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With American pressure 
mounting, scores of 
corporations leave Iran
Washington

M 

ore than 100 major cor-
porations have left or 
are planning to leave 
Iran in response to the 

reinstatement of US sanctions, a 
senior US official said, providing 
the most comprehensive account of 
the departure of foreign investment 
from the Islamic Republic.

The exiting corporations include 
some of the largest businesses in 
the world, such as US-based Gener-
al Electric and the French oil com-
pany Total SA. Many companies 
stopped their operations in Iran 
even as their home governments 
offered assurances they would not 
be penalised by staying in Iran.

“We didn’t really need to do 
much coaxing for these companies 
and banks because they’re making 
their own decisions and they’re 
making them independent of gov-
ernments,” said Brian Hook, who 
was recently named head of the 
US State Department’s Iran Action 
Group.

Speaking at the Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, a conserv-
ative Washington think-tank, Hook 
said major corporations were leav-
ing Iran to avoid violating the rein-
stated US sanctions and being shut 
out of the US consumer market and 
banking system.

“They want access to the interna-
tional financial system,” Hook said. 
“Their economic self-interests ap-
ply.”

The departures began shortly af-
ter US President Donald Trump an-
nounced in May that he was with-
drawing the United States from the 
Iran nuclear deal signed in 2015 by 
his predecessor Barack Obama and 

leaders of five other countries and 
the European Union as well as Iran. 
The deal, known as the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 
waived sanctions in exchange for 
Iran curbing its nuclear-develop-
ment programme.

As the United States tries to build 
international economic pressure 
on Iran, 16 US senators pressed the 
Trump administration to impose 
even steeper sanctions by expel-
ling Iran from the global financial 
system that oversees international 
bank transfers. The senators — all 
Republicans like Trump — urged US 
Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin 
“to take all steps necessary” to cut 
off Iran’s banks from the global sys-
tem, known as the SWIFT network.

“The administration’s maximum 
pressure campaign will not succeed 
if the Islamic Republic remains 
connected to SWIFT,” the senators 
wrote. They sent their letter as the 
European Union, which wants to 
preserve the JCPOA, announced 
it would give Iran $21 million in fi-
nancial support to help the coun-
try address its economic and social 
problems.

Hook did not address the sena-
tors’ request in his remarks but said 
“the real strong sanctions” would 
come in November, when the 
Trump administration reinstates 
punitive measures on Iran’s energy 
and financial sectors.

“We intend to get Iranian oil im-
ports as close to zero as possible by 
November 4,” Hook said. “We need 

to dry up Iran’s revenues so they 
have less money to spend on terror-
ism.”

The United States reinstated a 
first round of sanctions on August 
7 restricting purchases of certain 
Iran-made goods such as alumini-
um and steel and barring Iranians 
from transacting in US dollars.

Hook called the US strategy “a 
multipronged pressure campaign” 
that includes feeding information 
to Iranians about the regime’s cor-
ruption and publicly supporting 
Iranian protesters.

“We’re providing information 
that can ideally make its way into 
Iran so people can start under-
standing the nature of this brutal 
and dark theocracy. Information 
is power and we want the Iranian 
people to have as much informa-
tion as they can so they can control 
their own destiny,” Hook said.

Hook brushed aside an assertion 
by Iran that it controlled the Strait 
of Hormuz, a major shipping route 
between Oman and Iran through 
which much of the world’s oil pass-
es as it leaves the Persian Gulf for 
international destinations. General 
Alireza Tangsiri, the chief naval of-
ficer of the Islamic Revolutionary 
Guard Corps, said Iran fully con-
trolled the strait and the Persian 
Gulf.

Noting that Iran “for many years” 
has threatened to seal off the Per-
sian Gulf, Hook said: “They do 
not have control of the Strait of 
Hormuz. It’s an international wa-
terway. The United States and its 
partners will ensure that the Strait 
of Hormuz is open to commercial 
navigation, that it maintains its cur-
rent and future status as an interna-
tional waterway.”

Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Thomas Frank

Shutting business. An Iranian family walks past the shuttered window of the closed offices of a 
travel agency showing the logos of various airlines in Tehran, on August 24.                                                   (AFP)

The exiting corporations 
include some of the largest 
businesses in the world, 
such as US-based General 
Electric and the French oil 
company Total SA.
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Turkey attempts 
precarious balance 
as it jockeys for 
position in Syria
Istanbul

H 

eading into a series of crucial 
international talks regard-
ing Syria, Turkey is trying 
to strengthen its position by 

deepening cooperation with Russia 
and increasing its military presence in 
northern Syria.

Turkey recently sent tanks and 
other military vehicles over the bor-
der towards Tel Rifaat in Aleppo prov-
ince, Turkish news reports said. Tel 
Rifaat, 20km east of Afrin, was taken 
by Turkish troops earlier this year.

Other Turkish units were sent to 
reinforce troops on the border with 
Syria’s rebel-held Idlib province, 
where the Damascus government is 
preparing an offensive, the state-run 
Anadolu news agency said.

There are concerns that an attack 
on Idlib could trigger a wave of refu-
gees into Turkey, which already hosts 
3 million Syrians. The United Nations 
warned that a large-scale offensive in 
Idlib “has the potential to create a hu-
manitarian emergency at a scale not 
yet seen” in the 7-year civil war and 
is floating the idea of evacuating civil-
ians from Idlib to other parts of Syria.

Fighting could also endanger about 
1,000 Turkish soldiers in Idlib, sent 
to Syria with Russian and Iranian ap-
proval to man 12 observation posts 
there.

“We are working with Russia and 
Iran to prevent a new Aleppo-like ca-
tastrophe in Idlib,” Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said August 30, 
referring to a drawn-out battle for the 
northern Syrian city that ended with 
the Syrian government taking con-
trol in 2016 and 
the death of 
thousands of 
people.

Erdogan is 
to meet with 
Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir 

Putin and Iranian President Hassan 
Rohani on September 7 in Iran. The 
looming offensive in Idlib is expected 
to be one of the main issues up for dis-
cussion.

Before the summit, Ankara intensi-
fied its talks with Moscow. Turkey’s 
foreign minister, defence minister 
and spy chief all visited Moscow in the 
last month. The development could 
strengthen Turkish-Russian ties at a 
time Turkey is locked in a bitter dis-
pute with the United States. Speaking 
in Moscow, Turkish Foreign Minis-
ter Mevlut Cavusoglu called Russia a 
“strategic partner,” a term normally 
reserved to close Western partners 
such as the United States.

Idlib poses a test for the Turkish-
Russian alliance in Syria. Russia, the 

main international partner of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, expects Tur-
key to use its influence in Idlib to dis-
solve radical rebel groups there but 
it remains unclear whether Ankara 
will deliver. Reports said Ankara was 
negotiating with the Hayat Tahrir al-
Sham (HTS) militia and other militant 
Islamist groups to give up their heavy 
weapons and leave the region.

In a sign Turkey might be bowing to 
Russian calls to increase pressure on 
rebel groups and accept a limited of-
fensive in Idlib, Ankara officially des-
ignated HTS a terrorist organisation 
on August 31.

Since overcoming a bilateral crisis 
triggered by the downing of a Rus-
sian jet by Turkey in 2015, relations 
between Ankara and Moscow have 
improved dramatically. Erdogan and 
Putin have met about a dozen times 
in recent years to coordinate actions 
in Syria and boost economic coop-
eration. Turkey has dropped its insist-
ence on the immediate departure of 
Assad and Russia has allowed Turkey 
to conduct cross-border operations 
against Kurdish militants in Syria.

In Idlib, Moscow’s support for As-
sad, who wants to recapture the re-
bel-held province to seal his military 
victory in the war, and Ankara’s assis-
tance to rebel groups there have cre-
ated conflicting interests between the 
two countries.

Still, Russia needs Turkey’s cooper-
ation to bring the Syrian war to an end 
while Turkey needs Russian approval 
for its actions in Syria. In this context, 
Moscow does not mind deepening the 
rift between Turkey and the United 
States. Washington and Ankara are at 
loggerheads over the detention of a 
US missionary by Turkey.

“There is no trust left between Tur-
key and the United States,” said Celal-
ettin Yavuz, an expert on international 
relations at Ayvansaray University in 
Istanbul. “In case of a chemical attack 
in Idlib, Turkey will believe that the 
United States is behind it,” he added.

One reason for the tensions be-
tween Turkey and the United States 
is Washington’s support for a Syrian-

Kurdish rebel force regarded as a 
terrorist organisation by Turkey. Re-
ports in Turkey said the latest Turk-
ish troop movement into Syria’s Tel 
Rifaat was an answer to a decision 

by the United States to step up its as-
sistance for the Kurds there. Turkish 
Defence Minister Hulusi Akar said the 
Turkish side was “constantly remind-
ing” the Americans that Kurdish mili-
tants had to leave the region around 
Manbij, about 50km east of Tel Rifaat.

While tensions between Turkey 
and the United States simmer, the 
Iranian-Turkish-Russian summit in 
Iran showcases Ankara’s attempt at 
striking a delicate balance that serves 
its geostrategic interests with a focus 
on Syria.

Just four days after the summit, 
representatives of the three countries 
are to meet with UN Syria Envoy Staf-
fan de Mistura in Geneva about draft-
ing a new constitution for Syria.

On September 14, de Mistura is to 
host another meeting on Syria, this 
time with senior envoys from Egypt, 
France, Germany, Jordan, Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Kingdom and the Unit-
ed States.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Thomas Seibert

Turkish intelligence chief 
Hakan Fidan at the Kremlin in 
Moscow, on August 24.           (AP)
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Will Turkey abandon its proxies in Idlib?
1.5 million militants were shipped from Turkey to the province since 2015 

Beirut

S 

yrian government troops, 
backed by the Russian Air 
Force, are preparing for an 
offensive on Idlib, the last 

province in Syria held by the Tur-
key-backed armed opposition.

Syrian and Russian sources said 
the battle is expected in mid-Sep-
tember. A Russian naval buildup 
started in the Mediterranean on 
August 28 amid reports that the 
United States might strike if chemi-
cal weapons are used in Idlib.

Concerns ahead of the assault 
include how to appease Turkey, a 
country now allied to the Russians 
that has been closely watching Idlib 
since the outbreak of the Syrian 
conflict in 2011. Also, what will be 
done with the 1.5 million militants 
shipped to the province from across 
the country since September 2015? 
They make up half of the province’s 
3 million inhabitants.

Turkey has set up 12 military 
posts in Idlib, looking to incorpo-
rate it into the buffer zone estab-
lished by Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, including the Syr-
ian border cities of Jarabulus, Azaz 
and the inland ones of Afrin and al-
Bab.

Moscow wanted to appease Er-
dogan’s territorial appetite but had 
no intention of permanently relin-
quishing Idlib, given that neither 
Iran nor Damascus would agree 
such a move and that it lies west of 
the Euphrates, deep within Russia’s 
sphere of influence.

With Turkish-American relations 
low, Erdogan is forced to cuddle 

up to Russian President Vladimir 
Putin. He apparently reasoned that 
it would be wiser to abandon his 
proxies in Idlib, as he did in East 
Aleppo in December 2016, if he is 
compensated elsewhere in Syria.

Unlike Jarabulus, Idlib would 
be difficult to keep, militarily and 
economically, and, although close 
to Turkey, is separated from other 
Syrian cities under Turkish control.

During a meeting with Putin in 
Moscow in late August, Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavuso-
glu described militants — many of 
whom have been on the Turkish 
payroll for six years — in Idlib as 
“terrorists” who threaten Syrian 
and Turkish security. That same 
language has been used by Russian 
diplomats since 2015.

The Turks will look the other 
way as the Russian Air Force bombs 
them but has offered to separate 
the Syrian groups from foreign 
fighters of Idlib, using them to fin-
ish off Hayat Tahrir al-Sham and the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

This would apply to the Free Idlib 
Army, the Free Syrian Army, Suqour 
al-Sham, Ahrar al-Sham and the Da-
mascus Gathering, militiamen who 
were sent to Idlib after refusing to 
join the Russian reconciliation pro-
cess in the Damascus countryside. 
They number 70,000 and are being 
grouped into a new Turkish-funded 
militia called the National Libera-
tion Front, headed by Fadlallah al-
Hajji of Faylaq al-Sham, a Turkish 
protege.

Ankara is requesting these mi-
litiamen be pardoned by the Rus-
sians and then join the government 
police and armed forces for the war 
on terror. A similar move happened 
in Eastern Ghouta last spring and 
more recently in the southern city 
of Daraa, where about one-quarter 
of the militias were incorporated 
into the Syrian Army as the Khaled 
Ibn al-Walid Army and used to fight 
ISIS. The Turks also suggested they 
get to keep their light arms and 
have a say in the local administra-
tion of Idlib.

Damascus is uneasy with the pro-
posal but is being forced to consider 
it, under Russian pressure. A Syr-
ian government counterproposal, 
which the Turks are considering, 
would include a temporary clem-
ency in Idlib and the militiamen’s 
collective move to the borders of 
Kurdish villages and towns east 
of the Euphrates River and used 
against Kurdish militias, once the 
Americans leave the area, which is 
expected by November.

That would please both the Syr-
ians and the Turks, who want to 
exterminate the Kurdish threat on 
their borders. The Kurds are also of-
fering to join the fight for Idlib. A 
delegation from the Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces went to Damascus 
earlier this summer for meetings 
with regime officials. They offered 

to give up control of Raqqa, the for-
mer capital of ISIS, and Hasakah, 
in exchange for the restoration of 
medical, civil, and security services 
to the Kurdish provinces.

They seemed willing to accept 
the return of government control 
to the Kurdish provinces, seeing 
that the US presence in Syria is no 
match for that of the Russians, who 
are seemingly there to stay.

The fate of what to do with Idlib 
and its 1.5 million militiamen may 
well be decided at a meeting among 
Putin, Erdogan and Iranian Presi-
dent Hassan Rohani in September. 
Killing all the militiamen is seem-
ingly not an option for the Rus-
sians, who prefer political deals 
rather than all-out warfare. The Ira-
nians are pushing for a full-fledged 
battle, however, and so are the Syr-

ians, abhorring the idea of having 
to do business with the Turks.

Neither Erdogan nor Putin wants 
a new refugee crisis coming out of 
Idlib, from which most fleeing ci-
vilians would head to the Turkish 
border. Erdogan cannot cope with 
them and Putin is trying to avoid 
that, especially as his top officials 
are engaged in a diplomatic initia-
tive aimed at repatriating approxi-
mately 2 million Syrian refugees. 
He wants to go down as the leader 
to solve what has been described 
as the worst humanitarian disas-
ter since the second world war and 
more refugees from Idlib would kill 
that legacy.

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

Sami Moubayed

Massing forces. Turkish forces are seen in a convoy on a highway between Damascus and Aleppo 
near Syria’s Idlib province, on August 29.                                                                                                             (AFP)

Showing the way. A Russian soldier guides a Syrian woman at 
the Abu Duhur crossing on the eastern edge of Idlib province, on 
August 20.                    (AFP)

With Turkish-American 
relations very low, 
Erdogan is being forced 
to cuddle up to Russian 
President Vladimir 
Putin.

T 

hat Iran refuses to learn 
from the experience of 
the Soviet Union couldn’t 
be less expected. That 
experience says that you 
cannot practise imperial-

ism without a strong economy shor-
ing you up. What is less expected is 
that Russia refuses to learn from the 
same experience and the causes that 
led to the disintegration of the Soviet 
Union.

Russia has been a party to practi-
cally every battle in the war that was 
brought on the Syrian people since 
the beginning of their revolution 
in 2011. Russia was instrumental 
in keeping Bashar Assad in power, 
especially in the autumn of 2015 
after taking over the Hmeimim Air 

Base near Latakia to prevent opposi-
tion forces from liberating the Syrian 
coast and entering Damascus.

Russia agreed to intervene in Syria 
only after it had got what it wanted 
from Assad during a meeting that 
was very humiliating to him. When 
the Russian Sukhoi bombers and 
fighter planes started landing in 
Hmeimim, it became clear to Assad 
that the Russian terms and condi-
tions were not negotiable and he 
had no choice but to bow to them 
if he wished to save his neck. So he 
flew to Moscow, met with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and signed 
the infamous agreements.

Russia also demanded that 
Iran accept its terms. Iranian 
Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
commander of al-Quds Force in the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
preceded Assad in going to Moscow 
and assured the Russians of Iran’s 
agreement to everything Russia was 
doing in Syria.

Three years down the road since 
that Russian decision to save Assad, 
without necessarily guaranteeing 
the future of his regime, what do we 
find in Syria?

Well, the Islamic State is still alive 
and kicking in Syria. Its connection 
to the Syrian regime and to pro-Ira-
nian militias is slowly emerging. It 
manifested itself after the massacre 
of the Druze population in Sweida 
in July.

Despite its size, the Druze com-
munity in Syria had refused to be 
part of the dirty war on the Syrian 
people. It was wise enough and pa-

triotic enough to stay away from the 
internal fighting that it knew would 
spell disaster for its members if they 
got involved in it.

Like everybody else, Russia must 
have witnessed the recent visit to 
Damascus by the Iranian defence 
minister as well as his consorting 
in Aleppo with leaders of sectarian 
militias. Despite the provisions of 
Russia’s agreement with Israel re-
quiring Iran and its proxy militias to 
keep well away from southern Syria, 
including Damascus, Iran sneaked 
inside the heart of Damascus 
through the window of Assad.

Iranian Defence Minister Amir 
Hatami had talks in Damascus 
with no less than Assad and Syria’s 
defence minister as well as the high 
command of the Syrian Army. The 
talks concerned a potential Syrian-
Iranian defence treaty. Clearly, Teh-
ran aims to keep its forces in Syria 
and, if Iranian media sources can be 
trusted, Iran is planning to take part 
in the reconstruction projects and 
the rehabilitation of the Syrian Army.

That goes totally against what 
Russia is trying to accomplish in the 
Syrian theatre. How would Russia 
react to that?

Let’s make one thing perfectly 
clear: Russia wouldn’t have been 
able to assist the progress of the 
pro-Assad forces in southern Syria 
towards the city of Daraa without 
Israel’s consent. So, what Russia 
would do now that Iran has taken 
it upon itself to rebuild the Syrian 
Army instead of considering how to 
sell Assad’s head?

The situation has taken surreal di-
mensions with Russia inviting other 
countries, including the United 
States, to share in the reconstruc-
tion of Syria. It was naive of Russia 
to think that the Americans would 
invest in rebuilding Syria so Iranian 
companies would end up managing 
the reconstruction projects or that 
the Syrian Army ends up in Iranian 
hands.

It is an amazing paradox to see the 
forces that had helped destroy Syria 
invite the Americans, Europeans 
and other world powers to pay 
for the country’s reconstruction. 
Doesn’t Russia realise there is always 
a heavy price to practise imperial-
ism?

Nobody will accept to pay for Rus-
sia’s crimes in Syria. Germany, for 
example, made it clear it would not 
be part of any reconstruction effort 
in Syria before a political settlement 
is reached that would guarantee 
the safe return of Syrian refugees 
to their homes from which they 
had been driven out by the Syrian 
regime, Iran and Russia.

The Soviet Union has been dead 
for more than 35 years and no official 
in Moscow seems to have learnt this 
simple principle: You can have the 
strongest army in the world and you 
can make the most sophisticated 
weapons but if you don’t have the 
economic strength to back your im-
perialistic fantasies, you better leave 
Syria alone.

Khairallah Khairallah is a Lebanese 
writer.

Russia should draw lessons from Soviet experience for its Syrian war
Viewpoint

Khairallah 
Khairallah
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Syria pays the price of its contract with Turkey

Can Tabriz talks usher in a Turkey-Iran-Russia axis?

indicted on charges of having links 
with the outlawed Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party and the Fethullahist Ter-
rorist Organisation, which Ankara 
blames for the failed 2016 coup.

Consequently, on August 1, the US 
government announced sanctions 
focusing on Turkish individuals and 
companies allegedly involved in cor-
ruption or human rights abuses. The 
sanctions specifically affect Turkish 
Justice Minister Abdulhamit Gul and 
Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu. 
Their departments are blamed for 
the incarceration of Brunson, whom 
US President Donald Trump has 
labelled a “patriot hostage.”

Trump has doubled tariffs on 
Turkish metal imports and reiter-
ated he would give no concessions 
for Brunson’s release. Deteriorating 
US-Turkish relations have been a 
prime factor in the Turkish lira’s 
decline, about 40% this year.

For example, Erdogan apparently 
believed that the “soft” fighting 
ideology, which was prevailing 
among the fighters of the Free 
Syrian Army, was not powerful 
enough to bring about a decisive 
result so it had to be “fired up.”

The simplest way of “firing up” 
any conflict is to infuse it ideologi-
cally. When the main backers had 
specific ideological goals, it was 
necessary to have the rank and file 
subscribe to those goals. After all, 
they are the ones who would be 
fed into the war machine.

What Erdogan did to this end 
was simple: He opened Turkey’s 
borders to jihadists and allowed 
them to join the Islamic State. The 
immediate objective of the strat-
egy was not to bring down Syrian 
President Bashar Assad or inflict 
severe damage on the regime; it 
was to make sure that post-war 
Syria is wrapped in the “right ide-
ology” regardless of the outcome 
of the war. Erdogan knows the 
dust in Syria will settle one day 
and it was crucial to plan, not for 
when the war would end but for 
how it should end.

Erdogan needed a wide support 
base in Syria. The tiny Turkmen 
minority squeezed in a small 
area in northern Syria may have 
provided support based on ethnic 
affiliation but that was not enough 
for Erdogan’s objectives. What 
was needed was the support of the 
Sunni Muslim majority after imbu-
ing it with the “right” ideology.

If the plan worked, Turkey 
would become the most influential 
country in post-war Syria, even in 
the eventuality of having Assad 
stay in power.

When Turkey welcomed millions 
of Sunni Syrian refugees, it was a 
necessary and temporary strategic 
step in the plan. They would make 
the first circle of Turkish influence 

While no agenda for the Tabriz 
meeting has been published, it is 
likely that the economic damage 
inflicted by unilateral US sanctions 
will be a priority.

If mitigating the consequences 
of US fiscal punishment is a prime 
issue for all three countries, another 
factor is the American military pres-
ence in the Middle East. Both Russia 
and Iran are staunchly opposed to it.

On August 12, Russia, Iran, 
Turkmenistan, Kazakhstan and 
Azerbaijan signed the Convention 
on the Legal Status of the Caspian 
Sea. Significantly for Washington, 
the agreement stipulates that no 
outside countries would be allowed 
to establish military bases on the 
Caspian. This would effectively 
block the United States and NATO 
from a regional presence.

Both Iran and Russia have an 
interest in blunting US naval force 

in Syrian society. The refugees 
would eventually return to Syria 
having acquired a Turkish mind-
set and with enough gratitude to 
become faithful to Erdogan and 
his policies, the final phase of the 
most radical plan for influence in 
the region.

After 2013, Erdogan no longer 
considered the possibility of 
bringing down the Assad regime 
or the consequences of keeping it 
in place. Realistically, the Turk-
ish strategy shifted towards the 
conviction that the fall of the Syr-
ian regime was probably not in the 
best interest of Turkey. The Kurd-
ish issue was dominating Turkey’s 
policies in Syria.

Russia’s military intervention in 
Syria transformed the conflict. It 
created a feeling of insecurity in 
Turkey. Turkey was mired in the 
Syrian conflict but was losing the 
monopoly of managing it. During 
this phase, Ankara realised that it 
did not have the means to achieve 
its objectives in Syria and that it 
could not afford to withdraw from 
Syria because that would create 
instability.

Turkey stayed in Syria because 
of the Kurdish issue, of course, 
but also because it wanted to fill 
a vacuum. Turkey didn’t have a 
precise strategy for managing the 
vacuum, especially in northern 
Syria. Its presence there simply 
reflected its fear that competing 
forces might take its place should 
it withdraw. This is characteristic 
of policies motivated by feelings of 
insecurity.

With these considerations in 
mind, Turkey had no choice but to 
enter a “necessary alliance” with 
Russia. It wasn’t a real alliance 
but it represented a definitive step 
in Turkey’s disengagement from 
backing the Syrian opposition.

The step taken wasn’t the only 

projection — Iran in the Persian Gulf 
and Russia in the Black Sea. Turkey 
is effectively an arbitrator in the 
latter because the 1936 Montreux 
Convention recognises Turkish sov-
ereignty over the Bosporus and Dar-
danelles and stipulates conditions 
for the Black Sea naval presence of 
foreign powers. These constrictions 
have stymied US military ambitions 
in the past, most notably in the 
2008 Georgian and 2014 Ukrainian 
crises. At the time, the US Navy was 
unable to “fly the flag” as it wanted.

Turkey’s view of current US policy 
was made very clear by Erdogan in 
an opinion piece in the New York 
Times a few weeks ago. He warned 
Washington to “give up the mis-
guided notion that our relationship 
can be asymmetrical” and urged it 
to “come to terms with the fact that 
Turkey has alternatives.” All of this 
must happen “before it is too late,” 
Erdogan said.

In the military sphere, these 
“alternatives” could see Turkey 
downgrade participation in NATO or 
abandon it altogether. It could turn 
towards the Russian- and Chinese-
dominated Shanghai Cooperation 
Organisation security alliance.

As for fiscal alternatives, Turkey 
could abandon efforts to join the 
European Union and seek affiliation 
with either the Eurasian Economic 
Union or BRICS — the grouping of 
the emerging economies of Brazil, 
Russia, India, China and South 
Africa.

Turkey, Iran and Russia have the 
potential to achieve an accord on 
the Syrian war. However, any reso-
lution begun at the Tabriz meeting 
would notably lack another outside 
player in Syria, the United States.

The stakes for the US regional 
presence are substantial as Turkey, 
Iran and Russia confer.

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

result of Ankara’s decision to 
lower the ceiling of its objectives 
in Syria, even though it controlled 
the Syrian town of al-Bab and 
would make a military incursion 
in Afrin.

Turkey followed a policy based 
on planned reactions to the 
United States’ changing moods 
in Syria. Towards the end of the 
Barack Obama era, Washington 
abandoned the strategy of trying 
to remove the Syrian regime. At 
about the same time, Turkey also 
abandoned that objective. That 
was no coincidence.

Turkey’s rapprochement with 
Russia was a reaction to the United 
States siding with the Kurds in 
northern Syria.

Turkey’s policy decisions — 
opening borders to jihadists, 
focusing Turkish strategy on 
constricting the Kurds, striking 
an alliance with the Russians and 
adopting a dubious but prag-
matic policy in dealing with Syrian 
refugees — produced a confusion 
in Turkey’s objectives and forced 
it to settle for less than what it 
had considered as the minimum 
requirement. The coming battle of 
Idlib would represent the last link 
in the chain of Turkish conces-
sions.

Negotiations among the Rus-
sians, Turks and Iranians, with 
the ubiquitous Americans always 
in the background, are not about 
whether the battle will take place 
but rather about the path of that 
battle and its outcome.

Regardless of whether there is a 
re-enactment of the scenarios that 
unfolded in Eastern Ghouta, Homs 
and Daraa, the battle of Idlib will 
mark the end of the Syrian war and 
of Turkey’s ambitions in Syria.

Ahmad Abou Douh is an Egyptian 
writer.

The stakes for 
the US regional 
presence are 
substantial as 
Turkey, Iran 
and Russia 
confer.

