 
includes Sunni and Kurdish lists is 
able to form a government, the na-
tionalist cleric would not necessar-
ily be able to select, let alone direct, 
the new prime minister.

Marching Towards Reform is led 
by Hassan al-Aqouli, a doctor who 
has not held political office. It is 
unlikely that Sadr would suggest 
Aqouli to fill the post of prime min-
ister.

Abadi, prime minister since 2014 
with a victory against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) under his belt, is likely 
to be his own man despite the rela-
tively humbling election results. 
There are certainly going to be disa-
greements, most notably on how to 
fight corruption: Sadr has called for 
an uncompromising war that Abadi 
might not be able to deliver.

Many of those who voted for Sadr 
would have voted for Abadi instead 
had the prime minister resigned 
from the Dawa party and made it 
clear that an alliance with Amiri 
was out of the question.

A ruling coalition that has Sadr 
at its heart is unlikely to object to 
cooperating with the United States, 

especially in the war effort against 
ISIS. Sadr’s wish to be independent 
of Tehran, however, must not be 
understood as a willingness to take 
part in hostile activities against 
Iran.

Sadr’s most immediate challenge 
is the same facing the country: Ris-
ing calls for manual recounts of the 
votes after allegations of fraud and 
incompetence were levelled at the 
country’s electoral commission.

Some 80 members of parliament 

have called the electoral commis-
sion for questioning and the dis-
pute may be passed on to the fed-
eral court.

The recount may not result in 
Sadr having fewer seats but until 
the issue is resolved, the legitimacy 
of the whole process is called into 
question.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy
Managing Editor and Online Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.
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Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr heads to a polling station 
during the parliamentary election in Najaf, on May 12.
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H 

is fighters used to kill US 
soldiers in Iraq. Now he 
holds the keys to the next 
Iraqi government in his 

hands.
The victory by Muqtada al-Sadr 

in Iraq’s parliamentary election 
came as a surprise for the US gov-
ernment, whose favourite, current 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, 
came in third place. As the leader 
of the biggest group in Iraq’s new 
parliament, Sadr could change the 
course of US-Iraqi relations. “He 
would not have been our choice for 
the number one spot,” retired Lieu-
tenant-General Sean MacFarland, a 
former commander of the US mili-
tary’s fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Iraq, told the broadcaster 
NPR. “At one point we viewed him 
as a significant threat,” MacFarland 
said.

Sadr’s Mahdi Army battled US 
forces in Iraq after the invasion 
toppling Saddam Hussein in 2003. 
Three years later, Newsweek maga-
zine called him the “most danger-
ous man in Iraq.”

Today, Sadr has softened but is 
still calling for the withdrawal of 
the more than 5,000 US soldiers 
deployed in Iraq to prevent a re-
emergence of ISIS. The 44-year-old 
Shia cleric has ruled himself out 
for the post of prime minister as he 
embarks on the task of assembling a 
government.

The Trump administration is 
putting a brave face on Sadr’s win, 
pointing out the free choice of the 
people in a democratic election and 
the chance for a peaceful transition 
of power, a relatively rare specta-
cle in the Middle East. “The Iraqi 
people had an election. It’s a demo-

cratic process at a time when peo-
ple, many people doubted that Iraq 
could take charge of themselves,” 
US Defence Secretary James Mat-
tis told reporters at the Pentagon. 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
said in a statement his government 
“stands ready to partner with Iraqi 
leaders.”

Washington has not said how it 
would deal with Sadr’s demand 
that US soldiers leave Iraq. “We 
stand ready to work with whoever 
is fairly elected by the Iraqi peo-
ple,” Pentagon spokesman Eric  
Pahon said.

David Mack, a former US ambas-
sador in the region who works for 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said the Trump adminis-
tration was likely to try to work 
with Sadr despite the difficult his-
tory of the two sides. The US “will 
reach out” to Sadr, Mack wrote in 
an e-mail in response to questions. 
“American foreign policy can be 
quite flexible on such issues,” he 
added, pointing to American poli-
cies towards former enemies Ger-
many and Japan after the second 
world war.

Following Abadi’s defeat, Sadr 
might yet emerge as America’s best 
bet. The cleric could help to pro-
duce stability for state institutions 
and push back against Iran’s role in 
the country, both US priorities for 
Iraq after the elections. Mack said 
statements by Sadr signalling his 

willingness to work with Abadi and 
Ammar al-Hakim’s National Wis-
dom Movement were positive indi-
cations. Sadr embraced a nationalist 
instead of a sectarian programme 
during the election campaign.

“His victory reflects a vote in sup-
port of Iraqi nationalism, against 
corruption and arguably against 
Iranian influence,” said Rachel 
Brandenburg, director of the Mid-
dle East Security Initiative at the 
Atlantic Council’s Scowcroft Centre 
for Strategy and Security in Wash-
ington. Sadr’s opposition to Iranian 
influence in Iraq is especially im-
portant for Washington.

“If nothing else, this election re-
minds everyone that almost all Ira-
qis are very nationalistic and do not 
welcome foreign influence on Iraq’s 
politics,” Mack wrote. “Iran had 
best proceed very cautiously.”

News reports say Tehran is try-
ing to exert influence on players in 
Baghdad to ensure the creation of 
a pro-Iranian government. Major-
General Qassem Soleimani, com-
mander of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps’ elite al-Quds Force, 
has travelled to Baghdad for talks 
with Iraqi politicians from several 
parties, according to the reports.

Whether with Sadr or without 
him, one of the most important de-
cisions facing the new Iraqi govern-
ment from a US viewpoint is wheth-
er US troops in the country can stay 
or will have to leave. After former 
US President Barack Obama imple-
mented a plan to withdraw US sol-
diers by 2011, the Americans were 
back in Iraq in 2014 to fight ISIS. 
Brandenburg, writing in an e-mail 
in response to questions, pointed 
out that the US military was invited 
back into the country by the central 
government in Baghdad.

“The real question for the United 
States is whether and under what 
framework the new Iraqi govern-

ment, once formed, will allow them 
to stay in Iraq — or will they invite 
US forces, for example, to leave the 
country,” Brandenburg wrote.

“While there has recently been 
some effort to expand economic 
and trade partnership between the 
US and Baghdad, most attention 
for the past four years has been fo-
cused on enabling the Iraqi Security 
Forces to fight ISIS, and supporting 
the UN-led stabilisation effort.”

If the new Iraqi government were 
to give the green light for the Amer-
icans to stay, they would probably 
do so, Brandenburg added. “If al-
lowed by the new Iraqi government 
to maintain ongoing bilateral — and 
coalition — efforts, I expect the US 
will stay the course.”

Thomas Seibert is 
Washington correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.

Cover Story

US puts brave face on Sadr’s win 
in Iraq, hopes for pragmatism
Thomas Seibert

New equation. Muntazer al-Zaidi, an Iraqi journalist famous for 
throwing a shoe at former US President George W. Bush in 2008, 
attends a rally in Baghdad, on May 4.                                                  (AFP)

“His victory reflects a vote in 
support of Iraqi nationalism, 
against corruption and arguably 
against Iranian influence.”

Rachel Brandenburg,
director of the Middle 
East Security Initiative 
at the Atlantic Council

The rise of Iraqi 
nationalism 
could jeopardise 
Iran’s gains in 
that country 
since the US-led 
invasion of 2003 
and overthrow of 
the Ba’ath 
regime.

Viewpoint

Ali Alfoneh

Tehran alarmed by Iraqi nationalism

I 

ran’s Ayatollah Ali Khamenei 
is having a bad month. First, 
the United States abrogated 
the nuclear deal. Then, Israel 
intensified its air raids against 
Iranian military targets in 

Syria, without Iran being willing or 
capable of answering in kind. Now, 
Iraq’s shock election is presenting 
Tehran with a third and possibly 
more important challenge. The rise 
of Iraqi nationalism could jeopard-
ise Iran’s gains in that country since 
the US-led invasion of 2003 and 
overthrow of the Ba’ath regime.

Results from Iraq’s May 12 
election show a surprise victory 
for the unlikely alliance between 
maverick Iraqi politician Muqtada 
al-Sadr, communists and other 
secular groups. Tehran-backed 
militia chief Hadi al-Amiri’s bloc 
is in second place, while Prime 
Minister Haider al-Abadi’s bloc 
trails in third place.

Sadr, who spent most of his 
youth in Iran, was previously 
perceived as a puppet of Tehran. 
He was instrumental in the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps’  
irregular warfare against the US 
military in Iraq. In recent years, 
he has chosen a path independent 
of Tehran, publicly criticising the 
Islamic Republic and even visiting 
Saudi Arabia.

Tehran has expressed concern 
over developments in Iraq for some 
time. Alarmed that Sadr seemed 
to be gravitating towards Saudi 
Arabia, senior figures in Tehran 
issued warnings. In February, Ali 
Akbar Velayati, a senior foreign 
policy adviser to Supreme Leader 
Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, warned 
against a Sadrist seizure of power 
in Iraq. “We will not allow liberals 

and communists to govern in Iraq,” 
Velayati said. On April 26, a Mehr 
News Agency analyst went so far as 
to set about “disclosing” a “Saudi 
conspiracy.” Following the defeat of 
ISIS, said the analyst, “when they 
found out that they cannot find 
foothold in Iraq by military means, 
they resorted to political means to 
infiltrate Iraq.”

Conspiracy theories don’t 
warrant serious commentary, but 
Iraqi Communist Party Secretary-
General Raed Fahmy responded 
to Velayati’s warning with the 
following statement to Reuters: 
“[W]e must have balanced relations 
with all [countries] based on 
non-interference in Iraq’s internal 

affairs.”
Sadr himself has made clear he is 

unwilling to compromise with Iran 
by forming a coalition with Tehran-
backed Amiri or former Prime 
Minister Nuri al-Maliki. Sadr has 
indicated he prefers to cooperate 
with the current prime minister, 
the Kurds and Sunnis.

At the time of writing, Tehran 
had yet to officially respond to the 
Iraqi election results. However, a 
few news sources have reflected 
the prevailing opinion of the ruling 
elites of the Islamic Republic. 
On May 15, the conservative 
Tasnim News Agency warned 
of the possibility of a coalition 
government between Sadr, Shia 

cleric Ammar al-Hakim and former 
Vice-President Iyad Allawi. The 
reformist Sharq, reflecting Mehr 
News’ pre-election conspiracy 
theories, warned of greater Saudi 
influence in Baghdad

Tehran is not likely to give up 
its ambitions in Iraq. After all its 
investments in Iraq, the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
will most likely try to mobilise its 
proxies, as well as opportunistic 
elements to secure its interests. 
Throwing Iraq into a prolonged 
period of government crisis may 
be just one of IRGC Commander 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani’s 
options. Soleimani may also 
test the extent of Sadr’s new 
nationalism: Hassan Danaeifar, 
Iran’s former ambassador to 
Baghdad and an officer of the 
IRGC’s elite al-Quds Force, has 
dismissed speculation about Sadr’s 
gravitation towards Riyadh. He told 
Entekhab News: “A couple of visits 
can’t change the foundations of a 
current of an individual. This is all 
speculation in which anyone is free 
to engage, but it does not mean it 
reflects the mind of Muqtada Sadr 
or his party comrades.”

Danaeifar also dismissed anti-
Iranian slogans chanted by the 
Sadrists, saying: “Yesterday, this 
was debated on the internet, but 
it was from a while back. It’s all 
shenanigans!”

Shenanigans or not, the 
rise of Iraqi nationalism may 
be challenging for the Islamic 
Republic.

Ali Alfoneh is a non-resident senior 
fellow at the Rafik Hariri Centre 
for the Middle East at the Atlantic 
Council.

Single allegiance. An Iraqi woman shows her ink-stained index 
finger before a national f lag after having cast her vote in the
parliamentary election in Baghdad, on May 12.                               (AFP)
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T 

he announcement of Iraq’s 
election results came as a 
surprise to many but sup-
porters of the victorious 

candidates did not wait long before 
celebrating in the streets of Bagh-
dad.

Iraq’s communist-Islamist Sai-
roon alliance — backed by politi-
cal chameleon and populist leader 
Muqtada al-Sadr — came out on 
top, the front-runner in six out of 
18 provinces.

While the victory has brought 
Iraq’s Communist Party back into 
the political fold, the new govern-
ment, when it does form, will not 
garner nationwide support. For the 
first time since 2003, it will be com-
posed without the say-so of Sunni 
and Kurdish constituents.

Winning the greatest proportion 
of seats, Sairoon demonstrated 
renewed popularity, securing 1.3 
million votes and overtaking Iraq’s 
incumbent Prime Minister Haider 
al-Abadi and his predecessor, Nuri 
al-Maliki.

While Sadr’s campaign secured 
visible gains this year, his alliance 
fell short of winning the 165 seats 
needed to form a government. 
Without a plurality of votes, second 
and third place candidates have 
greater room for manoeuvre to 
form, should they wish, an unholy 
alliance to establish a government 
independent of Sadr.

Raed Fahmi, secretary-general 

of Iraq’s communist party, has her-
alded Abadi’s Victory alliance as the 
communist party’s favoured ally. 
However, year-old predictions that 
Iraq may welcome a militia com-
mander as the head of the new gov-
ernment also stand.

Hadi al-Amiri, head of the Badr 
brigade, and Abadi, who ranked 
second and third in the race respec-
tively, have the combined num-
bers to head the new government. 
The administration of US President 
Donald Trump hopes to continue 
relying on Abadi, America’s fa-
vourite, hand-picked replacement 
to Maliki in 2014, but it may have 
to accept power alignments rather 
than put Abadi and Amiri on equal 
footing.

Despite falling from great heights, 
Maliki demonstrated enduring 
strength and an ability to harness 
patronage networks to shore up 
support in this year’s election, com-
ing in fourth. Hanan al-Fatlawi, the 
Dawa party’s ardent spokesperson, 
will not be occupying a seat in par-
liament, a sure sign of the waning 
appeal of vehemently sectarian fig-
ures. Islamist candidate Ammar al-
Hakim from the Hikma (Wisdom) 
movement (splintered from the Su-
preme Council of Iraq) proved un-
popular but was still able to secure 
more than a dozen seats. Whether 
2018 will be the first year Iraq’s ad-
ministration will not be dominated 
by Iraq’s once-outlawed Dawa par-
ty might be too early to tell.

Sadr’s Sairoon alliance was not 
the only group with cause for cel-
ebration. Iraq’s boycott camp also 
celebrated the outcome of this 
year’s parliamentary vote for the 
disruption its abstention dealt to 
Iraq’s status quo. The boycott will 
inevitably contribute to the tug of 
war that will ensue between the 
contenders, all of whom were de-
nied the ability to secure an outright 
majority due to record-high absten-
tion levels.

In Iraq’s Kurdish region, rival par-
ties remain busy trading allegations 

of fraud and vote-rigging despite as-
surances from Iraq’s electoral com-
mission that this year’s electronic 
voting device would stamp out ir-
regularities. The Kurdish Democrat-
ic Party won the majority of seats, 
beating the six Kurdish parties that 
stood in the race.

Iraq’s Turkmen Front Party, head-
ed by Ershad al-Salhi, has lodged 
complaints with the High Electoral 
Commission. Echoing similar con-
cerns, supporters of the party came 
out onto the streets in Patriotic Un-
ion of Kurdistan (PUK)-dominated 
Kirkuk to protest voting irregulari-
ties.

The shape of the government will 
not be determined so much by seats 

as by power-sharing. The man that 
will be crowned Iraq’s new prime 
minister will assume the unenvi-
ous task of balancing Iraq’s interests 
against Iran’s and the United States’. 
The present count does not include 
diaspora votes and those cast by 
security forces on May 10 and 11, 
which could shake up or cement the 
present ranking. Abadi may stand to 
gain a much-needed boost to equal-
ise, but if he agrees to enter into 
power with Iran-backed Amiri, he 
must accept a demotion and a mili-
tia commander as Iraq’s new prime 
minister. Government formation 
may still be used by leading Dawa 
party contenders as an opportunity 
to nurse existing divisions by enter-

ing into an alliance with paramili-
tary militias that welcome Iran in 
Iraq but stand vehemently opposed 
to America’s continued presence in 
Iraq.

The success of the coalition that 
forms will rest on the ability to har-
monise the interests of leading in-
cumbents. While Amiri is happy for 
deepening commitments from Teh-
ran in his country, Abadi and Sadr 
have both promised to safeguard 
Iraqi sovereignty by pulling Bagh-
dad out of Iran’s yolk.

Nazli Tarzi is an independent 
journalist, whose writings and films 
focus on Iraq’s ancient history and 
contemporary political scene.
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Iraq’s surprise election results
raise questions about next leader  

Propitious alliance. A supporter of the Iraqi Communist Party holds the communist symbol of the 
hammer and sickle during a march in Baghdad.                                                                                                  (AFP)
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While the head of the 
Badr brigade is happy for 
deepening commitments 
from Tehran in his 
country, Abadi and Sadr 
have both promised to 
safeguard Iraqi 
sovereignty.

Marginalised voices. People shop in the main market of 
the predominately Sunni neighbourhood of Azamiya in north
Baghdad.                                                                                                                            (AP)
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Iraq’s elections leave millions voiceless

S 

ome people have ex-
pressed shock that hard-
line Shia cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr managed to lead 
his Sadrist alliance with 
the Iraqi Communist 

Party to secure more seats than any 
other bloc, causing a political upset 
in the elections. However, those 
watching the results need to under-
stand one thing above all: They are 
not a panacea to Iraq’s long-term 
problems and will not correct the 
war-ravaged country’s meandering 

path through violence, sectarianism 
and poverty to chart a new course 
to inclusive democracy, peace and 
stability.

Sectarian-inspired exclusionary 
politics has marginalised the voices 
of potentially millions of Iraqis, 
particularly the country’s Sunni Ar-
abs. Today, Iraq has a population of 
some 37 million people, comprised 
primarily of Shia Arabs, Sunni Arabs 
and predominantly Sunni Kurds, 
with Turkmen, Yazidi, Shabak 
and other minorities. One might 
expect that such pluralism within 
a population of almost 40 million 
strong would assist in the exercise 
of democracy, but that is far from 
the case.

While Prime Minister Haider al-
Abadi was eager to call for elections 
after declaring victory over the 
Islamic State (ISIS) terrorist organi-
sation, he failed to lay down a clear 
policy for dealing with the millions 
of Iraqis currently living as refugees 
in their own country.

According to United Nations 
figures, more than 3 million Iraqis 
are internally displaced and almost 
9 million need humanitarian aid. 
These catastrophic figures are a 
direct result of the war against 
ISIS and the methods the terrorist 
organisation used, in addition to the 
overbearing brutality shown by the 
Iraqi government and allied pro-Iran 
Shia militias in their fight against 
ISIS.

In other words, almost an entire 
third of the Iraqi population is 
extremely vulnerable and was 
therefore at risk of being exclud-
ed, almost by default, from the 
democratic process. In any other 
country claiming to be a democracy, 
this would not only be a cause for 
concern, but cause to declare a state 
of emergency. That would be done 
in order to rectify the appalling 
conditions faced by those displaced 
and adversely affected by a war 
caused by the sectarianism of the 
status-quo regime. In this way, the 
government could have ensured the 
participation of all its citizens, not 
just those they know will vote their 
way.

Making matters worse, the vast 
majority of those affected by the 
war against ISIS who were unable 
to effectively participate in deter-
mining their country’s future are 
from the Sunni Arab demographic. 
Already a heavily marginalised com-
munity that has suffered a decade 

and a half of the Shia-led and Iran-
linked government’s persecution, 
their lack of participation means 
that the issues that gave rise to the 
menace of ISIS have not only not 
been dealt with, but they have been 
exacerbated.

Iraqi politicians allied with the 
ruling party have also gone on the 
record saying that Sunni Arab fami-
lies in Internally Displaced Persons 
(IDP) camps are actually ISIS terror-
ists. This securitisation of a major 
demographic and its mistreatment 
show how little the central authori-
ties care about the Sunni vote. They 
only needed to assure that the Shia 
Arab heartland that went largely 
unaffected throughout the war 
turned out to vote in large numbers, 
thereby ensuring landslide victories 
for Shia Islamist parties, many of 
which  owe their allegiances to Iran 
rather than to their own country.

Sadr’s victory was completely un-
expected by most parties contesting 
the elections. However, the sectar-
ian and Iran-backed Conquest list 
fielding candidates from the Popular 
Mobilisation Forces came in second, 
meaning that its members will now 
influence politics in a country where 
millions were denied a voice. If that 
is not a recipe for future bloodshed, 
I don’t know what is.

Tallha Abdulrazaq is a researcher at 
the University of Exeter’s Strategy 
and Security Institute in England.

The securitisation of  
a major demographic 
and its mistreatment 
show how little the 
central authorities 
care about the  
Sunni vote.
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Palestinians are 
forced to cope with an 
increasingly 
complicated conflict 
while dealing with a 
domestic political 
scene marred by 
factional rivalry.

Viewpoint

Iman Zayat

Israel’s unchecked brutality shows that Palestinians are alone

W 

orld leaders’ 
statements con-
demning Israel’s 
latest round of 
violence against 
Palestinian civil-

ians have been telling. Some lead-
ers voiced tepid rebukes; others 
issued bold statements of denun-
ciation, but none took determining 
action that could change the course 
of the conflict. Rhetorical con-
demnation and symbolic moves, 
however daring, are insufficient if 
not followed by action.

The problem cuts deeper than 
the bloody events of May 14 or 
the opening of the US embassy in 
Jerusalem. It is about the cruelty of 
the decades-long occupation of Pal-
estinian territories, which must end 
once and for all. It is also about the 
continuing violence perpetrated by 
the Israeli occupation. It is about 
checkpoints, settlements, separa-
tion walls, discrimination, restric-
tions on al-Aqsa worshippers, a 
blockade on Gaza and much more. 
It is about Washington’s complic-
ity, which has allowed Israel to 
continue on its course.

Over the past decades, the 
United States has not only provided 
diplomatic cover to Israel at the 
United Nations but supplied it with 
most of its weapons and military 
hardware. Since 1972, the US has 
used its veto power to shoot down 
more than 40 resolutions critical 
of Israel at the UN Security Council 
while simultaneously providing Is-
rael with large quantities of foreign 
aid. In fact, “Israel is the largest 

cumulative recipient of US foreign 
assistance since World War II,” to 
the tune of $134 billion, according 
to a recent report from the Congres-
sional Research Service.

The world’s unwillingness to act 
against the Israeli occupation and 
Washington’s complicity is clear 
to all. While some leaders resorted 
to symbolic moves like recalling 
ambassadors and others voiced 
concern about further instability 
or another uprising, the root of the 
tragedy in the Palestinian terri-
tories — the violent occupation — 
remains unaddressed.

Most leaders across the globe 
proclaimed that Israel’s latest 
violent response to Palestinian pro-
tests would bring an end to stabil-
ity. However, the truth is that there 
has been neither peace nor stability 
in the Palestinian territories since 
the start of the Israeli occupation. 

This hypocritical discourse 
shows that Palestinians have once 
again found themselves alone, 
forced to cope with an increasingly 
complicated conflict while deal-
ing with a domestic political scene 
marred by factional rivalry, security 
collaboration with Israeli intel-
ligence and a sequence of conces-
sions to the Israeli side. 

A burst of violence in the oc-
cupied Palestinian territories is 
not unusual. It has, unfortunately, 
happened on several occasions 
since 1948. What is unique about 
this round of violence, however, is 
the scope of the tragedy: More than 
60 Palestinians were killed in one 
day while Washington stood silent, 

apathetic and complicit.  
The contrast between the cel-

ebratory opening of the US’s new 
embassy in Jerusalem and the 
bloodied bodies of Palestinian pro-
testers in Gaza was jarring. Not only 
did it reflect the extent of Palestin-
ians’ oppression but it showed the 
appalling indifference to human 
life exhibited by Washington, Tel 
Aviv and, to a lesser extent, the 
international community.

Washington ironically hailed the 
ceremony in Jerusalem as overdue 
and as a step towards peace. Its of-
ficials in Jerusalem made no men-
tion of the bloodshed about 96km 
away in Gaza.

Only a few US politicians broke 
ranks to condemn Israel’s excessive 
violence.

“Hamas violence does not justify 
Israel firing on unarmed protest-
ers,” said US Senator Bernie Sand-
ers, a Vermont Democrat.

“It’s just heartbreaking,” said 
Senator Dianne Feinstein, a 
Democrat from California. “The 
humanitarian situation in Gaza is 
desperate.”

The violence on May 14 also shed 
light on growing inequality across 
the world.

On social media, we see pictures 
of poor Palestinians crossing kilo-
metres on foot to reach a hospital, 
contrasted with photos of rich men 
struggling to choose between a 
Ferrari and a Lamborghini. Images 
of excited children going to Disn-
eyland for the first time on their 
birthday are seen next to the image 
of a child whose body has washed 

up on a Turkish beach.
The sense of injustice that such 

disparities evoke can be a powerful 
form of motivation for people to 
take action, not only in defence of 
themselves but in defence of oth-
ers. It should come as no surprise, 
then, if some people resort to vio-
lence, condemnable though it is, to 
avenge the Palestinian people and 
shake the world out of its apathy.

Today, the Palestinian plight has 
become a global symbol of injus-
tice, apathy and amnesia. While 
governments and leaders across 
the globe remain idle, other people 
who have seen their rights violated, 
their chances of securing a decent 
life undermined and their dreams 
of prosperity and peace dashed 
risk taking matters into their own 
hands.

The world’s persistent indiffer-
ence to the Palestinian plight could 
open up a Pandora’s box, unleash-
ing violence in the Palestinian terri-
tories and elsewhere in the Middle 
East. Extremists will do their best 
to make this happen, with the hope 
of creating a vacuum they can fill.

It is also worth noting that the 
US and Israel’s oppressive policies 
towards Palestinians have long 
served as a driving force of recruit-
ment for jihadist groups. Al-Qaeda 
founder Osama bin Laden even 
cited Washington’s support for 
Israel as one of the terror group’s 
primary reasons for “fighting and 
opposing” the United States.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

London

P 

alestinians are facing a num-
ber of crises that appear to 
be worsening fast as the in-
ternational community fails 

to put forward a plan to halt danger-
ous escalations vis-a-vis Israel and 
sharp divisions between Fatah and 
Hamas.

Israeli forces killed more than 60 
Palestinian protesters in the Gaza 
Strip on May 14, drawing renewed 
international condemnations. That 
came after human rights groups de-
cried Israel’s “unlawful” killing of 
17 unarmed Palestinian protesters 
who approached the border fence 
between Gaza and Israel on March 
30, when demonstrations began. 
Such calls for Israeli restraint have 
gone unheeded and the Palestinian 
death toll has since climbed to 115.

Palestinians said they would con-
tinue their mass protests, dubbed 
the Great March of Return, to high-
light the humanitarian crisis of the 
besieged Gaza Strip and the wider 
plight of Palestinian refugees and 
their descendants, who make up the 
majority of Gaza’s population.

Israeli officials and analysts said 
Israel was acting in self-defence in 
the face of attempts by Hamas to in-
filtrate its border and stage attacks 
against its citizens.

“Behind (the civilians) are well-
armed squads with the clear inten-
tion of exploiting the chaos to snipe, 
plant bombs, shoot or kidnap Israeli 
soldiers and civilians,” wrote Yoram 
Schweitzer, an expert on interna-
tional terrorism, in the Jerusalem 
Post.

Israeli commentators cited a re-
mark by a senior Hamas official 
confirming that the majority of 

Palestinians killed on May 14 were 
Hamas members as proof that Israel 
was only targeting terrorists.

“In the last round [of protests] 62 
people were martyred; 50 of them 
are from Hamas. How can Hamas 
reap the fruits if it pays such an 
expensive price?” Salah Bardawil, 
a member of Hamas’s political bu-
reau, told Gaza-based Baladna TV, 
in response to accusations that his 
group was using the deaths of or-
dinary Gazans for its own political 
gains.

Rights groups have maintained 
that it is unlawful to kill Palestin-
ians just for being members of Ha-
mas, and UN rights officials stressed 
that even attempts by protesters to 
breach the Gaza fence do not consti-
tute legal ground to shoot them un-
less they pose an immediate danger 
to Israeli soldiers.

