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F 

ollowing the killing of Saudi 
journalist Jamal Khashoggi 
in Istanbul, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan 

was perceived as embarking on a 
high-risk political balancing act in 
relations with Saudi Arabia hoping 
to score political — and some say 
economic — points without burn-
ing all bridges with Riyadh.

In a widely anticipated speech 
October 23, Erdogan called 
Khashoggi’s death in the Saudi 
consulate in Istanbul a “savage 
murder” perpetrated by a hit squad 
that flew in from Saudi Arabia with 
the express purpose to kill the 
journalist. While the Turkish lead-
er himself did not point the finger 
at Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, some of 
Erdogan’s close aides did.

Turkish officials suspect Saudi 
security agents killed Khashoggi, 
59, inside the consulate. Saudi Ara-
bia first said it was unknown what 
happened to Khashoggi but the 
Saudi public prosecutor has since 
said the killing had been premedi-
tated.

The Erdogan government con-
sistently leaked information about 
Khashoggi’s disappearance to na-
tional and international media to 
increase pressure on Riyadh.

Addressing members of his rul-
ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in Ankara on October 26, 
Erdogan said Turkey had “other 
information” about the killing but 

did not want to be “too hasty” 
about sharing it.

That is the kind of remark that 
makes observers think Turkey is 
“less interested in revealing what 
really happened to the Saudi jour-
nalist than in leveraging the mur-
der for political gain,” as the Wash-
ington Post editorial board put it.

One immediate aim of Turkey’s 
approach is to pressure Saudi 
Arabia into admitting that the 
Khashoggi killing was a politically 
motivated act of violence as part 
of a competition with Riyadh over 
leadership of the Muslim world. 
Until now, Ankara’s image has been 
marked by its support to members 
of the Muslim Brotherhood, which 
is seen as a terrorist organisation 
by Saudi Arabia as well as its allies 
Egypt and the United Arab Emir-
ates.

The Erdogan government would 
also like to see a different stance 
by Saudi Arabia in Syria. Riyadh 
recently transferred $100 million 
for reconstruction efforts in north-
ern Syria to the United States. The 
region is a stronghold of a Kurd-
ish militia allied with the United 
States but seen as a terrorist group 
by Turkey.

“Many Turks are asking who au-
thorised the $100 million in Saudi 
aid to the People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) in Syria, while knowing that 
the YPG is an offshoot of the PKK 
[Kurdistan Workers’ Party] terror-
ist organisation, which is waging a 
secessionist war in south-eastern 
Turkey,” Erdogan adviser Ilnur Ce-
vik wrote in the pro-government 
Turkish newspaper Daily Sabah.

Turkey’s opposition said Er-
dogan may also be trying to get 
the Saudis to help Turkey’s strug-
gling economy. Despite the pullout 
of many high-profile names, who 
were expected to attend prior to 
the Khashoggi crisis, billions of 
dollars of deals were signed during 
Riyadh’s Future Investment Ini-
tiative driving the point that Saudi 

Arabia remains a big draw in the 
world of business and finance.

Erdogan is balancing his anti-
Saudi rhetoric with expressions of 
support for Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud. He has talked 
with both the king and Crown 
Prince Mohammed since Khashog-
gi’s death and allowed Saudi law 
enforcement agents and the pros-
ecutor general to travel to Turkey.

One reason Turkey does not 
go all out in its anti-Saudi course 
could be linked to impending US 
sanctions against the Iranian oil 
sector. Because Iran has been Tur-
key’s main supplier of oil, Ankara 
is under pressure by Washington 

to cut imports and buy its oil else-
where. Saudi Arabia, among the 
top five sources of crude for Tur-
key, could be asked to fill the gap.

Excessive criticism hurled at 
Saudi Arabia also carries a risk for 
Turkey of being accused of hypoc-
risy. “The West would be naive 
to believe Turkish officials’ new-
found passion for free speech,” 
Aykan Erdemir, a senior fellow at 
the Foundation for Defense of De-
mocracies, a think-tank in Wash-
ington, wrote in an analysis for 
the online magazine the Globalist. 
“Turkey is still the number one 
jailer of journalists in the world.”

Erdogan’s double-edged tactics 

could lead to long-term tensions 
with Riyadh under a future king 
Mohammed bin Salman.

“Erdogan is continuing to hold 
back hard evidence, probably be-
cause he remains hopeful of gain-
ing concessions from Saudi Ara-
bia,” Timur Kuran, a professor at 
Duke University, wrote on Twitter. 
“It’s a risky strategy because the 
Khashoggi murder won’t remain 
in headlines forever” and Crown 
Prince Mohammed could have “a 
huge score to settle with Erdogan.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent.

Erdogan in risky balancing 
act over Khashoggi case
Thomas Seibert
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Saudi Princess Reema Bint Bandar Al Saud speaks during the second Future Investment Initiative 
(FII) conference in Riyadh, on October 24. Despite the uproar created by the Khashoggi case, the 
3-day event generated more than $56 billion in investment deals tied to 12 megaprojects.   
                                                                                                                                                        (Reuters)
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“It’s a risky strategy because 
the Khashoggi murder won’t 
remain in headlines forever.”

Arab educators weigh new university classification system

Tunis

A 

rab educators and govern-
ment officials are looking 
to create a classification 
system to better gauge 

universities in a region where the 
quality of education lags and grad-
uate unemployment is high.

“We have to answer the ques-
tion of why Arab universities have 
failed to produce talented stu-
dents who create enterprises so 
as to employ themselves and oth-
ers and create wealth,” said Abul-
Kacem Hassan al-Badri, head of 
the Arab League Educational, Cul-
tural and Scientific Organisation’s 
science department.

Badri, speaking October 16 at a 
meeting of educators convened to 
develop a comprehensive ranking 
system for Arab universities, said: 
“The crisis of mass unemploy-
ment among university graduates 
in the Arab region is our main con-
cern.”

“Arab universities have a social 
responsibility and leading role to 
develop the economy and society 
of the Arab world,” he said.

Over the past two decades, Arab 
countries have spent a larger per-
centage of their GDP on education 
than states in other developing 
areas, the World Bank said, but 
the results have been poor, with 
students behind their peers else-
where.

To better position Arab students 
for the future, Badri and other ex-
perts argued that Arab universities 
must help students develop skills 
that meet various sectors’ needs 
and build up the private sector by 
offering research for development 
projects.

Abdelmajid Ben Ammar, direc-
tor of scientific research at Tuni-
sia’s Ministry of Higher Education, 
said producing more “scientific 
research,” a key factor used in 
university rankings, should be a 
priority.

The new Arab classification 
model, he said, would strengthen 
the region’s universities by pro-

viding benchmarks and key indi-
cators by which they could meas-
ure and track their improvement 
relative to similar institutions.

Another goal, Ben Ammar add-
ed, would be to increase ties be-
tween Arab universities to facili-
tate knowledge sharing, research, 
cooperation and collaboration.

While Arab universities, includ-
ing Tunisia’s El Manar Univer-
sity and Sfax University, recently 
improved their global rankings, 
experts said, most Arab universi-
ties are not on the same footing as 
those in Europe, the United States 
and Asia, which enjoy much high-
er levels of funding.

Top university ranking systems, 
such as the Shanghai Ranking and 
the Times Higher Education, em-
phasise factors such as quality of 
research, including citations, the 
quality of faculty and students’ 
success after graduation.

These highly competitive rank-
ings are dominated by universities 
from the United States, Europe 
and Asia.

“These rankings do not favour 

Arab universities because their 
roles are different compared to 
most Western universities at the 
top of the rankings,” said Badri, 
who noted that a lack of funding 
was a major drawback for Arab 
universities.

He compared Egypt’s Ain Shams, 
which educates 170,000 students 
on a budget of approximately $400 
million, to top-ranked universities 
in the West, which sometimes ed-
ucate around 20,000 students on 
an annual budget of $5 billion.

“With a low budget, an Arab uni-
versity cannot afford to hire Nobel 
Prize-winning teachers and have a 
bigger research operation and lure 
more foreign students. All these 

elements are part of the measures 
in the ranking,” Badri said.

Tunisian Higher Education Min-
ister Slim Khalbous said an Arab 
classification system would be put 
forward not to “distinguish our-
selves from others” but to “design 
the best strategies to remedy to 
our weak spots and improve our 
strength.”

Other Arab education experts 
noted that all world rankings 
“started off locally” and later 
gained international reputations 
and Arabs can do the same with 
their own classification system.

“The design of our classifica-
tion must reflect our reality here 
and the reality in the Arab world,” 
Khalbous said.

Arab ministers are expected to 
endorse the classification system 
following meetings between Arab 
education experts and university 
leaders.

Lamine Ghanmi is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in Tunis.

Lamine Ghanmi
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E 

ver since Saudi journal-
ist Jamal Khashoggi 
disappeared October 2 
into the Saudi Con-
sulate in Istanbul, US 
media have shown 

little restraint in condemning the 
man’s death.

Meanwhile, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Turk-
ish officials have been relentless in 
their condemnation of Saudi Ara-
bia. Turkish officials claim they 
have an audiotape of Khashoggi’s 
killing.

They released pictures of 
the 15 men they say were Saudi 
operatives sent from Riyadh to 
kill Khashoggi. On October 23, 
Erdogan made a speech in which 
he openly attacked the Saudis and 
claimed they had spent days plot-
ting the killing.

US journalists are beginning to 
point out the hypocrisy of Tur-
key’s position on Saudi Arabia and 
how Turkish officials — Erdogan in 
particular — have “played” Ameri-
can media and political figures.

One of the first people to bring 
this to the public’s attention was 
Anthony Cordesman, who holds 
the Arleigh A. Burke chair in 
Strategy at the Centre for Strategic 
and International Studies (CSIS) in 
Washington. Cordesman wrote an 
article for the CSIS website titled 
“The Other Side of the Khashoggi 
Tragedy.”

In the article, Cordesman admit-
ted it was hard to believe Saudi 
Arabia did not bear responsibility 
for Khashoggi’s death but he also 
pointed out the hypocrisy of Tur-
key’s “outrage” over the death of a 
US-based Saudi journalist.

Cordesman said the outrage 
comes from a government that 
was described in the US State De-
partment’s “2017 Country Reports 
on Human Rights,” released last 
April, as “actively repressing far 
more people than Saudi Arabia.”

He noted that while this is not a 
region where “most governments 
hesitate to eliminate legitimate 
opposition elements,” the US State 
Department made clear Turkey 
does not lag “in the comparative 
body count” nor has it “shown 
any more concern for its prisoners 
than Saudi Arabia seems to have 
shown for Khashoggi.”

The State Department’s human 
rights report noted that, by the 
end of 2017, Turkey had “dis-
missed or suspended more than 
100,000 civil servants from their 
jobs, arrested or imprisoned more 
than 50,000 citizens and closed 
1,500 nongovernmental organisa-
tions.” The report documented 
the extent of the Turkish govern-
ment’s prosecution of independ-
ent journalists, noting that jour-
nalistic sources said there were as 
many as 153 Turkish journalists in 
prison at the end of last year.

After Cordesman’s article ap-
peared, several US outlets picked 
up on the theme of Turkish hypoc-
risy but Cordesman said too little 
attention has been paid to “the 
fact that in many ways this is a 
contest between two very authori-
tarian and repressive regimes.”

“A lot of others have simply 
singled out Saudi Arabia, which 
has its flaws, but they have not put 
anything into perspective and I 
think what has been particularly 
weak has been the effort to really 
look at the strategic importance of 
Saudi Arabia and the need to find 
some way both to deal with the 
Khashoggi murder and preserve 
what is a strategic relationship 
because in this region you don’t 
have ‘correct’ partners,” Cordes-
man said.

He added that part of the prob-
lem was that the Saudis played 
into Turkish hands with their 
delayed response and confused 
stories. “I think that first it is a 
horrible crime and it is remarkably 
stupid in terms of the target and 
you would be hard put to find an 
operation that was more visibly 
and stupidly carried out,” Cordes-
man said. “You created an almost 
ideal model of how not to carry 
out a covert operation. One prob-
lem is that if you make yourself 
into the ideal target, sooner or 
later somebody’s going to go for 
you.”

Cordesman said Erdogan has 
been quick to seize the opportu-
nity and “played” the Western 
media, which relies on a flood of 
instant news with little perspec-
tive. He added that Western media 
and politicians largely ignored 
Turkey’s awful record on human 
rights, its treatment of journal-
ists and rendition of its citizens 
to Turkey. Erdogan “played this 
very skilfully while the Saudi 
side was very stupid in the way 
it conducted its public relations 
campaign as it practically begged 
to get negative coverage,” he said.

Can Saudi Arabia recover from 
the negative coverage and, if so, 
how long will it take?

“You never know for about six 
weeks,” Cordesman said. “A lot of 
these things go away fairly quickly 
but the question is still going to be 
we haven’t seen any of this come 
to the point where you know what 
the Saudi reaction is really going 
to be.”

Cordesman pointed to another 
unknown: “All these things are 
still to be played out. Then the 
question is whether the kingdom 
does anything proactive that 
would convince people it has 
learned from this lesson.”

Tom Regan is a regular 
contributor to The Arab 
Weekly and a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com.

The hypocrisy of Turkey’s ‘outrage’ over the death of Khashoggi
Viewpoint

Tom Regan

Erdogan has been 
quick to seize the 
opportunity and 
“played” the Western 
media, which relies 
on a flood of instant 
news with little 
perspective. 

Washington seeks to preserve ‘strategic 
interests’ with Riyadh despite uproar
Washington

U 

S President Donald 
Trump and his cabinet 
secretaries are trying 
to preserve their coun-

try’s alliance with Saudi Arabia 
while US officials investigate the 
killing of Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi and impose sanctions 
on Saudis.

While Trump and US Secretary 
of State Mike Pompeo sharply criti-
cised Khashoggi’s killing inside the 
Saudi Consulate in Istanbul, they 
also stressed Saudi Arabia’s impor-
tance to the United States as a key 
ally in the Middle East, a leading 
opponent of Iran and a major pur-
chaser of US military equipment.

“Our shared strategic inter-
ests with Saudi Arabia remain,” 
Pompeo said at an October 23 news 
conference at which he announced 
the United States had barred Sau-
di suspects in Khashoggi’s death 
from entering the United States.

“We continue to view as achiev-
able the twin imperatives of pro-
tecting America and holding ac-
countable those responsible for the 
killing of Mr Khashoggi,” Pompeo 
said.

Trump expressed similar senti-
ments, calling Saudi Arabia’s ini-
tial denial of Khashoggi’s killing 
“one of the worst [cover-ups] in the 
history of cover-ups,” but hesitat-
ing when asked about the future of 
the US-Saudi relationship.

“I don’t want to lose all of that 
[Saudi] investment that’s being 
made in our country. I don’t want 
to lose a million jobs. I don’t want 
to lose a $110 billion in terms of in-
vestment,” Trump said, offering 
an inflated assessment of the value 
of Saudi purchases of US military 
equipment.

A US defence industry group, the 
Aerospace Industry Association 
(AIA), has, the Reuters news agen-
cy reported, circulated talking 
points titled “Contingency Points 
on Defence Sales to Saudi Arabia,” 
which stressed the importance of 
arms sales to US allies. “When we 
sell American products to allies 
and partners, we can ensure our 
adversaries aren’t able to supplant 
our political, military or economic 
ties,” it said.

The chief executives of top US 
defence contractors — Lockheed 
Martin, Northrop Grumman, Boe-
ing, Raytheon and General Dy-
namics — sit on AIA’s executive 
committee.

US Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin met on October 22 in Ri-
yadh with Crown Prince Moham-
med bin Salman bin Abdulaziz to 
discuss topics, including Khashog-
gi’s killing. The two men “ad-
dressed combating terrorist financ-
ing, implementing Iran sanctions, 
Saudi economic issues and the in-
vestigation,” Treasury Department 
spokesman Tony Sayegh said.

The Saudi Press Agency said the 
men “stressed the importance of 
the Saudi-US strategic partner-
ship” and discussed trade, invest-
ment and “joint efforts in the fight 
against corruption and the financ-
ing of terrorism.”

Mnuchin met with Crown Prince 
Mohammed and other Saudi of-
ficials even as he withdrew from 
Saudi Arabia’s annual business 
conference, the Future Investment 
Initiative (FII), to protest Khashog-
gi’s killing. 

Turkish officials say Khashoggi, a 
US-based journalist who criticised 
Saudi leadership, was killed by a 
15-man team inside Saudi Arabia’s 
consulate in Turkey. Saudi lead-
ers blamed the death on a “rogue 
operation” of which Crown Prince 
Mohammed had no knowledge.

In his first public comments on 
Khashoggi, the crown prince said 
October 23 at the FII that the jour-
nalist’s death was “a heinous crime 
that cannot be justified” and that 
Saudis were cooperating with Turk-
ish investigators “to ascertain the 
truth in Mr Khashoggi’s case.”

The nuanced US response reflects 
the complicated relationship be-
tween the United States and Saudi 
Arabia, which Trump has sought to 
strengthen. Trump sees Saudi Ara-
bia as the only Middle East country 
powerful enough to counter Iran 
and as a key to establishing Pales-
tinian-Israeli peace.

“The death of Khashoggi does 
not outweigh US strategic concerns, 
which require that we maintain 
good relations with the Saudi gov-
ernment. We must react according-
ly — not as a favour to the Saudis but 
in our own national interest,” Jim 
Hanson, a former US Army counter-

terrorism specialist and a Middle 
East expert, wrote in a commentary 
published on the Fox News website. 
“We must work with and strength-
en the burgeoning coalition of our 
Arab allies to counter the Iranian 
threat and the Saudis play a vital 
role in that Arab coalition.”

The US response has been mod-
erate. Although the US State De-
partment said it revoked visas for 
Saudi agents said to be responsible 
for Khashoggi’s killing, 18 of the 21 
suspects were under arrest in Saudi 
Arabia and thus unable to travel, 
the Washington Post reported.

Pompeo said the visa revoca-
tions “will not be the last word 
on this matter from the United 
States.” The State and Treasury 
departments are looking into pos-
sible sanctions under a US law that 
allows the president to freeze US 
assets and restrict international  
travel of people who have com-

mitted serious human rights viola-
tions. The members of the Senate 
Foreign Relations Committee sent 
Trump a letter that requires the ad-
ministration to determine whether 
Saudi officials violated the sanc-
tions law.

The United States has sent in-
vestigators, including CIA Director 
Gina Haspel, to Saudi Arabia and 
Turkey to make their own deter-
mination about what happened to 
Khashoggi.

“We’re making very clear that 
the United States does not tolerate 
this kind of ruthless action to si-
lence Mr Khashoggi,” Pompeo said. 
“We continue to maintain a strong 
partnership with the Kingdom of 
Saudi Arabia. Neither the president 
nor I [are] happy with this situa-
tion.”

Thomas Frank is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Twin imperatives. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo gives a news conference at the US Department 
of State in Washington, on October 23.                                                                                                                   (AFP)

Thomas Frank

The nuanced US 
response reflects the 
complicated relationship 
between the United 
States and Saudi Arabia.

“Our shared strategic interests 
with Saudi Arabia remain.”

US Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo
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Suspects in Khashoggi 
killing to be tried in kingdom

London

T 

he joint Turkish-Saudi in-
vestigation into the killing 
of Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi confirmed that 

his death at the Saudi Consulate in 
Istanbul was “premeditated,” the 
Saudi public prosecutor said.

A statement from Public Prose-
cutor Sheikh Saud al-Mojeb said in-
formation from Turkish authorities 
indicated that “suspects in this in-
cident undertook their action with 
premeditation.”

Mojeb, who was to travel to Is-
tanbul, said investigations into 
Khashoggi’s death were continu-
ing “to obtain the facts, God will-
ing, and let justice run its course.”

Khashoggi, 59, was last seen en-
tering the Saudi Consulate in Is-
tanbul on October 2. Saudi officials 
initially denied knowing what hap-
pened to the journalist but leaks 
by Turkish sources said Khashoggi 
had died.

After a joint investigation by Sau-
di and Turkish officials, the Saudi 
government on October 20 admit-
ted Khashoggi was strangled in an 
“unsanctioned operation” in the 
consulate. On October 25, Mojeb 
said the killing was a premeditated 
act.

Saudi authorities arrested 18 sus-
pects in the case and Saudi King 
Salman bin Abdulaziz Al Saud 
sacked several security and intel-
ligence officials, including deputy 
intelligence chief and former gov-
ernment spokesman Major-Gener-
al Ahmed al-Assiri and Royal Court 
Adviser Saud al-Qahtani.

Khashoggi’s death hurt Saudi 
Arabia’s image in the international 
community. The case was politi-
cised by media organisations affili-
ated with the Muslim Brotherhood 

that included allegations implicat-
ing the kingdom and specifically 
Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz as being 
behind the killing.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, in a speech October 23, 
said the suspects in Khashoggi’s 
killing should be extradited to Tur-
key but the Saudi Justice Minister 
Waleed al-Samaani stated that any 
trial related to the case would take 
place in Saudi Arabia.

“I would like to reaffirm that the 
royal orders and measures have 
confirmed — as they always do 
— the stable principles of justice, 
responsibility and transparency 
which epitomise the kingdom’s 
methods in dealing with all cases,” 
Samaani told Al Arabiya TV.

“Regarding time frames and 
processes, whether in the investi-
gation or trial phase, these will be 
carried out in the framework of the 
judicial procedures system… Based 
on this, there is no specific time 
frame. Investigative procedures 
take time,” he added.

In his first public statements 
on the Khashoggi killing, Crown 
Prince Mohammed, speaking at 
the Future Investment Initiative 
conference in Riyadh, described 
the government critic’s death as a 
“heinous crime that cannot be jus-
tified.”

“It is a horrible incident that is 
totally unjustified,” he said. “To-
day, the kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
is taking all legal measures to in-
vestigate and complete investiga-
tions jointly with the Turkish gov-

ernment to reach results and bring 
those guilty to justice.”

Riyadh has continued to try to 
contain the fallout tied to the inter-
national outcry over the Khashoggi 
affair. King Salman briefed Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin and 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
during phone conversations on Oc-
tober 25.

The king told Putin that the Sau-
di government was “determined 
to hold accountable those found 
guilty and to ensure they receive 
punishment,” the official Saudi 
Press Agency said. King Salman 
stressed to Merkel that the kill-
ing of Khashoggi “does not repre-
sent the kingdom’s principles and 
values.” He said justice would be 
administered “thoroughly and 
firmly.”

The Kremlin said on October 
26 that Russia believed the Saudi 
government’s narrative concern-
ing Khashoggi’s killing. “There’s 
an official statement from the 
king, there’s an official statement 
from the crown prince and no one 
should have any grounds not to be-
lieve them,” presidential spokes-
man Dmitry Peskov said.

Erdogan’s speech October 23 was 
not well-received by Saudi media. 
It “did not add new facts,” wrote 
Khaled bin Hamad al-Malek in the 
Saudi daily Al-Jazirah. He ques-
tioned “Turkish intentions,” add-
ing that Erdogan’s speech “boost-
ed previous leaks about the case.”

Sawsan al-Shaer of the Bah-
raini daily Al-Watan said: “The 
Khashoggi case lost its value as a 
card used by Erdogan to blackmail 
Saudi Arabia.” Omar Ayasra of Jor-
dan’s Assabeel newspaper criti-
cised the “indecisive address that 
raised questions and left the case 
open.”

“Turkey does not want to close 
the case… It manipulates and seeks 
more gains,” he said.

Iran’s wrong bet on
US-Saudi rupture

F 

ollowing news of 
Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi’s disap-
pearance on October 
2, Iran trod carefully, 
refraining from issuing 

official comments on the issue. 
This changed October 22, when 
the head of Iran’s judiciary, Sad-
egh Larijani, broke the country’s 
silence, publicly condemning Saudi 
officials’ suspected role in the jour-
nalist’s killing.

Saudi Arabia, Larijani said, 
had first “set out to cover up this 
crime with the help of the West 
and recently, when it was forced 
to acknowledge it, to whitewash 
its corrupt system, [claiming] that 
some rogue elements committed 
this crime.”

Two days later, Iranian President 
Hassan Rohani added fuel to the 
fire, saying it would have been 
impossible for the kingdom to have 
carried out such a “heinous” crime 
without the support of the United 
States, a close Riyadh ally.

“No one would imagine that 
in today’s world and in this 
century, we would witness such 
an organised murder, with an 
apparatus organising such a 
heinous killing,” Rohani said at a 
cabinet meeting referring to the 
Khashoggi case.

Iran’s initial restraint throughout 
the Khashoggi affair rested on a 
delusive hope that Washington 
might end up recalibrating its 
relations with Riyadh. However, 
despite all the rumours and 
speculation throughout the 
Khashoggi case, Saudi Arabia’s 
relationship with the United States, 
which has survived worst crises, 
such as the oil embargo of 1973, is 
and will remain crucial for both 
countries.

Although the fallout over 
the Khashoggi affair prompted 
US Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin to drop out of Saudi 
Arabia’s investment conference, 
the US official still travelled to 
Riyadh to meet with Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
bin Abdulaziz, an indication that 
US President Donald Trump was 
attempting to maintain strong ties 
with the kingdom.

If Mnuchin’s meeting with the 
crown prince proved anything, it 
was that Saudi Arabia’s strategic 
and historic partnership with the 
United States is here to stay and 
that Riyadh will retain its position 
of influence in the region.

If the above is an indicator, Iran’s 
belated condemnation of Saudi 
Arabia is likely to backfire, giving 
rise to a stronger cooperation 
between Riyadh and its American 
allies and a formation of a regional 
Sunni front in defence of the 
kingdom.

Indeed, Iran’s change seems to 
go against recommendations by 
Iranian experts and commentators, 
who said Tehran would benefit 
most by staying out of the crisis.

In a statement to the semi-
official news agency ISNA, Tehran-
based analyst Ahmad Fateminejad 
suggested that Iran had benefited 
from the Saudi crisis by doing and 
saying nothing.

“Just the fact that international 
public opinion has in the past 20 
days focused on the [Khashoggi 
case] is positive [for Tehran], as 
it decreases the psychological 
[pressure] on Iran,” Fateminejad 
was quoted as saying.

Fateminejad was right but 
Iranian leaders did not listen, 
instead drawing attention to 
their country’s poor human 
rights record, which includes 
ill-treatment of journalists and 
dissidents.

In the 1980s and late 1990s, 
extrajudicial killings of Iranian 
dissidents and intellectuals 
reportedly authorised by senior 
officials were blamed on “rogue 
intelligence agents.”

Among those assassinated 
were Shahriar Shafiq, the shah’s 
nephew; General Gholam-Ali 
Oveissi; former Prime Minister 
Shapour Bakhtiar; regime critic 
Reza Mazlouman in France; and 
Kazem Rajavi, representative of the 
People’s Mujahideen of Iran to the 
United Nations, in Switzerland; as 
well as Iranian Kurdish opposition 
leaders in Austria and Germany.

Iran stopped carrying out such 
assassinations in the 1990s when 
the regime attempted to gain 
international legitimacy but there 
are now “signs that Iran is turning 
the clock back to the bad old days,” 
said Ali Alfoneh, a visiting scholar 
at the Arab Gulf States Institute in 
Washington and columnist for The 
Arab Weekly.

Alfoneh pointed to a number of 
incidents as evidence, including 
the expulsion of two Iranian 
Embassy staff members from the 
Netherlands in July over murder 
allegations, French accusations 
that Iranian intelligence had 
plotted a bomb attack on a 
gathering of the National Council 
of Resistance of Iran in Paris and 
Danish fears that Iran is planning 
to assassinate or kidnap Yaqoub 
al-Tostari, a spokesman of the 
separatist Arab Struggle Movement 
for the Liberation of Ahwaz.

On top of the transparent 
hypocrisy of Iran’s criticism of 
Saudi Arabia, it also lost a key 
chance to remedy its relations with 
Riyadh.

Such a rapprochement would 
have been a lifeline for Iran, 
which is reeling from mounting 
US sanctions on its oil sector and 
growing pressure to withdraw its 
forces from southern Syria and end 
its interference in Iraqi affairs.

Mending relations with Riyadh 
could have also helped Iran secure 
a role for its Houthi allies in 
Yemen, where it has failed to make 
expected gains.

