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n the fourth day of the offen-
sive aimed at liberating Yem-
en’s city of Hodeidah from 
Iran-supported Houthi rebels, 

Saudi-led coalition forces entered 
Hodeidah International Airport.

“Army forces backed by the re-
sistance and the Arab alliance 
freed Hodeidah international air-
port from the grip of the Houthi 
militia,” the pro-coalition Yemeni 
military announced on June 16.

Engineers were said to be clear-
ing the area around the airport 
from mines.

The announcement indicates a 
sharp blow to the Houthi militia 
and possibly a major turning point 
in the 3-year-old war in Yemen. 
The capture of the airport allows 

coalition forces to cut Houthi sup-
ply lines to Sana’a.  

Forces supporting the interna-
tionally recognised Yemeni gov-
ernment supported by Arab coali-
tion troops launched Operation 
Golden Victory on June 13 to liber-
ate Hodeidah, which is suspected 
of being the main location for 
smuggling weapons to Houthi re-
bels. A force of an estimated 9,300 
ground troops took part in the op-
eration.

“This deadlock must end,” the 
UAE Minister of State for Foreign 
Affairs, Anwar Gargash said in a 
statement. “Depriving the Hou-
this of their control of Hodeidah 
port, at the Yemeni government’s 
request, answers the call of the 
people of Hodeidah for freedom 
from the Houthi rule. It means that 
the Houthis will no longer be able 
to impose their will at the barrel  
of a gun.”

Saudi Ambassador to the United 
States Prince Khalid bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz said on Twitter 
ahead of  the operation: “The Hou-
this have launched 150 ballistic 
missiles against civilian areas in 
Saudi Arabia, latest of which was 
intercepted [June 14]… no nation 
can accept such a threat to its land 
and people on its borders.”

The pro-Iranian rebels have fired 
missiles deep into Saudi Arabia 
and threatened to launch similar 
attacks at the United Arab Emir-
ates.

Prince Khalid said that to ad-
dress humanitarian concerns “in a 
sustainable and effective manner” 
Yemen needs to be “liberated” 
from Houthi control. “Those mili-
tants are accused of disrupting the 
distribution of humanitarian sup-
plies,” he said.

There are fears that the Hodei-
dah offensive could exasperate the 

perilous situation civilians face in 
Yemen.

The spokesman for the Saudi-led 
coalition, Colonel Turki al-Maliki, 
told Al Arabiya television that anti-
Houthi forces advanced along sev-
eral fronts, “cautiously” to avoid 
civilian casualties. He also said ci-
vilians in key areas were being pre-
vented from leaving by the rebels.

UAE Minister of State for In-
ternational Cooperation Reem 
al-Hashimy said Hodeidah port 
would remain open and that the 
Saudi-led coalition was preparing 
a plan to deliver aid to the city and 
surrounding areas.

“We have ships, planes and 
trucks with food supplies and 
medicine to address the immedi-
ate needs of the people,” Hashimy 
said in an official statement.

“Hodeidah port remains open 
to shipping. Should the Houthis 
attempt to further damage and 

destroy any port or logistics infra-
structure, we have also put contin-
gency plans in place to move aid 
by other methods to Hodeidah and 
points beyond,” she said.

Hashimy said that, besides the 
$14 billion provided by the coali-
tion in aid for Yemen, the coalition 
would work with aid agencies to 
ensure that, once the port is lib-
erated, “we will quickly increase 
the capacity of the port and the 
amount of aid flowing through it.”

UN Envoy for Yemen Martin Grif-
fiths, who arrived in Sana’a on 
June 16,  was expected to propose 
the Houthis give control of Hodei-
dah to a UN-supervised commit-
tee, Agence France-Presse report-
ed.  

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

Tunis

A 

rab countries hit a rough 
patch in the opening 
matches of the 2018 FIFA 
World Cup, with Saudi Ara-

bia, Egypt and Morocco each losing, 
but fans across the region are hope-
ful their fortunes could reverse.

The quadrennial tournament, 
which features a record number of 
Arab teams, kicked off June 14 with 
a dominant performance by host 
country Russia against Saudi Arabia.

Russia defeated the Saudis, 5-0, 
as Russian President Vladimir Putin 
and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz watched. 
The two leaders, seen smiling and 
laughing together throughout the 

match, have high hopes for their 
teams, but are looking to score more 
than goals during the tournament.

Russia, which invested $13 billion 
to organise the event, hopes to use 
the limelight to bolster its soft pow-
er and global stature. Saudi Arabia, 
which has dozens of female fans 
attending their first international 
football matches in Russia, looks to 
present a more tolerant image as it 
pushes liberal-minded reforms at 
home, including greater participa-
tion of women in sports.

“I came all the way here for the 
sake of our national team,” Saudi 
national Reem al-Muteiry told the 
Associated Press. “The presence 
of Saudi women here should be a 
source of pride for both the king-
dom and the team.”

The second day of the tourna-
ment proved disappointing for re-

gional favourite Egypt, which fell 
1-0 to Uruguay after a last-minute 
header by Jose Maria Gimenez. The 
Pharaohs, however, remain opti-
mistic, because injured star striker 
Mohamed Salah is expected in the 
second match against Russia on 
June 19.

Former Egypt manager Bob Brad-
ley told MLSsoccer.com he is opti-
mistic about the team’s chances but 
that it would “go into the next game 
knowing their chance to move out 
of the group is on the line.”

The Moroccans also suffered a 
heartbreaking 1-0 defeat in their 
first match. Despite a tough-fought 
match, the team allowed an own 
goal in the 95th minute, handing 
Iran its first World Cup victory since 
1998.

“It was the worst thing that could 
have happened in injury time,”  

Morocco head coach Herve Renard 
told BBC Sport. “We can only blame 
ourselves. We gave away a free kick, 
then we scored against our own 
team.”

Despite tough odds in a group 
stacked with England, Belgium and 
Panama, Tunisian fans were con-
fident their team could put on a 
strong performance.

“I’m hopeful based on the last 
performances we’ve seen. We have 
a good team,” said Tunisian fan 
Ahmed Nasri.

With the tournament’s open-
ing games around Eid al-Fitr, the 
Muslim holiday that concludes 
Ramadan, fans throughout the re-
gion gathered alongside family and 
friends to watch the matches.

Odds for viewership of the tour-
nament in the region were boosted 
after Qatari sports network beIN 
gave in to regional pressure and 
announced it would show 22 of the 
tournament’s games for free across 
the Middle East and North Africa, 
where it has broadcasting rights.

The decision came after an outcry 
from fans faced with restricted ac-
cess to the games due to high broad-
casting fees.

Stephen Quillen is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Battle for Hodeidah a major 
turning point in Yemen’s war

Arab teams off to slow start in World Cup but fans hold out hope
Stephen Quillen

Mohammed Alkhereiji

A column of Yemeni pro-government forces and armoured vehicles arrives in al-Durayhimi district, about 9km south of Hodeidah International Airport, on June 13.
Closing in.  (AFP)
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he liberation of Hodeida In-
ternational Airport appeared 
to open the way for the de-
livery of much-needed relief 

for civilians in Yemen’s port city of 
Hodeidah and surrounding areas. 
After seizing control of the airport, 
forces loyal to Yemeni President Abd 
Rabbo Mansour Hadi said engineers 
were clearing mines from south of 
the city of some 600,000 people on 
the Red Sea.

The Emirates  Red Crescent (ERC) 
sent a convoy carrying 10,000 food 
baskets and other supplies to ar-
eas of Hodeidah province that were 
liberated from the Houthi rebels. 
The humanitarian aid would help 
70,000 civilians in Hodeidah, the 
Emirati news agency WAM reported.

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates said they will establish 
a continuous shipping lane from 
Jazan, Saudi Arabia and Abu Dhabi 
to Hodeidah, which would allow for 
deliveries of food, medical and oil 
supplies.

“We have several ships stationed 
and we have storage capacity very 
close to Hodeidah fully stocked up,” 
Reem al-Hashimy, the UAE minister 
of state for international coopera-
tion, said.

Colonel Turki al-Malki, spokes-
man for the Saud-led coalition sup-
porting the internationally recog-
nised government in its war against 

the Houthis, said on Saudi state-
owned Al Ekhbariya television that 
two aid ships were waiting in waters 
near the port.

The UAE and Saudi Arabia will 
distribute food supplies and support 
the delivery of medical staff, equip-
ment and supplies for hospitals, 
Hashimy said.

“We have as well planes that are 
out of the UAE and that are ready to 
be flown in once the situation allows 
for that,” he added.

Officials also said they would 
work on establishing consistent  

electrical supplies.
The plan is to be carried out by 

Saudi Arabia’s King Salman Human-
itarian Aid and Relief Centre and the 
ERC. Hashimy said the UAE would 
use its military base in Eritrea to 
transport aid.

The assault on Hodeidah began 
around midnight June 13 after Iran-
backed Houthis ignored a deadline 
to withdraw from the city and port. 
The Saudi-UAE aid plan was set up 
to help keep the military operation 
from causing a humanitarian dis-
aster. The coalition promised to in-

crease supplies to the area once the 
Houthis are driven out of the port.

UAE Ambassador to Germany Ali 
al-Ahmed said there were 60,000 
tonnes of humanitarian aid on ships 
and trucks ready to move into the 
region once the fighting died down. 
“It’s very important for our cred-
ibility to make sure that people 
in need get the help they need,”  
Ahmed said.

Coalition members also plan to lift 
import restrictions they imposed on 
Hodeidah. They said they hoped re-
capturing the city could open a path 

to retake Sana’a.
Since the beginning of the Arab 

coalition’s military intervention in 
2015, there have been repeated re-
ports of Houthi attempts to disrupt 
relief efforts. The Saudi-led coali-
tion has tried to open liberated areas 
to humanitarian assistance. After 
the liberation of Aden in July 2015, 
the coalition used the port to deliver 
humanitarian goods. Electricity and 
water supplies were restored, more 
than 150 schools renovated, dam-
aged hospitals were made functional 
and other projects were implement-
ed to assist the local population. 
Similar efforts were undertaken in 
Mukalla and eastern Yemen.

The recapture of Hodeidah would 
deprive the Houthis of their main 
source of income. It would also take 
away their suspected main loca-
tion for smuggling weapons, alleg-
edly from Iran. Those armaments 
include ballistic missiles that have 
been fired at Saudi Arabia.

The assault on Houthi positions in 
Hodeidah by three Yemeni factions 
allied with the government, in part-
nership with Saudi and UAE forces, 
highlights intra-Yemeni rivalries and 
the thorny regional dynamics pit-
ting Arab countries against Iran.

The US State Department warned 
against an assault on Hodeidah but 
its line softened in recent weeks. On 
June 12, US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo said the United States was 
monitoring the situation but re-
frained from making any explicit re-
quest of coalition members.

The Arab Weekly staff

Easing the suffering. File picture shows workers unloading wheat from a cargo ship in the Red Sea 
port of Hodeidah.                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)

Arab aid plan to bring much-needed relief to Yemen’s Hodeidah
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emeni pro-government 
and coalition forces took 
control of Hodeidah Inter-
national Airport, 72 hours 

after launching Operation Golden 
Victory to capture the key port of 
Hodeidah from Iran-allied rebels.

“Breaking: army forces support-
ed by the resistance and the Arab 
coalition liberate #Hodeidah inter-
national airport from the grasp of 
the Houthi militias. The engineer-
ing team is starting to cleanse the 
airport and surrounding areas from 
mines and explosive devices,” the 
media wing of the internationally 
recognised government of Yemen 
said on Twitter.

The Associated Press quoted 
Yemeni officials as saying that doz-
ens of pro-government fighters had 
been killed since Golden Victory 
began on June 13 while  the bod-
ies of Houthi fighters were strewn 
across the front lines.

The United Arab Emirates, whose 
ground forces played a central role 
in the battle for Hodeidah, reported 
four casualties on the first day of 
operations. Nine Yemeni soldiers 
were killed, while 30 fatalities were 
reported among Houthi ranks.

A dispute between the Yemeni 
government and the United Arab 
Emirates seemed to have been re-
solved, unifying the ranks of the 
anti-Houthi coalition. Tensions be-
tween the government of Yemeni 
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi 
and the UAE over the latter’s rela-
tions with Yemen’s southern sepa-
ratists flared when UAE forces were 

accused of occupying the Yem-
eni island of Socotra. Saudi Arabia 
stepped in to mediate a truce.

Hadi travelled to Abu Dhabi on 
June 13 and met with UAE Crown 
Prince Sheikh Mohammed bin 
Zayed al-Nahyan to discuss the 
fight against the Houthis and hu-
manitarian relief efforts, the Yem-
eni pro-government Saba news 
agency said.

Sheikh Mohammed noted that 
the meeting coincided with the an-
niversary of the liberation of Aden 
and that “more victories will fol-
low.”

Saudi and UAE media said Opera-
tion Golden Victory would force the 
rebels to the negotiation table. Sau-
di media outlets carried statements 
by Saudi Ambassador to Yemen Mo-
hammed al-Jaber saying: “I bring 
you good news… Hodeidah is being 
liberated and Yemen is breathing.”

The day after the operation began, 
Saudi news channel Al Ekhbariya 
showed the Saudi-led military coa-
lition preparing for the operation 
with fighter jets, armoured vehicles 
and missile launchers. The channel 
carried interviews with Yemenis 
thanking Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud and the coalition 
for their support.

In the UAE, Al-Ittihad newspaper 
described Operation Golden Vic-
tory as the “Hour of Truth” in its 
lead editorial. It claimed the Hou-
this had “hijacked” Hodeidah and 
“turned it and its people into hos-
tages.”

The editorial added that the oper-
ation’s goal was to save Yemen from 
those who want to “turn it into an 
agent country rather than an inde-
pendent sovereign one,” a clear ref-
erence to Iran.

“This deadlock must end,” UAE 
Minister of State for Foreign Affairs, 
Anwar Gargash said in a statement. 
“Depriving the Houthis of their con-
trol of Hodeidah port, at the Yem-
eni government’s request, answers 
the call of the people of Hodeidah 
for freedom from the Houthi rule. 
It means that the Houthis will no 
longer be able to impose their will 

at the barrel of a gun.”
Hodeidah is believed to be the 

Houthi militia’s main source of 
weapons smuggled from Iran. 
Those weapons include missiles 
that have been fired into Saudi Ara-
bia. Rebels have also threatened to 
launch missile attacks at the UAE.

The United Nations and several 
Western countries, including the 
United States, have said they are 
aware of Iran’s support for the Hou-

this through arms supplies.
Though not involved in the cur-

rent operation, the United States 
is said to be supplying the coali-
tion with intelligence and warplane 
fuel.

The Hodeidah offensive had been 
delayed over humanitarian con-
cerns. The Yemeni government and 
the Saudi-led coalition have called 
for the port to be put under the con-
trol of international monitors.

UN Envoy for Yemen Martin Grif-
fiths arrived in Sana’a on June 16 to 
propose that the militia cede con-
trol of Hodeidah to a UN-supervised 
committee to stop the fighting.

Yemen’s internationally rec-
ognised government returned to 
Aden, its temporary capital. Hadi 
and Prime Minister Ahmed Obeid 
bin Daghr arrived in the city on June 
14. Hadi performed Eid prayers and 
visited Saudi and UAE bases.

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Operation Golden Victory shows 
coalition’s resolve to defeat Houthis

Coalition spokesman Turki 
al-Maliki said:  “We will not 
fight a street war with the 
Houthis in Hodeidah city, 
for the safety of civilians.”
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t has barely been a month 
since controversial Shia cleric 
Muqtada al-Sadr swept to 
victory in the Iraqi national 
elections, causing analysts 
and news organisations to de-

scribe it as an upset and a blow to 
the pro-Iran camp that has domi-
nated Iraqi politics for 15 years.

Already, however, the election 
losers are trying to torpedo the 
winners, with political violence 
complementing the customary 
horse trading that follows Iraqi 
elections. Much of the controversy 
involved allegations of voter fraud, 
leading to fraught tensions and 
deadly exchanges.

In one of the more clear exam-
ples of bizarre election results, 
Kirkuk governorate has been 
wracked by civil instability, bomb 
attacks and protests by Arab and 
Turkmen populations claiming 
they have been robbed of their 
right to fair democratic representa-
tion.

The Patriotic Union of Kurdistan 
(PUK) party, founded by late Iraqi 
president and long-time Kurd-
ish separatist Jalal Talabani, took 
six of the 12 seats available in the 
multi-ethnic governorate. The 
PUK’s success was so pronounced 
that it unseated lawmakers from 
the Iraqi Turkmen Front (ITF) and 
the Kirkuk Arab Coalition, which 
had represented communities in 
districts dominated by their ethnic 
groups.

The independent International 
Crisis Group (ICG) released a 
report at the end of May stating it 

was very likely that the PUK had 
defrauded the elections and how 
such inconsiderate and uncon-
scionable actions could lead to 
ethnic violence.

The ICG report said the re-
sults suffered from “two striking 
incongruities: The PUK won in 
several non-Kurdish areas where 
the party is not known to have any 
support… and turnout was low in 
Kurdish areas compared to past 
elections.”

In other words, not only did 
Kurds not bother to vote in large 
numbers due to disaffection with 

the PUK, which sided with Bagh-
dad in quelling Kurdish independ-
ence, but the PUK seemed to win 
in areas where Turkmen and Arab 
citizens have a long history of hat-
ing Kurdish separatists.

These factors led to near con-
tinuous protests and disorder. ITF 
leader Arshad al-Salihi warned 
that ethnic-based violence could 
break out if Iraqi authorities did 
not do something about the al-
leged fraud.

The violence has spread to other 
parts of Iraq, including Baghdad 
and the surrounding areas, as pre-

dominantly pro-Iran Shia Islamist 
parties fight out for supremacy.

A suspected sabotage of an am-
munition depot near a mosque 
in Baghdad’s Sadr City caused 
a massive explosion that killed 
seven people and wounded scores 
of others.

More suspiciously, and after 
the outgoing parliament ordered 
a manual recount of all votes 
cast, Iraq’s largest ballot storage 
warehouse was set ablaze in what 
is being deemed a blatant attempt 
to prevent any fair and accurate 
assessment of the extent of voter 
fraud.

Seemingly no one is happy with 
the elections, not least Iraqi voters 
themselves, who by and large boy-
cotted the vote. Voter turnout was 
historically low at around 45%.

However, for those who did 
vote, events since the elections 
are not inspiring confidence in 
the political process that was 
already under fire for being rife 
with corruption and dominated by 
politicians who are part of armed 
factions serving foreign agendas.

Further meddling with an 
already unstable electoral system 
— as distinct from a democratic 
system, which Iraq is a long way 
away from — could lead to devas-
tating violence that would bleed 
Iraq dry after decades of war and 
hardship.

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

Iraq’s democracy burns in the fires of voter fraud allegations
Viewpoint

Meddling with an 
already unstable 
electoral system 
could lead to 
devastating violence.

Tallha
Abdulrazaq

Who’s afraid of the ballot box? Iraqi electoral officials work to 
salvage ballot boxes from a fire at Baghdad’s largest ballot box 
storage site, on June 10.                                                                             (AP)
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ivisions among Iraqi poli-
ticians over how to deal 
with voting fraud and ir-
regularities during May’s 

parliamentary elections appear to 
have prompted Shia cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr to form a political alliance 
with his electoral rival, Iran-backed 
Hadi al-Amiri, as a way out of the 
crisis that has engulfed the coun-
try.

Al-Sadr, whose Marching To-
wards Reform alliance won the 
most seats — 54 — in the elections 
had previously ruled out joining 
forces with Conquest Coalition, 
which was second with 47 seats. 
There are 329 seats in Iraq’s Council 
of Representatives.

The election campaigns of both 
camps prided themselves on being 
opposed to each other. While al-
Sadr’s supporters stressed the need 
for the country to be independent 
of Iran’s influence, Amiri’s camp 
viewed Iranian Supreme Leader Ali 
Khamenei as a source of political 
guidance.

Just few days before announcing 
his alliance with Amiri, whose list 
is dotted with militiamen, al-Sadr 
had called for a nationwide disar-
mament of Iraqi militias after an 
ammunitions cache exploded in 
Baghdad’s Sadr City, killing 18 peo-
ple.

Calls for a partial recount of the 
votes increased as evidence of 
fraud surfaced. A government in-
vestigation into the allegations re-
ported serious misconduct by the 
Independent High Elections Com-
mission (IHEC).

“There may have been some vio-
lations by candidates but the elec-
tion commission bears the largest 
share of the responsibility,” said 
Iraqi Prime Minister Haider al-Aba-

di, whose Victory Alliance claimed 
the third-most seats, 42.

Abadi ordered a criminal in-
vestigation into what he termed 
“dangerous” and “widespread ma-
nipulation” of elections. Top IHEC 
members were banned from travel 
but constitutionally the govern-
ment is not authorised to order a 
recount.

The IHEC consistently objected 
to a partial recount, which is within 
its authority, although it promised 
to check candidates’ complaints.

Iraq’s parliament passed a law 
that put the country’s top judicial 
authority in charge of the recount 
instead of the IHEC, a move the 
electoral commission branded un-
constitutional.

The fallout escalated when a fire 
damaged Iraq’s biggest ballot ware-
house ahead of the vote recount, 
although officials said most of the 
ballot boxes were unaffected by the 
blaze.

Three policemen and one mem-
ber of the IHEC were arrested on 
suspicion of setting the fire but it 
remained unknown who ordered 
the sabotage and Iraqi politicians 
traded blame over who is respon-
sible.

Some members of parliament, 
encouraged by evidence of voting 
fraud, called for a total repeat of 
elections, drawing outrage from 
other lawmakers who branded 
them as sore losers.

Al-Sadr, who had not backed calls 
for a partial recount, warned that 
Iraq may be drifting towards chaos, 
or worse, civil war.

The tense atmosphere provided 
Amiri, and by extension his Iranian 
backers, the opportunity to be at 
the heart of Iraq’s next govern-
ment. After meeting with Iranian 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani 
in Baghdad, Amiri went to al-Sadr 
in Najaf and asked to join forces.

It is likely that al-Sadr thought 
that by combining the votes of the 

top two lists a governing coalition 
could boast of more votes than 
those lost due to fraud.

“All of the negative factors sur-
rounding the election’s credibility 
led to the first and second vote win-
ners (al-Sadr and Amiri) to join forc-
es, to send a clear message to Iraqis 
that they are against cancelling the 
election result, that they are the 
election winners and people should 
deal with them as such,” said Na-
deem al-Abdalla, project manager 
of Anglo-Iraqi Studies Centre in 
London.

“At present, al-Sadr and Amiri are 
concerned with preserving their 
winner status and they are afraid 
this would be taken away from 
them in the next few weeks, if Iraq’s 

Supreme Court decides to cancel 
the election results,” he added.

A potential al-Sadr-Amiri alliance 
was welcomed “as a positive step” 
by Iraq’s leading Kurdish parties, 
the Kurdistan Democratic Party 
(KDP) and the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK), which are facing 
voting fraud allegations.

In a joint statement, PUK and KDP 
claimed they played a role in helping 
the formation of the new bloc and 
that the two Kurdish parties would 
be sending a joint delegation to 
Baghdad to discuss being part of the 
alliance. The KDP claimed 25 seats 
and the PUK 18 after the election.

Some observers expressed doubt 
over the longevity of an al-Sadr-
Amiri alliance.

“I won’t put too much emphasis 
on the (al-Sadr-Amiri) meeting. The 
Conquest Alliance has previously 
made an alliance with the Victory 
Alliance and that fell apart in one 
night,” Izzat al-Shahbandar, a for-
mer parliament member, told Al 
Sharqiya TV.

“If you look at Mr al-Sadr’s moves, 
he first backed a second term for 
Haider al-Abadi, then signed a pact 
with the National Wisdom alliance 
and the National Alliance. This 
gives us the impression that the 
alliances that are currently being 
formed are not fixed alliances.”

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

Mamoon Alabbasi

Iraq’s al-Sadr turns to Iran-backed 
rival in bid to end vote fraud crisis

A choice of pragmatism. Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-Sadr (L) speaks during a news conference with 
the leader of the Conquest Coalition and the Iran-backed Shia militia Badr Organisation Hadi al-Amiri 
in Najaf, on June 12.                                (Reuters)
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brooding and brittle calm 
has settled over the Golan 
Heights of southern Syria 
after weeks of clashes be-

tween Israel and Iran-linked forces 
that produced the heaviest exchang-
es since the 1973 Middle East war.

There are concerns that this un-
easy quiet on an increasingly sen-
sitive border will be broken by a 
looming flare-up in the Syrian war 
in which Hezbollah and Tehran-con-
trolled Shia militias are expected to 
begin a major push to retake control 
of rebel-held territory in southern 
Syria that borders Israel and Jordan.

Any regime offensive would in-
volve Hezbollah, Iran’s prize proxy 
force, and militias made up of Shias 
from as far afield as Pakistan and Af-
ghanistan.

If the Iranians extend their con-
trol of southern Syria, Israel might 
feel it necessary to retaliate in force 
to any extension of Tehran’s already 
long arm on the Jewish state’s tense 
northern frontier.

There is little question about the 
extent of Iran’s expanding military 
network in Syria or Iran’s long-term 
objective of locking Syria in its am-
bitious embrace of becoming the re-
gion’s superpower.

US Army General Joseph Votel, 
who heads the US Central Com-
mand that covers the Middle East, 
warned in February that the quality 
and quantity of missiles Iran is sup-
plying to groups it backs in Syria is 
increasing.

In the recent military exchanges, 
the Iranians have made no attempt 
to target Israeli civilians, a red line 
that could trigger all-out conflict, 
while the Israelis have restricted 
themselves to hammering Iran’s 
military infrastructure in southern 
Syria.

Even so, many fear a major escala-
tion is brewing.

“Israel and Iran are on a collision 
course,” warned Dennis Ross, who 
has been involved with US policy 

in the Middle East for two decades. 
“Iran is determined to embed itself 
in Syria and Israel is just as deter-
mined to ensure that Iran cannot 
create a presence in Syria similar to 
the one it created in Lebanon…

“Something has to give and, at this 
point, it seems only a matter of time 
before a war starts,” Ross wrote in an 
analysis for the Washington Institute 
for Near East Policy.

Hezbollah was founded with Ira-
nian support following the Israeli in-
vasion of Lebanon in June 1982, em-
powering long-downtrodden Shias, 
who comprise the largest single sect 
in Lebanon. Its alliance with Syria, 
Iran’s Arab ally since the 1970s, has 
made it the most powerful non-state 
actor in the region with better weap-
onry than some Arab armies.

It has fought Israel for more than 
30 years and become its implacable 
enemy.

When the Syrian war erupted in 
March 2011, Hezbollah, at Iran’s in-
sistence, rallied behind Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s regime and has 
been instrumental — along with Ira-
nian troops and treasure and Rus-
sian air power — in saving Assad 
from being overthrown by Arab and 
US-backed forces.

Seven years on, with Assad secure 
and in control of about 60% of Syria, 
the Party of God, again at Tehran’s 
behest, has shifted strategy to estab-
lish a permanent and commanding 
military presence in Syria to step up 
Iran´s confrontation with Israel.

Since the 2008 assassination of 
Hezbollah military leader Imad 
Mughniyeh by American and Israeli 
intelligence, the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC) has increas-
ingly consolidated control over the 
organisation and is using it as an arm 
of the IRGC to advance Iran’s strate-
gic ambitions in the Levant.

Tehran’s pressing need now is to 
first ensure Hezbollah’s long-term 
control of Lebanon, politically as 
well as militarily.

The success of the party and its 
political allies in securing most of 
the seats in Lebanon’s 128-mem-
ber parliament in May has given it 
a legitimacy it had long sought and 

marks a major gain for Tehran’s re-
gional ambitions.

“As Syria becomes the main poten-
tial venue of Iranian-Israeli confron-
tation, Tehran seems to be tasking 
Hezbollah with establishing fuller 
control of Lebanon, a vital forward 
base for the Islamic Republic,” the 
Washington Institute observed in a 
June 5 analysis co-written by Leba-
nese analyst Hanin Ghaddar, a long-
time opponent of Hezbollah.

“Hezbollah has accumulated 
more than 100,000 rockets and mis-
siles over the years and knows how 
to use them. It is capable of firing 
1,200 of them a day and can ac-
curately target almost every major 
population centre in a strategic loca-
tion in Israel.

“In this sense, Hezbollah is Iran’s 
strongest foreign pawn to play 
against Israel — yet also its last re-
sort. The group’s hold over Lebanon 

cannot be sacrificed in an open con-
frontation with Israel at this point…

“The group is unlikely to be used 
directly until Iran feels it needs to 
send a strong message to Israel or 
launch a full-fledged war.”

Tehran’s consolidation in the Le-
vant was deepened by Iran’s drive 
to establish a strategic land bridge 
through Shia-majority Iraq to Syria 
along which it could funnel arms 
and troops to confront Israel.

However, observed Israeli analyst 
Jonathan Spyer: “Iran has an interest 
in keeping what it’s good at and what 
it is good at is developing paramili-
tary proxy political-military organi-
sations.