The battle of 
Idlib will mark 
the end of the 
Syrian war and 
of Turkey’s 
ambitions in 
Syria.

Any resolution in Syria begun as 
a result of the Tabriz meeting 
would notably lack another 
outside player, the United States.

The coming battle of Idlib 
would represent the last link 
in the chain of Turkish 
concessions.

W 

hat happens 
after Turkey’s 
President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan 
meets with Rus-
sia’s Vladimir 

Putin and Iran’s Hassan Rohani in 
Tabriz on September 7? How will the 
meeting affect Turkey’s relationship 
with the United States?

Ankara and Washington are 
increasingly at odds although the 
United States has long regarded Tur-
key, NATO’s sole Muslim member, 
as a stalwart regional ally.

Could the September 7 meeting be 
a game changer? Erdogan, Putin and 
Rohani will have much to discuss. 
All three countries are subject to 
US sanctions, which are inflicting 
varying degrees of suffering on their 
economies.

Turkey is the most recent member 
of the trio to feel Washington’s 
economic wrath. Defence issues 
are roiling the bilateral relation-
ship; members of Congress and 
the Trump administration have 
objected to Turkey’s plan to acquire 
a Russian S-400 antiaircraft system 
even as Turkey receives Lockheed 
Martin F-35 fighter jets. American 
lawmakers are worried that if Tur-
key deploys the S-400, it would ex-
pose weaknesses in the F-35 stealth 
aircraft and Turkey would share the 
vulnerabilities with Russia.

Another element of worsening 
relations is Turkey’s detention of US 
evangelical pastor Andrew Brunson, 

T 
he Syrian opposi-
tion has its back to 
the wall because of 
the policies of Turk-
ish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. 

The coming battle of Idlib is but 
the realisation of its expected end.

The difference between the 
results reaped by the Syrian regime 
and the fate of the opposition lies 
in Ankara’s priorities. All through 
the Syrian crisis, the regime bene-
fited from centralised management 
and disciplined militias and fight-
ers from a variety of geographical, 
ethnic and national backgrounds 
but still committed to the strate-
gies laid down by Iran, Russia, the 
Syrian regime and Hezbollah.

In the opposite camp it was a 
different story.

From the beginning, backers of 
the Syrian opposition engaged in 
a fierce competition of who could 
attract the services of the most 
extreme factions. The situation 
became a ridiculous auction. 
Turkey came out the winner of the 
auction.

The ideological background 
of the Islamic regime in Turkey 
combined with Erdogan’s convic-
tions blurred the limits between 
what was possible and what was 
impossible regarding strengthen-
ing the armed Syrian opposition. 

John C.K. Daly

Ahmad
Abou Douh

Which direction? Iranian President Hassan Rohani (C), Russian President Vladimir 
Putin (L) and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan meet in Ankara, on April 4. (AP)

Powerplay in Syria
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W 

ith pressure mounting 
at home due to a dete-
riorating economy, cou-
pled with the collapse 

of the 2015 nuclear deal, Iran has 
threatened freedom of maritime 
navigation in the region and boost-
ed ties to Qatar.

Iranian officials claimed complete 
control of the Strait of Hormuz, 
through which one-third of all oil 
total shipments pass each day.

The new naval commander of 
Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard 
Corps (IRGC), Alireza Tangsiri, said 
during his induction ceremony Au-
gust 26 that Iran was in full control 
of the Arabian Gulf and the Strait 
of Hormuz and that the US Navy’s 
presence in the region was illegal.

“There is no need for the pres-
ence of aliens like the United States 
and countries whose home is not in 
here,” Tangsiri said, as reported by 
the Iranian Tasnim News Agency. 
Tangsiri also said the IRGC naval 
force monitors all military and non-
military vessels passing through the 
Arabian Gulf and the Strait of Hor-
muz.

Tehran has threatened many 
times to block the Strait of Hormuz, 
most recently due to the US eco-
nomic sanctions.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
on July 3 hinted that Tehran would 
disrupt oil shipments through Hor-
muz after efforts by the Trump ad-
ministration to ban importing Ira-
nian oil.

Many Gulf Cooperation Council 
members, such as Saudi Arabia, the 
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait, 
are dependent on the Strait of Hor-
muz crude oil shipments. Ibrahim 
al-Muhanna, an adviser to the Saudi 
Energy Ministry, said at an oil con-
ference in Norway that if Iran ob-
structed passage through the Strait 
of Hormuz, it would likely face the 
wrath of the UN Security Council in 
the form of military action.

Muhanna stressed that Iran was 
not capable of completely block-
ing the Strait of Hormuz, due to the 
global importance of that route.

“The amount of oil going through 
the Strait of Hormuz is so large. 
There’s more than 18 million bar-
rels a day, about two-thirds of world 

maritime oil trade. Meaning, cut-
ting oil from there will lead to an 
acute oil shortage and prices will 
skyrocket,” Muhanna said.

“Is Iran able or willing to close 
completely, or even partially, the 
Strait of Hormuz or Bab el Mandeb, 
or both? The answer is ‘no,’ and a re-
ally big ‘no’.”

Threats by the IRGC generated a 
strong rebuke from the US State De-
partment.

“The Islamic Republic of Iran 
does not control the Strait of Hor-
muz.” US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo wrote on his official Twit-
ter account. “The strait is an in-
ternational waterway. The United 
States will continue to work with 

our partners to ensure freedom of 
navigation and free flow of com-
merce in international waterways.”

Saudi Arabia suspended oil ship-
ments in July through Bab el Man-
deb between Yemen on the Arabian 
Peninsula and Djibouti and Eritrea 
in the Horn of Africa after the Ira-
nian proxy Houthi militia attacked 
two Saudi oil tankers. Oil shipments 
resumed after a 10-day halt.

Rohani, reeling from his recent 
censure in parliament over his han-
dling of the economy and the nu-
clear deal, also called for strength-
ening relations with the Arab Gulf 
state of Qatar.

In June 2017, four Arab countries, 
led by Saudi Arabia, severed ties 
with Qatar over its links to radical 
Islamic groups and Doha’s support 
for Iran, which is viewed by many as 
a destabilising force in the Arabian 
Peninsula.

In a telephone conversation, Ro-
hani thanked Qatari Emir Sheikh 
Tamim bin Hamad al-Thani for con-
tinuing to support the nuclear deal 
and said: “The Islamic Republic of 
Iran has always been willing to de-

velop and deepen relations with Qa-
tar as a friendly country in a critical 
region.”

Rohani touted Iran’s capabilities 
in helping Qatar finish construc-
tion of the facilities intended for the 
2022 FIFA World Cup, an endeavour 
that has cost the lives of more than 
1,200 people, some estimates claim.

“Iranian companies are com-
pletely ready to export their tech-
nical and engineering services to 
Qatar, especially for carrying out 
projects related to the 2022 World 
Cup,” Rohani said, his official web-
site reported.

Sheikh Tamim expressed his will-
ingness to boost ties with Tehran in 
all possible fields.

Sana’a

T 

he internationally recog-
nised government of Yem-
en and the Saudi-led coa-
lition supporting it in the 

fight against the Iran-allied Houthi 
rebels rejected a UN report claim-
ing that both sides in the conflict 
might have committed war crimes.

The Yemeni government said it 
was shocked by the UN report and 
claimed it lacked “accuracy and 
objectivity,” the pro-government 
Saba news agency reported.

Ishraq al-Maqtari, spokeswoman 
for the National Committee for In-
vestigating Human Rights Allega-
tions in Yemen, said the UN report 

was “very weak” and that the in-
vestigation did not have adequate 
fieldwork.

Maqtari, speaking with the pro-
government Al-Masdar Online, 
said the report “did not come up 
with new information and did not 
show any results stemming from 
an investigation.”

“The report did not appear to 
have been based on an investiga-
tion conducted according to in-
ternational standards, such as in 
regard to weapons inspections and 
measuring the extent of the war-
ring parties’ physical presence in 
conflict areas,” she said.

UN investigators said they had 
“reasonable grounds to believe 
that the parties to the armed con-
flict in Yemen have committed a 
substantial number of violations 
of international humanitarian law” 
and that many of the violations 
equated to “war crimes.”

The Saudi-led coalition rejected 
the findings, alleging “many inac-
curacies.”

An official coalition statement 
said the UN report included mis-
taken claims that the coalition 
obstructed the delivery of human-

itarian supplies to civilians. It ex-
pressed “surprise for the report’s 
disregard of the great humanitarian 
role played by the coalition states 
in Yemen and the huge humanitar-
ian assistance it has provided in or-
der to alleviate the suffering of the 
Yemeni people.”

The coalition said it had helped 
during the UN team’s visits to Yem-
en and provided answers to the Of-
fice of the UN High Commissioner 
to queries from the UN group. The 
coalition said it did not receive ac-
knowledgement of the information 
it submitted.

After the report’s release, US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis 
said at a news conference that the 
United States would continue to 
support the coalition. He said US 
support had led to a drop in civilian 
casualties.

Mattis said Saudi Arabia had eve-
ry right to defend its territory and 
that the Saudis have been receptive 
to advice and training on conduct-
ing air strikes. “At no time have we 
felt rebuffed or ignored when we 
bring concerns to them,” he said. 
“The training that we have given 
them we know has paid off.”

UN Special Envoy to Yemen Mar-
tin Griffiths is working to get war-
ring factions to Switzerland for a 
meeting September 6.

Yemeni Foreign Minister Khaled 
al-Yamani is to lead the govern-
ment’s 14-member delegation. 
Sources said the Houthi delegation 
would be led by its official spokes-
man, Mohammed Abdul Salam 
al-Houthi. Envoys from 19 other 
countries are expected but not 
Iran, which is seen as a main backer 
of the Houthis.

Yemeni diplomat Mustafa al-
Nu’man said expectations should 
not be high about this round of 
talks, which comes after two years 

of deadlock in the political process 
but Yemeni activist Arhab al-Sarhi 
gave a more optimistic view, de-
scribing the Geneva consultations 
as a first step to resuming dialogue.

He said the talks come after sev-
eral changes in Yemen, including a 
new UN envoy, in addition to grow-
ing differences among the Houthis 
and their supporters.

Sarhi said if the Geneva consul-
tations are successful they will de-
velop a general framework towards 
negotiations that would be in Jor-
dan.

Saleh Baidhani is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Sana’a.

Iran threatens freedom of navigation, boosts ties to Qatar
The Arab Weekly staff

Saleh Baidhani

Hot rhetoric. The Royal Saudi Navy conducts military exercises dubbed Gulf Shield One in the Strait of Hormuz and the Sea of Oman.              (SPA)

Tehran has threatened many 
times to block the Strait of 
Hormuz, most recently due 
to the US economic 
sanctions.

Yemeni government dismisses 
UN report, warring factions
prepare for Geneva talks

Complex task. Martin Griffiths, the UN special envoy for Yemen, 
speaks during a news conference in Sana’a, last July.                  (AFP)

Mattis said Saudi Arabia 
had every right to defend 
its territory and that the 
Saudis have been 
receptive to advice and 
training on conducting 
air strikes. 
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A 

new reconnaissance satel-
lite will help Egypt moni-
tor its huge border areas, 
assisting the military in 

responding to security threats, es-
pecially from Libya and Sudan, ex-
perts said.

The satellite, built by the Rus-
sian national rocket and space 
corporation Energia and expected 
to be launched November 22 from 
Russia’s Baikonur Cosmodrome in 
Kazakhstan, will provide impor-
tant images and data about border 
areas.

“The images will show what is 
happening on the borders very 
clearly,” said Mahmoud Hussein, 
chairman of the Egyptian National 
Authority for Remote Sensing and 
Space Sciences, the national space 
agency. “This is why these im-
ages will be very useful on many 
counts.”

Egypt has been trying to bet-
ter monitor its borders with Libya 
and Sudan to respond to infiltra-
tions. The Egyptian Army has a 
particular challenge in controlling 
the 1,200km border with Libya be-
cause of unrest in the country and 
links between militant groups ac-
tive in Libya and those in Egypt’s 
Sinai Peninsula.

The border has turned into a 
hotspot for smuggling arms, ex-
plosives and militants into Egypt 
from Libya since the uprising that 
ended the rule of autocrat Muam-
mar Qaddafi in 2011. These arms 
are believed to be finding their way 
to Islamic State militants, who are 
fighting the Egyptian Army in Si-
nai.

In January, Egyptian President 
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi said the Egyp-
tian Army deployed additional 
troops along the border with Libya 
to prevent militants from infiltrat-
ing into Egypt. Cairo opened a 
major military base in El-Hamam 
in the western desert last year to 
provide greater security along its 
western border.

Despite this, intelligence sug-
gests that arms, explosives and 
militants continue to be smuggled 
into Egypt from Libya, posing a 
major national security threat.

In October 2017, Sisi said the 
Egyptian Air Force had destroyed 
more than 1,200 trucks carrying 
arms and explosives that were 
headed towards the country via 
Libya in the previous two-and-a-
half years.

The border with Sudan is no less 
dangerous because it has devel-
oped into a thriving area for illegal 
smuggling, including arms, drugs 
and human-trafficking.

To tighten border control, secu-
rity experts said, Egypt needed to 
invest a sizeable amount of finan-
cial resources.

“This is a process that requires 
the utilisation of modern border 
control equipment,” said retired 
army General Sameh Abu Hashima. 
“Egypt is in a volatile area and this 
makes border control a daunting 
mission.”

The new $100 million satellite, 
called EgyptSat A, is the second 
attempt by Cairo to use space tech-
nology in controlling its borders. 
In April 2014, Egypt launched the 
Russian-made EgyptSat 2, with 
the same objective but lost contact 
with the $45 million satellite in 
2015 in a national scandal.

The satellites are part of the 
Egyptian space programme, which 

is a by-product of strengthening re-
lations between Cairo and Moscow.

EgyptSat A, the Egyptian Na-
tional Authority for Remote Sens-
ing and Space Sciences said, was 
to start transmitting images of the 
border areas as of January 2019.

This is not only about border 
control, the authority said. The 
satellite is to play a major role in 
helping Egypt move ahead with its 
development plans.

“The satellite has development 
purposes by locating subterranean 
water and places that are fit for 
agriculture,” Hussein said. “It will 
help national agencies better draw 
up the borders of the various prov-
inces and formulate urban expan-
sion plans.”

By tightening border control, 
Egypt will overcome a major chal-
lenge to its security. Terrorists en-

tering Egypt from Libya killed 16 
policemen and wounded 13 others 
in an ambush in the Western Desert 
last October 20.

The only surviving member of 
the terrorist cell, a Libyan nation-
al, confirmed that he and his col-
leagues entered Egypt from Libya 
and spent days in the desert before 
the attack.

“The presence of an advanced re-
connaissance satellite will help the 
security establishment detect such 
infiltrations easily,” said Khaled 
Okasha, a member of the Supreme 
Anti-Terrorism Council, an adviso-
ry body of the Egyptian presidency. 
“The utilisation of space technol-
ogy is indispensable if we hope to 
overcome threats to our security.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

Cairo

E 

gypt has renewed calls for 
Addis Ababa to move ahead 
with negotiations over the 
Grand Ethiopian Renais-

sance Dam (GERD) amid growing 
fatigue on both sides over the is-
sue.

The call came after Egypt’s for-
eign minister and intelligence chief 
visited Addis Ababa to deliver a 
verbal message to Ethiopian Prime 
Minister Abiy Ahmed.

The visit August 28 was two days 
after Ahmed criticised an Ethio-
pian company for delays in com-
pleting parts for the GERD, Ethio-
pia’s national electricity generating 
megaproject.

Ahmed said the $4 billion hydro-
electric dam, a project that began 
in 2011, should have been com-
pleted within five years. “Seven or 
eight years later, not a single tur-
bine is operating,” he said at a news 
conference in Addis Ababa.

Ahmed blamed the military-run 
Ethiopian Metals and Engineering 
Corporation for the delay and said 
the government would sign a con-
tract with another company.

When complete, the dam is ex-
pected to generate 6,000 mega-

watts of electricity and could rep-
resent a major threat to Egypt’s 
water and food security, Egyptian 
officials said.

The major sticking point in nego-
tiations between Cairo and Addis 
Ababa remains the timeline for fill-
ing the 74 billion-cubic-metre dam 
reservoir, which Egypt says could 
deprive it of a sizeable portion of 
its usual annual Nile water share of 
55.5 billion cubic metres.

“This is a real problem if you 
are talking about a dam that will 

prevent the water from flowing 
towards Egypt as it did for millen-
nia in the past,” said water and ir-
rigation expert Ahmed Nour Abdel 
Monem.

Cairo asserted at the August 28 
meeting “the importance of reach-
ing an agreement on GERD in a 
way that guarantees Ethiopia’s 
development needs and preserves 
Egypt’s water security,” the Egyp-
tian Foreign Ministry said. Despite 
this, talks among Egypt, Sudan and 
Ethiopia remain in limbo with time 

running out.
However, this could be an op-

portune moment, experts said, 
for Egypt to take the initiative in 
the negotiations and offer to assist 
Ethiopia to complete the construc-
tion of the dam in return for con-
cessions.

“This would cause a total twist 
in the conflict over the dam and 
put Egypt in control of the pro-
ject for the first time,” said Gamal 
Bayoumi, a former assistant to the 
Egyptian foreign minister who has 
lobbied for Cairo to play a more ac-
tive role with GERD.

“If Egypt is able to put hands on 
the project, this ensures that its 
technical demands will be heard,” 
he added.

Many in Egypt, speaking with 
local media, expressed hopes that 
Cairo could use the situation to its 
advantage by making overtures to 
the Ethiopians over GERD.

Cairo has been seeking to build 
trust with Addis Ababa since Ab-
del Fattah al-Sisi became Egyptian 
president in June 2014. Sisi has 
been trying to widen the scope of 
relations with Ethiopia, offering 
expanded economic cooperation 
and development assistance in re-
turn for guarantees over Egypt’s 
Nile water share.

Cairo, Khartoum and Addis Aba-
ba agreed in June to establish an 

investment fund for infrastructure 
projects. The fund is expected to be 
Egypt’s tool to reward Ethiopia if it 
agrees to lengthen the amount of 
time to fill the dam reservoir.

If Cairo convinces Ethiopia it 
can help it complete the project, it 
would be a relief to many in both 
countries.

One of the challenges that re-
main is lingering distrust between 
the two capitals, even as relations 
between Sisi and Ahmed, who be-
came prime minister in April, are 
viewed more positively.

“This mistrust will surely end 
as the two countries move to-
wards open dialogue,” said Akram 
Badreddine, a political science pro-
fessor at Cairo University. “Egypt 
had a point in doubting Ethiopian 
intentions in the past with Addis 
Ababa moving ahead with con-
structing the dam, even with Cai-
ro’s continual protestations.”

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

Egypt pinning hopes on new reconnaissance 
satellite to help military with border controls
Ahmed Megahid

Amr Emam

Watching the borders. Egypt’s Army spokesman Colonel Tamer al-Rifai reads a statement next to a map of northern Egypt and the Sinai 
peninsula, last February.                                (Egyptian Defence Ministry)

The Egyptian Army has a 
particular challenge in 
controlling the 1,200km 
border with Libya because of 
unrest in the country and 
links between militant 
groups active in Libya and 
those in Egypt’s Sinai 
Peninsula.

The major sticking point in 
negotiations between Cairo 
and Addis Ababa remains 
the timeline for filling the 74 
billion-cubic-metre dam 
reservoir.

No breakthrough in Nile dam talks but is this Egypt’s moment?

Managing mistrust. Ethiopian Prime Minister Abiy Ahmed 
addresses a news conference in Addis Ababa, on August 25.  
                  (Reuters)
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A 

significant pro-
portion of people 
around the world 
tend to display 
hostile attitudes to-
wards refugees. This 

usually happens when individuals 
and parts of populations perceive 
refugees, especially when they 
come in large numbers and within 
a short period of time, as social, 
economic and security threats.

With the terms “refugees,” “dis-
placed people” and “immigrants,” 
confusion is rife in the minds of 
many people, aided by images 
of different attire and unfamiliar 
customs. The refugee question 
becomes fertile ground for misun-
derstanding and animosity.

What is quite surprising how-
ever and even rather difficult 
to understand is why former 
refugees or immigrants become 
hostile to other refugees or immi-
grants. It is an intriguing phenom-
enon indeed.

Take, for example, the position 
of the Free Patriotic Movement 
in Lebanon. Its spiritual father, 
Michel Aoun, had been himself 
a refugee in France for 15 years. 
He was forced to leave Lebanon 
when the Syrian regime waged a 
war against him during the peak 
of Syria’s domination of Lebanon. 
Strangely enough, Aoun and his 
son-in-law, Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil, feel today 

that they are close to that same 
regime.

In Lebanon today, we hear a 
constant stream of calls to deport 
Syrian refugees. It is true that in 
a country such as Lebanon where 
there is a heightened sensitivity to 
the relative distribution and bal-
ance between the various ethnic 
and confessional communities, 
the increasing number of Syrian 
refugees is a cause for concern.

But what is striking in the 
refugee debate in Lebanon is the 
absence of the human dimension 
and empathy particularly from 
individuals or groups who had 
themselves lived the experience 
of being forcibly displaced.

Another example besides that 
of Lebanon is South Korea. This 
rich and developed country is 
detaining 561 Yemeni refugees on 
an island. By all standards, this 
many refugees do not in any way 
or sense represent a threat of any 
kind.

In the land of Samsung, a com-
pany that aims at placing a smart-
phone in every hand in the world, 
hundreds of thousands of Koreans 
have signed petitions demanding 
the expulsion of these refugees. It 
is incredible that 52 million South 
Koreans would feel in danger of 
being squeezed out of their land 
by 500 Yemeni refugees.

Korean President Moon Jae-in 
is keeping a befuddling silence to-

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

wards these calls. He is a respected 
president and a composed politi-
cian, but he has remained mum in 
the face of the anti-refugee tide in 
a country that was never known 
for its open-arms policies towards 
newcomers anyway.

Millions of South Koreans have 
forgotten that they were refugees 
and displaced across both sides 
of the border during and after the 
Korean War. The president him-
self is the son of a refugee from 
the north who was rescued by 
an American warship along with 
14,000 other displaced persons and 
was embraced by a resettlement 
programme.

Moon Jae-in’s father died years 
later with the sadness of not being 
able to return to his homeland. 
Seoul Mayor Park Won-soon has 
called for compassion and admon-
ished his countrymen by saying: 
“We, too, were once refugees.” A 
good reminder.

In the Lebanese and South 
Korean examples, government 
considerations and politics might 
have played a bigger role than just 
plain social trends. But negative 
reactions of well-settled former im-
migrants and refugees in countries 
with deep traditions of openness 
are difficult to fathom. In Britain for 
example, tens of thousands of Arab 
and non-Arab immigrants voted in 
favour of Brexit because they felt 
tired of immigrants coming from 
their own countries of origin or 
from Europe.

It is amazing how quickly we 
can forget what we once were. By 
identifying with the host society 
and not with the would-be mi-
grants, even those who were “once 
refugees” are seeking confirmation 
they are fully integrated.

In times of economic difficulty or 
perceived economic difficulty, re-
luctance to welcome new refugees 
can emanate from the least expect-
ed quarters, including segments of 
the population composed of recent 
migrants. Conservative reflexes 
settle in when former refugees feel 
settled themselves.

Dr Haitham El-Zobaidi is an Iraqi 
writer based in London. He is 
the Executive Editor of Al Arab 
Publishing Group.

Haitham El-Zobaidi
In Britain, tens of thousands of Arab and non-Arab immigrants 
voted in favour of Brexit because they felt tired of immigrants 

coming from their own countries of origin or from Europe.

Editorial
Iran’s mischief online

EU polarisation
over migration

M
ajor social media platforms and news 
organisations are uncovering increasing 
evidence of Iranian attempts to 
manipulate online activity.

The brazen interference should not 
come as a shock. As noted by Ariane M. Tabatabai in 
Foreign Affairs: “The Islamic Republic’s disinforma-
tion tactics are as old as the regime itself.”

In recent years, Iran seems to have maintained its 
disinformation strategy although it has updated its 
tactics.

Facebook announced the removal of 652 pages, 
groups and accounts “that originated in Iran” for 
what it described as “coordinated inauthentic 
behaviour (that) targeted people across multiple 
internet services in the Middle East, Latin America, 
UK and US.”

With the help of FireEye, a US cybersecurity firm, 
Facebook has identified an Iranian government-
linked online network misnamed “Liberty Front 
Press.”

Nathaniel Gleicher, head of cybersecurity policy at 
Facebook, disclosed that accounts linked to “Liberty 
Front Press” “posed as news and civil society 
organisations sharing information in multiple 
countries without revealing their true identity.”

The mischief, however, went beyond disinforma-
tion as the Iranian front also “engaged in traditional 
cybersecurity attacks, including attempts to hack 
people’s accounts and spread malware.”

Facebook’s announcement was followed by 
successive disclosures by Twitter regarding similar 
Iranian activities.

“We have suspended 284 accounts from Twitter 
for engaging in coordinated manipulation,” Twitter 
said in a tweet August 22. “Based on our existing 
analysis, it appears many of these accounts origi-
nated from Iran.”

The number of accounts suppressed by Twitter 
rose to 770 when the company announced the 
following week it had removed nearly 500 additional 
accounts originating in Iran.

The accounts were operated by the International 
Union of Virtual Media (IUVM), which pushed 
material from official media in Tehran such as 
PressTV and Fars news agency as well as Lebanese 
Hezbollah’s al-Manar TV.

Reuters said the IUVM network operated on a 
global scale in English, French, Arabic, Farsi, Urdu, 
Pashto, Russian, Hindi, Azerbaijani, Turkish and 
Spanish.

There are many implications of this Iranian ploy, 
not just for cybersecurity experts but policymakers 
and diplomats as well.

There is legitimate reason for the United States to 
worry about the risk of Iranian interference in 
November’s midterm elections.

“As Americans prepare to return to the voting 
booths this fall, Washington would be well advised to 
look into Iran’s disinformation capabilities and 
intentions before it’s too late,” cautioned Tabatabai.

The scope of the problem is much wider than the 
United States, however. The multilingual approach 
of the Iranian propaganda drive betrays global 
influence-peddling ambitions.

For the Arab world, specifically, there is a strong 
case for being very wary.

As Facebook’s revelations show, Tehran is using 
social media to misrepresent its regional policies and 
promote its hostile sectarian agenda. Social media 
manipulation is just another manifestation of the 
pernicious activities pursued by Tehran at the 
expense of regional peace and security.

Iran cannot claim to be a victim of outside 
conspiracies when it is conspiring to fuel tensions 
and spread lies and distortions.

T
he agreement announced by Italian Deputy 
Prime Minister Matteo Salvini and Hungar-
ian Prime Minister Viktor Orban to pursue a 
hard-line course against migration in Europe 
is not reassuring.

Their deal could be a sign of unhelpful polarisation 
as the European Union prepares for elections to the 
European parliament.

“There are currently two camps in Europe and one 
is headed by (French President Emmanuel) Macron,” 
said Orban after talks with Salvini in Milan.

The Italian leader accused Macron of being “the 
head of the political forces supporting immigration” 
and described himself as working “to stop immigra-
tion” as part of a right-wing alliance with the Czech 
Republic, Poland and Austria.

