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US works to quash European
attempts to bypass Iran sanctions
Thomas Frank

Washington

U

S
President
Donald
Trump went to the UN
General Assembly to
build international support for his effort to isolate and
bankrupt Iran but by the end of
the week he was trying to quash
attempts by the European Union,
China and Russia to bypass US
sanctions.
US officials are fighting off a plan
by the European Union, China and
Russia that could undercut US
sanctions by creating a system to
facilitate financial transactions
with Iran by circumventing the US
financial sector. The plan would
enable countries to buy Iranian
goods — most notably oil — without triggering penalties from the
United States.
The Trump administration responded by intensifying its verbal
attacks on Iran, which shot back
with its own vitriol that left the
two sides further apart than at any
time since Trump said in May that
he was pulling the United States
out of the Iran nuclear agreement.
Mike Pompeo,
US Secretary
of State

“To continue to create
mechanisms to fund the
world’s largest state sponsor of
terror is disastrous policy and
I hope they will reconsider it.”
“What’s worrying the [Trump]
administration is that the Europeans and Iran are trying to create
mechanisms to bypass the sanctions,” said Shibley Telhami, a former US State Department adviser
and Middle East scholar. “They
(administration officials) have be-

come very angry with that prospect because that obviously is a
direct challenge to them.”
US officials minimised the significance of the alternative-payment
plan, saying European businesses
have been pulling out of Iran in
droves to avoid US sanctions. US
Special Envoy for Iran Brian Hook
said revenue that the plan would
generate for Iran “is so small that
it’s insignificant. All the major
corporations have made their decisions to leave the [Iranian] market.”
Suzanne Maloney, a former State
Department adviser on Iran, wrote
in a blog that “US measures are
highly successful: International
firms are running for the exits to
avoid US penalties and the value
of Iran’s currency has plummeted.”
However, in a television interview on September 26, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo denounced Europe, China and Russia
and urged them to reverse course.
“Here’s what I’d say about their
decision yesterday: To continue
to create mechanisms to fund the
world’s largest state sponsor of terror is disastrous policy and I hope
they will reconsider it,” Pompeo
said.
The United States reinstated
some sanctions in August and
plans to implement limits on Iran’s
oil sector in early November.
The Trump administration is
“doubling down on its pressure
strategy with Iran” but very few
countries are going along with it,
said Brian Katulis, a Middle East
specialist and former consultant to
the US State and Defence departments.
The United States began assembling a Middle East Strategic Alliance to counter Iran and other
threats such as cyber-attacks.
Members would include Bahrain,
Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates and the United States.

Ratcheting up the pessure. US National Security Adviser John Bolton speaks during the United Against
Nuclear Iran Summit on the sidelines of the UN General Assembly in New York, on September 25. (Reuters)
Pompeo met with foreign ministers of those countries on September 28 to discuss the alliance. “All
participants agreed on the need
to confront threats from Iran directed at the region and the United
States,” State Department spokeswoman Heather Nauert said.
“It’s a pretty hostile posture
towards Iran and that hasn’t
changed,” said Khaled Elgindy, a
foreign policy analyst in Washington and former Palestinian adviser.
Holly Dagres, a Middle East analyst, wrote in her blog: “Iran seems
to be gambling on time, waiting
out the Trump administration,”

while trying to gain “the sympathy of the European Union and
the P4+1 — Britain, France, Russia,
China and Germany — which are
unhappy with Trump’s handling of
world affairs in general.”
Richard Grenell, the US ambassador to Germany, said in an
interview on Fox News that the
country’s leaders don’t realise the
extent to which Iran is causing
problems in Germany. “I’ve been
telling Germans, all of your migration problem you can blame on
Iran and the chaos they created in
Syria. So you must stop funding
this regime.”

Trump appeared to stand by his
strategy of trying to strong-arm
Iran into negotiating a new deal
with the United States that restricts
not only Iran’s nuclear-weapons
programme but activities such as
its development of long-range missiles that can carry nuclear warheads and its destabilisation of the
Middle East.
“Iran has to come back and they
have to talk,” Trump said at a news
conference on September 27.
Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Washington.
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Tunisia ponders uncertainties as president declares end of ‘entente’ with Islamists
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T

unisian President Beji Caid
Essebsi triggered shock
waves with an announcement that his 5-year “entente” with the Islamist Ennahda
Movement was over.
The announcement, which came
amid a contentious political battle
that has pitted some of the country’s major political players against
each other, prompted speculation
over Caid Essebsi’s plans to revamp
a fractured secularist camp ahead of
elections next year.
Caid Essebsi, 91, is seen as the
most influential leader among secularists, who will face a resurgent Ennahda party in legislative and presidential elections.
Caid Essebsi pointed out, in a live
television interview September 24,
that it was Ennahda, not him, that
had severed ties. “I’m not responsible for entering into uncharted territory… It is they (Ennahda leaders)
who took the initiative to end the
entente with me,” Caid Essebsi said.
It did not ease concerns that Caid

Essebsi left many questions unanswered over his future political
course amid a lingering economic
crisis.
“In the interview, I did not recognise the president I used to know,”
said MP Walid Jallad, a supporter of
the president.
Political analyst Zied Krichene
said Caid Essebsi “has yet to answer
the main question: What is his future action plan?”
Ennahda entered a de facto alliance with Caid Essebsi in 2013. It
consolidated its domestic base and
gained international legitimacy,
while the country’s secularist camp
was beset by internal divisions.
Relations between Ennahda and
Nidaa Tounes became strained due
to differences on societal issues,
including Caid Essebsi’s call for
gender equality regarding inheritance. Ennahda’s consultative body
rejected the initiative on religious
grounds.
Wariness about Ennahda’s ambition to sweep next year’s general
elections sharpened following the
splintering of Caid Essebsi’s Nidaa
Tounes party.
The divisions played out publicly
when Ennahda sided with Tunisian

Tensions mounting. A file picture shows Tunisian Prime Minister
Youssef Chahed (R) and Tunisian President Beji Caid Essebsi
arriving for a cabinet meeting in Carthage Palace.
(AFP)
Prime Minister Youssef Chahed in a
face-off against Nidaa Tounes Executive Director Hafedh Caid Essebsi,
the president’s son.
“They (Ennahda leaders) changed
their alliance to go with (Prime Minister Youssef) Chahed,” said Beji

Caid Essebsi.
There could be a shift in the balance of power. Chahed appears
to be striking an alliance with the
Islamists and Beji Caid Essebsi is
moving closer to the trade unions,
which oppose Chahed’s austerity

and privatisation measures pushed
for by international lenders.
This could have implications for
the 2019 elections, especially if Ennahda does not field its own candidate and supports Chahed. Nidaa
Tounes and other secularist formations could shift to clearly antiIslamist stands to woo their traditional constituencies back.
It is unclear whether Beji Caid
Essebsi plans to run for re-election
next year.
An opinion poll by Emrhod Consulting, released September 28,
indicated that more than 70% of
respondents felt the economic situation has declined and that twothirds were unsure for whom they
will vote.
It is unclear how Caid Essebsi
sees the next phase. He has voiced
bitterness over the “high costs” incurred from entering a de facto alliance with Ennahda following the
2014 elections, saying his voters
had felt a sense of “betrayal of…
confidence and trust.” For now, the
Tunisian president seems to be reshuffling the cards.
Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab Weekly
correspondent in Tunis.
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EU seeks to sidestep US sanctions on Iran
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T

he European Union, backed
by China and Russia, moved
to sidestep US sanctions on
Iran, hoping to save the Iran
nuclear deal signed in 2015.
The measure, known as a special
purpose vehicle (SPV), aims to circumvent US sanctions on Iran’s oil
exports following US President Donald Trump’s withdrawal from the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA).
“I was disturbed and indeed
deeply disappointed to hear remaining parties in the Iran [nuclear] deal
announce they are setting up a special payment system to bypass US
sanctions, said US Secretary of State
Mike Pompeo.
“This is one of the most counterproductive measures imaginable for
regional global peace and security.

By sustaining revenues to the regime, you are solidifying Iran’s ranking as the number one state sponsor
of terror.”
A new wave of US sanctions is to
go into effect November 4, hitting
Iran’s oil exports and banking operations and potentially disconnecting
Tehran from international financial
channels.
The remaining parties of the
JCPOA — China, France, Germany,
the European Union, Iran, Russia
and the United Kingdom — have
agreed to work to maintain the deal
despite increasing US pressure to
void the agreement.
“Mindful of the urgency and the
need for tangible results, the participants welcomed practical proposals
to maintain and develop payment
channels notably the initiative to
establish a special purpose vehicle
(SPV) to facilitate payments related
to Iran’s exports, including oil,” the
remaining members of the deal said
in a statement.

The SPV aims to create a barter
system, like the one used by the Soviet Union during the Cold War, to
exchange Iranian oil for European
goods without money, which would
fall under US sanctions, changing
hands.
“In practical terms this will mean
that EU member states will set up a
legal entity to facilitate legitimate
financial transactions with Iran and
this will allow European companies
to continue to trade with Iran in accordance with European Union law
and could be open to other partners
in the world,” EU foreign policy chief
Federica Mogherini said.
The move would augment a
blocking statute passed in August by
the European Union that theoretically makes European companies
immune from US sanctions.
However, questions remain about
whether the theoretical measures to
bypass US sanctions will have any
practical effect to save the Iran nuclear deal.
Richard Nephew, a former official
in the Obama administration and
author of “The Art of Sanctions,”
said the SPV could not cover European firms with US subsidiaries. He
warned that US sanctions could be
applied to traded goods as much as
actual cash transactions, predicting
that few big firms would risk drawing US ire by engaging with Iran via
the SPV.
“Creating a shell mechanism to
potentially skirt US sanctions is
shortsighted,” warned Samantha
Sultoon, a senior fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Global Business and
Economics Programme.
Although some small and medium-sized businesses could use the
SPV to continue dealing with Iran,
any international company that
deals in US dollars or has US subsidiaries could face sanctions.

Wheeling and dealing. European Union High Representative
for Foreign Affairs Federica Mogherini (L) and Iranian Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif wait for the start of a bilateral
meeting in Vienna, on July 6. 				
(AP)
Airbus, a European aerospace corporation, recently cancelled a $40
billion contract with Iran Air to deliver 100 planes because the transaction was to be made in US dollars.
Other big European firms, including Total, Peugeot and Volkswagen,
have discontinued their operations
and projects in Iran.
Trump spoke out strongly against
Iran while leading a UN Security
Council meeting, calling on other
members of the Security Council to
back Washington’s moves on Iran,
which, he said, aim to “ensure the
Iranian regime changes its behaviour and never acquires a nuclear
bomb.”
He warned that any country that
failed to comply with US sanctions
would “face severe consequences.”
French President Emmanuel Macron seemed to suggest that US pressure, accompanied by the remaining

JCPOA members seeking to circumvent an end of the nuclear deal,
could secure renegotiation of the
nuclear deal along lines that Washington would find acceptable.
“Perhaps because we’re able to
keep this multilateral framework
(nuclear deal), avoid the worst and
act as a mediator, while the US sanctions create pressure and reduce the
amount of money available for Iran’s
expansionism, that can accelerate
the process we want,” he said.
Iran warned that its patience is
not infinite. “As long as the deal
serves our interests, we will remain
in the pact,” Iranian President Hassan Rohani said in New York. “Remaining members of the deal have
taken very good steps forward but
Iran has higher expectations.”
Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab
Weekly correspondent in London.

Viewpoint

Europe unlikely to avoid Trump’s Iran sanctions
Samantha Sultoon

This effort to evade
US sanctions by US
allies exacerbates
tensions in the
transatlantic alliance
and risks
undercutting the
effectiveness of
sanctions.

P

rompted by the unilateral
US withdrawal from the
nuclear deal with Iran, the
remaining signatories are
urgently trying to maintain the agreement, both
for strategic reasons and to preserve
its trade benefits.
A British, French and German
proposal to develop an independent channel for maintaining trade
with Tehran, however, is unlikely to
succeed and risks undermining the
effectiveness of European economic
sanctions.
The three European countries (E3)
are pursuing the establishment of
a special purpose vehicle (SPV) to
evade US sanctions and maintain
trade with Iran. The proposed SPV
would act as an accounting firm,
tracking credits against imports and
exports without the involvement of
commercial or central banks.
For example, Iran could export oil
to a French firm, accumulating credit
that could be used to pay for imports

from an Italian manufacturer without funds touching Iranian hands.
By using credits instead of cash, the
SPV would not require fund transfers
outside of the European Union. Supporters contend this would shield the
funds from US sanctions.
While the E3 may see merit in
preserving the nuclear deal through
an SPV, such a mechanism is counter
to broader EU policy interests of
ensuring the effectiveness of UN and
EU economic sanctions. Creating a
shell mechanism to potentially skirt
US sanctions is unlikely to prove a viable alternative to the global financial
system nor an effective means of
shielding European firms from US
sanctions because the United States
would likely consider these to be
prohibited transactions.
Moreover, the SPV undermines
the European Union’s ability to
enforce the more than 30 sanctions
programmes it currently has in
place, as well as future sanctions
programmes.

The looming November “snapback” of US sanctions on Iran,
particularly on its oil sector, is the
primary driver of the European Union’s search for an alternate payment
mechanism. EU leaders fear that Iran
will continue to comply with the
nuclear deal only if it can still export
oil. Once the significant US sanctions
snap back into place following their
multi-year suspension under the
nuclear deal, any firm engaging in
proscribed business with Iran may be
subject to US sanctions.
The European Union has taken
steps to mitigate the effect of US
President Donald Trump’s decision
to withdraw from the Iran deal.
In August, the European Union
amended its 1996 Blocking Statute,
which enables European firms to
seek compensation for damages from
US sanctions and allows for potential
penalties against European companies that comply with US sanctions
without the European Commission’s
approval.
The amended Blocking Statute,
however, will not effectively shield
EU companies from US sanctions.
Those firms will need to weigh the
benefits of doing business with Iran
against potential sanctions penalties.
The proposed SPV seeks to change
that calculus by distancing EU trade
with Iran from the global financial
system and reinforcing the Iran
nuclear deal.
With the SPV, the E3 are seeking to
effectively carve out Iran’s struggling
oil sector from US sanctions, creating
a lifeline for the nuclear deal but at
the risk of escalating confrontation
with the United States. Although the
SPV seeks to remove the global financial system from EU-Iran trade, its
bartering process will mean that EU
firms are regularly intertwined with
their Iranian counterparts, creating a
heightened risk.
Similar to the Blocking Statute, the
SPV may give EU firms a false sense

of immunity from US sanctions. The
extraterritorial aspects of the US Iran
sanctions mean that most large EU
firms are unlikely to use the SPV. At
least ten major European firms, including those in the energy industry,
have assessed that the risks of doing
business with Iran far outweigh the
commercial benefits.
Creating a mechanism to evade
US sanctions sets a dangerous
precedent. UN, EU and US sanctions
are largely effective because of the
global financial system’s compliance,
without which the effects of sanctions will diminish. Should the SPV
prove successful, Russia, China and
other states with a strategic interest
in undercutting US sanctions likely
will follow suit.
The European Union clearly disagrees with the US withdrawal from
the nuclear deal with Iran but taking
steps to undermine the integrity of a
valuable tool — economic sanctions
— risks turning policy disagreement
over one issue into a strategic divergence.
The SPV risks undermining the
European Union’s own sanctions
enforcement by creating a precedent
that could be applied to any sanctions programme now or in the
future. The broader negative implications of championing such a mechanism outweigh the incremental trade
that could be facilitated. Whether or
not the SPV proves viable, this effort
to evade US sanctions by US allies
exacerbates tensions in the transatlantic alliance and risks undercutting
the effectiveness of sanctions.
Samantha Sultoon is a visiting senior
fellow at the Atlantic Council’s Global
Business and Economics
Programme and the Scowcroft Centre
for Strategy and Security. This article
was reprinted with permission from
the Atlantic Council’s IranSource
blog (http://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
blogs/iransource).
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Ahvaz Attack

Tehran regime taking advantage of Ahvaz attack
A prelude to
a new course.
A soldier runs
past injured
comrades lying
on the ground
at the scene of
an attack on a
military parade
in Ahvaz, on
September 22.

Ali Alfoneh

A

s Iran marked Sacred
Defence Week, which
commemorates the
8-year war with Iraq,
there was a terrorist
attack on a military
parade in the south-western city
of Ahvaz in which 29 people were
killed and 70 wounded. The Mehr
News Agency said the attackers
wore Iranian military uniforms and
shot at the parade and spectators
from a nearby park.
The Ahwaz National Resistance
(ANR) and the Islamic State (ISIS)
both quickly claimed responsibility
for the September 22 attack.
A man using the pseudonym
Yaqoub al-Tostari said he represented the Arab Struggle Movement for
the Liberation of Ahwaz (ASMLA)
and, in an interview with Iran International TV in London, credited
ANR with the attack.
ASMLA advocates for a separate Arab state in the province of
Khuzestan. When asked if ASMLA
approved of the attack, Tostari
responded: “We have always,
ever since 2005 when we started
our struggle, [which is] a political, media, human rights and also
armed struggle against the military
and legitimate targets, including oil
pipelines and facilities, the [Islamic
Revolutionary Guard Corps] IRGC
and military forces of the Islamic
Republic, to the extent that ordinary citizens are not harmed, have
conducted such deeds.”
Tostari claimed the real casualty
numbers were higher but dismissed
reports that civilians were among
them.
On the same day, Tostari, who

Domestically, the regime
will use the terrorist attack
to legitimise its iron-fist
policy.

(AFP)

is based in Denmark, told Radio
Denmark online that his organisation is the political arm of the ANR
and contradicted his statement to
Iran International TV by dismissing
responsibility for the attack.
However, in his dismissal, Tostari
did not condemn the terrorist
attack. He insisted: “The Iranian regime uses terror and criminal deeds
against our people. Iran executes
and imprisons people to suppress
them. When this happens, we have
the right to defend our people.”
The question of which group was
behind the attack became even
more complicated on September 23.
Amaq News Agency, the unofficial
mouthpiece of ISIS, circulated video footage that allegedly showed
three of the assailants expressing
delight in Arabic and Persian over
what they called an impending
operation against “infidels.”

Regardless of which group was
behind the attack, it could not have
come at a better time for the regime
in Tehran.
Internationally, Tehran is already
on the offensive, blaming the United States, Israel and its regional
Arab adversaries for supporting the
attack. The regime is actively trying to suppress Iranian opposition
groups abroad: the ambassadors of
Denmark, the Netherlands and the
United Kingdom were summoned
to the Iranian Foreign Ministry to
receive Tehran’s official protest
against the three countries hosting
ASMLA and the ANR. By initially
accepting responsibility, Tostari
and the ASMLA played into the
hands of the regime in Tehran.
The attack provides Iranian President Hassan Rohani and Foreign
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif,
both of whom are at the UN General

Assembly in New York, with talking
points. They can present Iran as a
victim of extremist terrorism.
Domestically, the regime will use
the terrorist attack to legitimise its
iron-fist policy, not only against
terrorists, but also legitimate opposition demands. The regime will
remind the Iranian public of the
risk posed by separatist movements. Historically, whenever the
central government in Tehran was
weak, peripheral regions declared
independence from Iran. The risk
of the dissolution of Iran unifies
most Iranians regardless of their
views about the regime in Tehran.
At least in the short term, Iran
is a net beneficiary of the terrorist
attack in Ahvaz.
Ali Alfoneh is a visiting scholar at
the Arab Gulf States Institute in
Washington.

Iran is conflating rhetoric with reality
Claude Salhani

I

n the great Hollywood
classic “Casablanca,” when
a German officer is killed,
the knee-jerk reaction from
the prefect of police — despite having witnessed the
killing and standing near the
shooter — is: “Round up the usual
suspects.”
Iranian authorities reacted in
a similar manner following the
September 22 attack on a military
parade in Ahvaz, commemorating
the Iraq-Iran 8-year war in
which close to 250,000 Iranian
combatants died. About the same
number of Iraqi soldiers died in
fighting reminiscent of the trench
warfare of world war one.
In this latest attack, about 30
people were killed and many
more wounded. Most casualties
were members of Iran’s armed
forces.
Even though the identity of the
assailants remains unknown, the
Iranian government lost no time
in accusing what in Tehran are
“the usual suspects.”

Going down the dual tracks by
accusing the foreign
interventionists while hunting
down local opposition allows the
regime to kill two oppositionists
with one bullet.

At the top of the list, of course,
is the United States — “the Great
Satan.” Next to the Americans
comes the lesser devil, Israel,
followed by the Arab Gulf states
— the United Arab Emirates and
Saudi Arabia. They are close
US allies. Never mind that the
suspected ethnic Arabs are
predominantly Shia and not
Sunni as Gulf Arab countries
predominantly are.
Although Tehran points an
accusing finger at the IsraeliUS-Saudi coalition, it is highly
unlikely to send its fighter jets
to take out targets in Israel, the
United States or Saudi Arabia.
If previous events offer an
indication of what action Iran
is likely to take, then targeting
minority groups at home or
the assassination of opposition
leaders abroad or perhaps even
trying to take out one or more
jihadist targets in Syria, where
Iran has a considerable amount
of men and resources, remain
the most likely routes for revenge
Iran is likely to follow.
What is significant is that
Ahvaz is the capital of the southwestern province of Khuzestan,
home to large numbers of
the country’s Sunni and Arab
minorities. The region is where
many of Iran’s oil fields are
situated.
The ruling mullahs in Iran tend
to believe in conspiracy theories.
They are especially prone to
passing along conspiracies
involving the West, particularly
anything to do with the US
intelligence community, which
many in the Middle East blame
for much of what transpires in

the region and beyond.
A report floated in Iran after
the September 22 attack referred
to a “Hebrew-Arab-Western”
conspiracy.
As initial findings in the attack
by Iranian investigators emerge,
two local groups seemed to be at
the centre of the investigation.
They were identified as AlAhwaz Arab Popular Democratic
Front and the Arab Resistance
Movement for the Freedom of
Ahwaz. Both groups claimed
responsibility for the attack.
Even as the local ethnic
Arab connection emerged with
the names of the individual
perpetrators given by the groups,
the regime in Tehran continued
to link the assault to training and
support by Israel, Saudi Arabia and
the United States.
Historically Iran has
experienced periodic tensions
with some of its minority groups,
especially the ethnic Arabs. Some
of these groups have hit Iran
where it would hurt the most —
at its economic infrastructure,
attacking oil installations.
In rounding up the usual
(foreign) suspects, the Iranian
government accomplishes
two important things: It keeps
whatever domestic problems it
may have internally out of the
limelight and out of the media.
And, if arrests are made, it
strengthens the government’s
hand by demonstrating the
efficiency of its counter-espionage
capabilities while clouding the
real reasons why these attacks
take place.
There is another option to
consider; that this was the work

of the Islamic State (ISIS), which
did claim responsibility for the
attack. That ISIS would have
operatives in the Ahvaz region is
not out of the realm of possibility
given that there is a heavy
Sunni presence in the area. That
one or more groups may have
subcontracted to ISIS is feasible.
Yet going down the dual
tracks by accusing the foreign
interventionists while hunting
down local opposition allows the
regime to kill two oppositionists
with one bullet.
By striking targets at home,
Tehran will not change much
of its domestic equation. Such
narrow-minded policies will only
continue a legacy of violence and
counter-violence. An endless
spiral that has to do with its
shortsighted policy of oppressing
minorities and of looking for
scapegoats outside its borders
when everything else fails.
The attacks have shown how
precarious Iran’s domestic
security is and how the
disproportionate spending on
the Islamic Revolutionary Guard
Corps has not promoted peace
and security at home and will not
bolster the status of Iran abroad
to that of a superpower capable
of challenging the United States.
So when it says the United States
will meet the fate of Saddam,
Iran is conflating rhetoric with
reality.
Tehran is likely to continue
rounding up the usual suspects
for a while and blaming
politically expedient scapegoats.
Claude Salhani is a regular
columnist for The Arab Weekly.
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Turkey eyes new Syria incursion after Idlib deal
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

F

ollowing an agreement with
Russia to freeze plans for an
assault on the Syrian rebel
stronghold of Idlib, Turkey
said it is preparing a new incursion
into other parts of Syria.
“God willing, in the upcoming
period, we will increase safe zones
within Syria, also encompassing
the eastern Euphrates,” Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
said in a speech on the fringes of
the UN General Assembly in New
York. Addressing the assembly September 25, he said: “Our goal is to
clear the Syrian territory, all the
way from Manbij [on the Euphrates] to the Iraqi border, from terrorists.”
Turkey has established “safe
zones” west of the river in the Jarabulus and Afrin areas of northwestern Syria and secured a military presence in Idlib since 2016.
In his remarks about a new intervention, Erdogan referred to a region held by a US-backed Kurdish
militia, seen as a terrorist group by
Ankara.
Pro-government media in Turkey
said the Turkish military was planning attacks against Kurdish positions in Kobane, Tal Abyad, Ras alAyn and Qamishli. The pro-Erdogan
Yeni Safak newspaper reported that
the new “safe zone,” stretching east
of the Euphrates to the Iraqi border,
would reach 50-60km into Syria
from Turkish territory.
Cross-border action in those
regions would widen the Turkeyoccupied area in Syria considerably
but the area is part of an autonomous region claimed by the People’s Protection Units (YPG) militia,
a key US ally in the fight against the
Islamic State.
Ankara says it will not tolerate
steps by the YPG, a Syrian affiliate
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party
(PKK), regarded as a terrorist organisation by both Turkey and

Washington, to establish a Kurdishruled zone in Syria. Erdogan has accused the United States of supporting the YPG with 19,000 truckloads
and 3,000 planeloads of weapons.
Roland Popp, a security analyst
in Zurich focusing on Middle Eastern affairs, said Erdogan was “both
playing to domestic audiences as
well as sending warning signals”
to the United States with his statement about a possible new Syria
operation. “The threat has to be
taken seriously as Turkish troops
have entered Syrian territory before,” Popp said via e-mail.
Turkey is unlikely to move troops
across the border anytime soon,
however, because that could provoke a military confrontation with
US, French and Syrian troops in
the region, Popp added. He said Erdogan’s statement might have been
triggered by reports that the United States “has changed its overall
strategy vis-a-vis the Syria conflict
and is eyeing a long-term presence
in the country.”
On the same day that Erdogan
delivered his warning, US national
security adviser John Bolton said
US forces in Syria would stay “as
long as Iranian troops” are there.
The statement in effect cancelled
an earlier promise by US President
Donald Trump to withdraw the
2,000 US personnel as soon as possible.
Erdogan’s announcement came
as Ankara struggled to disarm and
remove thousands of rebels in Idlib
before a mid-October deadline under the terms of a Russian-Turkish
agreement to prevent a comprehensive assault on the Syrian province by government forces allied
with Russia.
Turkey beefed up its military positions in Idlib as the clock ticked
down. Complicating Turkey’s task,
the Syrian Observatory for Human
Rights monitoring group said the
Syrian government had transferred
hundreds of Islamic State fighters
to the Idlib region from eastern
Syria.
Moscow and Ankara agreed to

Warning signals. Turkish soldiers atop an armoured personnel carrier secure the streets of the
north-western city of Afrin, last March.
set up a buffer zone in Idlib that
is to be cleared of extremists but
there is no sign of a withdrawal
by jihadist organisations, such as
Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), whose
estimated 10,000 fighters control
much of Idlib, before October 15, as
stipulated by the Turkish-Russian
deal.
“Removing these jihadist groups
and heavy weaponry from this
zone around Idlib is a difficult task
that puts all the pressure on Ankara,” said Joe Macaron, a fellow
at the Arab Centre in Washington.
“Erdogan is betting on a deal with
these groups that would prevent
an offensive and retain some HTS
influence but this might be a tall
order,” Macaron wrote in an e-mail
response to questions.