“This is the key to its success in 
Lebanon, Syria, Iraq and Yemen. 
What it is much less good at is con-
ventional warfare, particularly in the 
air.”

The combat squadrons of Iran’s 

air force, denied since the 1979 
revolution of acquiring updated air-
craft and even spare parts, are still 
equipped with 1970s-era jets such as 
the US F-4 Phantom and F-14 Tomcat 
and more capable Russian MiG-29s.

Iran does possess a growing ballis-
tic missile force increasingly capable 
of reaching Israeli urban centres but 
to employ that firepower would like-
ly invite devastating second-strike 
retaliation by Israel and the Islamic 
Republic’s anti-missile defences are 
far less effective than Israel’s.

For the time being, Iran’s ability to 
hit Israel where it hurts — its popu-
lation centres — is extremely limited 
because of military and diplomatic 
constraints.

Increased attacks on Israeli mili-
tary targets seem to be the only vi-
able option for the Iranians if they 
wish to press on with establishing 
permanent military bases, including 
missile launch sites in and around 
the Golan Heights.

This, Spyer observed in a May 11 
analysis for the US-based Middle 
East Forum, “means that Iran may 
well prefer to absorb Israeli strikes” 
against its considerable forces in 
Syria, “carrying out a token retalia-
tion for form’s sake.”

The Iranians, he reasoned, would 
calculate that it is in their interest to 
quietly build their strength in Syria, 
while putting up with periodic Israe-
li disruptions of their arrangements.

“Since the Iranians may well be 
engaged, as in Lebanon and Iraq, 
in a project concerned with the 
long-term transformation of these 
countries into clients/puppets of the 
Islamic Republic, the immediate set-
tling of scores may not be deemed of 
paramount urgency,” Spyer wrote.

That theory is buttressed by the 
growing internal unrest inside Iran 
over a worsening economic crisis, 
with the national currency going 
through the floor.

Millions of long-suffering Iranians 
are staging protest rallies demand-
ing that funds being spent on the 
regime’s ambitions to become the 
region’s dominant power should be 
used to support the economy. Even 
reformist President Hassan Rohani 
has complained about the costly war 
effort in Syria.

However, the hardliners, domi-
nated by IRGC commanders, appear 
to have the ear of Iranian Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei. 
They continue to direct military op-
erations, using al-Quds Force and 
Shia proxies, in Syria, Yemen and 
Iraq.

But a war against Israel, the Mid-
dle East’s strongest military power, 
is a far more dangerous game.

Ed Blanche is a regular contributor 
to The Arab Weekly. He has reported 
on Middle Eastern affairs since 1967.
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Iran’s ‘dangerous game’ with Israel in Syria

Beirut

T 

he Israelis have been cagey 
about what exactly they 
have hit with air strikes in 
recent weeks but an exami-

nation of the target zones indicates 
that Israeli surveillance and intelli-
gence identified an Iranian penetra-
tion of considerable scale, the pa-
rameters of which may not yet have 
been fully identified.

The Israeli raids appear to have 
inflicted extensive damage on Syr-
ia’s Russia-supplied air defences 
and knocked out possible missile 
launch sites across the Syrian-held 
sector of the divided Golan Heights 
in southern Syria.

The Israeli campaign began last 
December when the air force at-
tacked an alleged Iranian base at Al-
Kiswah, 14km south of Damascus 
and 50km from the Golan ceasefire 
line used by the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC). The base 
has been hit at least one other time 
since then.

Israel said in February that the 
IRGC’s al-Quds Force and Hezbollah 
have at least ten military bases in 
Syria, including two facilities near 
the Golan ceasefire line with Israel 
that dates from the 1973 Mideast 
war.

Three of these facilities — one 
near Aleppo and two south of Da-
mascus — were identified as key 
bases.

Israeli intelligence said al-Quds 
Force units are deployed at five Syr-
ian air bases — T-4, Aleppo in the 

north, Deir ez-Zor in the north-east, 
Damascus International Airport and 
Sayqal, a military airbase south-east 
of the Syrian capital.

On April 7, Israeli surveillance 
photos showed an Iranian Ilyushin 
transport plane unloading surface-
to-surface missiles and drones at 
Deir ez-Zor and Damascus airport.

On April 8, pre-dawn Israeli 
strikes — probably using cruise mis-
siles rather than manned aircraft — 
hit Syria’s largest airbase at Tiyas, 
also known as T-4 and reportedly 
blew up an Iran-built Khordad mo-
bile air-defence battery delivered 
by an Iranian transport plane from 
Tehran tracked by Israeli radar.

The battery was destroyed while 
it was still in its packing cases. Sev-
en IRGC personnel were killed, re-
portedly including the commander 
of IRGC drone operations in Syria, 
Colonel Mehdi Dehghan.

T-4, situated between the Syrian 
cities of Homs and Palmyra, was the 
launch point for an armed Iranian 
drone that intruded Israeli air space 
on February 10 and ignited the hos-
tilities during which an Israel F-16 
jet was shot down, the first such 
loss since the 1973 war.

The Khordad delivery suggested 
that the IRGC wanted its own anti-
aircraft systems in place because 
Syria’s Russia-supplied air-defences 
were clearly inadequate and were 
being steadily degraded by Israeli 
strikes.

On April 14, Israel reportedly car-
ried out air strikes against a Hezbol-
lah garrison near Aleppo in north-
ern Syria. On April 16-17, Hezbollah 
and Syria’s state news agency SANA 
reported Israeli missile attacks 

against the Shayrat Airbase near 
Homs and a military airfield outside 
Damascus.

The Israelis struck T-4 again on 
April 18 and April 29. Iranian per-
sonnel were reported killed in a 
large-scale Israeli air attack on Ira-
nian bases in central Syria.

Israel claims some 200 surface-
to-surface missiles were destroyed 
when an Iranian depot was hit. Syr-
ian state television said the explo-
sions were so powerful that the Eu-
ropean-Mediterranean seismology 
institute registered a 2.6-magnitude 
earthquake.

Eleven Iranians were among 20 
people reported killed in the raids. 
Israeli satellite imagery released 
February 21 identified a “possible 
missile silo” there.

The main base of the Syrian Ar-
my’s 4th Brigade on the outskirts 
of the city of Homs, where Iranian 
forces are believed to be deployed, 
was also attacked that day, along 
with Salhab airport in central Syria 
and a facility near Aleppo’s Al-Nayr-
ab Military Airport in the north.

Syrian rebels said some 40 peo-
ple, including Iranians and Shia mi-
litiamen, were killed.

On May 8, an Israeli air strike re-
portedly killed eight Iranians after 
“unusual troop movements” in the 
Syrian-held sector of the Golan. In 
apparent retaliation, Israel reported 
that, on May 9-10, al-Quds Force un-
leashed up to 32 surface-to-surface 
Grad and Fajr rockets on Israeli mili-
tary positions on the Golan. Several 
missiles were intercepted and oth-
ers fell short in Syrian-controlled 
territory, Israel reported.

Israeli military sources claimed 

the Iranian bombardment was per-
sonally supervised by Major-Gener-
al Qassem Soleimani, commander of 
al-Quds Force and the mastermind 
of the IRGC’s regional operations.

The missile launches marked the 
first time Iranian forces were report-
ed to have fired directly on Israeli 
troops, a significant escalation in a 
low-level conflict that has for years 
been fought through proxies.

There were no Israeli casualties 
but 23 people were reported killed 
in Syria when Israel responded with 
its largest air offensive since the 
1973 Yom Kippur war. Up to 50 tar-
gets, including intelligence centres, 
were reported hit in an operation 
the Jerusalem Post said was dubbed 
House of Cards.

The Israelis released few details 
of the 90-minute onslaught but the 
hawkish Defence Minister Avigdor 
Lieberman boasted: “We have hit 
almost all of the Iranian infrastruc-
ture in Syria.”

On May 24, Israeli jets attacked 
Dabaa airfield 20km south-west of 
Homs near the Lebanese border 
where Hezbollah fighters are sta-
tioned.

Israeli military spokesman Lieu-
tenant-Colonel Jonathan Conricus 
stressed: “We focused less on per-
sonnel and more on capabilities 
and hardware… to inflict long-term 
damage on the Iranian military es-
tablishment in Syria. We assess it 
will take substantial time to replen-
ish.”

On May 28, Israeli jets attacked a 
military airfield near Homs believed 
to house Hezbollah forces and 
weapons, reportedly killing more 
than 20 fighters.

‘House of Cards’ hammers Iran in Golan

Ed Blanche

Ed Blanche

Sensitive border. An Israeli soldier runs to direct an armoured personal vehicle near the Syrian
border in the Golan Heights, on May 10.                                                                                                                 (AFP)
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D 

amascus has amended a 
highly controversial law, 
which many claimed was 
designed to strip Syrians 

abroad of their property.
Issued last April, Law 10 placed the 

entire country on the reorganisation 
map, both in territories damaged by 
the violence or those constructed in 
a wild and illegal manner. This ap-
plies to ghost towns such as Daraa in 
the Damascus countryside, Douma 
in East Ghouta, the Palestinian Yar-
mouk Camp and its adjacent Hajar 
al-Aswad neighbourhood in addi-
tion to Raqqa, which was pounded 
to dust by the US-led coalition in 
2017.

Real estate developers are waiting 
for approval to march on abandoned 
cities and towns, to clear the debris, 
tear down illegal buildings and con-
struct new ones from scratch.

Given that entire cities have been 
extensively damaged, many proper-
ty documents have been destroyed. 
Under the new law, Syrians have one 
year days to prove their right to land 
or real estate.

This could be done either by show-
ing up in person, which is close to 
impossible for millions, who are ei-
ther wanted by the security services 
for dodging forced military service, 
or by proxy through relatives of the 
fourth degree. Citizens who fail to 
prove ownership of abandoned or 
destroyed real estate would lose 
their right to it and it would be trans-
ferred to government control or sold 
at a public auction.

The law created waves through-

out Syria and beyond and was 
widely criticised as a constitutional 
violation given that the Syrian char-
ter guarantees the right of private 
property. Legal experts appeared 
on state-run media trying — with 
little success — to explain the law, 
prompting Foreign Minister Walid 
al-Muallem to do it himself through 
a news conference.

In a rare case of the government 
responding positively to a public 
outcry, Muallem announced that the 
grace period had been changed from 
30 days to one year and lawmakers 
are studying cancelling the security 
clearance citizens must obtain to lay 
claim to their property. He blamed 
the loss of property documents on 
the armed opposition in the Damas-
cus countryside, saying they had 
torched government records before 
evacuating.

Muallem said no forced confisca-
tion would happen, arguing that this 
was unconstitutional and denied 
that any demographic change was 
in the works, as has been claimed by 
the Syrian opposition.

So controversial was the law 
that it prompted Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil to express 
“worry” that the 1.5 million Syrians 
in Lebanon would have little reason 
to go back, even if the violence has 
stopped, if they are stripped of their 
property, via Law 10. Muallem tried 
to calm his Lebanese counterpart’s 
fears, addressing him at the news 
conference and sending a written 
explanation to his office the next 
day.

A tug-of-war is going on within 
Lebanon over what to do with the 
country’s Syrian refugees. Hezbol-
lah wants them to return home, 
fearing that if they overstay their 
welcome, the refugees, who are 
mostly Sunnis, would tip the sec-
tarian balance in Lebanon. Earlier 
this year, Lebanese authorities had 
Syrian students sign a paper pledg-
ing not to marry while in Lebanon 

because this would make it more dif-
ficult to force them to leave.

However, the Future Movement 
of Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri wants the refugees to stay 
for the exact opposite reason but 
also because they have provided 
a steady income for the Lebanese 
state from the United Nations and 
other international aid agencies.

Officially, the Syrian govern-
ment wants them back as well, with 
Muallem saying: “We are willing to 
facilitate their return.” That would 
be easier said than done, given the 

cost and complications of providing 
them with homes, running water, 
electricity and schools. Most of the 
refugees in Lebanon fled from the 
Damascus and Homs countryside in 
the 2012-15 period.

Nevertheless, legal problems re-
main.

“From the start, the 1-month 
grace period was very short,” said 
prominent lawyer Ahmad Mansour. 
“Although the foreign minister said 
it will be extended to one year, that 
doesn’t mean that the devastating 
loopholes in this law have been ad-

dressed. The law, in itself, is both 
controversial and confusing, even 
for those who issued it.

“The state ought to acknowledge 
that it made a mistake, rather than 
hold onto the law and amend its ar-
ticles. I am sure that other amend-
ments are yet to come, in a slow and 
shy manner, just because the state 
is unwilling to admit that it made a 
mistake.”

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the 
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Amendments to Syria’s Law 10 provide
a stay to property owners but no reprieve

A long way to go. Clothes are seen hanging on a balcony at an apartment of a family that returned to 
the heavily damaged Bab Dreib neighbourhood of Homs.                                                                                 (AP)

Sami Moubayed

Under the new law, 
Syrians have one year to 
prove their right to land 
or real estate.

I 

ranian support for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad is 
long standing. Much of that 
support has been through 
Iran’s proxies and allied 
militias. Some of these, such 

as the Lebanese group Hezbollah, 
have contributed thousands of 
men who have fought in Syria on 
the side of the regime.

Other groups are channelling 
foreign fighters from as far afield 
as Afghanistan into Syria to wage 
what Phillip Smyth, Soref fellow 
at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy, termed the “Shia 
Jihad” in his report “The Shiite 
Jihad and Its Regional Effects.”

These groups are tightly inte-
grated into the regime’s war effort 
and are essential for its survival. 
Hezbollah units fought in cam-
paigns to secure the regime’s 
control of Damascus and its sur-
rounding areas. Two Hezbollah 
fighters were killed in a suspected 
Islamic State attack in Deir ez-Zor 
province, showing the extent of 
Hezbollah’s presence across Syria.

Militias linked to Iran are vital 
to Assad and discomforting for his 
enemies. Israel worries about their 
proliferation. Israeli politicians, 
fearful of Hezbollah’s increased 
dominance of Lebanon, do not 
want Iranian proxies to establish a 
base near the Golan Heights, a Syr-
ian border area Israel has occupied 
since 1967.

Israel has persistently struck 

Hezbollah targets inside Syria, 
including supply routes and en-
campments. After Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps (IRGC)-linked 
groups fired missiles across the 
Syrian border into northern Israel, 
Israel answered with air strikes 
hitting more than 70 targets in less 
than four hours on May 10.

This came after Israeli generals 
and a junior minister threatened 
that, if Iran acted aggressively 
towards Israel, the latter would 
overthrow the Assad regime. 
Though Israel’s reaction to the 
missile attack was likely greater 
than had been expected, it did 
not include an overt attack on the 
regime.

Syrian rebel sources have sug-
gested that militias linked to Iran 
were taking advantage of the situ-
ation by wearing the uniforms of 
Syrian government troops to avoid 
Israeli attack.

If confirmed, the reports sug-
gest a high degree of integration 
between foreign militias and the 
regime’s military. They would also 
give the lie to the idea that Iran 
and Assad could be dissociated or 
prised apart.

Analyst Ryan O’Farrell ex-
pressed scepticism about the 
reports, saying the climate existed 
for close coordination between 
the regime and its Iran-marshalled 
allies.

“Iran and its various foreign 
proxies have been very open 

about their intentions to open a 
new front against Israel along the 
Golan if a new war breaks out and 
Israeli strikes on Iranian targets in 
Syria have massively accelerated 
despite Russia’s intensive efforts 
to negotiate some sort of deal with 
Israel,” O’Farrell said.

“If these reports of IRGC reflag-
ging as Syrian to skirt Russia’s 
promise of [Iranian] withdrawal to 
Israel are true, then I think it’s in 
order to maintain the kind of intel-
ligence and operational benefits 
that proximity to Israel would 
offer in a future war.”

In any case, Iranian forces will 
operate in southern Syria with or 
without Russian approval.

Hassan Hassan, a senior fellow 
at the Tahrir Institute for Middle 
East policy, said: “The south-west, 
from east of Sweida near al-Tanf 
all the way to the Israeli border, 
was supposed to be a zone free of 
Iranian forces. Russia made it clear 
it was able to deliver on a form 
of that zone but it has not always 
been successful, except when Iran 
wanted to play along.

“Recently Iran sent troops from 
Damascus to Daraa, apparently 
without going through the Syrian 
and Russian governments,” Has-
san said.

Smyth, via e-mail, said: “It’s 
impossible to tell how extensive 
reflagging would be, though it’s 
not unheard of during a war where 
many fighters don’t even wear 

uniforms. Additionally, more cov-
ert Hezbollah units had dressed in 
Syrian Arab Army fatigues early in 
the conflict, so it’s not out of the 
realm of possibility that this could 
happen again as a means to cover 
their tracks.”

Tony Badran, a research fellow 
at the Foundation for Defense 
of Democracies, said, for Shia mili-
tias embedded in regime units, 
“don[ning] regime military outfits 
to avoid Israeli attack is logical.”

“The Israelis spoke, for instance, 
about concerns about the fifth 
regiment, [which has] Shia militias 
embedded into it,” Badran said.

“Given the current move in 
southern Syria targets Iran-
controlled proxies and the IRGC, 
I’d assume any of the fighters 
reflagging would belong to those 
groups, particularly Lebanese 
Hezbollah,” Smyth said.

Whether or not these reports are 
true, Iran-linked militias will seek 
to maintain their place in southern 
Syria. As part of the regional axis 
of resistance, it is their intention 
to challenge Israel.

Smyth said: “I’m of the belief 
that no matter how a member of 
an Iran-controlled militia group is 
dressed, they will, over time, find 
a way to get back to sections of the 
Golan that they want to maintain 
positions in.”

James Snell is a British
journalist.

Iranian militias and Syrian forces become
indivisible as assault on Daraa looms

Viewpoint

Reports would 
suggest a high degree 
of integration 
between foreign 
militias and the Assad 
regime’s military.

James Snell
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F
or a whole month from June 14, the 
FIFA World Cup will consume 
worldwide audiences, not least in 
the Middle East and North Africa.

Across the region — not just in big 
cities and crowded coffee shops but 
also in bleak refugee camps, 

conflict-scarred communities and remote 
desert outposts — the greatest show on Earth 
will be watched with rapt attention. It will 
bring joy in many places where joy is scarce.

There’s good reason the 2018 FIFA World 
Cup — eight years and $13 billion in the 
making — is a particular draw for Arab audi-
ences. For the first time, it brings four Arab 
teams to the World Cup arena. Saudi Arabia 
returns to the tournament after a 12-year 
absence. Morocco made the tournament for 
the first time in 20 years. Egypt had not 
qualified for a World Cup since 1990. As for 
Tunisia, the “Eagles of Carthage” have 
qualified five times since 1978. 

The tournament — 64 games, 32 teams — 
will be a welcome distraction from the 
region’s woes.

This, despite that sport and politics are 
entwined in this World Cup, too. Host Russia’s 
actions on the world stage — and especially 
with respect to Syria — have been controver-
sial. The Argentine national football team 
arrived in Russia on the back of a row over its 
cancellation of a warm-up match with Israel 
after protests against the game.

Despite all that, for this month, politics will 
not take a front seat in the World Cup. The 
tournament brings Arabs together, over and 
above political, social or sectarian divides. 
Even warring militias will probably take time 
off to watch the games. For Tunisia and 
Morocco, the two Maghreb countries in the 
tournament, the presence of many Europe-
born players on their national teams helps to 
bridge a gap between the home countries and 
their diasporas.

The World Cup will be the ultimate unifier 
and equaliser. Football fans are not the only 
ones caught up in the excitement. Everyone is 
tuning in to the tournament, cheering on their 
home teams and those of fellow Arab coun-
tries.

Despite the strong draw of the event, watch-
ing World Cup games on television is not an 
easy task in the MENA region. It may be 
legitimate for FIFA, the world football body, 
to generate revenue from the sale of broad-
cast rights but creating regional broadcast 
monopolies for the highest bidders was 
bound to leave large segments of the region’s 
audiences frustrated.

Because pay-TV sport subscription rates are 
well above the means of most Arab viewers, 
all but a tiny minority in the MENA region is 
generally able to watch the football extrava-
ganza with other people in coffee shops and 
nargile cafes where pay-TV subscriptions are 
available. The rest often rely on piracy-
assisted satellite receivers. The current World 
Cup viewership in MENA has been at the 
mercy of haphazard unilateral initiatives of 
regional governments and calculated conces-
sions by the MENA broadcast rights owner 
once put under pressure.

This is a matter of concern and FIFA must 
take at least some of the blame for opting for a 
deal that essentially disenfranchises much of 
the Arab world from participating in a world 
event. FIFA’s broadcast rights arrangement 
ironically encourages piracy and copyrights 
infringement. This has even prompted 
lawsuits in MENA countries, such as Egypt.

There is a point in making the tournament 
available to the widest possible audience in 
the Arab world. The games offer a narrative of 
national unified endeavour, regional pride 
and a healthy respect for athleticism. Russia 
2018 offers Arab nations the chance to shine 
on the world stage.

However, beyond the quest for immediate 
wins, which are difficult to guarantee, Arab 
participation in world sport must reach for 
higher levels of sustainable success. A 
country’s sporting character goes a long way 
towards branding whole nations. Athletic 
performance is the result of long-term 
planning and a reflection of each country’s 
willingness to implement policies that 
promote health, education and wellbeing for 
all.

Finally, of course, the World Cup gives 
Arabs the chance to be ambassadors for the 
region and to learn more about the Russian 
Federation than the scant news of Moscow’s 
military and political role in the Middle East.

Among the nearly 1 million visitors discov-
ering Russia and its 11 FIFA Cup host cities in 
2018, there will be many from the Arab world. 
How they conduct themselves and interact 
with people from other parts of the world is 
important for the image of Arabs.

But above all, it is about enjoying the 
moment.

Editorial
The Arab region
and the football 
World Cup

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Gulf countries averted the worst 
by going to Jordan’s rescue

Jordan will surely be able to deal with the new realities 
in the region and move beyond the crisis. 

Khairallah Khairallah

T 

here was indeed a 
need for the mini Gulf 
summit hosted by 
Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud in 
Mecca. Jordan had to 

be helped out of its economic cri-
sis, which outside parties tried to 
exploit to bring down the regime. 
Jordan had to be rescued because 
the stability of the entire region is 
intimately connected to Jordan’s 
stability.

Going to Jordan’s aid is part 
of the open campaign waged by 
moderate Arab countries against 
Iran’s influence. That campaign 
took a new dimension after the 
fall of Sana’a to Houthi control in 
September 2014. Since then, Iran 
has openly used Yemen as a thorn 
in the side of every Gulf country, 
Saudi Arabia in particular.

Jordan’s disintegration is an 
objective that Iran shares with 
the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
latter has been trying to recoup 
its losses in 2011 and 2012, when 
the Brotherhood thought Jordan 
was another Arab state ripe for the 
picking.

The Brotherhood in Egypt was 
the main backer of the Muslim 
Brothers in Jordan. The Hashemite 
kingdom depended crucially on 
energy supplies in natural gas 
from Egypt via the Sinai pipeline. 
During the Muslim Brothers’ short-
lived rule in Egypt, gas supplies 
were often interrupted, either 
intentionally or due to sabotage.

Jordan had to look for other en-
ergy sources in extremely difficult 
and complicated circumstances. 
Yes, the Muslim Brotherhood 

used Egyptian gas to pressure the 
Jordanian kingdom.

The Muslim Brotherhood had 
not expected Jordan to weather 
the “Arab spring” with as little 
damage as it did. This is why it 
recently tried to take advantage of 
the lull in Jordan’s relations with 
Gulf countries to drive a wedge 
between the kingdom and its 
traditional allies. Fortunately, the 
Gulf countries are aware of the 
challenges and risks involved in 
the case of Jordan within the con-
text of Iran’s desperate efforts to 
bypass its crises in Syria and Iraq.

Jordan is another bulwark stand-
ing in the way of Iran’s and the 
Muslim Brotherhood’s expansion-
ist projects. It was thus essential 
that it be helped, regardless of the 
tensions of the past three years, 
especially in June 2017, when Sau-
di Arabia, the United Arab Emir-
ates, Bahrain and Egypt decided 
to boycott Qatar. Jordan did not 
fully go along with the measure 
and simply reduced its diplomatic 
representation in Qatar.

Once again, Jordan survives 
another dangerous crisis but the 
situation in the kingdom is far 
from normal. There is a need to 
redress the mistakes made during 
Hani Mulki’s tenure as prime min-
ister. Despite his best intentions, 
Mulki and his government failed 
to effectively communicate to the 
general population the drastic 
economic reforms needed. They 
also misjudged the gravity of the 
challenges facing Jordan.

Rather than blame outsiders, 
one must admit the mistakes made 
by the Jordanian side. King  

Abdullah II must have done his 
best to be made aware of the dif-
ficulties facing citizens in their 
daily life but what was needed was 
better communication with the 
public regarding the serious risks 
at hand. In addition, there should 
have been better communication 
to impress on the international 
community Jordan’s struggles and 
worries, including the more than 
1 million Syrian refugees in its ter-
ritory.

Jordan did indeed suffer a lack 
of a serious public relations strat-
egy at all levels.

At the same time, the US ad-
ministration had no concern other 
than satisfying the wishes of Israel. 
While the Palestinian Authority in 
the West Bank was at the peak of 
its indecisiveness and the other 
Palestinian leadership in Gaza at 
the peak of its carelessness, the 
Trump administration arrogantly 
defied all and moved the US Em-
bassy from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

In the end, Jordan finds itself 
in a very uncomfortable posi-
tion. Whichever Arab countries 
go to Jordan’s aid will, in the final 
analysis, be aiding itself since 
helping Jordan means contributing 
to regional stability and hamper-
ing the evil plans of Iran and the 
Muslim Brothers.

One last point needs to be 
stressed. The $2.5 billion aid pack-
age offered to Jordan by Saudi 
Arabia, the United Arab Emirates 
and Kuwait is not a gift, which is 
the right way to proceed. Quite 
obviously, there is a significant 
shift in the way the rich countries 
of the Gulf look at aid to other Arab 
countries and Jordan must adjust 
to this shift.

Jordan will surely be able to deal 
with new realities in the region and 
move beyond the current crisis. 
King Abdullah is a monarch with 
a good sense of future directions. 
He has the courage to evaluate 
realities as they are and identify 
problems correctly. He was the one 
who spoke frankly about the role 
of education and moderate Islam 
in countering all forms of extremist 
ideologies in the region.

Now that the donor countries 
have done their part and King 
Abdullah has done his by clearly 
siding with his subjects, it is time 
for a new government in Jordan 
capable of understanding the fate-
ful changes coming to Syria and 
Iraq and to the entire region.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

Opinion

All for one. (L-R) Kuwaiti Emir Sheikh Sabah Ahmad al-Jaber al-Sabah, Saudi 
King Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud, Jordanian King Abdullah II and Sheikh 
Mohammed bin Rashid al-Maktoum, vice-president and prime minister of the 
UAE and ruler of Dubai, meet in Mecca, on June 11.                                                    (SPA)
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Negotiations about Lebanon’s southern borders 
are connected to developments in southern Syria

Move sideways on the world map and the pattern is 
frighteningly ripe for repetition in the Middle East.

Russian and Israeli interests are in tune with the objective of 
rehabilitating the Syrian regime regionally and internationally.

Ali al-Amin

Rashmee Roshan Lall

T 

en years ago, in the 
closing months of 
George W. Bush’s 
presidency, the Unit-
ed States legitimised 
India’s status as a 

nuclear weapons state. Washing-
ton bent the rules and signed an 
agreement that allowed India to 
buy US dual-use nuclear tech-
nology, including materials and 
equipment that could be used for 
nuclear bombs.

India (like Pakistan, Israel and 
North Korea) was not a signatory 
to the Treaty on the Non-Pro-
liferation of Nuclear Weapons 
(NPT) but the arrangement was 
a quid pro quo for lucrative busi-
ness deals between Indian and 
US companies.

The deal with India was meant 
to counter China’s growing 
influence but it fundamentally 
reversed half-a-century of US 
non-proliferation efforts and 
tacitly encouraged nuclear com-
petitiveness in South Asia.

That 2008 US-India deal 
acquires new prominence in 
June 2018. Once again, a US 
president has upended America’s 
stated non-proliferation goals. 
On June 12, Donald Trump met 
with North Korean leader Kim 
Jong-un as an equal. This was 
solely because, or so it seemed, 
Kim was owed the respect due to 
a nuclear power.

Trump expressed satisfaction 
with Kim’s vague commitment 
to denuclearisation. In effect, 
North Korea, which reneged on 
the NPT years ago and has since 
repeatedly exulted in its destruc-
tive capability, was recognised as 
a de facto nuclear weapons state 
by the United States.

This has serious ramifica-
tions for North-east Asia and the 
Middle East. Just as the US-India 
agreement encouraged Pakistan 
to expand its nuclear weapons 
programme, the Trump-Kim 
pact is likely to raise concerns 
about South Korea and Japan’s 
long-term security and prompt 
a new yearning for the ultimate 
deterrent.

This could have a domino ef-
fect. North-east Asian prolifera-
tion could trigger copycat moves 
— Iran is an obvious candidate 
with Saudi Arabia not far behind. 
In essence, the NPT, the main 
bulwark against the spread of 
nuclear weapons, would be a 
nullity half-a-century since it 
went into force.