But, as ever, the Islamic Republic 
could not resist engaging in fiery 
rhetoric, destroying all chances of 
improving ties with other regional 
powers in the Middle East.

Iman Zayat is the Managing Editor 
of The Arab Weekly.

Iman Zayat

Getting into line. Iranian judiciary chief Sadegh Larijani (L) and 
Iranian President Hassan Rohani during a meeting in Tehran. 

(Iranian presidency)

The Arab Weekly staff

Public Prosecutor Sheikh 
Saud al-Mojeb said 
investigations into 
Khashoggi’s death were 
continuing “to obtain 
the facts.”

Investigating the crime. A Saudi flag flutters atop Saudi Arabia’s Consulate in Istanbul, on 
October 22.                                                                                                                                                                    (Reuters)
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Tunis

M 

aghrebi countries con-
demned the killing of 
Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi but said they 

stood by Saudi Arabia because of 
possible adverse political and eco-
nomic implications from a destabi-
lised Riyadh.

The death of Khashoggi, a Wash-
ington Post columnist who was last 
seen October 2 entering the Saudi 
Consulate in Istanbul, triggered an 
international crisis and threatened 
strong ties between Riyadh and 
Washington and other Western al-
lies.

Saudi Arabia, which said 
Khashoggi died during a brawl 
in the consulate, has detained 18 
people and dismissed five senior 
government officials as part of an 
investigation into the case. Saudi 
Attorney General Saud al-Mojeb 
said on October 25 that, based on 
the initial findings of Turkish-Sau-
di investigation, Khashoggi’s kill-
ing might have been premeditated.

In North Africa, Tunisia and 
Mauritania issued statements in 
support of Saudi Arabia. Tunisia 
said it opposed attempts to “take 

advantage of the killing to under-
mine (Saudi Arabia’s) position and 
role in the region and the world 
and its stability and security.”

Besides Turkey, a seemingly em-
boldened Iran has been taking aim 
at Saudi Arabia against the back-
ground of the Khashoggi case.

“That Saudi authorities have tak-
en the initiative to arrest suspects 
and fire senior security and intelli-
gence officials is evidence of their 
responsiveness to the demands of 
the world… and their eagerness to 
clarify the full truth,” said Tunisian 
Foreign Minister Khemaies Jhi-
naoui in a statement. “We are fully 
confident that the Kingdom of Sau-
di Arabia will be able to overcome 
this crisis.”

Mauritania’s Foreign Ministry 
said: “Mauritania praises the de-
cisions taken by King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud to shed the 
light on the truth and support a 
transparent investigation” into the 
Khashoggi case.

“Because of the historic and 
strong brotherly relations with 
Saudi Arabia, Mauritania is closely 
monitoring the rapid develop-
ments surrounding the case.”

No official statements were is-
sued by Morocco or Algeria but 
comments by analysts and media 
figures indicated that much of 
the public was siding with Saudi 
Arabia. Algerian political writer 
Faysal Metaoui warned the crisis 
could reduce oil prices, embolden 
Turkey to play a larger geopolitical 
role in the region and give renewed 
strength to the Muslim Brother-
hood and its affiliates.

“Behind the Khashoggi case, a 
ferocious struggle between Turkey 

and Saudi Arabia is unfolding over 
the strategic leadership of the re-
gion,” said Metaoui.

“Saudi Arabia has branded the 
Muslim Brotherhood as a terrorist 
organisation since 2014. It does not 
want Turkey to deepen its ties with 
the Brotherhood’s organisations in 
Egypt, Qatar, Jordan, [the Palestin-
ian territories], Lebanon, Sudan 
and Algeria,” he said.

There is also wariness in the 
Maghreb of possible economic ef-
fects of the crisis. Analysts said 
a distracted or weakened Saudi 
presence on the world stage could 
translate into economic losses and 
political instability for North Af-
rica.

Algeria, in particular, said it has 
much at stake. If Saudi Arabia, 
the world’s biggest oil exporter, is 
weakened and yields to US pres-
sure to lower oil prices, Algeria 
would face economic losses, driv-
ing social and political instabil-
ity ahead of presidential elections 

next April.
Morocco, Tunisia and Maurita-

nia also stand to lose because sig-
nificant financial aid from Saudi 
Arabia could dry up if it is forced to 
cope with slumping oil prices.

Morocco has received more than 
$4 billion in aid from Saudi Arabia 
and its Arab Gulf allies since 2013. 
Mauritania and Tunisia receive 
considerable aid and investment 
money from Riyadh and other Gulf 
states.

In addition, political experts said 
they were wary that Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s at-
tempts to disparage the Saudi state 
over Khashoggi’s death could em-
bolden the Muslim Brotherhood’s 
affiliates in the Maghreb, which 
have affinities with Turkey.

Islamists in the Maghreb view 
Erdogan as an Islamist leadership 
model and admire his unrelenting 
anti-US and anti-Israeli narrative.

Turkey has led the charge against 
Saudi Arabia, leaking information 

related to the Khashoggi case with 
the presumed purpose of exerting 
pressure on Riyadh and provoking 
sharp reactions from Washington.

Erdogan, addressing the crisis 
on October 24, said Turkey would 
not allow those responsible for 
Khashoggi’s death to evade jus-
tice. Meanwhile, additional leaks 
in the Turkish media put further 
pressure on Saudi Arabia to clarify 
details of the writer’s death.

Regarding a potential shake-up 
in oil prices, Metaoui said: “If it 
were to be weakened by the con-
sequences of the Khashoggi case, 
Saudi Arabia will be forced to yield 
to the dictates on oil from (US Pres-
ident Donald) Trump and reach ar-
rangements with Turkey despite 
its financial and energetic power.”

Oil prices fell to a 6-week low on 
October 24 after Saudi Arabia said 
it would make up for an expect-
ed shortage when US sanctions 
against Iran’s petroleum exports 
go into effect in early November.

Maghreb states 
back Riyadh as 
it weathers crisis
Lamine Ghanmi

Clear stand. French Foreign Affairs Minister Jean-Yves Le Drian (L) speaks during a news conference 
with his Tunisian counterpart Khemaies Jhinaoui in Tunis, on October 22.                                       (Reuters)

 A distracted or weakened 
Saudi presence on the world 
stage could translate into 
economic losses and 
political instability for 
North Africa.

Khashoggi Case

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is 
dealing with the Jamal 
Khashoggi case the 
same way Turkish soap 
opera directors deal 

with their viewers. Every day they 
offer them a fresh episode and a few 
new developments.

And, just like a show producer 
deals with advertisers, Erdogan 
deals with regional and interna-
tional actors. The Khashoggi case is 
a golden goose that he has tried to 
exploit.

Erdogan regulates the pace of 
leaks and statements to the tune of 
political aims and possible gains. 
While observers and public opinion 
are expecting the full details of the 
Khashoggi’s death in the Saudi Con-
sulate in Istanbul story as possessed 
by Turkish intelligence, Erdogan 
chooses instead to raise more ques-
tions and create additional develop-
ments, alluding to the possibility of 
holding more “surprises and shock-
ers” up his sleeve.

Through the Khashoggi case, 
Erdogan achieved at least three 
important strategic objectives: re-
storing the momentum to relations 
with US President Donald Trump’s 
administration and pushing for 
cooperation instead of sanctions; 
bringing Turkey to the forefront 
of regional affairs and the interna-
tional limelight when its reputa-
tion was seriously damaged due 
to mismanagement of internal and 
external affairs; and scoring points 
in its competition with the Saudis 
over the Sunni leadership of the 
Islamic world.

These objectives will be put to 
use internally and externally, from 
improving Turkey’s bargaining 

position with the European Union 
by distancing itself a bit from ac-
cusations of restricting media and 
political freedoms to gaining some 
leeway on the Kurdish issue, wheth-
er in the south-east of Anatolia or 
in Syria to perpetuating Erdogan’s 
image of the supreme leader and 
legitimising the reduction of the 
Turkish state to his own person.

Part of the reason Turkey is trick-
ling out details of the Khashoggi 
case drop by drop is that An-
kara looks at the case as a gift from 
heaven. For the first time in nearly a 
decade, Erdogan is speaking about 
press freedom, the rights of journal-
ists and the sanctity of journalistic 
work. For the first time in a decade, 
Erdogan bypassed, formally at least, 
the charge of having turned his 
country into a large prison for jour-
nalists, bloggers, thinkers, univer-

sity professors, judges and lawyers.
On the back of Turkey’s drop-by-

drop policy, Qatar is jumping on the 
wagon to settle old and new scores 
with Riyadh. European capitals 
are escalating their rhetoric with 
Riyadh to improve their negotiating 
positions in trade deals with Saudi 
Arabia.

Finally, Washington gets to play 
its favourite game of working every 
side against the middle, especially 
since the Americans were not so 
pleased with Saudi Crown Prince 
Mohammed bin Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz’s response to Trump’s offers 
of “money for security.”

The question is: When will the 
credits roll on this Turkish soap 
opera? There is no doubt that many 
regional and international actors 
are aspiring for a full settlement, 
starting with the Gulf crisis and the 

embargo on Qatar, passing through 
a different approach for dealing 
with the Muslim Brotherhood and 
Islamist movements and the lifting 
of the Saudi veto on the Turkish 
presence in the Red Sea.

Riyadh must take a big leap and 
go beyond the trickling of leaks to 
pre-empt Erdogan’s political finger-
wagging during his speech before 
the Turkish parliament. Perhaps the 
most important thing for Riyadh 
to do is to hold the perpetrators 
publicly accountable and expedite 
fair and just sentences, in addition 
to moving the media space towards 
more freedom and the acceptance 
of dissenting opinions and stopping 
the persecutions of those with dif-
fering opinions.

In other words, the Saudis must 
quickly and symbolically retake 
Jamal Khashoggi and save him from 
those transacting with his bloodied 
shirt and they are numerous.

This may be one of the few times 
I agree with the Tunisian Foreign 
Minister Khemaies Jhinaoui con-
cerning his position about the crisis. 
He called for a thorough investi-
gation and for not purposely and 
maliciously targeting Saudi Arabia.

Jhinaoui is aware that Saudi Ara-
bia’s enemies are many and ready to 
pounce at any chance they get. He 
knows that many covet the king-
dom’s religious soft power.

However, Jhinaoui also knows 
that even if the solution to the 
Khashoggi crisis is purely Saudi, it 
must be convincing on the local, re-
gional and international levels and 
it must be something that Riyadh 
can do quickly.

Amine Ben Messaoud is a Tunisian 
writer and political analyst.

Erdogan, Qatar and the drop-by-drop strategy
Viewpoint

Amine 
Ben Messaoud

On the back of 
Turkey’s drop-by-
drop policy, Qatar 
is jumping on the 
wagon to settle old 
and new scores 
with Riyadh.

A hunt for clues. Forensic police officers arrive at an underground 
car park cordoned off by Turkish police after they found an 
abandoned car belonging to the Saudi Consulate in Istanbul, on 
October 23.                                                                                                  (AFP)
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Iran’s IRGC officers added to terror lists
London

T 

he United States and Sau-
di Arabia, along with five 
other Arab Gulf countries 
of the Terrorist Financ-

ing Targeting Centre (TFTC), an-
nounced sanctions on individuals 
with links to the Taliban in Af-
ghanistan and Iran.

The sanctions were made pub-
lic October 23 during US Treasury 
Secretary Steven Mnuchin’s visit 
to Riyadh, where he met with Sau-
di Finance Minister Mohammed 
al-Jadaan and Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) officials.

“Today, the seven member na-
tions of TFTC took significant 
actions to expose and disrupt 
Taliban actors and their Iranian 
sponsors that seek to undermine 
the security of the Afghan gov-
ernment,” a statement by the US 
Treasury said, adding that the 
TFTC designated nine individuals 
associated with the Taliban, in-
cluding those facilitating Iranian 
support for the group.

The statement said Iran’s pro-
viding military training, financing 
and weapons to the Taliban was 
another example of Tehran’s re-
gional meddling and support for 
terrorism.

“The United States and our part-
ners will not tolerate the Iranian 
regime exploiting Afghanistan to 
further [its] destabilising behav-
iour,” the statement added.

Saudi Arabia, Bahrain, the 
United Arab Emirates and Kuwait 
added to their terror lists high-
ranking members of Iran’s Is-
lamic Revolutionary Guard Corps 
(IRGC), including al-Quds Force 
commander, Major-General Qas-
sem Soleimani and senior officers 
Hamed Abdollahi and Abdul Reza 
Shahlai.

The list includes Mohammed 
Ibrahim Awhadi, Ismail Radwi, 
Abdullah Samad Farouqi, Moham-
med Dawoud Muzmal, Abdur-
rahim Manan, Mohammed Naim 

Barich, Abdul Aziz Shah Zamani, 
Sadr Ibrahim and Hafiz Abdul 
Majid.

Iran made its first official state-
ment regarding the investigation 
into the death of Saudi journalist 
Jamal Khashoggi in the Saudi Con-
sulate in Istanbul following the 
announcement of the new sanc-
tions, three weeks after Khashoggi 
was last seen.

“Saudi Arabia is in a quagmire 
it cannot easily come out of,” 
Iran’s Mehr news agency quoted 
Brigadier-General Esmail Kowsa-
ri, IRGC deputy security chief, as 

saying. “Saudi rulers are trying to 
distract the world and the region 
from the killing of Jamal Khashog-
gi, the Saudi journalist, in their 
consulate in Turkey.”

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
issued a statement saying the kill-
ing of Khashoggi was done with 
backing from the United States.

“I don’t think that any country 
would dare do such a thing with-
out US backing,” Rohani said in 
remarks to cabinet broadcast on 
state television, Agence France-
Presse reported.

Matters are about to get worse 

for Iran with US sanctions on Iran’s 
oil sector to take effect November 
4, with the goal of cutting its oil 
sales to zero. Riyadh is expected 
to offset the drop in Iranian sales.

“We have to continue to moni-
tor the market over the next two 
to three months, in January and 
beyond,” Saudi Energy Minister 
Khalid al-Falih said during the Fu-
ture Investment Initiative confer-
ence in Riyadh.

“We will decide if there are any 
disruptions from supplies and es-
pecially with Iran sanctions loom-
ing. Then we will continue with 

the mindset we have now, that is 
to meet any demand that material-
ises and ensure that customers are 
satisfied,” he said.

The TFTC was established in 
2017 and includes Saudi Arabia, 
Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, 
Qatar, Oman, Kuwait and the Unit-
ed States. Its mission statement 
tasks the group with identifying, 
tracking and sharing information 
regarding terrorist financial net-
works; coordinating joint disrup-
tive actions; and pursuing capac-
ity building assistance to counter 
terrorist financing threats.

Business as usual. Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz (R) talks with US Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin
in Riyadh.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              (SPA)
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Spotlight Iran’s Threat

Iran accused of using civil flights to 
funnel arms to Hezbollah in Lebanon

Tunis

W 

estern intelligence 
sources say Iran is us-
ing commercial air-
craft to ship weapons 

systems to its Lebanese ally, Hez-
bollah, in Beirut.

News reports indicate that Teh-
ran is using the civil Qeshm Air to 
supply Hezbollah with the equip-
ment to upgrade its standard rock-
et arsenal to precision-guided mis-
siles that could prove decisive in 
any future conflict.

US broadcaster Fox News used 
Flightradar24 to track Qeshm flight 
QFZ-9950 as it left Tehran. The 
plane landed in Damascus before 
proceeding to Lebanon several 
hours later, the network reported.

Western intelligence sources told 
Fox News the Iranian cargo plane 
carried weapons components, in-
cluding GPS devices, to convert 
missiles to precision-guided weap-
ons at Iranian factories in Lebanon.

Iran’s Qeshm Air has faced long-
standing accusations of transport-
ing arms for the country’s Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) 
and the elite al-Quds force, both 
the subject of US sanctions.

Officially, the airline ceased op-
erations in 2013, ostensibly due 
to poor management. However, 
operations recommenced under 
new management in March 2017. 
Three IRGC officials — Ali Naghi 
Gol Parsta, Hamid Reza Pahlvani 

and Gholamreza Qhasemi — were 
reported to play instrumental roles 
in the airlines’ operation of its fleet 
of two Boeing 747s.

“It seems Iran/Hezbollah’s prior-
ity at this point is to continue con-
verting their missiles,” said Hanin 
Ghaddar, a visiting fellow at the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy, “since it is no longer safe to 
continue doing it in Syria (Israel is 
bombing them constantly), they 
are starting to move them to Leba-
non, thinking that Israel will think 
twice before moving its operations 
against Iran/Hezbollah to Leba-
non.”

Israel has struck several Hezbol-
lah and Iran-aligned targets in Syria 
over the last year. Most recently, Is-
raeli fighters struck a military facil-
ity in Latakia, where they claimed 
precision weapons were being de-
veloped for transfer to Hezbollah.

That strike resulted in the down-
ing of a Russian transport plane 
operating over Syria and the sub-
sequent deployment of Russia’s 
S-300 air defence system to Da-
mascus.

That Hezbollah had access to 
precision-guided weaponry was all 

but admitted by Hezbollah Secre-
tary-General Hassan Nasrallah in 
September. Nasrallah told support-
ers that Israeli efforts to prevent 
the group from obtaining precision 
weaponry had failed as that had 
“already been achieved.”

“No matter what you do to cut 
the route, the matter is over and 
the resistance possesses precision 
and non-precision rockets and 
weapons capabilities,” he said. “If 
Israel imposes a war on Lebanon, 
Israel will face a fate and a reality 
it has never expected on any day.”

Hezbollah’s arsenal is thought to 
be formidable. Speaking at a con-
ference hosted by the Jerusalem 
Institute for Strategic Studies on 
October 21, Israeli Internal Security 
Minister Gilad Erdan claimed Hez-
bollah possessed about 150,000 
missiles and rockets.

“Iran’s goal is to deepen the Is-
raeli dilemma of whether to strike 
Iran while it is opening more and 
more fronts against us — fronts 
that will be used to extract from 
us a high price if we think about 
attacking the Iranian nuclear pro-
grammes,” Israel Hayom reported 
Erdan as saying.

While Ghaddar conceded that Is-
rael was not interested in seeking 
a war with Hezbollah in Lebanon, 
the development of weapons facili-
ties in the country could prove to 
be Israel’s main red line.

“There are many options, (or) 
scenarios, that might or might not 
lead to a war but I also believe that 
Israel will not sit back and watch 
Hezbollah continue converting 

these missiles,” she said.
That much was largely made 

clear during Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s address to 
the United Nations in September 
when he accused Hezbollah of 
establishing three “secret sites” 
near Beirut’s international airport, 
where rockets could be converted 
into precision-guided missiles ca-
pable of striking deep inside Israel 
“within an accuracy of 10 metres.”

Hezbollah was designated a ter-
rorist organisation by the US State 

Department in 1997. The group is 
expected to be subjected to ad-
ditional sanctions in the coming 
weeks, with two bills awaiting 
signature by US President Donald 
Trump. The new measures target 
foreign nationals and companies 
providing financial, material or 
technological support to Hezbollah 
and its affiliates in the region.

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

Simon Speakman Cordall

Proxy war. A Hezbollah supporter carries a picture of Iranian 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei during a rally in the Bekaa 
Valley, last May.                               (Reuters)

That Hezbollah
had access to 
precision-guided 
weaponry was all but 
admitted by Hezbollah 
Secretary-General 
Hassan Nasrallah in 
September.
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Opinion

I
ranian authorities are bracing for the next 
wave of US sanctions, which will target 
their oil exports. “On November 5th, all US 
sanctions against Iran lifted by the nuclear 
deal will be back in full force,” US President 
Donald Trump announced at a White House 

event October 25.
The same day, Trump signed the Hezbollah 

International Financing Prevention Amend-
ments Act of 2018, which imposes sanctions on 
the pro-Iran Shia militia.

It has become obvious that, despite all the 
manoeuvres, Iran will not be able to circumvent 
US sanctions nor can it protect its proxies from 
the pressures exerted by the international 
community.

Saudi Arabia and its Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) allies announced on October 23 that Iran’s 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC) and 
senior members of its al-Quds Force, including 
commander Major-General Qassem Soleimani, 
would be designated terrorist actors or support-
ers of terrorism.

The GCC list of Iranian individuals and 
organisations suspected of involvement in 
terrorist activity added nine names. At least 
three of them are officers accused by the United 
States in 2011 of involvement in a plot to kill 
Saudi Arabia’s former Ambassador to the United 
States and current Foreign Minister Adel 
al-Jubeir. Not an unusual or unjustified suspi-
cion considering Tehran’s long list of assassina-
tions and attempted assassinations of its 
opponents.

On October 23, the Terrorist Financing 
Targeting Centre, a US-GCC initiative, imposed 
sanctions on two other al-Quds Force members 
for supporting Afghanistan’s Taliban.

This new indictment of the IRGC is another 
blow to Tehran as Hezbollah, its main proxy in 
Lebanon and Syria, is under scrutiny by the US 
Congress for drug-related and money-launder-
ing criminal connections and for using civilians 
as “human shields” in times of conflict.

Iran has never managed to conceal its direct 
financing and supply of arms to proxies, includ-
ing Hezbollah and Yemen’s Houthis. US broad-
caster Fox News disclosed that Tehran is using 
civilian aircraft to supply Hezbollah with 
equipment to upgrade its rocket arsenal.

Iran, which persists in deluding itself about 
leading an “axis of resistance” to the United 
States and pretends that all its problems stem 
from interference by the “Great Satan,” tries to 
ignore the reasons for mounting discontent at 
home.

Tehran was denounced a few days ago by a UN 
special rapporteur for carrying out death 
sentences on five minors this year. On October 
24, the Tehran prosecutor announced that four 
Iranian environmental activists were charged 
with “corruption on Earth.” It is one of the most 
serious charges possible in Iran and is punish-
able by death.

Another environmentalist, university Profes-
sor Kavous Seyed-Emami, 64, died in prison in 
February. Authorities said he committed 
suicide.

Tehran has been trying to claim the moral 
high ground though its denunciation of the 
West’s “double standards” and US “protection” 
of Saudi Arabia in dealing with the Khashoggi 
case.

Saudi authorities have committed to getting to 
the bottom of the case of Saudi reporter Jamal 
Khashoggi, who disappeared October 2 after 
entering their consulate in Istanbul. Saudi 
Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz described Khashoggi’s death as a 
“heinous crime that cannot be justified.”

Even so, the Iranian authorities, who have an 
abysmal record when it comes to the treatment 
of journalists, seem to be having a hard time 
weaning themselves off the Khashoggi crisis. 
They had hoped it would continue to serve as a 
convenient diversion from their behaviour at 
home and abroad.

Iranian Brigadier-General Esmail Kowsari, a 
senior IRGC officer, claimed the designation of 
IRGC members in terrorist lists was a ploy by 
Saudi rulers “to distract the world and the region 
from the killing of Jamal Khashoggi.”

Iran’s conspiracy theories will not alter the 
fact that its repressive actions at home and 
destructive activities in the region will remain, 
as they should, at the top of the international 
community’s agenda.

Obviously that includes Iran’s mistreatment of 
its own journalists, who are often at the receiv-
ing end of implausible judicial sentences. 
Reporters without Borders ranks Tehran’s 
regime 164th out of 180 countries on the “World 
Press Freedom Index.”

A lot remains to be done in the region to 
protect journalists and uphold press freedom, 
but neither Iran — nor Turkey — can use the 
Khashoggi case to position themselves as 
champions of the truth or as defenders of 
journalists. It is not surprising that the word 
“hypocrisy” comes to commentators’ mind 
when discussing the two countries’ attitude in 
this case.

Editorial
Sanctions should be 
a reminder to Iran 

Egypt is the target of the escalation in Gaza

Only Egypt can intervene to lift the siege of Gaza and prepare 
as much as possible for normal life in the strip.

T 

he situation in Gaza 
clearly reflects the 
depth of the cri-
sis and the sheer 
incompetence of 
most of those with 

influence among the Palestin-
ian authorities in the Gaza Strip 
and the West Bank. To the great 
satisfaction of Israel, they are 
incapable of moving forward 
with a Palestinian national pro-
ject and turn it into reality.

The prevailing stalemate, 
which could easily turn into 
war, is the greatest service the 
Palestinian authorities can offer 
Israel. A war is what Israel is 
looking for so it can argue there 
is no Palestinian with whom to 
negotiate and that the Pales-
tinians are only interested in 
stirring up unrest and brandish-
ing slogans far removed from 
reality.

What’s the point of provid-
ing targets for Israeli snipers 
to shoot at just because those 
unfortunate victims had moved 
close to the Gaza border?

Almost every day, young 
Palestinians are dying for a lost 
cause. Every day, burning kites 
are sent to the Israeli side to 
cause fires in agricultural fields. 
That does not answer the ques-
tion of whether the victims on 
the Palestinian side and the fires 
on the Israeli side will achieve 
any kind of result, let alone lift 
the unjust siege on Gaza.

Straight talk is useful now and 
then. If Hamas was ever capable 
of scoring any kind of victory 
over Israel, there wouldn’t be 

this criminal siege of Gaza since 
2007 and there wouldn’t be any 
Palestinian homes destroyed 
in Gaza in 2008 and 2009. The 
Palestinian families who were 
living in those homes still live in 
tents today.

Put aside, for the moment, 
Palestinian-Palestinian recon-
ciliation, which is difficult to 
achieve for a variety of reasons, 
some of them because of the 
Palestinian Authority’s unwill-
ingness to enter a bargain that 
it can’t control or foresee the 
outcome of.

Hamas does not want to clari-
fy its positions in general. There 
are several wings in Hamas that 
sing different tunes. There is 
a wing that wants to reach a 
deal with Israel, the same one 
that the Palestinian Authority 
was prevented by Hamas from 
reaching in the past. Another 
wing says the future of Hamas is 
linked to the role it plays in the 
service of the Iranian project 
in the region and other plans 
backed by Arab parties that 
have nothing on their minds but 
to antagonise Egypt and cause 
it problems as punishment for 
booting the Muslim Brothers 
and their backwardness in June 
2013.

It was never a secret that 
several Arab countries helped 
Egypt during that delicate 
phase. Saudi Arabia, the United 
Arab Emirates and Kuwait were 
at the forefront of the countries 
that wanted to prevent Egypt 
from collapsing.

What is happening in Gaza is 

stoking the fires of an escalation 
whose primary target is Egypt. 
Behind this escalation, we find 
Egypt’s enemies, those who wish 
to prevent Egypt from regain-
ing its role in Gaza and on the 
Palestinian level in general and 
who are keen on thwarting any 
Palestinian reconciliation.

The only goals for the escala-
tion are to prevent any lifting 
of the siege on Gaza on the one 
hand, and on the other, to em-
barrass Egypt by making it look 
like it failed in its reconciliation 
mission.

It is known which Arab and 
non-Arab parties are backing the 
Muslim Brotherhood. It is also 
known that Iran is using them 
for its purposes, such as hurting 
Egypt. So, more than at any other 
time, there is a need to under-
stand that the escalation in Gaza 
and the war for which Israel is 
preparing will bring nothing to 
the Palestinians.

There is also a need to under-
stand that there is a clear desire 
on the part of more than one 
party to use Gazans as fuel for 
a new war that will make Iran 
look like it possesses a playing 
card called the Gaza Strip. Those 
stirring Gazans for a new war will 
bring them nothing but death, 
destruction and misery.

Frankly, there would be noth-
ing wrong with Hamas conclud-
ing a deal with Israel under 
Egyptian auspices. There would 
be nothing wrong ending this 
continuous poker game being 
played by Iran and others using 
Gaza as a chip. There would be 
nothing wrong with preventing 
resentful Arab countries from 
settling scores with Egypt by sac-
rificing Gaza and its inhabitants.

As the Americans would say, 
there is only one game in town. 
That game is called Egypt’s role 
in Gaza. For Gaza and Gazans, 
there is no alternative to Egyp-
tian mediation. Only Egypt can 
intervene to lift the siege of Gaza 
and prepare as much as possible 
for normal life in the strip.

Hamas can correct its huge 
mistakes in Gaza. So, will leaders 
be found in the movement who 
understand what is at stake or 
will the several of Hamas wings 
continue to pursue their own 
agendas? One of those wings is 
quite powerful and specialises 
in fighting Egypt, its role and its 
mediation.

Khairallah Khairallah is a 
Lebanese writer.