This Hungarian-Italian entente could be a harbin-
ger of a further hard-line shift in political balances 
preceding EU elections and lead to further intoler-
ance towards Arab and Muslim communities. 
Salvini’s right-wing League party is already an ally of 
France’s far right National Front.

Besides provoking tensions within the European 
Union, the likely pre-electoral polarisation will not 
improve the odds for a sustainable solution to the 
migration issue.

If the European Union’s June summit is any 
indication, anti-migration pressure is not leading to 
actionable formulas in Europe. The decision to 
establish “disembarkation platforms” to keep 
migrants outside the European Union is not finding 
any takers in North Africa.

The European Union needs to engage in a compre-
hensive discussion of the deep roots of migration and 
long-term solutions for the problem, not just try to 
build new barriers on land and at sea.

Reluctance to welcome new 
refugees can emanate from the 
least expected quarters

Passports to nowhere. A Lebanese security officer stands as a 
Syrian bus driver carries the passports and departure cards of 
Syrian passengers who arrived at Lebanon’s northern Tripoli 
port.                                                                                   (Reuters)
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T 

he death of Kofi An-
nan, UN secretary-
general during one 
of the organisation’s 
most tempestuous 
and spectacularly inef-

fectual phases, brings back bad 
memories. The Iraq invasion of 
March 2003 happened on Annan’s 
watch. Eighteen months later 
he had the guts — as well as the 
effrontery — to publicly admit it 
was “illegal.”

He never explained why he 
hadn’t said so at the time, why he 
stayed on in his job despite being 
unable to prevent a crime against 
international law, the loss of 
hundreds of thousands of lives, 
enormous human suffering and 
continuing regional tumult.

That partial, somewhat skewed 
moral clarity is seen to define An-
nan, the United Nations itself and 
perhaps the very notion of a just 
and international system. An-
nan’s death simply underlines the 
strength of the old order. Chances 
are the United Nations would, yet 
again, do nothing if the United 
States decided to make war on 
a sovereign nation such as Iraq, 
using a made-up pretext and 
without UN Security Council 
authorisation.

Just as in Annan’s time 15 years 
ago, the United Nations would 
posture and plead, purse its lips 
and fall silent, only to acknowl-
edge, months later, the illegality 
of the war. This is dispiriting 
because the possibility of another 
Iraq, under a different UN secre-
tary-general and US president is 
ever present.

Donald Trump’s administration 
is unremittingly hostile towards 
Iran. In May, Trump withdrew 
the United States from the multi-
lateral nuclear deal even though 
the International Atomic Energy 
Agency said Iran was implement-
ing its nuclear-related com-
mitments. In August, Trump’s 
national security adviser, John 
Bolton, urged Iran to comply with 

Trump’s conditions for talks but 
these were described by former 
US Envoy in Tehran John Limbert 
as unrealistic and more akin to 
seeking “a surrender (than) an 
agreement.”

With Trump under pressure 
from a special counsel investiga-
tion into his election campaign 
and conduct in office, the drums 
of war could start up again to 
change the public focus. Would 
Antonio Guterres, who now holds 
Annan’s job, do anything differ-
ent?

Was Annan’s failure that of 

the man or of the system over 
which he presided? Is the UN 
secretary-general a figurehead of 
a defunct post-second world war 
order? The UN secretary-general’s 
job is described as that impos-
sible thing, a “secular pope.” Did 
Annan, the second African after 
Egyptian Boutros Boutros-Ghali 
and the first sub-Saharan African 
to lead the United Nations, em-
body the organisation’s greatness 
as well as its great weaknesses?

There are no clear answers 
but the United Nations today 
faces much the same challenges 

I 

ran’s clergy, who have ruled 
since the overthrow of the 
monarchy in 1979, complain 
periodically of a US-led con-
spiracy to destabilise their 
theocratic regime. They 

claim to see a CIA spy hiding 
under every bed and a CIA plot 
around every corner. It’s a con-
venient way for a failing regime 
to pass the blame.

At the same time, the regime 
has cracked down on demon-
strators armed with nothing but 
legitimate demands for a few 
more individual liberties. Like 
any other despotic regimes that 
fear they have no future if the 
people were given a voice, Teh-
ran has clamped down on its own 
citizens while accusing the CIA 
and the US State Department of 
being the source of Iran’s ills.

Like any bully, the regime 
preys on those who have a harder 
time defending themselves. In 
this chauvinistic, male-driven 
society, the mullah-led au-
thorities target young women in 
particular.

A recent victim of this mockery 
was Parisa Rafei, a 21-year-old 
art student at the University of 
Tehran. She was convicted of 
“assembly with the intention of 

acting against national security, 
propaganda against the system 
and disrupting public order” 
and sentenced to seven years in 
prison.

Let’s get real for a moment. 
“Assembly with the intention of 
acting against national security?” 
What in heaven’s name could this 
alleged assembly have been plot-
ting? It turns out Rafei and other 
female students were discussing 
sleeping arrangements in the 
women’s dormitory.

This is a regime so unstable 
that it needs to turn on its youth. 
Many countries regard young 
people as the future of the nation 
but, in Iran, the clergy frown on 
any attempt at individuality.

“Propaganda against the 
system” likely translates as the 
young woman mouthing off to 
thugs passing themselves off 
as police. “Disrupting public 
order” serves as a convenient 
catch-all allowing authorities to 
add grievances to their verdict 
and to come down harder on the 
accused.

Tehran’s ruling mullahs are 
no different than other despotic 
regimes that do not trust their 
population. They try to block ac-
cess to social media because they 

cannot control its content and 
therefore fear it.

Despots and authoritarians 
greatly fear the internet because 
it offers unfettered access to the 
world, and, with widely available 
proxies, no effective social media 
censorship is truly possible.

For fear that the internet will 
open the eyes of their people, 
the regime tries to block access 
to it. It makes up bogus charges 
against those who are not de-
terred, hoping it will daunt them 
from expressing their views and 
raising their voices.

They are whistling in the wind 
because, in the long run, all such 
regimes falter and fall. They 
reach a point where the people 
have had enough and speak no 
matter the consequences.

Rafei’s lawyer, Saeed Khalili, 
commenting on Twitter, de-
scribed her sentencing as “unfair 
and unreasonable.” The lawyer 
was quoted by Shargh newspaper 
as saying: “In my view, none of 
these charges are logical or a le-
gally sufficient reason to indicate 
that she has committed a crime.”

Khalili said the alleged crimes 
were focused on a student union 
demonstration last December 
over issues such as dormitory 

Rashmee Roshan Lall

Claude Salhani

The United Nations today faces much the same 
challenges as under Annan. 

A recent victim of this mockery was Parisa Rafei, a 21-year-old 
art student at the University of Tehran. 

as under Annan. Since the Iraq 
invasion, the United States has 
been challenging Annan’s view 
of the United Nations as “the sole 
source of legitimacy” for foreign 
intervention. Trump, just as 
much as George W. Bush, pooh-
poohs the United Nations and is 
aggrieved about paying into its 
budget. And this US president 
more than any other disdains 
international cooperation and 
multilateralism.

The Iraq war, more than almost 
anything else, exposed the hol-
lowness of the moral authority 
wielded by the United Nations. 
Eight years after the invasion, 
Annan had this to say about 
his “darkest moment” when he 
realised that George W. Bush’s 
America, Tony Blair’s Britain, 
John Howard’s Australia and 
Leszek Miller’s Poland would be 
going ahead with military action.

“I worked very hard. I was 
working the phone, talking to 
leaders around the world,” he 
said. “The US did not have the 
support in the Security Council. 
So they decided to go without 
the council. But I think the 
council was right in not sanction-
ing the war. Could you imagine if 
the UN had endorsed the war in 
Iraq, what our reputation would 
be like?”

Those comments to Time 
magazine in February 2013 un-
derscore Annan’s concerns as the 
world’s foremost diplomat. As a 
good bureaucrat, he cared about 
good process in policy battles 
and about bad publicity. This, 
some would say, is the problem 
with the United Nations itself.

As Guterres, his successor once 
removed, has said: “In many 
ways, Kofi Annan was the United 
Nations.”

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.

opening hours. (National secu-
rity issues, eh?)

“All these actions are within 
the framework of law and rights 
stated in the constitution,” Khali-
li added.

A total of 45 of Rafei’s fellow 
students are also behind bars for 
their part in broader unrest that 
swept the country in late Decem-
ber, an article in the reformist 
Etemad newspaper reported.

It said at least two students 
had been given sentences of 
eight years in prison and that 
the cases were to be completed 
within the next month.

Such is the level of paranoia 
with the rulers in Iran that they 
try to monitor every single 
e-mail going in and out of the 
country. US intelligence officials 
said the government in Tehran 
uses up to 30,000 volunteers to 
read every e-mail sent to and 
from Iran.

In the absence of CIA spies 
plotting to overthrow their intol-
erant regime, the mullahs settled 
on a 21-year-old art student. 
Injustice has been served and 
Tehran’s paranoia lives on.

Claude Salhani is a regular 
columnist for The Arab Weekly.

It is the Iraq invasion that will 
define Kofi Annan

Targeting young people at home does not
solve Tehran’s paranoia problem

Moral clarity. A 2003 file picture shows UN Secretary-General Kofi An-
nan (L) and US Secretary of State Colin Powell talking prior to the start of 
a UN Security Council on the situation in Iraq.                                            (AFP)
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M 

ost Lebanese over 
the age of 18 can 
recall precisely 
where they were at 
12.55pm, February 
14, 2005. This is 

not entirely due to the huge explo-
sion that ripped through Beirut 
but because that was the moment 
when larger-than-life former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri was killed.

Hariri was not simply a Lebanese 
politician nor was he one of the 
traditional sectarian chieftains 
who commanded a militia 
throughout the Lebanese civil 
war (1975-90). The son of a citrus 
farmer from the southern city of 
Sidon and a self-made billionaire, 
Hariri was the central figure within 
Lebanon’s post-war reconstruction 
and the public face of the 
country’s international resurgence 
after years of bloodshed and 
destruction.

Lebanon has still not recovered 
from his assassination, with the 
state incapable of developing 
either a serviceable infrastructure 
or reversing its failing economy.

Hariri’s killers are yet to be 
brought to justice by the Special 
Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), 
an international judicial body 
established in 2009 by the United 
Nations.

Much of the STL’s 
ineffectiveness lies in its mandate 
and endlessly protracted operating 
procedures. Yet, despite those 
obstacles, the STL is to shortly 
enter its closing stages, after which 
the court will deliberate and issue 
a verdict within the next few 
months.

Under normal circumstances, 

this run-of-the-mill judicial 
sequence could be expected 
to bring nothing but relief to a 
public troubled by Hariri’s death. 
However, in this case, the main 
suspects in the assassination 
are high-ranking members of 
Hezbollah’s elite special operations 
unit and that changes everything.

This is among the factors that 
have led to Hezbollah taking a 
very aggressive stance towards the 
STL, accusing it of implementing 
a Western, Zionist agenda far 
removed from the justice it was 
supposed to serve.

In principle, the mandate of 
the STL restricts its jurisdiction 
to individuals. Consequently, 
no political entity or state can 
be implicated. Nevertheless, 
Hezbollah stands accused in the 
court of public opinion of Hariri’s 
death, an accusation bolstered by 
tangible evidence in the case.

In his most recent televised 
speech, Hezbollah Secretary-
General Hassan Nasrallah accused 
Prime Minister-designate Saad 
Hariri, Rafik Hariri’s son, of using 
the tribunal to influence the shape 

of the government he has been 
attempting to form since May.

Using a belligerent tone, 
Nasrallah proclaimed the tribunal’s 
verdict would “not mean anything 
to us at all and its rulings are of no 
value, regardless of whether they 
are condemnation or acquittal 
rulings.”

Nasrallah warned that anyone 
hoping the STL verdict would 
carry long-term consequences for 
Lebanon’s political future could be 
“playing with fire.”

Nasrallah’s protestations run 
counter to the facts, which stand 
to further divide Hezbollah and 
the Sunni constituency. Contrary 
to what Nasrallah is peddling, the 
formation of the government has 
stalled, not because of the STL, 
but because Hariri is refusing 
to relinquish his veto and allow 
Hezbollah and its main Christian 
ally, President Michel Aoun, to 
normalise relations with the Assad 
regime in Syria.

Additionally, the Free 
Patriotic Movement, under the 
leadership of Aoun’s son-in-law 
Gebran Bassil, has refused any 

compromise, further frustrating 
Hariri’s efforts to form a 
government.

More important, while Hezbollah 
might claim it does not care about 
the STL and its findings, the 
Lebanese at large genuinely do. 
Across Lebanon, there is a sincere 
thirst for justice and closure for 
their slain prime minister, not 
merely because they want to 
cherish his memory but because 
justice in Hariri’s case might 
protect them from a similar fate.

The Lebanese, largely against 
their will, have adjusted to the 
presence of this Iran-imposed 
militia. Nasrallah, by intimidating 
the Lebanese into denying Rafik 
Hariri justice, is the one who is 
playing with fire, a sectarian fire 
that, if unleashed, would not stop 
burning until it devoured Lebanon 
and its self-appointed protectors.

No one is under any illusion 
that the tribunal’s verdict would 
translate into actual arrests or 
that Nasrallah will hand the 
perpetrators to authorities. 
What is certain is that neither 
Hariri’s blood nor his legacy will 
be washed away by the likes of 
Nasrallah and his Syrian allies.

A 1,000-kilogram bomb might 
have silenced Rafik Hariri in 2005 
but it will not stop the Lebanese 
from hearing the verdict of the 
STL, a verdict that will expose the 
wolves in sheep’s clothing that 
lurk in our midst.

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.”

Beirut

“We will not stop de-
manding to know 
what happened to 
them. We want them 

back, dead or alive.” The common 
painful call of the families of the 
missing of war in Lebanon has been 
falling on deaf ears of the govern-
ment since the conflict ended in 
1990.

“My mother died from pain. She 
kept on telling me don’t forget 
your sister. We have no confidence 
or trust in the authorities but we 
will continue asking for our right 
to clarify the fate of our beloved 
until the last day of our life,” said 
Yusra Mahmoud, whose sister dis-
appeared at the peak of the war in 
1982.

“The political leaders have their 
children and their families around 
them. They have no idea about the 
pain we are living. We need a solu-
tion but no one cares about us,” 
Mahmoud added.

More than 36 years have passed 
since families of the missing in 
Lebanon’s civil war (1975-90) estab-
lished a committee to pressure the 
government to determine their rela-
tives’ fate, to little avail. Although 
a post-war amnesty law pardoned 
crimes during the conflict, absolv-
ing militia leaders-turned-politi-
cians of responsibility, there is no 
political will to resolve the issue.

The Syrian military presence that 
followed the conflict, a brief war 
with Israel, an influx of refugees 

from Syria and protracted economic 
and political instability have pushed 
the issue of the missing to the bot-
tom of the government’s agenda.

It is unclear how many people 
went missing in Lebanon’s war. 
The government puts the figure at 
17,000 but activists say that number 
double counts many of the missing 
and that a more realistic estimate is 
around 8,000.

The International Day of the Dis-
appeared — August 30 — is a day that 
Wadad Halwany, who heads the 
Committee of the Families of the 
Missing and Disappeared in Leba-
non, never misses to keep the cause 
alive.

“It is a shame to say that for 
more than three decades we have 
been demanding the right to know 
and still we don’t know,” said Hal-
wany, whose husband disappeared 
in 1982. “We want the public to be 
more aware and interactive and to 
show solidarity with the cause of 
the families of the missing.”

“The authorities have been lying 
to us while giving fiery speeches 
about human rights. We do not 
want to hold anyone accountable. 
We’re telling them to unearth the 
mass graves like you do archaeo-
logical excavations, identify the re-
mains and give them to the families 
so they can bury and mourn their 
loved ones.”

In 2014, a draft law for the miss-
ing and forcibly disappeared was 
submitted to parliament basically 
providing for the establishment of 
an independent national commis-
sion charged with discovering the 
fate of the missing.

“It is expected to be discussed 

and voted upon in the first plenary 
session of the newly elected parlia-
ment,” Halwany said, stressing that 
creating the commission would 
constitute a major step towards ful-
filling families’ right to know if the 
law is effectively implemented and 
enforced.

The risk of losing important data 
increases with time and identify-
ing the fate of the missing becomes 
harder. NGOs and international or-
ganisations, including the Interna-
tional Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), have been documenting 
data on the missing and collecting 
biological reference samples for 
DNA identification.

“We have been working on this 
project since 2012,” said ICRC’s Je-
rome Thuet, who leads the project. 
“We are collecting data on those 
missing since 1975, which, in due 
time, would help authorities iden-
tify them, whether they are dead 
or alive. To date, the ICRC has col-
lected data on about 2,900 missing 
persons and 1,400 biological refer-
ence samples from their families.”

For three years, Rania Halawi has 
been helping the committee of the 
families of the missing preserve pa-
per archives about the disappeared 
by transferring them into digital for-
mats.

“They are mainly paper clippings, 
articles and reports about the miss-
ing that Wadad (Halwany) has been 
collecting since her husband disap-
peared,” Halawi said. “They will 
eventually become accessible on a 
special website to encourage people 
to know more about this issue.”

Although she has not suffered 
from the disappearance of a loved 

one, Halawi is a staunch supporter. 
“It is about the only cause that I be-
lieve in in Lebanon. If there is no 
closure of this file, we will not be 
able to overcome war and move on,” 
she said.

The Lebanese experience proves 
that if a society does not swiftly 
tend to the wounds inflicted by war, 
those wounds will not heal for gen-
erations and will constitute a major 
obstacle to peace and reconciliation.

Unfortunately, the plight of the 

families of the missing in Lebanon 
has been largely ignored by the au-
thorities. Families of the missing 
endure pain, hardship and politi-
cal neglect. Without serious atten-
tion and earnest efforts to address 
their suffering and fulfil their right 
to truth, the families will remain in 
limbo and be a constant reminder of 
an unresolved past.

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society section editor.

Scars of war. Francois Zimeray, France’s top human rights official, 
looks at portraits of people who disappeared during Lebanon’s 
civil war (1975-1990).                                                                          (Reuters)

Painful search. A Lebanese woman holding a picture of her missing 
relative in downtown Beirut.                                                                 (AFP)

News & Analysis Lebanon

Families of Lebanon’s 
war missing keep 
searching for truth
Samar Kadi

Still watching. 
Lebanese 
Prime Minister-
designate 
Saad Hariri 
speaks during 
ceremonies 
marking 
the 12th 
anniversary 
of the 
assassination of 
his father.     (AP)

Hezbollah’s public defiance will do little to halt tribunal findings
Viewpoint

Makram Rabah

Neither Hariri’s 
blood nor his legacy 
will be washed away 
by the likes of 
Nasrallah and his 
Syrian allies.
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hen Donald 
Trump was 
elected presi-
dent of the 
United States 
he remarked 

that forging a peace deal between 
Israelis and Palestinians would not 
be that difficult. In his typically 
bombastic style, he promised the 
agreement would be “the greatest” 
peace deal ever seen.

Nearly two years later, it turns 
out that forging a peace agreement 
has proven more difficult than 
Trump said. It has been made 
harder by his administration’s 
actions, which repeatedly favour 
Israeli interests over Palestinian.

There was the decision to move 
the US Embassy to Jerusalem 
over strong objections from 
Palestinians and many world 
leaders, the removal from US 
State Department documents 
of all reference to Palestinian 
independence and a two-state 
solution and comments by Jared 
Kushner, Trump’s son-in-law, on 
the UN agency that provides aid to 
many in the West Bank and Gaza.

Kushner, who heads the 
mysterious operation on preparing 

the “greatest” peace deal, called 
for the “disruption” of the UN 
Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestinian Refugees in the Near 
East. The agency is much hated by 
Israel.

These are just a few of the 
slights Palestinians say they have 
suffered at the hands of the US 
administration.

Even if the Trump team does 
announce a peace plan in the 
coming months — and there have 
been signs of action such as the 
hiring of additional members to 
Kushner’s team — it is unlikely to 
be greeted warmly by the parties 
to the dispute.

Even the Israelis would not be 
too quick to applaud any plan 
that promotes economic gains for 
Gaza and, by extension, Hamas, 
as Kushner has hinted it might. 
Israel’s conservative coalition 
government will not be interested 
in a plan that requires a halt to the 
illegal and growing occupation 
of Palestinian land. This has 
been proceeding with hardly 
any political cost to Israeli Prime 
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu’s 
government.

Then there are the Arab states 

in the region, which have taken 
a wait-and-see attitude to the 
Trump administration’s plans. 
They know they will be counted 
on to provide much of the 
economic support for Kushner’s 
plan if it ever materialises. They 
want to see what the costs might 
be. They have decided not to 
publicly comment on any of 
Kushner’s questionable remarks 
because they are quietly working 
with Israel against Iran and Syria.

For them, the most difficult 
issue will be the final status of 
Jerusalem. Arab states know that 
if they endorse a plan that hands 
complete control of Jerusalem 
to the Israelis, it will be a public 
relations coup for the Iranians. 
However, it’s hard to see the 
Trump administration putting 
forward a plan that wouldn’t move 
in that direction.

Most opposed to a Trump 
peace plan are the Palestinians. 
They say there is no reason to 
believe anything the Trump 
administration tells them. 
Apparently, Kushner and his team 
believe the Palestinians will want 
to return to negotiations once the 
framework for a peace agreement 

is announced.
Even so, the Trump 

administration has done little to 
the signal it wants Palestinian 
support for a plan. With just a 
few weeks left in the current 
US fiscal year, less than half 
of the $251 million set aside 
for the Palestinians has been 
released. You would think that 
if you wanted to win over the 
Palestinians, you would not renege 
on any of the other promises 
already made to them.

In the end, the “deal of the 
century,” as Trump once called 
it, is unlikely to succeed if it ever 
sees the light of day. Previous US 
administrations with much better 
intentions were unable to create a 
lasting peace.

When there is a US adminis-
tration such as the current one, 
which has so publicly laid its cards 
at one end of the negotiating table, 
it’s hard to see how a new peace 
plan will be better than previous 
ones or how it can have a different 
ending than other peace proposals.

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

Will there ever be a Trump-branded peace plan for the Palestinians?
Viewpoint

Tom Regan

You would think that 
if you wanted to win 
over the Palestinians, 
you would not 
renege on any of the 
other promises 
already made to 
them.

News & Analysis Palestine   Israel

Tunis

I 

srael has stated it is develop-
ing a new missile programme 
capable of striking targets any-
where within the Middle East.

Israeli Defence Minister Avig-
dor Lieberman said in a statement 
that state-owned arms manufac-
turer Israel Military Industries 
(IMI), fulfilling a contract worth 
“hundreds of millions of shekels,” 
would deliver “within a few years” 
an advanced integrated system 
“allowing precise hits by remote 
launching.”

Israel faces security challenges 
from throughout the region, in-
cluding from Gaza and its borders 
with Syria and Lebanon. However, 
in describing Israel’s attempts to 
reach a settlement with Palestin-
ian leaders, Israeli Prime Minis-
ter Binyamin Netanyahu stressed 
his country’s relations with Arab 
states across the region.

“Many Arab countries now see 
Israel not as their enemy but as 
their indispensable ally in push-
ing back Iranian aggression,” 
Netanyahu told Lithuania’s LRT 
public broadcaster on August 27, 
the same day the new missile pro-
gramme was announced.

Clashes between Iran and Is-
rael in Syria have been increasing. 
Though Israel has avoided direct 
involvement in the Syrian civil 
war, it admitted to having carried 
out dozens of air strikes in Syria 
to halt what it claims are deliver-
ies of advanced weaponry to Iran’s 
principal regional ally, Lebanon’s 
Hezbollah.

Israel has pledged to prevent 
Iran from becoming entrenched in 
Syria and is considered responsi-
ble for a series of unclaimed strikes 
that have killed Iranians in Syria.

Israeli Intelligence Minister Yis-
rael Katz, responding to a secu-
rity agreement between Syria and 
Iran, told Israeli public radio that 
an Israeli “response will be loud 
and clear.”

“We will not allow Iran to  
establish itself militarily in Syria,” 
Katz said. “We will react in Syria 
with all our might against any Ira-
nian target that threatens Israel 
and if the Syrian army’s air de-
fence intervenes against us, it will 

pay the price.”
The new missile programme is 

expected to significantly improve 
the ability of the Israeli Defence 
Force (IDF) to strike at targets from 
a distance at a low cost compared 
to other combat systems, the De-
fence Ministry said.

“We are purchasing and devel-
oping high-precision systems that 
bolster the IDF’s offence capa-

bilities,” Lieberman said. He said 
some systems were in production 
and others were near the end of 

the research-and-development 
stage.

“The deal for the missile system, 
which. within a few years, will al-
low for coverage for every point in 
short and far ranges,” Lieberman 
said of the weapons, which will 
have a range of 30-150km.

Military experts cited by Agence 
France-Presse said Israel has sev-
eral batteries of its Jericho ballistic 

missile system capable of deliver-
ing nuclear warheads. It also has 
anti-missile rocket systems.

The August 27 statement quot-
ed IMI Chairman Yitzhak Aharo-
novich as saying the new system 
would “reflect the company’s 
technological capabilities, which 
specialise in the ability to fire ac-
curately, to strike at a variety of 
ground targets.”

The Arab Weekly staff

New systems. Israel’s Iron Dome anti-missile system fires an interceptor missile as rockets were launched from Gaza towards the southern city 
of Sderot, on August 9.                                                          (Reuters)

Israel announces development of new missile 
programme to boost ‘offence capabilities’

Tensions between Iran and 
Israel have been mounting, 
with clashes between the 
two in Syrian territory 
increasing in frequency.
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Morocco brings back compulsory 
military service but details are scarce

F 

or the second time this 
year, fighting between 
rival militias in and 
near Tripoli has brought 
chaos to the capital 
and threatened to bring 

down the internationally backed — 
if locally derided — Government of 
National Accord.

The attacks triggered 
international expressions of 
concern. “These attempts to 
weaken the legitimate Libyan 
authorities and hinder the 
ongoing political process are 
not acceptable,” Washington, 
Paris, Rome and London said in a 
statement released September 1 by 
the French Foreign Ministry.

“We are calling on the armed 
groups to immediately stop all 
military action and warn those 
who seek to undermine stability, in 
Tripoli or elsewhere in Libya, that 
they will be made accountable for 
it.”

The main militia in Tarhuna, 
80km south-east of Tripoli, 
overran positions of the Tripoli 
Revolutionaries Brigade (TRB) in 
the city’s southern suburbs.

TRB commander Haitham Tajouri 
and other militia leaders had 
gone to Saudi Arabia to perform 
haj. The Kaniat brigade tried to 
take advantage of their absence, 
hoping to seize the airport and 
prevent them from returning, thus 

becoming the new military power 
in Tripoli.

Tajouri was quickly back in 
Libya, though, and on August 29 
his forces recaptured a major army 
camp in southern Tripoli that the 
Kaniat brigade had seized but then 
lost it a short while later. Despite 
air strikes against the brigade in 
Tripoli and Tarhuna, it has held on 
to its gains.

Although based in Tarhuna, 
Kaniat’s grip had extended into 
Tripoli’s southern suburbs around 
Tripoli International Airport. 
It regards these as its rightful 
territory, a view contested by 
Tripoli militias.

The Kaniat brigade has a 
reputation for extreme brutality. 
It has been accused of killings in 
Tarhuna since 2012 that established 
it as the master of the town. A 
source in Tarhuna said the brigade 
issues a warning only once to 
those it opposes or it wants to 
bring into line. If they do not obey 
immediately, they are killed.