These developments — unre-
strained, expensive and scary — 
would face little pushback from 

Trump. As US president he might 
rant about the Iranian threat but, 
in March 2016, candidate Trump 
was sanguine, even encouraging 
about the possibility of nuclear 
proliferation.

“Unfortunately, we have a 
nuclear world now,” he said to 
the New York Times on March 
26, 2016. “Would I rather have 
North Korea have them (nuclear 
weapons) with Japan sitting 
there having them also? You may 
very well be better off if that’s 
the case.”

Then to CNN’s question four 
days later whether South Korea 
and Saudi Arabia should have 
nukes, Trump replied as follows: 
“Saudi Arabia, absolutely… Can 
I be honest with you? It’s going 
to happen anyway. It’s only a 
question of time. They’re going 
to start having them or we have 

L 

ebanese parliament 
Speaker Nabih Berri 
revealed there has 
been US mediation 
to arrange border 
demarcation nego-

tiations between Lebanon and 
Israel. The idea is not new. Both 
countries had a row in the me-
dia a few years ago as Lebanon 
prepared to extract oil from 
disputed blocks on the maritime 
frontier.

The novelty in the proposed 
talks this time is that Israel is 
willing to negotiate about all 
land and sea borders, including 
those related to Shebaa Farms. 
When Israel withdrew from 
southern Lebanon in 2000, it 
kept control of Shebaa Farms 
under the pretext that the area’s 
ownership was undecided 
between Lebanon and Syria. If 
the territory is Syrian, it comes 
under the jurisdiction of UN Se-
curity Council Resolution 242; if 
it is Lebanese, then it is subject 
to UN Security Council Resolu-
tion 420.

Since the events in 2000, 
neither Lebanon nor Syria at-
tempted to make a decision on 
the ownership of Shebaa Farms. 
Leaving the identity of the terri-
tory in limbo served strategic in-
terests related to Hezbollah and 
its arsenal in southern Lebanon. 
Syria, like Iran, had no intention 
of complying with international 
decisions calling for removal of 
all “illegitimate arms” — under-
stood to mean Hezbollah’s arms 
— from southern Lebanon as 
ordered by UN Security Council 
Resolutions 1559 and 1701.

Lebanese-Israeli borders start-
ing with the Shebaa Farms are 
the topic of high-level contacts. 
Western diplomatic sources in 
Beirut said Israel made its readi-
ness to discuss all border issues 
known to Lebanese authori-
ties through various channels, 
including the United States and 
Russia.

Moscow is interested in 
extracting offshore natural gas 
in the area and is more than 
willing to sponsor border talks. 
Washington had been actively 
pursuing mediation efforts to 
bring Lebanon and Israel to the 
negotiation table.

Berri was not opposed to the 
principle of talks but insisted 
they should be conducted under 
the auspices of the United Na-
tions. Obviously, the diplomatic 
efforts regarding Lebanon’s 
southern borders are connected 
to developments in southern 
Syria.

Israel does seem interested 
in having Russia sponsor its 
eventual agreements with 
Lebanon and Syria. Its ambition 
is to maintain the 1973 ceasefire 
agreement with Syria, which 
allowed it to control the Golan 
Heights all these years, while 
Russia is interested in having 
the Syrian Army take control 
of areas near the Golan Heights 
and prevent any Iranian pres-
ence there.

Russian and Israeli interests 
coincide here and are in tune 
with the objective of rehabilitat-
ing the Syrian regime regionally 
and internationally.

Of course, these potential 

arrangements are far from pleas-
ing Iran. Hezbollah is apprehen-
sive of losing control over the 
issue of the border with Israel. 
They both know that Hezbollah 
will be facing fateful choices 
soon.

We should not look at these 
developments on Israel’s north-
ern border as deja vu. Lebanese 
political sources, along with 
Arab diplomatic ones, agree 
that the arrangements being 
made for southern Syria under 
Russian auspices would not be 
disconnected from any agree-
ment on fixed borders between 
Lebanon and Israel.

Obviously, the goal of curtail-
ing Iranian influence in Syria 
and in Lebanon is not foreign 
to this and Iran will certainly 
refuse to be this easily manhan-
dled. We cannot, therefore, rest 
assured that Israel’s planned 
security arrangements for its 
northern border are guaranteed 
to be implemented.

The fact that the general 
framework for such arrange-
ments will be the international 
and Russian-American plans 
for the region does not seem to 
impress Iran and its Lebanese 
proxy Hezbollah.

Speaking on Jerusalem Day, 
Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah insisted 
that nobody other than Syrian 
President Bashar Assad can 
make Hezbollah withdraw from 
Syria. Nasrallah’s declarations 
followed skirmishes between 
Hezbollah and Russian forces in 
the Qalamoun region near the 
Lebanese border. It is obvious 

to get rid of them entirely. But 
you have so many countries al-
ready, China, Pakistan, you have 
so many countries, Russia, you 
have so many countries right 
now that have them.”

In a sense, the legitimacy 
newly given by Trump to North 
Korea kicks it all into gear. 
Almost no one believes the 
North Koreans will give up their 
nuclear arsenal; Kim calls it the 
country’s “treasured sword” and, 
indeed, it is its only guarantee of 
survival. Accordingly, North-east 
Asia, just like South Asia, will 
have to develop a multipolar bal-
ance of power.

Veteran Singapore diplomat 
Bilahari Kausikan, ambassador-
at-large in the Foreign Affairs 
Ministry, has said it is only a 
matter of time before Japan and 
South Korea become nuclear-
armed states. Japan is deter-
minedly pacifist and South Korea 
flirted with the idea of having its 
own nuclear weapons only very 
briefly in the 1970s.

Independent nuclear deter-
rence, Kausikan argues, is the 
only possible response to the 
continuing North Korean threat, 
the reality that China is modern-
ising its nuclear forces and that 
“American extended deterrence 
in North-east Asia will be eroded, 
as it was decades ago in Europe.”

Move sideways on the world 
map and the pattern is frighten-
ingly ripe for repetition in the 
Middle East.

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.

the Russians are following the 
path of requiring the withdraw-
al of pro-Iranian militias from 
Syria.

Iran and Hezbollah no longer 
have much choice in Syria. It 
is either escalation or conces-
sions. If they choose military 
confrontation with Israel, we 
know that it will not be limited 
to Syria and will certainly spill 
into Lebanon. Making security 
concessions to Israel is not 
much of a choice either because 
it would involve officially recog-
nising Israel’s security “rights” 
along its northern border.

Berri has on many previous 
occasions transmitted to the 
rest of the world Iranian posi-
tions concerning Lebanon. In a 
June news conference — and in 
an unprecedented move — he 
insisted that Iran and Hezbollah 
will not withdraw from Syria 
before liberating it. Observ-
ers interpreted these words as 
reflecting Iran’s annoyance with 
the pressure placed on it region-
ally and internationally.

However, one can also say 
that Berri was communicating 
an Iranian message to Hezbol-
lah naturally. The message is to 
insist on keeping any agreement 
on southern Syria separate from 
any agreement on southern 
Lebanon, even if that means 
leaving open the question of fix-
ing the borders with Israel along 
with the offshore natural gas 
projections on which Berri has 
pinned tremendous economic 
hopes for Lebanon.

Ali al-Amin is a Lebanese writer.

Trump-Kim summit can set off nuclear dominoes game

Wishful thinking. People walk past a billboard depicting North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-un near the Koreatown neighbourhood in Los Angeles, on June 11. (AFP)
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W 

hile sceptics remain, 
there is optimism in 
Jordan following two 
weeks of strikes against 

the government, the shelving of an 
income tax law and financial sup-
port from Gulf countries to revive 
Jordan’s economy.

Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the 
United Arab Emirates pledged a to-
tal of $2.5 billion to support Jordan’s 
economy after King Abdullah II said 
Omar Razzaz has been selected to 
form a new government.

Razzaz’s new government, which 
included 28 ministers — 14 of whom 
are from the previous government 
— was sworn in on June 14.

After the meeting of Gulf lead-
ers in Mecca, King Abdullah posted 
on Twitter: “We highly appreciate 
the noble gesture of our brothers in 
Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the UAE, 
especially the good initiative of my 
brother King Salman bin Abdulaziz 
Al Saud, towards our country in light 
of the challenges facing it. The Mec-
ca meeting is a true embodiment of 
fraternity and solidarity among Ar-
abs. God bless the Arab nation and 
God bless our beloved Jordan.”

The aid package includes a de-

posit at the Central Bank of Jordan, 
guarantees to be presented to the 
World Bank in favour of Jordan, 
budget support for five years and 
efforts to reduce Jordan’s cost of 
borrowing. Jordan also received 
approximately $1.16 million to sup-
port the kingdom’s development 
project.

Razzaz, who said the controver-
sial income tax law would be with-
drawn, promised to study other im-
posed measures.

“Who could ask for more for 
now? Our king stood beside us and 
the new prime minister, whom we 
admire through his previous work 
in the government, is promising a 
change in the laws and that is why 
we did stop the strikes that brought 
the whole Jordanian society to-
gether against the unfair treatment 
by the previous government,” said 
Mustafa Sha’shaa, 33, an accountant 
in a private company.

“Now we can really feel the ap-
proach of Eid al-Fitr. It just does not 
get any better,” he added.

Jordanians tried to compensate 
for the lost days and focused on 
preparing for the Eid but it will like 
take time before some businesses 
rebound.

“People are mainly window shop-
ping as they are still allocating their 
money to priorities more than buy-
ing gold, clothes or toys and this we 

can understand and we hope things 
will get better in the coming days,” 
Ghassan Halteh, owner of a jewel-
lery shop in Amman said.

“We have been feeling the chal-
lenges everywhere with people 
even coming to sell their jewellery, 
which shows that some people are 
facing the heat and turn to their life 
savings for support.”

The Textile and Readymade 
Clothes Syndicate said there were 
no sales in the readymade clothing 
sector in Jordan during the strikes.

“We have not seen one customer 
entering the shop here. People re-
frained from buying clothes due to 
the strikes in the kingdom and this 
has hurt the sector seriously. After 
the strikes ended… people are still 
worried,” said Mohammed Qader, 
who works at a shop in Amman.

Travel agents said they noted a 
falling off in reservations during the 
Eid break.

“There is a sharp drop that 

reached around 70% in outbound 
tourism compared to last year. Peo-
ple are staying in more this year and 
this is due to the economic situa-
tion of people,” said Murad Ghsoun, 
owner of Skygate Travel Agency.

“We depend on the high demand 
for outbound tourism for the Eid 
holiday but this year there is a very 
low demand despite a host of at-
tractive deals to Turkey and Sharm 
el-Sheikh.”

“It seems Jordanians are heading 
to Aqaba and the Dead Sea or sim-
ply staying home for the Eid break, 
which is good in a way for tourism 
but not for us,” he added.

Despite a general feeling of opti-

mism, some Jordanians doubt the 
new government will be able to con-
vince people who are fed up with 
the situation.

“The new prime minister does not 
have a magic wand to turn things 
upside down as previously we heard 
so many promises that ended up 
with misery and more increase in 
prices but we still need to wait and 
witness what will happen next but, 
honestly, I am not that optimistic,” 
said journalist Ayman Khateeb.

“Certain decisions are considered 
internal issues of the government, 
for example lowering the cost by 
cancelling bodyguard jobs for min-
isters. The tax has not been deleted 
yet but stopped and we need to wait 
and see after the new government is 
sworn in and many other issues that 
need to be addressed before we say 
yes things will become better.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist based 
in Jordan.

Positive vibes 
in Jordan after 
scrapping of tax 
law, Gulf aid
Roufan Nahhas

A long row to hoe. A big Jordanian flag flutters in front of Amman’s 
Jabal al-Qala district.                                                                                          (AFP)

Hoping for better days. People stroll in a traditional market in downtown Amman.                            (AFP)

 Jordanians tried to 
compensate for the lost 
days but it will like take 
time before some 
businesses rebound.

S 

audi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and 
Kuwait pledged $2.5 bil-
lion to support Jordan’s 
economy after protests 
trying to stop an income 

tax increase shook the kingdom. 
The largess could stabilise the 
country in the short term but does 
not remediate Jordan’s long-term 
structural problems.

In a strong show of support, 
the three Gulf countries offered 
Jordan a package of aid including 
a deposit in the Central Bank of 
Jordan, guarantees to the World 
Bank on Jordan and a 5-year budg-
etary support to Jordan.

“The Jordanian economic 
situation is challenging with low 
growth, a high unemployment 
rate, large deficits and an elevated 
level of public debt. Public financ-
es have been strained by a nearly 
50% increase in public spending 
on social benefits accompanying 
the arrival of approximately one 
million Syrian refugees since the 
2011 start of the Syrian conflict. 
Refugees now comprise about 
20% of Jordan’s population and 
the increase in government spend-
ing on social benefits has occurred 
amid a decline in foreign grants 
since 2014,” said Nassib Ghobril, 
chief economist at Byblos Bank.

To counter the downward trend 
Jordan had agreed to a $723 mil-
lion Extended Fund Facility from 
the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) to stabilise public finances. 
The loan was dovetailed with 
conditions to reform the economy, 
including the introduction of new 
income taxes.

That plan was denounced dur-
ing nationwide protests. Jordanian 
Prime Minister Hani Mulki, who 
had pushed for the reforms,  
had to step down and the  
government announced it  

would withdraw the bill.
“The recent protests, contrary 

to…. those of 2011 after the ‘Arab 
spring,’ were held by the middle 
class, which was the hardest hit by 
the reforms,” said anthropologist 
Wael Khateeb.

The Gulf cash infusion — three 
times as big as Amman’s IMF loan 
— could reduce tensions in Jordan.

Besides its economic woes, 

another of Jordan’s structural 
problem is its historic dependence 
on foreign aid, which often gave 
leaders leeway to avoid reform 
and address corruption. When 
protests erupted in 2011, Gulf 
countries rushed to the assistance 
of regional monarchies, including 
Jordan, with a 5-year agreement 
worth more than $5 billion.

However, in the past two years, 

with the threat of “Arab spring” 
receding and the prioritisation of 
gulf countries of the Yemen war, 
instead of the Palestinian cause, 
Jordan lost the large financial 
back-up it had enjoyed.

That lessened financial aid to 
Jordan, which faces enormous 
economic pressure. Amman must 
pay $1.2 billion a year in interest 
accrued from its $40 billion debt.

While reforms remain essential 
to address the debt and limit cor-
ruption, tax fraud and tax evasion, 
some economists say that is not 
enough. There is also a need in 
Jordan to promote growth and 
development.

“Growth could improve if 
supply-side measures to stimulate 
domestic and foreign demand, 
and foreign direct investment, 
as well as if structural reforms 
are implemented to improve the 
business environment and the 
investment climate and if politi-
cal tensions in the region subside, 
which would lead to a recovery 
in domestic private and foreign 
investment. Also, over the longer 
term, the Jordanian economy will 
benefit from the reconstruction 
efforts in Iraq and Syria,” said 
Ghobril.

The meeting in Mecca could 
save Jordan for now but Jordan 
expert Kirk Sowell, principal at 
Utica Risk, said that even with 
Arab aid, Amman will continue 
to run deficits and the debt/GDP 
ratio will increase.

If this aid allows Jordan to avoid 
structural reforms, including re-
ductions in the electricity subsidy, 
in just a few years Jordan will be 
right back in crisis,” he said.

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

Gulf aid calms tensions in Jordan but economy needs structural reforms
Viewpoint

Mona Alami

While reforms 
remain essential to 
address the debt 
and limit 
corruption, some 
economists say 
that is not enough.
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E 

gypt and Ethiopia have 
agreed to forge stronger co-
operation but critics say the 
lack of a signed agreement 

committing Addis Ababa to pro-
tecting Egypt’s share of Nile waters 
could prove a sticking point.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi, speaking at a news confer-
ence June 10 with Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Abiy Ahmed, announced 
a deal had been reached to turn the 
Nile into a source of life and coopera-
tion.

“We agreed to work together to 
remove all hindrances, including on 
the road to reaching a final agree-
ment that secures Egypt’s unques-
tionable right to its share of the wa-
ter of the Nile,” Sisi said.

For many Egyptians, the Grand 
Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) 
is the most serious threat facing the 
country. The dam will significantly 
reduce the amount of water reach-
ing Egypt, potentially devastating 
agriculture, threaten Egypt’s food 
security, force it to spend money on 
expensive seawater desalination and 
sewage treatment plants and cancel 
agricultural expansion plans.

Negotiations between Egypt and 
Ethiopia over the past seven years to 
address the effects of the dam failed 
to produce concrete solutions. In 
May, however, a nine-member com-
mittee from Egypt, Ethiopia and Su-
dan approved, in principle, a prelim-
inary report on the technical effects 
of the dam on Egypt and Sudan.

Sisi said that approval needed to 
be translated into a written docu-
ment that protects Egypt’s annual 
water share of 55.5 billion cubic me-
tres.

Sisi, however, apparently could 
not convince Ahmed to formally 
sign a deal and instead asked him at 
the news conference to swear that 
Ethiopia would not harm Egypt’s 
water interests.

“Repeat after me,” Sisi said to 
Ahmed in Arabic, “I swear by Allah 
that we will not do anything that 
harms Egypt’s water share.” A smil-
ing Ahmed swore the oath but ana-
lysts said that Sisi’s insistence on a 
public oath underscores the limited 
options available to Cairo regarding 
the dam.

“Such an oath has no value un-
der international law, meaning that 
Egypt cannot hold Ethiopia account-
able in case the dam harms the coun-
try’s water interests,” said Ayman 

Salama, a professor of international 
law at Cairo University. “Egypt is 
badly in need of a written document 
to protect its water share.”

Addis Ababa is placing major 
hopes that the GERD will improve 
the country’s economic conditions 
through sale of energy produced 
by the hydro-electric dam to neigh-
bouring countries, transactions that 
could generate millions of dollars in 
revenues every year.

The dam will also, Addis Ababa 
said, protect large parts of Ethiopia 
against drought by storing as much 
as 74 billion cubic metres of water 
that previously would have ended 
up in downstream countries Sudan 
and Egypt. This dam reservoir stor-
age area is at the centre of the dis-
pute between Egypt and Ethiopia.

“The storage capacity and the de-
sign of the dam are made to cause 
harm to Egypt,” said Egyptian water 
expert Hossam Reda. “The problem 
is that the dam construction has 
reached the stage where it is an irre-
versible fact on the ground.”

Egypt’s hope is to mitigate the ef-
fects of the dam. This, experts said, 
can only be achieved by convincing 
Ethiopia to agree to the filling of the 
reservoir over eight or ten years, in-
stead of the planned three.

Cairo has tried to turn the GERD 
dispute into an opportunity for co-
operation.

Sisi described relations with Ethi-
opia as “strategic” and said his ad-
ministration turned mending fences 
with Ethiopia into a top priority in 
the past four years.

He agreed with Ahmed to take 
measures to expand cooperation, in-
cluding by establishing an Egyptian 
industrial zone in Ethiopia, increas-
ing agricultural cooperation and im-
porting Ethiopian meat.

Sisi agreed with Ahmed to estab-
lish a joint fund for infrastructure 
projects in Egypt, Ethiopia and Su-
dan.

It is suspected that the fund could 
be used in Egypt to financially com-
pensate Ethiopia should it agree to 
increase the period filling the GERD 
reservoir.

Ahmed vowed to work with Sisi to 
increase its Nile water share. Howev-
er, with no signed document, there 
can be no guarantees.

“I assure Egyptians that nothing 
will stop their share of Nile water 
from reaching their country,” Ahmed 
said. “We want to have cooperation 
that benefits both Egypt and Ethio-
pia.”

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

Ethiopian PM pledges 
GERD cooperation 
but Egyptian 
concerns remain
Amr Emam
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E 

gypt has been given an 
unexpectedly advanced 
position in a new interna-
tional security index, dem-

onstrating citizens’ confidence in 
local police.

Egypt totalled 88 points in Gal-
lup’s “Law and Order Index,” 
which ranks countries by confi-
dence citizens state for local po-
lice and whether citizens feel safe 
on the streets. The index puts 
Egypt tied for tenth among 142 
countries. Singapore topped the 
list with 97 points. Afghanistan (45 
points) and Venezuela (44) were at 
the bottom of the chart.

Gallup researchers conducted 
148,000 interviews on the phone 
and in person with adults in 142 
countries to prepare the index.

Not all MENA countries were 
included but for those that were 
polled, Jordan was ranked with 
86 points, Israel and Iran with 82, 
Morocco 81, Algeria 79, Lebanon 
78, Tunisia 75, the Palestinian Ter-
ritories 72, Iraq and Yemen 71 each 
and Libya 67. For comparison, the 
United Kingdom totalled 86 points 
and France and the United States 
both 84.

For a country involved in a 
years-long fight against terrorism, 
few could have expected Egypt’s 
strong showing in the poll.

A change of security strategies, 
more dependence on technology 
and the full operation of impor-
tant security agencies were among 
just a few of the steps Egypt fol-
lowed to overcome security chal-
lenges, experts said.

“Dependence on technology, 
including in the collection of in-

formation about potential terror-
ist threats, is proving effective in 
ending these threats before they 
translate into action that wreaks 
havoc on our security,” said Mo-
hamed Noureddine, a former as-
sistant to the interior minister. 
“Results in this regard can be felt 
by ordinary people.”

Egypt has moved a long way 
from the security chaos it suf-
fered following the 2011 uprising 
against longstanding ruler Hosni 
Mubarak. When the anti-Mubarak 
uprising erupted, dozens of police 
stations, police facilities and jails 
were attacked. Many were set on 
fire and weapons were taken from 
others.

Thousands of inmates broke out 
of Egyptian jails during the chaos, 
including some of the country’s 
most dangerous terrorists. The es-
caped prisoners were believed to 
be responsible for a rise in crimes 
and terrorist atrocities.

Approximately 1,000 policemen 
have been killed since 2011 in ter-
rorism-related attacks.

When Muslim Brotherhood-
backed Muhammad Morsi rose 
to power in 2012, his administra-
tion fired or forced proficient po-
licemen to retire. It dissolved the 
State Security Investigation Ser-
vice, now known as the Homeland 
Security Agency, one of Egypt’s 
main domestic intelligence agen-
cies.

The agency collected intelli-
gence on Islamist militants and 
activists.

“This was a deadly blow to the 
security establishment,” said re-
tired police General Mamdouh al-
Kidwani. “The elimination of the 
agency meant that all the databas-
es about terrorist cells, terrorist 
groups and terrorists were lost.”

During the anti-Mubarak up-
rising, the headquarters of the 
agency was ransacked by political 
activists and important files and 
documents were stolen.

Some of the agency’s prominent 
officers were killed in targeted as-
sassinations. Many said this point-
ed to a systematic plan to disrupt 
Egypt’s intelligence-gathering ca-
pabilities.

Egypt’s toughest challenge re-
mains its war against terrorism. 
Security analysts say militant 
groups gained ground quickly in 
Egypt because of intelligence fail-
ures.

“This was why it took the secu-
rity agencies time to create a new 
database about these terrorists be-
fore cracking down on them,” Kid-
wani said.

Apart from bringing the Home-
land Security Agency back to op-
eration, Cairo provided police 
with updated equipment, includ-
ing advanced weapons.

Egypt beefed up security along 
its borders, particularly the Libya 
and the Gaza Strip frontiers where 
Cairo suspected arms, explosives 
and militants were being smug-
gled into the country.

The renewed focus on security, 
even as it invited criticism over 
alleged human rights infringe-
ments, has paid dividends. Most 
of the Egyptians interviewed by 
Gallup researchers for the index 
said they felt safe walking on the 
streets at night.

That sense of well-being is sup-
ported by statistics that indicate 
fewer attacks in recent months.

In the first half of 2017, 75 ter-
rorist attacks took place in Egypt. 
However, in the first half of 2018, 
only 12 attacks were carried out, 
the Interior Ministry said.

“If this shows anything, it shows 
that we are on the right track,” 
Noureddine said. “Making a coun-
try like Egypt secure is a tough 
mission but policemen are paying 
with their lives and blood to suc-
ceed in this mission.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian re-
porter in Cairo.

Egyptians feel safer but at 
high cost for security forces
Ahmed Megahid

Progress despite challenges. Egyptian security forces stand guard in central Abdin neighbourhood 
in Cairo.                                            (AFP)

For a country involved in a 
years-long fight against 
terrorism, few could have 
expected Egypt’s strong 
showing in the Gallup’s 
“Law and Order Index.”

A change of security 
strategies and more 
dependence on technology 
were among just a few of the 
steps Egypt followed to 
overcome security 
challenges.

Reassuring words. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (R) 
receives Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed in Cairo, on June 10.  
                                                                                                                                (Reuters)
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M 

auritania appointed vet-
eran diplomat Ismail 
Ould Cheikh Ahmed as 
foreign minister ahead 

of the 2018 African Union summit, 
which this summer will be in Mau-
ritania for the first time.

Ahmed, 57, has extensive experi-
ence navigating international con-
flicts and crises, having served as 
the UN envoy to Yemen and former 
envoy for the UN Mission for Emer-
gency Ebola Response.

Mauritanian President Mohamed 
Ould Abdel Aziz’s office released a 
statement June 11 saying that Ould 
Cheikh Ahmed had replaced Is-
selkou Ould Ahmed Izidbih. The 
change came before the African 
Union summit in Nouakchott, the 
first such African gathering in Mau-
ritania.

Hosting leaders of the 55-mem-
ber African Union will be a boost 
for Mauritania, whose relations 
with neighbouring countries have 
suffered.

Until early this year, Mauritania 
had been without an ambassador 
in Rabat because of differences 
regarding the Western Sahara con-
flict. It went through a diplomatic 
row with Algeria in 2015 when Al-
giers expelled a Mauritanian dip-

lomat in retaliation for a similar  
move by Mauritania.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed’s appoint-
ment as foreign minister comes as 
Mauritania completes state-of-the-
art accommodations for the sum-
mit. It is finalising construction of 
a conference complex near its main 
airport and built a new hotel and 
120 villas for guests.

There were complaints two years 
ago when Mauritania hosted an 
Arab summit, which was conduct-
ed in a large tent due to a lack of 
adequate hotels and poor planning.

Opposition activists asked the 
government to postpone the coun-
try’s hosting of this year African 
Union summit and allocate funds 
that would be spent on the meeting 
to victims of a severe drought.

UN Under-Secretary-General 
Mark Lowcock has warned that 6 
million people were struggling to 
get food in the Sahel region and that 
severe malnutrition threatened the 
lives of 1.6 million children. He said 
such crisis levels had not been seen 
since 2012 and that “the most criti-
cal months are still ahead.”

Poor conditions in Burkina Faso, 
Chad, Mali, Mauritania, Niger and 
Senegal “reveals an urgent need for 
more donor support,” he said.

The crisis, triggered by scarce 
rainfall in 2017, “resulted in water, 
crop and pasture shortages and 
livestock losses” and most severely 
affected Burkina Faso, Chad, Mali 
and Mauritania, he said.

The Mauritanian government de-
fended its spending on the summit, 
saying it would give the country 
greater influence in Africa.

The summit, which will include 
French President Emmanuel Ma-
cron and other leaders outside the 
African Union, will aim to present 

Mauritania as a safe and stable 
country in a tormented neighbour-
hood.

The gathering will serve as an 
opportunity to implement the Af-
rican Continental Free Trade Area, 
designed to create a single market 
for goods and services in Africa. 
By 2030, the market is estimated 
to include 1.7 billion people with 
cumulative consumer and business 
spending totalling $6.7 trillion.

Some forecasts predict the pan-
African market would create a 52% 
increase in intra-African trade by 
2022, with an improvement in qual-
ity of goods and increased econom-
ic diversification.

Mauritania, which straddles the 
Maghreb and Sahel regions, is ex-
pected to benefit greatly from that 
trade and economic integration.

The summit and the promotion 
of Mauritania’s new foreign minis-

ter position the country to play the 
role of mediator in the region, ana-
lysts said.

Ould Cheikh Ahmed has more 
than 30 years’ experience in de-
velopment and humanitarian as-
sistance with the United Nations in 
Africa, the Middle East and Eastern 
Europe.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunis

O 

f all the divisions and dif-
ficulties that Libya has 
faced in the past seven 
years, none has been 

more intractable than the issue 
of Tawergha. As punishment for 
helping the Qaddafi regime in be-
sieging and attacking Misrata, the 
entire population of Tawergha was 
driven out at the end of the 2011 
revolution by the Misratans.

Forced into internal exile across 
Libya and prevented from return-
ing home, most of the 40,000 in-
habitants of Tawergha have a life 
of misery and squalor in insanitary 
and rudimentary camps, not to 
mention attacks — sometimes fa-
tal — by vengeful “revolutionaries” 
intent on collective punishment 
for their former pro-Qaddafi activi-
ties.

The situation has been compli-
cated by allegations of racism and 
ethnic cleansing on the part of 
their persecutors. The Tawerghans 
are said to be the descendants of 
slaves taken from sub-Saharan Af-
rica to be sent to other parts of the 
Ottoman Empire but were never 
sold.