© Yaser Ahmed for The Arab Weekly

The next fire. Palestinian demonstrators hold tyres during a protest at the 
border fence in southern Gaza, on October 19.               (Reuters)

Khairallah Khairallah
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The ‘ghosts’ and ‘aliens’ that wreak havoc in Syria and Iraq

In Syria, ghosts do exist but the state’s payroll does not 
recognise their special function. 

Farouk Yousef

“G
hosts” (“shab-
biha”) is the 
name Syrians 
chose at the 
beginning of 
the revolution 

for snipers shooting at demon-
strators from concealed posi-
tions. In the Iraqi context, it is 
“aliens” (“fazayeen”) who get 
the attention. These are ghosts 
with a more frightening name.

The Iraqi “aliens” don’t shoot 
at people. They have a differ-
ent role than Syria’s “ghosts.” 
What ghosts and aliens have in 
common, though, is that they 
are both concealed from view 
and are not known by their 
supposed functions.

Ghosts and aliens reveal their 
presence through their actions. 
In Iraq, aliens are legal entities 
with all the rights of Iraqi citi-
zenship, except, of course, that 
they don’t really exist because 
they are virtual objects.

Aliens in Iraq reside in the 
payroll. They are names of 
people who don’t exist. When 
former Iraqi Prime Minister 
Haider al-Abadi announced 
in 2014 the dismissal from 
public service of 50,000 aliens, 
many thought the Iraqi state 
was going to be paralysed. The 
number was indeed large.

Things, however, did not 
come to a halt. The state sur-

vived. However, the firing of 
50,000 employees did not have 
a positive effect on the budget. 
The deficit was still there.

So, the 50,000 aliens stopped 
receiving their salaries but 
nobody asked about the time 
they had spent benefiting from 
those salaries or about who 
received them. Abadi had sim-
ply made the announcement 
and conveniently omitted to 
address those and other details 
that might have embarrassed 
him and his comrades. No one 
really took the time to ask him, 
either.

Nobody in Iraq knows how 
many of those aliens are still 
in service. The same is true for 
Syria, where even the regime 
has no idea about the number 
of ghosts serving it. The Syrian 
opposition said that number is 
rising but that may be because 
the Syrian opposition labels as 
a ghost anyone who disagrees 
with its views.

I asked a Syrian friend about 
a mutual friend of ours. He 
answered: “Oh man! He’s a 
ghost.” I laughed because I was 
impressed by how a fantasy 
had become a reality. Sens-
ing my scepticism, my friend 
added: “He has an office at the 
presidential palace.”

“The fantasy can really grow 
since it’s about ghosts,”  

I thought.
Back to Iraq where the 

speaker of the Iraqi parliament 
revealed the discovery of 300 
aliens among the personal 
guards assigned to the pro-
tection of his predecessor. I 
can safely declare that a new 
population census in Iraq will 
reveal more than 60 million 
inhabitants, provided that the 
census counts the number of 
employees on the payroll of the 
Iraqi state.

It is a weird system, the one 
we have in Iraq. You’re likely to 
meet aliens at every nook and 
cranny of the state machine, 
especially in very sensitive 
departments such as the army, 
the intelligence services, the 
police, the Ministry of Finance, 
the Ministry of Oil, surveillance 
and protection companies and 
even the landscaping compa-
nies in charge of maintaining 
the lawns at the residencies of 
our rulers.

Remember the defeat of 
the Iraqi Army in Mosul? It 
must have been caused by the 
extraordinary number of aliens 
within its ranks. No one was 
sure of the number of soldiers 
in that army who fled from the 
field of a battle that didn’t take 
place.

How many soldiers were 
there in Mosul, 20,000 or 

50,000? The gap between those 
numbers is huge but nobody 
really cared about the scandal, 
not even Nuri al-Maliki, prime 
minister at the time. He was too 
busy weaving lies about Kurdish 
and Sunni conspiracies against 
Iraq’s Shias. Years later, Abadi 
fired 50,000 of these aliens.

“Leave the aliens alone and 
don’t bother them or bother 
us with their subject,” say the 
watchwords among politicians 
in Iraq. It was only normal 
that the halls of the ministries 
and state institutions become 
crammed with invisible aliens 
while Iraq’s young people are 
unemployed. The aliens got all 
the salaries!

In Syria, ghosts do exist but 
the state’s payroll does not 
recognise their special function. 
They are regular employees 
who get paid like all the other 
employees. In Iraq, the alien 
has one and only one function: 
to exist on the payroll. Aliens 
don’t have to bother about col-
lecting their salaries; someone 
else will do it for them.

I would not be exaggerating 
to say that every Iraqi official 
must have a personal army 
of aliens with him, pump-
ing tonnes of money into his 
pockets.

Farouk Yousef is an Iraqi writer.
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Trump turns hate words into icons

The image Trump has created of lawless Middle Easterners bent on invading 
the United States is powerful and profoundly disturbing. 

Rashmee Roshan Lall

U 

S President Don-
ald Trump and his 
administration 
are playing an 
insidious word 
association game 

with the American people days 
before the midterm elections. 
“Criminals and unknown Mid-
dle Easterners,” Trump said 
of a migrant caravan heading 
towards the United States’ 
southern border. “Terrorists or 
suspected terrorists… Middle 
East region,” repeated US Vice-
President Mike Pence when dis-
cussing the caravan and people 
apprehended at the US border.

Word associations work, 
as advertising executives can 
attest. Add “free,” “new,” 
“guaranteed,” “safe” or “sav-
ings” to a brand’s message and 
chances are customers will buy. 
Word associations reveal the 
subconscious, as psychoana-
lysts will affirm. Say “Catholic” 
and the first word in response 
may be “pope” or perhaps, in 
a church roiled worldwide by 
allegations, “sexual abuse.” Say 
“Muslim” and the first reactive 
word might be “Quran” or, in 
our uncertain times, “jihad.”

Word association works 
brilliantly in politics. Trump’s 
game appears to be paying off, 
at least with Republican voters 
prone to believe him, as well as 
in the conservative media. Fox 
News is an enthusiastic partici-
pant. Well-known conserva-
tive broadcasters such as Rush 
Limbaugh and Pat Buchanan 
are eager players.

Right-wing conspiracy theo-
rists such as WND.com seized 
on the connection Trump made 
between the Middle East and 
Central American migrants on 
the march. WND claimed the 
caravan, which set off October 
13 from Honduras, includes 
Islamic terrorists. Its lead story 
October 24 quoted US Depart-
ment of Homeland Security 

(DHS) spokesman Tyler Houlton 
“confirm(ing) that gang mem-
bers and males from the Middle 
East” were in the caravan.

The mendacity and evil 
genius of Trump’s word game is 
scarcely believable. No Ameri-
can journalist with the caravan 
has heard anyone speaking 
Arabic nor has found anyone 
from outside Honduras, Guate-
mala and El Salvador. Mexican 
officials said that, in the past 
three years, people from the 
Middle East and North Africa 
have made up less than 0.1% of 
those apprehended.

It’s ridiculous anyway to 
think a “criminal Middle East-
erner” or “terrorist” would seek 
to enter the United States as 
part of a well-publicised, highly 
monitored effort but, as chief 
executive of the world’s richest 
country, Trump is able to mar-
shal vast bureaucratic resources 
to lend legitimacy to any presi-
dential claim. In the 21 months 
Trump has been in office, US 
federal agencies have rushed 
to reverse-engineer policies or 
to find evidence of any sort to 
support the president’s theories 
and public statements, however 

bizarre or false.
In the spring, the Pentagon 

worked overtime to establish 
a “Space Force” after Trump 
declared at a rally that he 
wanted to create a sixth military 
branch.

Now that Trump has dis-
cerned without evidence “crim-
inals and Middle Easterners” 
are in the caravan, DHS scram-
bled to provide a basis for the 
presidential claim. Accordingly, 
DHS said: In fiscal 2018, Cus-
toms and Border Patrol agents 
“apprehended 17,256 criminals, 
1,019 gang members and 3,028 
special interest aliens from 
countries such as Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, Nigeria and Somalia.” 
None of those countries is in the 
Middle East.

A DHS spokeswoman added: 
“In 2017 alone, the US appre-
hended on average ten suspect-
ed terrorists a day attempting 
to enter the country illegally 
and those are just the ones we 
catch. It’s inconceivable that 
this caravan, which is being 
broadcast around the globe, 
hasn’t already been infiltrated 
with ties to extremism.”

The problem with the DHS 

explanation of Trump’s claim 
is no evidence has been offered 
the suspects were actual ter-
rorists or that they were from 
the Middle East. Neverthe-
less, a bureaucratic bubble of 
believability is created around 
Trump’s falsehoods, a buttress 
for the bigotry, a solid reason 
for Americans to link “criminals 
and Middle Easterners.”

As Kathleen Hall Jamieson, 
director of the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Annenberg Pub-
lic Policy Centre, put it: “What-
ever Donald Trump makes up 
and thinks about, or whatever 
comes to mind in the middle 
of a speech, actually has the 
reality in that it is actionable in 
some odd sense.” And as Ruth 
Ben-Ghiat, a New York Univer-
sity professor who specialises 
in fascism, authoritarianism, 
war and propaganda, pointed 
out: “(Trump is) trying to create 
this image of a wave of people 
of colour, or threats, who are 
coming to invade the border.”

The image Trump has created 
of lawless Middle Easterners 
bent on invading the United 
States is powerful and pro-
foundly disturbing. A word 
picture that unfairly labels a 
whole region and its people is 
intensely emotive. It lingers, no 
matter what.

In the ninth century, Theo-
dore Abu Qurrah, a Christian 
priest who lived in Dar al-Islam 
and wrote in Arabic, said im-
ages are the writing of the illit-
erate and words are like icons.

Trump’s word association 
has made the image — he has 
covered all bases, politically 
literate or not — and he has 
turned hate into an icon of the 
American way.

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.

Free ride. Central American migrants hitch a ride as they 
head to the US southern border, on October 25.                  (AFP)
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I 

raqi Prime Minister Adel 
Abdul-Mahdi secured parlia-
ment’s approval for 14 minis-
ters in the 22-member cabinet 

he proposed but he is likely to face 
hurdles in filling the remaining 
posts.

Abdul-Mahdi needed parlia-
ment’s approval for 12 ministers 
to formally form a government but 
political disputes over eight re-
maining ministerial posts will pose 
a challenge, especially regarding 
the key interior, justices and de-
fence ministries.

The prime minister has been 
under pressure from the country’s 
biggest rival blocs: Islah (Reform), 
led by influential cleric Muqtada 
al-Sadr; and Binaa (Building), led 
by Iran-backed militiaman Hadi al-
Amiri.

Both al-Sadr and Amiri agreed on 
nominating Abdul-Mahdi as a con-
sensus candidate and, although 
he promised to field independent 
technocrats for the cabinet posts, 
he appears to have given in to 
political pressure and appointed 
members of the rival blocs.

Abdul-Mahdi came under criti-
cism for not selecting one person 
from the 15,000 online applicants 
he said he would consider and 
picked familiar political faces in-
stead.

The objections to the rejected 
eight candidates were over alle-
gations they were corrupt or sup-
ported the regime of former Iraqi 
President Saddam Hussein. How-
ever, observers said the charges 
were mainly politically motivated.

“Abdul-Mahdi came under tre-
mendous pressure from party 
leaders… He submitted to the 
moods of parties by nominating 
partisan ministers,” Huda Sajjad, 
a member of outgoing Prime Min-
ister Haider al-Abadi’s Victory list, 
told Reuters.

Abdul-Mahdi named Fuad Hus-
sein finance minister. Hussein was 

a candidate for Iraq’s presidency, 
supported by Masoud Barzani, 
leader of the Kurdistan Democrat-
ic Party (KDP). He lost that race to 
Barham Salih from the rival Kurd-
ish party, the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK).

Observers said because the PUK 
secured the presidency, it was ex-
pected that the KDP, which has 
more lawmakers, would be award-
ed a key post, such as finance min-
ister.

On Twitter, al-Sadr called on 
members of parliament not to vote 
for candidates thought to be parti-
san or sectarian. It was understood 
to be a reference to, among others, 
Faleh al-Fayad, a pro-Iran militia 
commander, named interior min-
ister.

On August 30, Abadi dismissed 

Fayad as leader of the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces and head of the 
National Security Council because 
his involvement in politics breach-
es the Iraqi Constitution, which 
calls for the political “neutrality of 
the security and intelligence ser-
vices.”

Iraq’s Administrative Court on 
October 15 froze Abadi’s order, cit-
ing fears of leaving a security gap 
before his responsibilities could be 
transferred to a new leader.

Fayad’s supporters said that he 
should be rewarded with the post 
of interior minister.

“Rejecting Faleh al-Fayad as in-
terior minister was not justified. 
He led the Popular Mobilisation 
Forces in defeating Daesh (the Is-
lamic State) and this is the least 
reward he should get,” an MP af-

filiated with the Asaib Ahl al-Haq 
militia told Reuters. “In return we 
objected to [al-Sadr’s] candidates.”

Abdul-Mahdi will likely face 
challenges in maintaining a bal-
ance with the United States and 
Iran, especially as Washington’s 
sanctions against Tehran take ef-
fect on November 4.

The United States welcomed 
both the nomination of Abdul-
Mahdi as prime minister and his 
formation of government but the 
new Iraqi leader may not be willing 
to accommodate Washington fully 
when it comes to Iran.

“Iraq is not part of the sanctions 
system… We want to secure Iraq 
from any interference in issues, af-
fairs of other countries, whether 
it’s a neighbouring country or it’s 
any other country in the world,” 

Abdul-Mahdi said.
In a move signalling an attempt 

to move the government away 
from the fortified Green Zone and 
closer to the people, Abdul-Mahdi 
had his first news conference in 
a rehabilitated government com-
pound near the Baghdad city cen-
tre.

“All of Iraq should be a Green 
Zone. Security and beauty should 
be everywhere in Iraq. Officials 
must share everything with citi-
zens, the good and the bad. We 
should share everything with our 
people,” said Abdul-Mahdi.

Providing security and basic ser-
vices, along with fighting corrup-
tion, is among the main demands 
of Iraqis generally and more specif-
ically protesters who have rocked 
the city of Basra since July.

Iraqi prime minister forms 
cabinet but key posts unfilled
The Arab Weekly staff

Challenging task. Iraq’s Prime Minister-designate Adel Abdul-Mahdi speaks to parliament as he announces his new cabinet, on October 24.
(Reuters)

I 

n scandalous revelations, 
the Daily Telegraph, a British 
newspaper, exposed how a 
British pollster attempted to 
influence the outcome of a 
democratic vote in another 

sovereign country — Iraq.
YouGov, which was extensively 

involved in polling public opinion 
for major political events such as 
Brexit, assigned staff members to 
specifically promote a “Yes” vote 
on the question of Kurdish seces-
sionism from the rest of Iraq, the 
report said. These actions repre-
sent a flagrant violation of Iraq’s 
sovereignty by a foreign entity and 
shatter the perception that poll-
sters are unbiased and non-parti-
san participants in the expression 
of the public’s will.

Stefan Kaszubowski, global head 
of custom research at YouGov, 
told the Telegraph: “We have 
been working across the Middle 
East — including Iraq — since 2005, 
always with the same high level of 
accuracy and objectivity in polling 
and consultancy as we do in many 
other countries throughout the 
world. As is the case for all poll-
ing companies in all markets, we 
cannot talk publicly about client 
work.”

Despite the independence 
bid’s failure, Iraqi Kurds voted 
overwhelmingly in the direction 

YouGov was pushing, with a near 
90% vote in favour of independ-
ence during the September 2017 
referendum.

Whistle-blowers who leaked 
information to the Telegraph 
said YouGov secretly collected 
information on voters and crafted 
propaganda material to spread 
across social media to encourage 
them to opt to secede from Iraq. 
Material included telling voters 
that the referendum would give 
the disputed oil-rich city of Kirkuk 
“the opportunity to choose be-
tween being a small part of a failed 
country, or a great city in a new 
and secure [Kurdish] homeland,” 
the newspaper’s report alleged.

To what extent people were 
affected by YouGov’s propaganda 
efforts is unknown. Considering 
the extremely high percentage 
of voters who went for independ-
ence, they are unlikely to have 
been the deciding factor against 
the almost non-existent unionist 
campaign.

However, that does not make 
the Telegraph’s revelations any 
less concerning for people of the 
region, who have undergone a 
territorial dismemberment at the 
hands of Western forces follow-
ing the collapse of the Ottoman 
Empire in the first world war. Mid-
dle Eastern people will be highly 

sensitive to such meddling.
YouGov was co-founded in 2000 

by Stephan Shakespeare and Na-
dhim Zahawi, a serving Conserva-
tive member of parliament for 
Stratford-on-Avon and a minister 
in the current Tory government. 
Zahawi is an Iraqi Kurd born 
in Baghdad in 1967. His family 
migrated to the United Kingdom 
in 1976.

In 1991, he was involved in cam-
paigning for Iraqi Kurdish rights 
after the Gulf War and the expul-
sion of Iraq from occupied Kuwait. 
Crucially, Zahawi was supportive 
of the US-led invasion of Iraq, 
although this predated his career 
as a lawmaker.

Since the invasion, Zahawi has 
been a veritable cheerleader for 
Iraqi Kurdistan, the semi-autono-
mous area governed by the Kurd-
istan Regional Government (KRG). 
He has attended many KRG-hosted 
events, lauded its relative stability 
and peace compared to the rest of 
Iraq and pushed for further arma-
ments to be sent to the peshmerga, 
the KRG’s cross-partisan militant 
force.

It is thus easy to see how Zahawi 
turned his back on his country 
and city of birth to facilitate its 
division from within the very in-
ner workings of a former colo-
nial power who robbed Iraq of its 

resources.
Considering these revelations, it 

would not be unusual to ask: Can 
we trust data produced by poll-
sters? Are they truly independent 
or are they motivated to provide 
engineered “facts” to push other 
agendas?

While Zahawi is no longer CEO 
of YouGov, he is a shareholder and 
his private consultancy, Zahawi & 
Zahawi Ltd, lists YouGov among 
its clientele. He also worked as a 
strategist for Gulf Keystone Petro-
leum, an oil and gas company that 
focuses on KRG-controlled areas, 
earning him nearly $39,000 a 
month. The company would have 
seen itself profit handsomely had 
independence been achieved.

For the public to have faith in 
pollsters, pollsters need to be ro-
bustly regulated. Until politicised 
data have been removed from the 
public discourse, there is a very 
real threat of wealthy business-
men influencing opinion by mak-
ing people believe their peers are 
voting in ways they may not nec-
essarily even be considering. Such 
an outcome would be catastrophic 
for democracy.

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

How YouGov attempted to influence Kurdish independence vote
Viewpoint

Tallha 
Abdulrazaq

For the public to 
have faith in 
pollsters, pollsters 
need to be robustly 
regulated.
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Sami Moubayed

Exit of UN special 
envoy for Syria 
heralds new phase
Beirut

U 

N Special Envoy for Syria 
Staffan de Mistura will 
be leaving office at the 
end of November having 

failed — like his two predecessors 
— to solve the Syrian crisis. Alge-
rian diplomat Lakhdar Brahimi 
threw in the towel in 2014 as did 
his predecessor, former UN Secre-
tary-General Kofi Annan, in 2012.

They worked in very different 
times than did de Mistura, whose 
tenure witnessed the rise of the 
Islamic State and start of the Rus-
sian military intervention in 2015, 
two factors that fully changed dy-
namics of the Syrian battlefield.

Brahimi and Annan handled a 
conflict between Damascus and 
its political and armed opponents, 
aimed, back then, at decapitat-
ing Damascus and creating a 
Transitional Government Body 
with “full executive powers.” All 
of that is history, having been 
scrapped by de Mistura, who real-
ised early on that nothing would 
pass unless OK’d by the Russians 
and the only acceptable endgame 
for them was a new constitution, 
followed by presidential elections 
in which President Bashar Assad 
could run for a fourth presidential 
term, when his present one ends 
in 2021.

De Mistura’s UN-mandated Ge-
neva process, currently in limbo, 
has been largely eclipsed by two 
parallel political tracks — Astana, 
which kicked off in early 2017, and 
Sochi, the brainchild of Russian 
President Vladimir Putin.

Few Syrians are shedding tears 
over de Mistura’s departure. In 
Damascus, officials accused him 
of having been a dishonest broker 
who favoured the opposition dur-
ing all stages of the Geneva talks.

The opposition is equally furi-
ous with the 71-year-old Italian 
diplomat, claiming he worked 
with the Russians not to change 
the regime but to change the op-
position. They accuse him of 
working only with Russia-ap-
proved opposition figures who ac-
cept Moscow’s version of the Syr-
ian endgame.

In a last-minute effort to depart 
with grace, de Mistura is hoping 
to begin the constitutional talks 
before the end of next month — a 
far-fetched goal that will be very 
difficult to achieve.

Neither camps of the Syrian con-
flict is yet to accept de Mistura’s 
50 names for the constitutional 
committee, drafted as independ-
ents and representatives of civil 
society, and they disagree on who 
will lead the committee and what 
its mandate and timetable will be.

Instead of facilitating the pro-
cess, the two sides have stopped 
engaging with the departing UN 
envoy, preferring to work with 
whoever will replace him.

Four names are making the 
rounds in UN circles, chosen 
from diplomatic jobs in conflict 
zones. One is Nickolay Mladenov, 
a 46-year-old former foreign min-
ister of Bulgaria, who, since 2015, 
has been the UN special coordi-
nator for the Middle East peace 
process. Before that he served as 
minister of defence and UN envoy 
to Iraq and as an adviser to the 
World Bank

However, the Russians claim he 
is too pro-American. They suggest 
Jan Kubis, a former foreign minis-
ter of Slovakia, who is UN special 
envoy for Iraq. The United States 
is unhappy with that nomination, 
saying Kubis is doing a fine job in 
Baghdad and is likely to play an 
important role now that the coun-
try has a new president and a new 
prime minister.

The third nominee, accept-
able for both the Russians and 

the Americans — and surprisingly, 
Damascus as well — is Ramtane 
Lamamra, a former foreign min-
ister of Algeria, who held office 
during the first four years of the 
Syrian conflict.

He was sympathetic to the Syr-
ian government, famously saying 
in December 2016, that the “Syr-
ian state has regained sovereignty 
over Aleppo” and destroyed the 
ambitions of those who wanted 
“terrorism to win.” The Syrian 
opposition is obviously opposed 
to him but he seems to have the 
backing of Arab countries, in ad-
dition to the United States and 
Russia.

The fourth candidate is a com-
promise, nominated by UN Sec-
retary-General Antonio Guterres. 
He is the Norwegian Ambassador 
to China and former Ambassador 
to the United Nations Geir Peders-
en. From 1998-2003, he served as 
special representative to the Pal-
estinian National Authority and 
later as special coordinator for 
Lebanon after the Rafik Hariri as-
sassination in 2005, making him 
well-versed in Arab affairs.

Deep inside, most Syrian poli-
ticians are indifferent about de 
Mistura’s replacement, claiming 
that policy over Syria is being de-
cided by the presidents of Russia, 
Turkey and Iran, leaving very lit-
tle room for the United Nations or 
any top diplomat, no matter how 
seasoned.

It is those presidents, however, 
who are insisting on a replace-
ment to de Mistura, one whom 
they can mould to their liking and 
eventually use to give a UN um-
brella to whatever endgame they 
agree upon for Syria, either at 
Astana or in Sochi.

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

Mixed legacy. A 2017 file picture shows UN Special Envoy for Syria Staffan de Mistura arriving for a 
news conference closing a round of Syrian peace talks in Geneva.        (AFP)

Few Syrians are shedding 
tears over de Mistura’s 
departure. 

Deep inside, most Syrian 
politicians are indifferent 
about de Mistura’s 
replacement, claiming that 
policy over Syria is being 
decided by the presidents of 
Russia, Turkey and Iran.

A 

n old Chinese expres-
sion advises: “If you 
want to get rich build 
a road.” Countries 
prosper when they 
trade across their 

borders. This is a lesson Syria and 
a growing list of its neighbours are 
taking to heart.

After too many years of civil war 
that closed traditional trade routes 
throughout the region, Syria and 
its neighbours are trying to put 
Humpty Dumpty back together 
again — refurbishing moribund bor-
der posts and roads, reviving long-
dormant transport networks and 
establishing the basis for economic 
revival fuelled by an incremental 
resumption of manufacturing and 
trading relations across reopened 
borders.

September 28 saw the “soft open-
ing” of the Nassib-Jaber border post 
linking Syria with Jordan only two 
months after Damascus re-estab-
lished sovereignty over the border 
by defeating rebels who had been 
in the area since 2015.

Syria’s trade with the world suf-
fered a precipitous deterioration 
because of the war, declining from 
$21.8 billion in 2007 to $8 billion 
in 2017. Bilateral trade with Jordan 
in 2010, the last year of the post’s 
normal operation, amounted to 
$750 million — a vital asset to both 
countries trying to restore trade 
and commercial routes.

The resumption of overland trade 
through Nassib-Jaber is proceed-
ing with the revival of intra-Syrian 
trade via recently reopened routes, 
made possible by the expansion of 
government control in Syria.

Opening the border with Jordan 
will produce benefits far beyond 
bilateral trade. The war upended 
historic trading relationships 
throughout the region. Syria lost 
control of its borders except with 
Lebanon, whose only another 
shared frontier is with Israel, long 
closed to commercial trade.

Turkey lost key Gulf markets 
formerly served by transport routes 
through Syria. The absence of land-
based transport added to costs that 
made trade with many traditional 
markets uncompetitive. Syrian 
manufacturers, many of them in 
the commercial and manufacturing 
heartland of Aleppo, relocated to 
Turkey — sometimes moving entire 
factories — in the hope of maintain-
ing existing trading relationships.

Other countries sought to grab 
this trade, without success. The 
option to export to Iraq and Gulf 
markets by sea — through the Suez 
Canal — was attempted and even 
subsidised by Egypt but ended up 
uneconomical. The same fate befell 
an attempt to export goods to the 
Gulf via a Turkish-Israeli-Jordanian 

sea-rail-truck link.
Lebanon’s agricultural export 

trade has been particularly hard 
hit by Nassib-Jaber’s closure of the 
route to lucrative Gulf markets. 
Lebanese President Michel Aoun 
welcomed the Jordanian-Syrian 
agreement, noting that it would 
“revive Lebanon’s struggling ex-
port sector and reduce the cost of 
exporting Lebanese goods to other 
Arab countries.”

Those developments have begun 
to revive clearance companies 
operating at the Syrian-Jordanian 
border. Approximately 5,000 Jorda-
nian truck drivers who lost jobs af-
ter the border’s closure are prepar-
ing to return to work. Goods must 
be produced to fill those trucks, 
leading to expectations that the 
Syrian economy will begin to move 
from aid-based to a revived market 
economy that employs its citizens 
to produce goods and services and 
in so doing re-establish regional 
trade and manufacturing.

“We have been receiving many 
calls from traders in the Gulf, 
Lebanon and Syria about when the 
freight movement will be resumed, 
as they are eager to start their 
exporting and importing com-
modities using trucks, which is 
less costly for them,” said Deifallah 
Abu Aqouleh, president of Jordan’s 
Association of Owners of Clearance 
and Transport Companies.

The resumption of trade through 
the Jordan-Syrian border is not 
an isolated incident. Near Syria’s 
border with Iraq, a US military 
base at al-Tanf has closed the main 
Damascus-Baghdad highway, 
though there is a smaller crossing 
at Abu Kamal farther east that is 
not open for trade.

Iraqi Foreign Minister Ibrahim al-
Jaafari and Syrian Foreign Minister 
Walid Muallem discussed speeding 
up the reopening of the Abu Kamal 
route, bypassing the link blocked 
by the Americans. “No one should 
isolate Syria,” Jaafari said during a 
recent visit to Damascus.

Confirmation of Syria’s incre-
mental reintegration with its 
neighbours has also come from 
an unlikely source. The same day 
that Nassib-Jaber was opened, the 
long-closed UN-operated Golan 
Heights crossing point at Quneitra, 
shuttered since 2014, resumed 
operation.