Led by seven brothers from 
the Kani family with Islamist 
leanings, the brigade allegedly 
received funding from the former 
parliament, the General National 
Congress. There have been 
allegations of protection payments 
made by merchants in Tarhuna 
and in southern Tripoli’s Kremia 
district.

There have been growing fears of 
a security implosion in Tripoli with 
militias attacking each other over 
power, territory and how much 
money each has acquired.

Questions are being asked 
whether there is more to the 
Kaniat offensive than meets the 

eye — whether it is being backed by 
someone else — and from where it 
is getting its arms and men.

One source, in Tripoli’s south-
eastern suburb of Ain Zara, much 
of which the brigade seized from 
the TRB on August 27, noted that 
Kaniat forces were much larger 
and much better equipped than 
had previously been the case. “It’s 
a very strong army. It’s not like 
Kaniat before,” the source said. 
They had reinforcements from 
elsewhere, he added, but he did not 
know from where.

Fayez al-Sarraj, head of the 
Presidency Council, ordered its 
military commanders in western 
Libya to end the revolt. That, 
however, can only complicate 
matters. The only two effective 
commanders are from Zintan and 
Misrata and draw their respective 
forces from both places. It would, 
therefore, mean bringing Zintani 
and Misratan militias into Tripoli, a 
move unacceptable to the militias 
there — and probably Tripoli’s 
residents.

The Kaniat has announced that 
it will not give up “until the capital 
is freed.”

For both it and the TRB, this 
seems to be turning into an 
existential battle. Even if Kaniat is 
persuaded to withdraw, the TRB 
and Tajouri are bound to see it as a 
permanent threat. He will not feel 
secure until Kaniat is destroyed.

The fighting is unlikely to stop 
until one side is seen as defeated. 
That could mean much damage in 
Tripoli.

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

New clashes in Tripoli bring chaos, threaten Sarraj government
Viewpoint

Michel Cousins

Casablanca

A 

fter hearing news of the 
possible reinstatement of 
the compulsory military 
service, Amine Bouh-

mane, 23, from Casablanca said 
he was worried that he would be 
called up.

“If I enroll at a school, will I be 
spared?” asked Bouhmane, who 
dropped out of secondary school.

Bouhmane’s case is like those of 
hundreds of thousands of young 
people who will be ordered to join 
the military.

The Council of Ministers, led by 
Moroccan King Mohammed VI, ap-
proved the reinstatement of com-
pulsory military service on August 
20 for all Moroccans aged 19 to 25 
years for a period of 12 months. The 
measure next goes before parlia-
ment in October for ratification.

Morocco abolished compulsory 
military service in 2006. The reviv-
al of the policy is aimed at improv-
ing younger adults’ “integration 
into the professional and social 
life,” a statement from the Royal 
Palace said.

Exemptions may be granted due 
to physical or health issues or pur-
suit of further education.

Those who refuse to complete 
12 months of compulsory military 
service could be sentenced to six 
months in prison.

Sociologist Soumaya Naamane 
Guessous said she favoured rein-
stating military service because it 
would allow the mixing of social 
classes as well as rural and urban 
citizens.

“The army works in a structural 
framework, which could comple-
ment the education system, which 
is undoubtedly deficient,” she said. 
“The military service will convey 
citizenship, civil values and social 
cohesion, which the youth mas-
sively lack.”

Another sociologist, Abdelkrim 
Belhaj, said requiring military ser-
vice was part of an effort by the 
state to mobilise the youth to be 
more involved in the country’s life.

The decision to reinstate the mili-
tary service came at a time violence 
and school dropouts among the 
young people are high. Every day, 
Moroccans post videos and photos 
of theft and other crimes, depicting 
sense of insecurity in the streets.

A lack of details about compulso-
ry military service has drawn ques-
tions from Moroccans, including 
those with dual nationality.

“Its announcement has caused 
more anxiety, following misunder-
standings, rather than enthusiasm 
among young people and their fam-
ilies,” said Belhaj.

Guessous said: “The majority of 
young Moroccans are out of touch 
with reality, isolating themselves 
by spending hours on social net-
works and chasing dreams that 
only exist in the virtual life.

“The army experience will teach 
them discipline, teamwork, social 
bonds, respect and interaction with 
each other.”

She warned, however, that con-

scription must be based on “unbi-
ased” criteria regardless of people’s 
social background.

An education reform mandating 
compulsory schooling for children 
aged 4-16 — instead of the current 
15 — has also been announced.

“We cannot let our education 
system continue to produce unem-
ployed people, especially in certain 
branches of study, in which gradu-
ates, as everyone knows, find it ex-
tremely hard to access the job mar-
ket,” said King Mohammed VI in a 
speech August 20.

“It is not right that one-in-four 
youths should be unemployed, de-
spite Morocco’s overall economic 
growth record. The figures are even 
more disturbing in urban areas.”

About 28% of Moroccans aged 15 
to 24, an age group that represents 
almost one-fifth of the population, 
are not in school, training or at 
work and more than 40% of urban 
youth are unemployed, the High 
Commission for Planning said.

“Everybody knows that the ma-
jority of the youths who were left 
out or dropped out of school have 

resorted to violence and delin-
quency due to the lack of proper 
education and leisure infrastruc-
ture where they can exercise their 
skills and hobbies,” said Guessous.

“Morocco needs to find cohe-
sion in the educational system and 
must close the gap between the pri-
vate and public education sectors 
in order to create a sense of unity 
rather than segregation.”

Saad Guerraoui is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb 
issues.

Saad Guerraoui

Addressing the youth issue. A file picture shows Moroccan Army soldiers parading during 
celebrations to mark the anniversary of the Moroccan Royal Armed Forces.       (AP)

Chaos all over again. Libyan soldiers stand at a checkpoint in Zliten, on August 23.                     (Reuters)

The Moroccan High 
Commission for 
Planning said:
► About 28% of Moroccans 
aged 15 to 24 are not in 
school, in training or at 
work.

► 40% of urban youth are 
unemployed.
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Tunis

A 

cholera outbreak in Al-
geria killed at least two 
people and infected more 
than 50 others, sparking 

panic and anger at the government 
for failing to properly address the 
crisis within the first two weeks.

Algerian Health Minister 
Mokhtar Hasbellaoui said the out-
break was “completely under con-
trol” on August 26, despite at least 
56 confirmed cases in Algiers and 
neighbouring areas.

Cholera is an infectious bacte-
rial disease that spreads rapidly 
through contaminated water or 
food, particularly in areas with 
poor sanitation or a lack of basic in-
frastructure. Its outbreak in Algeria 
coincided with Eid al-Adha when 
many people travel throughout the 
country.

Reports of the disease in Algeria 
emerged August 8 but the govern-
ment was silent for two weeks, 
leaving the population confused 
about the disease’s possible caus-
es. Health advisers filled the infor-
mation vacuum and citizens took 
to social media to express outrage 
at the government’s “failure.”

“Algerians were left (completely 
alone) in the time of cholera,” said 
Algerian writer Riyad Hamadi. 
“Abandoned by the government, 
angry Algerians hit back with harsh 

criticism at the government with 
the Health Ministry as their first 
target.”

Local newspapers reported 
that a villager from Ain Bessem in 
Bouira province, 60km south-west 
of Algiers, was hospitalised with 
cholera-like symptoms on August 
8. The man’s family members and 
friends who had been in contact 
with him reportedly fell ill, another 
indication of cholera, which has an 
incubation period of two hours to 
five days.

Authorities publicly acknowl-
edged the presence of cholera on 
August 23 after about 150 people 
reported symptoms of the disease 
in Algiers, Tipaza, Bouira, Blida 
and Ain Defla. On August 26, the 
Health Ministry announced that 
two people had died from the dis-
ease and that there were 46 other 
confirmed cases.

Media outlets speculated that 
the government kept silent early 
on to “protect President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika from the effects of bad 
news about a mediaeval illness.”

As reports emerged, rumours 
spread on social media that the 
disease was being transmitted 
through tap water, watermelon, 
fruit and vegetables. Later disprov-
en, the reports prompted residents 
in rural areas to buy large quanti-
ties of bottled water, the prices of 
which soared.

The rumours hurt local farmers, 
some of whom recorded messages 
on social media requesting that the 
government vouch for the safety of 
their produce.

Citizens and health officials took 
aim at the government, which they 
said had not taken adequate steps 
to keep the public informed about 
the disease.

“Cholera is an illness with man-
datory reporting. Why has the 
Health Ministry tried to hide the 
truth?” asked one Algerian on so-
cial media. “No one in the govern-
ment wants to shoulder respon-
sibility while cholera came back 
from the water to lay bare the pre-
cariousness of the health system 

here.”
An Algerian web-user, claim-

ing to be a physician, warned that 
“cholera is wreaking havoc. Is the 
government aware of such a disas-
ter?”

“Algerians be aware. The state’s 
failure is becoming more and more 
apparent with the passing days,” 
the person added.

Another social media user wrote: 
“We never thought that Algeria 
would sink so low. With the pres-
ence of cholera and the absence 
of government, the solution is to 
reach into the drawer for the pass-
port and leave this country. I will 
never look back and return home 
again.”

Hasbellaoui, speaking from 
Boufarik hospital outside Algiers, 
where many of the ill were hospi-
talised, said on state television on 
August 24 that “we will never talk 
again about cholera before the be-
ginning of the academic year on 
September 5.”

“We have no time for talk. We 

have to work hard,” he said.
Authorities traced the origin of 

the outbreak to a contaminated 
water spring in Ain Sidi El Kebir in 
the coastal area of Tipaza outside 
Algiers.

“President Abdelaziz Bouteflika 
is calling me every hour to assess of 
the situation. He is inquiring every 
day about how the citizens are do-
ing,” said Hasbellaoui, adding that 
the “government has a strategy to 
counter the disease.”

As Algerians coped with the 
health scare, authorities an-
nounced that Bouteflika, 81, had 
gone to Geneva on August 26 for 
“regular medical checks.”

Bouteflika has had a series of 
health problems and has rarely 
been seen in public since suffering 
a stroke in 2013. Still, his backers 
urged him to seek a fifth mandate 
in elections next April. He has not 
announced whether he will run.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Tunis.

Tunis

A 

lgerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika has purged the 
country’s military com-
mand, firing or transferring 

a dozen top generals in what is the 
largest military restructuring since 
Algeria won independence from 
France in 1962.

Bouteflika made the high-level 
military changes, which includ-
ed replacing commanders of the 
ground forces, head of military in-
telligence and the security chief, 
from June 26 to August 26, the day 
his office announced he travelled to 
Geneva for regular medical tests.

Bouteflika, 81, has rarely been 
seen in public since suffering a 
stroke in 2013 but his backers have 
voiced support for him to seek a 
fifth 5-year term in next April’s elec-
tion. He has not announced wheth-
er he will seek a new mandate.

The military purge, which saw a 
change of military chiefs of all re-
gions except that bordering Tunisia, 
comes as speculation grows over a 
possible leadership transition after 
next year’s elections. It also comes 
as Algeria puts a greater focus on 
defence spending and counterter-
rorism.

Algeria plans to spend $30 billion 
from 2019-23 on defence systems 
and weaponry from the United 
States and Europe. The country has 
ramped up military drills in the Sa-
hara, as well as naval and air force 
exercises.

While Bouteflika’s military shake-
up marked a major transformation, 
it also kept the country’s older gen-

eration in control, with new appoin-
tees and top officers having an aver-
age age of 70.

Top military commander General 
Ahmed Gaid Salah said: “The crite-
ria of competences and merits are 
our guide to promote officers and 
alternate responsibilities and roles 
in the armed forces to open oppor-
tunities to motivate and develop 
human resources to the benefits of 
the military.”

Analysts said such an extensive 
overhaul in a short period was unu-
sual for a large army like Algeria’s 
and was more likely due to political 
rather than military considerations.

“The cascade of firing and moved 
top officers is unheard of and un-
precedented in its scope and tar-
gets,” wrote Omar Berbiche, editor 
of El Watan newspaper.

Security analyst Said Rabia said: 
“If the motives behind the change 
were strictly linked to the military 
needs and objectives as an institu-
tion, why did such change come 
now and why on such a large scale?

“No similar leadership restructur-
ing of an army in the world has been 
done on such a scale.”

Berbiche described the move as a 
“political operation of mine-clear-
ing” ahead of presidential elections.

“The new chiefs are all old men, 
which does not fit the argument 
of giving new blood to the mili-
tary leadership,” said analyst Has-
sen Ouali. “This significant change 
came a few months ahead of the 
crucial presidential vote that is 
shrouded by uncertainty that has 
generated doubts and worries about 
the future.”

The Algerian military has played 
a key role in politics throughout the 
country’s history, which has been 

marred by repeated conflicts and 
coups.

In 1965, the military overthrew 
the country’s first post-independ-
ence president, Ahmed Ben Bella, 
who was replaced by Colonel Houari 
Boumediene. Top military officers 
later designated presidents, before 
rubber-stamp presidential votes 
confirmed their choices, including 
Bouteflika in 1999.

Bouteflika, however, has proven 
to be the boldest Algerian president, 

publicly facing off with generals 
during his tenure. Shortly after as-
suming the presidency, Bouteflika 
stated he did not fear “a bullet in 
his head” and would act indepen-
dently. He advocated curbing the 
influence of the “15 generals” who 
controlled foreign trade and large 
segments of the domestic market.

In 2015, Bouteflika fired feared in-
telligence chief Mohamed Mediene 
and dismantled the Intelligence and 
Security Department that Mediene 

controlled. Analysts said that move 
pushed Algeria from a “security 
state” towards a “liberal autocracy.”

Algerian analyst Makhlouf Me-
henni said Bouteflika’s recent mili-
tary overhaul is his most radical.

“Already more than a dozen top 
generals with key positions in the 
military hierarchy (have been) fired, 
forced to retire or moved from their 
positions. Never has the Algerian 
military experienced such change 
since independence,” Mehenni said.

Algerian 
government 
criticised
for mishandling 
cholera outbreak

Bouteflika oversees largest military purge since country’s independence

Lamine Ghanmi

Lamine Ghanmi

As Algerians coped with the 
cholera health scare, 
authorities announced that 
President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika had flown to 
Geneva on August 26 for 
“regular medical checks.” 

Health crisis. A doctor talks to a patient’s family outside a hospital as the country faces a cholera outbreak. 
          (AFP)

Uncertainties. Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika makes a rare public appearance in Algiers, 
last April 9.                                     (Reuters)
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Debate Iraq
Popular drive in Iraq to criminalise politicians’ lies, false promises

replete with allurement, flattery 
and promises.

“Some of these promises would 
not even fall under the preroga-
tives of what a given politician can 
or cannot do or even the preroga-
tives of the forces backing him up, 
therefore, the total public indiffer-
ence to the promises made by Iraqi 
politicians,” he said.

Douri said Iraqis have had it with 
politicians lying to them. Bereft of 
options, the only means of action to 
secure their rights are protests and 
strikes, which could escalate into 
a civil disobedience movement if 
crises remain unresolved.

Poet-psychiatrist Rikan Ibrahim 
expressed the belief that “the more 
a person climbs up the hierarchical 
ladder, the more he needs to lie.” He 
said society should strip liars of any 
responsibility.

Mouna Ainji, a former profes-
sor of sociology at the University 
of Mustansiriyah, said the most 
horrendous lie she heard from a 

politician was from the minister of 
health who claimed there had been 
no more than 1,500 cases of severe 
diarrhoea in Basra even though resi-
dents were dying because of water 
contamination.

Writer Raeed Alhashmy said he 
would support a law allowing citi-
zens to sue lying officials.

However, political activist Souad 
Al-Azzawi said corrupt politicians 
are subject to influence from more 
nefarious powers and do not have 
the leeway to execute political 
programmes serving the interests of 
Iraqi citizens. They are mere pup-
pets and must execute the wishes of 
those who introduced them to the 
political scene and financed their 
sectarian parties. That is why most 
of them are loyal to Iran, he said.

Azzawi added that the insatiable 
greed of corrupt individuals pushes 
them to fight each other to ensure 
their stay in power so they can 
pilfer public funds and persecute 
Iraqi patriots, scientists, profession-

als and all those who demand their 
departure and the elimination of US 
and Iranian influence from Iraq.

Azzawi recalled the lie perpe-
trated by Hussain al-Shahristani, a 
minister in Nuri al-Maliki’s cabinet, 
who proudly announced that Iraq 
would export electricity by the be-
ginning of 2013. Five years later Iraq 
is worse off in terms of electricity; it 
is an electricity importer.

Azzawi also said promises by 
politicians regarding the enactment 
of constitutional freedoms for Iraqi 
citizens resulted in nothing being 
done. Iraqi jails are overflowing 
with citizens falsely imprisoned 
and there have been assassinations 
of individuals who dared to criticise 
the government or denounce the 
dictatorship of sectarian militias of 
various pro-Iranian parties that go 
unpunished.

Former professor of philosophy at 
the University of Baghdad Abdessa-
tar al-Raoui said corrupt politicians 
lack the simplest skills for running 
public affairs so they focus their 
efforts on remaining in power by 
making gilded promises. He said a 
politician who has been parachuted 
onto the political scene by outside 
forces can do nothing but lie. That 
is his role and the role of his make-
shift party.

Opinions about the criminal 
character of political lies differ. For-
mer appellate Judge Awni Bazzaz 
said that politicians’ lies and false 
promises do not constitute crimes 
in the eyes of the law. He argued the 
acts can be considered “white lies” 
meant to calm tense situations.

Legal expert Amer Ali al-Delimi 
disagreed, saying political lies come 
under Paragraphs 243 and 245 of 
the 2009 amended Penal Law Num-
ber 15, which authorises sentencing 
lying officials to ten years in prison 
or to the same term as the crime be-
ing reported. In other words, each 
lie deserves a sentence according to 
the context of the crime in which 
that person or official had lied.

Salam al-Shammaa is an Iraqi 
writer.

Iraqi social 
scientists, 
psychologists 
and legal 
experts expect 
a wave of 
demonstrations 
to erupt when 
the new 
cabinet is 
announced.

 False promises have become so 
rampant that citizens are 
refusing to accept them and have 
taken to the streets to denounce 
them.

Evidence is mounting that the 
Iraqi government is repeating 
the formula that led to the birth 
of brutal terrorist organisations.

O 

ne of the many bewil-
dering oddities in Iraq 
is the incredible num-
ber of false promises 
made by politicians 
and senior officials. 

It is so out of proportion that there 
are demands for a law that would 
criminalise lying by officials and en-
able citizens to sue officials accused 
of lying and seek compensation for 
physical and moral damages.

As a serious manifestation of cor-
ruption in Iraq, false promises have 
become so rampant that citizens are 
refusing to accept them and have 
taken to the streets to denounce 
them.

Iraqi social scientists, psycholo-
gists and legal experts said they 
expected a wave of demonstrations 
to erupt when the new cabinet is 
announced, considering that it 
will likely include the usual faces, 
whose inventory of unfulfilled 
promises is endless and who have 
often been accused of corruption 
and incompetence in running the 
country’s affairs.

Abdul Kadhum Alaboudi, 
secretary-general of the Iraqi Na-
tional Front, an opposition party, 
admitted that politicians lie and 
make false promises. Afif al-Douri, 
a professor at Zarqa University in 
Jordan, concurred: “It is very com-
mon for an official or a member of 
parliament or a candidate to take 
the podium and deliver a first-rate 
nationalistic revolutionary speech 

Salam
al-Shammaa

How Iraq manufactures its own terrorism problem

hurdles and applied significant 
pressure on security forces to 
verify the existence of the facility.

HRW said it interviewed a 
former detainee who said he had 
been held at the facility in April. 
Faisal Jeber, a 47-year-old ar-
chaeologist, said the prison had 
more than 450 detainees packed 
into overcrowded cells. Prisoners 
were also denied family visitation 
rights, lawyers and medical atten-
tion, he claimed.

Jeber’s story is familiar to those 
monitoring Iraq’s human rights 
record since the regime was 
installed following the US-led 

invasion that toppled Saddam 
Hussein’s Ba’athist dictatorship in 
2003.

When HRW raised Jeber’s case 
with authorities and the National 
Security Services (NSS), part of 
Baghdad’s intelligence apparatus, 
the NSS claimed that it had no 
authority to detain or interrogate 
suspects, as that was the remit of 
the federal police.

However, Jeber identified the 
two-storey building where he was 
detained in the Shurta neighbour-
hood of eastern Mosul. There hun-
dreds of prisoners were crammed 
into four rooms.

HRW said it determined Jeber’s 
estimates were not far off with 
427 prisoners being detained. 
Suspects under the age of 18 were 
sent to a different facility. Some 
prisoners said they had been 
transferred from facility to facility 
for two years pending trials that 
never materialised.

One would think Iraq’s leaders 
would have learnt their lesson 
after witnessing how Islamic State 
militants began on their path 
to radicalisation and violence 
through the sectarian excesses 
and repression of the state allow-
ing people to be imprisoned with 
hardened terrorists and killers.

Those terrorists would prey 
on the feelings of injustice and 
oppression felt by those who 
had been held without charge, 
deprived of their liberty, tortured, 
abused and threatened with death 
and they turned them into the fu-
ture foot soldiers of the caliphate.

Evidence is mounting that the 
Iraqi government has failed to 
learn those lessons and is repeat-
ing the formula that led to the 
birth of one of the most shock-
ingly brutal terrorist organisations 
the world has seen.

Iraqi prisons are not correc-
tional facilities; they are terrorist 
factories. There is no accountabil-
ity and each militia, police unit 
and intelligence branch operates 
its own prisons, often off the 
books. In an environment such 
as this, is it any surprise that Iraq 
has produced some of the most 
bloodthirsty, vengeful terrorists of 
our generation?

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

J 

uly was an atrocious 
month for Iraqi hu-
man rights, even by the 
country’s usual abysmal 
standards.

Against the backdrop of 
the protest movement that is grip-
ping Shia-dominated southern 
Iraq, international human rights 
organisations released a seeming 
barrage of reports detailing how 
the government was silencing 
dissent using repression, ignor-
ing Iran-linked militia violence, 
disabling access to social media 
to lessen exposure of abuses and 
condoning torture.

Perhaps the most frightening 
report unveiled how Baghdad was 
using what essentially amounted 
to black sites to detain suspects 
without due process.

Human Rights Watch (HRW) 
released a report in which au-
thorities admitted they had been 
running black sites, including a 
facility — visited by HRW investi-
gators — in eastern Mosul where 
terror suspects were being held. 
The story of how HRW gained 
access is interesting itself because 
the organisation cleared major 

Tallha 
Abdulrazaq

Fed up. Iraqis shout slogans during ongoing protests in the southern city of Basra, on 
August 24.              (AFP)

Revolving doors? A member of Iraqi Counter-Terrorism Service inspects a location 
used by ISIS as a prison in Mosul.                  (Reuters)
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Special Focus ISIS resurgence

ISIS adjusts strategy after defeats in Iraq, Syria
Baghdad

F 

our years after announcing 
its cross-border caliphate 
in Iraq and Syria, a stinging 
string of defeats has pushed 

the Islamic State (ISIS) jihadist 
group to reorganise and change 
strategy to survive.

Having lost all urban centres un-
der its control in Iraq and pinned 
down to its last desert holdouts in 
Syria, ISIS changed its administra-
tive structure and shifted its focus 
from operating the state-like appa-
ratus it once ran.

ISIS will have to find “a new way 
of doing things, especially to recruit 
after heavy losses,” an Iraqi security 
official, who asked to remain anon-
ymous, told Agence France-Presse.

At its peak, the self-proclaimed 
caliphate included 35 provinces 
mostly in territory spanning either 
side of the border between Syria 
and Iraq. Following major military 
defeats, including the jihadists’ loss 
of their de facto capitals of Raqqa in 
Syria and Mosul in Iraq, ISIS prop-
aganda outlets only mention six 
provinces.

Former ISIS provinces such as 
Mosul, Raqqa and Kirkuk — an oil-
rich province in Iraq — no longer ex-
ist. Instead, the term “wilaya,” once 
considered to mean “provinces,” is 
used to refer to large areas such as 
Iraq and Syria, along with Somalia, 
East Asia, Tajikistan and the Egyp-
tian Sinai.

The administrative reshuffle 
marks a clear switch from 2014 
when ISIS leader Abu Bakr al-Bagh-
dadi boasted of having erased the 
“imperialist” design that divided 
the Middle East.

The proclamation was made with 
great fanfare as jihadists drove bull-
dozers across the Syrian-Iraqi bor-
der, symbolically destroying one of 
the frontiers drawn up by colonial 
powers as they carved out the mod-
ern Middle East from the ruins of 
the Ottoman Empire after the first 
world war.

After years battling ISIS, Iraqi 
troops are redeployed along most 
of the border with Syria, across 
which jihadists and weapons have 
long flowed unimpeded.

On the Syrian side, offensives 
by forces loyal to Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and a US-backed coa-
lition have pushed ISIS jihadists out 
of most of the territory they once 
controlled.

“The change proves Daesh’s 
weakness and the loss of much of 
its leadership,” the security official 
said, using an Arabic acronym for 
ISIS.

ISIS’s restructure “shows its cen-
tral command lacks confidence in 
its provincial commanders in Iraq 
and that it is reducing their powers 
to one (central) leadership,” the of-
ficial said.

Iraqi authorities regularly an-
nounce the arrest or death of ISIS 
leaders and relatives of Baghdadi, 
such as his son, who was killed in 
Syria in July by Russian missiles.

Baghdadi was reported several 
times to have been killed and the 
United States has offered a $25 mil-
lion reward for information leading 
to his capture or death.

In a purported new audio mes-
sage released August 22 to mark 
Eid al-Adha, Baghdadi called on his 
followers to “not give up the jihad 
against their enemy.”

“Baghdadi’s speech was one of 

consolation and condolence,” said 
Hisham al-Hashemi, an expert on 
radical Islamist groups. It was an 
“acknowledgement of defeat… but 
(Baghdadi) urged those remaining 
to persevere,” he said.

The security official said that, af-
ter losing ground in Iraq and Syria, 
“ISIS leadership is focused on a 
global vision” modelled on al-Qae-
da.

Its cross-border state destroyed, 

ISIS is instead likely to focus on 
spreading terror around the world 
through dramatic attacks. In a 
first, Baghdadi used his 55-minute 
recording to call for attacks in the 
West, saying an operation there 
would be “worth a thousand” at 
home.

Much of the address was reminis-
cent of approaches long used by al-
Qaeda, Hashemi said.

In it, the ISIS leader scorns the 

United States, blasts Shia Iran, 
and calls on Sunni Muslims in Iraq 
to denounce the Shia-dominated 
paramilitary units of al-Hashed al-
Shaabi.

Tore Hamming, a jihadist special-
ist at the European University Insti-
tute, said Baghdadi’s speech falls 
into the same category as his last 
three — “crisis management.”

(Agence France-Presse)

Ammar Karim

Down but not gone. A member of the Emergency Response Division holds an ISIS flag in the Old City 
of Mosul.                                                                                                                                                                      (Reuters)

Its cross-border state 
destroyed, ISIS is instead 
likely to focus on 
spreading terror around 
the world through 
dramatic attacks.