The plight of the Tawerghans 
generated a deep sense of shame 
and discomfort among most Liby-
ans and fuelled resentment against 
Misrata, particularly in the east, 
further entrenching divisions in 
the country.

Aware of this, moderates in Mis-
rata, led by the municipality and 
the business community, tried to 
resolve the issue. An agreement in 
May 2015 brokered by the United 
Nations between the municipal-
ity and Tawergha representatives 
came to nothing as did the prom-
ise last December by Tripoli-based 
Presidency Council head Fayez 
al-Sarraj that the Tawerghans 
would be allowed to return as of  
February 1.

Hundreds of them tried to do 
so but were blocked by Misratan 
militiamen. Determined that they 
would not go back to the miserable 
camps, many set up a tent city in 
the sandy wastes at Qararet Al-
Qatef, not far from Tawergha, wait-
ing for Misratan hearts to change.

It seemed it was never going to 
happen. Hardliners in Misrata said 
the Tawerghans supported eastern 
Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar and 
would never be allowed to return.

Even Misratan moderates had 
conditions: Tawerghan criminals 
must be handed over to Misrata; 
Tawergha must never have its own 
municipal council, it must come 
under Misrata; Misratan militias 
must police Tawergha; Misratan 
companies must have the con-
tracts to rebuild Tawergha.

Then, halfway through Rama-
dan, Misratan and Tawerghan 
officials signed an agreement  

allowing a return.
Many said the June 3 deal had as 

much chance of success as the oth-
ers but for once there is reason to 
believe the clouds of the last seven 
years were clearing and the sun 
would shine on Tawergha. Within 
a couple of days of the deal being 
signed, Tawerghans entered their 
town, without hindrance from 
anyone.

Since then, a handful have been 
camping out at the main mosque, 
preparing for the town’s rebirth. 
On June 12, Presidency Council 
member Ahmed Maetig, who is 
from Misrata, visited the town and 
promised to help with reconstruc-
tion. Electricity authorities have 
said they would reinstall power 
and a special ceremony was sched-

uled to formally reopen Tawergha. 
Members of the town’s Shura 
Council called on residents to re-
turn.

The reality, though, is that the 
state of the looted and damaged 
town, as well as the presence of 
massive numbers of explosives, 
make it impossible for anyone to 
live there. Without electricity, wa-
ter or other basic infrastructure, 
it is uninhabitable and the most 
Tawerghans are doing is visiting 
and starting reconstruction efforts, 
such as installing lighting using so-
lar panels. Officials, though, said 
that, after Eid, some families will 
try to stay.

“I don’t think it will be a comfort-
able return in the near future,” said 
one Misratan official, “but they 

can come and go freely and move 
without fear of being harmed.”

In March, the same official who 
was then only half sympathetic to 
a return said that “if we can resolve 
this (the Tawergha issue), we can 
resolve anything.”

There are some who fear that the 
deal could fall apart but it appears 
that the opposition to a Tawerghan 
return that existed just a few weeks 
ago has largely dissipated.

Despite the many problems they 
face and the divisions in the coun-
try, Libyans are taking comfort 
from this, seeing in it proof that 
national reconciliation is not just 
a dream.

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

Mauritania names veteran diplomat as foreign 
minister ahead of African Union summit

Resolution of Tawergha 
issue shows Libyan 
reconciliation is possible
Michel Cousins

Lamine Ghanmi

Seasoned diplomat. Newly appointed Mauritanian Foreign Minister Ismail Ould Cheikh Ahmed.      (Reuters)

Ould Cheikh Ahmed’s 
appointment comes as 
Mauritania completes  new, 
state-of-the-art 
accommodations for the 
2018 African Union summit.

A new chapter. Libyan children displaced from the town of Tawergha attend class in their camp in 
Benghazi.                        (Reuters)

The plight of the 
Tawerghans generated a 
deep sense of shame and 
discomfort among most 
Libyans and fuelled 
resentment against Misrata.
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S
am Bahour is a 
Palestinian-Ameri-
can living in Ramal-
lah. He is managing 
partner of Applied 
Information Manage-
ment, a consulting 
firm specialising in 

business development with a 
niche focus on start-ups. Bahour 
was instrumental in establishing 
the Palestine Telecommunica-
tions Company (PalTel) and the 
Arab Palestinian Shopping 
Centre.

He said he spends about 70% of 
his time on business activities 
and the rest on civil society 
activism. He is outspoken about 
finding creative ways of engaging 
in non-violent resistance against 
Israeli occupation, including 
economic and educational 
development.

The Arab Weekly (TAW) spoke 
with Bahour via Skype to discuss 
the challenges facing the Pales-
tinians.

TAW: “You left the United 
States in 1994 when many 
Palestinians were hopeful about 
the Oslo peace accords. How do 
you see the situation now?”

Bahour: “We are in economic 
survival mode, not economic 
growth mode but I was able to 
engage in trying to find a liveli-
hood for people so that they can 
stay here and to me that’s the 
ultimate political resistance: to 
get people to stay in the country 
constructively because people 

are being pushed out or pushed to 
violence.

“Reflecting back, it has been a 
serious rollercoaster ride but, all 
the details aside, I think what this 
phase has taught us is that 
bilateral negotiations between 
the occupied and the occupier 
don’t work as a model to move 
the political process forward. It 
took a long time and it took a lot 
of losses and it made the reality 
more complicated on the ground 
but maybe that was all a neces-
sary process to articulate to the 
international community that the 
bilateral model that they put us 
in, that they forced us in, never 
had a chance to succeed.

“I think going to the UN and 
making a case at the International 
Criminal Court and joining UN 
treaties, all of this is non-violent 
resistance and it’s driving Israel 
crazy. They would much rather 
we charged the checkpoint with a 
knife because there they can kill 
us and it wouldn’t even make 
headline news.”

TAW: “Your supermarket was 
one of the first big companies to 
boycott goods made in Israeli 
settlements. What other exam-
ples of non-violence resistance 
are there?”

Bahour: “The Palestinians are 
engaged in dozens of modes of 
resistance that are non-violent 
and, sadly, those are not the ones 
that make the media. The other 
modes of resistance are crossing a 
checkpoint every day to go to 
school. Or a farmer who has to 
cross the wall to go to his farm.

“I have two daughters, one of 
them got a scholarship to [the 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology] and the other one is 
on her way to Harvard. Both are 
products of our education system. 

London

P 

alestinians and human rights 
activists who rely on cameras 
and smartphones to docu-
ment actions by Israeli sol-

diers that may be considered crimes 
said they are concerned that a pro-
posal being considered by Israel’s 
parliament would hinder their work.

Israeli lawmakers introduced leg-
islation that would criminalise the 
photographing or filming of Israeli 
Defence Forces soldiers while on 
duty.

“Anyone who filmed, photo-
graphed [or] recorded soldiers in the 
course of their duties, with the in-
tention of undermining the spirit of 
IDF soldiers and residents of Israel, 
shall be liable to five years impris-
onment. Anyone intending to harm 
state security will be sentenced to 10 
years’ imprisonment,” the draft leg-
islation reads.

The legislation was introduced 
after Israel’s killing of 62 Palestin-
ian protesters near the Gaza border 
on May 14. More than 2,200 people 
were injured in the protests against 
the relocation of the US Embassy to 
Jerusalem, an event that coincided 
with the eve of the 70th anniversary 
of Nakba.

Palestinian journalists warned 

that the bill would grant Israeli sol-
diers legal cover to target anyone 
with a camera or smartphone.

“The new proposed bill aims to 
keep media in the dark and avoid 
global condemnation, especially af-
ter the deadly attacks in Gaza that 
sparked international outcry. How-
ever, I guess the bill would be more 
effective in the West Bank as jour-
nalists have direct contact with the 
Israeli soldiers on the ground,” said 
Mohammad Balousha, a Palestinian 
journalist from Gaza.

The view was shared by Moham-
mad Hamayel, a journalist from the 
West Bank. “The Israelis have, for 
many years, tried different meas-
ures against Palestinian journalists, 
including the dreaded incitement 
conviction in their military courts. 
The new proposed bill will make our 
job difficult. If I cannot film them, 
what am I supposed to film?”

The Palestinian Journalists’ Syn-
dicate (PJS) urged the United Na-
tions to protect the freedom of press 
and the role of journalists in docu-
menting events.

“It severely attacks the profes-
sion of the press and legitimises the 
criminal practices committed by the 
Israeli occupation army against the 
Palestinian people,” read a state-
ment by the PJS.

Adnan Abu Amer, head of the 
Political Science Department at the 
University of the Ummah in Gaza, 

said the proposed law would make 
it more difficult to win convictions 
against Israeli soldiers accused of 
wrongdoing.

Salah Abdalati, a human rights 
lawyer, said the proposed legislation 
aims to make it difficult to hold Is-
raeli soldiers and their commanders 
to account internationally.

“The documentation of the at-
tacks through gathering filmed ma-
terial helps to build international 
public opinion,” he said. “The vid-
eos constitute evidence that can be 
presented to the International Crim-
inal Court to take action. We can also 
present it to any fact-finding investi-
gation committee.”

Palestinians point to high-profile 
cases that would have been un-
known outside the Palestinian terri-
tories had they not been filmed.

The bill’s explanatory notes took 
aim at Israeli rights groups B’Tselem, 
Machsom Watch and Breaking the 
Silence: “In many cases [these] or-
ganisations spend entire days near 
IDF soldiers waiting impatiently for 
activities that can be presented in 

biased and tendentious form — and 
to disgrace the soldiers thereby.”

The measure was proposed by 
Robert Ilatov, chairman of Yisrael 
Beiteinu party, and backed by De-
fence Minister Avigdor Lieberman.

“Documentation is usually done 
while interfering with IDF soldiers’ 
operational activities, sometimes 
even shouting accusations and in-
sults against them,” said Ilatov. “We 
have a responsibility to provide IDF 
soldiers with optimal conditions 
for carrying out their duties, with-
out having to worry about a leftist 
or organisation who might publish 
their picture to shame and disgrace 
them.”

The bill was condemned the In-
ternational Federation of Journalists 
(IFJ).

“The Israeli legislative proposal 
must by no means become a law,” 
IFJ General Secretary Anthony Bel-
langer said in a release. “It consti-
tutes a serious breach of the freedom 
of the press [because] it precisely 
criminalises the work of journalists. 
Censorship should not be enshrined 
in law and it is media workers’ duty 
to inform the public.”

Yousef Alhelou is a Palestinian 
journalist living in London. He 
attended Oxford University on a 
Reuters fellowship in journalism 
and is pursuing a master’s degree in 
international relations.

Palestinians wary of proposal that 
criminalises filming of Israeli soldiers
Yousef Alhelou

News & Analysis

To be able to maintain integrity 
and quality of an education 
system under the duress of a 
military occupation is yet another 
example of how we non-violently 
resist this occupation. They would 
much rather see us in the dirt and 
in the streets and in poverty given 
the actions that they’ve taken 
during the last 25 years but we still 
value education, we’re still 
producing quality graduates, less 
than before but we still are.”

TAW: “You were involved in 
PalTel’s efforts to get Israel to 
allow the operation of local 3G 
networks, which were permitted 
this year after Israel withheld 
frequencies for nearly 12 years. 
What does that mean for the 
Palestinians?”

Bahour: “Israel continues to 
control all and I’m saying this 
very carefully, all strategic 
economic resources. In lieu of 
that we built a telecoms company 
that is thriving, that is profitable 
even though it’s not separate or 
independent. A good example is 
we had to wait, to battle for more 
than 10 years with the Israeli side 
before they released the 3G 
frequency so our telecom com-
pany can provide 3G services to 
our mobile phones. Meanwhile, 
the world has got to 5G and 3G is 
expired technology and it’s being 
dumped on us too little, too 
late.

“That resilience to be able to 
build forward knowing that we 
are at a significant disadvantage 

and that Israel uses us as a 
dumping market is an act of 
non-violent resistance from the 
private sector. It’s not usually 
connected to resistance but I 
make that connection.”

TAW: “How do you see the near 
future given the absence of a 
peace process?”

Bahour: “There is turbulence 
on all sides. On the US side we’re 
already seeing that with the 
movement of [its] embassy to 
Jerusalem. On the Israeli side, 
we’re seeing a prime minister who 
is drunk on power and who is 
facing criminal charges. On the 
Palestinian side, succession will 
prove to be turbulent and the 
Israelis are bulldozing through 
the West Bank literally, given that 
they have the ability to do so with 
the Trump administration 
covering their backs.

“I don’t think the Palestinian 
Authority should disband as some 
people have called for. Yes, they 
can do much better. However, 
disbanding means jumping from 
poor governance to military 
occupation governance so even if 
what the Palestinian Authority 
has been able to achieve is 10% of 
what it should have, that’s still 
10% that we didn’t have and our 
goal needs to be to get it to 100%, 
not to go backward.”

Sharmila Devi is a former British 
correspondent in the Middle East 
and writes on political and social 
issues in the region.

Defeating dependency. Palestinian-American businessman Sam 
Bahour.               (Courtesy of Sam Bahour)

Interview

Sharmila Devi

In times of turbulence, 
Palestinians continue 
to put nonviolent 
pressure on Israel

London

I 

sraeli police evicted Jew-
ish settlers from 15 houses 
built without approval on 
private Palestinian land in 

the occupied West Bank.
About 500 protesters dem-

onstrated against the evic-
tion, with some throwing 
stones and bottles at police 
and several dozen barricading 
themselves in one house. Is-
raeli police spokesman Micky 
Rosenfeld said six officers 
were wounded in fighting and 
that police arrested three pro-
testers.

Protesters opposed to the 
move also blocked the en-
trance to Jerusalem, snarling 
traffic.

Rosenfeld said the evacu-
ation of most of the houses 
proceeded smoothly, with 
families leaving the buildings 
without resisting.

Israeli forces are expected 
to demolish the structures in 
the Netiv Ha’avot unauthor-
ised outpost. The Israeli gov-
ernment said it will compen-
sate the residents and build 
houses on nearby land that is 
not privately owned.

The Supreme Court of Is-
rael ordered the eviction in 
2016, saying the homes were 
illegally built on private Pal-
estinian land while not deter-
mining the precise ownership 
of the land. A law passed last 
year legalising dozens of set-
tler outposts in the West Bank 
is being challenged at the 
court.

Palestinians dismissed the 
dismantling of a small num-
ber of homes as an empty ges-
ture.

Wassel Abu Youssef, a Pal-
estine Liberation Organisa-
tion official, said: “All settle-
ment is illegal and must be 
removed. Israel is trying to 
fool world public opinion by 
removing some homes here 
and there while it continues 
to build settlements.”

Under international law, all 
Israeli settlements are illegal, 
not just the ones unapproved 
by the Israeli authorities.

Israel captured the West 
Bank along with East Jeru-
salem from Jordan in 1967. 
There are about 600,000 Is-
raeli settlers living among 
some 2.6 million Palestinians 
in East Jerusalem and the oc-
cupied West Bank.

Israeli authorities have car-
ried out similar evictions in 
the past. In February 2017, 
some 300 settlers were re-
moved from the unauthor-
ised outpost of Amona in the 
West Bank.

However, settlement ex-
pansion, which has drawn 
Palestinian and international 
condemnation, has contin-
ued.

Israel’s refusal to halt set-
tlement expansion was one 
of the reasons peace talks be-
tween Israeli and Palestinian 
officials collapsed in 2014.

(The Arab Weekly staff and 
news agencies.)

Israel evicts 
settlers from 
illegally built 
West Bank 
homes

The Arab Weekly staff

Palestinians dismissed 
the dismantling of a 
small number of homes 
as an empty gesture.

Palestine   Israel

Journalists warned that the 
bill would grant Israeli 
soldiers legal cover to target 
anyone with a camera or 
smartphone.
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urkey’s veteran leader Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan is fac-
ing the biggest political 
challenge to his 15-year rule 

in elections following a campaign 
marked by a reinvigorated opposi-
tion that is hoping to capitalise on 
perceived weaknesses of a govern-
ment battling economic turbulence 
and accusations of corruption.

Approximately 57 million voters 
will decide the make-up of Turkey’s 
parliament and whether there will 
be a new 5-year term as president 
for Erdogan himself. The president, 
64, called the elections 18 months 
early hoping to catch the opposition 
by surprise but has instead seen a 
spirited challenge by presidential 
hopefuls whose attacks have him 
on the defensive.

A political street fighter known 
for his harsh rhetoric and who 
has changed Turkey like no politi-
cian since Mustafa Kemal Ataturk 
founded the republic almost a cen-
tury ago, Erdogan is finding he no 
longer dominates the political scene 
like he used to even a few years ago, 
observers say.

His plan to use the election to turn 
Turkey into a presidential republic 
with wide-ranging executive pow-
ers for himself has been thrown into 
doubt as opinion polls predict that 
he could be forced into an electoral 
run-off and that his ruling Justice 
and Development Party (AKP) could 
lose its parliamentary majority.

“For the first time in years, the op-
position is hopeful” that it can beat 
Erdogan at the ballot box, Aydin 
Engin, a columnist at the opposi-
tion newspaper Cumhuriyet, said 
in an interview. The president has 
suffered several setbacks during the 
campaign, including a failure of his 
teleprompter during a televised ad-
dress that left him literally speech-
less and that became fodder for the 
opposition.

Long-term changes in the Turkish 

electorate are part of the problem 
for Erdogan. One is that many young 
voters in Turkey’s urban centres are 
turning against the president. With 
close to 19 million voters under the 
age of 30 and almost 3 million Turks 
allowed to vote for the first time, 
that shift concerns Erdogan and 
his AKP. “Young voters, even pious 
ones, don’t like what Erdogan has to 
offer,” Engin said.

Erdogan last year won a nation-
wide referendum about the intro-
duction of the presidential system 
but most Turks in big cities voted 
against the president’s plan. That 
was not a coincidence and showed 
that Erdogan’s time-tested political 
recipes no longer work as well as 
they used to, said Selim Sazak, a US-
based Turkey analyst.

The president’s core message is 
designed to appeal to observant 
Muslims and conservatives who 
remember the time before the AKP 
rose to power in 2002, when reli-
gious groups in Turkey’s society felt 
disparaged by secular elites in poli-
tics, bureaucracy and the military. 
“That doesn’t resonate with young 
people,” Sazak said in an interview. 
“It is really difficult for Erdogan to 
make that pitch.”

At the same time, 15 years of AKP 
rule mean that Erdogan and his 
party find it hard to put the blame 
for problems on someone else and 
must react to an opposition that has 
put internal differences aside. “In 
the past, Erdogan monopolised the 
narrative,” Sazak said. “Today, the 
opposition has changed the basic 
binary into a choice between the 
righteous and the corrupt.”

AKP voters in Istanbul say they 
remain convinced that Erdogan will 
win big on June 24. “There is no 

better leader than Erdogan,” said 
Hasan, who runs a spice shop in Is-
tanbul’s Tophane district. “Even if 
the whole opposition unites, they 
will not be able to beat him.”

Like many AKP supporters, 
Hasan, who did not give his last 
name, says Erdogan has modern-
ised Turkey by building roads, 
bridges and airports. “If Erdogan 
goes, the country will collapse,” he 
said.

The AKP campaign underlines 
Erdogan’s experience as prime 
minister from 2003-14 and as presi-
dent since. “A great Turkey needs a 
strong leader,” reads one of the par-
ty’s main slogans on giant placards 
around Istanbul.

However, several opinion surveys 
say a strong showing by an alliance 
of three opposition parties could 
deny the AKP and its right-wing 
ally, the Nationalist Action Party, a 
majority in parliament.

In the presidential race, many ob-
servers say Erdogan is unlikely to 
win more than 50% of the vote June 
24, which would force a run-off 
July 8. Then Erdogan would prob-
ably run against Muharrem Ince of 
the secularist Republican People’s 
Party (CHP), who has motivated an 
opposition support base that largely 
stayed at home in previous elec-
tions.

Consequences of a split govern-
ment with Erdogan in the presiden-
tial palace and a parliament domi-
nated by the opposition are unclear. 
The CHP and the nationalist opposi-
tion Iyi Parti (Good Party) say they 
want to stop the transition to presi-
dential rule and reinstate the parlia-
mentary system.

Some media and politicians spec-
ulated that Erdogan could dissolve 
parliament after an opposition vic-
tory and call for new elections 
again. However, such a move would 
trigger a new presidential election 
as well and that would carry con-
siderable political risks for Erdogan 
himself.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.
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hen Turks go to the 
polls June 24 to elect a 
new head of state, they 
will have five major 

candidates from whom to choose. 
Incumbent Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
is facing a field of three men and 
one woman who could force him 
into a run-off vote July 8 if he fails 
to win more than 50% in the first 
round. Here is an overview of the 
candidates:

RECEP TAYYIP ERDOGAN:
Turkey’s strongman leader since 

2003, the 64-year old heads the 
presidential hopefuls. Even though 
his policies, especially since a coup 
attempt in 2016, have been highly 
divisive, millions of Turks revere 
Erdogan as the man who broke the 
rule of secularist elites and created 
prosperity for a new middle class 
of observant Muslims. He wants to 
use the election to usher in a presi-
dential system with wide-ranging 
executive powers.

Erdogan is one of Turkey’s best 
political orators and known for 
his abrasive rhetoric. His ruling 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), a conservative group rooted 
in political Islam, is by far the big-
gest political organisation in the 
country. Erdogan’s position is fur-
ther bolstered by his grip on state 
institutions and the media, most 
of which have been sold to pro-
government companies in recent 
years. Still, the opposition has chal-
lenged him on many fronts, includ-
ing the economy, which is showing 
signs of high unemployment and 
rising inflation. Critics say Erdogan 
has turned from a reformer into 
an autocrat primarily interested in 
widening his own personal power. 
Polls put him at around 45% of the 
vote.

MUHARREM INCE:
The 54-year-old former physics 

teacher has become the surprise 
star of the election campaign. 
Known as a rebel in his own party, 
the secularist Republican People’s 
Party (CHP), Ince has motivated 
opposition supporters frustrated 
with the CHP’s inability to beat Er-
dogan at the polls. As he crisscross-
es the country, Ince attacks Erdog-
an where it hurts: He questions the 
president’s economic policies and 
Erdogan’s former cooperation with 
Fethullah Gulen, a US-based Islam-
ic preacher accused by the AKP of 
masterminding the coup attempt 
of 2016. Ince promises to lift the 
state of emergency, fix the econo-
my and return to a path of political 
reforms if he wins the presidency.

Critics say Ince has no experi-
ence in governing and has little to 
offer beyond the aim of unseating 
Erdogan. The CHP is the political 
home of Turkey’s former secular-
ist elites who are held responsible 
for discriminating against pious 
Muslims through a headscarf ban 
at universities and other meas-
ures. The CHP and Ince remain 
unelectable for millions of Turks 
who remember the time before the 
AKP took over 15 years ago. Polls 
say Ince can hope to score around 
20% of the vote in the presidential 
election. That makes him the most 
likely challenger of Erdogan in a 
possible second round.

MERAL AKSENER:
An interior minister in the 1990s, 

Aksener has been attacking Erdog-
an from the right. The staunchly 
nationalist 61-year-old is the only 
woman among Turkey’s presiden-
tial candidates and a dangerous 
foe for the president, as she at-
tracts right-wing voters frustrated 

with Erdogan and his nationalist 
partner, the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP). Aksener began her 
career in a right-of-centre party but 
joined the MHP, which gave her a 
high-profile post as deputy speaker 
of parliament. When she started 
an inner-party revolt against MHP 
leader Devlet Bahceli, she was ex-
pelled and started the IYI Parti 
(Good Party).

Aksener has entered into an elec-
tion alliance with the left-leaning 
CHP, which guarantees her own 
party a parliamentary presence, 
and, like the CHP, promises to roll 
back Erdogan’s project of a presi-
dential system to preserve Tur-
key’s parliamentary system. As she 
is virtually unelectable for Kurds 
and left-leaning Turks because of 
her past as a hard-line minister, 
her hopes to become president are 
slim. Polls put her at around 11% of 
the vote in the presidential race, 
not enough to win but potentially 
enough to deny Erdogan a first-
round victory. She has promised to 
support the strongest opposition 
candidate in a run-off vote.

SELAHATTIN DEMIRTAS:
While the other candidates 

travel around the country to meet 
supporters and give speeches, the 
45-year-old lawyer from Elazig in 
eastern Turkey has to conduct his 
presidential election campaign 
from a prison cell in Edirne, on 
the border with Greece. Demir-
tas has been in pre-trial detention 
since late 2016 when prosecutors 
charged him with spreading terror-
ist propaganda. His party, the pro-
Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP), is accused by Erdogan and 
the judiciary of being the politi-
cal arm of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), a rebel group fighting 
for Kurdish self-rule since 1984 and 
seen as a terrorist organisation by 
Turkey and the West. Demirtas and 
his supporters say the government 
is trying to stifle dissent.

Telegenic and a talented ora-
tor, Demirtas shot to fame in the 
presidential election of 2014, when 
he received approximately 10% of 
the vote — a high result for a Kurd-
ish candidate — and led the HDP 
to a record 13% in parliamentary 
elections a year later. He widened 
the HDP’s appeal beyond its tradi-
tional base of Kurdish nationalists 
to include non-Kurdish members 
of the left-liberal intelligentsia in 
Turkey’s big cities. Polls said this 
recipe could work again on June 24 
as Demirtas is seen by many as the 
underdog in an unfair race. Sur-
veys put him at around 11% of the 
nationwide vote. Demirtas’ recom-
mendation to his voters for a sec-
ond round could become crucial 
for the eventual outcome.

TEMEL KARAMOLLAOGLU:
The 77-year-old leader of the 

small Islamist Felicity Party 
(Saadet Partisi) is the oldest among 
the presidential candidates but has 
proven to be an effective player 
challenging Erdogan on the turf of 
political Islam. He has portrayed 
the AKP as corrupt and signalled 
his willingness to address Turkey’s 
long-standing Kurdish problem 
by means of political reforms that 
would give the Kurds more rights, 
a path that Erdogan followed for 
several years before shifting to a 
nationalist line.

Before Karamollaoglu became 
a candidate, his first choice was 
Abdullah Gul, a former Erdogan 
ally and head of state from 2007-
14. The Saadet leader hoped to 
win Gul over as a candidate who 
could unite religious, conservative 
and reform-minded voters but the 
former president declined to run. 
Polls see Karamollaoglu at 2% but 
his appearance on the ballot could 
deprive Erdogan of crucial votes.

Thomas Seibert

Eclipsed popularity. People walk under election posters for Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and presidential candidate Muharrem Ince in Istanbul, on June 13.                 (Reuters)

Erdogan facing biggest 
political challenge in 
Turkish elections

Five candidates 
compete in Turkey’s 
presidential race

A political street fighter 
known for his harsh 
rhetoric, Erdogan is 
finding he no longer 
dominates the political 
scene like he used to.

Thomas Seibert
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Ultimate refuge. A file picture shows supporters of the Muslim Brotherhood shouting slogans during 
a rally in front of the Hagia Sophia museum in Istanbul.                                 (Reuters)

A 

t 400-plus pages, 
the new book 
from Fawaz 
Gerges, professor 
of international 
relations at the 
London School of 

Economics, is a weighty tome 
drawing on more than 12 years of 
research but it is also accessible 
and refreshing.

In an era when many academics 
favour grandiose theories or seek 
to please those who finance their 
institutes, Gerges returns to narra-
tive and empirical history, seeking 
to understand rather than take 
sides or predict the future.

After books exploring recent 
militant Sunni Islamism, Gerges’s 
new work — “Making the Arab 
World: Nasser, Qutb and the Clash 
That Shaped the Middle East” — 
examines the earlier relationship 
between Islamism and “relatively 
secular nationalism.” Islamism 
and secular nationalism, Gerges 
argues, had more in common than 
either admits. His focus is Egypt, 
the most populous and influential 
Arab state.

“My book is an asset to concep-
tualise the raging rivalries and 
struggles in the region today,” Ger-
ges said. “The only way to do so is 
to understand what happened in 
Arab and Muslim politics immedi-
ately after the end of colonialism 

in the late 1940s, early 1950s.”
After leaving his native Leba-

non, Gerges’s interest in the 
19th-century Arab enlighten-
ment, sharpened with a doctorate 
at St Antony’s College, Oxford 
and exposure to Albert Hourani. 
“There’s a sense of humility in 
the English school,” Gerges said. 
“They wanted to understand the 
specifics… The Middle East, in 
particular, has been a graveyard of 
grand theories… My goal has been 
to understand the world from 
the inside out as opposed to the 
outside in.”

Hence “Making the Arab World” 
begins by tracing the failure of 
“semi-liberal forces” in the face of 
British colonialism, a subservient 
monarchy and the new Egyptian 
ruling class’s failure to deliver 
before 1945.

“Instead of being about pro-
gress, cultural renewal and 
development, the struggle became 
about identity politics,” said 
Gerges. “Illiberal Arab national-
ism borrowed more [in the 1930s] 
from Germany and Italy than from 
America and France.”