Not only HTS is proving to be a
problem. A small hard-line jihadist faction in Idlib, Huras al-Din,
rejected the agreement and urged
rebels to begin new military operations. An alliance of Turkeyallied rebel groups, the National
Front for Liberation (NFL), has
declared its “complete cooperation” with the Turkish effort but
ruled out disarming or yielding
territory.
Erdogan told Reuters, in an interview published September 26,
that the withdrawal of “radical
groups” from Idlib had started but
he did not say which groups were
leaving or where they were going. Turkey says moderate rebels
should be allowed to stay in the
Idlib buffer zone.

(AP)

As Ankara confronted the difficult task of plucking radicals from
the buffer zone, Russia made it
clear that the deadline stands. “By
mid-October, all [HTS] fighters
must leave this demilitarised zone
and all heavy military equipment
must be pulled out of there,” Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said.
“Erdogan had no option but to
strike a deal with Putin on Idlib
with tough preconditions from
Moscow that are difficult to meet,”
Macaron wrote. “Erdogan might
have bought some time but Russia
seems intent on moving forward
with the Idlib offensive at some
point.”
Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly
correspondent.

Russia-Iran rivalries over Syria’s future
Sami Moubayed

Beirut

I

n January 2017, Syria granted
Iran the right to develop phosphate fields south-west of Palmyra. The agreement, trumpeted at the time by Iranian media, was
part of a bundle of bilateral projects
that included providing Iran with
5,000 hectares of agricultural territory in the Syrian heartland, along
with preliminary approval to establish the country’s third telecom
company.
Nearly two years later, however,
none of these agreements has seen
the light, much to the displeasure
of the Iranians.
The telecoms deal has been frozen and Damascus offered to give
the Iranians agricultural land in the
countryside of the demolished city
of Raqqa, which is technically impossible since that territory is in the
hands of US-backed Kurdish militias. The Iranians wanted land that
was far more strategic, between
Daraya in the Damascus countryside and the Sayyda Zeinab Shrine.
The Syrians said no.
Adding insult to injury, the
prized phosphate deal was formalised in August but with Russia, not
Iran. Moscow was given a licence to
operate the fields until 2068.
There are fears in Tehran that the
rest of the projects might go to the
Russians as well.
Since the Russian military entered the Syrian battlefield in 2015,
Tehran and Moscow have worked
together, very diligently, on supporting their allies in Damascus
and wiping out the armed opposition. Now that the guns are going

silent, cracks are emerging with regards as to who gets what in Syria’s
post-war reconstruction.
Russian Middle East analyst
Dmitry Frolovskiy said, despite
their emerging competition in
Syria, there was a substantial technological gap between the two
countries and, ultimately, Russia’s
economic capabilities were much
higher than Iran’s.
“Russian companies will clearly
prevail,” he said, adding that Iranian ones “will fill some niches but
of smaller scale.” He said he didn’t
expect the competition to lead to
confrontations, however, because
both countries’ presidents wish to
maintain “good relations in times
of uncertainty.”
The Russians have been given
the right to build power plants,
grain mills and schools and extract
gas from the Syrian shoreline. In
contrast, the only thing the Iranians have been given this year is a
tender to build 30,000 residential
units, a mediocre reward compared
to the nearly $7 billion worth of
credit offered by Tehran to Damascus since 2011.
No Iranian schools were allowed
in Syria but the Russians laid the
cornerstone for their first school in
September and have started receiving Syrian students — for free — at
the St Petersburg Military Academy, hoping to create a new generation of officers pro-Russian to the
bone.
The Syrians say Iran is no longer
able to provide substantial funding
after US sanctions were reimposed
by the Trump White House. In
neighbouring Iraq, Iran has stopped
providing free electricity and water
and cut its monthly — and generous — subsidies to Shia politicians,

which explains why some of them,
such as Prime Minister Haider alAbadi and Muqtada al-Sadr, shifted
into the Saudi orbit.
In 2016, Moscow released two
loans to Tehran, worth $2.5 billion,
but withheld a third, valued at $5
billion, fearing that Iran was in no
position to repay its debts.
Additionally, few Syrians fear
Russian money, while many view
Iranian funds with scrutiny, because of ancient Persian-Arab rivalry on one front and fear from Shia
dominance on an overwhelmingly
Sunni Muslim population on the
other.
Behind closed doors, Syrians
praise the Russians, whose military
involvement restored large areas of
the country to government control,
comparing it to the Iranians, whose
operations only led to the fall of
Idlib, Aleppo, Jisr al-Shughour, Palmyra and East Ghouta, in 2012-15.
Technically, Iran and Russia remain excellent political, military
and trade partners, although bilateral trade between them dropped
from $3.5 billion in 2010-11 to $1.2
billion in 2015-16.
Russia greatly appreciates the
fact that Iran was one of the few
countries that did not criticise
its operations in Chechnya or its
more recent adventures in Ukraine.
Apart from disdain for the United
States and mutual oil interests, the
two countries have very little in
common, with one being a theocracy, the other a secular state, where
nevertheless the Orthodox Church
is firmly allied to the Kremlin.
Throughout most of the 19th and
20th centuries, the two former empires were often at daggers’ end,
even after the 1979 Islamic Revolution in Iran, when Ayatollah Ruhol-

A growing divide. Iranian President Hassan Rohani (R) and
Russian President Vladimir Putin attend a news conference
in Tehran, on September 7.
lah Khomeini declared that the Soviet Union was “an atheist state.”
Iran had its eyes set on rebuilding Palmyra, which was occupied
and greatly damaged by the Islamic
State. The Russians said no, claiming that they had liberated the city
and were better suited “technically” to restore ancient temples and
tombs.
The Iranians offered to rebuild
demolished parts of east Aleppo
but that was vetoed by the Russians
and set aside for Russian developers.
Iran then asked that 10,000 displaced Shia Syrians from the Idlib
province be repatriated in the Damascus countryside, hoping to create a “Shia belt” around the capital,
one that could develop and grow
like the southern district of Beirut,
which was once a Sunni stronghold
and has now become a power base
for Hezbollah. Once again, the proposal was rejected, fearing that it
would give Iran too much influence

(AP)

around the Syrian capital.
The displaced Shia refugees were
given homes in the countryside of
Aleppo instead, away from the centre of power, to serve as a bulwark
against Turkish ambitions in the
region.
Frolovskiy said: “Interestingly
enough, neither Moscow nor Tehran secure capacities to carry a fullscale reconstruction that is crucial
for Syria’s future and it is likely that
we will see an increasing number of
investments coming from the [Gulf
Cooperation Council] GCC monarchies in an attempt to acquire leverages.
“The latter poses a more serious threat to Russia as (it) could
decrease anticipated economic
benefits and influence in the postconflict era that the Kremlin hoped
for.”
Sami Moubayed is a Syrian
historian and author of “Under the
Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015).
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Russia’s missile
system to impact
conflict in Syria
Simon Speakman Cordall

Tunis

R

ussia’s decision to deliver
its S-300 missile defence
system to Syrian President
Bashar Assad stands to
shape relations between Damascus
and Israel and the contours of the
conflict in Syria.
Moscow deferred delivery of the
system in May in consideration of
Israeli sensitivities over arming its
neighbour. However, after the accidental downing of a Russian Il20 by Syrian anti-aircraft fire, an
incident Moscow says Israeli jets
created, on September 28 Russian
Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov said
deliveries of the missile defence
system had begun.

That the missile defence
system will be delivered
is likely and there will be
implications for all the
sides involved in Syria.
Though not as capable as the
next-generation S-400, Russia’s
S-300 missile defence system could
consolidate Damascus’s control of
the skies over Syria. The S-300 will
limit Israel’s ability to strike at what
it perceives as Iranian and Hezbollah targets in Syria and add a level
of complexity to the United States’
and Turkey’s ability to navigate airspace over their zones of influence
in eastern and northern Syria, respectively.
Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin
Netanyahu told Russian President

Vladimir Putin that providing advanced weapon systems to “irresponsible players” would increase
the dangers across the region.
However, it is perhaps a measure
of Russia’s fury, especially among
its military, over the plane’s downing that the deployment of the
S-300 will proceed in Syria.
“Russia has a good, strong partnership with Israel, especially in
keeping Iran in check, and Putin
has a close relationship with Netanyahu,” said Mark Galeotti, a nonresident fellow at the Institute of
International Relations in Prague.
Despite the personal intervention
by Putin, a move regarded as designed to diffuse tension between
Russia and Israel, anger in Russia’s
military over the loss of the plane
and the 15 servicemen aboard propelled events.
“In that context, it is interesting
how tough a line [Russian] Defence
Minister [Sergei] Shoigu took from
the first, especially when it was
clear that the blame was Syria’s,”
Galeotti said.
That the missile defence system
will be delivered is likely and there
will be implications for all the sides
involved in Syria.
“At the techno-tactical level, this
system raises the risk to all air forces
operating near Syria, including Israel, with its long-range and multitarget engagement capabilities,”
said Assaf Orion, a retired Israeli
brigadier-general and visiting fellow
at the Washington Institute. “However, one may keep in mind that for
the last 20 years Israel was preparing
for this to appear in theatre.

Additional firepower. Russian servicemen watch the launch of the S-300 air defence system missile
at the Ashuluk military polygon in Russia.
(Reuters)
“Certainly, this weapon in the
incompetent and reckless Syrian hands is a source of concern to
many beyond Israel, if we just recall
Malaysian MH17 downed by a Russian SAM 17 over Ukraine in 2014,”
Orion wrote via e-mail.
Though Russia said it trained Syrian personnel in the operation of
the system, the degree of control
that Moscow would give Damascus
was unclear. With both Iran and
Hezbollah operating in Syria on behalf of, and under the protection of,
Damascus, granting the regime autonomy in the use of the new system carries clear risks.
“Should Russian crews man the
new S-300, it would probably be

operated under Moscow’s control,”
Orion said. “Once under Syrian control, the system becomes a more serious concern and should it engage
[Israeli Air Force] IAF (striking at
Hezbollah and Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps targets in Syria)
or [US Air Force] USAF targets, the
probability of a counterstrike rises.”
It is unlikely that Iran and Hezbollah will be unaware of the advantages the S-300 affords Syrian
forces, “Both are very likely to identify this window of opportunity,
which may put all parties to the test
quite soon,” Orion said.
“However, one may actually
doubt whether the last incident indeed changed Russia’s interests and

position on the Iranian entrenchment,” he said.
With the conflict in Syria assuming new contours, Russia and Iran,
though ostensibly allies, increasingly find themselves competitors
for influencing the war’s endgame.
From Moscow’s perspective, despite deployment of the S-300, Tel
Aviv remains a vital ally in the conflict.
“I currently assess that Russia
will not shut the window on Israel’s
action in Syria over the mid and
long-term,” Orion said.
Simon Speakman Cordall is
Syria/Lebanon section editor with
The Arab Weekly.

Viewpoint

Future of warfare determined in Syria
Alessandro
Arduino

The Syrian war has
become increasingly
saturated with
unmanned aerial
drones and now with
remote-controlled
vehicles.

T

he next generation of
weapons systems and
commercial drones
refitted for combat are
being battle-tested in
the Syrian war. The
motives vary from battle testing new equipment to finding
efficient and economic solutions
to countering them.
Civilians are caught between
intervening foreign armies, eager
to showcase new hardware capabilities of their military-industrial complexes, and militants
and terrorist organisations trying
to find high-tech methods for
spreading mayhem.
During the First Gulf War and
the Yugoslavian conflicts, the
US Army began a revolution in
military affairs by battle testing
stealth fighters and precision
bombs. The boasted successes
were discovered to be less “invisible” and less precise than
intended.
Still, during the two Iraqi
conflicts, sales of the US-made
Patriot missile defence system
to international customers
increased by a new order of magnitude.
Similarly, the Russian military
industry is utilising Syria as a test
field for doctrines and cuttingedge weapons with attention
focused on unmanned combat
vehicles.
While Ukraine has been a test
bed for new Russian tactics in
hybrid warfare, Syria is increasingly seen as the showcase for
new Russian military hardware.
Syria’s unencumbered geography, except for urban combat
environments, is an optimal
test ground for the cutting-edge
weapons. Battle-tested is the best
marketing slogan for defence
industries.

Remote war. Russian Colonel-General Mikhail Mizintsev (Top-C)
speaks during a meeting of Russian and Syrian officials in
Moscow, on September 20.
(AP)
While war games — such as the
one recently organised by Russia
under the aegis of the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation that
included China and other Central
Asian countries — help Moscow
sell military equipment to participants, the media coverage of
the Russian intervention in Syria
has proven to be a boon for the
Russian arms industry as well.
Despite that it has a relatively
small-scale military footprint in
Syria, Russia has launched an
incredible number of the new Kalibr cruise missiles from surface
ships and submarines. Russia
deployed long-range strategic
bombers armed with the new KH
101 air-to-ground cruise missiles
Russia is also deploying the
S-400 Triumf long-range missile defence system that is being
requested by several countries,
including China and Turkey. While
the presence of Russian troops in

Syria is debatable and intensely
debated, the military intervention is generating exports for the
systems that have been proven in
battle.
Not every weapon system does
well, however. Trumpeted in Red
Square during the 2018 Victory
Day parade in Moscow, the Uran
6 and Uran 9 unmanned ground
vehicles provide remote-control
minesweeping, reconnaissance
and fire support. Operators several
kilometres away can control the
main gun and an array of anti-tank
and thermobaric rockets while the
Uran 9 can target by itself.
Although the Uran 6 remotecontrol mine-sweeping vehicle,
controlled just from few hundred
metres away, demonstrated
encouraging results, the Uran 9,
hyped as the darling of the show,
did not satisfy expectations during combat operations. The futuristic vision of unmanned ground

combat vehicles proved how far
reality is from expectations.
Problems, including mechanical
failures, the inability to move and
target at the same time, as well
as the need for proximity for the
controller to avoid lag time and
communication cut-offs, revealed
that the unmanned tank was not
able to operate at full efficiency.
While the Uran 9’s promise of
remote warfare is far from proven,
the Syrian battlefield should be
regarded as a part of the testing
process that could help speed up
development and reliability of
remote and autonomous weapon
systems.
The Islamic State’s belligerence
in Syria emphasised the effects of
asymmetric drone warfare. Commercial aerial drones have been
reconfigured as flying bombs
as well as forward observation
platforms that have been used for
targeting or propaganda video
recording. At the same time, the
superiority of US aerial drones
that have been shown repeatedly
during the war on terror has been
challenged by the Russian Army’s
jamming capabilities and electronic warfare in Syria.
The Syrian war has become
increasingly saturated with
unmanned aerial drones and now
with remote-controlled vehicles.
In this respect, the role of jammers, machines that can disrupt
the communication between the
drone and the operator, is rising.
A new business opportunity is
moving from niche market into
the mainstream security industry,
thanks to the violence and destruction in Syria.
Alessandro Arduino is the
author of “China’s Private Army.
Protecting the New Silk Road,”
Palgrave-Macmillan, 2018.
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The UN still
serves a purpose

D

espite the usual misgivings and
habitual expressions of dissatisfaction with the United Nations, this
year’s UN General Assembly meetings have proven again that if the UN
system didn’t exist it would have to

be created.
The United Nations and its annual meetings
serve a purpose. UN General Assembly President
Maria Fernanda Espinosa Garces summed it up
when she said the General Assembly is “the only
place where a meeting of this kind is possible,”
one in which all countries “have the opportunity
to hear and be heard.”
UN speeches draw attention to urgent matters
in the world, including the Middle East. There
has been a near consensus among world leaders
on the need to revive peace talks in the region,
especially between Palestinians and Israelis.
That consensus may have nudged US President
Donald Trump away from his less-than-benign
neglect of the Palestinian issue. “I like a twostate solution. That’s what I think works best …
That’s my feeling,” Trump said while attending
General Assembly meetings.
The “two-state-solution” has been the position
of many past US administrations. Trump’s
statement is a welcome reiteration of an internationally sanctioned process, away from previous
pro-Israel unilateralism.
A more active role by the world community
will be necessary to maintain momentum but it
did not hurt that the US president set a personal
deadline. “It is a dream of mine to get that done
prior to the end of my first term,” Trump said,
referring to the Palestinian-Israeli issue.
The UN system is not perfect. There are many
countries clamouring for reform of the system,
especially of the UN Security Council.
The Kuwaiti proposal of September 26 that a
permanent Security Council seat should be
dedicated to the Arab world is pertinent in this
regard.
UN meetings remain a place where consensus
is shaped around global issues such as fighting
poverty, promoting education, managing the
migration problem or addressing climate
change.
UN Secretary-General Antonio Guterres
pointed to the need for collective world action on
many such issues. “In the face of massive,
existential threats to people and planet… there is
no way forward but collective, common-sense
action for the common good,” he said.

Iran’s destabilising
support to Houthis

A

t the UN General Assembly, Yemeni
President Abd Rabbo Mansour Hadi
called on the world to stop Iran from
fuelling his country’s devastating
civil war. Iran and Lebanon’s militant
Hezbollah group have “blatantly”
supported the Houthis with money, “weapons,
missiles and experts,” he said.
The Yemeni president’s anguished plea came
the very day British experts said they had
evidence of Tehran’s military support to the
Houthis. The UK-based investigative organisation Conflict Armament Research (CAR) revealed
that the Tehran-supported militia is mass-producing improvised explosive devices whose
components originate in Tehran.
Recapping the results of his organisation’s
investigative work in Yemen, CAR Executive
Director James Bevan said: “The vast majority of
landmines being recovered are improvised,
standardised and mass-produced, domestically
by Houthi forces on a scale only previously
achieved by Islamic State forces in Iraq and
Syria.
“The use of landmines and IEDs (improvised
explosive devices) is a growing threat in Yemen
and one that will persist long after the current
phase of the conflict concludes,” he added.
The report revealed that electronic components used in remote-control IEDs were “identical to material that CAR has previously documented and which it has determined originated
from Iran.”
Despite attempts by the Houthis to obliterate
markings on explosives and military equipment,
Iran’s fingerprints are all over them. They are on
the transmitters used to arm radio-controlled
IEDs and on IED switches and electronics, which
“originate in Iran,” noted the report.
The CAR had already said in a March report
“multiple strands of information suggest that
Iran orchestrated the transfer of technology and
material to Houthi forces in Yemen to assist in
the manufacture of [radio-controlled IEDs].”
The new armament information surfaced
while the Houthis are being assailed on human
rights grounds as well. Human Rights Watch has
accused the Houthis of perpetrating serious
abuse, including hostage-taking and acts of
torture on arbitrarily detained Yemeni civilians.
“Some Houthi officials are exploiting their
power to turn a profit through detention, torture
and murder,” Human Rights Watch said in its
report.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

Russia is still on the wrong path in Syria

R

Khairallah Khairallah
The sooner Iran leaves Syria, the easier it becomes to reach a political
settlement there.

ussia’s decision to
supply the Syrian
government with
S-300 air defence
missile systems indicates that Moscow
is determined to continue on the
wrong path in Syria and deepen
its crisis there.
Instead of complicating the
situation in Syria, Russia should
have gone straight to the heart of
the matter, which is that the Syrian regime has no chance of survival simply because it has never
been legitimate. It was born from
a military coup in 1963, evolved
into a minority regime under
Hafez Assad and then to a family
regime under Bashar Assad, with
full backing from Iran.
Anyone having the slightest
doubt about the intimate relation
between the Syrian regime and
Iran’s mullahs should read the
public prosecution’s brief from
the Special Tribunal for Lebanon.
The document revealed the depth
of coordination between Damascus and Tehran regarding preparatory details for the assassination
of Rafik Hariri on February 14,
2005. The explosive charge in that
attack came from Iran.
It’s no secret that Israel was

indirectly responsible for downing the Russian Ilyushin-20
military reconnaissance plane
off the coast of Latakia, killing
its entire crew. Israeli jets raided
that particular point of the coast
without giving the Russian side
enough time to move the plane
to a safe zone. If the incident is
indicative of anything, it is of
Israel’s disregard for coordinating with its Russian ally when it
comes to raiding anywhere inside
Syrian territory that Israel deems
a legitimate target.
Russia acquiesced Israel’s selfproclaimed right to attack targets
in Syria but Israel has broken the
rules of the game with Moscow,
perhaps unintentionally as it had
claimed. Russia had to save face
and react. The S-300 system will
certainly help in the short run.
More than in Syria, Russia’s
reaction was meant essentially
for internal consumption inside
Russia itself. This is important
for Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s strategy, which is based on
tickling the imperialistic feelings
hidden deep inside every Russian
who longs for the glory days of
Mother Russia.
OK, so the reaction did its job
in the short term. This does not

Losing bet. Members of Russian and Syrian forces stand guard
near posters of Syrian President Bashar Assad (L) and his
Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin at the Abu Duhur crossing
on the eastern edge of Idlib, last August. 		
(AFP)

mean Russia has found a solution
for itself in the Syrian quagmire
where it wants to be the master
puppeteer. Russia must first fend
off America’s reaction to its move.
Can Russia guarantee Iran’s exit
from Syria? If the United States
insists on this condition, every
day shows that Russia is unable
to deliver the goods to Israel and
the United States. Russia is betting
on a losing regime in Syria whose
fate will be like those that existed
in East Germany, Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia and
Romania.
Russia has the right to try to
recapture its former glory but why
must it do it by choosing the longest path to get out of its crisis in
Syria? The first step ought to be for
Moscow to convince itself that the
regime in Damascus has no future
and that any solution in Syria will
require Iran’s withdrawal. The
sooner Iran leaves Syria, the easier
it becomes to reach a political settlement there.
Let us suppose that the Russian
decision to supply a missile defence system to the Syrian regime
reached its intended purpose
internally. What next? What about
the really embarrassing questions?
Suppose Israel continues to raid
targets inside Syria within the
context of its campaign on Iranian
presence there. Can Russia afford
to start a confrontation with it?
Can Putin withstand the pressures
from the powerful Israeli lobby
in Moscow and from the equally
powerful Russian lobby in Israel?
Let’s leave the Israeli facet aside
and consider the practical one
of reconstructing Syria. One of
these days, Syria will have to be
reconstructed. This is why Syrian
Foreign Minister Walid Muallem,
tongue in cheek, said during his
last visit to Moscow that Damascus
was going to reward Russia by giving it all reconstruction projects.
Muallem sold mirages to Russia
and Russia sold the regime antiaircraft missiles, which will turn
out to be obsolete in the face of
American advanced technology.
If Russia, the United States and
Israel wish to prevent Syria’s disintegration, they should jump to
the first step by looking for a new
regime in Damascus. It should be
totally different from the present
one, which is interested only in
saving itself.
Khairallah Khairallah is a
Lebanese writer.
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Expected shake-up inside the Russian house

I

t was interesting to note
that after the downing of
the Russian reconnaissance
aeroplane off the coast of
Syria, the TV channel Russia
Today invited someone who
could really speak about the real
mood in Russia’s leading circles.
Russia Today is the channel
chosen to transmit to the world
Russian President Vladimir
Putin’s views and policies. The
Kremlin and Russian Ministry of
Defence had already expressed
their anger about the plane
incident but Russia Today’s guest
revealed another anger inside
Russian top circles, this time
directed at some in Russia itself.
The guest on Russia Today was
retired Colonel-General Leonid
Ivashov, former head of the
Russian Defence Ministry’s Main
Department of International Military Cooperation. He said there
were Russian officials working
for Tel Aviv and executing its
orders rather than executing
Putin’s. For those who’d prefer to
dismiss this revelation, the man
used stronger words and spoke of
“treason inside Russian leadership by colluding with Israel.”
Ivashov, of course, does not
represent the official position
of the Russian government
but he is someone who has an
intimate knowledge of the inside
workings of the Defence Ministry and his statements can be
understood as reflecting a state
of discomfort about Israeli influence among Moscow’s top echelons. For Ivashov to speak this
candidly on Russia Today about a
very sensitive issue that touches
both Russian-Israeli relations
and the Russian leadership could
not have been possible without
permission from Putin.