The UN Disengagement Observer 
Force’s abandonment of facilities 
along the Golan frontier during 
the war suggested the end of an 
era. The renewal of UN-mandated 
operations along the ceasefire 
border, like the resumption of trade 
through the Jordanian border, 
are indicators of the revival of the 
regime’s power and recognition by 
its neighbours that Damascus is the 
only source of authority in formally 
contested border areas.

Geoffrey Aronson is a non-resident 
scholar at the Middle East Institute 
in Washington.

Reopened borders 
another indication 
of Assad’s triumph

Viewpoint

Crucial route. Syrian soldiers ride in an army truck near the 
Nassib-Jaber border post, on July 6.                 (AFP)

Geoffrey 
Aronson
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alls for banning the full-face 
veil known as the niqab 
have moved from Algeria 
to Egypt, where lawmakers 

are calling for outlawing the wear-
ing of the garment, especially in 
state and educational institutions.

Those making the calls, liberal-
minded lawmakers and activists, 
point to security concerns in wear-
ing the full-face veil, particularly 
given that Egypt is fighting terror-
ism in the country.

“Some of the terrorist attacks 
that happened in the past were 
carried out by people wearing the 
niqab,” said Mohamed Abu Hamed, 
a lawmaker leading the drive for 
banning the niqab in Egypt. “Some 
men even wear them to escape po-
lice and commit crimes.”

While most Muslim women in 
Egypt wear the headscarf known 
as the hijab, many, particularly 
Salafists, wear the niqab.

Demands for banning the niqab at 
state and educational institutions 

follow a decision by Algeria to ban 
civil servants from wearing the full-
face veil at the workplace. Howev-
er, a recent UN ruling that France’s 
ban on the garment violates human 
rights could pose a problem.

There is no official estimate of 
the number of women who adopt 
the niqab in Egypt. Lawmakers are 
seeking to link a ban to security con-
cerns, not wider political or social 
issues. The Egyptian government 
has strongly clamped down on po-
litical Islam following the ouster 
of Islamist President Muhammad 
Morsi in 2013. While the Muslim 
Brotherhood, with which Morsi was 
affiliated, has been banned, Salafist 
political groups continue to operate 
in Egypt but are greatly diminished.

Abu Hamed, a member of the 
Solidarity and Family Committee 
in parliament, said he intends to 
propose a bill banning the niqab on 
security concerns.

“When women cover their faces, 
this prevents policemen from iden-
tifying them. Terrorists can also 
easily hide behind these full-face 
veils to stage attacks,” he said.

It is no surprise that liberals, such 
as Abu Hamed, would like to see 

the niqab banned in Egypt. Abu 
Hamed is a former vice-chairman 
of the liberal Free Egyptians Party 
and took part in the 2011 Egyptian 
revolution that ousted long-time 
Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak.

Egypt’s liberals and secularists 
were at the forefront of opposition 
to political control by the Muslim 
Brotherhood after 2011, with many 
backing Egyptian President Abdel-
Fattah al-Sisi’s bid to reform reli-
gious discourse in the country.

What is striking, however, is that 
scholars at al-Azhar, the highest 
seat of Sunni authority in Egypt, 
back banning the niqab. While al-

Azhar supports the hijab, it said the 
full-face veil is a step too far.

One of the most outspoken critics 
of the niqab is Amina Nasir, a mem-
ber of parliament and a professor of 
philosophy at al-Azhar University. 
She described the full-face veil as a 
threat to national security.

“The full-face veils have noth-
ing to do with the Islamic religion 
at all,” Nasir said. “It even contra-
dicts some of the verses of the Holy 
Quran.”

Nasir said that the full-face veil is 
more a cultural remnant than a reli-
gious requirement. When Islam ap-
peared, she said, it did not impose 

the full-face veil on women.
Ahmed Karima, a professor of 

Islamic jurisprudence at al-Azhar 
University, agreed. He said that the 
fact that Muslim women perform 
the haj ritual without fully covering 
their faces proves that the niqab is 
not a religious requirement.

“This is why I say the authori-
ties have to act to ban these veils,” 
Karima said. “Women who want to 
fully cover their faces can do this at 
home.”

The increasing calls for banning 
the niqab sets up a tense confron-
tation with Egypt’s ultra-orthodox 
Salafists who consider the garment 
a red line.

In post-revolution Egypt, the 
Salafist Al-Nour Party was the sec-
ond largest party in parliament af-
ter the Muslim Brotherhood. The 
Salafists had a strong following in 
the Nile Delta, some southern prov-
inces. Alexandria and other coastal 
cities.

While their political support has 
significantly waned, there are many 
Salafists who support the niqab.

“The authorities should pun-
ish those showing their bodies 
instead,” said Talaat Marzouq, 
the deputy chairman of Al-Nour. 
“Preventing women from covering 
themselves up will but increase ex-
tremism because the women who 
are denied the right to wear the 
full-face veils will feel discriminat-
ed against.”

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

Battle of the niqab 
moves to Egypt

News & Analysis Egypt

Cairo
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egional unrest and new 
security challenges have 
led to a radical change in 
Egypt’s air and naval de-

fence strategies and the country’s 
military doctrine, analysts said.

As Egypt marked Armed Forc-
es Day on October 14, it is clear 
how much Egypt’s military, par-
ticularly it’s naval and air forces, 
have changed in recent years.  
Egypt armed forces stand 12th in 
the world, the military ranking 
agency Global Firepower said, 
with Cairo having spent billions 
of dollars in the past six years to 
upgrade its military and, in par-
ticular, its navy and air force.

The investment, analysts said, 
was necessary for the Egyptian 
military to meet developing chal-
lenges.

“There was an urgent need for 
revolutionising the capabilities of 
these two branches of the armed 
forces in light of changing region-
al and domestic conditions,” said 
retired Air Force General Hisham 
al-Halabi.

Halabi, who teaches a class on 

drone warfare at Egypt’s Nasser 
Military Academy, said Cairo had 
to upgrade its air force and naval 
capabilities as quickly as possible, 
despite the cost.

“Egypt found itself just in the 
middle of a region boiling with 
conflicts and this made it nec-
essary for it to move quickly to 
protect its national security by re-
vamping its military,” he said.

The Egyptian government pur-
chased dozens of advanced fight-
er jets from Western countries, 
including dozens of twin-engine 
Rafale fighter jets and attack heli-
copters from France, sophisticat-
ed air defence systems from Rus-
sia and attack submarines from 
Germany.

The new weapons systems have 
given Egypt greater military ca-
pabilities, particularly beyond its 
borders.

“The rise of conflicts in a num-
ber of Middle East spots is direct-
ly affecting our national security,” 
said retired Navy Admiral Omar 
Ezz. “Our national security is not 
restricted to the piece of land our 
country occupies but it is far be-
yond this.”

The Egyptian Navy increased 
its presence off the coast of Sinai 
to cut off the Islamic State (ISIS) 

and other terrorist groups operat-
ing in the peninsula from receiv-
ing supplies or escaping.

The discovery of huge natural 
gas reserves off Egypt’s Mediter-
ranean coast also expands the Na-
vy’s responsibilities to protection 
of the gas fields.

The Egyptian Navy has in-
creased its presence in the Bab 
el Mandeb Strait to protect ship-
ping via the Suez Canal, particu-
larly after Houthi rebels in Yemen 
attacked two oil tankers in July, 
which led Saudi Arabia to sus-
pend oil shipments through the 
strait.

Egyptian Navy commander 
Lieutenant-General Ahmed 
Khaled confirmed to local media 
that the navy’s main responsi-
bilities include protecting Egypt’s 
21 ports, the Suez Canal and gas 
wells off the Egyptian coast.

“We also have to boost security 
in the southern part of the Red 
Sea and the Bab el Mandeb Strait,” 
Khaled said.

Modernisation has allowed the 
Egyptian Air Force to play a prom-
inent role in the operation against 
ISIS in the Sinai Peninsula, as 
well as attacks beyond Egypt’s 
borders. On February 12, 2015, 
Egypt bombed ISIS strongholds in 

Libya’s Derna in retaliation for the 
killing of 21 Egyptian Copts.

Egyptian fighter jets have been 
in Libya’s skies several times in 
the following years, including on 
May 26, 2017, after ISIS killed 28 
Christian pilgrims travelling to a 
Western Desert monastery.

“The protection of national bor-
ders makes it sometimes impor-
tant for the army to strike targets 
outside these borders,” said Saad 
al-Zunt, the head of local think-
tank Strategic Studies Centre. 
“This strategy is very important 
to nip any threats to national se-
curity in the bud.”

The shift in Egypt’s military 
doctrine was unavoidable to face 
growing national security threats, 
observers said.

While Egypt’s armed forces fol-
lowed a strictly defensive doc-
trine for decades, the military has 
moved towards a more “preventa-
tive” model to protect Egypt’s na-
tional security and interests.

“Regional instability and the 
penetration of terrorist organisa-
tions into some countries have 
imposed a new reality which de-
mands constant around-the-clock 
vigilance,” Egyptian Air Force 
commander Air Marshal Abbas 
Helmi told the state-owned Al-

Ahram newspaper.
“Irregular warfare has prolifer-

ated, pitting small groups of non-
state actors against standing state 
armies. Our pilots have acquired 
new skills and combat method-
ologies while carrying out the ad-
ditional tasks which have been as-
signed to the Air Force, not least 
intercepting arms and drug smug-
glers.”

The war in Yemen against Iran-
backed Houthis has seen Teh-
ran extend its influence close to 
Egyptian waters, particularly the 
Bab el Mandeb Strait that leads to 
the Suez Canal.

Turkey, another regional rival, 
has extended its influence south 
of Egypt, including taking admin-
istrative control of the Sudanese 
Red Sea island of Suaken creating 
another threat.

“Egypt’s leadership knows that 
if it stands idly by and watch-
es dangers rearing their heads 
around Egypt today, these dan-
gers will be inside Egypt tomor-
row,” Zunt said. “This is why it is 
taking action to defeat the danger 
at its source by taking the fight 
outside national borders.”

Ahmed Megahid is an Egyptian 
reporter in Cairo.

How regional challenges pushed Egypt 
to shift its military doctrine to ‘prevention’

Ahmed Megahid

Developing challenges. An Egyptian Air Force fighter jet lands at an undisclosed location in Egypt.                  (Egyptian Ministry of Defence)

Amr Emam

Security factor. Women wearing niqabs walk past posters of 
Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in Cairo, last March.  (Reuters)
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lgerian writer and inde-
pendence war veteran 
Louisette Ighilahriz re-
signed from parliament to 

protest the prospect of a fifth term 
for Algerian President Abdelaziz 
Bouteflika who, she said, was be-
ing controlled by people around 
him.

“I’m not convinced by the fifth 
mandate and that is why I’m 
against it. It is not the president 
who talks about it. There is a group 
of people who talk on his behalf,” 
said Ighilahriz, 82, an Algerian 
independence fighter who was 
appointed to the Council of the 
Nation (the upper house of the Al-
gerian parliament) in 2016.

“I cannot defend such a lie of the 
fifth mandate unless the president 
breaks his silence and tells us ‘vote 
for me,’” she added.

Ighilahriz’s remarks go against 
stances of leading government fig-
ures, such as Council of the Nation 
leader Abdelkader Bensalah and 
Prime Minister Ahmed Ouyahia, 

who have called on Bouteflika to 
seek another 5-year mandate.

Leading political parties, such 
as the National Liberation Front, 
the National Rally for Democracy 
and the Rally for Hope for Algeria, 
which together control a majority 
in the lower house of parliament, 
are also in favour of Bouteflika ex-
tending his tenure.

Bouteflika, 81, has rarely been 
seen in public since suffering a 
stroke in 2013 and is thought to 
be in ill health. He has yet to an-
nounce whether he will run for a 
fifth term next April.

Prominent Algerian academics, 
writers and politicians wrote an 
open letter last May urging Boutef-
lika not to run, saying his frail 
health would prevent him from 
effectively leading. Ighilahriz ech-
oed those sentiments, saying she 
was “convinced that president 
meets with no one except his doc-
tors.”

“I do not know who is taking him 
hostage. He is sick and I wish him 
a speedy recovery but he is behind 
closed doors,” said Ighilahriz in a 
statement announcing her resig-
nation.

Bouteflika, who, like Ighilahriz, 
fought in Algeria’s war of inde-
pendence, appointed her to the 
council in 2016. Algeria’s upper 
house of parliament includes 97 
elected members and 47 appointed 
by the president.

Ighilahriz enjoys wide respect in 
Algeria, where she is considered a 
symbol of resistance to French co-
lonial rule. While accompanying a 
commando of fighters in the deci-

sive Battle of Algiers in 1957, she 
was wounded in a firefight with 
French soldiers and captured.

In captivity, Ighilahriz endured 
months of torture and abuse be-
fore she was released just before 
Algeria’s independence in 1962. 
She gained prominence after her 
harrowing story was told in French 

media in 2000.
Former Army General Rachid Be-

nyelles added his voice to Ighilah-
riz’s, saying in an open letter made 
public a few days after Ighilahriz 
resigned from parliament, that a 
new mandate for Bouteflika makes 
“absolutely no sense.”

“The president is now a virtual 

president because, for around 10 
years, the powers granted to him 
exclusively and personally have 
been monopolised by a small 
group of aides who are exercising 
these powers in full opacity and 
complete illegality by using the 
president as a cover,” Benyelles 
said.

Tunis
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or more than a year, nego-
tiators in Libya have par-
ticipated in regular meet-
ings in Cairo in an attempt 

to reunite Libya’s armed forces as 
a step to national political reunifi-
cation.

Although the main push has 
come from the Libyan National 
Army (LNA) of Field-Marshal 
Khalifa Haftar, negotiators from 
both sides have come up with a 
long, complex formula by which 
the Libyan military would theo-
retically be under civilian govern-
ment control — although not in 
reality.

The supreme commander would 
be the Libyan head of state but ac-
tual power would be in the hands 
of a separate commander-in-chief 
who would control the armed 
forces’ budget and its actions. The 
commander-in-chief would either 
be the minister of defence for the 
next five years or have the right to 
appoint someone to that position 
for that period.

The 4,000-word, 200-point pro-
posal, which includes three sepa-
rate councils to oversee the mili-
tary, was to have been approved in 
late October at a special gathering 
in Cairo.

The aim was to have Haftar and 
Fayez al-Sarraj, the head of the 
Tripoli-based and internationally 
recognised Presidency Council, 
give it their blessing. Neither at-
tended the meetings. However, 
Haftar’s spokesman, Colonel 
Ahmed Mismari, said those who 
did turn up in Cairo agreed to set 
up the three councils.

Still, for the moment, the plan is 
dead in the water.

Sarraj, like almost everyone 
else, agrees that the Libyan mili-
tary needs to be reunited but he 

disagrees strongly over the matter 
of the armed forces being effec-
tively beyond civilian government 
oversight.

Another issue is that the agree-
ment is contingent on the head 
of state being the supreme com-
mander. However, there is no con-
sensus on who is the legitimate 
head of state — Sarraj in Tripoli or 
President of the House of Repre-
sentatives Ageela Saleh in Tobruk 
— or if there even is a head of state.

Sarraj and those around him also 
question whether it is possible to 
reach an agreement on reunifica-
tion of any other Libyan national 
institutions without a comprehen-
sive political solution.

There have been some, mainly 
in western Libya, who are unhap-
py that the process has been men-

tored by Egypt. There have been 
calls for the UN Support Mission in 
Libya to take over.

The real devil in the detail is 
about names, specifically who 
would be the commander-in-
chief. As far as the LNA is con-
cerned, there is only one possible 
candidate: Haftar.

However, it is not politically 
possible for Sarraj to agree. There 
remains a powerful lobby in west-
ern Libya, notably in Misrata, on 
which he, the Presidency Council 
and its Government of National 
Accord depend, for whom Haftar 
remains unacceptable.

Under the tougher direction of 
recently appointed Interior Min-
ister Fathi Bashagha, new security 
arrangements introduced by Sarraj 
appear to be having some success.

The Tripoli Revolutionaries Bri-
gade agreed to hand over its head-
quarters at the eastern end of the 
city centre. Other moves include 
reactivation of the presidential 
guard, which, since its creation in 
May 2016, has failed to live up to 
expectations. Sarraj has appointed 
a new commander and the force 
is to take over security for several 
government buildings in Novem-
ber.

Also, the Interior Ministry is 
promising to act against vehicles 
with tinted windows or without 
registration plates, the type much 
favoured by militiamen and crimi-
nals.

There have been plenty of inef-
fective warnings in the past but 
this time the will and the ability to 
act appear to be there.

Haftar has turned his attention 
to southern sections of the coun-
try, which have seen increasing at-
tacks, particularly kidnappings, by 
bands of mainly Chadian but also 
some Sudanese fighters in the re-
gion.

Haftar created the Murzuq Op-
erations Room designed to root 
out the Chadians and others, al-
though questions are being asked 
as to how effective it will be. If it 
succeeds, the field-marshal’s cred-
ibility and authority in the south 
will certainly rise.

Sarraj is promising to take “strict 
measures against mercenaries and 
gangs” and end the lawlessness 
in southern Libya. Unlike Haftar, 
Sarraj’s government has almost 
no military muscle to enforce its 
will in the region but it does have 
money. With that resource, cash-
starved local municipalities can be 
drawn under government control.

Despite the presence of LNA-
linked forces, there is a willing-
ness among local authorities to 
work with the Presidency Council.

Sarraj also dispatched his chief 
of staff, Major-General Abdulrah-
man al-Tawil, to the important El 
Sharara oilfield in south-western 
Libya to negotiate with local ac-
tivists who threatened to shut it 
down to protest the region’s dire 
security situation and the lack of 
central government resources.

Following the appointment of 
Bashagha and two other ministers 
in October, further cabinet chang-
es by Sarraj are expected, includ-
ing the replacement of the widely 
criticised Minister of Local Gov-
ernment Bidad Gansu. 

With security in Tripoli and 
southern Libya the focus of atten-
tion, military reunification is not 
a priority issue for either Sarraj or 
Haftar.

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

Prominent Algerian senator resigns, 
says Bouteflika held ‘hostage’

Over political divide, Libyans negotiating army’s reunification

Lamine Ghanmi

Michel Cousins

News & Analysis Maghreb

Another term in office? People walk near portraits of Algerian President Abdelaziz Bouteflika in 
Algiers.                                                                                                                                                                               (AP)

One army? Soldiers from the self-styled Libyan National Army (LNA) of Field-Marshal Khalifa Haftar 
take part in a military parade in Benghazi, last May.           (AFP)

Former Army General 
Rachid Benyelles added 
his voice to Ighilahriz’s, 
saying in an open letter 
that a new mandate for 
Bouteflika makes 
“absolutely no sense.”
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Spotlight China    Israel

Francis Ghilès

In 2016, China’s direct 
investment in Israel 
nearly tripled to $16 
billion and China is 
expected to soon 
overtake the United 
States as Israel’s top 
source of foreign 
investment.

London
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trengthening economic ties 
between Israel and China is 
likely to be cause for con-
cern for the United States 

as well as for Palestinians, who 
traditionally enjoy good ties with 
Beijing.

The 4-day visit of Chinese Vice-
President Wang Qishan, a close 
confidant of Chinese President Xi 
Jinping, to Israel was significant. 
He is the most senior Chinese offi-
cial to visit Israel since 2000 when 
President Jiang Zemin visited Tel 
Aviv.

Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin 
Netanyahu and Wang hosted a 
trade and innovation conference 
on October 24 and toured an exhi-
bition of Israeli technology start-
ups.

Netanyahu said the visit was a 
“tremendous compliment” to Is-
rael. He said Wang’s participation 
in the Israeli innovation summit 
“reflects the growing ties between 
our countries, our economies, our 
peoples.”

Wang praised Israel and said 
China hoped to learn from it. “Is-
rael leads the world in electronics, 
information technology, modern 
medicine and agriculture,” he said. 
“China is still striving to achieve 
modernisation.”

China is Israel’s second largest 
trading partner after the United 
States. Israel exported $2.8 billion 
worth of goods to China in the first 
half of 2018, an 80% increase from 
the previous year. The two coun-
tries are expected to complete a 
free trade agreement next year.

Wang’s visit coincided with a 
statement by retired US Army 
Lieutenant-General Ben Hodges, 
who was the army’s commander 
in Europe from 2014-17, predict-
ing that the United States would be 
at war with China in less than two 
decades.

“I think in 15 years — it’s not 
inevitable but it is a very strong 
likelihood — that we will be at war 
with China. The United States does 
not have the capacity to do every-
thing it has to do in Europe and in 
the Pacific to deal with the Chinese 
threat,” Hodges said at a forum on 
defence and security issues in War-
saw.

It is not the first time that Israeli-
Chinese dealings raised alarms in 
Washington.

“In 2016, Israel announced it 
would allow a Chinese company 
to manage its strategic Haifa port. 
This move alarmed the US Navy, 
which perceived the move as a 
potential strategic challenge from 
China,” read an October report by 
Stratfor, a US think-tank.

Israeli defence experts down-
played the likelihood of Israel 
giving China access to security in-
formation, especially considering 
Beijing has sold nuclear technol-
ogy to Iran.

“We have to be cautious about 
the types of things we sell to Chi-
na,” Dale Aluf, director of research 
for Sino-Israel Global Network & 
Academic Leadership, a think-
tank that promotes closer Israeli-
Chinese relations, told the Associ-
ated Press. “Defence technology is 
off the table but we can sell health 
care and sustainable development 
so there’s no reason for America to 
be upset.”

Nevertheless, the United States 
may be upset with Israel over an is-
sue not security related.

“While Israel is scrupulous now 
not to anger the Americans by sell-
ing the Chinese any military hard-
ware, the intensifying relationship 
may cause a different problem 
with the Trump administration, 
which is escalating its trade war 
with China, forcing Netanyahu to 
choose between Washington and 
Beijing,” wrote Anshel Pfeffer in 
Haaretz.

Wang visited Ramallah for talks 
with Palestinian Prime Minister 
Rami Hamdallah but that is un-
likely to trouble the Israelis for two 

reasons.
First, they view the Chinese po-

sition as not amounting to more 
than rhetoric. “Asian leaders nev-
er bother (Netanyahu) about the 
Palestinians. If they bring the is-
sue up at all, it’s just for protocol. 
They just want to talk business and 
that’s what he likes,” an unidenti-
fied Israeli diplomat who served 
as ambassador in East Asia told 
Haaretz.

Second, by winning over China, 
the Israelis would be doing what 
they did with the improvement of 
ties with India — neutralising tra-
ditionally pro-Palestinian global 
heavyweights.

Stronger China-Israel 
ties fuel concern of 
US, Palestinians
The Arab Weekly staff

Getting attention. Israeli Prime Minister Binyamin Netanyahu (R) and Chinese Vice-President Wang 
Qishan hit a gong at the fourth Israel-China Joint Committee on Innovation Cooperation meeting at the 
Foreign Ministry in Jerusalem, on October 24.                           (Reuters)
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hina and Israel hardly 
seem natural part-
ners yet Israel re-
cently hosted Chinese 
Vice-President Wang 
Qishan, the most sen-

ior official from Beijing to pay an 
official visit.

China is Israel’s second largest 
trading partner globally. Trade 
volume has multiplied 200 times 
since 1992, reaching $11 billion in 
2017. Israel exported $2.8 billion 
worth of goods to China in the first 
half of 2018, an 80% jump from 
the previous year, government 
figures indicate.

Military ties are not all but play 
an important role in this trade 
despite China being one of the few 
countries to concurrently main-
tain warm relations with Israel, 
the Palestinian territories and the 
Muslim world at large. Israel is 
closely aligned with China’s main 
competitor, the United States.

When it comes to sheer size, 
demography and geopolitics, the 
two countries are vastly different. 
China has ten cities larger than 
Israel’s population and no indig-
enous Jewish community. Israel 
boasts no Chinese community.

However, in recent years, trade, 
investment, educational ex-
changes and tourism have all been 
rising. China’s status as a poten-
tial world power prompted Israel 
and its leaders to build ties with a 
country that Israeli Prime Minister 
David Ben-Gurion called in an 
essay in 1953, along with India, a 
“great and ancient nation.” Both 
countries’ weight in the scales of 
humanity was “increasing,” he 
said.

The two countries started build-
ing military ties in the 1980s dur-
ing the Soviet war in Afghanistan, 
which both opposed. They both 
supplied weapons to the Afghan 
mujahideen — Israel sending 
captured Palestine Liberation Or-

ganisation weapons via the United 
States and Pakistan.

As they stepped up their as-
sistance to the Islamic resistance 
against the Soviets, Israel and 
China exchanged visits of academ-
ics, experts, businessmen and 
military. Reportedly many of the 
heavy tanks used in China’s 1984 
National Day parades were retro-
fitted from captured Six-Day War 
equipment.

The door to China opened 
seriously when Deng Xiaoping 
became the country’s leader in 
1978 and allowed market reforms 
and foreign investment. One of 
the first to take advantage of those 
changes was Shaul Eisenberg, who 
was among the 20,000 Jews who 
took refuge in China during the 
second world war when his family 
settled in Shanghai.

In 1979 Eisenberg arranged for 
the leaders of Israel’s defence 
industry to have a secret meeting 
with their Chinese counterparts, 
which led to lucrative arms deals. 
Thanks to a shared American-
Chinese interest in thwarting So-
viet ambitions, the United States 
quietly supported Israeli-Chinese 
cooperation. Not wishing to 
antagonise their traditional Arab 
allies, the relationship largely flew 
under the radar.

As the Israelis sat down with the 
Palestinians in Madrid in 1991 and 
the Soviet Union collapsed, a new 
challenge arose: The United States 
no longer had an interest in al-
lowing Israel to pass on advanced 
technology to China. As relations 
between China and the United 
States became tense under the 
Clinton presidency, the Americans 
forced the Israeli government in 
2000 to cancel a $1 billion deal to 
sell China four Phalcon airborne 
early warning and surveillance 
systems. China was angered but, 
being pragmatic, its leaders kept 
cool heads. As Israel’s high-tech 

came into its own in the 2000s, 
trade between the two countries 
tripled.

The decisive shift occurred after 
the Western economies crashed in 
2008. In 2010, China announced 
its intention to make innovation 
the new engine of its economy 
and Israeli politicians and busi-
nessmen concluded that the time 
had come to reorient their coun-
try’s economic future.

This transformation is illus-
trated by three examples: in 
September 2011, the Sino-Israel 
Global Network & Academic Lead-
ership (SIGNAL) hosted the first 
China-Israel Strategy and Security 
Symposium in Israel. SIGNAL 
established five Israel studies 
programmes at Chinese universi-
ties (11 exist today) and, in 2013, 
the Technion, Israel Institute of 
Technology announced it would 
have a campus at Shantou Univer-
sity in Guangdong, the country’s 
most populous province. Israel set 
aside hundreds of scholarships for 
Chinese students to study science 
and technology in Israel.

Other initiatives followed that 
reinforced links between the two 
countries: China Harbour Engi-
neering Company is building a 
port in the southern Israeli city of 
Ashdod to integrate it into China’s 
Belt and Road Initiative by un-
loading goods in the Red Sea port 
of Eilat and taking them by train to 
the Mediterranean port of Ashdod 
and hence to Europe.

Direct flights are available 
between Beijing and Tel Aviv and 
Israel is one of the 51 founding 
members of the Asian Infrastruc-
ture Investment Bank, which 
fits into China’s overall foreign 
economic policy.

The two countries are expected 
to sign a free trade agreement 
soon. Visas between China and 
Israel have been cancelled. The 
result is clear: In 2016, China’s 

direct investment in Israel nearly 
tripled to $16 billion and China 
is expected to soon overtake the 
United States as Israel’s top source 
of foreign investment.

China is attracted to Israel’s 
vaunted technology sector while 
Israel welcomes China’s invest-
ment and potential as a research 
collaborator. It views China as a 
rebuff to boycotts and divestment 
efforts by other countries.

It is worth remembering that in 
2004, the US government asked 
Israel to renege on its pledge to 
upgrade the Harpy missile system, 
which Israel Aerospace Industries 
had sold to China ten years earlier. 
Israeli officials denied US allega-
tions the missile system contained 
American technology and fol-
lowed through with its contractual 
commitments to China.