This set the scene for “the politi-
cal earthquake of 1952,” the Free 
Officers’ coup that set a model for 
Arab nationalists elsewhere. The 
coup is the hinge on which “Mak-
ing the Arab World” turns: The 
book offers not just dual biogra-
phies of Gamal Abdel Nasser and 
Sayyid Qutb, but a history of the 
two men’s interaction and influ-
ence.

Gerges has interviewed close 
colleagues of both Nasser and 
Qutb. Contacts with the latter 
came partly through Kamal el-

Said Habib, a leading figure in the 
group that assassinated Egyptian 
President Anwar Sadat in 1981 and 
the major source of Gerges’s 2006 
book, “Journey of the Jihadist: 
Inside Muslim Militancy.”

Habib introduced Gerges to 
activists in both the mainstream 
Muslim Brotherhood and al-Tan-
zim al-sirri, the organisation Qutb 
ran from prison. Al-Tanzim set 
a model for subsequent Islamist 
extremists.

What emerges — and what 
makes the book so startling — is 
that, far from being the polar op-
posites so often portrayed, Islam-
ism and nationalism shared many 
characteristics.

Gerges establishes through 
his interviews that Nasser was 
originally a member not just of 
the Muslim Brotherhood but of 
al-Nizam al-Khass, its paramilitary 
organisation, and swore fealty to 
Hassan al-Banna, Ikhwan’s leader 
until his death in 1949.

Likewise, Qutb’s trajectory is far 
from the one depicted by followers 
today. “Even as a child he had a 
mission,” said Gerges. “As a secular 
public intellectual [1930s and early 
1940s], any kind of disagreement 
turned existential: you disagreed 
with Qutb, you became automati-
cally evil. From the Free Officers 
coup in July 1952 until 1953, Sayyid 
was the mouthpiece for the Free 
Officers. He was fanatically pro-
Officers in newspaper articles: ‘Get 
rid of the political system, estab-
lish a dictatorship.’”

Gerges argues Qutb probably 
knew of the coup in advance and 
was the only civilian who attended 
the ruling Revolutionary Com-

mand Council. Far from being “the 
inevitable antithesis to Nasser,” 
Gerges writes, Qutb can be seen as 
an “accidental Islamist.”

Qutb joined the Muslim Broth-
erhood in March 1953, after the 
junta passed him over for educa-
tion minister and head of state 
broadcasting. Only subsequently 
in prison, until he was hanged in 
1966, did Qutb write the texts, 
especially “Milestones” and offer 
the martyrdom that has fired up 
militant Islamists.

The struggle between national-
ists and Islamists, argues Gerges, 
was about control, not ideas. In 
their pursuit of power, both failed 
to develop viable institutions or 
effective policies for the post-
colonial state, while their rivalry 
crushed other options.

“Even though the militarists 
— really the nationalists were 
subsumed under their rubric — 
and the Islamists have been bitter 
enemies,” said Gerges. “They 
implicitly collaborated to prevent 
a third alternative emerging.”

Gerges’s book runs up to the 
2011 uprising, the election of 
Brotherhood-backed President 
Muhammad Morsi and the 2013 
coup. “The Egyptian military and 
the Islamists were terrified of 
transformative change,” Gerges 
said. “People ask, ‘Where is the 
third force in Arab politics?’ The 
two dominant social and political 
forces have collaborated to pre-
vent its emergence.”

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He has reported from the Middle 
East since 1992.

 Refreshing research. Cover of 
Fawaz Gerges’s new book 
“Making the Arab World: Nasser, 
Qutb and the Clash That Shaped 
the Middle East.”

Islamism and secular nationalism have much in common

Gareth Smyth

Book Review

and Development Party (AKP).
With the Turkish lira dropping 

in value more than 15% against 
the US dollar this year, the Muslim 
Brotherhood is at the forefront 
of the effort to save the Turkish 
economy. The Brothers and their 
ideological allies, who know that 
Turkey’s currency woes could 
put Erdogan in a tight spot in his 
re-election bid, have desperately 
sought to find solutions.

One recent pitch came from Mo-
hamed Habib “Abou Yaareb” Mar-
zouki, a Tunisian politician who 
was elected to the Constituent 
Assembly in 2011 as a representa-
tive of the Islamist party Ennahda 
for the district of Tunis.

Marzouki called on Muslims to 
deposit Zakat al-Fitr, a mandatory 
charitable contribution, in Turkish 
banks to help support the weak-
ened lira and stubbornly high 
inflation in Turkey.

One might wonder why Mar-
zouki or other Islamists from 
Tunisia or other Arab countries 
such as Jordan and Egypt have not 
put equal effort into supporting 
their own flagging economies and 
currencies.

The Muslim Brothers are not as 
concerned with their countries’ 
national problems as with the 
decline of their organisation. More 
than seven years after the “Arab 
spring,” the Muslim Brothers still 
do not understand that it was 
their failure to solve real political, 
social and economic challenges 
that led to their fall from grace.

For the Muslim Brotherhood, 
designated as a terrorist organi-
sation by Egypt in 2013 and by 
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates in 2014, Istanbul serves 
as a haven and deserves a higher 
status in the Muslim world. How-
ever, that haven could be at risk if 
Erdogan and the AKP lose in the 
June 24 elections.

Erdogan’s abrupt decision to 

call elections more than a year 
ahead of schedule, hoping to 
catch the opposition off guard, 
could backfire. Turkish opposition 
parties have formed a rare alli-
ance, posing a serious challenge to 
Erdogan.

Reliable pollsters and analysts 
in Turkey stated that Erdogan 
could struggle to get the 50% of 
the vote he needs to win the presi-
dency outright in the first round. 
If he falls short, Erdogan would 
face the top opposition candidate 
in a second round July 8, some-
thing he hopes to avoid.

Also, for the first time in Tur-
key’s recent history, the opposi-
tion is organising an operation to 

independently count the entire 
national vote, hoping to forestall 
any attempt at vote rigging.

If the opposition alliance forces 
a second round, Erdogan’s main 
challenger, Muharrem Ince of 
the main opposition Republican 
People’s Party, could be a serious 
contender. This is creating serious 
pushback against Erdogan and the 
rise of authoritarian politics.

The Muslim Brothers under-
stand that an Erdogan defeat 
would constitute a severe blow to 
political Islam and deprive them 
of a needed haven in the region. 
With Erdogan’s grip on power at 
risk and Doha increasingly isolat-
ed following the boycott imposed 

on it by Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt 
since June 2017, the Muslim 
Brothers are on the defensive.

There is nothing “holy” about 
Istanbul except in the minds of 
those Islamists who think they 
need to preserve an ultimate place 
of refuge at any cost — even if 
that means twisting history and 
religion.

The three holy cities of Islam are 
and will remain: Mecca, Medina 
and Jerusalem. There is no adding 
to that list scheduled anytime 
soon.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Islamists’ partisan elevation of Istanbul is not credible
Viewpoint

Iman Zayat

There is nothing 
“holy” about Istanbul 
except in the minds of 
Islamists who think 
they need to preserve 
an ultimate place of 
refuge at any cost.

S 

ince their fall from 
grace in 2014, 
Islamists, particu-
larly supporters of 
the Muslim Brother-
hood, have 
attempted to portray 

Istanbul as a “holy” city that is a 
beating heart of Islam.

Recently, a video widely shared 
on social media featuring an 
apparent member of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood comparing the 
distance between Jerusalem and 
Mecca to the distance between 
Jerusalem and Istanbul on a map. 
The two lengths, he concluded, 
are the same — a sign of divine 
blessing for the Turkish city.

Absurd as it is, such religious 
pseudoscience reflects an impor-
tant development by Islamists 
in the region: Their desperate 
attempt to retain power in Turkey 
at any cost.

Since the announcement of 
snap parliamentary and presiden-
tial elections in Turkey, the Mus-
lim Brotherhood has mobilised to 
support its newly found guru of 
political Islam, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan, and his 
ruling Islamist party, the Justice 
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ebanon’s Hezbollah and the 
Palestinian Hamas organi-
sation have been cooperat-
ing more closely than ever 

in the past year, having set aside 
differences that saw them back op-
posing sides in the early stages of 
Syria’s civil war.

The cooperation between the 
two parties has alarmed Israel, 
which delivered at least two letters 
to the UN Security Council in the 
past year. The latest, dated May 11, 
warned of the “ominous develop-
ments” of “the strengthening of 
ties” between Hezbollah and Ha-
mas, which “constitutes a major 
threat not only to Israel but also to 
the stability and security of the en-
tire region.”

Hezbollah and Hamas have had 
a relationship dating to 1992 when 
Israel deported about 400 mem-
bers of Hamas as well as Palestin-
ian Islamic Jihad militants into the 
western Bekaa Valley, just north of 
the then Israeli-occupied zone in 
southern Lebanon.

Lebanese authorities refused to 
accept the expelled Hamas mem-
bers and they lived in a no-man’s 
land between Lebanese and Israeli 
lines. Hezbollah quickly built rela-
tions with the Hamas deportees 
and schooled them in guerrilla 
warfare tactics.

However, the war in Syria caused 
a rift between Hamas and its Ira-
nian sponsor as the Palestinian 
group, which is Sunni and part of 
the Muslim Brotherhood naturally 
was sympathetic to the mainly 

Sunni rebels battling the regime of 
Syrian President Bashar Assad.

Hamas offered military support 
to the nascent rebels, including 
Jabhat al-Nusra. In June 2013, a 
Hezbollah fighter told this writer 
that the roadside bombs he and his 
comrades had encountered during 
the battle for Al-Qusayr in west-
ern Syria were identical to those 
Hezbollah taught Hamas to build. 
The inference was that Hamas had 
passed its bomb-making skills to 
Syrian rebel forces.

Nevertheless, with Assad having 
swung the tide of war back in his 
favour, thanks to the help of his 
Russian and Iranian allies, Hamas 
has had to rethink where its loyal-
ties lie.

A little more than a year ago, 
Iran instructed Hezbollah to re-es-
tablish full relations with Hamas, 
Beirut-based intelligence sources 
said. Furthermore, an effort is be-
ing made by Hezbollah to unite all 
Palestinian Islamist groups based 
in Lebanon, specifically Hamas 
and Islamic Jihad, under its com-
mand and has appointed liaison 
officers to all Palestinian factions. 
Hamas has been busy recruiting 
fighters who are being trained at 
Hezbollah camps in the Bekaa Val-
ley, the sources said.

The sources added that the 
military bases manned by the 
Popular Front for the Liberation 
of Palestine-General Command 
(PFLP-GC), a Damascus-based 
secular faction, at Qussaya in the 
Bekaa Valley and Naameh, south 
of Beirut, have been placed under 
the control of Iran’s Islamic Revo-
lutionary Guard Corps, part of an 
agreement between Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani, commander of 
IRGC’s al-Quds Force, and Ahmad 
Jibril, the leader of the PFLP-GC. 
Around three years ago, Hezbollah 
turned a long disused track into an 
asphalt road to connect the PFLP-
GC’s base at Qussaya to a nearby 
Hezbollah training camp.

These developments have clear-
ly alarmed Israel. In January, Mo-
hammed Hamdan, a senior mem-

ber of Hamas’s military wing, was 
wounded in a car bombing in Sidon 
in southern Lebanon, an attack 
that was pinned on Israel. Reports 
from Israel claimed Hamdan was 
in charge of the Hamas mobilisa-
tion effort in Lebanon.

In Israel’s May 11 letter to the 
Security Council, Israeli Ambas-
sador to the United Nations Danny 
Danon claimed that, under the 
command of Majid Hader, Hamas 
recruited and trained hundreds 
of fighters and “has assembled an 
infrastructure in Lebanon ready to 
manufacture its own missiles and 
unmanned aircraft to add to its 
war arsenal and increase its offen-
sive capabilities.”

Danon also said Hamas “intends 
to use its armed force and growing 
arsenal of rockets to pull Lebanon 

into a conflict with Israel. This in-
tention increases the possibility of 
a conflict with Israel that could en-
gulf the entire Middle East.”

In early March, Israel’s Maariv 
newspaper cited Western intel-
ligence sources as saying that the 
Hamas military buildup had been 
conducted covertly and that by 
launching rockets into Israel from 
southern Lebanon, it would impli-
cate Hezbollah and drag the Leba-
nese group into a war with the 
Jewish state.

Such a claim stretches the 
bounds of credulity. It is almost 
inconceivable that Hamas could 
independently build an arsenal 
and recruit hundreds of fighters 
without Hezbollah’s knowledge. 
Hezbollah jealously guards Leba-
non’s southern border against 

any militant activity that is not its 
own, precisely because the firing 
of a few rockets by a small faction 
could trigger a devastating war 
that does not suit Hezbollah’s in-
terests.

Nevertheless, the renewed and 
strengthening relationship be-
tween Hezbollah and Hamas is a 
component of a broader effort to 
build a regional Iran-led axis of 
resistance against Israel that to-
day includes many thousands of 
mainly Shia fighters drawn from 
Iran, Iraq, Lebanon, Syria, Af-
ghanistan, Pakistan and Yemen.

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

Nicholas Blanford

Closing ranks. A 2004 file picture shows Hezbollah’s leader Sayyed Hassan Nasrallah (L) chatting 
with Khaled Meshaal, head of Hamas’s political bureau in Beirut.                                                                                               (AP)

Hezbollah, Hamas bolster ties, raising stakes in Lebanon

The renewed and 
strengthening relationship 
between Hezbollah and 
Hamas is a component of a 
broader effort to build a 
regional Iran-led axis of 
resistance against Israel.

Viewpoint

Senseless populism 
has become a 
mainstream 
movement within 
Lebanon and Bassil’s 
recent sideshow 
and bullying of 
the UNHCR is a case 
in point.

Makram Rabah

Lebanese politicians play populist card in face-off with UNHCR

“G 

od helps those 
who help 
themselves” — 
an adage that 
urges people to 
take initiative 

and responsibility — is perhaps 
most relevant to the Lebanese, 
whose failure to address their ever-
compounding problems, chiefly the 
Syrian refugee crisis, has placed a 
colossal burden on the country’s 
infrastructure and its failing 
economy.

While Lebanon’s refugee 
crisis is a burden involving 
both the Lebanese state and the 
international community, the 
former has miserably failed to 
help itself alleviate the effects 
of the crisis. Above all, the 
Lebanese government has yet to 
deploy a national refugee plan 
to ensure it receives funds from 
the international community and 
relevant agencies, primarily the UN 
High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR).

Rather than work with the UN 
agency to forge a solution to the 
refugee crisis, the Lebanese state 
opted to estrange and intimidate 
it, blaming UNHCR and the 
international community for 
impeding the return of the refugees 
to Syria.

By deliberately classifying 1.2 
million Syrians in Lebanon as 
“displaced” rather than refugees, 
the government is shirking 
responsibility for their well-being 
and failing to recognise that 
their return rests on a political 
settlement to the Syrian conflict.

The Lebanese government’s 

relationship with the UNHCR 
hit rock bottom when Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, the son-in-
law of Lebanese President Michel 
Aoun, condemned the UNHCR for 
allegedly scaring and discouraging 
refugees from returning home. 
Bassil suspended the renewal of 
UNHCR staff’s residency permits, 
declaring senior members of this 
invaluable aid programme personas 
non grata.

Contrary to what he and his 
political party maintain, Bassil’s 
reckless move was not a reaction to 
an alleged violation of the UNHCR 
mandate but a populist, xenophobic 
ploy.

Bassil’s standoff with the UNHCR 
came shortly after Aoun received a 
European delegation of the far-right 
Alliance for Peace and Freedom 
party. Speaking to the group, led by 
Italian fascist Roberto Fiore, Aoun 
unleashed a barrage of accusations 
against the United Nations and the 
European Union.

Aoun, an ally of both Syrian 
President Bashar Assad and Iran, 
said the conflict in Syria has ended 
and it is safe for displaced Syrians 
to return but that process was 
being hindered by the international 
community.

Farouk al-Moghrabi, a Lebanese 
barrister and adviser to the minister 
of state for human rights, said that 
position was deceptive and lacks 
legal substance.

Bassil’s “unilateral decision to 
confront the United Nations comes 
in breach of the dissociation policy 
adopted by the Lebanese states,” 
Moghrabi said. “His demand 
for an immediate return of the 

refugees disregards all the spirit 
of the human rights conventions 
governing refugees that dictates 
clear criteria based on international 
law and validated by the United 
Nations.”

In his ongoing witch-hunt, Bassil 
demanded the UNHCR provide a 
clear plan for the return of refugees 
within two weeks.

Ziad el-Sayegh, a public policy 
expert who is a senior national 
policy adviser to the Ministry of 
State for Displaced Affairs, said 
“the responsibility of drafting a 
national refugee policy rests on 
the Lebanese state in coordination 
with the UNHCR, Lebanon strategic 
partner in this field.”

“It would have been mutually 
beneficial for Lebanon to sign a 
memorandum of understanding 
with the United Nations rather than 
adopt the current measures under 
Bassil, which incapacitates both 
the Lebanese as well as the Syrian 
refugees,” he said.

Sayegh pointed out that the same 
people who are leading a populist 
charge against refugees and the 
UNHCR had blocked many attempts 
by the Lebanese government since 
2012 to establish refugee facilities 
on the Lebanese-Syrian border, 
which led to the refugees dispersing 
throughout the country.

While Bassil has the authority 
to freeze and deny residency visas 
to members of the international 
organisation, such measures should 
be approved by the entire cabinet 
because they have significant 
ramifications on Lebanon’s 
standing with the international 
community.

Strangely, Lebanese Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri has yet to 
remind Bassil of the folly of his 
populist adventure, which puts 
Lebanon in a tight spot with 
international donors who recently 
pledged billions to the country, 
mainly to help it deal with the 
refugee crisis.

Rather than merely criticise 
Bassil’s statement, Hariri could 
have convened an emergency 
meeting of the ministerial 
subcommittee on refugees and 
reminded Bassil that his actions 
are imprudent and outside his 
portfolio.

Bassil’s accusation that the 
UNHCR is working to deny refugees 
their right of return is nothing but 
a ridiculous conspiracy theory, 
no more believable than that 
sick African children were sent 
medicine laced with AIDS in the 
20th century. Senseless populism 
has become a mainstream 
movement within Lebanon and 
Bassil’s recent sideshow and 
bullying of the UNHCR is a case in 
point.

Bassil will keep creating fictitious 
monsters to scare the Lebanese into 
submission and to distract from 
the many scandals and corruption 
schemes he and his allies have 
been implicated in, some of which 
ironically contribute to making the 
Syrian refugees permanent guests 
of Lebanon.

Makram Rabah is a lecturer at 
the American University of Beirut 
and author of “A Campus at War: 
Student Politics at the American 
University of Beirut, 1967-1975.”
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Debate

The atomic spectre returns to haunt Iran

Trump-Kim summit has few implications for Middle East

O 

n June 12, the world 
officially stood 
upside down: Barely 
48 hours after call-
ing Canadian Prime 
Minister Justin 

Trudeau “dishonest and weak” 
and after one of his top advisers 
said there was a “special place in 
hell” for the Canadian leader, US 
President Donald Trump shook 
hands with North Korea’s Kim 
Jong-un, the brutal dictator of 
perhaps the world’s most totali-
tarian regime.

“He’s got a great personality. 
He’s a funny guy. He’s very smart. 
He’s a great negotiator,” Trump 
gushed about the man whose 
regime arrested an American col-
lege student in 2016 and allowed 
him to return home only after 
he fell into a coma of suspicious 
origin; he died a few days after 
his homecoming.

The two leaders made some 
promises — Pyongyang to de-
nuclearise, Washington to halt 
military training exercises with 
Seoul (a pledge that came as a 
surprise to both the United States 
and South Korean militaries). 
However, the proverbial devil lies 
in the proverbial details, none of 
which have been worked out and 
all of which will be difficult to 
finalise.

Duyeon Kim, a visiting senior 
research fellow at the Korean 
Peninsula Future Forum in Seoul, 
predicted “Pyongyang will aim 
for a phased approach to extend 
negotiations for as long as pos-
sible to test the president. Kim 
will likely try to game the system 
to receive some concessions along 
the way, build in exit ramps if 

The hard-line 
Iranian media 
seems 
unimpressed 
with Rohani’s 
diplomatic 
efforts, with 
the JCPOA in 
ruins and 
Kim’s defiant 
strategy 
triumphant. 

June 12, seems to readily accept 
Kim’s vague pledges of denu-
clearisation.

So, what is Tehran’s view of the 
Singapore summit? Twenty-four 
hours after the meeting, there was 
remarkably little official reaction.

The day before the Trump-Kim 
meeting, Iranian Foreign Minis-
try spokesman Bahram Qassemi 
cautioned North Korea that Iran 
was “not optimistic” that Trump 
would remain committed to his 
pledges. Within hours of the sum-
mit, cabinet spokesman Moham-
mad-Bagher Nobakht made the 
following comment: “With whom 
is the North Korean leader negoti-
ating? It is not clear that he would 
not cancel the agreement before 
returning home.”

Despite their public statements, 
Qassemi and Nobakht are prob-
ably aware that North Korea is 
more likely than the United States 
to violate any agreement. The 
reasoning is well parsed, not just 
in Tehran but elsewhere. Why 
would North Korea surrender its 
nuclear weapons when they were 
the only reason Washington was 
forced to treat Pyongyang as an 
equal partner? Why would Pyong-
yang give up the very thing that 
enabled Kim to extract military 
concessions from Trump?

What North Korea achieved was 
the course of action contemplated 
by the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps (IRGC) and regime 

he finds himself in a disadvan-
tageous position and keep his 
nuclear weapons for as long as 
possible.”

As world shaking as the Trump-
Kim summit may be — Trump 
called it “a very great moment in 
the history of the world” — it will 
have minimal effect on US policy 
towards the Middle East, despite 
rather tenuous analogies that 
have been put forward. Consider 
the following questions:

If Trump was willing to meet 
and negotiate with Kim, who has 
threatened to bomb California, 
why is he so opposed to a dia-
logue over nuclear weapons with 
Tehran?

It is true that Kim presents a 
hypothetical nuclear threat to the 
US mainland and a real threat to 
US allies, which Tehran does not 
and could not for years to come, 
but North Korea is not actively 
undermining the stability of US 

hardliners prior to the Iran nu-
clear agreement. The logic was 
that Iran should get the bomb at 
any cost, after which Washington 
would accommodate itself to a 
nuclear-armed Iran.

Rohani and the regime’s tech-
nocratic elites, however, fearing 
war and under immense pressure 
from the international sanctions 
regime, favoured a negotiated 
solution to the crisis over Iran’s 
nuclear programme. For a while, 
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatol-
lah Ali Khamenei oscillated be-
tween the two camps. Eventually, 
he sided with the Rohani camp, 
authorised the JCPOA and called 
it “heroic flexibility.”

In the weeks between Trump’s 
rejection of the Iran nuclear deal 
and his vague agreement with 
North Korea, Rohani has tried 
to salvage whatever possible 
from the JCPOA. Hardly a day 
passes without Rohani or Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
reaching out to the remaining 
signatories to the Iran nuclear 
deal. The attempt protects Iran as 
much as possible from the effects 
of reimposed US sanctions.

The hard-line Iranian media 
seems unimpressed with Ro-
hani’s diplomatic efforts, with the 
JCPOA in ruins and Kim’s defiant 
strategy triumphant.

On June 13, Hossein Shariatma-
dari, editor of Kayhan, attacked 
Rohani for “five years of wasting 

allies in Asia. Nuclear weapons 
are the only security issue the 
United States has with Pyong-
yang — human rights are not a 
security issue — but there are a 
host of security issues complicat-
ing the US-Iran relationship.

North Korea is a regional basket 
case with nuclear weapons; 
Iran is an energy-rich regional 
power with the infrastructure 
to develop nuclear weapons. Of 
course, a dialogue with Tehran 
could be fruitful under the right 
circumstances but the two cases 
are not comparable.

Should Kim be wary of the 
“Libya model”? 

Former Libyan dictator Muam-
mar Qaddafi ditched his weapons 
of mass destruction in exchange 
for an end to sanctions and ac-
ceptance by the West, only to find 
NATO and US warplanes support-
ing the uprising against him in 
2011. While there is no guarantee 

opportunities” and dreaming fu-
tile dreams. He said: “The differ-
ence between hope and reality is 
just as written in the Holy Quran: 
‘Those who disbelieve, their 
deeds are as a mirage in a desert. 
The thirsty one supposeth it to be 
water till he cometh unto it and 
findeth it naught.’”

Unfortunately for Kayhan, it 
was with Khamenei’s authorisa-
tion that Rohani navigated the 
caravan of the state towards the 
mirage.

Javan, the unofficial mouth-
piece of the IRGC, made a similar 
criticism of Rohani but found 
solace in Khamenei’s recent in-
structions to prepare to increase 
uranium enrichment but both Ja-
van and the IRGC would be wrong 
if they read uranium enrichment 
as a sign Iran’s exit from the nu-
clear agreement is on the agenda. 
When he gave his instructions, 
Khamenei said the government 
should do so “within the bounda-
ries of the nuclear deal.”

Exiting the deal and pushing 
for a nuclear weapons strategy 
are nevertheless likely to domi-
nate the IRGC’s demands from 
the Rohani government. The 
atomic spectre once again haunts 
Iranian politics.

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

It is true that 
Kim presents a 
hypothetical 
nuclear threat 
to the US 
mainland and a 
real threat to US 
allies but North 
Korea is not 
actively 
undermining 
the stability of 
US allies in Asia. 

Rohani probably thinks he, rather 
than North Korea’s dictator Kim 
Jong-un, should have been the 
foreign leader shaking Trump’s 
hand in Singapore.

The world should hope that the 
Trump-Kim summit leads to a 
historic peace on the Korean 
Peninsula but, even if it does, its 
relevance to the Middle East is 
hard to see.

that the Kim dynasty will not face 
a popular rebellion at some point, 
the likelihood of US military 
intervention is remote for one 
simple reason: China. A militarily 
resurgent Beijing would never ac-
cept the United States taking part 
in the overthrow of Kim.

South Korea also would be loth 
to see a sudden and violent over-
throw of the Pyongyang regime. 
Such an eventuality would create 
a refugee crisis the likes of which 
the world has never seen and 
South Koreans would face the 
brunt of it. Seoul wants slow and 
orderly change in its northern 
neighbour.

If Trump pulls off such a dra-
matic breakthrough, maybe he 
can deliver on Israeli-Palestinian 
peace?

Anyone who believes this must 
live in the US state of Colorado, 
where marijuana is legal and 
widely available. The conflict 
between the United States and 
North Korea is relatively simple: 
Pyongyang has nuclear weapons, 
Washington wants it to abandon 
them; the US refuses to acknowl-
edge the North Korean regime; 
the regime wants to be accepted 
and protected from overthrow. 
The trade-off is obvious and 
predates Trump’s foray into US-
North Korean diplomacy.

The conflict between Israelis 
and Palestinians is, well, a bit 
more complex.

There is one valid analogy be-
tween the Trump-Kim handshake 
and the long sordid history of 
Israeli-Palestinian peacemaking. 
In 1993, Israeli Prime Minister 
Yitzhak Rabin and Palestinian 
leader Yasser Arafat shook hands 
on the White House lawn. Twen-
ty-five years and thousands of 
fatalities later, there is no peace 
and no negotiations.

The Trump-Kim summit was 
a classic case of putting theat-
rics before the hard work. The 
world should hope that it leads 
to a historic peace on the Korean 
Peninsula but, even if it does, its 
relevance to the Middle East is 
hard to see.

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

Meeting of the century. North Korean leader Kim Jong-un (L) and US President Donald Trump shake hands 
at the conclusion of their meetings at the Capella resort on Sentosa Island in Singapore, on June 12.        (AP)

I 

ranian President Hassan 
Rohani probably thinks 
he, rather than North 
Korea’s dictator Kim Jong-
un, should have been the 
foreign leader shaking US 

President Donald Trump’s hand 
in Singapore.

After all, Rohani was instru-
mental in committing Iran to 
the Joint Comprehensive Plan 
of Action (JCPOA), which se-
verely restricts Tehran’s nuclear 
activities and has it submit to a 
technologically advanced inspec-
tion regime, while Kim and his 
predecessors have a record of 
broken promises, mendacity and 
deceit, which has helped Pyong-
yang develop an effective nuclear 
deterrence.

Even so, Trump withdrew from 
the Iran nuclear deal and, as of 

Ali Alfoneh

Mark Habeeb

   North Korea Summit   Iran   
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While the 
prioritisation of 
some cases over 
others is sometimes 
a necessity, 
refugees have all 
left their homes out 
of dire need.

Nadine Sayegh

Double-standard treatment of refugees in Europe

U 

nder one of many 
bridges on the Seine 
River is a scene 
that can be seen in 
various parts of Paris, 
certainly in St Ouen 

and Porte de la Chapelle — a raid by 
French police clearing the area of 
apparently homeless people in the 
early morning hours.

Migrants are often subject to 
such occurrences. Police dissipate 
people gathered in the public 
spaces and the scattered soon 
regroup around other portes or 
gates to Paris.

The refugee crisis has 
reverberated in media coverage 
as more people risk their lives to 
reach Europe, either to flee conflict 
or to look for a better future. How 
are some refugees faring better 
than others?