Mohamad Kawas
Putin is perhaps seeking to end Israel’s continuous violation of Russian
internal affairs since the fall of the former Soviet Union.
Russia’s steadily rising angry
tone against Israel and its sudden
decision to supply the Syrian regime with S-300 missile systems
can be analysed in the context of
Ivashov’s revelations. One then
might expect a bend in Moscow’s
dealings with Israel on the Syrian
question. From another angle,
one could expect consequences
of the matter inside the Kremlin
itself, particularly concerning
those accused of “treason,” in
Ivashov’s term.
The situation is going to require
Putin to resort to calculated steps
in his approach to Israel, the
United States and Western allies.
Putin might fall back on a different type of calculations, dictated
by internal considerations having
to do with the Kremlin’s concern
about the influence of Israeli lobbies inside Russian institutions.
If the Kremlin deemed it necessary to issue a stern warning to
officials working for Tel Aviv and
executing its orders rather than
Putin’s, it can only mean that a
significant shake-up in the Russian leadership is on the horizon.
We won’t know more about the
circumstances of this warning
and its significance inside Russia.
However, what seems clear is
that Putin is ticked off at Israel,
not just because of the downing
of the Russian plane in Syria but
also because Israel has made
significant inroads inside Russian
state institutions through its
financial, economic, security and
military tentacles.
Putin is perhaps seeking to end
Israel’s continuous violation of
Russian internal affairs since the
fall of the former Soviet Union.
This violation began during the
term of former Russian President
Boris Yeltsin. After the Il-20

incident, Victor Khostov, deputy
commander of Russian antiaircraft defence missile systems
in Syria, said: “Israel’s statements
and words of condolence simply
won’t do. It is, of course, our lax
attitude towards Israel that gave
it a free hand.”
Despite this anger, the crisis
will not make Russia switch
camps with respect to Israel.
Those who were wishing for a
reversal in Moscow’s relations
with Israel will surely be disappointed. The Russian-Israeli
friction is certainly tense but
temporary and harmless. What’s
a little friction between friends?
Russia’s real stance towards Israel was expressed last February
by Russian Deputy Ambassador
to Israel Leonid Frolov, who said:
“In the case of aggression against
Israel, not only will the United
States stand by Israel’s side. Russia, too, will be on Israel’s side.”
He added: “Many of our countrymen live here in Israel and Israel
in general is a friendly nation and
therefore we won’t allow any aggression against Israel.”
For Putin, the incident in Syria
will be a chance to lure Washington to take part in negotiations
about a final settlement in Syria.
The supply of S-300 missile systems to “irresponsible parties,” in
the words of Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu, has provoked anger in Washington and,
therefore, might lead to opening
negotiations for a final settlement
in Syria because of considerations
for Israel’s security.
Moscow has cleverly placed
the missile deal with the Syrian
regime within the context of
its angry reaction to the Il-20
incident. Moscow has insisted
on two things. The first is that

the missile systems will be used
solely “to protect Russian presence” in Syria and not for the
protection of any other presence
in Syria. The missile systems,
then, are likely to be operated by
Russian personnel under direct
orders from Moscow.
The second thing is that the
missile systems in Syria will not
target any third country. This
point was obviously meant as
a reassuring message that the
technical upgrade in Syria will
not affect the strategic balance of
power so dear to Israel.
So, Moscow’s fundamental
attitude and policy towards Israel
has not changed and the current
crisis will not reach the level of
breaking off relations. Russia will
maintain its relations with its
friend, Israel.
Russia’s angry outburst against
Israel might please Damascus
and Tehran but any observer can
easily detect that Moscow’s anger
was not motivated by the Israeli
raids on targets in the Syrian territory but rather by Israel’s tricky
tactics that led to the downing of
the Russian plane and the death
of its 15 crew members.
Before the plane incident, Russia had no objections to Israel’s
continued raids inside Syrian
territory as long as Russian interests and positions were spared.
Moscow will continue not to
object if it succeeds in rearranging
its agreements with Israel and the
United States.
What will be interesting to
monitor are developments inside
the Russian house regarding
the so-called traitors among the
country’s leadership.
Mohamad Kawas is a Lebanese
writer.

America’s new game is Risk without rules

I

n 1957, an Academy Awardwinning French film-maker
named Albert Lamorisse
invented a strategy board
game of high-stakes international diplomacy and
conflict. It went on to be marketed as Risk and became one of
the world’s most popular board
games, a status it continues to
enjoy today along with other
table-top games such as The Settlers of Catan and Battleship.
It is no surprise Risk took
off right after the second
world war when international
cooperation was needed to build
a rules-based order to prevent
another bloody conflict. The
International Monetary Fund
(IMF) and the World Bank were
established within a dozen or so
years of Risk appearing on the
market.
Like UN diplomats, Risk
players watch for likely alliances,
plot strategic advantage, keep an
eye on the balance of power and
assess the merits of an offensive
or defensive stance. Risk shares
another key characteristic
that has defined international
organisations: It operates by
rules. Without rules there would
be no such pleasant pastime as
a board game called Risk, nor
would there be a United Nations.
In 2018, the United States’
game on international relations
is a real-time Risk without rules.
On September 25, US President
Donald Trump declared at the
UN General Assembly that his
administration would reject
attempts from other countries to

the American toolkit. The United
States is its largest shareholder
and most influential member
country. Add to that the quid
pro quo reached between the
Americans and Europeans when
the World Bank and IMF were
created — the United States
would designate the World Bank
president; the Europeans would
get to pick the IMF’s managing
director.
Finally, there is the World
Trade Organisation (WTO),
established in 1995, which
regulates more than 98% of
the trade flows among its 164
members. WTO rules, which
require nations to keep trade
barriers low for other members,
help the United States precisely
because the system allows it
preferential access to global
markets. This matters. In 2015,
trade was nearly 30% of US GDP.
For more than 70 years,
international organisations and
the complex rules by which they
ensure compliance or censure
errant members have been a
means for the United States to
bludgeon other countries into
submission or to shape the world
order. Even when George W.
Bush was planning to invade
Iraq, an illegal act against a
sovereign nation, he tried to get
the United Nations on board.
The Bush administration worked
overtime to secure Security
Council authorisation, albeit
with the use of falsehoods.
Now the United States sees
the international system as a
constraint, an assault on its
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Rashmee Roshan Lall
Until now, American presidents have mostly seen the United
Nations and other international bodies as useful tools.
impose constraints on the United
States.
“We will not be governed
by an international body that
is unaccountable to our own
citizens,” Trump said. “America
is governed by Americans… we
must protect our sovereignty
and our cherished independence
above all.”
The blunt rejection of
international rules by the
world’s richest, most militarily
powerful country has profound
implications. Until now,
American presidents have
mostly seen the United Nations
and other international bodies as
useful tools.
With one of the five vetoes
at the UN Security Council,
the United States consistently
stymies international moves it
doesn’t like, Israel-related issues
being a case in point. The United
States has used its veto power
more than 40 times against draft
Security Council resolutions
pertaining to Israel.
The United States controls
the largest share of votes at
the IMF, giving it enormous
influence over the IMF’s 189
members and any balance of
payments problems they might
face through misgovernance,
corruption, incompetence or
plain bad luck. The Trump
administration’s harsh words
about Pakistan’s attempt
to secure another IMF loan
illustrate the United States’
self-confidence regarding this
particular international tool.
The World Bank, too, is part of
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sovereignty. It has withdrawn
from the Paris Climate Change
accord, UNESCO, the UN Human
Rights Council and the UN
Security Council-backed Iran
nuclear deal. It unilaterally
decided Jerusalem is Israel’s
capital and revoked funding for
the UN agency that provides
education and health care
to Palestinian refugees. The
United States has announced
it will not participate in the UN
Global Compact for Migration,
the first global agreement
on international migration,
to be adopted in Morocco in
December.
What America unconstrained
might mean for the world is not
clear but this much at least can
be said: Without rules, the game
is no longer worth playing. That
is true for Risk, the board game,
as much as for international
affairs.
So, Trump may praise Saudi
Arabia at the United Nations
even as he hammers OPEC,
of which the kingdom is de
facto leader. What happens if
the mood changes and OPEC’s
largest oil exporter is unfairly
blamed for failing to bring down
prices to suit America’s gasguzzling tastes?
Without a shared set of rules,
we risk a return to a world at
war.
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.
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Iraqi Kurds
pessimistic
ahead of
elections
The Arab Weekly staff

London

I

raqi Kurds head to the polls
September 30 to vote in parliamentary elections that could
reshape the region’s political
landscape a year after it failed to
gain independence in a disputed
referendum.
The region’s two main parties,
the Kurdistan Democratic Party
(KDP) and the Patriotic Union of
Kurdistan (PUK), are expected to
bolster their numbers in the 111seat House of Representatives,
which they have dominated for
more than two decades.
Opposition parties, dogged by
internal fractures and delayed
reforms, stand to lose influence,
analysts said, which could hamper
democratic reforms and efforts towards decentralisation.
“If the opposition parties fail yet
again in these elections, there will
likely be serious consequences,”
wrote Kurdish political analyst Kamal Chomani for the Tahrir Institute for Middle East Policy.
“Aims for democratisation and
social transformation would be
delayed, the corrupt and kleptocratic rentier system of governance would remain in place, the
KDP and the PUK would further
consolidate power and strengthen
their economic empires and militia forces and the dream of democratic change would yet again be
deferred.”

The main opposition parties
competing in the high-stakes
elections are the Gorran (Change)
movement, which has the secondmost — 24 — seats in parliament;
the New Generation Movement;
and the region’s Islamist parties —
the Kurdistan Islamic Union and
the Kurdistan Islamic Group (KIG).
All promised to enact reforms to
steer the country from corruption
and towards economic recovery
but many voters, disillusioned by
unfulfilled dreams of independent statehood and economic crisis,
show little enthusiasm. Politicians
warned that turnout could be as
low as 40%.
“These elections don’t interest
me at all,” Abdullah Mohammed,
a 69-year-old retiree, told Agence
France-Presse (AFP). “They are
spending crazy money on printing campaign posters but when
people in need ask for help, they
say there’s a crisis and there’s no
money.”
“This is the first time that I’m not
voting,” Ahmed Abdullah, 68, told
Reuters. “The two parties in power
steal and lie and that’s how they
stay in power. I’ve stopped believing anything will change.”
On September 25, 2017, Kurds
voted overwhelmingly for independence in a referendum that
was opposed by Baghdad, neighbouring countries and Western allies.
Iraqi forces moved to retake control of the disputed, oil-rich territory of Kirkuk, a key source of income for Kurdistan and cut off the

High stakes. A member of the Kurdish Peshmerga forces shows his ink-stained finger after voting in
Sulaymaniyah, on September 28. 								 (AFP)
region’s air links to the rest of the
world. The Iraqi government halted payments for Kurdish civil servants and cut the region’s budget,
compounding a soaring debt crisis
and fuelling resentment among the
region’s population of 5.7 million.
Since campaigning for parliamentary elections began September 11, opposition parties have taken aim at the region’s leadership,
vowing to crack down on “injustice” and “economic oppression.”
“What was necessary to oppose
injustice and oppression and pillage, we did in the street, parliament and court, against an oppressive authority,” Ali Hama Salih,
head of Gorran’s list, said during
a rally in Sulaymaniah. “Gorran
growing in strength means Kurdistan’s parliament growing stronger.”
KIG leader Ali Bapir said at a rally
in Erbil: “Those who have become
billionaires at the expense of the
ordinary people, how can they
sleep? Economic oppression must
cease in this country. Classes and
poverty need to cease to exist.”
The
opposition
cautioned

against potential voter fraud by the
KDP, which is accused by rivals of
planning “election rigging” in areas strongly under its control.
Allegations of voter fraud led to
clashes following elections for the
national parliament in May, with
fighting breaking out between
gunmen loyal to Gorran and PUK
militiamen.
KIG member Attah Mohammed
told Reuters that, “if there’s widespread fraud again, all opposition
parties will be diminished.”
Hoshyar Zebari, a senior KDP
leader, said that a smooth election
process was “critical to restoring
the legitimacy of our institutions.”
Also at play during the vote will
be the fragile alliance between the
KDP and PUK, which have been
at odds over who to nominate for
the Iraqi presidency, which is designated to be held by a Kurd. In an
unusual split, the two parties nominated separate candidates for the
position that is usually decided by
the PUK.
The PUK nominated former
Kurdistan Prime Minister Barham

Salih and the KDP put up former
Kurdistan Regional Government
Presidency Chief of Staff Fuad
Hussein. Parliament must vote for
the new president by October 2.
The KDP politburo issued a
statement saying: “We have let
the PUK know that the presidency
rightfully belongs to Kurds and not
any one party. That is why we can’t
make sense of the PUK’s insistence
on the Iraqi presidency.”
“The agreement we made with
the PUK in 2005 is no longer valid,
as President [Masoud] Barzani is
no longer the Kurdistan regional
president, and Jalal Talabani is
no longer the Iraqi president,” the
statement added.
Voters in Kurdistan appear less
interested in the political wrangling than reversing their losses
— both economic and political —
from the referendum a year ago.
“The Kurds lost so much with
that referendum,” shop owner
Omar Karim, 62, told AFP. “This
election will not give us back what
we lost. The Kurdish leaders are
not learning from their errors.”

their militias.
Persistent rumours in Basra
claim that militias loyal to Iran,
particularly Asaib al-Haq and
Hezbollah al-Nujaba, were given
hit lists of names of activists from
the Iranian consulate in Basra. Rumours are that 14 of those named
have been kidnapped.
On examining these reports, it
isn’t easy to miss the connecting
thread to Iran. In Basra and elsewhere, there are people gathering
information on the leaders of the
protests. They are looking for the
protesters who set fire to the Iranian consulate.
Perhaps the most obvious sign of
Iran’s domination of Iraq was the
30 Iranian police vehicles freely
roaming the streets of Karbala.
Iran’s excuse for the presence
of Iranian police in Karbala was
flimsy: They were there to protect
Iranian visitors in the city.
The cabinet’s chief adviser was
right when he said the situation
in Basra was disastrous. The chief
medical officer in Basra reported
that the number of victims in Basra
suffering from poisoning, intestinal
pains, rashes and diarrhoea was
steadily rising, especially in Abul
Khasib. He said the government’s
solutions have “done nothing”
for Basra’s neighbourhoods and
that most cases of poisoning were
among women and children and
Basra’s Medical District lacks
medicines.
To make matters worse in

Iraq, figures released by the Iraqi
Ministry of Planning and Development Cooperation indicate that
this year’s strategic grains harvests
were disastrously small because
of water shortages. The ministry
said there was a 45.3% drop in the
overall grain crops. The wheat crop
dropped 26.8% from last year.
The ministry blamed “poor
rainfall and shortage of water” but
the real cause is the stark failure of
the government because the entire
political class was busy fighting for
positions.
Many have thought that the
threats and assassinations have
silenced citizen protests in Basra.
They are wrong. Basra will not
cower. Basra will spark popular
protests all over Iraq. Hundreds of
Basra inhabitants marched in the
city centre in recent days, demanding basic services and calling on
the United Nations to intervene in
the water crisis.
In response, the new speaker
of the Iraqi parliament, Mohammed al-Halbousi said he will form
a committee of members of the
parliament and local officials from
Basra to discuss the situation at a
parliament session soon. Halbousi
promised that “in case there was
evidence of mismanagement of the
water mains feeding Basra, whoever is responsible will be relieved
of his duties.”

Viewpoint

Who’s doing the killing in Basra?
Bahira
al-Sheikhly

Many have thought
that the threats and
assassinations have
silenced citizen
protests in Basra.
They are wrong.

W

hile members
of the political class in Iraq
are fighting
each other for
positions, the
number of poisoning cases from
polluted waters in Basra governorate reached 95,000 and is still
rising, said Mahdi al-Tamimi, head
of the Basra office of Iraq’s High
Commission for Human Rights.
The water situation is extremely
bad in Basra. In some areas, such
as Abul Khasib, the sewer system
is polluting drinking water. Basra is
not alone in this disaster. Residents
of Wasit governorate and Diwaniyah in Al-Qadisiyyah governorate
have protested loudly about polluted water.
The head of the advisory council
in the cabinet admitted that the
water crisis in Basra is so enormous
that it is difficult to solve. He said
that “funds earmarked for Basra
are sizeable but the problem lies in
bad planning and mismanagement
in addition to spending the funds
on temporary repairs rather than
on tackling the problem.”
In exchange for the public funds
spent on solving the water crisis
in Basra, political blocs loyal to
Iran have increased the supply of
bullets to their sectarian militias in
preparation for a wide assassination campaign against protesters.
The latest victim in their campaign
of terror was well-known activist
Suad al-Ali, who was shot in the

head by unknown gunmen near a
restaurant in Basra. Her husband
was wounded in the attack.
The most violent assassination
in Basra was that of Jabbar Karam
al-Bahadli, defence attorney of the
Basra protesters. He was shot 15
times while in front of al-Hadi police station. Many activists in Basra
and Dhi Qar in southern Iraq have
been gunned down. Some activists
in Baghdad have narrowly escaped
assassination attempts by gunmen
using silencers.
The common denominator
among these assassins and kidnappers is that they are “unknown.”
Their victims were all human
rights activists who had the courage to stand by the demonstrators
in Basra against the central government. All the protesters wanted
was clean drinking water, electricity and jobs for the inhabitants of
the oil-rich Iraqi governorate. That
was their crime.
Along with the terror of the
assassinations, an additional psychological war was begun by the
pro-Iranian Dawa Party. Rumours
have spread threatening anyone
who dares oppose the religious
parties or their militias with certain
and swift death or with “disappearing” him or members of his family.
The threats were followed by
such acts and the terror campaign
produced results. Many protesters and poets backed down and
expressed regrets, begging forgiveness from the religious parties and

Bahira al-Sheikhly is an Iraqi
writer.

9

September 30, 2018

Gulf

News & Analysis

Iran threat factors heavily in GCC’s UN agenda
Regional
security. Saudi
Foreign
Minister Adel
al-Jubeir arrives
to address the
UN General
Assembly, on
September 28.
(Reuters)

Mohammed Alkhereiji

London

R

egional challenges, especially threats from Iran,
featured prominently on
the agenda of Saudi Arabia
and the United Arab Emirates at
the UN General Assembly, with the
prospect of an “Arab NATO” edging
closer to reality.
Saudi Foreign Minister Adel alJubeir, speaking September 28
at the United Nations, said Iran
has engaged in terrorist activities
and aggressive conduct and that
Saudi Arabia supports the United
States’ strategy in dealing with
Tehran, particularly by countering its nuclear and ballistic missile
programmes and its alleged terror
support.
Jubeir’s remarks came amid
reports that the United States
planned a summit in January to
introduce an Arab military alliance
like NATO to counter Iran.
“Saudi Arabia believes that in order to achieve peace and stability
in the Middle East, what is neces-

sary is to deter Iran and its subversive policies,” Jubeir said.
“Iran has trained and armed terrorist militias, has provided them
with ballistic missiles, conducting
assassinations targeting diplomats,
acts of aggression against diplomatic missions. This is sectarianism and interference in the internal affairs of the region,” he said,
emphasising that such conduct is
a breach of international law, for
which Iran should be held accountable.

The drive for a united front
against Iran comes as
Tehran faces increased
pressure at home and
abroad.
The “Arab NATO,” to be known
as the Middle East Strategic Alliance (MESA), was first brought up
in July.
“MESA will serve as a bulwark
against Iranian aggression, terrorism, extremism and will bring stability to the Middle East,” a spokesman for the US National Security

Council said at the time.
US Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo has met with foreign ministers from Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries and Jordan and
Egypt to discuss the creation of
the alliance, US State Department
spokeswoman Heather Nauert
said.
“All the participants agreed on
the need to confront threats from
Iran to the region and the United
States,” the State Department said
in a statement.
The alliance is to include the six
countries that make up the GCC, as
well as Jordan and Egypt. However,
with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab
Emirates, Bahrain and Egypt boycotting Qatar, partly due to its ties
with Iran, there are questions as to
how MESA will function.
“The real challenge facing the
US-led alliance is to solve the Gulf
crisis,” Qatari Foreign Minister
Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman al-Thani said at a news conference following the meeting.
Sheikh Mohammed, who spoke
more diplomatically on Saudi Arabia and the UAE than at any time
since the dispute between Doha

and those countries broke out 15
months ago, said Qatar remains
“open to dialogue” with Saudi
Arabia and its allies and “we hope
there will be progress.”
The drive for a united front
against Iran comes as Tehran faces
increased pressure at home and
abroad. Iran has been strained by
the collapse of the nuclear deal
and looming economic sanctions
that have led to protests in the
country.
An attack September 22 on a
military parade featuring Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
(IRGC) that was claimed by the Ahvaz National Resistance, an ethnic
Arab group that opposes the government, killed at least 25 people.
Despite the Arab separatist group
claiming responsibility for the attack, officials in Tehran blamed the
United States and Arab countries,
including Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates.
Iranian Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei said the gunmen were funded by the Gulf Arab
states. Khamenei vowed to “severely punish” those behind the
Ahvaz attack.

A video produced by a media
channel with ties to the IRGC
threatened Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates with ballistic
missile attacks, with a voice-over
by Khamenei saying: “A heavy punishment is under way.”
UAE Minister of State for Foreign
Affairs Anwar Gargash responded
on Twitter that “the official incitement against the UAE within Iran is
regrettable and has increased following the Ahvaz attack.”
“The UAE’s historical stance
against terrorism and violence is
clear and Tehran’s accusations are
baseless,” he said.
Riyadh also dismissed Iran’s accusations in a statement quoting
a foreign ministry official, carried
by the official Saudi Press Agency,
saying: “The kingdom completely
rejects the deplorable false accusations by Iranian officials regarding
the kingdom’s support for the incidents that occurred in Iran. “Saudi
Arabia’s policy is clear regarding its
non-interference in the domestic affairs of other countries.”
Mohammed Alkhereiji is the Gulf
section editor of The Arab Weekly.

Controversial shift seen in Oman’s role in Yemen
The Arab Weekly staff

Aden

Y

emeni political sources
corroborated the shift in
Omani policy away from
Muscat’s publicly stated
neutrality to support the Houthi
rebels against the internationally
recognised government in Yemen
and the Arab coalition supporting
it.

Oman considers Mahra
province important, giving
its residents free movement
between Oman and Yemen.
The sources, who spoke on condition of anonymity, pointed to signs,
especially in areas of Yemen freed
from Houthi rebel control, of Omani
support of political and tribal figures provided the figures adopt a
negative stance towards the Yemeni
government and the Saudi-led coalition.
The sources said this was evident
in the appearance of former Yemeni minister Ahmed Mousaed Hus-

sein al-Awlaki in Yemen’s Shabwa
province where he has reportedly
been meeting with local leaders,
demanding they adopt an anti-coalition stance and holding the anti-Houthi alliance responsible for
damage caused by rebels.
The sources said Awlaki, who has
been based in Muscat since 2010,
was in southern Yemen to recruit local political and tribal leaders, who
have been relatively quiet during
the conflict, to foment internal conflict in liberated provinces and hold
the government and the Saudi-led
coalition responsible for the declining security and economic situation
in the country.
The sources stressed that Muscat
was utilising former Yemeni figures
in Oman to support the Houthi militias directly or indirectly.
Omani authorities host hardline southern leader Hassan Baum,
known for his strong ties to Qatar
and Iran. Baum reportedly turned
his residence in Salalah, Oman, into
a base of operations to build an alternative to the southern movement
run by his son, Fadi Baum, from
Lebanon.
The sources revealed Hassan
Baum has been receiving politi-

cal and tribal figures from various
southern provinces to undermine
the Yemeni government. Recent
anti-coalition demonstrations in
southern provinces are the result of
Baum’s initiative, the sources said.
The sources stressed that OmaniQatari coordination regarding Yemen was at its highest level. The two
countries are supporting and funding political moves against the Arab
coalition and internationally recognised government, while creating
unrest in liberated areas through
political, financial and logistical
support to the Houthis.
Elements linked to Oman are
behind demonstrations in Mahra
province, where protesters have
demanded the withdrawal of Saudi
troops, who are trying to curb arms
smuggling by Houthi militias, the
sources said.
Oman considers Mahra important,
giving its residents free movement
between Oman and Yemen. It has
also begun naturalising hundreds of
tribal militias in the province.
As part of Oman’s expanding actions in southern Yemen, sources
said Muscat had a role in the return
of the Istanbul-based Muslim Brotherhood leader Hamoud Saeed al-
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A map locating Mahra province on the border with Oman.
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Makhlafi to Taiz province. Muslim
Brotherhood supporters celebrated
in the streets in Taiz, carrying pictures of Omani Sultan Qaboos bin
Said Al Said.
Makhlafi reportedly received
funding from Qatar to establish
camps in Taiz. The Salafist Abu Abbas Brigades recently seized three
military squads from Marib en route
to reinforce two Muslim Brotherhood camps there that house more
than 3,500 people.