D 

espite major battlefield 
successes against the 
Islamic State (ISIS) in 
Syria and Iraq, US offi-
cials are not dropping 
their guard against the 

terrorist organisation.
The extensive loss of territory 

once held by ISIS in the heart of 
the Middle East can be considered 
a victory for the United States and 
its coalition partners as well as for 
various indigenous forces, such 
as the Iraqi Army and the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), which 
suffered many casualties in the 
anti-ISIS campaign.

The ISIS self-declared caliphate 
is no more since Raqqa fell to 
the US-supported SDF last year. 
Symbolically, the caliphate had 
captured the imagination of many 
disaffected Muslims in the Middle 
East and the West and convinced 
thousands of them to travel to Syria 
to join the movement.

However, for at least some of 
these fighters, the caliphate’s 
demise showed that ISIS and its 
leader, Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, were 
not invincible and its promise of 
creating a just society was a myth.

ISIS now controls only a small 
portion of desert territory in Syria 
along the Iraqi border. Within Iraq, 
it has occasionally undertaken 
terrorist bombings since its loss of 
territory but it has become more of 
an irritant than a real threat.

That said, the fight against ISIS is 
not over.

Washington is concerned about 
ISIS for two main reasons, including 
the possibility that ISIS or a like-
minded group could rebound. US 
security officials took notice of a 
report by the UN Analytical Support 
and Sanctions Monitoring Team 
that claimed some 30,000 ISIS 
fighters remain in Iraq and Syria, 

divided equally between the two 
countries. Some of them, the report 
stated, are active on the battlefield 
and others are hiding in local 
communities.

A US military spokesman in 
Baghdad said the figures on 
ISIS fighters “seemed high” but 
admitted there was no way of 
accurately knowing the true 
number.

The concern is that some factors 
that enabled ISIS to stage such 
remarkable growth in 2013-14 
in Syria and Iraq have not gone 
away. In Iraq, ISIS took advantage 
of substantial Arab Sunni 
dissatisfaction with the Shia-led 
government in Baghdad and feelings 
of disenfranchisement. Many of 
those Sunnis saw ISIS as a sort of 
saviour against heavy-handed Shia 
rule. In Syria, ISIS took advantage 
of the chaos of the civil war as well 
as Arab Sunni resentment of the 
Alawite-dominated government of 

Bashar Assad to gain adherents in 
eastern Syria.

Although Arab Sunnis in Iraq 
participated in the May 2018 
parliamentary elections, many who 
were from western and northern 
Iraq are internal refugees because 
the cities they once inhabited are in 
ruins. Even those who returned to 
damaged cities, such as Mosul, are 
having a difficult time rebuilding 
their homes and are waiting for 
reconstruction funds from the 
government. If such funds do not 
materialise soon, resentment is 
likely to rise again.

In Syria, much of Raqqa is in ruins 
because of the anti-ISIS bombing 
campaign and similar resentments 
could rise. This area of Syria, made 
up mostly of Arab Sunni Muslims, 
is experiencing ethnic tensions 
because it is under the control of the 
Kurdish-dominated SDF. One Arab 
resident, after the city was liberated 
from ISIS, stated sarcastically that 

Abdullah Ocalan, the imprisoned 
leader of the Kurdish Workers’ Party 
in Turkey who many Kurdish SDF 
fighters see as their hero, should be 
declared the new caliph of Raqqa.

If these political, economic 
and ethnic problems are not soon 
ameliorated, ISIS or another Sunni 
extremist group could re-emerge.

The second cause of concern is 
that the ISIS propaganda machine 
is still active. Over the past several 
years, it attracted tech-savvy 
militants who knew how to exploit 
social media. An ISIS operative told 
the Washington Post in May that the 
ISIS leadership “is convinced that, 
even if the state has disappeared, as 
long as they can influence the next 
generation through education, the 
idea of the caliphate will endure.”

Baghdadi resurfaced on August 22 
with a message that acknowledged 
the loss of cities and towns but 
emphasised that the “tides of war 
change.”

He urged his followers to attack 
targets in the West with bombs, 
knives and vehicles, an attempt 
to convince so-called lone wolves 
to carry out random attacks that 
have long worried US and Western 
security officials because many of 
those adherents have no known 
terrorist connections and are 
difficult to monitor and apprehend.

Therefore, while ISIS does 
not have a territorial base and 
infrastructure to plan and carry 
out a 9/11-type operation, it 
retains enough of a cell structure 
and media operation to cause 
worries to US military and security 
professionals.

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

US sees many reasons for concern about seeming resilience of ISIS
Viewpoint

Gregory
Aftandilian

The concern is that 
some factors that 
enabled ISIS to stage 
such remarkable 
growth in 2013-14 in 
Syria and Iraq have 
not gone away. Still lurking. A 2016 file picture shows a US Army soldier standing 

with his weapon at a military base near Mosul.         (Reuters)
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Debate Turkey
Turkish crisis takes on global dimension as loans pile up

sized Turkish bank TEB, have 
sought to downplay the effects on 
their finances of a write-down of 
their assets in Turkey, saying they 
are relatively insignificant, the cash 
is there to cope and the entities 
constitute a small proportion of 
their balance sheets.

Banks in Turkey, like some of 
their emerging market counterparts, 
however, have taken increasing 
risks in recent years as quantitative 
easing by the Federal Reserve and 
European Central Bank caused a 
flood of cheap money to flow into 
developing economies.

As a result, loan-to-deposit 
ratios have climbed to almost 
120% from a little more than 
100% five years ago. That means 
lenders have proportionately fewer 
liquid resources to call on should 
borrowers fail to repay loans or 
depositors withdraw cash.

Furthermore, a large maturity 
mismatch at Turkish banks between 
loans and deposits — 20 months 
on average for loans versus three 
months for cash, leaves them 
exposed should financial instability 
in Turkey reach crisis point.

Paul McNamara, an emerging-
market currency and bond investor 
who works at Swiss asset manager 
GAM, said the key financial issue 
facing Turkey was rolling over 
foreign loans to banks. The rest is 
just noise, he said in comments on 
Twitter.

The economic situation in Turkey 
is serious enough for the Single 
Supervisory Mechanism (SMM), the 
wing of the European Central Bank 

set up to monitor the continent’s 
banks, to look more closely at 
lenders’ links with Turkey. While 
the SMM does not say the situation 
is critical, it considers BBVA, 
UniCredit and BNP Paribas to be 
particularly exposed, the Financial 
Times reported.

The main concern of the SSM is 
that Turkish borrowers might not 
be sufficiently hedged against the 
weakening lira and start defaulting 
on foreign currency loans. These 
loans constitute about 40% of 
the Turkish banking industry’s 
assets, data from Turkey’s financial 
watchdog stated.

Goldman Sachs warned that 
banks’ capital is disappearing as the 
lira weakens, meaning they have 
less financial firepower to deal with 
problem loans.

Analysts at the US investment 
firm said in July that Turkish banks’ 
capital would have largely eroded 
should the lira weaken to 7.1 per 
dollar, from around 6.2 currently. 
The exchange rate was about 3.5 per 
dollar at the end of 2016, showing 
the propensity of the currency to 
weaken further.

Goldman pointed to UniCredit’s 
Yapi Kredi bank as the weakest 
bank among financial institutions it 
covered in Turkey. Data it published 
showed that the excess capital of 
Yapi Kredi and Turkiye Is Bankasi 
would largely disappear should the 
lira fall to 6.3 per dollar. The next 
weakest link was Akbank, which 
would see similar erosion should 
the lira decline to 6.9 to the dollar.

Turkish banks, like peers around 

the world, are seeking to exceed 
internationally recognised capital 
benchmarks to show that they are 
solvent and financially strong.

Under the Basel III banking 
rules, banks are required to meet 
a minimum CET1 capital ratio of 
8.5% in 2019. This ratio, calculated 
by dividing a bank’s core capital by 
risk-weighted assets, is designed 
to protect a financial institution 
against unexpected losses, such 
as those that occurred during the 
2008 financial crisis. Regulators 
can require 2.5 percentage points of 
extra capital in times of high credit 
growth.

The ratio for Turkish banks was 
12.2% at the start of June, above 
these limits but for every 10% 
decline in the lira, the ratio falls 
0.5 percentage points on average, 
Goldman said. For instance, the 12% 
slide in the lira during July reduced 
the ratio by 60 basis points to 11.6%. 
August’s 20% fall in the currency 
means the ratio stands at 10.6%.

In contrast to Goldman’s 
warnings, Turkey’s Treasury and 
Finance Ministry, run by Berat 
Albayrak, the son-in-law of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
argued that banks have plenty of 
capital and their balance sheets 
were robust.

The government points to the 
overall proportion of bad loans to 
total loans at Turkish banks, which 
totals about 3%, relatively low 
by global standards, but officials 
fail to mention a growing pile of 
restructured loans and loans under 
close watch, which exceed 10% of 
total loans at some banks.

In a recent conference call 
with more than 2,000 foreign 
investors, Albayrak said banks’ 
capital adequacy ratios were about 
16%, meaning they had plenty of 
ammunition in case of financial 
shock. However, the figure he cited 
appeared to come from an annual 
report for last year by the banking 
regulator, published before the lira’s 
40% collapse.

Mark Bentley is the former bureau 
chief of Bloomberg News in Turkey. 
In 2002, he was the first foreign 
journalist to interview Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan after his election 
victory. This article was published 
originally in www.ahval.com. It is 
reprinted with permission.

The sharply weakening currency 
means the foreign debt of 
Turkish corporates becomes 
increasingly expensive to repay. 
Long-term foreign currency 
loans of the companies total 
more than $220 billion.

T 

urkey’s currency crisis, 
spurred by economic 
mismanagement and 
US sanctions, may 
pose a significant risk 
to European financial 

institutions due to their credit lines 
to Turkish companies.

The lira is leaving European firms 
exposed to the turmoil in Turkey 
to the tune of tens of billions of 
dollars, both via their ownership 
of its financial institutions and the 
money they have lent to its once-
vibrant private sector.

Figures supplied by one Gulf 
banker showed that banks in Spain 
are liable for $83 billion of loans and 
equity in Turkey, partly through 
BBVA’s ownership of Garanti Bank, 
once the darling of foreign portfolio 
investors in Turkey. France follows 
with $38 billion, the United Kingdom 
with $19 billion and the United 
States with $18 billion. The exposure 
of Italy — its largest bank, UniCredit, 
owns Turkish lender Yapi Kredi — is 
$17 billion, the banker said.

Turkey’s lira has slumped 40% 
against the dollar this year, falling 
about 20% in August. The sharply 
weakening currency means the 
foreign debt of Turkish corporates 
becomes increasingly expensive to 
repay. Long-term foreign currency 
loans of the companies total more 
than $220 billion. Both foreign 
banks and local lenders, including 
those owned by foreign entities, 
may take a hit. Construction and 
energy companies in Turkey are 
particularly indebted.

UniCredit, BBVA and France’s 
BNP Paribas, which owns medium-

Mark Bentley

Turkey’s mixed signals to Europe fail to impress
Turkey’s economic problems. He 
praised statements from European 
leaders, comparing them to what 
he described as “the process that 
has been begun by the United States 
from the beginning of August, 
targeting the Turkish economy.”

Cavusoglu made many pledges, 
including accelerated judicial 
reform. He mentioned freedoms 
and fundamental rights and he 
called for the restarting of talks to 
modernise the customs union with 
the European Union.

About an hour after the event, 
Omer Celik, spokesman for 
Erdogan’s Justice and Development 
Party (AKP), was in front of the 
cameras. Celik, who is regarded 
part of Erdogan’s inner circle, said 
that sit-in protests such as by the 
Saturday Mothers would no longer 
be tolerated.

The Saturday Mothers, who have 
been seeking information about 
their relatives who disappeared in 
the 1980s and ‘90s, have protested 
in Istanbul for 700 weeks. On 
August 25, the sit-in was banned, 
leading to violence and the arrest 
of more than 40 people. Authorities 
on September 1 refused to allow a 
Saturday Mother demonstration.

Even as the “reform group” was 
talking about bringing Turkey’s 
European membership process on 
track, there were reports on revival 
of the death penalty. Erdogan and 
Devlet Bahceli of the Nationalist 
Movement Party, which is in a 
coalition with AKP, reportedly 
agreed to reintroduce the death 

penalty for certain crimes, including 
acts of terror.

To call these signals mixed would 
be an understatement. What’s 
complicating matters is French 
President Emmanuel Macron’s recent 
statement to his country’s assembled 
diplomats. Macron asked: “Do we 
think today that in a clear and honest 
manner we can continue accession 
negotiations with Turkey to join the 
European Union?”

He said the Erdogan administration 
had a “pan-Islamic project that is 
contrary to European values.” He 
argued that the European Union 
should focus on building a “strategic 
partnership” with Ankara. It was 
time, he said, for an end to the 
“hypocrisy” of the 13-years-old 
accession talks.

With this, Paris joined Vienna (and 
Nicosia) in declaring itself solidly 
against Turkish membership of the 
European Union. Many other EU 
members agree with that position 
and are supportive, at least behind 
closed doors.

Undeniably, Erdogan’s decisive 
ending of the reform process over 
the past six years has been helpful 
in creating a strong pretext for a 
consolidated European position on 
Turkish membership. Brussels will 
remain unwilling to move forward 
unless Turkey takes concrete steps to 
return to a democratic order.

However, the major question 
remains: Will, as Macron hopes, the 
hypocrisy end? The fact is Turkey 
has long been a strategic partner of 
the West. The issue here is hiding a 

transactional partnership behind a 
marketable brand for all the parties.

Given the collapse of rule of law 
and separation of powers in Turkey, 
the game is over for Ankara in 
terms of EU membership and even 
European visa liberalisation unless 
massive attempts are made to 
restore the system.

The hope in Ankara, under 
immense strain due to economic 
decline and a historic rupture 
with the United States, is that 
economic relations with its biggest 
trading partner are saved through a 
modernised customs union.

The European Union’s concern 
about Turkey is genuine. By any 
means necessary it will push for 
a transactional partnership to 
secure three fronts and serve its 
self-interest. It wants Erdogan 
to maintain curbs on the Syrian 
refugee flow and block Turkish 
dissidents from fleeing to the 
European Union. Turkey should 
continue to serve as a buffer 
against the jihadist threat and trade 
between Turkey and the European 
Union should continue, free of 
commitments imposed by the 
accession process.

There is no room for false hopes. 
Erdogan’s critics say the new thaw 
is but a shadow play and cannot 
obscure the despair in Ankara, 
as Turkey becomes ever more 
ungovernable.

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

Erdogan’s 
administration 
appears to be 
entirely 
without 
compass with 
respect to the 
world map. I 

n an episode of the Ameri-
can television series “House 
of Cards,” President Francis 
Underwood tells his wife and 
aides about a person who lacks 
“a North Star,” which is to say 

he can change alliances and loyal-
ties all too easily.

These days, many are wondering 
if the same might be true of decision 
makers in Ankara.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s administration appears 
to be entirely without compass with 
respect to the world map. Or, to use 
another analogy, like a tired starfish, 
Turkey is drifting with the tide, 
sometimes on one part of the shore, 
sometimes on the other.

August 29 offered a spectacular 
example of the depths of the 
confusion, or, as some observers say, 
despair. Four members of Erdogan’s 
cabinet urgently met with the media 
and declared a “reform group” for 
the EU accession process was now 
in action. The cabinet members 
were Justice Minister Abdulhamit 
Gul, Foreign Affairs Minister 
Mevlut Cavusoglu, Interior Minister 
Suleyman Soylu and Treasury and 
Finance Minister Berat Albayrak.

It was apparent the meeting was 
initiated by Albayrak because of 

Yavuz Baydar

On pins and 
needles. People 
walk past a row of 
automated teller 
machines in the 
district of Levent 
in Istanbul, on 
August 15.      (AFP)
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Debate Iran
Tehran wants to drag Lebanon deeper into the Syrian mire

There does seem to be a sort of 
international collusion to remove 
the Iranian exception in the region 
just as there was collusion to 
remove Syria and Hezbollah from 
Lebanon 14 years ago.

Drawing parallels between 
current conditions and those 14 
years ago leads to one result. The 
international and regional contexts 
have changed in ways that make it 
difficult for Tehran, Damascus and 
Hezbollah to weather oncoming 
storms by creating a new May 
7 coalition or by overthrowing 
Lebanese Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri as they had done in 2011 or 
by finding an alternate candidate to 
head the Lebanese cabinet.

In Beirut, whenever voices rise 
alluding to sidestepping the services 
of Lebanese President Michel Aoun, 
of the Future Movement Party, 
almost immediately they are echoed 
by calls for restraint. International 
powers have indicated they are 
looking forward to a balanced and 
inclusive government headed by 
Saad Hariri.

He is aware of that. He has enough 
internal and external assurances 
to allow him to resist the various 
pressures. He knows that he is 
crucial to the Russian era in Syria 
even though Lebanese Foreign 
Minister Gebran Bassil seems to 
think otherwise.

Hariri recently informed a Russian 

delegation, headed by Russian 
President Vladimir Putin’s personal 
envoy Alexander Lavrentiev, of his 
refusal to trade off the return of 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon with 
Lebanon’s normalising relations 
with the Syrian regime. Lavrentiev 
seemed to understand Hariri’s 
position. After all, Moscow cannot 
expect Lebanon to accept what 
Moscow failed to sell to Paris, Berlin 
and Washington.

Putin was informed of the 
unacceptability of Moscow’s project 
by German Chancellor Angela 
Merkel and perhaps even by US 
President Donald Trump. French 
President Emmanuel Macron insists 
that Paris will not release funds for 
Syria’s reconstruction before there is 
an internationally accepted political 
solution in Syria.

It seems the only backing for 
Moscow’s initiative came from 
Bassil. Clearly, it was going 
nowhere.

It seems that Hezbollah and 
its allies cannot control the 
dynamics surrounding forming a 
new government in Lebanon. A 
Hezbollah minister visited Syria 
and its parliamentary bloc issued 
a statement inviting Beirut to 
normalise ties with Damascus. It 
was rumoured that Aoun had a 
phone conversation with Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, while 
Aoun’s son-in-law, Bassil, insisted 

that normalisation with Syria was 
inevitable, a view that seems to be 
shared by Amal Movement head 
Nabih Berri.

The difficult birth of a new 
government in Lebanon is far from 
being hampered by questions of 
quotas and which party should 
get what portfolio. Rather, go back 
to the issues that erupted after 
Rafik Hariri’s assassination. They 
were issues linked to fundamental 
questions about Lebanon’s 
character and its role.

One camp is adamant that 
Lebanon remain sovereign, 
independent, in harmony with 
its Arab context and respectful of 
its international commitments. 
Another camp wants it subservient 
to the Iranian and Syrian agendas, 
antagonistic with its Arab 
environment and in conflict with 
the world’s major powers.

Curiously, Lebanon’s normalising 
ties with the Syrian regime is not a 
priority for Moscow. The sense of 
urgency in Lebanon comes from 
Tehran’s tactics and its need to 
strengthen its influence in Syria by 
dragging Lebanon deeper into the 
Syrian mire. Iranian Major-General 
Qassem Soleimani’s claim that 
Hezbollah controls 74 seats in the 
Lebanese parliament exaggerates 
Tehran’s influence in Lebanon and 
ties it with its influence in Syria and 
Iraq.

Hariri is aware of the complexities 
of the current context. He carefully 
read Moscow’s messages, heard 
what international envoys said 
regarding Syria and Lebanon and 
felt the pressure mounting against 
Iran. That is why he remains 
steadfast, patient and collected in 
his approach to forming Lebanon’s 
new cabinet.

It was said in Beirut that Hariri 
would have to give in to normalising 
ties with the Syrian regime when 
faced with Arab and international 
pressure. Just like Hezbollah, 
however, Hariri knows that no 
such pressure is coming his way 
but he is under no illusion that the 
international position regarding this 
issue is immutable, which makes his 
unflinching attitude risky. His own 
father paid dearly for his defiance.

Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese 
writer.

The international and regional 
contexts have changed in ways 
that make it difficult for Tehran, 
Damascus and Hezbollah to 
weather oncoming storms. 

 The oligarchs flaunt their 
fabulous wealth on the internet, 
use family connections to 
promote their careers and to 
further enrich themselves from 
public funds.

T 

he determination of 
party sizes and shares 
hampering the creation 
of a new Lebanese gov-
ernment is a reflection 
of another hidden war 

about reshaping the political map of 
the region.

Check the August 26 speech 
of Hezbollah Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah. As usual, it was 
replete with threats against “playing 
with fire” and recalled the tense 
conditions in Lebanon following 
the assassination of former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri.

The confrontations then 
warranted the involvement of 
major powers, as indicated by UN 
Security Council Resolution 1559 
and creation of the Special Tribunal 
for Lebanon to investigate Hariri’s 
assassination.

The September 2004 resolution 
demanded the withdrawal from 
Lebanon of all foreign forces and the 
dissolution of all internal militias. 
Syria had to withdraw its troops 
from Lebanon and Hezbollah had to 
disarm its militia. The Syrian regime 
had accused Hariri of plotting 
to have that resolution issued. 
He, therefore, was summoned to 
Damascus where he was scolded 
and threatened. In February 2005, 
he was assassinated.

Lebanon finds itself once again at 
a crucial turning point. The United 
States is leading a campaign that 
will decide Tehran’s weight and role 
in the Middle East. The pressure 
is essentially from Washington 
but other major powers are unable 
to shield Iran from the American 
storm.

Mohamad Kawas

Iranian oligarchs bask in wealth while others suffer
families” of the Pahlavi era giving 
way to another “thousand families” 
in control of the country’s wealth. 
Worse, the newly rich Iranians have 
set aside any pretence of modesty 
and display their wealth with 
unprecedented vulgarity.

One example is Yasaman 
Eshraghi, great granddaughter 
of Grand Ayatollah Ruhollah 
Khomeini, the founder of 
the Islamic Republic and 
self-proclaimed leader of the 
“dispossessed” (Mostazafin) of the 
world.

During a recent visit to London, 
Eshraghi showed a $3,800 Dolce & 
Gabbana handbag on Instagram. 
In a selfie, she showed off an 
expensive BMW car. Her mother, 
Naimeh, came to her daughter’s 
defence but ended up revealing 
more about the luxurious lifestyle 
of the Khomeinis.

Yes, they live in the upper-class 
neighbourhood of Niavaran, close 
to the shah’s palace, Naimeh 
admitted but “that is for security 
reasons.” The BMW possibly 
belonged to a friend and “we never 
capitalised on our connections to 
enrich ourselves. My father was 
wealthy to begin with.”

By the way, “we have nothing 
against wealth”! In the same 
interview, she contradicted herself 
by claiming the Khomeinis live a 
modest middle-class life.

Another claimant to a modest 
middle-class life is Morteza 
Moradian, Iran’s ambassador 
to Denmark. Moradian threw a 
lavish party in Tehran’s upper-
class Shahrak-e Gharb for his son’s 

marriage to Anashid, a photo model. 
Photos of the wedding party found 
their way to the internet — and 
infuriated many Iranians.

How much does a public servant 
make to be able to throw such a 
party?

Moradian’s daughter-in-law 
Anashid gave an interview 
defending her family’s “ascetic” 
lifestyle. In another interview, she 
defended her foreign travels and the 
wearing of foreign luxury brands as 
follows: “It’s because we have no 
brands in Iran!”

Other “sons of notables” display 
their contempt for the average 
Iranian much more openly. 
Mohammad-Reza Sobhani, also 
known as Sasha, who is the son 
of a former Iranian ambassador 
to Venezuela, systematically 
uploads photos of himself enjoying 
champagne at the pool, occasionally 
with naked women in the 
background. Other photos show him 
driving a Bugatti and lighting his 
cigarette with dollar bills. In a recent 
video on Instagram, he urged people 
not to be so nosy about his lavish 
lifestyle: “Instead of envying me, go 
make some money. If you can’t make 
money and you can’t make a living, 
die. Full Stop!”

The August 5 arrest of Ahmad 
Araghchi, nephew of Abbas 
Araghchi, nuclear negotiator and 
deputy foreign minister, provides 
yet another example of the 
behaviour of regime oligarchs. The 
Araghchis are a traditional, religious 
and wealthy family from Isfahan and 
have significantly increased their 
wealth in the past four decades.

They shifted sides during 
the revolution to preserve the 
family fortune. Under the Islamic 
Republic, the family, which was 
originally in the carpet business, 
infiltrated powerful positions.

Recently, the Araghchis took a 
step too far by securing a job for 
Ahmad Araghchi, 39, as foreign 
exchange director at the Central 
Bank. The appointment provoked 
a public outcry. Iranian bloggers 
and the newspapers too mockingly 
praised the “good genes” of the 
young Araghchi. His genes, they 
said, had secured him such a 
senior position with no relevant 
professional experience.

Then, Ahmad Araghchi was 
arrested along with 12 other Central 
Bank officials and more than 100 
banking sector officials were barred 
from leaving Iran. The grounds for 
the arrests are not clear. However, 
there is speculation about abuse 
of access to insider information 
on Central Bank policies. This to 
help relatives buy gold and foreign 
currency at the subsidised official 
rate and thereby secure their 
wealth.

Needless to say, Iranians with no 
access to privileged information, 
foreign currency or gold could not 
secure their meagre savings.

Iranians are watching the 
luxurious lifestyle of the sons and 
daughters of the revolutionary 
regime in bitter silence but that 
may be the calm before the storm.

Ali Alfoneh is a visiting scholar
at the Arab Gulf States Institute
in Washington.

Iranians are 
watching the 
luxurious 
lifestyle of the 
sons and 
daughters of the 
revolutionary 
regime in bitter 
silence but that 
may be the calm 
before the storm.W 

hile many 
Iranians suffer 
because the rial 
is in free fall and 
cut expenses 
drastically but 

still can’t make ends meet, they see 
the oligarchs of the Islamic Repub-
lic live life large.

The oligarchs flaunt their 
fabulous wealth on the internet, 
use family connections to promote 
their careers and to further enrich 
themselves from public funds. 
For the Iranian public, this is a 
sad reminder of the “thousand 
families” (Hezar Famil), or the 
oligarchy, which allegedly ruled 
Iran prior to the revolution. It is 
also a reminder of the revolutionary 
regime’s promise to replace the 
oligarchic system with equality and 
meritocracy.

It appears the oligarchy remains 
intact, with the “thousand 

Ali Alfoneh

Changed 
dynamics. 
Syrian 
refugees, 
who 
had left 
Lebanon 
arrive in 
Qalamoun, 
on June 28.

(Reuters)



16 September 2, 2018

London

W 

ith reports of a radical 
neo-Nazi group gain-
ing strength in Nordic 
countries and recent 

far-right, anti-migrant protesters 
in Germany performing a Nazi sa-
lute, many expressed fears that 
neo-Nazism could be on the rise in 
Europe.

The neo-Nazi Nordic Resistance 
Movement (NRM) has seen its pro-
file raised after its protests and 
marches. The group, founded in 
Sweden 21 years ago, has chapters 
in Finland, Norway, Iceland and 
Denmark.

Increased scrutiny of NRM 
comes not just following reports of 
its members confronting — some-
times violently — migrants and 
refugees but because the group is 
to compete in its first elections in 
Sweden.

The group is open about its ad-
miration for Nazism. NRM Swedish 
leader Simon Lindberg, in an inter-
view with Russia Today, described 
Adolf Hitler as a “very, very good 
person for the German people.”