Some Israelis, especially among 
former national security officials 
(such as the former Mossad Direc-
tor Efraim Halevy) warn of poten-
tial security issues and possible 
friction with the United States re-
sulting from Chinese involvement 
in Israeli infrastructure projects. 
Israel knows it must be careful 
lest it find itself at odds with its 
greatest ally regarding products 
with potential military uses. That 
would be even truer if disputes be-
tween the United States and China 
turn into a trade war.

Meanwhile, trade between 
the two countries and Chinese 
investment in Israel keep rising.  
The trade figure of $11 billion may 
seem small compared with China’s 
trade with the United States or the 
European Union but it continues 
to increase. The high-tech and 
military components of trade 
play key roles in overall economic 
cooperation.

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

Guess who Israel’s second largest trading partner is — China
Viewpoint

By winning over China, 
the Israelis would be 
doing what they did with 
the improvement of ties 
with India — neutralising 
traditionally pro-
Palestinian global 
heavyweights.
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esidents of Jerusalem are 
to vote October 30 in mu-
nicipal elections. No clear 
leader has emerged in a 

tight race that has seen support for 
different candidates split normally 
cohesive blocs.

“Jerusalem’s municipal elections 
are particularly competitive with 
four candidates who could conceiv-
ably win,” said Ofer Zalzberg, senior 
analyst for Israel-Palestine at Crisis 
Group.

If no candidate wins more than 
50% of the vote for mayor in the 
first round, the top two would have 
a run-off November 13. Current 
Mayor Nir Barkat is not compet-
ing for another term and has an-
nounced he will run for parliament 
as part of Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu’s Likud party.

The municipal elections mark the 
first time that Jerusalemites will be 
voting since US President Donald 
Trump announced the moving of 
the US Embassy from Tel Aviv to 
Jerusalem and recognised the city 
as Israel’s capital. Those decisions 
caused widespread uproar because 
Palestinians see East Jerusalem as 
the capital of a future Palestinian 
state. Israel’s control over Jerusa-
lem since the 1967 war has not been 
recognised by most of the interna-
tional community.    

However, despite Jerusalem’s 
special international status, voters 
are most concerned about local is-
sues, said Peggy Cidor, an Israeli 
journalist. This includes cleaning 
the streets of Jerusalem, building 
affordable housing for young fami-
lies and improving public transpor-
tation.

There are notable differences to 
past campaigns. First, major politi-
cal blocs are very divided. Notably, 
the local Likud chapter did not sup-
port Ze’ev Elkin, minister of Jerusa-
lem Affairs in Netanyahu’s cabinet, 
leading Elkin, who is one of the 
front-runners, to form his own list.

Other conservative forces are also 
divided. Naftali Bennett’s and Aye-
let Shaked’s Jewish Home party is 
split between two lists.

Among ultra-Orthodox voters, 
“tremendous change” is happen-
ing, said Cidor. The “big rabbis who 
decided everything” for the com-
munity do not exist anymore. So-
ciological change, such as growing 
numbers leaving the yeshivas and 
working or joining the army, leads 
to a political change in the ultra-
Orthodox community, Cidor added. 
One orthodox candidate suggested 
he could form a coalition with an 
Arab list.

Another key difference to past 
campaigns is the importance of 
East Jerusalem. The eastern part 
of the city, home to most Palestin-
ian residents, features more promi-
nently than in past elections. This is 
“a result of the growing tension be-
tween Israel’s territorial and demo-
graphic objectives” in Jerusalem, 
said Zalzberg.

This marks the first time that a 
Palestinian candidate, Ramadan 
Dabash, stands a serious chance to 
gain a seat on the city council. Da-
bash heads Al-Quds Baladi (Jerusa-
lem, My City) list. Another Palestin-
ian candidate, Aziz Abu Sarah, and 
his party Al-Quds Lana (Our Jerusa-
lem), withdrew from the race after 
concerns over his residency status 
were raised.

Palestinians announced electoral 
bids in Jerusalem previously but 
withdrew after significant pres-
sure by the Palestinian Authority 
(PA) and other Palestinians. The PA 
views participation in the elec-
tions as collaboration. A council of 
Palestinian muftis in July issued a 
fatwa stating that voting or running 
as candidates was “religiously for-
bidden,” arguing that such efforts 
would help Israel “Judaise” Jerusa-
lem.

Dabash, who speaks fluent He-
brew, stands a chance to win at 
least a seat on the city council, said 
Cidor. His candidacy ties into wider 
trends in the city. Palestinians in 
East Jerusalem feel “completely 
abandoned” by the PA, Cidor said, 

adding that while they oppose the 
occupation, they are also more like-
ly to apply for Israeli citizenship. 
“They want to live well,” Cidor said. 
“The Israelisation of Palestinians in 
Jerusalem is moving very fast on 
the ground.”

Hugh Lovatt, a policy fellow at 
the European Council on Foreign 
Relations, said the most immediate 
issues facing Palestinian residents 
in Jerusalem “are linked to under-
investments by the Israeli munici-
pality in infrastructure and forced 
evictions and demolishing of Pales-
tinian property.”

In the long term, Palestinians 

struggle to sustain a Palestinian na-
tional, political and cultural iden-
tity, said Lovatt. This is particularly 
the case, he added, as Palestinian 
schools need to adopt Israeli school 
curricula to access government 
funding.

What is more, a possible move by 
the Israeli government to suppress 
educational activities by the UNR-
WA, the agency created to help Pal-
estinian refugees, “targets Palestin-
ian national and cultural identity in 
Jerusalem.”

Zalzberg said Elkin “advocates 
excising from Jerusalem the Arab 
areas lying beyond the separation 

barrier and turning them into sepa-
rate local authorities.” If he wins, 
this plan would gain “pragmatic 
credence and some electoral legiti-
macy,” likely boosting future con-
strictions of the city’s boundaries.

Cidor said Elkin was on a “per-
sonal mission for Netanyahu” to 
further the agenda to settle more 
Jews in East Jerusalem.

All in all, the municipal elections 
are “a turning point for Palestin-
ians,” Cidor said. “Even one seat 
would change everything.”

Manuel Langendorf is a writer 
focusing on the MENA region.

Jerusalem elections could be 
‘turning point’ for Palestinians
Manuel Langendorf

D 

espite rhetoric claim-
ing that he wants 
peace and justice for 
all concerned in the 
Arab-Israeli dispute, 
US President Donald 

Trump appears to have it in for the 
Palestinians.

His administration has clearly 
demonstrated by actions that are 
strictly pro-Israel. Trump’s han-
dling of the issue is pushing the 
Palestinians away from Washing-
ton. As history has shown, the Pal-
estinians cannot remain without 
a political minder for very long. 
With the Russians and the Iranians 
lurking in the shadows, having the 
Palestinians align themselves with 
either Tehran or Moscow could be 
very precarious.

The facts speak for themselves.
Strike one: Ignoring all logic and 

political advice from Middle East 
experts, Trump ordered the trans-
fer of the US Embassy in Israel 
from Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

Many US presidential candidates 
had during their campaigns for the 
White House promised to change 
the location of the embassy in 
Israel to the contested city of 
Jerusalem but they never followed 
up because of the sensitivity of the 
issue.

Both Israelis and Palestinians 
claim Jerusalem as their capital. 

The question of Jerusalem figures 
as one of the main points for dis-
cussion in any attempt at negotiat-
ing a peace agreement between 
Israel and the Palestinians.

This move by the Trump admin-
istration on such a central contro-
versy between Israel and the Pales-
tinians leaves the Palestinians in 
a much weaker position should 
peace talks restart. With Trump 
in Washington and Binyamin Ne-
tanyahu prime minister of Israel, 
it would be very surprising to see 
any narrowing of the great divide 
that exists between the Israelis 
and Palestinians.

Strike two: Trump’s policy 
regarding the Palestinian-Israeli 
issue is alienating the Palestinians 
and upsetting many in the Arab 
world. The closing of the office of 
the Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion (PLO) in Washington invites 
Palestinians to extremism.

The PLO Washington office was 
the closest thing the Palestinians 
had to an embassy in the United 
States. Its closure brought much 
criticism and basically killed what 
little chance there may have been 
of reviving the Middle East peace 
process.

The closure of the PLO office 
came after Trump cancelled a 
badly needed financial assistance 
package, which has been yearly 

granted to the Palestinian Author-
ity in the West Bank. That money 
went principally towards paying 
for health care and education 
programmes.

Trump’s policy regarding the 
Palestinians is dangerous and can 
lead them to extremism and into 
the arms of Islamists.

With Iran knocking on the 
door, hoping to influence political 
discourse in the Palestinian ter-
ritories, this is no time to leave a 
vacuum in a part of the world that 
remains precarious.

It has taken American diplomats 
decades of behind-the-scenes 
careful and meticulous nego-
tiations with friends and allies to 
achieve a minimum level of trust 
between Washington and the 
Palestinians. In one quick move, 
Trump dismantled all that hard 
work and invited the Palestinians 
to flirt with the Russians and quite 
possibly revive the notion that 
negotiations would lead nowhere 
and that any solution would come 
through armed struggle.

Strike three: The Trump admin-
istration announced the merger of 
the US Embassy in Israel with the 
US Consulate General in Jerusa-
lem. US Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo said the merger into a 
single mission would “improve 
efficiency and effectiveness.”

“It doesn’t signal a change of US 
policy. We’re committed achieving 
a lasting and comprehensive peace 
between Israel and the Palestin-
ians,” Pompeo said in a release.

David Pearce, former US consul 
general in Jerusalem, is of a dif-
ferent opinion. In a posting on 
Twitter, he said Pompeo’s asser-
tion could be nothing further from 
the truth.

“This is, in fact, a major change 
in policy,” Pearce said. “It ends 
independent US representation 
not only in Jerusalem but also to 
the Palestinians.”

Pearce spent 10 years as a jour-
nalist followed by 35 as a diplomat, 
mostly in the Middle East. He 
served as ambassador to Algeria 
and Greece and held senior posi-
tions in Damascus, Kuwait, Bagh-
dad and Kabul and speaks fluent 
Arabic and Farsi (as well as Italian, 
French and Portuguese).

Shouldn’t the US government be 
listening to people such as Pearce 
who have the experience and 
in-depth knowledge of the region 
rather than take provocative deci-
sions that satisfy no one other 
than Netanyahu’s camp in Israel 
and its supporters in the United 
States?

Claude Salhani is an Arab Weekly 
regular columnist.

Trump’s three strikes against Palestinians
Viewpoint

Claude Salhani

Trump’s policy 
regarding the 
Palestinians is 
dangerous and can 
lead them to 
extremism and into 
the arms of Islamists.

Tight race. Local residents receive campaign material for candidate Ramadan Dabash, who is running 
for a seat in city hall of Jerusalem in the upcoming municipal election, on September 4.               (Reuters)
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Student politics mirror Lebanon’s dilemmas
It would seem that for AUB stu-

dents, and Lebanon as a whole, the 
weight of the confessional system 
is too great to shrug off but Talal 
Nizameddin, dean of student af-
fairs at AUB, said the issue is more 
complex. “Campus Choice gained 
much goodwill at first. It was a 
homegrown party that argued that 
traditional parties have failed us,” 
he said.

“Then the problems started. 
Alumni and outsiders started an 
external party and dominated the 
on-campus party. Meanwhile, a 
radical faction won over the moder-
ates. For example, in 2016 during 
another peak of the Syrian war, the 
radical elements didn’t like the idea 
of standing with democracy and 
liberalism. They argued that the 
fear of Russia and [Syrian President 
Bashar] Assad was a Western con-
spiracy. In the end, Campus Choice 
came away with no stance on Syria, 
making them less approachable to 
students.”

Nizameddin said the AUB elec-
tions are unique. “Unique is not 
just a platitude,” he stated. “The 
AUB elections are unique because 
of Lebanon’s history. We are the 
only university where you have 
a real mix of people from differ-
ent regions. This diversity reflects 
Lebanese society.”

But there is a paradox at the heart 
of AUB politics. Like Lebanon itself, 
AUB contends with the spectre of 
the civil war, a legacy that lingers in 
student politics as much as it does 
in national politics.

“Before the war there was a 
student council. It was European in 
character, broadly inspired by the 
1968 uprisings and shared many 
characteristics of the region such as 
opposition to Israel,” Nizameddin 
said. “AUB was, like Lebanon to a 
large extent, mainly Christian-rep-
resented. We have a chapel here — 
missionaries set up our university. 
At the time, Christians tended to be 
better educated.”

AUB is in Hamra, an area in 
West Beirut controlled by Muslim 
militias during the war. “One can’t 

exclude AUB from its milieu. The 
campus was occupied by several 
armed groups before eventually 
the [Palestine Liberation Organisa-
tion] became the dominant force. 
In 1983, an off-site campus was 
set up in Achrafieh specifically for 
Christians,” Nizameddin said.

The Achrafieh campus closed in 
1996, six years after the official end 
of the war. “People need time to 
feel safe. In reality, Lebanon only 
began to pick up after 1993. How-
ever, many Christian professors and 
even my secretary Therese stayed 
here on the main campus through-
out the war,” he continued.

A Google search yields no results 
about the temporary campus in 
Achrafieh. Asked about its absence, 
Nizameddin said: “It was not a 
pleasant episode in the history 
of this country. For AUB it is very 
important to keep message that we 
are unified.”

For the same reason, after the 
war, AUB decided to ban political 
affiliations for campus clubs and 
societies. “We cannot and do not 
wish to forbid politics. This is a 
very specific ban. The university 
simply doesn’t want party X or Y to 
get a foothold,” Nizameddin said.

Naturally, there is one party of 
which the university is fearful, al-
though Nizameddin does not name 
it. “AUB is officially registered in 
New York. US policy started to get 
more stringent during the Obama 
administration but now we must 
tread very carefully,” he said.

With recent US sanctions on Hez-
bollah, it seems like the national 
cabinet is further than ever from 
forming. On October 23, the Trump 
administration informed the Leba-
nese government that its cabinet 
selections, which gives Hezbollah 
control of the Health Ministry, 
crossed a “red line.”

Whether AUB’s politics is a useful 
barometer for national politics is 
the subject of academic discus-
sion. Since the civil war, scholars 
have noted trends in AUB’s student 
politics because, Lokman Meho, 
librarian and historian at AUB said, 

“the inordinate number of AUB 
graduates in positions of national, 
social and political importance is 
a reason why the actions and atti-
tudes of today’s student politicians 
and their electoral results are worth 
noting.”

Meho’s study of post-war student 
politics at AUB can be found in the 
Arab Studies Quarterly from 1996 
under the title “The War Genera-
tion and Student Elections at AUB.”

When asked to expand on his 
point, Meho declined, stating: “I 
have been away from Lebanese 
politics for more than 20 years and 
have not been following it at all as I 
consider it a waste of time.”

What about the other universi-
ties?

The Lebanese American Univer-
sity (LAU) had elections in October 
but Nizameddin said the elections 
there do not carry the same weight, 
pointing to the use of online voting. 
“They can vote on their phone, in a 
group of their friends. Is that a real 
election?” he asked

Perhaps most important, LAU 
has two campuses, which reflect 
the political geographies of Leba-
non. Omar Doughan, who ran the 
campaign for the March 14 alliance 
at LAU, admits that “the Byblos 
campus is much more strongly pro-
March 14 because of the historical 
popularity of the Lebanese Forces, 
whereas in Beirut, Saad Hariri’s 
Future Movement has more sway.”

However even here, a com-
mon theme emerges: In LAU, the 
secular party Tghir failed to live 
up to expectations, winning only 
three seats. The March 14 alliance 
remained dominant in both LAU 
campuses, a sign that, like AUB and 
Lebanon itself, the confessional 
system will not be shaken off in a 
hurry.

Jacob Boswall is a freelance 
journalist and videographer in 
Beirut. His films can be found 
at http://askadinyaproductions.
weebly.com/ and he can be 
followed on Twitter 
@Boswall_Jacob.

S 

tudent elections at the 
American University of 
Beirut (AUB) are often 
described as a microcosm 
of Lebanese national 
politics. This year, the 

analogy rings depressingly true.
There is a grim irony that, as 

Lebanon waits wearily for a cabinet 
to form, AUB students wait for the 
University Student Faculty Com-
mittee (USFC) to establish its own 
cabinet — and the power balance is 
much the same in both.

2018 promised to be a year of 
change for Lebanon. The thrice-
postponed general election arrived. 
For the first time in the country’s 
history, proportional representation 
was to be instituted in 15 electoral 
districts, a move heralded by many 
“as a step in the right direction.”

Since 1943, the confessional sys-
tem has allocated political power 
among Lebanon’s religious commu-
nities according to their percentage 
of the population. The problems 
with the system are well-docu-
mented. The electoral law of 2017 
would, as one British newspaper 
put it, “allow space for more inde-
pendents and reduce the power of 
establishment blocs formed by the 
country’s multi-confessional politi-
cal system.”

More changes were afoot. For 
the first time, Lebanese expatriates 
were invited to vote. In theory, the 
overseas electorate was several mil-
lion but the state-run news agency 
recorded the number at 82,970.

An obvious comparison can be 
drawn between Kulluna Watani and 
AUB’s Campus Choice, the grass-
roots secular student coalition that 
garnered well-deserved attention 
last year for gaining six seats in 
the USFC’s 19-seat house, just two 
years after its inception. This year, 
Campus Choice won three seats and 
lost another through a resignation.

Ministry of Justice proves stumbling block in cabinet formation

F 

ive months have passed 
since caretaker Prime 
Minister Saad Hariri 
was selected to form 
Lebanon’s next cabi-
net, a task he has yet to 

achieve.
While it is common for the 

Lebanese to take their time when it 
comes to accomplishing ostensibly 
simple democratic practices, the 
current political deadlock speaks 
more to the failure of the Lebanese 
political class’s efforts to avoid 
the country’s looming economic 
collapse.

At the 11th hour, when all signs 
indicated that Lebanese President 
Michel Aoun had conceded the 
Justice portfolio to the Lebanese 
Forces (LF), the second biggest 
Christian bloc in parliament, he 
backtracked and declared that the 
portfolio was the prerogative of 
the president.

This unexpected hitch, to many, 
came as final confirmation that 
the stuttering process of forming 
a new government goes beyond 
petty horse-trading over key 
cabinet positions. Instead, it fore-
shadows a potential confrontation 
in the next presidential elections 
between the Lebanese Forces 

and the Free Patriotic Movement 
(FPM), headed by Aoun’s son-in-
law and potential political succes-
sor, Lebanese Foreign Minister 
Gebran Bassil.

Despite having signed a memo-
randum of understanding in 
January 2016 that secured Aoun 
the presidency, both the LF and 
the FPM failed to establish a 
shared political position on many 
of the issues facing Lebanon. The 
standoff between the two sides 
was exacerbated by the May elec-
tions, which saw the LF virtually 
double its seats in parliament, thus 
presenting a serious challenge to 
the FPM’s claim to the leadership 
of the country’s Christian popula-
tion.

A source in the LF said that 
“the FPM simply is unwilling to 
recognise the recent outcome of 
the elections, which coupled with 
the noticeable performance of our 

ministers have added to our ap-
proval ratings.”

This source said the upcoming 
cabinet, once formed, would likely 
stay in office until the next parlia-
mentary elections, whose outcome 
would determine the country’s 
next president.

For Bassil, determined to prevent 
the LF from expanding its power 
base, it is vital he denies the group 
any public recognition of its role 
as a parliamentary bloc, instead 
constantly referring to the LF’s 
militia past.

The refusal of Aoun, Hezbollah’s 
main Christian ally, to relinquish 
the Ministry of Justice to the LF or 
any of the anti-Hezbollah factions 
says a lot of Iran’s hegemony over 
the Lebanese political process.

While the Lebanese judiciary has 
no real sway in a country where the 
concept of the separation of power 
is little but a fairy tale, the Ministry 

A lack of vision and the elite’s 
overwhelming greed has left 
the Lebanese with little option 
but to wait for the country’s 
economic ruin to draw near.

of Justice remains an important 
portfolio in that it allows its holder 
to underscore its legitimacy.

The ministry is granted more 
prominence by the fact that the 
Special Tribunal for Lebanon, 
investigating the assassination 
of Rafik Hariri, will soon issue its 
final verdict, one expected to name 
senior Hezbollah operatives as the 
perpetrators of the former prime 
minister’s death.

Equally important for Hezbol-
lah is the Ministry of Justice’s role 
regarding US sanctions on Iran and 
its subsidiaries, all of which look 
set to cripple its ability to arm and 
equip its fighters across the region.

Having the Ministry of Justice 
in its sphere of influence via its 
alliance with Aoun would help 
Hezbollah find loopholes in the 
US measures, as well as allow the 
group an insider look at the intel-
ligence the Lebanese government 
receives from the US Treasury 
Department.

Many Lebanese guilelessly look 
at the government formation as a 
potential bridge to economic and 
political salvation. However, all 
signs indicate Lebanon’s predica-
ment is far worse than had been 
understood.

Lebanon has been consumed in-
ternally. Together, a lack of vision 
and the elite’s overwhelming greed 
has left the Lebanese with little 
option but to wait for the country’s 
economic ruin to draw near, when 
no Ministry of Justice or any other 
portfolio will make much of a dif-
ference.

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.”

Makram Rabah

Jacob Boswall

It would seem 
that for AUB 
students, and 
Lebanon as a 
whole, the 
weight of the 
confessional 
system is too 
great to shrug 
off.
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A 

s Turkey prepares for the 
grand opening of Istan-
bul’s new mega airport 
on October 29, delays 

mean the occasion will be some-
thing less than the triumphant 
demonstration of Turkish power 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has been after.

Erdogan is to lead celebrations 
at the $25 billion airport on the 
Black Sea coast north of Istanbul 
during a formal opening planned 
to coincide with Turkey’s Repub-
lic Day. Two days later, there are 
to be very limited number of regu-
lar flights for what has been billed 
as the biggest airport in the world.

In its initial phase, to be com-
pleted by 2023, the airport will 
have a capacity of 90 million pas-
sengers. Once finished, before 
the end of the coming decade, 
the airport is designed to have six 
runways and will be big enough 
to service 150 million passengers 
a year, which would make it the 
busiest in the world. Some reports 
say the airport will be named for 
Erdogan.

Plans to reroute national and 
international flights to the new 
venue on opening day were post-
poned because the Istanbul Grand 
Airport (IGA), as the project is 
known, is not ready. Most flights 
will continue to be conducted via 
the chronically congested Ataturk 
Airport closer to the city centre at 
least for another two months. A 
smaller airport on Istanbul’s Asian 
side, Sabiha Gokcen, will also re-
main open.

“They couldn’t make it on time,” 
economist Mustafa Sonmez said. 
He said the Erdogan government 
placed great emphasis on the air-
port project but delays meant that 
the opening would not be the in-
tended show of strength. “It could 
actually lead to a loss of prestige,” 
he said.

The new airport is one of sever-
al big infrastructure projects that 
the government hopes will show-

case Turkey’s economic prowess 
and demonstrate the country’s 
self-confidence despite a financial 
crisis. Two new motorway bridges 
in and near Istanbul that are in op-
eration and an artificial waterway 
running parallel to the Bosporus 
in Istanbul, which is scheduled to 
be built in the coming years, are 
other ventures.

“This airport is the most con-
crete expression of our country’s 
technological vision,” Erdogan 
said during a speech at the airport 
in September. The president’s 
plane was the first to land on the 
new runway during a campaign 
event two days before parlia-
mentary and presidential elec-
tions in June. Pro-government 
media have praised the elegance 
of the architecture and the speed 
— three-and-a-half years — with 
which the giant airport was built 
on 7,600 hectares of land.

The government’s ambition 
comes at a price. Thousands of the 
30,000 workers at the construc-
tion site staged protests in Sep-
tember, saying they were not get-
ting paid and were working under 
life-threatening conditions. Fol-
lowing that first wave of unrest, 
workers at the construction site 
went on strike only days before 
the scheduled IGA opening, say-
ing nothing had changed despite 
promises of improvements.

An opposition newspaper re-
ported this year that up to 400 
workers had died at the airport. 
Opposition politicians say the 
government has been tolerating 
“slave-like” conditions and hush-
ing up deaths, charges that Ankara 
denies. Opposition media have re-
ported that construction workers 

had to work 100 hours a week.
Still, the IGA will not be ready 

on time. Only weeks before the 
planned opening, airport CEO 
Kadri Samsunlu admitted that 
there would be delays. In a meet-
ing with a small group of journal-
ists from major Turkish newspa-
pers, Samsunlu said that “we have 
postponed the big change-over 
from Ataturk Airport to December 
31.” The opening on October 29 
would be only a “partial” one, he 
said.

One reason is that road and sub-
way connections between Istan-
bul and the airport, 40km north of 
Istanbul, have yet to be complet-
ed. Samsunlu confirmed reports 
about the collapse of a part of the 
taxiway at the airport during work 
on the subway.

From October 31 through De-
cember, the national flag car-
rier Turkish Airline will conduct a 
small number of domestic flights 
as well as flights to Azerbaijan and 
northern Cyprus from IGA, while 
thousands of other connections 
continue to use Ataturk Airport. 
“It’s a chaotic situation,” said Son-
mez.

Some observers say the start 
of major operations should be 
delayed until spring. “How wise 
is it to move [to the airport] un-
der snow, ice, heavy rain and the 
rough winds blowing from the 
Black Sea? To what degree is it 
appropriate for pilots to make a 
landing there for the first time?” 
Ugru Cebeci, a columnist for the 
Hurriyet Daily News newspaper 
wrote.

“I do not want to think about it 
but God forbid if there was an ac-
cident due to this rush, the third 
airport will have to live with a 
taint that it does not deserve,” Ce-
beci added, proposing an opening 
of operations in May instead.

Such a delay was unlikely to 
happen, said Sonmez. “This is a 
very symbolic project, especially 
for Erdogan himself,” he said. 
However, Sonmez also said De-
cember might turn out be too op-
timistic a date for the start of ma-
jor operations.

Turkey to open new 
Istanbul airport but 
runways mostly empty
Thomas Seibert

Plans to reroute national 
and international flights 
to the new venue on 
opening day were 
postponed because the 
Istanbul Grand Airport 
(IGA), as the project is 
known, is not ready.

A 

s is well known and 
widely acknowledged, 
Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
has mastered the skill 
of political multitask-

ing. He can work effectively on 
several different fronts at the same 
time. He is helped by an extremely 
pragmatic approach to challenges 
and an instinct for survival. If luck 
is a factor, it’s helped him, too.

While the world watched Er-
dogan juggle balls in the Khashoggi 
affair, a key development failed 
to get the attention it deserves. A 
domestic element amid the un-
precedented drama of the killing of 
Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi 
in the Saudi Consulate in Istan-
bul has been added to Erdogan’s 
challenges. It threatens his hold on 
power in the long run because local 
elections are due next March.

On the day that Erdogan prom-
ised the “naked truth” about 
Khashoggi’s death, his political ally 
Devlet Bahceli tried to steal the 
show by throwing a political hand 
grenade.

The leader of the ultra-nation-
alist Nationalist Movement Party 
(MHP) took the floor in parliament 
before Erdogan. Bahceli declared 
he was ending efforts to nominate 
mayoral candidates in accordance 
with the People’s Alliance, which 
joined Erdogan’s Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) with the MHP 
in last June’s national elections. 
The parties constitute a historic 
Islamist-nationalist bloc of 340 
members in the 600-seat parlia-
ment.

It was this alliance that had 
given confidence to all the forces 
battling secular parties, not least 
the main opposition Republican 
People’s Party and, most of all, the 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP). 
The HDP has 65 seats, which is not 
an unremarkable number consid-
ering the level of oppression it has 
faced.

No wonder the opposition smelt 
blood after Bahceli’s we-shall-go-
it-alone-in-local-elections speech. 
Quick to declare the end of the 
AKP-MHP alliance, it started to 
prematurely speak of victory.

Even so, what followed Bahceli’s 
announcement was significant. 
There was a war of words between 
the AKP and MHP. They levelled 
threats and insults at each other. 
What was happening?

Bahceli is not just any politician. 
Sources who have spent time with 
his inner circle say, in confidence, 
there is always a “deep reason” 

behind his actions. Decode “deep 
reason” and it’s clear Bahceli acts 
in the way the bureaucracy thinks.

So, he may have detected that 
Erdogan is weaker, not so much 
with voters as with those who staff 
various administrative bodies. 
Also, the slow-motion economic 
avalanche will damage the AKP 
and its cadres and Bahceli may 
have evidence of the rise of Turk-
ish nationalism.