Hundreds of people from 
countries such as Sudan, 
Afghanistan, Pakistan and Mali 
live in tents under bridges. What 
can be noticed is a striking lack of 
Levantine Arabs. Considering the 
devastation as well as the coverage 
of the Syrian crisis, one would 
anticipate larger numbers of them. 
However, this is not the case.

While their residence in public 
spaces is viewed in a negative 
light, it must be stated that many 
of these refugees are not provided 
benefits that other refugees are, 
including housing allowances that 
a majority of — if not all — Syrian 
families have access to. This is 
not because they are not entitled 
to it but because their case files 

have been in state custody for an 
extended period.

In addition, other state benefits 
are not accessible as the fate of 
all those residing in these areas 
are tangled in the bureaucratic 
process.

A Sudanese man in his mid-40s, 
identified as Mohammad Omar, 
has been moving from one squat to 
another since he arrived in France 
seven months ago. He explained 
that priority is given to Syrian 
families, particularly in terms of 
state benefits, even in contrast to 
the French population.

Omar said he spent time in Calais 
but prefers the quality of life on 

the streets to the zoned areas. 
The issues with his situation are 
mainly bureaucratic. The cases are 
reviewed inconsistently and the 
process is often prolonged due to 
missing paperwork.

Two young men from 
Afghanistan in their 20s said they 
also have been squatting in Paris 
for several months. They say that, 
though the refugee registration 
process has been difficult, their 
quality of life is better in France 
than at home.

They say that many in their 
situation will wait as long as 
necessary to receive a residency 
permit because their lives back 

home are all but unliveable. 
They said the wait for specific 
nationalities from Central Asia 
and Central Africa “are seemingly 
sidelined in favour of other 
nationalities.”

A translator with the French 
police pointed out that there are 
some people who pretend to be 
Syrian to speed up the process. 
“This is because most local 
and international attention is 
centred on Syrian refugees and 
governments seek to present a 
strong facade,” the translator said.

Some migrants arrive with no 
documents; others intentionally 
destroy their documents. Those 
who abide by the regulations are 
subject to unpredictable wait time.

The translator added that, even 
in comparison to impoverished 
French nationals of Arab and 
African descent, this is causing 
polarisation within French 
communities and enraging poor 
French Caucasians.

What are the long-term effects 
of this bad governance on French 
society, including different refugee 
groups? While the prioritisation 
of some cases over others is 
sometimes a necessity, refugees 
have all left their homes out of dire 
need and, as such, must be treated 
with equal importance rather than 
apparent favouritism for some and 
disdain for others.

Nadine Sayegh is a freelance 
journalist based in Dubai and 
Beirut, focusing on society, culture 
and regional politics.

Second-class refugee. A French gendarme gestures to a migrant 
during a clearing out of a makeshift camp in central Paris,
on June 4.                     (AP)

London

T 

he European Union entered 
a new era after Italy and 
Malta closed their ports to a 
ship carrying migrants and 

refugees and several European for-
eign ministers agreed to form a coa-
lition “of the willing” to fight illegal 
migration.  

Italy’s new far-right government 
pledged to take a firm stance against 
migrants and refugees, promising 
to deport more than 500,000 ille-
gal migrants already in the country 
during an election campaign domi-
nated by the migration issue.

The new government demon-
strated its resolve on migration on 
June 11 by refusing to open its ports 
to Aquarius, a Gibraltar-flagged hu-
manitarian ship that had rescued 
629 migrants and refugees off the 
coast of Libya.

The Italians said the ship should 
dock in Malta, something Maltese 
officials refused. Spain’s new so-
cialist government eventually of-
fered to accept the ship.

The crisis escalated when the 
interior ministers of Austria, Ger-
many and Italy — all immigration 
hardliners — appeared to reach an 
agreement to cooperate to fight il-
legal migration. “We believe an axis 
of the willing is needed to fight il-

legal migration,” said Austrian 
Chancellor Sebastian Kurz, whose 
country is to assume the Europe-
an Union’s rotating presidency on  
July 1.

Italian Interior Minister Matteo 
Salvini declared victory following 
Spain’s decision. “Italy has stopped 
bowing its head to obey. This time 
there are those who say, NO,” he 
posted on Twitter.

Salvini is the head of the anti-
immigration Northern League that 
led a centre-right electoral coalition 
that won a plurality of seats in Ita-
ly’s parliament. The new populist 
government is composed mainly 
of the anti-establishment Five Star 
Movement and the far-right North-
ern League, led by compromise fig-
ure Giuseppe Conte, an academic 
and political novice.

Both the Northern League and 
the Five Star Movement pledged to 
tackle immigration in their election 
manifestos.

Many are expecting the new gov-
ernment not just to push a firmer 
line in terms of accepting incoming 
migrants but to begin mass depor-
tations of illegal migrants as well.

“It is not enough to reduce the 
number of people arriving. We need 
to increase deportations,” Salvini, 
who also holds the post of deputy 
prime minister, said during a visit 
to a Sicilian immigration detention 
centre.

Speaking at a rally in northern 
Italy shortly after the formation of 
the new government, Salvini told 
illegal immigrants to “get ready to 
pack your bags.”

Questions remain whether the 
new government will carry out 
mass deportations, given the ad-

ministrative and practical difficul-
ties, or whether such claims are 
political rhetoric aimed to unify 
support at home and increase pres-
sure on Brussels.

Italy, through forced deporta-
tions and voluntary returns, re-
moved 6,000 people in 2016 and 
6,500 in 2017. It would require ma-
jor expenditure to construct deten-
tion centres and training immigra-
tion officials to ensure deportations 
along the lines promised by the 
new government.

Italy’s decision to turn away the 
migrant ship raised legal questions. 
EU law requires asylum seekers 
to register in the first safe coun-
try they reach. However front-line 
countries, such as Italy and Malta, 
complained this creates an onerous 
burden on them.

“Should there be other boats… 
with a foreign flag, we will do the 
same. Hadn’t we stopped this boat, 
where would it have landed? In It-
aly. Tomorrow it would have been 
the same and the day after it would 
have been the same,” Salvini said.

Critics said that since the Italian 
Coast Guard had coordinated the 

rescue, including picking up more 
than 280 migrants in its vessels be-
fore transferring them to Aquarius, 
the responsibility for accepting the 
migrants lays with Italy.

“Italy doesn’t shrug off its re-
sponsibility when it comes to sav-
ing lives but it asks that others do 
the same,” Italian Transport Minis-
ter Danilo Toninelli, who oversees 
Italian ports and the coast guard, 
said after the Spanish announce-
ment.

Conte has called for “obligatory” 
redistribution of asylum seekers 
around the European Union, with 
an EU summit to take place on June 
28-29 likely to discuss changes 
to asylum laws and how to bet-
ter share the burden of migrants  

and refugees.
French President Emmanuel Ma-

cron strongly criticised Italy’s de-
cision to shut its ports to migrant 
ships. The Italian government sum-
moned the French ambassador to 
discuss the issue. Given the nature 
of the disagreement over migration 
between front-line countries, such 
as Italy and Malta, and other Euro-
pean countries, such as France and 
the United Kingdom, the EU sum-
mit is expected to be a tense affair.

Approximately 5 million foreign 
nationals are legally residing in 
Italy, figures from the national sta-
tistics institute state. That is equiv-
alent to 8.3% of Italy’s population.

However, nearly 700,000 ille-
gal migrants have arrived in the 
country by boat since 2013, mostly 
from sub-Saharan Africa via Libya. 
Migration study foundation Initia-
tives and Studies on Multiethnicity 
estimates there are approximately 
500,000 people living in Italy ille-
gally, just less than 1% of the popu-
lation.

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

Mahmud el-Shafey

Fractured Europe. The Italian Navy patrol vessel Orione (L) sails next to the French NGO SOS Mediterranee 
Aquarius ship as migrants are being transferred in the Mediterranean Sea, on June 12.                                     (AP)

Italy’s populist 
government 
draws line over 
migration

Many are expecting the new 
government not just to push 
a firmer line in terms of 
accepting incoming 
migrants but to begin mass 
deportations of illegal 
migrants as well.

Italy’s decision to turn away 
the migrant ship raised legal 
questions.
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Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump’s cuts in aid to the 
Middle East came under 
strong attack from sup-

porters and opponents in the US 
Congress who say the reductions 
would destabilise the region and 
threaten American allies, including 
Israel.

The Trump administration pro-
posed major across-the-board cuts 
in foreign aid next year as it tries 
to get other countries to contribute 
more money. The administration 
has also frozen hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars in planned aid to the 
Palestinian territories and Syria.

The policies drew sharp criticism, 
particularly as Gaza faces a major 
humanitarian crisis following the 
administration’s decision to with-
hold tens of millions of dollars in 
aid for health clinics, schools and 
development.

“The humanitarian situation in 
Gaza has deteriorated — dramati-
cally doesn’t even begin to describe 
it. It’s catastrophic,” US Representa-
tive Gerald Connolly, a Democrat 
from Virginia, said June 13 at a con-
gressional hearing.

Connolly said that 53% of Gazans 
live in poverty, 44% are unemployed 
and the loss of US funds threatens 
to cut off tens of thousands of resi-
dents from food aid and emergency 
medical care.

Representative Lois Frankel, a 
Democrat from New York, said at a 
House Foreign Affairs subcommit-
tee hearing that cutting aid to Pal-
estinians could foment violence in 
Gaza and draw Israel into war.

“If you want to stop the violence 

from spilling out even further from 
Gaza, it seems to me we have to 
participate in Hamas assistance,” 
Frankel told a US State Department 
official who was testifying at the 
hearing. “We give billions of dollars 
to Israel to keep them secure and 
yet now you want to take away mil-
lions to prevent harm.”

The State Department official de-
fended the US decision to withhold 
$65 million in aid to the UN Relief 
and Works Agency while the admin-
istration reviews whether to make 
the payment to the programme.

David Satterfield, acting assistant 
secretary for near eastern affairs, 
said he understood “the gravity of 
the suffering in Gaza” but that relief 
is “an international responsibility.” 
He blamed the Hamas-led govern-
ment, which has ruled Gaza since 
2007, of using aid money for its mili-
tary aims.

“It is 11 years of governance by a 
terrorist organisation that has cho-
sen to use its resources, chosen 
to use parts of international assis-
tance, in furtherance of its military 
goal, which is threatening if not 
aiming for the destruction of Israel,” 
Satterfield said.

“American generosity has over-
looked that time and again since 
[the second world war],” Connolly 
replied, noting the United States has 
given aid to North Korea despite the 
country’s enormous human-rights 
violations. “The United States gave 
humanitarian food assistance so 
people didn’t starve to death. Do we 
have a different standard for Gaza 
because you don’t like Hamas? I 
don’t like Hamas, either.”

When Connolly asked when the 
administration would complete 
its review of the $65 million it de-
cided to withhold in January, Sat-
terfield replied: “We are making an 
assessment of what US assistance 
is appropriate for Gaza-West Bank 
in light of the emphasis on burden-
sharing.”

“Well, I’m sure that will bring 
great comfort to human suffering 
in Gaza,” Connolly replied sarcasti-
cally.

Republicans criticised the Trump 

administration’s decision in March 
to withhold $200 million in recov-
ery funds for Syria and its proposal 
to slash foreign aid 30% in the budg-
et year that begins October 1. The 
$200 million was to pay for projects 
such as building roads and restoring 
power and water to the devastated 
country but has been put on hold 
as the US focuses on trying to expel 
the Islamic State from Syria.

The budget cuts proposed for the 
2018-19 fiscal year would sharply af-
fect the Palestinian territories and 
Syria while leaving intact the ap-
proximately $3 billion in aid to Is-
rael and the $95 million to Tunisia, 
lawmakers said.

“The president is absolutely 
committed to increasing burden-
sharing, both of a financial and a 
presence-on-the-ground character,” 
Satterfield said. Gulf countries, in-
cluding Saudi Arabia and the United 

Arab Emirates, have pledged addi-
tional aid, as have Japan and some 
European countries, Satterfield 
said. “We continue to engage at the 
highest levels to elicit support.”

Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtin-
en, a Republican chairwoman of 
the subcommittee, said Trump’s 
proposed budget “falls short” of 
achieving the administration’s ob-
jectives in the Middle East.

“I’m all for getting partner nations 
to increase their share of contribu-
tions but, in the meantime, we’re 
losing critical time and we’re cer-
tainly not making progress on our 
Syria objectives if we’re not provid-
ing assistance,” Ros-Lehtinen said.

David Cicilline, a Democrat on 
the subcommittee, criticised the 
administration for proposing to 
cut funding to the State Depart-
ment’s Office of Global Women’s 
Issues, which seeks to stop vio-

lence against women and children, 
prevent marriage of children and 
empower women financially. “It 
seems hard to achieve those objec-
tives with deep cuts in efforts that 
are intended to enhance the rights 
and well-being of women and girls,” 
Cicilline said.

“We believe we have the resourc-
es required to continue with the ac-
tive promotion of those goals,” Sat-
terfield replied.

Trump proposed substantial 
cuts on foreign aid in the budget 
he submitted to Congress a year 
ago but Congress restored much of 
the funding for the 2017-18 budget. 
Trump’s proposed 2018-19 budget 
is still under review by Congress, 
which seems likely to again restore 
some of the aid cuts.

Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Deep concerns. US Representatives Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (L) and Diane Black head into a closed-door 
meeting on Capitol Hill in Washington, on June 7.                           (AP)

Trump’s aid cuts to the Middle East
draw sharp criticism from US Congress

Representative Ileana 
Ros-Lehtinen said Trump’s 
proposed budget “falls 
short” of achieving the 
administration’s objectives 
in the Middle East.

Ottawa

T 

hroughout the three years 
of its so-called caliphate, 
the Islamic State (ISIS) at-
tracted thousands of foreign 

fighters to Syria and Iraq to fight for 
its cause but the group has lost al-
most all its territory, leaving those 
fighters with a decision.

ISIS’s foreign fighters are either 
seeking their next jihadist spree or 
returning to their home countries. 
A 2017 study by the Soufan Centre 
and the Global Strategy Network es-
timated that 5,600 fighters from 33 
countries had returned home.

Of those who left the European 
Union to fight for ISIS, about 1,200 
returned. The United Kingdom had 
the highest number of returnees 
among European countries — ap-
proximately 25. Turkey, Russia, 
Saudi Arabia and Tunisia are among 
the countries receiving the most re-
turning ISIS fighters.

The Group of Seven ministe-
rial meeting in April identified the 
threat of foreign fighters as a key 
concern. The meeting produced a 
commitment to manage the threat 
through information and intelli-
gence sharing and multi-agency in-
terventions.

“We commit to working together 
to manage the threats posed by 
these individuals and their families, 
through a range of enforcement, 
disruption and prosecution meas-

ures,” reads the joint statement, 
released April 23. “In cases where 
applicable, [measures of] deradi-
calisation and reintegration.”

Amarnath Amarasingam, a senior 
research fellow at the Institute for 
Strategic Dialogue, said: “Informa-
tion sharing is going to be the key 
in terms of movement of people 
across borders.”

Co-directing a study on Western 
foreign fighters at the University 
of Waterloo, Amarasingam said the 
challenge facing policymakers and 
law enforcement is knowing what 
type of foreign fighters are return-
ing.

“Not all returnees are going to 
be the same,” he said. “The disillu-
sioned ones who went looking for 
utopia and found something very 
different, those disengaged but not 
exactly disillusioned and those who 
are operational — who were basical-
ly trained and dispatched back into 
their home countries.”

Understanding the variety of re-
turning jihadists and what risk they 
pose is important. However, law en-
forcement and legal entities are not 
adequately primed to act against 
these individuals.

The key problem is prosecution. 
Criminal justice systems of most 
Western democracies are meticu-
lous and reliable forensic evidence 
is required to take a case to court. 
While Western countries are inves-
tigating many alleged crimes com-
mitted by their citizens in Syria and 
Iraq, few are being charged.

For example, a Canadian man 

known as Abu Huzaifa al-Kanadi, 
who said he spent time with ISIS 
in Syria, returned home to To-
ronto in 2016. He was interviewed 
by the federal police but he was 
not charged with any offences, al-
though he told a New York Times 
podcast that he personally executed 
two men while in Syria.

Given the complexity and chal-
lenge of terrorist criminal charges, 
Canada is adapting approaches to 
managing those labelled “High-Risk 
Returnees.” Authorities in Canada 
are working on obtaining “peace 
bonds” from courts to limit return-
ees’ online and offline behaviour 
and activity.

Mubin Shaikh, a former counter-
terrorism operative with the Ca-
nadian intelligence service who is 
involved in deradicalisation efforts, 
said a peace bond is a “halfway 
point” because it does not meet the 
threshold of a criminal charge but it 
does bring returnees into a proba-
tionary period of deradicalisation 
mechanism.

Shaikh said deradicalisation as a 
process is possible but cautioned 
that not all returnees are “young 
and misunderstood.”

“Some [returnees] know exactly 
what they’re doing when they went 
and know exactly what they’re do-
ing when they come back,” he said.

Shaikh argued that ISIS may want 
to infiltrate deradicalisation pro-
grammes, so its members enroll, 
“deradicalise” and then attack, 
harming the effort and suggesting 
that such programmes do not work.

Shaikh added that non-kinetic ap-
proaches to countering radicalisa-
tion and extremism should contin-
ue with “heavy reliance on Muslim 
partners… because a nuanced cul-
tural appreciation needs to be en-
gaged more.” Nevertheless, he said, 
kinetic operations in war zones 
must continue to be deployed.

It remains to be seen whether 
deradicalisation programmes are ef-
fective.

“I don’t think we have a choice,” 
said Amarasingam. “These are our 
citizens. We have to find ways to re-
integrate them back in our societies, 
much like we do with all prisoners 
and criminals.”

“The challenge going forward is 
to monitor their progress over time, 
while also keeping our security con-
cerns in mind.”

While deradicalisation efforts 
may be a way to manage and moni-
tor returning jihadists to the West 
and provide law enforcement a bet-
ter chance to halt a possible attack, 
justice is not served. These fighters 
may have the blood of Syrian and 
Iraqi victims on their hands.

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

Abdulrahman al-Masri

Complex challenge. A riot police officer stands with his weapon 
during a protest march at the G7 Summit in Quebec City, on June 9.

(Reuters)

G7 countries eye threat of foreign fighters’ return
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S 

audi Aramco has turned to 
US oilfield services giant Hal-
liburton to assist in exploring 
and exploiting the Gulf coun-

try’s shale gas potential and develop 
unconventional energy resources to 
meet Saudi Arabia’s increasing en-
ergy demand and free crude oil re-
serves used in generating electricity 
and water desalination.

Saudi Aramco initiated an un-
conventional gas programme seven 
years ago and reportedly recently 
began producing shale gas from 
one location and is exploring in the 
North Arabia basin, the South Gha-
war basin and the Jafurah basin.

In signing a 3-year “unconven-
tional gas stimulation services” 
contract with Halliburton, Saudi 
Aramco aligned itself with a Western 
company recognised as a leader in 
hydraulic fracturing — “fracking” — 
and drilling technology and exper-
tise that helped the US shale boom. 
Riyadh is banking on Halliburton’s 
wealth of knowledge and skillset to 
provide the kingdom with a shale 
bonanza.

Halliburton said it would provide 
project management, testing servic-
es and hydraulic fracturing at three 
sites in the kingdom.

Saudi Aramco Senior Vice-Pres-
ident of Upstream Mohammed 
al-Qahtani, in a release, said: “We 

believe Halliburton will work best 
with Saudi Aramco to help in our 
pursuit of unconventional gas to 
serve domestic needs, offset local 
crude burning, provide feedstock 
for chemical industry development 
and spur regional economic devel-
opment in line with [Saudi] Vision 
2030, the kingdom’s national trans-
formation programme.”

In 2013, then Saudi Oil Minister 
Ali al-Naimi said the kingdom had 
“estimates of more than 600 trillion 
cubic feet (Tcf) of unconventional 
and shale gas so the potential is very 
huge and we plan to exploit it.”

US oilfield services company 
Baker Hughes projected that Saudi 
Arabia has recoverable shale gas re-
serves of 645 Tcf, which would give 
the kingdom the fifth largest shale 
gas deposits in the world. Saudi Ara-
mco has conventional gas reserves 
of 298.7 Tcf, so the ability to harness 
the kingdom’s shale gas potential 
cost-effectively could be a game 
changer for the kingdom.

Khalid al-Abdulqader, Saudi Ara-
mco’s unconventional resources 
general manager, suggested in 
March that Saudi Arabia’s gas re-
sources from shale and other alter-
native supplies are “huge.” He said 
production of shale gas from the 
kingdom’s North Arabia basin was to 
start that month and reach its target 
by year-end.

Saudi Aramco has been exploring 
for shale gas in the South Ghawar 
and Jafurah basins and Abdulqader 
likened the gas potential of Jafurah 
to the Eagle Ford shale basin in Tex-
as, the second biggest shale forma-
tion in the United States with 22.7 
Tcf of gas reserves. Abdulqader said 
Saudi Aramco intended to develop 
the entire basin, using improved 
technology to reduce costs.

Saudi Arabia faces physical and fi-

nancial challenges in drilling for and 
producing unconventional gas, in-
cluding shale gas, which is trapped 
between impermeable rock forma-
tions often deep underground, and 
requires fracking. While US oil and 
gas producers have been able to drill 
for shale oil and gas at reduced costs 
that are largely attributed to experi-
ence and advancements in technol-
ogy, Saudi Arabia will likely sustain 
double or more of typical US operat-
ing costs.

One of Saudi Aramco’s primary 
obstacles to exploiting its shale gas 
potential has been access to fresh 
water, as fracking traditionally in-
volves pumping a combination of 
large volumes of fresh water, chemi-
cals and sand to force gas out of the 
formations.

In its 2013 annual review, Saudi 
Aramco acknowledged the fresh 
water conundrum and reported that 
the company was developing new 
hydraulic fracturing technologies 
to enhance recovery rates and in-
crease cost efficiency, including “a 
CO2-based fracturing fluid as one 
of the technologies that may meet 
the water supply challenge.” Saudi 
Aramco already produces large vol-
umes of desalinated water to inject 
into maturing oil fields to maintain 
reservoir pressure.

Saudi Aramco would benefit 
from technology that enables it to 
frack successfully with an alterna-
tive to fresh water, such as seawater 
or liquefied petroleum gas, which 
is where Halliburton will come in 
handy with its technological exper-
tise. Halliburton already has a lay 
of the land because Saudi Aramco 
commissioned the firm and fellow 
oilfield services company Schlum-
berger to conduct feasibility stud-
ies on shale gas production in Saudi 
Arabia when Saudi Aramco began its 
shale gas exploration programme.

In November, Saudi Aramco CEO 
Amin Nasser said the company 
would spend $300 billion over ten 
years on upstream oil and gas pro-
jects, with the latter including con-
ventional and unconventional gas 
activities.

It is unclear how much of that 
amount is dedicated to shale gas 
exploration and development. Only 
time and money will reveal how 
cost-effective it will be for Saudi Ar-
amco to produce gas in large enough 
quantities to meet domestic power 
demand and industry needs while 
freeing more Saudi crude for export.

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

Cairo

T 

he economic crisis engulf-
ing Sudan deteriorated be-
fore Eid al-Fitr, with banks 
across the country unable 

to meet the demand for cash amid 
a liquidity crunch.

Sudanese citizens queued for 
hours in front of automated-teller 
machines to withdraw money but 
cash was in short supply. Sudan’s 
monetary authorities refused to 
inject liquidity into the country’s 
financial system.

The Sudanese government said a 
huge amount of counterfeit bank-
notes had been injected into the 
market in recent months, causing 
an unprecedented rise in inflation 
that has proven devastating to the 
national economy.

The inflation rate reached 54% in 
the first quarter of this year, com-
pared to 33% in the corresponding 
quarter in 2016, Finance Minister 
Mohamed Osman al-Rikabi said.

Rikabi promised to work to en-
sure money would be available to 
pay salaries of hundreds of thou-
sands of civil servants. He blamed 
the crisis on the decline in reve-
nues from the oil sector, especially 
after the 2011 independence of 
South Sudan.

Sudan’s oil production, Rikabi 
told parliament, fell to 75,000 bar-
rels a day from 350,000 barrels be-
fore South Sudan’s independence.

Sudanese economists, however, 
said the crisis was caused by more 
than a drop in oil revenues. They 

also blamed economic misman-
agement, rampant corruption and 
the lack of a clear economic blue-
print from authorities.

“The government does not have 
a road map for getting the country 
out of the crisis,” said economist 
Mohamed al-Nayer. “All the solu-
tions presented by the government 
have but exacerbated the problem 
and made the people suffer even 
more.”

Measures by the Central Bank of 
Sudan to solve the problem have 
not paid off. The bank’s initiative to 
stop injecting cash into the finan-
cial system led to a liquidity crisis 
and pushed some institutions to 
the edge of bankruptcy.

Sudanese importers are going 
out of business because the central 
bank and foreign exchange offices 
fail to provide necessary foreign 
currencies. This is depriving hun-
dreds of factories from production 
requirements that need to be im-
ported from other countries. Some 
factories in Sudan are closing.

Sudan had to shut down some 
of its foreign missions in May be-
cause there was not enough mon-
ey to pay the diplomats’ salaries.

Sudanese President Omar al-Ba-
shir sacked Foreign Minister Ibra-
him Ghandour in April for telling 
parliament that dozens of Suda-
nese diplomats had not received 
their salaries for months.

Sudan Airways declared bank-
ruptcy in April and laid off its 2,000 
workers, citing the lack of money 
for upgrades and continual losses 
on most routes.

Rikabi described the country’s 
economic crisis as having reached 

the “point of no return.” Sudanese 
citizens took to the streets in Port 
Sudan on June 13 to protest com-
modity price hikes, electricity cuts 
and the lack of fuel and drinking 
water. The demonstrators torched 
petrol stations and government of-
fices.

Apart from recommending a 
more serious crackdown on cor-
ruption, a reduction of govern-
ment spending and an easing of 
money transfer procedures for a 
more facile arrival of remittances 
from millions of Sudanese nation-
als working outside the country, 
Sudan’s economists called for 
an economic Marshall Plan by 
other countries, especially in the  
Arab Gulf.

Saudi Arabia sent 458 tonnes of 
humanitarian aid, including food 
and medicine, to Sudan on June 12.

Al-Bashir was visiting Saudi 
Arabia to perform the umrah and 
was expected to raise the issue of 
financial support with Saudi offi-
cials during his visit.

“Support from other Arab coun-
tries will be a quick solution to 
the crisis,” said Sudanese econo-
mist Abdullah al-Ramadi. “This 
will, however, be a temporary fix, 
which means that the Sudanese 
economy must go back on track 
and this will not happen if produc-
tion is not stimulated, government 
spending is not reduced, and more 
measures are not taken to attract 
foreign investments.”

Economy
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Saudi Aramco looks 
to expand shale 
gas production

Sudan’s economic crisis gets more 
critical amid liquidity problems

Briefs

Economy officials in Tripoli have 
agreed to a three-track reform 
process including a proposal to 
impose fees on foreign currency 
transactions, the Central Bank of 
Libya said.

It gave no details of how the fees 
would work but they would be 
aimed at tackling the gap between 
the official exchange rate of 1.4 
dinars to the US dollar and the 
parallel rate of approximately 7 
dinars.

(Reuters)

An Iraq-flagged tanker carrying 2 
million barrels of crude oil has set 
sail for the United States, the first 
such trip in nearly three decades, 
the Iraqi Oil Ministry said.

Iraq, which has been ravaged 
by war since the 1980s, is OPEC’s 
second biggest producer with 153 
billion barrels of proven crude 
reserves.

“The Baghdad left Basra on the 
night of June 8 headed for the 
United States. It is the first time 
since 1991 that Iraq is running 
its own oil tankers,” Oil Ministry 
spokesman Assem Jihad said.

(Agence France-Presse)

Austria’s Oberbank will with-
draw from Iran due to the in-
creased risk for European com-
panies because of potential US 
sanctions, the bank said.

Oberbank signed a deal in Sep-
tember enabling it to finance new 
ventures in Iran. It was one of the 
first European banks to do so since 
Tehran struck a nuclear deal with 
six major powers in 2015 and many 
economic sanctions were lifted.

However, the outlook hanged 
after US President Donald Trump 
pulled the United States out of the 
pact and said he would reimpose 
sanctions.

Although the EU signatories 
have said they want to keep the 
deal in place, many companies 
voiced concern over increased risk 
of conducting business in Iran.

(Reuters)

Egypt announced new cuts to 
electricity subsidies, raising prices 
an average of 26% beginning in 
July, the latest in a raft of tough 
economic reforms.

Electricity Minister Mohamed 
Shaker said electricity costs for 
factories would rise 42% and 21% 
for households.

(Reuters)

Libyan officials 
look to foreign 
currency fees 
to tackle 
exchange rate 

First Iraq-flagged 
oil tanker in 
three decades 
leaves port

Austria’s 
Oberbank 
withdraws 
from Iran 

Egypt to cut 
electricity 
subsidies in latest 
austerity move 

Huge resources. An employee in Aramco’s headquarters in 
Dhahran walks past a giant map showing the location of oil and 
gas fields in Saudi Arabia.                                                                (Reuters)

One of Saudi Aramco’s 
obstacles to exploiting its 
shale gas potential has been 
access to fresh water.