“He did what was necessary 
to secure his people’s freedom,” 
Lindberg said. “We’re National So-
cialists, as Hitler was, and we do 
whatever it takes to take our na-
tion back.”

Researchers at the Centre for 
Research on Extremism (C-REX) 
at the University of Oslo said NMR 
membership was relatively low but 
has been growing in recent years, 
possibly because of rising anti-mi-
grant sentiment.

“The NRM has been growing 
slowly but surely since the group 
was established in the late 1990s. 
Until now, the group has not had 
any ambitions about growing fast. 
They have been more concerned 
with recruiting capable and dedi-
cated members,” said Jacob Aas-

land Ravndal, a postdoctoral fel-
low at C-REX.

The NRM is to participate in 
Swedish elections on September 
9. Although the party is not ex-
pected to pass the 4% threshold to 
enter parliament, many expressed 
dismay that a party that openly 
espouses neo-Nazi views is partici-
pating in elections.

“Whether this [recruitment] 
might change with [its] parliamen-
tary debut is too early to conclude. 
My prediction would be that [NRM] 
might still grow a little but that 
[its] extreme, fundamentalist and 
highly conspiratorial worldview 
has limited appeal to a relatively 
well-educated and rather liberal 
and modern people,” Ravndal said.

He acknowledged that Swedish 
authorities faced a dilemma in how 
to handle NRM because banning 
the group would drive its members 
underground, giving them more 
legitimacy among supporters.

He said Swedish authorities 
should treat NRM as they would 
any other political group, as long 
as it acts within the law. “However, 
once it moves beyond that, which 
[the group does] frequently, swift 
reactions with clear consequences 
are needed,” Ravndal said.

Germany is on the opposite end 
of the spectrum in terms of deal-
ing with neo-Nazi groups. Despite 
that, far-right, anti-migrant pro-
tests in Germany have been much 
larger than similar events in Scan-
dinavia, drawing thousands of 
supporters, including many who 
flashed illegal Nazi-era salutes.

Protests in Chemnitz in eastern 
Germany involved 6,000 people 
protesting the death of a German 
national in a fight involving foreign 
nationals. Two men — a Syrian and 
Iraqi — are in custody suspected of 
stabbing and killing a 35-year-old 
man.

Chemnitz has a strong presence 
of far-right anti-immigration par-
ties and groups, including the Al-
ternative for Germany party and 

the Pegida movement, supporters 
of whom flocked to rallies in the 
city.

The situation in Germany is far 
from clear-cut, with much being 
made about the fact that the vic-
tim of the stabbing was a second-
generation immigrant of mixed 
German and Cuban parentage.

A half-Cuban woman who grew 
up with the victim, Nancy Lars-
sen, complained that many in the 
media were misrepresenting the 
crime, fuelling the anti-migrant 
far-right protest.

“It’s sad that, in the media, 
they’re just saying that a German 
has died and that’s why all the 
neo-Nazis and hooligans are out 

but the media should describe who 
died and what skin colour he had 
because I don’t think they’d be do-
ing all this if they knew,” she told 
Deutsche Welle.

Germany authorities sought to 
calm the furore in Chemnitz, in-
cluding investigating protesters 
performing the Nazi salute and 
checking how arrest warrants in 
the stabbing case were leaked to 
the media.

A statement August 28 from the 
office of German Chancellor An-
gela Merkel called for calm.

“We don’t tolerate such unlaw-
ful assemblies and the hounding of 
people who look different or have 
different origins and attempts to 

spread hatred on the streets,” the 
statement said.

“That has no place in our cities 
and we, as the German govern-
ment, condemn it in the strong-
est terms. Our basic message for 
Chemnitz and beyond is that there 
is no place in Germany for vigi-
lante justice, for groups that want 
to spread hatred on the streets, for 
intolerance and for extremism.”

However, protests were still rag-
ing days later with demonstrators 
giving the Nazi salute and chanting 
“Germany for the Germans. For-
eigners out.”

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

Neo-Nazism ‘spreading hatred on the streets’ of Europe
Mahmud el-Shafey

Special Focus Far Right in Europe

Reason for concern. Supporters of the neo-Nazi Nordic Resistance Movement chant slogans during a 
demonstration in Stockholm, on August 25.          (TT News Agency via AP)

N
othing illustrates 
the rising intoler-
ance on immigra-
tion, be it legal or 
illegal, in Europe 
than the violent 

riots in the eastern German 
town of Chemnitz and the 
political panic attack that 
characterises the run-up to the 
elections in Sweden.

Whatever the cause of the 
riots in Chemnitz, the sight of 
mobs hunting foreigners through 
the streets is uncomfortably 
reminiscent of civil war and Nazi 
pogroms. Security experts said 
there was evidence rioters had 
been mobilised from groups 
around the country and else-
where in Europe.

The violence in Swedish cities 
is the prelude to the September 9 
general election, which has been 
fought amid bitter debates about 
immigration, integration, crime 
and populism.

The Sweden Democrats, a 
party that was for years regarded 
as a sinister group of far-right 
cranks, looks like it may end up 
with more votes than the tradi-
tionally conservative and social-
ist parties. The party no longer 
hides its nastiness. Its represent-
atives can be caught voicing the 
most egregious opinions. People 
will vote for them anyway.

It was the refugee crisis in Swe-
den, as in Germany, that gave 
the populist right a boost. Three 
years ago, Sweden had 162,000 
people applying for asylum, 
35,000 of whom were unaccom-
panied children. The govern-
ment aimed to make Sweden a 
“humanitarian superpower” and 
no other party objected to this 

open-door policy. The aim back-
fired in spectacular fashion.

Paradoxically, figures from 
the National Council for Crime 
Prevention show a steady decline 
in many crimes — physical as-
saults and car theft. The offences 
on the rise, however, are spec-
tacular — burned-out cars and 
organised crime. Murder is up 
40% since 2012; the number 
of homicides has more than 
doubled in ten years and it is five 
times more common for a young 
man in Sweden to be shot and 
killed than in Britain.

Not all of this is attributable 
to immigrants but the novelty of 
schools and carts being torched 
has set Sweden on fire politically. 
The naivety of traditional politi-
cal parties, not least on the left, 
is breathtaking.

It is worth noting too that 
many Swedes say their country 
is moving in the wrong direction. 
Income inequality has been since 
the mid-1980s growing faster 
in Sweden than in any other 
member of the Organisation 
for Economic Co-operation and 
Development.

The growing income gap can 
be traced to reforms in the 1990s 
that reduced the tax burden on 
the wealthiest citizens. Since the 
financial crisis, the proportion 
of Swedes at risk of poverty — 
defined as having a disposable 
income less than 60% of the na-
tional medium — has been grow-
ing at one of the fastest rates in 
the European Union.

The risk of falling into poverty 
depends on where you were 
born. While 13% of Swedish-born 
residents were at risk of poverty 
in 2016, the same was true for 

one-third of those born abroad, 
the Confederation of Swedish 
Enterprise stated.

The rising prevalence of eco-
nomically marginalised residents 
born abroad has coincided with 
a steady growth in immigra-
tion. In 2017, the country issued 
more than three times as many 
residency permits as in 1998, 
figures from the Swedish Migrant 
Agency indicate. The number 
was down from the year before 
when the country was process-
ing asylum applications from 
163,000 people who went to the 
country of 10 million in 2015.

The challenge of labour inte-
gration is tough. A growing num-
ber of people born abroad work 
in Sweden. In the eight years to 
2016, 214,000 jobs were created 
and the majority were filled by 
people born abroad, data from 
Statistics Sweden indicate.

Over the same period, the 
number of people of working 
age born in Sweden decreased 
by 166,000 while the figure 
for those born abroad rose by 
400,000. The number of unem-
ployed people born in Sweden 
has been in steady decline since 
the financial crisis but the num-
ber of unemployed migrants has 
risen. The same data indicate 
that the growth in the proportion 
of migrants without secondary 
education is the reason for the 
trend. Integrating those with a 
low level of education remains 
a huge challenge. The educa-
tion gap between those born in 
Sweden and those born abroad is 
growing.

All of which helps explain why 
Swedes are split over their view 
of the country. The Novus survey 

revealed that optimism for the 
future runs along political affili-
ation; 62% of those intending to 
vote for a party on the left said 
their country was moving in the 
right direction and 92% of sup-
porters of the anti-immigration 
Sweden Democrats said the 
opposite.

One feature that has been 
recently highlighted in Germany 
but applies to Sweden and, more 
broadly across the continent, is 
the manner in which populist 
talk shows fuel the rise of the far 
right.

The managing director of Ger-
many’s most powerful cultural 
body, the German Cultural Coun-
cil, Olaf Zimmermann, has called 
for the plug to be pulled on the 
nation’s multitude of political 
talk shows for a year. Public 
broadcasters need to rethink a 
format that has helped cement 
gloom-ridden public attitudes 
towards refugees and Islam and 
propelled the right-wing Alter-
native for Germany party into 
parliament.

What is true in Germany is 
true, with varying degrees, 
across Europe, where think-
tanks obsess about radical Islam 
and terrorism but have quite 
forgotten that major EU pow-
ers, in alliance with the United 
States, have, by destroying Iraq 
and pushing through inept poli-
cies in Libya and Afghanistan, 
helped fuel the wave of populism 
that is destroying trust between 
countries in the Mediterranean 
region.

Francis Ghilès is an associate fel-
low at the Barcelona Centre for 
International Affairs.

Intolerance in Europe is destroying trust in Mediterranean region
Viewpoint

Francis Ghilès

Major EU powers, in 
alliance with the US, 
have, by destroying 
Iraq and pushing 
through inept policies 
in Libya and 
Afghanistan, helped 
to fuel the wave of 
populism. 



17September 2, 2018

Istanbul

V 

iolent action by Turkish 
police against a sit-in pro-
test by women in Istanbul 
could make it harder for 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
government to win closer ties with 
Europe amid a crisis in relations 
with the United States.

Officers used tear gas and water 
cannons to disperse a crowd in cen-
tral Istanbul on August 25. Police 
closed off Istiklal Caddesi, Istan-
bul’s main shopping street, chan-
nelling bewildered tourists, who 
normally fill the street during the 
summer holiday season, onto side 
streets.

Approximately 50 people were 
detained during the unrest but 
were released. Police officers physi-
cally attacked opposition lawmak-
ers who went to show support for 
the so-called “Saturday Mothers,” 
women demanding justice for their 
relatives who disappeared during 
violence in the Kurdish region in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Several days 
after the confrontation, the govern-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) said demonstrations by the 
women would be banned but activ-
ists said the weekly rallies would 
continue.

A massive police presence pre-
vented a march on September 1 
from reaching Istiklal Caddesi. Pro-
testers said they would return Sep-
tember 8.

Critics in Turkey and Europe said 
the Erdogan government violated 
democratic norms of the European 
Union, which Turkey wants to join, 
in a crackdown on dissent since the 
failed coup attempt in 2016. Ankara 
insists it is committed to democrat-
ic rules but must defend the state 
against deadly enemies.

Mithat Sancar, a deputy speaker 
of Turkey’s parliament and a mem-
ber of the pro-Kurdish opposition 
group Peoples’ Democratic Party, 
said the Istanbul sit-in was banned 
by authorities only hours before it 
was scheduled to start.

Even after the official end of Tur-
key’s state of emergency in July, the 
Erdogan government is determined 
to crush all forms of public dis-
sent, Sancar said in an interview at 
the scene as the police action took 
place. “They think: ‘No one can do 

anything against us, not even inter-
nationally,’” he said. “Human rights 
and European values are being 
trampled upon every day.”

The police action occurred before 
a visit by German Foreign Minister 
Heiko Maas to Ankara on Septem-
ber 5 and a state visit by Erdogan to 
Berlin on September 28. Ankara has 
signalled it wanted to strengthen 
political and economic relations 
with Europe as a counterweight 
against worsening ties with the 
United States as a row over the de-
tention of US missionary Andrew 
Brunson in Turkey simmers.

Sancar said the government of 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
should make it clear that upholding 
human rights was a precondition 
for better ties. “Germany has to ad-
dress this” in the upcoming meet-
ings, he said.

Riot police on August 25 dis-
persed unarmed female protest-
ers and their supporters who had 
planned to attend the 700th meet-
ing of the Saturday Mothers in Is-
tanbul.

Following the example of the 
Mothers of Plaza de Mayo, a move-
ment demanding justice for victims 
of Argentina’s military dictatorship, 
Turkey’s Saturday Mothers have 
been campaigning regularly on Gal-
atasaray Square on Istiklal Caddesi 
since 1995. They want information 
on the fate of relatives who disap-
peared when the Turkish state used 
extrajudicial killings to fight alleged 
Kurdish extremists.

Human rights activists say thou-
sands of people died in what they 
call a dirty war against alleged 
Kurdish activists. Among the par-
ticipants led away by police on Au-
gust 25 was Emine Ocak, 82, whose 
son Hasan disappeared in 1995 and 
whose body has never been found.

Erdogan met with some of the 
Saturday Mothers in 2011 and 
promised to help them to investi-
gate possible crimes by the state 
but his government banned the 
demonstration on August 25, ar-
guing the meeting was supported 
by the outlawed separatist group 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party, seen as 

a terrorist organisation by Turkey 
and the West.

Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu 
said extremists were trying to use 
the Saturday Mothers for their own 
ends. “Were we supposed to close 
our eyes to motherhood being ex-
ploited by terrorist organisations 
and being used as a pretext for ter-
ror?” he asked.

Sancar said the Erdogan govern-
ment, which was shaken by coun-
trywide unrest in 2013, was nerv-
ous because the meeting of the 
Saturday Mothers had attracted 
support throughout Turkey’s op-
position. “They are afraid of mass 
protest,” Sancar said.

Emma Sinclair-Webb, Turkey di-
rector of Human Rights Watch, de-
scribed the detentions as “shame-
ful, cruel treatment of families 
seeking justice for state crimes.” 
Demonstrators in Istanbul said they 
would return to Galatasaray Square 
despite the police intervention.

The violence came as politi-
cians in Germany debate possible 
economic assistance measures for 
Turkey, where the currency, the 
lira, has lost almost 40% of its val-
ue against the US dollar since the 
start of the year. The crisis has been 
made worse by the row with the 
United States over the detention 
of Brunson. Washington has intro-
duced economic sanctions against 
Ankara and has threatened addi-
tional punitive measures.

To enlist European help, the 
Turkish government said it would 
revive EU-inspired reforms, an area 
that has been dormant for years. A 
meeting of a governmental com-
mittee overseeing reform policies 
was the first such gathering since 
2015. Government critics dismissed 
the move as window dressing. and 
prominent columnist Hasan Cemal 
called it “a joke.”

Rebecca Harms, a member of the 
EU parliament for the German Green 
Party, said Merkel’s government 
should “not act as if Turkey was on 
its way to normalisation, domesti-
cally or in its foreign relations.”

Responding to questions via e-
mail, Harms said Merkel should 
take Erdogan to task during the 
Turkish president’s visit to Berlin, 
his first trip to the German capital 
in four years. The chancellor should 
tell Erdogan “that relations with 
Turkey only get worse” if Ankara 
keeps its current course, Harms 
said.

Washington

U 

S President Donald Trump’s 
decision to cut $200 mil-
lion in aid to Palestinians 
has been assailed by a wide 

range of officials, including US sena-
tors, a former ambassador to Israel 
and a former Israeli military spokes-
man who said the aid reduction 
would further destabilise the region.

The cut, announced August 23, 
marked another attempt by the 
Trump administration to force Pal-
estinian leaders to negotiate a peace 
plan with Israel. 

US State Department spokeswom-
an Heather Nauert defended the $200 
million aid reduction to journalists 
who noted the money goes directly 
to help Palestinians in Gaza and the 
West Bank and does not go through 
the Palestinian Authority, which 
Trump has sharply criticised.

“That money at this time is not in 
the best interests of the US national 
interest and also at this time does not 
provide value to the US taxpayer,” 
Nauert said, blaming the humanitar-
ian crisis in Gaza on Hamas, which 
controls the area.

Nauert said other countries should 
“step up and take responsibility” for 
aiding Palestinians. “We believe that 
the United States alone does not have 
to shoulder a disproportionate share 
of financing programmes overseas. 
The United States is the most gener-
ous country in the world and we con-
tinue by and large to be the most sig-
nificant donor to many programmes 
around the world.”

The Trump administration’s aid 
announcement was the same day 
that Sean Carroll, president of the 
relief group Anera, said conditions in 
Gaza were deteriorating each day.

“Gaza is on the brink of catastro-
phe,” Carroll said during a presenta-
tion at the Arab Centre Washington 
DC. The unemployment rate recently 

jumped from 49% to 59% while the 
electricity supply has fallen in half, 
to about four hours a day, in the past 
year and hospitals are starved of 
drugs and medical supplies, Carroll 
said.

The cut in aid to the Palestinians 
was assailed for punishing Palestin-
ians and exacerbating political ten-
sions. Noting that Gazans are “al-
ready suffering severe hardships,” US 
Senator Patrick Leahy, a Democrat 
from Vermont, said the Palestinian 
people “will most directly suffer the 
consequences of this callous and ill-
advised attempt to respond to Israel’s 
security concerns.”

Daniel Shapiro, the US ambassador 
to Israel during the Obama adminis-
tration, said the aid cut is “a terrible 
decision by Trump’s team, which 
seems to think it will put pressure on 
the Palestinians to come to the table 
(it won’t).”

The $200 million cut represents a 
majority of the $250 million in Pal-
estinian aid that Trump and the US 
Congress approved for this fiscal year. 
Most of the money that has been re-
leased went to support the Palestin-
ian Authority’s security forces.

Peter Lerner, a former spokesman 
for the Israel Defence Forces, wrote 
in the Israeli newspaper Haaretz that 
the aid cut would “only empower the 
radicals” and that “hard-balling the 
Palestinians into submission is likely 
to blow up on Israel’s doorstep.”

The United States announced the 
cut in aid to Palestinian days after it 
said it would not fund $230 million to 
help stabilise Syria as Trump tries to 
withdraw the United States from the 
Syrian conflict. That move drew lit-
tle reaction because US officials said 
the cut would be more than offset 
by an additional $300 million that is 
to be provided by various countries, 
notably US ally Saudi Arabia, which 
pledged $100 million.

US officials have not said how 
the money originally earmarked for 
the Palestinians and Syria would be 
spent.

Tunis

T 

he United States said it is 
cutting all funding to the 
main United Nations’ refu-
gee programme.

The US State Department said in 
a statement August 31 that, in ad-
dition to inadequate “burden shar-
ing” in supporting the work of the 
UN Relief and Works Agency for 
Palestine Refugees in the Near East 
(UNRWA), “The United States will 
no longer commit further funding 
to this irredeemably flawed opera-
tion.”

An unidentified US official told 
the Washington Post that the fund-
ing cut was part of a wider move to 
dramatically reduce the number of 
people recognised as Palestinian 
refugees by the United Nations.

The organisation considers ap-
proximately 5 million people, in-
cluding descendants of the hun-
dreds of thousands displaced since 
the Nakba who were alive when the 
agency was established in Decem-
ber 1949, as refugees.

The US move has been interpret-
ed by some as a less-than-subtle at-
tempt by the Trump administration 
to dismiss one of the sticking points 
in any peace negotiation, the Pal-
estinians’ right of return to homes 
they left or were forced from when 
the state of Israel was established.

US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley, asked during a 
discussion August 27 at a Washing-

ton think-tank if the United States 
should “get the right of return off 
the table,” said: “I do agree with that 
… I absolutely think we have to look 
at right of return.”

UNRWA spokesman Chris Gun-
ness posted on Twitter: “We reject 
in the strongest possible terms the 
criticism that UNRWA’s schools, 
health centres and emergency assis-
tance programs are ‘irredeemably 
flawed’.”

Concern over the agency’s future 
comes as European and Arab coun-
tries pledge to protect UNRWA, with 
Germany promising a significant in-
crease in financial backing. German 
Foreign Minister Heiko Maas told 
Reuters: “The loss of this organisa-
tion could unleash an uncontrolla-
ble chain reaction.”

Maas cautioned that the added 
German funds would not be enough 
to cover a $217 million deficit left by 
the US withdrawal and urged the 
European Union and other states to 
work towards “a sustainable finance 
basis for the organisation.”

The United States has provided 
approximately one-third of the UN-
RWA’s $1.1 billion annual budget but 
earlier this year cut a scheduled pay-
ment of $130 million to $65 million, 
insisting that the UNWRA needed to 
make various unspecified reforms.

A spokesman for Palestinian Pres-
ident Mahmoud Abbas character-
ised the United States’ move as an 
“assault” against his people.

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

Violent police crackdown 
casts shadow on Turkey’s 
rapprochement with Europe

US cuts bilateral aid to 
Palestinians to force leaders 
to negotiate deal with Israel
Thomas Frank

Thomas Seibert

Simon Speakman Cordall

Violent answer. Pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP) lawmakers scuffle with plainclothes 
policemen in Istanbul, on August 25.                                                                              (Reuters)
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Washington also ends funding to 
UN’s Palestinian refugee programme

The violence came as 
politicians in Germany 
debate possible 
economic assistance 
measures for Turkey.
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Cairo

A 

dispute about the Egyp-
tian Finance Ministry 
seeking to punish compa-
nies that fail to pay taxes 

exposed the scale of tax evasion in 
Egypt and government’s problem 
in collecting corporate taxes.

Head of the Tax Authority Emad 
Samy said his agency would pro-
pose an amendment of the tax law 
to give the finance minister the 
right to obtain bank information 
about companies that submit un-
realistic tax statements.

The amendment, he said, would 
only address tax evasion as a prob-
lem and the proposed access would 
only concern companies and indi-
viduals that submit tax statements 
believed by the authority not to 
match real income figures.

However, Central Bank of Egypt 
Governor Tarek Amer described 
the accounts of bank clients, in-
cluding those of companies, as a 
“red line.” He said nobody has the 
right to obtain information about 
accounts in Egypt’s banks, noting 
that he would not allow anybody 
to compromise the independence 
of the central bank.

Amer, economists said, was try-
ing to stop a potential confidence 
crisis in the Egyptian banking sys-
tem, even though Article 99 of the 
income tax law gives the Finance 
Ministry the right to information 
about banking accounts after get-
ting permission from the Court of 
Cassation.

The Finance Ministry’s and Tax 
Authority’s move exposes con-
cerns regarding the drop in tax rev-
enues because of rampant evasion.

“The extent of tax evasion in 
our country is enormous and this 
is a problem that needs a radical 
solution,” said Rashad Abdo, an 
economics professor at Cairo Uni-

versity. “Nonetheless, revealing 
the bank accounts of clients is not 
a solution.”

In the fiscal year 2016-17, the 
country lost $22.3 billion because 
of tax evaders, Samy said.

He said the Tax Authority only 
collected 40% of the taxes that 
should be paid by individuals and 
businesses, which is having mas-
sive repercussions on the national 
budget and the performance of the 
economy.

One of the main problems lies 
in Egypt’s informal economy, 
which analysts said was almost 
three times the size of its formal 
economy. Many in Egypt work in 
informal industries and without a 
formal contract, arrangements that 
are difficult to tax.

“This means that almost two-
thirds of those who should pay tax-
es do not pay them,” said Ashraf al-
Arabi, a member of the Economic 
Affairs Committee in the Egyptian 
parliament.

Tax evaders allegedly include 
some of the country’s celebrities. 
A famous singer and actress re-
portedly paid 5 Egyptian pounds 
(about $0.28) in taxes last year 
even as her earnings were believed 
to be in the millions of pounds. A 
Lebanese singer also paid 5 pounds 
in taxes, local media reported.

Likely seeking to pacify Amer 
and a worried business commu-
nity, Finance Minister Mohamed 
Moiet said, only hours after Samy 
proposed an amendment to the tax 
law, that the head of the Tax Au-
thority had been misquoted.

He confirmed the independence 
of the Central Bank and the sanc-
tity of the accounts of bank clients. 
Despite this, few say the issue has 
been resolved.

Taxes are the largest single reve-
nue source in the Egyptian budget. 
Although they were only a frac-
tion of what should have been col-
lected, tax revenues in the 2016-17 
budget amounted to $21.2 billion, 

more than one-third of revenue.
In the current fiscal year, the 

government hopes to collect $43 
billion in taxes. Overall spending 
in the budget is projected at $78 
billion.

Financial planners hope the 
budget deficit in this fiscal year, 
which started in July, will not ex-
ceed 8.4% but failure to collect all 
due taxes means that those hopes 
will likely be dashed, economists 
said.

Despite improving economic 
indicators and optimism, thanks 
to successes of the country’s eco-
nomic reform programme, Egypt’s 

overall debts have reached $211 
billion, including $88 billion in for-
eign debts.

Those debts are expected to rise 
if tax collection staggers and tax 
evasion persists.

Lawmakers plan to question the 

finance minister and the head of 
the Tax Authority on the reasons 
for failures to adjust the tax sys-
tem.

“The Tax Authority should not 
treat its failure in tax collection by 
demanding access to secret bank 
accounts,” said MP Bassant Fahmi, 
another member of the Economic 
Affairs Committee. “Such state-
ments are catastrophic because 
they shatter confidence in the na-
tional banking system.”

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a Cairo-
based contributor to The Arab 
Weekly.

Tunis

T 

he Tunisian economy 
showed signs of growth 
during the second quarter 
of 2018, giving ammuni-

tion to Prime Minister Youssef 
Chahed in his promise to turn the 
country’s economic indicators 
“green by the end of 2019.”

However, the relatively strong 
numbers did little to help Chahed 
shore up political support in a gov-
ernment that has been fractured 
by infighting.

Tunisia’s Islamist Ennahda 
Movement, the main backer in 
Chahed’s coalition government, 
said the prime minister should 
step down if he aimed to run for 
presidential elections next year 
and a former minister predicted 
Chahed would resign after October 
15 because of shrinking political 
support.

The development raises con-
cerns about political instability in 
Tunisia, where eight governments 
since 2011 have been unable to ad-
dress the country’s social and eco-
nomic woes.

The state-run National Institute 
of Statistics on August 16 — almost 
two years after Chahed became 
prime minister — said economic 
growth for the April-June 2018 pe-
riod expanded 2.8% compared to 

the same quarter last year. That 
marked the highest growth rate 
since 2014.

Most economic sectors contrib-
uted to the growth. Previous pe-
riods of economic improvement 
were driven mostly by agriculture, 
which fluctuates based on weather 
and domestic consumption.

This comes after a 2.2% growth 
rate for the first quarter of 2018, 
making the growth rate for the first 
six months of the year 2.6%. The 
growth rate for the first half of 2017 
was 1.9%, the institute’s figures 
showed.

Tunisia’s economy grew at an 
average annual rate of 1.1% from 
2011-15, a figure considered anae-
mic for a middle-income country 
that registered an average growth 
of 5% in the two decades before 
2011.

This year’s growth was sup-
ported by a 2.4% expansion of the 
job-intensive and export-oriented 
textile and clothing industry, as 
well as 2.6% rise in the chemical 
business.

The non-manufacturing sector, 
which includes mining and energy, 
grew 1.3% on the back of recovery 
of key foreign currency earners 
phosphate and oil activities, which 
had stagnated due to social pro-
tests.

The country’s services sector 
rose 3.6%, bolstered by an 11.5% in-
crease in tourism. Tunisia expects 
record tourism, with more than 8 
million arrivals this season.