Peace talks in Geneva recently
failed to begin after the Houthis
made a last-minute demand for an
Omani aeroplane to land at Sana’a
airport to fly their delegation to the
Geneva talks, a demand that raised
questions at the time.
Oman’s involvement in the war in
Yemen has come under scrutiny before, including in 2016 when weapons smuggled through Oman allegedly meant for Houthi rebels were
intercepted in Yemen.
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Trump, Sisi prioritise fighting terror
Ahmed Megahid

Cairo

E

gyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi and US President Donald Trump exchanged repeated thanks
and congratulations during a
meeting on the sidelines of the UN
General Assembly.
This was the fifth time they had
met in the past two years, highlighting their close relationship.
Trump described Sisi as a “great
friend” and Sisi hailed the US president for his ongoing support for
Egypt during a news conference
September 24.
Tremendous change has occurred on the local, regional and
international scene since Sisi first
met Trump, then candidate for
president, in September 2016.
“Egypt is already beyond its internal turmoil and the legitimacy
crisis it suffered soon after the
army-backed popular uprising
against Islamist President Muhammad Morsi in mid-2013,” said Amira
al-Shanawani, a political science
professor at Cairo University. “This
means that the Egyptian president
is in a much stronger position as he
presents his country’s case in front
of world leaders at the United Nations.”
Sisi’s visit to New York comes as
Egypt’s relations with the United
States continue to bloom following turbulent times with former US
President Barack Obama, who was
critical of Cairo’s crackdown on the
Muslim Brotherhood.
While Obama was president, the
US Congress withheld tens of millions of dollars in economic and
military aid to Egypt and the Pentagon practically froze military cooperation with Cairo, refusing to
return several Apache helicopters
Egypt had sent to the United States
for maintenance.
Trump entered the White House
expressing admiration with what
he described during his presidential campaign as Sisi’s “courageous” war against terrorism and
has made counterterrorism one of

the main pillars of US support for
Egypt.
At his meeting with Sisi, Trump
said Egypt was “at the forefront”
of the fight against terrorism. “We
will work with you and we will go
all the way,” the US president said.
Sisi asserted that Egypt would
eliminate terrorism with Trump’s
support.
Following his meeting with the
US president, Sisi wrote on Twitter
that he was honoured to meet with
Trump, describing him as a “great
man who made unique change in
US policies around the world.”
Egypt was at the centre of this
policy change. The US administration has released tens of millions
of dollars in suspended economic
and military aid, US businessmen
are arriving in Cairo in droves and
Egypt and the United States are
resuming military cooperation.
The two sides had the Bright Star
military exercises in September at
a military base in Egypt’s Western
Desert.
The military games, which used
to occur every two years, had been
a sign of the strength of EgyptianUS military cooperation but were
suspended eight years ago after the
“Arab spring.”
Personal chemistry between
Trump and Sisi aside, stronger
Egypt-US relations come at a time
when Cairo also enjoys strengthening relations with Russia and China, analysts said. Egypt has tried to
diversify its alliances and military
supplies, with Cairo moving to secure arms deals with Moscow, Beijing and Paris.
“This is why there are fears in
the United States that stronger ties
between Egypt on one hand and international rivals Russia and China
on the other could dampen Cairo’s
ties with Washington,” said Hassan
Wagih, a professor of international
relations at al-Azhar University.
Apart from being a cornerstone
of US policy in the Middle East and
the preferential treatment Egypt
gives US ships transiting the Suez
Canal, Egypt is important for the
implementation of Trump’s regional security plans, including peace-

Edging closer. Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi (L) and US President Donald Trump during a
bilateral meeting in New York, on September 24.			
(Egyptian Presidency)
making between the Palestinians
and the Israelis, analysts said.
“Egypt makes consultations with
all partners, most importantly the
United States, to resume peacemaking between the Palestinians
and the Israelis,” Egyptian Foreign
Minister Sameh Shoukry said fol-

Sisi’s visit to New York
comes as Egypt’s relations
with the United States
continue to bloom following
turbulent times with former
US President Barack Obama.

lowing the Sisi-Trump meeting.
“We hope this can help the Palestinians obtain their right to establish their independent state, with
East Jerusalem as its capital.”
Egypt has good relations with
the Palestinians, the Israelis and
members of the Gulf Cooperation
Council. These strong relations
make Cairo most capable of bringing parties together and influencing their decisions, analysts said.
While in New York, Sisi also met
Jordanian King Abdullah II, UAE
Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah
bin Zayed al-Nahyan and Israeli

Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu.
“This is why Cairo is an ally
the United States is not ready to
lose,” said Saad al-Zunt, the head
of Egyptian think-tank Strategic
Studies Centre. “It is a regional
player on which the United States
counts to bring the region back in
order, especially now that Cairo is
regaining its strength and position
in Arab politics after years of domestic unrest.”
Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian
reporter in Cairo.

Visiting al-Aqsa ignites debate in Egypt
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

leading scholar from alAzhar said Egyptians
should
visit
al-Aqsa
Mosque, challenging a
decades-old ban by the religious
authority on visits to the Old City
of Jerusalem.
Al-Azhar’s grand sheikhs, the
highest seat of Sunni Islamic learning, prohibited visits to Jerusalem
since the early 1970s, saying the
trips would create revenue for the
state of Israel and harm Palestinians.
However, Usama al-Azhari, a
senior scholar at al-Azhar and secretary of the Religious Affairs Committee in the Egyptian parliament,
said visiting the city would help
make it known that the Palestinians are not alone in their struggle.
“Visits to al-Aqsa Mosque will
be a loud expression of solidarity
with the Palestinians,” Azhari said.
“These visits will highlight the
Arab identity of Jerusalem at this
tough time.”
By calling on Muslims to visit
Jerusalem, in general, and alAqsa Mosque, in particular, Azhari
could be stepping into a political
minefield. Those making similar
calls have been accused of being
pro-Israel or advocates of the normalisation of relations with the
Jewish state.
Although Egypt was the first
Arab country to sign a peace treaty
with Israel almost four decades
ago, popular feelings in Egypt are

strongly anti-Israel. Egyptians
considering visiting Israel or meeting Israelis, including the government officials, are derided by the
media and made social outcasts.
Former Islamic Endowments
Minister Mahmoud Hamdi Zakzouk came under intense pressure
for calling for an end to the boycott
of al-Aqsa but he renewed his pitch
in January.
In April 2012, Egyptian Mufti
Sheikh Ali Gomaa was strongly
criticised for visiting al-Aqsa
Mosque. Gomaa said he did not advocate normalising relations with
Israel, which is why he entered the
West Bank from Jordan, not Israeli
territory. “This means that I did

not get an Israeli visa on my passport to enter the city,” Gomaa said.
The issue of having an Israeli
stamp in one’s passport is another
reason many Egyptians are averse
to visiting al-Aqsa, even though
visiting the site is an obligation in
Islam.
Egyptian political analysts said
visiting the mosque will not help
the Palestinians and could harm
the Palestinian cause.
“Those who claim that visits to
the mosque will help the Palestinians are mistaken,” said Hassan
Nafaa, a political science professor
at Cairo University. “Visits to the
mosque and the Old City of Jerusalem, in general, will give Israel

Under occupation. Israeli police forces stand guard at the al-Aqsa
Mosque compound in the Old City of Jerusalem.
(AFP)

the chance to project an image of
a state that guarantees freedom of
faith on the territories it controls.”
Opponents of visits to the
mosque say trips to religious sites
in Jerusalem would help the Israeli
economy because financial dealings in the occupied Palestinian
territories are done in Israeli shekels.
Grand Imam of al-Azhar Ahmed
al-Tayeb said he opposes visits
by Muslims to Jerusalem as long
as the city is under Israeli occupation. Former Orthodox Pope
Shenouda III, who died in 2012,
opposed visits to Bethlehem by
Egypt’s Christians.
However, Azhari said such attitudes harm the Palestinians’
struggle to protect their rights in
Jerusalem.
“Attempts to eliminate the Arab
identity of Jerusalem are nonstop,” Azhari said. “So, when
Egyptians and other Arabs visit the
city and its religious sites, they will
have the chance to stand in solidarity with the Palestinians.”
Azhari’s initiative comes at a
time the United States, the traditional peace-broker between the
Palestinians and the Israelis, made
the unprecedented move of relocating its embassy from Tel Aviv to
Jerusalem.
There are fears that a peace plan
being prepared by US President
Donald Trump could deny Palestinians the right to establish their
capital in East Jerusalem and eliminate the right of return for Palestinian refugees.
This is why some people, includ-

ing officials at the Coptic Orthodox
Church, are considering Azhari’s
initiative. Visits to Jerusalem, the
officials say, should not be viewed
as a “crime.”

The issue of having an
Israeli stamp in one’s
passport is another reason
many Egyptians are averse
to visiting al-Aqsa.
“These visits will give us the
chance to get closer to the Palestinians who suffer a lot under the
Israeli occupation,” said Father
Rafiq Griesh, Coptic Orthodox
Church spokesman. He said the
Coptic Orthodox Church welcomes
visits by its followers to Jerusalem.
Azhari is the Islamic affairs adviser to Egyptian President Abdel
Fattah al-Sisi and is believed to
be integral to Sisi’s repeated calls
for religious reform. This has led
his initiative for visiting al-Aqsa
Mosque to being viewed as tacit
state blessing for Egyptians to visit
the Palestinian territories.
Azhari said any Egyptian visiting
the Old City of Jerusalem should
visit Palestinian homes, buy from
Palestinian shops and eat Palestinian food.
“This is the only way we will
break the siege imposed on the
Palestinians of Jerusalem by Israel,” Azhari said. “We should not
leave the Palestinians alone in this
struggle for their rights.”
Amr Emam is a Cairo-based
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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Al-Azhar’s education move a blow to extremism
Ahmad Hafez

Cairo

A

l-Azhar has approved new
school curricula that reflects provisions stated in
the constitution regarding education, Egyptian Education
Minister Tarek Shawki said.
The constitution recommends
that education curricula focus on
national identity and recognises
that there should be a balance between modernising educational
materials and upholding cultural
heritage. Schools should offer activities that deepen notions and cultures of citizenship and tolerance.
Egyptian and foreign experts collaborated in developing the new
curricula and class materials, creating up-to-date content that includes
Egypt’s cultural heritage. It was designed so learners become rooted in
their cultural heritage, aware of the
challenges of modernity and can
distinguish between tolerance and
hatred.
Al-Azhar’s action reflects a further aspect of the changes in the
ideological atmosphere at the institution. In the face of great pressure from the authorities and public
outcry and accusations of encouraging extremism, al-Azhar leaders
have accepted the need to change
and moved towards adopting attitudes and ideas in line with modern
times.

Egyptian and foreign
experts collaborated in
developing the new
curricula and class
materials, creating up-todate content that includes
Egypt’s cultural heritage.
The move might also reflect a
more comprehensive strategy inside al-Azhar to update its leadership and departments after a long
period of stagnation. During that
period, al-Azhar at best kept silent
regarding key events and issues in
Egypt and that silence was seen as
encouraging extremist thought. AlAzhar’s silence reflected poorly on
the spread of tolerance in Egyptian

society.
The removal of Abbas Shuman as
al-Azhar vice-president tasked with
reforming curricula indicates a link
between al-Ahzar’s approval of the
modernised standards and the firing of important figures inside alAzhar who had opposed revising
the traditional curricula and materials, even though some of those
books were based on traditional reference works that encourage intolerance and hatred.
Not only have curricula been reformed but the new standards are
to be used in both public schools
and al-Azhar’s religious schools.
For many, this step is an acceptable
alternative to stripping al-Azhar
from its status as an independent
educational institution and placing
its schools and educational programmes under the oversight of
the Ministry of Education. Al-Azhar
had opposed such a move because it
would be tantamount to stripping it
of its religious authority and power.
In the new educational reform,
religion is considered as a subject of
study rather than the basis of studies. Study of religion has become a
separate subject to teach religious
concepts, the advantages of compassion and tolerance between
faiths and the necessity of respecting the ideas and beliefs held by
others without discrimination.
Education
specialist
Tarek
Noureddine said modern curricula
are the gates to social tolerance because they teach students to base
interactions on mutual respect and
goodwill, rather than on exclusion
because of differences in beliefs,
ideologies and cultures. When educational institutions refuse to let go
of unproductive and outdated curricula, social peace is at risk.
Noureddine said fighting intellectual narrow-mindedness begins
with adopting a modern educational system that refuses to be
backward-looking and combats
extremists. Graduates of that system would believe in freedom of
thought, creativity and peaceful coexistence.
Among the concepts included
in the educational reforms were
religious tolerance, globalisation,
citizenship, intercultural learning and communication and fam-

Winds of change. A general view of al-Azhar University in Cairo. 			
ily education based on respecting
society and the environment. The
new curricula promote the idea of
treating the other as a human being
irrespective of his or her religious
background and encourage basing
social relations on goodwill, fraternity and solidarity rather than on
religious affiliations.
Until recently, curricula and textbooks in Egypt contained lessons
encouraging hatred and punishment by beheading or burning. As
public outrage grew, those lessons
were removed but educational curricula were basically untouched.
Efforts to reform educational programmes and remove religion as
the foundation of all education
had been met with heavy resistance by al-Azhar scholars who saw
the changes as an attempt to bring
down the religious institution.
Some elements inside al-Azhar
had attacked the traditional cur-

ricula as extremist. A group calling
itself “Pro-civil State Azharites”
said “the reference books and curricula inside al-Azhar are the source
of religious extremism.” It pointed
out lessons in secondary-education
textbooks used in al-Azhar schools
that contained notions including
executing religious offenders such
as fornicators and those who do not
pray.
Observers noted that al-Azhar’s
compliance with the educational reforms was the result of government
pressure. Government institutions
had concluded that wiping out intolerance and extremism must start
with education and educational institutions regardless of their leanings. The observers said the official
adoption of modern curricula that
value treating all members of society with respect and kindness represents a painful blow to extremist
ideologies.

(Reuters)

Nadia Mohammed, the mother
of two children attending al-Azhar
schools in Cairo, said: “The fact
that al-Azhar implemented the new
curricula in its schools is a revolution against hatred.” She said she
had felt that al-Azhar’s educational programmes were exclusively addressed to Muslims and
that everyone else was considered
second-class citizens. She said she
considered moving her children to
state schools.
Mohammed said: “Modernising curricula at al-Azhar and state
schools was a defeat for extremists
since teaching children the values
of tolerance will make them moderate in their thinking and they
will refuse to support the actions
of those religious currents that demean the Copts and all enemies, for
example.”
Ahmad Hafez is an Egyptian writer.

Muslim-Copt initiatives highlight tolerance
Ahmad Hafez

Cairo

I

nitiatives by Egyptian Muslims
to build churches and by Egyptian Copts to build mosques are
a powerful and unique way to
uphold the values of tolerance and
solidarity in Egypt. They also serve
as a message that religious extremists refuse to accept, so they keep
lighting fires between religious
communities through sectarian
strife.
These destructive efforts have
failed as shown by the recent volunteering of a Coptic contractor to
build a mosque in Minya governorate in Upper Egypt. His gesture was
a few days after Salafist activists
burned and looted the homes of four
Copts reportedly because one of the
homes was being used as a church.
Contractor Michael Munir was
involved in the construction of a
housing complex in Al Mutahara in
south-western Minya as part of the
government’s project to build 1 million housing units. When the complex was completed, Munir realised
the area did not have a mosque so he
donated the funds for building one.
“Building the mosque is a message of tolerance and love, a confirmation of the fact that no religion
or dogma should come between the
sons of the same country,” Munir
said. “We want to tell those seeking
to sow the seeds of discord between
the two communities that their attempts will fail.”

Munir said there were many instances in which Muslims and Copts
donated towards the construction of
churches and mosques for each other. He said these acts came naturally
and instinctively. They are peace
messages that refute the attempts
to deform the image of relations between Muslims and Copts in Egypt.
They prove that Egyptian society
does not tolerate extremist dogmas.
Munir’s complaint with the “owners of backward minds,” as he called
them, is that they look at this display of solidarity and openness as
a media show, an attempt to show
off socially and stay in the government’s favour. They refuse to see
the positive side. For Munir, though,
civilised behaviour is the best defence against extremist thought and
backward minds.
Munir’s father, Atef Munir, was
among the victims of the terrorist
attack on the Monastery of St Samuel the Confessor in Minya in May
2017. Munir said he refuses to accept
that the attack had anything to do
with the Islamic faith.
He said donating to build or repair
houses of worship in Egypt should
come before donating to build
schools because it constitutes a real
symbol of tolerance and human solidarity. Munir donated half of $5,600
he received from the Egyptian government as compensation for the
death of his father to the construction of a mosque and the other half
to a church.
Media attention on the burning of
four Coptic homes in Minya focused
on the latest gesture of the Coptic

contractor. Official media seized the
chance to stress the strong relations
between Egyptian Muslims and
Copts despite the terrorist acts of an
extremist minority.
Egyptian authorities followed the
official government line in pointing
out that having Christians willingly
donate to build or repair mosques
is proof of the absence of sectarian
strife in Egypt. The big problem with
those authorities is that they refuse
to admit the existence of extremist
elements who practise social terrorism by issuing fatwas targeting the
Coptic community in Egypt.
Munir’s gesture is certainly not
unique. Last year in Qalyub, north of
Cairo, a Coptic citizen donated land
for the construction of a mosque after noticing that people were walking long distances to attend prayers
because there were no mosques
nearby.
Muslims, too, donated land and
money for the construction or restoration of churches. Last year in Minya, Muslim families collected funds
for the restoration of St George Coptic Church after local authorities
condemned the building because it
was threatening to collapse.
Muslims gave funds, fed the construction workers and helped in the
construction work. A local Muslim
baker gave daily rations of bread to
the construction crew.
Also in Minya, a Muslim businessman had donated 50,000 Egyptian
pounds ($2,800) for the construction of the Church of Martyrs that
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah alSisi ordered to build in honour of the

Need for solidarity. A view of the dome of the Church of the Virgin
Mary in the eastern Mostorod neighbourhood of the district of
Shubra al-Kheima on the outskirts of Cairo.		
(AFP)
victims of the attack on the Monastery of St Samuel the Confessor.
All this goodwill is in stark contradiction with extremist fatwas that
forbid it. A similar extremist trend
exists among some Coptic activists who show reserve — sometimes
even undeclared refusal — about
supporting an agenda of social, intellectual and cultural cohesion
between Muslims and Christians in
Egypt. They do not miss a chance to
harp on the issue of targeting Copts
in Egypt and feed sectarian divisiveness.
Kamal Zakher, a Coptic intellectual, said showing solidarity between Muslims and Copts through
donations and other acts is the kind

of social movement that extremists
are afraid of because it undermines
their efforts to control people’s
minds; that’s why they issue extremist fatwas.
Some of the fatwas can be found
on Islamweb, an internet site of the
Islamists and Salafists. They said
participating in the construction of
Christian houses of worship was an
unforgivable sin. Some Salafist fatwas equated contributing towards
building a church with spending
money on alcohol and other misdeeds. These outlandish fatwas
were inspired by a study made by
Abu Hammam Bakr al-Athari, a
prominent member of al-Qaeda’s jurisprudence committee.
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New measures fuel speculation
about Islamist ban in Mauritania
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

A

uthorities shut down an
Islamic university and
an Islamic training centre linked to a prominent
Muslim Brotherhood preacher as
part of Mauritanian President Mohamed Ould Abdel Aziz’s crackdown on Islamist extremism.
Mauritania’s High Education
Ministry ordered the closure of
Abdallah ibn Yassine University,
headed by Islamic fundamentalist preacher Muhammad al-Hassan
Ould al-Dadou, who is a member of
the Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated
International Union for Muslim
Scholars.
The move came three days after the government outlawed the
Islamic Scholars Training Centre,
also run by Ould al-Dadou. Analysts
speculated that the government
could next ban the Muslim Brotherhood-affiliated political party in the
country.
The closures came after Ould Abdel Aziz spoke critically of political
Islam during a September 22 news
conference, saying it has done more
harm to Arab countries than the
state of Israel.
Asked about the government’s
position on the country’s Muslim
Brotherhood affiliate, the National
Rally for Development and Reform,
also known as Tewassoul, Ould Abdel Aziz said: “One thing at a time.
We are live on the air.”
Tewassoul was the main opposition to the president’s ruling Union
for the Republic (UPR) party and
has one of the most loyal support

bases in the country.
Following Ould Abdel Aziz’s remarks, Muslim Brotherhood activists attacked the president on social media, with some calling him
a “five-star shibiha,” a reference to
the Syrian state-sponsored militia
that assisted government troops in
cracking down on its opponents.
Ould al-Dadou responded to
Ould Abdel Aziz with a sermon defending Islamists in the region and
charged Ould Abdel Aziz and other
Arab regimes with “injustice and
despotism.”
Ould al-Dadou’s sermon went
viral on social media and the next
day the government announced it
would shut down the imam’s training centre.

The closures came after
Ould Abdel Aziz spoke
critically of political Islam,
saying it has done more
harm to Arab countries than
the state of Israel.
Ould Adel Aziz has led a charge
against Islamists since the run-up
to his country’s parliamentary, regional and municipal elections in
September. During one rally, he
charged that “proponents of political Islam are all extremists… Activists of the political Islamist parties
are extremists. They take up weapons when they fail to achieve their
objectives and goals by political
ways.”
In separate remarks, Ould Abdel
Aziz blamed Muslim Brotherhoodlinked parties and other Islamists for causing “the ruin and destruction of nations wealthier and
stronger than Mauritania.”

“We must block the route to
them. We must shut the door before them in the elections to shield
our nation and protect our society,”
he said.
Ould Abdel Aziz’s fiery campaign
against Islamists is credited with
helping the UPR secure a large majority in parliament, regional councils and municipalities.
Analysts said the president’s continued attacks on Islamists, even
after their poor performance in
elections, could be part of a plan to
outlaw the group.
Tewassoul leader Mohamed
Mahmoud Ould al Sidi said in a
statement that talk of outlawing
the party was part of an attempt
to pave the way for the president
to secure a third mandate in office,
which would require changing the
constitution.
While Ould Abdel Aziz has ruled
himself out of elections next year,
he has vowed to leave office protecting the “achievements” of his
administration and his critics suspect he could be angling for another
term.
Ould al Sidi said: “We refuse to be
neutral in the fight against a third
mandate and for the respect of the
constitution.”
Addressing Ould Abdel Aziz’s
criticism, he said: “We follow a
path of moderation and middle
ground but we refuse to abandon
our Islamic references and vision,”
adding that the Mauritanian authorities failed to present evidence
suggesting his party was involved
in extremism.
“They are extrapolating the reality of other Islamists upon us. It is
better for them to give proof and
facts to back their accusations,”

A tougher stance. Mauritania’s President Mohamed Ould Abdel
Aziz waits for a visiting leader at Nouakchott Airport, last July.

(Reuters)

he said. “The difference between
us and the others is that we are
inspired by Islamic values in our
political activities while others are
exploiting Islam for their political
benefit.”
The closed Islamic training centre denied authorities’ claims that
it was linked to extremism, saying
the institution “contributes to cementing societal peace in Mauritania, in the region and elsewhere
in the world by teaching moderate
Islam.”
However, the National Union of
Mauritania’s Imams and the League
of Mauritania’s Islamic Scholars
supported the closure, saying that
“these centres have not succeeded
in graduating a single scholar since

they were opened many years ago.”
They warned against any violent
reactions to the ban, saying that
“religion forbids any reckless action that would cause strife and undermine peace.”
Pro-government
intellectuals
urged authorities to ban Tewassoul
and its civic associations.
“Genuine Mauritanian political parties belong to the homeland
with ideas and organisations in
contrast to the front windows of
the clandestine organisation of the
Muslim Brotherhood that takes
advantage of our democracy,” said
political writer Ishaak al-Kounti.
“These windows have no place in
our political map. The solution is to
ban them.”

Militias back in driver’s seat in Tripoli
Michel Cousins

Tunis

S

eptember was a month of
extraordinary political ferment and turmoil in Libya,
even by the chaotic standards of the past four years.
Following three weeks of the
worst clashes in Tripoli since the
2011 revolution in which forces
from Tarhouna and their allies appeared to be gaining the upper
hand in their bid to smash the capital’s dominant militias, the tables
were unexpectedly turned. The attackers found themselves suddenly
being hit hard and had to pull out.
There was an equally unexpected development 1,000km to the
east, in the House of Representatives (HoR), Libya’s parliament in
Tobruk. After months of key members blocking a referendum on the
document drawn up by the Constitution Drafting Assembly, the HoR
announced on September 24 that it
had approved it.
The violence in Tripoli where
militias are back in power has
ended, the security threat to the
UN-backed Presidency Council has
been removed and the referendum
can go ahead.
The latter is in line with the
agreement among French President Emmanuel Macron and Libya’s four key players — HoR President Ageela Saleh; Field-Marshal
Khalifa Haftar, the HoR-appointed
head of the Libyan armed forces;
Fayez al-Sarraj, head of the UNbacked Presidency Council; and
President of the State Council
Khalid al-Mishri — for elections by
the end of the year.
Under the agreement, a legal
framework for elections was to
be in place by September 16. That
deadline has slipped but, theoretically, elections could still happen.
As a result, Libyan officials at a

Libya-Tunisia economic forum in
Tunis on September 27 were claiming the situation is improving and
the country will see stability and
normality by next year. Few Libyans believe that to be the case.
While the militias are supposedly back in the driver’s seat in
the capital, the reasons for the 7th
Battalion’s offensive have not gone
away: the militias’ domination
over the Presidency Council and
the hundreds of millions of dollars
they are said to be leaching from
Libya’s oil revenues. UN Special
Envoy Ghassan Salame has said
this has to end.
If the situation continues as is,
however, a fresh onslaught against
the militias or some of them is
thought extremely likely.

As for the political developments
in Tobruk, there is little expectation they will change anything.
The vote by the HoR in favour
of a referendum on the proposed
constitution and an amendment to
the 2011 Constitutional Declaration
divide the country into three separate constituencies — Tripolitania,
Cyrenaica and Fezzan — for the vote
in which the constitution must be
approved in all three to take effect,
almost certainly ensures that a referendum, if it happens, will fail.
A majority of Cyrenaicans are believed to be opposed. Most Libyans
are probably opposed.
The likelihood of a referendum
in the near future appears remote.
For a start, the boundaries between
the three regions need to be set-

tled. Cyrenaican federalists, who
are opposed to the constitution,
demand that the Jufra region south
of Sirte and the oil terminal towns
of Sidra and Ras Lanuf, historically
part of Tripolitania, be part of the
eastern area.