Amr Emam

Inflationary pressures. Customers wait to receive money inside 
the Bank of Khartoum.                                                                      (Reuters)
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T 

he boycott of certain 
products and services in 
Morocco, begun in April, 
is without precedent in 
the kingdom.

Facebook pages with 
more than 2 million users have 
backed the campaign, which no 
political or civil society group has 
claimed. One boycott page claims: 
“The goal of this boycott is to unite 
Moroccan people and speak with 
one voice against expensive prices, 
poverty, unemployment, injustice, 
corruption and despotism.”

The campaign has targeted the 
Sidi Ali and Oulmes mineral water 
brands, part of the Holmarcom 
Group owned by the Bensalah 
family. Its most-famous member is 
the former president of Morocco’s 
employers’ association, Meriem 
Bensalah Chaqroun.

The campaign also focused on the 
Afriquia petrol stations, which be-
long to the Akwa Group, whose key 
shareholder is Aziz Akhannouch, 
the powerful minister of agricul-
ture and fisheries and one of King 
Mohammed VI’s liege men, and 
Centrale laitiere, a French company 
established before independence.

The boycott is clearly aimed at 
rich families and individuals whom 
critics feel abuse their privileged so-
cial and political position to extract 
high prices for the goods or services 
they sell. However, Centrale laitiere 
has not increased its prices in a long 
time so it is not clear why it should 
figure on the list.

For many Moroccans, Holmarcom 
and Akwa Group are symbols of an 
alliance between political power and 
money, which, they argue, allows 
some families to enrich themselves 
at the expense of ordinary people 
in a country where differences in 
wealth are considerable.

For the Bensalah family, the 
sources of mineral water they have 
been exploiting lie in the poor farm-
ing region around Khemisset, where 
schools and hospitals are often 
rudimentary.

The unemployment rate is very 
high and easy access to the internet 
has made local young people more 
aware of wealth disparities than 
before. Akhannouch’s fortune is es-
timated by Forbes at approximately 
$1.82 billion. Beyond his private 
company interests, he has overseen 
the key agriculture and fisheries 
portfolio for many years and is a key 
player in Morocco’s relations with 
the European Union.

Non-institutional actors, which 
include cyber-activists, caught the 
political parties and the government 
off guard and no one knows who lies 
behind this burst of activism. How-
ever, as Transparency International 

pointed out in May: “To analyse 
such a movement solely in terms of 
the cost of living is bound to be re-
ductive. What is targeted here is the 
whole management of an economy 
undermined by windfall logic, by 
corruption and by the conjunction 
of political and economic power.”

It is indeed noteworthy that this 
movement appears to be a logical 
extension of protests that have been 
shaking the northern Rif region 
around the port of Al Hoceima for 
close to two years. They later spread 
to Jerada and Zagora.

On October 28, 2016, 31-year-old 
fishmonger Mouhcine Fikri was 
crushed to death in a garbage truck 
as he tried to recover fish that had 
been confiscated by a policeman. 
Riots erupted in Al Hoceima and 
protests spread to other parts of 
Morocco but, after months of some 
carrot and a little stick, the Hirak 
movement, as it came to be known, 
lost steam. Despite government 
promises, attempts at far-reaching 
economic or social reform were 
snuffed out.

In Jerada, protests started in De-
cember against what residents said 
were excessive electricity and water 
bills. On December 22, the protests 
grew bigger and angrier follow-
ing the death of two brothers in an 
abandoned coal mine.

Digging for coal in mines — shut 
down in the 1990s when they em-
ployed 9,000 people — is one of the 
only means of eking out a living in 
a town whose population collapsed 
from 70,000 to 43,000 in 20 years. 
The area is isolated and the closure 
of the nearby border with Algeria 
offers little hope of employment to 
local inhabitants.

The Hirak Jerada movement, like 
the one in Al Hoceima a year earlier, 
used social media extensively to 
mobilise demonstrators.

Last summer, protests about wa-
ter shortages drew many people into 
the streets of Zagora, in Morocco’s 
deep south. Here, as in protests in 
Errachidia, Ouarzazate, Khouribga 
and Tan-Tan, many women joined 
in.

Police cannot simply put the dem-
onstrations down by brute force, 
as they would have been able to do 
a decade ago. Social and economic 
demands are sometimes satisfied 
in piecemeal fashion but the root 
causes of poverty are not addressed.

The Moroccan Association of 
Human Rights estimates that 300 
Moroccans whom they consider po-
litical prisoners have been arrested 
since 2012. At no time have the pro-
tests represented a real threat to the 
monarchy even some cases, like in 
the Rif 18 months ago, saw demon-
strations bring tens of thousands of 
protesters into the streets.

In the eyes of its organisers, the 
boycott has several advantages, 
including hurting the economic 
interests of powerful families with 
close ties to the monarchy while 

its initiators remain anonymous, 
thus allowing no easy 
target for retribution 
from the government and 
security forces.

The boycott repre-
sents a more sophisti-

cated way of express-
ing discontent over 
social disparities and 

levels of poverty that 
remain a characteristic 
of Morocco’s socio-
economic landscape.

Francis Ghilès is an 
associate fellow at 
the Barcelona Centre 

for International Affairs.

Viewpoint

Francis Ghilès

Boycotts in Morocco an 
expression of discontent 
helped by social media

Ripple effects. A worker of the Centrale Danone company protests 
against the boycott of the brand in Morocco, on June 5.                (Reuters)

Rabat

B 

y signing a gas pipeline 
agreement with Nigeria 
during Nigerian President 
Mohammadu Buhari’s offi-

cial visit to Rabat, Morocco has tak-
en a huge step towards establishing 
its economic clout in Africa and 
strengthening its ambitious plans 
in the gas industry.

Moroccan King Mohammed VI 
initiated the pipeline agreement 
with Nigeria, which was one of 
three deals signed June 10 in Rabat. 
Other agreements involved phos-
phate production and training for 
agricultural workers.

Experts see the partnership be-
tween Morocco and Nigeria as 
a model for opening the path to 
South-South cooperation in Africa 
in addition to offering a greater eco-
nomic, political and strategic di-
mension.

Khaled Sharqawi al-Sammouni, 
director of the Rabat Centre for Po-
litical and Strategic Studies, said: 
“These agreements will strengthen 
the bilateral economic relations be-
tween both countries and they rep-
resent the formal implementation 
of the accords concluded during the 
Moroccan monarch’s visit to Abuja 
in 2016.”

Sammouni said the gas pipeline 
project is the most important of the 
three agreements between Nigeria 

and Morocco. Observers qualify it 
as “the greatest investment” and 
expect significant economic wind-
fall for both countries when it be-
comes operational. The project is 
the first of its kind in the region and 
will lead to more economic integra-
tion and hasten the electrification 
projects in all regions crossed by 
the pipeline.

The projected pipeline has mobi-
lised investment funds for extend-
ing an existing gas pipeline over 
5,660km. Officials from Morocco 
and Nigeria said that “for economic, 
political, legal and security reasons, 
the choice was made on a combined 
onshore and offshore route” for the 
pipeline. Construction of the pipe-
line will be phased based on the 
needs of the countries crossed by 
the pipeline over the next 25 years.

The next step for the project will 
involve countries crossed by the 
pipeline, the Economic Community 
of West African States and potential 
European clients. Negotiations with 
international development banks 
and preparation of legal documents 
are also needed.

The gas pipeline project had been 
announced during King Moham-
med VI’s visit to Abuja in Decem-
ber 2016. Both countries agreed to 
finance the project through their 
sovereign wealth funds — Moroc-
co’s Ithmar Capital and Nigeria Sov-
ereign Investment Authority — but 
the size of investments was not re-
vealed.

“The project reflects King Mo-
hammed VI’s vision for an African 
continent in control of its destiny,” 
said Ithmar Capital CEO Tarik Sen-
haji. He pointed out that Africa has 
very significant economic potential 
and offers unique investment op-
portunities.

Nigeria Sovereign Investment 
Authority CEO Uche Orji said the 
Moroccan-Nigerian partnership is 
a perfect embodiment of mutual 
investment and development ini-
tiatives. 

Even though Nigeria, an OPEC 
member, is rich in oil, it is short on 
electricity production. This makes 
its industry less competitive and its 
economy slumped when oil prices 
were low.

In the other agreements, the Ni-
gerian Sovereign Wealth Author-
ity and the Moroccan Office of the 
Management of Phosphates signed 
a memorandum of understanding 
to develop a chemical plant in Ni-
geria to produce ammonia and its 
derivatives.

Observers said the partnership 
would practically double Morocco’s 
phosphate activities. 

Since rejoining the African Un-
ion in January 2017, Morocco has 
engaged in a diplomatic campaign 
to build cooperative relations with 
many African countries, including 
Nigeria.

Youssef Hammadi is a Moroccan 
journalist.

Morocco signs gas pipeline deal with Nigeria
Youssef Hammadi

Cairo

E 

gypt increased the price of 
petrol as much as 50%, the 
Oil Ministry announced, 
part of an economic reform 

plan that has seen the government 
slash state subsidies. Egyptian Oil 
Minister Tarek el-Molla said sub-
sidy cuts, which include cooking 
oil, would save the country $2.8 
billion from the 2018-19 budget’s 
subsidy allocation.

The ministry said the price for 95 
octane petrol had been increased 
to $0.43 a litre from $0.37; 92 oc-
tane fuel was increased to $0.38 a 
litre from $0.28 and 80 octane was 
raised to $0.31 pounds a litre from 
$0.20.

“Moving fuel prices will help 
reduce petroleum products con-
sumption about 5%,” Molla said.

The ministry raised the price 
of cooking gas more than 60%, a 
move expected to hit poorer Egyp-
tian households particularly hard.

The changes came just days after 
Egypt announced cuts to electrici-
ty subsidies, raising prices an aver-
age of 26% beginning in July, also 
part of an International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) reform plan. Egyp-
tian Electricity Minister Mohamed 
Shaker said electricity costs would 
rise, on average, 42% for factories 
and 21% for households.

The government said it intends 
to phase out electricity subsidies 
completely by the end of the 2021-
22 fiscal year.

Egypt’s commitment to enforc-
ing deep subsidy cuts and other 
tough fiscal measures comes as 
part of a 3-year, $12 billion IMF 
loan programme that began in 
2016. Egypt received the third 
tranche of the loan, $2 billion, in 
December, bringing total disburse-
ments under the programme to $8 
billion. The fourth tranche, anoth-
er $2 billion, is expected to be re-
ceived following the conclusion of 
a programme’s review this month.

The IMF has praised Egypt’s eco-
nomic reforms, which included 
a currency flotation in 2016 that 
halved the value of the Egyptian 

pound and resulted in a major rise 
in the price of commodities, in-
cluding basic foodstuffs.

“Egypt has begun to reap the 
benefits of its ambitious and po-
litically difficult economic reform 
programme. While the process has 
required sacrifices in the short-
term, the reforms were critical 
to lay the foundation for strong 
and sustained growth that will 
improve living standards for all 
Egyptians,” an IMF statement in 
May said.

“Egypt’s growth has continued 
to accelerate during 2017-18, rising 
to 5.2% in the first half of the year 
from 4.2% in 2016-17. The current 
account deficit has also declined 
sharply, reflecting the recovery in 
tourism and strong growth in re-
mittances, while improved inves-
tor confidence has continued to 
support portfolio inflows. In addi-
tion, gross international reserves 
rose to $44 billion by the end of 
April, equal to seven months of 
imports,” the statement added.

Egyptian families have been hit 

hard by the austerity measures, 
especially the currency devalua-
tion, but the moves are considered 
vital to improving the country’s 
economy.

“It will be challenging for mid-
dle income and lower income 
groups,” Radwa el-Swaify, head of 
research at Pharos Holding, said in 
May. “However, the government 
has implemented different so-
cial packages… trying to alleviate 
some of the negative effect on the 
lower income groups.”

Egypt’s parliament recently ap-
proved a social spending package 
raising the salaries and pensions of 
approximately 14.5 million Egyp-
tian civil servants. There have 
been new tax exemptions that are 
expected to benefit lower- and 
middle-class Egyptians.

With popular protests against 
IMF-mandated austerity measures 
forcing the collapse of the govern-
ment in Jordan, Egypt was careful 
to include social spending along 
with its austerity measures.

The Egyptian Finance Ministry 
said approximately 5 million gov-
ernment employees will benefit 
from new bonuses, 9.5 million will 
benefit from pensions and 20 mil-
lion are to benefit from new tax 
credits.

The Arab Weeky staff

Egypt orders major subsidy 
cuts in latest austerity move

Doubling prices. A worker waits for clients at a petrol station in Cairo.
   (AP)

Egypt increased the price of 
petrol as much as 50%, the 
Oil Ministry announced.
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Beirut

E 

id al-Fitr, the feast that 
marks the end of the 
month-long fast of Rama-
dan, is a much-anticipated 

celebration in the Muslim world 
but, in some Arab countries, eco-
nomic, security and political insta-
bility shrouded the joyful occasion.

Unprecedented hikes in prices, 
a tax crisis and a government re-
shuffle after massive protests tar-
nished the spirit of the Eid in Jor-
dan.

“We have suffered a lot these 
past months to make ends meet. 
Insecurity and uncertainty about 
what is going to happen the next 
day clouded our joy and longing for 
a relaxed Eid al-Fitr. We can only 
wish for the best and try to enjoy it 
as much as we can,” said housewife 
Ibtisam Nofal, 40.

Gone are the days when peo-
ple would simply spend money to 
bring joy to their families during 
the Eid, Nofal said. “One kilo of 
Maamoul today costs $20-30 while 
in the past it was $10,” she pointed 
out.

Stuffed with date paste or 
chopped walnuts or pistachios 
and dusted with powdered sugar, 

Maamoul and Kahk, another tra-
ditional pastry, are a must during 
the Eid.

“The Eid is a family-oriented 
series of events during which peo-
ple visit each other and celebrate 
among themselves. Children wait 
for their gifts or money and they 
usually enjoy going out but this 
year we don’t feel the urge to cel-
ebrate as before. The cost of living 
has become so high forcing many 
to cut on almost everything,” Nofal 
said.

Scenes of empty commerce 
and shopping malls were obvious 
around Amman, an unusual sight 
during the last days of Ramadan.

In Iraq, volatile security and the 
controversy over election results 
didn’t lessen the Eid spirit of Saja 
Mahmoud, who bought her three 
children new clothes for the occa-
sion.

“It is the Eid despite everything,” 
she said. “We want to enjoy the 
feast, which we look forward to 
impatiently. It is enough for me to 
see the smile on the face of my kids 
and other children while enjoying 
the outings and the break in daily 
routine.”

“I don’t see any justification or 
reason for not celebrating the Eid 
properly… Life is too short and we 
have to live it fully with all its pros 
and cons,” she added.

Candy seller Asaad Jabbar said 
he was overwhelmed with buyers 
as people prepared to celebrate 
the feast. “The days preceding the 
Eid are extremely busy,” he said. 
“Families tend to buy their needs 
before the roads get blocked with 
traffic jams on Eid day. You cannot 
imagine the volume of sales. They 
all want sweets and in large quanti-
ties for Eid.”

Improving security and rela-
tive political stability conferred 
a relaxed and merry atmosphere 
in Egypt, where the joy of the Eid 
mixed with excitement over the 
national team’s participation in the 
FIFA World Cup.

Eid al-Fitr in Egypt is a special oc-
casion celebrated with traditional 
cuisine, family visits and outings. 
For Egyptians, salted fish is a must 
during the feast. The centuries-old 
tradition has been maintained by 
the poor and the rich alike.

Bakeries and sweets shops pa-
raded huge amounts of Kahk but 
the prices were exceptionally high, 
dampening the occasion for poor 

and middle-class Egyptians.
“The prices are almost double of 

those of last year,” said Abdel A’al, 
60. “It doesn’t hurt if my children 
and I don’t eat Kahk this year.”

Nonetheless, no price hike could 
beat the cheerful spirit of the occa-
sion for millions of Egyptians who 
planned visits to public parks, cin-
ema and theatre outings and cheer-
ing relatives and friends.

Authorities previewed special 
measures to secure feast celebra-
tions, including the deployment of 
policemen outside cinemas, inside 
parks and in popular promenades 
along the Nile banks.

In the United Arab Emirates, the 
Central Bank anticipated the long 
Eid holiday by instructing banks 
to ensure that their ATMs were 
stocked with cash.

Entertainment, events and pro-
motions were lined up at venues 
and shopping malls in Dubai and 
Abu Dhabi and concerts by Arab 
and foreign stars and activities for 
the whole family were on the agen-
da.

A citywide shopping experience 
was announced in Abu Dhabi with 
discounts of up to 90% in 14 malls 
for 24 hours non-stop to mark the 
first day of the Eid.

For Khalfan al-Muhairbi, a 
22-year-old Emirati finance profes-
sional, the Eid holds a special place 

in his heart and has deep cultural 
significance.

“On the day itself, we all wake up 
early and change into our new Eid 
clothes and head to the mosque for 
Eid prayer,” he said. “Ramadan and 
Eid are both very family and com-
munity orientated times for us and 
nothing embodies this more than 
the large communal gatherings 
that take place at the same time 
across the region as everyone con-
gregates for Eid prayers.”

“We then spend time in our 
(Majlis) greeting our relatives who 
come to see us, spending time with 
our extended family, handing out 
money to young children — this is 
normally how we spend most of 
the day,” he added.

Coinciding with Fete de la Mu-
sique marking the summer solstice, 
Eid al-Fitr was busy with festivi-
ties in Lebanon. After fasting for a 
whole month and spending much 
time in prayer and contemplation, 
people were looking forward to 
treats and entertainment.

It is a public holiday and an occa-
sion to revel for Lebanese Muslims 
and Christians alike. Many use the 
holiday to travel, taking advantage 
of attractive packages to nearby 
destinations.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Samar Kadi

In Arab world, Eid al-Fitr comes with a 
mix of economic and political concerns

It is a public holiday and an 
occasion to revel for 
Lebanese Muslims and 
Christians alike.

Much-anticipated celebration. 
Egyptians look up as balloons 
are released from the roof of a 
mosque on Eid al-Fitr.           (AFP)

Casablanca

M 

oroccans marked the 
end of the holy month 
of Ramadan with 
prayers, feasting and 

family time.
After having breakfast, self-em-

ployed real estate agent Yahya Ah-
ripo walked with his two children to 
the Hassan II Mosque in Casablanca 
to perform Eid al-Fitr prayers.

“It is a privileged day in our cal-
endar when we value family ties 
and traditions,” said Yahya, dressed 
in a handmade djellaba while his 
children wore ankle-length Arab 
robes.

Yahya returned home to indulge 
in home-made pastries along with 
mint tea with his family. He visited 
other family members in accord-
ance with a centuries-old tradition 
and later headed to a local cafe to 
meet with friends before lunch.

Yahya’s timetable is a typical Eid 
day for most Moroccan men. Wom-
en tend to stay home to prepare 
special dishes for the occasion and 
receive visitors.

Dressed in new clothes, children 

are often offered money during 
family gatherings.

Preparations for Eid al-Fitr 
reached a climax the last four days 
of Ramadan. Moroccans scram-
bled to buy traditional outfits and 

clothes for their children and others 
travelled to spend it with relatives.

In Derb Sultan district in Casa-
blanca, street vendors peddled tra-
ditional clothes, slippers and hats.

“We have to change our mer-

chandise to cater for people’s needs 
in this special occasion,” said street 
vendor Mohammed, whose neatly 
displayed colourful slippers drew 
shoppers’ attention.

A stone’s throw from the Royal 
Palace, the shops in the historic Ha-
bous neighbourhood were packed 
with customers looking for tradi-
tional outfits for the Eid.

“It is our busiest time of the year. 
Moroccans are still loyal to keep-
ing up with Eid traditions by wear-
ing djellabas and slippers on this 
big occasion,” said shop owner Haj 
Ahmed.

Children’s clothing shops were 
busy as parents rushed to buy the 
best clothes they could afford.

Bakeries were packed with cus-
tomers buying pastries to adorn 
their table and share them with 
their families during the Eid.

In the ancient medina, traditional 
ovens were crammed with pastry 
trays. Sweat poured over the oven 
worker’s forehead from the sim-
mering heat of the wood-fired oven 
while he ensured the crispiness of 
the pastry, knowing that over-bak-
ing might spoil his customers’ Eid.

Zakat al-Fitr is an important re-
ligious part of the Eid. It is an ob-
ligatory act of solidarity with poor 

who receive an amount of wheat (as 
food) or equivalent money prior to 
Eid prayers.

While most Moroccans preserved 
the festive traditions, some took 
advantage of the holiday to travel 
to tourist cities, especially Mar-
rakech, which offer attractive holi-
day deals, boosting local tourism. 
Others went to spend the Eid with 
their families. Demand for coaches 
dramatically increased in the last 
three days of Ramadan, pushing up 
ticket prices.

Eid al-Fitr is seen as a day of soli-
darity with and empathy for those 
with no relatives. Volunteers spend 
it in orphanages, homes for the el-
derly and hospitals to brighten the 
day for those in need of affection 
and a warm festive atmosphere.

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Saad Guerraoui

Centuries-old traditions prevail as Moroccans celebrate Eid al-Fitr

Festive days. Pastry shop at Derb Sultan district in Casablanca.  
                                                                                                 (Saad Guerraoui)

Dressed in new clothes, 
children are often offered 
money during family 
gatherings.
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London

W 

ith the FIFA World Cup 
under way, Egyptians 
are looking forward to 
seeing fan favourites 

such as Shikabala, Kahraba and 
Trezeguet perform on the world 
stage. It’s a shame that Koka, Ben-
zema and Obama did not make the 
squad.

Egypt’s national squad, more 
than any before, is characterised 
by the phenomenon of the laqab 
— “nickname.” Veteran Zamalek 
forward Mahmoud Abdel Razek 
is more likely to be recognised by 
the name Shikabala, because of 
his resemblance to star Zambian 
midfielder Webster Chikabala. 
Mahmoud Abdel-Moneim Soliman 
is better known to Egyptian fans as 
Kahraba, which means “electric-
ity” in Arabic, due to his fast pace 
on the wing.

“The trend started in the [2000s] 
with the likes of Shikabala and 
Mido, the two most notable ones 
at the start. Egyptians like giving 
each other nicknames so everyone 
gets one but some stick so much 
they put them on their shirts,” said 
Ahmed Yousef, an editor at Egyp-
tian football website KingFut.

Mido — Ahmed Hossam Hussein 
Abdelhamid — is the star Egyptian 
striker who plied his trade mostly 
in Europe before retiring in 2013. 
Since then he has had a career as a 
coach at several Egyptian clubs, in-
cluding his native Zamalek. “Mido” 
is a common Egyptian nickname 
for Ahmed or Mohamed.

Other Egyptian football play-
ers’ nicknames are anything but 
common. Winger Mahmoud Ibra-
him Hassan is better known as 
Mahmoud Trezeguet. He, however, 
is not the Trezeguet that most foot-

ball fans immediately envision.
The Egyptian midfielder, cur-

rently playing in Turkey for Kasim-
pasa, was given the nickname by 
his youth team coach due to his 
resemblance to the well-known 
French striker David Trezeguet.

The French World Cup winner 
addressed the topic a few years ago, 
jokingly telling Belgium’s Radio 
et Television Belge Francophone: 
“The hair is definitely not the same 
and the playing position, too, but, I 
will have to ask my father if he had 
been to Egypt before.”

For many Egyptian footballers, a 
nickname is an easy way to stand 
out from the crowd, particularly 
given the sheer number of Moha-
meds, Mahmouds and Ahmeds in 
their midst. There were six Mo-
hameds, four Ahmeds and four 
Mahmouds on Egypt’s provisional 
World Cup squad.

“There are four players in the 
Egyptian squad named Mahmoud 
and they are the four with nick-
names. This adds to the point that 
maybe it is to do with common 
names,” Yousef said.

Older players, such as goalkeeper 
Essam El-Hadary, who at age 45 
could become the oldest footballer 
to play at a World Cup this summer, 
prefer to keep their nicknames 
more informal. El-Hadary is known 
as Al-Sad Al-Aaly — “High Dam” — 
due to his shot-stopping prowess 
but would not dream of putting 
this on the back of his shirt.

“I feel it is a way that young play-
ers are using to gain extra fame. 
There is nothing wrong with be-
ing known as something like ‘Al-
Sad Al-Aaly’ or the ‘Egyptian King’ 
because they are not formal but a 
number of players are using it as 
their official names on their shirts,” 
said Yousef.

The “Egyptian King” is Moham-
ed Salah, or “Mo Salah” as he has 
come to be known in the United 

Kingdom after a tremendous de-
but season with Liverpool in which 
he broke the Premier League re-
cord for most goals in a season and 
was named PFA player of the year. 
Salah hardly needs a memorable 
nickname to stand out.

One player who failed to make 
to the final squad is striker Ahmed 
Hassan Mahgoub, who plays for 
Portugal’s S.C. Braga. His nickname 
— Koka — is reportedly related to his 
childhood liking for the soft drink. 
The 25-year-old striker should not 
be confused with retired midfielder 
Ahmed Hassan who equalled the 
record for the world’s most-capped 
footballer in 2011 having played 178 
times for Egypt.

While 23-year-old Zamalek de-
fender Mahmoud Hamdi has tak-
en the laqab of El-Winsh (“The 
Winch”) due to his strong defen-
sive presence.

This is not to say that Egyptian 
footballers in previous eras dis-
dained nicknames, only that they 
were much less frequent. In the 
last 1990s and early 2000s, de-
fender Mohamed Hassan Abboud 
stood out as Mohamed Kamouna, 
taking his nickname from the spice 
cumin.

He wasn’t the only player to have 
a nickname based on a condiment. 
In the 1970s, Al Ahli defensive mid-
fielder Abdel Moneim Hussein was 
better known as Shatta — or chili. 
He played for the same team — al-
though not in the same era — as 
striker Ahmed Abdel Moneim, who 
took the nickname Koushary from 
the famous Egyptian street food 
staple, which is often served with 
shatta.

More recently, Mohamed Soli-
man was better known as Hom-
mos. This was not due to his lik-
ing for the chickpea-based dip 
but rather a nickname from when 
he was very young and he would 
dance to the Egyptian puppet show 

“El Leila El Kebira,” which featured 
a well-known song about the dish.

The phenomenon recently has 
seen Egyptian footballers take 
nicknames based on resemblances 
to more famous figures, such as 
Shikabala and Trezeguet. Al Ahly 
winger Karim Walid was nick-
named “Nedved.” He doesn’t look 
particularly like the Czech football 
legend but his style of play bears 
resemblance, fans say.

Other Egyptians who have nick-
names based on who they resem-
ble include Zamalek midfielder 
Youssef “Obama” Ibrahim, owing 
to his resemblance to former US 
President Barack Obama. Haras El 
Hodoud striker Mohamed Farouk 
is called “Benzema” because of his 
resemblance to France striker Ka-
rim Benzema.

While some of the more outland-
ish nicknames include Mohamed 
Nagy, known as Gedo. In Egyptian 
Arabic, “Gedo” means “Grandfa-
ther.” Nagy was given the nickname 
because of his close relationship 
with his grandfather. Midfielder 
Mostafa Elhady is known as “Afro-
to” (“Little Genie”) for his speed 
and skills. Neither player, however, 
made the grade for the trip to Rus-
sia to the disappointment of nick-
name fans everywhere.

With the World Cup under way, 
Egyptians hope that Kahraba can 
electrify the crowd, Trezeguet lives 
up to his namesake and, of course, 
that Egyptian King Mohamed Salah 
comes back from injury as prolific 
as ever.

Mahmud el-Shafey

Shot-stopping prowess. 
Egypt’s national team 
goalkeeper Essam El-Hadary, 
also known as Al-Sad Al-Aaly, 
arrives for a training session, 
on June 11.                               (AFP)

For Egypt’s new breed of footballers, everything’s in a nickname

Older players, such as 
goalkeeper Essam 
El-Hadary, prefer to keep 
their nicknames more 
informal. 

Cairo

P 

ay-TV service beIN agreed 
to broadcast 22 matches of 
the 2018 FIFA World Cup on 
its free-to-air channel after 

Egypt pressured the Qatar-owned 
network.

Egypt’s National Media Authority 
said it would broadcast the match-
es on state TV to allow viewers 
in Egypt to see the national team 
participate in the world’s most 
watched sports event.

“This is the first time that we 
have made our content so widely 
available as we realise how signifi-
cant and unifying this tournament 
is for our region,” beIN Chairman 
Nasser al-Khelaifi said in a release.

The subscription service beIN 
Sports was awarded exclusive 
broadcast rights to the 2018 and 
2022 World Cups by FIFA across 
the Middle East and North Africa. 
However, a diplomatic crisis be-
tween Qatar and several other Arab 
countries, including Egypt, placed 
regional viewership of the World 
Cup in question.