The National Institute of Sta-
tistics reported a 5.5% growth in 
the financial sector and a 3.2% in-
crease in communication and new 
technology businesses.

Despite the gains, many have 
yet to find relief from economic 
hardships that have hit the coun-
try since 2011. The unemployment 
rate, for example, was unchanged 
at 15.4%, which is the highest job-
lessness figure in the Maghreb.

The construction and building 
materials sector declined 2.3% be-
cause few middle-class families 
bought homes due to high infla-
tion and higher costs for loans.

Tunisia plunged into an eco-
nomic crisis after the 2011 ouster of 
President Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali. 
Since then, the Tunisian govern-
ment has failed to cut the budget 
deficit or tame inflation. Tunisia, 
with foreign currency reserves at 
their lowest in 20 years, needs $3 
billion in foreign loans this year to 
keep the economy afloat.

Tunisia reached a 4-year, $2.8 

billion loan deal with the Interna-
tional Monetary Fund in 2016 tied 
to economic reforms that included 
reducing the budget deficit, de-
preciating the local currency and 
dropping public sector wages as a 
proportion of the budget.

Chahed has weathered protests 
against reforms from around the 
country as well as political op-
position from within his own 
Nidaa Tounes party. In May, Nidaa 
Tounes Executive Director Hafedh 
Caid Essebsi, the son of Tunisian 
President Beji Caid Essebsi, said 
Chahed should step down, citing 
“multiple failures.”

Chahed’s stay in office, however, 
hinges on Ennahda, which previ-
ously refused to back a change 
in the head of government out of 
concern for “government stability” 
but, on August 16, Ennahda said 
Chahed must publicly relinquish 
any bid for the 2019 presidential 
race or lose the party’s backing in 
government.

Ennahda leaders said their po-
sition was to ensure the cabinet 
functioned efficiently to imple-
ment reforms and was neutral 

ahead of next year’s elections.
Analysts say the Islamist group 

aims to clear the way for party 
leader Rached Ghannouchi to run 
for president. Liberal parliament 
members and other centre-left po-
litical activists see Chahed as the 
only candidate who could beat an 
Islamist contender for the presi-
dency.

Chahed provided no comment 
on the debate and political bar-
gaining, including a threat by 
Nidaa Tounes to withdraw its min-
isters from the government.

Nidaa Tounes officials recently 
said Ennahda would drop support 
for Chahed as it did with his pre-
decessor, Habib Essid, to protect 
its truce with Nidaa Tounes and 
its founder, President Beji Caid Es-
sebsi.

“I expect based on information 
from insider sources that after Oc-
tober 15, which is the deadline for 
the government to submit the draft 
budget for 2019, Youssef Chahed 
will submit his resignation to the 
president of the republic,” former 
minister Hatem El Euch wrote on 
social media.

Hassan Abdel Zaher

Lamine Ghanmi

Lingering concerns. A man rides a bicycle in front of the Egyptian Stock Exchange in Cairo.     (Reuters)

Bitter options for Egypt as tax evasion persists

Signs of economic progress 
in Tunisia overshadowed 
by political instability

On August 16, Ennahda 
said Chahed must 
publicly relinquish any 
bid for the 2019 
presidential race or lose 
the party’s backing in 
government.

Troubled waters. View of containers at a loading terminal in the 
port of Rades in Tunis.          (Reuters)

“Almost two-thirds of those 
who should pay taxes do not 
pay them.”

Ashraf al-Arabi, a member of the 
Economic Affairs Committee in 
the Egyptian parliament
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I 

ran’s crude oil and condensate 
exports in August were ex-
pected to drop to less than 70 
million barrels for the first time 

since April 2017, well ahead of the 
early November implementation of 
the second round of US economic 
sanctions.

The United States asked buy-
ers of Iranian oil to cut imports to 
zero starting in November to force 
Tehran to negotiate a new nuclear 
agreement and to curb its influence 
in the Middle East.

The total volume of crude and 
condensate, an ultra-light oil pro-
duced from natural gas fields, to 
load in Iran in August was estimat-
ed at 64 million barrels (2.06 mil-
lion barrels per day), versus a peak 
of 92.8 million barrels (3.09 million 
barrels per day) in April, prelimi-
nary trade flows data on Thomson 
Reuters Eikon showed.

The National Iranian Oil Compa-
ny slashed its crude prices to keep 
buyer interest amid the August ex-
port drop. It has set the official sell-
ing price for Iranian Heavy crude 
for September loading at the big-
gest discount since 2004, Reuters 
and trade data indicated.

Iran is the third-largest producer 
among OPEC and benchmark oil 
futures traded in London surged to 
their highest since June in anticipa-
tion of the loss of Iranian supply.

Imports by its key customers all 
dropped in August as some buyers, 
banks and insurance companies 
have suspended dealings in Iranian 
oil.

Loadings bound for top customer 
China were expected to fall to 18.4 
million barrels in August, from 24 
million barrels in July, which was 
its highest monthly volume this 
year, the data showed.

China has switched to using Ira-
nian tankers to deliver the coun-
try’s crude since July to side-step 
the sanctions and sustain Iranian 
oil imports until at least October.

The volume of oil heading to 
India is 8.2 million barrels, down 
from more than 20 million barrels 
each month since April. Exports to 
India could rise as the destination 
for about 11 million barrels of Ira-
nian oil loading this month are yet 
to be identified.

Japan-bound loadings were 
scaled back to 3.4 million barrels in 

August, down for a second straight 
month. Japanese refiners are ex-
pected to load their last Iranian oil 
by mid-September so they will ar-
rive in Japan before November.

Iran has not loaded any oil bound 
for South Korea since July.

Cargoes loading for Europe have 
been falling from a peak of 22.2 
million barrels in March to about 12 

million barrels in August, the data 
showed.

European companies such as 
France’s Total are walking away 
from Iran for fear of triggering US 
sanctions although Iran’s president 
has urged the remaining signato-
ries to its 2015 nuclear agreement 
to save the pact.

The United States withdrew from 
the agreement in May and ordered 
the renewed sanctions, the first of 
which went into effect on August 7.

(Reuters)

Iran oil exports set to drop ahead of US sanctions 
Florence Tan

Briefs

Bahrain plans to seek bids to 
build a metro railway system in 
the fourth quarter of 2019, the 
newspaper al-Ayam reported, 
citing a Transport Ministry official 
who estimated the project cost at 
$1 billion to $2 billion.

The government may seek 
private investments to partially 
fund the project, Abdul Rahman 
al-Janahi, an adviser to the trans-
port minister, told the Bahraini 
newspaper.

(Reuters) 

OPEC and other oil exporting 
producers were expected to agree 
on a mechanism to monitor their 
crude production before the end 
of the year, Kuwaiti Oil Minister 
Bakhit al-Rashidi said.

A committee set up by OPEC and 
allied non-OPEC exporters would 
review their crude output at a 
meeting September 23 in Algeria, 
he said while touring an electricity 
station.

(Reuters)

Egypt’s tourism revenue jumped 
77% in the first half of 2018 to 
about $4.8 billion compared with 
the same period last year, a gov-
ernment official told Reuters.

Egyptian tourism has been grad-
ually recovering from a 2011 down-
turn triggered by the uprising that 
ousted President Hosni Mubarak, 
helped by a currency float in late 
2016 that halved the pound’s value 
and made the country a relatively 
cheap bet for foreign visitors.

(Reuters)

The Turkish lira tumbled on 
August 29 to its lowest value 
against the US dollar in two 
weeks, despite Ankara’s attempts 
to reassure investors after 
Moody’s downgraded its credit 
ratings on 20 Turkish financial 
institutions.

The lira had already been 
hit by concerns over monetary 
policy under President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan but plunged fur-
ther after a public spat with the 
United States. The lira lost nearly 
one-quarter of its value against 
the dollar in the past month and 
more than 40% since January.

The lira was trading at 6.4 to 
the dollar on August 29, a loss of 
around 2%. The lira lost a similar 
percentage against the euro, 
trading at 7.5.

(Agence France-Presse)

Bahrain may seek 
bids for metro 
construction 
in 2019

Kuwait expects oil 
exporters to agree 
on mechanism to 
monitor supply

Egypt’s tourism 
revenue jumps 
77% in first half 

Turkey lira hits 
2-week low 
after Moody’s 
downgrades

Downward trend. A Panamanian tanker docking at the platform of the oil facility in the Khark Island 
on the Iranian coast.                                                                                                                                                    (AFP)

Iran oil loadings are 
expected to drop below 
70 million barrels

T
he most recent Interna-
tional Monetary Fund 
(IMF) report on Saudi 
Arabia is bullish on 
Riyadh’s economic 
reforms. The IMF’s 

analysis indicates the organisa-
tion is pleased with the pace of 
reform and economic revitalisa-
tion in Saudi Arabia after express-
ing concern last November that 
the Saudis were moving too 
quickly in implementing changes 
that could backfire and harm the 
domestic economy.

In its August report, the IMF 
contended that economic measures 
enacted by the government of King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud con-
tributed to strong non-oil growth, 
an increase in Saudi real GDP 
and the shrinking of the budget 
deficit. The measures enhance the 
domestic business environment, 
energy-related subsidy cuts and the 
introduction of taxes on citizens 
and foreign workers.

“Growth is expected to pick up 
further over the medium-term as 
reforms take hold and oil output 
increases,” the IMF report stated.

The IMF expressed concerns, 
however, about the effect that a 
global oil price collapse could have 
on the Saudi budget unless Riyadh 
exhibits sensible spending re-
straint. It said that, while global oil 
price trends have had a positive ef-
fect on Riyadh’s fiscal and external 
balances, “higher oil prices provide 
both an opportunity and a risk to 
the fiscal reforms.”

Interestingly, the IMF does not 
say that a significant delay in the 
much-anticipated initial public 
offering of state oil and gas con-
glomerate Saudi Aramco would 
negatively affect growth in the 
kingdom’s non-oil economy. Re-
ports suggest that the limited sale 
of Saudi Aramco shares has been 

shelved for the foreseeable future.
IMF Mission Chief for Saudi Ara-

bia Tim Callen, speaking after the 
report’s release, said: “Aramco was 
one part of the reform programme. 
Other parts are moving ahead 
pretty well.” He added that the 
IMF’s forecast of improved Saudi 
economic growth over the next 
few years was based on the Saudi 
government continuing its broad 
range of reforms.

While praising the reforms 
introduced under the kingdom’s 
economic overhaul programme 
known as Saudi Vision 2030, the 
IMF cautioned Riyadh against rais-
ing public spending amid higher 
oil prices. The IMF report noted: 
“The increase in spending in 2018 
has increased the vulnerability of 
the budget to an unexpected drop 
in oil prices, and these vulner-
abilities will rise further if spending 
increases in response to the recent 
increase in oil prices.”

The IMF stressed the need for the 
Saudi government to ensure that 
“spending remains at a sustainable 
level in different oil price environ-
ments.” The Saudi government’s 
2018 budget is the kingdom’s larg-
est ever, with spending put at $261 
billion and an additional $30 billion 
of spending deriving from the sov-
ereign wealth fund and the national 
development fund.

The IMF report predicted that the 
kingdom’s real GDP would increase 
1.9% in 2018 — after contract-
ing 0.9% in 2017 — having been 
buffered by a 2.3% rise in non-oil 
growth, a sizeable leap from the 
1.1% rise in the non-oil sector in 
2017.

The IMF commended Riyadh for 
prioritising job creation for Saudi 
nationals, noting that “reforms 
should focus on levelling the 
playing field between Saudis and 
expatriate workers in areas where 

Saudis are likely to work.” The un-
employment rate of Saudi nation-
als rose from 12.3% to 12.8% last 
year but the unemployment rate of 
Saudi women declined in 2017 to 
31% from 34.5% the previous year, 
the report stated.

The kingdom’s fiscal deficit was 
anticipated to fall to 4.8% of GDP 
in 2018 — from 9.3% in 2017 — and 
plunge even more dramatically 
to 1.7% of GDP in 2019. The Saudi 
government’s imposition of a 5% 
value added tax at the beginning of 
2018 is partly credited for shrinking 
the budget deficit, although higher 
crude prices have certainly helped.

The IMF predicted that declin-
ing oil prices would mean that the 
kingdom’s budget deficit will widen 
towards 3.6% of GDP in 2023, the 
year when Riyadh had hoped to 
balance its budget.

King Salman’s government 
had pledged to reach a balanced 
budget by 2020 but the IMF in its 
November 2017 report argued that 
the kingdom could comfortably 
delay balancing its budget until 
2022, stating that the “strong fiscal 
buffers, the availability of financ ing 
and the current cyclical posi tion of 
the economy mean that rapid fiscal 
consolidation is nei ther necessary 
nor desirable.”

In its analysis of the Saudi econo-
my, the IMF said the Saudi govern-
ment’s goal of a balanced budget 
by 2023 remains “appropriate… but 
if oil prices are higher than in the 
budget, the additional revenues 
should be saved.”

The IMF is clearly advising Ri-
yadh to ponder that possible rainy 
day five years away when oil prices 
could be substantially lower while 
spending has continued unabated.

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

IMF offers Riyadh praise and words of caution
Viewpoint

Jareer Elass

“Growth is expected 
to pick up further over 
the medium-term as 
reforms take hold and 
oil output increases,” 
the IMF report stated.
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A 

lthough Saifeldden Hatim 
is only 22 years old, he has 
developed ground-break-
ing projects that could rad-

ically change the lives of millions of 
visually impaired people.

With a team of five other stu-
dents at United Arab Emirates Uni-
versity in Al Ain, Hatim developed 
BraillEye, a hardware device, simi-
lar in size to a mobile phone, that 
changes printed text into Braille. 
The university-funded device is 
aimed at providing a cost-effective 
solution to help visually impaired 
people integrate into society.

The system is especially impor-
tant to Hatim, who has been visu-
ally impaired since the age of 7.

“It was really difficult at first, 
which is why I wanted to adapt,” 
he said. “My parents helped as 
they kept encouraging me, telling 
me that I am not less capable than 
others and they instilled in me the 
passion, motivation, ambition and 
determination to learn and work 
hard to achieve my goals.”

The device helps solve issues 
Hatim faced growing up, including 
reading things as simple as restau-
rant menus, supermarket bills or 
classroom blackboards.

“It became gradual from a young 
age and I adapted better than if I 
had become visually impaired at a 
late age,” he said. “I tried to adapt 
as much as I could but even then, 
it was still difficult. If you’re in 
doubt, you can’t check it yourself 
and you have to ask a stranger. I 
was surrounded by normal peers as 
I finished my education in regular 
schools, not those which take care 
of teaching special needs people.”

His motivation was not only self-
driven — three of his nine family 
members, including two brothers 
and one sister, were visually im-
paired from a young age.

“My family really liked the idea 
of the system, especially because I 
am not the only one,” he said. “It’s 
something that helps leave an ef-
fect in life. I am not just living to 
live, I am living to make other peo-
ple’s lives better.”

Hatim, who is a Jordanian chemi-

cal engineering student on a full 
scholarship from the UAE govern-
ment, said he has gained enough 
experience being visually impaired 
to contribute to developing the sys-
tem’s proof-of-concept.

“It’s a daily life action and I am 
with this every day,” he said. “I 
have the motivation and the rea-
son, so I thought ‘why not do it?’ At 
my age, I am at a university where 
many students can help me, and 
we can also receive mentoring from 
faculty members and lab engineers, 
which helped a lot.”

The system is timely because the 
UAE began a national strategy for 
advanced innovation this year, fo-
cusing on innovation in the quality 
of health, life, transportation, fu-
ture skills, environment and water 
and development of space indus-
tries. The strategy aims to develop 
future governments, create emerg-
ing economic sectors and achieve 
scientific breakthroughs that focus 
on people’s welfare.

“The UAE’s competitiveness is a 
priority to the government and the 
coming phase will witness the in-
troduction of a number of develop-
ment and community initiatives,” 
said Dubai ruler Sheikh Moham-
med bin Rashid al-Maktoum.

“The initiatives will also be 
launched to help youth benefit di-
rectly from the UAE’s development 
journey.”

Hatim said his projects met the 
vision of the UAE and the world 
that the future is based on innova-
tion. “UAE leaders are working hard 
to spread a culture of innovation 
within members of society, par-
ticularly the new generation who 
are going to lead in developing the 
country in the near future,” he says.

“They are targeting to have 
Emirati innovations so the coun-
try can contribute further to the 
world through its industry and 
production of Emirati innovations, 
which can leave an impact locally  
and globally.

“We want to help others as the 

youth of the region and we are aim-
ing to create innovations to help 
visually impaired people as it’s im-
portant to feel what people of de-
termination feel.”

Another device he developed 
with two Emiratis will ensure sig-
nificantly fewer swimmers are at 
risk of drowning. The development 
of an electronic bracelet that can be 
fixed on the swimmer’s arm analy-
ses variables of the swimmer and 
measures how consistent it is with 
movement.

The readings are compared with 
standard readings for professional 
swimmers and categorised in nor-
mal swimming, cases that are in 
doubt of drowning and confirmed 
drowning.

“We follow social media and the 
news in general and observed that 
drowning cases involve children 
below the age of 14 a lot more in 
the UAE and around the world,” he 
said. “Globally, 360,000 people die 
every year because of drowning, 
which is a lot.”

The project, in proof-of-concept 
and data collection stage, has won 
the researchers the Hamdan bin 
Rashid al-Maktoum Award for dis-
tinguished academic performance 
in the Best Innovation category 
across schools and universities in 
the UAE.

“It’s very promising,” said Hatim. 
“After getting my bachelor’s degree 
in December, I plan to get a mas-
ter’s at a leading university abroad, 
with one of my main targets in the 
United Kingdom. I hope to receive 
a scholarship and return to the UAE 
after my studies.”

He said his work was “giving back 
to the UAE” to benefit the country 
with what he has learned.

“I want to create more innova-
tions in the future focusing on peo-
ple with determination, including 
different types of disabilities, to 
make their lives easier, to empower 
them and to have innovations for 
them to live life as regularly as pos-
sible,” he says.

“I want to make them as interac-
tive in society as possible, improve 
their independence and maximise 
their activities and enrolment in 
the community.”

Caline Malek is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Abu Dhabi.

Riyadh

A 

fter donning a helmet in-
side a pearl silver sports se-
dan, Rana Almimoni skids 
and drifts around a Riyadh 

park, engine roaring, tyres screech-
ing and clouds of dust billowing 
from the back.

For Saudi women, such adrena-
line rushes were unimaginable just 
months ago.

Speed-crazed women drivers are 
bound to turn heads in the deep-
ly conservative desert kingdom, 
which overturned the world’s only 
ban on female motorists in June as 
part of a much-hyped liberalisation 
drive led by Saudi Crown Prince Mo-
hammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz.

Almimoni, a 30-year-old motor 
racing enthusiast, is defying the 
perception — or sexist misconcep-
tion, depending on whom you ask 
— that only dainty cars in bright col-
ours are popular with women driv-
ers.

“I adore speed. I love speed… My 
dream car is more than 500 horse-
power,” said Almimoni, slamming 
the accelerator of her silvery sleek 
Kia Stinger inside Riyadh’s Dirab 
motor park. “It’s a myth that Saudi 
women only choose pink and cute 
cars.”

Almimoni said she was awaiting 
a government decision that would 
permit women to obtain a “racing 
licence,” which would allow her to 
hone her passion in motor-sport 
competitions.

That includes drifting — over-
steering the car to slip and skid or 
even spin, and other high-speed 
daredevilry — which is illegal in 
public but tolerated in the con-
trolled environment of Dirab park, 
whose private owners insist on 
safety.

Author Pascal Menoret’s book 
“Joyriding in Riyadh” described 
the high-octane Saudi obsession 
for drifting, long seen as a symbol 
of revolt among legions of restless 
youth, as all “about being a real 
man.”

Now newly mobile Saudi women 
are embracing what was previ-
ously deemed a male entitlement 
— speed.

“Most of our en-
quiries (from 

women) are 
about drift-

ing — how 
to learn 

drifting, 
which 

cars can they train on, how long will 
it take them” to drift, said instruc-
tor Falah al-Jarba as he watched 
Almimoni zip around the park.

Auto showrooms tapping new 
women clients have rolled out a 
lineup of cherry red Mini Coopers 
but sales professionals say many 
customers exhibit an appetite for 
muscle cars, such as the Camaro or 
Mustang convertible.

Many new drivers seek inspira-
tion from Aseel al-Hamad, the first 
female member of the kingdom’s 
national motor federation. She got 
behind the wheel of a Formula One 
car in France in June to mark the 
end of the driving ban.

Clad in skinny jeans and Harley-
Davidson T-shirts, a handful of 
women are training to ride motor-
bikes at a Riyadh driving school, a 
scene that is still a stunning anoma-
ly in the petro-state.

Transport authorities have rolled 
out racing simulators to help first-
time women drivers get a feel of 
being behind the wheel. As a male 
traffic official demonstrated the im-
portance of seatbelts by buckling 
up inside a car tethered to a flat 
platform and upturning the vehicle, 
some women zipped around twist-
ed tracks in toy cars.

Another sat behind the wheel of a 
simulator and instantly floored the 
accelerator, sending the speedom-
eter soaring.

“I don’t feel I’m in Saudi Arabia 
anymore,” said Nagwa Mousa, a 
57-year-old university professor in 
Riyadh, “but I don’t expect to see 
many women in Saudi Arabia over-
taking and speeding in the streets 
anytime soon.”

The driving reform is said to be 
transformative for women, freeing 
them from dependence on private 
chauffeurs or male relatives but 
many are keeping off the streets.

“Congratulate me, finally saw 
a female driving! Although she is 
Bahraini but it counts as she is driv-
ing in Saudi land,” comedian Yaser 
Bakr said on Twitter after the ban 
was lifted.

Most women drivers appear to 
be those who have swapped for-
eign licences for Saudi ones after 
undergoing a practical test. Many 
complain that driving courses cost 
several times more than those 
available to men and that women 
instructors are in short supply.

While no overt incidents of street 
harassment have been reported 
publicly, many women are wary of 
pervasive sexism and aggression 
from male drivers despite warnings 
from authorities.

Also testing nerves is the gov-
ernment’s sweeping crackdown 
on women activists who long op-
posed the driving ban and a long-
vilified system of male “guardians” 

— fathers, husbands or other male 
relatives, whose permission is 

required to travel or get 
married.

“The Saudi 
government 

is expanding 
entertainment 

options 
for Saudi 

women but 
eliminating 

space for 
political ex-

pression,” 
said Kristin 

Diwan, of 
the Arab Gulf 

States Institute 
in Washington.
The crackdown 

triggered a diplomatic 
brawl with Canada after 

Ottawa demanded the 
“immediate release” 

of those detained.

(Agence France-Presse)

UAE University students 
develop ground-breaking 
reading hardware device 
for the visually impaired

After end of driving 
ban, Saudi women 
taste thrill of speed
Anuj Chopra

Caline Malek

Unbounded ambitions. Saifeldden Hatim, one of the developers of BraillEye.                  (The Arab Weekly)

BraillEye, a hardware 
device, similar in size to a 
mobile phone, changes 
printed text into Braille. 

For the love of speed. Rana 
Almimoni, a Saudi motor racing 
enthusiast, poses on a track on the 
southern outskirts of Riyadh.  (AFP)
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Dubai

T 

hree years ago, Dubai was 
among pioneering govern-
ments to announce an Open 
Data Law, which set the 

foundation for an all-inclusive data 
system that organises the collection 
and exchange of city information to 
build a competitive economy based 
on knowledge and innovation data 
management.

Inaugurated in October 2015, the 
Dubai Open Data Law allows the 
sharing of non-confidential data 
between government entities and 
other stakeholders to complete the 
legislative framework for turning 
Dubai into a Smart City.

Organisations at the helm of 
these changes are Smart Dubai and 
Dubai Data Establishment along 
with the Supreme Legislation Com-
mittee that helps formulate these 
laws.

As a second step, last February, 
the emirate announced Dubai Data 
Policies to classify, publish, share, 
use and reuse data. The project in-
cludes five policy categories — Data 
Classification, Data Protection, In-
tellectual Property Rights Protec-
tion, Data Use and Reuse and Tech-
nical Standards — to support the 
opening and sharing of data.

The aim of the new policies is to 
classify all data by 2021. Dubai data 
policies complement the Dubai 
Open Data Law and aim to safe-
guard data as a key component of 
digital wealth and maximise its 
economic potential.

Smart Dubai has also released the 
Dubai Pulse app, an online portal 
in which all open and shared data 
would be available to the public.

Data classified as “open” does not 
contain confidential information 
and can be shared with the public 
without access fees. This can in-
clude, data on traffic, health and 
education services, business activi-
ties such as trade licences and real 

estate and construction.
Shared data that include con-

fidential information that could 
identify an individual would only 
be available to government depart-
ments and used for smart services 
and registration purposes. This 
would ease registration processes 
and paper transactions.

Sensitive data, the third type of 
data, would be provided with lim-
ited access to specific government 
departments.

Smart Dubai is aiming to max-
imise the economic effects of data 
with commercial data being made 
available to the public for a fee.

Ahmed bin Meshar al-Muhairi, 
secretary-general of the Supreme 
Legislation Committee, said the 
policies are important in that “it is 
a key pillar in the efforts to enhance 
capabilities related to the dissemi-
nation, transmission and exchange 

of data, which is considered to be at 
the core of intelligent transforma-
tion.”

Younus al-Nasser, CEO of the 
Dubai Data Establishment, said the 
policies would form the corner-
stone of the smart cities.

“Furthermore, they help amplify 
the economic impact of data, which 
is expected to reach [$2.8 billion] 
per year as of 2021, the Dubai Data 
Economic Impact Report, prepared 
by international audit, tax and ad-
visory firm KPMG, stated. The re-
port revealed that by sharing 100% 
of government data, Dubai stands 
to generate an additional value of 
$6.6 billion, Nasser said.

Prashant K. Gulati, founder of 
the Assembly in Dubai, noted that 
“data is the new oil.”

“I cannot but emphasise the im-
portance and role of good quality 
data in building an effective, smart, 

prosperous and responsive city. 
The need for good quality, qualified 
and definitive data is the basis of 
good quality planning and execu-
tion of projects and the develop-
ment agenda,” Gulati said.

He explained that, traditionally, 
data availability has been fragment-
ed, the quality of available data has 
been suspect, the access to data has 
been limited and, wherever avail-
able, multiple versions have ques-
tioned its veracity due to lack of 
acceptable standards of collection, 
storage and provenance of the data.

“With the definition of the Dubai 
Data Policies, Dubai is leading and 
setting the bar high, by creating a 
framework for collection, quality 
assurance, access control, effective 
use and comprehensive security of 
data of the residents of the city,” he 
said.

Gulati said Dubai Data Policies 

“allow for creative people to cre-
ate for the city, using comprehen-
sive and real datasets from the city, 
the best applications and plans for 
the city. It allows government to 
plan and execute to keep Dubai at 
the leading edge of development 
with real time data availability and 
data analysis. Businesses can cre-
ate better solutions and serve their 
customers better with better qual-
ity, certified data from a reliable 
source.”

“These quality data are a gold 
mine for a series of great applica-
tions to generate economic benefit 
for their creators, as well as for the 
city. Smart City data are in demand 
to enhance the quality of life of res-
idents, some of which people will 
pay for gladly,” he said.