The massive purge of mainly 
Gulenists and left-leaning secular-
ists from the bureaucracy, military 
and judiciary after the attempted 
2016 coup inevitably led to the 
preferment and promotion of hard-
line nationalists. The replacements 
possibly embolden those who sup-
port Bahceli and his party.

If this is a trend, it means Erdog-
an is in trouble. Being far-sighted, 
he sees it. Therefore, he has trod 
carefully since Bahceli’s declara-
tion, attempting to emphasise that 
while the alliance could be in ques-
tion at the local level, the national 
People’s Alliance bloc will persist. 
In other words, Turkey’s president 
was sending a message that he has 
until March to juggle more balls 
and emerge a winner, yet again.

There are pros and cons in the 
argument. Erdogan has rebuilt the 
AKP in his image and turned it into 
a machine to keep him solidly in 
power. It is also clear from surveys 
that Erdogan is more popular than 
his party. He controls the media, 
the judiciary, the military and, 
most crucially, the crowds. His 
supporters are mesmerised by him.

Even so, a fierce, aggressive, 
irredentist type of Turkish nation-
alism is gaining ground. This is not 
in Erdogan’s favour and the irony is 
that he himself opened the gates to 
the nationalists.

Turkish society, trapped between 
two oppressive ideologies, is start-
ing to veer away from Islamism 
and towards pan-Turkism. At best, 
Erdogan will have to adopt some of 
the ultra-nationalists’ agenda and 
the local elections will be about the 
further consolidation of the Turco-
Islamic synthesis.

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

How Turkey’s 
nationalists 
upstaged Erdogan

Viewpoint

Yavuz Baydar

Risky rush. An aerial view of Istanbul’s new airport.             (AP)

New balance. Turkey’s Nationalist Movement Party’s leader Devlet 
Bahceli speaks during a meeting in Ankara, on October 2.          (AFP)

Bahceli may have 
detected that 
Erdogan is weaker, 
not so much with 
voters as with those 
who staff various 
administrative 
bodies. 
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D 

uring his recent 
interview on CBS 
News’s “60 Minutes,” 
US President Donald 
Trump seemed to 
suggest that he no 

longer valued his defence secre-
tary, James Mattis, as he once did.

Trump said he didn’t know 
whether Mattis would be leav-
ing his administration. Then the 
Republican president said Mattis 
was “sort of a Democrat, if you 
want to know the truth.” To top it 
off, Trump claimed he knew more 
about NATO than Mattis, all the 
while saying, a bit incredulously, 
that he liked the former US Marine 
Corps general.

That Trump pinned the 
“Democrat” label on Mattis, after 
describing the opposition party 
at a recent campaign event as 
“an angry left-wing mob,” was 
interpreted as a putdown by the 
president.

Mattis did not want to get into a 
tiff with the president. A Pentagon 
spokesman, asked about Trump’s 
remarks, said: “Secretary Mat-
tis is laser-focused on doing his 
job.”  Later, on a flight to Vietnam, 
Mattis said he and Trump had 
“never talked about me leav-
ing.” Mattis added that he prided 
himself during his military career 
in being apolitical and that he was 
neither a registered Democrat nor 
Republican.

So, what is going on?
Trump’s problems with Mattis 

are partly personal, partly policy-
related.

Trump resents that many jour-
nalists and politicians in Washing-
ton refer to Mattis as the “adult in 
the room,” making Trump feel dis-
respected. Adding to Trump’s in-
security, Mattis was quoted in Bob 
Woodward’s book “Fear” about 
the inner workings of the admin-
istration, that he felt that Trump 
had the mind of an elementary 
school student. Although Mattis 
denied that he made such com-
ments, Trump probably believes 
otherwise.

As for policy differences, Mattis 
is a traditionalist. He values long-
standing alliances, such as NATO, 
and opposes the “go it alone” strat-
egy that Trump seems to favour as 
well as Trump’s occasional dispar-
aging comments about US allies.

For example, even though Mat-
tis has long opposed the Iranian 
regime, he said that the US with-
drawal from the Iran nuclear deal 
was a mistake because it dam-
aged US relations with European 
partners and did not change Iran’s 
behaviour.

Mattis also opposed Trump’s 
announcement after meeting with 
North Korean leader Kim Jong-un 
that US-South Korean military 
exercises should be suspended.

Perhaps most important from 

Trump’s perspective is that Mattis 
does not seem personally loyal to 
him and does not flatter him the 
way other cabinet members do.

Now that Trump seems to 
be more comfortable in his job 
and has appointed like-minded 
individuals, such as Mike Pompeo 
and John Bolton as secretary 
of state and national security 
adviser, respectively, he does not 
seem to heed Mattis’s advice. 
Indicative of Mattis’s falling star, 
Bolton appointed as his deputy 
Mira Ricardel, who as head of the 
transition team for the Pentagon 
in late 2016 and early 2017 blocked 
some of Mattis’s choices for top 
Pentagon jobs.

This means that Trump is more 
likely to heed the advice of Bolton 
and Pompeo, who play to the 
president’s instincts of punishing 
Iran regardless what European 
allies think. Although Mattis has 
no love for Iran, as a military man 
he knows the risks of military 
confrontation and may no longer 
be an influential, countervail-
ing force in the administration if 
Pompeo and Bolton encourage 
Trump to confront Iran militarily.

Mattis was instrumental in 
convincing the president to not 
withdraw US troops from Syria 
after Trump declared last March a 
desire to do so “very soon.” Mattis 
wanted to maintain the small US 
military presence because the 

fight against the Islamic State was 
not finished. Although Trump 
altered his position, he is so im-
pulsive and erratic that he might 
change his mind again regardless 
of what Mattis thinks.

On the Arab-Israeli conflict, 
Mattis probably was not happy 
with Trump’s decision to move 
the US Embassy to Jerusalem 
because it strained US relations 
with a number of friendly Arab 
governments. As the former com-
mander of US forces in the Middle 
East, Mattis may also see the 
peril of unveiling the closely held 
peace plan drafted by Trump’s 
son-in-law Jared Kushner, a plan 
that is rumoured to strongly 
favour Israel, further upsetting 
Washington’s Arab allies. Mattis’s 
departure would likely remove a 
constraint on pushing such a plan 
forward.

The thinking in Washington 
is that Trump is not likely to 
sack Mattis before the midterm 
elections in November, espe-
cially because many congressional 
Republicans hold Mattis in high 
esteem. After the elections, how-
ever, Mattis’s days as Pentagon 
chief may be numbered.

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

Is US Defence Secretary James Mattis on his way out?
Viewpoint

Gregory
Aftandilian

Trump resents that 
many journalists and 
politicians in 
Washington refer to 
Mattis as the “adult in 
the room,” making 
Trump feel 
disrespected.  

Washington

T 

he US Senate unanimously 
approved a bill that would 
sanction terrorists and 
terrorist groups that hide 

among non-combatants — so-
called “human shields — to avoid 
being attacked by forces whose 
military codes include avoiding ci-
vilian casualties.

Although the bill enjoys wide-
spread and bipartisan support, it 
is unclear whether the House of 
Representatives will act on it. The 
House is in recess and will not re-
turn until November 13 for a brief 
period of legislative action before 
the end of the year. If the bill is 
not approved by the end of 2018, 
it would have to be reintroduced.

The use of “human shields,” 
barred under the Geneva Con-
ventions, is allegedly widespread 
among Iran-backed Hezbollah 
in Lebanon and Hamas in Gaza, 
where civilians are used as cover 
against strikes by Israel.

“Terrorists’ use of human 
shields is a remarkably effective 
tactic against countries like the 
United States and Israel, whose 
ethical and military codes require 
avoiding civilian casualties,” Orde 
Kittrie, a former US State Depart-
ment official, and Middle East ex-
pert Mark Dubowitz wrote in a re-
cent commentary that appeared in 
the Wall Street Journal.

“The US government currently 
has no provision to impose sanc-
tions specifically for using hu-
man shields,” Kittrie and Dubow-
itz wrote. “Terrorists and their 
sponsoring regimes must be held 
accountable for their brutal prac-
tice of using civilians as human 
shields. Doing so would save ci-
vilian lives and give democracies 
the freedom to fight without both 
hands tied behind their backs.”

The bill that the Senate passed 
would require the US Treasury De-
partment and Homeland Security 
Department to punish people who 
use human shields with economic 
and travel sanctions that would 

prevent them from owning assets 
in the United States and from en-
tering the country. The measure 
would pressure the United Nations 
to condemn the tactic and to im-
pose multilateral sanctions against 
groups that employ it.

US Senator Ted Cruz, a Republi-
can from Texas and one of the bill’s 
sponsors, said the United Nations 
and other international groups 
“incentivise” the use of human 
shields “by blaming civilised coun-
tries, [which] do everything possi-
ble to avoid civilian casualties, for 
whatever civilian casualties that 
do occur.” Cruz was referring to 
UN resolutions that condemned 
Israel for civilian deaths that oc-

curred during clashes between the 
Israel Defence Forces and Gazans.

Nikki Haley, the US ambassador 
to the United Nations, called for 
the UN Security Council in April to 
address the use of human shields, 
which she said “is reaching epic 
proportions” in the Middle East. 
“It is present across the Middle 
East in virtually every conflict,” 
Haley said, citing the actions of 

the Islamic State in Iraq, Hezbol-
lah in Lebanon, Hamas in Gaza 
and Iran-backed Houthi rebels in 
Yemen.

“Groups that Iran has sponsored 
or supported have perfected the 
tactic of using human shields,” 
Haley said. “This is part of Iran’s 
overarching efforts to destabilise 
the region.”

The bill was strongly support-
ed in Washington by pro-Israel 
groups, including the American 
Israel Public Affairs Conference, 
the World Jewish Conference and 
Christians United for Israel, which 
called the bill “our top priority” for 
2018. The group said its members 
sent more than 34,000 e-mails to 

members of the US Senate asking 
them to sign on as co-sponsors of 
the bill, which is called the “STOP 
Using Human Shields Act.”

“The appalling practice of hid-
ing behind the skirts of women 
and the bodies of children in order 
to attack neighbouring innocent 
civilians must be condemned, un-
dermined and thwarted at every 
turn,” Pastor John Hagee, founder 
of Christians United for Israel, said 
in a statement.

The bill was co-sponsored by 35 
Republicans and 16 Democrats — 
51 members of the 100-seat Sen-
ate. The bill was sent to the US 
House of Representatives for con-
sideration.

US Congress to sanction Hamas, 
Hezbollah for use of ‘human shields’
Thomas Frank

Although the bill enjoys 
widespread and 
bipartisan support, it is 
unclear whether the 
House of Representatives 
will act on it.

Civilian cover. Palestinian men watch as fighters from the Ezzedine al-Qassam Brigades, the armed wing of the Palestinian Hamas movement, 
take part in a military show in Khan Yunis, last December.                     (AFP)
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I 

don’t want to be writing 
about Anjem Choudary. 
As a London-born British 
Muslim, the hate preacher 
and the rhetoric spread by 
his ilk are unfortunately all 

too familiar to me. For those of 
my generation, Choudary was one 
of the most prominent faces of 
British Islam.

Choudary was a mainstay on 
mainstream UK media in the late 
2000s as a self-proclaimed “rep-
resentative” of British Muslims. 
Whenever a terrorist attack oc-
curred or the government pushed 
through a piece of legislation 
affecting Muslims, the media 
would flock to Choudary, who 
was ready with a pithy comment 
or sensationalist quote.

He described the 9/11 attackers 
as the “Magnificent 19,” lauded 
Woolwich attackers Michael Ade-
bolajo and Michael Adebowale, 
who brutalised and killed off-duty 
British soldier Lee Rigby in 2013, 
and said “not many Muslims” 
disagreed with the abhorrent 
crime. Adebolajo and Adebowale 
were involved with the banned 
Al-Muhajiroun group, which was 
set up by Choudary.

The BBC and other domestic 
and even international news 
channels routinely gave Choudary 
opportunities to promote his 
hateful ideology. After the Rigby 
killing, Channel 4 News invited 
Choudary on to discuss his role 
in the radicalisation of Adebolajo 
and Adebowale. Asked to apolo-
gise, Choudary said: “I’m not go-
ing to apologise for exposing the 
crimes of the British government 
in Iraq or Afghanistan.”

On being pushed to answer a 
question on his precise role in 
their radicalisation, he respond-
ed: “Let me answer the question 
in my way” and criticised the Brit-

ish government more.
Unfortunately, the British 

media let Choudary get away with 
answering questions in his way 
for far too long. Choudary’s fame 
helped him radicalise young Brit-
ish Muslims and also radicalised 
the anti-Muslim far-right. The 
media absolutely played a role in 
Choudary’s fame and influence, 
which led to real-world violence 
and terrorist attacks. This must be 
acknowledged and learned from.

As far back as 2011, the duplicity 
of the media using Choudary to 
stoke sensationalist coverage was 
clear. The Guardian published an 
open letter by journalist Richard 
Peppiatt after he resigned from 
a major British tabloid over its 
anti-Muslim coverage, specifi-
cally citing the newspaper’s use 
of inflammatory quotes from 
Choudary.

“Many a morning I’ve hit my 

speed dial button to Muslim rent-
a-rant Anjem Choudary to see if 
he fancied pulling together a few 
lines about whipping drunks or 
stoning homosexuals,” he com-
plained.

After years of Choudary walking 
a fine line between freedom of 
speech and illegal hate speech, 
he went too far by pledging al-
legiance to the Islamic State. He 
was convicted of inviting support 
for a proscribed terrorist organi-
sation and is on a UN terrorism 
sanctions list.

Choudary and his hateful ideol-
ogy have been exposed and he has 
been transformed from a media 
darling into a pariah. His release 
from prison might have returned 
him to the headlines but, with any 
luck, for the last time. I hope this 
is the final time I dedicate column 
inches to Choudary.

Still, the media must learn a 

wider lesson about promoting 
self-proclaimed representatives 
who espouse the most extreme 
views to drive views or clicks. 
Unfortunately, many British me-
dia organisations failed to absorb 
this lesson and are making similar 
mistakes with far-right British 
radical Tommy Robinson.

Robinson — real name Stephen 
Yaxley-Lennon — is founder of 
the English Defence League, an 
Islamophobic group that grew 
out of a counter-protest against 
Choudary’s Al-Muhajiroun in 
Luton in 2009.

In many ways, Robinson is the 
antithesis to Choudary.

Like Choudary, Robinson has 
proclaimed himself an unofficial 
and unelected spokesman and 
representative of his own commu-
nity — in this case white working-
class Britons.

Like Choudary, Robinson found 
himself in trouble with the law. 
For him, it was a contempt of 
court charge involving the trial 
of a Huddersfield grooming gang 
made up of mostly Asian men.

Like Choudary, Robinson is 
promoting a dangerous us-versus-
them narrative that only results 
in a vicious and endless circle of 
radicalisation and counter-radi-
calisation.

Robinson, who bills himself 
as a “citizen journalist,” was 
interviewed on Sky News. Many 
criticised the move and called for 
Robinson not to be given more air 
time. “Last week I wrote how we 
let hate preacher Anjem Choudary 
use his platform to radicalise 
and spread violence. Robinson 
is doing the very same,” warned 
journalist Michael Segalov in a 
recent tweet.

I hope we have seen the last of 
Choudary and I hope we soon see 
the last of Robinson.

The media should not play in the hands of extremists like Choudary
Viewpoint

Mahmud 
el-Shafey

The media must learn 
a wider lesson about 
promoting self-
proclaimed 
representatives who 
espouse the most 
extreme views to 
drive views or clicks. 

London
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awsan Chebli of Germany’s 
Social Democratic Party 
(SPD) is in hot water re-
garding a 4-year-old pic-

ture showing her wearing a Rolex 
watch, which drew questions of 
whether it is appropriate for social-
ists to wear a luxury brand such as 
Rolex.

“Everything you need to know 
about the state of German social 
democracy [in] 2018,” read the tag-
line under the Facebook post that 
incited the uproar that was preva-
lent on social media.

Chebli, secretary of state for citi-
zenship and international affairs in 
the Berlin state parliament, shut 
down her Facebook account after 
thousands of hate messages were 
posted.

“My Facebook account has be-
come a playground for Nazis and 
extremists of all stripes,” she told 
Germany’s Bild newspaper. “Hun-
dreds, sometimes even thousands 
of hate messages were posted… No 
matter what I have posted, it has 
been reacted to with hatred and 
hate speech. I do not want to of-
fer these people a platform. That’s 
why I decided to deactivate my Fa-
cebook account.”

Chebli, who was born in Berlin to 
a family of Palestinian origin, be-
came the first Muslim spokesper-
son at the German Foreign Ministry 
in 2014 and took up her current po-
sition in 2017. She is no stranger to 

controversy, having received major 
criticism for what was viewed as 
her defence of sharia.

“I’m the persona non grata [to 
my political opponents]. I’m the 
enemy because I show that it is 
possible to be a Muslim and suc-
cessful and German,” she told an 
American radio station in May.

The hashtag #rolexgate was 
trending among German Twitter 
users. Chebli earlier took to the 
platform to defend herself, tweet-
ing: “Which of you haters lived 
with 12 siblings in 2 rooms, slept 
and ate on the floor, chopped wood 
at the weekend because coal was 
too expensive? Nobody has to tell 
me what poverty is.”

Many have sought to use the 
picture and Chebli as an encapsu-
lation of the decline of the social 
democratic movement in Germany 
in general and the SPD in particu-
lar.

The SPD, in many ways the “ban-
ner-carrier” of the German left, lost 
more than 1.7 million votes in the 
elections last year, emerging with 
the party’s worst result since the 
creation of the federal republic in 
1949. This is a decline that has not 
abated. The party suffered another 
humiliating defeat in the regional 
election in Bavaria in October, 
slumping to less than 10% of the 
vote.

However, some question wheth-
er Chebli is being unfairly targeted 
because of her ethnicity, particu-
larly as it comes not long after the 
saga over German footballer Mesut 
Ozil, who quit the national team 
citing racism and disrespect over 
his Turkish roots. Are Germans of 
non-German ethnic descent — like 
Chebli and Ozil — held to a higher 
standard, particularly by the me-
dia?

“Ozil’s departure is a confession 
of failure for our country. Will we 
ever belong? My doubts are grow-

ing by the day. Am I allowed to say 
that as a state secretary? It is, at any 
rate, what I feel. And it hurts,” Che-
bli tweeted at the time.

Green party politician Renate 
Kunast tweeted an image of Alice 
Weidel, who is the leader of the 
far-right Alternative for Germany 
in the Bundestag, wearing a Rolex 
watch. “Weidel is wearing Rolex. 
Will she now be disempowered?” 
she asked as images of male Ger-
man politicians wearing the luxu-
ry brand were being swapped on 
Twitter by Germans.

The SPD defended Chebli, with 
SPD General-Secretary Lars Kling-
beil using social media to hit back. 
“I have great respect for the jour-
ney of Sawsan Chebli. I’m glad that 
she is with us and that our country 
has such stories. We need more like 
it.”

It was not just from within her 
own party that Chebli found de-
fenders. Christian Lindner, leader 
of the Free Democratic Party, which 
describes itself as a “liberal” party, 
said on Twitter: “What Sawsan 
Chebli earns in the public sector 

is well-known, her work can be 
democratically decided, and what 
she does with her money is nobody 
else’s business. You do not have to 
be poor to be against poverty.”

Chebli might have closed her Fa-
cebook page but she is going strong 
on Twitter. She re-tweeted an edi-
torial by Germany’s Zeit magazine 
titled “Of Course Left-wing Politi-
cians are Allowed to Eat Lobster 
and Wear Rolex.”

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

Palestinian-German politician in trouble over Rolex
Mahmud el-Shafey

Preaching hate. Anjem Choudary leaves a bail hostel in northern 
London after his release from Belmarsh Prison, on October 19. (AP)

In hot water. Secretary of State for Citizenship and International Affairs in the Berlin State Parliament 
Sawsan Chebli (R) arrives for a meeting of the Social Democratic Party (SPD) in Berlin, 
last January.                                                                                                                                                                           (AFP)

Chebli is no stranger to 
controversy, having 
received major criticism 
for what was viewed as 
her defence of sharia.
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Sudanese President Omar al-
Bashir lifted a partial ban on the 
import of Egyptian goods, during 
a visit by Egyptian President Abdel 
Fattah al-Sisi.

In March 2017, Sudan banned 
the import of all Egyptian agri-
cultural goods amid a range of 
disputes, including land and accu-
sations of political meddling.

Tensions have since eased.
“Today I signed a decision to lift 

the ban on the entry of Egyptian 
products to Sudan, to remove 
all obstacles to the movement of 
trade and people between the two 
countries,” al-Bashir said. 
(Reuters)

A Turkish energy exploration 
ship will continue to operate in the 
Mediterranean Sea, Turkish En-
ergy Minister Fatih Donmez said 
after Ankara reported the Turkish 
Navy stopped a Greek frigate from 
harassing the ship due to territo-
rial disputes.

Turkey, Greece and Cyprus’s 
internationally recognised Greek 
Cypriot government have long 
disputed overlapping claims of 
jurisdiction for offshore oil and gas 
research in the Mediterranean.

(Reuters)

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih said Riyadh was ready to 
boost its crude production and 
spare capacity to help maintain 
balance in the global oil market.

Speaking at an investment con-
ference in Riyadh, Falih also said 
OPEC and non-OPEC producers are 
expected to sign in December an 
“open-ended” agreement to con-
tinue cooperation in the energy 
markets.

“I don’t rule out that the king-
dom’s production, which has been 
9 million-10 million barrels per 
day over the last decade or so, will 
be 1 million to 2 million (barrels) 
higher,” Falih said, without provid-
ing a time frame.

(Agence France-Presse)

Sudanese Prime Minister Moataz 
Moussa announced a 15-month 
emergency economic-reform plan, 
including “further strict austerity 
measures” to begin in October.

Sudan’s economy has been 
struggling since South Sudan 
seceded in 2011, taking with it 
three-quarters of oil output and 
depriving Khartoum of a crucial 
source of foreign currency.

The plan aims to “reduce the 
average inflation, stabilise the ex-
change rate of the pound, achieve 
a GDP growth of 4% and fix the 
liquidity crises,” Moussa said.

Moussa also mentioned plans to 
establish a commodity exchange 
for gold and currencies.

(Reuters)

Sudan lifts partial 
ban on Egyptian 
imports

Turkish ship 
to continue 
explorations in 
Mediterranean

Saudi Arabia 
ready to boost 
oil output, spare 
capacity

Sudan announces 
‘strict austerity’ 
in emergency 
economic reforms
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hile Jordan is set to re-
sume exports through 
the Nassib-Jaber cross-
ing on its border with 

Syria, neighbouring Lebanon is yet 
to use the vital transit route that 
channelled tonnes of Lebanese mer-
chandise to the Gulf region before 
its closure three years ago.

Traffic has picked up steadily, 
with more than 1,000 travellers in 
the first week, since the crossing 
was opened on October 15, the Jor-
danian Ministry of Transport said.

The move was warmly welcomed 
by Syria and Jordan, as well as re-
gional countries such as Lebanon 
and Turkey, which suffered billions 
of dollars in lost income from trade 
with Europe and the Gulf region be-
cause of the crossing closure.

Mohammed Khair Daoud, chair-
man of the Syndicate of Jordanian 
Truck Owners, stated the reopening 
of the busiest crossing between Jor-
dan and Syria is an excellent devel-
opment that would have a positive 
effect on the economy of the two 
countries.

“There are more than 5,000 trucks 
ready to resume normal activity 
through the crossing and as of next 
week some 1,200 trucks will be roll-
ing into Syria carrying badly needed 
goods,” Daoud said.

He said the crucial land transport 
sector sustained heavy losses after 
the border between Syria and Iraq 
was closed, noting that five Jordani-
an trucks had crossed Nassib-Jaber 
towards Lebanon kick-starting trade 
between Jordan, Syria and neigh-
bouring countries.

Jaber border officials said Syr-
ian trucks were permitted to move 
freight to Jordanian trucks for trans-
portation to the Gulf area. Syrian 
truckers are denied entry to Gulf 
countries, which gives their Jorda-
nian counterparts an advantage.

It is expected that more than 100 
Jordanian trucks will be heading to 
the Gulf countries on daily basis.

The Jordanian Forwarders Asso-
ciation Owners Syndicate said 52 of 
172 companies have started activi-
ties at the Nassib-Jaber border cross-
ing after renewing their licences.

Before the Syrian war, Jordan ex-
ported more than 250,000 tonnes 
of fruit and vegetables annually to 
Syria and Europe through the Nas-
sib-Jaber crossing.

Jordan’s exports to Syria declined 
to $7 million in 2011, compared to 
$238 million in 2010, the Jordanian 
Ministry of Industry and Trade said. 
The reopening of the crossing is ex-
pected to restore Jordanian exports 
to Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, Europe 
and Russia.

Jordan and Syria have a long his-
tory of bilateral trade supported by 
many agreements, including a 1975 
accord allowing the exchange of ag-

ricultural and animal products, nat-
ural resources and industrial prod-
ucts and the signing of a free trade 
zone agreement in 2002.

Reports say the Jordanian-Syrian 
Free Zone at the crossing will be reo-
pened by the end of this year. The 
zone provided more than 4,000 jobs 
for more workers from both coun-
tries and was the site for 35 factories 
and 100 auto shops.

The Syrian government retook the 
area in July during a Russia-backed 
offensive to drive rebels from their 
stronghold in south-western Syria.

The crossing is a crucial path for 
Lebanese products and services 
because it is considered the only 
passageway to traditional Lebanese 
markets.

“The situation is still the same as 
if the crossing did not open,” said 
Tony Tohme of the Chamber of Com-
merce, Industry and Agriculture in 
the Bekaa. “Only a single truck car-
rying apples was dispatched to Jor-
dan.”

“Many of our truckers are Syrian 
nationals who cannot go to the Gulf, 
which means that we have to move 
the merchandise from one truck to 
another. Furthermore, Syrian au-

thorities imposed new taxes on Leb-
anese trucks crossing their territory, 
which makes shipping the goods by 
sea less expensive,” Tohme said.

He said a tax as much as $1,200, 
depending on the weight of the mer-
chandise, is being imposed on each 
truck.

“They call it the tax of the Syrian 
Army’s martyrs,” Tohme said. “The 
Lebanese authorities are negotiating 
with the Syrians to remove it; how-
ever, in past years we have reached 
good deals with shipping companies 
and many exporters now prefer to 
use sea routes to the Gulf.”

Jordan is among countries most 
affected by the Syrian crisis since it 
erupted in 2011.  The UN High Com-
missioner for Refugees said that, 
as of December 2017, there were 
655,624 registered Syrian refugees 
in Jordan.

“We hope that now that the 
crossing is open and security has 
improved, refugees will go back to 
their country,” said journalist Ziad 
Momani, “but many Syrians have 
established businesses in Jordan 
and I doubt that they will close their 
ventures and return soon. Howev-
er, more opportunities will appear 
with the opening of the crossing 
and it is all good for business.”

Roufan Nahhas is a journalist 
based in Jordan. Samar Kadi, The 
Arab Weekly Travel and Society 
section editor, contributed to 
this report.

Roufan Nahhas

Opening of Nassib-Jaber crossing will have 
an impact on Jordan, neighbouring countries

The reopening of the 
crossing is expected to 
restore Jordanian exports 
to Syria, Lebanon, Turkey, 
Europe and Russia.
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espite the uproar created by 
the Jamal Khashoggi case, 
Riyadh hosted its second 
Future Investment Initia-

tive (FII), also known as “Davos of 
the Desert.” The 3-day event gener-
ated more than $56 billion in invest-
ment deals tied to 12 megaprojects.

However, the conference could 
not escape ramifications of Jamal 
Khashoggi’s killing in the Saudi 
Consulate in Istanbul. Saudi Crown 
Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin 
Abdulaziz, in his first public state-
ments about the case, described the 
death of Khashoggi, a Washington 
Post columnist and Saudi govern-
ment critic, as a “heinous crime that 
cannot be justified.”

“First of all, the incident that took 
place is very painful for all Saudis, 
especially ordinary Saudi citizens 
and I believe it is painful for any 
human in the world,” Crown Prince 
Mohammed said October 24 at the 
conference.