“An attempt to approach or cross-
ing or damaging the fence do not 
amount to a threat to life or serious 
injury and are not sufficient grounds 
for the use of live ammunition,” Ru-
pert Colville, a spokesman for the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights, told reporters.

“This is also the case with regards 
to stones and Molotov cocktails be-
ing thrown from a distance at well-
protected security forces located 
behind defensive positions,” he 
added.

Michael Lynk, the UN special rap-
porteur on human rights in the oc-
cupied Palestinian territory, told the 
New York Times the May 14 killings 
reflected a “blatant excessive use 
of force by Israel,” which under hu-
manitarian law could amount to a 
war crime.

Hamas insisted that the mass pro-
tests were collectively organised by 
all political factions in Gaza, includ-
ing its rival Fatah.

“Hamas does not lead the (organ-
ising) body, does not lead any com-
mittee… but if [Hamas] youth take 
the initiative and implement the 
directions of the committees with 
more sincerity, then that is some-
thing that’s praiseworthy,” said 
Bardawil.

He denied Israel’s claims that 
protesters were seeking to cross 
the border in order to attack  

Israeli citizens.
“The aim was to put the Palestin-

ian flag on the Gaza fence or inside 
(the Israeli side)… It was just a sym-
bolic move to say Palestinians have 
put one foot on their land, which 
was occupied in 1948, that was the 
peak of our ambition,” he said.

The Arab League condemned Isra-
el’s killing of Palestinians and called 
for an independent investigation 
along with some European states, 
but no tangible outcome is expected 
on that front while the United States 
is siding firmly with Israel.

The deadliest day for Palestinian 
protesters in Gaza coincided with 
the inauguration of the US embassy 
in Jerusalem. Celebratory images 
in Israel of officials welcoming the 
new embassy contrasted with im-
ages of dead and wounded Palestin-
ians, further accentuating the day’s 
violence and heightened tensions.

Two days after the US ceremony, 
Guatemala opened its embassy in 

Jerusalem and Paraguay announced 
it would do the same by the end of 
the month, though those moves 
drew less Palestinian attention.

US President Donald Trump’s de-
cision to recognise Jerusalem as Is-
rael’s’ capital last December soured 
ties with Palestinian President 
Mahmoud Abbas, who had hoped 
Washington’s mediation would re-
start peace talks with Israel. Abbas 
responded by accusing the United 
States of siding squarely with Israel 
and said the country was no longer 
fit to be the main mediator in the 
Middle East talks.

Tensions continued to escalate 
when the US announced it would 
relocate its embassy in Israel from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem in May, much 
sooner than originally planned. The 
US withdrawal of aid money des-
tined to the Palestinian territories 
via the United Nations resulted in 
Abbas hurling insults at the Trump 
administration but it left him with 

little room to manoeuvre diplomati-
cally.

Abbas’s reconciliation talks with 
Hamas, mediated by Egypt, have 
also hit a dead end and tensions 
between the two sides peaked on 
March 13 following a failed assas-
sination attempt targeting Palestin-
ian Prime Minister Rami Hamdallah 
during a visit to Gaza. Hamas, which 
controls security in Gaza, denied re-
sponsibility after Abbas implicated 
the group.

Abbas said he would no longer ac-
cept anything less than a total dis-
armament of Hamas; otherwise, he 
would continue with his punitive 
economic measures against Gaza. 
The Hamas-Fatah reconciliation bid 
appears less feasible than ever de-
spite the challenges they both face 
from Israel and the United States.

Mamoon Alabbasi is Deputy 
Managing Editor and Online 
Editor of The Arab Weekly.

Mamoon Alabbasi

Palestinians face worsening crises with little hope of redress

The Hamas-Fatah 
reconciliation bid appears 
less feasible than ever 
despite the challenges they 
both face from Israel and the 
United States.

In hot water. Palestinian Foreign Minister Ryad al-Maliki attends the Arab League Foreign Ministers 
meeting in Cairo, on May 17.                                                   (AFP)
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Washington

T 

he opening of the new US 
embassy in Jerusalem and 
the resulting violence in 
Gaza may have destroyed all 

hopes of the US government facili-
tating a peace agreement between 
Israel and the Palestinians, analysts 
say.

“This is the day that Donald 
Trump ensured that he will have 
no prospect to negotiate an Israeli-
Palestinian peace deal,” said Hady 
Amr, who served as US Middle East 
negotiator under former US Presi-
dent Barack Obama and now works 
as foreign policy project director at 
the Brookings Institution. Trump’s 
policies have eroded Palestinians’ 
hope in the two-state solution, the 
basic principle of efforts for Israeli-
Palestinian peace for decades, Amr 
said in an interview. “We are in the 
process of entering a new political 
reality.”

Trump shocked the Palestinians 
by recognising Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital and by ordering to move the 
US embassy to the city, prompting 
Palestinian authorities to reject any 
further negotiations with Washing-
ton. Trump’s move went against a 
long-held consensus in US policy 
that the Jerusalem question should 
be worked out at the end of possible 
peace talks.

Just like in the row over the nu-
clear deal with Iran that was ripped 
up by Trump earlier this month, the 
US administration is banking on the 
assumption that drastic steps in the 
Jerusalem issue will create pres-
sures resulting in new agreements 
that are more in line with US inter-
ests. By breaking up the Iran deal 
and moving the embassy to Jerusa-
lem, Trump also fulfilled campaign 
promises that are dear to his right-
wing base.

The administration says it is con-
fident that peace talks can go ahead 
despite events in Gaza. “We would 
like to see both sides be able to come 
back, sit at the table, and have con-
versations about a good and peace-
ful solution,” said State Department 
spokeswoman Heather Nauert. “Un-
fortunately, we’re not there at this 

point, but we hope that we will be 
soon.”

But critics say Trump’s decisions 
irritate key US allies and isolate the 
United States internationally. In 
the wake of the Gaza violence, sev-
eral US allies, including Germany, 
the UK, Ireland and Belgium, have 
called for an independent enquiry. 
US partner Turkey has withdrawn 
its ambassadors from Washington 
and Tel Aviv and has kicked out the 
Israeli envoy to Ankara.

The embassy move and the Gaza 
shootings could also have unwanted 
consequences for the US in the Pal-
estinian territories as they could 
make Palestinian participation in 
new talks impossible. “I don’t see 
them returning to the negotiating 
table while Trump is president of the 
United States,” said Andrew Miller, 
a former senior State Department 
official who now works as deputy 
director for policy at the Project on 
Middle East Democracy (POMED), a 
Washington think-tank.

Palestinian President Mahmoud 

Abbas withdrew his top representa-
tive to the US. Husam Zomlot, the 
head of the Palestine Liberation Or-
ganisation’s office in Washington, 
would return to the Palestinian ter-
ritories, the Palestinian foreign min-
istry said.

The US administration put the 
blame for the violence on Hamas. 
The radical Palestinian group that 
rules Gaza had been “intention-
ally and cynically provoking this 
response” by Israeli security forces, 
White House spokesman Raj Shah 
said.

Washington argues that by recog-
nising Jerusalem as the capital of 
Israel, the United States is remov-
ing a very controversial issue from 
the negotiating table before it can 
poison peace talks. That is why the 
White House does not think a much-
taunted US peace plan for the Mid-
dle East, worked out by Kushner but 
as yet unpublished has been dis-
credited by events in Gaza. “I don’t 
think it hurts the peace plan,” Shah 
said of the violence.

But analysts say Trump’s reputa-
tion has already suffered. “The fact 
that thus far Trump has not even 
outlined the steps he intends to take 
in a ‘new’ peace plan has damaged 
his credibility in Arab circles,” Rich-
ard Murphy, a former US ambassa-
dor to Saudi Arabia who is now with 
the Middle East Institute in Wash-
ington, said in an e-mailed response 
to questions. “Refusing to take sides 
in the One State/Two State debate is 
interpreted by Arab observers as a 
further American move supportive 
of Israel.”

Unconfirmed reports say the 
Kushner plan foresees a Palestinian 
entity with reduced sovereignty ex-
isting effectively under Israeli con-

trol. The plan also reportedly calls 
on Israel to transfer some parts of 
eastern Jerusalem to the Palestin-
ians, Dan Shapiro, a former US am-
bassador to Israel, wrote on Twitter.

The United States may also find it 
difficult to get Arab partners to help 
put pressure on the Palestinians in 
the aftermath of the deadly events 
in Gaza. Faced with violence that 
once again illustrated the plight of 
the Palestinians in the eyes of many 
people in the region, officials in Sau-
di Arabia or the United Arab Emir-
ates will be reluctant to follow the 
Trump administration’s request to 
lean on the Palestinians. “The long-
er the violence goes on, the more dif-
ficult it gets for leaders to do that,” 
Miller said. 

At the same time, Iran could see 
its position in the region strength-
ened. “They will present themselves 
as the true defenders” of Palestinian 
interests, Miller said about Iranian 
leaders. Tehran might also boost 
support for radical groups such as 
Hamas and Islamic Jihad, he added.

Thomas Seibert

Not the 
direction 
for peace. 
A worker hangs 
a road sign 
directing to the 
US Embassy in 
the area of the 
US Consulate in 
Jerusalem,  
on May 7.(Reuters)

The embassy move and 
the Gaza shootings could 
also have unwanted 
consequences for the US 
in the Palestinian 
territories.

Support but also criticism at home 
after US  Jerusalem embassy decision

Washington

A 

merican politicians and 
Jewish-American groups 
widely praised the opening 
of the US embassy in Jeru-

salem, signalling rare political con-
sensus over a controversial shift in 
foreign policy.

Only a handful of liberal US offi-
cials and Jewish organisations criti-
cised the relocation of the American 
embassy from Tel Aviv and recogni-
tion of Jerusalem as Israel’s capi-
tal, although the move broke with 
decades of US policy and was seen 
by many as an obstacle to an Israel-
Palestine peace agreement.

Both Israelis and Palestinians 
claim Jerusalem as their capital, 
and the city is home to sacred sites 
for Jews and Muslims. US President 
Donald Trump’s decision in Decem-
ber to put the American embassy in 
Jerusalem places the US squarely on 
the side of Israel in the debate over 
the future of Jerusalem and ends a 
more cautious posture taken by pre-
vious US presidents as they sought 
to broker a peace accord.

US elected officials said little 
about the violence that erupted 
May 14, the day the US moved its 
embassy to temporary headquar-
ters in a consular building in Jerusa-
lem. Israeli forces killed at least 60 
Palestinians and injured more than 
2,700 during protests on the Gaza 

border, about 100km south of Jeru-
salem. The United States blocked a 
United Nations proposal on May 15 
to investigate the killings.

Lawmakers in both US politi-
cal parties welcomed the embassy 
move, noting that Congress had 
enacted a law by an overwhelming 
margin in 1995 calling for the em-
bassy to be in Jerusalem.

“I applaud the Trump adminis-
tration for following through on 
the bipartisan will of Congress to 
relocate the US embassy, which is a 
long overdue acknowledgement of 
Jerusalem as Israel’s seat of govern-
ment,” said Republican Senator Bob 
Corker, who chairs the Committee 
on Foreign Relations.

On the Democratic side, the move 
drew support from members of 
both the Senate and the House, in-
cluding many Jewish lawmakers. 
New York Representative Eliot En-
gel said in a statement that putting 
the US embassy in Jerusalem “does 
not diminish” the city’s significance 
to Muslims and Christians.

“It only makes sense that the 
United States representative should 
be located in Jerusalem,” said Engel, 
who is Jewish. He noted that the Is-
raeli prime minister and parliament 
are both in Jerusalem, although 
they sit in West Jerusalem, which 
Israel has controlled since 1949. 
East Jerusalem, which Israel has 
occupied since 1967, is seen by Pal-
estinians as the capital of a future 
Palestinian state.

The three previous US presidents 

– Bill Clinton, George W. Bush and 
Barack Obama – sidestepped the 
1995 law by signing waivers ena-
bling the embassy to stay in Tel 
Aviv.

Only a few US politicians criti-
cised the embassy move, including 
Senator Dianne Feinstein, a Jew-
ish Democrat from California, who 
called it “a serious mistake.” The US 
should have resolved the question 
of Jerusalem’s status “in the con-
text of broader peace negotiations 
where both sides benefit,” Feinstein 
said. “The president’s unilateral 
move has sparked violence and led 
Palestinians to believe the United 
States is no longer an honest broker 
to this conflict.”

The support for moving the em-
bassy reflects the broad pro-Israel 
stance of US politicians and Jewish 
groups and the limited political sup-
port in Washington for Palestinians. 
In Congress, 30 of the 535 members 
are Jewish, yet only two are Muslim.

Jewish political sentiment in 
Washington has long been domi-
nated by the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee (AIPAC), a pro-
Israel advocacy group that has ad-
vocated taking a hard line in peace 
talks with Palestinians. The com-
mittee said moving the US embassy 
was “a momentous day for the US-
Israel relationship.”

Other Jewish groups, including 
the Anti-Defamation League, the 
Simon Wiesenthal Centre and B’nai 
B’rith International, applauded  
the move.

The most vocal criticism among 
Jewish groups came from a liberal 
advocacy group formed 10 years ago 
called J Street. “The manner and 
timing of this move were designed 
to advance the agenda of right-
wing political leaders in the US and 
Israel, rather than the interest of 
Americans, Israelis and Palestinians 

in resolving the conflict,” the group 
said in a statement. “In the absence 
of that final agreement between the 
parties on the city’s status, blanket 
recognition of Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital is premature and divisive.”

Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Thomas Frank

Breaking ranks. Senator Dianne Feinstein arrives for a Senate 
Intelligence Committee hearing, on May 16.                                     (Reuters)
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T
he stark contrast between the 
ceremonial opening of the US 
embassy in Jerusalem and images of 
Palestinians killed and wounded by 
Israeli troops last week was deeply 
shocking.

On May 14, while US and Israeli 
senior officials exchanged congratulatory words 
on the US embassy’s transfer from Tel Aviv, at 
least 60 Palestinians were killed in Gaza. More 
than 100 Palestinian civilians have been killed and 
thousands wounded by live fire during seven 
weeks of protests.

But the sharp contrasts go beyond the blood-
shed in Gaza and the bombast in Jerusalem. There 
was, predictably enough, an inflammable juxtapo-
sition – between Israeli celebration of the Jewish 
state’s creation in 1948 and the mourning over the 
same event by stateless Palestinians. To the latter, 
it is the catastrophe, or Nakba, when hundreds of 
thousands of them were driven from their 
homeland.

In the seven decades since then, all efforts 
aimed at bridging the gap between the two 
peoples have failed. Opportunities were wasted by 
both sides but mostly torpedoed by Israel’s 
arrogance of power. Now, it even looks as if the 
concept of the two-state solution itself is doomed.

Gazan youth continued to approach the border 
fence with Israel despite Israeli soldiers’ willing-
ness to use disproportionate force. This reflects 
the degree of despair among young Palestinians, 
caught for 11 years between Hamas’s inept 
repressive rule and the blockade imposed by 
Israeli occupiers.

The Jerusalem factor has thrown another 
combustible element into an already explosive 
mix. In December, US President Donald Trump 
unilaterally rejected the international consensus 
that the status of Jerusalem must be left to the 
final stage of Palestinian-Israeli negotiations. The 
international consensus recognised a basic fact: 
Jerusalem is sacred to three faiths – Islam, 
Christianity and Judaism. But Trump has, in his 
words, “taken Jerusalem, the toughest part of the 
negotiation, off the table.” It is, he has indicated, 
an opening gambit in his promised “Deal of the 
Century.”

The promised deal, of course, has remained no 
more than a pledge and it is not clear if and when 
it will materialise. At the Jerusalem embassy 
opening, Trump’s son-in-law and senior adviser 
Jared Kushner declared Washington “is prepared 
to support a peace agreement in every way we 
can.” Kushner has been tasked by Trump with 
preparing a peace plan but its timeline too is 
vague. “The peace plan will be brought forward at 
the appropriate time. It can be evaluated on its 
merits,” a White House spokesman has said, which 
doesn’t really tell us anything at all.

Experts are sceptical both about the delivery of 
any such deal as well as its chances of success 
given the dramatic atrophy of US credibility as an 
honest broker. The new US secretary of state, Mike 
Pompeo, has yet to present any ideas for resurrect-
ing the process of negotiations over the Palestin-
ian-Israeli issue. Benign neglect, retaliatory 
measures and hasty disengagement will not 
provide a solution.

As long as it remains unresolved, the plight of 
the Palestinians will be a source of regional 
instability and an issue that can be exploited by 
extremists. For all that the Arab world is con-
sumed by a multitude of other concerns today, the 
Palestinians seem determined to remind the world 
they must not be forgotten.

F
asting during the month of Ramadan is 
one of the five pillars of the Muslim 
faith. This year, in most of the Muslim 
world, it started on May 17.

Despite previous attempts by 
jihadists to transform the season of 
religious serenity into a pretext for 

bloodshed and terror, the holy month remains a 
time of spirituality and good deeds. It is also a 
month when mosques in many parts of Europe 
reach out to non-Muslim communities in order to 
dispel stereotypes and improve inter-faith 
relations.

Ramadan is a month of empathy for the poor 
and the hungry. Today, in many parts of the Arab 
Muslim world and its diaspora, Muslims strive to 
make Ramadan a month of generosity. All across 
the region, philanthropic projects compete to 
cater for the poor and the needy. Tents and 
outdoor restaurants are set up by governments 
and charities for Iftar, the sunset meal at which 
the fast is broken.

In a time of fraying family ties across the region, 
Ramadan is also a month for relatives to bond and 
reconnect across generational and geographic 
divides.

In many ways, Ramadan illustrates moderate 
Islam’s compromise between spirituality and the 
exuberance of life. It is a month of piety but also of 
vibrant cultural activity and spontaneous 
festivity.

Ramadan Mubarak to all.

Editorial
The Jerusalem factor
and Palestinians’ distress

Welcoming Ramadan

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Failure to read the balance of power 
led to the Palestinian Nakba

We still don’t know why the Arab nations refused to accept the 
partition decision of 1947 and why they went to war in 1948. 

Khairallah Khairallah

A 

t the same time a high-
level US delegation 
was taking part in the 
inauguration cer-
emony of the new US 
embassy in Jerusalem, 

Israel was killing scores of Pales-
tinians in Gaza. The new embassy 
building in Jerusalem embodies US 
President Donald Trump’s recogni-
tion of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital 
and the inauguration date was not 
chosen by chance.

The transfer of the US embassy 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem came 
one day before the 70th anniversary 
of the Palestinian Nakba or catas-
trophe. Someone wants to remind 
the Palestinians that their Nakba is 
still ongoing and that nothing has 
changed in the 21st century. Israel 
continues to practise the same state 
terrorism against the Palestinians 
that it practised even before its 
creation and the Palestinians con-
tinue to ignore new realities and the 
new balance of power in the region, 
especially related to their cause. It 
was precisely this inability to read 
the region’s balance of power that 
contributed to their Nakba.

Officials and media in the Arab 
world almost completely ignored 
the inauguration event in Jerusa-
lem. There is a political party that 
wants to embarrass the Arabs. 
That party operates in Gaza and is 
pushing scores of Palestinians to die 
gratuitous deaths. Yes, the Palestin-
ian cause lives on and, yes, the Pal-
estinian identity cannot be wiped 
out, but the gratuitous deaths of 
Palestinian youth will not move the 
cause forward one inch, especially 
when some parties will jump on the 

events and use them to advance 
their own narrow agendas.

The Arab reaction to the events 
unfolding was quite mature given 
how events could dangerously turn 
in the region. Right now, it is not 
just Jerusalem’s fate that is at stake. 
Despite 41 years of illegal occupa-
tion, Jerusalem might, in the end, 
turn out to be much better off than 
many Arab capitals in the region, 
since Iran boasts of being in control 
of Baghdad, Damascus, Beirut and 
Sana’a.

In reality, it is not just these 
four capital cities that are under 
threat. Many other Arab cities have 
either been transformed or simply 
wiped out. In Iraq, the ethnic and 
religious compositions of cities 
such as Baghdad and Basra have 
been changed while the venerable 
city of Mosul has practically been 
wiped out. A similar fate has been 
reserved for the Syrian cities of 
Aleppo, Homs and Hama.  In Jeru-
salem at least, there are still strong 
voices insisting on the city’s Arab 
identity and refusing to give in to 
colonisation.

I reiterate: The cause of the 
Palestinian Nakba is Arab stubborn-
ness; refusal to accept the changing 
balance of power. We still don’t 
know why the Arab nations refused 
to accept the partition decision of 
1947 and why they went to war in 
1948. And can anyone please ex-
plain to me why that awful mistake 
was repeated in 1967?

The Arabs have made all kinds of 
mistakes that resulted in turning 
the great Palestinian Nakba into a 
succession of other nakbas. Today, 
for example, nobody has the cour-

age to say that sacrificing scores of 
Palestinian youth along the Gaza-
Israeli border will not return a single 
Palestinian to Palestine, just like 
the Lebanese war and the Jordanian 
war before it did not return a single 
Palestinian to Palestine.

In the Arab-Israeli conflict, that is 
to say between the day of the Nakba 
in 1948 and the inauguration of the 
US embassy in Jerusalem in 2018, 
there were three notable events 
worth mentioning. The first was 
the return to Egypt of its territories 
occupied by Israel since 1967. That 
happened thanks to the determina-
tion of one man called Anwar Sadat, 
who had the courage to fly to Jeru-
salem and address the Israeli Knes-
set, saying: “I came to you bearing 
the peace of the brave and not the 
peace of the vanquished.”

The second event is Yasser 
Arafat’s signing of the Oslo Peace 
Accords on the White House lawn in 
1993. Arafat was ready to accept the 
shortcomings of the Oslo Accords 
for the sake of a viable Palestinian 
state. Despite his many mistakes 
in Jordan and Lebanon, Arafat will 
remain a symbol of the Palestinian 
identity that refuses to give in to 
colonisation but remains aware of 
the reality of the day.

The third event occurred right 
after the Oslo Accords, when the 
late Jordanian King Hussein signed 
a peace agreement with Israel. The 
Jordanian monarch knew that the 
Palestinians’ acceptance of the Oslo 
Accords liberated him from any obli-
gation towards the West Bank. So he 
did the sensible thing to safeguard 
Jordan’s interests and made peace 
with Israel. Hafez Assad in Syria on 
the other hand never intended to 
reclaim the occupied Golan Heights. 
He was interested only in wreaking 
havoc on Lebanon and using it to 
blackmail the Arabs and the world. 
And this is exactly what Iran is do-
ing in Lebanon right now.

In the ruthless world of 2018, the 
Arabs are still searching for a place 
on the map of the Middle East. Can 
we still talk today about some Arab 
countries such as Iraq, Syria or the 
Palestinian territories?

Will Lebanon be able to protect 
itself and preserve its identity in the 
face of the Iranian onslaught?

Judging by Hezbollah’s aggressive 
behaviour during the past elections, 
it is going to be an uphill battle for 
Lebanon.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
journalist.

Many ‘Nakbas’. A Palestinian woman argues with a member of the 
Israeli security forces outside the Damascus Gate in the Old City of 
Jerusalem, on May 15.                                                                                       (AFP) 
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of fearing and threatening this 
environment. It is, in fact, this 
very ideology and strategy of 
being in constant conflict with 
its environment that allows it 
to exact international support 
and protection and to continue 
to play a proxy role for all sorts 
and forms of colonisation activi-
ties in the region as long as its 
existence in the Arab region is 
guaranteed.

Whether knowingly or un-
knowingly, the Israeli model is 
being played out in Lebanon. 
It is a model based on driving a 
wedge between the country and 
its Arab environment and on 
planting the seeds of fear and 
hatred for the other. The politi-
cal discourse we hear in Leba-
non today is hegemonic and 
aggressive. It is trying to force 
the Lebanese to accept the idea 
that their real enemy and source 
of threat in the region is the 
Arab countries; in other words, 
all those countries that beg to 
differ with Iranian policies in 
the region. Such intimidation is 
not limited to speeches. There 
are sustained efforts to spread 
this ideology and domesticate 
any opposition to it.

Perhaps the most dangerous 
result of the Lebanese general 
elections is the emergence and 
confirmation of the culture of 
animosity and fear. This new 
culture has found its way to the 
state institutions. The state no 
longer cares about the national 
conditions for its very existence 
and has become more con-
cerned with going along with 
Iran’s regional and international 
interests.

Making blood sport of Palestinian misery

Lebanon cannot live outside 
its Arab environment

To make blood sport of Palestinian misery shows the 
extent to which America is lost to itself.

Lebanon is no longer capable of resisting 
the siege it is subjected to. 

Ali al-Amin

T 

he Lebanese identity 
is starting to change 
and this has been 
confirmed to a large 
extent by the recent 
general elections. 

Lebanon is moving away from 
its Arab Lebanese identity, 
whose main characteristic is 
political and social pluralism 
and diversity, to a new identity 
totally cut off from and hostile 
to its geopolitical environment. 
The main characteristic of this 
new identity is its refusal of any 
political diversity in spite of an 
apparent formal diversity that 
has no impact on political life in 
Lebanon and certainly no politi-
cal weight in its relations with its 
Arab environment.

The one-party view and total 
control of state and public life 
are two aspects that are in direct 
contradiction with Lebanon’s 
identity and special characteris-
tics. Pluralism and diversity have 
always been the primary factors 
behind tremendous political 
and social vitality in Lebanon, 
the main source of freedom, the 
foundation of a vibrant and di-
versified media scene, the engine 
of a vigorous economy and a 
magnet for foreign investment.

The crises uncovered by the 
recent general elections demon-
strate that Lebanon is no longer 
capable of resisting the siege it 
is subjected to. Lebanon seems 
ready to give in to the iron grip 
squeezing the throat of the state 
and the country. As the Lebanese 
deal with the increasing crises 
inside the state institutions, the 
only exit made available to them 
is getting even more mired in 

these crises.
As the central authority in Leb-

anon grows weaker, the logic of 
mini-states inside the state takes 
root in Lebanese politics. With 
the growing decline in economic 
and social vitality, the logic of 
“my way or the highway” takes 
over and people give in to control 
and thus offer more leeway for 
parties and militias to take over 
public life. When Lebanon gives 
in to foreign meddling, it signs 
its own death warrant because it 
cannot exist without its excep-
tional ties to its Arab and Gulf 
environments.

Lebanon is part of the Arab 
world and its Arab dimension is 
a determining factor for its exist-
ence. Lebanon’s Arab identity 
cannot be taken as a momentary 
whim that can be changed. It 
is a deeply ingrained truth that 
finds expression on all levels in 
politics, culture and economy. 
It is part of Lebanon’s national 
identity and cannot simply be 
swept aside.

What’s going on in Lebanon 
today is suicidal. The country 
seems to have surrendered to the 
push of identity shift. This cur-
rent towards uprooting Lebanon 
from its historic Arab environ-
ment and then isolating it mimics 
to a large extent the ideology 
behind a Jewish state in its Israeli 
version. Israel was founded on 
and still lives by the idea of exist-
ing in a hostile environment. The 
survival of this entity crucially 
relies on a constant strategy of 
insulating itself from its environ-
ment and even showing intense 
animosity to this environment.

It survives also on a culture 

This is not true of all 
Lebanese of course but the 
overall attitude of giving up 
and giving in to the Iranian 
equation indicates that the 
Israeli model, with all of its 
arrogance, shapes Lebanon’s 
new political, cultural and psy-
chological identity. Lebanon’s 
future is going to depend on 
preserving the status quo with 
Israel on the one hand and 
becoming completely isolated 
from its Arab environment on 
the other.

The problem with the fate 
reserved for Lebanon is that it 
won’t work. The so-called Axis 
of Resistance, which is now in 
control of state institutions in 
Lebanon, will not, in the end, 
be able to go against history. 
Neither Iran nor Israel will be 
able to guarantee Lebanon’s 
survival outside the frame-
work of Lebanon’s national 
interests. Historical facts are 
indeed tenacious. Each time 
Lebanon has tried to distance 
itself from its Arab environ-
ment in the past, it has ended 
up being unsustainable. With 
every Iranian victory inside 
Lebanon, Lebanon regressed 
politically and economically.