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

Dubai’s comprehensive data policies 
setting the foundation for a Smart City
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Rewarding creativity. News conference with Ahmed al-Mihairi, secretary-general of the Supreme Legislation Committee (C) and Younus 
al-Nasser, CEO of the Dubai Data Establishment (C-R).                                                                                                                                                     (Smart Dubai)

T
hree months after 
Facebook added Arabic 
to the language 
options on its iPhone 
app in the Middle East 
and North Africa, the 

question remains: What took so 
long? Going by the numbers, 
Facebook should have been 
available in Arabic on iPhones 
long ago.

With 156 million users by 2017, 
Facebook is the most popular 
social media platform in the 
MENA region and 80% of its 
traffic is from mobile usage. 
Apple’s iPhone sales increased 
133% in the region in 2016. 
Facebook in Arabic should have 
been a natural partner for iPhone, 
so why did it wait until June 
2018?

Facebook added an Arabic-lan-
guage interface for the web in 
2009 but it took nine years to 
evolve onto the iPhone. It would 
have been too early back in 2009 
for Facebook to move to a mobile 
app version because smartphone 
penetration in the region was low. 
When it decided to move to Arabic 
on the iPhone, Facebook had to 
deal with complexities unique to 
right-to-left scripts.

Ahmed Maher, founder of 
Digital Boom, an online magazine 
reporting on regional and global 
technology trends, said: “It’s 
well-known that right-to-left 
languages, such as Arabic, on a 
mobile screen are not an easy job, 
especially for iOS.” The reference 

is to the mobile operating system 
created by Apple.

Maher added: “It requires a 
huge amount of time to design 
and deploy to meet Apple stand-
ards and get approved.”

That Facebook did eventually 
invest in Arabic for iPhones 
means it knows the venture will 
pay off very quickly. “It will 
increase the session duration for 
Arabic users on their iPhones and 
it will allow users who prefer 
Facebook in Arabic to use the 
mobile application rather than 
the mobile browser. More usage 
means more data, which means 
more precise targeting and more 
advertising revenue,” Maher 
said.

Ads are best displayed via a 
mobile app because they can be 
location-specific. In February 
Facebook introduced Marketplace 
— a community-based area of the 
platform to buy and sell items 
— on its mobile app in Egypt. The 
country was considered right for 
Marketplace, which was already 
in 70 countries with 800 million 
monthly users.

Egypt had the largest number of 
user accounts in the region. “With 
Arabic, Facebook will get good 
financial returns on Marketplace 
ad placement,” Maher said. 
Arabic-language usage of Market-
place is likely to grow quickly.

The saga of Facebook Arabic on 
the iPhone is important to 
understand the gap in Arabic 
language tech content. There is no 

precise number for Arabic mobile 
apps on both Android and iPhone 
but a search by an Arabic-lan-
guage user can take the person 
anywhere from a weight loss app 
to entertainment to secret 
messaging.

The big four tech companies — 
Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon 
(GAFA, as they’re called) — 
increasingly want to plug the 
Arabic-content gap. GAFA wants 
to tap a new pool of users — esti-
mated at 300 million — with 
which it has not fully engaged.

This is mainly for demographic 
reasons. The Mohammed bin 
Rashid School of Government’s 
“Arab Social Media Report 2017” 
stated that one in every three peo-
ple in the MENA region has a 
Facebook account; approximately 
64.3% of Facebook users are 
under 30 years old and most of 
the users in the region are in 
Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Algeria.

GAFA is trying to plug the gap. 
Last year, Amazon bought Souq.
com, the regional online retailer, 
giving it a percentage of online 
customers in some markets. Souq 
has an all-Arabic interface and its 
customers click on items much 
more when they are described in 
Arabic.

In February, Google announced 
multilayered digital transforma-
tion projects in Saudi Arabia to 
assist the country with its Vision 
2030. Early this year, Google 
introduced Maharat, an e-learn-
ing Arabic-language digital skills 

course, across the region. The 
idea is to encourage people, 
particularly Arab millennials, to 
create, market and expand digital 
products that can populate search 
engines, as well as Arabic-lan-
guage apps on Android phones.

GAFA is pushing for digital 
Arabic content but has run into 
issues unique to right-to-left 
scripts. The Arabic script uses 
more space, for instance.

Along with a largely untapped 
market, the region’s youthful 
demographic is attractive to 
advertisers. Young Arabs prefer 
Arabic, if it’s available, even when 
they’re fluent in English. Mariam, 
a Syrian student in Lebanon, said 
“half of my life is lived on Face-
book” and she prefers the Arabic 
mobile version on her iPhone. 
“I’m used to bilingual apps but 
the screen obeys the directional-
ity of Arabic. Technical terms, 
such as ‘settings,’ ‘recommenda-
tions’ and other instructions are 
super clear as well.”

Malik, a 20-year-old techie in 
Riyadh, said: “I appreciate it 
when big companies make the 
effort of adapting to our language. 
I feel more acceptance, more 
belonging. All my apps are in 
Arabic as I do not really speak 
English.”

Khadija Hamouchi is a Belgian-
Moroccan social entrepreneur and 
founder of SEJAAL, an initiative 
that is building an app for young 
people.

The saga of Facebook Arabic on the iPhone
Viewpoint

Khadija Hamouchi

Three months after 
Facebook added 
Arabic to the language 
options on its iPhone 
app in the Middle East 
and North Africa, the 
question remains: 
What took so long?
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“Syria is Happy,” the title of 
a painting by 10-year-old 
Nour Ismail, a Syrian refu-
gee in elementary school 

in Lebanon, summarised the theme 
of optimism evident in “Tints of 
Resilience,” a multimedia exhibi-
tion inspired by the experiences of 
Syrian refugees in Lebanon.

London’s P21 Gallery showcased 
the paintings of Syrian refugee chil-
dren alongside other works of art 
inspired by the Syrian war.

“Art can express what we cannot 
express in words. It is a language 
that overcomes barriers of iden-
tity, of nations, of political discord 
and conflict,” said curator Rania 
Mneimneh, adding that art is a 
valuable resource in developing 
resilience in times of war, loss and 
personal difficulty.

Describing the work of some 
of the 11 artists who contributed 
paintings, photography, videos 
and poetry, Mneimneh said: “Diala 
Brisly dealt with her experiences 
of surviving in Paris as a refugee. 
Anas Albraehe shared the pain of 
coping with the loss of his mother. 
Calligrapher Ghassan Ismail used 
letters to document the loss of his 
archives, which were looted from 
his house after he left Syria. Nour 
Huda presented a brilliant portrayal 
of the struggle between society and 
the self through a series of portraits 
in which the figures are surrounded 
by geometric forms. And Margaux 
Chalancon portrayed the world of 
Zubaida, a refugee child, through 
her camera.”

Calligrapher Ghaleb Hawila 
drew inspiration from refugees at 
Yahya refugee camp in Lebanon’s 
Bekaa region, which he visited with 
Mneimneh, Chalancon and pho-

tographer Youssef Doughan last 
spring.

“I wanted to interact with the ref-
ugees and went to the camp every 
week for two months. I organised 
workshops for the children to give 
them insights into art and team-
work. They chose the colours for 
my canvases and that is the essence 
of this exhibition for me,” Hawila 
said.

“Migrating Letters” is a collabo-
rative work between the artist and 
the refugee children in which play 
and art intermingle in beautiful 
splashes of paint and calligraphic 
verses. The verses are taken from 
a poem, “My Friends,” by Lebanese 
poet Elia Abu Madi and are a juxta-
position of both a collective recog-
nition of suffering and a collective 
force of resilience from a refugee 
camp to the world.

Hawila drew the verses of the 
poem calligraphically over giant 
canvases painted on by the chil-
dren, then cropped them into more 
than 50 pieces. The intention was 
for the canvases to spread to new 
places and for the calligraphic let-
ters to migrate, carrying the voices 
of migrant children to the audi-
ence.

Brisly, a Syrian painter, displayed 
a series of portraits, “Survival 
Mode,” which she described as “an 
intimate self-recollection of my per-
sonal journey and survival through 
war and migration to France.”

In 2014 she travelled to Lebanon 
to work with children in refugee 
camps. “I started painting murals 
on school tents to encourage chil-
dren to attend school and feel they 
were safe in joyful spaces. I also 
conducted expressive art work-
shops, often asking the children to 
draw themselves,” Brisly said.

“The Exceptional Moon,” a short 
film directed by Ayman Nahle, was 
screened in conjunction with the 
exhibition. It presented a parallel 

narrative between fiction and re-
ality. Six-year-old Aisha was born 
and lives in Yahya refugee camp in 
a tent she calls home. Ten-year-old 
Nujoud’s destiny changes as she 
embarks on a journey to save the 
crying moon flooding her village. 
Aisha follows Nujoud and the space 
of the camp expands, implying that 
it is not impossible for dreams to 
come true.

Mneimneh, a Lebanese designer 
and artist who was born at the end 
of the Lebanese civil war, said she 
was influenced by suffering and 
instability experienced by her par-
ents’ generation.

“I believe in the vitality of the ar-
tistic experience, in times when our 
aspirations are choked by constant 
instability,” she said. “The selection 
of work for the exhibition started 
from the premise that art cannot be 
detached from what is happening. 
I am trying to convey a message of 
hope as well as portraying the real-
ity of the Syrian war.”

Mneimneh photographed the di-
lapidated mansion of former Leba-
nese Prime Minister Takieddin el-
Solh, who died in exile in France 
in 1988. “The mansion is not being 
taken care of and our generation 
feels this kind of stagnancy” she 

explained, stressing that, like the 
Syrians, the Lebanese are faced 
with the dilemma of whether to 
stay in their homeland or migrate.

The exhibition raised funds 
for Alphabet for Alternative Edu-
cation, a Lebanese NGO, which 
through a specialised intensive cur-
riculum teaches children who had 
no or limited access to schooling. 
They are helped to the appropriate 
education level for their age before 
being enrolled in Lebanese public 
schools.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Experiences of Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon inspire London art exhibit
Karen Dabrowska

Ongoing dilemma. A photo of Takieddin El Solh house by Rania Mneimneh.                   (Karen Dabrowska)

D
uring a brief career as 
a merchant banker, 
Deborah Freeman 
Fahid developed an 
interest in the Middle 
East. A course in 

Islamic Art at London’s School of 
Oriental and African Studies led 
to nine years at the auctioneers 
Christie’s and then her appoint-
ment as assistant curator of 
Kuwait’s al-Sabah Collection. 
There, she found an area of 
Islamic art about which little was 
written: Chess pieces.

“My interest in chess came out 
of the pieces, rather than the other 
way around, when I was presented 
with objects that needed to be 
researched,” said Freeman Fahid. 
Eleven years after she joined 
al-Sabah comes her stunning 
“Chess and Other Game Pieces 
from Islamic Lands,” published by 
Thames & Hudson.

As well as cataloguing al-Sabah 
Collection’s 130 chess and 
200-plus other game pieces, the 
book surveys Islamic chess pieces 
held elsewhere. Detective work 
and hard science are as much part 
of Freeman Fahid’s work as art 
appreciation. She has dated many 
pieces in European museums 
more accurately.

“Typically, when I was looking 
at pieces in museum collections 
[in Europe], they usually said 
circa tenth to 12th century,” 
Freeman Fahid said, “but I found 
some of them were eighth to 11th 
century. This was a result of two 
things: comparing pieces in the 
Sabah collection with objects 
found in archaeological excava-
tions where we have a clear idea 

of the dating and some carbon-14 
testing.”

Many of the Sabah pieces are 
from Abbasid times. Freeman 
Fahid compares Baghdad in the 
ninth and tenth centuries to 1980s 
Moscow — a chess centre where 
theoreticians and grand masters 
flourished. Ar-Razi’s treatise 
“Elegance in Chess” dates from 
the ninth century when the 
Abbasid court was in Samarra.

Playing chess is said to have 
come to the Arab world from 
Persia, which had adopted the 
game from India, where its 
forerunner, chaturanga, evolved 
into chess around the fifth and 
sixth centuries. Indian chess 
pieces were derived from the four 
components of the army.

“The chariots are now called 
the rooks,” Freeman Fahid said. 
“The elephant corps, now called 
the bishops, were elephants with 
a single figure mounted on top. 
The knights were mounted 
horsemen. The pawns are foot 
soldiers.”

In command were the king and 
his vizier, now the queen, larger 
elephant pieces with more than 
one figure on top. “It was a game 
of war strategy and at the Sassan-
ian court it was one of those skills 
that a nobleman should have, 
along with being able to ride,” she 
said.

The Arabs translated or Ara-
bised the Persian names. “Fil,” 
now the bishop, came from “pil,” 
Persian for elephant. “Faras” or 
“horse,” now the knight, was 
translated from the Persian “asp.” 
The Sanskrit word for “chariot” is 
the likely origin of “rukh,” used in 

Persian and Arabic. The Persian 
word “shah” is the origin of the 
word “chess.”

Under Islam, the design of chess 
pieces changed. Instead of figural 
pieces — the earliest surviving are 
seventh-century ones found near 
ancient Samarqand — they 
became more abstract.

Freeman Fahid said this was not 
simply a religious aversion to 
figurative forms. “There’s been an 
assumption this was the result of 
iconoclasm, and there is probably 
an element of that, but in a part of 
the world where making small-
scale figural sculptures was not 
part of cultural heritage, as it was 
in India, it may simply have been 
easier to make abstract-style 
pieces,” she said.

Picking favourites from al-
Sabah Collection, Freeman Fahid 
chose a knight: “It’s one of the 
largest pieces, just under 7cm 
high. It’s ivory, probably cut from 
the tip of the tusk. It’s a dome, 
with a shield-shape projecting at 
the front representing the horse’s 
head and a groove at the back that 
just suggests the division of the 
head and neck from the body. The 
craftsman went on to decorate the 
surface with a beautiful early 
palmette design, a typical early 
Islamic motif.”

Another choice is wooden, a 
king or queen and another knight, 
ninth or tenth century, probably 
from Herat. “They’re simply 
carved and weathered,” Freeman 
Fahid said. “They have a sculp-
tural quality and must have been 
lovely to play with. In my essay, I 
suggested this shape developed 
from the elephant with its 

howdah on top.”
Freeman Fahid refers in the 

book to a 1991 survey by Antje 
Kluge-Pinsker of European-made 
chess pieces, including those on 
the 11th-century pulpit of Henry II 
in Aachen Cathedral. The survey 
recognised the pieces’ derivation 
from Islamic models.

“Some in Germany are associ-
ated with Otto III, the [tenth 
century] Holy Roman emperor,” 
she said. “Others were tradition-
ally associated with Charlemagne, 
who’s much earlier.

“I’ve speculated in the book, 
now that I’ve pushed back the 
dating for some of these pieces, 
that a connection may have come 
from diplomatic embassies 
between the caliphate and 
Charlemagne’s court in Aachen. 
It’s possible that some of these 
pieces were diplomatic gifts.”

Such contact presumably 
spread the game. “The earliest 
reference we have to chess 
playing in Europe is very early 
11th century, in Catalonia,” 
Freeman Fahid said. “Many 
pieces in Germany ended up in 
cathedral treasures where some 
were repurposed as reliquaries. 
One was turned upside down and 
drilled to become a container for 
the blood of a saint.”

Modern chess designs devel-
oped far later: “Abstract, Islamic-
style chessmen were used in 
Europe until the 11th or 12th 
centuries,” Freeman Fahid said.

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

Studying chess from the Abbasid era to Kuwait’s al-Sabah Collection
Viewpoint

Gareth Smyth

Ninth-century 
Baghdad was like 
1980s Moscow, a 
chess centre.
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Warhanieh

A 

telier Assaf in Warhanieh 
in the heart of Lebanon’s 
Chouf Mountains is about 
combining nature, art, cul-

ture and heritage. It is a project nur-
tured by three sculptors, the Assaf 
brothers.

Assaf, Mansour and Aref Assaf 
have been making art for more than 
20 years. Their passion for model-
ling stones was passed down from 
their father, a stone carver who 
initiated them into the profession. 
They upgraded it to artistic sculp-
turing.

“We have been brought up in an 
environment of art and culture,” 
said Assaf, the oldest brother. “We 
started working with stones by 

helping out our father, who was 
commissioned by artists and de-
signers to execute stone works for 
them, and then we took up the 
family profession and stayed in the 
business.”

The Assaf brothers were also 
largely influenced by the works of 
their godfather, artist Aref Rayyes, 
and those of their uncle, artist 
Fouad el Werhani.

Atelier Assaf, a 10,000-sq.metre 
property about 50km south-east 
of Beirut, was intended to be the 
brothers’ home and workshop. 
They built their house in affinity 
with the environment, using natu-
ral stones, wooden ceiling inter-
posed with clay and hay and topped 
it with a roof of soil adorned with 
green grass.

The place has become a major 
tourist attraction encompassing 
a museum, in which some of the 

brothers’ creations are displayed. 
Visitors are introduced to eco-
friendly architecture, endemic 
trees and plants and agricultural 
practices.

A large limestone statue of late 
Lebanese politician Kamal Jum-
blatt greets visitors at the entrance 
of the atelier. Other statues and ab-
stract sculptures are on display, in-
cluding six stone pieces that appear 
meaningless when seen separately 
but, viewed from the correct angle, 
the pieces unite to depict the head 
of late Lebanese poet and philoso-

pher Mikhail Naimy.
In 1999, the Assaf brothers spent 

months working on creating a stat-
ue of Naimy in his hometown of 
Baskinta, which they said was one 
of the highlights of their careers.

“This is where we started to syn-
chronise our artwork and work 
together on the same piece. For 
instance, I would give the idea, we 
would agree on the method we will 
use, then Mansour would propose 
some modifications, Aref would 
fine tune, et cetera. We take turns 
sculpting the same piece and this 
is possible because we follow a sys-
tem and agree on the same guide-
lines,” Assaf Assaf explained.

The museum, set in the base-
ment built with traditional rib-vault 
architecture, contains sculptures 
that embody artists, religious and 
political figures from Lebanon and 
the Arab world.

“We choose the personalities we 
want to sculpt carefully for history 
to remember them,” Assaf said. 
“They are people who marked his-
tory or had many achievements but 
were not properly recognised, like 
Lebanese nuclear scientist Salim 
Mourad, who lived in Germany but 
nobody knows about him in Leba-
non or the Arab world.

“This is our way of preserving 
history. Our role as artists is not 
only to produce art pieces but also 
to write history and contribute to 
cultural development.”

A statue of late Lebanese comedi-
an Hassan Alaa Eddin, better known 
as Chouchou, captures his promi-
nent features such as his curly hair 
and moustache, as well as his funny 
character. Another statue embodies 
late Egyptian-Syrian singer Farid 
al-Atrash sitting next to his oud 
looking as if he could stand up any 
minute and walk away.

Among other works are the busts 
of Lebanese poet Khalil Gibran, 
Charles Malek, a prominent Leba-
nese diplomat who was responsi-
ble for the drafting and adoption 
of the 1948 Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights, and painter Aref 
Rayess.

“Visitors to the museum are ex-
posed to these personalities. They 
get to know them better, who they 
are, what they achieved and what 
role they played in our life and in 
history,” Assaf said.

Opening a sculpting school is 
among the three brothers’ plans.

“It will be divided into two parts: 
one for the beginners and another 
for professionals. Students will 
learn sculpting techniques and, 
at the same time, be exposed to 
the professionals and learn from 
them,” Assaf said. “Residing sculp-
tors from the Arab world and else-
where will be staying here to work 
and at the same time share and ex-
change with the students.”

Visitors to Atelier Assaf are guid-
ed around the premises and get 
lessons in art, indigenous culture 
and architecture and local botany. 
In addition to the museum, they 
visit the workshop where they get 
a comprehensive idea of the sculpt-
ing process and the creativity that 
goes in it.

At the end of the tour, they can 
relax on the oak tree terrace and en-
joy coffee and seasonal fruit while 
looking over the lush green valley 
or just stroll around the grounds.

Nature, arts and heritage — Atel-
ier Assaf combines all the elements 
of a tourist attraction.

Atelier Assaf offers visitors journey 
into art, heritage and ecology
Samar Kadi

The museum at Atelier Assaf in Warhanieh in Lebanon’s Chouf Mountain.                    (Samar Kadi)

The six pieces making up the head of Mikhail Naimy seen separately.                      (Samar Kadi)

Atelier Assaf has become a 
major tourist attraction 
across the Chouf, 
encompassing a museum 
where sculptures and other 
creations are displayed. 

The face of Mikhail Naimy when seen from the opposite angle.     (Samar Kadi)
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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

Cairo: 
Through September 9

Organised by the Cairo Opera 
House, the annual Citadel Festi-
val for Music and Singing is set 
for the Saladin Citadel and the 
Opera House. The festival in-
cludes concerts of classical Arab 
music in addition to contempo-
rary performances.

Byblos: 
September 5-10

The Lebanon Latin Festival 
takes place every year in Edde 
Sands with artists from around 
the world. Dance workshops 
are scheduled in Salsa, Bachata, 
Kizomba, cha cha cha, hip-hop, 
Samba, Lambada, Oriental, 
Dabke and Afro-Cubano, in 
addition to shows and perfor-
mances.

Dubai: 
September 6-8

Written by French composer 
Georges Bizet and first staged 
in 1875, the opera “Carmen” 
will be performed at the Dubai 
Opera by the Armenian National 
Academic Theatre Opera and 
Orchestra.

Tunis: 
September 6-9

The fourth Chouftouhonna, the 
Tunis International Feminist 
Art Festival of Tunis, offers 
film screenings, music shows, 
workshops, conferences, photo, 
paintings and graphic artworks 
exhibitions, in addition to offi-
cial competitions in visual arts, 
film, photography, performing 
and graphic arts. The festival 
brings together artists from 
more than 50 countries.

Tangier: 
September 20-23

The 19th Tangier Jazz Festival 
will feature international and 
local jazz artists. Over four days, 
visitors can enjoy free street 
performances, free dance cours-
es and jazz concerts. This year’s 
festival will host performers Flo 
Bauer, Michael Lauren, Mat-
thieu Bore and United Colors of 
Mediterranee.

El Gouna: 
September 20-28

El Gouna, on the Egyptian Red 
Sea coast, will host the sec-
ond El Gouna Film Festival. 
A diverse selection of films is 
scheduled. The programme in-
cludes documentary, narrative 
and short film competitions in 
addition to the Audience Award.

Amman: 
September 26-October 6

The 18th Amman International 
Book Fair welcomes 500 print-
ing houses from various coun-
tries. Egypt will be the guest of 
honour for this year’s fair.

Abu Dhabi: 
October 5

Caribbean Beach Festival is the 
premium music, food and dance 
festival celebrating Caribbean, 
African, American and Latino 
cultures through music, food 
and dance. The event at Yas 
Beach features an array of food 
trucks, stilt walkers and games.

Dahab, Egypt

F 

or international tourists, the 
cities of southern Sinai have 
a particular charm with 
their unique natural attrac-

tions, colourful coral reefs and in-
triguing ancient religious sites.

Southern Sinai has been a fa-
vourite holiday destination for 
Europeans, particularly Italian 
and German tourists, and for Rus-
sians, as well. Nearly three years 
ago, however, Russia stopped its 
tourist flow to Sinai following the 
terrorist downing of a Russian pas-
senger plane over the Sinai. Today, 

a new wave of tourists is visiting 
the southern coasts of Sinai.

Large numbers of Arab holiday-
makers are crossing the Egyptian-
Israeli border and making their 
way to Sharm el-Sheikh, Dahab and 
Taba. Tourism with Israel started 
with the signing of the 1979 peace 
accords but Sinai has recently seen 
an unprecedented increase in tour-
ists from Israel of Arab origin.

Yathrib Mahmud, a housewife 
from Al-Nasirah in Israel who made 
the 9-hour journey by car to Sinai 
with her family, said: “For many 
Palestinian families, the overland 
journey to Sinai has become a defi-
nite alternative for vacationing in 
tourist destinations inside Israel.”

She said the trip and border 

crossing have become easy and 
safe, which has encouraged many 
Israeli Arabs to go to Sinai for its 
special charm and the warmth of 
its people.

Other reasons for the increas-
ing numbers of Arab-Israeli tour-
ists in Sinai include the low cost 
of hotels and resorts compared to 
their counterparts in Israeli des-
tinations. The fall of the Egyptian 
currency and inexpensive deals 
offered in Egypt also attracted Is-
raeli tourists.

The usual factors encouraging 
tourists from Israel to go to Sinai 
are still valid. The Camp David Ac-
cords eliminated the need for vi-
sas for Israelis entering Sinai and 
Egyptian authorities have made 
special efforts to secure southern 
Sinai, which helped draw interna-
tional conferences and events to 
the area.

Arab Israelis are often drawn to 
Sinai because of the opportunity to 
partake in situations close to their 
cultural roots. Direct contact with 
Arabs who speak their dialect and 
share their tastes and traditions 
allow Palestinians of the pre-1948 
generation and their descendants 
to ease feelings of cultural aliena-
tion experienced inside Israel.

Mahmud likened the “Arabs of 
’48,” as Palestinians of the pre-1948 
generation are often described, to 
“seekers of a lost identity that was 
kidnapped from the days of their 
Arab ancestors by the creation of 
the state of Israel.”

“There is nothing more beautiful 
than the sight of our children play-
ing with the Egyptians. They will 
realise that they are still Arabs and 
belong to a big country despite the 
sufferings of occupation,” Mah-

mud added.
Saly Nadhir, an 18-year-old Pal-

estinian woman from occupied Je-
rusalem on her first visit to Dahab 
with her family, said: “Egypt has a 
tremendous treasure trove of coral 
reefs, definitely worth exploring.”

Nadhir, who had previously been 
to Sharm el-Sheikh, said going to 
southern Sinai for holidays has be-
come a habit for many Arab “48ers.” 
She mentioned she had visited all 
the cities in southern Sinai but has 
yet to go to Cairo. Travelling to Cai-
ro requires a visa and dealing with 
complicated procedures.

For tourism operators in Sinai, 
the influx of the Arab “48ers” com-
pensated to some extent for the 
deficit in tourism revenues Egypt 
saw following previous acts of ter-
rorism. Adel Bakri, a hotel employ-
ee in Dahab, said tourism from Is-
rael was on the rise during the past 
few months after a sharp decline 
following the January 2011 revolu-
tion in Egypt.

Bakri said many foreigners did 
not distinguish between northern 
Sinai, where most of the terrorist 
acts had taken place, and southern 
Sinai, where security and safety 
prevail. Bakri said the influx of Pal-
estinians from the occupied ter-
ritories has helped local tourism 
even though the visitors are offi-
cially listed as tourists from Israel.

Recent data from the Egyp-
tian Ministry of Tourism indicate 
that about 234,000 tourists vis-
ited Egypt from Israel in 2017. That 
number stands to rise by 30% by 
the end of the current year, offi-
cials said.

Mustafa Abid is an Egyptian 
writer.

Arab Israelis attracted to southern Sinai 
by inexpensive deals, common culture
Mustafa Abid

Tourists ride camels 
on the shores of the 
town of Dahab, in 
Egypt’s southern Sinai 
Peninsula.               (AFP)

Tourists take pictures in front of Al Sahaba Mosque at a popular 
tourist area named “Old Market” in the Red Sea resort of Sharm 
el-Sheikh.             (Reuters) A restaurant waiter waits for customers in southern Sinai.       (Reuters)