“It is a horrible incident that is 
totally unjustified. Today, the king-
dom of Saudi Arabia is taking all 
legal measures to investigate and 
complete investigations jointly with 
the Turkish government to reach 
results and bring those guilty to jus-
tice.”

Crown Prince Mohammed sound-
ed optimistic regarding the king-
dom’s economic future, saying non-
oil revenues had tripled in the last 
three years and that this year the 
kingdom’s annual budget was the 
biggest in its history and that next 
year the budget would exceed $266.5 
billion.

He pointed out difficulties the gov-
ernment faced in implementing eco-
nomic reforms, including increased 
capital spending and a higher em-
ployment rate while budget alloca-
tions for wages declined. This has 
been “a very big challenge,” he said.

Many Western companies, in-
dividuals and media partners 
cancelled or downgraded their at-
tendance at the FII because of 
Khashoggi’s death and the govern-
ment’s initial reaction to it.

US Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin did not go to the confer-
ence but did have a one-on-one 
meeting with Crown Prince Mo-
hammed. The two “agreed on the 
importance of the strategic partner-
ship between Saudi Arabia and the 
United States and the future role of 
this partnership in line with Vision 
2030,” Saudi state news agency SPA 
said. Vision 2030 is Saudi Arabia’s 
plan to diversify its economy from 
the energy sector.

Saudi Energy Minister Khalid 
al-Falih told Al Ekhbariya TV that 

companies that pulled out of the 
conference apologised for missing 
the event and promised “to apply to 
open offices (in Saudi Arabia) during 
the coming weeks and restore rela-
tionships to their norms.”

“The United States will remain a 
key part of the Saudi economy be-
cause the interests that tie us are 
bigger than what is being weakened 
by the failed boycotting campaign of 
the conference,” he added.

Deals signed at the conference in-
cluded agreements between oil giant 
Saudi Aramco and 15 international 
firms, including US companies Halli-
burton and Schlumberger, estimated 
to be worth more than $34 billion.

Falih said most of the deals were 
geared towards developing the king-
dom’s industrial sector and logisti-

cal services. He said the sector, “the 
biggest and most important part of 
Vision 2030,” should generate $427 
billion by 2030.

Among those who attend-
ed the FII was Jordanian King  
Abdullah II, Pakistani Prime Min-
ister Imran Khan, Lebanese Prime 
Minister-designate Saad Hariri and 
Saudi billionaire Prince Alwaleed bin 
Talal bin Abdulaziz.

The Saudi stock exchange, known 
as Tadawul, surged on the last day of 
the summit, an increase attributed 
by analysts to Crown Prince Moham-
med’s comments on the Khashoggi 
case and reaffirmation of the king-
dom’s drive to reform.

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

Mohammed Alkhereiji

Despite crisis, Riyadh conference 
generates billions in investments

Looking ahead. A Saudi man walks past a sign at the start of the Future Investment Initiative (FII) in 
Riyadh, on October 23.                                                                                                                                               (AFP)
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are reports that Iranian tankers 
have been heading towards the Port 
of Dalian in north-eastern China 
with more than 20 million barrels of 
Iranian crude for delivery by early 
November.

The volumes are significantly 
higher than the typical 1 million-3 
million barrels a month that Iran 
sends to Dalian. The Chinese port is 
known for its expansive oil storage 
capacity and it is probable that the 
Iranian crude will be stored there for 
either eventual purchase by China 
or to be sold to others. Iran stored 
crude at Dalian during US sanctions 
imposed on Tehran from 2012-16.

The Trump administration has 
been aggressively pressing Iran’s 
customers to stop all crude pur-
chases from Tehran to reach “zero 

oil imports” or face secondary US 
economic sanctions. While Wash-
ington has had success in convinc-
ing some countries to stop buying 
Iranian oil, it has also suggested 
that it would provide waivers to se-
lect buyers who agree to an ongoing 
process of reducing the volumes of 
Iranian oil they purchase.

The US government realistically 
does not expect total compliance 
but says that a large enough reduc-
tion in Iran’s oil exports will inflict 
severe economic damage on Iran.

Beijing has refused to abide by 
the renewed US sanctions and its 
political and economic clout allows 
it to withstand US pressure far 
better than other countries. China, 
however, has made it clear to the 
Trump administration that, while it 

would not stop or cut its oil imports 
from Iran, it would not increase 
volumes.

Two reports would suggest that 
China has caved to US pressure: 
China’s top state refiner, Sinopec, 
halved its Iranian crude purchases 
to about 130,000 barrels per day 
(bpd) as of September and the Chi-
nese Bank of Kunlun Company — 
officially used by China for process-
ing payments from Iran — informed 
clients it would not accept yuan-
denominated Iranian payments 
as of November 1. However, the 
reports could be cover for Beijing 
and Tehran as they engage in more 
covert means to continue Iranian 
crude flowing to China.

As it did under the previous US 
sanctions regime, Iran has been 
storing large amounts of crude in 
tankers in the Gulf. While such 
floating storage soared in Septem-
ber, volumes fell in October as ship-
ments were directed to China and 
India. Iran is perhaps hoping that 
keeping substantial volumes of oil 
in tankers that are idling in the Gulf 
will add to the confusion about the 
level of its crude exports.

In addition, Tehran has seemingly 
begun employing ghost ships, an 
effective strategy it has used in the 
past to circumvent sanctions. Ship 
captains are required by interna-
tional law to keep their transpond-
ers on at all times, which provide 
GPS tracking of their vessels.

There have been instances in the 
past month that suggest that some 
Iranian tankers have “gone dark” 

for days before tracking devices 
were turned back on, raising specu-
lation that those ships made unde-
tected oil deliveries that deviated 
from their scheduled destinations. 
Satellite data reportedly indicate 
there have been more tankers mak-
ing deliveries to India, one of Iran’s 
largest Asian clients, than have 
been officially reported.

Accounts of the large deliveries 
of Iranian crude to Dalian, Tehran’s 
buildup of floating storage and use 
of ghost ships have made it tough to 
assess how much of Iran’s crude has 
been taken out of the oil markets 
and how much will disappear after 
sanctions go into effect in Novem-
ber.

Estimates vary widely: The 
International Energy Agency and 
the US Energy Information Admin-
istration report that Iranian exports 
have fallen to 1.6 million-1.7 million 
bpd from 2.5 million bpd. However, 
TankerTrackers, which uses satel-
lite data and maritime tracking to 
identify physical oil deliveries, said 
that Iranian crude exports have 
dropped to around 2.2 million bpd.

Given Tehran’s experience in 
subterfuge in evading sanctions and 
recent tanker manoeuvrings, there 
may be confusing months ahead as 
the United States and oil markets 
work to determine how many 
Iranian barrels have been removed 
from global waters.

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

Tehran looks for ways to circumvent oil sanctions
Viewpoint

Jareer Elass

Istanbul

F 

aced with US sanctions 
targeting its oil industry, 
Tehran is preparing for ad-
ditional pressures on Iran’s 

economy and hoping that the 
Trump administration will find it 
difficult to completely isolate the 
country.

“They try to figure out how to 
muddle through the next two 
years, hoping Trump is a one-ter-
mer,” Alex Vatanka, an Iran analyst 
at the Middle East Institute, said 
of Iranian government officials 
and the US presidential election in 
2020. “But that is just a hope, there 
is no strategy.”

Trump pulled the United States 
out of the international nuclear 
deal with Iran in May, arguing 
that the 2015 accord gave Teh-
ran free rein and fresh income 
to pursue aggressive policies. US 
sanctions, suspended under the 
Iran deal, have been reintroduced 
to force Tehran to agree to a new 
treaty with stricter provisions. The 
United States began to reinstate 
sanctions in August, with actions 
targeting Iran’s oil sector to take ef-
fect November 4.

The sanctions are starting to bite 
as international companies with-
draw from Iran under the threat 
of punitive US measures for enti-
ties doing business with Tehran. 
Even before the oil sanctions kick 
in, Iran’s oil exports dropped to 1.6 
million barrels per day in Septem-
ber, down from 2.7 million in June, 
the US government said. Bank of 

Kunlun, the key Chinese conduit 
for transactions with Iran, is set to 
halt handling payments from Iran, 
Reuters reported.

These blows come as the Iranian 
economy is reeling from domestic 
problems, including corruption 
and mismanagement. Inflation 
and unemployment are rising and 
the country’s currency, the rial, is 
nose-diving.

Iranian President Hassan Rohani 
recently appointed new ministers 
for the economy, labour, indus-
try and urban development but 
observers doubt that the cabinet 
reshuffle will make much of a dif-
ference.

“Rohani faces a dilemma. He 
cannot improve the economy even 
if he changes all the relevant min-
isters because of sanctions, cor-
ruption in the country and the 
mismanagement,” political analyst 
Hamid Farahvashi was quoted by 
Reuters as saying.

Trump administration officials 
say they are determined to push 
through the new sanctions sys-
tem. US Treasury Secretary Ste-
ven Mnuchin said the aim was to 
reduce Iran’s oil exports to “zero,” 
even if this could not be achieved 
overnight.

When the US imposed sanctions 
against the Taliban in Afghanistan, 
it included two men linked to al-
Quds Force of the Islamic Revolu-
tionary Guard Corps and accused 
Tehran of providing military train-
ing, financial support and weap-
ons to the Afghan insurgents.

There are some silver linings for 
Iran, however. A rise in oil prices 
from less than $60 a barrel last 
October to more than $80 in Sep-
tember increased revenue even 
as exports fell. “They are getting 
more money for less oil,” Vatanka 
said. An international outcry after 
the death of Saudi journalist Jamal 
Khashoggi severely damaged the 
reputation of Iran’s main regional 
rival, Saudi Arabia.

In addition, the United States is 
finding it difficult to convince eve-

ryone in the international arena 
to isolate Iran. In September, the 
European Union, Russia and China 
said they supported a mechanism 
to allow “legitimate” trade with 
Tehran to continue. Negotiations 
between Iran and the European 
Union continue and EU officials 
said the mechanism to facilitate 
payments for Iranian exports — a 
so-called special purpose vehicle 
— should be operational early next 
year.

Turkey, which buys 7% of Iran’s 
oil exports, said it was asking the 
United States to grant a waiver 
to enable Ankara to keep buying 
Iranian crude without being pun-
ished by Washington. Speaking 
to the state-run Anadolu news 
agency, Turkish Foreign Minister 

Mevlut Cavusoglu said the United 
States had unilaterally decided to 
place sanctions against Iran but 
was also threatening other inter-
national players. “You can take a 
decision but why do you want to 
punish other companies and coun-
tries?” he asked.

Given that kind of cool reception 
for the new sanctions, the US ad-
ministration is giving up previous 
hard-line positions. “Mnuchin is 
already softening his language on 
waivers,” Vatanka said. “Months 
ago, it was ‘No waivers,’ now he 
is saying that waivers will not be 
easy to get.”

Trump and other US officials do 
not hide the fact that they would 
like the new sanctions to weaken 
the Tehran regime or even to top-

ple it but analysts say the Islamic 
system is unlikely to fall because 
of US sanctions.

Vatanka said the Trump admin-
istration had no strategy to bring 
about changes in Tehran’s behav-
iour or full-blown regime change. 
Also, Tehran would do anything to 
keep the regime afloat, he added. 
“Iran will repress its way through 
a crisis” and move closer to Russia 
and China.

The economy plays second fid-
dle when the regime’s very sur-
vival is at stake, Vatanka said, 
comparing the Iranian economy to 
a car: “If you imagine an economy 
that can do 200km an hour, they 
are happy with going only 20km 
an hour if that keeps the regime in 
place.”

As new US sanctions loom, Iran 
looking for ways to ‘muddle through’
Thomas Seibert

Navigating a crisis. Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (3rd L) attends a cabinet meeting in Tehran, on 
October 24.                                        (Iranian Presidency)

As broad as it’s long. An Iranian military speedboat patrols the waters as a tanker perpares to dock at the oil 
facility in the Khark Island.                (AFP)

Given the cool reception 
for the new sanctions, 
the US administration is 
giving up previous 
hard-line positions. 

I 

ran and global markets are 
bracing for the effects of US 
sanctions, which go into force 
November 4, targeting Iranian 
oil exports. Tehran has been 
placing its oil ahead of the 

American embargo with help from 
long-time allies and appears to be 
employing creative means, includ-
ing the use of ghost ships, to skirt 
the sanctions.

One of Iran’s long-standing eco-
nomic and political backers — China 
— is playing a pivotal role in aiding 
Tehran’s oil flow and sales. There 

Economy Iran Sanctions 
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ost countries pay little 
attention to people’s ap-
pearance and sartorial 
choices. In fact, societies 

have become overwhelmingly tol-
erant of styles from various cultures 
and subcultures. In most Arab soci-
eties, women are just as free as men 
to wear clothes of their choice. So 
why are women in Sudan struggling 
for their sartorial freedom?

Is it believable that women in Su-
dan can be fined and whipped for 
wearing pants? Article 152 of the Su-
danese Public Order Law stipulates 
punishment if a woman is convict-
ed of wearing a “revealing outfit” 
but the law does not specifically de-
fine “revealing.” Some say the law 
purposely left the matter up to the 
whims of police.

Human rights activists in Sudan 
have strongly opposed repressive 
practices by the state against wom-
en. They demanded that public 
order regulations that severely re-
strict a range of personal rights and 

allow police and security personnel 
to arrest, humiliate and flog women 
because of their appearance be re-
formed.

Sudanese authorities justify their 
refusal to repeal the article in the 
Public Order Law by their desire to 
preserve Sudanese values and fight 
vice and delinquency among girls.

The issue of Sudanese females 
wearing trousers does not seem to 
be the origin of the problem, insofar 
as it is a tiny detail imposed by the 
ruling Islamist parties on Sudanese 
society regarding women and their 
rights. Extremist interpretations of 
sharia lead to humiliating interfer-
ence in the lives of women from 
dress and behaviour to all aspects of 
their personal lives.

Human rights activist Winnie 
Omar is facing a range of charges, 
including prostitution and under-
mining constitutional order. “The 
irony is clear when talking about 
the rights of women in Sudan,” 
Omar said. “Sudanese women won 
their right to vote and to participate 
in politics rather early compared to 
women in many other Arab coun-
tries, as well as their right to equal 
pay and the right to a maternity 
leave, but when we look at what is 
happening now we clearly see that 
the path to more rights has been 
blocked.”

“This blockage is originally a po-
litical and ideological transforma-
tion led by the Islamic movement in 
Sudan in June 1989. In fact, it was 

a political coup against democracy 
that ended up colouring political 
and social life in Sudan with reli-
gious tones,” added Omar.

“This coup has created a signifi-
cant shift in the legal framework 
and has rebuilt the social under-
standing of women and their role in 
public life. These policies were ex-
tended to touch on other women’s 
rights, like the right to travel, which 
has been restricted, or the right to 
naturalise their children from non-
Sudanese fathers or the right to 
marry without the agreement of a 
guardian.

“A whole legal system called the 
‘public order system,’ with its own 
special courts, its own police force 
and its ideologically inspired laws, 
was put in place and used, along 
with a package of criminal laws. 
This system specifically targets 
women, their appearance, their 
movements and even their choice 
of jobs,” Omar said.

She said she was involved in two 
incidents with police. In the first, 
she was accused of wearing a scan-
dalous outfit, even though she was 
wearing a skirt and a headdress 
while waiting for public transport in 

Khartoum. She was acquitted of the 
charge.

In the second instance, which is 
pending, Omar was accused of pros-
titution while visiting a friend. Po-
lice stormed the house, even enter-
ing through windows, and arrested 
Omar and others.

Article 154 of the Public Order 
Law states that “a person who com-
mits a crime of prostitution or is in 
a brothel where he or she is likely 
to engage in sexual acts or mate-
rially profit from them” could be 
sentenced to 100 lashes and impris-
oned for three years.

Article 155 provides for a possible 
penalty of 100 lashes and a 5-year 
prison sentence for anyone who 
“manages a brothel, rents a space or 
permits its use for sex knowingly.”

The opposition Sudanese Con-
gress Party expressed solidarity 
with Omar. The party accused Su-
danese authorities of monitoring 
Omar’s movements and of conspir-
ing to arrest her after she had been 
acquitted from the charge of wear-
ing an indecent outfit. The party 
called for the abolition of the Public 
Order Law which, it said, is uncon-
stitutional and violates fundamen-
tal human rights.

Using the court case against ac-
tivist Omar as a backdrop, the US 
Embassy in Khartoum last year 
urged the Sudanese government to 
review, amend or repeal Article 152.

Yemina Hamdi is a Tunisian writer.
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Rights in jeopardy. Sudanese women are seen in Khartoum’s Souq 
Shaabi area.                                                                                                 (AFP) 

Sudanese women can still be whipped for wearing pants

Women             

Sudanese authorities 
justify their refusal to 
repeal the article in the 
Public Order Law by their 
desire to preserve 
Sudanese values.

our individual and societal actions 
and behaviours.

“The mental and psychological 
ideal any healthy society should 
aim for is that the apparent 
physical gender differences 
cannot provide the basis for 
conceptions of power and subjec-
tions. These human constructed 
conceptions of dominations have 
served us badly throughout 
history.

“The best and healthiest 
conceptions that translate the 
relations between the male-
female gender is that of equal 
interdependence. It cannot be 
otherwise. It is like a coin with 
two sides. Each side different in 
certain features but are equal in 
defining the coin.

“Finally, it is worth remember-
ing that the world is witnessing an 
unprecedented exponential 
technological transformation and 
it is so important for the future of 
our region that we do not repeat 
the same costly mistakes of 
exclusion and discrimination 
based on sex, gender or colour.

TAW: “How does the social class 
of a woman in the Arab world 
influence the course of her life?”

 Afouaiz: “Oppression is not the 
same for all women in the MENA 
region. Women do not represent a 
homogenous group. They experi-
ence and interpret life. Thus, they 
create their own realities. Their 
social class, education and access 
make their views on subjects like 
honour, hijab, religion, freedom 
and so on, individual.

“In 2012, I met Aicha, a rural 
woman. She told me that girls in 
her village are forbidden to talk to 
boys. Aicha knew that ‘honour’ 
was one of several prescriptive 
norms of her culture. She grew up 
hearing other words like ‘shame,’ 
‘purity,’ ‘modesty,’ ‘chastity’ and 
above all ‘obedience.’

“In 2014, I met Maysoon, an 
educated woman, who came from 
a liberal and well-to-do family. 
She lived in Cairo and had a 
boyfriend. Her ‘Western’ lifestyle 

was accepted by her peers, 
although it would be disdained by 
societal norms. She was fully 
aware of this paradox.”

TAW: “How do gender beliefs 
perpetuate the exclusion of 
women in the region?”

 Afouaiz: “History does not 
occur in a vacuum, neither does 
the idea of the exclusion of 
women. The agricultural revolu-
tion was the period in which 
people translated so-called 
physical strength into political 
power. This belief in muscle 
power translated into discrimina-
tory beliefs, which converted into 
unequal laws that limited access 
to education and created a culture 
of prejudices. These prejudices 
were carried on for centuries 
through sacred scriptures and 
traditions.

“In Saudi Arabia, it was consid-

ered outrageous and against God 
if women were allowed to drive. 
One cleric said: ‘Women who drive 
give birth to unhealthy kids.’ Yet 
women drive in almost all coun-
tries across the globe and give 
birth to healthy children.

TAW: “Beyond the awareness 
campaigns, global conferences, 
women’s funds and initiatives, 
what is it that really should be 
done that hasn’t been done?”

 Afouaiz: “We need to examine 
the roots of our thoughts, behav-
iours, ideas and actions upon 
which our gender realities are 
constructed. We need a revolution 
of ideas and thoughts.”

Khadija Hamouchi is a 
Belgian-Moroccan social 
entrepreneur and founder of 
SEJAAL, an initiative that is 
building an app for young people.

S
ana Afouaiz was born 
in Agadir, Morocco, in 
1993 and she was just 5 
years old when she 
first wondered about 
women’s lot. Women 
seemed to suffer a lot 

more, the little girl thought.
In 2016 Afouaiz founded 

Womenpreneur, a network for 
female entrepreneurs. The next 
year, she co-founded Womequake, 
which re-examines myths and 
beliefs about gender in different 
cultures. She recently published 
“Invisible Women of the Middle 
East: True Stories.”

The World Bank this year 
nominated Afouaiz as a regional 
influencer.

In a conversation via Skype with 
The Arab Weekly (TAW), she 
discussed the contradictions in 
Arab and Muslim society with 
respect to women.

TAW: “Do you think it’s rather 
different to be a woman in the 
Arab world than anywhere else?”

Afouaiz: “Historically speaking, 
being female in the Arab world is 
not much different than being a 
woman in any other part of the 
world. Different complex forces, 
imagined or otherwise, influence 
the way in which the female 
gender is perceived by different 
societies and indeed by different 
cultures.

“Being a woman in our part of 
the world simply means that our 
image and our destiny are already 
carved in the minds of others. 
What was handed down was all 
you knew. You had no say in it. 
Your self-image, your worth, your 
future were mapped out by your 
family and by the ideas and beliefs 
that governed the society of which 
you were a member.

“The mirror image that you are 
led to believe in as a young woman 

is seemingly a simple choice — 
between being ‘a good girl’ or 
being ‘a bad girl.’ As you grow into 
adulthood, being a ‘good girl’ 
means acceptance and inclusion, 
whereas being labelled a ‘bad girl’ 
means rejection and exclusion. 
The choice is a no-brainer: be 
what is expected of you to be.

“For me, being a woman in this 
region has led me into my daily 
struggle of questioning and 
rebelling against the false and 
questionable ideas and beliefs 
that define the female gender in 
general and women in particular. 
Those ideas and belief systems are 
kept alive for no reason other than 
that ‘it is what it is’ and that they 
are what ‘the sacred scriptures 
allegedly confirm.’

“I strongly believe that our 
societies’ better future depends 
on creating a peaceful revolution 
in the ideas and images we utilise 
to drive our actions and govern 
our behaviours. The salvation is in 
examining the root causes of our 
maladies and not only in trying to 
suppress the apparent symp-
toms.”

TAW: “How crucial is it for 
women to be independent?”

 Afouaiz: “I firmly believe that 
the first step to positive societal 
change would be to start thinking 
about and questioning freely our 
role, impact and actions in our 
societies: Why do I do what I do, 
think what I think, feel what I 
feel?

“Thus, to me at least, ‘inde-
pendence’ begins in our minds, in 
the images that are created by our 
minds, in the mindsets that drive 

Khadija 
Hamouchi

“We need a 
revolution of ideas 
and thoughts.” 

 Founder of 
Womenpreneur 

Sana Afouaiz 

Conversation with Sana Afouaiz, author 
of ‘Invisible Women of the Middle East’

Interview

Regional influencer. Founder 
of Womenpreneur Sana Afouaiz.                                                                                                               
                  (Courtesy of Sana Afouaiz)
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Baghdad

D 

ecades of wars, funding 
shortages and a surge in re-
ligious conservatism could 
not force Baghdad’s School 

of Music and Ballet to close. Mu-
sic still resounds from the building 
and ballet dancers continue to glide 
across its stages.

The Hassan sisters, Tara, 14, and 
Tamara, 8, are among the 500 stu-
dents in the school, which offers a 
full educational curriculum for chil-
dren aged 6-18, in addition to music 
and dancing classes.

“I insisted on having my daugh-
ters enroll in the School of Music 
and Ballet because it is the only 
school where students and their 
parents share the love of culture 
and art which is almost non-exist-
ent in other establishments,” said 
the girls’ mother, fine artist Dina 
Kaissy.

“In addition to the regular cur-
ricula applied in the whole country, 
the school focuses on artistic edu-
cation. That includes ballet dancing 

and playing Oriental and Western 
music instruments.”

Kaissy appeared unmoved by 
criticism from relatives and friends 
who perceived dancing and, to a 
lesser extent, music as immoral and 
offending to Islam.

“Many disapproved of my choice 
of the school under the pretext that 
it does not conform to our social 
traditions but this is utterly untrue 
and it is not what we were brought 
up with,” she said.

“On the contrary, I hope my 
daughters will become famous mu-
sicians regardless of the unjustified 
criticism,” she said, adding, with 
a laugh: “They are both over the 
required weight to go into ballet 
dancing.”

Established in 1969, founded 
by Iraqi musicians Aziz Ali, Munir 
Bashir and husband and wife Fikri 
and Agnes Bashir, the school had 
a golden age in the 1970s and ‘80s 
when ballet was largely accepted 
in the Iraqi society as a refined and 
prestigious art.

At the time, the school was gener-
ously funded by the Ministry of Cul-
ture and benefited from the support 
of the city’s elite and patrons of art 
and culture. It had Russian ballet 
teachers and former dancers of the 
Bolshoi, which it could no longer 
afford after Iraq was placed under 
harsh UN sanctions following its in-
vasion of Kuwait.

The school was bombed, dam-
aged and looted with the US-led in-
vasion of Iraq in 2003 but even then, 
and despite ensuing sectarian strife 
in 2006-08, it has remained open, 
though the number of students de-
creased sharply for a time.

Today, the school has more than 
500 students — up from 100 when 
the number fell to its lowest with 
many parents fearing to send their 
children to an establishment that 
was perceived by the increasingly 
conservative Iraqi society as op-
posed to Islamic teachings.

School director Ahmad Salim said 
the increase in the number of stu-
dents in recent years was a positive 
sign of changing perceptions.

“The growing appeal of the 
school reflects bigger awareness of 
the importance of artistic education 
among parents who want their chil-
dren to be up to date with their time 
and with arts,” said Salim, an expert 
contrabass and oud player.

The School of Music and Ballet 
is almost the only mixed-gender 
school in Iraq. Male and female 
students take classes together from 
kindergarten through high school 
but that led to the school and its 
students being threatened in a 
smear campaign after photos of a 
student performance were shared 
on Instagram.

“Some people are opposed to our 
establishment and regard our arts 

activities as contradictory to cus-
toms and traditions but the school 
is supported by the government and 
a large section of the society, which 
sees in it a platform for enhancing 
arts and culture,” Salim said.

With limited funding from the 
Ministry of Culture, the school can 
barely pay staff salaries. Expenses 
for operations, maintenance and 
special projects are sometimes as-
sumed by the students’ families.

Tara and Tamara Hassan, 
though, said they loved the school 
and classmates who share with 
them a strong appreciation for  
music and art.

“I play the cello and I hope one 
day I will be able to play with the 
Iraqi National Symphony Orches-
tra,” Tara said. “That is why I prac-
tise a lot at home and at school.”

Her sister, who plays the clarinet, 
is as determined.

“I don’t care what some people 
say about my school,” Tamara said. 
“The important thing is that we are 
able of practising our hobbies and 
enjoying them.”

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Oumayma Omar

Baghdad’s school of music 
and ballet beats the odds

The School of Music and 
Ballet is almost the only 
mixed-gender school in 
Iraq.

Spreading wings. Ballet students perform at Baghdad’s School of 
Music and Ballet.                                                                            (Oumayma  Omar)

London

T 

he United Arab Emirates 
recently inaugurated the 
Madrasa portal, the larg-
est e-learning platform in 

the Arab world, which will benefit 
more than 50 million Arab learners.

The platform includes 5,000 edu-
cational videos on science, math-
ematics, physics, chemistry and 
biology intended for learners from 
kindergarten to Grade 12.

The programme aims to develop 
educational content in Arabic or 
translated to Arabic and culled 
from educational material around 
the world and make it available 
free of charge to Arab students any-
where.

The project looks to improve 
the educational situation in the 
Arab world by elevating it to levels 
found in developed countries. The 
Madrasa project could spur similar 
initiatives to develop education in 
the region.

“The Madrasa platform focus-
es on quality self-education that 
seeks to build students’ skills and 
broaden their knowledge through 
updated educational content, and 
thus place them at the same level as 
their peers in the developed world, 
and enhance their competitive-
ness,” a statement on the Madrasa 
website said.

The platform is among the first 
results of the United Arab Emirates’ 
“Translation Challenge” initiative 
begun last year to Arabise 5,000 
educational videos and translate 11 
million words based on world-class 
curricula in science and mathemat-
ics by volunteers from different dis-
ciplines.