In short, the model Iran 
envisions for Lebanon with 
Western and Israeli conniv-
ance is based on colliding with 
Lebanon’s Arab environment. 
That model will not be able to 
survive because it is anti-Leb-
anese by being anti-freedom 
and anti-pluralism.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese 
writer.

Rashmee Roshan Lall

I 

n the end, it is the conspic-
uous cruelty that bloodies 
the collective human spirit, 
no matter that we weren’t 
physically present in Gaza 
on May 14. In the end, it is 

the conspicuous cruelty that will 
be remembered.

As scenes of unarmed Pal-
estinians’ deaths at the hands 
of Israeli soldiers filled televi-
sion screens around the world, 
US President Donald Trump’s 
daughter and high representa-
tive to Jerusalem for the day 
laughed and preened in her pale, 
pristine outfit. As Israeli soldiers 
determinedly shot to kill Pal-
estinian protesters — a double 
amputee, women, children, 
anyone at all — the United States 
formally opened its embassy 
in Jerusalem, just 100km away 
and declared it a great victory 
for peace. The US president ap-
peared by video link and intoned 
in tones of faux-piety: “May 
there be peace.”

It was the deliberate cruelty 
of the United States and Israeli 
governments that was mon-
strous and striking. They picked 
the day of Nakba for the most 
triumphalist act of all — claiming 
Jerusalem for Israel and extin-
guishing Palestinian hope. Even 
former US Ambassador to Israel 
Dan Shapiro, who is broadly 
supportive of Trump’s unilateral 
decision to move the US Em-
bassy to Jerusalem, was pained 
by the cruelty of picking Nakba 
Day. “The date was unneces-
sarily provocative,” he said. If it 
had happened just a week or two 
later, “it could have had some 
separation from the most sensi-
tive and emotional date on the 

Palestinian side.”
But they chose Nakba Day 

and, in so doing, the Trump ad-
ministration joined with Israel to 
kick the metaphorical crutches 
away from the double-amputee 
Palestinian as he painfully stood 
at their gate to ask for justice. 
Then they shot him, left him for 
dead and accused him of deadly 
terrorist intent towards the 
Israeli state.

Meanwhile, Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu 
and his wife joined with Ivanka 
Trump and her husband, Jared 
Kushner, to take smiley selfies 
that flashed around the world. 
Trump’s envoy to Israel, David 
Friedman, hailed the US presi-
dent’s “moral clarity.”

By some accounts, the deaths 
on May 14 mean that Israel has 
now killed 115 Palestinians in the 
past seven weeks for approach-
ing the fence it placed around 
Gaza. That’s more than the total 
number of East Germans killed 

for trying to scale the Berlin Wall 
in nearly three decades.

Not a word of regret or condo-
lence for the Palestinian deaths 
came from Friedman, the Trump 
family or the White House. 
White House Deputy Press 
Secretary Raj Shah called the 
bloodshed a “gruesome and un-
fortunate propaganda attempt” 
by Hamas. A CNN correspondent 
in Washington reported that US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo 
“turned his back and walked 
away” when asked about the 
rising death toll in Gaza.

It was left to a scant few US 
congressmen, the UK minister 
for the Middle East, Germany, 
Ireland, South Africa and Turkey 
to lament the Palestinian lives 
lost and call for Israeli restraint.

Rupert Colville of the United 
Nations’ human rights office in 
Geneva grimly stated the gro-
tesque obviousness of what had 
occurred on May 14 at the Gaza 
border with Israel: “The mere 

fact of approaching a fence is 
not a lethal, life-threatening act, 
so that does not warrant being 
shot… How much threat can a 
double amputee be making from 
the other side of a large fortified 
fence?”

The question is unlikely to 
be addressed by Israel and its 
powerful American backer even 
as the world demands answers 
for the Israeli military’s dis-
proportionate use of force. But 
history offers important lessons 
on the dangers of hubris and 
the karmic consequences of 
conspicuous cruelty.

Back in the fourth century 
BC, the Aegean superpower 
Athens massacred all the men 
old enough to fight on the small, 
neutral island of Melos and sold 
all the women and children into 
slavery. They destroyed Melos 
because it would not take sides 
in the war with Sparta. They 
destroyed Melos because they 
could. But the massacre killed 
Athenian power, too. Its people 
were sickened by what had 
happened and lost faith in the 
Athenian project. Barely a dec-
ade later, Athens was defeated 
by Sparta.

Like Athens, the great power 
of its day, the United States 
currently bestrides the globe, 
secure in its military force and 
wealth. But to make blood sport 
of Palestinian misery shows the 
extent to which America is lost 
to itself.

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

Indifference 
to human life. 
Israeli Prime 
Minister 
Binyamin 
Netanyahu (L), 
Senior White 
House Advisor 
Jared Kushner 
(C-R) and his 
wife Ivanka 
Trump at the 
opening of the 
US embassy in 
Jerusalem, on 
May 14.    (AFP)
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Members of the Somali 
opposition believe the 
government is tilting 
towards the Qatari-
Turkish alliance.

News & Analysis Gulf

London

S 

etting aside their differences, 
the six nations that make up 
the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) collectively condemned 

Israel’s targeting of unarmed Pal-
estinian protesters and the United 
States’ relocation of its embassy to 
Jerusalem, which sparked the latest 
round of violence.

GCC members reiterated their 
condemnation during an emergen-
cy Arab League meeting on May 17 
chaired by Saudi Foreign Minister 
Adel al-Jubeir.

“We are meeting today in the back-
drop of the recent developments in 
the occupied Palestinian territories, 
targeting Palestinian civilians by the 
occupation forces and the transfer 
of US embassy to Jerusalem,” said 
Jubeir.

“The kingdom has already warned 
of the serious consequences of this 
unjustified step as it offends the feel-
ings of Muslims around the world,” 
he said, adding that the kingdom 
would help the Palestinian people 
until they establish their own inde-
pendent state with East Jerusalem as 
its capital

UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs Anwar Gargash expressed 
similar sentiments, warning of the 
dangerous consequences of the US 
decision.

“While we express our strong 
condemnation of using the exces-
sive force by the Israeli occupation 

against unarmed Palestinians who 
exercise their right and demand their 
legitimate rights, we warn against 
the negative repercussions of such 
a dangerous escalation and we call 
for an international probe to hold 
those responsible for this massacre 
accountable,” said Gargash, add-
ing that the US move had presented 
more obstacles to the peace process.

Palestinians in the Gaza Strip have 
been protesting for seven weeks as 
part of the Great March of Return 
campaign and in anticipation of the 
US’s relocation of its embassy from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem. On May 14, 
the day the US opened its new em-
bassy in Jerusalem, Israeli forces 
killed at least 60 unarmed Palestini-
an protesters gathered near the Gaza 
border.

In response, officials from the 
UAE, the Palestinian territories and 
Kuwait requested an emergency ses-

sion at the UN Security Council, and 
UN human rights chief Zeid al-Hus-
sein backed calls for inquiry over the 
deaths in Gaza.

Saudi Arabia’s cabinet denounced 
the US decision to move its embassy 
to Jerusalem and the killing of the 
dozens of protesters by Israeli au-
thorities.

“Saudi Arabia strongly condemns 
the targeting of unarmed civilians by 
the forces of Israeli occupation, leav-
ing dozens dead and injured,” said a 
statement from the Foreign Ministry.

“The international community 
must shoulder its responsibilities to 
stop violence and protect the broth-
erly Palestinian people,” the state-
ment added.

Bahrain’s Shura Council also con-
demned Israel’s response, calling 
authorities’ use of force “unjustified 
and excessive.”

Qatari Foreign Minister Moham-

med al-Thani also spoke out against 
the events in Gaza.

Oman issued a statement express-
ing solidarity with the people of Gaza, 
while also calling for “the Palestinian 
people to establish an independent 
state” along the 1967 borders with 
Jerusalem as its capital, according to 
Oman Daily website.

Kuwait, through its UN representa-
tive, called on the international com-
munity to recognise an independent 
Palestinian state with East Jerusalem 
as its capital during the emergency 
UN Security Council meeting.

“We are concerned about policies, 
measures and actions taken unilater-
ally by Israel, the occupying power, 
which aims at changing the reality on 
the occupied territory, topped with 
the continuation and the expansion 
of settlement activities which are il-
legal measures and constitute a fla-
grant violation of Security Council 

resolutions and international law, 
mainly resolution 2334,” Kuwait’s 
ambassador to the UN, Mansour al-
Otaibi, said.

The latest series of events is a ma-
jor setback for the peace process, 
especially the Arab peace initiative, 
the brainchild of the late Saudi King 
Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, who 
unveiled the plan while crown prince 
in 2002.

The initiative calls for a two-state 
solution to the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict and the normalisation of ties 
between 57 Arab and Islamic coun-
tries and Israel. The plan is predicat-
ed on Israel withdrawing from Arab 
lands occupied during the 1967 war, 
as well as a just settlement to the Pal-
estinian refugee issue based on UN 
General Assembly Resolution 194.

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

London

I 

n a move likely to further strain 
relations in the Gulf Coopera-
tion Council (GCC), Qatari Emir 
Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad al-

Thani hosted Somali President 
Mohamed Abdullahi Mohamed 
less than a month after the United 
Arab Emirates’ diplomatic row with 
Somalia over port leasing deals in 
various states.

On May 14, the two leaders met 
in Doha and discussed ways to pro-
mote joint cooperation between the 
two countries, according to Sheikh 
Tamim’s official Twitter account. 
“Qatar will continue its support for 
Somalia’s unity, stability and sover-
eignty, as well as the prosperity of 
its people,” Sheikh Tamim said in 
the tweet.

The visit by Mohamed and his 
delegation comes at a sensitive 
time in the region. The one-year 
anniversary of the GCC dispute 
over Doha’s alleged backing of ter-
ror groups and meddling in other 
states’ affairs is approaching and 
the recent diplomatic spat between 
Abu Dhabi and Mogadishu is still 
unresolved. Mohamed’s public 
statements of neutrality are also 
being challenged at home.

Members of the Somali opposi-
tion, however, say they believe the 

government is tilting towards the 
Qatari-Turkish alliance, which has 
been vying for influence in Soma-
lia. They stress that it has sabotaged 
vital relations with Arab countries 
that supported the country during 
its most unstable periods.

There are legitimate fears in So-
mali political circles about Doha’s 
track record on supporting extrem-
ist groups. Somalia’s ongoing fight 
against such groups was one of the 
UAE’s motivations for training and 
supporting local troops. Sources 
stressed that Mohamed’s Doha 
visit “cannot be separated from the 
problems created by the (Somali 
president’s) government with the 
UAE, which had adopted a proac-
tive approach in its support for So-
malia in order to help it overcome 
critical economic and security is-
sues.”

According to local Somali re-
ports, regional leaders in Somalia 
who differ with the president over 
his outreach to Qatar held a meet-
ing to discuss the Gulf crisis during 
Mohamed’s meeting in Doha. The 
leaders at the meeting represented 
Puntland, Jubaland, Galmudug and 
HirShabelle and have in the past 
declared their support for the UAE’s 
initiatives in Somalia, particularly 
Abu Dhabi’s help in dealing with 
the al-Shabab terrorist organisation 
and its support for local economies.

Jubaland President Ahmed Ma-
dobe expressed his support for the 
UAE and accused Mohamed of dou-
ble standards after arriving from 
Abu Dhabi last month.

“My idea is that we do not iso-
late Qatar but are we doing this in a 
systematic manner?” Madobe said. 
“The government has decided to 
align itself with Qatar,” he added, 

according to Mogadishu’s Goobjoog 
news.

Observers believe that the Qatari-
Somali rapprochement is an indi-
cation that the dispute within the 
GCC is far from over, with countries 
vying for influence beyond the Gulf 
region. In April, the UAE cancelled 
its military training programme in 
Somalia in response to the ground-
ing of a UAE plane carrying Emirati 
officials by Somali security forces 
and the seizure of funds — estimat-
ed to be close to $10 million — be-
longing to the UAE.

Emirati-Somali relations tumbled 
following the banning of UAE ports 
operator DP World from operating 
in Somalia. The firm, the world’s 
third-biggest container port opera-
tor, had signed a contract with the 

breakaway region of Somaliland to 
set up a port zone, which led to the 
Somalis’ action against DP World.

Pressure from Qatar and Turkey 
for Mogadishu to take a negative 
stance regarding UAE support has 
also factored into declining UAE-
Somali relations. The cancelled 
UAE military training programme, 
which began in 2014, was aimed 
at strengthening the capabilities of 
the Somali Army. UAE forces have 
participated in training missions 
involving thousands of Somali sol-
diers. Before the UAE pulled the 
plug, it was paying the salaries of 
2,407 Somali soldiers, had set up 
three training centres and a hos-
pital and also sent Emirati medi-
cal teams to treat Somali military  
personnel.

London

A 

dispute between the United 
Arab Emirates and Yemen’s 
internationally recognised 
government over Emirati 

troops deployed to the island of So-
cotra has been resolved, according 
to Yemeni Prime Minister Ahmed 
bin Dagher.

“The crisis over the island is over,” 
bin Dagher wrote in a May 14 Face-
book post, adding that the dispute 
had “almost divided” the Arab coa-
lition fighting the Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels.

Following the deployment of hun-
dreds of UAE troops to the Yemeni 
island of Socotra, tensions between 
the UAE and elements of the Yemeni 
government flared. The UAE, which 
is part of a Saudi-led coalition fight-
ing in support of Yemen’s interna-
tionally recognised government, was 
accused of issuing the deployment 
without prior consent. The Yem-
eni government called it a breach of 
their sovereignty and threatened to 
take up the issue at the United Na-
tions, though no such complaint was 
made, according to the UN.

The situation was diffused after 
Saudi Arabia and the UAE, the main 
pillars of the coalition backing the 
Yemeni government, reached an 
agreement that was satisfactory to 
all parties involved.

The Saudi-brokered deal, which 
came into effect on May 14, stipu-
lated that the UAE would hand over 
control of Socotra’s airport and naval 
port to Saudi troops, which would 
then transfer control of the facilities 
to Yemeni authorities.

An unnamed security official told 
Yemen’s Aden al-Ghad news website 
that Yemeni forces had taken control 
of the strategic locations after UAE 
forces had left and that all airport 
and port staff had returned to work.

With the arrival of Saudi troops, 
joint training exercises includ-
ing both Yemeni and UAE mili-
tary personnel are scheduled to 
take place on Socotra, according to  
coalition spokesman Turki al-Malki.

GCC warns against ‘serious consequences’ 
of US move, denounces Israeli actions in Gaza

Somali opposition 
challenge 
president’s stance 
on  Gulf dispute

Socotra island 
dispute resolved
The Arab Weekly staff

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Legitimate fears. Jubaland President Ahmed Madobe speaks in the 
southern port town of Kismayu.                                                                 (Reuters)

Serious concerns. Arab League chief Ahmed Aboul Gheit (L), Saudi Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (C) and Hossam Zaki, the League’s deputy 
secretary-general, attend Arab foreign ministers meeting in Cairo, on May 17.                                 (AP)



9May 20, 2018

L 

ebanon’s parliamentary 
elections returned Hez-
bollah to the spotlight 
but, while its elec-
toral power may have 
increased, the group’s 

role in Syria places all of Lebanon 
at risk.

The resulting tensions, however, 
are not the most pressing issue for 
Lebanon’s incoming government, 
which faces unprecedented eco-
nomic challenges, including a bulg-
ing debt that could put the country 
in a downward financial spiral.

The means of Lebanon’s sur-
vival may not lie so much with 
foreign aid as with improving the 
country’s business environment, 
checking corruption and overhaul-
ing the groaning infrastructure.

Lebanon is facing the most 
negative economic prospects since 
the end of its disastrous 15-year 
civil war in 1990. A slow economy 
and fundamental doubts over its 
willingness and ability to reform 
plus endemic corruption spell 
disaster for the small Mediterra-
nean state.

Underlying Lebanon’s difficul-
ties are soaring public debt of $80 
billion, a 150% debt-to-GDP ratio 
as well as a fiscal deficit of more 
than 10% of GDP with annual 
growth levels between 1-2% since 
2011.

Lebanon’s economic prospects 
could deteriorate further as 
regional instability and worsen-
ing relations between Beirut and 
other regional powers undermine 
investor confidence.

“The first priority of the post-
elections cabinet has to be to 

stimulate growth,” said Nassib 
Ghobril, chief economist at the 
Byblos Bank. “If we stimulate 
growth and expand the size of the 
economy, it will help slow and re-
verse the growth of the debt ratio 
and the fiscal debt.”

Marwan Mikhael, chief econo-
mist at BLOM Bank, said the new 
government’s priorities should 
lie in tackling the country’s fiscal 
deficit, as well as in reforming the 
infrastructure, with the overhaul 
of the electricity sector potentially 
reducing the country’s debt by 2% 
in the first year.

Another means of reducing 
Lebanon’s fiscal deficit would be 
to examine the tax system. While 
increasing taxation levels has 
been attempted before, with little 

to show for it, cracking down on 
tax evasion and improving the 
collection of utility fees may be a 
possibility.

“Indeed, only about 30-35% 
of companies and individuals in 
Lebanon pay their taxes in full, 
while a large percentage of the 
population (is) not paying fees on 
electricity or on renewing their car 
registration,” said Ghobril, who 
also pointed to improvements 
that could be made in collecting 
customs revenues.

These measures could conserva-
tively generate an additional $1 
billion in tax receipts per year.

Compounding the country’s dif-
ficulties is the unchecked growth 
of the public sector, with the corre-
sponding surge in salaries, wages, 

benefits and pension payments.
“The public sector’s salaries, 

wages, benefits and pension 
payments jumped 45% between 
2010 and 2016, with retirement 
salaries rising 66%,” said Ghobril. 
The sector is the largest expendi-
ture in the government’s budget. 
Reductions in the public sector, he 
said, “should be the government’s 
priority on the expenditures side.”

Another area of reform to look 
at would be in improving the 
business environment, not least 
by tackling Lebanon’s staggering 
corruption. Lebanon was ranked 
133rd out of 190 economies for 
ease of doing business in the 
World Bank’s annual ratings, a 
drop from 126th in 2016.

“The Lebanese need to reform 
the commerce code to attract 
foreign business and, more impor-
tant, reduce corruption,” Mikhael 
said. Transparency International’s 
“Corruption Perceptions Index 
2017” listed Lebanon as the 37th 
most corrupt country out of 180 
ranked.

Mikhael said the key prior-
ity of the government should be 
maintaining political stability and 
development. Yet, regional polari-
sation plus Hezbollah’s growing 
role in Iranian and Saudi rivalries 
cannot be said to bode well for 
Lebanon’s incoming government, 
not least with the militant group 
heavily bolstered by favourable 
election results.

Mona Alami is a French-Lebanese 
analyst and a fellow at the Rafik 
Hariri Centre for the Middle East 
at the Atlantic Council.
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T 

he United States and its 
Gulf partners have intro-
duced new sanctions on 
Hezbollah’s leadership just 

a week after the US withdrawal 
from the Iran nuclear deal.

Hassan Nasrallah and Naim Qas-
sem, the two top officials of the 
militant Shia group, were targeted 
in the third wave of sanctions to be 
imposed by the US Treasury since 
the Trump administration pulled 
out of the agreement.

The new sanctions were imposed 
jointly with the Gulf-based Terror-
ist Financing and Targeting Centre 
(TFTC), which includes Gulf Coop-
eration Council-member countries.

Among those sanctioned are sev-
eral key members of Hezbollah’s 
leadership and the ruling Shura 
Council, including Mohammed 
Yazbek, head of  the group’s reli-
gious council, Hussein al-Khalil, 
Nasrallah’s political aide, Ibrahim 
Amin al-Sayyed, head of the politi-
cal bureau and Hashem Safieddine, 
a senior Hezbollah leader and a key 
member of the organisation’s ex-
ecutive council.

The GCC sanctions included a 
number of additional figures pre-
viously blacklisted by the United 
States.

“The TFTC again demonstrated 

its great value to international se-
curity by disrupting Iran and Hez-
bollah’s destabilising influence in 
the region,” US Treasury Secretary 
Steven Mnuchin said in a state-
ment. “By targeting Hezbollah’s 
Shura Council, our nations collec-
tively rejected the false distinction 
between a so-called ‘Political Wing’ 
and Hezbollah’s global terrorist 
plotting.”

The TFTC was formed in spring 
of 2017 as part of what the US 
Treasury described as a “collabora-
tive approach to confronting new 
and evolving threats arising from 
terrorist financing.”

The TFTC launched its first wave 
of sanctions in October the same 
year, targeting leaders, financiers 
and facilitators of the Islamic State 
in Iraq and Syria in Yemen (ISIS-Y) 
and al-Qaeda in the Arabian Penin-
sula.

These latest wave of sanctions 
stand as a stark regional rebuke 
to Hezbollah and its international 
operations, not least its continued 
involvement in the Syrian civil war.

Nasrallah, Hezbollah’s secretary-
general, and his deputy, Qassem, 
who have been involved in the 
group since the early 1990s, are 
both accused of directly oversee-
ing its terrorist activities. Yazbak 
is likewise accused of supervis-
ing Hezbollah training camps and 
the smuggling of weapons to the 
group. He is also alleged to have 
hosted experts from Iran’s Is-

lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC) to train Hezbollah fighters 
on weapons systems. Similarly, 
al-Khalil is alleged to have been 
one of several senior Hezbollah 
commanders who held responsi-
bility for the group’s operations 
in Europe. Al-Sayyid and Safied-
dine, both members of Hezbollah’s 
political council, have served as 
spokesmen for the group.

“What’s significant about these 
sanctions in particular is that they 
target purely political figures. Nor-
mally, these kind of measures go 
after financiers or businessmen, 
but not this time,” Hanin Ghaddar, 
a visiting fellow at The Washing-
ton Institute told The Arab Weekly. 
“In real terms, they’re unlikely 
to make a huge difference. These 
people don’t have bank accounts, 
they don’t have credit cards, they 
don’t travel abroad. However, it 
sends a powerful message to the 
business community around Hez-
bollah; if you support them you 

will be targeted.
“Similar sanctions were tried 

two years ago and sent the busi-
nessmen around Hezbollah run-
ning, but they were never really 
followed up on, which takes us to 
where we are today.”

Despite the range of sanctions, 
Nasrallah is unlikely to be publicly 
troubled by the new measures im-
posed against him or the breadth 
of the bodies doing so. During a 
television address last year mark-
ing the anniversary of Hezbollah’s 
2006 war with Israel, he said: “The 
American administration, with all 
available and possible means, will 
not be able to damage the strength 
of the resistance.”

On May 15, the US Treasury also 
announced sanctions on Iran’s 
central bank governor, as well as 
an Iraq-based bank for allegedly 
funnelling millions of dollars to 
the group.

Further sanctions were an-
nounced on May 17, with Abdallah 

Safi al-Din, the group’s representa-
tive in Iran, as well as major finan-
cier Mohammad Ibrahim Bazzi, 
plus five of his companies targeted 
by the US Treasury.

“The savage and depraved acts 
of one of Hezbollah’s most promi-
nent financiers cannot be tolerat-
ed,” Mnuchin said in an additional 
statement.

“This administration will expose 
and disrupt Hezbollah and Iranian 
terror networks at every turn, in-
cluding those with ties to the Cen-
tral Bank of Iran,” he said.

The new sanctions come just 
one week after Hezbollah and its 
political partners emerged from 
Lebanon’s elections as one of the 
preeminent forces within the Leb-
anese parliament, marking a sig-
nificant advance for the group and 
its mission within the region.

Simon Speakman Cordall is 
Syria/Lebanon section editor with 
The Arab Weekly.

US and Gulf 
countries 
announce fresh 
Hezbollah 
sanctions
Simon Speakman Cordall

New for old. Election officials prepare to count ballots shortly 
after the polling stations closed in Beirut, on May 6.                                 (AP)

Lebanon: New government, same choices
Viewpoint

Mona Alami

Another area of 
reform to look at 
would be in 
improving the 
business 
environment, not 
least by tackling 
Lebanon’s staggering 
corruption. 

For better or worse. Ali Akbar Velayati (L), top adviser to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, talks 
with Lebanon’s Hezbollah Deputy Leader Naim Qassem during a conference in Beirut.                   (Reuters)
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he ninth round of Syrian 
peace talks wrapped up in 
Astana on May 15 with sev-
eral topics on the agenda, in-

cluding confidence-building meas-
ures, the fate of prisoners, outcomes 
of the Sochi Conference of January 
2018 and, more importantly, the fu-
ture of the now dysfunctional “de-
conflict zones” in the Syrian battle-
field.

Present were three of Syria’s main 
foreign players — Russia, Iran and 
Turkey, with Damascus and rebel 
groups all sending delegates to the 
talks. Two main absences were not-
ed at Astana IX. One was Moham-
mad Alloush of Jaysh al-Islam. He 
had led the opposition delegation 
to all previous rounds. He stepped 
down in early May after his army 
was defeated and ejected from Dou-
ma, the principal town of the Da-
mascus countryside. Replacing him 
is a politician rather than a militant, 
Ahmad Tomeh, a mosque preacher 
turned dentist and then politician. 
He is from the town of Deir ez-Zor 
along the Euphrates River.

The second absence was that of 
the United States, which has en-
joyed the status of “observer” at 
the Astana talks since February 
2017. None of the three guarantors 
seemed to mind the American no-
show, with Russian presidential 
envoy Alexander Lavrentyev using 
it to continue hammering out an 
endgame to the Syrian conflict, tai-
lor-made to fit the liking of his boss, 
Vladimir Putin.

US interest in the Syrian peace 
talks has been minimal, to say the 
least, since Donald Trump entered 

the White House in January 2017. 
The Trump administration did not 
seem to care what kind of endgame 
emerges in Syria as long as its three 
main priorities were met, namely 
the eradication of the Islamic State 
(ISIS), empowering the Kurds and 
clipping the wings of Iran and Hez-
bollah in Syria. A fourth undeclared 
objective also stands, which is a 
given for the United States: secure 
borders for Israel.

The first objective is all but done, 
as the ISIS caliphate collapsed in 
their self-declared capital of Raqqa 
last year. Syrian Kurds allied to the 
United States are still powerful and 
in control of entire chunks of land 
east of the Euphrates River despite 
a recent defeat in the city of Afrin, 
which lies west of the river, within 
Russia’s area of influence in Syria. 
Iran’s military bases in Syria were 
recently simultaneously attacked, 
allowing Trump to say that even 
that objective is on its way towards 
fulfilment. Left standing is the issue 
of the Syrian south, which was dis-
cussed at length at Astana IX.

For months, Russian diplomats 
have been telling the world that 
Syria needs to reassert control of 
the country’s south. Both Jordan 
and Israel have objected, claim-
ing that any increased government 
presence there would likely mean 
giving Damascus’s allies in Iran and 
Hezbollah a permanent presence 
on their borders. During his meet-
ing with Jordanian Foreign Minister 
Ayman Safadi at Sochi, Russian For-
eign Minister Sergei Lavrov stressed 
that this would not happen, claim-
ing that Russian troops would make 
sure that the Iranians would stay 
away from the border with Jordan, 
while UN forces would return to the 
south and guarantee that all non-
Syrian players, in reference to Hez-
bollah and ISIS, would stay clear of 
Israel.

Technically the entire Syr-
ian south was incorporated into 
the “de-conflict zones” agreement, 
which officially expired last No-
vember. Starting from the town of 
al-Quneitra in the Golan Heights, it 
was supposed to encompass Daraa 

and other strategic cities and reach 
all the way to the countryside of Su-
waida in the Druze Mountains.

All rebels who refused to reconcile 
with Damascus were to be shipped, 
along with their families, to the city 
of Idlib in the Syrian north-west. 
Those who joined the Russian-led 
reconciliation programme would 
get to keep their light arms and 
join government troops in the fight 
against the ISIS-affiliate in the Syr-
ian south, known as the Khaled Ibn 
al-Walid Army. The Syrian govern-
ment would regain control of the 
Syrian-Jordanian border and get to 
reopen schools and police stations 
throughout the Syrian south, but it 
would refrain from sending troops, 
military personnel, tanks or aero-
planes to all cities included in the 
“de-conflict zones.”

What the Russians are discussing 
at Astana is an amended formula 
to that agreement, one that keeps 
no light arms in southern Syria and 
gives no role whatsoever to the 
armed opposition. After crushing 
their comrades in the Damascus 

countryside, the Russians feel they 
are in a much stronger position to 
negotiate, rejecting any compro-
mise with the Syrian opposition.