If the situation
continues as is, a fresh
onslaught against the
militias or some of them
is thought extremely
likely.
The way the law and the amendment to the constitutional declaration were approved makes it highly
likely that the matter will be taken
to court. Although it is being said

Uneasy truce. Libyan militiamen loyal to the Government of National Accord keep watch from a
position south of Tripoli, on September 25.							
(AFP)

that 135 HoR members voted for
it, only 39 were in the chamber
at the time. There was no vote in
the normal sense. Some members
expressed support by phone, a
change in HoR rules so far unapproved. Others were deemed to
have voted in favour because they
had previously supported the motion splitting the country into three
constituencies.
It is being suggested that this was
done deliberately, to ensure that
the referendum becomes bogged
down in the courts.
The HoR also authorised the
head of its dialogue committee to
continue discussions with the State
Council on replacing the Presidency Council with a three-member
panel consisting of a president and
two deputies and the appointment
of a separate prime minister. The
decision cuts across any moves
for a referendum. There would be
no need for a new presidency and
government if there is to be a referendum, which, if successful, would
be followed by parliamentary and
presidential elections.
Away from the political manoeuvring, no sooner had the clashes
stopped than the skies opened, not
just over Tripoli but across much of
the north of the country, bringing
flash flooding and chaos. Further
floods, the result of decades of insufficient infrastructural investment and mismanagement, are
expected.
Ironically, as cars disappeared below the waters in Tripoli’s streets,
there was no water in the taps. Local militiamen in southern Libya,
demanding an end to power cuts in
their area, stopped the pumps on
the Great Man-Made River feeding
the capital.
For ordinary Tripoli residents,
the nightmare is never-ending.
Michel Cousins is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Libyan
issues.
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Cairo seeks to cut Brotherhood funding
Amr Emam

Cairo

A

n Egyptian judicial panel’s decision to confiscate money and property
of hundreds of Muslim
Brotherhood businessmen will
end the group’s domestic operations and deliver much-needed
funds to the Egyptian treasury, experts said.
“This decision is long overdue
but it is very important because
it will make it impossible for the
Brotherhood to finance any terrorist activities in the future,” said
Gehad Auda, a political science
professor at Helwan University.
“Ending terrorism funding is an
important step on the road to ending terrorism.”
An independent judicial panel,
formed in 2013, formally decided
to appropriate the money and
property of 1,589 Brotherhood
businessmen and figures. They
include ousted Islamist Egyptian
President Muhammad Morsi and
Muslim Brotherhood leader Mohammed Badie, both in jail facing
a wide range of charges, including
espionage, murder and incitement.
Many Egyptian businessmen
who have proven ties to the Brotherhood are also on the panel’s list,
with analysts expecting this to
have a clear effect on sectors ranging from retail and trade to health
care and education. The final list
includes 118 companies, 1,133 charities, 104 schools, 39 hospitals and
62 news sites and channels.
The Egyptian parliament enacted
a law in April for the confiscation of
the funds of terrorists and terrorist
groups. Egypt designated the Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist entity in December 2013, allowing for
a crackdown on the organisation.
The judicial committee tasked
with seizing the Brotherhood money and properties said, in a statement, it had received information
that senior members of the group,
most of whom fled to Turkey and
Qatar, were providing domestic
support to the outlawed group.
The Brotherhood, the panel
added, had provided funds and
logistical support each month to
various outlawed militias for years,
allowing them to carry out violent
activities and destabilise Egyptian
security.
Egypt has been cracking down
on the Muslim Brotherhood since
an army-backed popular uprising
brought Morsi’s regime down in
July 2013. The crackdown landed
hundreds of Brotherhood members
in jail and included the closure of

Money trail. A file picture shows a man walking past graffiti depicting ousted Egyptian President Muhammad Morsi (R) and the Deputy
Guide of the Muslim Brotherhood Khairat el-Shater (C) in Cairo. 								
(Reuters)
dozens of Brotherhood offices and
affiliated institutions.
The clampdown paralysed the
political branch of the Brotherhood
but Cairo said terrorist groups affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood have been attacking state institutions and police and security
officers.
The seizure of Brotherhood
funds was being framed as a security measure that would hamper the
group’s ability to support terrorist
attacks, experts said.
“Clamping down on funding is
the main problem that any security agency faces as it tries to end
the activities of terrorist organisations,” said Khaled Okasha, a member of the Supreme Anti-Terrorism
Council, an advisory body to the

Egyptian presidency. “Egypt overlooked the financing of the Brotherhood as it cracked down on the
organisation in the past five years,
which was why its terrorist activities didn’t stop.”
The Brotherhood built its economic empire over decades, sometimes by raising funds for disenfranchised Muslims, including in
the Palestinian territories, Bosnia
and Chechnya. The group covered
up the money it received through
money-laundering operations, particularly involving the education
sector or the foreign exchange market, government officials said.
The judicial panel did not formally estimate the value of the properties or the money confiscated but
observers estimated them at more

than $3.5 billion.
To conceal its business activities,
the Brotherhood usually worked
with non-Brotherhood businessmen and traders. The Islamist
movement also made money from
receiving a portion of the monthly
incomes of hundreds of thousands
of its members and diehard supporters.
The confiscated funds are expected to be transferred to a state
treasury needing money to finance

The seizure of Brotherhood
funds was being framed as a
security measure that would
hamper the group’s ability
to support terrorist attacks.

Egypt’s development plans. Egypt
has been suffering a liquidity crisis
for several years because of a drop
in revenues from major sources,
such as tourism.
Even if the Brotherhood is cut
off from its money in Egypt, the
organisation has regional sponsors
and branches.
“This is why the government
needs to take its campaign for ending the financing of the group to
an international level,” said Islamist researcher Munir Adeeb. “We
have to ask friendly governments
to take similar moves by seizing the
money of Brotherhood branches in
their countries and watch out for
funding coming for local Brotherhood militias from regional sponsor states.”

Niqab ban triggers reactions from Algerian Salafists
Saber Blidi

Algiers

A

ban on wearing the
niqab took effect in
Algerian schools and
universities this academic year but Salafists are resisting the move, taking their fight
against instructions from Algerian
Minister of National Education
Nouria Benghabrit and Minister of
Higher Education Taher Hajjar to
social media platforms.
Both ministries issued orders
banning wearing the niqab — the
full facial veil — by teachers, employees and students on school
grounds. The ministries said the
need to check identities of veiled
females and to protect educational
institutions from religious extremism led to the decision.
The ban was decided last year
but its implementation was delayed because the Algerian government wished to spare the
education sector the effects of
controversy concerning the move.
This time, however, authorities

kept silent about the ban and it is
expected that resistance to it will
not be as strong and vociferous as
is often the case in political decisions involving religion.
The reaction to the ministries’
decisions first came from Salafist
pockets and what is known as the
National Coordination for Teachers of Islamic Sciences.
Shortly after the start of the new
academic year, the group issued a
statement saying it had “removed
the veil on the new (educational)
reforms announced by the minister in her efforts to damage educational subjects related to our
national identity and to symbols
of Islam. Such reforms include
removing the Basmala (saying ‘In
the Name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful’ before
quoting or reading the Quran)
from textbooks, banning the niqab
and qamis from educational institutions and reducing class hours
allocated to teaching Islamic sciences.”
Boujemaa Mohamed Shihoub,
the group’s secretary-general, accused Benghabrit of being “backed

by secular France and trying to
break the educational system.”
Other Islamist entities in Algeria, such as the Muslim Brotherhood and the League of Algerian
Muslim Scholars, have not issued
responses to the ban.
Observers said Algeria’s educational and university institutions were centres for extremist
currents and dogmas during Algeria’s civil war (1991-2002). This
led successive governments to
focus on introducing reforms in
schools and universities as part
of the fight against terrorism and
extremism.
Educational psychologist Fatma
az-Zahra Fassi said: “The plan
for modernising the educational
system in Algeria by favouring
content over quantity requires
adapting it to be in tune with the

The ministries said the need
to check identities of veiled
females and to protect
educational institutions
from religious extremism
led to the decision.

universal human values and insulating it from aspects and ideas
of religious extremism.” That led
to revising the content of certain
subject matters and to banning
wearing the niqab in educational
institutions.
Educational authorities also
issued administrative orders requiring students, teachers and
administrative staff to observe
what they have called a “respectful and modest dress code.” This
perhaps headed off a potential
argument from Islamists, who
cannot accuse the government of
“encouraging secular orientations
at the expense of the profound
moral values of the Algerian society.”
Algerian Minister for Religious
Affairs Mohamed Aissa expressed
his ministry’s full support of
the education ministries’ decisions. In an interview with Algeria’s National Radio, he said his
department would “increase its
monitoring of the activities of
Quranic schools for the benefit
of the learners and prayer halls
inside universities will be moni-

tored to put a stop to fanaticism
and extremism.”
The Algerian government has
increased efforts in recent years to
examine contents and forms related to religious practices in education and religious affairs. The goal
is to prevent extremist ideologies
in the sectors and to promote what
the government termed as the values of “middle ground and moderateness.” Thus, the government
is promoting Sufi doctrines as the
country’s official religious orientation.
The government has been backing Sufism since Abdelaziz Bouteflika became president in 1999.
The government has provided
moral support by protecting Sufi
scholars and allowing them to
make public appearances and offer
material support by restoring Sufi
mausoleums.
The niqab had already been
banned by Algerian paramilitary
institutions, such as customs and
the police, before it was banned
from educational institutions.
Saber Blidi is an Algerian writer.
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The Taif Agreement:
An unwelcome check
on Aoun’s ambitions

P
Hoisting the yellow flag. Supporters of Lebanese President Michel Aoun hold his picture with flags
of the Free Patriotic Movement (orange) and the Hezbollah Shia group (yellow) in Beirut.
(AP)

Lebanese wary of Aoun’s
defence of Hezbollah
The Arab Weekly staff

Beirut

D

eclarations by Lebanese
President Michel Aoun to
the French daily Le Figaro
reaffirmed his strategic
choices, which have remained static since his 2006 agreement with
Hezbollah known as “the Agreement Paper.” The statements confirm accusations by Aoun’s rivals
that Baabda Palace is just another
facet for Hezbollah in Lebanon.
As parties close to the March 14
coalition accuse Hezbollah of dominating Lebanon, confiscating its
sovereignty and independence and
of monopolising war and peace decisions in Lebanon, Aoun continues
to consider Hezbollah “a resistance
movement defending Lebanon.”
Aoun insists on defending Hezbollah’s performance and its right
to keep the weapons it owns. Above
all, Aoun denies that Hezbollah has
ever used the weapons inside Lebanon. Asked about Hezbollah’s right
to veto all strategic decisions, Aoun
told Le Figaro: “No. In Lebanon, we
follow a system based on consensus, so giving one’s opinion does
not mean using the right to veto.”
Asked if Lebanon was being held
hostage by Hezbollah, Aoun said:
“International pressure on Hezbollah is not new and it is on the rise.
Some foes of the party are seeking
to settle old political scores with it
after they had failed to settle their
military scores. Hezbollah defeated
Israel in 1993, then in 1996 and especially in 2006.”
“Hezbollah’s popular base is
made up of more than one-third of
the Lebanese population. Unfortunately, some foreign public opinions are determined to make it their
enemy,” Aoun added.
Members of the opposition in
Lebanon pointed out that Aoun’s
defence of Hezbollah was neither
innocent nor surprising. The facts
and dates given by Aoun betray that
his reactions were planned, perhaps even coordinated beforehand
with Hezbollah, to depict the party
in a positive light in an important
European newspaper.
Sources close to Prime Ministerdesignate Saad Hariri’s Future
Movement Party pointed to the fact

that the timing of Aoun’s passionate defence of Hezbollah coincided
with the arguments in the Special
Tribunal for Lebanon (STL), which
is investigating former Lebanese
Prime Minister Rafik Hariri’s assassination on February 14, 2005. STL’s
public prosecutor indicted Hezbollah and the Syrian regime for having orchestrated the assassination.
Aoun has been trying to deflect
accusations of Hezbollah being a
terrorist organisation and present
it as a normal political movement
that respects the Lebanese government’s agendas and choices. His
detractors say Aoun keeps overlooking the party’s decisions and
behaviour, whether against Israel
or during the war in Syria, which
has turned out to be disastrous
for Lebanon and that continues to
deepen the rift the party created inside Lebanese society.
The detractors cannot believe
how Aoun, who is entrusted with
upholding the country’s constitution, insists that Hezbollah was
respectful of the decisions and positions made by the government,
especially those related to the party’s weapons, in stark contradiction
to basic facts.
Aoun assured Le Figaro that Hezbollah doesn’t play any military
role inside Lebanon nor is it carrying out operations on the border
with Israel. For Aoun, Hezbollah’s
situation “is now tied to the Middle
East problem and to resolving the
conflict in Syria.”
Le Figaro asked Aoun whether
Hezbollah is committed to respecting international decisions taken
since the 2006 war and to not attacking Israel. Aoun confirmed that
Hezbollah was on the level with respect to those questions and added
that “as long as Lebanon is safe
from any Israeli attack, not a single
bullet will be fired in its direction
from the Lebanese territory but if
Lebanon is attacked, it has the right

The detractors cannot
believe how Aoun insists
that Hezbollah was
respectful of the decisions
and positions made by the
government, especially
those related to the party’s
weapons.

to defend itself.”
Political analysts found the president’s statements worrisome. What
Aoun was telling the world was that
the Lebanese state has abdicated its
responsibility to defend the country. The president’s statements confirmed what people inside Lebanon
took for granted, that the decision
is up to Hezbollah and that “it has
the right to defend itself.”
Observers
said
they
were
stunned that Aoun considered integrating Hezbollah fighters in the
Lebanese Army and that he left it
to Hezbollah to decide on the timing of that operation. They pointed
out that Aoun had promised to initiate a national dialogue to agree on
a defence strategy after the general
elections in May. He has done nothing of the sort and the time suggested for that dialogue does not
sit well with Hezbollah’s agenda for
Lebanon and the region.
Large parts of the Lebanese society have criticised Hezbollah’s
participation in the war in Syria on
the side of the Syrian regime. Aoun
sees it differently and has praised
Hezbollah for interfering in Syria
“against Daesh (the Islamic State)
and an-Nusra forces in Syria” and
related a different version of the
events. Aoun said: “The terrorists
were attacking our territory and
Hezbollah was defending it.”
Lebanese sources said Aoun’s
statements came a few days after an official visit to Beirut of a
US delegation led by FBI Director
Christopher Wray. The US delegation reportedly did not explicitly
bring up the subject of Hezbollah
while in Lebanon. Leaked information, however, raised the likelihood
of US sanctions against Lebanon
and its institutions if some of these
institutions continue to side with
Hezbollah’s that are classified as
terrorist.
Political observers in Lebanon
said they were stunned that no official voice in the government dared
criticise Aoun’s pro-Hezbollah
stance. They said the views coming from the president regarding
Hezbollah do not represent the positions of most Lebanese. That consideration is the reason why there
is great wariness in Beirut over the
domestic and international ripple
effects that could ensue.

Makram Rabah

olitics is the art of the
possible, a Bismarckian
aphorism that seems to
have passed Lebanon’s
political elite by. After five
months of trying, Lebanon’s parliament has failed to agree
on a cabinet, suggesting that even
the politics of the highly possible is
a stretch too far.
Lebanese Prime Minister-designate Saad Hariri, who has borne
primary responsibility for this
herculean task, has faced many
challenges, including Lebanese
President Michael Aoun’s staunch
refusal to cooperate on the matter.
Aoun is ready to do whatever it
takes and at any cost — including
hamstringing Hariri’s attempts to
form a government — to establish
himself as the embodiment of a
strong Christian leader. Opposing him, among others, is Walid
Jumblatt, the Druze leader of the
Progressive Socialist Party (PSP),
who refuses to rubber stamp any
action he sees as undermining the
1989 Taif Agreement, the template
for Lebanese governance since the
end of the civil war.
The Taif Agreement states the
president of Lebanon shares power
with the prime minister and the
cabinet, limits that Aoun appears
reluctant to accept.
As Hariri has sought to establish
a cabinet, while retaining the veto
over policy that controlling onethird of its seats affords him, he has
found himself in direct opposition
to the president’s will.
Any concerns Hariri may harbour
about negotiating with Aoun are
unlikely to be without foundation.
Aoun, an ally of both Hezbollah and
the Assad regime in Damascus, has
a record of offering assurances but
then breaking them.
In this case, those broken promises could lead to the Lebanese
state normalising relations with the
Assad regime, which is accused of
killing Hariri’s father, former Prime
Minister Rafik Hariri.
Among the disputes hampering
any agreement is the feud between
Gebran Bassil, Aoun’s son-in-law
and leader of his Free Patriotic
Movement party, and the PSP.
Aoun’s relationship with Jumblatt
has always been stormy. Much of
the bad blood stems from Aoun’s
perception of Jumblatt as one of
the pillars of the Taif Agreement.
Also, Jumblatt is a painful personal
reminder of Aoun’s defeat in 1990
when — with Syrian military support — he was ejected from the
presidential palace and his renegade
movement terminated.
Jumblatt has viewed Aoun as a
petty military officer incapable of
respecting Lebanon’s traditional

political factions and unable to
admit that the country has transitioned to a new constitution from
the one that first saw Aoun’s rise to
prominence.
Despite their seemingly irreconcilable differences, Jumblatt agreed
to back Aoun in his presidential
bid of 2016, declaring that he was
“voting for the Reconciliation of the
Mountain,” which ended the bloody
conflict between the Druze and
Maronites that had waged over two
decades.
Aoun pledged that his presidency
would embody the national consensus, a promise that collapsed with
Aoun soon bullying both allies and
opponents as he sought his own
ends.
The confrontation between the
two escalated after an administrative order from Minister of
Education Marwan Hamadeh,
who belongs to Jumblatt’s bloc,
instructed one of the ministry’s
pro-Aoun employees to be replaced
with another more qualified and
deserving of the post.
Bassil ordered both the ministers
of Energy and Environment to take
punitive actions against two senior
Druze civil servants, ostensibly
for no other reason than they were
members of the PSP.

The essence of the
disagreement goes
beyond Jumblatt and
cuts directly to Aoun’s
relationship with the
Lebanese political
establishment.
Jumblatt, posting on Twitter,
accused Aoun and his entourage of
eroding the state, undermining the
Taif Agreement and abusing the
power of the presidency. Aoun and
Jumblatt later agreed to de-escalate
tensions and both sides issued directives that their followers should
refrain from openly attacking the
other.
However, the confrontation is far
from over. The essence of the disagreement goes beyond Jumblatt and
cuts directly to Aoun’s relationship
with the Lebanese political establishment, which appears vexed
and alarmed by Aoun’s political
rampaging.
Consequently, the future of the
next government, as well as the
future of Lebanon’s struggling
economy, rests not so much on
Hariri’s ability to form a cabinet as
on Aoun’s acceptance of the limits
of the presidency. In politics, what
is wished for and what occurs are
often two entirely different things.
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.”

Challenging task. Lebanon’s caretaker Finance Minister Ali
Hassan Khalil (R) talks with Prime Minister-designate Saad
Hariri (C) during a cabinet meeting in Beirut. 		
(Reuters)
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Palestinians,
Israelis expect
no change in
Trump’s policies
The Arab Weekly staff

London

W

hile divided by a sea of
differences, Palestinian and Israeli officials
appear to agree that a
change in Washington’s policy towards the Middle East peace process is unlikely despite remarks
by US President Donald Trump in
which he said he favoured a twostate solution to the conflict.
“I like a two-state solution. That’s
what I think works best, that’s my
feeling,” Trump said after meeting
with Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu at the UN General
Assembly.
The remarks were the first by
Trump explicitly endorsing the
two-state solution for the Palestinian-Israeli conflict although, later in
the day, the US president reiterated
his previous position of being open
to a one-state solution.
“If the Israelis and the Palestinians want one state, that’s OK with
me. If they want two states, that’s
OK with me. I’m happy if they’re
happy,” Trump said at a news conference.
Trump pledged to unveil his new
Middle East peace plan in less than
four months. “I want to have a
plan… that is solid, understood by
both sides — really, semi-agreed to

by both sides before we start a negotiation,” Trump said.
Trump’s comments were dismissed by Palestinian officials.
“Their words go against their actions and their action is absolutely
clear (and) is destroying the possibility of the two-state solution,”
Husam Zomlot, head of the recently
closed Palestinian mission in Washington, told Agence France-Presse.
In his address at the United
Nations, Palestinian President
Mahmoud Abbas said the Trump
administration had undermined
the two-state solution.
“With all of these decisions, this
administration has reneged on all
previous US commitments and has
undermined the two-state solution,” Abbas said. “I renew my call
to President Trump to rescind his
decisions and decrees regarding Jerusalem, refugees and settlements.”
“It’s really ironic that the American administration still talks about
what they call the ‘deal of the century’ but what is left for this administration to give to the Palestinian
people? Only humanitarian solutions?” Abbas asked.
Netanyahu said he was not surprised by Trump’s comments and
that he “looked forward to working” with him on the peace deal.
Other Israeli officials, however,
shrugged off the US president’s remarks on the two-state solution.
Israeli Defence Minister Avigdor

Scepticism. Palestinian President Mahmoud Abbas delivers a speech at the UN General Assembly, on
September 27. 											 (AFP)
Lieberman said a Palestinian state
“simply doesn’t interest me.” The
Israeli interest is “a safe Jewish
state,” he said.
Israeli Education Minister Naftali
Bennett said as long as his party is
in the coalition government “there
will not be a Palestinian state,
which would be a disaster for Israel.”

“I like a two-state solution.
That’s what I think works
best, that’s my feeling,”
Trump said after meeting
with Israeli Prime Minister
Binyamin Netanyahu.
Israeli Regional Cooperation Minister Tzachi Hanegbi said “there will
not be a state in the classic sense.”
Hanegbi’s remarks echoed what
Netanyahu envisions for a Palestinian state. “I am willing for the
Palestinians to have the authority
to rule themselves without the authority to harm us,” Netanyahu said
in New York. “It is important to set

what is inadmissible to us. Israel
will not relinquish security control
west of Jordan. This will not happen so long as I am prime minister
and I think the Americans understand that.”
In his General Assembly address,
Netanyahu’s focus was on Iran, not
peace with the Palestinians.
“By empowering Iran, [the nuclear deal] brought Israel and many
Arab states closer together than
ever before… in an intimacy and
friendship that I have not seen in
my lifetime and would have been
unimaginable a few years ago,” he
said.
On the sidelines of the UN gathering, Palestinian officials met with
representatives of approximately
40 countries and international organisations, with a notable absence
of the United States.
“We ask the Americans to comprehend we have a just cause. We
want to achieve our basic rights.
We are producing a diplomatic, legal track in order to achieve that,”

Palestinian Foreign Minister Riyad
al-Maliki said at a news conference
in New York.
Prior to the UN gathering, Abbas
won the praise of former Israeli
Prime Minister Ehud Olmert after
he met with the Palestinian leader
in Paris.
“[Abbas] is a great political leader
and the most relevant person for
the future developments in the relations between Israel and Palestinians,” said Olmert. “He is the man.
He can do it (reach a two-state solution).”
Israeli commentators, however,
said that Netanyahu is happy with
the status quo.
“From Netanyahu’s standpoint,
Abbas and his successor can return
to the UN General Assembly time
and time again and wave their demands for a state. With the current
US administration and world apathy on the one hand and the typical naivete of the Arab world on the
other, Israel has nothing much to
fear,” wrote Jack Khoury in Haaretz.

Viewpoint

Trump’s unfounded optimism on Israeli-Palestinian peace
Mark Habeeb

The most realistic —
dare I say, hopeful?
— comment Trump
made was “Israel will
have to do something
that will be good for
the other side.”

I

t is well-documented that US
President Donald Trump likes
to talk big. Very big. Speaking
at the UN General Assembly
on September 25, Trump announced that ″In less than two
years, my administration has accomplished more than almost any
administration in the history of our
country.”
The comment provoked a wave
of laughter so, in a sense, Trump
was right: No US president had ever
been publicly laughed at by the
General Assembly.
This was not the only laughable
remark Trump made. The following
day, Trump reiterated his commitment on Israeli-Palestinian peace
and pledged that his administration
would present a “very fair” proposal within the next four months. He
said Jared Kushner, his 37-year-old
son-in-law tasked with achieving
the deal that seasoned diplomats on
all sides have been unable to reach
for decades, “loves Israel but he’s
also going to be very fair with the
Palestinians.”
That Kushner loves Israel is not
in doubt — he and his family have
long been financial supporters of
illegal Israeli settlements — but
“fair” to the Palestinians? That is
truly laughable or at least it would
be if the enduring human tragedy
of the Israeli occupation were not so
painful to so many people.
It was Kushner who lobbied for
cutting off US aid to the Palestinian
Authority (PA) as well as US contributions to the UNRWA, the agency
created to help Palestinian refugees. Kushner advocated moving
the US Embassy to Jerusalem and
recognising the city, which is holy
to three religions, as the capital of
Israel.
Yet Kushner has not raised a single public complaint about Israel’s

relentless settlement expansion,
confiscation of Palestinian lands,
heavy-handed response to protesters, imprisonment of children and
stifling of peaceful Palestinian dissent on social media.
Less laughably, Trump announced that he favours a two-state
solution to the conflict, saying
“that’s what I think works best.” A
few seconds later, however, he said:
“I think probably two states is more
likely but, if they do a single, if they
do a double, I’m OK with it if they’re
both happy.”
Doing what makes both sides
happy is the goal of any negotiation.
The idea implies, however, that the
two sides are operating from a position of equality or at a minimum
of mutual respect and concern for
each other’s needs. To suggest that
the Israelis and the Palestinians
could sit down at the table as equals
and figure out together what makes
them both “happy” is ludicrous.
The most realistic — dare I say,
hopeful? — comment Trump
made was, “Israel will have to do
something that will be good for
the other side.” Perhaps unnerved
by Trump’s suggestion that Israel
would have to make actual concessions to achieve peace, Israeli Prime
Minister Binyamin Netanyahu said:
“Israel will not relinquish security
control west of Jordan. This will
not happen so long as I am prime
minister and I think the Americans
understand that.”
The world should know that 1)
nothing Trump says is cast in stone
and may be contradicted within
hours; 2) Kushner’s negotiating
team is loth to suggest anything
that diverges from the goals of the
Netanyahu government and 3) the
Palestinians will not be coerced to
the negotiating table.
Trump said he was “absolutely,

Not laughing. Permanent Observer of Palestine to the United
Nations Riyad Mansour attends a UN Security Council meeting in
New York, on July 24.
(AFP)
100%” confident that the Palestinians would soon return to negotiations. Palestinian Foreign Affairs
Minister Riyad al-Maliki begged to
differ, saying that, after 40 meetings between PA officials and Kushner’s team, it had become clear that
“they have opted to open that war
against the Palestinians to inflict
the most damage.”
Aaron David Miller, vicepresident at the Woodrow Wilson
International Centre for Scholars
and a former US State Department
adviser and Middle East negotiator
in Republican and Democratic administrations, wrote on September
26 that Trump’s peace team “has
compromised and undermined
America’s ability to present itself
as an effective broker, let alone an
honest one.”
Kushner and his colleagues,
Miller wrote, “are pursuing an approach that hews far more closely

to a Netanyahu narrative and is not
only hostile to a Palestinian one but
seeks to dismantle the elements of
a two-state solution, including on
borders and Jerusalem.”
Despite Trump’s comments, what
will matter most in terms of achieving a real peace is what is happening on the ground and whether US
mediators are truly committed to
pursuing the rights and needs of
both sides. Miller concluded: “If
we continue to take sides, providing Israel with all the honey and
Palestinians with all the vinegar,
we might as well hang a ‘closed
for the season’ sign on any hope
for a meaningful US role in IsraeliPalestinian peacemaking.”
Mark Habeeb is East-West Editor
of The Arab Weekly and adjunct
professor of Global Politics and
Security at Georgetown University
in Washington.
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Turkey angry over failure to host Euro 2024
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

O

fficials, media and football
fans in Turkey accused
the top European football
body of discrimination
after rejecting Ankara’s bid to host
the European Championships in
2024, handing the tournament to
Germany instead.
Germany won in a 12-4 vote September 27 over Turkey in the decision by the leadership of the European football association, UEFA.
The vote was a blow to Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
efforts to boost Turkey’s standing
since the massive crackdown on
dissent in which 150,000 people
were detained following a coup attempt in 2016.