The initiative is to provide stu-
dents with access to advanced 
curricula in Arabic presented in 
a distinctive manner, taking into 
account scientific accuracy and 
smooth presentation with appro-

priate illustrations.
The initiative aspires to develop 

the educational system through the 
“school of the future,” which relies 
on artificial intelligence and lays 
the foundations of an educational 
system that keeps pace with trends 
in knowledge and education.

A platform is planned to include 
Arabic language courses and in-
struction in computer science, en-
gineering, programming, artificial 
intelligence and space science. The 
platform is trying to build partner-
ships with the leading institutions 
in online education.

The Madrasa platform can be in-
stalled on all types of devices using 

Windows, Android or Linux oper-
ating systems. It includes a search-
able database and offers options 
for online storage.

The search engine on the home-
page allows students to search 
directly for lessons by subject, by 
more general topics, such as sci-

ence, math, biology, chemistry and 
physics, or by educational level.

Organisers said they hope the 
Madrasa platform achieves several 
strategic goals, including in-time 
and on-demand free access to up-
to-date curricula in scientific fields 
to lift educational levels in the 
Arab world. They also look for it to 
reinforce educational opportuni-
ties for Arab students, regardless 
of their conditions and means, and 
encourage them to continue learn-
ing in conjunction with regular 
school curricula.

The platform encourages Arab 
learners to focus on scientific sub-
jects because those are considered 

the cornerstone of innovation and 
knowledge economy. The lessons 
encourage self-teaching so it is 
hoped Madrasa will help reduce 
Arab students’ relative disinterest 
of scientific subjects.

The Madrasa project was devel-
oped to build new generations of 
Arab researchers, scientists, in-
novators and inventors who could 
play leading roles in the economic 
and social development processes 
in their region. It also hopes to 
prepare students to master the 
language of science and technol-
ogy and participate in diversifying 
economies so they are based on 
knowledge and innovation.

UAE establishes the largest free 
e-learning platform in Arab world
The Arab Weekly staff A focus on 

quality. 
Dubai ruler 
Sheikh 
Mohammed bin 
Rashid 
al-Maktoum (R) 
browses through 
a booklet during 
the launch of the 
Madrasa 
portal in Dubai.                                                                          
                        (WAM)

The Madrasa portal, the 
largest e-learning 
platform in the Arab 
world, which will benefit 
more than 50 million Arab 
learners.
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Sharjah

T 

he newly rebuilt Africa Hall 
has been inaugurated and 
an Africa Institute estab-
lished in Sharjah to boost 

collaboration and cultural exchange 
between the Arabian Gulf and Af-
rica.

The formal opening in Septem-
ber was followed by performances 
by world-renowned African artists 
and an international symposium “5-
plus-1: Rethinking Abstraction.”

The Africa Hall, which was built 
on the same site as the original 
building, will serve as the meeting 
place for conferences, symposiums, 
lectures, film screenings, plays and 
performances related to the activi-
ties of the Africa Institute.

An additional building that will 
house the Africa Institute is to be 
constructed adjacent to Africa Hall. 
It will include an exhibition gallery, 
a research and archive centre and a 
library.

“I am both excited and honoured 
to work on this very important mile-
stone in Sharjah’s cultural scene,” 
said Sheikha Hoor al-Qasimi, 
daughter of Sharjah ruler Sheikh 
Sultan bin Muhammad al-Qasimi, 
and president of the Africa Insti-
tute.

“The potential and possibilities 
are endless and I am pleased that 
Sharjah will set the foundations for 
a globally oriented African and Afri-
can Diaspora Studies centre of this 

impressive scale and scope,” she 
said.

Sheikha Hoor said: “My father 
has always promoted the arts and 
culture in Sharjah. When Africa Hall 
was originally inaugurated under 
his patronage, he wanted to cre-
ate a lasting legacy of collaboration 
and cultural exchange. Given the 
Arabian Gulf’s deep historical ties 
to Africa, the Africa Institute came 
organically as a continuation of that 
legacy and was warmly welcomed 
by the community here.”

Dwelling on the history behind 
Africa Hall and its cultural signifi-
cance to Sharjah, Sheikha Hoor said 
the Africa Institute was planned in 
1976 but never fully realised, “so it 
is great that we are able to achieve 
this now.”

Africa Hall’s first cultural and po-
litical event was the Arab-African 
Symposium in December 1976. The 
new Africa Hall “will build on the 
original building’s legacy of serving 
as a cultural and educational hub,” 
Sheikha Hoor said.

The Africa Institute was con-
ceived as a research-based think-
tank and postgraduate studies insti-
tution. It will be a globally oriented, 
interdisciplinary academic research 
and archival institute, which will 
offer master’s and doctoral degree 
programmes.

“The Africa Institute will academ-
ically and artistically explore and 
examine the limitless viewpoints 
and perspectives regarding African 
and African Diaspora Studies, in-
cluding studies of history, culture 
and the arts,” Sheikha Hoor said.

Salah Hassan, director of the In-
stitute for Comparative Modernities 
at Cornell University and academic 
adviser to the Africa Institute, said 
the aim was “to establish and build 
the Africa Institute as a first-rate in-
ternational research and postgradu-
ate programme in African and Afri-
can Diaspora Studies.”

“We plan to have a first-class li-
brary and archives that will be made 

available to researchers from across 
Africa, the diaspora and the rest of 
the world,” he said.

The institute will offer postdoc-
toral and other research fellowships 
for scholars interested in African 
studies and will collaborate with 
African-based universities and re-
search institutions.

“In addition, the institute will 
serve as a serious think-tank on cur-
rent issues and challenges in Africa 
and become an incubator and ena-
bler for scholars who are pursuing 
new research on issues related to 
Africa. Above all, the institute will 
use its facilities, especially Africa 
Hall, for outreach and public pro-
grammes in music, theatre, per-

forming arts and visual arts,” Has-
san said.

One of the Africa Institute’s fun-
damental objectives is to challenge 
stereotypical representations of Af-
rican arts and cultures rooted in Eu-
rocentric paradigms and Orientalist 
tropes, he added.

“In other words, pursuing a non-
Orientalist approach to African 
studies is fundamental to the in-
stitute’s mission and, therefore, its 
objective of correcting the distorted 
images of Africa and its people and 
cultures common in the press and 
media,” Hassan said.

“This mission will be pursued via 
serious research agendas that pre-
sent a more realistic view of Africa 

and its diaspora through study of 
not only African contributions to 
humanity and world civilisations 
and a celebration of its arts and cul-
tures but also the challenges and 
crises that Africa and its people are 
currently facing.”

Above all, Hassan said, the loca-
tion of the institute in the Arabian 
Gulf will be important. “As under-
lined in its mission, the Africa Insti-
tute is uniquely positioned to fur-
ther the analysis of larger African 
and Gulf ties, like those powerfully 
demonstrated in the historiography 
of the Indian Ocean rim.”

N.P. Krishna Kumar is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in Dubai.

N.P. Krishna Kumar

Africa Institute opens in Sharjah

The newly rebuilt Africa 
Hall will serve as the 
meeting place for 
conferences, 
symposiums, lectures, 
film screenings, plays and 
performances.

Great potential. A view of the Africa Hall in Sharjah.                                                                                      (Africa Institute)

London

S  

udanese artist Hassan Mu-
sa’s exhibition of 23 mul-
timedia works, including 
painting, drawing, sewing 

fabrics, collage, wood cut and cal-
ligraphy, carries strong political 
messages on timely topics such as 
racism, poverty and migration.

Titled “The Chicken Conspir-
acy,” the show at the Gallery of 
African Art in London was named 
after one of Musa’s paintings that 
symbolises the struggles of artists 
of his generation — he is 67 — as 
they came to grips with the assim-
ilation of Africa’s local and region-
al cultural diversities into a new 
genre of Western-imposed and 
market-driven global African art, 
the exhibition’s synopsis stated.

“In ‘The Chicken Conspiracy’ 
painting, the economically dis-
advantaged and their artistic 
brethren are depicted as chickens 
controlled by the standards of the 
global marketplace and the quest 
for the almighty dollar,” it said.

The artist’s messages are dis-
played alongside his works.

“Negro Attacked by a Jaguar” 
draws its inspiration from a 1910 
painting by French artist Henri 
Rousseau. “(Former US President 
Barack) Obama was not only an 
American president, he was a 
black president. Being black was 
partly an electoral advantage but 
it was also a political handicap in 
a society that still defined people 
according to the colour of their 
skin,” Musa says.

“Gazelle Goes Crazy” refers both 
to the animal and to the French 
military Gazelle helicopter, which 

costs $8.1 million — the price of 35 
combined harvests.

In “The Multiplication of Cup-
cakes in Lampedusa Sea,” Musa 
refers to the refugee crisis. “All 
over the world, poor people are 
systematically classified as illegal 
by those who stole their territo-
ries,” he says. “The title refers to 
the miracle of Jesus’s multiplying 
of bread and fish. In the present 
world, only a miracle can solve 
the problem of refugees around 
the globe.”

“The Art of Healing” was in-
spired by the “Arabian Nights.”

“My image refers to Scheh-
erazade, the fabulous storyteller 
of the ‘Arabian Nights,’” Musa 
says. “Scheherazade managed to 
have absolute control over her 

husband, the sultan of Baghdad. 
She was in position to find justice 
for all the women slaughtered by 
the inconsolable broken-hearted 
sultan.

“Unfortunately for the victims, 
Scheherazade preferred to turn 
the page and protect her own 
family business. Modern readers 
of the ‘Arabian Nights’ also keep 
turning the pages of this fantastic 
tale and pretend not to notice the 

victims who crowd the thousand 
and one stories.”

While refusing to identify him-
self as a political artist, Musa said: 
“I am a politically conscious art-
ist.”

“I try to challenge well-estab-
lished ideas and concepts. The 
overall theme that motivates me 
is the fact that I am living in this 
world and that I am concerned 
by what is happening around 
me,” Musa said. “I know I can-
not change the world in one life-
time but I don’t want the world to 
change me. So my art practice is a 
kind of self-defence action.”

The beautiful and diverse callig-
raphy works in the basement gal-
lery include abstract landscapes, 
bird studies and an exotic nude.

One of the most powerful works 
is “Janjaweed Application,” a ref-
erence to the armed militia in 
Darfur. “The fact that the cen-
tral government is using ethnic 
groups against each other is an 
old practice in Sudanese politics,” 
Musa said. “During the colonial 
period, the British used the same 
methods to dominate. That is why 
I refer to ‘Janjaweed’ as an ‘appli-
cation’ to dominate.

“I decided to use calligraphy 
because the actual conflict in Dar-
fur is presented by the local and 
international media as a conflict 
between Arabs and Africans. This 
is a total misunderstanding of the 
situation. All the ethnic groups in-
volved in this conflict are African. 
Some of them pretend to be Arab.”

Born in El Nuhud, Western Su-
dan in 1951, Musa lives in Nimes, 
France. He graduated from the 
Khartoum Ecole des Beaux-Arts 
in 1974 and earned a doctorate in 
the history of art from Montpel-
lier University in 1989. His en-
gagement with calligraphy can be 
traced to his teen years working 
on his school’s mural newspaper 
in Western Sudan.

Musa’s many exhibitions in-
clude “Modernities and Memo-
ries” at the Venice Biennale in 
1997; “New Premises: Three Dec-
ades,” at the Museum for African 
Art in New York in 2012; an exhi-
bition at the Mori Art Museum 
in Japan; and the Biennale de la 
Calligraphie in the United Arab 
Emirates. His works have been 
exhibited at the Centre Georges 
Pompidou in Paris and can be 
found in many permanent and 
private collections.

Karen Dabrowska is an Arab 
Weekly contributor in London.

Karen Dabrowska A take on a 
conflict. 
“Janjaweed 
Application,” 
ink on paper. 
(Gallery of 
African Art in 
London)

Sudanese artist expresses political concerns in London exhibit

Musa’s exhibition of 23 
multimedia works carries 
strong political messages 
on timely topics such as 
racism, poverty and 
migration.
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S
tephen Bourke first 
heard tales of the 
Middle East as a child 
of 4 in Australia. 
“Uncle Pat told me 
about Cairo and 
climbing the pyramids, 

walking through the bazaars and 
going down the Nile in a felucca,” 
he said.

Bourke’s uncle and father fought 
in the region during the first 
world war as did his grandfather, 
who survived both Gallipoli and 
the Somme. Some decades after 
hearing their stories, Bourke finds 
himself an archaeologist and chief 
editor of the recently updated “The 
Middle East: The Cradle of Civilisa-
tion,” first published in 2008 by 
Thames & Hudson.

The basic conception of the book 
as a well-illustrated, informed intro-
duction served in bite-sized chunks 
came from the publisher, Bourke 
said. “The brief was [sections 
of] double pages of 900 words, 
sometimes 1,800 words. Each of 
the 13 main contributors has acted 
as a hub for a group of researchers, 
around 72 overall,” he said.

The book explores the Middle 
East’s centrality to humankind 
since its initial migration out of 
Africa through the Jordan Rift Val-
ley 1.8 million years ago. The first 
farmers settled in communities of 
up to 1,000 in the Levant around 
9800BC. Then came cities of a few 
thousand with a division of labour 
and social classes. The Sumerians 
invented writing, in today’s Iraq, 
around 3500BC.

The Middle East was in a unique 
position favouring development. 
“The greatest collection of po-
tentially domesticated plants and 
animals was in the Middle East, also 

the greatest collection of resources 
within 5,000 sq. miles,” said 
Bourke. “It has a relatively good 
climate, relatively well-watered 
lowlands, relative ease of maritime 
transport. Development happened 
in Africa and there were cities in 
Africa [as early as] 5000BC but they 
weren’t as resilient.

“Plus, the Middle East had con-
nectivity. Ethiopia has a reasonable 
connection with the Nile but 40 
miles west is 350 miles of track-
less desert. Walk east out of Libya, 
you’re going to die long before you 
see any palm trees.”

Among the book’s double-page 
spreads are “The Importance of 
Water,” “The Domestication of 
Animals,” “Imperial Government,” 
“Sargon of Akkad,” “Assyria’s 
Demise,” “Nebuchadnezzar II” and 
“The Arab Conquest.” The book 
delves into archaeologists’ methods 
and their history, including 19th-
century excavations in Babylon and 
Persepolis, biblical archaeology and 
the emergence of indigenous  

archaeologists.
Bourke’s own field work im-

mersed him early in the region’s 
richness. “In 1979, my professor, 
Basil Hennessy, started excavation 
in Pella in Jordan valley, which 
has everything from the Neolithic 
through to the Mamluk period. You 
start with a love of Ottoman toilets 
and end with a love of Neolithic 
pits, 17.5 metres and 22 years later.”

Bourke did doctoral and post-
doctoral work at Tell Nebi Mend, 
the ancient city of Kadesh, 20km 
south-west of Homs, on the 
Orontes River. It is near the site of 
the 13th-century BC battle between 
the Hittites and the Egyptians 
under Ramses the Great. In the 
1990s, Bourke led the University 
of Sydney team excavating Teleilat 
el-Ghassul, villages from around 
4400-3500BC in the eastern Jordan 
Valley.

Events since the book was pub-
lished in 2008 have disrupted ar-
chaeology, Bourke concedes. In late 
2010 he was digging at Nebi Mend. 
“Twelve of us and our families went 
for Christmas to Damascus. I have 
pictures of the children playing in 
the courtyard of the Great Mosque. 
We ate at patisseries, shopped in 
the souks and then everyone went 
off to visit their favourite site — 
Christian, Muslim, prehistoric. 
Three months later, it all took off.”

If Syria became an archae-
ologists’ no-go zone, Iraq, after 
decades of neglect, has seen 
renewed activities in the past five 
to six years, including in Kurdistan 
and Ur. New technologies have 
often yielded results, Bourke said. 

“There’s a Greek city of 200 hec-
tares in southern Iraq, near al-Faw 
Peninsula, that is so well preserved 
that magnetometers show every 
street, every square and all the 
fortifications,” he said.

This wasn’t possible in the 
1970s when physical excavations 
stopped.

Bourke said this informs ar-
chaeology’s growing focus on the 
city. “Most of us today are look-
ing at what we’ll call ‘the urban 
pulse over time’… How does it 
come about? Are its main drivers 
economic, social, military? While 
the city drives ‘progress’ — for want 
of a better word — urban life is lived 
differently in each pulse,” he said.

Perhaps surprisingly, study-
ing the history and pre-history 
of the Middle East leaves Bourke 
optimistic. “You realise your part 
of the story is relatively small but 
the story is relatively strong,” he 
said. “At Pella I’ve seen site-wide 
destruction and gradually over 
100-150 years civilisation reforms, 
strengthens and flourishes. Terrible 
things have happened in which 
thousands of people have died but 
the dust settles, people recover and 
they start rebuilding.

“People are resilient. The land 
is resilient. If people were nothing 
but degraders of land, we’d all be 
dead long ago. As landscapes are 
degraded, many more are curated. 
That’s what those large [agricultur-
al] terraces are about, that’s what 
all the management of water is 
about. People find ways eventually 
to live and work on the land.”

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

Back to the roots. Cover of 
“The Middle East: The Cradle 
of Civilisation.”

Exploring the Middle East’s centrality to mankind
BOOK REVIEW

Perhaps 
surprisingly, 
studying the history 
and pre-history of 
the Middle East 
leaves Bourke 
optimistic.

Gareth Smyth

with my audience. I seek to 
establish a dialogue with univer-
salist texts by placing them in a 
local context, and that way 
theatre is turned into a daily 
inquiry into the world’s ques-
tions.”

Daif said Moroccan theatre is 
undergoing a positive diversity. It 
is not a single-faceted theatre but 
a multitude of theatrical experi-
ments. Moroccan theatre has left 
noticeable impressions in several 
Arab festivals,” he said.

Theatre is alive in Morocco. 
Playwrights, directors, actors and 
critics are conversing and creat-
ing. Morocco’s theatre people like 
to experiment with ways of affect-
ing the audience and this is 
probably why Moroccan theatre 
seems as if it is in its infancy. It is 
still difficult to determine a 
specific identity of this theatre.

“In Morocco, there is no state or 
public sector theatre. The art is 
practised within independent 
associations but, in the end, 
comes under the supervision of 
the Ministry of Culture. In the 
past few years, many things have 
been achieved on the level of 
preparing regulations and 
structuring the domain,” Daif 
explained.

Daif said those measures were 
important to have but the domain 
of theatre in Morocco, with its 
new laws and instruments, 
remains fragile; nothing seems 
permanent because of the lack of 
a clear government strategy for 
the domain.

“We are more in contact with 
Europe than we are with the Arab 
countries,” Daif said of Moroccan 

theatre. “Except for the occasions 
of Arab festivals and the efforts of 
the Arab Theatre Committee, 
theatre in one Arab country has 
virtually no contact with its 
counterpart in other Arab coun-
tries. There are no exchanges of 
shows, no common productions 
and no exchanges of expertise. 
There are no strong efforts of 
publishing scripts in the Arab 
countries. Arab dramatists feel 
isolated from and foreign to the 
larger Arab theatre but quite close 
to non-Arab theatres.”

Daif said the Moroccan theatre 
scene had positively affected the 
recent cinematic boom in 
Morocco.

He pointed out that the quanti-
tative and qualitative progress in 
cinema and TV drama in Morocco 
is because of the strength of the 
theatre in Morocco and the 

creativity of its practitioners.
Cinema and television in 

Morocco were lucky to find 
experienced people, especially 
actors and actresses, who had 
built their expertise on the stage, 
he said, adding that artists in 
Morocco enjoy the freedom of 
creativity but the question 
remains in how to use that 
freedom to develop truly creative 
works.

“My future contribution is 
going to be a project that is related 
to my general and overall theatri-
cal project, which consists in 
deconstructing the collective 
memory of Moroccan society 
regarding its relations with the 
authorities, history and the 
present,” Daif said.

Mohamad al-Hammamsi is an 
Egyptian writer.

F
or more than a 
quarter of a century, 
Moroccan director 
and theatre artist 
Bousselham Daif has 
been producing, 
writing, directing and 

acting in scores of dramas. His 
plays have been well-received and 
rewarded in many Arab and 
international festivals such as the 
Experimental Theatre Festival, 
the International Theatre Festival 
of Damascus and the Arab Theatre 
Festival in Jordan. Daif has staged 
his plays in several European 
cities.

Daif has worked as manager and 
director of the Shamat Theatre in 
Morocco and of the theatre of the 
cultural centre of the Moroccan 
Ministry of Culture. His play “Ras 
el-Hanout” (“Spices”) was 
awarded first prize at the first 
National Theatre Festival in 
Morocco in 1999.

The Arab Weekly talked with 
Daif during the 25th Cairo 
International Festival for Contem-
porary and Experimental Theatre.

“I worked on many play scripts. 
I started a long time ago by 
working on Tahar ben Jelloun’s 
novel ‘The Night of Destiny,’ then 
I worked on the novel ‘The 
Musician’ by the Japanese 
novelist Yukio Mishima and 
finally on the novel ‘Far from the 
Clamour, Near to the Silence’ by 
Moroccan novelist Mohammed 

Berrada, which I turned into a 
play that went by the title ‘Every-
thing about my Father,’” Daif said.

“I like to work on novels 
because I love novels and I love to 
turn them into plays. Each novel 
creates its own techniques and its 
own world and the playwright has 
to be familiar with both the 
techniques of the novel and the 
techniques of playwriting. The 
challenges lie in how to remain 
loyal to the worlds of the novels 
while pushing for new horizons 
with the plays,” Daif added.

Daif’s choice to work primarily 
on novels, turn them into plays 
and direct them is independent of 
the lack of texts in Arabic drama. 
He said: “My plays are adventures 
in theatre experiments. I start 
with texts of novels I select from 
different parts of the world then I 
aim at creating a special relation 

Mohamad 
al-Hammamsi

“Except for the 
occasions of Arab 
festivals and the 
efforts of the Arab 
Theatre Committee, 
theatre in one Arab 
country has virtually 
no contact with its 
counterpart in other 
Arab countries.” 

Moroccan director 
and theatre artist 
Bousselham Daif

Talking with Moroccan theatre 
director Bousselham Daif

Multitude of experiments. Moroccan director and theatre artist 
Bousselham Daif.                                            (Bousselham Daif’s Facebook page)

Interview
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Agenda

We welcome submissions of 
calendar items related to 
cultural events of interest to 
travellers in the Middle East 
and North Africa.

Please send tips to: 
editor@thearabweekly.com

Carthage: 
Through October 31

The 24th Musical October in 
Carthage is taking place at the 
Acropolium on Byrsa Hill. The 
festival includes concerts by art-
ists from Tunisia, Japan, Russia, 
Spain, Italy and Austria.

Erfoud: 
Through October 31

The Erfoud region in eastern 
Morocco is famous for its date 
palms. Every year after harvest, 
local tribesmen gather for a fes-
tival during which they play tra-
ditional music, perform Berber 
dances and exhibit local cuisine 
with horse races also featured.

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, col-
lection displays, late-night talks, 
performances and screenings.

Dubai: 
November 2

Sergio Cortes will celebrate the 
life and times of Michael Jackson 
with a tribute concert at the 
Dubai Media City. The show will 
feature Jackson’s choreography 
and hits such as “Billie Jean,” 
“Beat It” and “Thriller.”

Tunis: 
November 3-10

The Carthage Film Festival is 
an annual event that showcases 
films from the Maghreb, Africa 
and the Middle East. It takes 
place in Tunis and other parts of 
Tunisia. The programme for the 
29th edition will include world 
cinema projections, seminars, 
debates and meetings in addi-
tion to the official film competi-
tion.

Beirut: 
November 8-10

The eighth Beirut Cooking 
Festival will take place at the 
Beirut International Exhibition 
and Leisure Centre. Celebrity 
chefs will be on hand to meet 
people and share recipes, dishes, 
cocktail courses and new trends 
in cooking.

Ras Sedr

R 

as Sedr is more than just 
another resort on Egypt’s 
Red Sea where visitors can 
enjoy the beach at afford-

able prices because the city where 
it is located offers a diverse treat 
of Egyptian culture, history and 
social traditions.

Only 200km from Cairo and with 
a coastline stretching 95km in the 
most serene and clear parts of the 
Red Sea, Ras Sedr is an enchant-
ing spot for swimmers, divers and 
beach lovers.

“The sands and the purity of the 
water in this part of Egypt are just 
matchless. They are the reason 
behind the reputation of the city,” 
said Ali Hamada, head of the Ras 
Sedr City Council.

The colourful coral reefs, home 
for a large variety of fish, offer di-
vers a great experience. Beachgo-
ers can indulge in all types of water 
sports.

Ras Sedr is more than just a 
sandy beach and crystal-clear wa-
ters, however. It is also about peo-
ple, culture, history, religion and 
food.

The city was inhabited long 
ago by Sinai Bedouins. With their 
nomadic lifestyle, the Bedouins 
greatly influenced Ras Sedr’s culi-
nary culture.

Most of the hotels are operated 
by Bedouins who also protect 
tourist and historical sites in the 
city. Bedouin-operated hotels and 
resorts offer an authentic culinary 
experience of what is commonly 

designated as “desert food.”
There is a belief among Bedouins 

that goat milk supports good 
health and long life. A mix of goat 
milk, sugar and wild aromatic 
herbs is a favourite local morning 
drink.

The Bedouins of Ras Sedr also 
cherish goat meat. Gubart bread, 
which is made with flour, water 
and salt; sala, goat meat and dates; 
and assida, a mix of flour, butter, 
milk and green cardamom, are sta-

ple foods for local people.
“Those coming to the city for the 

first time find these recipes stun-
ning, delicious and different from 
anything they might have eaten 
in their life,” said Sobhi Saber, a 
tour guide. “This is less about the 
components of this food and more 
about the very distinct way the 
Bedouins cook their food. They 
cook it with love.”

Because it is surrounded by 
desert and mountains, Ras Sedr 
offers visitors a different safari 
experience. Quail are present in 
large numbers in some parts of 
the city and several animal spe-
cies, especially the Nubian ibex, 
a desert-dwelling goat, roam the 
mountains.

Ras Sedr had not attracted for-
eign tourists’ attention compared 

with other Red Sea resorts, such 
as Sharm el-Sheikh, Hurghada and 
Dahab. This was partly because of 
the lack of investments.

However, tourism investments 
started some years ago, resulting 
in the emergence of hotels for all 
tastes and budgets. Ras Sedr boasts 
15 hotels, some of them with pri-
vate beaches. The price of a single 
room starts at $50 per night.

Ras Sedr has 12 natural springs 
that, local legend says, were creat-
ed when Moses struck a rock with 
his rod to get water for the Israel-
ites to drink from. Today, only one 
spring still produces water; the 
other 11 springs have been buried 
under the sand. However, the gov-
ernment has started a project to 
restore them.

The Pharaoh’s Bath is another in-
teresting site in Ras Sedr. The bath 
is a natural pool that originates in 
a mountain cave with the water 
flowing into the Gulf of Suez. The 
water temperature rises gradually 
as one swims into the cave.

The cave was used as a refuge by 
Christians escaping persecution by 
the Romans in the fourth and fifth 
centuries.

Ras Sedr’s rich nature has been 
attracting many people in re-
cent years. That includes Khaled 
Salah, an Egyptian expatriate engi-
neer based in Dubai, who said he 
spends half of his annual vacation 
in Ras Sedr and bought a perma-
nent residence there.

“The city’s merits can rarely be 
found in one place anywhere in 
Egypt,” Salah said. “Ras Sedr com-
bines nature, history and people, 
things that make it beat out any 
other place here.”

Egypt’s Ras Sedr resort 
offers mix of nature, history
Ahmed Megahid

Children enjoy a float at La Hacienda Beach Hotel at Ras Sedr. 
(La Hacienda Resort & Hotel)

Bungalows at La Hacienda Beach Hotel at Ras Sedr.    (La Hacienda Resort & Hotel) A visitor practises kitesurfing at Ras Sedr.    La Hacienda Resort & Hotel)

A family villa at La Hacienda Beach Hotel.                                                                  (La Hacienda Resort & Hotel) A view of a beach at Ras Sedr.                                                        (Ahmed Megahid)

Ras Sedr is more than just a 
sandy beach and crystal-
clear waters. It is also about 
people, culture, history, 
religion and food.