The new agreement would al-
low government troops to enter the 
south, taking control of the Jorda-
nian border, side-by-side with hun-
dreds of Russian military police, 
while guaranteeing the safe return 
of UN peacekeeping forces. The Ira-
nians do not mind and nor do the 
Turks, who are carving out their 
own sphere of influence on their 
borders with Syria, seemingly with 
Russian approval as well. As nego-
tiators assembled in the Kazakh-
stan capital May 15, Turkish troops 
marched across the border, with 50 
military vehicles, setting up their 
second observation station in the 
western countryside of Hama, their 
11th in Syria.

Turkish troops are present within 
the border towns of Azaz and Jarab-
ulus and in the inland one of al-Bab. 
They recently overran Afrin and are 
eyeing Manbij, also west of the Eu-
phrates, lying within Russian terri-
tory.

In exchange for supporting their 
schemes throughout the rest of the 
country, including a political end-
game that suits the Kremlin, the 
Russians are doing nothing to stop 
the Turks, and Ankara has declined 
to lift a finger to help its proxies 
coming under fire from the Russian 
Air Force. It’s a win-win scenario for 
the two countries, one that neatly 
divides their shares of the Syrian 
patchwork while keeping pockets 
of Iranian influence, no more, along 
with the Damascus-Beirut Highway 
and in the Qalamoun Mountains.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under  
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).

Tunis

S 

yrian President Bashar Assad 
made a surprise visit to Rus-
sia’s Black Sea resort of Sochi 
on May 17 and met with Rus-

sian President Vladimir Putin, fur-
ther underscoring Moscow’s role as 
Assad’s chief backer.

The two leaders are believed to 
have discussed the progress of Da-
mascus’s seven-year war against 
Syria’s rebels, especially in light of 
the crucial military support lent by 
Russia, and the future of the coun-
try’s multiple peace negotiation 
tracks.

 “Stability is improving, and all 
that opens the doors to the political 
process, which we started a while 
ago,” Assad told Putin, according to 
a transcript posted on the Kremlin 
website.

Assad was quoted as saying, “I 
have always said, and I repeat it 
again, that we have always whole-
heartedly supported the political 
process, which should proceed in 
parallel with the war on terrorism.”

Russia is sponsoring a peace pro-
cess of its own at Astana, Kazakh-
stan. The Russian-led process runs 
alongside UN-sponsored talks in 
Geneva, which, thus far, have made 
little progress, with Assad’s future 
proving a frequent stumbling block 
to progress.

Assad was reported to have said 
that “stability is improving… open-
ing the door to the political process 
we started some time ago.”

“We know it will not be easy be-
cause some countries do not want 

stability to return to Syria. But with 
you (Russia) and other partners and 
friends, we will continue to make 
strong progress in the peace pro-
cess.” 

“Thanks to military successes, 
we are managing to normalise the 
situation in the country, opening 
the way for the return of many of 
our compatriots.”

In remarks cited by the Krem-
lin, Putin congratulated the Syrian 
leader on what he described as sig-
nificant battlefield successes.

“The terrorists have laid down 
their arms in key locations in Syria, 
which has allowed for the restora-
tion of Syrian infrastructure,” Putin 
said.

According to Putin’s spokesman 
Dmitry Peskov, Assad informed 
the Russian leader of his decision 
to “send a delegation to the UN” 
to discuss reforming the country’s 
constitution.

This was the third known time 
that Assad, who has rarely travelled 
abroad since hostilities broke out in 
2011, has visited Russia.

Russia has played a decisive role 
in Syria’s civil war since its 2015 
intervention turned the tide of the 
conflict in Damascus’s favour. In 
addition to military support, Russia 
has provided Syria with diplomatic 
cover over numerous allegations of 
human rights abuses and the sus-
pected use of chemical weapons.

The same day the Russian and 
Syrian leaders met, a report from 
the Organisation for the Prohibi-
tion of Chemical Weapons (OPCW) 
confirmed the likely deployment of 
chlorine gas in the northern Syrian 
town of Saraqeb in February. In line 
with its mandate, the OPCW did not 

attribute responsibility for the use 
of the gas, but the report provided 
a clear reminder that Syria’s conflict 
remains far from resolved.

Syria’s conflict began with the 
popular 2011 street protests against 
the Assad family’s decades-long 

rule. Damascus launched a crack-
down in response, leading to an 
armed insurgency that eventually 
came to be dominated by religious 
extremists.

More than 450,000 people have 
reportedly been killed and around 

11 million have been displaced from 
their homes.

Putin and Assad met ahead of a 
further Sochi meeting between Pu-
tin and German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel, the first face-to-face talk of 
the year between the two leaders.

Russia looks to regain leverage at Astana talks

Assad makes surprise visit to 
Russia’s Sochi, meets with Putin

Sami Moubayed

The Arab Weekly staff

Back on track? 
A general view 
shows Syrian 
regime repre-
sentatives, 
opposition 
delegates and 
other attendees 
as they take 
part in the 
plenary session 
of Syria peace 
talks in Astana, 
on May 15.   (AFP)

Third visit. 
Russian 
President 
Vladimir 
Putin (L) 
welcomes Syrian 
President Bashar 
Assad in the 
Black Sea resort 
of Sochi, on 
May 17.                (AP)
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n the sharply divided political 
and military map of Libya, the 
port city of Derna, halfway be-
tween Benghazi and the Egyp-

tian border, has long remained the 
only place in the east of the country 
beyond the control of Libyan Field-
Marshal Khalifa Haftar.

Once the capital of Cyrenaica 
and still considered by many as 
the most beautiful city in Libya, 
Derna fell into the hands of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in 2014, serving 
for almost a year as the centre of its 
Libyan operations. ISIS was driven 
out in September 2015 by the Derna 
Mujahideen Shura Council (DMSC), 
equally Islamist and equally mili-
tant but oriented more towards al-
Qaeda and with the advantage of 
being a local movement with solid 
local support.

Since then Derna has remained a 
stubborn thorn in Haftar’s side, be-
yond his grasp and, as such, subject 
to a siege by his Libyan National 
Army (LNA). Derna has also been 
subject to air strikes that have on 
occasion been carried out by Haf-
tar’s principal foreign ally, Egypt, 
such as in May 2017 following the 
slaughter of 28 Christians in Egypt’s 
Minya province.

Egypt claimed the massacre had 

been perpetrated by Egyptian mili-
tants based in Derna supported by 
the DMSC. It says the city is one of 
the main bases for Egyptian terror-
ists and it wants the threat elimi-
nated.

As expected, after Haftar’s return 
to Libya following his mystery ill-
ness, the LNA began what it said 
would be the final offensive to take 
Derna. Certainly, after all the con-
cerns about Haftar’s health and vig-
our, a victory there would reinforce 
his image considerably.

Speaking May 7 at a celebration at 
Benina airbase to mark his return, 
Haftar said efforts to resolve mat-
ters peacefully had come to an end 
and that “Zero Hour” for the town’s 
liberation had arrived. He added 
that he had issued instructions to 
avoid civilian casualties.

Preparations for the offensive had 
supposedly been going on for most 
of the previous month. Responding 
to rumours in the beginning of April 
while Haftar was absent, the LNA 
first claimed that Haftar had given 
orders to launch the operation. 
However, very little happened.

Finally, in the beginning of May, 
the battle appeared to begin in ear-
nest, with the LNA making advanc-
es on the high ground south-east of 
Derna and some air strikes, which 
the DMSC accused the Egyptians 
of carrying out. The LNA called on 
civilians to stay indoors and away 
from the fighting or to leave alto-

gether. Then the air strikes grew 
intermittent and, for a while, there 
was an apparent lull in the offen-
sive. It looked as if the momentum 
was being lost.

With the LNA’s Benghazi lib-
eration in mind, which took some 
three years to achieve, questions 
were already being asked over how 
long the Derna offensive would 
take.

Derna may be small compared to 
Benghazi, but given the mountain-
ous terrain surrounding it — pep-
pered with mines and booby traps 
— the city was never going to be 
easy to capture. The difficulties 
facing the LNA were demonstrated 
by the number of casualties taken 
in the first week of operations. It 
was reported to have lost 13 men, 
mostly as the result of mine blasts, 
although it claimed to have killed 
dozens of DMSC fighters and seized 
many more, several of them non-
Libyans.

The LNA’s battle for Derna has 
also been further complicated by 
events in the south of the country.

In Sebha, clashes since February 
between local Tebu forces and the 
6th Infantry Brigade, made up of 

members of the Awlad Sulaiman 
tribe who switched loyalties from 
the Tripoli-based Presidency Coun-
cil of Fayez al-Sarraj to the LNA, 
have for the moment resulted in 
something of a victory for the Te-
bus. On the night of May 11, Tebu 
forces captured the iconic but sadly 
now heavily damaged Sebha Castle 
and a neighbouring camp from 6th 
Brigade, forcing it to retreat. The 
Tebus, who had previously backed 
Haftar, have the upper hand in the 
city for the moment and have man-
aged to create an alliance with vari-
ous local tribes also opposed to the 
once dominant Awlad Sulaiman. 
According to a source linked to the 
Tebu coordinating committee in 
the city, the Tebus currently regard 
their struggle as being not with Aw-
lad Sulaiman, but the entire LNA.

This means that the LNA is now 
effectively fighting on two fronts, 
Sebha and Derna.

The famous historic battle of Der-
na occured 213 years ago, in 1805, 
when a US-led force captured it as 
an initial step to regime change in 
Tripoli. It was the first US victory on 
foreign soil and the fight lasted less 
than two hours. About a fortnight 
later, there was a failed attempt to 
recapture it from the Americans.

The challenges facing the LNA 
in this new battle for Derna have 
already resulted in a lengthy cam-
paign. How much longer it will last 
is anyone’s guess — and a protract-

ed undertaking is not the PR story 
the LNA would like to present.

In mid-May, the LNA brought in 
reinforcements and talked confi-
dently of advances and of the DM-
SC’s capacity being degraded. The 
city’s capture appears inevitable 
given the LNA’s military superior-
ity, but finally taking it may require 
a significant number of air strikes. 
This, however, could result in civil-
ian casualties that Haftar said he 
wanted to avoid, not willing to be 
held accountable for them. That 
clearly hampers the LNA initiative.

It is not clear how many locals 
support the mujahideen, but in the 
past few months, faced with the 
siege and bombardments, many 
have left. Still, large numbers re-
main and there is certainly some 
genuine support for the DMSC, 
which has now renamed itself the 
Derna Protection Force. But it is 
also said many locals are simply 
keeping their mouths shut and 
their heads down for safety’s sake.

“If you are a supporter of the 
LNA, you will be kidnapped and 
murdered,” one pro-LNA Dernawi 
claimed. He agreed that there were 
those who backed the DMSC but 
claimed that, once the LNA moved 
in, the majority would turn against 
the DMSC. The result, he said, could 
be bloody, with revenge killings.

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

Battle for Derna complicated by events in the Libyan south 
Michel Cousins

News & Analysis Maghreb

The challenges facing the 
LNA in this new battle for 
Derna have already resulted 
in a lengthy campaign. 

Tunisia’s independents hold 
the key to restoring trust in 
public service, politics

Tunis

T
unisia’s independ-
ent mayors and 
municipal 
counsellors that 
were voted into 
office on May 6 
have the chance to 
restore credibility 

to public service and give hope to 
disillusioned youth by improving 
the lives of local inhabitants, says 
Slim Maherzi, mayor-elect of La 
Marsa, a coastal suburb of the 
capital, Tunis.

“The independents must focus 
on policies that improve the 
everyday conditions where 
people, their children and 
families live,” said Maherzi.

Maherzi, a physician by 
training, was a leading figure in a 
coalition of civic associations 
that won 20 of the city’s 30 seats, 
giving it the majority to run the 
municipality.

“The main argument for voting 
(for) independents instead of for 
candidates from the two ruling 
parties was that the government 
of the two parties had failed for 
seven years to bring about 
change for a better life for most 
people,” Maherzi said.

“People voted for independ-
ents to improve the conditions in 
places where they live. Inde-
pendents must strive to respect 
such promises,” he added.

“The biggest obstacle that 
could lead independents to fail is 
to renege on their promises to 
change the immediate environ-
ments of the inhabitants, their 
families and children,” said 
Maherzi.

Many Tunisians and analysts 
see a glimmer of hope in inde-
pendents, who they hope can 
offer an alternative political path 
and end the country’s economic 
and social stalemate.

Gaining 2,367 seats, 32.9% of 
the national vote, independents 
came out on top in the polls, 
finishing ahead of the Islamist 
Ennahda party, which received 
28.6% of the vote, and its 
secularist partner in power, 
Nidaa Tounes, which received 
22.1%.

Almost two-thirds of Tunisia’s 
5 million eligible voters stayed 
away from the polling stations, 
many of them young people. The 
low turnout was a reflection of 
widespread disillusionment with 
the de facto alliance between the 
Islamist Ennahda movement and 
the moderate secularist Nidaa 
Tounes.

The emergence of independ-
ents is widely seen as the result 
of strong mobilisation of non-
partisan liberal and leftist civic 
activists, as well as by elites of 
the former ruling Democratic 
Constitutional Rally (RCD), 
rather than a sweeping victory of 
Islamists in the municipal 
elections.

Abroad, Tunisia has widely 
been hailed as the poster child of 
the “Arab spring” but most 
Tunisians have told opinion 
pollsters over the past few years 
that their lives have not 
improved since 2011 and their 
country has lost key advantages, 
including government stability, 
strong growth and relatively 
decent living conditions for most 
of the population. The municipal 
elections are widely seen as 
setting the stage for the crucial 
presidential and parliamentarian 
elections in 2019.

“One key lesson of this elec-
tion is that the disaffection with 

consensus-based politics in place 
since 2014 must now be scruti-
nised seriously,” said Issandr El 
Amrani, who oversees the 
International Crisis Group’s North 
Africa Project.

“Otherwise new political forces 
may campaign against the mixed 
record of the governing coalition 
in 2019, including against the 
principle of compromise and 
democratic progress,” he 
added.

La Marsa’s mayor-elect 
Maherzi said if local authorities 
led by independents succeed in 
improving living conditions 
through an inclusive policy draw-
ing youth, they may give frus-
trated Tunisians a respite and 
revive their interest in politics.

Like many winning independ-
ent candidates, Maherzi believes 
local politics, rather than 
national designs, should be the 
priority of the newly elected 
officials. “Pushing independents 
into forming a national move-
ment will only increase the 
frustration of the people who 
voted for them. The independ-
ents have a role in implementing 
a proximity policy that revives 
the interest of the population by 
unlocking new local prospects 
and bringing immediate benefits 
to local communities,”  
said Maherzi.

The paediatrician-turned-
mayor sees independents as the 

builders of consensus and 
compromise in the service of 
local communities.

“We want to work with every-
one who seeks to serve and bring 
added value to the community. 
We want to open the municipal-
ity to civic society, which is rich 
with initiatives, proposals and 
offers to help,” he said.

“We need to be on good terms 
with the central government, the 
private sector and entrepreneurs 
as we need them to improve 
services and provide jobs to the 
local population,” he added.

“The main demand of voters is 
the creation of new jobs. We 
cannot do that as a municipality 
because of lack of resources but 
with good ties with entrepre-
neurs we can help,” he said.

Maherzi said turning around 
the situation in the area is 
difficult and will take time 
because the budget for this year 
was already approved by the 
outgoing authorities and the 
expectations of the local commu-
nity are high.

“We have to focus on small 
projects with rapid impact in 
improving daily life. Projects for 
two, three or five years are not for 

now,” added Mahrezi, who said 
he aimed to open sports and 
cultural facilities for youth in 
various neighbourhoods and 
claim back all public park 
space.

“These facilities bring people 
together and prevent exclusion 
and marginalisation,” he said.

“We can launch a local daily 
and a radio station that will be 
run by youth. We have to include 
youth and trust them. Young 
people will not be with you if you 
keep telling them ‘Yes but’.”

The low turnout of youth in the 
municipal vote showed that the 
majority are sceptical of the 
entire political system, including 
the government and political 
parties.

“Most of the voters were 
retired people. Youth do not care 
about the parties and politics. As 
a local authority we should reach 
out to youth and with that help 
rebuild the political landscape, 
hoping that youth and people, in 
general, regain interest in 
politics,” Maherzi said.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in 
Tunis.

New faces. Slim Maherzi, mayor-elect of La Marsa. 
(Courtesy of Slim Maherzi)

Many Tunisians and 
analysts hope 
independents can 
offer an alternative 
political path and 
end the country’s 
economic and social 
stalemate.

Interview

Lamine Ghanmi
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gypt and Russia have agreed 
to expand military and po-
litical cooperation and co-
ordinate on regional issues.

Egyptian and Russian foreign 
and defence ministers met in Mos-
cow as part of annual two-plus-two 
meetings that have sought to guar-
antee political and defence coordi-
nation between the two countries 
since 2014. This was the fourth such 
meeting in four years, highlighting 
the deep ties between Egypt and 
Russia at a time of regional uncer-
tainty.

“The meetings reflect the impor-
tance of strategic relations between 
Cairo and Moscow,” Egyptian For-
eign Ministry spokesman Ahmed 
Abu Zeid said following the May 14 
meeting between Egyptian Foreign 
Minister Sameh Shoukry and his 
Russian counterpart, Sergei Lavrov.

“There is a growing need to in-
tensify consultations on fast-de-
veloping events in the Middle East 
region,” he added.

The latest meeting took place at a 
time of major changes in the region, 
including the United States’ with-
drawal from the Iran nuclear deal 
and increasing animosity between 
Tel Aviv and Tehran.

“The region is getting ready for 
major shifts, which gives consulta-
tions between Cairo and Moscow 
added importance,” said Tarek 
Fahmi, a political science profes-
sor at Cairo University. “Similarities 
between the Egyptian and Russian 
positions on most regional issues 
abound.”

Russia has boots on the ground 
in Syria and fighter jets in the Arab 
country’s skies. However, Cairo has 
sought to take a more nuanced ap-
proach, including explicitly refus-
ing to send troops to Syria while im-
plicitly backing the Syrian regime.

Egypt has been calling for pre-
serving Syria’s territorial integ-
rity and state institutions, fearing 
that the country could fall into the 
hands of Islamist extremists, in-
cluding al-Qaeda and the Islamic 
State — a branch of which Cairo is 
fighting at home.

In Libya, Egypt and Russia back 
the same side, namely the Libyan 
National Army, commanded by 
Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar, which 
is dominant in eastern Libya.

Cairo views the situation in the 

restive North African country as a 
major destabilising factor, particu-
larly as a source of arms and mili-
tants.

However, Russian-Egyptian ties 
are less about shared views and 
more about securing their own na-
tional interests.

“Russia wants to secure presence 
in the East Mediterranean and North 
Africa region, the world’s next en-
ergy hub,” said Saad al-Zunt, head 
of Egypt’s Strategic Studies Centre 
think-tank. “For Russia, Egypt is an 
important gateway to the region, es-
pecially with the unending turmoil 
in Syria.”

Egypt, for its part, is in need of 
Russian political, economic and de-
fence support.

Relations between Cairo and 

Moscow have continued to develop 
since 2014, at a time when Western 
powers, including the United States, 
adopted a more cautious approach 
to Cairo following the ouster of Is-
lamist President Muhammad Morsi.

The United States withheld mili-
tary and economic aid to Cairo and 
prevented the delivery of arms ship-
ments to the Egyptian army.

Moscow offered Egypt needed 
arms shipments, allowing Cairo the 
opportunity to diversify its mili-
tary stock. Since 2014, Egypt has 
bought billions of dollars worth of 
arms from Russia, including fighter 
jets, air defence systems and na-
val units. Russia agreed to provide 
Egypt with a naval version of the 
Kamov Ka-52 helicopter for two 
Mistral-class helicopter carriers the 
Arab country bought from France 
in 2015.

Following his meeting with his 
Egyptian counterpart, Sedki Sobhi, 
on May 14 in Moscow, Russian De-
fence Minister Sergei Shoigu con-
firmed that military cooperation 
between the two countries was 
steadily expanding.

“There has been a steady, posi-
tive development in the expan-
sion of cooperation in the military 
sphere and we note with satisfac-
tion Egypt’s desire to equip its army 
with Russian military equipment,” 
Shoigu said. “Russia is interested in 
Cairo’s leading position in strength-
ening regional and security stabil-
ity.”

Russia resumed direct flights to 
Cairo in April, after two years, dur-
ing which the Egyptian tourism 
sector suffered greatly. The Russian 
flight suspension to Egypt followed 
the late 2015 downing of a Russian 
passenger plane over Sinai, which 

caused the death of all 224 passen-
gers and crew members on board.

However, direct flights to Egypt’s 
main tourist resorts — Hurghada 
and Sharm el-Sheikh — have yet to 
be reinstated, meaning that Rus-
sian tourists are not returning in 
the same numbers as previously. 
Lavrov said close cooperation with 
Egypt on security issues would help 
restore a direct air link to the Red 
Sea resorts.

The current level of security co-
operation, he added, provided a 
good foundation for the restora-
tion of Russian flights to Sharm el-
Sheikh and Hurghada.

Economic cooperation between 
Cairo and Moscow offers Egypt 
a lifeboat at a time of great eco-
nomic suffering. Trade exchange 
between the two countries reached  
$6.7 billion in 2017 and 423 Rus-
sian companies are operating in the 
Egyptian market.

Russia has also offered Egypt a 
loan of $25 billion to construct its 
first nuclear power plant and a Rus-
sian industrial zone is now being 
constructed in Suez.

Continued economic cooperation 
between the two countries, econo-
mists said, benefits both of them 
and proves that Cairo and Moscow 
have a lot to offer each other.

“Russia, which continues to reel 
under Western sanctions, needs 
economic cooperation with Egypt 
to alleviate these sanctions,” said 
Yumn al-Hamaqi, a professor of 
economics at Cairo University. 
“Egypt is also a huge market and a 
potential gateway for Russia into 
the Arab and African regions.”

Amr Emam is an Egyptian reporter 
based in Cairo.

Amr Emam

Close cooperation. Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) 
shakes hands with Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh Shoukry 
after a joint news conference in Moscow, on May 14.                      (AP)

Egypt, Russia relations expanding amid regional uncertainty

Egypt denounces 
Israeli violence, but 
few expect changes 
in Cairo-Tel Aviv ties
Cairo

E 

gypt condemned Israel’s 
violent response to Nakba 
Day protests in Gaza and re-
iterated support for the Pal-

estinians, but few observers expect 
a broader change in Egypt’s foreign 
relations at a time of increasing re-
gional uncertainty.

“On the move of the US embassy 
[to Jerusalem], we have said this is-
sue will have negative repercussions 
on Arab and Islamic public opinion 
and lead to a kind of dissatisfaction, 
and some instability and will have 
repercussions on the Palestinian 
cause,” Egyptian President Abdel-
Fattah al-Sisi said in televised re-
marks.

Against the backdrop of protests 
against the US moving its embassy 
to Jerusalem on May 14, which co-
incided with the eve of Palestinian 
Nakba Day, more than 60 Palestin-
ians were killed and hundreds more 
injured. Egypt’s hospitals in North 
Sinai, Ismailia province and Cairo 
were available to treat Palestinian 
demonstrators, while Cairo ordered 
the Rafah border crossing between 
Egypt and Gaza to remain open 
throughout the month of Ramadan 
to facilitate humanitarian aid and 
ease the passage of injured Palestin-
ians.

“I issued directives to take the 
necessary measures to keep the Ra-
fah border crossing open through-
out the holy month of Ramadan in 
a bid to relieve some of the burdens 
suffered by our brothers in the Gaza 
Strip,” Sisi tweeted.

The Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
strongly denounced the targeting of 
Gaza civilians, expressing rejection 
of the use of force in cracking down 
on peaceful marches by people de-
manding their “legitimate” and 
“just” rights.

“Egypt fully supports the legiti-
mate rights of the Palestinian peo-
ple,” the Foreign Ministry said in a 
statement on May 15.

It added that these rights included 
the founding of a Palestinian state 
with East Jerusalem as its capital.

However, political observers said 
the Egyptian anger at Israel’s vio-
lent quelling of the protests and the 
simultaneous relocation of the US 
embassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem 
have little impact on overall rela-
tions between Cairo and Tel Aviv.

Almost a week before Nakba Day, 
the Israeli embassy in Cairo held a 
celebration to mark the 70th anni-
versary of Israel’s founding, provok-
ing massive public anger and calls 
for boycotting the downtown Cairo 
hotel where the event was held.

Most of the anger was expressed 
on social media, where users faulted 
Egyptian authorities for allowing 
the celebration to go ahead. The an-
niversary celebration was held on 
May 8 for the first time since the 2011 
uprising in the country. That year, an 
Egyptian man scaled the Israeli em-
bassy and tore down the Israeli flag 
amid reports of embassy staff being 
trapped inside.

“Such a celebration humiliates 

us all and denigrates the rights of 
the thousands of Arabs and Pales-
tinians who died over the years to 
defend Arab land against Israeli oc-
cupation,” said Khaled Ali, a human 
rights lawyer and one-time presi-
dential candidate.

Despite popular anger in Egypt 
towards Israel, which has remained 
high since the two countries signed 
a historic peace deal in 1979, official 
relations between Cairo and Tel Aviv 
have strengthened over the years, 
analysts said.

“Relations between the two coun-
tries developed greatly in the past 
four years and they are expected to 
develop even more in the future,” 
said Hassan Nafaa, a political sci-
ence professor at Cairo University. 
“But it is important to view these 
relations within the larger regional 
context.”

Egypt broke ranks to become the 
first Arab country to officially rec-
ognise Israel in 1979 following four 
costly wars, a decision that subject-
ed Cairo to intense criticism in the 
Arab world. Egypt was suspended 
from the Arab League and Egyptian 
President Anwar Sadat, who master-
minded the peace deal, was assassi-
nated by Islamist extremists in 1981.

Now, however, a number of Arab 
states are looking at the prospect of 

ties with Israel amid broader Arab 
concern about Iran’s role in the re-
gion.

Speaking at the May 8 celebration 
in downtown Cairo, Israeli Ambassa-
dor to Egypt David Govrin called for 
broadening the partnership between 
his country and Arab states in order 
to “advance common interests.”

The Islamic Republic has turned 
into a common Arab and Sunni secu-
rity menace by gaining a foothold in 
a number of Arab countries, includ-
ing Syria, Iraq, Yemen and Lebanon. 
Israel also views Tehran as a prime 
threat and Tel Aviv has shown it-
self ready to utilise military strikes 
against Iranian targets in Syria.

Govrin said only a common re-
gional struggle can confront Iran’s 
quest for nuclear weapons and un-
dermine its support to terror organi-
sations in Iraq, Syria and Lebanon.

Major gas finds off the coasts of 
Egypt and Israel are opening the 
door for wider economic coopera-
tion between Cairo and Tel Aviv.

Egypt, which has gigantic gas liq-
uefaction facilities, plans to turn 
into a regional energy hub by im-
porting gas from Eastern Mediter-
ranean neighbours, liquefying it and 
then pumping or shipping it to mar-
kets in Europe.

In February, an Egyptian company 

signed a contract worth $15 billion 
for the import of 64 billion cubic me-
tres of gas from Israel’s Tamar and 
Leviathan offshore gas fields over 
ten years.

Egypt’s efforts to restore order in 
the restive Sinai Peninsula and weed 
out the presence of the Islamic State 
(ISIS) also require a degree of coor-
dination with Israel. The security 
appendix of the 1979 peace treaty 
between the two states limits the 
number of army and police troops 
Egypt can deploy in the region. 
However, Tel Aviv agreed to allow 
Egypt to deploy tens of thousands 
of army and police troops in the ar-
eas and to use heavy armoury in the 
fight against ISIS.

Continued coordination and intel-
ligence-sharing are necessary for the 
security of both countries, analysts 
said.

“Egypt is important for Israel for 
many reasons, including its media-
tion of a settlement to the Palestin-
ian-Israeli conflict,” said Ahmed 
Hamad, an independent specialist 
on Israeli affairs. “This is why good 
relations between the two states are 
a prerequisite for regional peace and 
stability.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Ahmed Megahid

Despite popular anger in 
Egypt towards Israel, 
official relations between 
Cairo and Tel Aviv have 
strengthened over the years.