One of the most sensitive
points raised by UEFA
was Turkey’s human
rights record.
Turkish Sports Minister Mehmet
Muharrem Kasapoglu defiantly said
UEFA and European football were
the real losers because they would
miss the experience of having a
tournament in Turkey. “There is
nothing we have lost as a country,”
he said. A win would have made
Turkey the host of the first European football championship in a
Muslim country.
UEFA officials had “become hostages of their prejudices” and had
“practised discrimination,” said
Bekir Bozdag, a former deputy
prime minister. The pro-government Yeni Safak newspaper said
UEFA had said “Yes to racism,” in
a reference to a controversy surrounding Mesut Ozil, a German
player of Turkish descent who resigned from the national team after
the recent World Cup and accused
German football authorities of racism.
Volkan Agir, a Turkish sports
journalist in Germany, dismissed
accusations of Islamophobia and
racism and said Turkey lost because Germany had put in the better bid. “Germany’s infrastructure
is ready 100% but Turkey’s readi-

ness is just 60%,” Agir said via email. That Turkish commentators
concentrated on Ozil’s case was because “there is nothing else to criticise in Germany’s presentation and
candidacy,” he said.
The financial crisis in Turkey was
another reason UEFA had doubts,
Agir added. Turkey’s human rights
record, “which goes from bad to
worse every day,” could be counted
as a third factor, he said.
Opposition figures in Turkey
warned against awarding the tournament to a country ruled by an
increasingly authoritarian government. Basic rights were being violated in Turkey, opposition
lawmaker Ahmet Sik told WDR, a
German radio station, before the
decision. Giving Turkey the nod
anyway would be “tantamount to
an international acceptance of a
dictatorial regime,” Sik said.
Turkey put in bids for the European football championships in
2008, 2012 and 2016 but was rejected each time. Turkish applications
to host the Olympic Games have
also gone nowhere.
In the most recent application,
Turkey proposed to use ten stadiums in cities from Istanbul in the
west of the country to Gaziantep
near the Syrian border in the southeast. Turkey’s vision for the tournament “brings people together
by promoting an intercultural dialogue,” UEFA said in a report published less than a week before the
decision.
The report, however, highlighted
several drawbacks in the Turkish
bid compared with Germany’s. The
country lacked adequate rail and
road links between the cities hosting Euro 2024 games and needed
investments of $19.7 billion for
ground transport, of which $5.3 billion was in place.
The report said most cities featured in the Turkish bid lacked an
adequate number of hotel rooms.
Some Turkish laws, which ban advertisement of alcohol, could be a
problem, the report added. “The
restriction on alcoholic products
might be a potential conflict if a
sponsorship agreement is signed
with a beer company,” the report
said. Turkey also bans popular international online services and
websites such as PayPal, Booking.
com or Wikipedia.

Out of the picture. A man sits by an emblem for Turkey’s unsuccessful bid as candidate for UEFA
Euro 2024 in central Istanbul’s Taksim Square, on September 27.
(AP)
One of the most sensitive points
raised by UEFA was Turkey’s human rights record. Critics inside and
outside Turkey accuse Erdogan’s
government of suppressing peaceful dissent, jailing demonstrators,
opposition politicians, journalists
and citizens of other countries for
political reasons.
Ankara denies the charges but
UEFA clearly was not satisfied.
“The bid of the TFF meets the overall political, social responsibility
and sustainability criteria,” the report said in reference to the Turkish
Football Federation, but it warned:
“The lack of an action plan in the
area of human rights is a matter of
concern.”

That sentence was an ominous
sign for Turkey because the bidding
process was the first that included
human rights requirements.
UEFA expressed no such worries
regarding the bid of the German
Football Federation (DFB). “Overall, the bidder presents a motivational, creative and very professional vision,” UEFA said about the
German application. “The DFB bid
is of high quality and comfortably
meets overall expectations when
it comes to political aspects, social
responsibility, sustainability and
human rights.”
Germany hosted the World Cup
in 2006 but has never been the site
of the Euro championships as a uni-

fied country. West Germany hosted
the competition in 1988, a year before the Berlin Wall came down.
Hosting Euro 2024 offers a boost
to German football after a disastrous 2018 World Cup, when the
country failed to qualify for the last
16 after winning the tournament in
2014.
European football’s governing
body has also said it wanted to
make as much money as possible
from the 2024 tournament and
Germany was considered the better financial bet. The German bid,
in which matches would be spread
over ten stadiums, has the capacity to sell 2.8 million tickets, nearly
300,000 more than Turkey.

Viewpoint

Erdogan’s visit to Germany reflects EU’s myopic folly
Yavuz Baydar

Now, Turkey is no
more than a third
country for the
European Union, the
only difference being
that Turkey is right
next to Europe.

T

urkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s
visit to Berlin was a
reminder of how history repeats itself. As
with the twists and
turns before the two great wars
of the last century, one erratic
act gives way to another, damaging the delicate balances of the
democratic order.
So it was that, in an era of great
angst, Germany’s weary political
leadership somehow felt it had
no choice but to welcome the
Turkish president. This, even
though much of the democratic
world regards Erdogan responsible for demolishing the system in
Turkey.
Erdogan appeared relaxed as he
shook hands with German President Frank-Walter Steinmeier
and Chancellor Angela Merkel.
He has passed his existential test
by modifying the Turkish system
into an authoritarian one and
testing the — lack of — resolve
of Turkey’s trading and military
partners. He understood they
would look the other way even
though he is seen to be digging
the grave for rule of law and separation of powers.
For Erdogan, visits such as the
one to Germany are primarily
about underlining his legitimacy
as Turkey’s supreme ruler. So far
so good but there is more.

“Today, every European government without exception would
forego human rights, rule of law,
ecology, et cetera in exchange
for sweet, sweet profits,” wrote
Cengiz Aktar, an expert on EUTurkish relations, on Ahval Online. “It looks like the continental
European governments, following
the United Kingdom’s lead and
convinced that they have to live
with President Erdogan after the
June 24 elections, are keen to disregard their own value systems. It
works, since Erdogan doesn’t care
what they think. He only wants
their money.”
Indeed, as Aktar pointed out, all
prospects of Turkey’s EU membership and binding agreements,
such as revising the customs
union, visa exemption for Turkish
citizens et cetera, are as good as
buried and the European Union
seems more accepting of the
Turkish regime. Now, Turkey is no
more than just another country
for the European Union, not a potential member nor a candidate,
the only difference being that
Turkey is right next to Europe.
Aktar wrote that “appeasement is again a tool for Europe
in its dealings with two of its
neighbours: [Russian President
Vladimir] Putin’s Russia and
Erdogan’s Turkey and these two
totalitarian regimes always ask for
more so long as Europe soothes

them.”
This is chilling for anyone who
cares about the future of Europe
and Turkey. It is inevitable to
lament what went wrong and on
the folly of EU leaders, of whom
Merkel has been the longest-serving. The German chancellor must
remember, although I am not
sure if she has ever reflected on
whether Turkey would have been
in a much different, better place
vis-a-vis the European Union, had
she and other major EU figures
not been so myopic a decade ago.
These days, one often hears
the phrase “as you sow, so shall
you reap” about crisis-hit Turkey
and its mercurial leader. Much
the same applies to the erratic
judgments of those within the European Union’s decision-making
sphere.
Despite warnings from wise
European and American thinkers
that Turkey’s accession process
should be handled with care and
in a far-sighted way, much has
gone wrong.
There have been barriers to
negotiation and venomous rhetoric about Turkey not belonging
to Europe. This only served to
alienate Turkish voters from the
European Union. Already disappointed by the historic folly of
granting only a part of divided
Cyprus full membership in the
European Union, Erdogan was

given, as of approximately 201112, every pretext to deviate from
the European bloc.
Those pretexts were helpful
in weakening the pro-EU flanks
within Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party. As for Erdogan
himself, he was always torn between whether the devolution of
power that EU accession demands
would be good for his dreams of
leading Turkey without challenge
or hindrance.
Former French President Nicolas Sarkozy’s open hostility and
Merkel’s constant hesitation about
Turkish membership are surely to
blame but they, as well as others,
could not foresee the boomerang
effect of Turkey’s interrupted
reform process on Europe.
Germany, France and other
western EU countries must face
the consequences of their illthought-through actions. They
must accept humiliation by a
leader who will never be satisfied
until all his demands are met. He
will play the card of allowing the
refugee flow into Europe, thus
exporting instability to EU soil.
If there is any conclusion to be
drawn from the Berlin visit, it is
about history repeating itself, in
folly.
Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish
journalist and regular columnist
for The Arab Weekly.
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Could EU-Arab
League summit
solve Europe’s
migrant crisis?
Mahmud el-Shafey
London

T

he European Union is
pushing ahead with efforts to increase cooperation with Arab countries,
particularly those in North Africa,
regarding migration and refugees,
with an EU-Arab League summit
mooted for next February in Cairo.
The announcement followed a
meeting of the 28 EU leaders, during which European Council President Donald Tusk called on the
European bloc to stop the “blame
game” and work with the foreign
countries migrants are leaving.

While the “regional
disembarkation platforms”
idea appears dead on arrival,
this does not mean North
African countries could not
agree direct deals with
Europe to step up their
efforts.
“Instead of taking political advantage of the situation, we should
focus on what works… We can no
longer be divided into those who
want to solve the problem of illegal
migrant flows and those who want
to use it for political gain,” Tusk
said September 19.
Following the EU meeting, Tusk
and Austrian Chancellor Sebastian
Kurz, who holds the rotating EU

presidency, visited Cairo where
they met with Egyptian President
Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. Egyptian presidency spokesman Bassam Rady
said the meeting dealt with issues
including “mutual interests on
combating illegal migration.”
The European Union earlier proposed “regional disembarkation
platforms” for migrants being set
up around the Mediterranean, including North Africa, where migrants and refugees rescued at sea
could be hosted. This has become
particularly critical because some
European countries are closing
their ports to rescue ships.
However, with almost every
North African government rejecting this idea out of hand, few believe the “regional disembarkation
platforms” are a workable project,
leading the European Union to try
to resolve the issue directly with
Arab governments.
“There is no northern African
country that is willing or ready to
take European responsibility,” acknowledged the European Union’s
top diplomat, Federica Mogherini,
“but this doesn’t mean that North
African countries would not be
ready to cooperate with us.”
Cooperation has been increasing between the European Union
and some North African countries,
including Egypt, which hosts the
headquarters of the Arab League
and is the proposed setting of next
year’s summit.
“Egypt has proven that it can be
efficient,” Kurz said. “Since 2016, it
has prevented ships from Egypt to

Turbulent waters. A migrant boat is stranded in the Strait of Gibraltar, on September 8.
Europe or, when they have sailed,
it has taken them back.”
“This is the first country in North
Africa willing to talk to us about
the fight against illegal migration,”
said an unidentified EU diplomat
quoted by the Associated Press.
“This is something new and potentially rewarding.”
While Cairo is willing to take advantage of closer economic cooperation with Europe, few say that
Egypt would compromise over the
issue of “regional disembarkation
centres.” As a matter of national
policy, Egypt does not have refugee camps on its territory, despite
hosting around 5 million refugees
and immigrants.
“EU reception facilities for migrants in Egypt would violate
the laws and constitutions of our
country, Egyptian parliamentary
Speaker Ali Abdel Aal told German newspaper Welt am Sonntag
in July.
While the “regional disembarkation platforms” idea appears
dead on arrival, this does not
mean Egypt and other North Af-

rican countries, such as Morocco
and Algeria, could not agree direct
deals with Europe to step up their
efforts.
The European Union recently
agreed to provide Morocco with
$275 million in aid to help with
basic services and job creation
in return for Rabat agreeing to
halt the flow of illegal migrants
to Spain. Several other Moroccan
programmes are being supported
by the European Union with the
understanding that the Rabat government would thwart illegal migration. More than 38,000 illegal
migrants are believed to have entered Spain via Morocco this year.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel recently praised Algeria for its
“constructive cooperation” in repatriating rejected asylum seekers,
and an EU report confirmed that
EU-Algerian relations have been
“stepped up on both bilateral and
regional questions.”
The main source of illegal migration into Europe from North Africa
remains lawless Libya, which is
mired in chaos and division. It is

(AFP)

there, more than anywhere else
where North African countries,
and particularly Egypt, could play
a crucial role.
“Egypt and North African countries can be important partners for
us in preventing ships heading to
Europe and after the rescue, them
being brought back — in other
words to the countries of transit.
Only in this way can we reduce illegal migration,” Kurz said.
If Sisi was to agree to use his influence with Libya’s military and
militias, particularly given Egypt’s
close ties to Libyan Field-Marshal
Khalifa Haftar and his Libyan
National Army in the east of the
country, this could prove valuable
in Europe’s mission to address the
migration issue.
With more than 700,000 migrants waiting in Libya for passage
to Europe, Britain’s National Crime
Agency estimated, Libya is key to
resolving Europe’s migration problems. Egypt and other North African countries could prove vital to
those efforts, provided that the
price is right.

Viewpoint

Left not immune as Salvinism invades Europe
Tarek Guizani

A

s Europe searches
for a solution to its
migration crisis
while extremist
right-wing currents rise, there
are still people who prefer to go
against history. They long for the
bygone days of missionary work
in Africa, of the slave trade and
of the hideous racist theories
towards Africans and migrants
in general.
During the past few years, both
Africa and Europe have been
treading a thorny path to bypass a
heavy past and solve the complex
issue of migration without losing
sight of Europe’s debt to plundered Africa.
Now here comes the star of

Not alone. Italy’s Vice-Prime Minister Matteo Salvini (L) and
Austrian Vice-Chancellor Heinz-Christian Strache leave after a
news conference in Vienna, on September 14. 		
(AFP)

the European far right, Matteo
Salvini, federal secretary of the
League political party and Italy’s
interior minister. He has been
doggedly pushing the European
Union to take a stern right turn in
the face of migrants, even if that
means reopening the wounds
of colonisation of Africa and the
slave trade.
The latest gem in Salvini’s
strategies is to set up funds to
encourage Italians and Europeans to procreate more rather than
rely on the idea of bringing in
the cream of the crop of Africa’s
youth like in the olden days of
slavery, to use his terms.
The trouble with Salvini’s selective approach is that Italy and
the whole of Europe are in the
debt of Africa for their economic
and industrial boom since feudal
times. Some histories estimated
that the price Africa had to pay
to make Europe’s metropolises
wealthy and powerful during
colonial times was nothing short
of 12 million African victims.
Salvini’s statements not only
bring to the foreground Europe’s
shameful past on the African continent but also make it difficult to
close the chapter on that past and
move forward to end the hanging
issues regarding apologies and
reparations for decades of grave
violations of African rights.
Such a step should not be difficult. In the past weeks, the world
has seen at least two instances of
recognising Europe’s dark past.
On September 13, in an unprecedented move, French President
Emmanuel Macron presented
the French government’s official

apologies to the widow of Maurice Audin, a former communist
activist and fervent defender of
Algeria’s independence. Macron
admitted to the systematic torture of Audin by the French colonial army that led to the victim’s
death in 1957.
The second instance comes
from Germany where the government officially recognised
as genocide the slaughter of at
least 60,000 Namibians from
the Herero and Nama groups by
German soldiers at the beginning
of the 20th century. Despite this
recognition, the Germans are
grappling with lawsuits in international courts brought by the
victims’ descendants for reparations and official public apologies.
Most members of the European
Union share in this heavy past
and that simply makes establishing balanced relations between
Africa and Salvini’s Europe
more complicated than it seems,
especially during this period of
Austria’s presidency of the European Union.
It’s no secret that Austria is
Rome’s strategic ally in calling
for tougher measures on Europe’s
outer borders and in blocking
attempts to redistribute refugees inside the European Union.
Such positions do not reassure
Europe’s historic and strategic
African partners in areas such
as migration, development and
security. Europe’s two main
engines, Paris and Berlin, have
decided to give top priority to
deporting illegal immigrants
before any other issue regarding
migration.

Paris is in favour of deploying
10,000 more troops on Europe’s
outer borders within the European Border and Coast Guard
Agency, also known as Frontex.
German Chancellor Angela Merkel was recently in Algeria, after
stopping in Tunis, to convince
the Algerian government to cooperate with Germany’s repatriation operations of Algerian illegal
immigrants and into blocking the
crossing points for African migrants along the Algerian desert
border.
These manoeuvres and declared agendas send a clear
message: The gates of Europe are
going to gradually close in the
face of immigrants, even those
entering through legal channels.
This is the policy choice of the far
right as well as part of the left in
Europe.
The European left has for long
acted as the line of defence for
refuges in Europe. Today, we
have the feeling that that traditional champion of human rights
has switched moods to appease
angry voters after a disastrous
election year.
In Germany for example, Die
Linke’s stated goal has been to
curtail liberal policies and confront right-wing activists on the
street as it did during anti-refugee demonstration in Chemnitz.
This time, however, the leftist
party has played the card of
economic migrants, a move that,
at heart, does not seem removed
from Salvini’s extremism.
Tarek Guizani is a Tunisian
writer.
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OPEC holds firm despite growing market anxiety
Jareer Elass

C

oncern about the
impending loss of
Iranian oil and the
perception that major
producers cannot — or
will not — adequately
fill the ensuing gap in the market
sent crude prices to nearly 4-year
highs as US President Donald
Trump has again publicly taken
OPEC to task for not reining in
prices.
OPEC’s de facto leader, Saudi
Arabia, pushed back at Trump’s
rhetoric: Riyadh said it would
only boost production as it sees
fit, citing a relatively balanced
global supply and demand market.
Oil prices jumped nearly 2%
following a September 23 meeting of OPEC and independent
producers in Algiers that resulted
in no announcement about increasing output beyond what the
two dozen members of the cartel
agreed to in June, when OPEC and
its non-member allies said they
would increase oil production
by up to 1 million barrels per day
(bpd).
Ahead of the Algeria gathering, Trump repeated a familiar
refrain, tweeting on September
20: “We protect the countries of
the Middle East, they would not
be safe for very long without us
and yet they continue to push
for higher and higher oil prices!
We will remember. The OPEC

Washington realistically
expects Tehran’s exports to
be cut 30-50% — 700,000 to
1 million bpd from the
current approximately 2.1
million bpd.

Fears of extra supply. Saudi Energy Minister Khalid al-Falih at the inaugural session
ceremony of the OPEC Ministerial Monitoring Committee in Algiers, on September 23.

(Reuters)

monopoly must get prices down
now!”
Following the Algiers meeting,
the price for UK benchmark crude
Brent briefly hit $82.55 per barrel
— a level not seen since November
2014 — and US benchmark crude
West Texas Intermediate traded
at more than $72 a barrel. The
same day, Trump, addressing the
UN General Assembly, blasted
OPEC for “ripping off the rest of
the world” by keeping global oil
prices elevated.
Trump, deeply worried about
a potential congressional power
shift after US midterm elections
on November 6, had been pressing Saudi Arabia to help boost oil
output to lower American petrol
prices ahead of the elections.
However, Trump’s resumption
of oil export sanctions on Iran,
which take effect November 4,
has been a key underlying factor
in sustaining oil prices at higher
levels.
The Trump administration
introduced its first set of new

sanctions on Tehran in August,
including restricting the purchase
of US dollar banknotes and trade
in gold and sales of some metal
products. It is the second round
in November, however, that is expected to sting the most for Iran.
Just how much of Iran’s crude
exports will be halted and how
quickly are unknown and that
uncertainty is causing unease in
the oil market.
Though the Trump administration has declared its intention
to reduce Iran’s revenue from its
crude sales to “zero,” Washington
realistically expects Tehran’s exports to be cut 30-50% — 700,000
to 1 million bpd from the current
approximately 2.1 million bpd.
In Algiers, OPEC President and
UAE Oil Minister Suhail Mohamed
al-Mazroui pointedly said: “OPEC
is not a political organisation and
does not succumb to political
pressures.” Also speaking at the
September 23 gathering, Russian
Oil Minister Alexander Novak argued that “the sanctions and trade

wars imposed by some powers
will have an effect on the global
economy and therefore on the oil
market,” a clear reference to US
sanctions on Iran and Russia and
the escalating US-China trade war.
Saudi Oil Minister Khalid alFalih said the oil market appeared
balanced and sufficiently supplied
and claimed that OPEC members
had provided extra supplies to the
market in the last three months to
account for reduced Iranian crude
exports. He said any increase in
Saudi production levels would be
in response to customer demand
and not the result of efforts to
influence prices.
Falih emphasised that the
kingdom’s surplus oil production capacity was 1.5 million bpd,
which he said could be tapped
into within days or weeks and reiterated a recurring official Saudi
talking point: “The market is what
determines the oil prices.”
Riyadh appeared to have been
supportive of accommodating
Trump’s desire for lower oil prices
ahead of the US midterm elections
but after temporarily shelving
plans for the initial public offering of Saudi Aramco and no longer
envisioning oil prices of $90-$100
a barrel to push up the value of
the state energy firm, the Saudi
government may well have found
its sweet spot at $80 per barrel.
Some oil analysts doubt Saudi
and Russian claims to have sufficient sustainable spare production capacity to meet demand
if as much as 1 million bpd of
Iranian crude disappears from the
market. In addition, political and
economic crises in Venezuela and
Libya could further erode global
crude supplies.
Not surprisingly, these concerns
are prompting analyst expectations of $90-$100 per barrel in
2019, which could cause demand
to collapse and trigger worldwide
economic repercussions.
Jareer Elass reports from
Washington on energy issues for
The Arab Weekly.