The issue dates to a July 2017 de-
cision by Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Bah-
rain and the United Arab Emirates 
to cut diplomatic ties with Qatar, 
accusing Doha of supporting terror-
ism.

Relations between Cairo and 
Doha have been tense since the 
2013 ouster of Islamist President 
Muhammad Morsi. Qatar-backed 
media strongly criticised the situ-
ation in Egypt and refused to rec-
ognise the legitimacy of the post-

Morsi authorities.
When it applied for permission 

to broadcast World Cup matches, 
Egypt’s National Media Authority 
did not address beIN directly but 
sought to act through FIFA. The 
authority offered to pay an undis-
closed fee to be allowed to broad-
cast the matches.

FIFA’s lack of reply led the au-
thority to refer the matter to the 
Egyptian Competition Authority 
(ECA), which ruled that state tel-
evision had the right to broadcast 
the matches and accused the Qatari 
network of pursuing “monopolistic 
practices.”

“These practices cause harm to 
the interests of Egyptian consum-
ers,” said ECA leader Amir Nabil. 
“We have a strong legal backing for 
our decision to allow state televi-
sion to broadcast the matches.”

This is not the first time beIN has 
run afoul of Egypt’s competition 
authorities. The channel was fined 
$22 million this year for breaching 
anti-trust laws in its coverage of the 
2017 African Cup of Nations.

Before the decision to broadcast 
matches on beIN’s free-to-air chan-
nel, subscribers would have been 
required to purchase a special de-
coder for $89 and pay a fee of $90 
just to watch the World Cup, Egyp-
tian media said. The regular beIN 
subscription fee in Egypt is $180 
annually.

“It has been noted that granting 
the full range of rights as a single 
bundled package exclusively to one 
single entity for such an extended 
period of time is contrary to FIFA’s 
established practice in other coun-
tries and regions worldwide,” an 
ECA letter to FIFA said.

The Egyptian national football 
team qualified for the World Cup 
this year for the first time in 28 
years, one reason why football-mad 
Egyptians are so desperate to en-
sure that they can watch the tour-
nament. The Pharaohs lost their 
first game of the tournament Uru-
guay, 1-0, on June 15.

The broadcast of football match-
es is huge business for coffee shop 
and restaurant owners who set up 
large screens to attract fans and of-
ten offer drinks and food at inflated 
prices.

Egyptian authorities have placed 
large screens on public squares and 
outside state institutions to allow 
fans to see the matches for free.

However, with the matches now 
being aired on beIN’s free-to-air 
channels, Egyptians can watch 
them at home.

“There are millions of older foot-
ball lovers who cannot rub shoul-

ders with other fans at the coffee 
shops or on the squares to watch 
the matches,” said TV host Ahmed 
Moussa, an advocate of the initial 
decision to air the matches on state 
television. “This is a very positive 
decision that will make everybody 
happy.”

Egypt has been trying to end 
beIN’s monopoly on the broadcast 
rights of sports competitions in 
Africa and the Middle East region 
for some time. Last year, Egyptian 
businessmen founded a media net-
work with the aim of competing 
for the broadcast rights of sports 
competitions in the two regions. 
The company sought to snatch 

the World Cup matches broadcast 
rights from beIN but the Qatari net-
work won the bid from FIFA.

Before beIN’s decision to broad-
cast the matches for free, many 
non-subscribers to beIN’s sports 
package were searching for ways to 
get around the Qatari monopoly. A 
small device that would allow users 
to pirate the beIN feed that sold for 
the equivalent of $2 and is called a 
beIN connector has reportedly re-
corded major sales.

Speaking about the Egyptian 
preparations to broadcast the 
matches on state TV, Nabil said that 
the most important thing was to 
safeguard the right of Egyptians to 
watch sports events in the future.

“The Qatari network has a con-
tract with FIFA that lasts until 
2032,” Nabil said. “So, if we do not 
take our right into our own hands 
now, we will lose it for many years 
to come.”

Ahmed Megahid

Egypt forces Qatar’s 
beIN to back down 
on World Cup games

On the edge of their seats. Egyptian fans watch the World Cup 2018 match between Egypt and 
Uruguay at a cafe in Cairo.                       (Reuters)

Qatar’s beIN agreed to 
broadcast 22 matches of the 
2018 FIFA World Cup on its 
free-to-air channel 
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Amman

Y 

ara al-Nimer, Jordan’s first 
maestra, has been using her 
baton to knock down ste-
reotypes and societal walls 

blocking women from achieving 
their professional goals.

“Being a female musician in the 
Middle East is very challenging, 
since the majority of the people 
here frown on it, whether it is from 
a cultural perspective or a religious 
one but this did not stop me from 
following my dream,” Nimer said.

Born in 1993, Nimer studied mu-
sic composition and conducting 
at the University of Jordan, a chal-
lenging major that she said she em-
braced with passion.

“I started my musical career in 
2009 by singing in the National Mu-
sic Conservatory. Until 2012, I have 
not been able to read notes but my 
passion for music made me switch 

majors from business administra-
tion to conducting and composing,” 
Nimer said.

“I consider music as a universal 
language to spread ideas and emo-
tions and my passion was strong 
enough that I started to compose 
music with such determination to 
take it up on both an academic and 
a professional level.”

The title for her graduation sym-
phony reveals a lot about Nimer’s 
personality. She said she named 
the symphony “Altha’era” (“The 
Rebel”) to show that the younger 
generation can rebel against old 
thinking.

“I chose to compose a symphony 
based on a play written by my grand-
father, Abdelrahim Omar, which 
discusses the Palestinian struggle in 
a humane way,” Nimer said.

“Altha’era” tells the story of a 
young girl being taken from her 
parents. Throughout the sympho-
ny, emotions and the struggle are 
translated into music that Nimer 
described as a fusion of folkloric 
music and Middle Eastern culture 
with international classical music.

In 2017, Nimer represented Jor-
dan and the Palestinian territories 
at an ethno camp in Spain, singing 
and playing the qanun, a descend-
ent of the Egyptian harp that has 
been used in Arabic music since the 
tenth century. Nimer performed 

more than ten concerts around 
Spain and participated in many 
workshops.

“As someone involved in music 
and culture I see there is a need to 
continue the effort in making our 
music global and I always call on 
youth not to give up and continue 
playing music as it is a way to ex-
press our messages whether locally 

or globally,” Nimer said.
“As young artists, we have to 

make the change needed and 
spread the word about our music 
globally and I believe we can do it 
as the Arab world has many talents. 
What we need is strong support 
from the society and this we con-
sider a challenge.”

Nimer released “Kafi,” an Arabic 

cover of “Tourner dans le Vide” 
in December as part of the Kal-
amesque project, which aimed at 
restoring people’s memories of the 
beauty of the Arabic language, es-
pecially its classical form, by adapt-
ing pop songs and catchy tunes in 
classical Arabic and Bedouin dia-
lects.

“‘Kafi’ does that as it takes one of 
the greatest songs, ‘Tourner dans 
le Vide,’ and makes it in the Ara-
bic language for all to cherish and 
love,” Nimer said. “Arabic is a lin-
guistic treasure that’s been increas-
ingly marginalised lately and it is 
our responsibility to take action to 
change that fact.”

Nimer has been conducting mu-
sicians and teaching music with 
Corridor Jo, a non-profit organisa-
tion. She teaches music and con-
ducting in Al-Salt and the Jordan 
Valley area.

“As a conductor, I believe that 
having leadership characteristic 
is crucial to be successful and to 
be able to conduct the orchestra 
of musicians in a way to bring the 
best out of them and to transfer the 
emotion to them and see it in the 
music,” Nimer said.

On her future works, she said: 
“We have a big surprise for fans 
of modern classical music and we 
hope we will receive the support 
needed.”

Roufan Nahhas

Challenging norms. Yara al-Nimer, Jordan’s first maestra.                                                                               
                                                                                                      (Roufan Nahhas)

Jordan’s first maestra assertive despite challenges

Nimer released “Kafi,” an 
Arabic cover of “Tourner 
dans le Vide” in December 
as part of the Kalamesque 
project.

Beirut

L 

a Fete de la Musique, a glob-
al music festival that marks 
its 36th anniversary this 
year, ushers in the summer 

season’s festivities with concerts 
during nine days in venues across 
Lebanon.

For its 18th Lebanese edition, a 
variety of musical genres are fea-
tured under the theme of diversity 
to mark the Northern Hemisphere’s 
shortest night of the year on June 
21. Jazz, rock ‘n’ roll, rap and classi-
cal music of the East and West will 
blend with folk and pop, acoustic 
and electricity-driven ensembles at 
free concerts.

Begun in France in 1982 during 
the tenure of then Culture Minis-
ter Jack Lang, the musical event is 
emulated around the globe. In Leb-
anon, the French Cultural Institute 
and the Ministry of Culture initiated 
the Beirut version of Fete de la Mu-
sique in 2001.

“The Fete de la Musique is a big 
success in Lebanon,” said French 
Ambassador to Lebanon Bruno 
Foucher. “For the past 18 years the 
event has been growing with more 
activities and a larger number of lo-
cal and foreign music groups who 
come here to perform and express 
themselves in music.

“At the same time the event is an 
opportunity to discover new tal-
ents. It has a global aspect because 
the language of music is not Arabic 
or French or English or Chinese… 
People can express themselves and 
understand each other with music. 
It is a way of communicating in a 
universal language.”

To involve as many Lebanese as 
possible, this year’s festival offers 
concerts before and after the sum-
mer solstice in 13 cities and towns, 
including Jounieh, Tripoli, Saida, 
Tyr, Dayr al-Qamar, Batroun, Zouk 
Mikael and Zahleh. Main festival 
events are concentrated in Beirut.

Concerts will be in town squares 
and public spaces. In Beirut, con-
certs will take place in ten locations, 
including Beirut souqs, the Roman 
Baths and Saifi village in the city 

centre. Some groups will perform in 
churches and pubs.

The Francophone talent in the 
spotlight this year is Acid Arab, the 
Parisian electronic music pair Guido 
Minisky and Herve Carvalho, whose 
music is a fusion of Arabic musical 
language and analogue techno de-
vices. They will perform the main 
performance June 21 at Place de 
l’Etoile in downtown Beirut.

The event previews international 
ensembles such as World Voice 
Choir with Germany’s Jim Avignon, 
American pop group Silent Boyz 
and Brazilian percussion band Blo-
co Rubra Rosa among others, in ad-
dition to Arab groups.

Noting that such a “big celebra-
tion of music and joy” is taking 
place in a region plagued with tur-
moil and violence, Foucher praised 

Lebanese resilience and “joie de 
vivre.”

“Lebanon has gone through ex-
tremely difficult moments but it 
remains what it is, a country with 
big diversities, more than its neigh-
bours and which can find ways of 
living together and music is one 
wonderful way,” Foucher said.

“It is important that Lebanon pre-
sents a (good) example in a region 
torn apart by conflicts and to show 

that it is capable of finding plat-
forms where everybody can express 
themselves. It is a positive message 
for the future.”

Lynn Tehini, representing the 
Lebanese Ministry of Culture, said 
the event is getting bigger every 
year to offer the Lebanese public 
a musical programme of genuine 
quality from Lebanon as well as 
from other parts of the world.

“For the 18th consecutive year, 
Beirut will share with the rest of the 
world a common language — mu-
sic. Different music genres includ-
ing jazz, opera, pop and techno will 
mingle in the streets and cultural 
centres. Today, more than ever, we 
all need some happiness and joy 
while we’re living a difficult eco-
nomic situation here in Lebanon,” 
Tehini said.

“Through such event, we are 
proving that art is stronger than 
weapons and that music is the 
language of humanity. Fete de la 
Musique offers a space for free cul-
tural and artistic expression while 
promoting and encouraging young 
Lebanese talents in addition to Arab 
and international groups.”

Nada Sardouk, director general 
at the Ministry of Tourism, pointed 
out the event, the first in a long list 
of international festivals, inaugu-
rates Lebanon’s summer tourist 
season.

“However, the difference with 
Fete de la Musique is that it does 
not exclude anyone, from all the 
regions and all ages. We are very 
proud of our edition in Lebanon 
which brings us together and unites 
us in music,” Sardouk said.

Samar Kadi

Universal language. A 2017 picture shows people attending a free concert at La Fete de la Musique in downtown Beirut.      (French Cultural Institute)

Fete de la Musique brings joy to 
economically stressed Lebanon

To involve as many 
Lebanese as possible, this 
year’s festival offers 
concerts before and after 
the summer solstice in 13 
cities and towns.

Music
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Sharjah

A 

major solo exhibition of 
the works of Mohammed 
Ahmed Ibrahim, one of 
the pioneers of the con-

temporary art movement in the 
United Arab Emirates, covers three 
decades of the artist’s practice, 
which includes paintings, draw-
ings, sculptures and installations.

Curated by Hoor al-Qasimi, di-
rector of Sharjah Art Foundation, 
“Mohammed Ahmed Ibrahim: El-
ements” traces Ibrahim’s use of 
primordial symbols, various per-
mutations and repetitions and his 
abiding interest in the detrimental 
effects on the natural environment 
that accompanies urban develop-
ment.

Born in 1962, Ibrahim is largely 

self-taught. He said he draws his 
inspiration, ideas and materials of 
his art from the surroundings of 
his birthplace, Khor Fakkan, where 
he lives and works.

Because art education was un-
heard of when he was growing up 
and scholarships to study abroad 
were not easily available, Ibrahim 
studied psychology at Al Ain Uni-
versity, graduating in 1986. He 
was also producing traditional art, 
mainly portraits and landscapes.

His acquaintance and friend-
ship with pioneering Emirati avant 
garde and conceptual artist Has-

san Sharif, who had returned 
from studying in the United 
Kingdom, was to be a turning 
point in shaping Ibrahim’s ideas, 
concepts and techniques.

He became largely known for his 
“land art,” often utilising organic 
material and creating artworks in-
spired by primitive symbols and 
his home town’s environment.

Ibrahim once said that “inspi-
ration always comes from things 
that nature creates and the artist 
can only care about and be in har-
mony with the spirit of the site.”

Qasimi, in a Sharjah Art Founda-
tion release, noted that “as one of 
the UAE’s pioneering conceptual 
artists, Ibrahim has developed a 
contemporary visual language 
where the primordial and the sub-
conscious intersect. For over three 
decades his work has addressed 
the alarming effects of urban de-
velopment on the natural environ-

ment, raising criti-
cal issues that affect 
us all.”

“For another body 
of work titled ‘The 
Line’, Ibrahim ini-
tially found inspira-
tion in the trails 
that ‘Kandari’ or 
‘al-Sakai’ (‘Water 
Sellers’) make on the 
walls of houses, while 
distributing water. The art-
ist expanded on his obser-
vation of this simple gesture 
and extended his exploration of 
line to the vertical human body, 
buildings, urban transformation 
and horizontal expansion of UAE 
society and its landscape,” Qasimi 
wrote, explaining how Ibrahim 
draws inspiration.

Ibrahim likes to leave the inter-
pretation of his work open-ended, 
maintaining that viewers are free 
to draw their own conclusions, ac-
cording to their ideology or incli-
nation.

The colourful oil painting titled 
“Primordial” is rich in symbols, 
shapes and patterns, without de-
tracting from the masterly abstract 
treatment. A close look reveals the 
outpouring of Ibrahim’s creative 
forms within the painting done 
three decades ago.

Most of his “land art” involves 
mountains around his home, done 
without disturbing nature and 
which he documents through pho-
tographs and videos.

“Known and Unknown” (2014), 
comprising stone and marble 
bonded with copper wire; “Hang-
ing Stones” (2014) made up of 
stones hanging from cotton ropes; 
and “Rocks Tied with Wire” (2006) 
are presented in the exhibition.

In the series, “Sitting Man” 
(2010-15) comprising three big and 
eight medium-sized canvases, 

Ibrahim throws off all restraint to 
explore colour, as if the anonym-
ity of the subjects, gives him new 
found freedom.

Works titled “Watermelon Tree” 
(2013), “Fruits” (2011) and “Fruit 
Basket” (2011) are colourful, mys-
terious and highly tactile, fash-
ioned out of discarded plastic bot-
tles, plastic cups, paper, glue and 
clay.

The black-and-white Indian 
ink symbols, lines and geometric 
shapes are drawn from within his 
psyche and the rural vernacular ar-
chitecture in Khor Fakkan and can 
be seen in innumerable works.

The symbols, patterns and 
shapes take on a life of their own 
in other works and become objects 
that border on the utilitarian, into 
cascading structures and architec-
tural forms. They take on insect-
like appearance and, in the recent 
“Robot” series (2018), take on an 
autonomous mode — as if in a sci-
ence fiction plot in the rarefied at-
mosphere around a magical Khor 
Fakkan.

Ibrahim candidly expressed con-
cerns about such focused scrutiny, 
which he said pushes him to the 
crossroads of not knowing which 
direction his art will take next.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Creative forms. Mixed-media installations by Mohammed Ahmed Ibrahim.           (Sharjah Art Foundation)

Pioneering Emirati 
artist Mohammed 
Ahmed Ibrahim stands 
out with unique vision

Ibrahim likes to leave the 
interpretation of his work 
open-ended, maintaining 
that viewers are free to draw 
their own conclusions.

London

I 

s it theatre? Is it a lecture? Is it 
art created in front of a spell-
bound audience? These ques-
tions inevitably come to mind 

when watching Samah Hijawi’s lec-
ture coupled with performances.

The artist and researcher works 
across different media and explores 
the concept of returning to the 
homeland in representations of the 
Palestinian territories in the 1960s 
and 1970s when the Palestine Lib-
eration Organisation militarily at-
tacked Israel.

In London’s Mosaic Rooms, Hi-
jawi began her presentation by ask-
ing the audience to visualise the 
room in the foreign office where 
the Balfour Declaration was drafted 
in 1917.

“In coming to London to make 
this presentation, I thought I 
should acknowledge a promise that 
was made just a short bus ride from 
here,” Hijawi said. “In Arabic we 
call it ‘al wad’ but, in fact, it was a 
letter that took two years to draft 
though it has only 67 words. (Brit-

ish Prime Minister) Theresa May re-
cently noted that it was quite unu-
sual for the British government to 
make such a short statement.”

Hijawi gave a rhetorical perfor-
mance of Arthur Balfour reading 
the letter before he signed it: “His 
Majesty’s government view with fa-
vour the establishment in Palestine 
of a national home for the Jewish 
people and will use their best en-
deavours to facilitate the achieve-
ment of this object, it being clearly 
understood that nothing shall be 
done which may prejudice the civil 
and religious rights of existing non-
Jewish communities in Palestine, 
or the rights and political status en-
joyed by Jews in any other country.”

Hijawi asked what Balfour was 
thinking or visualising of Palestine 
as he was signing the letter. She 
described her parents’ home in Na-
blus focusing on the dining room 
with paintings of her grandparents 
on the walls. Some have been re-
produced in the books Hijawi had 
at the presentation. She opened 
one of the books, tore out a page, 
cut out an image and began her col-
lage by placing the first cutout on 
a table in front of her. The cutting 
was projected onto a screen.

Hijawi described her grandmoth-
er’s life as an artist; she studied 
in Italy and exhibited in London 
before returning to Palestine. Her 
grandparents were politically ac-
tive resisting the British colonisa-
tion of Palestine and later the Zion-
ist-Israeli project.

Hijawi spoke like a lecturer and 
used cutouts from books to illus-
trate her words and make a collage. 
From time to time she assumed the 
character of the people she was 
speaking about and turned into an 
actress.

Hijawi said that artists working 
after the second world war felt if 
they were not working for the (Pal-
estinian) cause they were consid-
ered cowards. “They were produc-
ing their work with a desire and an 
intention of returning to the home-

land through the painting. There 
was a real conviction that this work 
would bring back the land of Pales-
tine,” she said.

“The ‘60s revolutionary move-
ments were romanticised through-
out the world visually and embod-
ied in black-and-white photographs 
of young men and women from the 
East and West. There were artists 
with a Kalashnikov in one hand and 
a paint brush in the other, depicting 
their images of resistance.”

Hijawi said her show “is actually 
looking at what has remained of the 
glorious resistance movements in 
the artistic productions of the ‘60s, 
‘70s and ‘80s. I am trying to look 
at the images that were being pro-
duced and what they mean in terms 
of legacy today.

“I love cutting through history 
books. This action is critiquing his-
tory,” she said, asking if there is no 
agreement over historical accounts 
of what happened in Palestine, 
“then what are we going to do with 
this?”

“The collaging is very important 
and essential in my practice be-
cause I am saying let us rearrange 
the image and the story.”

She remarked that, in Palestine, 

audiences were upset she was cut-
ting through the pages of history 
books. “The history of Palestine 
is idealised and this stops us from 
moving forward as Palestinians,” 
she said. “I want to ask what are 
we going to do with this inherited 
past?  It has gotten us nowhere. We 
can choose to do whatever we want 
essentially.”

Hijawi said adamant artists 
should not embark on an aware-
ness raising mission. “That is more 
a politicians’ work. I am worried 
about that kind of stance particu-
larly for Arab artists because then 
they end up being ambassadors and 
spokespeople. That is not their job,” 
she said.

Hijawi’s works have been shown 
in the Hayward Gallery in London, 
the Beursschouwburg in Brussels, 
Apexart New York and Darat al Fu-
nun in Amman. She has collabo-
rated with Shuruq Harb and Toleen 
Touq on the curatorial platform 
“The River Has Two Banks” initiat-
ed to address the growing distance 
between Jordan and the Palestinian 
territories.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska

London show offers playful look at Palestinian art and politics

Samah Hijawi works across 
different media and 
explores the concept of 
returning to the homeland 
in representations of the 
Palestinian territories in the 
1960s and 1970s.

Culture

Natural talent. 
Mixed-media 
installations 
by Mohammed 
Ahmed  Ibrahim. 
(Sharjah Art 
Foundation)
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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 June 23

The “Peter Pan Live Show” will 
take place at The China Court 
stage at Ibn Battuta Mall.

Rabat: 
June 22-30

The 17th Mawazine Festival is 
scheduled for Rabat and features 
international and local musical 
performances.

Zouk Mikael: 
July 8-17

Set in a renovated Lebanese 
souk in a town 14km north of 
Beirut, the annual Zouk Mikael 
International Summer Festival 
features Arab and international 
artists.

Beiteddine: 
July 12-August 15

Beiteddine Art Festival, in 
picturesque Beiteddine in the 
Chouf mountains, includes a 
variety of performances from 
opera to theatre and art exhibi-
tions. The festival welcomes 
more than 50,000 visitors, as 
well as numerous star perform-
ers. Ziad Rahbani, Carla Bruni 
and Kadim Al Sahir are to per-
form at this year’s festival.

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 sev-
eral weeks. Performances take 
place at the Amphitheatre of 
Carthage.

Jerash: 
July 19-August 3

The Annual Jerash Festival of 
Culture and Arts, first organ-
ised in 1980, takes place in the 
ancient Jordanian city of Jerash 
and showcases folklore troupes, 
concerts, poetry readings, bal-
let performances, symphony 
orchestras and other events. In 
addition to handicrafts, food, art 
and book exhibitions.

Cairo: 
August 29-September 9

Organised by the Cairo Op-
era House, the annual Citadel 
Festival for Music and Singing is 
scheduled for the Saladin Citadel 
and the Opera House over nearly 
two weeks. The festival includes 
concerts of classical Arab music 
in addition to contemporary 
performances.

Dubai: 
September 13-15

The Armenian National Academ-
ic Theatre Opera and Orchestra 
will take to the stage at Dubai 
Opera to perform “The Magic 
Flute,” the last opera composed 
by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

Tangier: 
September 20-23

The 19th Tangier’s Jazz Festival 
will feature international and 
local jazz artists. Over four days, 
visitors can enjoy free street per-
formances, free dance courses 
and jazz concerts. This year’s 
festival will host performers Flo 
Bauer, Michael Lauren, Mat-
thieu Bore and United Colors of 
Mediterranee.

Carthage

G 

oing up the hill in Carthage, 
the road diverges into the 
woods to the dome of the 
Acropolium of Carthage, 

also known as the Saint Louis Ca-
thedral, topping the hill. From afar, 
the domes of the cathedral beckon 
onlookers to explore the fine archi-
tecture, rich history and cultural 
events the cathedral hosts.

Situated on the Byrsa Hill in 
Carthage, the Acropolium of 
Carthage is not only an architec-
tural gem of the colonial era but 
an important addition to Tunisia’s 
contemporary cultural scene.

“This monument is of a great 
cultural and historical value,” said 
Acropolium Director Mustapha 
Okbi. “Since it was abandoned for 
years, restoring the cathedral as a 
cultural centre sheds light on the 
architectural and historical signifi-
cance of the place. Today, the cul-
tural events in the cathedral add 
another layer of beauty for its his-
torical significance.”

“It has also beautiful Gothic and 
Byzantine architecture that places 
it as a unique gem of colonial archi-
tecture,” he added.

Saint Louis Cathedral, built 
during the rule of the Beys, is of 
deep historical and religious sig-
nificance. In 1830, Hussein Bey II 
granted permission to the general 
council of France to build a church 
on the site of ancient Carthage.

His words were: “We cede in per-
petuity to His Majesty the King of 
France a location in the Malka, suf-
ficient to raise a religious monu-

ment in honour of King Louis IX at 
the place where this prince died. 
We commit ourselves to respect 
and to make respected this monu-
ment consecrated by the King of 
France to the memory of one of his 
most illustrious ancestors.”

The cathedral pays tribute to King 
Louis IX, who died in Carthage on 
the way to Jerusalem in 1270 dur-
ing the eighth crusade. Built during 
the French protectorate from 1884-
90, the cathedral became the home 
church of Cardinal Lavigerie, head 
of the archdioceses of Algiers and 
of Carthage, giving the cathedral 
primacy in Africa.

“In the 1980s and ‘90s, the gov-
ernment was focused on promoting 
the culture and history of the Ro-
man and Punic epochs of Carthage 
but little interest was given to the 
colonial period of Carthage,” Okbi 
said. “This monument that dates to 
the end of 19th century, a part of a 
heritage that was beginning to dis-
appear from the scene.”

He added: “The place has its own 
identity, which is engraved by his-
tory and events that characterise 
the colonial period that makes up 
a part of the history of Tunisia. It 
bears part of the heritage of Christi-
anity that Tunisia hosted through-
out its history.

“Unfortunately, many Catholic 
monuments that marked that peri-
od were abandoned and eventually 
degraded and almost disappeared, 
which is why it was important to 
make of the cathedral a cultural 
centre to preserve its fascinating ar-
chitecture and history.”

Constructed by French architect 
Abbot Pougnet, the building boasts 
Byzantine and Gothic influences 
that characterised the architectural 

style of the era. Two square tow-
ers front the building that takes the 
shape of a Latin cross, 65 metres 
long and 30 metres wide.

Once inside, one can only marvel 
at the refined, intricate ornaments 
decorating the walls and the ceil-
ings. The 174 marble columns with 
golden capitals draw attention to 
the ceiling, which is adorned with 
engravings on the sculpted wood. 
Cardinal Lavigerie called for arti-
sans from Venice and Aleppo to 
decorate the wood beams, which 
came from forests in Hungary and 
Holland.

Light entering through the ca-
thedral’s 284 windows showers the 
inner walls with blues, greens and 
yellows. While the glass of the win-
dows display ornaments of plants 
and animals, the two centre win-

dows depict Saint Louis and Saint 
Augustine as if they were guarding 
the cathedral.

The cathedral is full of gems to 
explore. In the centre, a monument 
in onyx is erect holding the reli-
quary of Saint Louis. Other marvels 
of the cathedral include mosaics of 
Saint Cyprien on the wall left to the 
transept.

In addition to its architectural 
wonder and historical artefacts, the 
cathedral hosts classical music con-
certs. It has been a cultural centre 
since 1992.

“It was vital to keep the monu-
ment alive by hosting cultural 
events that would bring attention 
and recognition to the place,” Okbi 
said. “The architecture of the place 
is to be highlighted, which is why 
we launched the Musical October. 
The project was ambitious as it 
was not meant only to promote the 
beauty of this monument but also 
to create a cultural pole in addition 
to the touristic zone in Carthage.”

“The sacredness and holiness of 
the place inspired us to dedicate 
the festival for classical music and 
we started to have international 
groups with our European partners 
during the month of October, which 
was the best month for its mild cli-
mate and lively breeze,” he added. 
“Since its creation in 1992, the 
number of the concerts increased 
from three concerts to 20 concerts. 
It became a musical rendezvous 
that treats visitors to fascinating 
architecture and history as well as 
enchanting music.”

The Acropolium, with its histori-
cal and cultural significance and 
breathtaking view from the top of 
the hill, is an inspiring place to see 
for devotees of culture and herit-
age.

Roua Khlifi is a regular Travel and 
Culture contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

The Acropolium of Carthage: At the 
crossroads of culture and history
Roua Khlifi

A view of the ceiling at the Saint Louis Cathedral in Carthage. 
                                                                                                     (The Acropolium of Carthage)

Preparations for a special event at the Acropolium of Carthage.                             (The Acropolium of Carthage)

A view of the Saint Louis Cathedral from down the Byrsa Hill.                                                                                                  (The Acropolium of Carthage)
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