Sense of relief. Palestinians wait to travel to Egypt through the Rafah border crossing in the southern 
Gaza Strip, on May 18.                                                                                                                                                   (AFP)
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srael has identified Major-Gen-
eral Qassem Soleimani, com-
mander of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps’ al-Quds 

Force, as the mastermind of the May 
10 Iranian missile broadside against 
Israeli-held territory that marked a 
sharp escalation in the brewing con-
flict between the two countries.

It is thus highly probable that 
Soleimani, who has achieved al-
most mythical status as one of Iran’s 
greatest military heroes, is now at 
the top of Israeli intelligence’s hit 
list as the two long-time rivals move 
almost daily closer to war. If that’s 
the case, the Mossad, Israel’s foreign 
intelligence service, can be assumed 
to have received the green light 
from its political masters to actively 
plot Soleimani’s demise.

The actual act of eliminating 
Soleimani would be difficult and 
dangerous. Despite his penchant 
for being photographed on the front 
lines in Syria at the head of Iranian 
forces supporting embattled Presi-
dent Bashar Assad, he is known to 
take exhaustive measures to en-
sure his personal security. In recent 
years, Soleimani has emerged as 
Iran’s leading military commander 
in Tehran’s strategic drive to ex-
pand its control across the region, 
from Afghanistan to the Levant. He 
constantly flirts with apparent ease 
across the Middle East’s war zones. 
Soleimani, who has been the key fig-
ure in Iran’s expansionist objective 
to become the Middle East’s para-
mount power, is now holding talks 
with Iraqi politicians in Baghdad to 
promote a new, Tehran-approved 
cabinet that would effectively trans-
form the country into an Iranian sa-
trap.

He is portrayed by the Iranian 
regime’s propaganda machine as a 
fearless tactician who leads from 
the front, always in the thick of 
the action with his men and weep-
ing over their bodies when they are 
killed.

The Americans would like to see 
Soleimani removed from the Mid-
dle East’s many-sided conflicts and 
there have been repeated reports 
he was in the US’s crosshairs. Apart 
from his leadership of al-Quds Force 
and its efforts to expand Iran’s pow-
er in the Middle East, the United 
States accuses Soleimani of playing 
a key role in an allegedly foiled 2011 
plot to assassinate the Saudi ambas-
sador in a Washington restaurant. 
Tehran denies that.

In December 2017, the former Ira-
nian ambassador to Jordan, Mostafa 
Moslehzadeh, claimed the United 
States had been hatching plots to kill 
the high-profile al-Quds command-
er for 14 years. There is nothing to 
indicate that the United States has 
ever actually mounted any opera-
tions specifically aimed at eliminat-
ing him.

Moslehzadeh was quoted by 
Iran’s Fars news agency on Decem-
ber 24, 2017 as telling a Tehran fo-
rum: “Based on US documents, the 
Americans have been seeking to as-
sassinate him since 2003.

“This plot has been officially 
raised in the US Congress… It has 
also been said that the abduction 
of a number of Iranian diplomats in 
foreign countries had been conduct-
ed because it was thought that Gen-
eral Soleimani was among them,” 
Moslehzadeh was quoted as saying.

On January 1, the Kuwaiti daily Al-
Jarida reported that US intelligence 
had given Israel the green light to 
kill Soleimani in Syria, where sever-
al other Iranian generals have been 
assassinated since Iran intervened 
to help Assad in the civil war that 
erupted in March 2011.

Several of these killings were at-
tributed to Syrian rebels, but it is 

widely accepted that Israel was the 
most likely culprit and by far the 
most experienced in waging a shad-
ow war against the Islamic Republic 
since the pro-Israeli shah was over-
thrown in 1979.

Imad Mughniyeh, military chief 
of Hezbollah and a long-time target 
of assassination attempts by Israel 
and the United States, was blown up 
in a joint CIA-Mossad operation in a 
high-security sector of Damascus on 
February 12, 2008.

On August 1, 2008, Israel’s naval 
special forces unit, codenamed Flo-
tilla 13, shot dead Brigadier-General 
Mohammad Suleiman during a par-
ty at his villa outside the Mediterra-
nean port of Tartus, now a Russian 
naval base. He was one of Assad’s 
right-hand men. One of his key du-
ties was coordinating Iranian arms 
shipments to Hezbollah.

Several Hezbollah chieftains have 
been killed in Lebanon and Syria un-
der mysterious circumstances since 
then. Among them was the group’s 
chief technology expert and arms 
procurer, Hassan Lakkis, shot dead 
outside his home near Beirut on De-
cember 4, 2013.

Al Jarida, which periodically pub-
lishes sensational reports on Israel’s 

security issues, gave no reason for 
the Americans’ apparent change of 
heart regarding Soleimani, a close 
associate of Mughniyeh, and whom 
Washington holds responsible for 
the death of more than 500 Ameri-
can troops in Iraq in 2005-2011 fol-
lowing the US-led invasion of Iraq in 
2003.

Al Jarida even went so far as to say, 
quoting unidentified sources, that 
in 2015 the then-US administration 
of President Barack Obama tipped 
off Tehran that the Israelis were 
“on the verge” of killing Soleimani 
“near Damascus.” This occurred as 
the United States and five global 
powers were negotiating the land-
mark nuclear agreement with the 
Tehran regime that was eventually 
signed in Vienna on July 14, 2015. 
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Ne-

tanyahu vehemently opposed the 
negotiations with the Jewish state’s 
main enemy, claiming that any deal 
would leave Israel exposed to Ira-
nian attack.

Killing Soleimani would have un-
doubtedly torpedoed those negotia-
tions with the United States.

With Netanyahu warning darkly 
of a new Iranian threat − building 
up its military power in the divided 
Golan Heights of southern Syria, 
part of which Israel has occupied 
since 1967 and unilaterally annexed 
in 1981 − analyst Mahan Abedin told 
Middle East Eye that these reports 
on Soleimani being targeted “appear 
to make sense.”

In October 2017, Trump an-
nounced he was launching a new 
Iran strategy aimed at countering 
the “fanatical regime” in Tehran.

Abedin, an analyst and terrorism 
specialist with the Jamestown Foun-
dation, a Washington think-tank, 
observed: “Even before Trump’s ar-
rival, the CIA had become a lot more 
aggressive to Iran.”

Abedin and other security activ-
ists noted that over the years the 
sprawling US intelligence apparatus 
has had major difficulties in infil-
trating Iran’s state structures, while 

the Israelis “on the other hand, are 
prepared to do things the Americans 
are not prepared to do” – such as as-
sassinate Iranian nuclear scientists 
inside the Islamic Republic and, 
maybe, Soleimani too.

So who is Soleimani, this paragon 
of revolutionary zeal? The courte-
ous, grey-bearded general looks 
more like a friendly bank manager 
or an avuncular uncle than one of 
the region’s most ruthless spymas-
ters, fiercely loyal to Iran’s supreme 
leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei.

Born to a poor family in Kerman, 
south-west Iran, and driven to go to 
work as a day labourer in the con-
struction industry as a boy, Soleim-
ani first achieved prominence in the 
1980-88 war against Iraq, when he 
frequently operated behind enemy 
lines.

From such humble beginnings, he 
now shuffles tens of thousands of 
troops and militiamen around the 
region and has been linked to sev-
eral terrorist attacks, mainly against 
Israel, around the globe. Khamenei 
once praised Soleimani as a “living 
martyr” − a status the Israelis and 
Americans might wish they could 
change.

Ed Blanche is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has covered 
Middle East affairs since 1967.

Spotlight Israel     Iran

Qassem Soleimani in Israel’s 
crosshairs – and maybe US’s too
Ed Blanche

M 

ajor-General Qassem 
Soleimani is widely 
seen as one of Iran’s 
most dangerous 

tacticians and astute military 
commanders who has acquired 
power by outmanoeuvring the 
Islamic Republic’s enemies. 
One of his major achievements 
− from Tehran’s point of view − 
was convincing Russia to join it 
in rescuing the embattled regime 
of Syrian President Bashar Assad 
from almost certain defeat.

That was in the summer of 
2015, when Assad’s badly bat-
tered forces were facing defeat 
by rebel forces backed by Saudi 
Arabia, the United States and 
others in a complex civil war that 
erupted in March 2011.

The first step in planning what 
proved to be a major interven-
tion that saved Assad’s harsh 
regiment from falling came 
when Soleimani, commander of 
Iran’s al-Quds Force, and Shia 
Hezbollah fighters from Leba-
non flew to Moscow in early July 
2015.

Iranian-led forces were crucial 
to keeping Assad in power, but 
they badly needed air cover that 
the Syrian Air Force was unable 
to supply.

Soleimani, it was reported, 
pored over a large-scale map 
of Syria with Russia’s leaders 
for hours to show that, with air 
support, Assad, a former key re-
gional ally during the Soviet era, 
could be maintained in power.

“Soleimani put the map of Syr-
ia on the table,” an inside source 
disclosed. “The Russians were 
very alarmed and felt matters 
were in steep decline and that 
there were real dangers to the re-
gime” as it suffered defeat after 
defeat.

“Soleimani played a role in as-
suring them that we hadn’t lost 
all the cards.”

Diplomatic sources said the 
high-level contacts had actually 
begun weeks earlier, but it took 
Soleimani’s aggressive interven-
tion to get things moving.

He returned to Moscow in Au-
gust to warn that air strikes were 
imperative if Assad was to be 
rescued and the growth of the Is-
lamic States (ISIS) blocked before 
it spread from Syria.

The Russians moved into Syria 
a month later.

How Soleimani 
talked Russia 
into Syria
Ed Blanche

 In recent years, 
Soleimani has emerged as 
Iran’s leading military 
commander in Tehran’s 
strategic drive to expand 
its control across the 
region, from Afghanistan 
to the Levant.

Advance man. A file picture shows Commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps’ al-Quds 
Force Major-General Qassem Soleimani sitting during a religious ceremony in Tehran.         (AP) 
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Turkey’s Russia arms deal ratchets up tensions with US

With media cheerleading him fully, Erdogan hopes to win

I 

t is becoming more apparent 
than ever that the Turk-
ish media are nothing but a 
self-censoring machine. On 
May 11 in Dublin’s City Hall, 
Irish human rights organisa-

tion Front Line Defenders named 
respected Kurdish journalist Nur-
can Baysal its Global Laureate for 
Human Rights Defenders at Risk 
for 2018.

The ceremony and Baysal’s 
award, presented by UN Deputy 
High Commissioner for Human 
Rights Kate Gilmore, is important 
news for the public. But it went 
largely uncovered by Turkey’s 
mainstream media. The explana-
tion is simple: Seized by sheer 
force of power, few dared to pub-
lish an unpleasant story that could 
infuriate Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and his govern-
ment.

After the ceremony, which I also 
attended, I smiled bitterly and 
told foreign guests, who wondered 
if the event would be covered in 
Turkey, that with the exception 
of a handful of tiny online news 
outlets, the event would be com-
pletely ignored.

Baysal, addressing the elite 
crowd in Dublin’s City Hall, spoke 
of the Turkish government’s ongo-
ing crackdown on dissidents and 
activists.

“Do I look like a terrorist?” 
asked Baysal. “Today in Turkey, 
academics, students, journalists, 
teachers, doctors, even wedding 
singers who criticise govern-
ment policies, who demand peace 
and human rights, can easily be 
declared terrorists… We are being 
killed, put in prison and forced to 
leave the country… To demand 
peace is seen as a crime of terror-
ism in Turkey. People like me, who 
demand peace and human rights, 
are declared terrorists.”

Baysal’s remarks ring true. In 
Turkey, anyone who expresses 

How much the opposition’s 
message of excitement and hope 
circulating on social media will 
mater remains to be seen.

system, with initial delivery of 
the systems planned for the first 
quarter of 2020.

Ankara chose the S-400, built 
by the Almaz Central Marine 
Design Bureau, rather than the 
US-made MIM-104 Patriot defence 
system, manufactured by Raythe-
on. This was primarily because 
Washington and Raytheon balked 
at the Turkish government’s 
insistence the contract include 
technology transfer, with some 
components to be manufactured 
in Turkey. Russia has not seemed 
opposed to these requirements.

This was not an insignificant 
choice. The S-400 Triumf en-
tered Russian military service in 
2007. It is a mobile surface-to-air 
missile system capable of engag-
ing aircraft, unmanned aerial 
vehicles (drones) and cruise mis-
siles. It also has terminal ballistic 
missile defence capability. The 
S-400’s capabilities are compara-
ble to the US Patriot system.

Both Washington and NATO 
expressed concern at Ankara’s 
decision. While the United States 
seemed primarily concerned 
about the potential loss of a lucra-
tive arms export contract to rival 
Russian firms, NATO had different 
worries. It was concerned about 
the S-400 operating with its other 

even the slightest discontent with 
Erdogan’s policies is lambasted in 
the Turkish media. They are given 
no place in the public domain and 
condemned to silence, to the exile 
of voicelessness.

Since it is election time, opposi-
tion politicians are beginning to 
notice the wall separating dissent-
ing opinion from the voters, the 
wall between the truth and the 
people. With Erdogan’s insatiable 
appetite for power, he has re-
solved to challenge his adversaries 
by any means necessary in order 
to stop them from communicating 
with the masses.

Indeed, the Dublin episode 
was telling. As my courageous 
colleague Baysal was finishing 
her striking speech on human 
suffering in today’s Turkey, the 
new proprietors of CNN Turk, a 
TV channel operating as a joint 
venture with CNN International, 
were busy firing their most experi-
enced editors and programme 
hosts and replacing them with 
sycophants. When done, Erdogan, 
with around 95% of the media un-

air defence systems. Ominously, 
for the hawks in Washington, Iran 
has expressed interest in buy-
ing Russian anti-aircraft missile 
systems.

Upping the ante, the United 
States has threatened Turkey 
with sanctions. The rationale is 
that the S-400 contract requires 
the Turkish military to deal with 
Rosoboronexport arms export 
agency, which is on the US gov-
ernment’s blacklist of sanctioned 
Russian enterprises.

The pressure on Turkey has 
increased dramatically. The value 
of the Turkish lira plunged to 
record lows, dropping to less than 
4.37 against the dollar. The US 
House of Representatives released 
details of a $717 billion annual 
defence policy bill that put at risk 
a sale of fifth-generation F-35 jet 
fighters to Turkey. Turkey con-
tracted to buy 100 of the fighters, 
at nearly $130 million apiece.

The congressional proposal in-
furiated the Turkish government, 
leading Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu to say: “It’s not 
right for them to speak with us 
in a threatening way. If they take 
such a step at a moment when we 
are trying to mend our bilateral 
ties, they will sure get a response  
from Turkey.”

der his strict control, will be ready 
to race towards what he hopes to 
be another sweeping victory in 
presidential and parliamentary 
elections next month.

Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
candidate Muharrem Ince, who 
stands as Erdogan’s most dar-
ing competitor, has noticed this 
clearly. When he launched into 
biting criticism of Erdogan at a 
recent rally in Amasya in north-
ern Turkey, he was told that CNN 
Turk had joined the other news 
channels disrupting live coverage 
of his event.

His temperament matching 
Erdogan’s, Ince told the crowd 
that from then on he would begin 
organising rallies in front of 
the headquarters of TV stations 
choosing not to cover him. “I am 
going to make you pay for this,” 
Ince hissed, apparently address-
ing the directors of the state 
broadcaster TRT, which is publicly 
financed and whose directors 
were handpicked by Erdogan’s 
palace.

Ince knows that potentially 

Washington has become in-
creasingly tone deaf to its allies’ 
concerns since Trump became 
president. If Washington contin-
ues to view the Middle East and 
Turkey through its unilateralist 
“America first” lens, Ankara still 
has a card to play.

The Incirlik airbase in southern 
Turkey hosts the US Air Force’s 
39th Air Base Wing, which helps 
protect US and NATO regional 
interests. Turkey and the United 
States have been at odds over Syr-
ian policy, while Russia cast itself 
in the role of stalwart defender of 
President Bashar Assad’s regime. 
Such support includes basing 
S-400 batteries to protect Russian 
forces in Syria.

In a worst-case scenario, the 
American military could find 
itself up against a nationalist 
Turkey, increasingly withdrawn 
from NATO. Integrated Turkish, 
Russian, Syrian and eventu-
ally Iranian S-400 anti-aircraft 
defence systems could engage 
US planes. Such a scenario would 
have seemed extraordinary at the 
beginning of the year. It seems 
less so now.

John C.K. Daly is a 
Washington-based specialist on 
Russian and post-Soviet affairs.

In a worst-case 
scenario, the 
American 
military could 
find itself up 
against a 
nationalist 
Turkey, 
increasingly 
withdrawn 
from NATO. 

In the midst of 
a dense fog, 
the only issue 
the opposition 
can clearly 
point to is the 
country’s 
faltering 
economy.

If Washington continues to view 
the Middle East and Turkey 
through its unilateralist 
“America first” lens, Ankara still 
has a card to play.

dismayed voters stand behind 
the wall that is built by Erdogan’s 
media policy. With just over a 
month left until the historic elec-
tion day, the question is whether 
or not the opposition has already 
lost the vote. Nearly 90% of the 
electorate receive their news 
exclusively through TV channels, 
and a recent public survey showed 
that the large rural, conservative-
nationalist voter bloc neither reads 
newspapers nor surfs the internet. 
How much the opposition’s mes-
sage of excitement and hope circu-
lating on social media will matter 
remains to be seen. Is it an optical 
illusion? Nobody knows for sure.

In the midst of such a dense fog, 
the only issue the opposition can 
clearly point to is the country’s 
faltering economy, which can help 
remind voters of the harsh reality 
waiting for them around the cor-
ner. It signals a tense countdown, 
with lots of unknowns.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and regular columnist 
for The Arab Weekly.

Yavuz Baydar

A 

s US President Don-
ald Trump’s capri-
cious “America first” 
diplomacy further 
destabilises the Mid-
dle East, countries 

in the region are re-evaluating 
their relations with Washington. 
Many Middle Eastern countries 
are also reassessing their dealings 
with Russia, none more so than 
Turkey, formerly a valued ally of 
the US within NATO.

Emblematic of the growing rift 
between Washington and Ankara 
is a loan agreement signed six 
months ago. Turkey agreed to buy 
four batteries of Russia’s S-400 
advanced anti-aircraft missile 

John C.K. Daly

Under media embargo. Turkey’s CHP Presidential candidate Muharrem Ince (R) poses for a selfie during an election 
campaign rally in Corum, on May 17.                                                                                   (AFP)
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Washington

T 

he US withdrawal from the 
Iran nuclear agreement 
is likely to kill the accord 
despite efforts to sustain it 

and will prompt Iran to accelerate 
its nuclear programme, a panel of 
American experts has predicted.

Although Iranian and European 
leaders are trying to salvage the 
agreement that opened Iran to 
foreign investment and trade in 
exchange for restrictions on its nu-
clear programme, those efforts will 
fail because European businesses 
will not want to risk violating the 
reinstated US sanctions and losing 
access to American banks and con-
sumer markets, the experts said 
at a discussion sponsored by the 
Brookings Institution, a leading US 
think-tank.

The US sanctions will penalise 
businesses, governments and indi-
viduals that do business with Iran.

“Virtually all major European 
banks and businesses will stay 
away” from Iran, said Robert Ein-
horn, who was an arms-control 
adviser to former US Secretary of 
State Hillary Clinton. “For them, 
this is no choice at all.”

Einhorn noted that the large 
French energy company Total was 
planning to cancel a huge contract 
it signed in 2017 to develop Ira-
nian gas fields unless it received a 
sanctions waiver from the United 

States.
European leaders along with 

their Russian and Chinese coun-
terparts might convince Iran to 
abide by the agreement for a few 
months, but Iranian leaders will 
pull out as they see the economic 
benefits declining and come under 
pressure from hardliners in their 
country. “That will mean the col-
lapse of the JCPOA,” Einhorn said, 
referring to the Iran deal by its of-
ficial name, the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA).

Suzanne Maloney, who formerly 
advised the US State Department 
on Iran, said the accord would last 
no longer than a few more weeks. 
“This deal was intended to be an 
opening to the world, but it relied 
on the participation of the United 
States,” Maloney said. “What Ira-
nians wanted they could only get 
through Washington, and that was 
a pathway to the resumption of 
their full international standing.”

The collapse of the nuclear 
agreement could generate turmoil 
inside Iran and further strain rela-
tions between the United States 
and its European allies in the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organisa-
tion (NATO). US President Donald 
Trump announced the withdrawal 
on May 8, saying the accord was 
flawed because it did not address 
issues such as Iran’s ballistic mis-
sile programme and the restric-
tions on uranium enrichment end-
ed after 10 or 15 years.

“This will do very serious dam-
age to NATO,” said Bruce Riedel, 
a former CIA officer and White 
House adviser on the Middle 
East. “The essence of it is Europe 
and America agree on a common 
threat assessment. When there is 
no common threat assessment, 
the organisation continues to be 
a functioning organisation with a 
very nice cafeteria but it doesn’t 
really do anything.”

“NATO has already taken a sharp 
blow from Trump,” Riedel added. 

“Its ability to recover is going to be 
even weaker.”

The likely end of the agreement 
comes at a precarious time for Iran 
as citizens protest economic con-
ditions and Iranian officials jockey 
to replace Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei, who is 78.

“It’s an incredibly explosive 
time and we can’t predict how 
outside pressures are going to play 
into this,” Maloney said. She pre-
dicted that Iran will see itself with 
little choice but to resume the nu-
clear programme it was pursuing 
before the accord took effect in 
early 2016.

But the country will move cau-
tiously and avoid taking dramatic 
steps with its nuclear programme 
that might arouse international 
concern. Iran will probably start by 
removing inspectors from the In-

ternational Atomic Energy Agency 
from its nuclear facilities.

“They don’t want to be too pro-
vocative. They have a situation 
where Europe is alienated from 
the US. They don’t want to change 
that,” Einhorn said.

Although Trump has said he 
wants a more comprehensive deal 
with Iran that addresses issues 
that were not in the nuclear ac-
cord, that outcome is unlikely and 
probably not what the Trump ad-
ministration wants.

“The real objective is not really 
a bigger, better deal,” Einhorn said. 
“The real objective is to put im-
mense pressure on Iran, to weaken 
the regime, to deny it the resources 
it would need to pursue its region-
al policies and enhance its nuclear 
missile program. And another ob-
jective is regime change.”

US exit from Iran deal 
likely to kill accord, 
accelerate Tehran’s 
nuclear programme

Viewpoint

While the Islamic 
Republic wants to 
see Russia as a 
strategic ally, Russia 
perceives Iran as 
nothing more than a 
bargaining chip with 
Washington. 

Ali Alfoneh

Iranian foreign minister’s nuclear diplomacy faces limits

I 

n response to US abrogation 
of the Iran nuclear agree-
ment, officially known as the 
Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), Iranian 
Foreign Minister Mohammad 

Javad Zarif embarked on a world 
tour. The aim was to salvage what-
ever possible from the wreckage of 
the nuclear deal. Visiting Beijing, 
Moscow and Brussels, Zarif met 
all the remaining parties to the 
JCPOA, but there are limits to 
what he can achieve with shuttle 
diplomacy.

China and Russia are not 
particularly upset with the 
implosion of the nuclear 
agreement, which provides them 
leverage over both Iran and the 
United States. The Europeans still 
appear committed to the JCPOA. 
However, it is not yet known if 
they can keep their solidarity 
should the United States decide to 
punish European companies that 
trade with Iran. Worse, there are 
domestic pressures that go against 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani’s 
and Zarif’s attempts to keep the 
nuclear agreement alive. The 
cumulative impact doesn’t bode 
well for the JCPOA’s survival.

The diplomatic lingo, however, 
has been felicitous. Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi was 
all smiles when he received his 
Iranian counterpart on May 
13, assuring Zarif of China’s 
dedication to “maintaining 
international agreements.” Wang 
said that “in the next stage, China 
stands ready to, together with 
all parties concerned including 
Iran, maintain communication 
and coordination and follow an 
objective, fair and responsible 
attitude, so as to continue making 
efforts to maintain the JCPOA.” 
While those assurances may 

sound good, Zarif and the Iranian 
leadership are perfectly capable 
of reading between the lines. 
China is committed to the nuclear 
agreement until Beijing receives a 
new offer from Washington after 
which a “new situation” arises.

Just as importantly, the 
collapse of the nuclear agreement 
keeps American and potentially 
European companies from 
engaging with Tehran, which 
leaves the Iranian market open 
to Chinese companies with no 
foreign competition. Why would 
China ruin its bargaining position 
towards Iran and the US, or invite 
foreign competition into the 
Iranian market by keeping the 
nuclear agreement alive?

In Moscow, Zarif met his 
counterpart, Sergei Lavrov, 
who assured Tehran that all the 

remaining signatories of the 
JCPOA had “legitimate interests” 
in keeping the deal. Lavrov added: 
“Therefore we need to defend the 
legitimate interests of each of us 
together.”

Zarif and Lavrov also agreed 
to remain in “close contact” over 
the nuclear deal, but the Iranian 
leadership has seen this movie 
before. While the Islamic Republic 
wants to see Russia as a strategic 
ally, Russia perceives Iran as 
nothing more than a bargaining 
chip with Washington. Moscow 
uses the conflict between Tehran 
and Washington to extract 
concessions from both, and 
because the US has more to offer 
Russia than Iran, the Kremlin 
unscrupulously sells out Tehran’s 
interests when the price is high 
enough.

Perhaps noticing a genuine 
interest in maintaining the nuclear 
deal in Brussels, Tehran has 
taken a bolder approach with the 
Europeans. It has given them a 
60-day ultimatum to guarantee 
the continued implementation 
of the deal. But guarantees are 
something Federica Mogherini, 
the EU foreign policy chief, has not 
been ready or able to give.

“We are talking about solutions 
to keep the deal alive,” Mogherini 
said. She added that the measures 
would seek to allow Iran to 
continue oil exports and for 
European banks to operate. 
However, she also said: “I cannot 
talk about legal or economic 
guarantees.”

The EU foreign policy 
chief’s cautious response is 
understandable. Already on the 
brink of a trade war with the 
United States, the Europeans have 
no interest in escalating their 
conflict with Washington. At the 
same time, Mogherini is aware of 
the splits within the EU. Certain 
member states may break with 
the EU’s Iran policy and follow 
Washington’s course.

Finally, the hapless Zarif and 
Rohani face their domestic critics, 
in particular among the ranks of 
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC). The IRGC demands 
Iran’s immediate withdrawal from 
the nuclear deal, questioning 
what, if anything, Rohani and 
Zarif achieved with their nuclear 
diplomacy. The cumulative impact 
of external and internal pressures 
doesn’t bode well for the survival 
of the nuclear deal.

Ali Alfoneh is a non-resident 
senior fellow at the Rafik Hariri 
Centre for the Middle East at 
the Atlantic Council.

Challenging task. Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
arrives for a meeting at the Europa building in Brussels, on May 15.  (AP)

Tougher days ahead. An Iran Air pilot takes a picture at the arrival of his company’s new Airbus plane at 
Mehrabad airport in Tehran, last year.                 (AP) 

News & Analysis Iran

European and Iranian 
efforts to salvage the 
agreement will fail 
because European 
businesses will not risk 
violating the reinstated 
US sanctions.

Thomas Frank



16 May 20, 2018

US-Iranian clash over Syria only matter of time
Dubai

T 

he quagmire of Syria is 
evolving again to sweep 
aside whatever prospects 
remain for peace. For years, 

momentum has swung away from 
and back towards the government 
of President Bashar Assad. The Is-
lamic State (ISIS) emerged and ex-
panded rapidly, only to be faced 
with crushing defeats at the hands 
of a range of different regional 
stakeholders.

Russia has established a strate-
gic foothold in Syria it is unlikely to 
relinquish for a long time. Turkey’s 
fight with Syrian Kurdish rebels has 
become its biggest national security 
priority for at least the next decade. 
Iran, together with Hezbollah, has 
not only saved its resistance alli-
ance from collapse but effectively 
re-engineered its form and trajecto-
ry. In that context, it is unsurprising 
that joint Russian-Turkish-Iranian 
efforts at establishing new rules at 
the tactical level and coordinating 
towards building an environment 
conducive to incubating a peace 
process never truly amounted to an 
alliance between them.