Iranians sit tight as oil sales fall
Gareth Smyth

W

ith new US
sanctions
against buyers
of Iran’s oil due
to take effect
November 4,
Tehran’s sales have fallen more
than analysts expected. However, they say the rising price of
oil could mitigate damage to the
Iranian economy.
When US President Donald
Trump announced in May a plan
to penalise Iran’s customers,
analysts anticipated a drop of
300,000-700,000 barrels a day
(bpd) from sales of 2.6 million
bpd. Most now expect a fall of up
to 1.5 million bpd.
“We’re looking at oil exports
averaging 1.2 million bpd in 2019
and remaining at around that level in 2020,” said Nicholas Fitzroy,
risk briefing director and Middle
East analyst at the Economist
Intelligence Unit. “The oil market
is close to balance, so the further
tightening of the market will

With long experience of
sanctions going back to the
1980-88 war with Iraq, Iran
can also expand
“unofficial” sales.

make it more volatile and price
sensitive, as changes in market
dynamics have an increasing impact going forward. This means
that political risk, particularly
in the Middle East, will have a
greater effect on prices than in
recent years.”
Amrita Sen, chief oil analyst at
Energy Aspects, estimated a fall
to 1 million-1.2 million bpd by the
end of 2018 could push global oil
prices to more than $90 per barrel. The OPEC meeting September
23 failed to act on Trump’s tweet
that: “The OPEC monopoly must
get prices down now!”
OPEC refused to increase
production. Saudi Arabia, the
United Arab Emirates and Russia
insisted they had spare capacity
to meet any shortfall from Iran
but ruled out acting prematurely.
The effect was an immediate
2% jump in prices, with Brent
crude reaching its highest since
November 2014 of just less than
$81 per barrel. Oil traders are
discussing the possible return
of the $100 barrel of oil. Bank
of America is looking at $80 per
barrel next year but is stressing
that any upsets — lack of capacity,
outages in key producers, conflict
— could take it higher.
Commodity traders Trafigura
and Mercuria suggested Brent
could reach $90 per barrel by
Christmas and pass $100 in early
2019. HSBC warned of the risk of
a spike to $100 per barrel as Iran’s
exports fall: “We expect strong
compliance from key US allies,
with the greatest uncertainty
probably concerning the response
from China, India and Turkey

among others.”
With Trump edging into trade
war with China and taunting
Turkish President Recep Tayyip
Erdogan, analysts are surveying
politics as much as calculating
supply and demand. Iranian military manoeuvres near the Strait
of Hormuz were overshadowed
by militants killing 29 people at a
military parade in Ahvaz on September 22 but nonetheless highlighted the importance of straits
through which pass one-third of
all oil transported by sea.
The Iranians are sitting tight.
Leading officials, including Oil
Minister Bijan Namdar Zageneh,
do not deny the damage caused
by US sanctions but stress that
Washington will fail in its objective of reducing Tehran’s oil
exports to zero.
Oil revenue made up 33.5% of
Iranian government revenue in
2016-17, the International Monetary Fund said, with the 2018-19
budget based on a price of $55 a
barrel. At $80 a barrel, a fall of
1.5 million in oil sales would cost
Iran $43.8 billion a year gross but
an additional $10 a barrel, even
on lower sales of 1.2 million bpd,
would add $4.4 billion a year.
With long experience of sanctions going back to the 1980-88
war with Iraq, Iran can also
expand “unofficial” sales. Some
Iranian vessels have recently become “ghost tankers” by turning
off the system allowing traders to
track their movement. Authorities have given permission for
oil to be sold through the private
sector — thereby easing surreptitious movements not just by sea

Some Iranian
vessels have
recently
become “ghost
tankers” by
turning off the
system
allowing
traders to
track their
movement.

but through Iraq, Afghanistan
and Pakistan.
Another option to mitigate the
effect of US sanctions is avoiding
the dollar. India, which is seeking a waiver from Washington to
continue imports at a lower level
than present, is set to pay for
Iranian oil in rupees rather than
euros.
South Korea has cut back
entirely. Zanganeh admitted that
Seoul has bought no Iranian oil
for three months. India imported
$1.08 billion worth of oil in August, nearly double the $520 million imported in the same month
last year, with its culminative
imports for April-August up to
$6.82 billion from $3.27 billion.
China is also resisting Trump,
with average imports of 505,000
bpd in August. Beijing recently
introduced oil futures priced in
yuan and wants its currency used
in international trading, including oil. Its refiners are generally
small and, like Chinese banks,
have little exposure to the US
market.
Europe has established a special purpose vehicle to facilitate
trade with Iran bypassing the
dollar, hoping to keep Tehran
within the 2015 deal limiting its
nuclear programme but this will
persuade few European companies. The important questions
are: How much oil China, India
and Turkey buy and how much
they pay for it.
Gareth Smyth is a regular
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
He has reported from the Middle
East since 1992.
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Anger mounting in Jordan over tax law
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

J

ordanian cabinet members
touring the country to promote a proposed income tax
law met strong recriminations
and demands to review the legislation.
Widespread opposition to the
law might trigger a new wave of
protests. Public demonstrations
toppled the government of Hani
Mulki in June.
Omar Razzaz, a former World
Bank economist, took over the
prime minister’s office with a
pledge to resolve the taxation controversy but amendments to the
income tax law caused public disappointment and scepticism about
his ability to do so.
Residents of Tafileh, Ma’an, Mafraq, Jerash, Zarqa and Ajloun rejected the chance to speak with the
touring ministers and asked them
to leave. They said the proposed
tax law too closely resembles the
draft legislation that triggered nationwide protests earlier this year.
“The new law that the ministers
are seeking to promote looks very
much like the previous one, which
led to the resignation of Mulki’s
government and this is unacceptable,” said Ahmad al-Azraq, 33, a
shop owner in Amman.
“We want to have the law reviewed or cancelled. We citizens
have had enough and we are unable to afford daily expenses anymore and now they want to have
a share of what we make. This is
unfair.”
“I understand that in other countries the tax is high but they have
better public services in return and
people trust their governments
Here we are losing trust in the ability of the government to improve

the lives of citizens who are working hard to provide bread to their
families. If people do not have
money to buy, then businesses will
suffer and our families will suffer
and we will never let our children
suffer,” Azraq said.
He said the government should
reduce expenditures and do something about corruption and not
worry about “our pennies.”
Many Jordanians said they consider the bill “unfair.”
“How come the increase will affect all sectors except the banking
sector? Why would the government
want to deduct an income tax from
pensions?” asked Abdullah Fraih,
25, an employee at a supermarket
who attended a special seminar on
the tax law in Amman.
The proposed law would make
end-of-service benefits subject to
income tax, an issue labelled by
many as unconstitutional.
“We only hear promises but no
one delivers anything. Jordanians
have suffered a lot and are still suffering and we need this to stop,”
Fraih said. “I think the government
should review the tax burdens, notably the sales taxes, income tax
and other fees, after consulting
with experts and specialists from
all sectors and institutions.”
Participants at the Amman seminar unanimously requested the
government postpone adoption of
the draft law and revise the entire
tax matrix in view of the stressful
economic and social conditions
that Jordan endures.
Jordan reached a lengthy funding agreement with the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and
the tax bill is part of the reforms
demanded under the deal, which
seeks to generate $394 million in
additional revenues in 2019, $253
million of which will be collected
from expanding the taxpayers’
base. The rest would come by com-

Casablanca

S

ocial and economic inequalities have become unacceptable among Moroccans, said
the Economic, Social and
Environmental Council (CESE), a
constitutionally ordained advisory
body, in its annual report.
The CESE’s report cited the
persistence of dysfunctions that
undermine efforts to revive Morocco’s economic momentum and
boost social protection at a time
the country is seeing a resurgence
in clandestine migration among its
citizens.
The report said economic inequalities were greater than the average of those in comparable countries.
“The social movements observed
in our country during the recent period show that poverty, youth unemployment and inequalities are
less and less accepted,” it said.
The social climate in Morocco has
been marred by protests in the last
two years with demonstrators calling for better standards of living.
Last year, protesters in the northeastern city of Jerada demanded
“strong” measures, including the
creation of 5,000 jobs and an investigation to determine those responsible for the economic problems of the city after the death of
two brothers in an abandoned coal
mine.
Protests in Jerada came more than
a year after the gruesome death of
fishmonger Mouhcine Fikri, which
sparked a grass-roots effort called
al-Hirak al-Shaabi (Popular Movement) led by jailed Nasser Zefzafi in
Al Hoceima, demanding social justice, jobs and health care.
Moroccan King Mohammed VI
slammed the government for failing to implement a development

programme signed in 2015 for Al
Hoceima.
The CESE stressed that government action to correct economic,
social and territorial inequalities
was not enough. It called for boosting social justice, accountability, good governance and the fight
against corruption and all forms of
abuse.
“Moroccan society has changed
and intolerance towards inequalities is becoming increasingly high,
citizens being more aware of their
rights and expressing more dissatisfaction, needs and expectations,”
said the report.
It emphasised that young people
were particularly
intolerant of
inequalities as they
increasingly
vent their
anger
in the
virtual
world,
including
social networks.
Ahmed, an unemployed 21-year-old
who declined to give
his surname, said
many young Moroccans have turned to
drugs to help them forget their daily problem
of not being able to find
a job after graduation
from university.
“A bachelor’s degree in law now is not
enough to get you a
decent job to be able
to live in
the expensive city of Casablanca.
Very few jobs for too many applicants,” he said.
Approximately 86,000 jobs were
created in 2017, which experienced
a rebound in economic growth,
with a rate of 4.1% against 1.1% in

Bahrain plans
to approve VAT,
pension reform laws
before election
Bahrain plans to get structural reforms through parliament
before a November election, including the introduction of value
added tax (VAT) and changes
to the pension system, sources
familiar with the matter said.
The reforms are part of efforts
to fix public finances hit hard by
the drop in oil prices that pushed
Bahrain’s dinar to its lowest level
in more than a decade.

Taxation controversy. Jordanian Prime Minister Omar Razzaz during
a meeting with union leaders in Amman, last June.
(AFP)
bating tax evasion.
Jordan’s public debt reached
$37.5 billion in the first seven
months of this year, compared to
$35.8 billion at the end of 2017, the
Ministry of Finance said.
The IMF warned that any measures to increase revenues should
refrain from imposing taxes on the
poor and increasing their burden.
Jordanian Deputy Prime Minister, Rajai Muasher said the IMF
asked that the Jordanian parliament approves the current draft of
the law. The measure is to be posted
on a government website for a 10day public review and comment.
It will then be sent to the House of
Representatives for consideration.
Razzaz said the new bill “was
developed without dictation from
any (outside) entity and will help
achieve the desired fiscal reforms,
which, in turn, will contribute to
lowering borrowing costs for the
country.”
He stressed that “it is not easy to
sell the law to the public” consid-

ering the difficult economic conditions, though it targets most of all
“well-to-do companies and individuals” and not the poor and middle class.
The proposed law exempts families whose yearly income does not
exceed $25,000 and provides an
additional exemption of $5,641 for
households that present bills of a
certain amount for medical treatment or education expenses. It
exempts individuals whose yearly
income does not exceed $13,000.
Citizens took the government
to task on social media. Moayad
Akram posted on Twitter: “Approve the new law and we will meet
you at the Fourth Circle (where the
prime minister’s seat is located).
Zuhair Melhem tweeted: “Forget
the tax law and you better recalculate it in a correct way.” Some asked
Razzaz to resign because “he put
the last nail in his coffin.”
Roufan Nahhas is a journalist
based in Jordan.

Moroccan report warns against socio-economic inequalities
Saad Guerraoui

Briefs

2016. However, only 7,000 jobs
were created in the industry and
craft sectors.
“This situation confirms that the
national economy has not continued its transition to a higher growth
level,” said the report.
Youth unemployment continues
to haunt the Islamist-led government. The unemployment rate
among young Moroccans is 2.6
times higher than the national average despite the various integration programmes.
The number of young Moroccans
daring to reach Europe by sea has
increased considerably in recent
months, the Moroccan Association for Human Rights
said. Videos showing
smiling young people on
small rubber boats sailing towards Spain have
gone viral on social networks.
A Moroccan woman
died and three people were injured
when the Moroccan
Navy
opened
fire
September 25
at a speedboat
with illegal migrants onboard after the
driver refused an order to
stop, an Interior Ministry
official said.
Rachid Aourraz, a researcher at the Moroccan Institute for Policy Analysis, said
the CESE report was very daring given the current situation
in Morocco. “The government
takes full responsibility for the
social and economic inequali-

Worth her salt. A Moroccan
woman porter carries bundles
of goods on her back as she
walks from the Spanish
exclave of Ceuta to Morocco,
on September 20.
(AFP)

ties,” he said.
“Despite a good economic growth
in 2017, the blockage that occurred
following the October 2017 elections has had a negative effect on
small and medium enterprises that
work with the public sector and saw
their payments delayed by months
while waiting for the formation of a
new government,” he added.
The CESE report echoed Aourraz’s remark. It cited the lengthening of the payment periods to businesses, which reached an average
of 99 days in 2017.
As a result, the pace of business
creation slowed from 8.3% to 5.2%
this year, prompting the CESE to
question whether “the persistence
of these blocking factors calls into
question the effectiveness of the
reforms undertaken.”
The CESE also cited corruption,
lack of efficiency of the administration and difficulties of access to
financing continuing to hamper the
business environment in Morocco.
Aourraz called on the government to review its fiscal policy,
promote entrepreneurship and encourage small and medium-sized
enterprises to operate in a more
flexible environment that will help
them to prosper and create jobs
since they are “the backbone of Morocco’s economy.”
The CESE called for a focus on entrepreneurship as the main lever of
jobs for young people while considering the “heterogeneity of this category when designing employment
programmes.”
“There is the importance of improving young people’s access to
adapted forms of financing. This
will have to be accompanied by the
strengthening of the status of entrepreneur, as a model of inspiration,” the CESE report said.
Saad Guerraoui is a contributor
to The Arab Weekly on Maghreb
issues.

(Reuters)

Saudi Arabia to
build ‘Riviera of
the Middle East’
Saudi Arabia’s Public Investment Fund announced plans for a
luxury tourism destination on the
country’s north-western coast,
the latest in a series of megaprojects as the oil-reliant kingdom
seeks to diversify its economy.
The project, called “Amaala,”
would be “a natural extension
of the Mediterranean Sea, and
dubbed the Riviera of the Middle
East,” the top Saudi sovereign
wealth fund said in a statement.
(Agence France-Presse)

Jordan pushes new
IMF-backed tax bill
to parliament
Jordan’s cabinet sent to parliament an International Monetary
Fund-backed draft tax bill, a main
plank of austerity measures to
ease rising public debt, an issue
that caused street protests last
summer, officials said.
The government hopes to
push through the new legislation within two months, despite
opposition from many deputies.
The government said the law promotes social justice by targeting
high earners and combats longtime corporate tax evaders.
(Reuters)

Iranian rial hits
record low
The Iranian rial hit a record low
against the US dollar on the unofficial market on September 26,
Tasnim News Agency reported,
amid a deterioration in the economic situation in Iran and the
reimposition of sanctions by the
United States.
The dollar was being offered for
as much as 170,000 rials, Tasnim
said. The rial has lost approximately 75% of its value since the
beginning of 2018.
(Reuters)

Libya’s AGOCO resumes
3,000 bpd production
at abandoned well
in Messla
Libya’s National Oil Corporation (NOC) said its subsidiary
the Arabian Gulf Oil Company
(AGOCO) had restored production
at 3,000 barrels of oil per day at
an abandoned well in the eastern
Messla field.
After 16 years of inactivity, production resumed at well HH86-65
using the latest drilling techniques developed by US oilfield
services company Schlumberger,
the NOC said in a statement.
(Reuters)
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Birds are fleeing Iraq’s devastation
Salam al-Shammaa

Baghdad

W

ar, devastation and
environmental degradation that have ravaged Iraq have driven
beautiful birds out of the country
and threatened the few remaining.
Birds that used to migrate to Iraq
head to countries unspoiled by war.
Bird breeding is a widespread
activity in Iraq. For hundreds of
years, people in Baghdad raised
many species of rare birds. They
valued them, traded them and exchanged them as gifts.
“Even though the American occupation has destroyed everything
in Baghdad, many old customs and
inherited legacies are still alive in
the city, such as keeping birds as
house pets. It was a sign of taste
and luxurious and good living, as
well as a mark of being a Baghdadi,”
said Majid Hamid, a bird breeder in
Adhamiyah.
“Raising birds in Baghdadi society is a feature of luxury. Since
ancient times and before the public
became interested in keeping decorative birds, it was the elite and
high-ranking officials who took a
special interest in birds. The Babylonians and the Assyrians used
homing birds as message couriers
throughout the empire.”
Bird breeder Karim al-Khafaji
said deteriorating environmental
conditions caused the extinction
of many rare bird species that used
to be found in Baghdad. Following
the US occupation of Baghdad and
the prevailing atmosphere of in-

security, fear, death and displacement, many people who kept and
bred birds left.
Wissal Hamid Ibrahim, a breeder
of ornamental birds in Baghdad,
said: “Breeding ornamental birds,
especially canaries and lovebirds
of all kinds, has declined in Iraq
because of the economic conditions and the difficulty of procuring birdfeed.
“Ghazal Market used to be a pop-

ular meeting place for bird lovers
but the market was bombed three
times and that drove people away,
especially the upper classes who
cared about these birds. So they
stopped raising them.”
Ibrahim said when she had to
leave Baghdad she left many canaries with a neighbour. After a
while, the neighbour told her that
the birds inexplicably died. Ibrahim said the birds’ death was due

Valued creatures. An Iraqi man holds a cockatiel for sale at the
Al-Ghazel animal market in Baghdad.
(AFP)

to the neighbour’s neglect because
she did not know how to take care
of them.
Rare Baghdadi birds include
the yellow, red, meski, leper, grey
(Rammadi), Karmali, Acha’al or
the Orphali varieties of canaries, as well as homing birds such
as the Iraqi, Babylonian, German
Beauty, Egyptian Swift or English
Carrier pigeon varieties. There are
many other types with unique colours and characteristics. The birds
adapted to the Iraqi environment
and often nested in Iraq in the
spring and summer.
Bird markets in the older areas of
Baghdad are hard to miss. The most
famous market remains Ghazal
market due to the great variety of
birds sold there and the fact that
it is the
oldest in
Baghdad.
Every Iraqi
province
has its own bird
markets.
Biologist
Anmar
Wahbi
Sabri said Iraq’s diverse geography, from mountainous
regions to plains, plateaus
and water bodies, makes for a
suitable environment for different
species of birds but “the slightest
change in the environment negatively affects bird populations.
Moreover, because of poaching,
humans have a significant impact
on these creatures.”
Sabri said the Houbara bustard
was endemic to western Iraq and
was protected before the war. Under present conditions, however,

there are no restrictions or protections for the birds or fish. The lack
of a governmental conservation
and water management strategy
led to a drought in the Hawizeh
Marshes, which hosted many bird
species. This affected migratory
bird populations that would stop at
the marshes.

More than

414 bird species used
to live in Iraq.

Sabri said the Natural History Museum in Baghdad used to
watch, care for and protect birds
but, because of a lack of resources
and the prevailing circumstances,
the institution can no longer carry
out such tasks.
Political activist and bird enthusiast Jaber Rasul al-Jabri, a resident
of the United Kingdom, estimated
there were more than 414 bird species that used to live in Iraq. Some
of them disappeared from the area,
such as the Houbara bustard, or are
critically endangered due to wars
destroying their habitats.
“Iraq has suffered during the last
half century from the recurrence of
wars and disasters that led to the
destruction of its fauna in general
and birds in particular, especially
migratory birds, which now migrate through other areas,” he said.
“The recent wars against the Islamic State made matters worse, as
fresh water supplies were poisoned
in the upper Tigris and Euphrates.”
Salam al-Shammaa is an Iraqi
writer.

Viewpoint

Basra’s water woes reflect lack of political will
Nazli Tarzi
and Mohammad Dylan

The apportionment
of blame is
evidence of the
absence of political
will to ease the
crisis or heed
legitimate demands
of the people.

T

o global spectators, anger-fuelled
protests in Iraq have
become a seasonal
activity but grievances, as the latest uprising in Basra showed, are about
more than the state’s inability to
govern the resource-abundant
country.
Water pollution and environmental toxicity have rendered
Iraq’s second largest city of Basra
uninhabitable and, coupled
with the systematic looting of
state public wealth, ignited civil
unrest in June.
Protests that have claimed
at least 27 civilian lives mark
the confluence of political and
environmental degradation in a
province that typifies everything
wrong about post-2003 Iraq.
Symbolic attacks on government installations, political offices, the Iranian Consulate and
the obstruction of roads leading
into oil fields in recent weeks are
but part of the story of Basra’s
protracted suffering.
Protests were largely met with
disproportionate force. One
protester, who did not wish to
be identified, spoke of hordes
of militiamen donning official
uniforms shooting live ammunition. “At the beginning, shots
were fired sporadically, never
directly aimed at civilians. Now
shootings are targeted,” he said,
describing a climate of terror
that has seen thousands of protesters abandon the streets.
As expressions of dissent make
headlines, more apparent to
inhabitants is the vast number
of people admitted to hospitals
with mild to extreme cases of
water poisoning. At the end of
August, the figure of those under
care stood at 17,000 but has
since risen to 65,000, widening
the stage for greater political infighting. Members of the local Al
Hussein football club were hos-

pitalised and treated for cases of
severe poisoning, forcing them
to cancel an eagerly anticipated
match, Al-Mirbad reported.
The apportionment of blame
is evidence of the absence of
political will to ease the crisis or
heed legitimate demands of the
people. During a recent parliamentary session, the blame
game that ensued between Iraqi
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi
and Basra Governor Asaad alEidani descended into a verbal
sparring match in which neither
man took political responsibility
for the problems.
Abadi’s firm rhetoric in
condemnation against what he
described as “acts of vandalism”
has done little to prevent his
popularity from plummeting.
Basra’s latest outburst has been
interpreted as a crushing defeat
for Abadi, quashing his chances
of re-election. Abadi recently
conceded defeat but blamed “a
negligent” local government.

Abadi’s shortcomings, as illuminated by the crisis in Basra,
emboldened critics from al-Sadr
Sairoon and pro-Iranian Fatah
Alliance, both of which called on
Abadi to step down as the caretaker prime minister. Analysts
said the two sides are looking to
push Abadi out, forming a rival
coalition.
However, these pitfalls and
promises illuminate the political instrumentalisation of Iraq’s
crisis — whether political or
environmental — that has been
used to evade reform and outsource inherently governmental
functions to foreign firms.
“I wish others could travel to
Basra and see with their very
eyes the levels of salt contaminating our water supply,” said
another protester who did not
wish to be identified. “The water
crisis is not simply an environmental catastrophe. It’s a political problem first” that “a manifestly corrupt elite has shown no

Poisonous politics. A view of a water stream in the Iraqi city of Basra.

(Mohammad Dylan)

desire or ability to cure.”
Official visits by Iraq’s health
minister and Eidani concluded
that the cases of pollution they
have treated reflect “only minor
cases of water contamination.”
However, the 65,000 who have
been treated for illnesses may
reach an opposite conclusion.
The Pioneer Pharmaceutical
Company, a local firm, sent nine
aid convoys with medical supplies and drugs, to relieve the
pressures felt by Basra’s Directorate of Health.
Social media outlets were
awash with videos in which water faucets are seen discharging
muddy and milky water, turned
colour because of an exceedingly
high salt content.
Field assessments conducted
by UNICEF said the city’s sewage
network was compromised by
“depleted and outdated material
such as asbestos.” Previous studies showed a rise in salt and fecal
content, owing to the absence
of clean-up operations of the
province’s water supplies.
Despite the oil wealth Basra
boasts, available treatment technologies are no longer affordable
in the absence of international
support and after 15 years of unremitting plunder. Their ability
to treat present levels of toxicity
is questionable.
Not only does the city lack
electric power for water purification and sewage treatment plants but the absence of
political will denies inhabitants
of the oil-rich town and could
see humanitarian needs of Basra
deferred for years.
Nazli Tarzi is an independent
journalist whose writings and
films focus on Iraq’s ancient
history and contemporary political scene. Mohammad Dylan
manages an educational support
centre for displaced children in
Iraq.
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Child marriage on the rise in Jordan
Roufan Nahhas

Amman

A

bir fled the civil war in Syria to Jordan when she was
13. Her situation as a refugee has negatively affected
her life because her father approved
her marriage at 14 to a 50-year-old
Syrian refugee.
Now, 16, Abir — not her real name
— is a divorced “little woman,” one
of hundreds of cases of early marriage that have plagued Syrian
refugees and Jordanians in recent
years. An average of more than 200
marriage contracts were registered
each day in 2017, in which about 30
involved underage brides, the Jordanian Ministry of Social Development said.
“I did not know what to expect or
what marriage is about because at
that time my father in a way forced
me to accept,” Abir said, “For them
(parents), marriage is the only way
to keep females safe under the protection of their husbands and a way
to prevent girls from veering away
from how they were brought up.”
“My mother told me that my husband will bring me toys and will
take care of me as one of his daughters and all I have to do is listen to
him. She also said I will be able to
continue my studies and live happily,” she added.

From 2012-16, 51,084
marriages of underage
girls took place in
Jordan.
Abir’s dreams of toys and education were shattered after just one
year. She returned to her family as a
divorced and confused person with
little hope of leading a normal life,
especially since her family blamed
her for the divorce.
Believing that a young girl could

marry and continue her education
is a fiction, especially if she becomes pregnant and her presence
in school becomes difficult for other
students and teachers, social activists say.
The Syrian community has integrated into Jordanian society, bringing traditions, including marriage
at an early age. The Chief Islamic
Justice Department (the top Sharia
authority in Jordan) said 1,103 underage Syrian girls wed officially at
Zaatari refugee camp in the first six
months of 2017.
“This is really sad and shocking when we hear that there are 29
cases of early marriage registered
on a daily basis. How can they force
a child to marry and start a family
and what are the success rates of
such marriages when the wife does
not understand the concept of being married?” asked activist Diana
Qawasmeh.
“Definitely, families and the scavengers who roam the camps looking for young brides and convincing their families to marry them in
return for a commission should be
blamed for ruining the lives of children.”
From 2012-16, 51,084 marriages of
underage girls took place in Jordan,
the Chief Islamic Justice Department said. The Sisterhood is Global
Institute, an international non-profit NGO with consultative status to
the United Nations, said there were
10,907 early marriage cases in Jordan in 2016, of which 402 ended in
divorce in the first year.
Qawasmeh said poverty, lack of
education and population growth
were some of the reasons behind
child marriages in Jordan.
“Despite the efforts of the government and NGOs, early marriage
cases are on the rise threatening the
essence of the whole marriage institution and destroying the life and
dreams of children,” she said.
At an event organised by the Jordanian National Commission for

Shattered dreams. A young actress plays the role of a girl forced to marry an older man during an
event organised by Amnesty International to denounce child marriage.
(AFP)
Women, a semi-governmental organisation that advocates empowering women, Jordanian Minister
of Social Development Hala Lattouf
pointed out the need to multiply efforts to curb early marriage cases in
the kingdom.
“We have to spread awareness
about the dangers of early marriage
that could result in depriving girls
of education and selecting the suitable husband for her life and the life

of her future children,” she said.
Girls not Brides, a global partnership of more than 1,000 civil society organisations from more than
95 countries committed to ending
child marriage and enabling girls to
fulfil their potential, says approximately 8% of girls in Jordan are
married before the age of 18, citing
reasons as poverty and the need to
protect girls from sexual violence in
times of conflict.

Although the legal age for marriage in Jordan is 18, with the authorisation of two judges, a waiver
can be granted for underage marriages.
For Abir, the chances of getting
married again are slim in a conservative society where divorced
women are looked upon unfavourably. In the meantime, she is still
waiting for her toys to bring smiles
to her face.

Campaign to promote
civil marriage in Lebanon
Samar Kadi

Beirut

T

hey chose to celebrate
their union at the closest
possible point to Lebanon,
where civil marriage is not
allowed. Tarek Mallak and Anastacia El Hajj exchanged vows in international waters, 22km off the
Lebanese coast, as part of a local
campaign, Civil Love, by Absolut
Vodka Lebanon.
The couple, along with family
and friends and a minister from
Cyprus, who performed the ceremony, embarked from Beirut
on the wedding trip organised by
Interesting Times, a marketing
agency that designed the campaign with the help of a commercial sponsor.
“We were in international waters
but you could see Lebanon from
that distance,” said Wassim Bassil,
managing director of Interesting
Times.
The campaign’s topic was selected following research that determined sectarianism was a key
issue for Lebanese youth. “Sectarianism is not only putting the country on hold but affecting them personally. It is the result of civil war,
so we came up with ‘Civil Love,’
which became a kind of symbol for
trying to push things forward to allow civil marriage,” Bassil said.
He said the campaign started
this year with an art exhibition in
Beit Beirut, a symbolic landmark

on Beirut’s Green Line during
the war. “We took original photographs of the civil war and had
young artists re-edit them or redo
them in a way to portray ‘Civil
Love.’ It was a prelude to the real
act in the campaign, which is the
civil marriage,” he said.
While Lebanon has a long history of sectarian divisions and
civil strife, Bassil noted that “Civil
Love” was a campaign that suggests the best way to heal division
in Lebanon is for young people of
different faiths and backgrounds
to fall in love with one another.

The wedding organised by
the “Civil Love” campaign
is symbolic and its goal is
to support the voices of a
large group of young
people who want to marry
in their own country.
Lebanon does not have a single
personal status code. Marriage,
divorce, child custody and inheritance are administered by the
country’s 18 religious and sectarian courts and as many sets of
personal status laws. Unless one
partner converts to the other’s religion, couples from different religions who wish to wed in a civil
ceremony have just one option
— get married abroad and register
their marriage with the groom’s respective religious authority when
they return to Lebanon.
There is a law permitting civil

marriage in Lebanon that dates to
1936, when the country was under
French mandate, said notary Joseph Bechara.
“There is a possibility to have a
civil marriage in Lebanon by those
who are not affiliated with a sect.
They need to remove their sect
from their official records and, by
doing so, they relinquish their administrative adherence to the personal status rules of the religion to
which they belong,” Bechara said.
“Their marriage contract is registered in the state’s civil register because otherwise, the state would
be denying its citizens a constitutional right… So legally people can
have a civil marriage in Lebanon.”
In 2013, a couple used that loophole in the law to conclude Lebanon’s first civil marriage contract,
which the Interior Ministry eventually legalised.
“Notaries have the power to conclude the civil marriage contract
since it does not violate the law or
public order,” Bechara said, “I, myself, have concluded tens of civil
marriages.”
The legislation, however, does
not have a regulatory framework,
prompting the interior minister in
2015 to issue a statement saying
the government will no longer recognise such marriages.
Two years ago, the Beirut Bar
Association proposed legislation
for optional civil marriage in Lebanon. Bechara said many draft laws
have been submitted to parliament over the decades but none
was endorsed. “They are rotting in

For a better tomorrow. Civil ceremony of Tarek Mallak and
Anastacia El Hajj in international waters off the Lebanese coast.

(Interesting Times)

the drawers of parliament and the
council of ministers. Obviously,
they don’t want to give the Lebanese people the freedom to choose
but want to keep them hostage of a
sect or religion,” he said.
“I don’t think there is opposition
to civil marriage,” Bassil said, “but,
somehow, no one is activating it or
wants to activate it. There is no
logic and there is no reason why
they don’t do it here since couples
can get married abroad and register their contract in Lebanon.”
He said the wedding organised

by the “Civil Love” campaign is
symbolic and its goal is to support the voices of a large group of
young people who want to marry
in their own country.
“We are just raising awareness
about this topic again and telling
people that this is something that
will create a better tomorrow…
‘Civil Love’ is beyond civil marriage. It is love between the people. It is about unity,” Bassil added.
Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly
Travel and Society section editor.
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Putting the Arab and Muslim image debate into perspective
Oussama
Romdhani

D

espite decades of
activism by ArabAmerican advocates
clamouring for a
fairer image of Arabs
in the US film and TV
industry, the negative stereotyping of Arabs and Middle Easterners seems to endure but the terms
of the debate have, in many ways,
changed.
A report by the MENA Arts
Advocacy Coalition (MAAC) complained that the overwhelming
majority of TV cast members of
Middle Eastern and North African
background were playing roles
associated with terrorism and
despotic rule. “78% of the time,
we are playing threats,” tweeted
actress Azita Ghanizada, who
founded MAAC in 2016.
Further driving stereotypical
characterisations, “67% of the
MENA characters speak with pronounced foreign accents, reinforcing the stereotype of MENAs as
foreigners,” she added.
The coalition’s conclusions are
contained in “Terrorists & Tyrants: Middle Eastern and North
African (MENA) Actors in Primetime & Streaming Television,”
which surveyed 242 television
shows from the 2015-16 season.
In many ways, Hollywood
functions as a sort of stereotype
factory for US and world markets.
As an institution driven by commercial imperatives, it cannot
realistically challenge mainstream
assumptions. Or if it does, only to
a certain extent: The US film and
TV industry was never meant to
be a counterculture vehicle.
MAAC said the negative portrayal of Arabs and Muslims has
practical fallouts on the lives of
the 10 million Americans of MENA
origin, counting US nationals of
non-Arab Middle Eastern descent.
“The characterisations of MENAs as foreigners and threats can
contribute to the rise of anti-Muslim and immigrant sentiments in
US society,” said the report, which
legitimately recommends that
studios “create storylines/charac-

ters and greenlight projects that
avoid stereotypical depictions of
MENA. Do not limit MENA representations to geopolitical and/or
terrorist narratives.”
There is a potentially problematic twist in the MAAC viewpoint,
however. In examining the presence of Middle East and North Africa actors in the TV shows, it uses
fundamentally racial, not cultural
or ethnic criteria.
“Whites dominate the television landscape, making up nearly
70% of television series regulars,
compared to MENA actors, who
comprise only 1% of regular actors
on TV,” said its report.
The coalition might have an
understandable concern about
protecting the interests of actors
of Arab and Middle Eastern origin
in Hollywood by insisting that
“studios and producers categorise
MENA hires as “MENA,” not “Caucasian.” However, categorising
Americans of Middle Eastern and
North Africa extraction among
non-white minorities might offer
the potential for alliances with
other minority groups but could
further alienate “MENAs” from
the mainstream.
The main purpose of the coalition is to promote career opportunities for actors of Middle Eastern
descent but if there is no change
of mindset and no new sociopolitical perceptions, the odds are that
actors of Middle Eastern background will be solicited only when
the scripts deal with fear-inspiring
terrorists and dictators.
Their greater presence in the
studios will broaden the options
for stereotypical representation.
Then what to do about the stereotypes themselves?
Maybe cease being hypersensitive about them even when trying
to correct them. A less denunciatory attitude does not mean validating the argument that behind
every stereotype there is a “kernel
of truth.” There is far more to
the Arab and Islamic worlds than
terrorism and tyranny. In Arab
societies, the freedom reflex is
much more widely shared than
that of despotism, even though
the credibility of the unmitigated
democracy narrative seems, at
times, sorely tested in the bloodsoaked region.
True, there are extremists with
Arab and Muslim backgrounds but

Interview

Faces of MENA. (L-R) Egyptian-American actor Rami Malek, Turkish-American actor
Ennis Esmer and Iranian-American actress Necar Zadegan.
(AP)
there are many, many Arabs and
Muslims who are victims of terror.
Considering the disheartening
shape of the Arabs’ and Muslims’
reputation prior to the September
11 attacks, it is a relief that the
Arab and Muslim image is where it
is today and not much worse.
The effect of September 11, 2001,
was devastating and one could
not expect the United States and
the rest of the world to remain
the same after that date but one
must admit that, after the initial years of shock, things have
painstakingly evolved. There was
improvement but not because
of exogenous factors. In simple
terms, slow change for the better
did occur but it was not because
of pressure or lobbying from the
Arab or Muslim world.
It happened because of the
universal shift in all walks of life
everywhere in the West away from
blatantly biased attitudes. Change
in the United States eventually
happened because of the pushback by American progressives
and the persistent efforts throughout the decades of Arab-American
and Muslim-American advocates.
The efforts of the likes of Jack
Shaheen, Edmund Ghareeb, Jim
Zogby, the late Clovis Maksoud
and others since the 1980s did not
all come to nought after all.
New challenges have nonetheless emerged. The populist wave
fuelled by the migration debate
in the United States and Europe
has accentuated some of the old
stereotypes.
Still, the pushback continues.

The United States and the West
do not speak in one voice when
it comes to the migration issue.
There are positive stirrings in the
United States, including the new
acceptability of Arab- and MuslimAmerican political candidates,
especially within the progressive
wing of the Democratic Party.
The US entertainment industry also evolved. There is still
stereotypical casting but there is
also more caution not to wantonly
denigrate Arabs and Muslims
in TV series and movies. Some
scenes today can still make the
viewer cringe but it is a far cry
from the 1980s, and even later,
when most, if not all, Middle Eastrelated scenes used to make you
want to scream.
True, there is still over-representation of Arabs and Muslims in
terror-related scripts but there is
more sophistication and there is
greater avoidance of flat characters. In such series as “NCIS,”
“Person of Interest” and “Homeland,” Arab and Muslim characters are not predictably evil.
That’s progress, even if limited
progress.
Arab Americans and Muslim
Americans could benefit from the
Arab and Muslim public better
engaging the rest of the world by
clearly rejecting religious extremism and terror, shedding anachronisms and clearly adhering to the
norms of modernity.
Oussama Romdhani is
Editor-in-Chief of The Arab
Weekly.

Translator finds in Arabic tool to transmit other cultures
Khulud al-Fallah

A

rabs were
among the first
to realise the
importance of
translation and
made great
contributions
to knowledge
thanks to their efforts in adapting works in one language to
another.
During the Middle Ages, Arabs
played a major role in transmitting ancient Greek philosophy
and sciences to the Middle East,
then to Europe where translations of Arab manuscripts
helped kick-start the Renaissance. Such efforts practically
died out during the centuries of
decline but there has been a
strong comeback of translation
activities, particularly in
literature.
Khaled al-Jubeili, considered
one of the most prolific translators to Arabic, keeps this legacy
alive. He began his translation

career after graduation from the
University of Aleppo in Syria
with a bachelor’s degree in
English. He obtained a degree
from the London School of
Linguistics and worked as a
specialised translator with
international bodies. His career
as a translator at the Department
of Arabic at the United Nations
lasted for about 20 years.
Jubeili has not limited himself
to specialised translation. He
said he loves literature and loves
translating it. Along with his
career at the United Nations, he
has translated more than 65
other works, including short
stories, novels, studies and
historical books.
“I worked as a specialised
translator for a long time: 17
years at the International Centre
for Agricultural Research in the
Dry Areas and about 20 years at
the United Nations in New York,”
Jubeili said. “I often got bored
translating technical texts so I
would turn to translating literary
texts because I enjoyed that
tremendously and because
literature is full of life in addition to being more challenging
for translators.”

Among his translations into
Arabic is “The Piano Teacher” by
Nobel Literature Laureate
Elfriede Jelinek but Jubeili said
that he doesn’t really care about
famous names in literature.
What he is constantly pursuing
are exceptionally brilliant works.
He translated “Intimacy” and
“The Body” by Hanif Kureish,
who is British of Pakistani
descent but largely unknown to
Arab readers.
Jubeili also translated “The
Prisoner’s Wife: A Memoir” by
African-American poet and
author Asha Bandele, “Rumi:
The Fire of Love” by Iranian
writer Nahal Tajadod and “The
Bastard of Istanbul” and “The
Forty Rules of Love” by Turkish
novelist Elif Shafak. “There isn’t
a single work I regretted translating,” Jubeili said.
There are works that became
famous because of the translator’s skills or because of the
choice of the target language.
“Here, of course, the translator’s capacity and skill in understanding the original text
combined with his excellent
command of both the original
language and the target language

A passion for literature.
Translator Khaled al-Jubeili.

(Khaled al-Jubeili’s facebook page)

— Arabic, in our case — are the
essential factors behind a
successful translation and its
acceptance by the reader.”
Jubeili said there are no
programmes or well-defined
policies in the Arab world regarding translation and publishing. “I
do not object to translating again
some of the major classical
works that had already been
translated 20 or 30 years ago, on

the condition that the new
translation brings something
new either in understanding or
the language or the style and so
on,” he said.
Jubeili has made special
contributions on specific topics,
such as Sufi poet Jalal ad-din
Rumi, by translating several
works about the poet or in which
he plays a major part. “I loved
Rumi’s words and poetry and I
liked his call for love and openmindedness,” Jubeili
explained.
Jubeili says Arabic is a “beautiful language, with a rich vocabulary and flexible enough to easily
transmit other cultures to us.”
That doesn’t mean that
translating into Arabic is an easy
task. Like all translators, Jubeili
comes across phrases or terminologies that do not exist in
Arabic. His inventive solutions to
those difficulties enrich Arabic.
“All I care about is producing
an easy flowing literary text that
readers won’t find difficult to
understand,” he said.
Khulud al-Fallah is a Libyan
writer.
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El Gouna Film Festival draws
international talent to Egypt
Amr Emam

Egyptian
actress Bushra
Rozza (R)
celebrates
as American
actor and director Sylvester Stallone
poses with
his Career
Achievement
Award at the
El Gouna Film
Festival, on
September 28.

Cairo

F

ilm-makers,
producers,
directors and actors from
across the world flocked to El
Gouna Film Festival to highlight the Egyptian and regional film
industry.
More than 80 films, including 11
Arab entries, were screened during
the week-long festival and 40 films
participated in the festival’s official
competition, with Siew Hua Yeo’s
“A Land Imagined” winning the top
award.
The festival is the only private
film festival in the Arab region and
is the brainchild of Egyptian tycoons
Naguib and Samih Sawiris. This was
the second El Gouna Film Festival
and few could have expected it to
become so popular so quickly.
Organisers said the festival aspires to become a top international
film event that attracts top cinema
industry leaders and celebrities.
“This is never out of reach,” said
Amir Ramses, festival artistic director. “My colleagues and I are working hard for the achievement of this
goal.”
The festival is seeking, Naguib
Sawiris said, to become an occasion
for cultural exchange among peoples, countries and regions.
This year, the festival adopted
the slogan “Cinema for Culture.” It
looked at rampant bloodshed, conflicts and wars in the Arab region
and beyond, hoping to play a role in
connecting people and teaching the
values of coexistence and tolerance.
“What is happening in Syria has
nothing to do with humanity,” Naguib Sawiris said September 20 at the
festival’s opening. “What happens
in Iraq or in Myanmar has nothing to
do with humanity either.”
The Sawiris brothers and other
sponsors spent $3.3 million to bring
together 450 people involved in
the cinema industry, including 150
international actors, actresses, pro-

(AFP)

ducers, directors and critics. International celebrities attending the
event included American stars such
as Patrick Dempsey, Owen Wilson,
Andrew Wilson and Brazilian actress Desiree Popper.
Hollywood action star, director
and screenwriter Sylvester Stallone
was awarded El Gouna Special Innovation Achievement Prize.
“Egypt as a name invokes imagination and beauty,” Stallone said to
a cheering crowd of local, Arab and
international cinema stars at the festival closing ceremony September
28. “It is very nice to be here.”
Films making their premieres in El

Gouna included the French production “The Freshmen,” the FrenchBelgian-German production “Dilili
in Paris” and the Polish production
“Mug.”
The participation of Hollywood
stars such as Stallone brought international attention to El Gouna, an
up-and-coming Red Sea resort 25km
north of Hurghada. The Egyptian
government is trying to use the notoriety to return activity to the local
tourism sector.
Egyptian Tourism Minister Rania
al-Mashat said the ministry would
include the festival in its entertainment plan for next year. She said the

festival showed that security has
returned to Egypt’s tourist destinations in the Red Sea and in South
Sinai.
“Such festivals also give a positive
message about Egyptians who like
to be open to other peoples and cultures,” Mashat said.
“A Land Imagined” won El Gouna
Film Festival’s Gold Star. Directed
by Yeo, a Singaporean director, the
film tells the story of two Chinese
construction workers who go missing at a Singaporean construction
site.
El Gouna Film Festival also highlighted local and regional talent.

The Syrian film “Of Fathers and
Sons,” directed by Talal Derki, won
El Gouna Star for best Arab film in
the documentary category. Egyptian film “Yomeddine,” directed by
Abu Bakr Shawky, won best Arab
film in the features category.
“Most of the films participating
in the festival, including ones from
Arab countries, were top productions that were worthy of festival
prizes, too,” said Egyptian cinema
critic Tarek al-Shenawi. “This high
standard of the films participating
also shows that the festival administration is keen on bringing in the
best of the best.”

MENA Cinema Forum highlights Gulf prospects
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

W

hile the expansion of
cinema box offices
and the film industry’s
evolution in the Middle East and North Africa region
provides massive opportunities, it
also comes with challenges, many
of which will be addressed at the
MENA Cinema Forum, the first
business conference on the regional market, October 28-29 in Dubai.
“The broad themes of discussion at the forum will include a
market overview and regional
leaders’ strategies for growth and
expansion; design, construction
and technologies for 21st-century
cinemas; movie supply chain with
a focus on local content and meeting regional viewing demands;
and revenue management and
operational strategies,” said Leila
Masinaei, managing director of GM
Events and organiser of the MENA
Cinema Forum.
The event will feature keynote
speakers, panel discussions, technical presentations and case studies.
“Although this is a serious business conference, there will be a premiere of a major international film,
a gala awards dinner with an award
for the top box office ticket sales
movie in the region and launch of
Dolby’s new immersive experience
theatre,” Masinaei said.

More than $3.5 billion in investments in cinemas across the Gulf is
expected to help the region’s movie
industry expand greatly following
Saudi Arabia’s decision to reopen
the sector 35 years after cinemas
were banned in the kingdom.
The Development and Investment Entertainment Company, a
wholly owned subsidiary of Saudi
Arabia’s Public Investment Fund,
said it will invest up to $2.7 billion
in entertainment projects across
Saudi Arabia by 2030.
Dubai developer Majid Al Futtaim
Group, owner of VOX Cinemas, said
it would invest $540 million in 600
screens across Saudi Arabia and announced a $300 million investment
in other Gulf Cooperation Council
markets.

More than

$3.5 billion in
investments in cinemas
across the Gulf is
expected to help the
region’s movie industry
expand greatly.
“The list is actually long,” Masinaei said of other expected Saudi
cinema investments, “but, so far,
four organisations have been granted licences in Saudi Arabia to begin
building and operating cinemas:
VOX, AMC Entertainment, Empire
Cinemas and Cinepolis. In addi-

tion, Vue, PVR, Reel and Carnival
are in various stages of application
but the list of people interested is
longer than this.
“Pretty much every market is interested in Saudi Arabia. Cinepolis,
Vue, AMC and Carnival are giants in
their own rights, Cinepolis being the
second largest cinema chain in the
world and AMC the biggest in the
United States. This is just with operators. Everyone, from technology
providers to popcorn producers, is
eager to get into Saudi Arabia.”
Masinaei said there has been a
major shift in the region across all
industries, from being consumers
to producers and innovators and
the cinema sector was no different.
“There is more focus on promoting the region as a film hub and the
number of university programmes,
awards and funds supporting local
production and utilising local talent is on the rise,” Masinaei said.
“Some regional movies have made
it to global platforms such as the
Cannes [Film] Festival in the recent
years and this trend will continue.
The Arab youth are extremely talented and they will take their welldeserved spotlight.”
Governments are funding and
encouraging the trend, which
should expedite the evolution of
local content in the media and film
industry, she said.
The MENA Cinema Forum will
support those trends in the region.
Next year’s edition is to be split into
two themes, one focusing on the
exhibition industry, the cinema in-

New trends. Two Saudi men take a selfie at a commercial movie
theatre in Riyadh. 					
(Reuters)
frastructure side, and the other on
MENA production.
Riyadh is embarking on doing
“the right and logical thing and
promoting Saudi Arabia as a movie
production hub,” said Masinaei.
“The Saudi Film Council is the
entity that is responsible for promoting Saudi Arabia as a production and filming destination. [It
was] present in a rather prominent
way at the Cannes Film Festival to
promote this and will also be attending the MENA Cinema Forum
to spread the word. Saudi Arabia offers some exciting rebates for whoever uses the country for movie
production.”

Leading industry figures, including more than 300 CEOs and top
executives from companies such as
the General Commission for Audiovisual Cinema, Majid Al Futtaim
Cinemas, Cinepolis, Novo Cinemas,
Carnival Cinemas, Empire Cinemas
and Paramount Pictures, are to participate in the forum.
All major distribution companies,
many local production companies,
international and regional studios
and almost every cinema operator
and movie authority in the region
are expected to attend.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

24

September 30, 2018

Travel

w w w. t h e a r a b w e e k l y. c o m

Agenda
Amman:
Through October 6
The 18th Amman International Book Fair welcomes 500
printing houses from various
countries. Egypt is the guest of
honour for this year’s fair.
Beirut:
Through December 27
Events associated with Sursock
Museum Late Nights occur
noon-9pm each Thursday at
the Sursock Museum in Beirut.
Events include exhibitions,
collection displays, late-night
talks, performances and
screenings.
Dubai:
Through December 31

A view at the Palm Beach hotel with the Dubai skyline in the background.						

Dubai hotels
to embark on
green journey
N.P. Krishna Kumar

Dubai

T

he Dubai Department of
Tourism and Commerce
Marketing has introduced
the first interactive, webbased, manual under the Dubai
Sustainable Tourism (DST) initiative to help more than 700 hotels
and hospitality establishments in
the emirate go green.
This move is expected to have a
positive effect on the environmental performance in the tourism industry. By ensuring that all hotels
(with some 11,317 rooms) engage in
responsible practices, Dubai aims
to strategically position itself as a
landmark for sustainability.
By identifying the collective environmental effects of the tourism
industry, the guidelines provide
practical and cost-effective solutions around four key themes:
energy conservation, water conservation, waste management and
sustainability engagement of staff
and guests.

The “12 Steps Towards
Sustainability” manual
was developed in
partnership with
Emirates Green
Building Council
(EmiratesGBC).
Yousuf Lootah, executive director of tourism development and investments at Dubai Tourism, said:
“This pioneering document serves
as a valuable and comprehensive
guide to help create a sustainable
future for our tourism industry. We
hope it will inspire hotels and their
staff to help make a difference to
the sustainability landscape.”
The “12 Steps Towards Sustainability” manual was developed in
partnership with Emirates Green
Building Council (EmiratesGBC).
Measures in the manual will
serve as precursors for the hospitality standards expected to be established later in the year in compliance with the regulations, codes
and processes mandated by Dubai
Municipality and Dubai Tourism.

The manual is designed to guide
Dubai hotels to reduce their environmental footprints and improve
energy, water and waste consumption as part of a holistic approach
to ensure that sustainable tourism
is a priority for the emirate.
EmiratesGBC’s hospitality programme includes the operation of
Green Key, an international ecolabel for tourism establishments. It
addresses similar themes as highlighted in the DST Manual, such as
energy, water, waste and education of hotel guests and hotel staff
on sustainability practices.
“These efforts complement the
work of Dubai Tourism, and we
hope that it will help further sustainable tourism in the country,”
EmiratesGBC stated. “Establishments wanting to extend their efforts and achieve a Green Key
certification should first closely
review the Green Key criteria and
evaluate their internal operations
to ensure compliance before proceeding with application.”
The first-year certification can
take up to three to four months
from applying for a certificate to
one being awarded.
The duration to achieve certification is largely dependent on
what the hotel property already
has in place in terms of sustainability policies and initiatives, efficient
systems and fixtures, use of environmentally friendly products,
staff training and other things.
In 2016, EmiratesGBC had published its Hotel Benchmarking
Report, which was the first report
on the industry’s environmental
performance in the UAE. Accordingly, there has been a clear shift
in the Emirates’ hospitality sector
towards sustainable development,
which is positively influenced by
government initiatives such as the
Carbon Calculator software developed by DST in partnership with
Dubai Carbon as well as DST’s sustainability manual.
In addition, internal policies towards clear-cut sustainable practices and their implementation
are being enforced by large hotel
groups and are creating a new culture of “green” competition in the
hospitality sector. This has spurred
a palpable shift towards championing sustainable development
within the industry.

(Karim Sahib)

“La Perle” features 65 artists
from 23 countries performing amazing stunts and aerial
antics above an on-stage pool
filled with 2.7 million litres
of water in a state-of-the-art,
custom-built theatre. The
show takes place at Al Habtoor
City.
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.
Dubai:
October 9-13
The award-winning musical
“Ghost” will be performed at
Dubai Opera for five days. The
musical is based on the 1990
film, which starred Patrick
Swayze, Demi Moore and
Whoopi Goldberg.
Cairo:
October 11-13
The Cairo Jazz Festival brings
local and international musicians to perform. Most performances are at the venue halls
of the Greek Campus and the
Cairo Jazz Club.
Essaouira:
October 12-14

Burj Al Arab hotel in Dubai.
Olivier Harnisch, CEO of Emaar
Hospitality Group, said: “We are
committed to conserving the environment and introducing sustainable practices across our hotels
and leisure assets. We support the
‘green vision’ of the UAE and the
new 12-step eco guide launched by
Dubai Tourism sets a benchmark
in driving and promoting greener
tourism and hospitality best practices in the city.”
“It indeed serves as a model for
the region and will bring together
the entire tourism and hospitality
stakeholders to promote environment-friendly practices for reducing the carbon footprint and to
benefit our future generations.”
Emaar Hospitality Group’s portfolio includes the luxury brand Address Hotels and Resorts, the upscale lifestyle hotel and residences
brand Vida Hotels and Resorts and
the contemporary midscale hotel
brand Rove Hotels.
At Emaar Hospitality Group,
Harnisch said their focus was to
achieve the highest standard of

(Giuseppe Cacace)
excellence in the field of environmental sustainability and sustainable operation within the hospitality industry.
“We have already undertaken
several environment-friendly initiatives to minimise the depletion
of both local and global natural
resources through optimal use,
recovery, reuse and recycling of
materials and energy. Earlier this
year, we joined hands with EmiratesGBC and are aiming to have
15 hospitality and leisure assets in
Dubai Green Key certified.”
“Moreover, we have recently
announced our partnership with
leading tech-firm Winnow to reduce food waste across our hotels.
Our environmental policy adheres
to strict operating guidelines and
we comply with best practices to
strengthen awareness on a greener
lifestyle through energy and water
efficiency,” Harnisch added.
N.P. Krishna Kumar is a Dubaibased contributor to The Arab
Weekly.

The second MOGA Festival of
electronic music and culture
will take place in Essaouira,
Morocco. Performances,
educational workshops, beach
parties and digital video
installations are among events
scheduled.
Abu Simbel:
October 22
The Sun Festival at Abu Simbel
takes place in February and October to mark dates associated
with Pharaoh Ramses II. When
Ramses II built his temple, it
was positioned so that, on his
birthday and the date of his
ascension to the throne, the
inner sanctum would be lit by
the rising sun and illuminate
statues of the sun gods. Twice
a year, people gather at the
temple along the banks of the
Nile to watch the sun rise and
celebrate with food, dance and
singing by local performers.
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