Alternatively, the US strategy in 
Syria has looked like a scattered ap-
proach and for years has been char-
acterised by indecisiveness and a 
lack of clarity on long-term priori-
ties. Still, the United States cannot 
be excluded from the endgame in 
Syria simply because it maintains 
the ability to play the role of spoiler.

The United States also remains 
far from being strategically iso-
lated, despite its apparent differ-
ences with Russia and Turkey. After 
all, Israel and the Arab Gulf states 
remain firmly committed to the 
leadership provided by America in 

regional crises of such strategic pro-
portions. That support is pivotal in 
the wider geopolitical context.

America’s Syria policy as a matter 
of course has alternated between 
different principles and goals, yet 
missing a consistent narrative, 
ranging from supporting democ-
racy to protecting civilians against 
state tyranny, as exemplified by the 
widely reported use of chemical 
weapons. For the longest period of 
time, the United States framed its 
core objectives in Syria around mili-
tarily defeating ISIS.

While the United States has not 
achieved its conceivable or stated 
goals in Syria in full, it remains a 
well-immersed contestant among 
a handful of strategic stakehold-
ers. It is a well-understood reality 
that among the four major external 
players in Syria — Russia, Iran, Tur-
key and the United States — none 
have completely aligned or com-
pletely divergent agendas either 
among themselves or with the As-
sad government. The space to co-
operate is as wide or as constrained 
as the space to compete.

American policy until a suitable 
endgame is achieved will now be 
fixated on working closely with 
Israel to define the future Iranian 
role. Such an agenda does not di-
rectly undermine Russian interests 
and even less so Turkish ones. The 
role and legitimacy of Assad is a 
question that can be addressed in 

a Syrian-led peace process at a later 
stage for Washington, similarly to 
the position Ankara has taken.

Under the current trajectory, it 
appears to be only a matter of time 
before the US and Iran clash. The 
outcome of any such confrontation 
will be manifested nowhere more 
strongly than Syria. The timing 
of Israel intensifying its targeting 
of both Iranian forces and Iranian 
linked targets in Syria so shortly 
after US President Donald Trump 
announced the United States’ with-
drawal from the Joint Comprehen-
sive Plan of Action (JCPOA), the 
nuclear deal with Iran, is far from 
coincidental.

The Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC) expanding its reach to 
the Mediterranean and, especially, 
into the contested Golan, together 
with Hezbollah, creates a regional 
strategic landscape entirely disas-
trous for Israeli security and, by ex-
tension, US interests in the Middle 
East. With the survival of the Assad 
regime in Damascus and a long-
term presence of Russia in Syria 
largely assured, the United States 
will now actively and aggressively 
work towards creating a safe zone 
for Israel and ensuring the IRGC is 
unable to consolidate the type of 
stronghold it aims for there.

In itself, such an American focus 

for Syria does not jeopardise Rus-
sian or Turkish interests or even 
necessarily those of the Assad re-
gime. Indeed, the United States has 
different concessions to potentially 
offer Moscow and Ankara to ap-
pease them or attract deeper coop-
eration to counterbalance Iran. Yet, 
miscalculation and a lack of trust 
between major stakeholders when 
the stakes have been raised so high 
could turn what appears to be a 
manageable trade into a drastically 
explosive one.

Sabahat Khan is a senior analyst at 
the Institute for Near East and Gulf 
Military Analysis (INEGMA).

Hope springs eternal. A young Syrian boy poses with small 
scale model, representing the way he sees the reconstruction of 
Aleppo.              (Reuters)

I 

n the confusing mishmash of 
US President Donald Trump’s 
Syria policy — one day he says 
he wants to withdraw all US 
troops from Syria and soon 
after he indicates he wants 

to attack Syrian President Bashar 
Assad over chemical weapons use 
— one thing seems clear: He wants 
other countries, such as Saudi 
Arabia, to pay for and administer 
Syrian reconstruction and redevel-
opment.

Trump does not take a strategic 
view of US foreign policy. For him, 
foreign policy is transactional. 
Unless he sees some direct 
economic benefit to the United 
States, he says Washington should 
stay clear of conflicts unless 
they have a direct bearing on US 
security.

This type of thinking guides his 
foreign policy. Trump says the 
United States had to be involved 
in Syria to defeat the Islamic State 
(ISIS) because it represented 
a threat to the US homeland. 
However, now that ISIS is nearly 
defeated, it is the responsibility of 
other countries to get involved.

Trump underscored this theme 
in several recent statements. 
Noting he wants “to get out” of 
Syria and bring troops home, he 
emphasised that he wants “to start 
rebuilding” the United States. This 
conforms to his “America First” 
agenda.

He even took great liberty 
with cost figures on US wars in 
Afghanistan and the Middle East, 
claiming that $7 trillion has been 
spent over the past 17 years — the 
actual figure is probably much 
less than that — underscoring that 
“we get nothing out of it.” He also 
repeated his controversial remarks 
that the United States should have 
taken “the oil” in Iraq and Syria 
that he claimed fell into ISIS’s 
hands.

Trump reportedly asked Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
to commit to $4 billion towards the 
stabilisation and reconstruction 
of Syria, a request that coincided 
with his decision to hold up $200 
million of US funds for the same 
purpose.

Trump stated that the United 
States did a “hell of a lot more 
things to help” other countries 
than what the country received in 
return and these activities were 
very costly. This explains, in large 
part, his comment on Syria: “Let 
other people take care of it now.”

The upshot of this was that 
Trump apparently thought he 
had a firm commitment from the 
Saudis to step into the breach and 
pay for Syria’s reconstruction and 
redevelopment. However, pressed 
for a reaction, the Saudi Embassy 
in Washington had no comment.

The Saudis are clearly nervous 
about a US troop pullout from 
Syria because it would set back 

efforts to prevent a so-called land 
corridor from being created from 
Iran to Lebanon and would allow 
Tehran even more free rein in 
Syria.

The task of reconstruction 
and redevelopment in Syria is a 
huge undertaking. For example, 
about 80% of the city of Raqqa, 
the former capital of ISIS’s self-
declared caliphate, was destroyed 
and many mines and booby-traps 
remain in the city. Many other 
cities in Syria are heavily damaged.

Hence, this reconstruction 
and stabilisation effort is not just 
a matter of money; it involves 
having highly trained people on 
the ground to make Raqqa and 
other cities safe and liveable again, 
administer aid to people in an 
equitable way and help to set up 
administrative mechanisms so 
people can reclaim their former 
homes and farms and begin to 
rebuild their lives.

The Saudis do not have the 

expertise and are right in being 
hesitant to take over these tasks.

Without a US military presence 
on the ground, eastern Syria 
can easily fall back into chaos. 
There are ISIS pockets in the area, 
relations between ethnic groups, 
such as Kurds and Arabs, are tense 
and Turkey might still intervene 
there as it did in Afrin further to 
the west.

It is highly doubtful that the 
Saudis would want to put their 
own troops and administrators 
into this area given the potential 
for clashes. It is obvious they are 
having enough trouble in Yemen 
and do not want another major 
problem on their hands.

So it is one thing for Trump 
to say “let other countries do 
it” — such comments sit well 
with his political base, most of 
whom believe the United States 
should not be involved in foreign 
ventures in any case. However, it 
is quite another to pass the baton 
to another country that may have 
deep pockets but not necessarily 
the military and administrative 
apparatus to do the job.

Thus, Trump’s comments cannot 
be taken seriously. He seems to 
want to wash his hands of Syria, 
not understanding that, without 
US leadership, the situation there 
could become even worse.

He may, indeed, be moved by 
the sight of children suffering from 
chemical weapons attacks and 
may strike Assad’s military again 
in response as he did in April 2017 
but such actions are tactical, not 
strategic, and developing a long-
term strategy for Syria is not in his 
political game plan.

Gregory Aftandilian is a lecturer in 
the Pardee School of Global Studies 
at Boston University and a former 
US State Department Middle East 
analyst.

Trump cannot outsource Syria’s reconstruction to Saudi Arabia
Viewpoint

Gregory 
Aftandilian

Without a US military 
presence on the 
ground, eastern Syria 
can easily fall back 
into chaos. 
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Razor’s edge. An F18 Hornet fighter jet pilot waits to take off from the aircraft carrier USS Harry S. 
Truman in the eastern Mediterranean, on May 8.                                                                                              (AFP) 

Iran’s expanding its 
reach to the 
Mediterranean together 
with Hezbollah creates a 
regional strategic 
landscape entirely 
disastrous for Israeli 
security and, by 
extension, US interests. 
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A dream come true. Members of the all-female Khan Younis troupe 
pose for a photo during their trip to Britain in April.     (Hands Up Project) 

B 

eing a Muslim in 
America since 9/11 has 
not been easy; however, 
a new survey indicates 
that most American 
respondents disapprove 

of politicians’ negative comments 
about Muslims and say such state-
ments are harmful to the United 
States.

The survey, by Georgetown 
University’s Bridge Initiative and 
the Institute for Social Policy and 
Understanding (ISPU), interviewed 
Americans from various faith 
communities to gather their views 
on American Muslims.

The two organisations created 
an Islamophobia Index, awarding 
points based on anti-Islamic 
views and statements that 
faith groups have made about 
American Muslims. White Christian 
evangelicals scored highest on 
the index. This is worrisome 
for Muslims in America. White 
Christian evangelicals are among 
US President Donald Trump’s most 
loyal supporters and one of the 
groups he tries to please the most.

Yet the survey’s most astonishing 
finding may have been American 
Muslims’ opinion of themselves. 
American-Muslim respondents, 
more than any other group, agreed 
with the statement that their faith 
community is prone to negative 
behaviour.

Muslim respondents were one 

of the two top groups determined 
to most agree with the statement: 
“Most Muslims living in the United 
States are more prone to violence.” 
A total of 20% of the Muslims 
surveyed answered “yes.” This 
was just a bit lower than the 23% 
of evangelicals asked who said 
American Muslims are prone to 
violence. Only 15% of Jews and 
7% of Americans with no religious 
affiliation expressed the same 
opinion.

The survey said that Muslims 
were the faith group most likely to 
agree with the following statement: 
“When I hear that a member of my 
faith community committed an 
act of violence, I feel personally 
ashamed.”

However, American Muslims, 
more than any other group in the 
survey, said they disagreed with 
the use of violence by the military 
against citizens. Their response 
differed noticeably from the 
general public, as 71% of Muslim 
respondents said this kind of 
military action was never justified, 
compared to 42% of the general 
public.

The Bridge Initiative pointed out 
that these findings mirror those 
of last year’s Pew study, which 
said American Muslims were 
overwhelmingly of the opinion 
that military violence can never be 
justified and Muslims were slightly 
less inclined than the general 

American public to agree with 
the statement that violence by an 
individual or a group can “often” or 
“sometimes” be justified to target 
civilians.

So why do Muslims, who 
overwhelmingly reject violence, 
say their community is “prone to 
violence”? The report’s authors, 
Youssef Chouhoud and Dalia 
Mogahed, said it is partly because 
of US media portrayals. The mostly 
negative portrayal of Muslims 
affects Muslims’ perceptions of 
themselves as much as it does 
other Americans.

As the authors noted that the 
ISPU report “Equal Treatment?: 
Measuring the Legal and Media 
Responses to Ideologically 
Motivated Violence in the United 
States” stated that someone 
“perceived to be Muslim accused of 
a terror plot will receive seven-and-
a-half times the media coverage 
as someone not perceived to be 
Muslim… A 2015 study conducted 
by Media Tenor found that the 
‘protagonists,’ i.e., individuals 
portrayed as representing Islam, 
were most often armed militants, 
whereas those representing other 
faiths were religious leaders.”

Little wonder then that Muslims 
have internalised these violent 
identities, even if they are not 
based in reality, and frequently 
feel ashamed of their community. 
This is where the concern about 

the group with the strongest 
Islamophobic reaction to them 
becomes a concern.

White evangelicals are a 
minority in the United States but 
represent a substantial section 
of Trump’s voter base. It should 
concern all Americans that the 
Bridge Initiative/ISPU survey said 
white evangelicals polled were 
more likely to say they approve of 
“discriminatory policies targeting 
Muslims,” which include banning 
their entry into the country and 
surveilling mosques; agree to 
“limiting democratic freedoms 
when the country is under threat,” 
which includes suspending checks 
and balances and limiting freedom 
of the press”; and “condone 
military and individual attacks on 
civilians.”

Sometimes it feels as if people 
with such views are waiting for 
another big attack on American 
soil by a terrorist group to have an 
excuse to round up Muslims just as 
happened with Japanese-Americans 
during the second world war.

Don’t think it could happen? The 
world has learned again and again 
that Trump will do the unexpected, 
regardless of what America’s allies 
think, particularly if it makes his 
base happy.

Tom Regan is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly and a column-
ist at factsandopinion.com.

Survey shows US Muslims’ complex feelings about their own community
Viewpoint

Tom Regan

White evangelicals 
were more likely to 
say they approve of 
“discriminatory 
policies targeting 
Muslims.” 

London

“It was a dream we never im-
agined would happen but 
it did,” Batool Sagher said 
surrounded by the four 

other members of the all-female 
Khan Younis troupe and Amal 
Mukhairez, the girls’ teacher and 
mentor.

In April the girls performed 
their debut play “Inner Thoughts” 
before a full house at the Royal 
Shakespeare Theatre and a sec-
ondary school in Oxford, their first 
occasion to travel abroad.

The play, created and co-written 
by Sagher, Rawan el-Alwai, Dania 
Dahlan, Salma Shammout and Za-
heya Arafa, received thunderous 
applause as the girls opened along-
side Mark Thomas, Faisal Abu Al-
hayjaa and Alaa Shehada from 
the Jenin Comedy Club. On their 
return to Gaza, the girls received a 
hero’s welcome and were dubbed 
Gaza’s “youth ambassadors.”

The opportunity to perform was 
made possible through a playwrit-
ing competition by the Hands Up 
Project (THUP).  The Britain-reg-
istered charity uses technology to 
enable Syrian refugees in Jordan 
and Palestinians in the West Bank 
and Gaza to connect with remote 
teachers and theatre activities nor-
mally inaccessible to them.

Founder Nick Bilbrough and the 
girls worked closely for the last 
year. He praised them for their en-
thusiasm and maturity, which he 
said was beyond anything THUP 
volunteers had previously en-
countered.

Out of 88 video entries submit-

ted largely by UNRWA school pu-
pils, the girls at Khan Younis prep 
school came in first.

“Luckily I wasn’t one of the judg-
es” Bilbrough joked, commenting 
on the difficulties the judges faced 
when narrowing their choices to a 
single winner. The panel featured 
celebrities such as Alexei Sayle and 
John Altman.

The play’s theme was not re-
stricted to Israeli occupation, war 
and siege. “We chose to tell a sin-
gle story that drew inspiration 
from our life experiences,” Rawan 
Wael said.

The girls chose universally fa-
miliar themes as the play made ap-
parent with “love the person you 
are and make a difference” being 
dominant.

The play follows the story of an 
unsatisfied young girl, played by 
Arafa, who succumbs to the trap-
pings of beauty, wealth and popu-
larity but is in for a rude awaken-
ing that reminds her to be thankful 
for what life has bestowed.

Along the way, she meets people 
from all walks of life: the rich, the 
poor, those in ill-health and those 
living with lifelong impairments. 
The refugee was incorporated “as a 
universal struggle, whether in Pal-
estine, Syria, Iraq or elsewhere,” 
Sagher said.

“I was delighted to play the lead 
mostly because I had the chance 
to read the audience and their re-
sponses,” Arafa said. “Second, it 
teaches an all-important impor-
tant lesson to accept ourselves and 
others for who they are”

She described Bilbrough as a fa-
ther and a friend, who alongside 
Mukhairez, “supported us along 
every step of our journey.”

“We performed another play that 
Nick wrote called ‘the screen,’” 
Danya Afif said. “It was streamed 
to various countries, Finland, 
Chile and London.”

The initiative, Bilbrough ex-
plained by phone from his home, 
is part of the 4-year online lan-
guage teaching programme sus-
tained through a large pool of in-
ternationally scattered volunteers.

Using storytelling and theatre, 
they provide education to 500 
children a week. The work with 
Khan Younis and Syrians in Jor-
dan’s sprawling Zaatari camp was 
described by Bilbrough as the pro-
ject’s focal point.

Smiles quickly spread as the girls 
shared memories of their trip in 
chatting via Zoom. “We never felt 
like strangers to the city. In Lon-
don everyone is treated as an indi-
vidual,” Salma Ziad said.

Others said practising English 
with native speakers was what 
they enjoyed most.

“Palestinian society really val-
ues children,” Bilbrough said, 
“particularly in classrooms.”

Performance culture is nurtured 
both inside and outside class-
rooms, equipping young perform-
ers with the communicative tools 
and unbreakable confidence, in 
spite of the 12 wars waged by Is-
rael against Gaza. While politics 
has always stood in the way of 
Palestinian education, the pupils 
of Khan Younis school are defying 
the odds.

“Their personalities are strong, 
and through the drama work and 
the meetings, interactions and in-
tercultural exchanges, they have 
broken through isolation they 
were confined to. After their trip 
and successes, you feel that feeling 
of injustice has been alleviated,” 
Mukhairez said.

Speaking about the reality of life 
in the Gaza Strip, Wael expressed 
that from birth Palestinians are 
denied choices others around the 
world have. “We were born into 
this and have to adapt. We live un-
der siege but we have talents and 
capabilities no different to yours,” 
Wael explained.

“However, the reality is that the 
sadness and patience we experi-
ence was the springboard that al-
lowed to transmit our voice.”

As observed by Mukhairez dur-
ing their outing to an ice rink, the 
trip allowed the girls to learn to be 
children again.

The welcome the troupe re-
ceived at home from local officials 

and UNRWA Director of Operations 
Matthias Schmale reminded them 
of the weight of the responsibility 
they carry, even as children.

“While media coverage of Gaza’s 
occupation skews the reality we 
live, we will represent the strength 
Gaza is known for,” Shammout 
said.

The noise they generated ac-

quired them a high-ranking fan, 
the Palestinian minister of educa-
tion, Sabri Saidam, who will as-
sist THUP in expanding its efforts, 
hoping for the girls and other run-
ners-up from the competition to 
perform their plays.

“This is only the beginning” 
Sagher and some of the others 
said.

Nazli Tarzi

Gaza schoolgirl troupe receives 
hero’s welcome after British debut

The play follows the story of 
an unsatisfied young girl, 
played by Arafa, who 
succumbs to the trappings 
of beauty, wealth and 
popularity.
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E 

gyptian officials said they 
plan to construct a railroad 
line connecting the Red Sea 
with the Mediterranean via 

a land bridge.
The project aims to speed up the 

movement of people and goods be-
tween the two seas to create great-
er links between upper and lower 
Egypt, as well as build rail links be-
tween Egypt and Jordan.

The first phase of the line is to 
connect the Port of Alexandria in 
northern Egypt with the Port of 
Damietta, more than 200km to 
the east. The second phase would 
stretch more than 500km from 
the Port of Damietta to the Port 
of Nuweiba, a coastal town in the 
eastern part of the Sinai Peninsula. 
That would effectively link Egypt’s 
Mediterranean region with the Red 
Sea region.

A major logistics zone is to be 
established close to the Port of 
Nuweiba. An inland terminal for 
freight distribution is also planned.

“This is a huge project that will 
take the transport of goods and 
people in our country many steps 
forward,” said Mohamed Ezz, 
Egyptian Ministry of Transport 
spokesman. “This will be the first 
time the Red Sea and the Medi-
terranean will be connected via a 
means of land transport.”

The Ministry of Transport said 

a financial and technical assess-
ment of the project was expected 
to be ready within four months. 
Construction of the new railroad is 
estimated to cost around $3.1 bil-
lion, which Egypt will find difficult 
to bear while implementing eco-
nomic reforms.

Transport Minister Hasham Ara-
fat on April 27 said the ministry 
would invite international consor-
tiums to submit bids to construct 
the new line in July.

The new railroad would provide 
an alternate route between the 
Mediterranean and the Red Sea to 
the Suez Canal. Sinai will be at the 
centre of the project, which will 
link the Mediterranean ports of Al-
exandria and Damietta to the Port 
of Nuweiba in the Sinai Peninsula.

Egypt said the railroad would be 
used in the transport of materials 
necessary for the rebuilding of Iraq 
and Syria.

Observers said the project could 
be in response to an Israeli plan to 
circumvent the Suez Canal with a 
rail freight link between the Medi-
terranean and the Red Sea. The Is-
raeli plan, which was unveiled in 
February 2014, envisages a rail line 
of approximately 300km from the 
Israeli Port of Eilat on the Red Sea 
to the Port of Ashdod on the Medi-
terranean.

The “Red-Med” project was es-
timated to cost about $2 billion. 
The plan to construct Red-Med 
was made at a time of high tension 
in Sinai, where terrorists affiliated 
with the Islamic State (ISIS) fired 
on a Chinese container ship in the 
canal.

In April 2017, Israel said it would 
construct a “Tracks for Peace” 
railway line to give Jordan, Saudi 
Arabia and Iraq access to the Medi-
terranean. That link, Tel Aviv said, 
would extend from the Port of 
Haifa on the Mediterranean to Jor-
dan, into Saudi Arabia and to the 

Arab Gulf.
Israeli officials said the project 

would offer an alternative route 
to the Suez Canal and the Bab el 
Mandeb Strait, amid concerns over 
Iranian threats to close the Strait of 
Hormuz.

However, Cairo’s planned train 
link between the Mediterranean 
and the Red Sea could circumvent 
Israeli plans.

“By all means, the Egyptian pro-
ject will substitute the Israeli pro-
jects and provide the necessary 
speed connection between the Red 
Sea and the Mediterranean,” said 
Nourhan al-Sheikh, a professor 
of international relations at Cairo 

University. “The same link can be 
used to give our brothers in the 
Gulf access to the Mediterranean 
in case Iran closes off the Strait of 
Hormuz as it threatens every now 
and then.”

Egypt has tried to enhance the 
Suez Canal by digging a parallel 
channel, reducing transit time and 
easing crowded conditions while 
allowing giant container ships and 
vessels to use the canal.

The planned train link would 
move transportation between the 
Red Sea and the Mediterranean 
many steps further. Apart from 
cutting down transportation time, 
the new link could serve as the nu-

cleus of an aspiring train connec-
tion between North Africa and the 
Arab Peninsula, experts said.

“The new project will give Egypt 
an advanced position on the inter-
national shipping map,” said mari-
time transport expert Ahmed al-
Shami. “It integrates the railways 
into the port business, which will 
ease transport from the ports to 
other places.”

“The new train link will cause 
goods to travel the distance be-
tween the Red Sea and the Medi-
terranean in just 3 hours,” Ezz said. 
“Its construction amounts to the 
digging of a new Suez Canal, which 
is a very big thing to do.”

Amr Emam

Better links. People wait to board a train at Al Shohadaa “Martyrs” metro station in Cairo.          (Reuters)

Egypt looks to build rail links between 
Mediterranean and Red Sea ports

There are industry 
predictions of a 
potential return to 
$100 a barrel crude 
prices next year.

Viewpoint

Oil market geared for instability in foreseeable future

R 

egardless of the yet-
to-be-seen political 
ramifications resulting 
from US President Don-
ald Trump’s decision 
to withdraw from the 

Iran nuclear deal and impose new 
sanctions on Tehran, oil markets 
could be in for a bumpy ride for the 
foreseeable future.

Oil prices are currently in a hold-
ing pattern until the Trump ad-
ministration’s policy towards Iran 
and its oil exports becomes more 
articulated and it’s clear that the 
threat of renewed sanctions isn’t a 
bargaining tool for Washington to 
attempt to renegotiate the Iranian 
nuclear deal in the Trump admin-
istration’s favour. The oil markets 
also need time to assess how Iran’s 
largest crude customers plan on 
responding to US sanctions being 
levied on the Gulf nation.

US Treasury Secretary Steve 
Mnuchin set the clock ticking in 
a statement he released on May 8 
that stipulated that the US govern-
ment would reimpose US nuclear-
related sanctions on the Iranian 
regime “subject to certain 90-day 
and 180-day wind-down periods,” 
with the six-month wind down 
including oil-related purchases. 
That means that countries buying 
crude from Iran have some breath-
ing room to begin cutting their 
purchases and finding alternative 
supplies and to begin negotiating 
with the Trump administration 
on potential waivers. China, Iran’s 
single biggest crude buyer, has 
pledged it will continue to pur-
chase Iranian barrels regardless of 
US sanctions.

There are industry predictions of 
a potential return to $100 a barrel 
crude prices next year, depending 
on just how much Iranian oil gets 
taken off the markets and how 
quickly and sufficiently replace-
ment barrels can be provided by 
other suppliers. On the flip side, 
some market analysts foresee 
prices tumbling below $30 a barrel 
should producers use the Iranian 
sanctions as an excuse to drop 
out of an ongoing supply restraint 
agreement in place since early 2017.

Prices had been steadily rising 
in the lead-up to Trump’s May 8 
announcement about the United 
States pulling out of the nuclear 
deal and the threat to levy new 
“powerful” sanctions on Iran. The 
actual news helped push prices up 
sharply for US benchmark crude 
West Texas Intermediate to more 
than $71 a barrel and UK bench-
mark crude Brent to $78 a barrel 
before they fell back on suggestions 
that world powers who helped ar-
chitect the 2015 nuclear deal were 
committed to saving the agree-
ment. The markets also responded 
to reassurances from Tehran’s chief 
geopolitical rival, Saudi Arabia, 
that the kingdom would boost 
output to help fill in for lost Iranian 
barrels resulting from renewed US 
sanctions.

In late 2016, Riyadh helped cob-
ble together an output agreement 
with some of its fellow members of 
OPEC and independent producers 
that sought to shore up flagging 
global oil prices by withholding 
1.8 million barrels per day (bpd) of 
crude from the markets.

That cooperation has dramati-

cally reduced the global oil glut and 
strengthened oil prices. A risk of 
Saudi Arabia offsetting lost Iranian 
exports with its own higher vol-
umes is a collapse of that produc-
tion restraint accord between OPEC 
and independent producers, trans-
lating into oil markets suddenly 
being awash with large quantities 
of crude.

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan 
Zanganeh in an interview on 
Iranian state television on May 10 
accused “some OPEC members” of 
“acting as tools for carrying out US 
policies.” Zanganeh suggested that 
the Trump administration was col-
laborating with certain countries to 
secure higher oil prices that would 
boost US shale oil production to 
strengthen the American economy.

Because it is early days in the 
aftermath of Trump’s sanctions 
announcement, industry estimates 
of the anticipated cut in Iranian 
exports are all over the place, 
ranging 200,000-500,000 bpd in 
the preliminary stages to over time 
potentially reaching 1 million bpd.

In the previous US sanctions 
regime, the Obama administra-
tion provided waivers to foreign 
countries if they demonstrated 
they were significantly reducing 
their crude imports from Iran, 
with these exemptions reviewed 
every 180 days. China, India, South 
Korea, Japan, Taiwan and Turkey 
were granted waivers under that 
sanctions regime.

It is unclear to what extent the 
Trump administration is planning 
on targeting Iranian oil exports 
and whether it will similarly offer 
waivers to foreign countries that 

wish to continue to import crude 
from Iran. Some Iranian crude 
buyers who don’t wish to run afoul 
of the Trump administration will 
likely start ratcheting down their 
purchases over the next three to 
six months as a demonstration of 
good faith in anticipation of waiver 
discussions.

Iran’s crude exports total around 
2.6 million-2.7 million bpd with 
1.8 million bpd dedicated to Asian 
customers. Of that Asian volume, 
China accounts for roughly 40%. 
Given the tense trade relations 
between Washington and Beijing 
and China’s position of rejecting 
unilateral sanctions in general, it 
would be shocking if Beijing would 
cave to US sanctions impacting 
its ongoing purchases of Iranian 
crude. Japan, which bought around 
170,000 bpd of Iranian crude last 
year, has indicated it will request 
a waiver from the Trump admin-
istration, wanting a determina-
tion of whether its current Iranian 
volumes were sufficient enough to 
gain an exemption.

Those seeking to defy reimposed 
American sanctions are likely to 
face similar economic restrictions 
contained in the previous US sanc-
tions, which denied foreign finan-
cial institutions doing trade with 
Iran’s central bank access to the US 
banking system. This would affect 
any foreign firms that perform sig-
nificant dollar transactions, access 
US banks or have other business in 
the United States.

Jareer Elass reports from 
Washington on energy issues for 
The Arab Weekly.

Jareer Elass

The new railroad would 
provide an alternate 
route between the 
Mediterranean and the 
Red Sea to the Suez Canal. 
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O 

ne month after it was pub-
licised on social networks, 
a boycott campaign against 
some leading brands in Mo-

rocco has sparked heated debate in 
parliament.

Moroccans took to social media 
to push a boycott of Sidi Ali mineral 
water (owned by Eaux Minerales 
d’Oulmes), Afriquia petrol stations 
(owned by Akwa Group) and Cen-
trale Laitiere milk (owned by Cen-
trale Danone) to protest “exorbitant” 
prices, which boycott campaigners 
say are much higher than the compa-
nies charge to European customers.

“We have to encourage Moroccan 
companies and products, which is 
not the case for some morons who 
are calling for a boycott of structured 
companies employing staff and pay-
ing their taxes,” Finance Minister 
Mohamed Boussaid said during a 
parliamentary session April 25.

Opposition MPs accused the gov-
ernment of ignoring people’s boycott 
claims and insulting Moroccans.

“Some forces of the Moroccan 
people have called for the boycott. 
The government does not respond 
to these demands. On the contrary, 
the ministers insulted the Moroccan 
people. They called them ‘morons,’ 
some even branded them ‘cattle’,” 
said Abdellatif Ouahbi, an MP from 
the Authenticity and Modernity 
Party.

“Ask them the question (Why are 
you boycotting?) Do not these people 
have the right to argue with you? The 
hard reality is that your government 
cannot meet people’s demands,” he 
said.

Lahcen Daoudi, the minister in 
charge of general affairs and govern-
ance, said the misplaced remarks 
of some ministers did not reflect 
the government’s official position. 
Nonetheless, Boussaid’s statement 
added fuel to the fire on social net-
works.

“We voted for you and brought you 
to power and now you consider us 
morons. What you should be doing is 
meeting Moroccans’ demands. You 

should be the first person to defend 
Moroccans’ rights,” said one person 
whose Facebook video was viewed 
hundreds of thousands of times.

Prime Minister Saad Eddine El 
Othmani publicly apologised to Mo-
roccans for some of his ministers’ “of-
fensive” statements, according to Al 
Ahdath Al Maghribia daily.

“Contrary to certain allegations, 
the government has never been 
against its citizens. It remains, on 
the contrary, attached to the defence 
of the interests of all citizens, all cat-
egories combined, as well as those of 
the national economy as a responsi-
ble government and emanating from 
the popular will,” said Othmani.

Celebrities expressed support for 
what they called a “civilised” boycott 
campaign due to the rising standard 
of living.

“In this civilised manner, people 
are expressing themselves and say-
ing enough is enough. This should 
be a wake-up call for those who are 
thinking of raising prices of goods 
during Ramadan,” actor Rachid el-
Ouali told Hiba TV.

Rachid Aourraz, an analyst and 
researcher at the Arab Centre for Sci-
entific Research and Human Stud-
ies, said the country’s Competition 
Council was not ensuring fair com-
petition between companies and 
control prices.

“The liberalisation of prices in 
many sectors by the former govern-
ment was not followed by a tight 
control by the Competition Council, 
which has prompted the virtual boy-

cott campaign,” said Aourraz.
The council was set up in 2008 to 

fight anti-competitive practices and 
to study the function of markets. 
However, the institution never ac-
complished the duties conferred to 
it by the Moroccan Constitution of 
2011 or the Law on the Council of the 
Competition.

Council President Abdelali Ben-
amour denounced that the groups’ 
members were not renewed.

“We do not know why the new 
members of the council have not yet 
been appointed. We thought this was 
the result of administrative slow-
ness but over time we are justified in 
thinking that there are other reasons 
behind this delay,” said Benamour.

“If the council had its powers, of 
course it could have monitored what 
is happening within some big com-
panies. We might have avoided some 
of the problems that exist today in 
the arena and helped reduce conges-
tion.”

Aourraz said the release of a re-
port by a parliamentary commit-
tee on petrol prices was blocked in 
parliament by members of the Na-
tional Rally of Independents, which 
is headed by Aziz Akhannouch, the 
minister of agriculture and fisheries.

“This shows that Akhannouch’s 
personal interests are far bigger than 
the legislative institutions, which is a 
major problem for the government’s 
credibility,” said Aourraz.

The hashtag “we are all boycott-
ing” was trending and targeted com-
panies reported heavy losses, Mo-

roccan media said.
A manager at Centrale Danone, 

whose milk was targeted by the 
boycott, told Le Site info that losses 
reached 15-20%.

“It’s a big setback but it’s not as 
bad as it sounds,” he said.

Akhannouch, who owns Akwa 
group, said: “The boycott campaign 
will not affect the sale of these prod-
ucts on the market. It is a virtual 
campaign that cannot in any case cut 
bread and butter to the 474,000 peo-
ple working in the milk sector with 
Centrale Danone.”

Government spokesman Musta-
pha El Khalfi said the price of milk 
had not increased since 2013 and 
that Centrale Danone’s profit margin 
for each litre of milk does not exceed 
“20 centimes” ($0.02).

The government issued a warning 
to boycott organisers against “dis-
closing” false information on social 
networks. “The appeal of this boy-
cott is unfounded because it is based 
on false considerations,” said Khalfi.

Aourraz said the boycott campaign 
was healthy and sound, proving that 
Moroccans had reached maturity in 
expressing anger against the rising 
cost of living.

“The amount of videos and graph-
ics that has been circulating on so-
cial media shows that Moroccans 
are well-informed and creative in 
dealing with various issues affecting 
their daily lives,” he said.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor to 
The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
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Heavy toll. Moroccans shop at a supermarket in Casablanca.                                                                                (Saad Guerraoui)

Boycott campaign sparks heated debate in Morocco

Viewpoint

Turkish voters could pay a heavy price for Erdoganomics
that is getting ever more scarce and 
its leading companies are heavily 
indebted in dollars that are becom-
ing more expensive by the day.

Last April, Erdogan barely won a 
majority on his constitutional pow-
ers and with methods that would 
not pass the acid test of democracy 
if used in Europe. The AKP lost 
its majority in June 2015 though it 
regained it in a rerun in November 
that year after conflict reignited 
between Ankara and Turkey’s Kurd-
ish minority. The AKP is running 
scared and has not forgotten that it 
lost 13 of the 20 cities that together 
amount to two-thirds of the coun-
try’s economy. Despite ruthlessly 
purging the party from the execu-
tive to municipal level, the former 
mayor of Istanbul knows he cannot 
win countrywide if he loses the 
likes of Istanbul and Izmir and their 
youth votes.

The recent appreciation of the US 
dollar has seen the market target 
currencies of countries whose mac-
roeconomic vulnerabilities are most 
acute. Turkey has been especially 
vulnerable given its large current 
account deficit, its high levels 
of foreign currency debt and its 
reliance on imported oil. But it’s Er-
dogan’s stated intention to further 
centralise power and intervene in 
monetary policy that is concerning 
seasoned economic and financial 
observers. Erdogan already enjoys 
more power than any head of state 
since the founder of modern Tur-
key, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, but his 
wish to intervene more directly to 
support the Turkish lira has raised 
eyebrows among those who have a 

stake in the country’s economy.
Erdogan harbours a deep antago-

nism towards high-interest rates, 
taking the unconventional view 
that they cause rather than curb 
inflation. Last week, he warned that 
they were “the mother and father 
of all evil,” thus fuelling concern 
that he would not allow the central 
bank the freedom to raise rates. His 
three-day visit to London was not 
reassuring for the city, as Erdogan 
told Bloomberg that cutting interest 
rates would lower inflation. “The 
lower the interest rate is, the lower 
the inflation will be,” he said, add-
ing that “the moment we take it 
down to a low level, what will hap-
pen to the cost of inputs? That will 
go down…You will be able to get the 
opportunity to sell your products at 
much lower prices…The matter is as 
simple as that.”

Nothing is so sure as King Canute 
discovered that he could not com-
mand the sea a thousand years ago. 
If Erdogan thinks he can prevail 
over market forces, a banker well 
versed in Turkish affairs claims, 
“he is going to get his feet seriously 
wet.” Erdogan argues that “when 
the people fall into difficulties be-
cause of monetary policies… they’ll 
hold the president accountable… 
Since they’ll hold the president 
accountable, we have to give off the 
image of a president who’s influen-
tial on monetary policies.” These 
words were spoken after the lira lost 
15% of its value in the past three 
months and plunged to its lowest 
level against the dollar as a result. 
Lambasting “illegitimate money 
brokers” will bring Erdogan little 

cheer but if he thinks he can com-
mand market forces, many bankers 
believe he is in for a surprise.

Erdoganomics could be plausible 
if the Turkish head of state could 
count on one of the factors that 
fuelled the country’s economic 
miracle when it was what some 
observers call a Muslim haven of 
security. Oceans of money flowed 
in, from Gulf states in particular. 
Gulf money, however, is not as fond 
of Turkey as before. Erdogan’s sup-
port for former Egyptian President 
Muhammad Morsi and Qatar has 
soured relations with most coun-
tries in the Arabian Peninsula.

Erdogan has also embarked on 
expensive military games that 
require expensive toys. His forays 
into Syria, in particular, are prov-
ing expensive and he seems to be 
engaged in a de facto coalition with 
Iran and Russia.

Adding a further fiscal stimulus 
ahead of June’s election and stat-
ing that “we are not interested in 
Turkey’s enemies, who are hiding 
behind currency rate speculators, 
the interest rate lobby or credit 
rating agencies” is a rabble-rousing 
talk that may go down well on the 
campaign trail but plays out differ-
ently in international currency mar-
kets. We shall soon know whether 
Erdogan has successfully defied the 
laws of monetary gravity and can 
command the waves. If he fails, his 
electors will pay a heavy price for 
their leader’s hubris.

Francis Ghilès is an associate 
fellow at the Barcelona Centre 
for International Affairs.

Francis Ghilès

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s deci-
sion to bring forward 
presidential and par-
liamentary elections 
to June suggests that 

many storms are gathering ahead 
of November next year when the 
elections were due. Wrong-footing 
a divided opposition was obviously 
the key reason for this attempt to 
consolidate the unbridled power 
that is not quite within his reach 
yet but which 12 victories at the 
polls since 2002 have helped make 
possible.

Delivering economic benefits to 
ordinary Turks probably wins the 
president’s Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) more votes than 
its ultra-nationalist ideology. In 
recent months, however, strong 
pump-priming has badly over-
heated the economy, worsened the 
current account deficit, seen infla-
tion soar and the lira slide. Turkey 
depends on cheap foreign credit 

Erdogan harbours a 
deep antagonism 
towards high-interest 
rates, taking the 
unconventional view 
that they cause rather 
than curb inflation.

UAE launches $45 
billion investment 
to boost refineries

Bashir names 
new oil, foreign 
ministers in Sudan 
reshuffle

Solar power could 
save scarce water 
in MENA

Egypt says 
unemployment 
falls to 10.6%

Philippines lifts 
ban for Kuwait-
bound workers

Abu Dhabi National Oil Com-
pany (ADNOC) has announced a 
$45 billion investment to modify 
an existing facility into one of the 
world’s largest integrated refining 
and petrochemicals plants.

The project aims to boost AD-
NOC’s refining capacity by 65% to 
1.5 million barrels per day by 2025, 
the state-owned firm’s CEO Sultan 
al-Jaber told a downstream invest-
ment forum.

(AFP)

Sudanese President Omar al-
Bashir on May 14 appointed new 
oil and foreign ministers in a major 
cabinet reshuffle in which four 
other ministers changed amid a 
worsening economic crisis, state 
media reported.

The reshuffle comes weeks after 
Bashir sacked his previous foreign 
minister Ibrahim Ghandour follow-
ing his comments that he had been 
unable to pay diplomats for months 
due to a shortage of funds.

(AFP)

Thirsty Middle Eastern and North 
African countries could tap into 
their solar-energy potential to cope 
with fresh water scarcity, according 
to resource experts.
Water could be saved by switch-
ing to renewable solar energy from 
fossil fuel electricity generation that 
uses up water, said the World Re-
sources Institute (WRI) on May 14.

(Thomson Reuters)

Egypt’s statistics agency says un-
employment has fallen in the first 
quarter of 2018 to 10.6% compared 
to 11.3% in the three months prior.

CAPMAS says in a May 15 state-
ment that the decrease amounted 
to a 1.4% drop compared to the 
same quarter a year earlier.

It estimates Egypt’s labour force 
at 29.2 million people — down 
86,000 from the previous quarter 
due to seasonal work — with the 
number of unemployed at 3.1 mil-
lion people.

(AP)

The Philippines May 16 lifted its 
ban on migrant workers heading to 
jobs in Kuwait, capping a diplomat-
ic row sparked when a murdered 
Filipina maid was found in her 
employer’s freezer.

The news comes days after 
Kuwait and the Philippines inked 
a deal to regulate and protect the 
hundreds of thousands of Filipino 
workers who seek higher-paid jobs 
in the wealthy Gulf state.

Following the verdict Philip-
pines President Rodrigo Duterte 
announced plans to visit Kuwait 
to seal an agreement on workplace 
safety guarantees for the Filipinos 
working in the Gulf nation.

(AFP)

Boycott campaign sparks heated debate in Morocco Briefs



20 May 20, 2018

Society

Jerusalem

P 

oet Dareen Tatour was con-
victed by an Israeli court 
this month of incitement 
to violence and supporting 

terrorist organisations because of 
social media posts, including a vid-
eo that showed one of her poems.

Tatour, 36, is an Israeli citizen 
of Palestinian origin who lives in 
Reineh, a small town near Naza-
reth in Israel. She was arrested in 
2015 after posting a video accom-
panied by the lyrics of her poem, 
called “Resist, my people, resist 
them.”

The video shows Tatour reading 
her poem against the background 
of masked Palestinians throwing 
rocks and firebombs at Israeli sol-
diers. The prosecution claimed 
that the poem calls for violent acts 
and terrorism. According to Ta-
tour, the writing was mistranslated 
and the defence called the poem 
an “expression of protest.”

“The Arabic language is rich, 
much richer than Hebrew,” said 
Ramy Sayegh, a political activist 
and member of the Balad Party 
(Israeli-Arab political party). “She 
wrote about resistance, but resist-
ance in Arabic can mean many 
things. I’m surprised they used 
this to accuse her of encouraging  
terrorism.”

The indictment included two 
other poems by Tatour and a photo 
she uploaded to Facebook that 
included the text “I am the next 
Martyr.”  According to the prosecu-
tion, Tatour encouraged suicide at-
tacks by posting the photo. Tatour 
said she published the photo in re-
sponse to the burning of Moham-
med Abu Khdeir, a 16-year-old Pal-
estinian who was kidnapped and 
murdered in 2014 one day after 
the burial of three murdered Israeli 
teenagers.

“We are being treated as enemies 

instead of citizens of Israel,” said 
poet Mahmoud Abu Areeshe from 
Jaffa. “We are talking about free-
dom of speech here. Tatour called 
for resistance because she wants 
peace. According to international 
law, resistance is allowed.”

After Tatour was arrested, she 
spent three months in detention 
and was then released to house 
arrest with an electronic monitor-
ing device. Four months later, she 
was granted the right to leave the 
house for two hours on weekends, 
but she was not allowed to go 

alone or to use a mobile phone or 
the internet.

Nearly two and a half years later, 
Tatour was convicted. “The whole 
world will hear my story. The 
whole world will hear what Israel’s 
democracy is. A democracy for 
Jews only. Only Arabs go to jail,” 
Tatour said after her conviction, 
according to the Israeli newspaper 
Haaretz. “The court said I am con-
victed of terrorism. If that’s my ter-
rorism, I give the world a terrorism 
of love,” she said.

“The trial took a long time, dur-

ing which she couldn’t work or go 
anywhere,” said Sayegh. “When 
it’s concerning security issues, 
the Israeli court often takes a long 
time, but it’s also been a long pro-
cess because this is a unique case. 
Tatour writes political poetry, 
which isn’t common. More often 
poets write about social topics.”

Poet Abu Areeshe fears that the 
conviction will influence other 
Palestinian poets and writers in 
their activities. “It’s terrifying 
what happened to Tatour. Many 
Palestinians are afraid to openly 
express their feelings and opinions 
and don’t want to be politically 
involved,” said Abu Areeshe. “As 
Palestinians in Israel we know that 
we are in danger all the time and 
that we might be targeted by the 
government, but I will continue to 
write and publish online.”

Abu Areeshe writes about the 
political situation and his personal 
experiences as an Arab citizen of 
Israel. He published his first book 
in Beirut and is working on pub-
lishing his second book online.

Tatour faces up to eight years in 
prison. While her time on house 
arrest will be taken into account 
during sentencing, Tatour will 
most likely spend time in prison.

It would not be the first time the 
Israeli government has imprisoned 
Palestinian writers. In 2017, writer 
Ahmed Qatamesh, who had spent 
time in Israeli jail before, was or-
dered to three months of admin-
istrative detention. “It’s a known 
phenomenon that writers and peo-
ple in academia are imprisoned, 
but we should continue creating 
our art,” said Abu Areeshe.

Kaja Bouman is a Dutch journalist 
in Jerusalem.

Kaja Bouman

Poetic licence. Arab-Israeli poet Dareen Tatour at her house in Reineh, last September.                 (Reuters)

In Israel, social media poetry can land you in jail

Poet Abu Areeshe fears 
that the conviction will 
influence other 
Palestinian poets and 
writers in their activities. 
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Programmes on 
Oxygene will target 
stereotypes and 
biases incompatible 
with human rights 
values and principles. 

Moroccan web TV devoted to freedoms makes debut

T 

he first internet-based 
television channel in 
Morocco dedicated 
to human rights and 
freedoms has gone 
online. The channel’s 

promoters said the channel will 
stream debates, reports and appeals 
for implementing and strengthen-
ing the culture of human rights and 
freedoms in Morocco.

“Oxygene” (Oxygen) was initiated 
by the Mediator for Democracy and 
Human Rights, a Moroccan NGO. 
It will be run by young people who 
have received extensive training in 
reporting as well as in the technical 
aspects of producing, filming and 
directing.

Jihad Balghzal, Mediator for De-
mocracy and Human Rights project 
manager, said the NGO is looking 
to contribute significantly to an 
alternative media scene conveying 
a new vision and a new approach to 
human rights and personal free-
doms. Oxygene offers the opportu-
nity to defend and promote rights 
and freedoms in formats suitable 
for online broadcasting, he said.

Belghzal said there was a ten-
dency among electronic media to 
focus on sensationalism to in-
crease the number of followers and 
profits. They often violate privacy 
and promote hateful discourse 
and violence. There is a lack of 
professionalism and a disregard 
for human rights, he said, when a 
culture of human rights should be 
the framework for disseminating 
audiovisual content.

Mediator for Democracy and 
Human Rights Secretary-General 
Khadija Marouazi said Oxygene 
planned to go beyond social and 
cultural stereotypes and outdated 
modes of communication with 
creative ways of putting together 
and presenting alternative content 
with the latest internet and audio-
visual technologies.

Merouazi praised the cooperation 

between her NGO, the Moroccan 
National Council for Human Rights 
and the UN Fund for Democracy. 
The latter provided funds for the 
project, which started two years 
ago, and provided training for 
100 people from various parts of 
Morocco.

Training included techniques 
and skills needed to produce pro-
grammes focused on human rights 
and freedoms.

The NGO gave the channel the 
slogan “Tomorrow’s reporters are 
here today.” Sponsors of the initia-
tive said they hoped that it would 
help consolidate democracy in 
mass media in Morocco by training 
new professionals in human rights 
and democracy.

They said democracy is the main 
guarantor of human rights and their 
NGO interacts with official institu-
tions involved in public policies, 

intermediary institutions, the uni-
versity, civil society organisations 
and other citizens.

National Council for Human 
Rights President Driss el-Yazami 
praised the Mediator for Democracy 
and Human Rights’ initiative and 
expressed confidence in the chan-
nel’s young reporters and techni-
cians.

He pointed out that Morocco 
needed to harness energies to 
satisfy the rights of all citizens to 
a decent living and basic rights 
guaranteed by the constitution and 
international conventions. Young 
people have an important role to 
play towards that goal since they 
represent the social engine for 
progress.

Programmes on Oxygene will tar-
get stereotypes and biases incom-
patible with human rights values 
and principles. They will present 

content designed to promote the 
culture of human rights and oppose 
the discourse of hate and violence.

Oxygene’s head of web marketing 
Abdelmoghit Chabbani said train-
ing was provided by professional 
and university instructors over two 
years in Rabat and Marrakech. The 
training sessions were crucial in 
determining the channel’s mis-
sion goals. Production of relevant 
material started immediately after 
training.

Putting together a schedule of 
relevant programmes was a chal-
lenge but, as Chabbani pointed out, 
teamwork and communication 
among the project’s stakeholders 
paid off and the channel has a bank 
of its exclusive shows that has been 
well received by its target audience.

Mohamed Alaoui is a Moroccan 
writer.

Mohamed Alaoui

Breath of fresh air. Staff members of Morocco’s first internet-based television channel Oxygene. 
                                                                                                                                                                                         (Al Arab)
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In Egypt, festive Ramadan spirit 
overshadowed by high food prices

Tenth Arab Youth Survey unfolds a decade of hopes and fears

Cairo

P 

reparations for Ramadan in 
Egypt have been clouded 
by commodity price hikes 
and economic uncertainty, 

eclipsing the traditional festive 
spirit that encompasses the holy 
month.

Millions of poor and limited in-
come Egyptians have found them-
selves incapable of joining in the 
traditional Ramadan spirit over 
fears of how they would afford to 
meet their basic needs.

“Who will buy anything at these 
prices?” asked Huweida Mohamed, 
a civil servant in her early fifties. 
“Food prices are far higher than the 
abilities of everybody to buy.”

Ramadan is a special time in 
Egypt, a country with rich cultural 
and religious traditions in con-
nection with the month. The na-
tion’s more than 140,000 mosques 
make special preparations for the 
month by holding extended after-
dusk prayers and recitations of the 
Quran.

Egyptian children prepare for 
the month by decorating the 
streets and adorning their homes 
with colourful Ramadan lanterns.

In the markets, traders parade 
all types of dried fruits and nuts in 
preparation for the shopping spree 
that usually accompanies the 
month as people host large iftar 
banquets at their homes. This year, 
some of the dried fruits and dates 
were named after national celeb-
rities, with the most expensive of 
them being named after Egyptian 
footballer Mohamed Salah.

The traders are exhibiting their 
wares, but few are buying.

“This should be the most active 
time of the year because people 
should be preparing for Ramadan 
by stoking up on amounts of food,” 
said Ahmed Sobhi, who owns a 
small supermarket in southern 
Cairo. “Nobody is, however, buy-

ing anything and it is all because of 
the rise in commodity prices.”

Some commodity prices have 
almost doubled from last year, 
which economists attribute to the 
ongoing fallout of a late 2016 deci-
sion by Egyptian monetary author-
ities to float the Egyptian pound 
against foreign currencies.

The flotation, which is part of a 
national package of economic and 
monetary reforms, caused the na-
tional currency to lose more than 
half of its value and consequently 
result in a massive rise in commod-
ity prices.

“The rise in commodity prices is, 
in fact, unprecedented and, with 
this rise, there must be suffering 
in a country where poverty is ram-
pant,” said Mukhtar al-Sherif, an 
economics professor at Mansoura 

University. “Consumers need to ra-
tion their consumption to prevent 
the prices from rising even more.”

Rationing consumption has be-
come a necessity for millions of 
Egyptians, including Huweida 
Mohamed. She said she was prom-
ised a work bonus of $28 ahead of 
Ramadan to fund needs during the 
holy month, but it has yet to ma-
terialise. Her husband, also a civil 
servant, has scrimped and saved 
for months in order to be able to 
finance their Ramadan.

“We bought a kilo of dried dates 
and a kilo of beef,” Mohamed, who 
has one child, said. “We will buy 
other needs when we get the bo-
nus.”

The authorities have sought to 
control runaway food and com-
modity prices by organising food 

fairs in most provinces where trad-
ers sell commodities at a small prof-
it margin.

The fairs, which contain all 
types of cooking oils, meats, poul-
try, fish, rice, dry pasta and dairy 
products, attracted hundreds of 
thousands of people hunting for 
discounts.

Bakers who make traditional 
Ramadan desserts such as the 
shredded phyllo pastry known as 
Knafeh and the pancakes known 
as Qatayef have been spreading 
out their primitive equipment on 
the streets and baking the dough, 

watering the mouths of passers-by.
On the streets, colourful Rama-

dan paper decorations flutter in 
the air, enriching the spirit of the 
fasting month, even if Egyptians, 
like retired nurse Hend Sayed, are 
facing tough economic conditions.

She said high food prices mean 
she would have to take a day-by-
day decision on what she can and 
can’t afford to meet the iftar needs 
of her husband and three children.

“I go to the market every day, but 
food prices are always higher than 
I can afford,” Sayed said. “I drop 
one more basic item every day, but 
I do not know whether anything 
will be left for me to put on the ta-
ble for the children in the future.”

Ibrahim Ouf is an Egyptian 
reporter based in Cairo.

Dubai

A 

majority of young Ar-
abs, especially in the Le-
vant, believe the region 
has moved in the wrong 

direction over the past decade, 
which was marked by the “Arab 
spring” upheaval and the rise of 
the Islamic State (ISIS).

Those two events most nega-
tively impacted the Middle East 
and caused it to drift off course, 
according to youth surveyed in the 
tenth ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller 
Arab Youth Survey. This year’s sur-
vey, conducted by PSB Research, 
was based on 3,500 face-to-face 
interviews with men and women 
aged 18-24 in 16 Arab states from 
January 21-February 20.

“We have been accurately track-
ing the hopes, aspirations and 
fears of Arab youth for a decade 
now,” said Sunil John, founder of 
ASDA’A Burson-Marsteller. “While 
our first survey in 2008 was re-
ceived with a mix of curiosity and 
suspicion, it laid the groundwork 
for subsequent surveys and, more 
importantly, caught the interest of 
governments, business and media 
the world over.”

The surveys “provide evidence-
based insights, offering govern-
ments, the private sector and 
civil society institutions critical 
information and analysis to inform 
their decision-making and poli-

cies,” according to ASDA’A Burson-
Marsteller’s website.

“Ultimately, we are gaining a 
better understanding of the region 
and we are building bridges be-
tween the Middle East and inter-
national communities, businesses 
and NGOs who want to know what 
the region’s youth really think and 
how they want to shape their fu-
ture,” said John.

“The 200 million Arab youth – 
comprising 65 percent of the pop-
ulation – are the region’s best hope 
for a bright future.”

The survey’s second finding 
shows that the youth’s top priori-
ties for moving the region in the 
right direction include defeating 

terrorism, creating well-paying 
jobs, reforming education and 
fighting government corruption. 
Defeating terrorism is the top pri-
ority for GCC youth, while young 
Arabs in North Africa are more 
likely to consider fighting govern-
ment corruption a bigger priority.

Young Arabs also expressed a 
high level of confidence in Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Sal-
man bin Abdulaziz and his plans 
for reform and overwhelmingly 
support the kingdom’s anti-cor-
ruption campaign; 64% of Arab 
youth surveyed considered Crown 
Prince Mohammed to be a strong 
leader, while 97% of Saudi youth 
hold that view.

Arab youth across gender and 
geographic lines also overwhelm-
ingly welcome Saudi Arabia’s 
move to allow women to drive. 
However, the vast majority of 
young Arabs (80%), and particu-
larly in Saudi Arabia (90%), want 
their governments to do more to 
improve the personal freedoms 
and rights of women.

The survey also found that 
young Arabs are convinced that 
ISIS and its ideology will be com-
pletely defeated. They increas-
ingly say ISIS is getting weaker 
while expressing a growing sense 
of confidence in the government’s 
ability to deal with the terrorist or-
ganisation. The majority, especial-
ly in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(66%) are convinced that ISIS and, 
more importantly, its ideology 
will be wiped out in the region. In 
North Africa, 55% hold this view, 
while in the Levant only 50% think 
that ISIS will be fully defeated.

Another finding this year was 
that “youth across the Middle East 
increasingly view the US as an ad-
versary, while Russia cements its 
position as the top non-Arab ally.” 
The US falls to number 11, finding 
itself out of the top five allies of 
the Arabs for the first time. Over 
the past two years, there has been 
a dramatic shift in Arab youth’s 
perceptions of the United States, 
with a solid majority now saying 
America is an adversary of their 
country.

The UAE remains the top coun-
try Arab youth want to live in and 

want their own countries to emu-
late. This is the seventh year run-
ning that young Arabs have ranked 
the UAE as the top role model for 
their own nations and as the coun-
try in which they would most like 
to live. Youth cite safety, security 
and career opportunities as the at-
tributes they most associate with 
the UAE.

Another finding was that com-
pared with those in North Af-
rica and the Gulf States, youth in 
the Levant have an increasingly 
“bleak outlook.” The latter were 
significantly more pessimistic 
than youth elsewhere in the re-
gion, with almost nine out of ten 
saying their country is moving in 
the wrong direction. Young peo-
ple in the GCC are markedly more 
optimistic, with more than eight 
in ten saying their best days are 
ahead of them.

Reflecting social and techno-
logical changes, more young Arabs 
said they got their news on social 
media than TV for the first time in 
the survey’s history, with nearly 
half saying they get their news on 
Facebook every day. Some 60% of 
young Arabs view the digital revo-
lution positively and as an impor-
tant development that has shaped 
the region over the past decade, 
with technology seen as the top 
sector among potential young 
Arab entrepreneurs.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is a
Dubai-based contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

The traders are 
exhibiting their wares, 
but few are buying.

Season of lights. A man carrying children walks among traditional Ramadan lanterns on display at a stall in Cairo.                          (Reuters)

Ibrahim Ouf

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Topping the list. A young Emirati man walks through national 
f lags on diplay in Dubai.                                                                            (AP)
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Sharjah

“F 

ragrances of the Forest 
and Photos,” an exhibi-
tion by Sudanese artist 
Salah el-Mur at the Shar-

jah Art Museum, attracted much 
critical attention with the range and 
versatility of his work.

The show comprising more than 
70 pieces — the largest display of 
artist’s work to date — was inspired 
by the artist’s childhood and early 
life.

“Salah el-Mur proved to be an 
accomplished and highly talented 
artist with skills in a range of me-
dia, including painting, illustrations 
and photography,” observed Manal 
Ataya, director-general of Sharjah 
Museums Authority. “By displaying 
the work of this prolific artist, the 
museum is celebrating the artistic 
traditions of the ethnically and cul-
turally diverse nation of Sudan.”

Born in 1966 in a village on the 
western bank of the Blue Nile, Mur 
graduated from Khartoum’s Col-
lege of Fine and Applied Art. He is 
an acclaimed painter, illustrator, 
photographer and award-winning 
film-maker, whose works have been 
displayed across Africa, the Middle 
East, Europe and North America.

What inspired him when he was 
growing up were the crochet de-
signs knitted by his mother and the 
patience with which his grandfather 
crafted his fishing nets. As he writes 
in his artist’s statement, his imagi-
nation was awakened at a young age 
and before him were “imaginary 
animals… men and women in love… 
circles and triangles in an endless 
integration with colours no one but 
me could see.”

With such rich influences and in-
spiration, it was not long before Mur 

turned to art, starting to scribble be-
fore even uttering his first words.

As an artist, he could summon 
these images at will as he stood in 
front of his canvas.

Mur’s work poses many ques-
tions and takes viewers to a dif-
ferent plane of reality that is very 
much tinged with nostalgia. It is 
also an example of the strong con-
temporary art coming from Sudan.

Each of the paintings and photos 
in “Fragrances of the Forest and 
Photos” has its own story associ-
ated with a memory, observation or 
incident from Mur’s childhood.

He depicts scenes from Al Sunut 
Forest, a popular barbecue spot for 

residents of Khartoum. His paint-
ings show the wild beauty of the 
forest, which acts as a refuge from 
the hustle and bustle of the city for 
people and animals alike.

His 2011 “Circus” series was in-
spired by scenes from a Russian 
circus that visited his hometown. 
Horses move on bright roller-
skates, a man sticks his tongue out 
before biting into a big red slice of 
watermelon and a clown oddly dis-
plays a sad demeanour.

Mur’s use of colour is very dis-
tinct and makes his works stand 
out. The strong sunlight and the 
colourful clothing of his compa-
triots seem to have influenced his 

choice of colour, characterised by 
bold dark colours in thick strokes, 
occasionally balanced by lighter 
shades.

Although the subjects in his 
paintings mostly have an enigmatic 
expression and are mostly station-
ary, there are layers of emotions 

and manifold drama beneath the 
surface, which is only subtly hinted 
at.

When family and friends are de-
picted, there is proximity but no 
real hint of intimacy anywhere in 
the frame, as if posing for someone 
else. Examples are many, includ-
ing “The Female Deer,” “The Or-
ange Tiger,” “The Queue of Lovers,” 
“A Merry Day,” “The Red Forest,” 
“A Family Day” and “The Lovers’ 
Park.”

The artist said the idea for the 
“Perfumes” series came from a 
small bag filled with hundreds of 
old Sudanese perfume tags. He 
created paintings drawing on the 
decorative patterns and explor-
ing a wide variety of subjects close 
to his heart, whether it is a family 
portrait, animals, scenery or social 
settings.

The “Perfume” series also serves 
to dish out satire with titles such 
as “Perfume of the Monkey,” “The 
Perfume of the Beauty of the Rose,” 
and “The Joker Perfume.” Charac-
ters from his other paintings appear 
in some of these works.

In “Perfume of the Hero,” Mur 
depicts a man with puffed up chest 
and muscled arms nestling a rabbit 
and a child.

In the section “Kamal Studio,” 
Mur takes the viewers inside the 
photographic studio run by his fa-
ther, Kamal al-Din Mohammed. 
The artist delves into his rich visual 
memory and lets loose his skill in 
graphics. The paintings are inspired 
by the people and the many photos 
that filled the studio in Khartoum’s 
Souq al-Sajaneh.

The section “Various Stages” 
highlights another aspect of Mur’s 
skill as a decorative artist and his 
drawing on a minute scale explor-
ing figures and symbols.

The exhibition is on view at  
Sharjah Art Museum until June 2.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Sharjah exhibit traces Sudanese artist’s trajectory

Subtle hints. “With the Local Cat,” 2017 acrylic on canvas. 
                                                                                                               (Salah el-Mur)

Different plane. “The Female Deer,” 
2017 acrylic on canvas.         (Salah el-Mur)

Mur’s work poses many 
questions and takes 
viewers to a different 
plane of reality that is 
very much tinged with 
nostalgia.

London

A  

n amazing, colour photo 
exhibition of the artisans 
of Cairo’s historic district 
of al-Darb al-Ahmar in-

troduced Londoners to an array of 
traditional crafts, including brass 
lanterns, textiles, glassware, silk 
carpets and furniture inlaid with 
mother-of-pearl.

Al-Darb al-Ahmar is home to 
1,000 artisan workshops. Forty 
monuments of Islamic architec-
ture are in the district dating to the 
Fatimid dynasty, which founded 
Cairo in the tenth century. The ar-
tisans restored some of the monu-
ments under a project sponsored 
by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture, 
which sponsored the exhibition at 
the National Geographical Society 
in London.

The photographs were taken by 
Christopher Wilton-Steer, a Lon-
don-based travel, street and por-
trait photographer. He first visited 
al-Darb al-Ahmar in January 2016 as 
part of a delegation that was being 
shown some of the mosques and 
monuments that had been restored 
by the Aga Khan Trust for Culture.

“On this first walk, I couldn’t help 
notice workshop after workshop 
producing a huge array of interest-
ing and beautiful things. I was stag-
gered at the creative output and 
energy and wanted to know more 
about this district,” Wilton-Steer 
said.

“I learnt that many of these busi-
nesses have been passed down 
several generations and that many 
of the techniques employed to pro-
duce these products are the same 
that were used hundreds and, in 

some cases, thousands of years 
ago. These crafts allow us to see 
back in time, back in history. That is 
a very precious and rare thing and 
I wanted to document it and share 
with others.”

The photos are accompanied 
by write-ups and a video that tells 
fascinating stories of the artisans, 
one of whom described al-Darb al-
Ahmar as “the soul of Egypt.”

Wilton-Steer introduces Salama, 
who has been working in his dye 
workshop near the 14th-century 
Aslam al-Silahdar Mosque for 73 
years. He arrives in the workshop at 
6am and stays until as late as he has 
to. He employs 12 people. They dye 
cotton and silk for use in clothes, 
upholstery and curtains.

“Integrity is important,” Salama 
says. “With integrity I can produce 
what people want and develop my 
business. Without integrity, there 
is no business. The neighbourhood 
has not changed. What changes is 
when the craftsman dies, the craft 
dies too. The majority of parents 
here tell their kids to work in of-
fices.”

Despite this, Salama’s sons and 
girls are learning in the tannery. 
“For us, nothing has changed [be-
cause of the revolution]. The only 
thing that has changed is the presi-
dent. Our lives, the food we eat, the 
money we earn – it is the same,” he 
says.

Another craftsman, Hasan Adri, 
started tent-making at 17 while in 
college and has been working at 
al-Khayamiya textiles for 27 years. 
“I had to fight with my father to do 
this. He wanted me to get a job but I 
could tell that something very good 
would come out of this,” he told 
Wilton-Steer.

“It started because as a boy I 
would walk along al-Khayamiya 

Street and I was so intrigued by peo-
ple working with this tiny thread. 
They would be creating beautiful 
things. I wanted to learn how it was 
done.”

Wilton-Steer also describes the 
work of Khaled Khalida whose 
company produces about 150 
wooden objects, many of which are 
stacked around in his storeroom: 
boxes, backgammon sets and orna-
mental chairs. Many share intricate 
black and white Islamic geometric 
motifs, embossed with mother-of-
pearl.

The exhibition also featured the 
crafts of women at Mezala, a social 
development organisation sup-
ported by the Aga Khan Trust for 
Culture. It works with marginal-

ised women to provide them with 
skills such as jewellery making and 
woodwork.

“I hope that the exhibition and 
media coverage it has received will 
inspire interest in al-Darb al-Ahmar 
and its artisans and encourage peo-
ple to visit this wonderful place. 
That is the main objective of this 
project,” Wilston-Steer said.

“With recent political instabil-
ity, security concerns, a faltering 
economy and a significant decline 
in tourist numbers, the future of 
many of these crafts is under threat 
and they may not last another gen-
eration.”

“It’s very sad to think Egypt and 
the world might lose this rich cul-
tural heritage but if the situation 
improves, the tourists return and 
the organisations which support 
the artisans in Cairo can better link 
those businesses to international 
markets, then things could get a lot 
better and this wonderful heritage 
could endure,” he added.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

Cairo’s traditional crafts 
showcased in London

The photo exhibition  of 
the artisans of Cairo’s 
historic district of al-Darb 
al-Ahmar introduced 
Londoners to an array of 
traditional crafts.

Creative output. Khaled Khalida at his pearl and furniture workshop.                                      (Karen Dabrowska)
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Tunis

S 

urrounded by painting-
adorned stone walls, a 
20-year-old woman stood in 
front of a painting explaining 

her techniques to the gallery’s visi-
tors.

Takwa Barnosa, a visual artist, 
travelled from Libya to Tunis to 
take part in the exhibition “Dwaya,” 
organised under the framework of a 
new Tunisian-Libyan cultural pro-
ject called “Breaking the Ice.”

While relations between Tuni-
sians and Libyans have been tenu-
ous since the 2011 uprisings, youth 
from both countries came together 
to launch a cultural initiative to 
promote the nations’ artists and 
strengthen cultural ties. The exhi-
bition, held between May 5-8, was 
the second activity of the cultural 
project, which was launched May 
4 with a concert in Tunis featuring 
musicians from Libya and Tunisia.

“Libyans and Tunisians worked 
on this project, which strives to 
break this wall between the two 
countries through art, and we found 
a great reaction from Tunisian and 
Libyan artists who expressed their 
eagerness to work on this. We called 
the project ‘Breaking the Ice’ to 
highlight the contradictions that 
exist in the relationship between 
Tunisians and Libyans,” said Henda 
Chennaoui, director of the project’s 
communications.

“Libyans and Tunisians have 
many similarities but don’t get 
along,” she added. “We are histori-
cally, politically and socially inter-
connected but the cultural image 
is different. Tunisians and Libyans 
share prejudice about each other. 
This issue cannot be explored in any 
other way than through art… Both 
Libyan and Tunisian artists played 
music on the same stage together 

and today they exhibit their work in 
the same space.”

The “Dwaya” exhibition featured 
Libyan artists Ahmed Barudi, Mo-
hamed Kharubi, Radhuane Zanati, 
Barnosa and Achref Suissi, along-
side the “Andalusiyat” exhibition 
by Tunisian artist Samira Khalfi.

Attracting a large number of at-
tendees from both Tunisia and 
Libya, the exhibition succeeded in 
drawing attention to the role of art 

in bringing the countries together.
“We need such initiatives,” said 

Barnosa, who manages an art gal-
lery in Tripoli. “Many Libyans live 
in Tunisia and visit all the time. I 
personally come here very often 
and it is very important to keep a 
good relationship.

“Here there is this image of Liby-
ans being isolated and Tunisians 
don’t know much about us even 
though we are the country next 

door. It is important to create bridg-
es between the countries. It is im-
portant to exchange with Tunisians 
and engage them,” said Barnosa, 20, 
who helped found Waraq Art Foun-
dation.

Visual Artist Barudi stressed that 
cultural and artistic initiatives could 
help bridge the gap between differ-
ent cultures. “This project express-
es our vision of art being a medium 
to reinforce communication. I hope 
this strengthens communication 
between both people,” said Barudi.

The exhibition not only served 
as an opportunity for exchange be-
tween Tunisian and Libyan artists, 
but provided a platform for the lat-
ter to share their vision of art and 
reflect on the struggles facing art-
ists.

“It is not easy but it is possible,” 
said Barnosa. “Now we are focusing 
on a new project of art in a public 
space, which is a huge challenge. 
The audience is not easy to con-
trol in public space and they don’t 
really appreciate art and there are 
different opinions as some people 
consider art dangerous, taboo, for-
bidden religiously. It is a slow pro-
cess.”

She explained further: “Visual 
art is still much easier to exhibit in 
Libya and it is more present than 
theatre and cinema. Theatre is dead 
and there is no movie theatre that 
is open. The reasons it is important 
for artists to continue their work de-
spite difficult conditions in Libya.

“The situation of art in Libya 
has been affected like all areas of 
life,” said Barudi. “… As artists, we 
should not let these circumstances 
affect us for we, those with es-
sence, should continue to create 
and thrive.

“I will not give up on showcasing 
my work in my country. Before ex-
hibiting my work abroad, I will try 
to do it first in Libya. Even if they 
closed the gallery, I will display 

it on the outer walls.  If I don’t do 
this, then I would have admitted 
the defeat, which I cannot tolerate. 
My success and triumph should be 
inside Libya.”

Zanati, another participant, 
stressed that art can play a role in 
helping society recover from con-
flict.

“We need to rely on ourselves 
first,” said Zanati. “We are the ones 
building the country and society. 
The artist has the role of leading his 
society to evolve and have the cul-
ture develop which could be done 
only through art. We need to open 
up to the world and carry a message 
of peace.”

The recent exhibition is one of 
many activities aimed at shedding 
light on the artistic scene in Libya.

“I believe we reached our goals 
as youth from both countries found 
common ground beyond silly jokes 
of stereotypes and prejudice to in-
teract and get to know each other,” 
said Azza Derbali, project manager. 
“I think we managed to build an ar-
tistic bridge.”

“And for once the exchange is 
not that of smuggling contraband 
or terrorism,” she added. “Libya, 
which still suffers from the rem-
nants of dictatorship and the war, 
still has many young people resist-
ing, which is but one story of many 
from an unknown Libya.”

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel 
and Culture contributor to 
The Arab Weekly.

Roua Khlifi

Inspiring dialogue. Libyan artist Ahmed Barudi poses in front of a 
painting at the  “Dwaya” exhibition in Tunis.                  (Breaking the Ice)

Tunisian and Libyan artists ‘breaking the ice’ through culture project

“Breaking the ice” is a 
collaborative effort by a 
group of Tunisians and 
Libyans who seek to 
change the image of their 
countries presented in 
the media.

Cairo

O 

m Sameh powerfully taps 
on the drum while sing-
ing, with her deep, strong 
voice, Sufi chants praising 

Prophet Mohammad and other holy 
figures. She sways right and left, ac-
companied by a female chorus that 
follows her moves and beats their 
own drums.

Enthusiastic applause greeted the 
performance that bestowed an ex-
otic and spiritual atmosphere help-
ing release negative energy from 
the performers and the audience.

Om Sameh, 68, stood firmly on 
the stage of the Egyptian Centre for 
Culture and Arts-Makan in Cairo 
like a maestro controlling the en-
tire scene. She is the lead singer of 
Mazaher ensemble performing Zar 
music, a fading Egyptian legacy.

Zar is a community healing ritual 
of drumming and dancing in which 
women play a leading role and men 
have secondary parts. Many of the 
poly-rhythmic songs and chants are 
very distinct from other Egyptian 
music traditions.

The music of Mazaher, one of 
the last remaining Zar groups, is in-
spired by three styles of Zar music: 
the Upper Egyptian Zar, Abul Gheit 
Zar and the Sudanese or African Zar.

Throughout each performance, 
communication with unseen spir-
its is driven by the persistent and 
varied drum rhythms and energetic 

movements of the performers in an 
intense rhythmic interaction that 
can lead to an altered state of con-
sciousness and, even, trance.

Zar practitioners have been stig-
matised and are commonly por-
trayed in Egyptian cinema as people 
who release demons from a person. 
In addition to perpetuating the leg-
acy, the aim of Mazaher is to correct 
the notion of Zar music being a form 
of exorcism and tell people that Zar 
Art is different from the Ancient Zar 
shown on media outlets, Om Sameh 
said.

“We have nothing to do with 
exorcism. The aim of Zar is to har-
monise the inner selves of the par-
ticipants. Our music and songs are 
spiritual and help relieve listeners 
from stress and bad vibes,” she said.

The experience of Zar could be ca-
thartic, a physical and spiritual pu-
rification that leaves one calm and 
ready to face the world again.

“The audiences who belong to dif-
ferent nationalities always say that 
they felt relieved and calm after at-
tending our performances. That’s 
a gift from God that we can’t really 
explain,” Om Sameh said.

Mazaher has been playing tra-
ditional music, inspired by the 
captivating musical culture of Up-
per Egypt. Their unique sound has 
helped them win the admiration of 
many music lovers in Cairo.

“I got out of the performance feel-
ing relieved even though I didn’t 
understand any word. I’m not sure 
how and why,” said Benno Khul-
mann, a 30-year old German na-
tional.

Heba Ahmed, an Egyptian uni-
versity student, said she felt as re-
lieved. “I know Zar music has noth-
ing to do with releasing demons 
but I really feel that my demons 
have got out of me today,” she said, 
laughing.

Om Sameh has been singing since 
she was 11 years old. Her mother 
was also a Zar singer and she started 

singing with her mother when she 
was a little girl in Upper Egypt. De-
spite her carrying the Zar flag from 
her mother, none of her children 
have followed in her footsteps.

The band includes members from 
different governorates in Upper 
Egypt.

Like Om Sameh, Mazaher lead 
male singer Ahmed al-Shankahawy 
started practising Zar with his fam-
ily when he was young.

“My mother and grandmother 
were Zar singers themselves. I used 
to observe them closely till I grasped 
the skills of the job,” he said.

Shankahawy recalled the feelings 

of awe and deep spirituality when 
he sings. “It’s as if I’m out of time 
and place when I sing. It’s some-
thing I can’t describe with words,” 
he said.

Mazaher was founded by Makan 
owner Ahmed el-Maghraby in 1999. 
“At the time there was no fixed  
   venue for the group to give perfor-
mances so we did perform abroad 
till Makan was established and be-
came a permanent venue for Maza-
her and other groups,” he said.

Mazaher has performed in France, 
Poland, Denmark, Belgium, Italy, 
Spain, Sweden and Germany. It has 
also given concerts in Morocco, Tu-

nisia, Lebanon, India and Pakistan.
Mazaher musicians and singers 

are among the few Zar practitioners 
in Egypt who attempt to preserve 
the unique musical heritage. De-
spite their success, the practice of 
Zar music has nearly vanished.

“There are no notes for Zar mu-
sic. Neither are the songs we sing 
written. They are transmitted orally 
from one generation to another. 
The one who dies takes the knowl-
edge with him or her,” Om Sameh 
said sadly.

Marwa al-A’sar is a Cairo-based 
journalist.

Mazaher ensemble maintains Zar music heritage in Egypt
Marwa al-A’sar

Unique heritage. Om Sameh performs on the stage of the Egyptian Centre for Culture and 
Arts-Makan in Cairo.                                                                                                                                                                                                                    (Marwa al-A’sar)

The music of Mazaher is 
inspired by three styles of 
Zar music: the Upper 
Egyptian Zar, Abul Gheit 
Zar and the Sudanese or 
African Zar.
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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

Dubai: 
Through May 31

Taking place at Burj Khalifa, 
the LED light show illuminates 
every evening the tapering 
needle-like exterior of the Burj 
Khalifa using a hi-tech 3D mov-
ing installation known as video 
mapping technology. The show 
is organised by Hungarian 3D 
dance troupe Freelusion.

Tunis: 
Through June 10

The 36th Tunis Medina Festival 
is set for the Municipal Theatre 
of Tunis, Dar Lasram, Dar 
Hussein, Tahar Haddad Club in 
addition to the new Opera Hall 
of the Culture City. The festival 
includes concerts by Salatin al-
Tarab from Syria, Zied Gharsa 
from Tunisia, Gnaoua from Mo-
rocco and others. Many street 
performances are scheduled.

Jounieh: 
June 16-29

The Jounieh Summer Festival, 
set near Jounieh Bay north 
of Beirut, will include perfor-
mances from international 
artists such as James Arthur, 
Julien Clerc and Il Divo.

Rabat: 
June 22-30

The 17th Mawazine Festival 
takes place in Rabat and fea-
tures international and local 
musical performances.

Cairo: 
June 25-July 2

Raqs of Course is a week-long 
Egyptian dance festival that 
includes workshops, competi-
tions and performances.

Marrakech: 
July 1-31

The Marrakech Festival of 
Popular Arts and Folklore 
showcases traditional Moroc-
can music, dance and customs 
from through the ages. Visitors 
are invited to attend concerts, 
exhibitions and Moroccan 
street troupe performances.

Zouk Mikael: 
July 8-16

Set in a renovated old souk in 
Zouk Mikael, Lebanon, the an-
nual Zouk Mikael International 
Summer Festival features Arab 
and international artists.

Carthage: 
July 13-August 15

The Carthage Festival is one 
of the oldest arts and cultural 
events in North Africa, drawing 
a mix of local and international 
performers to Tunisia over 
several weeks. Performances 
take place at the Amphitheatre 
of Carthage.

Cairo: 
During August

Organised by the Cairo Opera 
House, the annual Citadel 
Festival for Music and Singing 
is scheduled for the Saladin 
Citadel and the Opera House 
over two weeks. The festival 
includes concerts of classical 
Arab music in addition to con-
temporary performances.
 

Cairo

A 

l Sharifain Street in the 
heart of Cairo’s bustling 
city centre has become a 
favourite venue for artists 

and art-lovers after a makeover 
provided dedicated space for art 
activities.

Painters, musicians, singers, co-
medians and makeup artists con-
verge every Sunday behind the 
century-old building of the Cen-
tral Bank of Egypt to display their 
works and earn a living.

The location, which for decades 
had been a spot for street sellers 
and coffee shops, was convert-
ed into an open-air art centre to 
change the chaotic image of Cai-
ro’s downtown.

“We have totally changed every-
thing in the street, from the paint-
ing of the fronts of its buildings to 
its tiles,” said Mohamed Abu Seda, 
the head of the National Organisa-
tion for Urban Harmony, the gov-
ernment agency responsible for 

restoring downtown Cairo. “Our 
aim is to turn this part of the cen-
tre of the capital into a gathering 
point for innovative people of all 
types.”

A street is pedestrian-only and, 
apart from painting the fronts of 
the buildings and changing the 
tiles, authorities have increased 
green spaces. Beautiful palm trees 
were planted in the middle of 
the street and on both sides and 
benches were installed for visitors 
to watch artists at work.

Portraitist Ahmed Fathi, 23, said 
he has been unemployed since 
graduation a year ago. When he 
heard about the street turning into 
a venue for artists, he applied for 
space.

“I go to the street to draw peo-
ple and everybody loves it,” Fathi 
said. “The street is giving artists 
like me the chance to exhibit their 
work, which is a great service.”

At a time of economic duress 
and scarce employment opportu-
nities, especially for arts profes-
sionals, the public art space gives 
artists badly needed exposure.

Guitarist Tamer al-Maghrabi, 27, 
who plays his guitar in Al Sharifain 
every Sunday, said he was mak-
ing useful contacts that brought 
him work and money. “People are 
coming to me, getting my phone 
number and asking me to play at 
their wedding parties,” he said.

The Sound and Light Company 
— famous for its work on the Great 
Pyramids of Giza — manages the 
street lighting, using its expertise 

to give the buildings the light ac-
centuation they deserve.

Downtown Cairo is one of the 
most architecturally rich areas in 
Egypt. It adorns a mix of Arabic 
culture and different European ar-
chitectural styles. The Cosmopoli-
tan Hotel, which was constructed 
in 1923 by Italian architect Alfonso 
Sasso, and the headquarters of 
the Central Bank of Egypt, built 
in 1890 as a hotel, are examples of 
iconic buildings.

One thing that all Egyptians 
agree on is that time has taken a 
toll on this place.

The overhaul of Al Sharifain 
Street cost $681,000. The project 

was mainly funded through dona-
tions by banks, Egyptian business-
men and major global companies 
with offices in downtown Cairo.

The makeover of Al Sharifain is 
part of an ambitious $34 million 
plan to turn the centre of Cairo 
into a tourist site. Despite its many 
attractions, the centre of the Egyp-
tian capital has been deserted by 
tourists for many years because of 
its overcrowding and chaotic na-
ture.

Downtown Cairo, which is only 
metres from the Nile and the old 
Egyptian Museum that is home to 
tens of thousands of ancient Egyp-
tian artefacts, is also an open-air 
architectural museum. The centre 
of the capital contains hundreds of 
buildings that were designed and 
constructed by Italian, Greek, Ger-
man and British engineers.

It is the most expensive spot in 
Cairo, with some of the country’s 
most important hotels, restau-
rants, commercial shops and bars.

Downtown Cairo’s overhaul in-
cludes renewing building facades, 
closing coffee shops, transforming 
the streets into pedestrian zones 
and converting commercial activi-
ties to the service of tourists.

Al Sharifain Street, Abu Seda 
said, stood only as a model for the 
rest of downtown Cairo.

“All artists would find the space 
they need at the centre of the city. 
Downtown Cairo suffered enough 
neglect in the past decades, and 
we are keen on restoring it to 
its traditional beauty and hav-
ing it a centre of art once again,”  
he added.

Open-air art 
centre gives 
downtown 
Cairo a facelift
Amr Emam

Pedestrian-only. 
A view of the 
renovated Al
Sharifain Street 
in Cairo.  (Amr Emam)

Cultivating 
talents. 
Children 
draw in Al 
Sharifain 
Street in 
Cairo. 

(Amr Emam)

Needed space. A portraitist at work in Al Sharifain Street in Cairo.
                          (Amr Emam)

Bustling venue. Participants at a workshop for children held in Al 
Sharifain Street in Cairo.                        (Amr Emam)

Downtown Cairo’s overhaul 
includes renewing building 
facades, closing coffee 
shops and transforming the 
streets into pedestrian 
zones.


